
TITLE: A Most Violent Year 

WRITER: J.C. Chandor 

GENRE: Action, Crime, Thriller 

CIRCA: 1981 

LOCALE: New York City 

REVIEWER: Shonda Lackey 

DATE: 12/30/14 

 

RECOMMENDATION:  7 out of 10. Recommend. 

 

CONCEPT:  Explores the price people are willing to pay to achieve success.  Is it 

possible to stick to your morals even when your back is against the wall? This is a 

global concept that describes an inner conflict many people struggle to resolve.  

 

LOGLINE:  During the most violent period in NYC history, an up and coming 

businessman must choose between his morals and his chance at achieving the 

American Dream.  

 

PLOT: ABEL MORALES, owner of Standard Heating Oil, wants to expand his 

business by buying the land owned by JOSEPH MENDELSOHN.  Abel puts up his 

life savings as a deposit. Joseph drives a hard bargain and gives Abel 30 days to 

secure the remaining fees. If Abel can’t close the deal, Joseph promises to keep 

Abel’s money and sell the land to his competitor.  

 

Just when Abel’s dreams are within his reach, he becomes the focus of a legal 

investigation involving illegal business practices. Assistant District Attorney 

LAWRENCE files suit against Abel and ANNA, his wife and business partner. 

ANDREW WALSH, the family lawyer and longtime friend, keeps Abel and Anna 

grounded even as it looks as if they will owe a large sum in unpaid taxes. 

 

At home, Abel has created an upscale lifestyle for his family. Still, Abel and his wife 

relate to each other more like business partners than romantic partners. Their focus on 

the business also leads to dysfunctional relationships with their children, ANNIE, 

ELIZABETH, and CATHERINE. 

 

All the while, Abel's business is threatened by unknown assailants who have been 

stealing oil from his truck and attacking his drivers. Abel begins to feel pressure from 

BILL O’LEARY who advises Abel’s drivers to protect themselves with guns and 

worry about securing permits later.  JULIAN, a driver who aspires to be like Abel, is 

attacked by an assailant who is revealed to be LOUIS SERVIDIO. After Julian is 

attacked a second time, he shoots SERVIDIO’s partner. Julian goes into hiding and if 

he does not turn himself in, Abel will be held liable. Eventually, Julian begins to 

believe that his life is ruined and he commits suicide.  

 

Julian’s actions along with Abel’s legal case lead ARTHUR LEWIS and IAN 

THOMPSON, the Bankers, to deny Abel’s request for a loan. When Joseph grants 

Abel more time to close the deal, Abel seeks financial support from his brother, LUIS. 

He also turns to unlikely sources such as SAUL and LORAINE LEFKOWITZ, 

ARNOLD KLINE, and PETER FORENTE, who are all competitors.  

 



Abel pays the outstanding fee for the land with the money Anna, unbeknownst to him, 

had been stealing from their company. He decides it’s their best option and looks 

forward to expanding on the land he now owns. 

 

CHARACTERS: 

Abel Morales (Mid 30s) – The owner of Standard Oil, a company he bought from his 

father-in-law. He is rugged, but handsome. A sharp dresser who smokes cigars. He’s a 

good salesman and has a serious demeanor. Sometimes he speaks Spanish to make his 

point. He’s driven by success and proud of his business and the life he’s created for 

his family. He’s conflicted by his desire for success and his desire to be an honest 

businessman. He has three children and a younger brother.  

 

Anna Morales – Abel’s wife. She is a beautiful, tall blonde who dresses well. 

However, this façade belies the toughness she picked up from her father, a Brooklyn 

gangster. Her tough demeanor serves her well in the world of business. She often says 

and does what Abel can’t or won’t do. She is not much of a caring mother to the three 

children she has with Abel and leaves most of the childcare to her nanny.  

 

Joseph Mendelsohn – Owns the property Abel wants to buy. He is a Hassidic Jew. 

 

Julian – Standard Oil truck driver for Abel. He is young and speaks with an accent 

that is either Mexican or Central American. He wants Abel to be proud of him but is 

also concerned about protecting himself.  

 

Louis Servidio – A thug who attacks Abel’s drivers. He has a small build and moves 

quickly.  

 

Andrew Walsh (Mid 50s) – Lawyer and right hand man to the Abel and Anna. He 

tries to put an optimistic, but realistic spin on the news he delivers. He is smart but 

somewhat burned out.  

 

A.D.A. Lawrence (early 30s) – He is a confident Assistant District Attorney and has 

been investigating the Morales’ business practices. 

 

Arnold Kline – A cocky competitor of Abel’s. He has a bodyguard and gets his hair 

cut at the same barbershop as Abel.  

 

Peter Forente (Mid 40s) – A competitor of Abel’s. He lives in a mansion and often 

plays tennis. He’s bald, handsome, and a great dresser.  He wants to be different from 

his father who was a gangster.  

 

Annie – Abel’s oldest daughter. She curses at her father and doesn’t help her mother. 

She comes across as a spoiled brat. 

 

Elizabeth (6) – Abel and Anna’s daughter 

 

Catherine (4) – Abel and Anna’s daughter 

 

Bill O’ Leary – Union Leader. He pushes drivers to protect themselves with hand 

guns and is driven to uphold his image and duty to protect the drivers. 



 

Arthur Lewis – The Bank President who denies Abel’s request for a loan. 

 

Ian Thompson – The Bank VP who denies Abel’s request for a loan. He is new. 

  

Loraine Lefkowitz (23) – She is a competitor of Abel’s, but gives him a loan. She has 

been left in charge of her grandfather’s business. She is confident and overweight.  

 

Saul Lefkowitz – He is a competitor of Abel’s and Loraine’s grandfather. He has 

dementia. 

 

Elias (21) – Abel’s younger brother. He plays football at the university he attends. He 

helps get a loan for Abel. 

 

DIALOGUE: Each of the main character’s personality and values can be identified 

through their dialogue.  

 

PACE:  Suspenseful 

 

SETTING: Upper Middle Class Residential House, Ship Graveyard, Industrial 

Neighborhood, Country House, Low-end Tenement, Barbershop, Cemetery, Subway 

Station, University Athletic Field 

 

TONE / SHOOTING STYLE: Somber, Gritty; The Drop, Carlito’s Way 

 

APPEAL: Men 20-35  

 

MPAA Rating: R due to some violence and language 

 

ESTIMATED MINIMUM BUDGET: 25 million 

 

READER COMMENTS:  

A Most Violent Year is an Action, Crime, Thriller script similar to The Drop and 

Carlito’s Way.  The premise explores the sacrifices people make to become 

successful. Although this premise is not new, the screenplay focuses on the 

underbelly of the heating oil business against a backdrop of the most violent year in 

NYC history.  

 

 

The concept of morals versus success runs throughout the film as each of the main 

characters work to resolve that conflict.  People from different walks of life can relate 

to this concept.  

 

 

The writer depicts the scenes vividly. The oil truck hijackings that take place on the 

bridge provide an opportunity to create some fantastic action sequences. The visuals 

accurately capture the grittiness and despair that were part of NYC in the 1980s. Each 

setting enhances the overall tone of the scene.  

 

 



From the beginning, tension is created by the 30 day limit Joseph sets for Abel to 

close on the deal to buy the terminal. Much of the tension during this 30 day period 

comes from following Abel and other characters as they struggle with giving into 

temptation in order to achieve success.  

 

 

The characters are generally well developed and diverse. Sympathy and identification 

with Abel comes from his determination to be honest despite his situation. The subtle 

hints of the type of man Abel yearns to be come across as sincere, rather than cliché. 

The role of Anna Morales provides a good opportunity for female actresses to take on 

a strong supporting role.  Though Anna may come across as cold, some sympathy for 

her character is garnered by her façade. Anna’s tough attitude, good looks, and 

exquisite clothing belie the sense that she has been doomed to live a gangster lifestyle 

like her father and that there is perhaps no other alternative for her.  A.D.A. Lawrence 

serves as a powerful antagonist. Bill O’Leary gives the drivers a voice and plays on 

Abel’s ambivalence about protecting the drivers.  Abel’s interactions with 

competitors, Arnold, Peter, Loraine, and Saul allow us to delve deeper into the 

underground world of the heating oil business and alternative paths Abel could take. 

Andrew Walsh serves as a rational voice and a sounding board for Abel.  

 

 

Abel’s relationship with Julian is complex, but falls slightly short of portraying 

mentorship or a credible father-son type relationship. When Julian commits suicide, 

the emotional impact is not as strong as it could be. Abel’s relationship with his 

brother appears to be underdeveloped and does not add much to Abel’s character arc. 

Scenes that focus on parent-child interactions highlight each child’s personality, 

although they appear to be one-dimensional characters. The addition of the Nanny 

leaves more time to focus on the relationship between Abel and Anna. 

 

 

The dialogue captures each character’s personality and values. The dialogue is mostly 

sharp and to the point, reflecting the NYC vibe. When Abel speaks Spanish at a 

critical point in the screenplay, it indicates that Abel is chasing the American Dream, 

but has not forgotten his culture.  

 

 

In summary, A Most Violent Year is a marketable Action, Crime, Thriller screenplay 

with strong characters and a global concept. The writer capitalizes on the NYC 

landscape in the 1980s and the popular concept of achieving the American Dream.  

For these reasons, I recommend this screenplay. 

 

 

 


