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Introduction: 
THE GREATEST GANGSTER MOVIE YOU’VE NEVER SEEN: Abel Ferrara’s The Funeral

In the dimly lit alleys of the gangster genre, there exists a realm of shadows and intrigue where morality is murky, and power reigns supreme. It is within this captivating world that we embark on a journey, guided by the cinematic prowess of visionary director Abel Ferrara and his landmark film, “The Funeral.” Through the lens of this gritty and atmospheric masterpiece, we delve deep into the heart of organized crime, exploring its dark complexities and timeless themes. “The Funeral” stands as an overlooked cornerstone of the gangster genre, a film that transcends its narrative confines to offer a profound meditation on family, loyalty, and the human condition. Set against the backdrop of 1930s New York City, the film follows the tumultuous journey of the Tempio brothers as they navigate the treacherous waters of organized crime and personal tragedy. With its richly developed characters, haunting imagery, and thematic depth, “The Funeral” serves as the perfect entry point for our exploration of the gangster genre and the themes that define it. But my journey does not end with “The Funeral.” In these pages venture further into the cinematic universe of Abel Ferrara, uncovering the hidden gems and profound insights that await us. Through in-depth interviews with filmmaker Abel Ferrara, director of photography Ken Kelsch, production designer Charlie M. Lagola, costume designer Mindy Eshelman, and producer Mary Kane we will gain a deeper understanding of the creative process behind Ferrara’s films and the meticulous attention to detail that brings his vision to life. From the gritty streets of “Bad Lieutenant” to the existential despair of “The Addiction,” Ferrara’s films serve as windows into the human soul, revealing the darkness and complexity that lurk within us all. Through the exploration of his work, you will uncover the timeless themes and universal truths that have made Ferrara one of the most influential voices in cinema. Join me as we journey into the heart of the gangster genre, guided by the masterful hand of Abel Ferrara and his unforgettable film, “The Funeral.” I unravel the mysteries of organized crime and discover the hidden depths of human nature that lie beneath the surface. Welcome to the world of shadows, where truth is elusive, and danger lurks around every corner.
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Author Danny Stewart: This book meant a great deal to him and is dedicated to his sister, Sian Stewart, and Ken Kelsch, who are constantly watching over him. They had a profound effect on his life and creative process. Their spirits are the wind at his back, urging him to keep moving forward.



Chapter 1

Abel Ferrara: The King in New York Filmmaking
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Abel Ferrara in Sintra at Lisbon Film Festival 2017. Photo Credit: Ilya Mauter.i

Abel Ferrara, a renowned filmmaker from the United States, has established a strong reputation for himself with his daring and controversial films. With a dedicated focus on independent filmmaking, Ferrara has directed over 20 feature films. His notable works frequently revolve around gritty crime thrillers set in the bustling metropolis of New York. Some of the films he has directed include “9 Lives of a Wet Pussy” (1976), “The Driller Killer” (1979), “Ms. 45” (1981), “Fear City” (1984), “The Gladiator” (1986), “China Girl” (1987), “The Loner” (1988), “Cat Chaser” (1989), “King of New York” (1990), “Bad Lieutenant” (1992), “Body Snatchers” (1993), “Dangerous Game” (1993), “The Addiction” (1995), “The Funeral” (1996), “The Blackout” (1997), “New Rose Hotel” (1998), “‘R Xmas” (2001), “Mary” (2005), “Go Go Tales” (2007), “Chelsea on the Rocks” (2008), “Napoli, Napoli, Napoli” (2009), “4:44 Last Day on Earth” (2011), “Welcome to New York” (2014), “Pasolini” (2014), “Piazza Vittorio” (2017), “Alive in France” (2017), “The Projectionist” (2019), “Tommaso” (2019), “Siberia” (2020), “Sportin’ Life” (2020), “Zeros and Ones” (2021), and “Padre Pio” (2022). These films delve deeply into the realm of urban violence while also exploring profound spiritual and existential themes.

Abel Ferrara is considered one of the most daring and provocative filmmakers of his generation, known for his uncompromising approach to storytelling, visceral style, and exploration of taboo subjects. Throughout his prolific career, Ferrara has tackled a wide range of themes and genres, earning both critical acclaim and controversy.

Ferrara’s films often explore the darker aspects of human nature, delving into themes such as guilt, redemption, addiction, and the search for meaning in a morally ambiguous world. From his early exploitation films like “The Driller Killer” to his gritty crime dramas like “King of New York” and “Bad Lieutenant,” Ferrara has demonstrated a penchant for confronting uncomfortable truths and pushing artistic boundaries. His films are characterized by their raw authenticity, provocative subject matter, and unflinching portrayal of violence and depravity.

One of the recurring themes in Ferrara’s work is the exploration of moral ambiguity and the complexities of the human psyche. In films like “Bad Lieutenant” and “The Funeral,” Ferrara presents morally flawed protagonists who grapple with their own demons and struggle to find redemption in a world devoid of morality. These characters are often depicted as antiheroes, navigating the murky waters of crime and corruption while wrestling with their own inner demons. Ferrara’s exploration of moral ambiguity challenges traditional notions of heroism and villainy, forcing audiences to confront uncomfortable truths about human nature.


Ferrara’s films frequently examine the intersection of religion, spirituality, and existential angst. Whether it’s through the lens of Catholic guilt in “Bad Lieutenant” or the existential despair of “The Addiction,” Ferrara’s films often grapple with questions of faith, redemption, and the meaning of existence. Religious iconography and symbolism are recurring motifs in his work, serving as a backdrop for his characters’ existential struggles and moral dilemmas.

In terms of reception, Ferrara’s films have elicited a wide range of reactions from critics and audiences alike. While some have praised his bold vision and uncompromising storytelling, others have criticized his films for their graphic content and controversial subject matter. Ferrara’s willingness to tackle taboo subjects and push the boundaries of conventional storytelling has made him a polarizing figure in the world of cinema. However, his work has undeniably left a lasting impact on the film industry, inspiring countless filmmakers and challenging audiences to confront uncomfortable truths about the human condition.

In addition to his thematic explorations, Ferrara’s life and personal struggles have also influenced his filmmaking style. Known for his tumultuous personal life and battles with addiction, Ferrara brings a raw authenticity to his films that reflect his own experiences and world view. His films often feel like personal, cathartic expressions of his inner turmoil, with Ferrara using cinema as a means of grappling with his own demons and seeking redemption.

Abel Ferrara’s body of work represents a bold and uncompromising exploration of the human condition, characterized by its raw authenticity, provocative subject matter, and unflinching portrayal of violence and depravity. Throughout his career, Ferrara has tackled a wide range of themes and genres, earning both critical acclaim and controversy. While his films may not be to everyone’s taste, there’s no denying the impact that Ferrara has had on the world of cinema, challenging audiences to confront uncomfortable truths about the human condition and inspiring countless filmmakers to push the boundaries of conventional storytelling.
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Abel Ferrara at the Cannes Film Festival. Photo Credit: 
Georges Biardii
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Abel Ferrara. Photo Credit: Ken Kelsch.

“My existence is about making movies, so I’ve just got to rock and roll with the punches. You want to make movies on telephones, I’m there.”– Abel Ferrara1
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Abel Ferrara. Photo Credit: Gabriele Fuso.
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Abel Ferrara. Photo Credit: Gabriele Fuso.
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Abel Ferrara. Photo Credit: Gabriele Fuso.
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Abel Ferrara. Photo Credit: Gabriele Fuso.
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Director Abel Ferrara at the opening of the Club 57 show at MOMA, Halloween 2017. Photo Credit: Meredith Jacobson Marciano.

Fernando F. Croce on The Driller Killer: “A corruscating tale of a mind liberated by psychosis.”2
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The Driller Killer (1979) Directed by Abel Ferrara. Credit: Photofest.
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The Driller Killer (1979) Directed by Abel Ferrara. Credit: Photofest.
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This is an over-the-shoulder screenshot from the public domain film The Driller Killer, with the protagonist preparing to dispatch another victim.iii
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This is a comparison of two screenshots from the public domain film The Driller Killer, with the protagonist playing pinball. The shots are approximately five seconds apart. This is an example of using cutting to place the viewer into the POV of the protagonist.iv


 

 

 

 
_____________

1	Andrew Purcell (August 5, 2010) https://www.theguardian.com/film/2010/aug/05/abel-ferrara-interview 

2	https://www.cinepassion.org/Reviews/d/DrillerKiller.html


Chapter 2

The Dynamic Duo: Abel Ferrara and Ken Kelsch
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The creative duo Abel Ferrara and Ken Kelsch. Photo Credit: 
Chris Kelsch.

Abel Ferrara’s collaboration with director of photography Ken Kelsch has yielded some of the most visually arresting and thematically rich films of any genre, with “The Funeral” standing as a prime example of their combined talents. Released in 1996, “The Funeral” showcases Ferrara’s directorial vision and Kelsch’s cinematographic prowess, resulting in a gritty and immersive portrayal of the criminal underworld. The symbiotic relationship between Ferrara and Kelsch, as well as their contributions to “The Funeral” and their collective impact on the gangster genre. Firstly, Abel Ferrara and Ken Kelsch’s collaboration spans multiple films, with each project building upon the successes and innovations of the previous ones. Beginning with “The Driller Killer” in 1979, Ferrara and Kelsch established a creative partnership characterized by a shared commitment to pushing artistic boundaries and challenging audience expectations. Their collaboration continued through films such as “Bad Lieutenant,” “Dangerous Game,” and “The Addiction,” with each project showcasing Kelsch’s distinctive cinematographic style and Ferrara’s uncompromising directorial vision. In “The Funeral,” Ferrara and Kelsch’s collaboration reaches its zenith, with Kelsch’s evocative cinematography lending a haunting and atmospheric quality to the film’s portrayal of the criminal underworld. Through his use of lighting, dynamic camera movements, and unconventional framing techniques, Kelsch creates a sense of foreboding and existential dread that permeates every frame of the film. The juxtaposition of shadow and light mirrors the moral ambiguity of the characters and underscores the film’s exploration of themes such as guilt, redemption, and the search for meaning in a world devoid of morality. Ferrara and Kelsch’s collaboration extends beyond mere aesthetics, with Kelsch’s cinematography enhancing the emotional impact of the film. Through his use of close-ups and intimate framing, Kelsch allows viewers to glimpse into the inner lives of the characters, capturing the subtle nuances of their expressions and body language. This intimate approach to cinematography fosters a sense of empathy and connection with the characters, drawing audiences deeper into the emotional core of the narrative. Furthermore, Ferrara and Kelsch’s collaboration in “The Funeral” exemplifies their shared commitment to authenticity and realism, with Kelsch’s cinematography capturing the gritty urban landscape and the harsh realities of life in the criminal underworld. From dimly-lit back alleys to smoky jazz clubs, Kelsch’s lens captures the texture and atmosphere of 1930s New York City immersing viewers in the film’s historical setting. This attention to detail and historical accuracy adds depth and richness to the film’s visual storytelling, enhancing its overall impact and contributing to its enduring legacy in the gangster genre.


Abel Ferrara and Ken Kelsch’s collaboration in “The Funeral” represents one of the many pinnacles of their creative partnership, with Kelsch’s evocative cinematography complementing Ferrara’s uncompromising directorial vision to create a haunting and immersive portrayal of the criminal underworld. Their collective impact on the gangster genre cannot be overstated, with each film in their collaboration pushing artistic boundaries and challenging audience expectations. Through their shared commitment to authenticity, realism, and visual storytelling, Ferrara and Kelsch have left an indelible mark on cinema, with “The Funeral” standing as a testament to their enduring legacy as cinematic dynamos.

Ken Kelsch was a member of the ASC—the American Society of Cinematographers.

“Cinematography is a creative and interpretative process that culminates in the authorship of an original work of art rather than the simple recording of a physical event. Cinematography is not a subcategory of photography. Rather, photography is but one craft that the cinematographer uses in addition to other physical, organizational, managerial, interpretative and image-manipulating techniques to effect one coherent process.”-John Hora, ASC – Definition of Cinematography, The American Cinematographer Manual3
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Bad Lieutenant 1991 Crew at the Limelight. Photo Credit: 
Dennis A. Livesey.
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Assault at West Point Ken Kelsch. Photo Credit: Dennis A. Livesey.
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Assault at West Point Ken Kelsch and his crew. Photo Credit: Dennis A. Livesey.
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Assault at West Point Ken Kelsch behind the lens in June 1993.
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Ken Kelsch at the Chateau Marmont in 1993.
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Ken Kelsch and crew behind the camera on Dangerous Games. Photo Credit: Dennis A. Livesey.

[image: img]

Madonna, Jack Mac, Ken Kelsch, and Don Cerone. Photo Credit: Dennis A. Livesey.
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Ken Kelsch and team on Dangerous Games. Photo Credit: 
Dennis A. Livesey.
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Ken Kelsch and Dennis A. Livesey. Photo Credit: Dennis A. Livesey.
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Dennis A. Livesey and Abel Ferrara Behind the lens on Dangerous Game. Photo Credit: Dennis A. Livesey.
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Andrea Dorman, Rob Kummert, Jennifer Loader, Dennis A. Livesey, Ken Kelsch, and Steve Treadway. Photo Credit: Dennis A. Livesey.
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Andrea Dorman, Steve Treadway, Ken Kelsch, and Rob Kummert. Photo Credit: Dennis A. Livesey.
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Big Night Camera crew. Photo Credit: Dennis A. Livesey.
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Ken Kelsch setting up shot for Big Night. Photo Credit: Dennis A. Livesey.
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Ken Kelsch and Big Night crew. Photo Credit: Dennis A. Livesey.
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Ken Kelsch and Andrea Dorman. Photo Credit: Dennis A. Livesey.
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Big Night 1995 Minne Driver and Ken Kelsch birthday cake.
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Behind The Imposters Ken Kelsch and Dennis A. Livesey. Photo Credit: Dennis A. Livesey.
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Ken Kelsch and Jennifer Leitzes in 1997. Photo Credit: Dennis A. Livesey.
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Ken Kelsch in 1999. Photo Credit: Dennis A. Livesey.
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Now and Again: Ken Kelsch and Faith Price. Photo Credit: 
Dennis A. Livesey.
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Now and Again: Martgaret Colon and Ken Kelsch. Photo Credit: Dennis A. Livesey.
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Ken Kelsch and his camera crew in New York with the World Trade Centre behind them. Photo Credit: Dennis A. Livesey.
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It Had to Be You: JJ Jacobs, Dennis A. Livesey, Ken Kelsch, Steve Treadway, and Kory Solomon. Photo Credit: Dennis A. Livesey.
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Happy End: Audrey Tauto, Ken Kelsch, and Dennis Livesey. Photo Credit: Dennis A. Livesey.
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Ken Kelsch and crew on Return to Sleepaway Camp. Photo Credit: Rob Koch.
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Dennis A. Livesey and Ken Kelsch at Vietnam Memorial Washington DC. Photo Credit: Dennis A. Livesey.
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Ken Kelsch and Dennis A. Livesey at screening for The Addiction. Photo Credit: Dennis A. Livesey.
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Dennis A. Livesey, Ken Kelsch, and Kyra Sedgewick.
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Dennis A. Livesey and Ken Kelsch. Photo Credit: Rob Koch.
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Dennis A. Livesey with Ken Kelsch Last Time. Photo Credit: Dennis A. Livesey.


 

 

 

 
_____________

3	John Hora (2007). “Anamorphic Cinematography”. In Burum, Stephen H. (ed.). The American Cinematographer Manual (9 ed.). ASC Press. ISBN 978-0-935578-31-7.
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