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1973, 129 mins. 35mm print source: Paramount Pictures/Swank Motion Pictures.
Directed by Sydney Lumet. Written by Waldo Salt and Norman Wexler. Based on the book by Peter Maas. Produced by Martin Bregman. Photographed by Arthur Ornitz. Edited by Deded Allen and Richard Marks. Music by Mikis Theodorakis. 

Principal cast: Al Pacino (as Frank Serpico), Tony Roberts (Bob Blair), Jack Kehoe (Tom Keough), Cornelia Sharpe (Leslie), and Barbara Eda-Young (Laurie).

Excerpts from Making Movies by Sidney Lumet (Alfred A. Knopf, New York: 1995):
I could go down the list of my movies, dissecting the reasons I did them. The reasons have varied from needing the money to being involved with every particle of my being…. The whole process of moviemaking is magical, so magical, in fact, that it often serves as sufficient justification for one to go to work. Just making the movie is enough.

…The movies will define themselves as I make them. As long as the theme is something I care about at that moment, it’s enough for me to start work. Maybe work itself is what my life is about. 

…Sometimes a subject comes along and…is expressed in such great writing, is so enormous, so all-encompassing, that no single theme can define it. Trying to pin it down limits something that should have no limits….I found that the best way to approach it was to ask, to investigate, and to let the play tell me. 
A certain amount of this goes on in every good piece of work, of course…With Serpico, I was constantly ambivalent about his character. He was such a pain in the ass sometimes. Always kvetching. Al Pacino made me love him, not the scripted character.

…But how in charge am I? Is the movie “un film de Sidney Lumet”? I’m dependent on weather, budget, what the leading lady had for breakfast, who the leading man is in love with. I’m dependent on the talents and idiosyncrasies, the moods and egos, the politics and personalities, of more than a hundred different people. And that’s just in the making of the movie. At this point I won’t even begin to discuss the studio, financing, distribution, marketing, and so on. 

So how independent am I? Like all bosses—and on set, I’m the boss—I’m the boss only up to a point. And to me that’s what’s so exciting. I’m in charge of a community that I need desperately and that needs me just as badly. That’s where the joy lies, in the shared experience. Anyone in that community can help me or hurt me. For this reason, it’s vital to have the best creative people in each department.  People who can challenge you to work at your best, not in hostility but in a search for the truth.

Review by Archer Winsten, The New York Post, December 5, 1973:
Serpico, the story of an honest young cop in the highly corrupted NYC Police Department leans hard on brutal realism of word and deed, a true-story thriller now at the Baronet and Forum Theater. 

It starts with Serpico, suffering a bullet in the face, being taken to the Greenpoint Hospital. The rest is flashback, to the novel speech given Police Academy grads (“Every day puts your life on the line,…and your character”), to the envelope with $300 in it handed him his first day on the job, to the many times he tries to tell someone in authority. 

Always there’s some reason why it can’t be corrected at the moment. Or there might be a disinterested department to handle some riots… or there’ willing to sacrifice a few underlying cops... or the word just doesn’t get through…

The thought that Serpico, driven to desperation and wisely afraid for his life, might go outside the department is terrible to old loyalists. And when the story finally does break in a newspaper… well, there are said to have been at least half a dozen cops who would have shot Serpico themselves. 

The picture is set in New York, and its director, Sidney Lumet, is a local boy who made good as a child actor here and has been making good in the theater, on radio and TV and in directing movies ever since. He’s gotten Theodorakis for music, Dede Allen to cut, and Waldo Salt and Normal Wexler to write the screenplay from the Peter Maas book.  So the thing looks and sounds like a documentary, but jumps like the farthest out crime thriller. 

Lumet has also assembled a cast that is uncommonly good and effective because most of them are comparatively unfamiliar faces, and the most familiar, Al Pacino, playing Serpico, has either a flowing weirdo mustache or a full black beard most of the time. Newcomer Cornelia Sharpe, the pretty ballet dancer in the Village, is easy to remember. The big, elderly old-times of the police department are all played with the authority of men in blue. 
To put it another, shorter way, it’s a helluva picture and one you have to say tell it like too much of it is. Perhaps you occasionally wonder why young Serpico is so different among so many who go along with the bag-man routine. Not that you question his doing it, but you might like to have the reason spelled out. They append a word after the picture telling you Serpico is now living in Switzerland. This starts an endless train of thought, much too complex and corrupting to be dealt with in this review or anything less than another feature.

Museum of the Moving Image is grateful for the generous support of numerous corporations, foundations, and individuals. The Museum is housed in a building owned by the City of New York and receives significant support from the following public agencies: the New York City Department of Cultural Affairs; New York City Economic Development Corporation; New York State Council on the Arts; Institute of Museum and Library Services; National Endowment for the Humanities; National Endowment for the Arts; Natural Heritage Trust (administered by the New York State Office of Parks, Recreation and Historic Preservation).
Copyright © 2011, Museum of the Moving Image  
