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1.Introduction: Eros and Thanatos

“Look who we pick to love. Look how stupid we are.”

– Resnick, dialogue cut from the film.

EROS SPRANG FORTH from Chaos, the first of the deathless gods. As the fairest of all the gods, Eros (Love) could overwhelm the minds of mortals and upset their very souls. He was a compulsive, elemental force of nature. This is the primordial origin myth of Eros, born from Chaos. In later tales, he would be inseparable from his mother Aphrodite. He’d be given a quiver of arrows and stuffed in a diaper, with swollen, rosy cheeks and curly hair and little wings. The iconic Cupid. Before the Valentine’s Day iconography, there was that awesome vision of Eros, instilling in men a primal love over which they had no control.

Another of Chaos’ children was Nyx (Night). Nyx had many off-spring, including the twins Hypnos (Sleep) and Thanatos (Death). While his brother Hypnos was kind to mortals, granting them rest, Thanatos was a pitiless god, full of indiscriminate hatred. It was said the glowing Sun never looked upon him. When the Fates fingered a man for death, Thanatos would carry him to the underworld. Rarely could he be outwitted. It was done twice by the wily Sisyphus. For others, there was no escaping his shackles. The Fates put out a contract on someone’s life and Thanatos obeyed.

Centuries passed and Eros and Thanatos went the way of many of the old gods. They faded into the ether; forced out by monotheism. They remained alive in literature and, of all places, the field of psychoanalysis.

Sigmund Freud took the spirits of Eros and Thanatos and applied them to his breakthrough psychoanalysis studies of the early 1900s. He related Eros to the life instinct, which entails sexuality, rudimentary impulses, pleasure, and, essentially, the drive to live. All aspects under the Eros umbrella are necessary to sustain life: hunger, thirst, reproduction, health, shelter. This is all wonderful stuff, but Eros alone doesn’t account for all human behavior. It doesn’t explain murder or war. It doesn’t account for betrayal.

Therefore, Freud developed a concept to balance out human nature. He believed Eros and all of his instincts are part of a dual system. The flip side being Thanatos; the death instinct, or “death drive.”

Thanatos encompasses negative feelings of hatred, rage, aggression, jealousy, and violence. He acts as a counterpart to Eros, pushing individuals toward death, rather than sustaining life. While we’re all free to live a beautiful, productive life with fulfilling relationships, we are all, Thanatos contends, born to die. If each human has a drive to live, there’s also a drive to die, however subconscious. Therein lies the balance.

Freud believed that the death drive largely manifests outward, into acts of violence and aggression. But when we direct the drive inwards, this leads to self-destructive tendencies. The summoning of Eros and Thanatos in this field of study helped to keep the old gods alive and relevant in the universe.

Fifty years after Freud first applied these ancient deities to the inner workings of mortals, Eros and Thanatos emerged from the ether. Eros descended to hold sway over the hearts of two men; bonding them together. Thanatos waited his turn in the shadows of the alleyways, until it was time to claim the soul marked for death.

The two men tried to hide from both gods. They wore masks of deception and spoke in lies, but no one can keep their true face hidden for long. All shrouds come down eventually. Balance can only be achieved for a short time. One side must win out.

Eros and Thanatos came to Philadelphia.


2.Prologue

INSIDE PHILADELPHIA INTERNATIONAL Airport, between Terminals A-East and B, is a wall of framed movie posters. They’re lined up beside a moving walkway, so you can glance at each one as you’re slowly propelled along. At both ends, matching signs read “Movies Made in Philadelphia.” It’s a diverse mix of classic and cult fare. We start, of course, with Rocky (1976), the movie that arguably put Philly on the cinematic map. Its sequel Rocky II (1979) comes next, followed by a Brian De Palma double feature of Dressed to Kill (1980) and Blow Out (1981).

Continuing down the walkway, you’ll see varied offerings such as Witness (1985), Trading Places (1983), more Rocky films, and, Philadelphia (1993), which feels obligatory to mention. All of Pennsylvania native M. Night Shyamalan’s films are up on the wall. So is the Kevin Bacon drama The Woodsman (2004), which means whenever I travel through the Philly airport, I’m reminded that I haven’t seen The Woodsman.

Absent from the movies chosen by the Philadelphia Film Office to proudly represent the city in its major airport is Elaine May’s Mikey and Nicky (1976), filmed on location in the summer of 1973. It’s not exactly a surprising choice to leave off the wall. Ninety-five percent of the film takes place at night and there’s no real indication that it in fact takes place in Philadelphia. In a May 22, 1973 Philadelphia Inquirer article announcing the start of production, Producer Michael Hausman stated that while Philly is never explicitly mentioned in the script, the city would be “easily identifiable” by the locations and skyline.

What skyline? The film takes place at night and darkness dominates the edges of the exterior shots. There’s no discernable sky, let alone a skyline. Locations? May takes us inside smoke-filled dive bars and buses. A moonlit cemetery and a filthy hotel. The least picturesque places in Philly imaginable. Despite sharing a location, Mikey and Nicky would be an odd duck on the airport wall next to Disney’s Illuminati fantasy for children, National Treasure (2004).

Not to mention, Mikey and Nicky is one hell of a downer. It’s an ugly and fatalistic look at toxic masculinity and the fallout that follows years of emotional abuse; a wickedly downbeat bit of betrayal. What better way to greet travelers to the “City of Brotherly Love” than to remind them of the film in which a man sets his best friend up to be murdered. Though, I think Elaine May would appreciate the irony there.

While it is a bummer of a film, Mikey and Nicky is at least a critically-acclaimed bummer. It was called “the best film that I know by an American woman” by New Republic critic Stanley Kauffman in his January 8, 1977 review. Gene Shalit named it one of the 10 best of 1976. New Yorker critic Richard Brody counts himself as a champion of the film. In her December 23, 1976 review, Kathleen Carroll of the New York Daily News called its final scene “unforgettable.”

Unforgettable. Then how come it seems so forgotten? It rarely comes up in discussions on 1970s cinema, gangster films, or even films directed by women. This, despite it being written and directed by legendary multihyphenate Elaine May and starring two of the greatest, most beloved actors in history; one of whom is considered the godfather of independent cinema, John Cassavetes.

That lack of awareness has gradually been diminishing over the years, as more people are turned on to the film at repertory screenings, on streaming sites, and through the Criterion Collection Blu-ray released in January 2019. The film took its share of knocks, sure, but applause will follow Mikey and Nicky into the annals of cinema history. It certainly doesn’t need me to write a book about it.

In an almost indefinable way, I don’t have a choice. With each passing year since I first saw the film, Mikey and Nicky has burrowed deeper into my consciousness, like a song I’ve had stuck in my head for nearly a decade. It stays locked on “repeat” for a while; lines and scenes and looks the actors exchange looping through my head. Then when it seems to have dissipated, it bursts forth again. Its stubborn presence in my life makes this book somewhat of an exorcism. Maybe by writing about it and analyzing its minutia, I’ll be released from its shackles and allowed to get on with my life. Or, at least move on to another cinematic obsession.

On the surface, Mikey and Nicky is such a simple film. There’s barely any plot. After my first viewing, I honestly didn’t even think much of it. I knew I loved the acting and I found the ending powerful, but I tossed it aside and moved on to the next film.

Then it slowly began to take hold. An insidious force in my mind began to buzz. I found I couldn’t shake Mikey and Nicky. I watched it again and again and the more I watched, the more emotionally complex it all got. Thread after thread wound together into one giant knot. It seemed to change with each viewing. It’s got layers, like a nesting doll filled with bile. Inside each lie is another, more devastating one. There’s something almost mythical about the betrayal at the movie’s core. A timelessness that adds tremendous weight and relatability to its story.

Each viewing revealed something new to me; exposed some lie. I’d notice another small detail to break my heart a little bit more. Catch a subtle facial tic that spoke volumes. That’s the thing about Mikey and Nicky. The dialogue of stars Peter Falk (Mikey) and John Cassavetes (Nicky) tell one story, their faces another. Their false personas are so ingrained in their relationship that you have to watch closely to catch glimpses of their real character.

The film’s depiction of friendship decomposing from within and the masks men wear in front of one another affected me on a multitude of levels. I lived a lot of my teenage years and early 20s that way. Wearing a mask. This film somehow knows that. It makes me feel vulnerable. It stares back at me. It’s that old maxim about the abyss.

Seeing yourself in a movie like Mikey and Nicky is not a particularly good thing. One of the film’s original (and questionable) taglines was “Don’t expect to like them,” which says it all, in a way. Despite this, the film helped me understand myself a little better, along with the relationships and friendships of my youth. Hell, at least the DVD is cheaper than therapy.

I don’t know the exact year I first watched Mikey and Nicky, but it was probably sometime in 2011. It was early in my Orlando years. I’d moved there from Salem, Massachusetts, where I went to college and had lived for 12 years. Before that I resided in Sussex County, New Jersey, where I was born and raised. Orlando was the second big move of my life. Second time leaving a lot of friends behind. Being a two-time transplant, I found myself often thinking about my old neighborhood a lot and the kids I grew up with.

Getting absorbed in Mikey and Nicky during this period of recollection, I began to see my past friendships through the dark filter of Elaine May’s film. The multiple viewings led me from one scene to the next, and, finally, off the screen and into my own life. I formed connections with lines of dialog, with small moments, and entire scenes. Relationships of my own that had crumbled under the force of resentment mirrored that of May’s flawed creations. The film and the defective bond between its titular characters became a reflection of my own long-buried bitterness toward one old friend in particular, and then back around again onto myself.

I saw a part of myself in Mikey and I saw a part of myself in Nicky, and I hated that.

No other movie had connected with me on an emotional level like this and I’m not sure I wanted it to. It’s satisfying to connect with a piece of art, sure. It can help you make sense of things and not feel so isolated on this unforgiving globe. It felt good to lean on a film in this way, but Christ, did it have to be this film? This muddy trench occupied by two tired soldiers in trench coats, pitted in three decades of psychological warfare. Not to mention, it does not end well for either men.

This is the film I take comfort in?

In this book, I dissect Mikey and Nicky scene by scene, looking at things that not only move the story along, but also at the clues spoken and unspoken along the way that reveal the truth behind the characters’ shared history, wounds, and rivalry. There’s bound to be some overlap when you’re assembling an entire book about one movie, but when I look at the same thing twice, it’s examined in a different context to explore the multifaceted and deceptive nature of the film.

Mixed in with the scene-by-scene analysis is behind the scenes insight gathered from newspaper and magazine articles, books, and interviews I conducted with producer Michael Hausman, actress Joyce Van Patten, distributor Julian Schlossberg, and others. Hausman was gracious enough to give me a copy of his script, dated 1972, which I reference at certain points.

I also provide information on the film’s origins and May’s early career, as well as recount the postproduction on Mikey and Nicky, which played out like a black comedy within itself, complete with lawsuits, a private dick, and blackmail. Unfortunately, much of the film’s cast and crew have passed away, including its extraordinary stars Falk and Cassavetes. As I’m writing this, Elaine May is alive and well, but as she’s been her entire career, she remains notoriously reclusive when it comes to interviews. I tried to get her on the horn, I really did.

Finally, I relate brief episodes concerning a relationship in my own life that parallels Mikey and Nicky in a lot of ways. I was never a criminal (though I did once steal a whole buffalo chicken from the deli counter I worked at in college, only to return it the next day, sleepless with guilt), but I did experience a backhanded friendship similar to that of May’s characters. For the sake of my physical well-being, I’ve changed the names of the people involved in these accounts. For the sake of your mental health, I keep my personal digressions brief. I do hope they help shed a light on my passion for the film and the personal connection I feel toward it, which has grown exponentially in strength over the years.

It’s funny sometimes, where we find the truth. I happened to find my truth in this little gangster film. There’s something in May’s film I can grab a hold of and say This, look at this. I know these people.

God help me, I know them.


3.High Tragedy of Lowlifes

NICKY CRYING ON his Mikey’s shoulder while an ulcer eats the lining of his stomach.

Mikey throttling a coffee shop clerk who’s too slow pouring creamer.

Nicky handing Mikey his pistol, barrel facing himself.

Mikey letting years of pain rupture out on the darkened street.

Nicky pouring salt on the wounds, forever.

Loudest of all, it’s the smile. The knowing smile of the damned on Nicky’s hawkish face. It comes around the 27:45 mark of the film. The turning point, in my opinion, when the full depth of the narrative reveals itself for the heartless bastard that it is. Earlier, there was a glimmer of Nicky’s awareness. Now there’s a banner, long and wide, declaring his awareness of the situation he’s found himself in.

It’s the moment that propels Mikey and Nicky beyond genre conventions, into tragedy. That is, it is the story of a man who, through his own moral flaws, brings about his doom. We find out over the course of the film that Nicky’s been bringing this on himself for 30 years.

Right before the smile we learn that Mikey, his lifelong friend, is setting Nicky up for the kill. Now, with the smile, we know that Nicky has figured this out. He can do nothing but smile. His mouth like a giant wound. The camera holds on that smile for several pregnant beats. Patrons shuffle at the bar behind him. The smoke from Mikey’s cigarette rises while Nicky is frozen, grinning across the table at him. Then the smile slowly fades. Nicky’s mask comes down and the scene takes on new meaning; a sullen beast sitting across from his executioner.

It’s like a silent version of the “I coulda been a contender” scene from On the Waterfront (1954), when Terry Malloy is faced point blank with the betrayal of his brother, Charley. Like the scene in Mikey and Nicky, it’s a solemn moment of treachery. No dramatic How could you?! or But we’re family! No Judas kiss. Marlon Brando sees the gun in his brother’s hand and simply deflates. He shakes his head, “Oh Charley, no.” The feeling is more of disappointment than of anger. That stings a lot more.

What gives away Mikey’s betrayal? He’s sweating. Anxious and twitchy. He thinks he hears the phone ring. Everything about his demeanor confirms Nicky’s suspicions, especially the silence. In Mikey and Nicky, silence always tells the truth. They’ve known each other since they were kids. By now, Nicky knows Mikey’s tics and his whole act in the bar is broadcasting “LIAR LIAR” loud and clear. The cracked foundations of their lifelong friendship are collapsing, so Nicky smiles.

This is the high-tragedy of lowlifes.


4.A Bit of Background

THEY SAY TRAGEDY is contingent on comedy and vice versa. You can’t have one without the other. I know I’m certainly thrown into laughing fits when my world is burning around me. It’s no wonder the tragedy of Mikey and Nicky was conceived, written, directed, and co-edited by an iconic comedy pioneer.

Elaine Iva Berlin May was born in Philadelphia in 1932. The daughter of Jewish stage performers Jack and Ida Berlin, from a young age, May performed with her father and his Yiddish theater company, oftentimes taking on the role of a young boy named “Benny.” She appeared with her father on the radio and stage; cutting her performing chops at a young age.

Then, when May was 11, Jack Berlin died. After her husband’s death, Ida moved the family to Los Angeles. Thanks to her early traveling showbiz years, May had already attended dozens of schools. By the time she enrolled at Hollywood High, the constant uprooting had sparked a hatred in her for schools. At age 14 she dropped out for good.

Two years later, she married Marvin May, an engineer in the toy industry. She worked in advertising as a copywriter and studied acting on the side with renowned Russian teacher Maria Ouspenskaya. May and Marvin had a daughter, Jeannie Berlin, in 1949. A year later, at 18-years-old, May divorced her husband, handed Jeannie off to her mother Ida, and took off for Chicago.

There she sat in on classes at the University of Chicago without ever formally enrolling. Philosophy and psychology were favorite subjects of the rogue student. In her downtime, she’d take in plays at the school’s theater. There she first saw her future creative partner Mike Nichols in a production of the play Miss Julie (1889).

In Janet Coleman’s wickedly entertaining book chronicling the history of the Compass improv troupe, titled The Compass (Alfred A. Knopf, 1990), Nichols recalls how, “One night there was this evil, hostile girl staring out from the front row … she stared at me all the way through it, and I knew she knew it was shit.”

Around this time, May was writing unsentimental, hard-edged plays. One, Georgina’s First Date, is about an unpopular girl named Georgina, who is raped after a high school dance as part of a fraternity initiation. In Coleman’s book, actor Larry Hankin, who worked with May as part of The Compass troupe, stated, “The heroines of her plays are always very vulnerable people who are eaten alive.” Later, this brand of heroine was transposed into her film work. There are two women eaten alive by horrible men in Mikey and Nicky.

Coleman’s book also includes quotes from May’s colleagues that paint a layered, mercurial portrait of the young artist. It’s hard not to see in their observations May’s personality traits that would bleed into Mikey and Nicky. “She trusts nobody,” said Ted Flicker. A student of May’s, Annette Hankin, said that May’s image of reality “… was not a pretty vision. It was a terrible, awesome vision, that of a person who has survived an emotional holocaust.” Flicker also stated that May and Nichols “Routinely manipulated the hell out of each other.” Sounds like a couple of guys I know back in Philly.

At one point, a stage version of Herman Hesse’s Steppenwolf (1927) was being planned, with Nichols to play Harry Haller, a man driven to an existential crisis by his animal instincts. Haller is divided. One side wants to lead a normal, happy life. The other side, the wolf of the Steppes, wants to destroy it all. If there exists a literary prototype of Nicky Godolin, it is the Steppenwolf.

Eventually, May and Nichols outgrew the Compass Players. With an extensive repertoire between them, they moved to New York City in 1957, where they became a downright phenomenon. In the late 1950s, performing improvisational theater and sketch comedy in front of large audiences was a bit of a revolutionary concept. Stage comedy during this time was still hanging tepid in the shadow of the Vaudeville era, which mixed singing, dancing, and well-polished, scripted routines. Improv and sketch comedy was totally fresh. Their comedy was high-brow enough for the young, culturally hip skinny-tie crowds, but also universal enough for folks in their 50s. There was literacy to their characters; an intelligence that helped them avoid feeling cliché while building upon the images of nagging wives, sniveling children, and overbearing mothers.

“Nichols and May” became national stars. They toured the country, appeared on radio and commercials, performed on Broadway from October 8, 1960 to July 1, 1961, and even performed for President Kennedy in 1962, alongside Marilyn Monroe. They won Grammy awards for their comedy LPs. Their improv was inspired; mixing social and political satire with a special blend of genius and energy. Nichols was often the straight man, while May pulled out a range of animated characters.

Their partnership lasted only five years. Nichols went on to become a successful director of both stage and screen. May, on the other hand, dipped into obscurity for a bit of time. Perhaps to draw her own path, like she did back when she left Los Angeles in her teens, and to figure out what to do with her post-Nichols life. Or maybe she did it to simply get the hell away from the spotlight for a little while, after having been a performer since she was knee-high.

May went into therapy and in 1963 married her shrink, Dr. David L. Rubinfine—a man who would factor into Mikey and Nicky’s postproduction process in a notorious way. Eventually, she returned to the stage to star in a flop called The Office (1966), which never officially opened. She finally got her screen acting break the following year, when she starred as the romantic interest in Carl Reiner’s semi-autobiographical film Enter Laughing (1967). The same year, she starred in the romantic comedy Luv (1967), alongside Jack Lemmon and Mikey himself, Peter Falk.

May wrote, directed, and starred in her first film, A New Leaf (1971), based on the short story “The Green Heart” by Jack Ritchie. It was a critical success, despite some vicious sparring back and forth between May and Paramount Pictures over creative control—more on their contentious relationship later in the book, when we look at the postproduction years of Mikey and Nicky. She followed up A New Leaf with another critical smash, The Heartbreak Kid (1972). Written by Neil Simon, the film earned May’s daughter Jeannie Berlin an Academy Award nomination for Best Supporting Actress. May became only the third woman admitted to the Director’s Guild of America, following Dorothy Arzner in the 1930s and Ida Lupino in the 1950s.

All this time, from Chicago to New York, from stardom to housewife to acclaimed director, a project was percolating in her fidgety, genius brain. A personal one that she couldn’t shake. With two critically acclaimed films under her belt, May had the clout to assemble the resources and players for this project. One that obviously meant a hell of a lot to her.

It would come to mean a lot to me, too.


5.Taken From Real Life

WINTER, 1954. ELAINE May was 22-years-old when she walked into the University of Chicago’s theater, where a rehearsal of S. Ansky’s The Dybbuk (1920), a Yiddish play about demonic possession, was taking place. In The Compass, David Shepherd, co-founder of the improv troupe, recalls May schlepping a baby stroller inside the theater. Inside the stroller was the unpolished draft of a one-act play called Mikey and Nicky. While the exact motivations and origins of the play are locked inside the vault of May’s brain, it is possible to stitch together pieces of information to create some kind of coherent thread.

According to Paramount publicist Tom Miller, who was on set for the early filming days of Mikey and Nicky, May’s cousin Jackie Berlin told him that the origins of the story came from their own family. In his posthumous memoir A Fever of the Mad (Hollow Square Press, 2013), Miller explains that Jackie told him “something had happened” to their uncle, who managed a nightclub back in the 1940s, around the time of World War II. This “something” found its way into Mikey and Nicky.

When I spoke with actress Joyce Van Patten in October 2018, she said it was her understanding that May was “writing about her relatives.” Peter Falk backed up this information in Marshall Fine’s biography of John Cassavetes, Accidental Genius (Miramax Books, 2006). Falk stated that he first heard about the film when he was starring with May in Luv: “In the course of one night, Elaine told me about this story. It was based on real people in a real neighborhood, people that were close to her, whom she had known when she was a child. She remembered it very vividly and it caused in her a need to write it. I thought it was a helluva story.”

An editorial on Elaine May from the October 21, 1973 Chicago Tribune, written by Dan Rottenberg, states that she began “putting together” the script in 1968, a year after Luv was released. This could be around the time when she started developing it from an unproduced one-act play into a screenplay.

During a question and answer session following a screening of Mikey and Nicky at New York’s Museum of Modern Art on November 17, 1986, May explained that the film was inspired by a real scenario that occurred between two brothers who were her neighbors. One set up the other to be killed. In her book Women Directors (Praeger Publishers, 1988), Barbara Koenig Quart quotes May at the screening, “Nobody fingers you but your best friend—they always do it, and they never leave town.” It sounds like a real-life Greek tragedy had played out before May’s eyes.

On the Criterion Collection Blu-ray special features, distributor Julian Schlossberg is interviewed. He would be a major champion of the film after its initial release in 1976; re-releasing May’s cut of the film under his Castle Hill Productions banner in 1978. During the interview, he touches on the origins of the film a bit and vaguely states that May came from a “connected” family. This familial experience drove her to write about the real, unglamorous gangster lifestyle she had witnessed growing up. According to Schlossberg, there “was a hit put out.”

The 1954 draft of Mikey and Nicky, as well as May’s cousin Jackie explaining that the story came from their uncle’s experiences, rules out the popular theory that the cradle of the film was May’s relationship with her longtime collaborator Mike Nichols; though it certainly could have influenced the final product. In his January 1977 review of the film, critic Stanley Kauffmann of The New Republic even noted that the title itself echoes the name “Mike Nichols.”

While the exact origins of the film may be known to only Elaine May herself, (I tried to speak with her for this book, I really did), it’s clear that the film is deeply rooted in her personal experiences and relationships. I imagine the bones of the film came from stories told to her by her uncle and possibly her neighbors. She may even have been on the periphery of the events herself. The interpersonal relationship aspects of the film are so dense and real, it’s tough not to believe they weren’t strained from her personal life; that those experiences, the ones she also projected into her early, emotionally-devastating stage plays, didn’t make their way into Mikey and Nicky. The monsters in the film are real.

And
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