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GOODFELLAS (1990)  

De Niro reunited with Martin Scorsese - as well as his
Raging Bull and Once Upon a Time in America costar,

Joe Pesci - for this masterfully frenetic look at life in the
Mafia through the eyes of Henry Hill (Ray Liotta), a one-
time mobster who rose through the ranks as a young man
before famously turning informant in the early ‘80s.
Scorsese employed a stellar ensemble cast for Goodfellas,
including a number of future stars (among them Samuel L.
Jackson), but the movie’s real draw came from the terrible
true story at its center, and how convincingly the seduc-
tive pull of the criminal lifestyle was portrayed. “You walk
away,” wrote Richard Schickel for TIME Magazine, “tanta-
lized by a view into the darkest part of yourself, glad that
that part is still behind bars.”

Aviscerally violent, ruthlessly
gripping, adrenaline-soaked depic-

tion of one man’s self-destructive spiral, Raging
Bull represents what can happen when a star believes

in a project enough to fight for it - and when a director
believes he’s down to his last chance at redemption, not only

as a filmmaker but as a human being. De Niro won a Best Actor
Oscar for his mesmerizing turn as real-life boxer Jake LaMotta,

and it’s easy to understand why - even without the 70 pounds he
packed on to play LaMotta’s post-retirement years, his commit-
ment to the role is impossible to miss. Just as impressive is
Scorsese’s work, which earned him a Best Director nomination
(and the film a Best Picture nomination); this is a movie that pres-
ents a protagonist who is essentially unlikeable and wholly

relatable in equal measure, and dares the viewer to look away.
As Amy Taubin wrote for the Village Voice, “The most obvi-

ous basis for the film’s claim to greatness lies in
Scorsese’s devastating critique of the very codes of

masculinity that shaped him as a filmmaker,
and in Robert De Niro’s performance,

through which that critique is
made flesh.”
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HEAT (1995)

The ensemble heist thriller that most ensemble heist
thrillers wish they were, Michael Mann’s Heat would have

been noteworthy even if all it did was bring Robert De Niro
and Al Pacino together for a few scenes. Happily, the movie’s
much more than that: Mann juggles his incredible cast (which
also included Val Kilmer, Natalie Portman, Ashley Judd, and
Jon Voight) as deftly as he manages the many moving parts in
a storyline pitting a dogged cop who’s sacrificed his family for
his career (Pacino) against a notorious criminal (De Niro), top-
ping the whole thing off with stellar cinematography that
makes Los Angeles look positively incredible. “Just when it
seemed that the only hope for crime movies lay in the post-
modernist artifice of films like Pulp Fiction, Mann reinvests the
genre with brooding, modernist conviction,” applauded
Newsweek’s David Ansen. “This one sticks to your gut.” -
(www.rottentomatoes.com) 

ONCE UPON A TIME IN AMERICA (1984)  

Director Sergio Leone pursued Once Upon a
Time in America through over a decade of

development after falling in love with the source
material, Harry Grey’s novel The Hoods, and at one
point envisioned completing it as a pair of three-
hour films - a fittingly expansive running time for
the epic saga of a group of Jewish kids who rise
from penny-ante hoods in 1920s Manhattan and
later grow up to become key figures among the
city’s organized crime element. Portraying main
character David “Noodles” Aaronson, De Niro
anchored a solid ensemble cast that also included
James Woods and Elizabeth McGovern, but none
of them were enough to overcome the array of
edits faced by the film after Leone turned it in to
the studio - including the American edit, which
rearranged the storyline into chronological order
and trimmed the whole thing down under two
hours and 20 minutes. In more recent years, a
restored 251-minute version has seen release,
finally allowing audiences to experience a closer
approximation of its director’s vision. As John Hartl
wrote for Film.com, “Seeing what Leone always
intended is like getting your dirty glasses washed.”


