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Abstract: This dissertation argues that Robert De Niro’s performances in the 1970s mark 
him as pivotal a figure in the history of American film acting as Stella Adler, Elia Kazan, 
and Marlon Brando. De Niro’s transformations into Vito Corleone, Travis Bickle, and 
Jake La Motta take the Method to the extreme, permanently changing our understanding 
of screen performance while revealing the relationships among authorship, agency, and 
acting. 
 
Utilizing rare artifacts from De Niro’s recently donated materials to the Harry Ransom 
Center, I provide hitherto unseen evidence of his meticulous research, his conversations 
with directors, and his extreme bodily transformations that I argue constitute a truly 
unique iteration of the Method. Though certainly a student of Adler, De Niro’s efforts to 
reshape productions around his characterizations and exercise his growing power to do 
whatever it takes - including rewriting dialogue to reflect vernacular speech, improvising 
scenes for spontaneity, and finding his own costumes – demonstrate a particular 
commitment to artistic truth, historical accuracy, and verisimilitude that mark him as 
inimitable within the diverse world of Method theorists, pedagogues, and practitioners. 
 
There is nothing, I argue, that appears in a De Niro film that has not been deliberated, 
discussed, or fought for by the actor, and I consider here how his filmography – including 
pivotal '70s films such as MEAN STREETS, TAXI DRIVER, THE DEER HUNTER, and RAGING 
BULL – speaks to a Method performance that extends beyond the screen and behind the 
scenes. Demystifying De Niro’s “Method” therefore allows us to revisit key cinematic 
contributions to 1970s US film culture and significantly deepens our understanding of 
actor agency by troubling dominant historical narratives of production and confounding 
assumptions about on-set hierarchies. 
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Chapter 1: Introduction: Robert De Niro in Theory and Practice 
 

 
I’d like to look at all of my movies once just to do it — just to see what it 

makes me think, to see what the pattern was. But with all the movies I've 

been in, that would mean watching two or three a day for a month. I don't 

know where I'd get the time. 

- Robert De Niro, 20111 

 

It is this astonishing variety and authenticity of his characterizations that 

make him, at 33, the most exciting young American actor on the scene, the 

one with the greatest potential to combine superstardom with 

extraordinary creative ability. More than that, De Niro is the heir 

apparent to the post of American cultural Symbol once occupied by 

Marlon Brando and the late James Dean. As Brando and Dean did in the 

postwar decades, De Niro seems to embody the conflicting, questioning 

energies of his generation, the generation coming to young maturity in the 

fragmented ’70s. 

- Jack Kroll2 

 
 

Although Robert De Niro is one of the most recognizable and important film 

icons of the last century, surprisingly little scholarship is devoted to him, and certainly 

none that explains his unique contribution as an actor, director, producer, or film festival 

impresario. There are several reasons for the omission, and each contributes to this 

vacuum. First, there has never been a comprehensive study that adequately describes and 

assesses what a single actor does in the movies. Theories of film authorship have only 

complicated the issue, often reducing actors’ roles to an extension of the director’s will. 
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Star theory, however, has effectively removed the issue of an individual artist’s 

craftsmanship, concentrating on the interpretations of their images by critics and 

audiences alike.3 This situation has been exacerbated by popular and scholarly accounts 

of the New Hollywood cinema (1967-1980), which double down on the idea of a 

director’s vision, privileging larger-than-life personalities such as Martin Scorsese, Peter 

Bogdonovich, Francis Ford Coppola, Hal Ashby, and Robert Altman, while 

simultaneously diminishing De Niro’s significant contributions to Mean Streets (Martin 

Scorsese 1973), The Godfather Part II (Francis Ford Coppola 1974), Taxi Driver 

(Scorsese 1976), The Deer Hunter (Michael Cimino 1978), and Raging Bull (Scorsese 

1980).4 That many actors, producers, and film executives were also responsible for the 

unique films of the era is an issue that remains underexplored. Moreover, the 

entrenchment of directorial authorship and star tropes within accounts of the New 

Hollywood leave little room to consider film artistry from other sources, resulting in 

opposing theories that pull away from this middle ground and leave us with insufficient 

methods to consider the contributions of outliers.5  

 Given these options, what do we do with Robert De Niro? A figure more 

recognizable for his on-screen craftsmanship than his off-screen antics, he poses a 

significant problem for the scholar attempting to consider his acting, agency, and 

authorship. Meanwhile, De Niro’s image and performances are central to our 

consideration of the New Hollywood. His portrayals of Bruce Pearson, Johnny Boy, Vito 

Corleone, Travis Bickle, Michael Vronsky, and Jake La Motta each emerge as 

expressions of an extremely volatile moment in American history and have become 
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emblematic of the conflicts, anger, tensions, and difficulties within this turbulent time. 

Additionally, these roles are central to larger debates about representation in the 1970s, 

including questions about masculinity, ethnicity, and social class. His work in this era 

also represents an unsurpassed streak of film excellence – for him or for any other actor – 

and these particular performances broke new ground while contributing to an even longer 

legacy of film acting.  

Accordingly, we should measure De Niro’s significance alongside a new 

generation of the actors such as Woody Allen, Warren Beatty, Ellen Burstyn, Clint 

Eastwood, Gene Hackman, Dustin Hoffman, Diane Keaton, Jack Nicholson, Al Pacino, 

Robert Redford, Meryl Streep, and Barbara Streisand -- all of whom helped to redefine 

American cinema with their distinctive screen performances. Considering the prominence 

and power wielded by hyphenate writer-actor-producer-directors (like Allen, Beatty, 

Eastwood, Redford) further complicates our knowledge of the post-Classical cinema. In 

addition, these figures complicate our perceptions of collaboration as often these 

personalities refused to be contained within one role or another. Recent studies of 

Redford and Beatty reveal their significant contributions outside of the roles they were 

hired to do.6 Collaboration with these figures, and De Niro, famously meant negotiating 

with their strong instincts for shaping a project, regardless of any on-set hierarchies.  

De Niro took American film acting to the extreme. Very little appears in a De 

Niro film that has not been deliberated, discussed, and championed by the actor, and his 

insistence upon verisimilitude, professionalism, and artistic fidelity remains unsurpassed. 

Co-star James Woods summarized De Niro’s method succinctly, stating he “has a 
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barometer for the truth of a scene” and “can’t act” if it is not right. According to Woods, 

De Niro “just isn’t capable of bad acting.” As such, De Niro shapes the production 

around him, doing whatever it takes – including rewriting scripts to reflect vernacular 

speech, improvising scenes to create on-screen spontaneity, and finding his own props 

and costumes – to reshape the dynamics on-set, allowing him to be “a natural when 

everything’s right.”7 Documenting the precise circumstances De Niro needs around him 

to “act naturally,” what changes take place in a production to accommodate these needs, 

and how this transforms our understanding of what an actor does lies at the heart of this 

study.  

My title, “Robert De Niro’s Method: Acting, Authorship, and Agency in the New 

Hollywood (1967-1980),” evokes the long, complex and multifaceted history of acting 

from Russian director Constantin Stanislavski’s contributions to the New York City 

setting where De Niro received it. De Niro proves as an important figure to the legacy of 

American film acting as Stella Adler, Lee Strasberg, Arthur Penn, Elia Kazan, Marlon 

Brando, Montgomery Clift, and Paul Newman. Moreover, his portrayals in the 1970s 

changed perceptions of screen performance, particularly the public understanding of the 

relationship between bodily transformations and quality acting. 

In Stanislavski’s writing, an actor was a great deal more than merely a piece in the 

puzzle of theatre; he was an autonomous artist, whose depth and imaginative capacity 

were rooted in preparation and the pursuit of truth, research, training, and detail. De Niro 

emerged within a generation of Method-inspired actors in the 1960s and 1970s, like 

Hoffman, Pacino, Nicholson, Hackman, Burstyn, and Streep, while at the same time 
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differentiating himself by concentrating on external rather than emotional details. In this 

vein, De Niro is more closely aligned to a traditional sense of the Method, taught by 

Stella Adler instead of Lee Strasberg’s more ‘popular’ Actor’s Studio, which favored a 

more psychological rather than contextual approach. In fact, despite his association with 

The Actor’s Studio as an observer, De Niro has gone so far as to distance himself from 

the Strasberg’s school, calling it “a cult of personality” and identifying his allegiance to 

Adler and Stanislavski’s teaching.8 

In 2006, De Niro donated his career’s worth of materials to the Harry Ransom 

Center – providing myriad clues that partially reveal the mysteries of his elusive process. 

The Collection includes thousands of costumes and props that he kept from hundreds of 

productions since the 1960s, suggesting that De Niro is a collector, interested in his long-

term legacy and finally ready to let historians and scholars decide what that legacy is. 

That frequent De Niro collaborators Martin Scorsese and Paul Schrader have recently 

donated their own collections to university archives implies that the time is right to 

triangulate the various points of traditional authorship (directing, screenwriting, and 

acting), providing the opportunity to build a comprehensive view of collaborative film 

artistry from the ground up. My five-year immersion within these materials proves to me 

that this documentation seriously complicates theories of film studies, including 

authorship, stardom, and industry, particularly within the decade De Niro featured so 

prominently. Moreover, Robert De Niro’s standing within American culture demands 

broader, more interdisciplinary pathways of research; it intersects with questions of 

American history, representations of masculinity, ethnicity, and social class. The Robert 
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De Niro Collection, then, provides the opportunity for a significant reconsideration of the 

New Hollywood, expanding our formerly rigid categorizations, producing new methods 

to reframe filmmaking and considering De Niro’s integral role within the New 

Hollywood.  

The De Niro Collection tells a story that has been previously obscured in film 

history, attesting to the development of a young actor as he created his own technique 

from 1967-1980. At the same time, De Niro’s success in the New Hollywood is borne of 

historical and industrial factors, such as the volatile political climate in America in the 

late 1960s and 1970s in addition to the rise of a new generation of film practitioners who 

rebelled against the old. The fact that De Niro worked with the most important directors 

of this era – making over a film a year – provides researchers with an detailed cross-

section of the decade and prompts us to revisit these varied works using the focused lens 

of the actor’s career to do so. As the past is increasingly viewed with nostalgia for the 

films, filmmaking, directors, and actors of the time, a journey through these archives can 

provide a more robust understanding of film history. The Collection reveals that De Niro 

is a determined and deliberate artist whose acting is marked by his fine attention to 

history, verisimilitude, and, above all, craftsmanship. As the actor has found it difficult in 

interviews to express how and why he does the things he does, accessing the Collection 

can remedy many of these issues by correcting what has been, up until now, educated 

guesswork.  
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Methodology  
 

Travis Bickle: I should get one of those signs that says “One of these days 

I'm gonna get organezized.”  

Betsy: You mean organized?  

Travis Bickle: Organezized. Organezized. It's a joke. O-R-G-A-N-E-Z-I-

Z-E-D...  

Betsy: Oh, you mean organezized. Like those little signs they have in 

offices that says, "Thimk"?  

- Travis to Betsy (Cybill Shepherd) in Taxi Driver 

 

Robert De Niro – the actor and his image – is central to our understanding of the 

1970s cinema and to the contested site(s) of acting, authorship, and agency. Not only is 

his image inexorably tied to the era’s discourses of “incoherence,” “loneliness,” and 

“unmotivated” antiheroes within the New Hollywood, but his image in the New 

Hollywood is a Rorschach test through which scholars, critics, and audiences interpret the 

most important preoccupations of the 1970s, including the representation and decline of 

the working class, changing conceptions of masculinity and ethnicity, a culture in the 

throes of economic decline, the Vietnam War, and Watergate. 

I view this project as multivalent, multidisciplinary, and multifaceted, demanding 

varying techniques, theories, and approaches. In order to fully assess De Niro’s 

significance during this era, I will take a holistic approach that includes varying and 

sometimes divergent methods. Primarily, I will take a chronological path, using case 

studies to reveal the most pertinent issues within De Niro’s films, their historical context, 

and the best means to analyze them. Several major phases define the actor’s career, 
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following his early theatrical training with Stella Adler from 1960-1963, his work as a 

stage actor from 1963-1970, the moment of overlap when De Niro slowly made his way 

into film from 1963-1973, his immersion in a realist mode of acting from 1974-76, and 

finally to a pronounced and mannerist mode of acting, borne of the skills, cultural capital, 

and power that he accumulated from 1977-1980. As De Niro’s career corresponds to 

major phases in the New Hollywood (a movement which is itself indicative of this 

volatile period) linking textual analysis to historical accounts of the era, while using the 

archive to supplement contemporary theories of authorship, acting, and agency seems the 

best course of action.  

Underlying all of this work is the question of whether the actor’s performances 

operate within determinably realist ethos, or whether De Niro’s extremes reveal 

something more profoundly Modernist in nature. If one argues for the former, 

acknowledging where this realism fits into the tradition of the 1970s cinema is key. 

However, if it is the latter, accounting for the evolution of his technique will provide a 

record of the actor’s pushing past the known boundaries of his craft and closer to 

performance art with his bodily transformations. In all likelihood, the answer is 

contextual and complicated, borne of the era in which these performances emerged, the 

industrial factors relating to each production, and the amount of power that De Niro 

wielded as a craftsman, actor, artist, collaborator and star.  

Next, I will address where De Niro’s acting belongs within the history of Method 

acting, while highlighting moments when the actor modified it. Part of this work involves 

rehearsing the often confused history of the Method (in theory and practice), elaborating 
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its naturalist and realist heritage, and accounting for De Niro’s adoption of the form. This 

involves retracing the Method to its historical origins in Nineteenth-Century Russia, to 

1920s New York City, and finally to Stella Adler’s acting workshop, where De Niro 

received his training from Adler as an impressionable young actor. 

I will also concentrate on more recent models of authorial agency. I will 

demonstrate the ways that De Niro constitutes his film authorship “within a production 

process and social formation.”9 Such a proposition qualifies the agential De Niro as 

performing “technique[s] of the self” in specific locations (Hollywood or New York) 

while simultaneously behaving as an author within this industrial structure. Certainly, this 

project qualifies under such a rubric, particularly as the archive provides the means to 

assess De Niro’s “textual traces” of “identity and agency” within a given work and to 

analyze his specific decisions within these individual productions. Examining De Niro’s 

“authoring behaviors” also explains where and when his contributions were evident as 

well as pinpointing the moments when his contributions are suppressed, not to mention 

hidden from the average viewer. In this vein, I will explain (following Mike Kesby) that 

these agential actions are paradoxically “conscious and reflexive” while simultaneously 

“partial, positioned, and informed by a situated consciousness of one’s location and 

interests within an evolving constellation of powers.”10 Thus, by utilizing a combination 

of these elements and theories, I will chart a historical account of De Niro’s partial 

choices throughout his career. This enterprise will chronicle the moments when these 

choices are suppressed, positioned, and set within an industry, complicating the 
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traditional account of filmmaking while positioning De Niro as the center of a self-

fashioning practice as actor, agent, and author. 

Understanding how Adler’s early instruction informed De Niro’s orthodoxy 

remains the key to understanding when, where, and how De Niro modified these 

instructions. Among the most consistent of these ideas is the practice of building a 

character from the ground up in addition to using the practice of improvisation to do so. 

This process involved meticulous research on the part of an actor, who first trains his 

body and mind to relate to a character’s given circumstances. As opposed to previous 

(and more popular) accounts of the Method – which favor an actor’s ability to reproduce 

emotions – these given circumstances incorporate details of historical, economic, and 

sociocultural contexts. Even in his early roles in theatre and film, De Niro distinguished 

himself with his extreme devotion and commitment to these concepts, fully immersing 

himself in the lives of his characters and amassing an apartment full of props and 

costumes to aid him in inhabiting the socio-cultural realities of his characters. De Niro 

incorporated traditionally theatre-based practices into his technique, importing 

dramaturgy, scholarly research, historical reenactment, and (sometimes) extreme bodily 

transformations that are more commonly associated with performance art.  

Evidence from his early films reveals that De Niro’s intensive research began 

months in advance of principal photography. The actor proved an avid bookworm, 

reading the best sources for historical context, including sources that were parenthetically 

related to his characters’ time period. De Niro also travelled to the locations that his 

character was from with a tape recorder, living and working amongst the people of the 
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region and attempting to master the particularities of their dialect. Simultaneously, De 

Niro devoted himself to learning new skills appropriate to his characterizations, including 

athletics (baseball, boxing), musical instruments (the saxophone), or entirely new 

languages (as in the case of his studying Sicilian for The Godfather Part II). He arrived 

on the set ready to present his interpretation of a role and deliver several different options 

to directors that he has thought, processed, and written about well in advance. Far from 

being the work of an ego-driven figure, De Niro’s investment in all of these roles reveals 

his fidelity to the script and the project, as well as his devotion to his craft.  

 As De Niro received recognition for his portrayals and roles, he steadily improved 

his technique. This included his collaborative ethos, honed with early directors Brian De 

Palma, Roger Corman, and John D. Hancock, who gave De Niro free reign to indulge in 

his artistic inclinations – which included significant input at the pre-production stages of 

a film – only reaffirming De Niro’s faith in his system. By the time De Niro met Martin 

Scorsese for Mean Streets, this working method was not only more pronounced but 

emboldened him to speak freely about his thoughts regarding his and other characters – 

which included his rewriting scenes based on preliminary work with other actors – in 

addition to asking for more scenes to flesh out his character, Johnny Boy. I will argue that 

these requests were not made for egotistical reasons but rather were borne from De Niro’s 

understanding of the given text, his early training in theatre, his analysis of the script, as 

well as his adding context to his character within a given work. 
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De Niro’s Method  

Part of De Niro's method may be the result of an abbreviated rehearsal process -- 

one of the most significant major differences between theatre and film. In theatre, actors 

are often encouraged to explore their characters in collaboration with directors and the 

rest of the cast, interpreting the text together. Method training helps in this development, 

and actors often invent scenes via improvisation. In these exercises actors are inserted 

into different scenarios in order to put themselves in their characters’ shoes while 

imaginatively experiencing moments of their character’s lives. These imaginative 

experiences often find their way into the subtextual dimension of plays and are expressed 

by the actors’ interpretation of what is not in the script, an issue I will discuss at length 

throughout this study. We might say that actors can at least partially claim ownership of 

the roles they play, especially as they often create and contribute back-stories, histories 

and earlier events in their characters’ lives. 

There are very few occasions in which a screenplay becomes the final product.11 

Many changes occur before, during, and after a production, allowing room for many 

contributors to add their insights between the moment when a writer hands off the script 

and the production team arrives on set. In films, actors are generally left on their own to 

interpret their characters, adding a further occasion for their input. De Niro incorporated 

extreme preparation and decision-making into his process, making choices about his 

character, and researching his historico-cultural and socioeconomic circumstances. 

Sometimes this was welcomed by the creative team, who found De Niro an avid and 

active collaborator, whereas other times the experience was exhausting, as was the case 
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on King of Comedy with screenwriter Paul Zimmerman and on Casino with Nicolas 

Pileggi, whom the actor wore down to the point of irritation.12 For some, this process 

only made De Niro impossible to work with, as in his failed collaboration in 1977 with 

Mike Nichols who fired the actor from Neil Simon’s Bogart Slept Here, a film that would 

eventually become The Goodbye Girl (Herbert Ross 1977).13 

After De Niro’s Oscar win for his performance in The Godfather Part II, his 

stature and power expanded over the course of the decade, so too did his ability to shape 

a production to the demands of his process. By the time he collaborated with Scorsese in 

Taxi Driver, the actor was in some ways an equal partner with the director and 

screenwriter Paul Schrader, freely improvising and rewriting many of his own scenes. 

Recalling James Woods’ statement, De Niro’s role in film moved from merely being an 

actor to a potent force in shaping the production around him. This is certainly true of The 

Deer Hunter, where he was in close collaboration with director Michael Cimino and was 

responsible for creating some of the film’s key moments as well as location scouting, 

casting, and writing. Raging Bull was De Niro’s most significant film – not only 

displaying his remarkable performance but his savvy in putting together a production. 

Raging Bull represents a peak in this crucial early phase of his career, not only because of 

his extreme devotion to the characterization of La Motta, but also because he had a great 

deal of power to exercise. De Niro found the source material, fashioned it with Mardik 

Martin, and supervised the initial writing. He also secured financing (with Chertoff-

Winkler) partly because of his artistic, commercial, and box-office stature. He secured 

Scorsese as director, supervised rewrites, and trained for a year with the boxer he was 
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going to portray. The rewriting phase included bringing aboard Paul Schrader and then 

eventually refashioning the final script with Scorsese in St. Maarten. Finally, De Niro 

began the work of effectively destroying the body he had put so much work into by 

shutting down production and gaining sixty pounds over the course of several months. 

That De Niro could even make this request to his director is testament to the amount of 

power that he wielded at that point in his career, not to mention how its implementation 

was incorporated into his method.  

 

Research Questions  
 

 If Robert De Niro was, in fact, one of New Hollywood’s signature stars, it is 

necessary to interrogate precisely what it was about the decade that cemented the actor’s 

reputation to it. This means asking whether De Niro became an empty signifier into 

which audiences, critics and directors could project their preoccupations, fears and 

uncertainties. Up until very recently, De Niro has been an extremely reticent subject, 

making the contribution of the Collection all the more significant. It is worth considering 

how the Collection can change our conception of how collaboration in film works and 

whether De Niro obeys or confounds the conventional wisdom on this subject.   

 There is a productive anxiety reflected in my central research question. The main 

question is, what were De Niro's roles in creating the films in which he starred in the 

1970s?  Related to this is how to remedy what I characterize as a problem within the 

history of the New Hollywood that has not only seen critics assign De Niro’s creative 
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decisions to others but has ultimately reinforced the era’s reputation as a cinema of 

directors, ignoring or downplaying the rising agential power of the star.  

My aim is to utilize the Robert De Niro Collection to argue for De Niro’s 

developing acting method over the course of the New Hollywood decade. As his renown, 

cultural capital, and paychecks increased, so too did his ability to shape productions 

around his ideas about art. In this sense, De Niro can be considered a complementary 

authorial presence within the filmmaking process, but only insofar as these contributions 

are seen as collaborative. Given that acting, not to mention filmmaking, are inherently 

collaborative enterprises, exploring De Niro’s efforts will result in producing a better 

perspective on the New Hollywood. 

To be clear, my main task is to reclaim Robert De Niro’s significance within 

1970s Hollywood, without reproducing discourses of romantic (directorial) auteurism or, 

worse, claiming him as a genius. In doing so, this project entails writing this history 

differently in order to reveal the moments when his decisions as an actor moved into the 

domain of what we have previously considered directorial authorship, screenwriting, and, 

later, producing. 

I see this project as paying homage to other studies that examined aspects of 

Hollywood from the archival perspective. In doing so, I am inspired by David Bordwell, 

Janet Staiger, and Kristen Thompson’s canonical study The Classical Hollywood 

Cinema: Film Style and Mode of Production,14 Thomas Schatz’s The Genius of the 

System: Hollywood Filmmaking in the Studio Era,15 and, more recently, the work of my 

colleague, Alexis Carreiro, whose dissertation Script-to-Screen: Film Editing and 
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Collaborative Authorship During the Hollywood Renaissance set out a framework for 

collaborations between directorial ‘auteurs’ and film editors based on a similar 

timeframe.16 My aim has been to recognize these studies as predecessors to this present 

effort, and I hope to have made my contribution to this ongoing conversation one upon 

which others, in turn, can build. 

There is also a need to be reflexive about my role in the interpretation and 

reportage of the Robert De Niro Collection’s contents. As Ann Laura Stoler reminds us, 

archives are “active, generative substances with histories” whose documents have 

“itineraries of their own.”17 One of these “itineraries” allows me to reinsert De Niro into 

the history that he has previously been excluded from and to use De Niro’s hand-written 

scribbling to make a case for his creative input within the era. However, this interpretive 

framework is not without its pitfalls, and my immersion in the archive has sometimes 

made it difficult for me to read against “the archival grain.”18 Instead, my efforts have 

been directed towards measuring how these documents work against the conventional 

histories of the New Hollywood. De Niro’s role in producing, then collecting, these 

materials throughout his career, followed by his subsequent donation of them indicates 

that at some point he likely believed that these items were the key to his posterity. That 

he left the Collection for others to interpret is another curious move, especially as the 

actor has rarely spoken of his creative process or his role as a contributor.  

The curation of these materials, first by De Niro, then by his assistants, then by 

the staff at The Harry Ransom Center, and, eventually, by my reportage offers several 

different levels of mediation, all of which we need to recognize. Nevertheless, I maintain 
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that a preliminary investigation of De Niro Collection offers scholars the best possibility 

to revise previously held beliefs on the craft of acting, to reassess his significant 

contributions to the films of the 1970s, in addition to demonstrating how his efforts 

within these works move him beyond strictly acting and into the domains of a writer, 

costumer, director, and producer.   

During the course of this dissertation, I will outline and highlight specific 

moments where external influences (such as his studying with Stella Adler, his 

collaborations with Brian De Palma, and his eventual work with Scorsese) were 

instrumental in the formation of De Niro’s unique creative process. As I will 

demonstrate, the notion of agency – who wields it, who exercises it, and, ultimately, who 

claims to have it – becomes increasingly important to how we view De Niro’s work in the 

1970s. As De Niro’s labor in front of the camera and behind the scenes steadily increases 

from project to project, theorizing how power contributes to the overall notions of auteur 

cinema is a major issue within this dissertation.  

Moving from general to specific, the issues that I hope to address with this study 

are: the 1970s as a historical staging ground for the New Hollywood/Hollywood 

renaissance, authorship and agency, acting theory, and the archival and historiographical 

implications of the De Niro Collection. Implicit in this study are core theories of gender, 

masculinity and social class, theories of race, ethnicity and social class, as well as 

predominantly critical views of history, including ideas of nostalgia, history-writing as 

fiction, and problems of the archive. I view this project as multidisciplinary and 

multifaceted, intersecting with issues not only in film studies but within other fields as 
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well. For my methods, I will pick and choose among each of these fields, using the most 

appropriate means to analyze De Niro’s method. In this study, De Niro’s films come first, 

and I will rely on textual analysis, historical accounts, and ultimately the primary 

resources at hand to provide as comprehensive a portrait as possible. 

 

De Niro in the New Hollywood: 1967-1980 

Robert De Niro was described by one contemporaneous leading critic as “a star 

for the 1970s.”19 That De Niro’s key defining roles during the 1970s were imbued with 

volatile signifiers of class, ethnicity, and masculinity demands that we must examine 

them from several different perspectives. First, we should recall that the figure of the 

working-class male was in frequent circulation within this era, resulting in a highly 

ambivalent interpretation as to what the meaning of this representation was. Scholars and 

critics agree that the reappearance of the working class is important but do not necessarily 

agree on the reasons why or whether these representations were accurate, given that the 

working class was in steep decline during the decade.20 That the representation of the 

blue collar (and often white ethnic) male is tied to a particularly regressive mode of 

racism, misogyny, and intolerance stands at odds with the lived realities of (some) class 

solidarity, which gradually eroded over the course of the decade. 

The interpretation of De Niro’s figure, as well as his choices of roles, is 

interesting in this regard, particularly as his portrayals are so readily inflected with the 

particulars of class, region, and dialect. In fact, so effective were these performances that 

critics and scholars have had a difficult time disentangling De Niro’s agency with these 
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roles, resulting in slippage between the actor and the characters whom he plays. De Niro 

also became associated with his ethnic Italian heritage which was a dominant minority 

being represented during the era, particularly as the gangster genre made its resurgence. 

Thus, negotiating the actor’s ethnic identity within this context means linking him with 

the legacy of other prominent Italian-Americans such as Frank Sinatra, Al Pacino, and 

Joe Di Maggio.21 De Niro also played some of the most excessively masculine (and 

violent) characters in the history of cinema, overshadowing some of his more nuanced 

and sensitive portraits. Exploring the visual spectacle of his male body, as well as 

recognizing his status as an object for female visual pleasure or queer reading strategies 

must also be considered in this analysis. Thus, any interpretation of De Niro’s portrayals 

must certainly account for multiple viewing and interpretive strategies, as well as their 

ambivalences throughout the course of the decade.  

Although the field has largely moved on from celebratory pronouncements about 

the New Hollywood’s directors, the decade and its history are still primarily viewed as a 

director’s cinema. This means that the contributions of other workers, such as 

screenwriters, editors, and other craftspeople, have been occluded in favor of the auteur 

account, particularly within this period. In order to supplement this history, I will 

concentrate on reexamining several of De Niro’s films within the New Hollywood era 

(1967-1980) from the archival perspective to determine his contributions to each. I will 

subdivide the decade into three major phases, each of which corresponds to a significant 

trend within this history and to De Niro’s continuing development from supporting 

player, to character actor, to lead, to star.  
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The first phase, 1967-1973, marks the birth of the Hollywood renaissance, as a 

new generation of producers, directors and actors, made their film debuts. De Niro’s early 

career intersects with the earliest tremors of this groundswell, and his New York 

hometown sets the stage for his work in 1960s theatre, training at Stella Adler’s 

conservatory, and his early encounters with Brian De Palma and Roger Corman. De 

Niro’s successful transition to film marked the development and evolution of his method.  

By the next major phase, 1973-1976, the Hollywood renaissance was not only in 

full swing, but De Niro’s technique had been refined to the point where his unique 

methods earned him crucial opportunities to work with some of the most important 

directors of the 1970s – including De Palma, Corman, Coppola, Bernardo Bertolucci, and 

Michael Cimino. De Niro solidified his method in Mean Streets (1973), The Godfather II 

(1974), 1900 (1976), and The Last Tycoon (1976), gaining confidence with each role, and 

returned to America after research and acting in Italy a more confident and powerful 

performer. By the shooting of Taxi Driver, the actor had fully developed his own unique 

system of acting, famously spending time as a cab driver to research his role in addition 

to contributing key lines and entire scenes. The De Niro Collection suggests that De Niro 

influenced the director’s working method with actors, Scorsese's adoption and execution 

of an improvisational style, and set the stage for his later collaborations with other 

bankable stars such as Leonardo DiCaprio.  

By the final phase of the decade (1977-1980), De Niro had not only solidified his 

technique but wielded a significant amount of power, enabling him to do almost anything 

in a film as a sort of actor-producer – including rewriting his own dialogue, monopolizing 
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the attention of his directors (especially Scorsese), and guiding the creation of material in 

films such as The Deer Hunter and Raging Bull.  

 I will argue that De Niro was more significant to the development of the New 

Hollywood than has been previously thought and that a multifaceted study is needed to 

correct this omission. Furthermore, it is within this decade that the Collection can 

presumably have the most impact -- reorienting the conventional narrative of the New 

Hollywood by including voices, thoughts, and correspondences that were previously 

unseen and unheard. More to the point, De Niro’s method suggests that his work as an 

artist and actor is much more complicated, extending our conception of collaboration 

beyond a singular artist in a singular role. 

 

The New Hollywood 

 The New Hollywood era is generally recognized as beginning in 1967, declining 

in box office power by the mid-1970s, and ending spectacularly in 1980.  De Niro’s 

image was in circulation throughout these thirteen years, gracing the covers of some of 

the most important titles that deal with the era including Will Kaufman’s collection, 

Robert Kolker’s A Cinema of Loneliness,22 and Robin Wood’s Hollywood from Vietnam 

to Reagan.23 Kolker, in particular, argues explicitly (and convincingly) that the era was 

defined by a highly personal and idiosyncratic director’s cinema rather than by its 

actors.24 He sees films of this era as signs of a genuinely political and artistic renaissance, 

driven by the directors within an industrial system that supported their visions, and 

characterized as evidence of even larger shifts within American culture. They are viewed 
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with equal parts wonder and nostalgia -- wonder at the idea that such a cinema was able 

to exist for the brief moment that it did as well as the nostalgia for the moment where 

films were once again the center of American culture.25 

According to Harris and Schatz, the films of the decade reflected the revolution 

that was occurring in the U.S. as well as marking the break between the “old” and “new” 

Hollywoods which were the result of interrelated historical, industrial, and artistic factors 

that led to its birth.26 Biskind’s Easy Riders, Raging Bulls offers guideposts for the 

beginning of the era (1967) and its decline (1980). Biskind states that the “thirteen years 

between Bonnie and Clyde and Heaven's Gate in 1980 marked the last time it was really 

exciting to make movies in Hollywood,” and it was also “the last time that people could 

be consistently proud of the pictures that they made, the last time the community as a 

whole encouraged good work, the last time there was an audience that could sustain it.”27  

Cook’s 600-page Lost Illusions is one of the most comprehensive histories of the 

era, marrying industrial analysis to a thorough elaboration of the changing moviemaking 

tastes in the era, including the rise of an auteurist cinema steeped in genre and the 

eventual dominance of the blockbuster film. Like Schatz, he suggests “the cinema of the 

1970s can be viewed as a richly fruitful detour in the American film industry's march 

towards gigantism and global domination.”28  

These historical accounts describe the New Hollywood as an isolated, yet 

privileged phenomenon, where the films provided a window to view some of the most 

compelling film artists and their visions as they graced the screens. Schatz explains that 

the New Hollywood era actually opened up a space, however small, for the fusion of art 
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and entertainment. In other words, the core concepts of the 1970s filmmaking increased 

the visibility and autonomy of the director’s signature style and public’s recognition of 

these preoccupations – in the service of popular entertainment (including genre revision) 

– creating the contemporary model of ciné-literate directors as well as savvy audiences.  

Another version of the New Hollywood era is represented in the theories of 

Kolker, Elsaesser, and Wood, which present more theoretical arguments. Central to these 

viewpoints is the idea of a genuine “auteur” cinema, which offered the studios a 

temporary solution for their economic woes. The first wave of directors included Arthur 

Penn, Mike Nichols, Robert Altman, Stanley Kubrick, and Francis Ford Coppola who 

paved the way for the next generation of “movie brats,” like George Lucas, Steven 

Spielberg, Martin Scorsese, and others.  

This period can be delineated as genuinely revolutionary, including the high 

points of the era’s greatest contributions as well as the symptoms of its eventual decline. 

That Taxi Driver (1976) was released between Jaws (1975) and Star Wars (1977) – both 

the templates for the modern blockbuster film – indicates just how quickly fortunes 

turned in Hollywood as well as marking the beginning of the end of this artistic 

renaissance. The last years, 1977 to 1980, mark the best and the failures of the artists who 

drove the New Hollywood, exemplified by the highlights of Apocalypse Now (1979) and 

Raging Bull and definitively ending with Michael Cimino’s infamous disaster Heaven’s 

Gate (1980).29  
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A Cinema of Auteurs? 

 
Regardless of the real-life successes or failures of New Hollywood’s directorial 

auteurs, one of the major modifications that this historical period wrought was the idea 

that the auteur, for better or worse, was alive and well in American cinema. While 

"auteur" theory has become much more complicated between its formation and today, the 

“classical” version of the auteur theory emerged in the 1950s as an effort by French 

critics to elevate the discourse of filmmaking as well as highlighting the supposed 

failures of the “old” vs. the hopes for a “new” mode of filmmaking in France. Led by the 

critics and cinephiles of the Cahiers du Cinéma, writers like François Truffaut and 

Alexandre Astruc posited that the director of a film might be the most substantial creative 

force -- not only a figure who transcended the status of a specialized employee within the 

studio system but also a true artist whose personal signature was detectable. The auteur 

theory then traveled to Britain and to the United States where Andrew Sarris adapted it 

for American readers.  His essay, “Notes on the Auteur Theory in 1962,” and book The 

American Cinema: Directors and Directions 1929-1968 systematized the auteur theory 

for a new generation of students, scholars, and critics who were invested in elevating the 

American Cinema to a proper art form.30 Sarris, his acolytes, and a generation of 

filmmakers who put this critical approach into practice succeeded, for better or worse, to 

cement the idea of the auteur working within Hollywood. As the theory spread during the 

1960s , it becomes even more imperative that we disentangle the notion of directors as 
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auteurs from the material conditions of the era, including the efforts of others who 

collaborate on a film.  

It is no understatement to say that auteur theory has undergone significant 

revision since the 1970s.31 One of the major trends in this revision has been to place 

authoring presences within Hollywood’s mode of production. Not only does this trend 

pertain to the classical era, where movies were made through a series of creative 

departments with producers ultimately making the final decisions,32 but more 

contemporary updates of the theory consider the director as a single work position within 

a greater production culture.33 There are also many instances where scholars have 

considered the productive collaborations among strong personalities, such as Schatz’s 

examination of the occasions when Alfred Hitchcock and David O. Selznick collaborated 

on Hitchcock’s first American films34 and Thomas Leitch’s study of Hitchcock’s 

relationships with his writers.35  

 In other words, any consideration of De Niro as an authoring presence must 

consider how this input is mediated within the collaborative environment of a film set. 

Adding Robert Carringer’s work on collaboration36 combined with Ernest Mathijs’s 

writing on ensemble performances37 to the equation can broaden the frameworks for 

understanding the role of acting within a production in addition to finding links in the 

creative relationships among directors, actors, writers, and producers. These work roles 

were never so separate as historical accounts often make them out to be. More recent 

theoretical work and historical analysis shows how collaboration among each of these 

work functions and laborers reveals moments where hierarchies that are officially 
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considered top-down (as in the case of the director and actor relationship) actually may 

involve  parallel or lateral movements as well. One example of how this scholarship has 

developed can be found in Howard S. Becker’s Art Worlds38 whose sociological study 

examined how collaboration in the other arts produces new ways of thinking about 

collaboration beyond the roles of individual artists but to the chain of agents, critics, and 

buyers who are all indispensable contributors to a final product.  

 

Theories and Histories of Acting for the Screen 

Despite film studies’s initial foray into comparing theatre and film, there has been 

little connection of late between the two fields, particularly as theories of acting were 

subsumed into notions of mise-en-scène. Any consideration of acting after the nineteenth 

century needs to pay tribute to the tremendous contribution of Constantin Stanislavski. 

Not only was he influential as a writer and the director of the Moscow Art Theatre, but 

also he directly impacted the generation of European émigrés who translated 

Stanislavski’s teachings into the American setting of New York City in the 1930s. 

Stanislavski’s writing has long been held as the sacred text for actors. His volumes, An 

Actor Prepares and Building a Character, remain the standard for serious dramatic actors 

to this day, especially as they contain tools that allow them to determine the truth of their 

characters through research, exercises, and their imaginative capacities.39 Above all, the 

“Magic If”  – as the actor asks what the character would do in the given circumstances of 

the script – is the most important of Stanislavski’s contributions, dictating how 

generations of actors have questioned, embraced, and practiced their craft.40 
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For Stanislavski, training of both body and mind, as well as the observational 

powers of the actor, were major considerations for preparation, especially if one was to 

capture the truth of a character. Often these skills were honed through the practice of 

improvisation (called “exercises” in Stanislavski’s work), which built upon physical 

activities that Stanislavski designed (and which Adler later adapted) to hone an actor’s 

awareness of his or her movements, motivations and the context of a scene.41 While 

improvisation is a term more commonly associated with comedy, its usefulness in 

defining a character allows an actor to indulge in scenarios that lay outside of a given 

script while affording him or her the possibility to imagine himself as his or her character 

in different situations.  

Performing a role is a highly demanding task, taking a great deal of concentration, 

preparation, and exercise. Stanislavski could have been speaking directly to De Niro 

when he stated, “remember, for all time, that when you begin to study each role you 

should first gather all the materials that have any bearing on it, and supplement them with 

more and more imagination, until you have achieved such a similarity to life that it is 

easy to believe in what you are doing.”42 For Stanislavski, the objective was not for an 

actor to recreate the emotions internally and present them to an audience; rather, 

emotions came from an actor’s imaginative capacity to understand the external 

circumstances of his or her character. Only after deep contemplation did this 

understanding manifest itself in an actor’s performance. Accordingly, the actor only 

earned the right to portray a role after ingesting the facts of the circumstances and 

allowing them to permeate the characterization on all levels.43  
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Richard A. Blum’s American Film Acting: The Stanislavski Heritage illustrates 

the Russian director’s influence upon generations of film actors as well as how his 

method took root in America. Blum describes how influential figures such as Richard 

Boleslavski founded schools like the American Laboratory Theatre and where 

Stanislavski’s lessons were reinterpreted -- especially by the initial classes of actors, 

including Lee Strasberg, Harold Clurman, and Stella Adler.44 It is worth noting the deep 

divisions between Strasberg’s new technique and Adler’s more classical approach, which 

not only define the two poles of what has come to be known as Method acting but also 

drive De Niro as he was taught by Adler, then observed at the Actor’s Studio.45  

Steve Vineberg’s Method Actors: Three Generations of an American Acting Style 

highlights the major techniques utilized by actors in order to convey a character.46 These 

ideas include verisimilitude, or the reproduction of reality on stage through 

improvisation, finding a character’s justification, and the “super-objective.” 

Improvisation was also a tool that allowed actors to explore their characters in other 

settings and circumstances, and props are valuable tools in defining how an actor plays a 

character, aiding someone like De Niro to define his character’s relationship to the 

material world.  

As De Niro studied with Stella Adler at the age of sixteen to nineteen, we can 

safely assume that her tutelage presented some of the most substantial lessons for the 

young actor, especially regarding script analysis and his introduction to Stanislavski, 

including individual exercises that De Niro likely engaged in.47 Three volumes devoted to 

Adler are worth considering.48 Joanna Rotte’s Acting with Adler reproduces what it was 
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like to work with the storied performer and teacher, going so far as to recreate the 

individual lessons in her book.49 Adler’s The Art of Acting and the Technique of Acting 

re-presented lessons culled from her lessons.50 Adler broke from Strasberg and the 

Method, returning to Stanislavski’s approach in his personal tutelage, when she travelled 

to Paris to study with him and where he clarified the more contentious issues in his 

system. She returned home in 1934 and focused on this more orthodox approach, which 

focused on truth, observation, muscular memory, animal movement, and attention to 

details such as costumes and props that indicated social class.  

It is also necessary to distinguish Adler’s view from Strasberg’s. In A Dream of 

Passion: The Development of the Method, Strasberg outlined how his exercises and 

improvisations focused on the technique of “affective memory,” where actors recalled a 

traumatic moment that mirrored that of their character’s while reproducing it onstage.51 

Strasberg taught how actors could essentially fool themselves into reproducing the same 

mental state for their character, but the distinction was that the experience is presumably 

the actors’ own and did not necessarily have any bearing to the play or film.  

Hal Hinson’s essay, “Some Notes on Method Actors,” is one of the few works 

that actually describes what an actor does while providing a comparison among the 

different features of actors trained in the Method. Hinson states that De Niro took the 

Method to its “extreme,” dubbing the actor the Method’s “Dead End Kid.” Hinson states 

that the actor’s emphasis on physical transformation and behavioralist impulse 

represented the “culmination of the method tradition,” and paradoxically, De Niro pushed 

the Method “to its apparent limits” with Raging Bull and The King of Comedy.52  
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James Naremore’s Acting in the Cinema explains that there are many styles of 

acting, ranging from Brechtian distanciation effects, to stars portraying themselves, and 

to methods of expressive technique53 Naremore also equips his reader to interpret 

performances in film “as texts” in and of themselves, a strategy I will use throughout 

these pages.54 More Than a Method: Trends and Traditions in Contemporary Film 

Performance also presents many angles to view acting and performance including the 

suggestion from Sharon Marie Carnicke who relates how actors have more than one mode 

and style of acting at their disposal and that they are capable of offering different 

interpretations to a director.55 Baron and Carnicke revisit the issue of acting in Reframing 

Screen Performance elaborating upon the history of acting in the film from the silent era 

to the contemporary era.56 Baron and Beckett Warren also outline the history of the 

Method outside of its famous New York setting, tracing the styles of acting in Hollywood 

and beyond during the postwar era.57  

Returning to the issue of what De Niro does within a film, Michael Peterson has 

argued that De Niro’s performance in Raging Bull has “remained one of the benchmarks 

of excellence in cinematic acting, with De Niro's feat often cited as the defining instance 

of an actor's physical transformation.”58 Far from strictly belonging to traditions of acting 

I outlined above, Peterson has linked De Niro’s performance and his extreme weight gain 

to a legacy of performance art and to “endurance artists” in particular.59 
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Acting and Film Stardom 

It is impossible to assess De Niro’s eventual stature without mentioning the work 

of Richard Dyer, Richard de Cordova, and Paul McDonald,60 whose work on stardom 

accounts for the pleasures derived by the spectators who view stars on screen, but how 

these players have functioned, at various times in history, within the industrial structure 

of Hollywood. whose work on understanding stardom accounts for the pleasures derived 

by the spectators who view stars on screen and how these players have functioned, at 

various times in history, within the industrial structure of Hollywood. The fusion of 

stardom, acting, and power can be traced through Martin Shingler’s work whose many 

essays on Bette Davis61 discuss the actress’s devotion to her craft as well as the savvy use 

of her star power as a de facto producer throughout the classical era. More recent studies 

of stars as producers include Jimmy Stewart62 as well as biographical treatments of Paul 

Newman, Clint Eastwood, Jane Fonda, and Robert Redford who all wielded significant 

power within their various productions and whom De Niro resembles.63  

De Niro has been reticent to discuss his private life and his role in a production, 

nor does he seem invested in contesting others’ claims to authorship. Thus, we must find 

other means than interviews or public statements to analyze De Niro’s working methods. 

Moreover, we need to acknowledge that his withdrawal from the public and the 

substitution of details surrounding his process have become part of his star persona yet 

have ultimately detracted from people seeing him as an intellectual and creative force as 

they have seen for others. Additionally, De Niro does not seem invested in the process of 

promotion of a film beyond the moment of his performance. In this way, we can say that 
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his lack of interest in the control of a text’s meaning64 has ultimately detracted from 

audiences’, scholars’, and critics’ ability to view De Niro as a viable creative force in the 

New Hollywood.  

Recent studies such as Star: How Warren Beatty Seduced America and Robert 

Redford: The Biography suggest that the time is ripe to recast our limited perceptions of 

creative people in Hollywood as singularly talented, instead expanding present-day 

notions of authorship, agency, and acting in the New Hollywood.65 It is also worth 

mentioning that recent studies of Clint Eastwood and Jack Nicholson from Dennis 

Bingham and Drucilla Cornell account for the myriad ways that a star image becomes 

much more complicated over time, rather than being a static and uniform persona. Issues 

of aging, diversity of roles, and having creative and artistic choices all factor into how 

stars control their image as well as how audiences come to receive and interpret these 

images. 

 

“Acting Male”: Ethnicity and Social Class  

As De Niro’s New Hollywood films were defining moments of social 

consciousness, they can also be used as an effective tool for determining what was at 

stake for gender, sexuality, class, and ethnic movements during the 1970s. De Niro’s 

performances in the era are doubly-coded. On the one hand, details of ethnicity, social 

class, and accents are all central to his characterizations while on the other these 

overdetermined displays of masculinity should be analyzed for this very reason. 

Famously, these portrayals have been marked by excessive performances of masculinity 
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as loners like Travis Bickle and Jake La Motta seemingly express themselves through 

violence, rage, and antisocial tendencies. However, these are not the only traits that De 

Niro’s characters possess but the ones that he became famous for playing.  

Recent studies written by Bingham, Derek Nystrom, and Drucilla Cornell use 

textual readings to highlight ambivalence within certain actors’ films while explaining 

how discourses of masculinity are always in transition and vary widely from role to role. 

According to these writers, an actor’s persona is never uniform, and post-classical 

Hollywood era actors had a great deal more agency regarding roles that they chose as 

well as how to portray them. Bingham’s Acting Male argues that masculinity is a highly 

fluid and contradictory rather than a stable concept.66 The author also acknowledges an 

actor’s potential “bisexual appeal” for audiences, asserting that his or her image may 

provide equal pleasures for both male and female spectators, an issue related to De Niro’s 

persona that I will return to throughout this study.67 Nystrom states that the 1970s was 

marked by the depiction of the Rednecks, Hard Hats and Macho Men that mark his 

title.68 Nystrom states that the 1970s was marked by the depiction of the Rednecks, Hard 

Hats and Macho Men that mark his title.69 For Nystrom, the representations of the 

working-class male in the 1970s provided a screen upon which American society 

renegotiated its relationship to the male figure, resulting in an ambivalent rather than 

uniform reading of visibly-classed men. Cornell’s Clint Eastwood and Issues of American 

Masculinity deals with Eastwood’s star image, and her readings of his films offer a 

corrective vision that she calls “ethical masculinity” where Eastwood’s characters oppose 

what is often seen as a conservative vision of manliness writ large, particularly in relation 
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to his most famous roles as “Dirty” Harry Callahan and the Man With No Name in Dirty 

Harry (Don Siegel, 1971) and Fistful of Dollars (Sergio Leone, 1964-66).70 Instead, she 

argues that Eastwood’s oeuvre presents men who question the inherent values of 

masculinity.  

Finally, the work of Alexander Doty builds upon these theorists but makes one 

important distinction. Instead of dwelling in the binaries implied through “bisexual” 

reading strategies, Doty offers a method of queer reading which not only strives for 

inclusiveness but seeks to eliminate the either/or dynamic that marks some of the 

aforementioned literature. Doty argues that queer readings of implicitly “heterosexual 

texts” and queer moments within them allow the scholar a much broader framework for 

deciphering the tensions within a given work.71  

All of these theories provide insights into the issues, tensions and contradictions 

present within De Niro’s masculine images in the 1970s. As De Niro sheds one skin in 

favor of another, adopting a whole new set of characteristics, dialects, professions and 

bodies he demonstrates the inherent contradictions of masculinities as well as the labor 

required to act like a man. 

 

De Niro’s Silence in the New Hollywood 

Very little writing deals directly with De Niro’s craftsmanship or considers the 

amount of power that he wields within the industry. Most of what exists is speculation, 

second-hand interviews, and textual readings of films. Likewise, almost no information 

describes how and why De Niro makes the choices that he does. Many of these works 
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reference De Niro obliquely or interpret the actor’s choices around a writer’s particular 

agenda. De Niro has granted few public interviews, resulting in a speculative discourse 

surrounding his artistic practice and relegating much of his agency towards other artistic 

forces in production.  

Since co-founding of the Tribeca Festival in 2002 with Jane Rosenthal, De Niro 

has only recently begun to talk about his performances and his process. In this regard, 

two interviews are especially revealing. The longest and most wide-ranging came in an 

hour-long public talk with Brian Williams at the 2011 Tribeca Film Festival. This 

interview revealed De Niro as a highly private yet generous practitioner who is very 

much invested in preserving the materials that relate to his and his father’s creative 

processes. De Niro has spoken about his father’s painting, his investment in New York 

City after 9/11, and how he does not often revisit his performances unless he sees them 

on TV. He also speaks fondly about his collaborations with Scorsese and their desire to 

do at least one more film together – I Heard You Paint Houses – which could potentially 

reunite the actor and director team with previous collaborators Joe Pesci and Al Pacino.72 

 An earlier interview with James Lipton at the Actor’s Studio in 1998 is much 

more focused, especially given the actor-friendly audience.73 De Niro revealed that Adler 

was highly influential on his technique, especially with her introduction of script analysis 

and Stanislavski. De Niro talked about how the composition of the character is not about 

neuroses but about humanizing them. He also talked about being faithful to the script and 

the character, and breaking down the script in order to “earn the right to play the 

character” -- a frequent refrain in the Collection. As an observer of the Actor’s Studio, De 
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Niro remarked that his favorite time was when directors like Arthur Penn and Elia Kazan 

visited the Studio because they gave very practical advice about acting. He also expressed 

his preference for directors who trained in the theatre as they understand the need to work 

through scenes, motivations and scripts.  

Two sources are illustrative of the main frustrations facing the De Niro scholar. 

The most recent of these, The Films of Martin Scorsese and Robert De Niro by Andrew J. 

Rausch, states that we can only know second-hand details about the actor, especially 

surrounding the unique working relationship between De Niro and Scorsese.74 For 

Rausch, “definitive answers remain elusive.”75 In a move typical of this material, Rausch 

errantly concludes that because De Niro and Scorsese are reluctant to talk about their 

process (with him), that they likely do not know what it is about their working methods 

that is so effective.  

Greg M. Smith’s piece, “Choosing Silence: Robert De Niro and the Celebrity 

Interview” reveals the problems of theorizing the techniques of a reluctant subject. Smith 

speaks of what he calls “structuring absences” surrounding De Niro’s silences in 

interviews and the ways in which this lack ultimately dictates how we feel about the 

actor.76 While this piece certainly raises some of the key issues when considering De 

Niro, what it also reveals is just how little we have had to go on regarding the actor’s 

work. What is more likely true, and is indicated by the long pauses in interviews, is that 

the depth of De Niro’s efforts cannot fully be revealed in the short forum of the 

interview, as it would involve discussing what is clearly a complicated process, beginning 

well in advance of a production and involving a great deal of care and effort.77 
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 The most comprehensive volume on De Niro is John Baxter’s De Niro: A 

Biography.78 Baxter’s book details De Niro’s upbringing in Greenwich Village as the 

child of a painter and writer that helps to explain some of the actor’s preoccupations. That 

he was the product of an unhappy marriage between two abstract painters is used as a 

framing device for Baxter in order to explain some of the son’s intensity, impulses, and 

tendencies as he entered adulthood. As Baxter’s book is one of the best resources about 

De Niro’s early career, I will use it extensively while complementing Baxter's account 

with archival and other sources. One of these complementary sources is Douglas Brode’s 

The Films of Robert De Niro, which compiles the known reviews, while summarizing De 

Niro’s films.79 Keith McKay’s Robert De Niro: the Hero Behind the Masks supplements 

Baxter’s biography by culling together interviews from collaborators such as Scorsese 

and Schrader. Other biographies include Andy Dougan’s Untouchable: A Biography of 

Robert De Niro and John Parker’s Robert De Niro - Portrait of a Legend.80 Parker’s book 

operates under the keen observation that New York City and Robert De Niro are linked 

as works of art in process. Dougan’s Untouchable: A Biography of Robert De Niro offers 

a retrospective from the early 2000s, before the Tribeca Film Festival and at a particular 

moment when the star’s image began to wane.  

Essays and book chapters generally assign authorship at the feet of directors, with 

De Niro along for the ride, instead of treating him as a substantial collaborative force. 

Amy Taubin’s short book on Taxi Driver is illustrative of this trend, mainly offering the 

film as a combination of Scorsese’s and Schrader’s vision as well as a happy coincidence 

of place and time and the performance of De Niro.81 Taxi Driver is central to Robin 
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Wood’s conception of what he dubs the “Incoherent Text,” while his analysis of The 

Deer Hunter is central to his conception of bisexuality and the presentation of male love 

in mainstream cinema. In both cases, the psychoanalytic approach ends up proving what 

it aims to, presenting Taxi Driver as the quintessential nightmare of seventies cinema and 

The Deer Hunter as a text that displays a sexual ambivalence set against the backdrop of 

the Vietnam war.82  

 Robert Kolker’s A Cinema of Loneliness is more successful in discussing the 

individual films that De Niro is featured in, but, like much of this analysis, his discussion 

is subsumed under his larger analysis of the 1970s as a cinema of directors and Martin 

Scorsese in particular. Chief among this tendency is Kevin J. Hayes’ Martin Scorsese’s 

Raging Bull, which clearly places agency in Scorsese’s hands despite the common 

knowledge that this project began as De Niro’s.83 In his introduction, Hayes describes the 

unique relationship between De Niro and his famously intensive preparation. Michael 

Peterson’s essay “Raging Bull and the Idea of Performance” analyzes the shock of 

witnessing the hardness and softness of the actor’s body over the course of the film. 

Peterson refers back to the historical connection between De Niro and Brando, observing 

that the experience of watching the film is inseparable from the appreciation of the 

actor’s labor that he put into his imitation of the boxer, where we admire De Niro’s 

athleticism as well as his acting feats while simultaneously being immersed in the details 

of the film. 

Steven G. Kellman’s Perspectives on Raging Bull sheds some light on De Niro’s 

performance in the film but takes the predominantly auteurist approach as its guiding 
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principle.84 Several other sources are worth considering here. Pam Cook writes about the 

female pleasures inherent in viewing De Niro’s body and the loss that comes with its 

softening in the film.85 Building from Laura Mulvey’s famous essay, Cook’s writing 

engages De Niro at the level of his image and the female gaze toward it.  

Richard Schickel’s 2010 Vanity Fair piece is among the first to assign credit to 

De Niro for bringing Raging Bull to the screen.86 My later chapter, “Robert De Niro’s 

Raging Bull: A History of the Performance and the Performance of History,” will explore 

this issue in depth, countering the director-centric myths about the film by using De 

Niro’s own extensive notes, correspondences, and court testimony, fleshing out the 

actor’s contribution to the writing and post-production phases, as well as exploring some 

of his peers’ reactions to the film. 

As of this writing (2013), there is a rash of re-releases of De Niro’s films, all of 

which offer new considerations of each of these films with the enhanced potential 

commentary on  DVD and Blu-Ray discs. The most comprehensive of these is a digital 

(4K) restoration of Taxi Driver in 2011 (supplemented by an actual run in select 

theatres). The disc features older commentaries from earlier releases of the film – 

including a commentary by Martin Scorsese and Paul Schrader – and a secondary track 

adds the scholarly perspective of Kolker in conversation with Schrader as well as script-

to-screen and storyboard-to-screen features. The Blu-Ray releases of New York, New 

York and Raging Bull also combine the “extras” of previous discs, with special features 

and interviews in order to provide an enhanced experience of each of these films to the 

connoisseur. In the case of the latter, audio commentaries from Martin Scorsese reveal 
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his influences on the film but also how substantially the actor and director sought to push 

the boundaries of filmmaking and acting with this movie.  

The long and fruitful relationship between Scorsese and De Niro is examined in 

passing in several recent publications, including Annette Wernblad’s The Passion of 

Martin Scorsese: A Critical Study of the Films, Mark T. Conard’s edited collection The 

Philosophy of Martin Scorsese, and Roger Ebert’s Scorsese by Ebert, all of which 

consider how De Niro fits into the Scorsese canon. 87 In most cases, De Niro is positioned 

as merely an extension of Scorsese’s artistic vision. Ebert’s Scorsese by Ebert consists of 

his observations of Scorsese’s career over time and does not offer much beyond the 

standard film review format. Several key points do emerge, including Scorsese’s 

statements that De Niro may have saved the director’s life by presenting him with the 

Raging Bull script in a hospital bedroom. Another is the suggestion that The King of 

Comedy was a painful and taxing experience for both of the collaborators, resulting in 

their nearly eight-year separation before their reunion in GoodFellas – a film that marked 

a return to form for both men.  

Books devoted to interviews with the director are slightly better in this respect, as 

Scorsese is a candid and open source when it comes to naming his influences, 

collaborators, and sources of ideas. The most recent of these interviews is Richard 

Schickel’s Conversations with Scorsese, which is a wide-ranging conversation with the 

director, containing a wealth of biographical and artistic material, including storyboards 

from Scorsese’s films and anecdotes surrounding the productions.88 
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Scorsese and Schickel discuss the working relationship with De Niro and 

especially the way that, by Taxi Driver, their working method had become largely non-

verbal. Scorsese also seems to have given De Niro free-reign to imagine and improvise 

within his films, as reflected in the famous “are you talkin’ to me” scene and De Niro’s 

interactions with Peter Boyle. Scorsese also faults improvisation for the erratic structure 

of New York, New York. The book is most useful for its recitation of the making of 

Raging Bull and De Niro’s contribution to the film and for containing some key insights 

on the pair’s relationship, its creative and fraternal nature, as well as presenting some 

moments where the relationship became strained. Scorsese on Scorsese – a book of 

interviews with the director – features some of the most pertinent information regarding 

De Niro’s process, ranging from the director’s observations about the actor’s technique, 

the improvisatory nature that sometimes marks the set, and how the actor is an excellent 

collaborator.89 Untangling Scorsese’s recollections proves an onerous task, particularly as 

his memories are colored by subjectivity. Ultimately, though, most of these books only 

seek to validate Scorsese’s already substantial placement in America’s authorial canon, 

so that their usefulness regarding De Niro remains occasional at best.  

What I hope I have made clear at this point is just how scattered and sometimes 

uneven is the material that considers De Niro presently. The best of it is filtered through 

Scorsese’s recollections of working with De Niro. The Scorsese bias is exacerbated by 

De Niro’s reluctance to speak publicly about these subjects. 

Several mainstream articles written in the 1970s present their own sets of 

problems when they attempt to find the “real” De Niro. Each expands the problem of 
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dealing with such a reluctant subject and often uses this as a discursive strategy. These 

second-hand accounts of De Niro’s practices within the features further abstracts the 

actor’s techniques from the conditions of the production, not only making them oddities 

but further creating the impression of eccentricity while simultaneously removing his 

“humanity” from the equation. Here, De Niro is a relentless workaholic, a robotic entity 

whose obsession with his craft and repetition ultimately removes his soul from his craft. 

Such a definition can be found in Jack Kroll’s important piece “De Niro: A Star for the 

’70s.”90 This article characterizes the actor as inheriting the legacy of ’50s icons like 

Marlon Brando and James Dean. De Niro not only “symbolizes the search for identity 

that has become pervasive and hectic in an uncertain America,” but ultimately he “seems 

to have no personality at all,” going so far as to become “the characters he portrays.”91 

For Kroll, De Niro becomes an automaton, a man obsessively recreating surface behavior 

at the expense of expressing a soul. This sort of backhanded compliment typifies features 

on the actor, and the tendency is to mystify his technique, thus separating the legendary 

reclusive artist from his real person, reinforcing the problem of what De Niro does.  

A 1977 piece in Time Magazine entitled “De Niro: Phantom of the Cinema” 

further accentuates the tension between a public and a private De Niro.92 At the same 

time, this feature allows De Niro to explain his rationale for not talking about his 

technique, stating that it takes as much time to go back and rehearse the complexities of 

an interview as it does not to do them. Moreover, he does not want his personality or 

celebrity to detract from his work. The article also speaks of De Niro’s hot streak in the 

1970s when the actor became a bona fide and bankable star, helping directors to get their 
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projects green-lit with his attachment and lending his artistic credibility to these projects 

with his Academy Award nominations and wins. 

In their various ways, these articles only foster, incubate, and perpetuate the 

notion that De Niro is an inaccessible, impenetrable, and sometimes robotic performer. 

The key question that remains is how these discursive strategies have affected De Niro’s 

reputation in the longer term as the actor avoids participating in the game sanctioned by 

celebrities for creating their own brands in the contemporary Hollywood scene.  

 

Reading the De Niro Collection 

 
Of all these utterances, the Robert De Niro Collection at the Harry Ransom Center 

at the University of Texas at Austin speaks the loudest. Recalling Stoler, we must 

remember that all archives are curated, mediated, and built by many hands. I must also 

acknowledge my own role in the process of reporting my findings, as well my 

interpretation of what I saw. The challenge of reading De Niro’s messy handwriting, 

etched across a lifetime of script pages, loose papers, and notebooks is one thing; quite 

another is the challenge of deciding how the availability of nearly fifty years of material 

potentially changes our perceptions of film history. The Collection represents an 

untapped vein of material. De Niro has finally opened up – the issue is whether he is 

talking much about his authorship, collaboration, and performances, or whether he is 

leaving it up to others to do so.  
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In his 2011 interview with Williams, De Niro revealed that he kept his father’s 

painting studio completely preserved so that his children might be able to see their 

grandfather’s workspace. I believe the De Niro Collection does much the same, revealing 

a surprisingly intimate portrait of an artist as a young, middle-aged, and older man. The 

archive, then, presents a highly subjective and idiosyncratic object; it is one part personal 

record of a long creative career, one part private collection, and several parts historical 

document. The ephemeron contained within it gives voice to a distinctive presence. 

Accordingly, we should view De Niro’s writing over almost every paper and document as 

the opportunity to listen and decipher the actor’s deliberate craftsmanship within some of 

the most significant films of the last century.  

The Collection not only chronicles De Niro’s creative process but documents the 

evolution of his craftsmanship over time. One early example of the actor’s process comes 

from De Niro’s preparation for a very small part as Lloyd Barker in the Roger Corman 

film, Bloody Mama (Roger Corman 1967). De Niro first went to the library, researching 

the period, then spent weeks in the South refining his accent, and then generated lists of 

props and costumes that he thought his character would wear. Next, he created “business” 

-- actions in which he would engage in the background -- as well as deciding what brand 

of candy bars his character would eat throughout the film. Of all of this extensive 

research, only the candy bars make it into the film, providing some evidence of the 

translation of De Niro’s decision-making capacity on screen.  

Each box and file devoted to De Niro’s movie career is an archive unto itself, 

consisting of hundreds of files in hundreds of boxes. These contain details related to the 
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actor’s research methods then chronicle his fleshing out his research and writing it onto 

the screen. Moreover, these documents provide a narrative of his active agency 

throughout his career, highlighting the victories where his choices make their way onto 

the screen, where on other occasions they are suppressed but still present in the margins 

of these shooting scripts. 

The archive documents the artist’s work as it was being composed, offering a 

sketchbook to compare to the final product. In this vein, De Niro could feasibly be 

considered a historian, archivist, and curator of the collection, presenting us with the first 

opportunity to supplement speculation regarding his agency with direct testimony. De 

Niro Sr.’s studio seems an appropriate metaphor for his son’s archive: It is a preserved 

space where everything can be seen in its rawest form, including discarded ideas, 

splattered paints, and attempts to create, and through which we can feasibly reconstruct 

De Niro at different times in his career. 

As part of my own editing process, I had to make some difficult choices about 

what to include and what to omit from this study. Given the limited holdings in The 

Godfather Part II file, I decided to focus instead on one of De Niro’s breakout films 

Bang the Drum Slowly, as this provided largely unseen evidence of De Niro’s creative 

process. Perhaps partly due to his dissatisfaction with Bernardo Bertolucci, the files and 

boxes related to 1900 also contained sparse material related to this film. Alternatively, the 

New York, New York file is vast, but I believed that since this was a study devoted to De 

Niro, rather than the De Niro/Scorsese partnership, I thought that the three Scorsese-

directed films that I focus on (Mean Streets, Taxi Driver and Raging Bull) sufficiently 
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documented the relationship as it evolved. Finally, it was difficult to cut material related 

to Elia Kazan directing De Niro in The Last Tycoon. Ultimately, this omission was borne 

of the complicated status that Kazan possesses in film history, and I found it impossible 

to disentangle this narrative from my recitation of De Niro’s creative evolution. 

 While the types of materials vary, generally speaking, each of the many boxes 

and folders consistently contain items that suggest De Niro’s working method and 

indicate his creative process. These materials are monuments to an artist at work -- from 

the initial contact, to the preparation for a film, to the shooting, to a film’s initial release 

in theatres and the related press kits, to congratulatory notes from the cast, crew and 

colleagues. They offer a comprehensive view of how films are developed while 

presenting specifics about De Niro’s involvement in them.  

 The folders generally contain the following types of items, all of which indicate 

the scope and breadth of De Niro’s working method. Usually, De Niro has read and 

marked up several books related to the subject or historical period in which a film takes 

place. There are also many photographs and articles related to the era, along with 

notebooks, indicating that De Niro visited the public library and researched these subjects 

on his own. We are bound to find a hand-written list of questions that De Niro had about 

his character. Also typical are hand-written questions for the director, implying that 

meetings between them took place during the pre-production phase. Lists of props and 

costumes testify to the actor’s extremely precise attention to detail, eventually evolving 

into whole books of photographs of make-up and costume tests. Usually a “to-do” list 

consists of people to talk to (often using his tape recorder, although these recordings are 
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absent from the files). The many letters to the actor in the archive testify to a generous 

collaborator both on and off the set, whose gift-giving tendencies stands at odds with the 

hard-edged and often repugnant characters whom he plays. For the researcher the 

experience is less like composing one’s own research and more like looking over 

someone’s already composed notes. 

Generally situated in a binder or duo tang, or overstuffed in a binder’s front and 

back pockets, De Niro’s “scripts” not only feature many notes regarding his choices for a 

role but an incredibly diverse array of script pages, scrap papers, Polaroid pictures, notes, 

correspondences, and anything else that De Niro thought would aid him in creating his 

character. Notebooks also feature De Niro’s practice of scratching out dialogue on scripts 

to reflect a vernacular speech or dialect as well as incorporating actions or on-screen 

“business.”93 These script notes range from details as to what his character is doing in the 

background of a scene, to inflections of speech, to the precise interaction of the actor with 

his props or provocations in a scene. In between the script pages are lined and hole-

punched inserts, which describe, in De Niro’s words, what is going on in the scene and 

what is important to his character. Sometimes there are variations within these notations, 

where the actor used different pens to indicate different time periods or to suggest props, 

or action and blocking within a scene. Many pages are marked with De Niro’s dialogue 

changes, and notes about improvisations are usually indicated on the back of these pages. 

Writing, then, is another stage in De Niro’s lengthy process, with the physical portrayal 

of a character coming only after all of the work done months -- and sometimes years -- in 

advance. 
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This material indicates that De Niro’s process of preparation for a film is a long, 

taxing, and massive undertaking, testifying to De Niro’s involvement in almost every 

phase of production, including brainstorming sessions with directors, re-writing dialogue, 

policing for historical accuracy, and finally performing a character on screen. On the one 

hand, many of these documents suggest a procedure typical of any given production 

while, on the other, the expanding and expansive files not only reveal the beginnings of 

De Niro’s individual craftsmanship but how this technique evolves, growing more 

complex with every picture. While it is clear that De Niro begins with a fairly orthodox 

view of Adler’s technique, eventually his successes with weight gain and loss, his 

improvisation of particular scenes, his collaboration with directors about the formal 

elements of a screenplay, and his complete immersion into his characters combine to 

create a technique that is wholly his own, moving past previous models of screen 

performance. 

  
Chapter Breakdown:  

Robert De Niro’s Method: Acting, Agency, and Authorship in the New Hollywood 

(1967-1980) will consist of six separate chapters, as well as this introduction and a 

conclusion. With the exception of Chapter Two, I will use case studies throughout to 

present a micro-history of how De Niro’s method developed over time and how his rising 

power afforded him the opportunity to shape his acting process into something unique 

within the era. 
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In “Chapter Two: De Niro’s Inheritance,” I will elaborate the unique cultural, 

artistic, and theatrical inheritance that informed Robert De Niro’s childhood, 

adolescence, and early twenties. In the first portion I will discuss the circumstances of his 

birthplace and his parents’ artistic practices, which De Niro would later enact throughout 

his career. De Niro’s upbringing in Greenwich Village at the height of its Modernist 

period provided the staging ground for the shy youth to observe all manner of human 

behavior, and his opportunities working with German Expressionist director Erwin 

Piscator as a boy added to this cultural lineage that would have been impossible had he 

been born elsewhere.  

 In the second half of the chapter, I will rehearse the moment that De Niro became 

part of an even longer legacy of acting in order to define what he learned and how he 

modified these precepts later on. Important to this catalogue will be differentiating the 

Method’s more famous psychological approach – exemplified by Lee Strasberg and the 

Actor’s Studio – from Stella Adler’s Dramatic Academy, which focused on external 

details.  

I will also explain how De Niro took Adler’s teachings to heart, not only by way 

of her instructions pertaining the use of props, class details, and external circumstances 

but also her thoughts about the function of an actor in society. Finally I will elaborate 

upon De Niro’s attempts in the early 1960s to find paid work as a theatrical actor and 

how his roles ultimately informed his performances in film. That De Niro came of age 

during New York City’s cultural renaissance is of great consequence to his development 

as an artist.  
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As I will demonstrate in “Chapter Three: Collaboration with Brian De Palma and 

Roger Corman,” New York City was not yet a cultural hub for filmmaking, but there was 

enough going on there that De Niro was able to occasionally find work in the medium. I 

will describe how Brian De Palma gave De Niro his earliest breaks and describe how 

their collaborative partnership evolved over the course of the films The Wedding Party, 

Greetings, and Hi Mom! which liberated De Niro from the script and emboldened him to 

speak as a collaborator within a production. In the latter half of the chapter, I will discuss 

the actor’s work in Roger Corman’s Bloody Mama, which was one of his first major 

roles. Within the production, De Niro attempted to incorporate his theatrical process in an 

exploitation production while he simultaneously attempted one of his first efforts at 

bodily transformation. Corman indulged him, perhaps because it did not cost the director 

to do so. These formative experiences allowed De Niro to adapt his acting practices into 

the new medium while setting a standard of collaboration with directors and autonomy 

regarding his performances that would come to mark his later films.  

“Chapter Four: Bang the Drum Slowly: Earning the Right to Play a Character” 

offers a case study of De Niro’s early technique while focusing on the actor’s portrayal of 

an alternative type of character within the sports melodrama Bang the Drum Slowly. In 

this chapter, I will examine how De Niro systematized his experiences, training, and 

previous cinematic practices into a method that he would utilize from this point forward 

in his career. As I will show, not only was Bang the Drum Slowly De Niro’s first major 

role within a Hollywood production, but it also marked the first occasion where he could 

put everything he learned in theatre and film into practice. Using the De Niro Collection I 
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will explain that De Niro’s five-step process involves researching, doing ethnography, 

learning new skills, and choosing his costumes. For stage five, De Niro arrived on the set 

fully prepared for the challenging role of portraying a character very different from 

himself.   

 Examining the documents related to this film will also reveal how De Niro’s skills 

continued to grow and how a static script allowed him to temper his collaborative 

instincts and focus on his immersion into his character, Bruce Pearson. Finally, I will 

elaborate upon how Bang the Drum Slowly was an overwhelmingly positive experience 

for the actor – resulting in accolades from the press and critics, admiration from his crew 

and director, and announcements of g his arrival as a significant acting force in the early 

decade.  This reinforcement would reward De Niro and encourage him to repeat this 

behavior in future film collaborations. 

In “Chapter Five: De Niro and Scorsese: Collaborative Authorship in Mean 

Streets and Taxi Driver,” I will discuss how De Niro came to the Mean Streets set a 

confident performer, equipped with his proven technique in hand. As Scorsese was 

determined to use an improvised technique similar to that of De Palma, I will illuminate 

how De Niro was able to aid the director in shaping the dialogue of the film, adding 

comments about its structure and even an entire scene. I will also offer specific examples 

where De Niro’s efforts helped to shape some of the film’s most memorable scenes. 

Central to this discussion will be an interrogation of the term improvisation and how it is 

used in a De Niro-Scorsese collaboration. I will also discuss how De Niro’s development 

of Travis Bickle’s subtext and his rewriting of many of the scenes his character appeared 
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in complicates previous discussions of the film. Finally, I will ascribe the film’s 

ambiguity to De Niro’s performance as Travis Bickle rather than to the script by 

screenwriter Paul Schrader or the directing style of  director Scorsese as is the more 

typical for the film.  

In “Chapter Six: The Deer Hunter and the Robert De Niro Players,” I will trace an 

alternate production history of the film as suggested by Meryl Streep in interviews and 

the Robert De Niro Collection. Here, I will argue that The Deer Hunter’s success is due 

in no small part to De Niro’s behind the scenes decision-making in tandem with the 

subtle character work of its ensemble. I will assert that De Niro was significantly 

responsible for assembling the cast and that this film marked a new iteration of his power 

and method. I will outline how De Niro’s role within the film required the actor to 

maintain a balancing act between drawing focus and allowing others to shine and that the 

film provided De Niro with some of his most challenging scene partners, each of whom 

worked with the actor to bring the characters to life while producing ambiguity within the 

film. By analyzing scenes between De Niro and his co-stars (Christopher Walken, Meryl 

Streep, and John Cazale), I will reveal how each of these pairings yielded productive 

tensions within the film. As acting within a film ensemble continues to be a blind spot in 

film studies, my aim in examining these on-screen relationships is to consider the work 

among actors by exploring The Deer Hunter’s most memorable scenes.  

 In my final chapter, “Chapter Seven: Robert De Niro’s Raging Bull: The History of 

a Performance and a Performance of History,” I will argue that this film not only 

represents a peak in terms of the actor’s power but will discuss how this power was 
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ultimately integrated into De Niro’s performance as boxer Jake La Motta. In doing so, I 

will highlight the actor’s six-year journey bringing Raging Bull to the screen and De 

Niro’s central role in the writing and pre-production phases of the film. I will also 

chronicle the story of De Niro’s intensive preparation for this role, beginning with his 

training and fighting as a boxer to his grotesque sixty-pound weight gain which required 

the production to shut down for several months. Ultimately, I will argue that this film is a 

limit-case for the discussion of acting within the decade and a culmination of many of the 

issues that I will discuss within this study. 

 

 

Conclusion: Towards New Understandings of Acting, Authorship and Agency  

Central to this study is the analysis, elaboration, and explication of De Niro’s 

Method which began under the tutelage of Stella Adler but over the course of the 1970s 

became something wholly his own. I have suggested that many contemporary studies of 

acting, agency, and authorship are inadequate for the analysis of De Niro who challenges 

each of these categories. In doing so, I will outline how De Niro’s creativity complicates 

our understanding of what a film actor does.  

Not only is Robert De Niro one of the most important figures in the New 

Hollywood era, but his solid string of successes in the 1970s, collaborations with the 

most important directors in the most important films, have left an indelible mark on film 

history. Clearly, examining De Niro’s craftsmanship within Mean Streets, Taxi Driver, 

The Deer Hunter, and Raging Bull is a worthy enterprise in itself but is made more 
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transparent with the addition of the Collection and its ramifications for writing film 

history. De Niro’s papers provide a first-hand account of the actor’s contributions to these 

films as well as a new opportunity to account for what an individual actor does. As 

scholars have only recently begun to reevaluate the role of actors in the cinema, this will 

only result in gains for the field, in addition to revealing the intricacies of one of its most 

intense, yet storied practitioners. The net result of this study is the documentation, 

reportage, and analysis of De Niro’s process, from start to finish, explaining in detail 

what De Niro does – from researching a role, to rewriting his dialogue, to discussing his 

ideas with his directors, to refashioning his body completely – and how his process of 

earning “the right to play a character” differs from the myths, assumptions, and 

oversights regarding his creative roles in all of these productions. Examining the issue of 

creativity and agency within these films and accounting for De Niro’s significant 

contributions to them is another potential, yet significant area that this study aims to 

correct. Evaluating the Scorsese-De Niro relationship is another, particularly as their four 

collaborations within the era are easily some of the most important, conflicted, and 

compelling works in American cinema. Finally, this study potentially expands film 

studies’s occasional reliance on the central director as the primary creative force, 

particularly for New Hollywood films. As I demonstrate in the following pages, De Niro 

certainly left his mark in each of these films, warranting his consideration as one author 

among many. What the Collection reveals is how a collaborative weave of extremely 

creative people come together, each of whom contribute to the larger artistic work, and 
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how many times their individual roles overlap, blend, and synthesize to create something 

great.  

As I have stated, the De Niro Collection offers an invaluable new opportunity for 

scholars to revisit the New Hollywood era and to reassess the actor’s contribution within 

some of its key films. As De Niro’s intense privacy and control of his image has, up until 

very recently, obscured his role in each of these works, exploring how the Collection 

changes our notions of acting, authorship, and agency within the era is not only a 

worthwhile project but a necessary one. In the pages that follow, I will attempt to 

supplement previous rehearsals of the New Hollywood with new scholarship, archival 

research, and a portrait of an artist at the peak of his creative, commercial, and industrial 

powers. 
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Chapter 2: De Niro’s Inheritance  

Born a century too late, he belonged in the barnstorming theatre of the 

nineteenth and early twentieth centuries, the world of John Barrymore, 

Emil Jannings, Werner Krauss, Fritz Kortner. No six degrees of 

separation divide De Niro from a theatre of putty noses and crepe hair, of 

rhetoric and speeches from the scaffold. Erwin Piscator of Berlin’s 

pamphleteering pre-war Volksbühne theatre was a childhood friend, and 

his teacher, Stella Adler, came from the Theater Guild of the thirties and 

the nineteenth-century Yiddish theatre. 

Born to perform in a theatre that no longer existed, De Niro crammed the 

djinn of his skill into the constricted bottle of the movies…To see him at 

his best is to be aware of a new capacity in the art of cinema. 

-  John Baxter, De Niro: A Biography1 

 

Truman Capote once wrote that New York was made out of modeling clay. 

It was a city, he said, that ‘can become anything you want. You can hide, 

have secrets and have friends that your friends don’t know that you have.’ 

This, in a single sentence, encapsulates the life of Robert De Niro who 

became in this city everything he wanted to be, and more, and never 

ventures out of it for long. He was born into its artistic hub at a time when 

Capote’s own star was rising and the clay was perhaps at its most pliable. 

It has remained De Niro’s home, and often his inspiration, and his place 

of work to the present day. 

 -  John Parker, Robert De Niro: Portrait of a Legend2
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This chapter situates Robert De Niro within several distinctive and unique 

cultural, theatrical, and artistic traditions, explaining how he inherited this legacy and was 

fortunate enough to have arrived during the time when the shifting clay of American 

artistry was, as John Parker states, at its most “pliable.” The chapter traces two paths to 

explain how this history informed De Niro’s development while describing this rich 

inheritance. The first section describes De Niro’s bohemian upbringing in New York 

City’s Greenwich Village and his artistic pedigree as the son of two working painters. 

The second portion reflects upon De Niro’s training at the hands of famed acting teacher 

Stella Adler and how his works belonging to a larger tradition of American and Method 

acting in particular.  

  
“Bobby” De Niro was born on August 17, 1943, on Bleecker Street in New York 

City’s famous bohemian hub of Greenwich Village. His parents, Robert De Niro (Sr.) and 

Virginia Admiral, were both painters who met while studying their craft as the star pupils 

of abstract expressionist artist and German émigré Hans Hoffman. According to John 

Baxter, De Niro Senior was an intense young man who worked odd jobs when not 

painting including a stint waiting tables with Tennessee Williams and Jackson Pollock.3 

His mother, Virginia Admiral, was a “Communist from her teens” who had joined the 

“Trotskyite Young People’s Socialist League” at UC Berkeley while studying literature 

and palling around with future film critic Pauline Kael.4 The De Niros were culturally 

well off, centered in Greenwich Village’s burgeoning art scene and the veritable 

birthplace of American Modernism. Keith McKay describes the De Niros apartment in its 
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heyday as a Parisian-style “salon” which was “always the scene of fascinating talk” with 

its many drop-ins from soon-to-be famous literary and artistic types.5 In the Village, the 

couple found some success within their peer group of artists, novelists, and playwrights, 

and Admiral won high critical esteem from Peggy Guggenheim’s patronage who hung 

her paintings in the Museum of Modern Art.6 The couple belonged within an even larger 

cultural renaissance that fostered and encompassed literature, painting, hard work, and 

new ideas such as psychoanalysis.7 Baxter notes “[w]hatever the material drawbacks, the 

Village and its environs was the place to live if you were involved in the arts.”8 In this 

sense, young De Niro was lucky simply by association.9 Their studio apartment was also 

frequented by other notables of the era, including Bosley Crowther (the influential film 

critic, who would later date his mother), James Agee, and many, many others. Thus, De 

Niro grew up in the ideal time and place, inheriting a wealth of cultural and artistic riches 

as well as a vibrant locale where the young man soaked up the sights of its diverse 

population. Emotional support, however, was not his parents’ strong suit.   

His parents made an earnest attempt to stay together despite some serious 

obstacles, the most significant of which was De Niro Sr.’s homosexuality.10 As artists, 

their work attested to the emerging poles of realistic versus abstract representation that 

marked the era. Admiral was intense, brilliant, and sociable, whereas Robert was 

brooding, serious, and dedicated to his craft. Without overstating the case, Bobby De 

Niro seems to have inherited his father’s “fiercely independent” nature and his tendency 

to put “his art before his material welfare.”11 From his mother, he received an intense 

respect for his private life and meticulous attention to detail which later served her well 
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as an editor of several of the Village’s literary journals. The De Niros’ marital tensions 

were exacerbated by Virginia’s success as a painter as well as De Niro Sr.’s sexual 

dalliances – not out place given the era and location – which became more pronounced as 

Robert reportedly had affairs with Tennessee Williams and other notable artists within 

the community.12 When Bobby was two years old, his parents separated, leaving Admiral 

with the burden of caring for her son. Though he lived with his mother, he saw his father 

often. De Niro Sr. never gave up on his painting and poetry while his mother eventually 

quit these in order to eke out a living for herself and her son, finding income first as a 

typist, then literary editor, and finally detective fiction writer under the pseudonym Virgil 

E. La Marre.13 When De Niro was a teenager, his father moved to Italy for some years, 

convinced that he could better afford to be a painter there.    

 Like his early upbringing, De Niro’s schooling was also unusual. As his mother 

had relocated them to a nearby 14th Street apartment (on the border of Greenwich Village 

and Little Italy), she made her living by editing and typing manuscripts for students at the 

nearby New School for Social Research. At times, Bobby was forced to spend time with 

his father, observing his work in his studio, frequenting bookshops, and acquiring “many 

of his father’s traits, including the tendency to leave sentences dangling, or to descend 

into moody silence.”14 By all accounts, a painfully shy and lonely boy, De Niro spent 

much of his time observing those around him in the Village, Washington Square Park, or 

Little Italy or with his nose in a book. He spent the school year with his mother and 

summers in Syracuse with his father’s Italian family, where he learned the language and 

reportedly met his first mafia figures. He was enrolled in the public school system, New 
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York City’s P.S. 41 (The Greenwich Village Public School at 11th Street and 7th Avenue) 

where he played the Cowardly Lion in a production of The Wizard of Oz which he claims 

sparked his love of acting.15 On weekends his mother used her connections at The New 

School to enroll him in famed German Expressionist theatre director Erwin Piscator’s 

Dramatic Workshop16 where he first encountered influential acting teachers Luther 

James, Piscator, and eventually Stella Adler.17 

 De Niro’s obsessive nature caused him difficulties when he reached high school. 

Bobby was intelligent but “his perfectionist nature drove him to recopy his work over and 

over, as his father did with canvases, while the rest of the class moved on.”18 De Niro’s 

mother stated that “[h]is idea of high school was just not to show up.”19 The streets of 

Little Italy provided their own education as he moved into adolescence. De Niro’s 

bohemian upbringing also extended to hitchhiking trips abroad where he attempted to 

trace his mother’s Irish roots and to locate his father’s people in Venice, Rome, and 

Capri.20 In Europe, De Niro first saw his mother’s canvases hanging in museum walls, 

which was reportedly a pivotal event in his life, and permanently changed his perception 

of her. According to McKay, upon his return, he enrolled in Stella Adler’s Academy and 

began his “fifteen year journey” in theatre.21  

 We can see how Bobby De Niro’s parentage, his unorthodox upbringing in 

Greenwich Village birthplace, and the deep connection to New York City at the height of 

its Modernist period all contribute to De Niro’s artistic pedigree. This good fortune would 

only be enhanced and formalized as he attended Stella Adler’s Academy and immersed 



 65 

himself in the vibrant theatre scene of the late 1950s and early 1960s – as acting was 

itself the site of an ongoing cultural renaissance.  

 

Inheriting a Method 

‘[Stella Adler] would be inspirational as a teacher for me’…‘There was a 

lot of pomp and splendor with her, but … she was a good teacher. Very 

good. I always give her credit for having a big effect on me. [She talked a 

lot about] Stanislavski. Building a Character. I think that that was really 

very important. I thought it was important for any actor. I could see how 

you wouldn’t be made aware of that. [Acting] is not about neurosis; 

playing on your neurosis. It’s about the character, and about doing that 

first: the tasks of the character. Not going on about it as if was all about 

you and how you would do it. It was more about the character, being 

faithful to the text, the script. 

- Robert De Niro22 

 

In order to fully understand what innovations De Niro brought to the art of acting, 

and the Method in particular, it is necessary to revisit his training and the moment he 

began his acting career. De Niro’s influences, mentors, and teachers all worked within a 

distinctive American theatrical tradition as Adler understood it and subsequently taught it 

to her students. Adler’s instruction about the role of an actor in society, along with his 

parents’ work in the arts, taught De Niro that being an artist was a calling, not a choice, 

and that an actor committed his or her soul to each production, if not his or her career. 

Though film studies has long moved past its initial engagement with the theater (where 
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theoretical attempts by Hugo Münsterberg, Béla Balázs and Sergei Eisenstein sought to 

legitimate the new medium to the status of art by comparing it to the stage), it is worth 

recalling the significant contributions that theater brought to filmmaking.23 As I shall 

show, the task of clarifying the influence of theater on several generations of film actors, 

directors, and writers cannot be underestimated, particularly as these figures moved back 

and forth between New York and Los Angeles, creating significant links between theater 

and film.24 The focus on training, by actors, teachers, and directors, created a level of 

cultural capital and currency that can be found in the realistic films of the 1930s, 1940s, 

1950s, and later, the 1970s, informing De Niro’s reputation and practice as he emerged 

on the scene.25 To be certain, he inherited the legacy of actors who came before him, 

justifying comparisons to Marlon Brando and James Dean, in addition to occupying the 

complicated discursive space surrounding the Method. Eventually he would gain the 

reputation as one of its most intense practitioners.  

De Niro is also situated within the tradition of American theatrical realism. 

Preparation, imagination, physical training, research – in addition to focus on external 

details such as social class, props, and dialect – lie at the heart of his practice. The 

method actor contributes to a larger text with labor that is largely unheralded and 

invisible, through the development of “subtexts,” “motivations,” “improvised” scenarios, 

and encounters between characters, marking complicated, yet significant additions to a 

given work. As Torbin Grodal states, “mainstream films are experienced as told by 

actors, whereas art films are told by filmmakers.”26 That De Niro’s method has been 
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subsumed into the latter category urges us to revisit this equation, particularly as the New 

Hollywood blurred the lines between the Art cinema and mainstream film.  

 

 

The Stanislavski Heritage 

 Constantin Stanislavski was one of the most important figures in the history of 

theatre. The Russian actor, director, and dramatist’s two major publications, An Actor 

Prepares (1936) and Building a Character (1950), remain the gold standard for actors, 

having been read by generations of theatre students, practitioners, and directors.27 These 

works illuminate Stanislavski’s “system,” which consists of a series of exercises designed 

to provide actors with a comprehensive understanding of their characters. Stanislavski’s 

practices were the product of his historical moment, borne of new naturalist ideas that 

were central to the plays of Henrik Ibsen, Anton Chekhov, Emile Zola, and August 

Strindberg in late nineteenth-century Europe. According to the director, these new plays 

demanded an acting style that not only honored these texts but placed a new emphasis on 

the socio-cultural milieus in which their playwrights set them.28 In essence, these texts 

reflected a significant shift from an aristocratic and feudal mode of production to that of 

an emerging revolutionary consciousness, and they remain significant documents 

regarding these shifts to this day. Accordingly, Stanislavski’s new actor made choices 

that were based in the observable behavior of everyday people, whether they were 

landowners, serfs, bourgeoisie, or aristocrats. This training ran counter to the 

gesticulations of the Romantic and commedia dell’arte traditions, forcing the actor to 
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make choices rooted in this social context, understanding, and, above all, imagination.29 

Significantly, the attention to social class was central not only to the performances that 

marked the American variant of realism as it moved from Europe to New York City but 

to theatrical narratives that contained stories of the worker of the 1930s and beyond.30  

 Key to Stanislavski’s teaching was the “Magic If,” which urged an actor to 

understand the given circumstances of a text and to imagine what it would be like for the 

actor to exist in a character’s social, class-based, and emotional contexts. This required 

the actor to train intensely, developing skills by observing people’s everyday behavior, 

training physically, and developing bodily and vocal precision in order to execute many 

of these skills while onstage.31 According to Richard A. Blum, this process involved three 

distinct steps, all of which were achieved through Stanislavski’s exercises, which I 

consider equivalent with the term improvisation, although Stanislavski does not use that 

term. First, the actor approached his or her character by analyzing the script’s 

“superobjective” – the overall purpose of the play as set out by its writer and the director 

– and then realizing the “given circumstances” of the work. Second, the actor spent time 

realizing “a period of emotional experience” of his or her character, which involved “the 

creation of inner states of being, the realization of motivations, objectives and 

intentions.” Finally, the actor concentrated on “the physical embodiment” of a character, 

which involved “detailed work on physical actions, facial expression, voice, speech and 

movement.”32 As I will show throughout this study, Stanislavski’s original approaches to 

character served as the basis for De Niro’s theatrical and film work. The actor later 
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absorbed these precepts into his personal technique, while taking this preparation to 

another level entirely. 

 

From System to Method 

 When the Moscow Art Theatre came to New York City in 1922-23 to perform the 

European master playwrights (Anton Chekhov, Henrik Ibsen, Maxim Gorky, and 

Shakespeare’s Othello) actors, critics, and directors were astounded by the troupe’s 

interpretations. Not only did they create a stir on Broadway, but they galvanized a 

community to create like works and train in a similar fashion. Richard Boleslavski (and 

Maria Ouspenskaya), a Stanislavski acolyte, remained behind to teach the initial 

generation of New York actors and directors (including Lee Strasberg, Stella Adler, 

Harold Clurman, and others) who would later develop “the system” into “the Method.” 

Boleslavski’s teachings and Stanislavski’s writings inspired the Group Theater, which 

formed in 1931 as a troupe devoted to realizing Stanislavski’s lessons in America and to 

the presentation of Leftist texts through collective enterprise.33 

Among the founding members of this organization were Elia Kazan (then an 

apprentice), Clurman, Harry Morgan, Adler, Robert Lewis, Clifford Odets, Sanford 

Meisner, and many others. That so many of the pivotal figures in twentieth-century 

American theatre should all be at the same place at the same time adds to the confusion 

surrounding the Method. Actually, Stanislavski’s orthodoxy was interpreted and 

performed differently by the various students of this workshop, some of whom added 

variations and emphases. In fact, some of these differences, as well as the existence of 
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radical communist ideals within the theater, may actually account for some of the widely 

divergent philosophies and interpretations of the Method. 

The greater adoption of the Method must also be contextualized within a larger 

moment/movement of American realism, which emerged around the Great Depression 

and continues to influence artists, moviemakers, and TV writers alike. Truly reflective of 

the democratic ideal of American society, the focus of novels and drama in particular 

substituted the aristocratic protagonists of the Romantic era in literature to concentrate on 

the everyman. The American mode of realism – as it travelled from the novels of John 

Steinbeck to the theatre of Tennessee Williams and Arthur Miller – switched focus to the 

common person and worker in the American iteration of tragedy (as in Miller’s Death of 

a Salesman) and reflected in Williams’s famous creations of Stanley Kowalski and 

Blanche DuBois, Miller’s Willy Loman, and Steinbeck’s Tom Joad. In every case, the 

drama contained within transformed what was previously a bourgeois and aristocratic 

social form (or at least a form concerned with characters of a certain class) to that of the 

common American, the immigrant, and the worker.  

Since many of the practitioners of the Method were themselves immigrants, they 

were closer to the lived realities of the working class during the Group’s early years. This 

was certainly the case of the original Group Theatre members, whose membership largely 

consisted of immigrants or first-generation children of Yiddish decent, each of whom had 

faced discrimination (and often fled oppression) in their respective homelands. The 

Group was originally intended as a repertory company that consisted of no stars and 

where everyone in the company had equal say about the production. The Group’s choice 



 71 

of a first play, Odets’s Waiting for Lefty, reflected the leftist politics of the company and 

consisted of vignettes surrounding a real-life taxi drivers’ strike in the 1930s. A 

monologue from this show was eventually De Niro’s audition piece for Brian De Palma, 

cementing his connection to the legacy of the Group Theatre’s politics and its reputation 

for a class-based theatre.  

In 1947 some of the former Group members, including Kazan, Robert Lewis, and 

Crawford founded the Actor’s Studio, a place to practice Stanislavski-derived and Group 

Theatre-inspired drama for working actors. As the other figures moved on to other 

obligations (such as Kazan’s move to Hollywood) as well as infighting among the 

original members of the Group Theatre, Strasberg assumed the role of headmaster in 

1951. Central to his teaching was the idea of “affective memory,” where an actor utilized 

the exercise of improvisation to put himself in the emotional state of his character, 

sometimes using emotional recall from his own life.34  

Concurrently, Kazan continued his work on the mainstream Broadway stage, 

“discovering” and directing performances of playwrights Williams, Miller, and William 

Inge, all of whom helped Kazan and others present a naturalistic form of theatre which 

synthesized most of the earlier concerns of the Depression Group work but tempered 

some of its more avowedly-Leftist social messages.  

Actors and artists have always been drawn to the challenges of portraying 

complex characters as these roles showcase an actor’s range. This includes notions of 

moral dubiousness (as seen in Shakespearean villains such as Iago, MacBeth, and 

Edmund, the bastard) as well as roles with visible physical characteristics or challenges, 
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with different accents or dialects, and, importantly, within part of a long tradition of 

visibly classed bodies, as represented by a particular actor.  

 That many of these method-trained practitioners (ranging from James Dean, 

Brando, Montgomery Clift, and Paul Newman to Ellen Burstyn and Meryl Streep) also 

became stars presents a significant challenge to the historian, particularly as it is difficult 

to disentangle whether the actor is employing his or her natural charisma or instincts (as 

James Naremore has argued was the case with Brando) or whether they were employing 

“method” techniques. What we can say is that the really “meaty” theatrical roles from 

1940s-1960s is that many, if not all, of these characters were immersed within class 

connotations so that each of these famous roles employed a wealth of regional accents, 

physical mannerisms, and body types more clearly associated with the lower classes.35  

 

The influence of Kazan within the history of the Method cannot be 

underestimated and has also added to some of the confusion surrounding the term, 

particularly in light of his testimony as a so-called “friendly witness” before the House 

Un-American Activities Committee. There is also a clear link between the actors like 

Brando and Dean that Kazan famously collaborated with and De Niro, who worked with 

the director in The Last Tycoon (Kazan 1976).36  Kazan was an excellent judge of talent 

and a remarkable director. He not only coaxed minimalist performances from some of the 

era’s best actors, but also from famous character actors such as Karl Malden.  

The movement of students from the Actor’s Studio to Kazan’s films only built up 

the reputation of the Method and the school’s association with it. In all likelihood, what 
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scholars and critics were recognizing was a socially-engaged 1950s cinema, inflected 

with a populist strain from the previous decade as well as Kazan’s excellent direction and 

cultivation of talent. One such case was Brando who is held up as an exemplar of the 

Method but whose mannered performances more often than not deviated from the tenets 

of the school. 

Several points are worth making here, especially given Kazan’s importance in 

both the theatrical and cinematic renditions of realism. First, he associated himself with 

naturally gifted performers with good instincts. This is the case that Naremore makes in 

relation to Brando’s performance in On the Waterfront (Kazan 1954), where Naremore 

argues that Brando’s charisma is what makes the role rather than the psychological 

techniques espoused by the Actor’s Studio.37 Secondly, Brando was careful to position 

himself on the Adler side of the equation when he stated that she had not received the 

credit that she was due (or as Brando implies, her credit had largely been usurped by 

Strasberg) in the confusion between renditions of the Method.38  

While it is perhaps unfair to characterize Strasberg’s teachings as possessing only 

one aspect, in many ways his system deserves the most scrutiny, especially because it is 

now the most celebrated. What is often missed in the discussion of the Actor’s Studio is 

that only working actors were admitted to the classes there, and, thus, the actors who 

attended were not so much learning a craft as honing one. More to the point, the Actor’s 

Studio gained the public reputation of having produced more famous actors who utilized 

this Method and techniques, including actors Clift, Steve McQueen, Newman, Rod 

Steiger, Dennis Hopper, and Eva Marie Saint in the 1950s, and popularized by a 
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groundswell of second-generation Method actors such as Ben Gazarra, Gene Hackman, 

Dustin Hoffman, Al Pacino, Jack Nicholson, and Ellen Burstyn in the 1960s and ’70s. 

That these actors’ star images are tied to the intensity of their performances is no small 

part of this equation, particularly as the 1970s brought forth a new cinema that was a 

continuation of this realistic style, not to mention their immersion in the social milieu of 

New York City.39 Many of the directors and writers of the era were somehow associated 

with these techniques and the immersion into realism. They include Sidney Lumet, 

Norman Mailer, Jerome Robbins, and Tennessee Williams as well as many more 

personalities who received these ideas through theatre schools and universities. 

Eventually, celebrity trumped politics in the Actor’s Studio’s, particularly with 

the famous arrival of Marilyn Monroe and the original concerns of social class and 

realism fell to the wayside in favor of notions of character psychology and exercises 

designed to channel the actor’s personality rather than his or her understanding of a 

play’s given circumstances.40 Strasberg’s teachings removed Stanislavski’s original 

emphasis on the political dimensions not only of the plays that were performed but of the 

Leftist connotations of many of these works. This may be especially true during the Red 

Scare era of the late 1940s through the 1950s when many of those most responsible for 

America’s theatrical renaissance were persecuted, blacklisted, and shunned. In other 

words, much of the credit that should have gone to other practitioners went instead to 

Strasberg with his depoliticized and celebrity-infused version of the Method.41  
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Acting with Adler 

You’re here to learn a tradition that goes back two millennia. The theatre 

has roots that go back to Ancient Greece. The stream of dramatic 

literature runs from the Roman to the Elizabethan, to the Jacobean, to the 

Restoration, to the French Renaissance, to the Romantic Period, to 

Ibsenian Realism and Naturalism and leading to the gulf of the 20th 

Century. The tradition embraces all the regional and national 

characteristics, all the languages, all the shifting, changing styles, the 

different periods of time, the different levels of society, the mores and 

morals of passing years…the cut of clothing from generation to 

generation…the different furnitures, the very sound of the music in the air, 

the evolution that has changed the earthenware mug into a paper drinking 

cup. 

This is the inheritance of the actor, the theatre student of today. 

- Stella Adler42 

 

Adler’s system was designed to build the actor from the ground up, emulating the 

early model of a theatrical troupe or repertory acting company where an actor trained by 

performing in a number of different roles learns from the experience of constant work. 

Not satisfied with the direction that the Group Theatre’s teachings were going and 

determined to return to the source, Adler travelled to Paris in 1934 to study with 

Stanislavski directly. Here, Stanislavski conveyed his thoughts on social class, historical 

context, and preparation, which Adler later deemed superior to Strasberg’s famous 

version of the method. Adler returned to the U.S., eventually taking over Piscator’s 

school and renaming it the Stella Adler Studio of Acting in 1949.43 
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 Examining Adler’s teachings and their applicability to De Niro’s technique is 

central to the consideration of what De Niro eventually did in his own performances. 

When De Niro arrived at Stella Adler’s Studio of Acting in 1960, he was a high school 

dropout and a painfully shy, yet intense young man. After deciding that he was going to 

be an actor, De Niro attended the Studio full-time; for the first time, it imposed structure 

upon an education spent pin-balling among schools, parents, and events. 44 Students of 

Adler’s were expected to wear white collared shirts, black pants, and polished shoes as 

well as to engage in exercises both inside of day-long classes but also do homework 

designed to provide the actor with full awareness of his or her body’s capacities.45 

 While the intricacies of Adler’s teachings are certainly important, even more 

significant are the philosophical underpinnings of her theories, derived from Stanislavski 

but refined by Adler to equip modern actors. Unabashedly Leftist in nature and formed in 

the 1930s where issues of poverty, inequality, immigration, and social class were at the 

fore of New York City, not to mention its theatre scene, these edicts contained a 

decidedly anti-bourgeois sentiment that replaced outside opinion with an actor’s faith and 

confidence in himself above all other considerations. Among these statements was the 

belief that an “actor’s total being - mind, spirit, soul and that unanswerable essence which 

is talent - must be devoted to his craft.”46Another told the students that it was not an 

“extravagant claim” to say “that the actor, because he is the interpreter, is the most 

important element in the theater.”47 Adler is best known for stating that an actor’s talent 

lies in his or her “choices” and that once a script is given up by the playwright that the 

text becomes the actor’s.48 While I cannot prove how these statements affected De Niro, I 
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can imagine, looking back over his oeuvre, how they might have, given his more famous 

interactions with directors. Adler taught that Stanislavski’s techniques were best suited to 

the rigors of modern acting and contemporary drama, especially as they concentrated on 

bringing about a modicum of truth on stage. 

 Under this regimen, actors were taught, step-by-step to engage in techniques that 

would unearth their abilities, concentrating on control and relaxation of the body. In 

addition to regular classes, actors were assigned exercises to do at home and in his or her 

surroundings, usually consisting of two or more hours of observations in the world or of 

the actor repeating a single movement until it was mastered. I can imagine De Niro 

absorbing these lessons from his teacher, who stated that being an actor was not 

“glorious” but “stubborn work,” demanding “constant attention and a rigorous schedule.” 

She declared that acting was “not for geniuses” but rather for  “people who work step-by-

step” and who can follow a “sequence of principles.”49 Adler stressed that the actor’s 

body was his or her “instrument” and that actors needed to constantly be working on his 

or her body, speech, mind, and emotions. The purpose of this instruction was not only 

meant to train the actor but to make him or her resistant to outside criticism and to devote 

him or her in service of a higher notion of “truth” on stage. It is clear that these opinions 

and lessons had a significant impact on De Niro, whose later collaborations embody these 

key principles. We can see evidence of the actor’s commitment to truth in the margins of 

the actor’s scripts which are repeatedly littered with the word “true?” throughout.50  

Adler taught that an actor’s responsibility was to convey the truth of a situation on 

stage. The secret had less to do with convincing an audience but the actor convincing 
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him- or herself so that he or she could convey the gesture, line, or scene truthfully. For 

Adler and Stanislavski, truth was rooted in the actor’s imagination and his or her ability 

to believe in the given circumstances of the character and the playwright’s text. In this 

vein, Adler not only taught that “every word, every action, must originate in the actor’s 

imagination” but also that “[u]nless a fact passes through you, the actor’s imagination, it 

is a lie.”51 Adler’s lessons became less abstract and more concrete, urging the actor to pay 

attention to the world around him, and to utilize props, details, and physical actions in 

order to reveal truths about the character. De Niro incorporated these lessons 

wholeheartedly into his later technique, especially props, which Adler stated were not 

only truthful but that it was the actor’s job to make sure that “he doesn’t distort the truth 

of the prop.”52 

  In his notebooks and scripts, we can see De Niro’s devotion to the system and his 

adherence to the process. We can also break these teachings down into individual 

considerations and categories such as those suggested by Adler regarding character work. 

I will demonstrate how De Niro meticulously stayed true to these precepts when he 

approached a role and how the actor translated this system as he moved into new 

situations outside of the classroom. For now, it is worth mentioning that Adler asked the 

actor to consider the circumstances of a character (including the “truth of the place”), 

justifying actions within the circumstances of the play, and working on the stage. Her 

major contributions also consist of an actor’s understanding his or her  character through 

external details and actions, and Adler emphasized, above all, the character’s social 
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setting, his or her social class, and the actor’s establishing his or her background through 

exercises.  

 According to this view, “[a]cting is largely based on the differences between 

characters,” and people “hold themselves differently, walk, talk, think, smoke cigarettes 

and laugh differently” based on the details of their class – whether working-class, upper-

middle class, middle class, or elite – as well as their educational or religious 

backgrounds.53 As Adler was convinced that plays were direct reflections of how the 

playwright viewed his or her society, she urged her students to understand the particulars 

of a play’s setting. To do so, the actor researched the time period in which text took 

place. Adler stated it was important to “think through how a character lives in a social 

situation,” and an actor should not attempt “to act in a play about labor turmoil such as 

Clifford Odets’ Waiting for Lefty without making a thorough study of the literature of the 

1930s with a particular eye to key historical preoccupations.”54 Similarly, Adler taught 

that it was important for an actor “to know the difference between his own class and the 

class of his character” which she broke down and described in turn.  

What is so interesting about these passages is they reveal the centrality of class 

consciousness for the actor, grounding him or her in something much more substantial 

than merely reciting the words of a playwright but gaining ownership of his or her 

characters through research, decision-making, and work which begins well in advance of 

the actor’s arrival on stage. In this sense, Adler suggested that before an actor could live 

“convincingly in the present on the stage,” he must have a “fully realized past”55 This was 

the first step an actor should engage in and included the actor inventing a childhood, 
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family history, profession, and past relationships which may not appear in the text. 

Finally, Adler taught actors to paraphrase a play in order to make it their own, as well as 

to collaborate with others in rehearsal to first take in its meaning, then realizing it in 

tandem with other artists.  

We can see how these specific lessons made their way into De Niro’s practice, 

especially when viewing the shooting scripts of particular films as well as the types of 

questions that De Niro asked on numbered lists that accompany these materials. At the 

heart of this practice lies De Niro’s obvious dedication to getting the knowable 

circumstances right and to ensuring that he has done this job in service of the higher 

notion of truth, as spoken first by Adler, but later as interpreted by the actor.  

One of the key differences between Adler and De Niro seems to have been that, 

for Adler, the script and the words of the playwright were sacrosanct, whereas De Niro’s 

later experiences in film (notably with Brian De Palma) taught him that a script could 

also be a fluid and dynamic document – open to endless revision, especially concerning 

his own interpretation of events, period-specific details, and dialect. As I will explain in 

subsequent chapters, De Niro learned about these concepts and practices beginning with 

Adler, but later De Niro refined this technique into something far more idiosyncratic and 

specific to his practice. 

In terms of these idiosyncracies, De Niro became known for using rehearsals to 

experiment to discover essence of his character before he was able to portray them. One 

example occurred when De Niro acted in avant-garde playwright and director Julie 

Bovasso’s Schubert’s Last Serenade, at the Manhattan Theatre Club in 1973, where he 
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became distraught at the prospect of not being able to find his character. As a solution, he 

asked Bovasso whether he could play the scene “while eating breadsticks.” When the 

performance finally arrived, the director was shocked to see that the breadsticks had 

disappeared to which De Niro replied, “I don’t need them anymore,” implying that he had 

worked through something in his characterization of the role.56  

We can also see his uncooperative moments as matters of respect, not only for the 

work, but of the role of the actor. As Adler stated, “[o]nly when you respect someone 

more than anyone in the world can you accept and incorporate his opinions or 

criticisms.”57 De Niro’s later actions echo this sentiment when he says that a director 

needs to respect the choices that an actor is willing to make for the production rather than 

telling him or her what to do. One of several exceptions to this rule that De Niro will 

make is Martin Scorsese, whom I will explore in depth in later chapters. For the time 

being it is worth mentioning that, arguably, all of De Niro’s best performances come out 

of this mutual respect for the work, the material, and the director at the helm.  

 

A Life In Theatre  

Relatively little material deals with De Niro’s life as an off-Broadway (and more 

often off-off-Broadway) actor. Many anecdotes from peers and collaborators remain, but 

it is the least documented part of his career. Those who do remember De Niro during this 

period more likely remember him for the fact that he hustled between classes and 

auditions on a ten-speed bike rather than for his talent or for his performances. He was 

broke and underpaid for the roles he performed, but this did not stop him from stubbornly 
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trying to find work while honing his skills in Adler’s classes and later observing in the 

Actor’s Studio. Between 1965 and 1970 De Niro appeared in dinner theatre productions 

and tours of Chekhov to high schools around the country. He landed a steady job at the 

Theater Company of Boston in their repertory season in 1969-70. He also appeared in 

“two one-act plays by Merle Molofsky entitled Kool-Aid” and Billy Bailey and the Great 

American Refrigerator in 1971.58 He began his professional theatrical acting career in a 

touring company presenting journeyman fare such as Cyrano de Bergerac, Compulsion, 

Long Day’s Journey into Night and Tchin-Tchin. According to Keith McKay, it was a 

“fifteen-year journey of nights on the stages of countless workshop theaters, college 

tours, and even dinner theater circuits in metropolitan suburbia.”59 Despite his best 

efforts, and his love of the theatre, De Niro never made it as far as Broadway until after 

he had achieved his fame in film when he starred in the 1986 dramatic production entitled 

“Cuba and his Teddy Bear” directed by the legendary stage director Joe Papp.60 

One aspect that distinguished him from his peers was his desire to fully immerse 

himself in a role, reflecting his personal ethos, namely, that he had to “earn the right to 

play a character.”61 Whereas other actors circulated headshots that were a calling card for 

their good looks, De Niro had one custom made consisting of four different pictures of 

the actor in different costumes. . On one corner is a picture of De Niro in glasses and a 

mustache; in another De Niro is an old man. This document reveals that the actor chose 

not to emphasize his own personality but, rather, his suppression of them. De Niro also 

famously collected props and costumes that he believed would help him in his future 

roles. His notes for his 1960s films refer to costumes and props that he has at home and is 
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willing to bring to a production for the purposes of lending authenticity to his character. 

De Niro’s classmate Sally Kirkland, with whom he would later rehearse improvised 

scenes in her small kitchen, reported that De Niro had a stack of paperback novels, which 

“he used for inspiration” and “were the source of his ideas for his characterizations” not 

to mention a trove of costumes which littered his apartment.62 

One of De Niro’s early significant stage roles was Glory, Glamour and Gold: The 

Life and Legend of Nola Noonan, Goddess and Star in 1968. Written by Warhol Factory 

entourage member Jackie Curtis (and starring Candy Darling, Warhol’s famous 

transsexual star who was immortalized in The Velvet Underground’s famous anthem 

“Take a Walk on the Wild Side”), De Niro was cast after he won over the creative team 

that he could convincingly play ten different characters in the course of the evening (as 

well as mentioning that his mother, who owned a printing press, could print the posters). 

The play debuted in 1968, winning accolades from Warhol and The Village Voice.63  

 De Niro’s theatrical performances caught the eye of Shelley Winters, who would 

become a mentor to him and would influence his casting in Roger Corman’s Bloody 

Mama, an experience I will describe in my next chapter. Winters also cast him opposite 

Diane Ladd in a play that she had written entitled One Night Stands of a Noisy Passenger 

in 1970. True to her bombastic personality, Winters is one of the most chief sources of 

early De Niro information, describing him as “sexual lightning on stage,” calling herself 

his “Jewish mama,” and later implying that they may have had an affair together.64 

In 1971, fellow actor and lifelong friend Al Pacino – also a mainstay in the New 

York theatre and steadily growing film scene – encouraged De Niro to audition for the 
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Actor’s Studio.65 While initially reluctant, De Niro was likely impressed with the Studio’s 

record of producing working actors. As with all brand names, De Niro may have been 

drawn to the school’s reputation rather than to learning something new. As for De Niro’s 

time at the Actor’s Studio, this is less certain. He continues be named as one of its most 

famous products and was subsequently claimed by Strasberg later on. De Niro was 

associated with the Studio for some seven years in the 1970s as an on-and-off observer. 

In a later interview, De Niro states that he mostly observed at the Studio but enjoyed 

when film directors with a background in theatre, such as Arthur Penn, or actors who 

migrated back and forth from Hollywood to New York, such as Eli Wallach, would come 

to speak and lead the classes.66 Regardless of the actor’s commitment to Strasberg's 

Method, it was certainly included on his resumé (along with his acting lessons at Stella 

Adler's school) and ultimately became not only a part of his pedigree but his growing 

reputation.67 

 

Conclusion  

 In the first portion of this chapter, I discussed the circumstances of his birthplace 

and his parents’ artistic temperaments. His mother was an intensely private, practical 

realist painter and writer who made ends meet and supported her son. His father fit the 

image of the romantic artist and poet, whose commitment to his craft consumed all of his 

personal relationships as he sacrificed these to assume the role of an artist. De Niro’s 

upbringing in Greenwich Village at the height of its Modernist period provided the 

staging ground for the shy youth to observe all manner of human behavior, and his 
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opportunities working with German Expressionist director Erwin Piscator added to this 

cultural inheritance.  

 Also important to De Niro’s bohemian upbringing was how the Method evolved 

in the early half of the twentieth century. I traced Stanislavski’s original development of 

an acting system in very late nineteenth-century Russia to the Method’s adaptation by the 

Group Theatre in 1930s, New York City. While the Group disbanded in the very 

early1940s due to many reasons – including Kazan’s move to film and the Red Scare –

the earlier mid-1930s schism between Strasberg and Adlercreated major differences 

between the two schools. While De Niro experienced both approaches to acting, 

ultimately De Niro’s practice would align more fully with Adler and her translation of 

Stanislavski. 

By the 1960s, when De Niro formally attended the Stella Adler Studio of Acting, 

he was able to channel his youthful wanderings into a system that would help him to 

channel his intellectual and physical skills into a craft. De Niro took Alder’s teachings to 

heart, not only by way of her instructions about the use of props, class details, and 

external circumstances to build a character but also her thoughts about the important 

function of an actor in society. Above all, De Niro absorbed Adler’s dictum that acting 

require action and hard work above everything else. De Niro’s method was borne of his 

labor, his attention to detail, and his penchant for practice rather than strictly his natural 

talent. 

 These skills eventually distinguished De Niro during his theatrical period. 

Although sometimes unemployed, his situation did not stop him from engaging in Adler 
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and Stanislavski-derived exercises in his spare time or assembling props and materials to 

practice with. De Niro’s exposure to some of the mainstays of experimental theater, 

including work with Warhol Factory alum Jackie Curtis and absurdist playwright Julie 

Bovasso during this period, may have also influenced his later technique of embodied 

performance, which ultimately resembled the contemporaneous work of performance 

artists for whom pushing their bodies to extremes was the key to their craft. 

 That De Niro came of age during this moment is of great consequence to his 

development as an artist. As I will demonstrate in my next chapter, New York City was 

not yet a hub for filmmaking but there was enough going on that De Niro was able to 

occasionally gain work in the medium. Perhaps more crucially, the city was the site of a 

new generation of directors who were interested in shooting on location and on the cheap, 

providing the actor plenty of opportunities to practice his craft in addition to meeting 

emerging talent such as Brian De Palma and being recommended by Shelley Winters to 

play a role in Roger Corman’s Bloody Mama. 

 In my next chapter I will examine De Niro’s work with De Palma, who in the 

very earliest stages of his career largely improvised the scriptwriting and shooting phases 

of his films, and with Corman, whose run-and-gun style of filmmaking also indulged De 

Niro’s practices of incorporating research and business into his scenes. These proved to 

be formative experiences which fuelled his later practices and ultimately the formation of 

his acting techniques.  
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Chapter 3 – Early Collaborations with Brian De Palma and Roger Corman 

 

Bobby’s natural tendency to live his roles to the fullest was clear even in this 

modest gangster mini-epic [Bloody Mama]. The script had his character 

gradually falling apart, until Lloyd physically all but wastes away. De Niro took 

that notion quite seriously. He became so frail (losing weight with the same 

artistic intensity with which he would later gain weight for a far more formidable 

project, Raging Bull) that [Shelley] Winters recoiled in horror…by the time his 

character reached his nadir, De Niro had lost a full thirty pounds.  

- Douglas Brode1 

 
Concurrent with auditioning for theatrical shows, tours and off-Broadway 

productions, De Niro was also trying to gain paid work acting in films -- a rarity in New 

York City. In some ways, De Niro’s rise within the film scene also corresponds to 

burgeoning scenes in New York (including music, art and theatre) which hit their peak in 

the late sixties. Beginning in1963, De Niro found work in non-union, underpaid and often 

experimental productions, heavily demanding in terms of time and effort and extremely 

light on reward. New York was where these figures would return to recharge and to feed 

their less commercial instincts, whereas Hollywood was where these people could make a 

living. Then, as now, L.A. was for movies, and N.Y. was for theatre.  

In the sixties, New York City was not where one remained if one wanted to break 

into film. To be certain, there was activity there, but it tended to be on the ultra-low 
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budget level, as seen in John Cassavettes’s work, or on the extreme edges of the art 

scene, as was the case of Warhol’s. To some degree, the rise in film schools and culture 

was changing this, as the first generation of engaged undergraduates encountered cinema 

as a subject for the first time and were exposed to the masters of film in classrooms and 

art cinema houses.  

 

Working with Brian De Palma 

 

Brian De Palma was one such film school product with whom De Niro made early 

contact and who gave De Niro his biggest, earliest breaks. De Palma was one of this new 

breed – highly-educated in some of New York’s finest schools (Columbia and Sarah 

Lawrence Universities) – and well-versed in the films of Hollywood’s and Europe’s 

masters. De Palma’s contemporary reputation as the director of mainstream action 

movies Scarface, The Untouchables and other popular fare elides the fact that in the ’60s 

he was, by and large, an experimental filmmaker. In this early period the director was 

more interested in emulating the experimental, youthful energy and vibrancy of the 

French New Wave than creating the popcorn fare he eventually became known for.  

De Niro’s chance association with the director came in 1963 after De Palma 

placed an ad in Billboard and Variety for a film entitled The Wedding Party co-written by 

fellow students at Sarah Lawrence College, where the director was studying. There are 

some conflicting reports of De Niro’s audition. Douglas Brode suggests that the actor 
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initially “sensed that he had blown it” after reading the few scraps of script that the 

production team provided him with.2 De Palma recalls the audition thusly:  

He did it well and then we asked him to improvise, and he was 

extraordinary. Then he said he had something he wanted to show us, 

something he was working on. He left the room and was gone for about 

twenty minutes. We thought he’d changed his mind and gone home. Then 

the door flies open and he burst in from nowhere and he does a scene from 

a play by Clifford Odets. It was like watching J. Lee Cobb. Personally De 

Niro may be shy and soft-spoken, but in character he could be anybody.3 

 

The monologue in question was from Odets’s Waiting for Lefty, a play which was close 

to De Niro’s heart, having been taught to him by Adler, as well as linking him to a longer 

tradition begun at the Group Theater (not to mention his future association with taxi 

drivers).4 De Niro was paid $50 total (not $50 a week as he initially presumed) for the 

film part. Cynthia Munroe was the screenwriter, and the rest of the cast was corralled 

from the student body of Sarah Lawrence College, including Jill Clayburgh and Jennifer 

Salt who co-wrote and co-starred in the film and who later went on to successful careers 

in film and television.  

The film’s plot consists of a group of friends reuniting for a wedding. According 

to Brode, the script as it was written “provided their actors with a minimal amount of 

dialogue.” This created a spontaneous, collaborative feeling to the piece, where the 

production team only provided the actors with “where the scene had to go” and “what 

key lines needed to be said.”5 Baxter describes this unorthodox process further, implying 

that Munroe would write out the scene and then record it onto tapes for the actors to get 
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the gist of the scene. According to him, “[t]he actors used the tapes as the basis of their 

interpretation, then passed back their versions for her to rewrite.”6 This experience seems 

to have significantly influenced De Niro’s process, and his shooting notes provide a great 

deal of new information which details how this translation between screenplay, 

improvisation, and collaboration took place. This collaborative process allowed De Niro 

to significantly define his acting philosophy, fleshing out Adler’s claims that the script 

becomes the actor’s own, by actually re-writing it to suit his purposes. As I shall show 

from De Niro’s notes, this is precisely what occurred in this film, setting the stage for 

subsequent works throughout his career.    

 

The Wedding Party, Greetings, and Hi Mom! 

There is no script for The Wedding Party in the De Niro Papers. Instead there are 

outlines for a series of thirty-six separate scenes which refer to personnel, props and 

costumes. De Niro’s notes for this film are held in a black duo-tang, with thoughts 

recorded in the margins of the pages and with a numbered list of ideas on the first. There 

are two separate numbered lists; one marked “scenes” and another marked “props.” In the 

back of the folder are De Niro’s notes about his character, the character’s background, 

and personality traits. Even at this early stage, these numbered lists sometimes consisted 

of twenty points or more, revealing the complexity of De Niro’s process, as well as 

pointing forward to what would eventually become an extremely complex system.  

I will organize these notes into the same three categories as the actor did, dividing 

them into character background and characteristics, props, and dialogue changes. The 
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first two categories are the most significant here although we can see indications of De 

Niro’s habit of changing dialogue to better fit his ideas about his character. De Niro went 

to great lengths to devise a background for his character. Recalling Adler’s comments 

about the “truth” of props, we can also gauge their significance to De Niro’s portrayals as 

he brought many of his own from home to the production, including a great deal of sports 

equipment, which he believed was central the character.7 Items that De Niro listed 

included football equipment, barbells, fishing hats and even a rifle, which related to his 

conception of the character as a sportsman and college football player. As he brought 

these from his own collection, the actor seemed somewhat perturbed at the suggestion 

that the production would keep these after principal photography finished, reflected in his 

note, which stated “what’s this about producer keeping stuff?”8  

De Niro created an extensive back-story for his character Cecil, whom he saw as a 

quintessential macho jock figure. De Niro adopted the “voice” of the character in 

advance, in addition to his attitudes towards people and things. This adoption became an 

integral point of De Niro’s later process where he tested out his characters as well as their 

mannerisms, sometimes leading to odd encounters with the creative team.9 In The 

Wedding Party, indications of this developing voice can be seen in notes pertaining to 

Cecil’s womanizing ways which read, “[k]eep looking at all the nice broads that pass” 

and decide which are “good for a lay and which are not.” Cecil’s voice was also 

determined by De Niro’s decision that his character was immersed in a military culture, 

and this socio-cultural background was reflected in his attitude towards rules of 

etiquette.10 These details provide some insight into De Niro’s thought processes before, 
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during and after the production as well as some of his preoccupations that came out in 

this working process.11 

De Niro also planned details about his costumes and props on a scene-by-scene 

basis, and he wrote a master list of all his wardrobe choices within his scenes. They 

included the fact that Cecil wore a watch and bracelet, as well as adding notes that he 

might be the kind of person to put barbells in his suitcase, just in case he needed to work 

out. We can also see the class- and social-milieu specific minutiae derived from Adler’s 

teaching. Here, De Niro made serious decisions regarding his character, reflecting his 

desire to root Cecil’s behavior in the circumstances of his upbringing. We can see how 

these character choices (working class, military and sports-based background) dictating 

the tenor of the actor’s commentary on his script as well as ultimately informing his on-

screen behavior. 

De Niro engaged in some significant revisions to the script, perhaps reflecting the 

improvisatory nature of the process, his paraphrasing the dialogue, or a combination of 

both of these elements. Regardless, these process-specific ideas are important, insofar as 

they set the stage for almost all of De Niro’s subsequent films and as his process became 

increasingly complex. We can ascribe this working method as partly derived from De 

Niro’s work with De Palma, who subsequently cast the actor as Jon Rubin in De Palma’s 

next two films, Greetings (1968) and Hi Mom! (1970). The first of these is notable for its 

location shooting in New York City as well as its X-Rating. Described by Douglas Brode 

as “the Three Musketeers of the Hippie era,”12 the film fully embodies De Palma’s 
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obsession with the French New Wave, mixed with episodes inspired by Richard Lester’s 

Hard Day’s Night (Richard Lester, 1964). 

 

 

Illustration 1: Robert De Niro as Jon Rubin in Greetings, De Palma, 1968) 

 
The film married madcap antics with countercultural messages, marking it as an 

“effective time-capsule” of a “paranoid era,” the draft, the assassinations of John F. 

Kennedy, Martin Luther King Jr. and Robert F. Kennedy and the dwindling days of 

Lyndon Johnson’s presidency, as well as a rumination of the role on voyeurism and the 
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cinematic apparatus.13 Prescient in its treatment of the re-centering of the individual 

within what would become “reality TV,” the film is also notable in its treatment of Jon 

and his desire not only to film, but to be filmed, as seen in the movie’s climax. Here, Jon 

is shown on a battlefield, “with death all around him,” solidifying his association with the 

Vietnam War – repeated in Taxi Driver and especially The Deer Hunter, but also 

extending to his work as a veteran in Jackknife (David Hugh Jones 1989) as well as 

voice-over artist in the television documentary Dear America: Letters Home From 

Vietnam (Bill Couturié 1987). 14  

Though Greetings barely registered in the commercial or critical arenas, De 

Palma and collaborator/screenwriter Charles Hirsch decided to shoot Hi Mom! (subtitled 

“Son of Greetings”) anyways. The film is one of the few examples where De Niro played 

the same character over the course of several films, as did Jean-Pierre Léaud in François 

Truffaut’s films. 15  As Brode describes, the second part of the series saw Jon transform 

from countercultural hippie to “ultraconservative while under fire” in Vietnam.16 This 

time his character is even more interested in shooting spontaneous pornography, by 

watching and filming his neighbors’ activities in the apartment across the way. He even 

goes so far as to attempt to stage these scenes with himself as star while he records from 

his apartment.  

In the case of Greetings, there are almost no notes about it in the De Niro 

Collection aside from a breakdown of scenes, suggesting that this film, as with The 

Wedding Party, consisted entirely of scenarios rather than scenes per se. By the time they 

shot Hi Mom! De Palma and De Niro refined their collaborative method, and the actor 
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made his way from a supporting character to De Palma’s leading man. We can also see 

the significant influence of the French New Wave on the latter film as it informs its 

experimental style. Hi Mom! also presents a De Palma-esque obsession with voyeurism 

and pornography, as well as a very New York City-specific view of the city and its 

volatile political climate. One such example in the film comes in the form of a 

performance art piece within the film, which was likely an outgrowth of De Palma’s 

collaborations with the experimental theatre group, The Performance Group for Dionysus 

in ’69 (Brian De Palma, Richard Schechner, 1970). Hi Mom! stages its own radical 

performance troupe within the film, whose production “Be Black Baby!” forces its upper-

class art patrons to reverse positions with the black performance artists. This results in 

their oppression, beatings and insults coming from the artists who don “whiteface” and 

adopt the mannerisms and identities of their upper-class, white audience. In an extremely 

disturbing scene, De Niro (playing a performer playing a policeman) comes into the 

space, bellowing and beating the audience with a nightstick, shouting racial epithets, and 

displaying his capacity for what would become his trademark expressions of anger.17  

We can see these films as formative to De Niro’s eventual technique, setting the 

stage for many of his later works. Firstly, Hi, Mom! is sort of a comedy, revealing De 

Niro’s penchant for getting the timing of scenes right, and setting an early precedent for 

his current (and critically disparaged) forays into comedy, such as The King of Comedy 

(1981), Analyze This! (1999), and the Fockers trilogy (2000-2010). Secondly, the film 

afforded the actor with many opportunities to contribute his own ideas, including his own 

dialogue. Finally, the film contains traces of later De Niro acting staples, including a 
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character who begins sane and goes rogue (blowing up a building for publicity by the end 

of the film), a characteristic green army jacket, and the shooting of a TV, which are 

actions that later (and more famously) end up in Taxi Driver. Brode remarks on this 

connection between the actions of De Niro’s characters knocking over TV sets with their 

feet while holding weapons, observing that the similarities between actions and costumes 

lead us to “wonder if the Taxi Driver moment really did come from the mind of 

cowriter/director Martin Scorsese, or whether De Niro was a far more active collaborator 

than anyone has yet given him credit for being.18  

Hi Mom! solidified a philosophy where, unlike the stage, the actor learned that 

film could be a collaborative, fluid, and malleable art form. Similar to The Wedding Party 

file, his notes contain the specific traces of De Niro’s contribution to the film, as well as 

the technical details of how he executes them. Once again, the notes (as an artifact) can 

be subdivided. The first category consists of notes and lists pertaining to the production 

that are located in the front and back of the binder/duo-tang. The second portion is part of 

the shooting script, which has typewritten list of scenes that he is in, as well as 

descriptions of them. In order to differentiate between themes, De Niro used several 

different pens and pencils to make notes within the margins of the text. De Niro 

underlined some parts of the script in a red pencil -- which seem to have been interpreted 

and subsequently rewritten later in the typewritten portion of the binder. Then the actor 

inserted these typewritten notes between scenes, outlining the technical details of what he 

was going to bring to the scene -- including props, themes, and ideas for his performance.  
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The script for Hi Mom! sets the precedent for later documents, detailing how 

precise De Niro’s process already was and foreshadowing how complicated it would later 

become. There is nothing that is “spontaneous,” but, rather, everything has been 

rehearsed or contemplated by the actor beforehand, who would later present his director 

with options. This not only pertains to De Niro’s creation of “business” (or actions on 

screen, such as “Okay good I'll keep looking at my watch in this scene” or “Clearing 

throat here”) but to notes on his character, Jon (which includes references to an Al 

Hirschfield cartoon from which De Niro seems to have gained inspiration) as well as 

decisions about how Jon interacts with other people (including dialogue and notes on 

how “guys in street” say things “toughly exactly the way they do”).19  

Finally, the script contains a series of questions for director De Palma, which 

becomes a staple of any and every production from this point onward, revealing details of 

what he hoped to discuss with his director and the content of some of these meetings. On 

the last page of the script, De Niro provided rationale for his interpretation of the script, 

including the notion that the film attempts to capture the essence of reality through 

voyeurism, as well as his preoccupation with expressing himself through behavior he has 

previously observed in others as well as his character via the use of props. De Niro puts 

this theme into his own words, stating: 

When walking always looking at girls on street 

“it’s incredible to actually catch there [sic] real private moments 

on film” in relations to the movie - you know he’ll 

get to see it.” The whole thrill of interesting reality 

is gone,” says article. 
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Things in my room can be telescope + binoculars 

books, also telescope + binoculars.20  

 
This excerpt is typical of the materials in the De Niro files while simultaneously 

revealing many different inspirations for the actor. Not only does this relate to everyday 

observation (taught by Adler) but drawing inspiration from many different sources 

including (what seems to be) contemporary opinion pieces on “reality” in cinema as well 

as props that express his character (including in different places, where De Niro refers to 

hairstyles, glasses, and other affectations).  

 As indicated by the scarcity of materials in the files related to The Wedding Party, 

and Greetings, clarifying the central role of improvisation within these films is a crucial 

consideration not only to the development of these films but to De Niro’s development as 

an artist. Due to the collaborative nature of the scriptwriting process, De Palma 

encouraged his actors to improvise, recorded their conversations among each other and 

used these scenarios in his screenplay. Judging by these scripts, what the actors said in 

each scene was less important than the fact that they hit certain lines and moments in the 

scenario. What is clear is that after working with De Palma in two previous films, De 

Niro felt confident enough in this collaborative partnership to freely contribute his ideas. 

Accordingly, looking to De Niro’s contributions in this film also means looking to 

his direct writing and rewriting of many, if not most, of his scenes. The following passage 

provides a before and after account of how this takes place, complete with the kinds of 

revisions that De Niro inserts into the rewriting of his dialogue. 
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Before: 

  

Well, you know the other day I sold a policy to this guy Harry Jamsion 

and he mentioned to Joe, my supervisor “Joe, this Rubin guys seems to be 

quite a good man” and he seemed to be upset by that, he thinks I'm 

bucking for his position, and he’s right” 

  

After, with De Niro [hand-written] inserts: 

  

Well, you know [he’s that guy who's trying to get placed in the high 

premium accounts] the other day I sold a policy to this guy Harry Jamsion 

[, you know, my supervisor] and [deleted and, replaced with “well”] he 

mentioned to Joe, my supervisor “Joe, this Rubin guys seems to be quite a 

good man” and he seemed to be upset by that, [because Harry told me] he 

thinks I'm bucking for his position, and he's right” 21 

 
 
In this passage, we can see how De Niro contributes to the dialogue sometimes 

lengthening and adds dialect- and detail-specific elements, fleshing out the writing with 

richer content. 

 While Hi Mom! barely registers within De Palma’s and De Niro’s respective 

canons, we can see that the partnership was extremely productive, especially at the early 

stages of their film careers. What the notes and files reveal is that De Niro was applying 

Adleresque principles into the interpretation of a script, illuminating how the actor 

revised his technique to suit the needs of a new medium and offering a privileged view of 

his collaborations with De Palma. De Niro’s seriousness towards the material (even 
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within what is presumably a comedy) marks his evolving technique at this early point in 

his career. Above all, it marks his departure from the confines of a script, perhaps 

suggesting a more fluid situation than De Niro had enjoyed in the past.  

 

Bloody Mama 

 While De Niro appeared in several other films during between 1963 and 1971– 

including Jennifer on My Mind (Noel Black 1971), Sam’s Song/The Swap (Jordan 

Leondopules, John Broderick 1969/1983),22 and The Gang That Couldn’t Shoot Straight 

(James Goldstone 1971) – the most significant and illuminating performance for my 

purposes was his role in Roger Corman’s Bloody Mama (Roger Corman, 1970). To me, 

De Niro’s process, even within the context of the exploitation genre, reveals a single-

minded purpose, as well as a seemingly stubborn resistance to industry norms. What was 

so striking about De Niro’s preparation and performance in this film was how he refused 

to compromise his artistic principles and that even the most famous exploitation director 

indulged De Niro’s process, perhaps because it neither cost him time or money to do so. 

De Niro’s preparation barely factors into the production although small but 

discernable traces of his contribution remain. Compared to his later works, we can also 

see how De Niro got better at his craft as he did more films. Here, his portrayal of Lloyd 

reveals his intentions but often comes off as mugging, and the actor would become more 

subtle and careful as he gained experience. 

 Bloody Mama was originally put into production just after the wild success of 

Bonnie and Clyde (Arthur Penn) in 1967 but was shelved due to the violence of several 
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political assassinations the following year, including those of Robert F. Kennedy and Dr. 

Martin Luther King Jr..23 Bloody Mama was also a return to film for movie star Shelley 

Winters, who prided herself on having “discovered” De Niro, and who recommended him 

to Corman. By strange coincidence, it is also the first film in a series whose sequel, 

Boxcar Bertha (Scorsese 1972) marked one of the first opportunities for a young Martin 

Scorsese to hone his craft.   

In Bloody Mama, De Niro played Lloyd Barker, the youngest son in a crime 

family and whose heroin addiction dictates his slow decline and eventual overdose in the 

film. The film follows the exploits of real-life crime family, the Ma Barker gang as they 

embark on a crime spree in the Ozarks. Bloody Mama features an Oedipal drama that 

plays out between Ma and all of her boys, but most notably between Lloyd, who is 

somewhat of a man-child in the film, and his mother. This retelling of a real-life 

Depression-era family turned to crime inspired De Niro to research the history of the 

events, and his many notes reflect a keen attention to details that the production team 

missed. This film also marked the actor’s first extreme bodily transformations that he 

would later become famous for. According to Winters, De Niro lost over 30 pounds in 

order to play the heroin addict Lloyd Barker, to the point of “breaking out in sores all 

over his body” due to the extreme malnutrition he was putting himself through. Bloody 

Mama also marked the actor’s first occasion to work outside of New York City, and he 

brought intensity to his performance that seems slightly out of step with the exploitation 

production.24 
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 We can divide the documents surrounding the film into several different 

categories related to his preparation/research, his invention of on-screen business, and his 

onscreen interpretation of the role. The Bloody Mama file is fairly unique insofar as it 

provides the first evidence of De Niro’s extensive research process that, in this case, 

actually involved visits to the New York City Public Library. Central to De Niro’s 

interpretation of this role were historical details surrounding the era that he unearthed, 

including specifics about the actual gang in question such as the types of hairstyles and 

outfits worn. Several lists include notes of his library searches via the card catalogue and 

magazines from the 1940s.  

De Niro mapped out a chronology of the real-life events, in addition to locating 

the dates and times of some of the gang’s actual victims. Ancillary research included 

photos from the era, as well as sheet music for songs that were popular during the era that 

the story took place in.25 One note, entitled “Photographs,” demonstrates the actor’s 

desire to get the period details right as per Adler’s instructions about historical context. 

Later observations include facts like in the Ozarks, people used “newspaper for 

wallpaper,” boys “wore bowtie[s],” hair is “cut shorter on side” and “women have been 

wearing same clothes for last 4 generations.” This note includes De Niro’s 

interpretations, implying that he used these photos to assume certain things about his 

costumes: “type material pants (heavy)” which “can be rolled up as in photo” and that 

“are worn down to nothing” and his observations of local details such as what locals call 

sorghum (‘nin’) and what it is used for.26 
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De Niro determined his look through his wardrobe choices, including minute 

details such as how his costumes would be “dirty” as well as torn: “Safety pin holding up 

shirt.” His desire was to have a “[d]irty wrinkled jacket with sleeves rolled up any old 

way” and “torn pants at the knee.” These details led into De Niro’s choices for 

background action in scenes that he appeared in, expressed in “business” on screen. Some 

of these actions were to roll “my own cigarettes” and to “work on fingernail, clean gun, 

drink, etc. could wipe gun with dirty handkerchief.” De Niro also felt free to paraphrase 

whenever he felt like it, as well as making a note to “be skinnier for end of movie.” De 

Niro prepared this naturalistic style in advance, stating that he did not want to “try 

anything” but “just really get out what you want to do.”27 This ultimately meant that 

sometimes De Niro stood out like a sore thumb with his various background actions, 

often serving as a distraction for the contemporary viewer who cannot help but be drawn 

to watch what the actor is doing.  

The file also has one of the only recorded observations from any film shoot. 

Dated 8/12/69 and entitled “1st day of shooting "BLOODY MAMA” the page records De 

Niro’s observations on the first day of shooting:  

 

Location: Robbery on the Ferry scene. Got off to a good start. 

Were to have left for shooting at 7:30 but left for ruin. 

Later. Location beautiful. Perfect.  

First shoot of car just coming round the bend to Ferry landing fun to do. 

Little worried about accident when car went down hill to Ferry but alright. 
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Other shots good too. Roger is brief, gets what he wants + goes on to the 

next title without much excessive shooting on each set up.28 

 

The one element of all of this work that makes its way on screen is his character constant 

consumption of sugar “Baby Ruth” candy bars. De Niro seems to have been so insistent 

on this particular bit of business that his character is continuously eating these in both 

appropriate and entirely inappropriate situations. One of these is De Niro’s biggest scene 

in the film in which his character begins to seduce, then eventually rapes a woman 

unfortunate enough to have made his acquaintance. Occurring about three-quarters of the 

way through the film, the scene is a turning point in the gang’s narrative. De Niro’s notes 

during this sequence reveal that his motivations throughout the scene are more 

complicated than what ends up on screen, suggesting the difference between what he was 

able to do and what appeared in the final product.  
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Illustration 2: De Niro as Lloyd [holding a candy bar] in Bloody Mama, Roger 
Corman, 1970 

 
The breakdown of this scene and De Niro’s interpretation of it, offers another possible 

window into the consideration of a performance, as described by Cynthia Baron and 

Sharon Carnicke.29 In their analysis of the final scene in Steven Frears’ The Grifters 

(1990), they suggest a model to acting in film by discussing the distribution of “beats” in 

a performance. This tool provides another avenue of analysis, but with the addition of De 

Niro’s notes, we can see the internal workings of the process from the actor’s perspective, 

including his observations about where he sees the turning points and shifts taking place 

within the scene. De Niro’s script page for this scene reveals the multiple levels on which 

he is performing, beginning with external details (Lloyd’s ubiquitous Baby Ruth bars) as 
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well as his understanding of where his character’s narrative of addiction is. More external 

details reflecting this decision included making sure his “eyes [are] heavier here” and that 

his “track marks” were hidden by his “long sleeve shirts.”  

For character motivation, De Niro instructed himself to “[p]lay it like a virginal 

experience” which constituted his character’s “last attempt at contact with outside, one 

that'd want + love.” He also asked “what about her (on her) that really makes me attracted 

to her?” before deciding that “her hair” is the “[m]ost beautiful thing I've ever seen in 

every way.” De Niro marked down where the scene shifted from innocent to dangerous, 

as a friendly chat at the lake turns fatal. This dramatic beat occurs when Lloyd realized 

that “she’s not relating to me that way” and from that point onward the scene turns 

dangerous. In this interpretation of the scene, the addicted man-child Lloyd thinks the 

woman is  “like honey to me” but also that he does not know what to do with her once he 

has her, this scene makes it one of the most interesting in the film as it is not only rich 

with subtext but in detail.30 De Niro came up with his own blocking in the scene like 

offering “her some of my Baby Ruth” and showing her the track marks on his arms. He 

also decided that his character was coming down off of his heroin high, accounting for 

his oscillation among a sweetness, boyishness, and danger in the scene. Most of all, De 

Niro tried to understand Lloyd’s behavior in the scene, as he has noted that the key here 

was to “relate, relate” and above all to know “what does that mean to you exactly?”  

 With access to De Niro’s notes for the scene, we are able to account for his partial 

agency within the production as well as his individual decisions regarding how it played 

out. That he attempted to put Adler’s principles into practice within a Corman production 
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reveals his ideas about art more generally, as well as the specifics of how he went about 

doing this.  

 

Conclusion 

 In this chapter I have explored how Robert De Niro’s method evolved as he made 

his way to film and as he collaborated with directors Brian De Palma and Roger Corman. 

While De Niro’s procedure still retained the principles that learned from Adler, these 

details were liberated first by De Palma’s refusal to shoot with a script, using 

improvisation and scenarios as the framework for his productions rather than what De 

Niro was accustomed to. De Niro proved an avid collaborator, familiar with improv from 

his work with Adler, and he was familiar enough with the experimental theater scene that 

influenced De Palma. Their collaboration extended over the course of three films, with 

De Niro reprising his role of Jon Rubin in Greetings and Hi Mom!.  

 For De Niro, these collaborations were pivotal moments in the development of his 

practice, especially as they demanded that he contribute (and write) many of his own 

lines, add character development and arrive on set prepared to shoot. Not only did his 

work with De Palma embolden De Niro to try things and fail, but later informed his 

practice of developing dialogue and actions in advance so that he could give the director 

several options while shooting. This work with De Palma also allowed De Niro to 

develop characteristic techniques, skills and behaviors (such the comic timing that he 

used later in his career) while honing his signature enraged outbursts of rage which first 

makes their appearance in Hi Mom! 



 112 

 De Palma’s directorial practices at this point made him the ideal collaborator for 

De Niro and their partnership produced somewhat odd works that reflected significant 

issues in the counterculture while setting the stage for genuinely provocative films to 

follow. We cannot underestimate the significance of De Palma to New Hollywood’s 

history, not simply because he made some of the period’s most fascinating films but 

because he eventually recommended De Niro, and later Paul Schrader, to the young 

Martin Scorsese. Although De Palma and De Niro would not collaborate again until 1987 

in The Untouchables (De Palma, 1987), this period proved extremely fruitful for both 

figures as they provided one another with just enough structure to try things and fail, 

while still creating some of the decade’s most curious and provocative works. 

 De Niro’s collaboration with Corman provided the actor with a very different 

experience. Although Shelley Winters recommended him for the role of Lloyd, De Niro 

was keen to prove himself by engaging in a significant amount of preparation in advance 

of the production. On his own, De Niro researched the time period and the history of the 

Barker gang. He also developed “business” for his background actions, adopted a 

regional accent and engaged in one of the early experiments in bodily transformation that 

would not only later define his technique but eventually his reputation.  

 As Corman was known for his speed in putting together a production, perhaps De 

Niro learned that there was no extra time to indulge in his regular process and the actor 

did all this work well before shooting began. For Corman, indulging De Niro’s actorly 

processes likely did not detract from the overall production. Instead, it was probably a 

revenue neutral enterprise for the director that the actor may have taken for 
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encouragement. Bloody Mama also served as the first occasion where the actor was able 

to combine his significant amount of research and preparation into a production helmed 

by established director. That De Niro’s steps are repeated from this point forward 

indicates that De Niro was successfully laying the foundation for his eventual techniques. 

 As I have argued throughout this chapter, De Niro’s work with these two directors 

indulged the actor in two different practices that he would later incorporate into his 

intensive technique. Through his work with De Palma he learned that a script and, by 

proxy filmmaking, was a collaborative affair. His acting with a seasoned director like 

Roger Corman encouraged the actor that his instincts surrounding research and business 

were correct and resulted in a certain expectation of autonomy regarding his 

performances in later productions. 

 In my next chapter, I will argue that Bang the Drum Slowly marked the first 

occasion where the actor was able to put his process into practice within a mainstream 

Hollywood production. As such, an intensive research process, a physical transformation 

in addition to a performance that was the culmination of his theatrical and film work to 

date, marked his performance as a dying baseball player. 

 

Notes 

                                                
1 Brode 40. 
2 Brode, 24. 
3 De Palma quoted in Baxter, 46. 
4 Baxter, 46 
5 Brode, 25. 
6 (ibid.) 
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7 In a document entitled, “Wedding Party Prop List” De Niro has listed the following 
items to bring from home “PAJAMAS (2),” “tennis shoes (colored),” “socks (light),” “2 
sport coats,” “1 dark pants,” as well as thoughts on other items to bring “(might bring 
football equipt.), “have certain things like rifle + fishing hat would like to use.” De Niro - 
Wedding Party, HRC De Niro Papers, Box 149, Folder 149.9. 
8 Wedding Party HRC De Niro Papers, Box 149, Folder 149.9. 
9 At its most extreme, this habit caused a great deal of friction between De Niro and 
Nicolas Pileggi on the production of Casino (Martin Scorsese 1995), where there are 
indications that the actor not only attended story conferences as his character Ace 
Rothstein, but that “his character” argued against plot points that would paint an 
unflattering portrait. 
10 For instance, where the actor wrote of his character in first-person, “Remember, I ain’t 
no queer or do any of the queer stuff” De Niro, Wedding Party HRC De Niro Papers, Box 
149, Folder 149.9. 
11 Wedding Party HRC De Niro Papers, Box 149, Folder 149.9. 
12 Brode 27. 
13 ibid. 
14 Brode 27. 
15 The working relationship between the director (Truffaut) and his actor-muse (Léaud) is 
well documented, as is the generation of American movie brats’ enchantment with the 
New Wave. What is worth noting is how many of these actor-director pairings move to 
the U.S. when the new filmmakers discover these relationships, particularly with De 
Palma/De Niro, Martin Scorsese/Harvey Keitel and eventually Scorsese/De Niro. 
16 Brode 46 
17 Joe Woldarz’s essay on Al Pacino, “Al Pacino: From the Mob to the Mineshaft” 
attempts to distinguish between the styles of Pacino and De Niro by characterizing 
Pacino’s angry outbursts as “sensitive” whereas De Niro’s are part of an excessive 
masculine rage. While I appreciate this point, using De Niro as a foil here robs us of the 
opportunity for the more nuanced argument that I am attempting here.  
18 Brode 49-50. 
19 Hi Mom! Shooting Script, HRC De Niro Papers, Box 78, Folder 78.4, 14-15. 
20 Back page of Hi Mom! Shooting Script. HRC De Niro Papers, Box 78, Folder 78.4. 
21 Hi Mom! Shooting Script 1. HRC De Niro Papers, Box 78, Folder 78.4. 
22 This film featured a very small De Niro performance, which was subsequently re-
edited after he became successful. It was described as an “unreleasable” American 
combination of La Dolce Vita and Last Year at Marienbad. Brode states that the film “is 
of particular interest to De Niro buffs, since many of the themes that would emerge in his 
later work are notably present here, while his characterization is an embryonic 
incarnation of personality traits that would later appear in roles as diverse as Travis 
Bickle and Rupert Pupkin, 35. 
23 Brode, 39. 
24 ibid. 
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25 Other songs from the era that De Niro included in this folder were “Poor Butterfly", 
“There is No One Like a Mother,” “Battle Hymn of the Republic,” “Wayfaring Stranger,” 
“Sometimes I Feel Like a Motherless Child,” “I Gave My Love a Cherry.” In a 
typewritten version of “I Didn’t Raise my Son to be a Soldier” De Niro has changed 
many of the words to reflect his character’s dialect, including “musket” to “muskit” 
Didn't to “din’t” and “a” to “uh.” 
26 All these notes come from the first several inserted pages in the Bloody Mama 
Shooting script Box 178, Screenplay, shooting script; final draft with shooting schedules, 
photographs of RDN, research photographs, and song lyrics inserted; extensive RDN 
notes Publicity materials. The reference to this particular scene takes place from pages 
69-74. HRC De Niro Papers, Box 178. 
27 Shooting Script 32. HRC De Niro Papers, Box 178. 
28 20.1 - Bloody Mama - Research Materials and RDNs Research Notes. Box 178. 
29 Baron, Cynthia, and Sharon M. Carnicke. 2008. 209-231. 
30 All of De Niro’s notes for the scene come from the Folder 20.1 - Bloody Mama - 
Research Materials and RDNs Research Notes. HRC De Niro Papers, Box 20. 
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Chapter 4 – Bang the Drum Slowly: Earning the Right to Play the Character 
 

The main thing is to make it appear as if you're throwing it away. I believe 

in practice, just doing it over and over. If you do it over, then you can 

throw it away...In the beginning you learn the rules, and then you realize 

that the rules are there to use or not to use and that there are millions of 

different ways of doing something. 

- Robert De Niro, on portraying Bruce Pearson in Bang the Drum Slowly1 

 
 The previous chapter explained how Robert De Niro steadily developed his own 

variation of the method derived partially from his experience as a student of Stella Adler, 

then later as Brian De Palma’s collaborator. Adler’s teachings emphasized hard work and 

attention to external detail, while De Palma’s New Wave-inspired filmmaking 

emphasized flexibility and improvisation. By 1972, in his first major feature film role, 

Bang the Drum Slowly, De Niro was able to fuse his intensive working method into a 

comprehensive and multi-stage process, explaining how the actor first “learned the rules” 

of his character then threw them away in order to reflect their naturalness.  

In this chapter, I use Bang the Drum Slowly as a case study to reveal how De 

Niro’s acting practices built on this base with each subsequent role, how he was able to 

consolidate his power and autonomy over his choices with each increase of part size, and 

how his critical recognition began to solidify his reputation as one of the most exciting 

performers of the decade. I also consider how this film demonstrates another side of De 

Niro’s persona, one that reveals his sensitivity and versatility as a performer. Bang the 

Drum Slowly also belongs to a larger trend in early 1970s filmmaking that infused the 
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melodramatic mode into different genres, and dealt with male relationships in particular. 

De Niro’s onscreen charisma complicates these concerns, as he embodies the twin 

concepts of character actor and star, combining them in a memorable role as a “character 

lead.”  

As the actor’s first significant break, Bang the Drum Slowly is a pivotal film in the 

De Niro canon. It represented the moment where the actor was in full control of his 

technique that he successfully adapted for film. By examining the film’s journey, from 

pre-production/casting to principal photography and to its release in theatres, I map the 

various stages of De Niro’s preparation, as well as describing how this forms the template 

for each subsequent movie. Accordingly, I will break De Niro’s method into five major 

stages, each dealing with an aspect of his characterization and performance. Doubtless, 

there is some overlap in these categories, but for simplicity’s sake, I am dividing the 

process into the following steps: 1) Intellectual/Research, 2) Ethnography/Sociocultural, 

3) Physical/Skill-Based, 4) Wardrobe/Props/Affectations, and 5) Script Work and 

Principal Photography. The purpose of this division is to illuminate the different sets of 

skills and concerns that the actor had at different times and to examine the different kinds 

of labor that the actor engages before a performance. Thus, my analysis of De Niro’s 

method may produce the ‘tools’ (or metrics) to enable scholars and critics to assess the 

role of any actor in film by considering the specific choices of one of cinema’s most 

intense practitioners.  

The first of these five stages was intellectual, involving library research not unlike 

that of a scholar or historian as he delves into his subject matter. De Niro engaged in a 
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great deal of supplementary reading, as well as interviewing people who he believed he 

needed to talk to in order to portray the role of catcher Bruce Pearson. He also wrote 

pages and pages of questions during his research phase, each of which he ended up 

exploring and finding answers to. Second, De Niro engaged in class-, dialect-, and 

region-based research. We can characterize this work as ethnographic as this involved the 

actor going to a small town in Georgia for three weeks in order to ensure that his accent 

and mannerisms were appropriate to his character. De Niro went so far as to hang out at 

the general store, pool halls and bars with a tape recorder, asking the locals to read his 

character’s dialogue aloud and getting them to correct him if he made a mistake. Third, 

De Niro learned the series of skills appropriate to his character. The actor was 

preoccupied with what kind of physique baseball players would have, what exercises they 

engaged in, and ultimately, how they moved. For De Niro, this meant learning baseball 

(which he had never played), training with some of the most prominent names of the time 

(such as famous catcher Johnny Bench), as well as spending hours mastering the skills of 

throwing, catching, running and batting. Fourth, De Niro went about the task of finding 

the best costumes and props for each scene, often buying them himself in thrift stores to 

ensure their authenticity. He also produced mannerisms and background stories based on 

these objects and their relationship to his character. Finally, De Niro painstakingly went 

through the script, incorporating any and all of these notes and decisions into his 

performance. As is typical for many actors, he broke down the script into various 

dramatic beats, corrected his dialogue in order to reflect his character’s regional 

(Southern) accent, while adding actions, blocking and attitudes.  
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Melodrama and Masculinity 

 Bang the Drum Slowly is the story of a dying catcher, a burgeoning friendship and 

a winning baseball season. The film chronicles the growing friendship between Robert 

De Niro’s Bruce Pearson and fellow ballplayer Henry (played by Michael Moriarty) 

which occurs as Bruce is dying of Hodgkin’s disease. The movie begins with Pearson 

calling Wigguns to pick him up from the hospital after his diagnosis with the fatal 

disease. The pair bond as Wigguns drives him to spring training and on the way they visit 

Bruce’s family in Georgia. Because Henry is an all-star pitcher and Bruce is a third-string 

catcher, the former is able to leverage his contract negotiation in order to make sure that 

Bruce stays on the team’s payroll. In the process, Henry becomes Bruce’s mentor and 

friend, who tempers his antisocial, sometimes “backwoods” ways, teaching him the ropes 

of baseball and unleashing Bruce’s previously unrealized skills. Slowly, the squad learns 

of Bruce’s ailment, eventually rallying around him in his illness, and adopting him as 

their mascot and inspiration, as they put in a winning effort for the pennant. At the end of 

the film, after his best season ever, Bruce succumbs to his illness, and only Henry stands 

at his grave.  

Bang the Drum Slowly belongs to a series of buddy films that emerged in the 

early 1970s that used the melodramatic mode in their narratives like Brian’s Song (TV, 

Buzz Kulik 1971), Charly (Ralph Nelson 1968), and to some degree, Love Story (Arthur 

Hiller, 1970). Thomas Schatz has argued that although the 1970s is more often 

remembered for being the decade of the New Hollywood, melodramas, particularly 

featuring tragic stories involving men, were a competing phenomenon.2 While ostensibly 
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a sports movie, Bang the Drum Slowly’s narrative is actually more about men nurturing 

each other, as the tragic figure (Bruce) is looked after by another man (Henry). We must 

also acknowledge the sports film’s (and war film’s) inherent relation to melodrama.3 In 

this case, Bang the Drum Slowly fully resembles Knute Rockne, All American (Lloyd 

Bacon 1940) where the football team famously rallies around Ronald Reagan’s dying 

George Gipp to “win one for the Gipper!” 

This film’s central scene reveals its deep affinity to the melodramatic mode, 

literally evoking pathos with the on-screen musical accompaniment. As the group of 

athletes gradually learn of Bruce’s illness, rallying around him without telling him they 

know, one of them grabs a guitar and starts slowly strumming the American folk song 

“The Streets of Laredo” in the locker room. The song provides commentary on the action 

of the film, containing lyrics from the title, and is an anthem about a proud, dying 

cowboy, for whom the song implores to “bang the drum slowly, and play the fife lowly” 

to mourn his passing. This scene proves to be the film’s most emotional, as one by one 

the athletes join in. As the scene goes on, there is a final, slow zoom in on Bruce’s/De 

Niro’s face as he listens and is clearly affected, but does his best to contain the emotions. 

As a melodrama and a male love story, the film also fits under the criteria of Robin 

Wood’s “buddy film” category, where the theorist posits that these narratives contain a 

positive, rather than negative spin on masculinity, leaving room for Wood’s interpretation 

of it as an explicitly bisexual text a category in which narratives express a postitive, 

rather than negative spin on masculinity.4 Wood’s arguments opened up a space to 
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consider the “traces of repressed” bisexuality within mainstream Hollywood films and 

that works such as Bang the Drum Slowly, among others, best exemplified this trend. 

Bang the Drum Slowly was originally a novel written by Mark Harris, who also 

wrote the screenplay for the film. The story had been adapted previously as a television 

movie of the week in the late 1950s (starring Paul Newman in Michael Moriarty’s role), 

but the rights had changed hands to the possession of Lois and Maurice Rosenthal, who 

were looking to cast and produce the film on the cheap. As the producing duo could not 

afford to cast A-list Hollywood actors, they travelled to New York in the autumn of 1971 

to see if they could catch lightning in a bottle in the form of the up-and-coming actors 

from the off-Broadway theater scene. The casting process was lengthy and brutal, as 

“almost every working actor in New York” auditioned for the Rosenthals and director 

John Hancock, including James Woods, John Lithgow and Tommy Lee Jones.5 Though 

De Niro initially impressed the casting team, this did not mean he was a shoo-in for the 

part. In fact, he had to audition a total of seven times. In the end, the production team 

may have finally been moved by De Niro’s plea that although “‘[t]here may be more 

talented people,’” no one would “work harder.”6 De Niro was true to his word, delivering 

a memorable performance borne from his hard work. It is clear that the actor was 

determined to make his mark with this role, stating that, because he “wasn’t snatched up 

for certain roles in movies” he simply had to “work harder in order to gain recognition.”7 

And so, at the age of thirty, fourteen years after making the decision to become a working 

actor, De Niro won the role that would grant him the recognition that he deserved and 

warranted and the first declarations that he was the heir apparent to Marlon Brando. 
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De Niro’s Preparation 
 

 ‘I think the way you look has a lot to do with the way you act,’ he said. 

‘That’s why I start with a character’s looks. When I got the part of Bruce I 

learned he was from a small town in Georgia. So I went to Georgia and 

stayed in a small town. I found an old-fashioned country store and I 

bought the kind of clothes that Bruce would buy. I wore them all around. 

Then I started with the way that Bruce would talk. The people in the town 

were really nice and they didn’t mind me copying the way they talked. In 

fact, they would even correct me if I started to sound too much like a New 

Yorker. After a while I began to move like Bruce and I began to feel like 

him.’ 

- De Niro 8 

-  

As the actor’s first significant break, Bang the Drum Slowly is a pivotal film in the 

De Niro canon. It represented the moment where the actor began to assume full control of 

his technique and successfully adapted it for film. By examining De Niros’s performative 

journey on the film, from pre-production/casting to principal photography and to its 

release in theatres, I map the various stages of preparation and execution, describing how 

this forms the template for each subsequent movie. Accordingly, I will break De Niro’s 

method into five major stages, each dealing with an aspect of his characterization and 

performance. The purpose of this division is to illuminate the different sets of skills and 

concerns that the actor had at different times and to examine the different kinds of labor 

that the actor engages before a performance. Thus, my analysis of De Niro’s method may 

produce the ‘tools’ (or metrics) to enable scholars and critics to assess the role of any 
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actor in film by considering the specific choices of one of cinema’s most intense 

practitioners.  

The first of these five stages was intellectual, involving library research not unlike 

that of a scholar or historian as he delves into his subject matter. De Niro engaged in a 

great deal of supplementary reading, as well as interviewing people who he believed he 

needed to talk to in order to portray the role of catcher Bruce Pearson. He also wrote 

pages and pages of questions during his research phase, each of which he ended up 

exploring and finding answers to. Second, De Niro engaged in class-, dialect-, and 

region-based research. We can characterize this work as ethnographic as this involved the 

actor going to a small town in Georgia for three weeks in order to ensure that his accent 

and mannerisms were appropriate to his character. De Niro went so far as to hang out at 

the general store, pool halls and bars with a tape recorder, asking the locals to read his 

character’s dialogue aloud and getting them to correct him if he made a mistake. Third, 

De Niro learned the series of skills appropriate to his character. The actor was 

preoccupied with what kind of physique baseball players would have, what exercises they 

engaged in, and ultimately, how they moved. For De Niro, this meant learning baseball 

(which he had never played), training with some of the most prominent names of the time 

(such as famous catcher Johnny Bench), as well as spending hours mastering the skills of 

throwing, catching, running and batting. Fourth, De Niro went about the task of finding 

the best costumes and props for each scene, often buying them himself in thrift stores to 

ensure their authenticity. He also produced mannerisms and background stories based on 

these objects and their relationship to his character. Finally, De Niro painstakingly went 
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through the script, incorporating any and all of these notes and decisions into his 

performance. As is typical for many actors, he broke down the script into various 

dramatic beats, corrected his dialogue in order to reflect his character’s regional 

(Southern) accent, while adding actions, blocking and attitudes.  

As with many of his other roles, the key to portraying Bruce Pearson was to find 

the character’s subtle humanity rather than playing the obvious stereotypes. For De Niro, 

this required a deep understanding of who Bruce was, where he came from, what he 

wore, how he felt about things and how he reacted throughout the events. According to 

Douglas Brode, “basic to the drama is the fact that Pearson is simply too unintelligent to 

fully grasp the implications of his disease, though he does understand enough to feel a 

general resentment toward his predicament, referring to himself as “doomeded.””9 

According to Andy Dougan, this was “the first time that [De Niro] had begun to 

submerge himself in the character, for Bang the Drum Slowly he went even further.”10 As 

De Niro’s refrain goes, he was not satisfied until he has “earned the right to play the 

character” which goes far beyond the norm for an actor, to the point of earning the 

respect of the type of person that he is to portray. In other words, he does not only want 

to emulate the kind of character that he is to portraying, but rather, to render himself 

unrecognizable within the character and his environment.  
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Intellectual/Research 

 

Analyses of De Niro’s screen performances tend to focus on the physical and 

emotional aspects rather than his intellectual labor. The term “scholar-actor” 11 comes to 

mind here as De Niro’s preparation reveals the actor’s meticulous and academic labor in 

his preparation for a part. The “real-life” De Niro is invariably described as a shy, 

thoughtful and intense man who is a keen observer of behavior, who possesses many 

thoughts about his process that can not be summarized in short sentences or interviews. 

To my mind, this is likely the reason that he stopped giving interviews, as he could not 

fully articulate his lengthy process in the short phrases expected by popular press.12 

De Niro is an avid reader, drawing inspiration from many sources -- primarily 

from books, but also articles and photos. The point of this first stage is to ask questions 

related to his character in order to imagine his given circumstances. In this capacity, De 

Niro stated: 

With Stella [Adler], imagination was important, research too, but the 

imagination. I remember her saying, “You just don’t make it neurotic, 

unless the character is neurotic,” but it’s not about you. It’s about what 

you get objectively looking at photographs, picking things out, script 

analysis. You look at photographs and you don’t “fictionalize” as she 

would say, what’s in that photo, but take what is really in that photo and 

the same applies to a script, more to a play in the traditional sense, but to a 

movie script as well.13 
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The Bang the Drum Slowly file is illustrative in this regard, delineating the moments that 

De Niro read the novel, the shooting script and sometimes De Niro’s reactions - in the 

form of his critical commentary in the margins - allowing the creation of a timeline of his 

involvement, measuring his contributions to the film and tracing the evolution of his 

learning process. As this marks one of the rare occasions that De Niro had access to an 

original novel, then screenplay, not to mention the writer of the piece, it provides a great 

resource for us to gauge De Niro’s development of his character’s subtext.  

One of the first documents in the file is De Niro’s photocopied version of the 

novel where the actor underlined passages and episodes related to his character. Of 

particular interest to him apparently are scenes related to how other characters see him. 

The novel also provided De Niro with many images that he could base his character on, 

as well as elaborate descriptions pertaining to how Bruce carried himself.14 In the book’s 

margins De Niro repeatedly wrote “IMP” (meaning “important” – a notation that carries 

across all of his later scripts) including a passage that describes why Bruce was 

unlikable.15 One of Bruce’s chief characteristics was his proud nature, dictating that even 

though he “could think of crying” “but [he] got pride so I can talk it pure + simple."16 

This pride follows throughout the film, particularly as De Niro’s Bruce refuses to cry 

throughout the film, although at times he is obviously moved. This research culminates in 

the singing in the locker room sequence where the irony of the scene is that Bruce and his 

teammates have registered the pathos of his plight, but neither party states it overtly, 
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resulting in a deeply affecting scene. In the classic sense of the term this scene explicitly 

overlays drama with music, revealing its deep affinity with the mode. 

De Niro worked meticulously through his script in order to stay consistent to 

Bruce’s proud nature, revealing his emotions through modulated tobacco chewing (timed 

specifically to certain lines in the script). The locker scene, and De Niro’s performance of 

it, resembles the actor’s goal of “finding ways to express self through Bruce,” while 

allowing the audience brief glimpses to the character’s internal world largely held at bay 

by De Niro’s assemblage of costumes, mannerisms and affectations. 17  De Niro has stated 

that everyday people rarely express what is exactly on their minds. Instead, they busy 

themselves with activities and suppress, rather than express their emotions in everyday 

life. Bruce seems a perfect case study for this psychology embodied on screen, where De 

Niro was able to convey “what’s been built in before” in preparation.18 In his view, the 

audience will “know how you feel” without an actor having to say it, so “[t]he less you 

show the better.”19  

Each of the shooting scripts within the De Niro Collection provides significant 

evidence of his ‘writing’ upon the fabric of the text, including myriad scrawled notes, 

rewrites and the many lists shoved within the front and back pockets of the binder 

holding the script -- literally spilling out of the physical confines of the working 

document. Each of these lists was obviously designed for the actor to brainstorm and to 

organize his thoughts into categories of research. Here, he began with a list of things to 

do, broken down into very broad classifications.  
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List of things to do 

 

1. Meet ballplayers watch every move carefully 

2. tape them + script 

3. practice squat positions to build up legs 

4. got to start wearing outfit get used to teel [sic.] rod 

5. go out with complete outfit + catch at central P[ark] 

6. Get only protein. plenty of it + exercise 

7. Barry's friend in Georgia 

8. Southern songs (records) 

9. Learn how to slide for generally - for when slide an 2nd when stealing base. 

10. Al Fairfield 

11. Practice spitting 

12. Careful list of things I need, use, wear that are only or in South + specific 

too. Go over whole script carefully 

13. Buy wallet 

14. Look at poster20 

 

This preliminary list provides an overview of the kinds of things that De Niro 

considered for this performance. Going through the files also reveals a process of 

refinement, allowing a reader to gauge the progression of these ideas as they made their 
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way from these initial sketches, through physical action and finally to principal 

photography.   

De Niro’s understanding of Bruce can be seen in several important statements that 

litter the script and these notes. The first of these pertains to the actor’s overall 

impression of his character after having read the novel and the script. In a preliminary 

note, the actor writes: 

Have potential that’s the point 

Image of myself as dumb 

Don't fight back came gentle, not aggressive, not combative comfortable 

no stake in bantering, being written 

I talk under + am happy about it 

Hurt when insulted like “pile of shit”21 

 

Here, he addressed the main issues and prejudices that his character experiences, as a 

“dumb” yet gentle character and how he reacts to certain situations, particularly when 

being insulted.  

A constant refrain relating to the actor’s philosophy is also revealing, as it gives 

an impression of the relationship between the psychological dimensions of the portrayal 

(De Niro playing the role) as well as his impression of the external trappings. De Niro’s 

previously stated mantra that he needs to earn the right to play the character but also the 

added dimension of “find[ing] all things that they [baseball players] do properly that’s 

what I go against.”22  
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In opposition to the conventional wisdom surrounding the method which dictates 

that the actor becomes the character he is to portray, De Niro stated several times that his 

goal was not to “hide behind the character of Bruce but to expand within him.”23  

One page describes this process in detail, stating the order in which De Niro was 

going to prepare, repeating important questions and answering them.  

“Bang Drum” 

1. Map of Georgia find out weather 

2. Shooting schedule 

3. rehearsal schedule 

4. the look 

5. tape recorder (*new one) trade in at that place 

6. find out script cuts 

7. find out when can go to train to catch - talk to + watch catchers 

8. Chew licorice but first get sense chewing tobacco to get feeling 

9. Find out what gear it is present or period 

10. then library 

11. can have them copy for notes. Yes. 

12. Can talk to Mark Harris about all this 

13. Find where Bainbridge is + where Barry’s father's place is24 

 

This particular document contains over six pages of questions, in several different 

categories, going past forty-seven numbered points.  
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 De Niro also made many notes regarding his subtextual choices for Bruce, 

ranging from his relationship with his father, to props he felt he needed to purchase, to 

“business” that he could employ on screen. He also posed questions pertaining to his 

performance as an athlete in the film, like how he chooses his bat. De Niro built in time 

to speak with the screenwriter Mark Harris, who presumably answered the many 

questions on De Niro’s list for him.25  

 

Ethnography/Sociocultural 

 

 For the second stage, De Niro immersed himself in the socio-cultural milieu of his 

character. According to Brode, “Bobby...upon learning he had the role-immediately 

departed for the South, where he took up residence not far from Atlanta.” He “rented an 

apartment, purchased clothes of the type worn by the locals, and spent all his time 

chatting with the cracker-barrel crowd at the country store.”26 De Niro “spent three weeks 

in Georgia, picking up the drawl...[c]arrying a tape recorder,” sitting in “on conversations 

in hotel lobbies, cafes, and at baseball games,” and occasionally asking “people to read 

parts of the script out loud.”27 The result was a “shit-kicking Georgia cracker accent,” “a 

furtiveness of movement” and “an unwillingness to meet people’s eyes.” These 

affectations provided the rationale for people judging Bruce in advance as well as making 

“the slow-thinking innocent the butt of their jokes.”28  

It was important to De Niro that Bruce’s humanity shone through. “I didn’t try to 

play dumb,” De Niro has said, “I just tried to play each scene for where it was.” He 
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continued, stating that “[s]ome people are dumb, but they’re not dumb - I guess they’re 

insensitive, but they’re not insensitive to everything.”29 He even went so far as to become 

“incensed when the wardrobe mistress joked about Pearson’s stupidity and bad taste as 

she was fitting his uniforms.” According to Baxter “[h]e told her not to make fun of the 

character, which, by now, he had come to inhabit like a second skin.”30 De Niro decided 

that his accent and speech consisted of a “kind of slow…but pleasant Southern way of 

speaking + in rhythm as is reflected with big pauses between saying things” -- then he 

sought out people who could help him realize this interpretation.31 

De Niro also thought it was important to “see from outside of [Bruce and Henry]” 

while struggling to understand how Henry expressed his “annoyance” but also his 

patience and kindness while “actually seeing + watching + being with this person who 

can be so unbelievably dumb.” Despite Bruce’s flaws, he wrote that “[s]eeing is 

believing” and that “I believe my character, who I am.”32 De Niro consulted medical 

professionals to ensure that he understood the effects of his character’s disease and how 

he might imitate the symptoms in the film. Once he had satisfied the cultural, regional 

and contextually specific choices, De Niro moved on to the even longer process of 

acquiring new skills.  

De Niro seems to have developed some romantic ideas about the South, which is 

a recurring theme throughout these documents. For him, Bruce is a sort of “salt of the 

earth” character who possesses a kind of intelligence linked to nature and artisanal 

craftsmanship.33 The actor wrote,  “I know the way rivers run according to the cut on the 

banks even if they’re frozen, etc.” These ideas are linked in a nearby passage where De 
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Niro has written that “I know about cars, the make of cars, milk or meat, what's planted 

in fields, what kind of birds were flying around or flying overhead whether going back 

home cause of spring or just winter birds.” This nature imagery is solidified in his later 

decision that the “first field I ever played on was a field of plant hay.” 

 
Physical/Skill-Based 
 

 

Illustration 3: De Niro in Bang the Drum Slowly (John Hancock, 1973)  

 

Stage three overlapped with stages one and two, but consisted of De Niro learning 

new skills and preparing to inhabit his character physically. Some of the many 

professional skills that De Niro acquired over the course of his career were learning how 

to be a catcher, a saxophone player, a credible middleweight boxer, a bounty hunter, a 

Catholic priest, and a taxi driver. De Niro’s intense focus overlays a ‘behavioralist’ 
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impulse to his performances, very much in the spirit of Adler and Stanislavski. He stated 

that his goal was to repeat an action so many times that he could achieve an ease of 

motion, such as professionals have. Paradoxically, his mastery of a skill was borne of the 

desire to not demonstrate it. 

For Bang the Drum Slowly, this meant that he needed to become comfortable 

enough with baseball to be able to forget about it -- a significant challenge for someone 

who knew absolutely nothing about the sport. De Niro was “not much of an athlete,” and 

he had “some problems mastering the sport.”34 The director and producer had arranged 

for the cast to do spring training for several hours a day before shooting started. True to 

his promise of “working harder than everybody,” De Niro was always the first person to 

practice and would be the last to finish. Hancock explained De Niro’s devotion to passing 

muster, stating that “[w]e’d shoot all day…then he’d go take two or three hours of batting 

practice, run three or four miles, and then go learn his lines, and then, start the next day 

and shoot and do the same thing again.”35  

  De Niro’s obsessive attention to detail meant learning as quickly as possible not 

only how to become a baseball player but how to play one of the game’s most difficult 

positions. De Niro consulted professionals, read books and magazines, watched endless 

games on television, and ultimately spent hours playing catch and batting. He began 

playing three weeks before principal photography although he has stated that, despite it 

being “really hard” he “played ball in Central Park,” practicing daily.36 He read The 

Complete Book of Baseball Instruction and other books, which “helped...a lot” as well as 

watching games on TV while taking notes.37 For the actor, watching baseball in his room 
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was not a passive enterprise but, to his mind, active study. As he described it: “I saw in 

every baseball game how relaxed the players were,” he said. “I could just pick it up. I 

could practice in my room watching them do nothing.”38  

Before shooting, De Niro also spent a great deal of time talking to people 

involved in baseball, coming up with a long list of questions, and finding the answers to 

them. One such list, entitled “Questions for Eddie,” outlines some of these concerns as 

well as his ignorance about baseball more generally: 

1. What physical attitude…to me? Should I gain or lose weight? 

2. What's a good glove? 

3. What do bad catchers pitchers do? 

IMP. 4. Who would be a good person to meet or see, who’s like Bruce? 

5. How do averages work? How could mine as catcher work + how could 

pitcher 

6. How many games would I play a season 

7. What kind of clothes do they wear, would guy like me, from the South, 

wear? 

8. Hairstyle for a Southerner 

9. What's a player carry with him traveling? What's most important? 

10. What to ballplayers usually eat? 

11. What written + unwritten rules what you see + what you hear - what 

you do don't do outside of the club 

12.  What 1st string, 3rd string, etc.?39 
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Not only does this list reveal De Niro’s attempt to remedy some of his ignorance about 

the game but his imposition of certain preoccupations – particularly about Bruce’s’ 

Southern origins – formed in advance of this meeting. While some questions are very 

specific to the character, others - such as “how do averages work,” or “what is 1st string, 

3rd string, etc” – were very basic, indicating the amount of work the actor needed to do in 

order to play Bruce and his position.40  

After reading The Complete Book of Baseball Instruction, De Niro had a meeting 

with the author and coach, Dell Bethel, who provided him with many answers. One item, 

a page entitled “Dell,” reveals what De Niro knew and when he learned it throughout this 

process. Through these conversations De Niro understood that as a third-string catcher, 

his role was mostly to warm up pitchers in the bullpen. He would later observe that the 

catcher is the “sparkplug” of the team, that he needs to focus his attention and that a 

“[c]atcher's eyes don't blink.”41  

Another list testifies to De Niro’s observations from reading sports magazines, 

giving him an idea of how Bruce would stand and position himself (modeling Bruce after 

famous catcher Johnny Bench) as well as deciding what equipment he would need.42 He 

also drew inspiration from Thurman Munson, the Yankees catcher at the time.43 De Niro 

watched and noted endless actions and scoured many sports magazines in order to see 

how ‘natural’ and relaxed the players were in order to eventually mimic these actions. In 

this regard, he wrote “[m]ost important find all things that they do properly that's what I 

go against...in actual shooting.” This task involved differentiating the catcher’s role from 

other players, watching “exactly how physically different a player is, a catcher” as well as 
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taking note of “what he does and how he carries himself physically.” In other instances, 

De Niro observed a professional doing something, such as when a catcher “goes out to 

mound takes mask off + puts it under arm + could leave mitt on ground.”44  

De Niro personalized these details by adding flourishes based on what he saw, 

interpreted and practiced. In another note in the series, entitled “for self,” De Niro raised 

questions specifically directed at the larger culture of baseball, accounting for a brutal 

road schedule and riding the bus. Notable questions in this series include “[w]hat do I 

carry (+ ballplayers in general) with me from city to city? what kind of suitcase? what 

kind of item that are important to me?”45 “I know in a way I’m a baseball star.” “I can 

feel pretty high by that + arrogant” as well as ensuring that he had “tan face + arms where 

shirt isn’t.” Other notes questioned Bruce’s perception of baseball players’ own sex 

appeal, whether ball players drink beer, if they watch their weight and “what are the rules 

+ unwritten rules live by?” In this same set of notes, he conjured a mental image for 

himself as a child playing baseball on his family farm.46 All of these were physical and 

professional skills he needed to play Bruce. 

 

Wardrobe/Props/Affectations 

 

By the time De Niro moved to the props and wardrobe phase of Bang the Drum 

Slowly, he had interpreted the text, come up with his own set of research questions, and 

was ready to physically embody Bruce by finding the right props and costumes.47 Indeed, 

some of De Niro’s most significant contributions are through his selection of a series of 
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mannerisms and meaningful objects.48 One of the biggest lists in the Bang the Drum 

Slowly file is a nearly eight-page document (with bullet points going from 1-97) outlining 

De Niro’s ideas about props and how to use them. Most important to the actor are the 

decisions that Bruce should always carry a comb and “spit chewing tobacco a lot.” De 

Niro thought of “things I do that different from ordinary way, more simple but broader 

work.” These examples ranged from the bizarre (“I wear my undershirt backwards”) to 

wearing the “same sweatshirt + clothes a long time.” Midway through this list, De Niro 

expressed the need to remember that “I gonna die” and to “think about that in relation to 

my possessions.” One of these prized possessions, unseen by the camera but used by the 

actor, was a picture of his mother and father in his wallet.49 As one particular scene in the 

film shows Bruce burning some of his possessions; these objects were charged with 

significance -- as was the act of burning some while keeping others.  

  In addition to props, De Niro also developed a whole series of mannerisms, many 

of which he developed while watching the locals on his ethnographic trip to Georgia. 

Most significant among these is the note which replays an image of a person for De Niro, 

which states, “Hands in pockets like cowboy (like in pool hall in Cuthbert Georgia) good 

place to have that kind of look + feeling, spitting + all, or at pinball machine during 

south.” The actor was determined to “[f]ind scenes where can listen + get involved in 

country + western” which he thought would be appropriate “on road when I'm playing 

pinball machines.”50 De Niro’s character was obsessed with his hair and grooming, 

indicated in note where he states that he should “[t]ouch my head to see if hair in place 

and “[w]atch hair.” De Niro also developed mannerisms and affectations related to his 
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character’s Hodgkin’s Disease such as “[i]n car shake hand (character trait)” and “all do 

to pressure can't swallow, difficulty, crying stretched gasping.” Others seem to be more 

ostentatious such as wearing his “collar up on windbreaker,” using a “toothpick after 

eating and having a “lanky feel and walk (as in restaurant)” where he can “lean on 

things” with his “ass poppin’ out.” According to this list De Niro also envisioned Bruce 

as the kind of person who would “wear a clip on tie,” who drank “Dr. Pepper or RC 

Cola,” wore “bermudas” and “slippers (bedroom) around down home.” In what could 

perhaps be described as a meta-fictional decision, Bruce carried a notepad himself, taking 

notes as Henry dispensed advice to him on how to be a better baseball player.51  

Related to baseball, De Niro asked: “how do I choose bat before getting up to bat? 

May just grab + wipe hands on pants often don’t ...+ I'm more lumbering physical. I think 

of this cause of how Sid is quiet, doesn't talk much chooses + goes,” “[t]ape on shoes 

(helps walking + sliding).” Ultimately these decisions were not meant to be showy but 

authentic and precise. De Niro reminded himself of these intentions when he noted: “I 

have to be a good catcher to affect my other part of my character.”52  In terms of catching, 

the actor decided that “I do things in a simple 1, 2, 3 fashion like going back + forth for 

the pitcher instead of just taking pitcher over” or elsewhere writing that despite having “a 

lotta speed” Bruce “kinda wander[s] through my career, don't really be serious about it.” 

Instead his character just wants to “just make enough money to dog + have farm.”53  

One of the more important observations comes in the form of this instruction 

where De Niro has written that Bruce does not “talk about my sickness” but asks “[h]ow 

do I express it?” He also wrote extensively about his and Henry’s relationship and what 
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he believed were the keys to that relationship. On this note, he explored the dynamics of 

their friendship from both characters’ perspectives as well as finding opportunities for 

business between them at the beginning of the film.54 These observations indicate that De 

Niro was not exclusively concerned with his own characterization but that he attempted 

to assess Bruce’s relationship within the context of the script. This meant considering 

other characters - especially Henry - as well. We can see how De Niro combined both 

concerns in this note where he stated: “I act on hunches but I’m not naturally instinctive 

about baseball in Henry's eyes from his POV examine.”55 De Niro decided that Bruce is 

“a loner” and that “[p]eople don't take to me.” De Niro’s observations about Bruce’s core 

traits are summarized nicely in the final note on this list, where he writes: “I'm stupid but 

well coordinated + play well. I’m no moron or idiot.”56 

De Niro’s use of tobacco as an expressive device was typical of the way that the 

actor uses props to convey his emotions non-verbally. De Niro decided precisely when 

and where to use the tobacco to speak for him as reflected in his notes where he states 

that he will “[d]ecide when I chew + when I don’t (stop) in certain scenes.”57 The most 

important example of this precision and De Niro’s on-set decision-making capacity 

comes in the film’s central scene, where the team joins in the sing-along and Bruce is 

deeply affected. Rather than finding moments to convey his emotions with dialogue, De 

Niro has timed and mapped out when, where and at what tempo he would chew his 

tobacco at. Here, he actually modulated the pace of his jaw when he got more emotional 

in the scene, finally stopping altogether at the most affecting moment. Watching this 
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scene not only reveals how completely in control of the scene De Niro was but how 

precisely he mapped out his interaction with his props and his fellow actors.  

 

Illustration 4: De Niro [center] in Bang the Drum Slowly 
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Illustration 5: De Niro [in close-up] in Bang the Drum Slowly 

 

Script Work/Principal Photography 

 

A few years later, Moriarty visited the set of Taxi Driver. Someone offered 

to reintroduce the two men. Moriarty said, watching De Niro prowl the set 

like a predator, ‘I don’t know that guy at all. I know Bruce Pearson. I 

don’t know Travis Bickle or Bobby De Niro.’58 

 - Michael Moriarty 
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This quote is typical of the public perception of De Niro who is more known for 

his idiosyncratic (or perhaps infamous) on-set behavior. However, these accounts, 

typified by Michael Moriarty’s statement, are only part of the equation. When on stage, 

no one questions the behavior of an actor who stays in character or is ‘in the zone’ during 

his performance. As De Niro is a theatrically trained actor, whose education emphasized 

complete fidelity to truth and realism, his move to film complicates and complements his 

developing commitments to realism in cinema. Important to remember is the shift from a 

set-bound and imaginative place of a play where the actors need to imaginatively 

transport themselves to places and spaces in history. The immersive space of cinema 

offers something different for the actor – namely the opportunity for the actor to give 

himself over completely to the present-circumstances by quite simply being in the 

moment and present in the actual space. Focusing on what De Niro does while on set 

proves an interesting premise -- particularly as shooting may require an actor to be ‘in 

character’ for much more time than the two-and-a-half hour span of a play. As a single 

scene may take up to eight hours in multiple takes to get right, the practice of remaining 

in character serves as an economical decision for someone trying to focus and channel 

their creative work consistently.  

By the time that principal photography occurred, De Niro had incorporated all of 

his research notes into his shooting script. The shooting script can be viewed as the 

repository of all of this labor, and a note from the research stage often made its way 

wholly intact into the margins of this expansive document. Some were even painstakingly 
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and meticulously recopied throughout these shooting scripts, making these “final drafts” 

a very special type of document and also a sort master document. 

Though his on-set behavior may be characterized as being extreme (drawing 

comparisons to other famously ‘difficult’ performers such as Dustin Hoffman and Marlon 

Brando), his professionalism and commitment to his role “won the admiration of those 

with whom he worked, though it was kept strictly on a professional level: they described 

him as a standoffish personality, who, during filming, pretty well kept to himself.”59 This 

emphasis on collegiality fit into the early assessment of De Niro’s career. Many letters to 

the actor after his performances suggest that the relationships fostered within the context 

of productions won him the admiration of his colleagues and co-workers -- a matter that 

we can only imagine means as much to the actor as his critical accolades. That he kept all 

of these correspondences testifies to camaraderie that public perceptions of his shy 

exterior and later his violent star persona tends to overlook. 

In terms of professional demeanor, director Hancock compared him to an actor of 

the old style, such as Alec Guinness, whose exterior personality and quirks never came to 

a set and whose work ethic was unquestionable. On the Band the Drum Slowly set De 

Niro was game (and had the endurance) for innumerable takes of a scene. Screenwriter 

Harris was not only astounded by De Niro’s dedication in learning to play baseball but 

also his willingness to do things until they were perfect. In this vein: 

 

Harris watched him closely during particular scene takes and was 

astounded by his actions in one scene, which required De Niro to have 
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tears in his eyes. He achieved this by plunging his fingers down his throat, 

practically to the point of making himself vomit. ‘He did this not once,” 

said the writer, ‘but 40 times to accomplish every “take” and every trial 

shot.60  

 

While this anecdote is a particularly striking illustration of the lengths that De Niro went 

to produce effects on screen, it also testifies to the fact that the actor had more than one 

way to produce a desired result for a scene.  In this case, he used physiological movement 

to reproduce the effects of an emotion – something altogether different than either the 

Adler or Strasberg schools but producing the same result for the camera. In scenes where 

his character was feeling the effects of his Hodgkin’s disease, De Niro “put his arms out 

straight from his shoulders, and spun until he was so dizzy he couldn’t stand.”61 

According to the actor, spinning was a “very similar thing that the character was feeling.” 

Moreover, he “did it so that when we did the take I would feel the character’s 

nauseousness, and not have to fake it.”62 

According to John Baxter, “De Niro’s ideal was to enter his character so 

completely that he wouldn’t need rushes; he would know he was making the right 

moves.”63 Brode seems to have a similar view, stating “[l]ater, when in front of the 

camera, De Niro’s dedication to actually becoming the character rather than playacting 

became a significant concern.”64 Elsewhere, he notes De Niro “remained totally 

submerged in his character, rarely if ever taking off his baseball uniform, practically 

living in it the entire time he was on the film.”65 Regardless of how this behavior was 
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perceived, De Niro was pushing at the boundaries of acting technique -- begging that we 

add another dimension to our analysis, particularly as some of this behavior becomes 

more pronounced in later stages of his career. This element of self-immolation and 

physical punishment is less in line with the orthodoxy of even Adler’s and Strasberg’s 

disciplines but borders on performance art, where the artist uses his body to ‘write’ and 

produce different effects in the service of their art. I would argue that De Niro 

tangentially drew from a tradition of Performance Art - where artists and collectives like 

Fluxus, Yoko Ono and Joseph Beuys staged ‘happenings’ and other performances that 

blurred the lines between theatre and art and which were often centered on the human 

body. 

 

De Niro’s Arrival as Star 

 There was no doubt that after nearly a decade of toiling on stage and in small 

parts that Bang the Drum Slowly marked an arrival for De Niro. The critics took notice, 

remarking that De Niro was “destined to replace Dustin Hoffman as our foremost 

portrayer of wacky, guileless dolts.”66 The comparisons between De Niro and others did 

not end there. According to John Parker, this extended beyond critics and “[t]he media 

were now beginning to take an interest, and to start with he was relatively calm about 

giving interviews.”67 According to Dougan “[t]he advance word on Bang the Drum 

Slowly was good, and there was every prospect of being able to parlay that into even 

bigger and more satisfying roles in major productions.”68 In a chapter entitled “A New 
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Brando,” Dougan described the actor’s career as a piece of “firework” waiting to go off. 

He goes on to state:  

That is exactly the position in which De Niro found himself in the summer 

of 1973. Neither Bang the Drum Slowly nor Mean Streets had opened to 

the public yet, but as far as the industry was concerned, De Niro had been 

anointed. He was the hottest thing in town and would soon be having to 

deal with reviews that were so good they were almost embarrassing.69 

 

Keith McKay describes the film as “sentimental without being maudlin” and noted 

that audiences “were increasingly aware that De Niro, through a magical performance 

and tender rendering of a born loser doubly condemned was destined for stardom.” The 

accolades moved beyond audiences to the New York Film Critics, who presented him 

with the 1973 New York Film Critics Award for his “hard-hitting, poignant portrayal of 

Bruce Pearson.”70  

Adding to the complexity of the De Niro equation is his on-screen charisma. The 

camera seemed to love De Niro, and critics took notice. Bang the Drum Slowly 

established that De Niro was star material, not simply given his dedication to his role but 

also his likeability on film. While stardom is a trope that is often deployed in 

conversations about actors, my choice to end this chapter with it is strategic, complicating 

my discussion with a coda and moving into my next chapter. 

De Niro’s on-set behavior fleshes out the discussion, moving me into the realms of 

interpretation and reception -- two issues that are extremely important to his ongoing 
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reputation. Reception – both by critics and audiences – takes me out of the field of 

agency and intentionality and into the ways that people view the actor. As James 

Naremore observes, sometimes technique is eclipsed by natural on-screen charisma. In 

his discussion of Brando’s performance in On the Waterfront, Naremore rightfully points 

out that what the actor is doing in the most famous scenes is not an example of one 

method or another, but is a combination of Brando’s improvisatory skills, his immersion 

in a character, and his sex-appeal and raw chemistry with his fellow actors.71 This idea 

urges that we expand our perception of acting more generally into issues of stardom and 

reception, only insofar as we cannot ignore issues of sex appeal and the actor’s 

photogenic qualities. 

As Baxter put it: 

Those closest to the production already knew that De Niro’s performance 

was exceptional. One was Jon Cutler, his stand-in. ‘I watched Bob at first 

off-camera from the sidelines,” he says. ‘He was totally unimpressive. 

Then, later on, I walked closer to the camera. Finally, I was sitting under 

the camera, on the crab dolly. Crouching under the lens, I discovered a 

fascinating fact. If I leaned my head three feet away from the lens, I didn’t 

see very much coming out of De Niro. He looked boring. But if I stuck my 

head under the lens, I was watching a genius. He was only brilliant when I 

sat under the lens. Bob is a guy the camera loves.72  
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Cutler’s commentary here provides some insight into De Niro’s greater appeal and 

which transcends his preparation. At the same time, this example illustrates that the 

small, detail-oriented decisions made by De Niro were suited to the medium, translating 

precisely what the actor wanted them to in front of the camera.  

It is worth finishing with the strange coincidence provided to the actor and his 

career that he had been diligently working toward for the past decade. Bang the Drum 

Slowly and Mean Streets were released in the fall of 1973 and contributed to De Niro’s 

visibility, not to mention his profile as a character lead.73 This term is useful, insofar as 

it denotes the fusion of two major demarcations of Hollywood talent, as well as 

indicating the kinds of roles that would mark De Niro’s entry as a star within the 

industry. At the same time, it characterizes the kind of work that many of the actors in 

the New Hollywood (such as Gene Hackman, Hoffman, John Cazale and Robert Duvall) 

were known for and made major impressions on audiences and critics alike.  

 

Conclusion  

 In this chapter, I discussed how Robert De Niro honed his experiences, training 

and previous cinematic practices into the method that he would utilize from this point 

forward. I also outlined how Bang the Drum Slowly presented an alternative, softer side 

to De Niro’s often volatile and angry screen persona. In doing so, I linked him to a 

corresponding mode of filmmaking that emerged in the 1970s featuring male friendships 

and which adapted the melodramatic mode to do so. 
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 Not only was Bang the Drum Slowly De Niro’s first major role within a 

Hollywood production but it marked the first occasion where he could put everything he 

had learned in theatre and film into practice. As I have shown throughout this chapter, De 

Niro engaged in a five-step process whose stages were designed to bring him closer to his 

character. By engaging in research, ethnography, learning new skills and choosing his 

costumes, De Niro arrived on the set prepared for the portrayal of a character very 

different from himself. 

 Examining the documents De Niro kept related to this production demonstrates 

how his skills continued to grow and how a traditional script allowed him to temper his 

collaborative practices and concentrate directly on his performance of Bruce. At the same 

time, De Niro’s focus on external details, such as wardrobe, costumes and props, 

acquiring new skills and use of physical tricks (like spinning to replicate the symptoms of 

dizziness or gagging himself to bring tears to his eyes) reflect his behavioralist 

preoccupations rather than Strasberg’s practices of emotional recall. That these 

techniques and De Niro’s repetition of them on set could not be used on a stage is an 

important distinction between theater and film, allowing him to refine his techniques not 

only between productions but also between individual scenes and even takes.  In essence, 

De Niro’s focus on repetition and refinement was more fully suited to the medium of 

film, allowing the actor far more interpretive freedom than the single, linear experience 

of acting on the stage. 

Bang the Drum Slowly was an overwhelmingly positive experience for the actor – 

resulting in accolades from the press and critics, admiration from his crew and director, 
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and announcing his arrival as a significant acting force in the early decade it was also the 

film in which everything clicked for the actor. From this point onward, De Niro would 

remain confident in his abilities and the faith he placed in his creative process would only 

intensify as the decade continued, culminating in his performance in Raging Bull.  

 In my next chapter, I will discuss how De Niro’s confidence in his acting skills 

and collaborative abilities complemented rising filmmaker Martin Scorsese’s own talents. 

I will examine how their collaboration in Mean Streets is marked by their youthful 

enthusiasm and faith in one another’s abilities, and also how De Niro, through 

improvisation and script analysis, helped inform certain scenes. In my analysis of Taxi 

Driver, I will outline De Niro’s pivotal input into the production by examining the 

specific occasions where the actor’s ideas changed the film. Perhaps more crucially, I 

will examine films formed the core of De Niro’s and Scorsese’s creative partnership that 

would endure through the decade, then resurge in the 1990s.  

 

Notes 

                                                
1 De Niro qtd. in Cardullo, Bert.  1998. p 286. 
2 Schatz 1983, 276. 
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5 Baxter 97-98. 
6 De Niro, qtd. in Baxter 98. 
7 Keith 26. 
8 De Niro, qtd in Dougan, 50 
9 Brode 66. 
10 Dougan 50. 
11 I am indebted to Matt Payne for coming up with this term to connote De Niro’s labor. 
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never says these words in the piece but rather speaks about his over-enthusiasm as a 
younger man and actor. 
14 De Niro Collection, 18.5 – Bang the Drum Slowly – book by Henry Wigguns with 
RDN notes. This is a photocopy of Harris’ original novel, where the actor has underlined 
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fostered. See Harris, Mark, “Letter to De Niro” - Bang the Drum Slowly Shooting 
Script, Loose Materials. May 9, 1972, HRC De Niro Papers, Box 177. 
26 Brode, 68. 
27 Another note, entitled “Things to Take South” exhibits the repetition and refinement of 
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Niro Papers, Box 177. 
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29 De Niro, qtd. in Keith 32-33. 
30 Baxter, 98-99. 
31 De Niro “notes.” HRC, De Niro Papers, Box 177. 
32 De Niro, Bang the Drum Slowly notes, HRC, De Niro Papers, Box 177. 
33 In one of her lessons, Adler provides an overview of the working class in relation to the 
European peasant class, especially in their relationship to the Earth and land. In this way, 
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we can see this logic informing De Niro’s conception of the character and his simplicity, 
which is not to be confused with stupidity.  
34 Dougan 50. 
35 Hancock qtd. in Baxter, 99. 
36 De Niro, qtd in Keith 31-32. 
37 ibid. 
38 ibid. 
39 De Niro – Shooting Script – Loose Notes, HRC, De Niro Papers, Box 177. 
40 ibid. 
41 De Niro “Questions for Dell” – Bang the Drum Slowly Shooting Script - Loose Notes, 
HRC, De Niro Papers, Box 177. 
42 Sport Mag 1. Golf glove + pine tar 2. tell [Rod] need uniform + accessories right away 
3. J. Bench with mark on right hand + [suit] center right arm standing in slouched [reit] 
full position 4. Squint eyes + tied from run 5. Maybe I bow to crowd or smile at them for 
ex. when start base + do it, make it. De Niro, Loose Notes, HRC, De Niro Papers, Box 
177. 
43 De Niro’s notes - * Yankees (Thurman Munson) typical for Bruce and catcher. 
44 All notes in – De Niro Shooting Script – Loose Notes, HRC, De Niro Papers, Box 177. 
45 Notes 1-5 Loose Notes, HRC, De Niro Papers, Box 177. 
46 ibid. 
47 One of the most interesting issues in the film is the manner in which Bruce truly stands 
out like a sore thumb, wearing a 50’s style pompadour in his hair as well as 50s style 
clothes, where everyone else is dressed in contemporary (70s styles). Accordingly, we 
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48 In different lessons, Adler taught about “Dressing the Part” and “Making the Costume 
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49 De Niro “Loose Notes,” HRC, De Niro Papers, Box 177. 
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with about ten notes related to his characters’ preferences for fishing poles, bait, and 
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51 De Niro – Loose Notes 1-47, HRC, De Niro Papers, Box 177. 
52 ibid. 
53 De Niro Loose Notes “Me,” HRC, De Niro Papers, Box 177. 
54 For instance, he wrote “[o]n the drive down I'd say are they like fer it! but to say 
nothing to Dutch + then in another state, further south," Dutch would can me for some" + 
then a state later "dutch knows I always give him my best" + then restating 2 or 3 more 
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Niro – Shooting Script, HRC, De Niro Papers, Box 177. 
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Chapter 5 – De Niro and Scorsese: Collaborative Authorship in Mean Streets and 
Taxi Driver 
 

De Niro allowed Scorsese to express his dark side. As Spielberg 

perceptively put it, Marty “lets Bobby go over the top and lose control so 

that Marty can remain in control. I think Bobby is just wonderful as a sort 

of extension of what Marty might have been if he hadn’t been a 

filmmaker.” 

It is a fantasy of a director — the man in the shadows pulling the strings 

— as killer. 

- Peter Biskind1 

 

He has never tried to control the lives of these actors, but Keitel has been 

a Scorsese on-screen surrogate in Who’s That Knocking at My Door?, 

and Mean Streets, and De Niro has played out the director’s rage and 

passion in Raging Bull, Taxi Driver, and GoodFellas, as well as supplying 

emotional and psychological satisfaction by playing characters Scorsese 

has fantasized about — those who can physically act out their desires. 

- Vincent Lo Brutto2 

 

Thus far I have concentrated on Robert De Niro’s early works, concentrating on 

how his ideas about acting developed from his work on stage, to his collaborations with 

Brian De Palma to his first major roles in Hollywood features. Looking into De Niro’s 

relationship with Martin Scorsese is the next step in this study, and the actor’s films with 

the celebrated director provide the opportunity to to move the discussion away from a 

strictly auteurist model of filmmaking and towards one of collaborative authorship. 

Indeed, as this partnership evolved, De Niro was emboldened by his special status on a 
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Scorsese project, where he was able to freely contribute his ideas and delivering some of 

his most memorable performances working with the director. Meanwhile, Scorsese 

established himself by borrowing the luster of De Niro’s rising star -- a part of the story 

that is rarely, if ever, examined.  

Roger Ebert, among other critics, maintain that Martin Scorsese is “America’s 

greatest living filmmaker.” Ebert has also called him “America’s Fellini” stating that 

there has never been “a serious doubt of his” filmmaking “stature.”3 The many books, 

interviews, museum exhibits and retrospectives attest to this fact, consistently spinning 

narratives of an auteur inspired by the films that he viewed as a sickly child and born to 

the “mean streets” that he recreated in his cinematic world. As Scorsese moves into his 

later years, this reputation and public visibility have become the de facto model of the 

quintessential auteur director -- an example of what Timothy Corrigan has described as 

the “commercial auteur.”4 According to Corrigan, auteurs are just as invested as critics in 

perpetuating and promoting their work via interviews, retrospectives and a constant 

investment in their public image. In this view, a director’s work moves beyond the mere 

“signature” of “auteur cinema” and instead towards a specific, and recognizable 

commercial brand -- one whose style ensures product differentiation as well as imitation.5 

Aside from Steven Spielberg, there is no figure more famous, more firmly entrenched, 

nor emulated in contemporary American cinema than Martin Scorsese, who certainly 

deserves the reputation he has earned, as well as the many testimonials, accolades and 

awards that he has garnered over the course of his career.  
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At the same time, although Scorsese is one of the most important directors to 

emerge out of the New Hollywood – itself a highly revered and privileged moment in the 

history of American film – making movies has always been a collaborative enterprise, 

more akin to the practical realities of an orchestra conductor than the romantic myth of a 

solitary genius writing his novel in a cabin in the woods. At its best, an old fashioned 

auteur reading the theory is a useful tool for beginning a discussion of the intricacies of a 

film, but at its worst it ascribes every decision within a movie to a single visionary, not 

only denying the other artists and craftspeople of their individual agency, but also the 

very prospect of creative collaboration. 

Within such discourse, Robert De Niro and actors more generally appear an 

afterthought. While some like Peter Biskind and Vincent LoBrutto describe him as 

Scorsese’s muse, or on-screen alter ego, or one half of the great director-actor 

combinations – along with Joseph von Sternberg-Marlene Dietrich, John Ford-John 

Wayne, and recently, Tim Burton-Johnny Depp – De Niro is paradoxically viewed as 

Scorsese’s chief collaborator during this period.6 The reasons for this are fairly obvious. 

De Niro is as quiet as Scorsese is verbose. Moreover, the actor’s reluctance to speak 

publicly about his artistry has solidified his reputation as an intense and reclusive 

performer.7 The biggest result of this silence has been a continued elevation of Scorsese’s 

reputation over time at the expense of De Niro’s own. 

There remains a larger problem relating to the fact that we rarely have access to 

the individual decisions of a particular actor or actress, enhancing the illusion of 

naturalness but ultimately depriving them of their agency. Or rather, they possess agency, 
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but rarely do we know what it is. The range of an actor also contributes to this lack of 

perceived unity, as each actor interprets a role under different terms, using different 

techniques and in the service of a larger narrative and directorial frameworks.8 More 

often than not, they have little control over the final product. As we shall see in De Niro’s 

case, the more natural his performances seem, the more artifice is actually involved, and 

the more work goes into his immersion within a role. Perhaps most importantly, the 

hidden knowledge of his decisions contributes to the appearance of the director’s 

dominance, regardless of how involved the actor was in the creation of a work. 

De Niro’s reluctance to participate in the external trappings of stardom –in the 

polar opposite fashion to Scorsese – creates something of a vacuum within film 

scholarship. Lack of access to the records of either Scorsese or De Niro, documenting 

their creative process or, more importantly, the dynamics of their collaborative 

partnership, has conspired to keep the status quo intact. Recently, however, there is a 

concerted effort on the part of scholars and critics to argue for particular actors’ efforts 

within the filmmaking process, as in the case of Aaron Baker’s essay, “Robert De Niro: 

Star as Actor-Auteur,” and Robert Rausch’s The Films of Robert De Niro and Martin 

Scorsese.9 Baker argues that the actor’s decisions over the course of his career leave their 

own “signature” set of preoccupations (including complicating notions of masculinity) 

within his movies. Rausch’s attempts to characterize the Scorsese and De Niro 

partnership as one of the most productive in film history, but he relies primarily on 

secondary sources, getting us only partially to how the relationship works.  
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Both of these promising beginnings can be built upon with the new information in 

the Robert De Niro Collection by using the actor’s own words, writings, and notes to 

redefine the director-actor partnership with the newly released primary resources. Not 

only do these scripts, notes, photographs and memos reveal the actor’s rarely seen 

creative process, they are missing keys to understanding his contributions to film history.  

This is particularly germane to the early Scorsese-De Niro partnership as these 

records supplement the existing field of Scorsese-dominated writings by exploring the 

working relationship from the actor’s perspective, not only pointing to a process of the 

actor’s evolving acting methods but to their emerging friendship, artistry and 

collaboration. Looking to De Niro’s Mean Streets and Taxi Driver files provides even 

more insight into the particulars of these movies as well as a model to compare the 

differences between the actor’s portrayal of the excessively verbose Johnny Boy and the 

taciturn, awkward Travis Bickle. Each part required a different set of skills, questions and 

methods that the actor employed, not to mention the enormous challenge of making both 

characters sympathetic to an audience. Moreover, these files reveals the degree of 

autonomy that De Niro had over both parts – from wardrobe decisions, to dialogue, even 

to the addition of scenes to flesh out his characters – especially as the Scorsese-De Niro 

relationship evolved. Importantly, these choices extended into the arena that we would 

normally consider the mise-en-scene of a film – an area long considered a director’s 

domain. Throughout the course of their working relationship, their power dynamic also 

evolved to the point where the actor began pitching his ideas to Scorsese for later 
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collaborations as well as supervising the screenwriting process in Raging Bull and The 

King of Comedy.10  

In contrast to writing that situates De Niro as Scorsese’s muse, we need to 

reexamine the relationship to account for their different contributions within a 

production. Perhaps more importantly, this involves examining for the actor’s 

increasingly active role in the creative process. In Mean Streets this involved the actor 

suggesting lines and ideas for scenes. In Taxi Driver it meant that De Niro had a great 

deal of control and autonomy over the portrayal of his character and how he would speak. 

By Raging Bull the actor was involved in all aspects of the production, including the 

screenwriting, producing, acting and, eventually, convincing Scorsese to direct the film. 

Thus, Scorsese’s collaborations with De Niro – particularly in the 1970s – beg us to 

reconsider our previously entrenched notions about the authoring and consider how a 

successful director does not control everything on a set but rather creates an environment 

for artistry to take place. 

 Extending the musical metaphor suggested by Peter Lehman, Peter Wollen and 

others we might consider soloists as performers who contribute their own distinctive 

voices within a collective enterprise, interpreting a text and performing it according to 

their unique temperament.11 De Niro’s acting in these films is a parallel form of artistry. 

Using the actor’s extensive notes from Mean Streets and Taxi Driver, I show how De 

Niro brought his artistic sensibilities into a production as well as marking occasions 

where the actor was directly responsible for making changes within these films. I 

demonstrate how the actor’s process involves the work he does to create a role well 
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before a production begins, the rehearsal stage, where the script and lines are 

renegotiated, as well as his actual onscreen performances – where the actor shares with 

the director and the writers responsibility for what occurs in the moment of filming. In 

doing so, I will complicate contemporary notions of improvisation on film where a 

performer blurs the roles of actor and screenwriter. In the case of De Niro, it is imperative 

that we understand that even on occasions where he seemingly acts spontaneously, these 

actions only come after weeks, months and sometimes years of preparation. While we 

may never disentangle Scorsese’s ownership of these film’s within the public forum, we 

can make the historical record more accurate, utilizing the primary sources of the De Niro 

Papers, elevating the actor’s contributions to these films and adding nuance to the De 

Niro-Scorsese equation.  

 

When Marty Met Bobby 

Scorsese and De Niro met at a Christmas party in 1973 and instantly hit it off 

when they realized that they must have seen each other at parties in the neighborhood in 

their adolescence. After auditioning for Mean Streets, Scorsese offered De Niro any role 

he wanted in the film except for Charlie.12 That part that had been promised to Harvey 

Keitel, who had starred in the director’s previous effort, Who’s That Knockin’ at My 

Door? (1967).13 Although De Niro only wanted to play leading roles at this point in his 

career, Scorsese convinced him to play Johnny-Boy -- sparking one of the most 

productive collaborative bursts in film history. Over the next decade, De Niro and 

Scorsese worked on Mean Streets, Taxi Driver, New York, New York, Raging Bull, and 
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The King of Comedy. When they did Mean Streets, both were competent artists in their 

own right but both still early in their respective careers. In a way, Scorsese and De Niro 

were both works-in-progress and artists in the making, and Mean Streets was a meeting 

of artists of equal stature -- each of whom would benefit from the talents of the other.  

For Scorsese, the film is one of his most personal, drawn from episodes observed 

in his neighborhood of Little Italy. A loose narrative based on the friendships of four 

Italian-American youths, the film remains a striking portrait of a specific environment 

and was as innovative in its use of an ethnic vernacular (and, at the time, vulgarity) as it 

was for its visual flourishes and driving rock soundtrack. Preoccupied with Scorsese’s 

Catholic guilt within the world of secular pleasures and containing the signature stylistics 

– aggressive camerawork, film-savvy references, popular rock ‘n’ roll soundtrack, and a 

concern with the mafia – the film provides a preliminary checklist of thematic and 

cinematographic traits that would characterize Scorsese’s oeuvre. The film was a 

breakout hit for the pair, whose artistry is on display throughout, and forced critics to take 

notice of their new techniques. Although ostensibly an existential drama played out over 

main character Charlie’s guilt and the world he lives in, his character’s arc is gradually 

overshadowed by De Niro’s Johnny-Boy, whose ongoing antics and misguided choices 

overtake the plot of the film.  

While Mean Streets is undoubtedly a Martin Scorsese picture, it nevertheless 

contains distinctive traces of Robert De Niro’s authorship within it, particularly related to 

his acting choices. Scorsese has explained that at this point that he did not have a great 

deal of experience working with actors or coaching them on how to perform in scenes.14 
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Although he was inspired by John Cassavetes’s improvisational working methods, it is 

clear from Scorsese’s earlier films that he was not yet an “actor’s director.” His 

collaboration with De Niro raised the bar, not only providing Scorsese with an active 

collaborator but also someone from whom he could learn about acting technique. De 

Niro’s considerable talent and charisma consistently skews the film towards his character 

despite the fact that he is not the lead.  

Scorsese slated ten days to rehearsals in which the creative team established the 

major relationships, the backgrounds between characters and some material that was not 

in the original script. Scorsese’s goal was to create an environment that allowed his actors 

to “invent anything that they liked” as well as add “humor to their dialogue.”15 De Niro’s 

extensive scrawling on his shooting script provides evidence of his careful cultivation of 

character throughout the production. While the absence of dates on these notes makes it 

almost impossible to discern when De Niro came up with these ideas, their placement in 

the script suggests ideas that were gradually refined, as well as potentially indicating 

preparation that began before shooting.  

Although De Niro grew up and lived a short distance between New York’s Little 

Italy and the Greenwich Village – the director’s and actor’s childhoods could not have 

been more different. So, while it was geographically easy for De Niro to engage in 

observation and research for his character, he still needed to immerse himself in the 

distinctiveness of a somewhat foreign ethnic culture, particularly as he was not raised as 

an Italian-American. De Niro spent a great deal of time watching and hanging out with 
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people in Little Italy’s Mulberry Street - emulating their mannerisms (“Madonna mia!,” 

“crossing when passing church”) as well as their dress.16 

Initially, De Niro made several lists pertaining to his ideas for research and 

performance -- a standard procedure at this point in his career. These observations range 

from practical details, such as props and wardrobe, to more intensive questions about his 

character, which he addressed to “Marty.” Not only do De Niro’s notes ask what clothes 

he “should bring of my own” but also noted that he needed to find the “new hat” that 

would distinguish his character. Similar to many of the other documents in the file, De 

Niro had an entire page of questions for “Marty” asking “[c]ould I be considered 

arrogant, a wise guy?” Among these notes are the assertions that he needed to talk about 

the pivotal fight scene between Charlie and Johnny, as well as specific references to lines 

that he wanted to expand upon.17 Perhaps most interestingly, De Niro noted: 

Should be more of me, one scene, added. I can make it work but people 
will want to know why I’m away + want to see more of me. I’m telling 
you. I know from experience.”18  
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Illustration 6: De Niro “Note to Marty,” 1973 

 
That this notation exists in the script as well as in a later draft is illuminating, particularly 

as De Niro would later get his way by adding scenes, and extended riffs throughout the 

production. Moreover, it points to the actor’s insight into the formal elements of 

developing Johnny Boy’s character arc as well as the structure of the whole work. 

Eight pages at the beginning of the shooting script provide partial evidence for the 

actor’s agency related to his character and are labeled with different aspects of his 

preparation process including documents entitled “Me,” “Notes for Johnny Boy,” 

“Wardrobe Notes,” “Notes for Marty,” “Things to do” and “What Johnny Makes.” On a 

page entitled “Char[acter] traits,” De Niro decided upon the core issues related to his 

character in advance, figuring out how he was “different from other guys” and 
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determining what his “feeling and attitude toward Charlie, Jimmy, Michael, Tony + 

everyone” was. More detailed notes pertain to Johnny’s walking “with hands in both 

pockets with that way of walking, aspiring to be a “big shot” but “slipping that mold” — 

becoming “a little more sloppy” as well as (famously) wearing his “hat tilted to side.”19 

These documents contain the seeds of De Niro’s authorial contribution, particularly 

pertaining to his interpretation of the role. 

Since Scorsese and co-screenwriter Mardik Martin based Johnny Boy on his real-

life childhood friend Sally Gaga, De Niro had many questions about the person who 

inspired his character as well as the events in the film that were based on the director’s 

experiences.20 De Niro asked if he would be able to play the character as “totally 

committed” to talking but once he gets “talking he doesn’t know what to do?” and that he 

also “breaks tradition.”21 He asked if Johnny Boy was “into tradition” like an “old-time 

gangster” and whether he could “get in touch with Sally Boy.” De Niro also had 

suggestions for the director like if it added danger to the pool hall scene if his character 

brought his “piece” (gun) as well as why he cried on the rooftop when talking to 

Charlie.22 

Once he had assembled these preliminary lists, De Niro revised and incorporated 

them into his larger shooting script. This massive binder is a sort of liminal chronicle of 

the creative process during the film, speaking to its transient nature as well as the 

screenplay’s malleability. These particular pages also contain a much more formalized 

and organized set of thoughts from De Niro’s initial scribbling, indicating that the actor 

had advanced to another stage of his process. Definitive proof of the actor’s contributions 
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can be found in the actor’s revisions of Johnny Boy’s introduction, which critic Robert 

Kolker has dubbed the “Joey Clams” episode.23 Scorsese has acknowledged that the 

scene was not originally in the screenplay but emerged out of rehearsal and 

improvisation. While it is impossible to tell exactly how and why the scene evolved the 

way it did, several clues in the archive point to De Niro as the scene’s author. Kolker is 

spot-on in his description of the scene as containing bravura acting from De Niro, but we 

can delve even further to trace how this occurred and how the actor put it together. Not 

only can we trace the scene’s origins to De Niro’s onscreen performance but to a series of 

notes regarding the actor’s evolving thoughts regarding what his character owed to his 

various loan sharks, and how much he made working on the docks. De Niro also rewrote 

and reworked the scene over the course of several successive revisions.  

The episode is one of the film’s most memorable scenes, establishing the 

friendship between Charlie and Johnny Boy, as well as their immersion within a 

strikingly youthful Italian-American cultural milieu. Based on Abbott and Costello 

routines, it is also an extended riff between Keitel and De Niro, exhibiting their great on-

screen chemistry and their ease with their characters.24 On its face, it is deceptively 

simple. It is several minutes of two people joking with each other about the very serious 

issue of Johnny’s debt, Charlie’s looking out for his friend, and the exposure of how 

Johnny lives to excuse himself, and amuses others with his irresponsibility. The scene 

also establishes the major conflicts within the entire film, foreshadowing its outcome and 

exposing Johnny as a chaotic force that will ultimately prove to be Charlie’s undoing, if 

not his cross to bear.  
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 Kolker describes the scene as one that reveals Scorsese’s attentiveness to 

ethnographic detail. For him, it establishes the director’s signature preoccupations with 

ethnic identity and the “near-documentary” quality of “tribes.” Moreover, he states that 

“[e]veryone in Mean Streets is a compulsive talker” and that they use “words as an 

extension of themselves, the sign of their vitality.”25 He describes how the scene 

establishes Johnny Boy’s character through the various stories he conjures and “whose 

telling serves to create the character who tells it.”26 Accordingly, “De Niro’s Johnny Boy 

is all nervous energy,” a “character [who] makes himself from moment to moment” and 

who “almost speaks himself into being.”27  

As Kolker did not have access to the De Niro Papers, he mistakenly attributes the 

authorship of the scene to Scorsese and credited screenwriter Mardik Martin although he 

does suggest that improvisation makes things much more complicated.28 The paradox is 

that improv the impression of  “immediacy and spontaneity” creating the perception that 

“De Niro and Keitel may have made up their lines at one point.” In fact, the scene was 

actually “created with craft and planning.” 29As this scene is also cited as one of those 

that exhibit one of Scorsese’s signature thematic traits – namely an ethnographic element 

that has largely been credited to the filmmaker – it is worth pausing to examine the 

episode in-depth. 

Given the stories that emerged from the set the actor had lots of ideas to present to 

the director that Scorsese fully entertained.30 Looking through De Niro’s Mean Streets 

folder, we should also question claims to spontaneity as it is related to improv. Instead, 

we can identify all of the actor’s on-screen antics as meticulously planned so that even 
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his most spontaneous-seeming actions were well documented from his notes to his 

scripts, and finally to the onscreen execution. In the earliest note in a series entitled, 

“[w]hat Johnny Owes” we can directly see where the actor decided the discrepancy 

between what Johnny makes and what he actually owes and how this will fuel the 

conflict for his character. In order to find the rhythms of Johnny’s voice, the actor wrote 

many snippets of dialogue, all of which made their way into the film. The following note 

provides evidence of just how close De Niro’s scrawling is to the final product, as well as 

pointing to his ability to harness the voice of his character. 

You know what happened to me, you know what happened to me? 

Tried to avoid? Jimmy Sparks. He caught near my building 

I didn’t my pay $100. 

He always at right across the street. 

Had to give him $60, had to give some to my mother + I had 25 for rest of 

week. […] what happened I went on Heather Street just before, got into a 

game + some punk kid, I shot I wanna kill him 

after coming out bing bing bing 

Frankie Clams I owed him 1,300 for 8 months 

I’m gonna payaaaaaa! What are you worried about?31 

 

Since this episode so clearly embodies the definition of writing, perhaps this is a much 

more accurate term than “improv” especially as it is so clearly thought out in advance. 

Changing the term used to “writing” shifts the onus from the director and screenwriter to 

the actor, directly acknowledges claims of authorship within the framework of a film. 

That this dialogue makes its way into the film intact reveals how complicated the issue is.  
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 Similarly, the dialogue for the pool hall scene was still half-formed when it came 

time to shoot it leaving openings for De Niro’s contributions.32 One telling note reveals 

that the actor certainly had the director’s ear, where De Niro reassured to the director, 

“Marty: Better that it goes than worry about what order of dialogue + how it goes.” De 

Niro also added some of the scene’s best lines including “what are you acting like a jerk-

off for?” while making notes about his motivations, especially related to the comedy of 

the scene and his playing it straight. The actor noted that he needed to play the scene 

“really, absolutely SERIOUS” because “that’s what strength + humor come out of.”33 

Another example of De Niro’s writing is seen in the exchange between Charlie and 

Johnny Boy in a cemetery after a long night. On these pages De Niro not only crossed out 

and rewrote certain of his own lines, but Keitel’s as well. It may well be that these 

changes were made in rehearsal, but their presence and changes in De Niro’s script 

complicates things, particularly as his script with his handwritten notes and the final film 

are so similar. De Niro also had a great deal of input into the final confrontation between 

Charlie and Johnny Boy, including the extremely offensive line about his cousin 

Theresa’s epilepsy and orgasms.  

 While some of this business and dialogue was obviously planned in advance, 

other moments in the film came spontaneously as when De Niro provoked his fellow 

actor Richard Romanus to the point of angering him on-set.34 Scorsese stated that 

something really happened between the two actors, implying that De Niro may have 

crossed a line but that he was able to get a spontaneous, genuine reaction out of his co-

star by going too far. De Niro seemingly possessed autonomy over his character’s lines, 
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rewriting and adding flourishes such as the original version of the “fuck you where you 

breathe,” adding that Michael thinks “he is a big shot.” De Niro’s notes reflect his 

character’s arc, that Johnny Boy is going to “act crazy,” setting fire to Michael’s money 

as the ultimate sign of disrespect, motivated by the fact that he has the gun in this scene. 

According to the files Johnny’s moral code dictates that he does not lie in front of 

Charlie, adding to the tension in the scene and revealing that his character: “so, I really 

must think he is a jerk off, a real jerk off.”35  

 Throughout the course of this discussion, I have demonstrated the occasions 

where De Niro’s notes reveal his authorship upon certain memorable scenes in the film. 

In addition to this overview, I have questioned the moments where “improv” has been 

viewed as spontaneous, providing occasions where De Niro wrote in advance, then 

performed these scenes in front of the camera. Questioning these moments allows us to 

view how complicated the issue of improvisation is within a film, especially as credit 

often gets assigned to other figures than an actor. 

Mean Streets marked a transition for the director and the actor as well as their 

official entry into the so-called Hollywood Renaissance. Scorsese was immediately hired 

by Ellen Burstyn, hot off the runaway success of The Exorcist (William Friedken, 1973), 

to direct her in Alice Doesn’t Live Here Anymore (1974), and Francis Ford Coppola hired 

De Niro to play a young Vito Corleone in the Godfather Part II (Francis Ford Coppola, 

1974), for which he won the Academy Award for Best Supporting Actor. While both of 

these ventures may be seen as successes, neither works exhibit the creative alchemy that 

was so evident in Mean Streets and which became even more pronounced with their next 
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venture, Taxi Driver. For Scorsese, Mean Streets became the first in an almost exclusive 

partnership throughout the ensuing decade, whereas the actor learned more about his craft 

from his collaborations (and misfires) with Bernardo Bertolucci, Elia Kazan, Mike 

Nichols, and Michael Cimino. Taxi Driver, then, begins a new chapter in the Scorsese-De 

Niro partnership, taking their working relationship to another level while sustaining one 

of the most interesting string of American films ever made. 

 

Triangulated Authorship in Taxi Driver  

Coming several years after Mean Streets for both the director and star, Taxi 

Driver presents an opportunity to view how the Scorsese-De Niro relationship evolved, 

particularly with the addition of another authorial presence, the screenwriter Paul 

Schrader. further complicating questions of authorship. Coming deep in the decade where 

America was reeling from the ending of the Vietnam War, as the country processed the 

political crisis of Watergate, and as New York City weathered bankruptcy, poverty, and 

depression, the film is as compelling a portrait of America’s “Cinema of Loneliness.”36 

Added to this fact was Schrader’s screenplay, which translated the existential rage of 

Fyodor Dostoyevsky’s novella Notes from the Underground to a contemporary American 

setting.  Dostoyevsky’s piece, which concentrates on the ennui-soaked ranting of an 

outsider, obviously set the tone for Taxi Driver, not to mention the film’s voice-over 

episodes. Easing restrictions on censorship, a new form of performance-based movie 

stardom and a series of films that reflected a growing sense of sociocultural malaise all 

contribute to Taxi Driver’s well-deserved reputation. Taxi Driver came to embody 
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everything that was going wrong with America but what was paradoxically going right in 

American film.  

The legend of the film began with Schrader’s lonely (and possibly suicidal) period 

where the screenwriter reportedly slept with a revolver under his bed and who 

desperately wanted to sell the script to anyone who would read it. After making its way 

across the desks of almost every Hollywood executive, it was optioned by Michael and 

Julia Phillips who were coming off the wild success of their Robert Redford-Paul 

Newman vehicle, The Sting (George Roy Hill, 1973). After Brian De Palma introduced 

the screenwriter to Scorsese, the film gained some momentum, with the Phillips’ only 

ultimately agreeing to finance the edgy piece if it was done on the cheap and if they could 

get De Niro to play the role for $50,000. Coming off his disappointing experiences 

working with Bertolucci, a failed attempt to work with Nichols on a Neil Simon comedy, 

and the rejection of being shortlisted for one of the other quintessential roles of the 

decade (R.P. McMurphy in One Flew Over the Cuckoo’s Nest), De Niro was eager to bite 

into a meaty role, and Travis Bickle certainly fit the bill.37 It also marked the occasion in 

which Scorsese and De Niro were able to rekindle their working relationship, which the 

director described as being more like brotherhood than standard professional collegiality. 

The actor was able to intensify his feedback and control over his characterization, a 

luxury that he did not have working with Bertolucci and something that he relished when 

working with Scorsese.38 Moreover, it is clear that the degree of trust that the actor had in 

the director meant that De Niro was able to refine his method even further – immersing 
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himself even more fully in a character and knowing that the director would be supportive 

of his ideas and efforts.  

For the director, reuniting with De Niro meant that he was once again working 

with one of his most dependable colleagues. Coming off his own experiences working 

with another Method-trained actor in Alice Doesn’t Live Here Anymore (1974) (Ellen 

Burstyn who won an Academy Award for her portrayal of the waitress-turned singer, 

Alice), the director was looking to assert his artistic vision on something suitable to his 

talents and centered on the city that he knew so well. More to the point, by casting talents 

with whom he had worked before including Jodie Foster, who appeared in Alice, and 

mainstay Keitel the director could employ shorthand means to communicate to these 

actors while concentrating on other aspects of his vision of the film.  

Some of the key readings of Taxi Driver highlight the film’s ambiguity, its 

“incoherence” and its “unmotivated hero.”39 While each of these ideas is compelling, 

they miss the central point -- that achieving this ambiguity requires an actor who can 

convey all of these contradictory elements. Travis may be an “unmotivated hero” in an 

“incoherent text,” but in order for someone to express these ideas to an audience, the 

actor must convey ambiguity, making his character compelling despite these apparent 

shortcomings. This process entailed interpreting the script and putting the character into a 

framework that he understood. Indeed, one of the greatest ironies of a critic’s 

interpretative strategies is the frequent discursive slippage between De Niro and his 

character, with some writers analyzing the character without mentioning the actor at all.40 
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Robin Wood, in particular misses a significant opportunity in his discussion of the 

film, analyzing the screenwriter and director but overlooking that what is ultimately so 

compelling about Taxi Driver: the riveting performance of De Niro who is most 

responsible for the ambiguous traits that Wood finds interesting. More generally, an 

actor’s interpretation of a screenplay transcends the limitations of a script and imbues the 

work with something that is the actor’s own. This speaks to a larger need to consider 

acting in addition to writing and directing when we read a film. Scorsese stated that in 

Taxi Driver what the actor did went beyond mere acting, stating instead that he actually 

became the character.41 In other words, De Niro’s performance in the film adds at least 

one other cardinal point in the discussion of the film, and his acting, along with the 

screenwriting and directing, can also be considered a mode of writing.  

One of De Niro’s most significant contributions was his development of an 

extensive backstory for his character, in addition to his actual rewriting of almost all of 

the scenes in which his character spoke. De Niro’s rewriting here (as in Mean Streets) 

conforms to his sense of his character’s rhythms of speech and his larger impression of 

how all of this is rooted in his individual truth. We can surmise that this is derived from 

his work with Stella Adler, and his subsequent development of his own method, 

particularly regarding how De Niro’s characters interact with the world and how the 

actor’s choices are rooted in the socioeconomic moment that they live in. Scorsese 

provided De Niro a great deal of creative license, particularly with improvisation before 

and during the production. So although accounts about the making of the film relate how 

Schrader wrote the script in ten days what actually occurred is that this working text was 
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in constant revision once De Niro and Scorsese got involved.42 Many descriptions of the 

making of Taxi Driver also relate to how De Niro was attempting to write his own script 

devoted to a political assassin, so we can guess that he had his own thoughts on how the 

making of the film would play out as well as the added dimension of the assassination 

plot – which never quite coheres within the film.43 

Comparing the archival versions of Schrader’s and De Niro’s shooting scripts is 

illuminating, insofar as they tell two different stories. As Schrader was not yet in the 

habit of saving files for posterity, his script tends to be the one that supports the official 

story,while his files contain articles that inspired his writing (including Dostoyevsky and 

a photocopy of a Harper’s magazine profile on Arthur Bremer) as well as details related 

to the shooting schedule.44 De Niro’s files, however, are far more comprehensive, not 

only chronicling how the actor prepared but also how the script evolved throughout the 

production. Similar to the Mean Streets script, it reveals a film in its liminal state, 

providing evidence of the transition from Schrader’s original, to the work-in-progress and 

to the published screenplay, which is marked by the efforts of all of the film’s authors.45 

It also contains the definitive scrawls of the actor’s ‘writing’ verifying our need to expand 

our view of the film to include a trio of authorship at the very least.46 

Perhaps the most illuminating thing about the shooting script is the degree to 

which De Niro’s signature preoccupations are still present within it. This is clear even in 

the opening pages of De Niro’s shooting script where the actor has either altered the 

dialogue or re-written it based on the rehearsal and improv period. These changes tend to 

be detail-oriented related to issues that the actor likely experienced in his preparation 
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such as driving a cab rather than substantial or plot-oriented details. The effect is a 

rounding out of the character through the many words, phrases, mannerisms and subtexts 

that are directly attributable to the actor and which ironically only serve to make both 

Schrader and Scorsese look better under the contemporary limitations of a duo-authored 

piece.  

As with Mean Streets, De Niro engaged in a great deal of research related to this 

film, talking to Vietnam War soldiers and veterans while they were stationed in Italy (and 

where he was filming 1900) then spending weeks training, qualifying for, and actually 

driving a cab in some of New York City’s most dangerous streets. From these 

experiences, De Niro modeled Travis upon some of these Midwestern soldiers, 

fabricating the proper accent and slight drawl and rewriting some of his dialogue to 

conform to this decision. Part of his characterization was also based on Schrader himself, 

after whom De Niro not only modeled Travis’s behavior but asked to make tape 

recordings of himself reading Dostoyevsky’s “Notes from the Underground,” and the 

journals of Arthur Bremer, the failed assassin of George Wallace.47 De Niro also asked 

Schrader to lend him his cowboy boots, plaid shirt and green army jacket which he wore 

for the role and eventually made their way back into the De Niro Collection.  

De Niro’s shooting script reveals De Niro’s extensive contributions to the 

screenplay and various scenes, especially regarding Travis Bickle’s dialogue and his 

interactions with particular actors. These revisions made their way into Schrader’s final 

script version. In fact, De Niro’s improvisation resulted in one of the most famous lines 

in any film where Travis stands in front of the mirror and asks, “Are you talking to me?” 
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This scene is one wherein there is widespread agreement about De Niro’s authorship but 

only because of Scorsese’s description of it in interviews, as well as his assigning credit 

where it is due.48 Calling this action improvisation, however, does not fully describe what 

is occurring on screen, as improvisation, by definition, connotes spontaneity, randomness 

and instinct, which are all qualities that are opposite to De Niro’s process. Instead, we 

should view this a “happy accident,” borne of the actor’s extensive work interpreting the 

script, coming up with Travis’s motivations and his total immersion in his character. 

Scorsese has noted that De Niro “was Travis” and that the director could have put him in 

any circumstance and the actor “would react the way the way Travis would.”49 The 

improv, then, is deceiving; particularly as it seems to do what the screenplay does not, 

namely, recreate spontaneous reactions in the moment. 

Up until now it has been difficult to recognize De Niro’s contributions due in part 

to our lack of access to De Niro’s preparatory notes. However, in the margins of the 

shooting script, we can see the origins of De Niro’s thought process as well as his efforts 

to “become” Travis, as he worked through his ideas and interpreted his character. In this 

case, the memorable line emerges from De Niro’s earlier jotting, which simply reads, 

“mirror thing here?”50  
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Illustration 7: De Niro improvises “Are you talking to me?” in Taxi Driver

 Illustration 8: De Niro wrote “Mirror thing here?” Taxi Driver Shooting Script p 56.  
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As indicated in the original shooting script, this page simply indicates that the character 

paces in his small apartment as well as staring at himself in the mirror. As described by 

Scorsese, he had De Niro simply improvise several different lines, which the actor 

repeated over again in the small space as the camera rolled. What is deceiving about the 

discussion surrounding the scene is that the ideology of authorship makes it seem as 

though De Niro merely came up with the line spontaneously, whereas, he likely could 

have come up with myriad other equally compelling lines and scenarios, based on his 

character work and script interpretations.  

Even in improvised scenarios, De Niro thought in advance what he would do in a 

given situation. This claim is supported by the actor’s admission that he will to bring 

several different interpretation and options for a given scene to the set. Sometimes, these 

ideas are kept entirely to himself and are only used when De Niro wants to get 

spontaneous reactions from his fellow actors (as in his confrontation with Romanus in 

Mean Streets or more famously with Joe Pesci in Raging Bull) thus adding authenticity to 

a scene.51 Scorsese has talked about this aspect of his filmmaking in several different 

places, describing the process as “coming up with different options” and then “setting the 

scene” with the aid of the screenwriter, who will rewrite the scenes based on what 

everyone comes up with. De Niro’s version of the shooting script offers definitive 

evidence of his direct intervention into the final product of the film from the very first to 

the very last pages of the script.52 

De Niro’s notes for the scene where he and Betsy grab coffee are also 

illuminating insofar as the actor hand-wrote details and ideas for dialogue that ended up 
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in the final script. Similar to the “Joey Clams” episode elaborated upon earlier, the script 

directly reveals the actor’s process of writing and refining a scene. His hand-written notes 

reveal the gradual transformation of his character’s dialogue, including several repeated 

phrases that accentuate and, indeed, highlight Travis’s humanity and confusion about 

other people, as well as making him more likeable to the audience. It is no stretch to say 

that without this and the later coffee shop scene with Iris (Jodie Foster) Travis would be a 

far more unrelatable – and unlikeable character. More to the point, De Niro rewrote every 

one of the scenes involving interactions with other actors in the film. In other words, De 

Niro’s – rather than Schrader’s or Scorsese’s – contribution to the film entailed the act of 

making Travis a somewhat endearing (and oddly attractive) character, highlighted in 

these dialogue-driven scenes. That these were improvised in rehearsals and that De Niro 

rehearsed them repeatedly with his co-stars only solidified the on-screen chemistry 

between these leads, humanizing Travis before his dark slide occurred.53 

De Niro’s notations indicate that Travis was possessed by a particular brand of 

madness that would gradually reveal itself in the actor’s deft hands. Indeed, within these 

script pages are not only indications of De Niro’s awareness of the moments when 

Travis’s madness appears on screen but also his awareness of needing to distribute clues 

to the audience who only realize this fact when it is already too late to escape the journey. 

De Niro’s script notes not only reflects this attentiveness but also his role in doling out 

the narrative information slowly to the audience. This knowledge extends to the creation 

of particular gestures such as popping pills where he “could also drink the bennie 

[Benzedrine pills] down (matter of factly) with pint of scotch or gin which have in 
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jacket,” how his character eats -- “Here eat selfishly, wolfishly, like an animal” -- and 

what his inspirations are for particular moments in Travis’s life.54 

De Niro was also sensitive to his character’s function within the story, especially 

related to viewers. One of the biggest challenges in the film is that they have to buy into 

the character’s odd, yet benign behavior at the beginning in order to follow along with 

Taxi Driver’s brutal conclusion. This took meticulous planning on the part of the actor, 

whose advance work included breaking down the “whole progression of self + story” as 

well as maintaining a constant  “sense of pressure, sense of a bomb, a slow fire, 

coming.”55 Likewise, De Niro had decided that the “fire” had already “been lit,” and the 

narrative process only documented the inevitable events of the ending. A note on the first 

page of the shooting script reflects this awareness where he wrote: “up to point when I 

make my decision about death I maybe could be not so sure,” but that after a certain 

moment in the film, “I know exactly where I’m going + it’s simple.” With this in mind, 

the actor concluded, “I’m deadly.”56 

De Niro was careful to make sure that he “never let aud[ience] know I’m crazy” 

and instead “do everything calmly but not sloppily.”57 To make himself likable, perhaps 

the most difficult task for a performer charged with playing such a difficult role, De Niro 

decided that the key to Travis’s character was his naïve view of the world, combined with 

his “poetic” nature -- a dichotomy that allows the audience to bond with the character 

before his slide into madness.58 In order to achieve this, De Niro rewrote much of his 

dialogue between him and the girl of his dreams, Betsy (Cybill Shepherd). In the scene 

where Travis gathers the courage to talk to Betsy, notes on the back of the script’s pages 
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reflect the actor’s consciousness of how he would win over the audience’s sympathies. 

De Niro began by writing his ideas on the back of all his script pages. These notes 

included images and metaphors that would make their way into the film, including the 

idea of Betsy being a “flower in a sewer,” as well as references to how Travis has been 

watching her for some time.59 In later pages, these thoughts become much more 

formalized, comprising whole sentences that string these thoughts and images together. 

Once again, these are worth reprinting completely, because they mark improvements in 

the script which De Niro made, but have been credited Schrader and, to a lesser degree, 

Scorsese.  

I’ve seen you many times but you haven’t seen me…Flower living in the 

sewer, too beautiful to be living in this sewer…Your [sic.] a special 

person, your dif[ferent] from everyone else. Everyone else is dead. You’re 

open. I was watching you walk. You looked very depressed. Your 

shoulders were down (told her what she had on) + tell her how I want to 

comfort her. 

I’m new in this city. I thought maybe you could show me a good place to 

have coffee.60 

 

What is achieved by these passages, flourishes and additions by the actor is a process of 

humanization that occurs outside of Schrader’s original script, and it is clear that De Niro 

is most responsible for this taking place.  

One of the main differences between what is written about the film and what 

occurs on screen is the division between dialogue and voice-over. The camera spends a 

great deal of time simply following Travis’s actions. In this sense, analyzing these scenes 
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properly would not only involve a comparison from script to screen but also a 

comparison of De Niro’s stated intentions, including directions as to when he will enact 

certain gestures (such as taking a swig of his gin bottle or popping pills) as well as what 

his motivations are in particular scenes. 

Consulting De Niro’s various notes in the margins of his shooting script reveals 

an actor much more in control of a final product than has been previously thought. Not 

only do De Niro’s notes complicate what we know about his contributions to the film but 

key scenes indicate that credit is due for the authorship of entire scenes within the films. 

Moreover, the actor’s writing on every page of the Taxi Driver script became so 

voluminous as to actually obscure Schrader’s original words, presenting a concrete 

artifact which not only speaks to the actor’s growing confidence as a contributor but 

whose growing power allowed him to put his distinctive mark on the film’s dialogue, 

action and blocking. 

 Regardless of how we renegotiate the issue of authorship within Taxi Driver, it 

becomes clear that factoring De Niro’s contributions into the equation of its authoring 

qualities significantly complicates the existing authorial assessment. Moreover, it 

indicates that we can include the actor’s ideas, writing and acting within a matrix of 

complementary (rather than competing) artistic forces. For Schrader and Scorsese, 

trusting De Niro with the part meant not only his bringing Travis to life but embodying 

his contradictions, his poetic nature and ultimately his madness. 
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Conclusion 

 By revisiting the early film collaborations between Robert De Niro and Martin 

Scorsese, I presented an alternate view of how their creative partnership began in Mean 

Streets and how it evolved in Taxi Driver.  

 Borne of his experiences with De Palma, Corman and Hancock, De Niro came to 

Mean Streets as a confident performer, equipped with his proven method in hand. As 

Scorsese was determined to use an improvised technique similar to that of Brian De 

Palma’s, De Niro was able to aid the director in shaping the dialogue, adding his ideas 

about its structure and sometimes even entire scenes. I have offered specific examples 

where De Niro’s efforts helped to shape some of the film’s most memorable scenes, 

including the “Jimmy Clams” episode, which has previously been used as evidence of 

Scorsese’s unique filmmaking signature, in addition to presenting occasions where De 

Niro brought memorable lines to the set. I also complicated the use of the term “improv.” 

Far from connoting spontaneity (as in its comedic variant), I argued that De Niro’s use of 

the technique ultimately meant that he thought about and rehearsed his options well in 

advance of shooting. In order to eliminate confusion, I argued that a more accurate 

description of this process is writing, as this properly ascribes authorship to the many 

actors and actresses who have contributed their ideas, key phrases and lines to films.  

 De Niro’s development of Travis Bickle’s subtext and his rewriting of many of 

his scenes complicates Taxi Driver’s history, particularly as the shooting script became a 

malleable document that was marked by the efforts of screenwriter, director, and star. De 
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Niro’s omission from this history became even more pronounced as Scorsese’s reputation 

as a directorial auteur ascended in the decade, as did Schrader’s.  

Using examples from De Niro’s shooting script, I provided evidence about how 

the actor’s contributions fleshed out particular scenes. On the one hand, this had the 

effect of making Travis a more likable protagonist, as seen in his interactions with Betsy, 

while on the other, it made Travis’s dark slide into madness even more evocative for 

encouraging an audience to like his character. The actor’s notes reveal that he aware of 

the balance between revealing moments of Travis’s likeability and the his madness and 

understood that this was the key to his portrayal. 

Looking into these files reveals evidence of De Niro’s and Scorsese’s 

collaborative partnership that has previously eluded scholars and critics. Far from 

presenting the portrait of a muse or an extension of Scorsese’s signature, these documents 

chronicle De Niro’s central place in a Scorsese project as an active collaborator. 

Moreover, these two examples demonstrate that De Niro’s creative input increased with 

each subsequent production. As we shall see in my discussion of Raging Bull, De Niro’s 

creative contributions became the rule rather than the exception, with De Niro’s 

recommendations increasing to the point of that De Niro began developing projects for 

Scorsese to direct, as in the cases of Raging Bull, The King of Comedy and Cape Fear.   

In my next chapter, I will examine how the accolades, power and skill that De 

Niro developed over the mid-1970s, was translated within another director-actor pairing. 

By looking into De Niro’s efforts in the screenwriting, location scouting and casting 

aspects of The Deer Hunter, I will argue that De Niro’s process became even more 



 187 

closely aligned to the role of a producer. In addition, I will explore the relationship 

between De Niro and his scene partners in the film, using case studies and reading 

particular scenes to demonstrate how ensemble performance – and its evocation of 

ambiguity – are revealed through the performances of the committed actors that De Niro 

chose for this film.  
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Chapter 6 - The Deer Hunter and the Robert De Niro Players 

 

One of the reasons Deer Hunter works – is this ensemble…unselfish – 

ensemble work, with everybody not trying to be the star, but supporting 

everyone else. 

 - Michael Cimino on The Deer Hunter1 

  

Bob De Niro saw me in The Cherry Orchard…he saw that performance – a 

shameless performance – and he cast me. He saw lots of theatre then. He 

saw Chris Walken in Sweet Bird of Youth and John Savage who was in a 

play. And it was early in his career where he first had some clout, and he 

took Michael Cimino around and they cast it from theatre actors 

 - Meryl Steep on The Deer Hunter, 20092 

  

 In the New Hollywood, there is no auteur whose rise and fall was more sudden than 

Michael Cimino’s. Simultaneously credited with creating one of the era’s most 

memorable, significant and moving works – The Deer Hunter – and its most notorious 

flop – Heaven’s Gate – the writer-director has become a discursive site upon which to 

heap issues of authorial distinction and authorial megalomania. Cimino’s legend is also 

inexorably tied to United Artists executive Steven Bach’s book Final Cut and Vincent 

Canby’s scathing (and perhaps career-ending) review.3 The ire directed ex post facto 

towards Cimino and to his reputation is at times unfair but is also testament to the 

downside and fickle nature of the auteur game. Some critics even characterize Cimino as 

the fall guy for the entire failure of the Hollywood Renaissance when studio heads and 

mainstream critics (like Canby) railed against the excesses of the same directors who they 
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hailed as geniuses only a few years earlier. Nonetheless, The Deer Hunter remains a 

remarkable film. Not only was it one of the first motion pictures to deal with the Vietnam 

War, it provided audiences with the first images of damaged soldiers returning home.   

 De Niro became an early partner to Cimino on The Deer Hunter, working at times, 

as dramaturge, casting director, and “producing artistic director.” De Niro travelled with 

Cimino and cinematographer Vilmos Zsigmond to the locations. Given my study of 

previous productions, including his work with Scorsese, I believe he also likely worked 

on the screenplay. In any case, De Niro had significant input into this phase of the 

filmmaking process, helping to shape the screenplay while collaborating with the director 

and the director of photography Vilmos Zsigmond. Moreover, he exercised extensive 

power regarding the casting of the film, including the selection of little-known actors 

from the stage, many of whom went on to have successful careers, such as Christopher 

Walken and Meryl Streep. According to Streep, this was a moment where De Niro 

capitalized upon and shared his success, and it is telling that one of his first displays of 

this leverage was to assemble a cast of actors whom he not only respected but whom he 

clearly wanted to work with.  

 The De Niro Collection chronicles the production’s history, from the formation of 

the ensemble cast of character actors who hailed from the New York stage and who left 

their indelible mark upon the film. Cast and led by Robert De Niro, this troupe worked 

together to create one of the most realistic and engaging portraits of small-town 

American life during the Vietnam War. As analysis of actors is rare, and the analysis of 

character actors is even more so, this chapter concentrates on the question of how the 
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players within the film interacted with one another as well as how De Niro immersed 

himself within this talented ensemble. It seems to me that these robust characterizations 

and interactions are the essential difference between The Deer Hunter and Heaven’s Gate 

-- as one cast expresses intimacy, camaraderie, working-class solidarity, and loyalty, 

whereas the other’s cast is spread thin in service of its epic story. In this chapter, I 

describe De Niro’s contribution to this multiple Academy Award winning film, situating 

him as a close collaborator to Cimino and someone who possessed a great deal of control 

over the making of the film.4  

 Based partly on Streep’s recollections, I maintain that De Niro’s biggest 

contribution to the film was finding, auditioning, and in some cases, even insuring, the 

cast. Although casting is a matter rarely discussed in relation to acting, many within the 

industry consider it one of the most important stages in a production and that if you get 

the casting right, everything else follows.5 De Niro and casting director Cis Corman 

sought out the best of New York City’s deep pool of talented actors, finding people that 

he wanted to work with, and reading with them in their auditions. I believe that De Niro 

was looking for good scene partners and eager collaborators who could match his 

intensity, who trained in a similar fashion, and who could pull off the realistic style of the 

film. What ultimately distinguishes The Deer Hunter is the quality of its ensemble work, 

with its actors fully committing to the working-class town’s setting, as well as to their 

scenes. With all this in mind, I argue that De Niro was responsible for setting the 

conditions for these performances to take place, and like his work with Scorsese, he had a 

willing collaborator who indulged and trusted his lead actor wholeheartedly. 
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 The film’s opening, which presents a twenty-four-hour period in the lives of a 

group of friends before they leave for Vietnam as they leave their workplace, drink, 

attend a wedding and go hunting and is one of the more remarkable features of The Deer 

Hunter. The interaction of these characters during the twenty-four hour period resembles 

the “Well-Made Play” where the most dramatic moments of their lives are on display and 

it also establishes the key relationships within the film. These connections are not only 

expressed via dialogue but through their interaction within the film’s many set pieces. 

More often than not, what is said is not as important as what is left unsaid by the 

characters, creating rich subtextual dimensions for the actors to convey and for the 

audience to interpret. 

 As I have suggested throughout this study, there is very little theory regarding the 

specific decisions of actors, and even less that deals extensively with the dynamics of 

ensemble acting. James Naremore’s engaging examination of Rear Window provides a 

precedent in its analysis of how individual players contribute their talents to a production 

within an ensemble setting. Ernest Mathijs has also examined the reception of ensembles, 

accounting for the pleasures of watching the peripheries of scenes, as well as enjoying the 

performances of actors in a group.6  

 One other omission to considerations of acting is the relationship between an actor 

or actress and his or her scene partner. When acting is discussed, it tends to focus on the 

analysis of a single player or star.7 However, all acting classes - particularly those derived 

from Stanislavski’s teachings - emphasize scene work: listening, reacting and taking cues 

from a scene partner. Using scene analysis we can also account for what specific actors 
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brought to the production particularly in relation to their fellow actors. This was 

particularly true of De Niro’s quality work with Christopher Walken, Meryl Streep and 

John Cazale, whose scene work with Niro I will examine individually in this chapter. 

Although De Niro and Savage have some significant scenes within the film in Vietnam 

and upon their return, I have chosen to set aside discussing De Niro’s scenes with Savage 

as it is never clear that Michael and Steven are close friends in the film. As I will 

demonstrate, the main players’ interpretation of the script actually produces certain 

crucial ambiguities attributed to the filmmaker.  

 By consulting De Niro’s records, we can read between the lines of the actor’s 

layered ensemble performances seeking their authorial and agential decisions within the 

production. Following Mathijs, one might argue that the success of The Deer Hunter is 

partly due to “[e]nsembles play[ing] off each other,” as well as their “playing with (or 

off) other cast members.”8 Naremore’s analysis of Rear Window highlights the specific 

ways that the actors gain momentum and take their cues from one another, which he 

characterizes as a “theatrical” mode of display.9 Likewise, The Deer Hunter’s cast each 

bears a degree of creative control over their characters, feeding off of each other’s energy 

and generosity throughout. 

 Cinematographer Vilmos Zsigmond described Cimino’s collaborative nature on set, 

characterizing his process as being similar to improvisation within a jazz ensemble as 

each member of the creative team takes his or her turn and contributes to the overall 

piece. The director encouraged the actors to improvise and “didn’t mind if they came up 

with their own lines.”10 Not only did this strategy fit the goal of ensuring authenticity, it 
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also captured happy “accidents” that emerged within the scenes. Cimino insisted on 

occasions that his performers improvise and the actors’ experience in New York’s theatre 

scene (infused with Stanislavski, Adler and Strasberg techniques) paid off, as they were 

capable of presenting many different possibilities at any given moment. To ensure that he 

captured the action, the cinematographer used (wide) anamorphic lenses to their fullest 

range, in an attempt to reproduce the space of a theatre stage. Cimino and Zsigmond 

aimed for a minimum of cutting and longer takes during these scenes, in an attempt to 

capture the “magic” that occurred among actors. Though this would later become one of 

Cimino’s extreme techniques – where the director would go on to record up to ninety-

four takes of a single shot in Heaven’s Gate – here, the procedure served him well. 

  

The Deer Hunter and the Vietnam Film 

 As one of the very first films to deal with the Vietnam War, The Deer Hunter 

represented many of the ambivalent issues related to the war for those who fought in it 

and those who remained behind. Also important was the steel-town setting in the 

industrial Northeast, which more fully resembles something out of Italian Neo Realism 

than the overtly jingoistic propaganda of the traditional World War II combat film.11 This 

film spends more time on the home-front than on the battlefield, chronicling the lives of 

working-class men and the war’s impact on a small group of friends. While De Niro was 

ostensibly the star of this film, his stardom and star image are subsumed within this 

ensemble, newly displaying his impressive range and collaborative ability. De Niro was 

able to present a different persona to the audience as the sensitive and observant Michael 
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while still retaining some of the trademarks of his acting, such as his expressions of 

explosive anger. Not only does the film contain some of the most memorable work within 

his career but some of his most subtle acting as well. 

   Part of the cultural ambivalence surrounding The Deer Hunter has to do with its 

status as one of the first works to be released after the fall of Saigon. Often, Vietnam 

films presented the war in ambiguous terms and have been interpreted as containing pro- 

and anti-war sentiments, 12 and The Deer Hunter has not been exempt from this 

criticism.13 The Deer Hunter’s central conceit – that Michael and his friends were forced 

to play Russian roulette – has greatly complicated the film’s reception and interpretation 

due to the fact that the scene is arguably one of the most racist depictions of Asians in the 

history of the medium further aggravates matters.14 There is, however, something 

poetically true about these scenes insofar as they encapsulate the confusion and 

mistreatment of POWs “in country.” Moreover, this dramatic event, despite its 

contrivance, possesses a great deal of metaphoric power regarding the horrors 

experienced by American soldiers during the war, their survival, and ultimately their 

difficulties adjusting when coming home. As Cimino has stated, there was no better way 

“to show tension” of the war as the game “demonstrated the terror of waiting for random 

death.”15  

 The polyvalent reception of the film over time may also have to do with its 

production history and its multiple screenwriters. Umberto Eco’s reading of Casablanca, 

where the actors and actresses did not know how the movie would end, presents a similar 

situation for examining the love story in this film.16 Like Casablanca, the film underwent 
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a series of revisions throughout the filmmaking process. Adding to this ambivalence were 

the actors’ interpretation of their characters, making their motivations opaque and leaving 

a great deal of room for the film’s polyvalent reception. One interpretation recognizes the 

film’s undercurrent of homoerotic desire, where it is impossible to discern who is the 

lover and beloved and accounting for a bisexual reading of the film.17 Building on 

Alexander Doty’s work, we might say that the film inspires queer readings rather than 

strictly either/or binaries. Following Doty, we might say that although The Deer Hunter 

is ostensibly a “heterocentrist” text, it nevertheless contains “queer elements” as well as 

offering occasions where “basically heterosexual, straight-identifying people can 

experience queer moments.”18 The presence of a love triangle within the film – among 

Michael, Nick, and Linda – complicates things further, especially because it remains 

clear that one of the film’s main concerns is the love the two men have for one another. 

Although there is no homosexual contact between Michael and Nick (Walken), Michael 

declares his love for Nick on several occasions. Even if this were not the case the film 

certainly invites queered readings, as the relationship between Nick and Michael is 

clearly a love story of some import. 

 Subtext also becomes an important consideration, indicating one of the elements in 

a film that an actor is at least partially responsible for. That subtext is impossible to 

gauge, yet manifests in an actor’s performance, is a significant aspect of this film. The 

meaningful exchange of glances between Linda (Streep) and Michael that occur 

throughout the film is one of many examples, and it remains impossible to tell what the 

characters are thinking, although their body language, especially in Streep’s case, speaks 
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volumes. Following Mathijs, we might say that this accounts for the polysemous reading 

of the film, leaving ample room for multiple reading strategies.19 

 One of The Deer Hunter’s most delicate issues is its treatment of masculinity, 

particularly in the wake of the GIs’ return home. While masculinity is always a discourse 

in flux, the U.S.’s failure in the Vietnam War produced a stream of narratives that 

focused on wounded soldiers and their defeated manhood.20 The Deer Hunter, in addition 

to Coming Home [and its WWII predecessor The Best Years of their Lives (William 

Wyler, 1946)] are distinctive insofar as they present, assess and reconcile the experiences 

of several soldiers as they return home, each of whom have their various scars that make 

it difficult for them as they attempt to reintegrate into society. 

 Although the film begins with a wedding – an example of “compulsory 

heterosexuality” if there ever was one – this ritual is set against other traditional sites of 

male bonding, including factory work, hunting, drinking, teasing one another and singing. 

Against the backdrop of a working-class town, the film also presents many different 

variations of masculine performance, not to mention masculine plurality. Together the 

male actors present a wide spectrum of three-dimensional characteristics, so that Michael, 

Nick, Steven, Stan and Axel are extremely different characters from one another, not to 

mention very different types of men. This is even truer when three of the friends 

experience the dehumanizing conditions of the POW camp as each is made vulnerable in 

particularly striking, yet entirely different ways. Against the backdrop of an uncertain 

America in transition, this performance of male love seems all the more unique and 

significant. 
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De Niro’s Deer Hunter?  

 The fundamental question remains: To what extent is this a Robert De Niro film, 

and what is his contribution to it? As I have described in previous chapters, certain 

aspects related to De Niro’s performance, preparation and portrayal of Michael can now 

be taken for granted. We know how he will prepare for his role so it is not surprising that 

he “lived among the locals” while drinking and playing pool in working-class bars, 

training himself how to hunt deer and how to be a soldier.21 De Niro also interviewed 

many former POWs as well as going so far as reading specialist literature like medical 

journals for information regarding the mental state of returning soldiers.22  

This was also the first film that De Niro began to exercise significant power 

outside of his comfortable relationship with Scorsese and where he acted with performers 

of equal ability. Cimino stated that part of the writing process involved traveling to the 

working-class regions of Pennsylvania and Ohio. De Niro and cinematographer 

Zsigmond were his traveling companions and we can safely assume that De Niro had the 

director’s ear throughout this phase of the scriptwriting process.23 The actor also had a 

great deal of input into the final script, but interestingly enough, his comments for 

Cimino tended to be less line-specific (compared to other films) and more formal 

(relating to ideas and scenes that could be cut or streamlined to make the film tighter).  

After attending many New York stage performances with casting director Cis 

Corman and Cimino, De Niro made his recommendations regarding people that he 

wanted to work with and sat in the casting sessions as the actors read for their parts. As 

Streep suggested, De Niro was able to exercise his growing stature (and power) to 
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assemble his dream cast of collaborators, cashing in his cultural capital for a virtual 

repertory company of ensemble actors, most of whom trod the boards of the New York 

stage and represented a theatrically-inflected manner of performance -- especially 

regarding ensemble works. For De Niro, this exercise of power marked a new moment in 

his career, particularly as it became clear that he viewed his creative contributions to a 

production to begin early on, especially in the shaping of the pre-production aspects of a 

film such as this one.  

 De Niro’s performance and characterization as Michael in The Deer Hunter is 

distinctive, particularly at this point in his career. Falling between the occasionally 

overwrought displays of rage and unlikeability in his collaborations with Scorsese (Mean 

Streets, Taxi Driver, New York, New York, and Raging Bull), there is something 

determinably different in his portrayal of Michael, who is much more subdued and 

introspective than he is vocal. Instead, he is linked to an opposite set of De Niro 

characters, which were intelligent and sensitive observers, such as the young Vito 

Corleone in The Godfather Part II and Monroe Stahr in The Last Tycoon. Like De Niro, 

each is a thinker, a loner, and a quiet observer. Michael is a reactor rather than a doer, he 

internalizes rather than expresses, and ultimately he is subsumed as an individual 

character amidst others in an ensemble rather than expressing the trappings of his star 

image. At the same time the film is still ultimately about Michael’s journey although, at 

times, other characters and actors become the focus. 
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Pre-Production History 

 In 1968 British record label EMI was looking to expand into film from the record 

industry and provided the seed money to Cimino in the mid-seventies after he convinced 

the executives to fund his project after delivering an impassioned one-hour pitch 

outlining the entire story.24 According to the director, the movie was originally going to 

depict a single injured soldier’s homecoming but he decided it would be more dramatic if 

the character were split into three. Originally the characters’ journeys were also reversed, 

with Michael staying behind to play Russian roulette and Nick returning home to marry 

Linda. De Niro recalls being interested in the motion picture from the moment that he 

saw its promotional image, an image of a hunter with a deer tied to his Cadillac.25 As the 

actor describes it, the script was little more than “a sketch,” but piqued the actor’s 

curiosity enough to get him involved and the director and actor began work on the 

screenplay.26 

 As opposed to other screenplays in the De Niro Collection, the actor’s shooting 

script does not have the same excessive scrawling but instead only has a series of 

questions throughout the script addressed to “M” (De Niro’s notation for Cimino) asking 

about formal reading the film’s structure. During the scouting phase, De Niro doubled up 

on his ethnographic research, hanging out in the bars with Cimino, while meeting with 

various workers in these small towns.  

 De Niro traveled to the Mingo Junction to Thailand and to the bars of Steubenville, 

Ohio. He “hung out at the places where the mill workers ate and drank, and spoke with 

them at length, learned their attitudes while observing their manner, and regularly played 
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pool with the young men to get a sense of the way they talked and reacted during off-

hours.”27 He also traded in his New York driver’s license for a Pennsylvania one, 

acquired the state’s hunting license, and trained himself in the region’s dialect. He even 

tried to work some shifts in the steel mill but the studio refused to pay for the insurance 

necessary for the actor to perform this feat.28 

 Cimino went about writing the script on the road with De Niro and Zsigmond. 

Cimino took notes about rituals and behaviors of the townsfolk that he saw in the 

working class regions of Ohio and Pennsylvania, which he would send to his screenwriter 

Deric Washburn. When the screenwriter faced troubles translating Cimino’s notes and 

intentions, Cimino fired him and continued writing the script himself but not without 

help.29 

 Judging from De Niro’s notes, he contributed some key ideas to the film, including 

the moment where the group spontaneously breaks into the Four Seasons’ “Can’t Take 

My Eyes Off of You.”30 De Niro kept a notebook during this film in which he recorded 

notes from his interviews with real-life POWs as well as his thoughts about his character. 

The notebook is also illustrative of De Niro’s evolving process, containing notes about 

his specific choices in particular scenes. For instance, he observed that Michael “has fun” 

but in a way that is “harder” than the other characters, testifying to his seriousness, even 

during leisure activities, like playing pool.31 The notebook contains the actor’s thoughts 

about Michael’s Vietnam experience, mapping out the moments where he changed, how 

and where he was injured, and how he spent time as a POW, concerns which he regarded 

as crucial to getting the second half of the film right. These notes reveal an evolving 
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thought process about his character, including asking how Michael was “different,” 

whether he had a “sense of humor,” and that he still needs to find “char things” 

(presumably inspirations from real people in the towns he will visit). 

 The script also indicates that he had the director’s attention, as he wrote that “we 

have to go over whole script ourselves” and “then with whole cast.”32 He also wanted to 

meet individually with Walken so that they could work on some scenes together. De 

Niro’s goal was simple: “[s]ometimes I practice the nature of a person’s lifestyle,” and he 

needed to “put in the time” even if it was “boring” in order to know for sure that he had 

“covered every possibility.”33 The corollary is that this was an intensive, multi-stage 

process, that we have seen develop throughout this study. 

 

Casting  

 The Collection indicates that De Niro had a significant amount of input into the 

casting process as he notes “[j]ust let me think about the casting (such as Nick)” where he 

will need to be “real with one actor.”34 According to De Niro’s note regarding the 

necessary qualities for his scene partner, “Nick must be a formidable and likable 

opponent” in order to present the reality that “[e]ither of us could have made it.”35 These 

casting notes, in addition to those pertaining to other characters, meant that De Niro was 

concentrating on the overall production rather than simply his individual part. To that 

end, De Niro read with Walken who was cast after Cimino and the actor saw “hundreds 

of actors.”36 Walken stated that he would have taken any part and given his relative 
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inexperience in film, did not expect to be cast as Nick, let alone win the Academy Award 

for the role.37  

A note dated Monday, June 6, 1977, addressed to “Bob,” indicated that De Niro 

was not only reading with the principal actors, but for the smaller parts as well.38 Another 

example of De Niro’s input came when he and Cimino were touring a factory town with a 

steelworker, Chuck Aspregen. As they sat in a bar the locals went to, De Niro turned to 

the director and suggested that they cast Aspergen as Axel, one of the memorable 

characters in the group of friends.39 The casting of Meryl Streep in her first major film 

role marked the beginning of her and De Niro’s long friendship, based partly on their 

similarities – their devotion to their privacy and their working methods – but also their 

admiration for one another’s craftsmanship.40  

 Cazale’s casting in the film despite his diagnosis of lung cancer likely brought the 

cast closer together. The fact that Streep was part of the constellation of people who knew 

of the actor’s ailment and that Cimino and De Niro both really wanted him in the film, 

was jeopardized when the production company refused to insure him and insisted that 

Cimino recast instead. When the director refused, the studio insisted that he write an 

alternative version of the script where Stanley died.41 According to Streep, De Niro was 

pivotally involved in the casting of both of them and went so far as to pay for Cazale’s 

insurance out of his own pocket for a not-insignificant sum.42 On this subject, Streep 

stated:  
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Bob De Niro went to bat for John. He won’t tell me, because he’s a very 

generous person, but I think he secured the bond that allowed John’s 

participation…So Bob put his money down and got him in the film.43 

  

Easily one of the most compelling performers to watch in the 1970s, Cazale personified 

excellent character work, consistency, and depth. While Cazale never received an Oscar 

nomination, the actor was a sort of kingmaker when it came to supporting roles, 

especially as all of his co-stars received multiple nominations including Al Pacino, Gene 

Hackman, and Robert De Niro in The Godfather and The Godfather Part II (Francis Ford 

Coppola, 1972, 1974), The Conversation (Francis Ford Coppola, 1974), Dog Day 

Afternoon (Sidney Lumet 1975) – and his work as a committed scene partner helped to 

bring out the best in his co-stars.   

 With his dream cast in place and the script written, De Niro concentrated on his 

own performance which presented Michael in private moments, as well his individuality 

within a larger group. 

 

De Niro Outside of the Ensemble 

 The success of this film is its treatment of characters in private and public settings, 

creating intimate moments between individuals against the backdrop of these massive 

gatherings. De Niro’s task involved moving between these private moments where 

Michael was a separate observer within the crowd, the moments where he was an active 

participant (such as in the bar scenes or while driving with the gang) and moments which 

were quiet, contemplative ones. In these scenes, the actor wordlessly conveyed his 



	   205 

emotions to the audience, such as his sensitive observant nature, not to mention the 

savagery he needs to escape the Vietcong prison. In this way, it is similar to the 

performance of James Stewart in Rear Window, where the actor interacts with his fellow 

castmates but, more specifically, when body language and non-verbal actions reflect his 

attitudes towards each character and his environment.44   

 The shooting script shows De Niro’s penchant for cutting his lines, revealing a “less 

is more” approach to his character. In the scene where Michael is alone in the field 

fighting Vietcong soldiers, De Niro noted the changes to his personality between hunting 

deer and killing men with more violent weapons. Instead of the respect for life that 

Michael revered in his “one bullet” philosophy, here he became a savage killer. De Niro 

defined Michael’s survival instincts as moving between the poles of “hysteria” and 

“cool.” In this scene, the actor decided that Michael will “go animal,” yelling 

“obscenities over everything.” The scene and the actor’s interpretation of it are 

accompanied by a quote from Ernest Hemingway, which reads that a man “who does not 

expect mercy” likewise does not “have this inclination to grant it.”45 

  Other scenes rely entirely on De Niro’s performance as they are sparsely written 

but rich in details added by the actor. In the scene where Michael returns home from 

Vietnam, he foregoes his homecoming party in order to spend the night alone in a nearby 

motel room. De Niro effectively conveys the extent of his character’s shock and trauma. 

Beginning with his entry into the motel room, the actor first sits on the bed, then grips his 

right eye with his right hand, presumably from the pain of a recent wound. He then 

moves to the wall and slides down it, sobbing quietly. This short and wordless scene 
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conveys everything that Michael is feeling. In his interpretation, De Niro decided that he 

had “unseen injuries” (like his eye) and that he “hates myself” because “they broke my 

mind, no more spirit, no more ambition,” and he physically conveys these in a systematic 

fashion, slowly displaying the details in his refined performance of the scene.46 

 

 
 
Illustration 9: De Niro as Michael attends his wounds upon his return from Vietnam, 
The Deer Hunter (Michael Cimino, 1978) 
 

 

Illustration 10: Michael slinks against the wall as he did during his imprisonment in 
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Vietnam 
 
As important as these solitary scenes are in conveying De Niro’s character, even more 

important are the scenes when he interacts with others. Many of his co-stars have attested 

to his generosity, and it was within this sphere of ensemble acting where De Niro was 

willing to do whatever was necessary for a scene, including raising the stakes for the 

other actors, dispensing advice, or performing his own dangerous stunts – that serve as an 

example of him bringing out the best in his fellow performers. 

 

De Niro and Christopher Walken 

 Many critics, and scholars such as Robin Wood and Peter Travers have observed 

that The Deer Hunter contains a homoerotic and bisexual subtext, particularly within the 

relationship between Nick and Michael and their obvious love for one another.47 The 

film’s love triangle complicates this further as does the young Walken’s “sexy blend” of 

masculine and feminine qualities and reputation as a “song and dance man” previous to 

this role.48 We also cannot underestimate Walken’s later reputation as a quirky cult 

figure, whose idiosyncrasies began to manifest in this film and become more pronounced 

later in his career.49 The actor also possesses a similar sensual quality to that of James 

Stewart who not only shares a similar lanky physique but also exudes extreme 

sensitivity.50 Following Eco and Mathijs we might say that rewrites in the script may 

have created particular fissures within the piece, leaving lots of room for the polysemous 

interpretation of bisexuality, homosexuality and male love. What emerged in this film, 

then, was a series of conflicting and converging motivations, making it unclear who in 
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the end is the lover, who is the beloved, and which character is feeling what about whom. 

This ambiguity is captured by way of the film’s alchemy of casting, acting and the 

filmmakers’ ability to capture the exchanges between the actors. 

 Walken stated that sometimes he would not read the script beyond the day’s 

shooting in order to retain its spontaneity as well as “keeping a secret” between his scene 

partner.51 De Niro and Walken likely established the particulars of their relationship in 

rehearsal but kept it between themselves, resulting in their palpable chemistry and raising 

questions about the characters’ sexuality. Walken has stated that mysteriousness in a 

portrayal is “sexy” insofar as it produces intrigue, which seems to be one of the strengths 

of his portrayal and one key to the success of the movie.52 

 In a series of early scenes between De Niro and Walken, their exchanges are 

marked by an urgency borne of their leaving to fight in the war, framing their relationship 

for the rest of the film. The first scene between Michael and Nick makes this clear, and 

De Niro’s notes reveal this acute pressure, explaining why it occurs. From page 16 to 18 

of the shooting script De Niro noted that there is a new sense of depth to their 

relationship, writing that this was the “first time we’ve had this kind of conversation” 

motivated solely “because we’re going to leave.”53 De Niro also registered the fact that 

“I’m seeing things that I never saw before” and that he wants to teach Nick a few things 

about survival before leaving. This remains a sobering moment for the friends, marking 

the first time that the pair talk honestly to one another about how they feel. For Michael, 

it allows him to express (in a particularly awkward fashion) that his relationship with 

Nick is special. Although being (and hunting) alone is Michael’s preference, Nick is the 
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exception to this rule, the one person whose company Michael would prefer to keep, as 

defined by Michael’s distinction between Nick and his other friends whom he simply 

describes as “assholes.”54 A final line asks, “[h]ow worried are you really?” which asks 

Nick for the first time about how things will be in Vietnam. Michael adds “I’m not 

worried” and ends with “are you worried,” reflecting how Michael will try, yet ultimately 

fail, to keep the group together.  

 A later scene, taking place after the wedding, reveals another failed connection 

between the pair. With a gesture of unmotivated spontaneity, Michael strips off his 

tuxedo and runs through the streets, eventually collapsing naked on a basketball court and 

Nick runs after him. When Nick arrives, his first gesture is to drape his jacket over 

Michael’s naked frame, and they share an intimate moment where they both express their 

sconcerns and their insecurities about going to war. This scene plays “in the moment,” 

and once again the friends try to express the inexpressible -- the way they feel for one 

another. The urgency of the scene and Nick’s lines reinforce this impression as does De 

Niro’s nudity in it, as Nick reveals how much he loves his home and making Michael 

promise that he will get him back, regardless of the circumstances. 

 The scene also demonstrates the difference between the characters. Nick is 

sensitive, gregarious and well liked, whereas Michael is aloof. It seems clear that Michael 

is more suited to the rigors of Vietnam whereas Nick has much at stake in the town, 

including Nick’s potential life with Linda, who has just agreed to marry him. This scene 

foreshadows the friends’ eventual separation as Michael’s word, bond and guilt over 

losing Nick becomes Michael’s burden throughout the film. 



	   210 

 

Illustration 11: Michael and Nick (Christopher Walken) have a final chat before leaving 
for the war.  
  

De Niro’s notes reveal what he considers to be his motivations in this scene as well as 

what is at stake for his character. Not only is he “blasted” drunk in the scene but his out 

of control behavior (stripping off his clothing and running to the school) originates from 

the fact that he is “so tough” but a “big change is about to happen.”55 Perhaps reflecting 

these doubts, Michael repeats “I must be fucking nuts,” but it is unclear whether he is 

referring to his streaking, or his enlisting. De Niro observed that the scene needed to be 

played with a general “sense of loss.” He was aware that Nick was “looking for 

confirmation” because Michael “got us into this” as well as the fact that although Nick 

does not say it outright that “[h]e wants me to tell him everything will be alright.”56 For 

his part, Nick’s sincerity and vulnerability are palpable here plus his need for reassurance 

from his friend. In many ways, this accounts for the film’s great emotional resonance, 

particularly as Nick is gradually drained of his vitality and personality. Finally, this scene 

foreshadows the film’s great tragedy -- that Nick and Steve are the purest of all of the 
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characters and end up as the victims of the worst events within the film. 

 The harrowing Russian roulette scenes demonstrate how the characters react as they 

face life and death stakes and how this event changes them forever. Given what we have 

seen of Michael’s leadership qualities throughout, his heroic actions are far more 

expected than Nick’s collapse, where the audience can literally see the will to live go out 

of his eyes as he transforms from the jovial, amiable and likable friend to an empty, self-

destructive shell of a man.57 Taking place slightly after the trio is reunited in Vietnam and 

subsequently captured by Vietcong soldiers, the roulette scene relies on a previous 

encounter and growing among the trio of friends. The tension ensues when a series of 

shots leads up to a small “tiger cage” in which Vietnamese loyalists and American 

soldiers are being forced to engage in the dangerous game and where their corpses are 

dumped after they die.58 The action builds to Nick’s pulling the trigger, Michael’s 

encouragement, and Walken having an empty barrel.  

 

 
Illustration 12: Michael pulls the trigger as part of his escape plan, The Deer Hunter 
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De Niro wrote that “my intention + concentration in one direction is clear,” and his 

character has made a grim decision on how to get out of there.59 He also notes that he 

“goes cold” instead of getting hysterical and his character will goad his captors to 

distraction while he concentrates on escape. The actor also built in some room for 

spontaneity, stating that “it works, seems right, it is right…has to be real.”60 We can see 

how De Niro, as Michael, was reacting to actual external stimuli of chanting and being 

slapped, and his real contained fury.61 De Niro’s notebook reveals that Michael realizes 

that it would be easier for him to escape if both of his friends were dead, adding an even 

deeper level to his characterization.62 

 Nick’s reactions are more subtle, and Walken’s performance is much more 

subdued. According to John Baxter, one lesson that Walken learned from De Niro was to 

write his lines in advance, and play them in his head so that they register wordlessly.63 

Nick’s thoughts pass over his face as he puts the gun to his head, and Mike repeatedly 

tries to console him, talking about how he is going to “will” an empty chamber in the 

gun. As he tearfully squeezes the trigger, Nick is both relieved and deflated, yet it seems 

clear that something has snapped inside of him because his best friend “made” him do 

this. After Michael shoots the first of several enemies, the scale of Nick’s transformation 

is revealed as he continually hammers away at one of the soldiers’ dead bodies until 

Michael finally pulls him away.  
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Illustration 13: Nick is relieved and deflated, The Deer Hunter  

 

This scene also provides the opportunity to witness the ways in which Walken and De 

Niro interact as scene partners as well as to consider the ways that Cimino drove them to 

their extremes. Cimino allowed his actors free range to explore how they might 

legitimately feel in this circumstance, distracting them with the foreign yelling of their 

torturers, letting live rats and insects roam the set and insisting that his actors not shave or 

shower for the duration of the Tiger Cage shoot, which they all did. Through 

improvisation, Cimino “drove his actors to the limit of their endurance,” instructing De 

Niro to “slap Walken and Savage” and “not to pull his punches.”64  De Niro recalled that 

maintaining the scene’s intensity was one of the most difficult parts of filming, but the 

result was one of the most harrowing, tense, yet compelling scenes in cinema. 

Structurally, it marks the occasion where Michael exacts a great cost for freeing himself 

and his fellow prisoners, none of whom ever returns to the state of normalcy that marked 

their pre-war lives. 
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 The final scene between Michael and Nick demonstrates the extent of Nick’s 

transformation from the happy-go-lucky Nick to the heroin-addicted shell of a man 

known only as “The American” and De Niro’s generous work as Walken’s scene partner. 

The give-and-take in the scene was largely improvised, revealing the degree of trust 

between the actors whose instincts in it not only add to the tension but also heighten the 

emotional stakes. In this scene, Nick does not even give Michael the satisfaction of 

immediately recognizing his good friend and goes so far as to spit in Michael’s face after 

he declares that he “loves him” – an improvised action suggested by Cimino. In fact, 

comparing this scene to the script pages reveals that much of its action was improvised in 

addition to the Mike’s admission of love for Nick. On the written page it is Nick who 

declares his love for Mike, whereas onscreen the dialogue is reversed. Similar to the 

previous roulette scene, the episode is entirely dependent on the actors fully committing 

to it, which is precisely why it is so effective. Walken is certainly the key figure here, and 

his slow trajectory from heroin-addicted suicidal gambler to his flickering awareness of 

Michael and his home conveys the pathos of the scene and the tragedy of the film.  
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Illustration 14: Michael declares his love for Nick in their final game 

 

The scene also serves as a bookend to the first discussion between Michael and Nick in 

their trailer, and Nick only comes alive with recognition when Michael mentions the “one 

shot” -- the running theme in the film. In this case, Walken’s eyes flicker from glazed to 

recognition of his friend. Clearly, this makes the scene all the more tragic, particularly as 

he subsequently shoots himself in the head. For De Niro’s part, he has repeatedly written, 

“I love you Nicky!” on his script pages. He also decided to play against the script which 

states that “Michael does not move a muscle” and that “[o]nly his eyes suggest how hard 

he has been hit.” Instead he has a full-on breakdown as he cradles Nick’s bleeding head.65 

 These scenes present the most important moments in both characters’ lives, and the 

actors’ strong character work between scene partners is wholly responsible for the 

scenes’ effectiveness. Michael and Nick’s relationship not only seems like a marriage of 

minds between the characters but between actors of considerable skill giving memorable 

performances, adding an extra layer for the viewer tuned into their performances and 
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involving sophisticated choices on the part of both actors.  

 

De Niro and Meryl Streep  

 Streep has stated that she “wouldn’t exactly call [Linda] a strong woman’s part,” 

and, on paper, the role of Linda is a fairly thankless one.66 The only woman of substance 

in a predominantly male-centered work, the actress nevertheless made her mark with her 

subtle performance, resulting in her well-deserved Academy Award nomination. Like 

Walken’s sensual, ambiguous and sometimes confusing portrayal of Nick, Streep’s 

portrayal of Linda raises its own set of issues, further complicating the reading of the 

film. While Linda is initially Nick’s girl, she slowly becomes Michael’s upon his return. 

It is never clear whether this is a relationship of convenience, and though they are 

together at the end, it seems unlikely that they will end up happily -- or even together.  

 Streep presents Linda as an enigmatic and never straightforward figure, presenting 

the viewer with many questions about her motivations and her feelings. One of Streep’s 

significant feats was her ability to convey contradictory sets of emotions through her 

body language and actions. That Linda is also at the center of a love triangle makes 

things even more complicated as it is never clear whether she is a link in the chain of 

displaced desire between Michael and Nick or where the emotions from each character 

are directed. In his script notes, De Niro suggested to Cimino to be careful with the 

romance in the film, making the attraction between Linda and Mike less obvious of an 

outcome in the early half of the film.67 The actor decided his character was attracted to 

Linda, but he realized that this information needed to be suspended and buried.  
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 Streep and De Niro had a great deal of on-screen chemistry, and their potential 

romance was depicted by subtle and often wordless exchanges rather than through 

dialogue. Even when the characters are talking to one another, their body language makes 

it clear that they are talking about something else. Sometimes this refers to their attraction 

to one another, but more often than not the romantic possibilities are stopped outright by 

one or the other mentioning Nick who clearly covets Linda. 

 The scene between Michael and Linda at the wedding demonstrates how intricate 

this relationship is. As Michael leans against a doorframe and watches Linda dance, the 

camerawork and mise-en-scene emphasize his separation from the group while clearly 

positioning Linda as the object of Michael’s attention.68 As she dances, she looks over 

her shoulder at him, perhaps indicating that he, too, is a cardinal point in this economy of 

desire. That Nick pushes Michael onto the floor to dance with Linda confuses things even 

further - especially as Michael not only proves to be a terrible dancer but is terribly 

drunk.   
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Illustration 15: Michael gazes at Linda as she dances, The Deer Hunter 

 

Illustration 16: Linda returns Michael’s gaze, The Deer Hunter 

 

 In the next scene, Michael offers to get Linda a drink, and the pair skirt around 

what appears to be a mutual attraction in a particularly charged moment. As Michael 

hands Linda a beer, he tells her how pretty she is, then leans in for a kiss, then stops 

himself. Perhaps thinking better of it, he mentions Nick, closing the door to romance and 
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remaining loyal to his friendship. De Niro’s script reveals his subtext in this scene in 

addition to how it was to function within the overall structure of the film. Here, he wrote 

that he needed to make sure that it was not obvious that Linda and Mike would end up 

together, while leaving this possibility to be picked up in the second half. In the margins 

of his script, he asked: “[re: Linda] Should I take a chance + just tell her how nice I think 

she is” but also that he could not because it “would be too crazy.”69 The actor was clearly 

aware of needing to reel in his character’s desires but only so far as to still make them 

readable to the observant spectator. That the wedding comes after a series of traumatic 

events for Linda (including being beaten by her raging, alcoholic father), and seeing off 

her boyfriend as he leaves for Vietnam, indicates that the day is emotionally charged to 

say the least, and Streep’s performance indicates a deep well of contradictory emotions 

that not only leaves us wondering who she is, but ultimately caring what will happen to 

her. 

 Similar to Walken, Streep has discussed not necessarily having a “method” 

background or orientation per se but to possessing very strong instincts for reading a 

scene, and letting whatever occurs between the actors happen in the moment.70 In the 

rehearsal period in theatre actors strive to keep a scene fresh by exploring any and all 

possibilities, and Streep has commented that this is one of the qualities that she admires 

most in De Niro whom she describes as an extremely generous performer.71 In their 

scenes De Niro and Streep seem kindred spirits, fully committing to the portrayals of 

these characters whatever road these interpretations lead to. Streep has also talked about 

developing “secrets” for her characters before shooting and her method consists of her 
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trusting her instincts about what her character would do.72 In the equation between text 

and subtext, this is another example of something that it both present in a performance 

often adding ambiguity to a scene, a role or an entire movie but almost impossible to 

quantify via analysis.  

 Linda expresses an extreme melancholy throughout the movie, and it is testament to 

Streep’s performance that we are never sure whether this is circumstantial (the product of 

an abusive background) or whether she is making the best of a bad situation as occurs 

when she suggests that she and Michael “comfort one another.” That these emotions 

remain opaque is partly due to the script writing but likely Streep’s building layers into 

her character. This also results in the polysemous interpretation of the 

Nick/Linda/Michael love triangle which I am suggesting is largely due to the fact that it 

is impossible to tell what any of the characters are thinking and feeling.  

 Scenes related to Michael’s homecoming further highlight this ambiguity. When 

Michael returns home, he passes by the party that his friends have prepared for him and 

goes to the motel instead. The next morning he goes to find Linda by herself. One of the 

first things that he says to her is that she looks beautiful, to which she replies that she had 

hoped that Nick came back with him. The scene becomes even more awkward when 

Linda holds up a sweater to Michael that she had knit for Nick and that she subsequently 

says will fit Michael with some small adjustments. Soon after he offers to walk her to 

work, she links her arm in his and watches herself in the mirror as she passes by it. 

Although these are very small gestures, they are laden with textual and subtextual 

significance as are the looks that she receives from the townsfolk. We see Linda’s 
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thought process as she decides to be seen with Michael in the town and that she has one 

returning hero on her arm although not necessarily the one she had anticipated. 

 

 

Illustration 17: Linda links arms with returning hero Michael, The Deer Hunter 

 

De Niro’s notes in his notebook indicate that he had a great deal of input for the trailer 

scene, and was even able to ask for rewrites based on his watching dailies. In a note 

under the heading “dailys,” the actor wrote “when come home” say “you look beautiful.” 

Further notes refer to his looking for improvements within the scene, revealed in a note 

reading: “when joy it is much better, good.” He also notes that he will “just go write it” 

and that when the actors “go with it,” the scene is “really good.”73 This also suggests that 

De Niro occupies a privileged position when it comes to the acting in the film, as if he 

were somehow responsible for making sure that the performances and exchanges 

between the actors live up to his rigorous standards.  
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Illustration 18: Once again, Michael gazes at Linda, The Deer Hunter 

 

Illustration 19: …and Linda returns his look, The Deer Hunter 

 

 In a scene that is staged similarly to the wedding episode, Michael watches Linda at 

the bowling alley. Once again, it is important that the exchange of looks between Michael 

and Linda are not in the script which simply reads that he watches the friends bowl as he 

leans against a pillar. What Streep adds to the scene, as she had in the previous one, is the 
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further element of performing for Michael. In a later scene, Michael interrupts Linda 

crying in the back room of her workplace. It is impossible to say whether this is a regular 

occurrence, how long she has been weeping, or whether it was just a product of the 

moment. The suggestion, however, is that it is likely all three -- that Linda is a deeply sad 

person and has good reason to be. It is also one of the few times that Linda is seen as 

weak, particularly in a film where the men rather than the women break down and cry. 

Also interesting is Linda’s response when she finally meets Michael after her shift where 

she merely asks the melancholy question, “did you ever think your life was going to end 

up like this?” 

 Regardless of the outcome of this and other scenes with Streep, we can see that the 

actress has, in this case, made a remarkable amount out of what is still a relatively small 

part. Streep’s presence is aided by the interplay between both her scene partners, and both 

Walken and De Niro wordlessly complicate the triangle by adding to the emotional 

subtext of the film. De Niro’s scenes with Streep are also remarkable insofar as most of 

their lines concern Nick, while their actions seemingly reveal other motivations, 

particularly related to their unstated love within the film. More to the point, Linda is all 

subtext so that even when she is speaking, it is clear that she has much more on her mind 

than what is written in the script, and Streep is entirely responsible for adding three 

dimensions to the part. 

 

De Niro and John Cazale 

 With the final member of the cast in place, the creative team went and shot Cazale’s 
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scenes first which also meant that the ending of the film was shot before the Vietnam 

scenes were in the can. Unfortunately, Cazale did not survive to see the film, dying 

before the initial cut but leaving a legacy of unparalleled character work behind him. 

Cazale was of sufficient stature at the time that he received second billing in the film. 

Stan has some of the film’s most memorable lines, and Cazale’s performance nearly 

rivals Walken’s and Savage’s in size and significance, despite the fact that he is 

presumably a minor character. Moreover, Cazale’s portrayal of Stan makes it almost 

impossible not to admire his performance, especially given the challenge of making the 

presumably unlikeable character endearing.  

 Stan’s function within the film offers somewhat of a chaotic antagonist to 

Michael’s stoic and perfectionist nature. Cazale brought out the very best in De Niro by 

continuously raising the stakes in scenes, arguably providing him with his best scene 

partner until he worked with Joe Pesci in Raging Bull. What Cazale does best is 

complicate things, presenting at times a despicable yet wholly compelling character while 

confounding the audience’s relationship to Michael by driving Michael to display his 

short temper and becoming such a nuisance that Michael threatens to kill him. 

 The subtlety of Cazale’s performance consistently makes it seem as if Michael is 

the unreasonable one within the group and Stan, the innocent victim of Michael’s 

dominance. That Stan is likable despite his apparent unlikeability in the script – as even 

Michael begrudgingly acknowledges in the moments of friendship between them 

dancing, drinking and talking – are testament to just how sophisticated Cazale’s 

performance is as well as the quality of his character work with De Niro.  
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 Within the ensemble, the fact that Stan is such a prominent character in the film 

presents the viewer with a bit of an anomaly. He is definitely not the hero. He did not 

volunteer for duty in Vietnam, despite the fact that he had no family or other excuse – 

unlike Steven who just got married. He openly questions and makes fun of Michael’s 

philosophical, sensitive nature. Stan very much attempts to be guy’s guy in a traditional 

steel-town where men should enjoy earthly pleasures and amuse friends. He dates 

women, but, as we see in the wedding scene, he often loses them to other men. He is 

easily bullied so carries his revolver for protection. All of these qualities make him the 

perfect foil for Michael - providing a context for his difference from the group and a 

character who gets under his skin. Stan may be obnoxious and especially annoying to 

Michael, but he is not without his humor and humanity. Stan consoles other characters (as 

in the case where he tries to cheer Linda up during a homecoming party), seems to be a 

loyal friend, and tries to make the others laugh with his jokes and behavior. Stan’s 

relationship with Michael is also one of the most complicated, as he seemingly has the 

ability to make him laugh but also to drive him past the point of annoyance.   

 Two scenes reflect the chemistry between Michael and Stan as well as their strong 

partner work in both. The first demonstrates Stan’s desire to provide Michael with a 

laugh after he returns home from the war. Set in the bowling alley, as Michael observes 

Linda and friends, Stan sidles up to Michael and asks him about Stan’s girlfriend who is 

obviously drunk. This scene is one of the few that provides any levity and insight for the 

spectator who not only witnesses the growing connection between Michael and Linda but 

understands the complicated nature of his and Stanley’s friendship. Stanley gets him to 
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cheer up, albeit momentarily. Similar to Mean Streets’ “Joey Clams scene,” this episode 

evokes the structure of a vaudeville routine, with a set-up, exposition and a punch line. 

With Stan’s prompting, Michael breaks into a half, then a full-on grin, demonstrating that 

even after Vietnam, he still manages to have a sense of humor and is still willing to let 

Stan charm him. The scene also ends up humanizing Stan who is shown not to be a bad 

guy, just a slightly annoying one. De Niro’s notes telegraph his control over his smile, 

pointing to specific lines where it will emerge, but given the actors’ chemistry in the 

scene, this levity seems genuine.74  

 In a later scene, the friends go hunting which results in a near-death experience for 

Stanley at Michael’s hands. As Michael returns to the cabin to see Stan drunkenly waving 

his revolver around, Michael takes it from him forcibly, then points it at Stan’s head.  

The tension of the scene not only comes from its parallel to the earlier roulette episode 

but its home front setting, which has no place for Michael’s wartime madness. Moreover, 

it reveals the extreme contrasts between Michael and Stan. According to Cimino, De Niro 

asked the director if he could play the scene with a live round in the gun to heighten its 

tension.75 That Cazale was game for this dangerous proposition speaks volume about the 

amount of trust the actors had in each other as well as their commitment to making the 

circumstances real. With this knowledge, Stan’s reactions seem all the more horrifying. 

As Stan screams “Hey!” it is clear that he is no match for Michael’s madness, although 

Cazale’s feat in the scene is that his character remains consistent while simultaneously 

demonstrating Stan’s vulnerability and his belligerence.  
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Illustration 20: Cazale’s strong partner work with De Niro culminates in this tense 
scene, The Deer Hunter 
 

Al Pacino stated that one of Cazale’s great strengths as an actor was not only his 

understanding of a scene but his driving his acting partners further by immersing them in 

it with improvisation.76 Similarly, film historian Mark Harris has commented on the fact 

that Cazale’s work always “elevated the people around them” and that the actor’s 

strength was that he played them in such a way that “made the other actors credible.” 

Furthermore Harris stated that it was “no accident that so many actors give great 

performances in his company.”77 For his part, Sidney Lumet, who directed Cazale in Dog 

Day Afternoon (1975), commented that the actor had the ability to “break your heart” 

with his wounded vulnerability. These qualities are certainly on display in this scene, and 

I believe it is this quality that makes it all the more horrifying, as Michael realizes what is 

ultimately at stake is his humanity. 

 Both De Niro and Cimino stated that they really wanted to go to bat for Cazale 

although neither of them knew how sick he actually was. On his work with the actor, De 
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Niro reflected:  

Certain actors will maybe push it too much, or they’re over the top, or 

under. I never felt that with John, we always had a good give and take. He 

was real and we could react and there was no forced kind of “acting” from 

John. It was so that you could relate and interact in a very solid way.78 

 
De Niro’s statements on working with Cazale could also apply to the entire cast who 

defined the subtle character work that went on in the entire film. By examining the 

diversity of techniques, interpretations and scene work among the various leads in the 

film, we can see that what actually lies at the heart of The Deer Hunter are the generous 

performances of its actors.  

 

Final Scene 

 

Illustration 21: The group assembles one last time to salute their fallen friend, The Deer 
Hunter 
 

 The final scene of the film reflects the strength of the ensemble, while maintaining 
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the focus on the central question of whether Mike and Linda will end up together. Set 

directly after Nick’s funeral, the scene reunites the ensemble within John’s bar yet again. 

Also present in the scene are Steven, whose life Michael saved but is now an amputee, 

and Stan, who is solemn throughout. The bar setting is loaded with significance as it was 

the site of the friends’ closest times while drinking, singing and laughing with each other. 

Although there is some dialogue, the words uttered in the scene only relate to the 

preparation of the food, and no one talks about how they are feeling. The camerawork 

and cutting in the episode varies between a master shot of the group and medium close-

ups of Linda and Michael, who are on opposite ends of the screen. As the scene 

continues, its editing and framing makes it clear the tension between whether Linda and 

Michael will get back together or whether this answer will remain ambiguous. Michael 

does everything in his power to catch Linda’s eyes, and it is clear that this is their first 

opportunity to connect since Mike returned with Nick’s body.  

 For Streep and De Niro, the scene is imparted with a great deal of urgency and 

meaning. Linda is in mourning and is distracted and crestfallen. Michael is equally sad 

but seems even sadder for not being able to get Linda’s attention. As the scene is 

performed in near-silence, it also marks the occasion to view how each of the performers 

in the ensemble evoke each emotion wordlessly. The overwhelming impression is that of 

a shattered whole, of a town living in the shadow of the Vietnam War but one that is 

somehow determined to pick up the pieces, however painful it may be. 

 It is only as John (George Dzundza) begins to sing “God Bless America” in a 

separate room (in one of the most famously ambiguous moments in the history of 
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American cinema) that the crestfallen group begins to find some solace, albeit a 

confused, introspective one. Linda is the first to take up the song, which spreads 

throughout the assembled group and finally to Michael. As Linda passes Michael a cup of 

coffee, this gesture is accompanied with a meaningful glance and the briefest of touches 

with their hands. He returns her look, raises a shot glass, and says, “Here’s to Nick,” at 

which point the film freezes, the music rises, and the credits roll. 

 It is impossible to say whether this constitutes a “happy ending” particularly if we 

analyze the blocking and framing of Cimino’s camerawork. Nick’s wake seems like a 

terrible place for the couple’s union and it is impossible to read what the film’s ending 

forecasts. It seems that Michael and Linda can only be together if Nick is gone, but the 

cost is his death, a mighty price. As De Niro’s script only indicates his awareness that the 

scene be played silently and reverently, we can only surmise that the actor was also aware 

of the scene’s ambiguity and that he saw no need to make things any more clear. 

   

Conclusion 

 I have argued throughout this chapter that The Deer Hunter’s success is partly due 

to De Niro’s behind-the-scenes decision-making, in tandem with the subtle work of its 

performers. That De Niro was responsible for assembling and casting them should alert 

us not only to his devotion to a particular kind of performance style but also to the 

differing ways that he exerted his power within this latter part of this decade. Sometimes, 

as in The Deer Hunter’s pre-production phase, this meant overseeing certain aspects of a 

production while in others, it meant concentrating on aspects where he could make the 
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biggest impact. In the case of The Deer Hunter, this meant De Niro was integral to the 

writing, casting and location scouting. Additionally, Cimino provided his actors with a 

great deal of collaborative freedom to interpret the script so that they could give the 

authentic performances that mark the film.   

 I have demonstrated how De Niro’s role within The Deer Hunter required the actor 

to maintain a balance between drawing focus and allowing others to shine. The Deer 

Hunter provided De Niro with some of his most challenging scene partners. By analyzing 

scenes between De Niro and his co-stars, I examined how each of these pairings 

produced productive tensions within the film. For De Niro and Walken this accounted for 

the film’s homoerotic tension. As I noted, the actors’ guarded performances made it 

impossible to resolve this issue entirely. However, as I noted throughout the chapter, the 

level of intimacy and affection that the actors produce on screen not only contributed to 

the film’s polyvalent interpretation but may also account for the film’s broader appeal.  

 De Niro’s scenes with Streep produce an opposite reading, and the actor’s notes 

regarding this relationship reveals that the actor was aware of his character’s attraction to 

Linda. Within these scenes, I discussed how Streep’s technique of keeping secrets added 

complexity to her character and the fact that it is never clear what Linda’s motivations 

are, which is one of the main reasons that Streep’s performance as Linda is so 

memorable.  

 Finally, by discussing De Niro’s scenes with Cazale, I demonstrated how Cazale’s 

character and partner work brought out elements in De Niro’s performance that revealed 

Michael’s complexity and ambiguity. Not only did Cazale’s three-dimensional 
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performance make the audience feel sympathy for a presumably unlikeable character, but 

his work with De Niro forced De Niro to raise the stakes in terms of his own 

performance.   

 As acting within a film ensemble continues to be a blind spot within film analysis, 

my aim in explaining these on-screen relationships was to build a framework to consider 

the work between actors by exploring The Deer Hunter’s most memorable scenes. 

 Finally, I implied that De Niro’s blending of above-the-line roles increasingly 

became part of his own acting process, where De Niro began to resemble a producer 

rather than occupying the singular role of actor. In my next chapter, I will discuss how 

Raging Bull is the culmination of this process and ultimately, by this point in his career, 

De Niro’s method extended to almost all aspects of a production, including casting, 

writing and, at times, directing other actors within a scene. I will demonstrate with my 

discussion of Raging Bull, that De Niro seemingly built this film as a vehicle to display 

the final stage in his method.  
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Chapter 7 - Robert De Niro’s Raging Bull: The History of a Performance and a 
Performance of History 

 

“It was Bob’s film,” says Irwin Winkler, the producer of Raging Bull. By 

which he means that it was Robert De Niro’s driving passion, long before 

it became Martin Scorsese’s common-consent greatest work. At the time – 

the late ’70s – no one could understand what the actor saw in the life story 

of Jake La Motta, the brutal, yet curiously masochistic, middleweight 

boxing champion from 1949 to 1951, who may have been bull-like in the 

ring but was often more raving than raging when he was just trying to live 

his life. 

- Richard Schickel1 

 
 Having made my way through the key moments of De Niro’s career, I will now 

consider how Raging Bull not only marked another stage in the actor’s evolving method 

as this film set the precedent for his subsequent work as an actor-producer. Raging Bull, 

then, represents the final step in De Niro’s career evolution as well as his creative 

process. Not only does the film demonstrate De Niro at the top of his acting abilities but 

is a key site for considering industrial matters, including securing financing for the 

production (through Chartoff-Winkler and United Artists), the hiring and firing of staff 

(including Martin Scorsese, Mardik Martin and Paul Schrader), and setting a new 

standard for embodied performance. De Niro’s role at this point in his career resembled 

that of Robert Redford and Warren Beatty, who were sometimes more celebrated for their 

work behind the camera than in front of it and who functioned similarly to De Niro in 

their productions. Of the pair, Redford’s collaboration with Sydney Pollack is perhaps the 
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most appropriate parallel as the director and actor brought out the best in each other in 

their collaborative efforts, including Jeremiah Johnson (Pollack, 1972), The Way We 

Were (1973), Three Days of the Condor (1975), The Electric Horseman (1979), Out of 

Africa (1985) and Havana (1990).2 Perhaps partly because of De Niro’s unheralded 

production for Raging Bull, the actor brought something new to the screen with this 

performance, which was inevitably compared to Marlon Brando’s portrayal of Terry 

Malloy in On the Waterfront.3 The film also provided an explanation point to the New 

Hollywood decade and the directors saw their creative autonomy significantly 

diminished, perhaps accounting for the nostalgia that characterizes writing about the era.  

While De Niro may have begun his career under the tutelage of Stella Adler, the 

intensity and commitment that De Niro brought to his portrayal of Jake La Motta in 

Raging Bull (Martin Scorsese, 1980) transformed method acting into something wholly 

his own while setting a new standard for screen performance. As the papers reveal, De 

Niro’s famous weight gain was only one aspect of this comprehensive process which 

lasted nearly six years starting with the film’s lengthy pre-production. Up until principal 

photography De Niro supervised almost every aspect of the movie, optioning the story, 

hiring Mardik Martin to write the original treatment, rewriting various drafts of the script 

and training as a boxer at the hands of the man he was supposed to play. The ongoing 

(and rising) prominence of Raging Bull as a canonical American film prompts us not only 

to trace its history through the lens of De Niro’s significant participation but also to 
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assess how the actor’s records expand our contemporary notions of artistic collaboration 

within the movies.  

 The Raging Bull file in the Harry Ransom Center contains the actor’s personal 

record of his long process. Each of the boxes holds pieces of a much larger story, 

arranged chronologically and telling an unfiltered and unequivocal version of the film’s 

making. The archive holds De Niro’s own heavily marked copy of La Motta’s memoir, 

Raging Bull: My Story, that was sent to the actor by the fighter in 1974.4 It also holds 

Martin Scorsese’s hand-drawn storyboards that accompany the shooting script, endless 

script revisions, and the congratulatory telegrams and notes following the actor’s 

Academy Award win for Best Actor in 1981. In between, the twelve boxes of materials 

contain almost every newspaper reference to La Motta’s career, scorecards provided from 

old fans, the boxer’s personal family album, letters from Vikki La Motta, Al Pacino, and 

Meryl Streep, depositions from La Motta’s rape trial, and the lawsuit brought against De 

Niro by Joey La Motta. The actor’s messy handwriting covers nearly every one of these 

papers, marking De Niro’s involvement in virtually every stage of the production. 

Further, this handwriting reveals that the actor’s research process includes scriptwriting, 

interviewing real-life figures, making wardrobe choices, and actually understanding what 

a fighter goes through by becoming a credible middleweight boxer.  
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Illustration 22: Hand-drawn storyboards by Martin Scorsese, Raging Bull, 1980.  

 

Illustration 23: Images as they appeared in the final movie, Raging Bull, 1980.  

 

De Niro’s performance in Raging Bull provides new insights into his particular 

manifestation of “the method.” The actor researched the role for nearly six years then 

metaphorically wrote the real-life history of fallen champion Jake La Motta with his 



 241 

body. As a student of Stella Adler, De Niro incorporated character research – including 

period detail, accuracy of props, and an awareness of the social milieu – into his portrayal 

of La Motta. De Niro’s meticulous (and perhaps excessive) investigation surpasses 

comparable expressions of method acting to the point that director Elia Kazan [with 

whom he worked with in The Last Tycoon (1976)] remarked that he was a more 

dedicated actor than former method exemplars Marlon Brando and James Dean.5 

Famously, De Niro insisted that the production shut down for four months so that 

he could gain sixty pounds while eating his way across Italy. Based on his research, De 

Niro felt that La Motta’s obsession with weight was the key to understanding the 

character. Much like a historian would write a book about their findings, De Niro 

performs this history instead, interpreting the facts as truthfully as they apply to his 

character and acting them out. Upon principal photography, he extended the writing 

process with his flesh. This performance later became the raw material for Scorsese and 

editor Thelma Schoonmacher (who won the Academy Award for Best Editing) to shape 

in the film’s lengthy post-production. 

The History of a Performance: From Novel to Screen 

 The Raging Bull file includes ten revisions of the script, research materials, 

correspondence between De Niro and other key figures on the production, and, 

importantly, the actor’s hand-written notes in the margins of all of these materials. 
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Inspection of the files demonstrates that the actor is an active collaborator, avid 

researcher, and consummate perfectionist. The long numbered lists which accompany the 

actor’s personal scripts – containing character insights and revisions to dialogue – present 

a comprehensive portrait of the actor’s career writ large, the likes of which would take 

years to sufficiently catalogue.  

The story that the Raging Bull file presents begins in 1974 when Jake La Motta 

sent De Niro his autobiography, Raging Bull: My Story with the following inscription: 

To Bob De Niro! 

According to Pete - the only actor in the world that could play my crazy "whacked 

out" life and make it come Alive again... 

With love,  

Jake La Motta6 

 

The Pete in the inscription was Pete Savage, La Motta’s childhood friend, co-conspirator, 

and a figure who would eventually contribute significantly to Raging Bull to the point of 

earning a Producer credit (and small part) in the film. The novel also begins earlier than 

the movie, revealing details of La Motta’s childhood that consisted of petty criminal acts, 

a terrible family life and the consistency of his bare knuckle brawling. 

La Motta’s proposition caught the attention of the actor, who underlined this 

edition of the book on almost every page. In an interview with James Lipton, De Niro 

stated that while he did not think that the novel was very well written, it conveyed a 
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certain honesty as well as presenting certain episodes that the actor thought would make 

good scenes. 7 More than that, he thought that the boxer’s story was very cinematic as La 

Motta’s recollections were framed in a way that he believed resembled a black and white 

movie. These highlighted passages eventually served as later material for the film’s 

screenplay that began at De Niro’s behest and ultimately influenced the actor’s 

performance. One such scene was the fighter’s recollection of counting ceiling tiles 

before a fight while coping with dizziness and hunger. Three elements made their way 

from the novel to De Niro’s performance though not necessarily into the final script. One 

of these is the boxer’s obsession with “making the weight” and his revelation that he 

gained and lost over two thousand pounds throughout his career. The obsession with 

weight was taken by the actor as the key to portray La Motta and provides the rationale 

for the actor’s decision to gain the weight and stop production. Second, De Niro took to 

heart La Motta’s struggling with his animal instincts, culminating in the powerful prison 

scene and in which De Niro sobs “I’m not an animal” while hitting the brick walls with 

his bare hands. Finally, De Niro excerpted dialogue directly from the novel.  

De Niro’s copy of La Motta’s biography also provides the rare opportunity to 

recreate and revisit De Niro’s initial reactions to the material based on his hand-written 

notes in the margins. These notes often read “good,” as if the actor were judging (or, 

more appropriately, editing) the book’s merits. Often whole dialogue scenes are 

underlined, with the implication that they would translate well to film.8 The “good” 

theme is elaborated on page 71, which reads, “good feeling of frustration” and “rage and 



 244 

of being misunderstood,” as well as on page 144; “good dialogue” and “could be good 

scene.” This particular sequence is the famous violent confrontation between “Salvy” and 

“Joey” which erupts in a huge fight at the Copacabana club between actors Joe Pesci and 

Frank Vincent. At other times, the actor is clearly interested in the possibilities for 

improvisation and exploration of the character, as is indicated in the note on page 110, 

which reads “IMP [ortant] what have I done to self.”9  

A Robert De Niro Picture? 

Although Richard Schickel and Kevin Hayes have recently extrapolated De Niro’s 

significant role in shaping Raging Bull, traditional models of auteur cinema tend to 

privilege the director over every other creative role. This model diminishes the 

substantial work of the actor in the filmmaking process.10 As Scorsese’s stock has risen in 

the intervening decades since the film’s release, Raging Bull has become increasingly 

important to the director’s canon, viewed by many as his most significant achievement in 

the 1970s. Myriad reviews, retrospectives, and books on the film reinforce this 

perspective, as almost every one begins with an assessment of the director’s achievement, 

followed by the scriptwriters, and recognizing De Niro’s performance third, despite his 

much deserved Academy Award win for Best Actor.11 The Robert De Niro papers also 

reveal the important role that the actor played during the scriptwriting phase of the film in 

addition to establishing his role as a major creative force within the film. Although 

almost all of the reviews of the film credit Mardik Martin and Paul Schrader as 
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scriptwriters, Scorsese and De Niro actually ended up writing the final draft of the 

shooting script.12 

After he was finished reading the book De Niro commissioned someone to 

transcribe all of the underlined passages. This is the next significant document in the 

Raging Bull file, consisting of an envelope that reads, “transferred dialogue from book 

that's all” and containing reams of dialogue excerpted from the novel.13 In 1974, the actor 

brought this material to Scorsese while the director was shooting Alice Doesn’t Live Here 

Anymore. Scorsese expressed reservations about the project, to the point of saying that he 

wasn’t interested because he couldn’t relate to boxing at all.14 Nevertheless, the pair 

commissioned Mardik Martin (the screenwriter of Mean Streets and New York, New 

York) to write the initial treatment while Scorsese and De Niro worked on other projects. 

From 1978-9, while shooting The Deer Hunter, De Niro actually did a lot of the 

scriptwriting, working closely with Martin and going so far as to edit his work so that it 

conformed to the historical record. De Niro and Martin collaborated even further on a 

later outline, with inserted pages and notes from Mardik Martin, dated April 18 1978 and 

revised November 1st of the same year.15 This particular treatment has many notes on 

either side of the pages, suggesting that both actor and screenwriter were in close 

communication. On this note, Martin submitted his first (incomplete) draft of the 

screenplay called “Fighter (Raging Bull)” to De Niro, rather than Scorsese. The actor’s 

comments on the document indicate that he was serving as an editor and co-author at this 
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point, evidenced by his evaluative comments and by his crossing out Martin’s dialogue 

and replacing it with his own vernacular speech.  

To my mind, this writing is one of the most significant revelations of the papers. 

The files and examples that I have discussed in previous chapters contain similar rewrites 

by De Niro as he changes his dialogue to reflect common speech, regional accents and to 

hone in on particular (and often repeated) rhythms. As these notations are often undated, 

it is unclear whether this dialogue emerges within the rehearsal process and improvisation 

(as in De Niro’s most famous scene in Taxi Driver) or whether the actor came up with 

these rewrites on his own. Nevertheless, what the rewrites reveal is the actor’s 

extraordinary power to reshape the script to conform to his understanding of his 

character, particularly in his collaborations with Scorsese and from this point of his career 

onward.16 

Further correspondence between actor and writer makes it clear that De Niro was 

the driving force behind the project’s continued momentum, particularly when Scorsese 

was having trouble directing a stage play (the Broadway musical The Act, starring Liza 

Minelli) and struggling with his cocaine addiction.17 Dated 1978, Martin’s letter attests 

not only to this dilemma, but his deference to De Niro. It reads,   

Bobby,  

I still don't know if what I'm doing has, at least, the essence of what you want. I 

haven't been able to pull Marty away from his present project for comments and 
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advice. In fact, his current experience in stage play has been somewhat painful, so I 

think he's hesitating…getting involved in a process that's new to him. Also, he’s 

extremely tired…18 

Martin refers to De Niro as the decision maker and also to his desire to personally discuss 

changes in the screenplay’s structure.19 Although De Niro had his own career to manage, 

he was crucially involved in the scriptwriting process, which overlapped and extended 

into his performance in Raging Bull.20 

Scorsese recalls De Niro visiting him on Labor Day 1978 after the director had 

been hospitalized for exhaustion. The actor convinced the director to finally commit to 

the project and from there the pair worked together on the making of the film.21 Their 

first decision was to replace Mardik Martin with Paul Schrader to re-write the screenplay. 

On July 3, 1978 Schrader submitted his revision of the script to De Niro and Scorsese, for 

their perusal along with a memo attached to the script. This note indicates the changes 

that he made as a result of their discussions, and also that De Niro was still significantly 

in charge of the writing process. The note begins, “Bobby - What I gave you this morning 

didn't really indicate to my satisfaction some of the important character modifications 

and/or expansions.”22 Schrader’s most significant change was to come up with the film’s 

flashback structure, as well as combining the Pete Savage and Joey La Motta figures into 

a single character, which would get them into trouble when the production was sued by 

the real-life Joey after the film’s release. True to Schrader’s preoccupations, he also 

rewrote the jail scene to include Jake’s attempts to masturbate as he flashes back to all of 
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the women he slept with in his lifetime and which was cut at De Niro’s insistence. In 

Schrader’s subsequent draft, De Niro resumed his role of what we might call “historical 

guardian,” crossing out and correcting inaccuracies in addition to writing comments like 

“is this what happened?” 23 

De Niro and Scorsese also actively solicited an extensive amount of collaboration, 

meeting with the real-life figures from La Motta’s life. As the actor recounts, his end goal 

was to ensure historical accuracy. De Niro also valued the opinions of La Motta and his 

ex-wife Vikki, spending a weekend in Florida talking to her, sleeping on her couch and 

actively corresponding with her about the script.24 One such letter, sent from Vikki to De 

Niro is dated March 1979, and is a self-proclaimed “letter of uncalled for advice.” 

Addressing De Niro as “Dearest Bob,” it is a candid and highly intimate portrait of Vikki 

and Jake’s life together as relayed through the script. Her comments range from the fact 

that she never used the term “ain’t,” to how Jake reacted when Vikki used foul language. 

In addition, she reveals small details such as when certain songs were released or how 

Jake “might be dishevelled but, a stained shirt I've never seen even while drinking.” This 

correspondence marks not only De Niro’s commitment to portraying La Motta 

accurately, but the trust and goodwill that the real-life figures had for the actor getting it 

right.25 Collaboration and improvisation were also the key to De Niro’s on-screen 

relationship with Joe Pesci who played his brother, Joey La Motta, and Cathy Moriarity 

who played his young wife Vicki. 



 249 

Although De Niro received neither screenplay nor story credit, the final shooting 

script reads “Script Revised 2-1-79, M.S., R.D.N,” indicating the prominence of the 

actor’s contribution to the screenplay, particularly at this late juncture. This extension of 

De Niro’s performance through the writing process serves as a significant alteration of 

the historical record. De Niro’s desire to “perform” history suggests that the actor’s 

writing process continues onto his body, as seen in his remarkable on-screen 

transformation and the physical means through which the actor embodies La Motta.26 

Consequently, we might ask why De Niro did not receive a screenwriting credit – nor did 

he ask for one, despite the fact that he obviously could have – as well as asking whether 

the actor’s writing with his body still counts as writing.  

The Performance of History 

Interestingly, after Schrader’s revision, De Niro’s notations shifted significantly, 

suggesting that he had become closer to the acting process than the writing phase. These 

conclusions are based on the shift between De Niro’s third person “editing notation” on 

the earlier Martin drafts to his shift in perspective to the personal pronoun “I.”27 As with 

the many other versions of the script, the first page begins with a long numbered list 

containing the actor’s questions about the material and his character’s motivations. The 

possessive language is interesting here, as De Niro raises questions like: “What do you 

think I am losing or winning?” “I have a...sense of humor,” “I am thinking this is funny” 

and “I heckle people,” indicating that he had made a significant shift within his process.  
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 Evidence suggests that De Niro’s attention to detail on this film is borne of his 

desire to stick as close to the historical record as possible. Issues of realism, history, 

verisimilitude and artistic truth are all important to the way the actor perceived his role on 

screen. I am characterizing what De Niro does as something akin to a “historical 

performer,” much like people who re-enact historical battles. The actor’s ability to 

recreate Jake La Motta’s life within particular historical moments remains the heart of 

this performance, as well as his commitment to restaging the circumstances that 

conveyed the truth of the fighter’s everyday reality. In this regard, it is impossible to 

overstate the influence of Adler on Robert De Niro’s process, in addition to the teachings 

she derived from Stanislavski. Adler’s technique involved researching the character’s 

social milieu and class, as well as utilizing props and costumes that rooted the actor to 

these realities. For Adler, this was also a physical process, which De Niro obviously took 

to heart. In Raging Bull, the actor’s notation emphasises these physical details, as well as 

specific clues that denote the character’s class and ethnicity. At the same time, De Niro’s 

ability to inhabit the skin of La Motta for years transformed the method into something 

different than previous performances, inspiring actors of later generations of actors.  

The actor’s immersion into the life of La Motta was a process that took years. By 

La Motta’s own account, from 1978-79, De Niro trained every day with him in the gym 

for over a year in order to become fighting fit, no small accomplishment for the thirty-

five-year-old actor.28 La Motta recalls that by the end of the year, De Niro had boxed 

over one thousand rounds and could take on real opponents in the ring.29 The rationale for 
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this exercise was De Niro (and Scorsese’s) desire to recreate each fight, punch-for-punch, 

as related to the actual footage of the “cards” (the informal term meaning individual 

fights) that they had watched.30 Though Scorsese would later stylise these sequences, De 

Niro’s initial desire was to recreate the fights as they occurred. Furthermore, this work 

explains De Niro’s devotion to his craft, particularly as the actor felt he needed to 

experience the ring and understand what a fighter went through.  

Illustration 24: De Niro gained 60 pounds to play La Motta in his later years, Raging Bull. 



 252 

Illustration 25: De Niro also trained as a fighter to portray La Motta, Raging Bull 

 De Niro’s notes reflect his concern that he could convincingly portray a boxer, but 

also that La Motta’s obsession with his weight (both gaining it and losing it) was the key 

to understanding the fighter. His notes on the first page of his shooting script (dated 

August 17, 1979 – during the shooting of the film) suggests that upon the start of 

principal photography, De Niro felt he needed to earn the right to be in the ring with the 

other performers in the film, most of whom were real-life boxers. De Niro motivated 

himself by scrawling: “[r]emember, during all fights, you're not a fighter per se (or rather 

a fighter in fighter-style [...]) You can only do so much. But you must have that intention 

that aggression + have fun with it + it will give you what you need. Just concentrate on 

knocking the motherfucker out. Keep watching him, for my opening + keep my block 

up.”31  
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Illustration 26:  Page 1 of the Raging Bull Shooting Script with extensive notes. 



 254 

Another note reads, “I know I'm a fighter, I have the right to be a fighter + act like one 

physically + in every way,” illuminating his concern for legitimacy in the ring. Notes 

pertaining to the shooting of the fight sequences (entitled “Fight Stuff”) are also 

illustrative, ranging from comments about pulling his punches for the camera, to specific 

details of specific fights. In the recreated Tony Janiro fight, De Niro notes to remember, 

“that little hop, jump with left” and that “I have an air of confidence.” De Niro also 

attempted to recapture La Motta’s specific gestures during specific cards, writing “[i]n 

last Robinson fight clear rubbing of nose in 11th”). These last points reinforce De Niro’s 

and La Motta’s desire that the actor perform the particular fights by imitating the precise 

moves and sequences of punches that La Motta used, and underline his naturalistic and 

historically-informed portrayal of the role. 

The shooting script also contains some keen insights into the actor’s thought 

processes and perceptions about his character. For De Niro, it was important to humanize 

La Motta and to personally understand why the fighter was such an angry man. De Niro’s 

choice to gain sixty pounds for his portrayal of the older, grossly overweight La Motta is 

thus motivated by his greater understanding of La Motta’s focus on weight and the relief 

he felt when he no longer had to be careful about it. The actor wrote: “this whole scene 

good contrast to later when older and fatter…when can't fight it anymore: the weight, 

dieting, etc. (lost over 4000 lbs.) therefore, in a strange way, more relaxed, more of a 

clown.”32 This gain and loss was reflected in the production’s four-month hiatus, 

whereupon De Niro went to Italy to eat full time in order to gain the weight. According to 
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Scorsese, the weight gain was De Niro’s idea, as was the idea to suspend production.33 In 

keeping with this theme, perhaps one of De Niro’s biggest contributions was setting the 

stage for the public’s perception that gaining or losing weight is seen as the ultimate mark 

of great acting. 34 

De Niro’s notes on the first page of the script reveal the importance of this 

physical transformation of his character, reflecting the actor’s desire to “[a]lways think of 

ways to express self thru body...” A final page in the binder lists De Niro’s ideas on how 

to achieve these weight effects, ranging from “heavy breath[ing]” to having “cotton in 

mouth” to a “bulk of fat” to wearing smaller clothes in order to “accentuate what has to 

be accentuated.”35 De Niro’s attention to detail extends to every scene of the film. The 

actor’s notes explain his character’s motivations for each act, ranging from small printing 

that explains, “I'm like an animal, I move like an animal, I maybe grunt like an animal”36 

to notes extending to props and costumes. These notes range from his ideas about the 

specifics of materials and looks, (“white tux a with dinner jacket and black pants”) to a 

note regarding La Motta’s eating of a sandwich, where De Niro wrote that it was 

specifically of the “pepper and egg” variety,37 making him part costume designer and part 

art director as well. These notes conform to Adler’s teachings as well, as De Niro 

famously harnessed her instructions on using props to define the characters’ social status.  
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Illustration 27:  Make-up tests from the Raging Bull file.  
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De Niro tracked down every imaginable reference to La Motta’s career. Some of 

these documents are the yellowing newspaper clippings that one expects to find in any 

archive, while others are more obscure, including copies of La Motta’s own family 

album,38 bound volumes, correspondences, court transcripts and personal notes to the 

actor. 39 Of all of these findings, the binder that contains the final shooting script provides 

the most detail, as it is overstuffed with notes, personal letters and script revisions 

throughout.40 Absent are La Motta’s own films of the fights, which De Niro and Scorsese 

reportedly watched many times in order to accurately recreate, then stylise within the 

film. De Niro’s voracious research found any and all references to La Motta, no matter 

how obscure. Two full boxes are devoted exclusively to these materials, including an 

impressive array of news clippings taken from the fighter’s prime, in addition to (almost) 

every boxing magazine that mentions La Motta’s career, including retrospectives.41 

Within this file, De Niro has gone as far as to procure an article from the French 

magazine Paris-Match, which he had translated in order to gain insights into Jake’s title 

fight with Marcel Cerdan, entitled “Ah! C’est un nouveau qu’il nous faudrait!”42 In 

addition to these many articles about his boxing career, De Niro’s research includes 

writing about the boxer’s post-championship life, including an article from The Medicine 

Hat News, (a small-town Canadian publication) Saturday June 1, 1968, entitled “La 

Motta, Hunter big hits at Sportsmen's Banquet over 300 to attend,” as well as books about 

the art of boxing. 43  

 



 258 

De Niro as Witness 

Perhaps the most revelatory document in the Raging Bull file is the fascinating 

testimony in a deposition that De Niro offered when Joey La Motta sued the production. 

Ironically, the actor only revealed the intricacies of his craft process while under oath. As 

mentioned previously, De Niro’s, Scorsese’s and Schrader’s biggest departure from the 

historical record occurred when they combined the real-life figures of Joey La Motta and 

Pete Savage into the single character of Jake’s brother and manager Joey La Motta. 

Joey’s contention was that this new addition character defamed his character, as the 

creative team attributed criminal activities (including his character’s fictional ties to the 

mafia) to him when they actually were tied to Savage. The lawsuit further questions 

precisely what De Niro’s creative role was in the production of Raging Bull and the depth 

of his agency in the creative process.  

While the actor is notoriously elusive as to what his process entailed, a close 

reading of the court deposition reveals how the actor’s unique process straddled different 

roles, including writer and producer. The intense collaboration was extremely 

complicated and his preparation broke open the time-honoured categories of filmmaking, 

prompting the prosecuting attorney to go so far as to ask whether he had “any other 

function than as an actor in the particular film that we are here about today, The Raging 

Bull.” 44 According to the actor’s testimony, De Niro’s goal was to present the lives of 

these people as accurately as possible, while honouring their integrity. Regardless of 

whether this process can be considered “writing,” “producing, or “directing,” for De 
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Niro, these roles all contributed to a larger, more complex idea of biographical art, 

motivated through historical research and input from the real-life figures. In a moving 

portion of the transcript, the actor succinctly reveals his purposes for putting the film 

together, extending beyond his own motivations to a bigger ideal of dramatic truth. Here, 

De Niro stated: 

Of course you always try to make it as factual -- our intention was to make a movie 

that’s real, about real people, about people that were in some ways looked down 

upon and Jake was not a favorable-looking character. A lot of people didn't like 

him. That is what interested us about it and we did the film with much feeling and 

compassion for him and his brother and his wife and all concerned to make it 

right…To show their side, to show real people not just stereotyped which you see in 

all other movies. We did lots of work and it took us years and years to work on this 

thing, the fight, which we tried to make as factual and accurate as possible.45  

 

His desire was always to make the film “factual,” “a movie that’s real, about real people” 

and ultimately to do the film with much “feeling” and “compassion” for the characters 

and the real people that they were based on.46 Furthermore: 

You try to show the essence of something and make it the way you think it would 

be, that is what you call a creative thing. I wanted them to see everything so they 

knew what we were doing and what our ideas were and so they understand. It 

wasn't so much of a fact or expression and that was the thrust of the whole thing. I 

said it once and I’ll say it again, nobody would have made a movie as good about 

them with such love and feeling for it…47 
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Several key terms are worth mentioning here, particularly De Niro’s conflation of 

“factual” and “real” in addition to the creativity that occurs when putting together a film. 

Most importantly, De Niro discusses the care with which the parties attempted to put the 

material together, complete with the input from the real parties involved, including Joey. 

This material forces us to question the nature of filmmaking and collaboration while 

revealing that the papers present an increasingly complex vision of the moviemaking 

process.  

Analyzing Raging Bull from De Niro’s perspective allows me to modify previous 

theoretical models – film authorship, star and performance theory – to create a more 

nuanced view of performance and collaboration. A more nuanced view of Raging Bull 

would claim that Scorsese, Martin, Schrader, De Niro and Schoonmacher each possessed 

the auteur function at different times during the production. As the documents attest, De 

Niro possessed this function first, carrying the baton through the pre-production phase 

and to his eventual on-screen performance, complicating the notion of who did what and 

when. 

 Raging Bull can also be framed as a star text. Following Richard Dyer, we might 

say that Raging Bull provides a rare occasion when the story of De Niro’s extensive 

preparation spilled outside of the text, blurring the lines between private actor and public 

star.48 It is also worth recalling that while Scorsese’s star had fallen significantly when 

the film was released [after the sub-par box-office performance of New York, New York 
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(1977) as well as his wrestling with personal demons of addiction], De Niro established 

himself as a considerable acting force in the 1970s, with a solid string of hits and 

Academy Award and Golden Globe nominations (and wins) for The Godfather Part II 

(Coppola 1974), Taxi Driver (Scorsese 1976), The Deer Hunter (Cimino 1979) and 

culminating in his Best Actor win with Raging Bull. Thus, while the film is obviously a 

Scorsese work, it is simultaneously a De Niro vehicle, representing the best efforts of this 

fruitful collaboration. 

 

Raging Bull’s Critical Reception  
 

Raging Bull continues to gain value in the American film canon despite the fact that 

major critics like Pauline Kael and Andrew Sarris famously panned the film at the time of 

its release.49 Although it garnered mixed reviews (the praise was high and the criticism 

was sharp), De Niro’s performance was universally lauded, warranting comparisons to 

Brando and legendary actors of the previous generation. This achievement has gradually 

been overwhelmed by the film’s centrality within Scorsese’s canon. Raging Bull is now 

considered a masterpiece of American Cinema, having been canonized within the 

American Film Institute’s famous “100 Years, 100 Movies” list, where it has jumped 

from number twenty-five in 1998, to number four on the list within the span of only ten 

years.50 
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Raging Bull was somewhat of a divisive film at the time of its release. Though its 

eight Academy Award nominations seem to indicate that it was highly regarded, it lost in 

almost every category to Robert Redford’s Ordinary People, including Best Picture and 

Best Director. Critics were divided over whether it was even a likable film, with the 

major dailies conflicted over the issue. Reviewers agreed that the extreme devotion to his 

craft that De Niro brought to his portrayal of La Motta was something new and unique. 

Despite its initial drubbing by critics and defeat at the box-office, it was De Niro’s 

performance – rather than the director’s style – that sustained the film in its lean years 

before its eventual canonization. De Niro’s Best Actor Oscar win is not insignificant to 

this history.  

As evidenced by the congratulatory letters that De Niro kept, winning acclaim 

from his peers in the acting world, including Jane Fonda, Paul Newman, Meryl Streep, 

Jack Nicholson, and Al Pacino among many others was perhaps as gratifying to the actor 

than the award itself. In their congratulatory notes to De Niro, each of these figures 

marvelled at the intense commitment of the actor to his subject and to his craft.  In a 

hand-written note to De Niro, Pacino remarked that the film was “a monumental piece of 

Art” and an “inspiration” to him. Fonda was “overwhelmed” by De Niro’s performance, 

stating that she had “never seen anything like it” and that he had gone “way beyond any 

acting I've known about.” Newman wrote that he couldn’t “remember being humbled by 

an American actor for many a year” and that De Niro “did that in spades.”51 The film’s 

subjects – Jake and Vikki La Motta – were equally impressed by De Niro’s 
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accomplishment, with the boxer remarking that the actor’s “thoughtfulness will always be 

cherished” and with La Motta’s ex-wife stating that De Niro had “transferred the eyes of 

a young Jake and buried them deeply into [his] soul” which she suggested that the actor 

actually “stole”52 

By the end of the 1980s, Raging Bull’s critical reputation was rehabilitated on the 

heels of what is largely considered an abysmal decade in the American cinema.53 Today, 

Raging Bull is universally acclaimed as Scorsese’s American film masterpiece. Ty Burr 

of The Boston Chronicle remarks that “[t]he film that many considered the finest of its 

decade, Raging Bull, has aged well, and not just because it was filmed in black and 

white.”54 It bears repeating that the La Motta performance is held as a high watermark of 

De Niro’s stardom and abilities.55 Paradoxically, De Niro’s stock as an actor appears to 

have dropped as far as Scorsese’s has risen since these early successes. Though the actor 

won two acting Oscars in the 1970s leading into the 1980s (in addition to being 

nominated for his gripping performance in The Deer Hunter), since then he has only been 

nominated for three Academy Awards -- for Awakenings (Penny Marshall 1990) and 

Cape Fear (Scorsese 1992). That the actor was recently nominated for an Academy 

Award for his role in The Silver Linings Playbook (David O. Russell 2012), could mean 

that audiences, critics and his peers are once again prepared to take the actor seriously, 

although up until very recently, the actor remained outside of the critical sphere -- 

particularly because of his participation in critically disparaged comedies, and ignoring 
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his contributions as a film festival impresario, filmmaker, philanthropist and film 

producer.  

 

Ultimately it is the actor’s consideration of La Motta’s history, and his respect of 

performing it accurately that differentiates this film role from others. The emphasis on 

realism and artistic truth is embodied by his physical transformation within the film and 

is the culmination of his research process, written, as Taubin has suggested, upon his 

flesh.56 Elsewhere, Peterson has characterized De Niro’s physical transformation as a 

manifestation of his “blunt instrument.” Peterson suggests that the actor’s performance is 

at its most intense “in its attention to the sharpening of that instrument in the actor’s 

training” and “its subsequent blunting in his celebrated weight gain.” 57  The implication 

here is that the net effect of De Niro’s performance as received by the viewer consists of 

an interrelated knowledge on the part of the spectator and actor that what the actor is 

presenting is real, if only on the level of his physical performance.  His closeness to the 

source material, his access to the real-life figures, and his extended process infuse Raging 

Bull with a unique and significant quality, the likes of which De Niro attempted later in 

his career, albeit with mixed results. The files reveal that his research becomes most 

intense when he can base his portrayals on real-life figures, such as Jimmy Conway in 

GoodFellas and Lefty Rosenthal in Casino. It is almost as if De Niro was working as a 

historian, but applying his extensive research to his particular medium, rather than a 

written report on an era. Thus, the De Niro papers illuminate the depth of the actor’s 
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research process, in addition to illuminating the actor’s role as a collaborator. De Niro is 

both a writer and a performer, though his writing begins with the research process and 

extends to his embodiment as a character on screen. The actor’s intense commitment to 

historical accuracy is a significant part of this process, as is his devotion to interviewing 

the real-life figures involved in these stories, feeling how they felt and wearing what they 

wore. 

 De Niro’s work in Raging Bull complicates and illuminates our understanding of 

his creative practice, particularly as the De Niro Papers provide an alternate history that 

has been lacking in contemporary accounts of the film’s canonical status. These primary 

documents reveal the intricacies of De Niro’s elusive process, while cataloguing the 

extent of labour that the actor expended. Finally, the papers offer an opportunity to 

reassess De Niro’s significant contributions to American movie making in the past forty 

years, particularly as they shed light on his creative involvement in the pre-production, 

writing and acting phases of a movie’s life. In this vein, it is worth considering how De 

Niro’s work extends to issues of film authorship, star and performance theory and history 

as the actor’s involvement eclipses the boundaries between all of these categories. 
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Conclusion: 

 During the course of this chapter, I have countered the contemporary view of 

Raging Bull (as a canonical Martin Scorsese picture) by outlining De Niro’s involvement 

in the making of the film. In doing so, I have offered a parallel narrative which reinserts 

De Niro into the history of the New Hollywood while asserting that by tis point in his 

career he was a major creative force within the industry. Returning to my research 

question, my goal was not strictly to replace one auteur (Scorsese) with another (De Niro) 

but to explain how sometimes the best works emerge from many different artists 

contributing their best efforts.  

 At the same time, the narrative that I have built in this study reveals that Raging 

Bull represents a culmination of sorts for De Niro’s method and his filmmaking practices. 

For one, it marks the first occasion where he initiates a production by finding the 

material, supervising its development, convincing Scorsese to direct, and ultimately 

rewriting its screenplay before acting in it. Although the practice of actors finding and 

shaping their own material is standard in Hollywood, what distinguishes Raging Bull is 

that it is a vehicle built by the actor to fully embrace the constituent elements of his 

acting method, which grew steadily more complex.   

Not only does Raging Bull display De Niro’s collaborative practices that I have 

discussed in previous chapters but his preparation methods – including research, 

ethnography, learning new skills wardrobe and ultimately embodying the character – 
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distinguish this role from many others in the history of film. That De Niro seemingly 

built Raging Bull from the ground up implies that he recognized its potential as a 

showcase to display his unique brand of acting. What distinguishes this role from, say, 

Robert Redford’s shaping the production of All the President’s Men (another film that 

has recently been viewed from the perspective as an actor-producer) is that one of the 

main purposes of Raging Bull is to display De Niro’s skill and performance.58 

As Michael Peterson, writing about Raging Bull stated, “[t]ransformation of an 

actor's body size has remained one of the benchmarks of excellence in cinematic acting, 

with De Niro's feat often cited as the defining instance of an actor’s physical 

transformation.” 59Peterson also characterizes the film as a “meta-drama” which 

“constructs De Niro as a knowing, creative, authorial agent who constructs an unknowing 

character,” evoking one of the chief paradoxes of the film (83). Realizing Raging Bull’s 

“meta-drama,” then, means not only recognizing De Niro’s performance but also his 

essential role in the film’s production history.   

De Niro’s performance in Raging Bull is closely aligned with performance art 

movements that he was likely exposed to as a theatre artist in the 1960s and which he 

refined over the course of his work in film in the 1970s. As Peterson states, De Niro’s 

weight gain and loss, in this film and throughout his career, links him to a larger 

movement of “endurance artists,” such as Chris Burden, whose “bodily mortifications,” 

included shooting himself and being “crucified…on a Volkswagen.”60 These and other 
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artists, Peterson distinguishes as representing a “field of performance work that is very 

diverse,” in addition to being notable for the “creation of a sense of white masculinity 

constituted through stoic suffering.”61 The paradox of De Niro’s performance in Raging 

Bull is that it invites comparisons to these artists through De Niro’s physical 

transformation while simultaneously divorcing them of their political resonance within 

the context of a Hollywood film. 

In many ways, Hal Hinson’s commentary about De Niro’s method seems an 

appropriate point to end my discussion. Hinson is right when he states that Raging Bull 

and The King of Comedy designate De Niro as the Method’s “Dead End Kid.”62 

Certainly, Raging Bull marks the end of something significant. Perhaps more crucially, it 

is necessary to state that by the time De Niro made those two films, the role of the artist, 

actor and star had also changed significantly and perhaps for good. After the New 

Hollywood era ended after 1980, De Niro would also have to adapt to the new industrial 

realities ushered in by the Hollywood blockbuster, just as Marlon Brando did when he 

accepted the highest paycheck ever for his small role in Superman (Richard Lester 1978). 

In other words, De Niro’s transformation of the Method may have represented the end of 

a particular style of acting but this change was also inexorably tied to the history, industry 

and cultural context in which his method emerged. 

Keeping in mind the unique history that I have outlined in these pages, it is likely 

that no one will be able to repeat De Niro’s acting feats in the 1970s. This may even be 
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true of De Niro himself, who has tried, in his various ways, to rebottle his unique 

chemistry with Scorsese in Cape Fear (1991) and Casino (1995), where he directed 

himself [A Bronx Tale (1993), The Good Shepherd (2006)] or where he has taken 

supporting roles [as in the case of his portrayal of Louis in Quentin Tarantino’s Jackie 

Brown (1997) or his recent Academy Award nominated supporting role of Pat Solitano 

Senior In Silver Linings Playbook (David O. Russell, 2012)].  

As I have discussed throughout this study, repeating De Niro’s feat in Raging 

Bull, or even adopting his unique method would require someone to become much more 

than merely an actor. It would require someone who had accumulated enough stature, 

box-office draw, critical accolades, cultural capital, collaborative partnerships and a 

proven acting method to pull it off -- and I know of only one person that possessed all of 

these ingredients within a single moment of history.  
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Chapter 8: Conclusion: De Niro in the New Hollywood 

 

Before anyone realized it, there was a movement – instantly dubbed the New 

Hollywood in the press – led by a new generation of directors. This was to be a 

directors’ decade if there ever was one. Directors as a group enjoyed more 

power, prestige, and wealth than they ever had before. The great directors of the 

studio era, like John Ford and Howard Hawks, regarded themselves as nothing 

more than hired help (over-) paid to manufacture entertainment, storytellers who 

shunned self-conscious style lest it interfere with the business at hand. New 

Hollywood directors, on the other hand, were unembarrassed – in many cases 

rightly so – to assume the mantle of the artist, not did they shrink from developing 

personal styles that distinguished their work from that of other directors. 

- Peter Biskind1 

 
Although there are alternatives to Peter Biskind’s freewheeling account of the 

New Hollywood, above all, the author’s casting of the decade as a “director’s cinema” 

prevails. Nostalgia for the era – perpetuated by Biskind and others – has only exacerbated 

this situation, characterized by statements such as this one, which states that the “thirteen 

years between Bonnie and Clyde and Heaven's Gate in 1980 marked the last time it was 

really exciting to make movies in Hollywood,” but that it was also “the last time that 

people could be consistently proud of the pictures that they made, the last time the 
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community as a whole encouraged good work, the last time there was an audience that 

could sustain it.”2 Of course, the “people” Biskind refers to are really just directors. 

While it is true Francis Ford Coppola, Martin Scorsese, Michael Cimino, William 

Friedken, Peter Bogdonovich, Hal Ashby and many others were heavily responsible for 

these dynamic and exciting films, reciting history from this perspective undermines the 

significant contributions of the many other writers, editors, actors and craftspeople. One 

side-effect has been to marginalize the central role of the actor in the pre-production 

phase of a film where an A-List star (such as Robert De Niro) may wield significantly 

more power on a set than a particular director and whose role in a production was much 

more complex than has previously been reported. That De Niro has been considered as 

merely an extension of a director’s will, or Scorsese’s on-screen surrogate, 

misunderstands that the essential core of this relationship is one of artistic collaboration.  

As an alternative, I have countered Biskind’s view by examining Robert De 

Niro’s significant contributions to this era. It is no accident my timeline corresponds to 

Biskind’s. Likewise, my decision to begin with De Niro’s films from 1967 and ending 

with Raging Bull is a strategic one. In doing so, this study not only parallels Biskind’s 

own but overlays the actor’s career on top of this historical field with new and often 

surprising results. 

 The question I posed at the beginning of this dissertation asked how one reinserts 

De Niro into history as an agential figure (or author) without reproducing the kinds of 
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scholarship that has previously excluded him. I also asked why there was so little writing 

related to Robert De Niro, particularly regarding his creative role in the New Hollywood. 

Related to this question is the issue of whether De Niro is something singular or 

symptomatic within the era. As I have discussed throughout, I think that he can be both. 

By tracing De Niro’s rise from supporting player to star and award-winning actor, I 

chronicled the actor’s movement from an Adler-trained stage neophyte, to eager film 

collaborator, to Scorsese’s creative partner, and finally to a producer-actor whose 

instincts, decisions and research regarding a film ultimately led him to shape these 

projects according to his artistic sensibilities in a role that is closer to that of a producer.  

The sparse writing about the actor proved insufficient to fully consider De Niro in 

the 1970s, and the result is that the work of others – especially directors like Martin 

Scorsese and Michael Cimino – has overshadowed his significant labors. Throughout this 

study, I have explained that one reason for this omission is due to the actor’s intense need 

for privacy, and his modesty -- two issues that work against the contemporary notions of 

authorship and agency. The actor’s reluctance to give interviews has left researchers with 

no way to analyze his contributions to productions, especially his significant creative 

labor within them. Following Derek Johnson and Jonathan Gray’s recent revision of the 

authorship discourse, we might say that part of the problem when considering De Niro 

has not been his creative “control” or “power” within a production, but his lack of interest 

in the “management of meaning” after he performs his role an issue increasingly crucial 

for a figure’s anointment within the sphere of contemporary authorship.3  
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As I have traced De Niro’s career and development as a filmmaker, I have 

marshaled the primary evidence to establish something of a counter-narrative. Since the 

competing discourses – particularly concerning the notion of directorial authorship – are 

so firmly entrenched, this seemed the best course of action. Beginning with his 

inheritance as a Greenwich Village resident turned actor during New York City’s cultural 

renaissance, I rehearsed how the city of his birth and the people he trained with were 

integral parts of his artistic make-up. As he moved from theatre classes, then to the stage, 

then to film, his method gradually evolved, particularly with his early efforts with Brian 

De Palma, Roger Corman, John D. Hancock and Martin Scorsese. With each subsequent 

film, the actor gained the confidence to alter the script as he saw fit, on some occasions 

functioning as a supplementary screenwriter, while on others he worked intimately with 

the director and other actors to come up with new material that shaped the overall 

production. 

From his collaborations with Scorsese onward, we find specific occasions in 

which De Niro’s actions exceeded the traditional boundaries of acting. De Niro became 

steadily more involved in aspects of the production side of the equation that actors do not 

usually do, as in the cases of Mean Streets, Taxi Driver, The Deer Hunter and Raging 

Bull. In these films De Niro’s increasing involvement proved to be correlated with his 

growing critical and commercial stature. His ability to get films green-lit granted him a 

significant degree of authority to shape a production during the pre-production and 

principal photography phases. Meanwhile, his acting skills grew along with this power, 
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resulting in a much more complex equation regarding the actor’s role on-set, not to 

mention his expansion of an already elaborate creative process. In the making of Taxi 

Driver, for instance, my research clearly shows he deserves much more credit for the 

final conception of Travis Bickle than has previously been assigned. Regarding The Deer 

Hunter, De Niro’s creative role extended into the screenwriting, scouting and casting 

phases. De Niro’s authorial position reached a culmination of sorts on Raging Bull, for 

which he supervised many aspects of the production -- with his intense performance 

serving as only one among many of the creative elements he was responsible for. The 

result is incontrovertible proof that urges us to reexamine some assumptions regarding 

the role of actors – and particularly stars of De Niro’s talent and caliber – in the overall 

filmmaking process. Consulting this massive array of primary sources proved a daunting 

task, requiring a balance of this subjective record alongside present histories of the New 

Hollywood.   

 De Niro’s notes relating to his acting technique – a resource that we have rarely 

had from any actor, let alone from a figure so famous for these skills – also lend insight 

into the creative process of a single actor over the course of his career. My aspiration for 

this project was producing a new framework that considers and documents actors’ labor 

within a production. This study provides an initial step in the formulation of such a 

framework. Compared to traditional studies of decades or eras – which generally 

privilege directors over all other roles – one further outcome might provide a more 

accurate means of reporting history by concentrating on the efforts of actors. 
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 The De Niro Collection, then, provides compelling evidence of the beginning 

stages of the actor’s rise to a position of unprecedented power within the industry. They 

also indicate the obvious need to revisit De Niro’s many contributions within the era 

which, in turn, has broad implications to the way we consider other actors. Examining 

figures who also controlled aspects of productions, such as Robert Redford, Warren 

Beatty, Clint Eastwood, Barbra Streisand, and Jack Nicholson, presents another 

worthwhile path of study. As De Niro only came to directing later in his career, his 

stature and stardom has yet to be disentangled from his work as a ‘mere’ actor. Thus, 

until now, he has been viewed differently than each of these figures, especially as he has 

never actively campaigned for his importance nor does he seem concerned with his 

legacy. His donation to the Harry Ransom Center, however, likely indicates that this 

attitude is changing and that he is ready for scholars to assess what this legacy is. 

 

Theoretical Implications   

The implications of this project potentially impact the field in the following ways. 

First, consulting primary archival material reveals that actors and directors wield power 

on a set -- bringing with them significant creative input, demands, and idiosyncrasies. 

Second, De Niro began as an actor with a somewhat orthodox approach to method acting, 

but this evolved as he made the move to film, as his critical, commercial and 

collaborative stature grew and as his bodily transformations became more pronounced. 

Third, De Niro’s version of the method became part of his star image, replacing the 
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‘personal’ traits that we normally associate with stardom with ‘professional’ details 

related to his craft. In this respect, his extreme bodily transformations permanently 

changed the public understanding of acting for audiences, not to mention influencing 

later generations of actors and actresses. Fourth, De Niro’s creative involvement 

enhanced the work of certain directors and Cimino’s in particular whose efforts never 

again came close to his collaboration with De Niro. Finally, using the archival resource of 

the De Niro Collection, I argued for an intervention of sorts into the well-established 

theories of authorship and stardom, as well as histories of the New Hollywood.  

This project urges us to return to the archive so that we can discover and unearth 

stories that have previously been obscured. As the major figures from the New 

Hollywood continue to donate their materials to various archives, it is imperative that we 

revisit this important period by supplementing existing accounts with the newly-acquired 

resources of Scorsese, Clint Eastwood (Wesleyan University), Paul Schrader (UT 

Austin), Peter Bogdanovich (Indiana Bloomington) and Hal Ashby (UCLA).  

 I would urge future researchers and scholars to seriously consider actors – such as 

De Niro, Streep, Nicholson, Redford, Beatty, Hackman, Burstyn, Hoffman, Eastwood – 

as instrumental contributors within the matrix of the filmmaking process. That film 

studies has only moved so far in considering the question of what an actor does in a 

movie proves that we still have a great deal of distance to travel regarding individual 

efforts not to mention partner and ensemble work, issues that I explored in these pages. 
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Recommendations for Future Research  

 Since the New Hollywood is one of the most well established moments in film 

history, it paradoxically holds the most potential for negotiating space for De Niro’s place 

within it. As I have stated throughout this study, De Niro seems an extreme case study 

whose presence in the New Hollywood urges our renegotiation of this “cinema of 

directors” to what might more appropriately be dubbed a “cinema of collaborators.” 

Perhaps more appropriately, we might expand the New Hollywood’s auteur trope to 

include hyphenates, a term which would move beyond typical discussions of actor-

directors such as Eastwood, Beatty, Redford and to actor-producers, like De Niro. 

 Returning to my idea of a longitudinal study of an actor’s career, recalling that De 

Niro worked consistently during the past fifty years provides future scholars with a 

remarkable core sample to consider this important figure’s career. Further research could 

potentially use De Niro’s career as a system to explain the moments of transformation in 

Hollywood. In this vein, analysis of the actor’s continuous reinvention of his star persona 

from supporting character player to action star [in the ’80s and early ’90s in films such as 

Brazil (Terry Gilliam, 1985), Angel Heart (Alan Parker, 1987), The Untouchables (Brian 

De Palma, 1987), and Midnight Run (Martin Brest 1988)], to director and executive 

producer (as founder of TriBeCa Films and director of A Bronx Tale) is another avenue 

worthy of exploration. De Niro’s turn to popular and broad comedy -- the Fockers films, 

Analyze This, Wag the Dog (Barry Levinson, 1997), Rocky and Bullwinkle (Des 

MacAnuff, 2000), Shark Tale (Bergeron, Jenson and Letterman, 2004) -- which funded 
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his later efforts as real-estate magnate, restaurateur and film festival impresario is yet 

another. Undeniably, there is a great deal of work to be done to accurately untangle the 

complexity of Robert De Niro.  

Further work also remains to be done on the relationship between Scorsese and 

De Niro utilizing these invaluable resources. In my work as a research assistant for the 

Berlin Kinemathek’s 2013 “Martin Scorsese Exhibit,” I had the opportunity to review the 

Collection’s extensive holdings on The King of Comedy, GoodFellas, Cape Fear and 

especially Casino, which indicate that the De Niro/Scorsese collaboration continued to 

evolve over time. I am also interested in studying De Niro’s directorial debut, A Bronx 

Tale reading its production history by consulting the significant materials devoted to this 

film in the Harry Ransom Center. 

 

Limitations of the Study  

 As this current effort was devoted to renegotiating De Niro’s creative role within 

the New Hollywood, I had to make difficult decisions about what to include and what to 

cut. I would have liked to delve further into the actor’s work in The Godfather Part II, 

which contains a remarkable performance by De Niro in an important film and accounted 

for his first Academy Award win. However, this file is one of the few with sparse 

holdings. My favorite De Niro performance – as Rupert Pupkin in The King of Comedy – 

was too far outside my focus of study, despite the fact that this is one of the most 

interesting files I encountered in the archive. As mentioned previously, the full story of 
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De Niro and Scorsese’s collaborations is ultimately a different project --urging us to 

analyze their entire output rather than the films I analyzed here.  

It is no far cry to state that the De Niro Collection is a game changer. Not only 

does it have the potential to reorient our director-centered approach to film studies and re-

think the 1970s Hollywood New Wave cinema, but it is also an expansive collection, 

similar to the David O. Selznick Papers, or other archival resources that have been used 

by scholars to reveal more about the era these figures worked in, than the individuals who 

donated them. I believe the De Niro Collection does the same, and I look forward to 

reading future scholarship that emerges from the archive that I have been so fortunate to 

plumb the depths of for the past five years. 

 

Notes 

                                                
1  Biskind 15. 
2 ibid. 17. 
3 Johnson and Gray 4. 
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