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SYNOPSIS

A TABLE IN HEAVEN is Andrew Rossi's lively portrait of Le Cirque founder Sirio Maccioni and the three sons - Mauro, Marco and Mario – to whom he will one day leave his formidable cultural and culinary legacy. The access Rossi gains to this loud, loving and larger-than-life family is remarkable, but so is his timing: the film takes us through the closing of the "old" Le Cirque on New Years Eve 2004 and its celebrated re-birth in New York's Bloomberg building two years later.  While it's true that A TABLE IN HEAVEN is a must-see for anyone who cares about food (and that the kitchen in the Maccionis' Manhattan apartment is just as small as their own), Rossi's film also has a lot to say about the challenges of running a family business, the enduring allure of simplicity (see prosciutto e melone) and the questionable legitimacy of a new elite that may shape, for better or worse, one of New York's most treasured institutions.
Questions for Andrew Rossi
You interviewed Sirio for your 2004 documentary EAT THIS NEW YORK.  What was your first impression of Sirio?  Did you find him at all intimidating? Did it change while you made the movie?

The first time I met Sirio, I set up a camera and tripod in the dining room of Le Cirque 2000, pushed record and listened to him tell his life story, opine on the state of the food world and intermittently bark orders at staff passing through. It was more of a soliloquy than an interview. I thought he was one of the most outrageous and charming people I had ever met. And I still do.

 

Please explain how your first encounter with Sirio ultimately became a feature length documentary about him.

 

Shortly after ETNY was released, Sirio decided to close Le Cirque 2000. I remember reading a page one New York Times article by Florence Fabricant announcing Le Cirque’s imminent closing and Sirio’s vow to reopen in a new location. I knew that this was a pivotal moment in the history of food in New York. So many classic French restaurants had just closed (Lutece, La Cote Basque, La Caravelle). If Le Cirque couldn’t survive, then all evidence of this era ever existing would be gone. So I started shooting that November, two months before they closed.

EAT THIS NEW YORK was about the struggles of two people from Minnesota as they tried to open a restaurant here in New York for which you interviewed all kinds of people in the food world, from Ruth Reichl to Drew Nieporent to Tim Zagat to Daniel Bouloud.  For your second film did you try to narrow the focus?  

The response to ETNY was mixed. Some audiences loved the nonlinear movement between the main story of building a contemporary bistro juxtaposed with expert profiles.  But there was another contingent that disliked it. To be fair, some of that reaction may have been a response to the execution rather than the format. But this time around, I really wanted to sink my teeth into one protagonist’s epic story, one overriding quest. So Sirio’s journey from immigrant to superstar, the process of re-building Le Cirque and the conflict between Sirio and his sons provided that opportunity.

How did you get Sirio and his family to commit to making the documentary?  Why do you think they gave you such complete access?

It took about a year for Sirio to forget that there was a camera in the room. It wasn’t until my wife and I traveled to his home in Montecatini, Italy, that he began to relate to me as another person in the room listening to him rather than a cameraman trying to capture him on tape. But initially I think he let me in because he knew my father, Rubrio Rossi, who owned the NY restaurant Parioli Romanissimo. Somehow, coming from restaurant blood made me “safe.”
Was there any aspect of the family’s life that were off-limits?

The first day I started filming Sirio’s wife, Egi, she lasted about twenty minutes. She wanted to talk to the camera and introduce the staff in the kitchen, but I kept telling her to forget I was there. She felt uncomfortable just “existing” on screen, so she promptly told me that her husband could do whatever he wanted – she wasn’t interested. But about two years later she was able to let her guard down, and I was able to capture some warm moments with her.

What, in your opinion, has made Sirio so successful?   Are there aspects of his personality that you believe have caused him either personal or career difficulties?

I think Sirio is successful because he is self made, naturally a showman and refuses to accept bullshit from anyone. That last quality occasionally gets him into trouble.
To what degree were you aware of the complicated Maccioni family dynamic as you were considering the project?  Did you have a sense that this would be a central aspect of the film prior to shooting?

I didn’t realize the importance of family in Sirio’s life until after Le Cirque 2000 closed and Sirio was spending time with his sons every day, morning and night. Suddenly his vulnerabilities and true passions emerged, and they were all connected to the relationship he missed with his father and the one he had constructed with his children. That’s when I realized the movie wasn’t about a restaurant or a culinary pioneer. It’s about a family.
What do you think of the choices Sirio makes regarding the Le Cirque menu? 

During the meeting where Sirio, Mauro, Marco and Pierre Schaedlin debate the menu, Mauro turned to me at one point and said, “Andrew, what would you choose?” They were specifically considering whether to showcase Pierre’s avant trio preparations or the Le Cirque classics, and Mauro was on Pierre’s side. I practically convulsed, because I had been swinging my camera left and right trying to get everyone’s comments and reactions, and I had my own very strong opinion. I really didn’t want to cross the Fourth Wall and influence their conversation, but I couldn’t help it.  I said I agreed with Sirio.
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