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A Tribute To JOHN CAZALE: 
An Incomparable Cinematic 
Legacy Cut Tragically Short 
This past Monday, August 12th, was the birthday of the late great actor 
John Cazale. John Cazale isn’t exactly a household name, but you have 
surely seen at least one of his remarkable performances. While Cazale 
only starred in five feature films over the course of his acting career, 
every single one of those five films (The Godfather, The Conversation, 
The  Godfather  Pt.  II,  Dog  Day  Afternoon,  and  The  Deer  Hunter)  were 
nominated for best picture with three of those films winning the award 
(The  Godfather,  The  Godfather  Pt.  II  and  The  Deer  Hunter).  Such 
remarkable consistency in the quality of films on an actor’s resume has 
never  been  and  will  likely  never  be  topped.  But  perhaps  even  more 
remarkable, is that Cazale didn’t even get a feature film role until he 
was thirty six years old and his cinematic career lasted a mere six 
years before his tragic passing from cancer at age forty two in 1978.

John  Cazale  was  born  in  1935  in  Revere,  Massachusetts  to  an  Irish-
American  mother  and  an  Italian-American  father.  His  first  experience 
with acting was when he joined the drama club in high school. He later 
went on to attend Oberlin University and then transferred to Boston 
University where he studied under acclaimed theater teacher Peter Kass. 
Upon graduating, acting jobs were rather tough to come by, so he started 
acting in local theater while working as a cab driver. He then moved to 
New York where he worked as a photographer while continuing to get stage 
roles. John worked as a messenger for Standard Oil, alongside a fellow 
young actor you might’ve heard of named Al Pacino. The two became fast 
friends and did several off-broadway shows together, both winning Obies 
for their performances in Israel Horowitz’s The Indian Wants the Bronx. 
Between his connection with Pacino, and a recommendation from casting 
director Fred Roos, John was able to land an audition for The Godfather 
to play the role of Fredo, and the rest as they say, is history.

When Cazale was diagnosed with terminal lung cancer in 
1977, he was still cast in The Deer Hunter, despite 
pushback from the studio, who didn’t want to pay the 
high cost of his insurance. His partner, Meryl Streep 
along with friend Robert Deniro threatened to walk from 
the project if John wasn’t cast, and Deniro even paid 
for the cost of John’s insurance. Cazale filmed all his 
scenes first but unfortunately never saw the final product. When his 
cancer spread to his bones, Meryl was at his bedside, comforting him, 
performing comedic routines and reading the paper in different accents. 
When the doctor told Meryl that he had died,  she pounded on John’s 
chest and sobbed and, for a brief moment, he woke up and said to her, 
“It’s alright Meryl. It’s alright.” He then closed his eyes looking at 
the love of his life and passed away. His incredible legacy was not soon 
forgotten and he remains a fixture in film history to this day. Perhaps 
the  best  description  of  Cazale  comes  from  friend  and  collaborator, 
playwright Israel Horowitz, who wrote in a eulogy “John Cazale happens 
once in a lifetime. He was an invention, a small perfection.”
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This Week on TV 

Lodge 49 (Mondays 9pm, AMC)  
 
One of my favorite shows on TV is 
back with its second season. In my 
opinion, there is really nothing on 
television  like  Lodge  49,  a  show 
with a tone and genre difficult to 
pinpoint,  but  with  a  spirit  that 
resonates powerfully. Wyatt Russell 
continues  his  brilliant  work  as 
Sean  “Dud”  Dudley,  leading  an 
eclectic and exceptional supporting 
cast  including  Brent  Jennings, 
Sonya Cassidy and David Pasquesi. 
What I love most about Lodge 49, is 
even  after  a  cliffhanger  of  an 
ending  in  season  one,  the  show 
refuses to reveal its most precious 
secrets, saving its mysteries for 
what should be a satisfying end. I 
wish we saw this kind of patience 
and focus on the development of the 
characters more from TV today.

Also This Week on TV 

The Terror: Infamy  
(Mondays, 10 pm AMC)  
 
While I admittedly didn’t watch the 
first  season  of  The  Terror,  the 
show’s anthology format made it so 
I’m able to watch the second season 
titled Infamy, set amidst WWII in a 
Japanese  interment  camp,  without 
having seen the first. This well-
shot show is an effective blend of 
historical  Drama  and  Japanese 
inspired Horror. While a bit slow, 
the characters are compelling and 
the plot is sufficiently creepy. I 
love stories where the horrors of 
reality  are  more  terrifying  than 
the horrors of the supernatural.

Director Spotlight:  
Sidney Lumet   

Birth: 6/25/1924 Philadelphia, PA  
Death: 4/9/2011 New York, NY  
Notable Works: 12 Angry Men, 
Serpico, Network, The Wiz,       
The Verdict, Dog Day Afternoon, 
Murder on the Orient Express,            
Before the Devil Knows You’re Dead  
Fun Fact: His daughter Jenny is an 
actress/writer who wrote the film     
Rachel Getting Married and was also 
married to actor Bobby Canavale.
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