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ROBERT DE NIRO'S MASTERPIECE IN SERGIO LEONE'S
GANGSTER EPIC

The collaboration between an actor  of  immense talent  and a
director  of  visionary  scope can sometimes  produce cinematic
alchemy. Such is the case with Robert De Niro Once Upon A
Time In America, a film that stands as a towering achievement
in the gangster genre. Directed by the legendary Sergio Leone,
this  1984  epic  is  a  sprawling,  melancholic  meditation  on
friendship, betrayal, time, and the fleeting nature of the American
Dream. De Niro’s performance as David "Noodles" Aaronson is
not merely a role; it is a profound inhabitation of a man haunted
by  his  past,  making  the  film  a  cornerstone  of  his  illustrious
career.
Unlike  many  crime  films  that  glorify  violence  and  wealth,  Once
Upon a Time in America is a somber, operatic work. It tells the
story of a group of Jewish gangsters in New York City, spanning
from  their  childhood  in  the  1920s  through  the  glamorous,
dangerous  heights  of  the  Prohibition  era,  and  finally  to  their
tragic,  lonely  futures  in  the  1960s.  At  the  very  heart  of  this
narrative  is  Noodles,  a  character  whose  life  is  defined  by  two
things: his profound, almost fatalistic loyalty to his friend Max
(played  by  James  Woods)  and  a  single,  devastating  act  of
betrayal  that  he  believes  destroyed  everything  he  loved.  De
Niro’s portrayal captures the weight of this history on his soul,
conveying volumes with a simple glance or a pained silence.

The Unforgettable
Character of David
“Noodles” Aaronson
The power of Robert De Niro Once Upon A Time In America
is inextricably linked to the complexity of Noodles. He is not a
typical gangster archetype. He is a man of intense passion and
deep,  often  misplaced,  loyalty.  De  Niro  masterfully  portrays
Noodles across three distinct time periods, creating a cohesive
character  arc  for  each  stage:  the  ambitious  but  sentimental
youth, the ruthless but compassionate adult gangster, and the
broken, weary old man.
Leone’s  direction  allows  De  Niro  to  build  Noodles  through
reaction  and  introspection.  In  the  film’s  signature  opening
sequence,  the ringing phone in  an opium den is  an auditory
assault on Noodles’s tormented psyche. De Niro’s face becomes a
canvas  of  dread,  memory,  and  regret.  The  audience  is
immediately  drawn  into  his  internal  world.  This  silent
performance,  where  emotion  is  displayed  through  micro-
expressions, is a testament to De Niro’s skill. He doesn't just play
a gangster who feels guilt; he plays a man whose very identity is
a prison of his own making.
The  relationship  between  Noodles  and  Max  is  the  film’s  engine.
De Niro and Woods create a dynamic that is both magnetic and
deeply unsettling. Where Max is ambitious, reckless, and driven
by a need for power and a spectacular end, Noodles is more
cautious, grounded in a sense of honor and loyalty to his old

friends. De Niro’s Noodles is the moral conscience of the group,
even as he participates in their violent lives. This tension is what
makes  the  film’s  central  act  of  betrayal,  where  Noodles  informs
on his friends to save them from a police raid, so devastating. He
chooses a form of life imprisonment for them (and himself) over
their certain death, a decision that corrupts his life forever.

The Masterful Direction of
Sergio Leone
To speak of Robert De Niro Once Upon A Time In America is
to  also  speak  of  the  genius  of  Sergio  Leone.  After  a  career
defined  by  the  operatic  landscapes  of  Spaghetti  Westerns  like
The Good, the Bad and the Ugly and Once Upon a Time in the
West, Leone turned his lens to the urban jungle of New York. He
brought the same attention to detail, the same use of extreme
close-ups, and the same obsession with time and memory.
Leone’s  New  York  is  not  a  documentary.  It  is  a  mythical,
evocative landscape. The massive sets built in Brooklyn for the
1920s sequences, combined with Ennio Morricone’s haunting and
iconic  score,  create  a  world  that  feels  both  hyper-real  and
dreamlike.  The  director’s  long,  contemplative  takes  force  the
audience to sit with the characters, to observe their pauses, and
to absorb the emotional weight of every scene. This is especially
true in the scenes where De Niro’s older Noodles revisits his past.
The  use  of  mirrors,  reflections,  and  slow  tracking  shots
emphasizes his role as a ghost in his own life, wandering through
memories that are more real to him than the present.

The Epic Journey Through
Three Eras
The narrative structure of the film is a masterpiece of storytelling.
It  opens  with  Noodles  in  the  1960s,  a  gaunt,  haunted  figure
returning  to  New  York  after  35  years  in  exile.  Through  a
triggering  phone  call,  the  film  flashes  back  to  his  youth  in  the
1920s, then to his prime in the 1930s, before returning to the
1960s  for  the  final  act.  This  structure  allows  the  audience  to
understand  Noodles’s  fate  from  the  very  beginning.  The  film  is
not about what happens, but about how it happened and, most
importantly, how it feels.
In his youth, we see Noodles’s raw intelligence and protective
nature. In his prime, we see the power he wields but also the
growing  rift  with  Max.  The  1960s  sequences  are  the  most
heartbreaking.  De  Niro  is  almost  unrecognizable  under  aging
makeup, his body language curled inward, his eyes weary. The
confrontation with the past in the form of Max (who has faked his
death and become a powerful senator) is the film’s climax. It is a
scene of immense psychological tension. Noodles must choose
between vengeance,  forgiveness,  or  simply  walking away.  De
Niro’s performance in this final act is a masterclass in silent pain,
culminating  in  the  film’s  ambiguous,  profoundly  beautiful  final
shot  in  the  opium  den.
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Critical Reception and
Lasting Impact
The story of Robert De Niro Once Upon A Time In America is
also  a  story  of  a  film  that  was  nearly  destroyed  by  its  studio.
Upon its initial release, the studio brutally cut Leone’s nearly four-
hour  epic  down  to  a  confusing  and  incoherent  139-minute
version, re-editing it into a linear narrative. This version was a
critical  and  commercial  disaster.  Leone  was  devastated.
However,  over  the decades,  the film was restored to  its  original
length and vision, which premiered at the Cannes Film Festival. It
was then hailed as a masterpiece, a tragic epic on par with The
Godfather Part II.
Today, the film is considered one of the greatest American films
ever made, even though it is the work of an Italian director. The
film’s  influence is  vast,  seen in  the  work  of  directors  like  Martin
Scorsese,  Quentin  Tarantino,  and  Francis  Ford  Coppola.  For
Robert De Niro, this performance is a career pinnacle. While he
won an Oscar for Raging Bull and delivered iconic performances
in Taxi Driver and The Godfather Part II, Noodles in Once Upon a
Time in America is perhaps his most emotionally vulnerable and
complex role. It is a performance of immense stillness and power,
where the acting happens between the lines.

Key Themes and
Symbolism in the Film
The film is rich with thematic depth, and De Niro’s performance is
the vessel through which these themes are explored.

Memory and Regret: The entire film is a flashback, a
dream from which Noodles cannot wake. The opium den
represents his desire to escape the pain of his memories.
De Niro’s performance constantly suggests that Noodles
lives more fully in the past than in the present.
Loyalty and Betrayal: The central conflict. Noodles’s act
of betrayal is a tragic paradox; it is born from his ultimate
loyalty. He betrays his friends to save them. De Niro
perfectly embodies this tragic irony, showing a man who is
imprisoned by his own good intentions.
The American Dream vs. The American Nightmare:
The gangsters seek wealth and power, but they find only
paranoia, violence, and loneliness. The final, empty look in
De Niro’s eyes in the 1960s sequences is the definition of
the American Dream turned to ash.

Time and Change: The film’s non-linear narrative and
Morricone’s score constantly remind us of the relentless
passage of time. Noodles is a man out of time, a dinosaur
in a modern world he no longer understands.

Why Robert De Niro’s
Performance Remains
Iconic
Decades after its release, the power of Robert De Niro Once
Upon  A  Time  In  America  has  not  diminished.  De  Niro’s
portrayal  of  Noodles  is  often  cited  as  one  of  the  greatest
performances in cinema history for several reasons.

Physical Transformation: De Niro underwent a1.
significant physical transformation for the role, particularly
for the 1960s sequences. He appears gaunt, tired, and
physically diminished, mirroring his spiritual decay.
Emotional Depth: He conveys a lifetime of pain, love, and2.
loss without overacting. His scenes in the 1960s are a
masterclass in understated grief. The look on his face when
he sees his old friend "Fat Moe" or when he reads the letter
from Deborah is heartbreaking.
The Final Scene: The film’s ambiguous ending, with3.
Noodles smiling in the opium den, is one of the most
debated and powerful movie moments ever. De Niro’s
smile contains a universe of meaning: resignation, a final
acceptance of his life, a drug-induced reunion with his lost
friends, or a deep, ironic peace. It is an image that stays
with you.

Conclusion
In  the  pantheon  of  great  American  films,  Once  Upon  a  Time  in
America  holds  a  unique  and  hallowed  place.  It  is  a  film  of
immense ambition, tragic beauty, and profound sadness. And at
its  core,  delivering  a  career-defining  performance,  is  Robert  De
Niro.  His  work  in  the  film  is  a  masterclass  in  acting,  a  deeply
human  and  deeply  flawed  character  study.  The  combination  of
Sergio Leone’s epic vision, Ennio Morricone’s unforgettable score,
and De Niro’s transcendent performance created a film that is not
just about gangsters, but about the nature of time, memory, and
the ghosts we carry with us. For anyone seeking a film that is as
intellectually stimulating as it is emotionally devastating, Robert
De Niro Once Upon A Time In America remains an essential,
unforgettable masterpiece of cinema.


