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Epigraph

To Victoria, Isabella, Vadim and David: Love, forever

—Michael

To the loves of my life, Laura, Bria, and Ciara

—Steve
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Introduction

THIS ALMOST NEVER HAPPENED.

This book grew out of our podcast, Talking Sopranos, which started airing in April of 2020 and quickly found a great following of wonderful, dedicated fans. They’ve been enormously supportive of us from day one—actually, from before day one.

Because if it weren’t for them, we wouldn’t be here now.

The Sopranos has been off the air for nearly fifteen years now, but the fascination with the show has never ebbed. In fact, there seem to be more people watching it now than when it originally aired. The support of the fans, both those who are watching it again and those who are discovering it for the first time, has been fantastic.

We started noticing it around the time we were celebrating the twentieth anniversary of the show’s premiere, early in 2019. Michael was working on a pilot in New York that March and shooting a scene in Central Park when a young man, maybe all of twenty years old, walking through the park with his father, politely approached him. He said they were from Scotland, visiting the city for the first time, and were so excited to see a cast member from their favorite show. Suddenly, the young man rolled up his pant leg—and revealed a tattoo of Michael’s face on his calf! He explained that he had discovered the show in the past year and it had quickly become a huge part of his life, to the point where he felt the need to have one of the show’s main characters permanently etched into his flesh. It gave us both pause: what the heck was going on out there?

It was about that time we both entered the wide, wild wilderness of social media via Instagram and Facebook. Before long, it became evident to us that The Sopranos had found an entire new flock of passionate followers. We found tons of fan pages, meme pages, Sopranos fashion pages, Sopranos food pages, Sopranos music pages—you name it. It was obvious that social media was the domain of the young—and these teens, twentysomethings, and thirtysomethings were now streaming The Sopranos on their iPhones and Androids.

We’d known for a long time that we had legions of loyal fans—most of them close to our own age, give or take a decade or two—but the fact that we were being taken up by a whole new demographic gave us an idea. Not many shows have the ability to be passed down to a younger generation that embraces it as wholeheartedly as their parents did. And so we wondered, what if we tried to meet these newfound devotees on their own turf—the podcast?

The two of us had worked together on a ton of projects, both Sopranos-related and otherwise. We did a movie called Nicky Deuce, based on a book by Steve; the movie The Hungry Ghosts, written and directed by Michael, which Steve starred in; and a number of other films.

We also did a stage show, along with Vinny Pastore—you know him as Big Pussy—called Conversations with the Sopranos, which we toured around the country and as far away as Australia. And we’re very close friends in real life—when one of us gets to go on vacation, the other’s the first one to get a call to come along and bring the family.

So when the idea came up to do a podcast in which two buddies would sit down and chat, rewatch all eighty-six episodes of The Sopranos, and bring on all the other cast members, directors, writers, everybody—from the sound guy to series creator David Chase—it seemed like a natural. It was announced, we did a whirlwind press tour, and were ready to go into the studio to record together starting March 25.

And then COVID hit.

On March 13, the day a national emergency was declared—the day the world stopped turning for all of us—Michael was stuck in California, sick as a dog. Later, we realized he and his wife probably had come down with COVID. Steve was holed up with his family in his apartment in New York, depressed as hell. The thought of doing the podcast remotely never occurred to us—we didn’t even know it was possible. None of us had even heard of Zoom yet.

And besides, to be perfectly honest, we didn’t think we should do it anymore, either. We thought doing a podcast in the midst of all this tragedy was totally tone-deaf. After all, who could possibly want to hear us talk about a TV show, with all the suffering that was going on in the world?

But then we started hearing from the fans, both the older generation who’d watched the show back in the day and the legion of new young followers. We’re stuck at home, they told us. We’re sheltering in place, like we’re supposed to. We’re binge-watching The Sopranos. We’re waiting for the podcast. We want you to watch it with us.

Where the hell are you?

And so, reluctantly, we started talking to our producers about trying to do the podcast from our homes. We had a crash course in virtual programming, in creating home studios, in setting up our lights and mikes and backgrounds. We didn’t even have time to talk about what the hell we were going to do once the tape started rolling. On March 30, we just jumped into the deep end and recorded our first show.

We were both depressed, and worried as hell. We had a mutual friend who passed away just before we went to air. But here’s what Steve said on that first podcast:

“If we could give you a moment of joy, I guess that’s what we’re doing. I’m in the house twenty-three hours a day. I know people have it a lot worse than I do. Listen, we’ll do it for the fans. We’ll do it for ourselves. We’ll see what happens.”

And here’s what happened: As soon as that first episode aired, we heard from a ton of people, saying they wanted more. They told us that listening to the podcast buoyed their spirits, and hearing their kind words buoyed ours. More than they’ll ever know.

Our depressions started to lift. We did another episode, and another, and soon all the old gang started showing up. Lorraine Bracco, Edie Falco, Vinny Pastore, John Ventimiglia, everybody. It was like homecoming week, every week. Pretty soon, we got to the point where we couldn’t wait to do the next episode. Being with the Sopranos gang always had a kind of Rat Pack feel to it—whenever we got into the studio or met on location, it was always just like hanging out with all your old friends on the corner. And this podcast brought that all back to us. It was like no time had passed at all. Only this time, we got to bring all our fans along for the ride.

So once a week, we all got to forget about our troubles for an hour or two. In the time of COVID, that meant everything to us.

In the process, we got to revisit the greatest TV show ever, and, in doing so, realize what made it so great. In rewatching the series all these years later, we came to an appreciation and understanding of how unique a moment in time this series represented. What an unparalleled gathering of talent. And how it changed the world of television forever. There isn’t a dramatic series anywhere, on network or cable, that doesn’t owe something to The Sopranos.

And so what you’re about to read sprang from that podcast, and, more directly, from the renewed passion for the series that we first encountered when that young man rolled his pants leg up in Central Park and showed Michael a tattoo of his own face. Some of this is drawn from conversations we had on the podcast; a lot of it stems from conversations we had once the cameras and microphones were turned off. On the podcast, we went episode by episode; we won’t do that here, but we will delve deep into the key moments, the best scenes, the astounding acting, and the brave eyes-wide-open look at the moral choices we all have to make, as embodied by Tony and Carmela and Christopher and Adriana and good old Bobby Bacala. We’ll rediscover the incredible writing, the unparalleled direction, the stunning cinematography, the side-splitting humor, the brilliant use of music—all the things that went into the making of The Sopranos. These are the inside stories, the behind-the-scenes tales, the how’d-they-do-that insider info, that only the folks who created it and lived it can tell.

And we decided not to hold anything back—because, after more than twenty years, we figured, what the fuck? Let’s just let it all out.

And so we did.

In one sense we did this for selfish reasons: It has been a wonderful gift to be given the chance to go back and visit with all our old friends. And we had a ball watching the shows. They not only stand the test of time; they’ve somehow grown better with age.

But mostly, we did it because you asked us to.

Happy to oblige.

—Michael Imperioli and Steve Schirripa

October 2021




One

Getting the Band Together

BY THE TIME IT WAS OVER, The Sopranos had garnered 112 Emmy nominations and 21 wins; it was nominated for Outstanding Drama Series over and over, and finally won in 2004, a first for cable television.

But let’s begin at the beginning. Or, more precisely, a year before the beginning. When Steve and I sat down to do Talking Sopranos, the first thing I realized was that I’d never really heard the full story of how Steve wound up on the show. Turns out, Steve wanted to know the same about me. It led to a discussion that we had with all of the old gang. And everybody’s story was different. It’s hard to believe, after all these years, how many twists and turns and odd coincidences went into creating the strange alchemy that was The Sopranos. What follows is a synthesis of those conversations, melded with the story-behind-the-story as told by the only two people who were always in the rooms where it happened: the casting directors, Georgianne Walken and Sheila Jaffe. —Michael

WHAT THE HELL is “strange alchemy”? How do you meld a synthesis? Who says that? Forget that crap. Let’s just tell the stories. —Steve

Steve: Take me back. It’s 1997, you are an actor in New York. You’re what, thirty-one years old? You get the call from your agent.

Michael: I really have to give credit to the casting directors, Sheila Jaffe and Georgianne Walken. They were champions and advocates for me for a lot of projects and they always had me in mind. We became friends, and so anything I’d be remotely right for, they’d bring me in. And they said, “There’s this series casting for HBO. Come meet the director and the writer.” There were no real series on HBO at the time; it was a very new thing. So I read the script, and I’m gonna be honest, I can’t say I was blown away or it knocked my socks off. Partly because from the pilot script, it’s not easy to get the tone completely. For one thing, it was very funny—I wasn’t sure if it was a spoof. There was a movie on Showtime called The Don’s Analyst, with Robert Loggia, which was terrible. It was a bad spoof. And another script was floating around for a movie that was in the works, Analyze This. They were all being made around the same time. So when I first read the pilot of The Sopranos, I wasn’t sure if it was another spoof.

Steve: Where were you in your career?

Michael: I had done a lot of movies. Mostly independent movies. And theater. So I’m paying the rent. I had just done a big Hollywood movie the year before called Last Man Standing, and I had done a couple of leads in two independent movies. But you know, the idea of a series—you read one script and you sign on for maybe a hundred scripts. I had never done that. So when I read the script, I was kind of, “Do I want to do it? Do I not?”

Steve: Did you know David Chase? Or any of the other actors?

Michael: I didn’t know David Chase, the creator and writer. But I did know some of the actors they were talking about, like Edie Falco, Tony Sirico, Vinny Pastore, and Lorraine Bracco, who I knew a bit from Goodfellas. Lorraine was the only star at this point. She was nominated for Goodfellas. Jim Gandolfini, I didn’t know, but he had a good reputation.

So I went and auditioned for David. My character, Christopher Moltisanti—his name in the original pilot script was Dean Moltisanti, which never would have worked as well. Nothing would have worked except for what worked, you know what I mean? Nobody else would have worked. What it is, is what it should have been.

Steve: How long is this after you did Goodfellas?

Michael: That was maybe eight years before.

Steve: You were Spider in that movie. Not a huge role, but a very memorable role. Everybody remembers Spider.

Michael: In the business, everybody knew who I was. People on the street would recognize me.

Steve: What were they saying, “Hey, Spider, get me a drink”? Is that what they were doing?

Michael: Ha! No, thank God. That would have been horrible. I would have been miserable.

Steve: Before we move on—didn’t something really strange happen after your big scene in Goodfellas?

Michael: So when I did the second scene in Goodfellas, when I get shot in the chest, I decided to do the stunt myself. They attached all these squibs to me, for where I got shot.

Steve: Explain squibs, for people who don’t know.

Michael: They’re little explosive devices, almost like a little weak firecracker. They’re attached to you, and they puncture the clothes to make the bullet holes. They’re remotely controlled, so the special effects guy can set them off as you’re getting shot, and usually they have blood packs underneath that get exploded, and you react to them.

The shot required me to go flying back, hit the bar, hit the ground. They padded me up and we rehearsed it a little bit. I had a glass in my hand that I was bringing to the table and it was not a breakaway glass. When I hit the ground, the glass cut my fingers open pretty badly. Marty [Scorsese] yelled, “Cut! Don’t move! Nobody move!” I’m on the ground and there was blood everywhere, and I knew I fucked my fingers up. I looked up and De Niro was looking down at me like, Oh, shit.

They rushed me to the hospital because I needed stitches in two fingers. It’s Queens, and the production assistant drove me to the hospital; he brings me in, and the people in the hospital, they’re like, “Code blue! Code blue! We’ve got an emergency!” They bring out a stretcher. They think I’m about to die because I have three bullet holes in my chest and I’m talking about my fingers, and saying that I’m in a movie—they think I’m delusional!

I keep trying to explain that I’m in a movie but they won’t listen. They think I’m about to die. They bring me into the emergency room, they start cutting open stuff and they see all the squibs, and the wires and the blood packs. I said, “I told you. I cut my fingers. I’m in a movie with Robert De Niro!” They’re like, “Okay.” They put some tape on my fingers and said, “Go wait in the corner.” I had to wait four hours to get stitches.

Then I went back and did another take. I think they used the first take. Here’s the significance of that—when you’re made into the Mafia, they cut your finger. They take your blood and then they burn it on [the picture of] a saint. This was me being made into movies, specifically gangster movies. Cutting my finger in the presence of the boss and the capo, Scorsese and De Niro, that was my initiation, right? There’s something mystical to that, no?

Steve: Absolutely. So after Goodfellas, you had to go back to waiting tables, right?

Michael: Yeah. I wasn’t quite making a living. What was I, twenty-three then? I would go back and forth. I’d go off and do a movie, I’d go off to do a play, quit my restaurant job, come back. It was back and forth ’til I was about twenty-five, and then I was pretty much paying the bills.

Steve: So anyway—you read for David Chase. What was that like?

Michael: I worked really hard on the scenes. I did the scene when Christopher kills “Email” Kolar. I read the scene with Pussy when we’re trying to throw the body in the dumpster.

Now, David has a poker face. You can’t really read him. He doesn’t give a lot away. I thought I was kind of boring him because I really wasn’t getting much of a reaction. And he would give me direction—I would do the scene and he said, “Can you do it a little more angry?” Or “A little less?” And when you’re auditioning, when people give you direction, sometimes you think as an actor, because you’re so insecure, you’re not getting it, you’re not doing it right. So I’m thinking, “This is not going too well,” but, I’m acting my ass off, trying really hard, because I liked the character a lot. And finally he said, “Thanks a lot,” and that was it. And I walked out of the room, convinced that I blew it, convinced that I bored him to tears and that I wasn’t going to get it.

Steve: I’d rather have that poker face than some director, which we’ve all had: “That was terrific! You’re fantastic! Oh my God!” Then you get home, you know, and your agent calls, “Oh, they loved you!” The minute that your agent tells you they loved you, you’re dead. You’re dead. “They loved you! (You didn’t get the job.)” Anyway, so you go home, you get the callback.

Michael: I get the call that they want to fly me to L.A. to test for the network, which is a big deal. ’Cause they fly you first-class, they put you up in a nice hotel, and then you’re going to go do the audition scenes in a screening room in front of a dozen executives for HBO. I was the only one testing for Christopher, or Dean at the time. Lorraine, who was reading for Melfi, was there.

Steve: She’s an Academy Award nominee—and they made her read?

Michael: Yes. Then there were three guys reading for Tony Soprano—James Gandolfini; Michael Rispoli, who goes on to play Jackie Aprile; and one other guy who I thought looked familiar, but I couldn’t place his face. And then Sheila Jaffe, the casting director, came up to me and whispered, “That’s Steven Van Zandt”—from the E Street Band—but he was wearing the Silvio wig. No bandana.

Steve: So Michael Rispoli, James Gandolfini, Little Stevie Van Zandt, they all could have been Tony Soprano.

Michael: Yeah, and I’ll be honest, I really thought Michael was gonna get it. Michael is an excellent actor and I was very familiar with his work. I thought he was about to take off. But obviously, they were all great actors, very talented, and they all wound up on the show.

Steve: In general, do you think you’re a good auditioner, bad auditioner, or what?

Michael: I like auditioning for the most part. I used to like it a lot more. I like the stakes and the pressure of it.

Steve: Now, you won an Emmy—you were nominated five times, you won once. And Golden Globe, were you nominated?

Michael: Twice, yes. I lost the Golden Globe to William Shatner and Donald Sutherland. Donald Sutherland, I could swallow. But William Shatner? That was too much.

So how about you, Steve? What was your story?

Steve: I came on the second episode of the second season. I auditioned in June 1999.

Michael: Did you like the show? Did you watch it a lot?

Steve: I didn’t watch it a lot. I was in Vegas. I didn’t watch that much TV. I knew it was popular. A friend of mine really liked it. When I told him that I was going to read for it he was all excited.

I came to New York for a wedding. This is in June of ’99. And I had been working a little bit. But I had a full-time job as entertainment director at the Riviera Hotel.

Michael: But you had done some acting too at this point.

Steve: Yeah, I had an agent helping me out, and I had done some stuff. I did a King of Queens, I did a Chicago Hope. I did little bit parts. I played a doorman in Fear and Loathing in Las Vegas. When we threw Benicio del Toro and Johnny Depp out of the club, me and Benicio rolled around on the floor. I broke my watch. Then I had a little part in Casino. If you really slow it down, and turn the volume way up, you’ll hear me yell, “Joey, look out look out!” That was my big claim to fame.

So for The Sopranos, I came into New York for the wedding, like I said. It was a total accident. This is a Friday afternoon. So the wedding’s the next day. They faxed me the sides. Which, for those who don’t know, those are the parts of the script that you’re going to read. They just give you those pages.

I went up to read for the role of Skip Lipari, the FBI agent. I go up there, Georgianne Walken’s alone in the office. I read the Skip Lipari stuff. She goes, “Don’t be nervous. You’re nervous. What are you worried about? It’s just me and you.” Which relaxed me. I mean, I was green, man.

Michael: When you’re starting out, nerves are a big thing to conquer, you know?

Steve: Tell me about it! And I gotta tell you I’m forever indebted to Georgianne. Because she calmed me down. So I read, and she said, “I don’t see you as an FBI agent. We have this other part, we have someone in mind for it, but read it.” And it was for the role of Bobby Bacala. It was the scene in the doctor’s office with Dominic. So I read it. She said, “That’s not bad.”

So I go back to Las Vegas, and they call me. They said, “We want you to read for David.” I wasn’t going to do it. I didn’t want to spend the money. Hotel, airfare, all that. My wife says, “Listen, you’re only happy when you’re doing this stuff.” So I went back to New York. I went up to Silvercup Studios, I read for David Chase, the same doctor’s office scene. There were fifteen people there. The only words David Chase said to me in the audition were, “That was really good.” That was it. I said, “Thank you for seeing me,” and I walked out the door. And the next morning Georgianne called me. She said, “I know I’m supposed to talk to your agent, but I gotta tell you, you beat out over a hundred people. You worked so hard.” And that was it.

That was a good phone call. A good call. These moments in life, you know? You look back and you think, What if I zigged when I should have zagged? What if I didn’t go to that wedding? Everything would have turned out different.

Michael: Tell me about it. You know I almost didn’t take the part.

Steve: You’re kidding me. Really?

Michael: Right before we shot the pilot, I also at the same time auditioned for Woody Allen. I’d always wanted to work with Woody Allen, and I finally got an audition with him. It was very nice. It was for a movie, one of his not-so-great movies that probably nobody saw, called Celebrity.

Steve: I was in Wonder Wheel. Not his best movie.

Michael: Well, Celebrity starred Leonardo DiCaprio. I’d already worked with Leo on Basketball Diaries and then my role would be to play one of his posse, and that sounded great. And I get the part! And now my agent’s got to work it out.

Steve: The money for Sopranos was pretty good, I guess.

Michael: Yes, and the Woody Allen, not so good.

Steve: Woody Allen pays the bare minimum.

Michael: The part in the Woody Allen movie is not a big part, but it’s a number of days. What agents do when you have two jobs at the same time, they try to work it out with the producers of both jobs. Sopranos was in what they call “first position,” that the other job has to work around. It worked out for everything—except for one day. There was one day where both productions needed me on set. My agents say, “You got to make a choice. You want to do the pilot or you want to work with Woody Allen?” So you know which way I went. Sam Rockwell wound up doing the part I was offered in the Woody Allen film.

Steve: Boy. You made the right decision there.

Michael: Amen to that, brother.

WHEN IT comes to how Steve and I—and all the other actors—got to be part of The Sopranos, what most people don’t know is that it all starts with a little independent movie that Steve Buscemi wrote, directed, and starred in a year earlier, called Trees Lounge. I was lucky enough to have a small role in that movie, thanks to the two women we’ve been talking about—two women who were then pretty new to the casting business: Sheila Jaffe, who used to manage a café that I hung out at, and Georgianne Walken, who happens to be Christopher Walken’s wife. They go on to become two of the most well-respected and sought-after casting agents in the business. Here’s the story behind that story. —Michael

Michael: How did you two get started?

Georgianne: I have to be honest. I had turned forty and I wanted to do something with the rest of my life other than being Mrs. Christopher Walken. I had the opportunity to meet these wonderful producers in Israel. They called me out of the blue. I called Sheila instantly. Sheila knew everybody because she worked at the café, Café Central. Everybody came into that establishment.

Sheila: I was the hostess, and then I became the manager of Café Central. The restaurant was very, very actor-friendly. It was a big actor hangout on the Upper West Side. Bruce Willis was the bartender before he was acting. He was acting, but Off-Broadway. Everybody went there, from Robert De Niro, to Robert Duvall, to Sean Penn, to Matt Dillon, to Cher—it was just unbelievable.

I met Georgianne at the restaurant. She came to me and she said, “Somebody asked me to do a movie in Israel, do you want to do it?” I was like, “I don’t know how to do that. I have no idea how to do casting.” She said, “Well, it can’t be that hard. We’ll figure it out.”

Michael: And after that you started casting more movies, and eventually you start working with Steve Buscemi on Trees Lounge. What were you looking for when you cast that movie?

Sheila: The mandate was always, “Get me great faces, get me real people.” Easier said than done, because sometimes real people freeze up in front of a camera, but there are actors out there with those faces, so we did gravitate to those faces.

Georgianne: It’s like reverting back to really the old days where people looked like people. Where they weren’t Californianized, you know what I mean? The people who moved to California became very beautiful because they were beautiful to start out with, and they had more beautiful kids. But I would pick up people on the subway if I had to. I would say, “Have you ever acted in a movie?” I’d be sitting there going to work, and I’d get into a chat with them. We would look for that kind of authenticity. I think that’s what makes indie movies work. Authentic people.

Sheila: When Georgianne and I started the casting business, most of the directors we got to work with, like Steve Buscemi and Alex Rockwell, they were very influenced by John Cassavetes, so that shaped us a lot. That shaped our sensibility and our taste because that was their taste, so that’s what we had to find for them. The John Cassavetes–type actors.

Michael: Like Ben Gazzara and Peter Falk, and Gena Rowlands, who were in a number of his movies. Gena Rowlands was also John Cassavetes’s wife.

Sheila: I love those guys. Authentic people. Like, we were in love with Sam Rockwell. When we started casting, we called him into everything. Our taste was like that.

Michael: And Trees Lounge is what leads to The Sopranos.

Sheila: David had seen Trees Lounge. He said, “I want those girls that cast Trees Lounge,” because it was so authentic and it was so good. All those characters, so many of them wound up being in The Sopranos.

David was based in L.A. I had gone to L.A. to do a movie called Slums of Beverly Hills. Georgianne did the New York end of it. While I was there doing that, I got a call from Susie Fitzgerald.

Michael: From HBO.

Sheila: She wanted to send me the script. I read it, and I thought it was really good. At that time, it was Tommy Soprano! It wasn’t Tony, it was Tommy.

Michael: So he hired you as the casting directors, even though you’d never done television.

Sheila: We didn’t know anything. We’d never done television. We didn’t know what that would be like. The actors that we were approaching were also indie actors, movie actors, and they didn’t really understand what television was either. People didn’t want to do it. At that time, it was actually a bad thing, if you were a film actor, to be known now as a TV actor. It was a negative.

Michael: Very separate worlds in a lot of ways. Things have changed.

Sheila: Oh, my God, now everybody’s on television.

Michael: But David did that because he wanted to bring a cinema-like quality to television. That’s why he brought you guys in, because he saw how specific the casting was, how authentic, how New York it was. And real.

Sheila: Yes. He also liked my accent. [laughs] When I read Melfi and I had to say what kind of birds they were, from my Bronx roots, I didn’t say “seagulls,” I said, “What were they, Siegels?” He liked that, because I didn’t say sea-gulls, it was Siegels.

Steve: So what was it like working for David in those early days? From our perspective he was totally poker-faced. You read for him, he said thank you, you left. Boom. No chitchat, no bullshit. What was it like once the door closed behind us?

Georgianne: David was extremely thoughtful. This was something that was ingrained in his DNA. The miracle about David is that he remembered everything about his childhood. Everything. He transferred it into The Sopranos. He remembered the names of streets. He remembered stores. He remembered street corners where things would go on. The man has a remarkable memory. But he’s not an emotional guy. He lets you know what he wants, and then he walks away. He’d done major TV before, you know, he was an executive on I’ll Fly Away, and Northern Exposure, and he did Rockford Files, all that. He knew the game. He knew what he was about and how he wanted to go about it. David just knows what he wants. He knows when he sees what he wants.

Sheila: He wanted to see it, one shot, thank you very much. Either you’re going to nail it or you’re not. There’s different directors; some directors like to work with people, to see exactly what’s in their mind. David, very rarely did he give a note. Sometimes during the pilot, I would say, “Can they do it again?” He would never initiate that they should do it again, or if he did, it was rare. I also think he was always nervous that we wouldn’t find the right person.

Steve: When the actors leave, when the door would close on the way out, would he ever immediately say, “That was it”?

Georgianne: No, the only time he ever said that to me was about Nancy Marchand. It was one of those days. Nancy had emphysema, and she had to walk up two flights of stairs to the room. Her agent told me she would not read, but I brought her in anyway. She sat down, and the camera was sitting there. She started having a cordial conversation, and then a couple of minutes later she said, “Okay, what scenes are we reading?” Then she won David’s heart. She was Livia. No ifs, ands, or buts about it. The fact that she had played all these incredibly erudite women just got washed away.

YOU’D THINK finding the right Tony Soprano would be the hardest part of the process, but David Chase—who we’ll talk to at length a little later—spoke about the enormous challenge of casting Livia. —Michael

David: The hardest to find what I wanted was Livia. It was agony. I don’t know how many actresses we saw and they all did this crazy Italian mama thing. Nancy Marchand came into the office, I looked at her and I said, “My God, that’s my mother. She’s channeling my mother.” It was unbelievable. I was a happy guy. The cadence, the attitude, oh, Jesus God, and all my family went nuts when they saw her.

Michael: They recognized her right away?

David: Right away. “That’s Aunt Norma!” That was just all her. At one point, she said, “I trust that this creature that I’m playing is deceased.”

NANCY MARCHAND was already a legend—an accomplished star of the Broadway stage, she’d already won four Emmys for her role on Lou Grant—so it’s no surprise that she was able to blow David Chase out of the water immediately at her audition.

But we all remembered that the rest of the casting didn’t go that way. At all. —Michael

Michael: I remember the auditions at HBO. I remember that waiting room, being with all the other actors.

Sheila: That was the first TV show I had ever done, so I was not prepared for what it really is. Bringing everybody in at once. It makes not only the actors nervous, it made me nervous. Everybody’s there at the same time looking at each other, and most of them know each other, and they’re all reading for the same part.

Michael: And then we came in and read in front of all the executives. Chris Albrecht, Carolyn Strauss, Susie Fitzgerald, all the HBO bigwigs.

Sheila: Yes. Right next door to that waiting area was that room that’s like a theater. It’s like a box theater, a black box. All the execs sit on movie theater chairs, along with David, and whatever writers—there was a guy that was involved at the very beginning of The Sopranos, Frank Renzulli. Everybody was there. And I read with the actors. It’s very nerve-racking. You hope as the casting director you’re doing a good job; you want the actors to give David and the executives the best they can.

Michael: How did Jim Gandolfini become Tony Soprano?

Sheila: That begins with a thing at Sundance. The writer/director was a woman named Melissa Painter who knew Jim. She had this script, called Wildflower or something. She got accepted to the Sundance Lab to do a workshop on it to flesh out the script, and she needed to cast the two roles. The thrust of the story was really the girl, and she had a father that she had this relationship with.

We had to find a girl, and she wanted her face to be just very unique. Clea DuVall was working in a coffee shop on Sunset Boulevard that I used to get coffee from, and it was totally the face that Melissa wanted. She was so young—maybe eighteen or nineteen. I brought her in, and Melissa fell in love. Then we had to cast the father. And Melissa said, “I have a friend, and I really like him. I don’t know—what do you think about Jim Gandolfini?”

We had only seen Jim Gandolfini play heavies, and this father was this hippie who was very different, but I thought he was a good actor. I’d seen him in A Streetcar Named Desire with Aida [Turturro]. I always thought he was really good, interesting, but I had never seen him do this kind of a thing. But it was a lab and it was like, “Why not?” He did it, and it was great.

So I knew this other side of him that I don’t think the general public had seen yet, which made me know he was capable of so much, because he was a really great guy. It was a great role for him. I saw more humor, and I saw a kindness, and I saw him being a caring father, a family man. When you think about The Sopranos and all this stuff that goes with it, we already knew he could do the tough stuff, but we hadn’t seen him have all these other layers. But at Sundance, he played a loving father who had trouble with his daughter.

Steve: So that’s how you guys get turned on to Jim. Then what happens?

Georgianne: Primarily, Sheila and I were casting out of New York City. At the same time, David would go back to L.A. This was such a movable feast. Wherever we could grab the actors, and wherever I had David or Sheila had David, is where we did it. There was a rental audition room on Seventy-Second Street, with a table and a couple of chairs, and I had the camera. Jim lived in New York. When he walked into that Seventy-Second Street upstairs room, he sat down; David and he chatted back and forth and he fessed up right there and then—he said, “I’m not ready to read this for you. This material is much more complicated than I thought it was going to be.” He asked David if he could come back. Then by the time he’s ready to come back, David’s in L.A.

Sheila: They flew him to L.A. It was just me, David, and Jim at David’s house, in the garage. David ran the camera and I read. It was the Melfi scene when he told her about the ducks.

Steve: Same deal—David doesn’t say anything.

Sheila: It was just, “Thank you, safe trip. Thanks for coming in.” Nobody says anything. David didn’t say, “You’re the guy,” nothing. We have to run it past everybody anyhow. But we go up to David’s house, and we put the tapes in—it was VHS tapes, that’s how long ago it was—and we watched it and we both got really excited. He looks at me and says, “Is he the guy?” I said, “He’s the guy.”

David remembers it the same way. —Steve

Steve: Did you float big names for Tony? Because when the show started, really the only person that the audience knew was Lorraine Bracco.

David: If that had been a network show, which it came close to being, they would have wanted to put in big names. At HBO, maybe there was some talk about it. Not much.

Michael: Chazz Palminteri was one of the names?

David: Yes. There was a talk about that but very briefly. They were really open. I remembered Jim from Get Shorty but vaguely. I wasn’t aware of the rest of his work. He came in to read, and he was doing fine, and halfway through he left. He was going to come back that Friday. I talked to his agent. “He’ll be there on Friday.” Friday came and I swear this is what I heard, that his mother had died. But his mother had been dead for years. He wasn’t there on Friday.

Finally, I came back to California again, he came to my house in my garage, we taped the audition. I heard he was famous for saying, “This is shit, I can’t do this.” But once we saw that audition, it was the whole thing, obviously, there was no question.

SO AS time went by, we got a chance to talk with just about everybody on the show, and we wanted to hear their “origin stories” as well. Can you imagine The Sopranos with Lorraine Bracco as Carmela, instead of Edie Falco? Turns out that very easily could have happened. Lorraine famously played the mob wife in Martin Scorsese’s Goodfellas, one of the iconic predecessors to The Sopranos, so she was an obvious choice for Carmela. That’s what David, along with the casting directors, was interested in her for. And it almost went that way. —Michael

Michael: Did you ever actually audition for Carmela?

Lorraine: Here’s what happened. Sheila Jaffe sends me the script, it’s a Mafia thing. I said, “Listen, I have refused every Mafia script for the last ten years. I don’t want to do that.” Sheila begged me. “Please, please, read the script. Please, please, just meet him. David just wants to meet you.” “No, no, no, no, no.” Finally, she goes, “Listen, do I have to get on my knees and beg you to read this stupid script?” I said, “I’ll read it, okay.” I read it and I go, “Whoa, wait a minute. This is a great script.” But I told my agents, “I don’t want to play Carmela.” They’re pulling out their hair. “What do you mean?” I said, “I don’t want to do it. I want to play Dr. Melfi.” I remember their words: “The title is The Sopranos, not Dr. Melfi.” They begged me to go and meet him, but they said, “Don’t tell him that you want to play Melfi.”

So Chris Albrecht [head of HBO] brings Jimmy, me, and David to L.A. The three of us went. I don’t know if it was really an audition, but Chris Albrecht just wanted to see us in person. I went in to read with Jimmy. That’s when I threw the monkey wrench at David. I said, “I’ve played Carmela. I’m going to have a hard time doing that again in a different way or a better way. I’m a very different woman now. I want to play Dr. Melfi.”

Steve: So you never read for Carmela.

Lorraine: No, I only read for Melfi. I said, “I want Melfi or nothing else.” One of my big reasons with David was, “I’ve got to tell you. You never see an educated Italian woman. I would like to do that. I want to be that woman.” We talked about being in therapy, talked about me going on meds. We had a lot in common for that. I convinced them.

Steve: We talked about when people were knocking the stereotypical Italian stuff in The Sopranos, we say, here is an Italian-American that’s smart and educated. That was a really big thing.

Lorraine: I think David understood that, coming from a woman, a mother, an actress. I said, “We are more than just making pasta in the kitchen. Here is a perfect role.” There’s the other thing that I love about Melfi and Tony, was that it’s a very intimate relationship. It’s very personal. He has to trust her. I think he would trust somebody that’s from the neighborhood.

So with Lorraine out of the picture for Carmela, that left the role open. Edie Falco was a perfect choice in everybody’s mind. Except for Edie Falco’s. —Steve

Steve: I’ve known you for quite a while, but I didn’t know you back then, when you started on the show, of course. Did you always want to be an actress?

Edie: When I was a kid my mother used to do community theater. She would have her job during the day and at night, she’d go to her little rehearsals and she had all her actor friends. It was all unbelievably sweet. She took it very seriously, she worked her ass off, she was always running lines on her little tape cassette. I would go with her to all of these rehearsals, all these performances.

I just thought it was the coolest thing going. I was always getting crushes on these actors and I would flirt with them during rehearsal. It was such an alive, exciting time for me as a kid. I guess I always assumed I would probably do that too, but the way my mom did it. You get a job and at night you do your theater and then you do your performances on the weekends.

I guess that’s what I thought, but it never occurred to me to do it for a living. I just thought, “Who the hell does that?” I don’t know how any of this happened. It was not part of a larger plan at all, no.

Michael: But then you did start acting, of course. How did that lead to The Sopranos?

Edie: I was doing Oz at the time, which I loved. It was the beginning of my love affair with series television. It was irregular, a couple of days and episodes here and there, but I was doing that. I was just about functioning financially and in the midst of all that I get this call to audition for something called Sopranos, which I had heard about. I thought it was about singers. It never occurred to me it was something I would be called for. My agent said, “The audition is tomorrow.”

I had to show up at the Mayflower Hotel and I’ve read the script and thought, “Well, yes, I know exactly who this woman is and I’ll never get it.” Because it’s Italian-American and I thought it’s going to be Annabella Sciorra or Marisa Tomei or one of the women who were getting all the parts that I thought I wanted at the time. I heard they were going to cast Cathy Moriarty as Carmela. I went to the Mayflower Hotel and David was there. Johnny V [John Ventimiglia] was reading the part of Tony. Georgianne was there. Chris Albrecht was there.

I went in, I read the parts. I was just not thinking much about it. Then David asked me to read a scene that I hadn’t looked at and I was like, “Yes. Whatever.” I didn’t know who any of these people were or who they would come to be to me many years later. Then I left and didn’t really think about it. There’s something very empowering about feeling sure that you’re not going to get the job. I tend to bring my best self to those auditions because the caring piece is gone. You figure, “Oh, I’ll just have fun.” Then I got the call the next day that I got the part. It was beyond. It all happened very quickly.

SHEILA AND Georgianne filled us in on the story behind the story of how Edie wound up with that role. —Steve

Sheila: Everybody thought we were going to cast Cathy Moriarty. Because anybody who saw Raging Bull was like, “Cathy would be good. She’s got a great accent, she’d go good with Jim.” At the time, Edie wasn’t a thought because she was on Oz. In our mind, she wasn’t available.

Michael: So who suggested Edie?

Sheila: Cathy and Jim read, and there was a discussion afterward. Carolyn Strauss, who ran HBO with Chris Albrecht, said, “What about Edie Falco? Did you check on her?” I said, “I don’t think she’s available because she’s on Oz.” Carolyn said, “No, we didn’t make her a series regular. She’s recurring.” A series regular, you’re attached to the show, the show owns you. When you’re recurring, they can only use you if you’re available for the days they need you. They have no claim on you. So then I thought, “Well, she’s great.”

Michael: And one of the wonderful things about Edie in that role was that Carmela is so conflicted, and Edie managed to show that conflict, sometimes without saying a word.

Georgianne: Her great talent and ability is—I want to use the word “stoic,” and I’m not sure that’s the right word to use, but she is. This is a woman who in real life would carry her sick dog around—a dog that was very large, I might add. I watched her come from the parking lot one day and I thought, “She’s carrying the dog, what’s wrong?” It was a big dog. She’s got it grasped in her arms, and she said, “He’s not feeling well.” I thought, “Oh, my God, this is an amazing woman.” It’s her character. It’s her inner self. She’s still like that. She hasn’t changed. It’s a quality that Edie has. Great strength and great vulnerability simultaneously, which shows in her face. She doesn’t have to do a lot.

ONE THING you might notice: Just about everybody in this chapter has a name ending in a vowel. Because just about every actor on the show was Italian—not everybody, of course, but pretty close. There’s a reason for that.

Georgianne: They had to be Italian. Pretty much. David insisted on it. It’s not to exclude everybody else, it was the fact that it was this subject matter. You can’t provide this subject matter with an Irish-American. It just doesn’t work. The thing is that when he says, “You got to be Italian,” I looked at him and I went, “Well, we can count on all four hands here how many Italian actors there are.” As the show progressed, I started asking everybody about their families, about anybody who was interested. I drove everybody nuts, because I was running out of individuals.

I brought in Patty McCormack to play Adriana’s mother. Patty’s last name was Russo when she was a kid. She was the Bad Seed girl, from when she was a little kid. The first thing David said to me—“She’s not Italian.” I said, “Yes, she is. She’s from New York. She’s Italian. Honest to God, cross my heart, hope to die.”

I SPENT five years on a TV show called The Secret Life of the American Teenager, and I can tell you, of all the roles in television, teenagers are maybe the hardest to cast. You gotta not only find some kid who can do the part, and not be self-conscious and all that, but kids who have the discipline to do the hard work and balance everything else in a teenager’s life, which, as a dad of two girls who used to be teenagers, I can tell you is a whole lot to deal with.

Fortunately Sheila and Georgianne struck gold twice—even though they were among the very few actors who violated the “Italians Only” rule: Robert Iler, who did an amazing job playing A. J., and Jamie-Lynn Sigler, who absolutely owned the role of Meadow. We asked them about their auditions. —Steve

Robert Iler: After the audition, my mom was pissed when we left, because it was a roomful of a hundred Italian kids, and they all had the slicked-back hair, leather jacket, and they were trying to be like The Sopranos. Little Italian mob guys. And I was like, two hundred pounds with freckles, as Irish as can be. I always remember that every time I said “fuck” in the audition, David laughed. I would go do it, come back, do it. He laughed, he laughed, and then finally they said, “Yes, you got the role.”

Steve: Did they tell you right there in the room?

Robert: No, I was actually at school, and my mom called. When we found out I got Sopranos, my family was going, “This is it. You’re going to be famous, you’re going to be on a TV show. It’s going to be the biggest thing ever, Robert.” Then, when we went and shot the pilot, I said that and Tony Sirico said, “No, that’s not how this works. We shoot these pilots all the time. We’re never going to see each other again.” I had to go back and tell my family, “No, this isn’t it. This isn’t the thing.” They were all bummed and everything. Then, the billboard came in Times Square.

GEORGIANNE WALKEN told us more about that story. —Steve

Georgianne: How could you not hire a kid that says, “Fuck it,” in the casting room, unannounced?

Steve: He wasn’t reading the script?

Georgianne: No, I don’t think it was in the script. I don’t think we would have put that in for a kid. How old was he when we cast him, ten, eleven? Again, I’m talking here a natural. Robert was Robert. He wasn’t an actor-actor. He wasn’t trying to be a child star. He just was going on auditions and getting jobs periodically. I just do regular kids. That was what was so important, that these kids not be—I was going to say not be stage kids, but that’s not a nice thing to say. I didn’t want anybody cute or adorable. I didn’t want anybody you want to go pinch their cheek.

ALTHOUGH IT’S hard to say that Jamie-Lynn Sigler wasn’t adorable. But she was a lot more than that. —Michael

Steve: Let me ask you, Jamie, how’d you get the gig?

Jamie-Lynn Sigler: I was sixteen years old. I had strictly only ever done musical theater. I’d maybe audition a couple of times here and there. I had a very small agent, a very small manager. I used to get most of my auditions from Backstage because it was just for Broadway and touring-type stuff. It was the summer when I was sixteen and I was going to go to sleepaway camp. I was going to try to be like all my friends. Right before I left, I got a call about a sixteen-year-old Italian-looking girl for a show called The Sopranos. It was the only information I got. Then the sides were Meadow arguing with Carmela about wanting to go on a ski trip with Hunter.

So I figured because of the title, The Sopranos, maybe it was a musical, and I figured I could pass for Italian, so I went in. My first audition was just with Georgianne, who is the warmest, loveliest person and makes everyone feel so comfortable. It was something I was very familiar with—fighting with my mother about wanting to do things that she wasn’t going to let me do.

Then I got home, and this was the time with no cell phones, so I had a message on my answering machine from my manager saying, “They want you to come back tomorrow.” I went back the next day and David was in the room. I read the same thing and then I asked, “Do you need me to sing?” And he said, “Why?” I said, “Oh, never mind.”

Michael: But eventually you did sing?

Jamie-Lynn: I did. They wrote it in the show later, I guess for me. Then I had another callback two days later with the producers and at that point, there was a bunch of Meadows and A. J.s.

Steve: You had to audition three times?

Jamie-Lynn: Then a screen test. The fourth time was a screen test. It was down to two girls. It was now the scene again, the same scene of fighting with Carmela, and the other one was where she talks to Tony about his ancestors’ building, the church. Johnny V read Tony Soprano with me.

They said that they had apprehension of how tan I was. For the week before my audition, I stayed out of the sun. I wore long sleeves, in the dead of August, to that HBO building in the city. It was very intimidating because again, I’m sixteen years old, I had really never auditioned for TV or film before, and this was all very scary and new.

HERE’S ONE of the great untold stories of the casting of The Sopranos. The role of Hesh, who becomes something of a rabbi figure to Tony Soprano, almost went to a man best known for two things: arguing with his wife and comedy partner, Anne Meara, on The Ed Sullivan Show in the sixties, and screaming at his son George Costanza on Seinfeld. —Michael

Sheila: This is a little-known thing about the role of Hesh, that Georgianne and I know. It was a Friday. You guys were going to shoot the pilot on Monday. They were trying to call Georgianne. I was in L. A., she was in Connecticut. She wasn’t around, it was a weekend. They reached me in L.A. saying—can I say this?

Georgianne: Yes, you can. Absolutely.

Sheila: Jerry Stiller was Hesh.

Georgianne: Jerry Stiller was a David choice. Jerry Stiller and Stevie Van Zandt specifically were requested by David Chase.

Georgianne: I had gone home already. It was Friday. Somehow, HBO heard that Jerry took a commercial instead of the show.

Steve: You have two days to come up with a new Hesh, right? He was due on set that Monday?

Sheila: It was so scary. Just out of sheer—I don’t know, luck, fate, purpose, destiny, whatever—I called Jerry Adler’s daughter, Alisa Adler, who was an agent at Paradigm. I said, “Where is your father?” He happened to be in New York.

Georgianne: I didn’t know anything about it until Monday when Sheila called me. She said, “Hey, did we just have a historical weekend!” She really pulled a rabbit out of the hat. It was amazing. Jerry Adler.

Steve: Yet when you look at it now, he’s so perfect.

Sheila: Jerry Stiller, it would’ve been a whole different thing.

Steve: Absolutely. I can’t even picture that.

Sheila: Jerry Stiller got a lot of money for that commercial.

Georgianne: It was a blessed accident.

Michael: And let’s talk about casting Steven Van Zandt. That’s got to be the strangest story of all. As we know, David Chase saw him give a speech inducting the Rascals into the Rock and Roll Hall of Fame and said he wanted that guy for the show. Originally, to play Tony Soprano. What did you think? Here’s a guy who never acted before. What was your reaction?

Georgianne: My take on that was that anybody who could be in E Street Band, and do what they did all those years, could handle this without a problem.

WE ASKED Steven Van Zandt what he thought when Georgianne and David brought up the idea of him acting in The Sopranos. —Steve

Michael: I just watched that speech again, your Rock and Roll Hall of Fame speech. It was really amazing. I get what David was reacting to. But the question is, what did you think when he approached you about this? Did you almost not do it?

Steven Van Zandt: At first, I thought it was just only for music. I get a lot of requests for the music. So I was surprised that they wanted me to act. And I was very surprised at how good the script was. So, I was kind of in between. I really had nothing going on. And I thought, “Well, this must be destiny speaking.”

Michael: You had left the E Street Band several years earlier.

Steven Van Zandt: Right. And really, I thought music was over for me at that point. Nobody wanted to sign me after “Sun City” had such success, because when you start bringing down governments, people get nervous.

Michael: You’re talking about your creation of Artists United Against Apartheid, which really brought the situation in South Africa to a lot of people’s attention. It really made a huge difference. And God bless you for what you did.

Steven Van Zandt: Thanks. But I’m serious about that. It wasn’t anything as dramatic as blackballing, but I was really kind of looked at as dangerous. So, I’m just walking my dog, and trying to figure out what to do with the rest of my life, and here comes David Chase, and I figured, “Could I picture doing something like this? Yeah, well, I kind of love the genre. I’ve read every book. I’ve seen every movie going back to the early thirties.” You kind of grew up around it in Jersey. It just kind of felt like it was familiar to me, and I thought, “I’ll give it a shot, man. Why not? Jump in. Give it a shot.”

Steve Schirripa: Were you nervous?

Steven Van Zandt: I don’t think I was knowledgeable enough to be nervous. I don’t think I was intelligent enough to be nervous.




Two

Season One

Cunnilingus and Psychiatry

WHEN DID THE BAD GUYS BECOME the good guys?

Some say the idea of the criminal as antihero in American cinema starts with Humphrey Bogart in High Sierra in 1941. Roy “Mad Dog” Earle is killed in the end, of course, but not before he pays for surgery to help a young girl walk again (and then is spurned in his attempt to marry her), earning the audience’s sympathy. The concept was raised to an art form by Martin Scorsese in Mean Streets and, later, in Goodfellas, which I was lucky enough to be a part of. Those movies, and the many in that genre that followed, gave mob members complicated interior lives and normal-people problems along with the guns they had to stash, the money they had to launder, and the bodies they had to hide.

But no one had brought any of this to television—the gangsters struggling with their Catholic upbringing, the daring attempt to get an audience to identify with a killer—before David Chase came along. Color TVs had appeared more than thirty years earlier, but when it came to crime, television was still very black-and-white: for the most part, the good guys were good and the bad guys were evil. The antiheroes of the big screen didn’t cross over to TV.

There had been many superb dramas with excellent writing and ensemble casts—Hill Street Blues, Law and Order, Northern Exposure—but no one had ever attempted to bring such a cinematic look
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