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      Introduction

      
      
      After a bean-ball incident against the St. Louis Cardinals on September 18, 2015,
         Chicago Cubs manager Joe Maddon compared the Cardinals (longtime hated rivals of the
         Cubs) to gangsters: “I don’t know who put out the hit. I don’t know if Tony Soprano
         was in the dugout, but I didn’t see him in there. But we’re not going to put up with
         that.” References to the gangsters of the HBO series The Sopranos do in fact abound in contemporary American culture, making clear that, by the time
         the series ended its run in 2007, it had supplanted the Godfather saga as the best-known gangster narrative in American popular culture. This prominence
         of course is not surprising, given the almost universal critical acclaim received
         by the series, including the declaration by Stephen Holden in the New York Times (after only the first season of the series) that the show might just be “the greatest
         work of American popular culture of the last quarter century.”
      

      
      The debut of The Sopranos in January 1999 helped to usher in one of the most interesting years in American cultural
         history. Much of the year, of course, was dominated by anticipation of the coming
         end of the millennium—even if, strictly speaking, the twentieth century and the millennium
         in which it was situated did not technically end until the end of 2000. This anticipation,
         meanwhile, included both the obligatory revving up for the Apocalypse among certain
         religious sects, though in this case the new age of computers introduced a novel element
         to apocalyptic anxiety with the so-called Y2K scare.
      

      
      The much-anticipated Star Wars: Episode I—The Phantom Menace was the top film at the box office in 1999. The undistinguished American Beauty would win the Oscar for Best Picture of the year, though a number of more interesting
         films were released during 1999, including Fight Club, Being John Malkovich, Magnolia, and Three Kings, not to mention game-changing genre films such as The Matrix and The Blair Witch Project. In television, the game-show spectacle Who Wants to Be a Millionaire? premiered in August 1999 and became the sensation of the coming television season.
         For many, however, the X-Files episode “Millennium,” broadcast on November 28 but set at the coming of the new year,
         was the highlight of the season, punctuated by a first kiss between Mulder and Scully
         at the stroke of midnight on December 31, 1999. Afterward, Mulder looks around and
         notes that “the world didn’t end,” referring both to the coming of the new millennium
         and to the long-anticipated kiss.
      

      
      That kiss might have changed The X-Files forever, but numerous commentators have suggested that  The Sopranos changed television forever, bringing new standards of quality and sophistication to a medium that, in
         the view of many, was sorely lacking in such standards. Indeed, The Sopranos was almost certainly the single most important series in the rise of what came to
         be known as “quality TV,” part of a wave of programs from HBO that led Robert J. Thompson
         to argue that the term “HBO-style series” had, by 2007, “trumped” the term “quality
         TV” as a descriptor for “high artistic achievement in the medium” (xviii). 
      

      
      This volume seeks to delineate some of the key reasons why The Sopranos is so important in television history, while also exploring some of the most important
         ways in which The Sopranos resonates with American cultural history as a whole. Running from 1999 to 2007, The Sopranos is set in the world of that period and engages with a number of contemporary events,
         ranging from the Bill Clinton/Monica Lewinsky scandal, to the 9/11 bombings and subsequent
         war on terror, to Native American protests over the celebration of Columbus Day. But
         this involvement with specific current events is relatively superficial and incidental.
         The Sopranos is less interested in a vivid depiction of the way specific events in the larger world
         affect the day-to-day lives of its characters than it is in placing these lives within
         a much bigger historical narrative, and within the context of much bigger and more
         fundamental issues. 
      

      
      The Sopranos deals in a realistic way with a number of serious, life-or-death issues within the
         experiences of its characters, but perhaps the central reason that the series has
         such a sense of gravity and importance is that it addresses so many issues that have
         been fundamental to the march of modern history—and on a number of different levels.
         The series, for example, is crucially informed by the struggle between tradition and
         modernity that has perhaps been the central struggle of the entire modern era of history.
         On a more local scale, it engages in dialogues with the entire history of gangsterism
         in America, as well as with the entire history of the representation of gangsterism in American popular culture. Meanwhile, the business of organized crime
         is set in dialogue with American business as a whole, providing one of popular culture’s
         most trenchant and detailed interrogations of the role of capitalism in American history,
         even if it provides no answers to the questions it poses and suggests no real alternatives
         to the capitalist system that it questions. The series is also highly conscious of
         the fraught history of race relations in the United States, focusing on the Italian
         American immigrant experience as a component of America’s multiracial and multicultural
         society.
      

      
      It is, of course, not surprising that a work of popular culture such as The Sopranos should deal with such important and fundamental issues. After all, as Richard Slotkin
         has noted, film narratives describing the immigrant experience in America, while becoming
         more and more prominent since the 1970s, have been dominated by the gangster genre,
         which has initiated a “cult of the Mafia” in which organized crime becomes a locus
         for the attempted preservation of Old World values presumably lost in the transition
         to America:
      

      
         These films invest the gangster heritage of Italian, Jewish, and Irish immigrants
            with nostalgia for a lost world of close and extended family ties and with immigrant-group
            solidarity in the face of poverty, displacement, and discrimination. (634)
         

      

      Further, Slotkin notes that “the lament for the loss or corruption of the immigrant
         patriarchy in these films parallels, in both mood and ideological function,” a similar
         lament that can be found in certain Westerns (639).
      

      
      Slotkin here is thinking especially of the Godfather films, though his description of the central role played by nostalgia might apply
         equally well to The Sopranos—except for the fact that everything in the latter is given an extra hyper-ironic twist
         by the fundamentally postmodern nature of the series, which tends to undermine its own nostalgia. It is certainly
         the case that The Sopranos places all of the themes and issues with which it deals within the context of a specific
         nostalgic narrative of recent American history, but in this case a nostalgia for the
         Old World of Italy is doubled with a nostalgia for bygone days in America itself.
         In this narrative, Italy certainly functions as a bastion of traditional values and
         virtues that have now been lost. However (as is often the case in the American popular
         mind as a whole), the 1950s are seen as a sort of past Golden Age in which all aspects
         of life (including organized crime) were simpler and better. The subsequent half-century
         is then seen as a period of unmitigated decline, in which every aspect of life became
         more complicated and less functional, and things generally fell apart. To this extent,
         The Sopranos is a rather cynical account of the failure of the American dream—and even of the longer-term
         failure of the Enlightenment ideal of continual progress toward a better (and eventually
         ideal) human society. At the same time, the series posits very little in the way of
         a genuine historical narrative prior to the 1950s, noting specific events (such as
         the large-scale arrival of Italian immigrants in the United States in the early years
         of the twentieth century) without placing them within any coherent model of historical
         change, other than to gesture repeatedly toward an absolutely anterior past when the
         traditional patriarchal structure of an essentially feudal Italy was still in place.
      

      
      To complicate matters still further, the series shows considerable skepticism toward
         both of its nostalgic models of historical decline. This undermining of its fundamental
         historical narrative is part of a general resistance to final interpretation that
         is a key to the vaunted complexity of The Sopranos, a complexity that is itself crucial to the widespread acclaim of the series as a
         watershed event in television (and pop cultural) history. This complexity arises partly
         from the extremely complicated structure of the program itself and partly from its
         extensive interaction with its historical and cultural context. For example, the series’
         resistance to final interpretations is an important indicator of the postmodern nature
         of the series, on which numerous commentators have remarked. Indeed, it is our contention
         throughout the current study that The Sopranos can best be understood as a paradigmatic work of postmodernist culture, an identification
         that not only brings into focus many aspects of the series, but also helps to clarify
         the historical position of the series as an indicator of the status of culture within
         the global expansion of capitalism at the beginning of the twenty-first century.
      

      
      This phase of capitalist globalization has been widely described as “late capitalism,”
         and it should be pointed out here that our understanding of postmodernism is very
         much in accord with the seminal theorization of postmodernism as the “cultural logic
         of late capitalism” developed by Fredric Jameson more than a quarter of a century
         ago, but more relevant (and accurate) today than ever. For Jameson, postmodernism
         is the culture of a historical climate in which the process of capitalist modernization
         is nearly complete, a suggestion that is very much in line with the vision of things
         coming to an end that lies at the heart of The Sopranos. Moreover, Jameson’s description of the characteristics of postmodernist culture
         (Postmodern) illuminates The Sopranos in a number of other important ways as well.
      

      
      Of course, one might argue that television itself is largely a postmodern phenomenon.
         Perry Anderson, amid a strong endorsement of Jameson’s understanding of postmodernism,
         has argued that, in the historical evolution of postmodernism, television was “the
         development that changed everything. . . . If there is any single technological watershed
         of the postmodern, it lies here” (87, 88). And Anderson is hardly alone in identifying
         television as the quintessential postmodern medium. As M. Keith Booker puts it, “The
         medium of television is, in fact, not only inextricable from the broader cultural
         phenomenon of postmodernism, but largely constitutive of that phenomenon” (Strange TV, 2). Meanwhile, Steven Connor notes that TV and video, as examples of technology-driven
         mass culture, “seem structurally to embody a surpassing of the modernist narrative
         of the individual artist struggling to transform a particular physical medium” (182).
         He then points to TV’s capacity for “fragmentation and interruption,” which combines
         with “the growing habit of channel-jumping” and “the intensifying absorption of TV
         in its own forms and history” to bring us to “a view of TV as constituting the postmodern
         psycho-cultural condition—a world of simulations detached from reference to the real,
         which circulate and exchange in ceaseless, centreless flow” (191).
      

      
      In short, the obvious participation of American commercial television programming
         in the system of consumer capitalism would seem to be the perfect illustration of
         the complicity between postmodernism and late capitalism emphasized by theorists such
         as Jameson. In addition, one might note that the particular history of television,
         a phenomenon that originated as an important cultural force in the years after World
         War II and then rose to become the world’s dominant medium by the end of the 1960s,
         closely parallels (and is in fact an important part of) the history of late capitalism.
         
      

      
      Our analysis of The Sopranos begins with a discussion of the place of the series in television history and of the
         way in which its postmodern, novelistic complexity not only marked the beginning of
         a new level of maturity for television as a genre, but pointed the way forward for
         a number of similarly mature programs to come. In addition, The Sopranos, as a series broadcast on a pay cable channel that nevertheless became such a central
         work of contemporary popular culture, participated in (and helped to propel forward)
         a number of crucial changes in the economic and technological structure of the American
         culture industry. 
      

      
      These changes were themselves elements of the ongoing growth of postmodernism as a
         global cultural dominant. In the second chapter, we explain our understanding of the
         phenomenon of postmodernism as it relates to The Sopranos. Chapter 3 then extends this analysis to discuss in more detail the vision of history
         (which is at least partly a lack of a vision of history) that informs The Sopranos, providing an understanding of that vision as an element of the postmodernity of
         the series. Among other things, this chapter notes the strong element of sentimentality
         and nostalgia that underlies the historical vision of the characters of the series,
         most of whom tend to feel that things were surely better back in the 1950s and that
         now things are in such a state of decline that history may well be in its final stages,
         about to enter a period of final, apocalyptic termination—a termination that is, of
         course, most vividly marked in The Sopranos by the famous sudden cut-to-black that ends the series itself.
      

      
      Chapter 4 concludes this initial establishment of the position of The Sopranos within the cultural and historical context of postmodernism by noting the engagement
         of the series with late (global, consumer) capitalism itself. In particular, the characters
         of The Sopranos self-consciously live in a world in which everything has been reduced to the status
         of a commodity and in which everything and everyone has a price. Organized crime in
         the series is neither a romantic gesture of independence from the workaday world nor
         a defiant declaration of countercultural politics. It is, instead, a business like
         everything else, its status as such making organized crime a microcosm of contemporary
         capitalism as a whole, rather than an alternative to it.
      

      
      Subsequent chapters deal in turn with the treatment of specific themes and issues
         in The Sopranos, within the framework laid out in these initial chapters. Chapter 5 addresses the
         relationship between the series and the gangster film tradition with which it engages
         in so much overt dialogue, looking in particular at the way in which films such as
         the Godfather sequence and Goodfellas are acknowledged not only by the series, but by its characters, as important predecessors.
         Indeed, one of the most postmodern aspects of The Sopranos is its performativity, a key element of which involves the extensive attempts of its
         gangster characters to conduct themselves in ways that they seem to have learned by
         watching gangster films.
      

      
      Chapter 6 discusses the extensive use of comedy in The Sopranos, including the ways in which the comic elements of the series enter into dialogue with
         specific genres of comedy (such as the television sitcom or absurdist drama), thus
         producing a sort of history of American comedy as a whole. This chapter also discusses
         the way in which the mixture of serious and comic elements that is a crucial part
         of the texture of The Sopranos is also typical of postmodernist culture as a whole. On the other hand, the comic
         elements of the series often make serious satirical points in their own right, while
         at the same time providing reminders that The Sopranos is just a television series, constructed largely for entertainment purposes, and should
         not be taken too seriously as a statement about anything.
      

      
      Chapter 7 explores the treatment of religion in The Sopranos, which can often be quite irreverent (and quite comic). The characters themselves,
         almost all self-declared Roman Catholics, often tend not to take their religion very
         seriously, other than making a token effort to at least acknowledge their Catholic
         backgrounds. At the same time, they bemoan the decline of religion in the contemporary
         world, which they regard as a central aspect of the general collapse of authority
         in that world and as a key part of the general narrative of loss and decline that
         is so central to the series as a whole.
      

      
      Commentators such as Philip Rieff have noted this historical decline in the role of
         religion in day-to-day life in modern America, arguing that much of the role formerly
         played by religion has now been assumed by various forms of psychotherapy. Chapter
         8 discusses the important role played by psychotherapy in The Sopranos, noting that the emphasis on this motif in the series is closely related to the history
         of psychotherapy in the United States as a whole. Meanwhile, this chapter explores
         the significance of the fact that a character such as Tony Soprano, who needs and
         seeks psychotherapy, is also skeptical of it, seeing its growing prominence in American
         life as a sign of overall social and cultural decline.
      

      
      In many ways, the central motif of The Sopranos is family, and the parallel depiction of Tony’s life as boss of a crime family and
         patriarch of a domestic family is perhaps the single most obvious distinguishing structural
         feature of the series. Chapter 9 investigates the centrality of this double family
         structure to the series. In both cases, the series depicts the conventional family
         structure as being in a serious state of decline, the traditional bonds that have
         held both types of families together being seriously strained. In one of the central
         postmodern paradoxes of The Sopranos, in fact, all forms of group affiliation are under threat, even as individuals seem
         to find it harder and harder to function apart from some sort of group identity.
      

      
      One key aspect of the breakdown of family structures in The Sopranos involves challenges to traditional patriarchal structures and conventional gender
         roles. As noted in chapter 10, the gangsters of the series are almost all male and
         almost all are devoted to performing their masculine identities. Organized crime remains
         a macho world in The Sopranos, but these performances of masculinity are becoming less and less convincing in a postmodern
         world in which both the definition and even the value of “masculinity” are in question.
         
      

      
      This uncertainty over what it means to be a man in America at the beginning of the
         twentieth century only makes the gangsters of The Sopranos try all the harder to exert their masculinity, which often involves an attempt to
         assert their superiority over the non-masculine. Sometimes this project takes the
         form of an extreme homophobia; sometimes it takes the form of misogyny, though feminine
         roles in the series are also in flux. Chapter 11 notes the importance of women in
         The Sopranos, which often allows them a prominence that was seldom available in the previous history
         of gangster narratives. Psychiatrist Jennifer Melfi is the obvious case of a successful
         professional woman who embodies the new roles available to women, but women throughout
         the series are exploring new possibilities and performing new identities that have
         only recently become available to them.
      

      
      Chapter 12 explores the way in which, if The Sopranos produces a sort of history of organized crime in America, it also produces a history
         of crime fighting, especially via its representation of the Federal Bureau of Investigation. The FBI
         struggles throughout the series to gather evidence against Tony and his fellow gangsters,
         driving several of them to ruin in ruthless ways that call into question any easy
         moral distinction between the activities of the FBI and those of the criminals they
         pursue. The depiction of the FBI in the series provides a venue for exploring a number
         of key contemporary issues, such as the increasingly panoptic pervasiveness of surveillance,
         especially in the post-9/11 years. Meanwhile, the diversion of FBI resources late
         in the series from pursuing gangsters to pursuing terrorists poses key questions about
         changes in America’s official priorities in those years.
      

      
      In chapter 13, we look at the treatment of issues of race and ethnicity in The Sopranos, whose gangster characters tend to rely in such a central way on their identities
         as Italian Americans. Indeed, one of the crucial strategies of the series is to set
         these Italian Americans in opposition to other ethnic/national groups, such as African
         Americans, Jews, or Russians. Most of the gangster characters in The Sopranos are virulently racist, and the gradual erosion of ethnic boundaries and identities
         is one of the most important narratives of loss and decay about which they worry so
         much. At the same time, business is business, and the series’ central Italian American
         figure, Tony Soprano himself, is sometimes willing to put aside ethnic prejudices
         if they get in the way of his profit margin.
      

      
      Finally, chapter 14 confronts the issue of class, perhaps the most confused and repressed
         of all categories of group identification in American culture. The issue is especially
         confused for someone like Tony, who has risen from “working-class” origins (his father
         was a gangster, but a much less affluent one, and his immigrant grandfather was a
         stonemason) to his current affluent status. However, the means by which he attained
         that status (accompanied by the unpolished exterior that he still shows to the world)
         ensures that he will never be accepted as an equal by most of those of similar financial
         standing, even if they themselves are Italian Americans. Tony thus identifies neither
         with the working class nor with his affluent suburban neighbors, whom he regards as
         pretentious phonies in their attempt to fit in with mainstream upper-class America.
         But Tony and his fellow gangsters may be just as phony, just as pretentious in their
         attempts to act out their criminal roles, even if they themselves believe they are
         being entirely authentic.
      

      
      The Sopranos may be contradictory and inconclusive, but it is consistently so. Thus, while it treats
         all of the issues noted above within the overall arc of its historical narrative of
         decline from the Golden Age of the 1950s (and before), it is highly suspicious of
         its own narrative, always aware that this narrative itself might be disingenuous and
         that the Good Old Days might not have been all that good to begin with. Thus, the
         older ways of living that the characters of the series so often idealize never function
         as any sort of alternative to the late-capitalist present. In the meantime, The Sopranos views the advance of late capitalism from the 1950s onward with considerable suspicion
         and skepticism, but seems to regard this advance as inevitable and irresistible, never
         proposing anything in the way of a genuine future alternative. Aesthetically, the
         sheer quality of the series points toward a bright future for commercial television
         programming, demonstrating a potential that goes well beyond the wasteland to which
         television viewers prior to 1999 had become all too accustomed. Politically, The Sopranos presents some strong criticisms of the American society at the beginning of the twenty-first
         century, but it seems to have few ideas for genuine changes that might lead to a better
         future.
      

      
      
   
      Chapter 1

      It’s HBO and It’s Complicated

      
         
         
         The Sopranos and Television History
         

         
      

      
      Early in the controversial final episode of The Sopranos (“Made in America,” June 10, 2007), Tony Soprano and several surviving members of
         his crew hide out in a safe house in the midst of a gang war. As the guys eat pizza,
         an old episode of The Twilight Zone (“The Bard,” May 23, 1963) plays in the background. In this episode (written by Rod
         Serling), no-talent, would-be scriptwriter Julius Moomer begs for a chance to write
         a television pilot, but is warned (in a moment of great irony, as it turns out) that
         “the television industry today is looking for talent. They’re looking for quality.
         They’re preoccupied with talent and quality, and a writer is a major commodity.” Undeterred,
         Moomer uses black magic to conjure up the actual William Shakespeare to write the
         pilot for him. The result is a brilliant script, which is then butchered by the interference
         of sponsors and producers. Apparently, the commercial pressures of television can
         turn anything into crap, even Shakespeare. This particular Twilight Zone episode is of no special relevance to the events of The Sopranos episode, though this seemingly minor insert does at least give The Sopranos one last opportunity to give a nod to an important predecessor in the history of
         quality television programming. More importantly, though, the reference converts Serling’s
         sardonic commentary on the stupidity of the medium in which he nevertheless produced
         a brilliant program, into David Chase’s farewell nose-thumb to the commercial television
         industry that had for so long refused The Sopranos a venue that would bring it to life. Moreover, this seemingly gratuitous insert is
         typical of the kind of dialogue with the culture of television that is central to
         The Sopranos, a series self-consciously aware of its own greatness and of the importance (and
         rarity) of that greatness in television history.
      

      
      You Can’t Do That on Television: The Sopranos and the Birth of a New Televisual Age
      

      
      The Sopranos often addresses television directly. In the tellingly titled fourth-season episode,
         “Watching Too Much Television” (October 27, 2002), Adriana La Cerva is hounded by
         the FBI to provide information on the Soprano crime family, with which she has special
         contact due to her romantic relationship with Christopher Moltisanti, Tony’s so-called
         nephew and chosen successor as head of his crime family. Distraught (both for fear
         of her life and from a desire not to do anything to hurt Christopher), Adriana conceives
         a strategy to save herself after she watches an episode of television’s Murder One, the plot of which revolves around the fact that a wife cannot be forced to testify
         against her husband in a criminal case. While it is a bit difficult to believe that
         Adriana would not have already heard this information from somewhere, she at least
         seems to have forgotten about it, so she is excited to realize that much of her problem
         might be solved if she can only convince Christopher to marry her, which she proceeds
         to try (nearly successfully) to do.
      

      
      The plan falls apart, of course—The Sopranos, among other things, is a virtual comedy of errors, and the plans of its various
         characters seldom go smoothly. Meanwhile, the title of this episode suggests that
         it might not, in general, be a good idea to base one’s plans on information gained
         from a fictional television series in the first place. Murder One was a respected crime/courtroom drama, though it lasted for only two seasons on ABC
         when it was first broadcast from 1995 to 1997. Employing a then-unusual continuous
         plot structure, the entire first season revolves around a single murder case in which
         a young Julie Costello (Bobbie Phillips) attempts to avoid testifying against her
         boyfriend, Richard Cross (Stanley Tucci), a suspect in the murder (of her sister),
         by marrying him in the midst of his trial. In the event, Cross himself ends up testifying
         and thus helps to convict the real killer—then dies of AIDS a few days later. So,
         if Adriana had followed the series carefully, she might realize that the Costello-Cross
         relationship was hardly a recipe for living happily ever after. Indeed, learning of
         Adriana’s plan to marry Christopher, the FBI team investigating the Sopranos decides
         to support the plan, on the premise that the marriage would place Adriana in a more
         important position within the family, giving her greater access to information about
         its activities.
      

      
      Meanwhile, to her consternation, Adriana (while trying on a wedding dress) is told
         by a friend later in the episode that, according to an episode of Murder, She Wrote, a wife actually can testify against her husband. Apparently, television is a confusing
         source of legal advice. When she consults a lawyer, Adriana learns that the situation
         is indeed complicated, and that the marital privilege comes with a number of restrictions.
         Murder, She Wrote is probably more reliable than Murder One here, just as the FBI (not surprisingly) seems to understand the law better than does
         Adriana.
      

      
      Though it might at first seem ironic that a television series would warn against the
         dangers of watching television, the fact is that The Sopranos was conceived from the beginning as a form of antitelevision that is critical of both bad television and bad television watching. Sopranos characters are, in fact, often bad viewers of television, as when the TV simply plays
         in the background and the characters don’t even pay attention to what is on the screen.
         In another instance of bad viewing—in episode 5.3 (“Where’s Johnny?,” March 21, 2004)—Tony’s
         Uncle Junior, suffering from increasing dementia, watches an episode of HBO’s Curb Your Enthusiasm and becomes convinced that the star of that series, Larry David (who does bear some
         resemblance to Uncle Junior), is in fact himself and that the show, through some diabolical
         conspiracy, is broadcasting Junior’s life. The possible implications of this link
         between TV viewing and dementia (whether literal or figurative) seems clear. Among
         other things, this scene suggests that television viewers often identify far more
         than they should with the characters they see on television.
      

      
      Indeed, much of the satirical force of The Sopranos is aimed at television as an emblem of all that is wrong with America at the beginning
         of the twenty-first century. As Brett Martin puts it, The Sopranos and the new kind of TV drama it helped to spawn “embraced the irony of critiquing
         a society overwhelmed by industrial consumerism by using precisely that society’s
         most industrialized, consumerist media invention. In many ways, this was TV about what TV had wrought” (7). In the case of The Sopranos, this motif is indicative of the highly self-conscious way in which the series both
         acknowledges its status as a television program and enters into a critical dialogue
         with the entire medium on which it appears. For example, as if to emphasize Adriana’s
         questionable sophistication as a TV viewer (and the questionable nature of television
         programming itself), “Watching Too Much Television” later shows her watching an old
         episode of The A-Team, a series that is the virtual antithesis of The Sopranos in its lack of realism (including an almost cartoonish representation of violence)
         and its mindless lack of attention to any genuinely serious issues. Not only does
         The Sopranos break most of the rules and abandon most of the formulas that had previously governed
         the production of television series such as The A-Team, but it does so almost gleefully. After all, the series creator, David Chase, has
         been quoted in a number of places as being appalled by most of what appears on television
         as a medium. Moreover, in an interview with Mark Lawson, Chase notes that he was not
         allowed to watch much television as a child and that, as an adult, he doesn’t watch
         network television at all. He did, however, watch movies with enthusiasm from an early
         age (192–93).
      

      
      This background apparently positioned Chase well to create The Sopranos for HBO—though of course the series famously came to HBO only after being rejected
         by a number of other networks. After all, HBO had built its business on the airing
         of movies, and Chase’s own vision was much more in line with the cinema than with
         conventional television. As a whole, The Sopranos is strikingly cinematic in its attention to visual aesthetics, quality writing, and
         acting, and the construction of intricate, multilayered plots. Its mature subject
         matter and willingness to engage in dialogues with serious contemporary issues also
         set the series apart from most previous television and place it much more within the
         tradition of the best cinema.
      

      
      One might, in fact, best sum up the impact of The Sopranos on television history by noting the way it brought a more cinematic sensibility to
         television, its success in doing so encouraging other programs to follow suit. On
         the other hand, one could also argue that the careful construction of the series,
         which includes any number of scenes that richly interact with other scenes, is almost
         more literary in nature. Thus, David Bianculli raves about the “novelistic themes and scope” of
         The Sopranos (35) as he touts the “brilliance” of the series (37), while Ellen Willis declares
         that the series is “reminiscent of Dickens and his early serials” and that “the world
         of Tony Soprano is a kind of postmodern Middlemarch” (3). Indeed, The Sopranos shows the influence of a number of different media and cultural forms. It also, for
         example, uses music in a more complex and interesting way than virtually any series
         that had come before it. Similarly, while most obviously a gangster series (that grows
         directly out of the rich cinematic tradition of gangster films), it is also a complex
         psychological drama, a family drama, a family sitcom, and (at times) an almost absurdist
         existential comedy.
      

      
      The Sopranos even adds direct allusions to literary novels to its intertextual framework. Episode
         5.4 (“All Happy Families,” March 28, 2004), for example, takes its title from the
         famous opening of Leo Tolstoy’s Anna Karenina (1877), using the allusion to enhance the extensive network of motifs that drive home
         again and again the series’ central emphasis on a double use of the idea of “family.”
         Meanwhile, that Anna Karenina deals centrally with the topic of adultery makes it an ideal referent for this episode,
         in which Carmela, now separated from Tony, begins dating Robert Wegler (David Straithairn),
         A. J.’s high school guidance counselor. To extend the motif, Wegler, on his first
         date with Carmela, somewhat pompously recommends that she read Gustave Flaubert’s
         Madame Bovary (1856), perhaps the greatest of all adultery novels.[1]  
      

      
      Such allusions represent merely a minor example of the intricate construction of The Sopranos. This intricacy can be seen in a variety of other ways as well, perhaps most obviously
         in the complexity of the characters. A formal example of this complexity can be seen
         when the series shows various characters on the receiving end of dialogue that they
         later repeat to other characters in other scenes. Such repetitions (which often involve
         advice that the characters reject but nevertheless later pass on to others) appears
         especially often in the case of Tony, who often repeats things he has heard from Jennifer
         Melfi or others, virtually playing analyst to his crew or others. This sort of dialogue
         appears at a relatively superficial (and even comic) level, though it no doubt says
         something about the nature of communication and perhaps even about the inauthenticity
         and unoriginality of individual identity and style in the postmodern era.
      

      
      Other instances of repetition are more obviously significant, though. Another scene
         in “Watching Too Much Television” sees Tony take A. J. to see a church that the boy’s
         great-grandfather had helped to build eighty years earlier. The scene, of course,
         directly repeats one in which Tony had taken his daughter Meadow to see the same church
         in the pilot episode of the series a few years earlier. This repetition suggests that
         the visit is Tony’s attempt to establish a sort of family tradition that connects
         his children to past generations. But the differences between the two scenes also
         make important and subtle points related to the overall trajectory of the series.
         For one thing, the neighborhood around the church seems to have declined between the
         two visits. As Dana Polan puts it, “Whatever glory the church perhaps once had as
         a mark of craftsmanship and pride-in-work is at risk of fading in the context of an
         urbanism of ruins” (139). In addition, while neither Soprano child is all that impressed,
         A. J. seems much more uninterested than Meadow in Tony’s discourse about the general
         decline of values between the great-grandfather’s generation and their own. This difference
         partly helps simply to indicate differences in the personalities of Tony’s two children—Meadow
         is much more her father’s child, and the one whose attitudes and opinions more closely
         resemble Tony’s (whether she likes it or not). At the same time, this shift, in a
         mere three or four years of time within the series, also suggests the rapidity with
         which, in the world of The Sopranos, everything seems to be falling apart. This latter interpretation is reinforced by
         Tony’s own attitude, which seems much more bitter and frustrated in the second incarnation
         of this scene than the first, due no doubt in part to A. J.’s response, but also due
         to Tony’s own increasing sense that his world and the world in general are in a state
         of crisis, punctuated by the events of September 11, 2001. As he tells Melfi a few
         episodes later in “The Strong, Silent Type” (November 17, 2002), “And this 9/11 shit.
         I don’t know, you know, the shit that’s goin’ on everywhere. It’s like some fuckin’
         asshole is stalkin’ the whole human race.”[2]  
      

      
      Part of Tony’s negative sense of the current state of his world has to do with Christopher’s
         growing heroin problem, which is presented with the graphic detail that is a key marker
         of the differences between The Sopranos and conventional television series. Ironically, “The Strong, Silent Type,” the title
         of which refers to Tony’s frequently expressed belief that men should handle their
         own problems quietly rather than whining about them or seeking help from others, also
         includes an intervention scene in which Tony and various other characters gather to
         try to help Christopher confront and begin to deal with his drug problem. Tony is
         already frustrated with Christopher’s drug-induced behavior, of course, but when he
         learns during the intervention that Christopher had sat on Adriana’s little dog Cosette
         while high, causing the animal’s death by suffocation, he goes ballistic. Tony (great
         animal lover that he is) screams at Christopher, “I oughta suffocate you, you little
         prick!”
      

      
      Tony reacts as strongly as he does partly because of the recent death of the horse
         Pie-O-My, which had led to Tony beating Ralph Cifaretto to death, believing that Ralph
         arranged the fire that led to the horse’s killing. Badly burned, the horse had to
         be put out of its misery, and it is fairly clear in the intervention scene that Tony’s
         reaction to the death of Cosette arises partly from the fact that he is still dealing
         with the constellation of emotions surrounding the death of Pie-O-My. What is not
         at all clear at the time, however, is that Tony’s suggestion about suffocating Christopher
         lays the groundwork for the shocking scene broadcast nearly five years later in episode
         6.18 (“Kennedy and Heidi,” May 13, 2007) in which Tony suffocates Christopher in the
         aftermath of an auto accident that has left the latter seriously injured. Tony thus
         follows through on his original veiled threat to suffocate Christopher as Christopher
         had suffocated Cosette, while also putting Christopher out of his misery in the manner
         of Pie-O-My.
      

      
      Such intricate links, spanning years of time, are indicative of the careful and complex
         construction of the entire series of The Sopranos, which differs so dramatically from the classic television model of rebooting each
         week, with each episode having little or no impact on subsequent ones. Indeed, another way of describing what was new about The Sopranos is its very complexity, of which its cinematic heritage and generic hybridity are
         also key examples. However one describes its newness, though, it was avowedly new, which definitely set it apart from most fare in a medium notorious for its recycling
         of tried-and-true themes and motifs and its lack of daring in the pursuit of any genuine
         innovation.[3]   The devotion to both quality and innovation that drives The Sopranos helps to explain why it has had such a powerful influence on the programming that
         followed it, taking the whole medium of television in exciting new directions. This
         influence clearly makes The Sopranos one of the most important series in the entire history of television. But it is also
         important to recognize that, however great its own achievements, The Sopranos was able to make such an important contribution to television history because it
         appeared at a crucial moment in that history, at a time when technological change
         was in any case going to change the medium forever. The Sopranos was thus both a cause of important changes in the direction taken by television,
         and a result of changes that were already under way.
      

      
      The Sopranos and the Technology of Television
      

      
      One reason why The Sopranos is such a pivotal series in the history of television is its appearance at such a
         crucial moment in the history of television technology. When the series debuted at the beginning of 1999, DVDs were relatively new and laser
         discs still represented a genuine digital alternative. Streaming video was clunky
         and impractical. The standard home television set was still built around a cathode
         ray tube, a basic technology that dated back more than 100 years to the invention
         of the Braun tube in 1897. By the time the series ended, such sets were quaint relics,
         and various forms of flat-screen technologies reigned supreme. DVDs were ubiquitous,
         but were already being challenged by higher-resolution Blu-ray discs (introduced to
         the consumer market in 2006). Streaming video was rapidly on the rise as well, and
         the first iPhone was released a mere nineteen days after the initial broadcast of
         the final episode of The Sopranos, announcing a coming revolution in delivery of video to mobile devices. One could
         argue that the technology of consumer devices for watching television had changed
         more during the 1999–2007 run of the series than in the previous half-century of television’s
         initial presence as a force in the consumer market.
      

      
      Any number of critics have declared the first years of the twenty-first century to
         be a second “Golden Age of Television,” building upon a standard, nostalgia-driven
         vision of American television history that sees the medium’s first decade or so (roughly
         the 1950s) as a Golden Age in which, with conventions not yet well established, innovation
         and creativity were paramount. According to this narrative, TV’s conventions and genres
         had calcified by the 1960s, making the medium into a cliché-driven “wasteland” in
         which creativity was frowned on as something that might upset or confuse viewers,
         leading to lower ratings and reduced advertising income.[4]   The explosive growth of cable television in the 1980s (eventually enriched by the
         addition of home satellite technologies) offered a possible way out of this quagmire,
         though the initial strategy of basic cable outlets was simply to generate as much
         “content” as cheaply as possible, largely by recycling previously broadcast programming
         or old movies. Ted Turner’s WTBS “superstation” was perhaps the classic case of such
         outlets, going so far as to purchase the Atlanta Braves major league baseball team
         largely so that their games (162 games a year at approximately three hours per game
         is a lot of potential programming) could be shown on the channel. One exception to this rule
         involved the rise of pay movie channels, which could afford to include relatively
         new and popular movies in their programming because subscribers paid extra to have
         these channels added to their cable service. The HBO channel was the prototype for
         these, its “Home Box Office” moniker clearly indicating its emphasis on the airing
         of recent movies, an emphasis that set it apart from the broadcast and basic cable
         channels, presumably in a way that would lead to higher-quality programming.
      

      
      HBO attempted to establish its distance from conventional television programming in
         a number of ways, perhaps most famously in the classic advertising slogan “It’s not
         TV; it’s HBO,” which debuted in October 1996 and continued to be the channel’s signature
         until April 2009. By 1996, however, the channel had complicated its distance from
         conventional television programming by beginning to produce its own original television
         series, including such notably creative efforts as The Larry Sanders Show (1992–1998), an innovative sitcom about a talk show that made good use of the self-referential
         possibilities inherent in the show-within-a-show format. This series attracted critical
         raves (though never a huge viewership), and its end in May 1998 left HBO momentarily
         without a standout signature program.
      

      
      The situation would not last long, however, as the debut of The Sopranos only a few months later would bring unprecedented critical praise and popular success
         to HBO’s original programming. By the time the last new episode of The Sopranos was broadcast in June 2007, critics were declaring that the Second Golden Age of
         television had begun, with The Sopranos unrivaled in the rise of that phenomenon even by such widely admired near-contemporaries
         as its fellow HBO series, The Wire, which ran from 2002 to 2008. One could argue, in fact, that The Wire was made possible by The Sopranos, so that any subsequent series influenced by The Wire was by definition at least indirectly influenced by The Sopranos as well. Though both series might be described as crime dramas, the aesthetics of the dark
         and gritty Wire had relatively little in common with those of The Sopranos. Still, there was a strong influence of the latter on the former, residing primarily
         in the way The Sopranos had established the value and viability of high-concept, high-production-value programming
         on television. 
      

      
      There are a number of obvious ways in which the success of The Sopranos depended on its placement on a pay cable channel rather than the broadcast television
         networks. Meanwhile, The Sopranos made an immeasurable contribution to the success of HBO and to the rise of the channel’s
         reputation within the television industry as a producer of high-quality original programming,
         a rise that encouraged other cable channels to devote more resources to the production
         of original programming as well. The Sopranos differs most obviously from the fare seen on conventional television networks in that
         it includes mature (and even shocking) subject matter of a kind never before seen
         on television. It depicts violence, nudity, and sexual content in ways that could
         never be done on the broadcast networks (with their need both to obey government regulations
         and avoid any controversy that might scare away advertisers). In addition, the coarse
         and colorful dialogue of The Sopranos (so crucial to the sense that the show is a realistic depiction of the day-to-day
         lives of gangsters and that its scripts are themselves works of art) could never have
         gotten past the network censors. But the complexity with which The Sopranos was constructed was clearly facilitated by its appearance on HBO as well. Through
         most of television history, the principal broadcast model was that of network television,
         in which episodes of a series appeared once a week for perhaps six months out of the
         year and then were not broadcast again for many months (for example, until summer
         reruns), if ever. The weekly initial broadcast of episodes of The Sopranos on Sunday nights on HBO became a sort of television event in itself, but it was an
         event complicated by the fact that the same episode might be broadcast several more
         times during the same week and that episodes were frequently rebroadcast in subsequent
         weeks as well. As a result, viewers had ample opportunity to rewatch episodes of the series, giving them the opportunity to check up on details they
         might have missed the first time around and giving the show’s producers the ability
         to construct episodes so complex that they could only be fully appreciated after multiple
         viewings.
      

      
      The Sopranos helped to establish the notion that the best television series could productively
         be viewed several times, and that they in fact should be viewed in this way. Other than certain cult phenomena (such as Star Trek), it was one of the first series not simply to be watched, but actually to be studied, both by fans and by serious professional critics. It also appeared at a time of
         other dramatic changes in the mechanisms of viewing television series that facilitated
         this phenomenon. The Sopranos itself made a major contribution to the rapid increase in the number of viewers who
         watched television via cable or satellite rather than conventional broadcast. But
         it also appeared at a time when DVD sales of entire-season box sets of television
         series were just becoming popular. The DVD format had only been developed in 1995
         and was still relatively new in the consumer market when The Sopranos debuted at the beginning of 1999, and the releases of the first seasons of the series
         in the box-set format greatly facilitated the rise of binge viewing of television
         series via DVD. Again, this phenomenon provided another justification for making The Sopranos as rich and as complex as it was, making repeat viewing even easier—while the richness
         and complexity of the series in turn enhanced DVD sales in a synergistic effect.
      

      
      Such repeat viewing, of course, became dramatically easier in the spring of 1999,
         when (just as the first season of The Sopranos was coming to a close) the introduction of the first TiVo announced the coming of
         DVR technology to the mass market. This technology represented a vast increase (relative
         to the clunky videocassette recorders that had, until that time, been the main option)
         in the ease with which users could record television programs for viewing (and reviewing)
         at their own convenience. At the same time, DVRs (as had DVDs) also made it much easier
         to pause, rewind, and replay video, greatly facilitating the close and careful examination
         of individual scenes from television programming. This ability not only meant that
         the makers of television programming could expect that their efforts to produce higher-quality
         and more complex scenes might be recognized and rewarded, but it also made the medium
         more attractive to serious professional cultural critics.
      

      
      All of these factors doubtless contributed (though it would be hard to quantify the
         effect) to the oft-noted surge in “quality” television programming that has marked
         the first decade-and-a-half of the twenty-first century. Meanwhile, it might also
         be noted that, by the time The Sopranos ended in 2007, streaming video (including to mobile devices) was becoming more and
         more popular as a medium for the delivery of “television” programming, though the
         very concept of streaming video announced a major blurring of the boundary between
         television and the Internet. By 2010, HBO was rolling out its own streaming-video
         service, “HBO Go,” which features mobile access to the complete runs of almost all
         HBO original series, as well as other selected programming. The Sopranos is a crucial part of the HBO Go content, while the rising popularity of such streaming
         services (with Netflix, Amazon Video, and Hulu leading the way) is part of a general
         transformation in the ways people watch television.
      

      
      Streaming video most obviously represents an increase in the quantity of television (including movies on television) that is available to any given viewer.
         In terms of quality, the most obvious impact of streaming video is probably a decrease, especially in the quality of the images themselves, particularly when viewed on
         mobile devices. However, the very quantity of programming available on most streaming
         services at any given time means that the success of a service does not depend on
         the broad popularity of any one program, meaning that quality programs such as The Sopranos, which attract relatively small but especially devoted audiences, can flourish in
         this format even more than on cable.
      

      
      Interestingly, The Sopranos is self-consciously aware of these technological changes, and one of the fascinating
         aspects of the series is the way it incorporates many of them, primarily through its
         representation of Tony Soprano as a sort of (admittedly unsophisticated) video/audiophile
         who continually updates his home theater setup to keep pace with advances in technology.
         In the very first episode, for example, Carmela Soprano shows off her husband’s system
         to the pretentious priest, Father Intintola, noting how impressed Tony is by the quality
         of the laser disc images (of the Godfather movies, of course) that he watches on his large (for the time) CRT television. By
         the time of episode 4.8 (“Mergers and Acquisitions,” November 3, 2002), Tony’s system
         gets a major upgrade to new-style digital technologies, including a large flat-screen
         (presumably plasma, this being 2002) television set. On the other hand, in keeping
         with his usual habit, Tony is not seen watching actual television, but merely a film,
         though a film adapted from a classic television series—the 1993 big-screen version
         of The Fugitive.[5]   
      

      
      Whether Tony is here experiencing nostalgia for the original series (which ran from
         1963 to 1967, and thus ended when Tony was only eight years old) is not clear, but
         Tony definitely has a preference for culture, especially music, from his formative
         years. Indeed, in this episode he seems to use his system primarily to listen to Pink
         Floyd’s 1973 album The Dark Side of the Moon, though he apparently sleeps through much of it. In a similar way, much of the new
         entertainment technology of the twenty-first century has had the effect of making
         older cultural works more easily available, facilitating nostalgia while at the same
         time collapsing any genuine sense of historical sequence, flattening time and making
         films, television programs, and music from various periods equally accessible to viewers.
         Of course, these technologies also make previous works more accessible to the producers
         of new works, which in many cases makes the new works less original, but which in
         the best cases also provides a chance to add considerable intertextual richness to
         the new works. The Sopranos, given its rich dialogue with predecessors such as the traditional gangster film,
         is a key example of the latter. But the series has reached forward in time as well,
         exercising its own influence over the explosion of quality television programming
         that followed it.
      

      
      The Sopranos and the Second Golden Age
 of Television
      

      
      With so many technological factors converging to facilitate the production of quality
         television programming, perhaps it is little wonder that such programming began to
         appear when it did. But one should not underestimate the contribution of The Sopranos to what many have seen as a genuine revolution in television programming in the early
         years of the twenty-first century. In April 2007, as The Sopranos neared the end of its initial run, Maureen Ryan declared it “the most influential
         television drama ever,” arguing that “no one-hour drama series has had a bigger impact
         on how stories are told on the small screen, or more influence on what kind of fare
         we’ve been offered by an ever-growing array of television networks.” In a similar
         way, Alan Sepinwall begins his book on the “revolutionary” changes in television drama
         in the early years of the twenty-first century by noting that “there’s already a school
         of thought . . . arguing that true quality television didn’t exist before The Sopranos” (Revolution, 7). And, while Sepinwall rightly argues that the television revolution he describes
         did in fact have predecessors from before 1999, he still concludes that, while “other
         shows had made the revolution possible . . . The Sopranos is the one that made the world realize that something special was happening on television”
         (Revolution, 32).[6]  
      

      
      The Sopranos clearly paved the way for any number of successors. At the same time, the series casts
         such a long shadow that few of its important successors operated directly within the
         gangster genre, of which The Sopranos was a sort of definitive statement. The most direct successor to The Sopranos (and the closest thing to a successor in the gangster genre) would be HBO’s own Boardwalk Empire (2010–2014). As Carl Freedman notes, Boardwalk Empire, which involved the participation of numerous cast and crew members from The Sopranos, “is very clearly constructed in the wake of Chase’s series, and with full self-conscious
         awareness of the fact” (90). If The Sopranos in a sense narrates the twilight of American organized crime, Boardwalk Empire (a lavish historical crime drama set during the Prohibition era of the 1920s) narrates
         its dawn, constructing a sort of historical bookend of gangsterism. On the other hand,
         the HBO Western Deadwood (2004–2006) takes the historical setting back even further, locating the operations
         of the aptly named proto-gangster Al Swearengen (who can outswear even the principals
         of The Sopranos) in a frontier mining town in the 1870s. Apparently, gangsterism has been a central
         element of American culture from early on—a point perhaps made most clearly (and importantly)
         in this series by the fact that the true criminal of the series is not really Swearengen,
         but evil real-world capitalist George Hearst, the father of William Randolph Hearst,
         whom Orson Welles would eventually memorialize as the prototypical American in Citizen Kane (1941).
      

      
      Many other pay cable series that followed The Sopranos were able to do things they were able to do at least partly because The Sopranos had come before. The best example is probably the Showtime series Dexter (2006–2013), whose serial-killer protagonist might never have been possible without
         a sometimes brutal gangster protagonist such as Tony Soprano as a predecessor. Dexter
         Morgan, of course, is far more shocking as a protagonist than Tony had been, but then,
         for a time, The Sopranos seemed to trigger a sort of pay cable gang war in which HBO and Showtime competed
         to see which network could produce shows with higher levels of sex, violence, and
         overall shock value.
      

      
      Probably the two series that have been discussed most widely as successors to The Sopranos, however, appeared on the standard cable network AMC (and were thus not able to participate
         fully in the shock war). Still, a series such as AMC’s Breaking Bad (2008–2013) could nevertheless be quite daring and shocking, while its focus on a
         sort of regular-guy Everyman protagonist who turns to crime had obvious parallels
         with The Sopranos. The influence of The Sopranos on AMC’s Mad Men was less obvious, but probably even stronger.[7]   As Sepinwall notes, fears that television would return to wasteland status after
         the conclusion of The Sopranos were quickly allayed when Mad Men debuted on AMC only thirty-nine days later, establishing itself as a “worthy successor”
         to The Sopranos (Revolution, 302). Though ostensibly dealing with very different subject matter, Mad Men (which ran until May 2015) had a number of things in common with The Sopranos, including its generally high production values, its superb acting, its complexity,
         and its attention to both visual and verbal detail. The programs often even employ
         similar techniques to produce these effects, such as the extensive use of clever cuts
         linking one scene to the next, a stylistic flourish fairly common in film but relatively
         rare on television.[8]  
      

      
      That Mad Men might resemble The Sopranos was, of course, no surprise given the direct genealogical link between the two programs,
         Mad Men creator and showrunner Matthew Weiner having been one of the principal writers on
         the last two seasons of The Sopranos. Still, the connections between Mad Men and The Sopranos are surprisingly strong. For one thing, both series are built around a distinct sense
         of American cultural history and American history in general, and both envision this
         history in terms of a narrative of failed hopes and lost dreams. For another, both
         series are built around complex male protagonists, charismatic but deeply flawed antiheroes
         whose personal stories embody numerous important aspects of the antiheroic vision
         of American history that both series espouse. The burly, gruff gangster Tony Soprano
         would at first glance seem to have little in common with the suave, smooth-talking
         ad man Don Draper, yet both men are typical of their historical contexts in the sense
         meant by Georg Lukács in his discussion of the “typical” characters of the great nineteenth-century
         historical novels, who for Lukács take on their particular personalities and other
         attributes precisely as a function of the historical processes at work in the worlds
         in which they live. Among other things, both Tony and Don are walking embodiments
         of the key American notion of upward mobility. Both men have risen from humble beginnings
         to achieve positions of wealth and influence—then find that those positions come with
         extensive disadvantages, partly because the world around them has changed so much
         during their rise to the top that their initial dreams of success are no longer fitted
         to the world in which they live.
      

      
      The similarities between Tony and Don are an especially strong case of television
         intertextuality, and Weiner’s construction of Don’s character (or characters, as Don
         continually re-creates himself) shows an obvious influence of his experience with writing for Tony. But, even apart
         from such specific connections, the general similarities between The Sopranos and Mad Men are perhaps the best example we have of the magnitude of the impact of The Sopranos on the industry’s perceptions of just what a television series could dare to be and
         do. Meanwhile, the dialogue between The Sopranos and film, literature, and other media is indicative of the extent to which the cultural
         influence of the series reached well beyond television. The most obvious example of
         this extra-television intertextuality, of course, is the way The Sopranos acknowledges its (belated, and admittedly ironic) participation in the tradition of
         the gangster film. However, the most general (and important) example of the interaction
         of The Sopranos in a broader cultural context surely resides in its participation in the phenomenon
         of postmodernism, a topic we will address in the next chapter.
      

      
      
         
            1. Wegler, trying to impress Carmela with his erudition, comes off as a bit pretentious
                  in this scene, especially as he shows only a superficial understanding of Flaubert’s
                  novel, whose protagonist is driven to suicide largely due to her unsatisfactory adulterous
                  liaisons, which is probably not the best reading to recommend to a married woman one
                  is trying to seduce. It is, though, an appropriate referent for the series, in which
                  Carmela resembles Emma Bovary in so many ways. Carmela, incidentally, can be a bit
                  pretentious in her own right, and the fact that she has clearly never even heard of Madame Bovary reminds us of just how unsophisticated she really is.
               

            

         

         
            2. While the events of 9/11 impact The Sopranos in a number of ways, most of them are fairly indirect and general, as in this case,
                  perhaps because the first episode of season 4 (the first episode to be broadcast after
                  9/11/2001) did not appear until September 15, 2002, due to an unusually large gap
                  between seasons 3 and 4. The most obvious impact of 9/11 occurs in the show’s famous
                  opening sequence, which shows Tony driving from Manhattan to his home in suburban
                  New Jersey. The twin World Trade Towers are featured prominently as background in
                  one shot of the Manhattan skyline (though only as reflected in Tony’s sideview mirror)
                  during that sequence during the first three seasons, but are missing from that shot
                  from season 4 onward.
               

            

         

         
            3. Truly innovative television series have been unusual enough that Booker has labeled
                  such series (including such examples as The Twilight Zone and The X-Files) as “strange TV” in his 2003 book. 
               

            

         

         
            4. The widely repeated “wasteland” characterization originated in a speech delivered
                  by Commissioner Newton Minow of the Federal Communications Commission (FCC) at a 1961
                  meeting of the National Association of Broadcasters. Minow went on to remark that
                  anyone who watches television all day long, from sign-on to sign-off, will observe
                  a procession of violent, stupid, formulaic programming punctuated by an endless stream
                  of “screaming, cajoling, and offending” commercials (quoted in Barnouw, 300).
               

            

         

         
            5. In one of the numerous clever self-referential nods in the series, this film costars
                  Joe Pantoliano, who also costarred in this season of The Sopranos as sociopathic gangster Ralph Cifaretto. Cifaretto would be killed by Tony in the
                  very next episode.
               

            

         

         
            6. Sepinwall’s list of important predecessors to The   Sopranos and the revolution it spearheaded includes Hill Street Blues (1981–1987), St. Elsewhere (1982–1988), Cheers (1982–1993), Miami Vice (1984–1989), Wiseguy (1987–1990), Twin Peaks (1990–1991), Homicide: Life on the Street (1993–1999), NYPD Blue (1993–2005), The X-Files (1993–2002), and ER (1994–2009).
               

            

         

         
            7. For a more extensive discussion of the impact of The Sopranos on Mad Men, see Lavery, “From Made Men to Mad Men.”
               

            

         

         
            8. For example, the first episode of the sixth season of Mad Men begins with a scene in which a man who might be protagonist Don Draper lies on the
                  floor, having just had a life-threatening heart attack; it then cuts to Draper reading
                  Dante’s  Divine Comedy   on the beach in Hawaii, then builds up a whole network of allusions to death in
                  general. In  Sopranos   episode 3.6 (“University,” April 1, 2001), a cut morphs a young stripper fellating
                  in the back room of the Bada Bing! into a privileged college girl at Columbia University,
                  thus efficiently emphasizing both the differences and the similarities between these
                  two young women.
               

            

         

      

   
      Chapter 2

      The Cultural Logic of 
The Sopranos

      
         
         
      

      
      The fact that the end of the 1990s was also the end of a millennium no doubt helps
         to account for the extent to which the last decade of the twentieth century was pervaded
         with various senses of various endings, perhaps the most notorious of which is Francis
         Fukuyama’s pronouncement in 1992 that the end of the Cold War marked the end of history.[1]   Films such as The Matrix (1999), however, were key markers of this same phenomenon in culture, where various
         apocalyptic visions of the end of the world as we know it proliferated, seemingly
         without end, well into the new millennium. Indeed, the wave of postapocalyptic films
         and novels that flooded the American culture of the first years of the twenty-first
         century may well have been partly triggered by the events of September 11, 2001, but
         they were also partly a response to this general sense of an ending that was already
         becoming a key part of the American psyche at the end of the 1990s.
      

      
      Tony Soprano expresses this sense well in the inaugural episode of The Sopranos, in which he complains to his new psychiatrist, Jennifer Melfi, that the gangster
         business has about run its course: “I’ve been thinking, it’s good to be in something
         from the ground floor. I came too late for that, I know. But lately I’m getting the
         feeling that I came in at the end. The best is over.” The well-informed Melfi responds,
         “Many Americans, I think, feel that way.” That Tony’s perception here is specifically
         related to his business is telling, because the economic optimism that had fueled
         the growth of American capitalism since the boom years after World War II was clearly
         winding down by the end of the century. Granted, the Clinton 1990s were also boom
         years, but they were boom years haunted by a sense of impending doom, and the explosive
         economic growth of the decade (highlighted by the dramatic growth in the value of
         Internet and other “tech” stocks) was marred throughout by gloom-and-doom predictions
         that the bubble was about to burst.
      

      
      Capitalism itself was clearly in crisis by the end of the 1990s, despite its apparent
         global victory at the beginning of the decade. The Sopranos responded very directly to this situation with its overt use of gangsterism as an
         allegorical stand-in for capitalism as a whole. Relevant here is Jameson’s oft-cited
         suggestion that the popularity of postapocalyptic narratives at the beginning of the
         new century could be attributed to the fact that it was easier to imagine the end
         of the world than the end of capitalism (“Future City,” 76). The Sopranos, one might argue, runs counter to this trend by imagining—with its vision of the
         beginning of the end of the gangster business—the end of capitalism itself.
      

      
      By the end of the century, capitalism seemed triumphant everywhere, its continuing
         global expansion being largely a matter of localized mopping-up operations. Of course,
         most of what we think of as modern history in the West has consisted in the gradual
         triumph of capitalist modernization around the globe, so this situation represents
         the culmination of a centuries-long process. Indeed, many recent observers, including
         Jameson, have argued that this process of modernization is nearing completion—which
         is in fact largely what Fukuyama means when he declares the end of history. For Jameson,
         meanwhile, the completion of the historical process of modernization during the past
         few decades also has strong implications in terms of the kinds of culture that have
         been produced during that time. Jameson uses the term “postmodernism” to describe
         this cultural phenomenon, which “is what you have when the modernization process is
         complete” (Postmodernism, ix).
      

      
      Jameson sees postmodernism as being the dominant force in Western culture since the
         early 1970s and as gradually extending its influence outward around the globe since
         that time. Thus, whereas many earlier observers had seen postmodernism as an upstart
         transgressive movement that challenged all sorts of orthodoxies, Jameson figures postmodernism
         as the perfectly orthodox “cultural logic” of “late capitalism,” or capitalism in
         its current, global consumerist phase.[2]   That is, postmodernism is an almost direct cultural expression of the ideology
         of late capitalism, containing few alternative or oppositional energies that point
         in truly new directions or contain genuine vestiges of older forms.
      

      
      This sense that postmodernism represents a sort of cultural endpoint closely parallels
         Tony Soprano’s sense throughout The Sopranos that everything in his world had seen its best days and is approaching an imminent
         end. This vision, of course, was perfect for a series that debuted in 1999, at the
         end of a century and a millennium, just as the congruence in historical vision between
         The Sopranos and postmodernism should come as no surprise given the number of commentators who
         have remarked on the essentially postmodern quality of the series. On the other hand,
         much of the characterization of The Sopranos as postmodern has involved relatively superficial passing observations—as when David
         Pattie calls the series a “postmodern Mafia tale” (144) or Dean DeFino argues that
         it is, at least in part, “a walking tour through the mind of a postmodern gangster”
         (180). However, one of our major goals in this cultural history will be to explore
         in depth the ways in which The Sopranos can be better understood if we view it as an example of postmodernism.
      

      
      What It Means to Be “Postmodern”

      
      Numerous characteristics of postmodernist art mark it as the direct cultural expression
         of the ideology of late capitalism. In a formal and stylistic sense, such art is characterized
         by two fundamental, related tendencies. First, such art displays a formal fragmentation
         that mirrors its fragmented sense of history. Second, this art is constructed primarily
         through the technique of pastiche, which involves the mimicry of almost randomly selected
         styles from the past, as if chosen from a cafeteria menu, but without any sense of
         the implications of the historical context in which the styles originally appeared.
         Pastiche thus involves a “random cannibalization of all the styles of the past” and
         reduces the past to a series of spectacles, a collection of images disconnected from
         any genuine sense of historical process in which the past leads directly to the present
         and the present to the future (Jameson, Postmodernism, 18).
      

      
      In the case of The Sopranos, the most obvious use of pastiche occurs at the level of genre—its overt reliance
         on gangster narratives from the past as a source of both style and content, while
         maintaining the consistent nostalgic suggestion (epitomized by Tony’s sense of coming
         in at the end of things) that the best days of the gangster narrative exist in the
         past. The Sopranos maintains a similar relationship with the various other genres on which it draws,
         such as the family sitcom, with the various travails of the Soprano clan surely lacking
         the idealized fantasy content of the sitcoms of the 1950s, also known nostalgically
         as the Golden Age of Television. Meanwhile, that The Sopranos participates in a number of different genres is itself typical of postmodernism, when
         aspects of various genres can be borrowed at will, again as if chosen from a menu.
      

      
      A quick comparison between the magisterial pace and visual style of The Godfather and the more harried pace and appearance of The Sopranos illustrates the series’ sense of fragmentation. The plurality of genre in The Sopranos is also indicative of the formal fragmentation that runs through the series, with
         assembly of the series from bits and pieces of different genres making it difficult
         to maintain any sort of stylistic consistency. All series television, of course, is
         fragmented by definition, chopped into hour-long (or shorter) segments, and one could
         argue that a series such as The Sopranos that presents continuous ongoing narratives is even more fragmented than a series
         of the older model, in which each episode consisted of a self-contained narrative
         that was completed within the episode. But the fragmentation of the narrative of The Sopranos is particularly striking. The style and tone of the series frequently shifts from
         one episode to the next (or even within a single episode), ranging from a graphic
         and gritty naturalism, to an offbeat surrealism, to slapstick comedy. In addition,
         the particular nature of the series, with its unusually high body count, even among
         important characters, means that whole narrative threads involving specific characters
         can come to an immediate and screeching halt, sending the rest of the narrative suddenly
         careening off into a different direction.
      

      
      For Jameson, a failing sense of history is the key to understanding the fragmentation
         of postmodern texts, their formal disjunction reflecting the inability to construct
         a stable, coherent narrative of history amid the chaos and rapid flux of the late
         capitalist world. Particularly important is the way this inability to construct stable
         narratives over time contributes to an unstable sense of personal identity, psychic
         fragmentation becoming one of the central experiences of life in the postmodern world.
         Jameson argues that the postmodern individual experiences a loss of temporal continuity
         that causes him or her to experience the world somewhat in the manner of a schizophrenic,
         unable to link one moment up to the next and thus unable to “know personal identity
         in our sense, since our feeling of identity depends on our sense of the persistence
         of the ‘I’ and the ‘me’ over time” (“Postmodernism and Consumer Society,” 119).
      

      
      This psychic fragmentation naturally applies to artists as well, and (as a result
         of their own inability to sustain a stable and unitary identity over time) such artists
         find it difficult either to create unfragmented works or to establish and maintain
         a distinctive individual style of the kind that might be expected of modernist artists.
         In the case of a television series such as The Sopranos, the fragmentation of the artist-creator is made quite overt, because there are in
         fact many creators. The basic vision of the series might come from David Chase, but
         the series had numerous writers who made important contributions, not to mention the
         contributions of the numerous directors and of the cast members who played such important
         roles in bringing the unusually vivid characters of the series to life.
      

      
      Jameson also employs schizophrenia in a metaphorical sense, and does not mean to imply
         that mental illness is ubiquitous. Still, one reason why the narrative of The Sopranos is so fragmented and erratic is that so many of the characters are psychologically
         unstable, even psychopathic. Not only does someone like Tony Soprano have sudden panic
         attacks that radically disrupt the flow of his life, but virtually all of the gangster
         characters of the series have severe problems with anger management and are likely
         to fly into fits of violence at any moment. Meanwhile, some of the characters are
         outright psychopaths whose behavior is highly unpredictable: one of things that makes
         it possible for audiences to root for Tony (at least to an extent) is that his major
         antagonists (Ralph Cifaretto is perhaps the best example) are often far worse than
         he is.
      

      
      Still, in terms of the psychic fragmentation experienced by various characters in
         the series, Tony remains very much at the center of The Sopranos. After all, the whole series is to an extent structured around the fact that he lives
         a double life, struggling to be an adequate suburban husband and dad at home while
         trying to deal with the bitter realities of life as a mob leader when he is at work.
         He is intensely aware that the terms of his life require him to display a completely
         different personality in different situations. 
      

      
      His repeated claim to be playing the “sad clown” by displaying a cheerful exterior
         while suffering quietly inside is one aspect of his fragmented sense of self, but
         Tony’s psychic fragmentation is perhaps most effectively highlighted in the opening
         episode of season 5 (first broadcast on March 7, 2004), which is tellingly entitled
         “The Two Tonys.” Now separated from his wife Carmela and no longer in therapy, Tony
         in this episode unsuccessfully tries to convince Melfi, now his former psychiatrist, that it is no longer inappropriate for her to become romantically involved
         with him. When she still refuses, he concludes that it must be because she does not
         approve of his chosen profession, so he explains that he only works in organized crime
         “to feed my kids.” But being a gangster, he assures her, is only one side of his personality,
         and not the whole story. “There are two Tony Sopranos,” he tells her.
      

      
      Tony’s split personality is also emphasized in a two-episode sequence—episode 6.2
         (“Join the Club,” March 19, 2006) and episode 6.3 (“Mayham,” March 26, 2006)—that
         features a variation on the dream sequences that frequently appear in The Sopranos.[3]   Here, Tony lies in a coma after having been shot by his Uncle Junior who, suffering
         from dementia, mistook his nephew for someone else. Doctors and nurses battle to save
         Tony’s life, while members of both his domestic family and his mob family gather around,
         fearing the worst. Much of the action of these two episodes, however, involves a vision
         sequence experienced by Tony while in the coma. In this sequence, an alternate-reality
         version of Tony is simply an ordinary guy (a salesman of precision optics who formerly
         sold patio furniture)[4]   on an ordinary business trip in California, riffing on Tony’s repeated reminders
         throughout the series that he is merely a “businessman.” Unfortunately, this Tony
         awakes in his hotel room to find that his wallet and briefcase are missing. Instead,
         he finds that he is in possession of the wallet and briefcase of heating contractor
         “Kevin Finnerty,” whose name, we are overtly reminded in the episode, is reminiscent
         of “infinity.” This discovery leads to a long chain of events in which Tony, assuming
         that the other man probably has his wallet and briefcase, attempts to locate Finnerty and exchange their switched possessions.
         Among other things—adding to the dreamlike strangeness of these events—Tony encounters
         a group of irate Buddhist monks who are upset that Finnerty has apparently sold them
         a faulty heating system for their monastery. The monks and others whom Tony encounters
         in fact mistake him for Finnerty, an experience that becomes so common that Tony begins to wonder if he
         might indeed be Finnerty after all, but has somehow forgotten that fact—thus suggesting
         the very sort of instability of identity that Jameson sees as a crucial component
         of life in the postmodern world. Meanwhile, Tony’s search is periodically punctuated
         by the appearance overhead of a spotlight-wielding helicopter, suggesting the official
         surveillance that Tony has been under throughout the series, a surveillance that again
         makes him a particularly overt example of the more subtle panoptic experience of individuals
         in the postmodern world.[5]  
      

      
      This episode, incidentally, is given an especially eerie quality by the fact that
         the “real world” scenes in the hospital somehow seem as strange and surreal as the
         scenes from the dream sequence, producing a blurring of the boundaries between levels
         of reality of the kind that Brian McHale has argued to be a crucial characteristic
         of postmodernist fiction. Indeed, one might see the dream sequences of The Sopranos as one of the most postmodern aspects of the series. After all, rather than producing
         some sort of profound symbolic or allegorical meaning, these sequences, however entertaining,
         tend to tell us very little that we don’t already know from the “real world” sequences.
         They thus rely very little on the depth-based method of interpretation that one might
         associate with modernist art (or with the psychoanalytic interpretation of dreams
         in the Freudian tradition), and instead function largely as a means of creating atmosphere
         or even as simple entertainment.[6]  
      

      
      Nearly half of episode 5.11 (“The Test Dream,” May 16, 2004) is taken up with a long
         dream sequence in which Tony encounters numerous associates and acquaintances who
         are now deceased in the real world, suggesting that they are still on his mind, but
         really telling us nothing we didn’t already know. The dream also includes allusions
         to such works of gangster culture as The Godfather and The Valachi Papers, emphasizing that the dream itself is a work of fiction, produced for entertainment.
         At one point in the dream, Tony and wife Carmela go out to dinner with the parents
         of Finn DeTrolio, Meadow Soprano’s boyfriend. Finn’s father turns out to be detective
         Vin Makazian (John Heard), another deceased associate of Tony’s, but the mother turns
         out to be none other than Annette Bening (played by herself). Later in the dream,
         Bening gestures toward Tony and suggests that “there’s something bugsy about him,”
         referring to still another work of gangster culture, the 1991 film Bugsy, in which she starred with her real-life husband, Warren Beatty.
      

      
      Such references to films and books within this dream (not to mention the “guest” appearance
         by Bening) again produce a blurring of the boundaries between different realities.
         Another such moment within the dream occurs as Tony and Carmela are preparing to go
         out for the dinner, but Tony keeps getting distracted by watching television, especially
         the 1974 film Chinatown, a neo-noir film that is closely related to the gangster genre. When Carmela complains
         about him paying so much attention to the television, Tony says, “It’s just that it’s
         so much more interestin’.” “Than what?” she asks. “Than life,” Tony replies. Carmela
         then sardonically declares: “What, are you kiddin’ me? It is your life.” Whether she is merely suggesting that a film that involves organized
         criminal activity closely resembles Tony’s life, or whether she is referring to his
         general devotion to watching television (especially gangster films on television)
         is not entirely clear. What we do know, though, is that televisions are ubiquitous
         in the dream, and Tony watches TV several times during the sequence, including times
         in which he sees himself on television. Again, though, however striking these moments
         might appear—and however much one might be tempted to try to attach significance to
         them—no deep interpretation is really required. The moments simply speak for themselves.
         What you see is what you get.
      

      
      Against Interpretation: The Sopranos and the Postmodern Quest for Meaning
      

      
      A recognition that The Sopranos is a supreme example of postmodernist culture helps us to place the series within
         cultural history. But reading The Sopranos within the context of postmodernism also provides specific guidance for the interpretation
         of various aspects of the series. Dana Polan, discussing The Sopranos, notes that “postmodern works not only are about the difficulties of final meaning,
         but they often directly relate the ill-fated encounter between interpreter and text
         by staging scenes where interpreters fail at making meaning” (124). Characters in
         The Sopranos frequently engage in acts of interpretation—and generally with problematic results
         of the kind indicated here by Polan. One of the most amusing examples occurs in the
         notorious final episode, which, as a whole, has perhaps triggered (and frustrated)
         more attempts at in-depth interpretation than any other single episode in television
         history. One instance of interpretation within this episode involves a stray orange
         cat that is residing at the Bada Bing! under the protection of Tony, a notorious animal
         lover. The cat’s favorite pastime seems to be staring at a large framed photograph
         of the recently deceased Christopher Moltisanti now hanging on the wall of Tony’s
         back-room office, almost as if the cat itself is attempting to decipher something
         about the photo. This activity, meanwhile, creeps out Tony’s lieutenant, Paulie Walnuts,
         who is no cat lover to begin with but who seems to find a dire omen in the cat’s fascination
         with the photo of a dead person, apparently feeling that perhaps this fascination
         might make the cat a harbinger of death. Death is indeed in the air everywhere in
         this episode, so viewers are tempted to wonder if Paulie might have a point[7]—but in fact, Tony’s dismissal of the cat’s fascination with Christopher’s photo as
         meaningless is a much more likely interpretation.
      

      
      Then again, Tony himself is not above a paranoid style of interpretation (the same
         kind that Paulie seems to be engaging in) when he attempts to find profound meaning
         in the actions of an animal. In episode 1.3 (“Denial, Anger, Acceptance,” January
         24, 1999) Tony waits in Melfi’s waiting room and looks at a painting on the wall.
         Preoccupied with thoughts and feelings related to death and decay, he finds that the
         painting corresponds so well with these preoccupations that he later accuses the psychiatrist
         of having placed a “trick picture” in her waiting room. It is clearly a “special-made
         psychological picture,” he tells her, meant to elicit a response that tells her something
         about her patients, much like a “Korschach test.” Melfi, characteristically inscrutable,
         asks him what the painting says to him. Tony’s response is meant to dismiss the painting
         as so much psychiatric chicanery, but in fact shows precisely the kind of reaction
         that a “trick” painting might reveal, showing both his fascination with death and
         decay and his class-based insecurities. “It says,” he tells her, “Hey, asshole. We’re
         from Harvard and what do you think of this spooky depressing barn and this rotted-out
         tree we put here?” 
      

      
      This interpretation appears to interest and surprise Melfi—and rightfully so, given
         that the painting actually seems to feature a relatively innocuous pastoral scene
         of a perfectly good barn and tree that are neither spooky nor rotting—though the tree
         does appear to be losing its leaves in typical autumnal fashion. In short, Tony is
         projecting his own concerns and mood onto the painting, thus revealing the state of
         his mind much in the way he suspects it was designed to do.
      

      
      This scene of interpretation then becomes even more significant when, later in the
         same episode, Tony visits his Russian gumar, Irina (Oksana Lada) only to find that
         she has a painting over her bed that again draws his interest. This painting appears
         to be a roughly and somewhat inaccurately rendered copy of British artist David Hockney’s
         1967 pop art painting, “A Bigger Splash.” Such works of pop art are, of course, notoriously
         superficial—and pop art master (and Hockney’s friend) Andy Warhol is, in fact, a key
         example cited by Jameson to illustrate the “flatness and depthlessness” of postmodernist
         art (Postmodernism, 9). Tony, though, seems determined to find some deep meaning in the painting. “What’s
         that painting mean to you?” he asks Irina. “Nothing,” she says. “It just reminds me
         of David Hockey.” 
      

      
      Irina’s reading might sound like a failed attempt to impress Tony with her knowledge
         of modern painting, but (except for getting Hockney’s name slightly wrong) her reading
         would appear to be on point—and in accord with Jameson’s view of postmodernist art.
         Indeed, what we see, after all, is not Hockney’s painting, but a painting that is
         merely a representation of Hockney’s painting—it is a painting about a painting, while
         Hockney’s original painting was largely about itself in the first place, a freestanding
         image that has little to say about “real” swimming pools or houses. We have, in fact,
         entered the realm of the “hyperreal,” of the kingdom of images that is, for Jean Baudrillard,
         the central characteristic of the texture of the postmodern world.
      

      
      The Sopranos, however, teases us with still another level of potential interpretation of the painting
         above Irina’s bed. The Hockney painting itself features a background that shows an
         empty director’s chair in front of a modern house with a largely glass front and palm
         trees in the background; in the foreground is a swimming pool that has apparently
         just been disturbed by someone jumping from a diving board, producing the splash of
         the title. The copy above Irina’s bed contains the same materials, though the diving
         board is in a different orientation relative to the house, and the almost photographic
         realism of Hockney’s painting is replaced by a much more crudely executed representation.
         Moreover, while the glass doors of Hockney’s house show the reflection of a similar
         modern house and palm trees (thus mirroring the painting’s own background and calling
         special attention to the predominance of images in the painting), a close-up shot
         of the copy above Irina’s bed appears to show the reflection of none other than a
         spooky depressing barn and a rotted-out tree. 
      

      
      In short, the copy seems to contain a reflection of what Tony earlier thought he saw
         in the painting in Melfi’s waiting room! This genuinely strange moment (so subtle
         that it no doubt goes unnoticed by most viewers) could be seen as a sort of Easter
         egg to provide a reward for especially observant audience members. It certainly is
         a good example of the kind of attention to small details that sets The Sopranos apart from most television series. What exactly we are to make of it is another matter.
         It could be seen basically as an in-joke with little or no real meaning, though it
         also seems quite reasonable to believe that we are seeing the painting from Tony’s
         point of view, seeing what he imagines as he looks at this painting, and thus once
         again reflecting his preoccupation with decay and death. 
      

      
      By this interpretation, Tony is projecting his own concerns into the painting, rather
         than reading something that is actually there. And, of course, that might be precisely
         what we are doing in attempting to derive a meaning from this scene. To add yet another
         layer to this moment as a scene about interpretation itself, as Tony looks at the
         Hockneyesque painting over the head of Irina’s bed, we can see another painting on
         the opposite wall behind him. This painting is a print of Adolph Gottlieb’s 1950 abstract
         expressionist work, “The Seer,” a modernist work that is designed to evoke a profound and fundamental reaction via in-depth interpretation.
         It is, in short, meant to be interpreted much as Tony has been interpreting paintings
         throughout the episode—except that Tony ignores this particular painting altogether,
         opting instead to concentrate on more superficial paintings that are not actually meant to evoke the kind of interpretations Tony has been attempting.
      

      
      It again seems reasonable to see this last twist as a sort of in-joke (at Tony’s expense)
         for particularly knowledgeable or observant fans, though it does make a contribution
         of sorts to Tony’s early characterization as a would-be sophisticate who is really
         little more than a total philistine. Later developments in The Sopranos would certainly flesh out this view of Tony’s character. For example, his fascination
         with a sequence of women whom he views as intelligent and sophisticated (hoping thereby
         to verify his own shaky sense of intelligence and sophistication) is a thread that
         runs throughout the series. It begins with Melfi, runs through Gloria Trillo and Annalisa
         Zucca, and leads to Valentina La Paz (Leslie Bega), an art dealer whose profession
         seems to interest Tony as much as her body during their involvement in seasons 4 and
         5. But Tony’s own questionable taste in both women and art apparently prevents him
         from seeing that Valentina, however sexy, is rather vulgar—as is, for that matter,
         the painting (of Tony with the racehorse Pie-O-My) for which she uses her professional
         contacts to help Tony commission.
      

      
      This painting, incidentally, again becomes a joke at Tony’s expense when Tony becomes
         sentimental after the horse’s gruesome death and orders the painting destroyed. Charged
         with disposing of the painting, Paulie Walnuts instead keeps it for himself and hangs
         it in his home—but only after modifying it by having a Napoleonesque general’s hat
         painted onto Tony’s head. Tony, when he discovers the modified painting in episode
         5.6 (“Sentimental Education,” April 11, 2004), is furious, though apparently less
         because Paulie has made him look ridiculous by modifying the painting than because,
         by preserving the painting, Paulie has provided a heartrending reminder of the horse’s
         dire fate. Tony thus explodes: “Do you know what it does to me, to be reminded of
         that fuckin’ horse?” Indeed, Tony appears to buy Paulie’s explanation that the Napoleon
         hat was meant to emphasize Paulie’s admiration for Tony’s qualities as a leader of
         men, and indeed is so affected by this reading of the painting (having completely
         missed the more likely possibility that Paulie—who frequently shows resentment of
         Tony’s leadership—might be mocking him for being excessively imperious) that he decides
         he must reluctantly perform his duties as a leader and murder his beloved cousin,
         Tony Blundetto, in order to prevent the gang war that Blundetto’s recent actions have
         threatened to cause.
      

      
      Apparently, whenever Tony sees a painting, he sees whatever he wants to see, whether
         it is actually there or not, a situation that is not surprising given Tony’s personality
         and background—but also given that the paintings Tony views are not genuine artworks
         in the traditional sense, but pure commodities. When Tony suggests his suspicions
         concerning the barn painting in Melfi’s waiting room, she assures him that it is “just
         a picture I bought.” Irina’s paintings, meanwhile, are simply commercial prints, picked
         up to decorate her apartment at relatively low cost. And the Pie-O-My painting commissioned
         by Tony is, as much as anything, merely an attempt by Tony to impress Valentina that
         he has the financial wherewithal to pay the $6,500 required for the painting (with
         frame) essentially out of his pocket change. Indeed, Tony quickly acquires Valentina
         herself essentially in the mode of a commodity, and it is not insignificant that Tony
         commissions the painting (and Valentina) in episode 4.8 (November 3, 2002), which
         is tellingly entitled “Mergers and Acquisitions” and features a number of financial
         themes.
      

      
      Commodities, of course, exist purely in the realm of exchange value; that is, they
         are interchangeable economic units that have no absolute qualities of their own apart
         from the value that is attributed to them by the market. Thus, a painting that is
         merely a commodity can have no fixed, absolute meaning, but must have free-floating
         significance depending on the situation at hand. Then again, the postmodern world
         is distinguished by an unprecedented level of commodification, including the reduction
         of works of art to the status of commodities. One of Jameson’s definitions of postmodernism
         is that it is the kind of culture that is produced when culture itself has become
         completely commodified, artistic creativity becoming simply a part of the general
         rage for innovation and new product development that is a crucial component of late
         capitalism (Postmodernism, 4–5).[8]  
      

      
      This frantic pace of innovation gives the passage of time itself an unreal quality,
         leaving us suspended in a perpetual present with no real sense of the time passing,
         leading to the fragmented, destabilized psyches associated by Jameson with the postmodern
         subject. Importantly, this phenomenon occurs not just at the private, individual level;
         the loss of a sense of temporal continuity in the experience of individuals is mirrored
         by the larger loss of any real sense of history as the narrative moves forward. We
         know time passes, of course. And we know that things change over historical time.
         The Sopranos knows these things as well, and struggles mightily to install a viable historical
         narrative that can provide a framework for the events of the series itself. However,
         The Sopranos ultimately fails to establish a genuine historical narrative—and this failure is one
         of the most interesting (and most postmodern) aspects of the series. We discuss this
         aspect of The Sopranos in the next chapter.
      

      
      
         
            1. For Fukuyama, the collapse of the Soviet Union and the end of the Cold War signaled
                  that history had reached its telos: the triumph of liberal capitalist democracy. Needless to say, his pronouncement
                  might have been premature.
               

            

         

         
            2. Jameson’s understanding of the phenomenon of late capitalism draws extensively on
                  Ernest Mandel’s seminal work, Late Capitalism, first published in German in 1972 (and in an English translation in 1975).
               

            

         

         
            3. For a more detailed discussion of the dream sequences in The Sopranos, see Cameron Golden.
               

            

         

         
            4. This motif reaches all the way back to episode 1.7 (“Down Neck,” February 21, 1999),
                  in which Tony tells Melfi that, if his father hadn’t been a gangster, he might have
                  ended up doing something like selling patio furniture.
               

            

         

         
            5. That Tony is in this sequence a salesman of “precision optics” suggests the “panopticon”
                  described by Michel Foucault in Discipline and Punish, which remains the most compelling fundamental theorization we have of our contemporary
                  “surveillance society.”
               

            

         

         
            6. This sort of postmodern deployment of the dream sequence is, of course, precisely
                  what one would expect given that such sequences in The Sopranos were crucially inspired by similar sequences in the legendary series Twin Peaks (1990–1991), described by Booker as “the ultimate postmodern television artifact”
                  (Strange TV, 101). See Polan for a discussion of the influence of Twin Peaks on The Sopranos (126–27). 
               

            

         

         
            7. Online discussions of the cat motif, typical of the kind of day-after speculation
                  that Sopranos episodes tended to trigger when they were first broadcast, involved extensive suggestions
                  that the cat might have been either Christopher or Christopher’s former fiancée, Adriana
                  La Cerva, reincarnated. The Adriana interpretation is particularly enhanced if one
                  remembers the leopard prints she liked to wear, or the song “Meow” that she danced
                  to for rapper Massive Genius back in episode 1.10 (“A Hit Is a Hit,” March 14, 1999).
                  Again, however, is anything really accomplished by reading the cat in this way?
               

            

         

         
            8. For an excellent recent discussion of some of the implications of the frantic pace
                  of innovation under late capitalism, see Crary.
               

            

         

      

   
      Chapter 3

      Cut to Black

      
         
         
         Sentimentality, Nostalgia, and History in The Sopranos

         
      

      
      When Tony Soprano—in episode 1.11 (“Nobody Knows Anything,” March 21, 1999)—expresses
         his desire to maintain an atmosphere in his household that might have come from the
         year 1954, he demonstrates a nostalgia for the 1950s that is woven (though sometimes
         in complex ways) into the fundamental historical vision of The Sopranos. In this sense, of course, the series participates in a crucial strain of 1950s nostalgia
         that has run through American popular culture since at least the 1970s—the decade,
         not coincidentally, when postmodernism became a hegemonic force in American culture.
         Indeed, in Fredric Jameson’s seminal theorization of postmodernism, nostalgia is a
         crucial component of the weakened postmodernist vision of history, with the 1950s
         as a pivotal focus of that nostalgia. Postmodernism thus again provides a useful framework
         within which to read the significance of 1950s nostalgia in The Sopranos, while also providing an important historical context for understanding the related
         motif of sentimentality that also runs through the series. Meanwhile, both of these
         motifs are closely related to the fundamental narrative of history that underlies
         virtually every aspect of The Sopranos.
      

      
      High Sentimentality Mode: The Waning of Affect in The Sopranos

      
      In episode 5.6 (April 11, 2004), tellingly entitled “A Sentimental Education,” Jennifer
         Melfi warns Tony Soprano that he is shifting into “high sentimentality mode” when
         he begins to wax poetic on how much he loves his cousin Tony Blundetto. Melfi clearly
         regards this sentimentality as counterproductive, and believes that it merely serves
         as a tactic to avoid coming to grips with reality. That this reality will soon include
         Tony’s murder of Blundetto would seem to suggest that she is correct, just as all
         of the sentimental visions expressed in The Sopranos tend to be undercut by events in the series. Then again, Melfi has special insights here. Not only does she know Tony very well
         by this point, but this knowledge includes her awareness of his feelings of guilt
         and shame with regard to Blundetto, who spent years in prison as a result of his participation
         in a failed heist in which Tony was supposed to participate, but failed to do so because
         of a panic attack that incapacitated him shortly before.[1]  
      

      
      That the sentimentality of various characters in The Sopranos tends to have an excessively artificial quality should come as no surprise for a series
         whose worldview is so thoroughly conditioned by postmodernism. After all, Jameson
         has convincingly argued that a “waning of affect” is a crucial characteristic of postmodern
         experience, and that this loss of an ability to maintain genuine intense emotions
         over time leaves the individual subject longing just to feel something. The subject then attempts to fill this void by manufacturing sentimental attitudes
         as a sort of utopian compensation that struggles toward a day when our emotional lives
         will not be so maimed and impoverished by our thorough immersion in the world that
         capitalism has wrought. Jameson, in his analysis of this phenomenon, again finds a
         cause in the loss of historical sense that he associates with postmodernism, the waning
         of affect being associated with a decline in the strength of memory that makes it
         impossible to maintain over time the kind of stable sense of identity required to
         sustain strong affective experience (Postmodernism, 16).
      

      
      The loss of ability to maintain genuinely strong emotional feelings can lead the postmodern
         individual to attempt to compensate with an excessive sentimentality that is not genuine.
         The Sopranos again dramatizes this effect. In the penultimate episode of the series—6.20 (“Blue
         Comet,” June 3, 2007)—Jennifer Melfi becomes concerned when she learns of research
         that has shown that the main benefit of psychotherapy to criminal sociopaths might
         simply be to make them better criminals. Her further research into the characteristics
         of sociopaths shows that, indeed, for them therapy becomes “one more criminal operation”
         that helps them do their criminal work better. Perhaps more importantly, though, she
         reads a research summary extracted from the three-volume study The Criminal Personality by Samuel Yochelson and Stanton E. Samenow, which argues that criminals are marked
         by a “sentimentality” that particularly shows itself in “compassion for babies and
         pets.”[2]  
      

      
      Melfi, of course, immediately recognizes that this description fits Tony quite well,
         which helps move her to the decision to terminate his therapy. In any case, Tony’s
         own sentimentality is a key element of the emotional texture of The Sopranos. In particular, his special fondness for animals is a thread that runs throughout
         the series, beginning with his early reaction to the family of wild ducks that comes
         to visit his swimming pool. The pinnacle of Tony’s sentimental attachment to animals
         in the series, however, occurs in in the fourth-season sequence in which Tony becomes
         enamored of the racehorse Pie-O-My. In episode 4.5 (“Pie-O-My,” October 13, 2002),
         Tony’s fascination with the horse becomes quite clear, though it contains a number
         of components. For one thing, the beautiful animal is a paragon of grace and power,
         and Tony’s attraction to it no doubt has a certain aesthetic component as he projects
         onto the horse his own fantasies of grace and power. However, his attachment to the
         horse becomes particularly strong when it begins to suffer a series of injuries that
         puts its career in jeopardy. This situation gives the animal a vulnerability that
         allows Tony to exercise his sentimental side, and the episode tellingly ends as Tony
         kneels by the ailing horse, attempting to comfort it, while sentimental cowboy music
         plays on the sound track. This music, so excessively sentimental as to be self-parodic,
         is rich in connotation within the series. The very title of the song (“My Rifle, My
         Pony, and Me”) captures the combination of violence and sentiment that informs Tony’s
         life quite well. Meanwhile, the song provides a link back to the earlier Sopranos episode 4.1 (“For All Debts, Public and Private,” September 15, 2002), in which the
         same song is featured. In one scene of that episode, Tony watches Rio Bravo on television, the Western in which the song first appeared (performed diegetically
         in duet by Dean Martin and Rick Nelson, who both also appear as actors in the film).
         The film, of course, is carefully chosen. For one thing, it participates in a series
         of suggested intertextual links between Westerns and gangster narratives that runs
         throughout The Sopranos.[3]   For another thing, the film was released in 1959, the year of Tony’s birth, and
         thus provides a link back to his nostalgic visions of a lost better world in the 1950s.
         The film is an expression of a dreamed-of utopian fullness, with the singer having
         all he needs to be happy through the presence of his trusty steed, his trusty weapon,
         and his own trusty self.
      

      
      However, the film appears in this episode in a decidedly unsentimental way. “My Rifle,
         My Pony, and Me” begins to play, apparently nondiegetically, as Christopher Moltisanti
         shoots up with heroin. The utopian longings expressed in the song are thus undercut
         through connection to Christopher’s decidedly flawed search for utopia via drugs.
         The scene then quickly cuts to the Soprano home, with the music playing through the
         cut; there we find Tony watching the film with a bowl of ice cream propped on his
         prominent belly. The cut thus links Christopher’s drug use to Tony’s attempts to find
         fulfillment through food and watching old movies on TV, much in the mode of similar
         links that can be found in Darren Aronofsky’s spectacularly unsentimental (but very
         postmodern) film, Requiem for a Dream (2000). In any case, Tony’s quest for utopian bliss is quickly thwarted when Carmela
         interrupts his viewing of the film to complain about her own financial insecurity
         should something happen to Tony.
      

      
      The use of Rio Bravo, however, has implications that go well beyond the context of The Sopranos itself. For one thing, the film, which stars right-wing he-man icon John Wayne, was
         overtly conceived as a sort of rebuttal to High Noon (1952), the greatest Western film of Tony’s hero Gary Cooper, itself clearly functioning
         as an allegory of the anticommunist purges that were going on in Hollywood at the
         time. Both Wayne and Cooper play strong masculine heroes in these films; both play
         lawmen who must battle against evil foes. But Wayne’s character works within the system,
         as it were, in a film that ultimately endorses traditional authority. Cooper’s character,
         on the other hand, must work essentially alone, following his own code without the
         support of his community—and leading to his rejection of his official role in that
         community. Little wonder, then, that Tony, who must continually operate with traditional
         authority hot on his trail, would identify more with Cooper than with Wayne, even
         though the latter might be even more important as an icon of the strong, silent type
         that Tony so much admires.
      

      
      Tony’s engagement with Pie-O-My culminates in one of the most memorable episodes of
         the entire series. In episode 4.9 (“Whoever Did This,” November 10, 2002), Tony confronts
         Ralph Cifaretto after the horse has been horribly injured in a stable fire, so that
         it must be put down. When Tony tells Ralph of the horse’s death, he hints at his suspicion
         that Ralph might have set the fire. When Ralph merely scoffs that the fire was a stroke
         of luck, allowing for the collection of the insurance on a horse whose health problems
         made it no good, Tony flies into a rage, especially after Ralph declares, “What are
         you, a vegetarian? You eat beef and sausage by the carload!” What follows is one of
         the most brutally realistic fight scenes in television history, as Tony ultimately
         beats Ralph to death, much as Ralph had earlier beaten to death the Bada-Bing! stripper
         Tracee (Ariel Kiley), in the very episode in which Ralph first purchases Pie-O-My—3.6
         (“University,” April 1, 2001). To top off the episode, Tony digs a hole to bury Ralph’s
         head and hands (the parts of his dismembered body most likely to identify him) using
         a piece of construction equipment somewhat similar to the one that had earlier in
         the episode dragged away Pie-O-My’s body for disposal.
      

      
      In another example of the intricate construction of The Sopranos, as he bashes Ralph’s head against the floor, pounding the life from the other gangster,
         Tony declares, “She was a beautiful, innocent creature! What did she ever do to you?”
         The statement is poignant in itself, but it is made more interesting by the fact that
         it directly echoes what Ralph himself had earlier said to a priest about his seriously
         wounded son, Justin. Among other things, Ralph’s reaction to his son’s injury humanizes
         him for just a moment, amid a flurry of events that generally make him appear to have
         no humanity whatsoever. But this echo also calls attention to the clichéd nature of
         these seemingly powerful emotional declarations, suggesting that both Tony and Ralph
         are merely performing strong emotions, essentially speaking from a prepared script.
      

      
      One thing that is clear in the way the series parallels the death of Ralph with that
         of Pie-O-My is that viewers are invited to think of the horse’s death as the more
         tragic of the two. After all, Ralph has been carefully constructed as a vicious psychopath
         throughout his appearance in the series; the callous way he shrugs off Tracee’s death
         (which parallels both Ralph’s and Pie-O-My’s), for example, is only one of the ways
         in which we are asked to despise him. Among other things, Ralph’s characterization
         serves to make Tony seem more likeable. It is notable, however, that while Tony does
         react strongly to Ralph’s killing of Tracee (whom he also regards as a beautiful,
         innocent creature), he reacts more strongly to the death of Pie-O-My. He seems to
         regard the death of an animal as more tragic than the death of a human being, even
         when the human was, like Tracee, relatively innocent and helpless. By making it easy
         for us as viewers to also regard the death of Pie-O-My as more tragic than that of
         Ralph, we are eased into complicity with this view.
      

      
      To the extent that Tony’s love of animals is genuine, it is undoubtedly one of his
         more positive qualities. On the other hand, one could also see Tony’s compassion for
         animals as another form of utopian compensation—in this case, for the brutality with
         which he often treats humans. Because of the requirements of his “business,” Tony
         is often unable to show compassion for humans, so he redirects his desire to be compassionate
         onto animals—who are, after all, largely at the mercy of humans and often treated
         dreadfully by them. Then again, as Ralph so eloquently points out, Tony’s sympathy
         for animals does not appear to lessen his appetite for meat, a product of the industry
         that treats animals most dreadfully of all. Even Hitler, who also famously felt more
         compassion for animals than for many humans, was unwilling to eat meat. Indeed, as
         Alexander Cockburn points out,
      

      
         Nazi leaders were noted for love of their pets and for certain animals, notably apex
            predators like the wolf and the lion. Hitler, a vegetarian and hater of hunting, adored
            dogs and spent some of his final hours in the company of [his dog] Blondi, whom he
            would take for walks outside the bunker at some danger to himself. He had a particular
            enthusiasm for birds and most of all for wolves. (30)
         

      

      The compassion of the Nazis toward animals is a clear indication that such sentimentality
         might be bogus. Sentimentality has also long been recognized by Marxist critics as
         a key (but similarly bogus) element of bourgeois ideology, used to manipulate the
         masses by a capitalist system that is, in truth, thoroughly practical and unsentimental.
         In this sense, Tony is a paragon of bourgeois sentimentality, prone to flights of
         compassion when it costs him nothing, but coldly unemotional when his business demands
         it—though in his case this contradiction takes a terrible psychic toll, contributing
         to his depression and panic attacks.
      

      
      This contradiction also helps to explain the vehemence with which Tony sometimes rejects
         the sentimentality of others. In episode 4.8 (“Mergers and Acquisitions,” November
         3, 2002), Paulie begins to wax sentimental about his aging and ailing mother, to which
         Tony sharply (and unsentimentally) responds: “For fuck’s sake, Paulie. Everybody’s
         gonna get old and die.” Of course, events in the series will ultimately undermine
         Paulie’s sentimental attachment to his mother as well. In episode 6.4 (“The Fleshy
         Part of the Thigh,” April 2, 2006), Paulie learns that the mother to whom he has been
         so devoted throughout his life is not even his real biological mother, but simply
         took on that role when he was born because his real mother, her sister, had been impregnated
         out of wedlock by a soldier during World War II. Being married, his putative mother
         was able to take on and raise the child, while Paulie’s biological mother became a
         nun. Having learned that his Aunt Dottie is his real (illegitimate) mother, Paulie’s
         family sentiments take a sudden turn. “You think you got family,” he declares, “but
         in the end, they fuck you too.”
      

      
      While Tony is not above letting his sentiments get in the way of his business decisions
         (he is especially prone to letting his childhood friend Artie Bucco get away with
         things that no stranger could), he tends to reject outright appeals to nostalgic sentiments
         when they conflict with his professional interests. In episode 2.9 (“From Where to
         Eternity,” March 12, 2000), Tony briefly reminisces with crew member Sal “Big Pussy”
         Bonpensiero about the night the older Bonpensiero first brought him to the restaurant
         where they are now eating and conversing. Tony notes: “Popped my cherry that night.”[4]   Pussy responds, “Yeah, seems like old times.” It seems like a moment of genuine
         closeness, but the moment does not prevent Tony from killing Pussy, known to be providing
         evidence to the FBI, a few episodes later.
      

      
      In the very next episode—2.10 (“Bust Out,” March 19, 2000), David Scatino (Robert
         Patrick), a friend of Tony’s from high school, has gotten deeply in debt to the mob
         because of his gambling addiction. Hoping that Tony will cut him a break, Scatino
         reminds Tony of the time in high school when he threw a rock and hit a guy in the
         eye to help get Tony out of trouble with some “guidos from Paterson.” Tony coldly
         responds, “Don’t reminisce on me, Davey.” Tony and his crew then proceed systematically
         to cannibalize Scatino’s sporting goods business as payment for his debt, eventually
         driving him to ruin.
      

      
      Finally, Tony is particularly dismissive of the obviously fake plays on sentiment
         and nostalgia that his sister Janice often uses as a tool for manipulating others—even
         though she has very little use for sentimentality when it is expressed by others,
         as when she reacts with frustration and impatience to Bobby Baccalieri’s excessively
         sentimental, weepy reaction in season 4 to the death of his wife Karen, of whom he
         didn’t seem all that fond while she was alive, but whose death has caused him now
         to declare that he sees no reason to go on living. Janice’s tendency to use sentimentality
         as a tool for manipulation is first revealed in episode 2.2 (“Do Not Resuscitate,”
         January 23, 2000), in which she visits her ailing and possibly dying mother, Livia,
         clearly hoping to gain points that might work to her advantage when any inheritance
         becomes available. To that end, she plays the ultra-sentimental “Non ti Scordar di
         Me” by Luciano Pavarotti for Livia when visiting her. She then reminds Livia of the
         time they saw Mario Lanza (who recorded the same song in, of course, the 1950s) on
         The Ed Sullivan Show (which would have been on January 19, 1958). Nostalgia reigns supreme. In the car
         on the way home, however, Janice abandons her pose of 1950s nostalgia and rocks out
         (and smokes up) while ironically playing Paul Simon’s 1972 hit, “Mother and Child
         Reunion,” apparently feeling that she is on the verge of victory in her quest to win
         her way back into Livia’s affections. 
      

      
      Tony, of course, knows his sister very well, and he is not one to fall for her appeals
         to nostalgia and sentiment. In episode 3.4 (“Employee of the Month,” March 18, 2001)
         Janice deploys her fake sentimentality in a particularly overt way when she tries
         to retrieve her mother’s valuable record collection, which Livia has apparently given
         to her Ukrainian nurse, Svetlana (Alla Kliouka Schaffer).[5]   Janice claims that she wants the old albums purely for their sentimental value,
         as they are “a window into ma’s soul.” Tony, who knows perfectly well what Janice
         values, merely responds, “Who the fuck are you kiddin’? You’re gonna sell them on
         the Internet.”
      

      
      Episode 2.12 (“The Knight in White Satin Armor,” April 2, 2000) contains a particularly
         amusing example of Tony’s dismissal of Janice’s sentimental performances. When Janice
         asks what Tony and the crew did with the body of her fiancé, Richie April (whom she
         murdered in a domestic dispute), Tony mockingly tells her, “We buried him on a hill,
         overlooking a little river. With pine cones all around.” Janice, pretending to be
         touched by this vision, asks, “You did?” In response, Tony deflates this sentimental
         vision once and for all: “What do you care what we did with him, huh? Do you wanna
         know?”
      

      
      The Sopranos, Nostalgia, and the 1950s

      
      Tony’s contradictory attitude toward sentiment typifies the self-deconstructing nature
         of The Sopranos, which is one of the key ways the series resists final interpretation. This characteristic
         of the series can perhaps be seen even more clearly in its treatment of the related
         theme of nostalgia: virtually every aspect of the series is pervaded by a sense that
         things just aren’t what they used to be—and that this decline is due at least in part
         to the fact that people in the present time of the series simply no longer respect
         the ways of the past. Yet at the same time, the series consistently asks whether the
         ways of the past were ever all that great to begin with.
      

      
      One might consider the meeting between Tony and Paulie in episode 2.5 (“Big Girls
         Don’t Cry,” February 13, 2000) to be an iconic moment in the series in terms of its
         treatment of the theme of nostalgia. The men meet at the Lou Costello memorial, devoted
         to one of New Jersey’s favorite sons of the past. But the shot of Costello’s statue
         includes a close-up of the head that reveals it to be covered in pigeon droppings.
         So much for memories and respect for tradition. At the same time, one has to wonder
         whether a past in which a low-brow comedian is a major cultural icon really has all
         that much to recommend it.
      

      
      In this same episode, Bonpensiero meets with Skip Lipari (Louis Lombardi), the FBI
         agent he is feeding information about the mob. Their discussion turns to their shared
         perception of a contemporary deterioration of honor and values—in the mob and in the
         FBI. “Forget your enemies,” says Bonpensiero; “You can’t even depend on your friends,”
         to which Lipari agrees. Bonpensiero turns his complaints toward the new generation
         of young gangsters: “The ones coming up? Half of them are on drugs. The other half
         are fuckin’ psychos.” Lipari once again agrees: “A world full of scumbags.” Both men
         seem to approach this conversation without irony, oblivious to the fact that they
         are themselves involved in betrayal and deception.
      

      
      In a world populated by such images and attitudes, it is little wonder that the characters
         of the series, including Tony Soprano, so often wax nostalgic. In the pilot episode,
         Tony prepares to undergo an MRI scan in an attempt to identify a possible physical
         cause for the panic attacks he has recently experienced. Fearing the worst possible
         news, he turns sentimentally to his wife Carmela and tells her, “We had some good
         times. Had some good years.” Carmela scoffs, “Here he goes now, with the nostalgia,”
         suggesting that this is not the first time she has seen Tony in this mode, but also
         apparently attempting to reassure him that it isn’t necessary to shift to this mode
         now, because they will no doubt have a long future together. Things, though, quickly
         deteriorate from there, moving from a sentimental invocation of past pleasant memories
         to an indication of present tensions in the marriage. When Tony points out that he
         is just saying no marriage is perfect, Carmela snaps, “Well, having a gumar on the
         side helps.” Tony responds with equal venom, “I told you I’m not seeing her any more.
         How do you think I feel having that priest around all the time?”
      

      
      This particular conversation is indicative of the special nature of the nostalgia
         that runs through The Sopranos. Rather than being legitimately sentimental and nostalgic, it is almost as if the
         characters in the series simply wish they could be sentimental and nostalgic, and accordingly struggle to perform those
         emotions. This situation is precisely the one described by Jameson in relation to
         postmodern nostalgia, in which he notes that “what is mourned is the memory of deep
         memory; what is enacted is a nostalgia for nostalgia, for the grand older extinct
         questions of origin and telos” (Postmodernism, 156). The postmodern subject, whose identity is fragmented and whose sense of history
         as a continuous narrative is shattered, would like to believe that things were once
         better, but has a hard time maintaining that illusion.
      

      
      Tony’s particularly inconsistent sense of nostalgia provides a paradigmatic example.
         While often dismissing the nostalgia of others, he can be as nostalgic as anyone.
         In that same pilot episode, he explains to Melfi that a contemporary decline in the
         traditional values upheld by gangsters is destroying the whole business. “Things are
         trending downward,” he tells her. “Used to be a guy got pinched he took his prison
         jolt no matter what. Everybody upheld the code of silence. Nowadays, no values. Guys
         today have no room for the penal experience, so everybody turns government witness.
         I feel exhausted just talking about it.” Tony, however, is not the only gangster who
         feels this way. In fact, this nostalgic sense of a decline in the gangster business
         absolutely dominates the early episodes of The Sopranos.
      

      
      One of the most interesting aspects of the figuration of nostalgia in The Sopranos is that it is so multigenerational. The narrative of the series involves three generations
         of gangsters: an older generation, represented primarily by Tony’s uncle, Junior Soprano
         (and, to an extent, by Paulie); the “current” generation, represented primarily by
         Tony; and the younger generation, represented by Tony’s “nephew,” Christopher Moltisanti.
         All three generations, as it turns out, are extremely nostalgic—and typically in very
         much the same way. Still in that first episode, Junior complains to Tony’s mother
         Livia, his contemporary, about Tony and his whole generation (who reached adulthood
         around the end of the 1970s): “Do you remember the crazy hair, and the dope? Now it’s
         fags in the military. . . . And I’ll tell you something else. Things are down, all
         across the board. A lot of friends of ours are complaining.” He then implies that
         the problem is Tony and others of his generation who have caused this decline with
         their lack of respect for tradition. It is not, of course, surprising that a member
         of the older generation might be especially nostalgic for the good old days of organized
         crime. Yet the younger generation feels the same way. In the second episode of the
         series (“46 Long,” January 17, 1999), Christopher grouses to his friend Brendan that
         the gangster business has become “fucking chaos. Nobody knows who’s running things
         any more. . . . I’m talking about the year 2000. The millennium. Where do we go from
         here?”
      

      
      The transgenerational nature of this nostalgia for bygone days of gangsterdom might,
         of course, be attributed to the fact that the decline all three generations mourn
         is a real one. This fact would seem to be supported when, in this same second episode,
         Tony and his crew watch a news report about the contemporary decline of the mob. A
         mob informer, Vincent Rizzo, explains to an interviewer that “The party’s over. It’s
         not like it was. . . . The heyday, the golden age, or whatever of the mob, that’s
         gone. That’s never coming back. And they have only themselves to blame. . . . I think
         it’s drug trafficking. That ruined everything.”
      

      
      On the other hand, The Sopranos also consistently interrogates this nostalgic vision as exaggerated, artificial, and
         excessively sentimental. Key here is New York gangster Johnny Sacrimoni (aka “Johnny
         Sack”), whose devotion to his obese wife Ginny seems more like a performance than
         any sort of genuine emotion, making him (and her) the objects of humor of many of
         the other gangsters. When Johnny gets word that Ralph Cifaretto has made a crass joke
         about the size of Ginny’s ass, he responds in episode 4.4 (“The Weight,” October 6,
         2002) with a demand that Ralph be killed. However, when Johnny takes his complaints
         to Carmine Lupertazzi (Tony Lipp), the boss of his own family, Lupertazzi mostly looks
         at his younger colleague in disbelief, then simply explains that Ralph produces too
         much income to be killed over an off-color remark. Johnny responds with shock that
         money might be considered more important than his wife’s “honor.” Johnny presses the
         issue, leading to a meeting among representatives of the Lupertazzis and the Sopranos
         to discuss the issue. When Johnny still gets no satisfaction, he becomes furious,
         appealing to a nostalgic vision of older times when such an outrage would never have
         been tolerated: “Is nothing sacred? I mean, this is my wife we’re talking about here.
         If this were years ago, would I have even had to ask? I mean, what happened to this
         thing? For God’s sake, we bend more rules than the Catholic Church.”
      

      
      Later, when Tony tells Junior about the joke that caused all the trouble, the older
         man verifies Johnny’s invocation of the past: “Real lack of standards, your generation,”
         he tells Tony. “My day, John was right. A man would never be expected to stand for
         a remark like that.” In this day, however, money is king, and so Tony is authorized
         by Lupertazzi to hit Sacrimoni before he can cause more trouble, the decision seemingly
         serving as an indication of the decline in standards that so many in the series complain
         about. Yet, when Junior recommends aging hitman Lou DiMaggio to do the job, he tells
         Tony a story about DiMaggio’s background that completely undermines this vision of
         a golden age of gangsterdom in the 1950s. DiMaggio, it turns out, gained his name
         (in the 1950s) from bashing in another gangster’s head with a baseball bat as a result
         of a betrayal involving heroin sales.
      

      
      Indeed, The Sopranos often suggests that it is not clear that there ever really was a “golden age” of mob
         activity. In episode 2.11 (“House Arrest,” March 26, 2000), Junior complains about
         all the animosity among gangsters these days. “You know, back in the ’50s we worked
         together. Even rival families settled their differences amicably.” Tony responds with
         considerable skepticism: “Oh yeah, I remember that picture of Albert Anastasia lying
         there all amicable on the barbershop floor.” Tony thus recalls the infamous moment
         in mob history when the notorious hitman Anastasia (boss of what would become the
         Gambino crime family, one of the “five families” of the New York Mafia) was killed
         via a hit engineered by a rival gangster in October 1957. In short, Tony provides
         a stark reminder that mob life was always brief, brutal, and full of betrayal—even
         in the golden days of the 1950s, that key locus of Mafia nostalgia in The Sopranos. As Tony bitterly tells Paulie as he begins to wax nostalgic while they are in Florida
         hiding out from the FBI in episode 6.15 (“Remember When,” April 22, 2007), “Remember
         when is the lowest form of conversation.”
      

      
      Tony operates in a similarly unsentimental mode in episode 5.4 (“All Happy Families,”
         March 28, 2004), in which the aging gangster Feech La Manna (Robert Loggia) joins
         the Soprano crew.[6]   La Manna had originally joined the Mafia back in Italy, then came over to the United
         States during the 1950s. His memories of the old days are thus particularly focused
         on that key decade, though he has special trouble understanding the world of 2004
         because he has just been released after a twenty-year stint in prison. In one scene,
         Feech joins Tony and the crew as they discuss the power struggle between Johnny Sack
         and Little Carmine Lupertazzi in New York after the death of Carmine’s father. Feech
         proclaims that, back in his day, the son of the old boss would have automatically
         become the new boss unless he was “actually retarded” or otherwise disabled. A skeptical
         Tony (no doubt thinking to himself that Little Carmine might be “actually retarded”)
         replies, “Oh yeah? When was that?” Then, when Feech starts to regale some young gangsters
         in the room with anecdotes from his younger days, Tony scoffs, “Here we go. Memory
         Lane.” Later, after Feech engineers the theft of some expensive autos parked at the
         wedding of a daughter of a Jewish doctor who is a friend of Tony’s (and sends the
         cars to a shop recommended by Johnny Sack), Tony is furious. When Feech again begins
         to protest about how it was in his day, Tony explodes: “I don’t wanna hear no more
         about how it was in your day. You just keep your antidotes [sic] to local color. Like Dynaflows, the McGuire Sisters, or shit like that.”
      

      
      Dynaflows (a type of automatic transmission featured in Buicks from 1947 to 1963)
         and the McGuire Sisters (who were active in show business from 1952 to 1968) are primarily
         icons of the 1950s, so that Tony once again focuses his critique of nostalgia on that
         golden decade, as its centrality to nostalgic visions in general he seems to recognize.
         Here, he joins Jameson, who notes in his discussion of postmodern nostalgia that “one
         tends to feel, that for Americans at least, the 1950s remain the privileged lost object
         of desire” (Postmodernism, 19). In The Sopranos, though, the 1950s have a special significance. For one thing, Tony was born in 1959,
         at the end of the decade, thus giving new meaning to his complaint to Melfi in the
         series pilot that he feels he came in at the end of things. For another thing, the
         1950s provided the key historical context for the action of The Godfather, a fact of which Tony himself is quite aware. In episode 1.10 (“A Hit Is a Hit,”
         March 14, 1999), when he plays golf with a group of Medigans (middle-class, fully
         assimilated Italian Americans), they ask him how realistic The Godfather was. “I don’t know,” Tony says. “How would I know? That was the ’50s, right?” When
         they misunderstand and correct him to point out that The Godfather was 1972 (the year of release of the film), all they really demonstrate is their own
         ignorance, while highlighting Tony’s greater engagement with and knowledge of the
         film.[7]  
      

      
      Meanwhile, the fact that the memories of the 1950s that seem so crucial to the historical
         vision of the gangster characters in The Sopranos are so heavily mediated through the representation of the 1950s in The Godfather serves as another indication of the particularly postmodern nature of the nostalgia
         that features so prominently in The Sopranos, whose characters are not nostalgic for the real 1950s so much as for the vision of the 1950s that was promulgated in subsequent popular
         culture, especially the culture of the 1970s. As a result, their nostalgia is more
         a performance of nostalgia than genuine belief in the superiority of the past, which might account
         for its particularly superficial nature, an aspect of the general impoverishment of
         affective experience under late capitalism.
      

      
      In the special case of nostalgia, the impoverishment involved is particularly historical
         in nature, and the inability to imagine the real 1950s as the starting point of the
         narrative of decline and decay that underwrites the worldview of most of the characters
         in The Sopranos is a clear sign of their lack of historical sense. The series itself, by often deconstructing
         the nostalgic visions of the characters, calls attention to this failed historical
         sense—which becomes even more clear when the characters (usually Tony) attempt to
         think back before the 1950s. All history previous to the 1950s seems to exist in some
         sort of mythological space, absolutely anterior to the present and historically disconnected
         from it. It is an Edenic time, when men were men and gangsters had honor. The 1950s
         then represent a turning point, when this eternal paradise is shattered and historical
         decline begins.
      

      
      Ultimately, however, the loss of historical sense that Jameson associates with the
         fragmented identity of the postmodern subject has less to do with an inability to
         imagine the real historical past than with an inability to imagine possible historical
         futures. For Jameson,
      

      
         historicity is, in fact, neither a representation of the past nor a representation
            of the future (although its various forms use such representations): it can first
            and foremost be defined as a perception of the present as history. (Postmodernism, 284)
         

      

      In short, the real key to what Jameson envisions when he speaks of thinking historically
         is an ability to imagine the present as the past of some potential future—which implies
         an ability to think of the future as something different from the present that nevertheless
         grows out of the present.
      

      
      It is this ability that individuals living in the era of late capitalism tend to lack,
         a fact that for Jameson is key to many aspects of our contemporary culture, including
         the early-twenty-first-century fascination with postapocalyptic narratives. With regard
         to these narratives, Jameson notes: “Someone once said it is easier to imagine the
         end of the world than to imagine the end of capitalism. We can now revise that and
         witness the attempt to imagine capitalism by way of imagining the end of the world”
         (“Future City,” 76). For Jameson, our ability to imagine a genuinely different future
         has become so impoverished in the postmodern era that the only way we can envision
         anything radically different is simply to imagine everything coming to an end, possibly
         in apocalyptic ways, forcing history to reboot, rather than simply to continue from
         the present. 
      

      
      Surely there is nothing in contemporary culture that better illustrates the postmodern
         inability to imagine a genuine historical narrative of the future than the famous
         cut to black that constitutes the apocalyptic ending of The Sopranos. This controversial ending, which triggered a storm of both praise and condemnation
         when the episode was first broadcast, is given an especially postmodern, self-referential
         quality by the fact that the screen goes black just as the band Journey, playing diegetically
         on the jukebox, demands “Don’t stop . . .” as if begging the series to go on for more
         episodes. But of course, in the absence of an effective narrative of movement into
         the future, there is nowhere to go. 
      

      
      
         
            1. The title of this episode, of course, is taken from the 1869 novel by Gustave Flaubert.
                  Only two episodes earlier—in 4.4, “All Happy Families . . . ” (March 28, 2004)—would-be
                  suitor Robert Wegler (David Strathairn) advises Carmela to read Flaubert’s best-known
                  novel, Madame Bovary (1856), in which a major goal is a deflation of bourgeois sentimentality, which plagues
                  its heroine but is typically undermined by events and by the narrator. As Booker puts
                  it, in Madame Bovary “Flaubert is absolutely merciless in cutting through the maudlin fictions of nineteenth-century
                  bourgeois culture, compiling a catalog of sentimental clichés” that deconstructs the
                  sentimentalism of nineteenth-century French bourgeois society (Ulysses, 162). Madame Bovary thus provides a useful analogue to the complex treatment of sentimentality in The Sopranos.
               

            

         

         
            2. This study was a real one (and one of some importance), published in the 1970s and
                  1980s. Apparently, Dr. Melfi is not necessarily up on the latest research in the field.
               

            

         

         
            3. Slotkin notes extensive connections between the Western and the gangster film in general,
                  arguing that the gangster genre “developed on the terrain of the Western and took
                  over some of its mythological function” (259).
               

            

         

         
            4. It is not entirely clear from the context whether Tony is metaphorically referring
                  to the loss of his virginity, or whether he is even more metaphorically referring
                  to the first time he killed someone, though it is probably the latter, because he
                  and Pussy are just coming from a killing. Sex and violence are often interwoven in
                  The Sopranos, however, so this moment of interpretive uncertainty is quite appropriate.
               

            

         

         
            5. The one-legged Svetlana (a cousin of Tony’s former gumar, Irina) will be treated rather
                  unsentimentally by Janice, who steals Svetlana’s artificial leg and holds it ransom
                  in an attempt to retrieve the record albums.
               

            

         

         
            6. The casting of Loggia already has nostalgic connotations of its own, his career playing
                  tough guys and gangsters itself going back to the 1950s and including such highlights
                  as appearances in Scarface (1983) and Prizzi’s Honor (1985). Interestingly, Loggia also appeared in the 1997 TV movie comedy The Don’s Analyst as a clinically depressed mob boss who needs psychiatric help.
               

            

         

         
            7. The Godfather Part II, which is equally important in The Sopranos, is set primarily in 1958–1959, and so participates in this trend as well.
               

            

         

      

   
      Chapter 4

      Capitalism in The Sopranos

      
         
         
      

      
      In episode 4.4 (“The Weight,” October 6, 2002), uxorious New York gangster John (“Johnny
         Sack”) Sacrimoni wants to have Ralph Cifaretto killed for making a rude joke about
         the size of Sacrimoni’s wife’s ass. When his boss, Carmine Lupertazzi, refuses and
         suggests that Ralph be financially “taxed” instead, Sacrimoni responds with exasperation:
         “Is it all just about money?” Sacrimoni here echoes the concerns expressed only one
         episode earlier—in episode 4.3 (“Christopher,” September 29, 2002)—by Silvio Dante
         when he feels that his mob boss, Tony Soprano, is only concerned about money, even at the expense of the
         ethnic honor of Italian Americans. When Sil wants to take action against a group of
         Native Americans who are protesting against an upcoming Columbus Day celebration,
         Tony cautions him to back off because of the bad PR that might ensue. “We’re runnin’
         a business here,” Tony reminds him. We are, in fact, reminded repeatedly in The Sopranos that organized crime is a business, designed primarily to generate profits. In The Sopranos, in fact, everything is a business, which is as it should be in a late capitalist world in which the ideology
         of the market has penetrated every aspect of daily life. The Sopranos presents us with a world in which everyone is motivated primarily by self-interest
         and in which everyone, thoroughly immersed in the ideology of late capitalism, ultimately
         has a price. As Steven Hayward and Andrew Biro put it, “The Sopranos presents a world in which the logic of the market is everywhere triumphant, and where
         loyalty (whether corporate or familial or, in the case of the Mafia, both of these
         at once) is increasingly treated as a commodity to be bought or sold” (206). The question,
         in terms of The Sopranos, is just how we are to interpret this aspect of the series: as a mere acknowledgement
         of the way things are, or as a critique that points toward a world not thoroughly dominated by economic interests. The Sopranos is thoroughly situated within postmodernism, so of course it is the former.
      

      
      All About the Money: The Sopranos and the Monetization of Everything
      

      
      That the world of The Sopranos is dominated by economic interests is quite clear. Tony Soprano’s organized crime
         family might be the central example of this phenomenon, but government institutions,
         educational institutions, the Catholic Church, and even the family (so seemingly sacred
         to many of the characters) all seem to operate according to profit-based models throughout
         the series. Even the FBI, presumably the antagonist of organized crime, seems to operate
         according to a similar business-based model. In episode 2.11 (“House Arrest,” March
         26, 2000), for example, Tony consults his lawyer, Neil Mink (David Margulies), about
         the ongoing FBI investigation that has been dogging him throughout the series. Mink,
         who well understands how the system works, explains that the Feds are not likely to
         let up on their pursuit of him because they already have so much invested in it: “The
         Feds are a business, Anthony. Millions of tax dollars invested in watching your ass.
         Sooner or later they’re gonna want a return on that investment.” In short, the battle
         between the FBI and organized crime is presented not as a struggle between polar moral
         opposites, but one between competing corporations, each seeking to succeed at the
         expense of the other. Meanwhile, other government organizations and projects are cynically
         viewed in the series merely as a potential target of graft and source of income for
         organized crime. The notion of a private–public separation, in which the government
         operates for the public good free of special interests or profit motives, is virtually
         nonexistent.
      

      
      The most overt example of the conversion of education into economics occurs in the
         third-season sequence, in which a dean from Columbia University attempts to extract
         a $50,000 donation from Carmela, who has been led to believe that such a donation
         will significantly increase daughter Meadow’s chances of being admitted to the Ivy
         League school. She floats the idea of the donation with Tony, arguing that it is necessary
         to make sure Meadow is “protected.” Tony, though, knows protection rackets all too
         well, and initially balks at the idea: “I won’t pay,” he says. “I know too much about
         extortion.” Later he refers to the people at Columbia as those “Morningside Heights
         gangsters,” though eventually he gives in, just to placate Carmela.
      

      
      One of the markers of Tony’s success is his ability to send his children to expensive
         private schools, and (while he might complain about the cost) he is clearly pleased
         to have the status associated with having children in such schools, which he largely
         values precisely because they are so expensive. This requires, of course, not only
         the payment of exorbitant tuition, but extra donations as well, especially in the
         case of Tony’s son A. J., whose misbehavior eventually leads to his expulsion from
         Verbum Dei, the elite Catholic high school he has been attending. Then, after a brief
         flirtation with sending A. J. to an expensive military academy, Tony and Carmela enroll
         their son in another expensive private school, but only after Tony “pulls some strings,”
         which no doubt involves a financial transaction or two. Indeed, this information is
         revealed at the beginning of episode 4.1 (“For All Debts Public and Private,” September
         15, 2002), the very title of which (taken from an inscription on U.S. currency) indicates
         the importance of money throughout the episode. Moreover, in an interesting example
         of the careful construction of scenes in The Sopranos, the moment in which Tony complains of having had to pull these strings occurs immediately
         after Carmela has been reading in a newspaper about the traditional Italian practice
         of influence peddling (raccomandazione), which had just been ruled legal by an Italian high court as a normal part of Italian
         culture.
      

      
      Carmela is also involved in the most overt example in this episode of the commodification
         of everything under late capitalism, in particular of the completion of the process
         described long ago by Marx and Engels in The Communist Manifesto by which capitalism, while continuing to employ sentimental rhetoric about the family
         to further its own purposes, has in reality “torn away from the family its sentimental
         veil, and has reduced the family relation into a mere money relation” (Tucker, 476).
         As Tony attempts to watch the 1959 Western Rio Bravo on television, Carmela interrupts him to complain that she is feeling financially
         insecure, afraid that she will not be able to continue to live in the style to which
         she has become accustomed should something happen to Tony. After all, most of Tony’s
         resources are hidden from her “for her own protection,” and most of his resources
         are hidden in a complex network of offshore bank accounts, dummy companies, and bird
         feed, so she is feeling a bit nervous, especially after seeing what her friend Angie
         Bonpensiero has been reduced to after the death of her own gangster husband (at the
         hands of Tony, Sil, and Paulie, though Carmela doesn’t know that).
      

      
      When Carmela suggests that they begin to put aside some of Tony’s income so that they
         can start a portfolio to give her greater financial security, Tony dismisses the idea:
         “Stocks? You gotta be high up in the corporate structure to make that shit work for
         you. We don’t have those Enron-type connections.” Tony here once again reveals his
         class-based antagonism toward the rich, while his reference to the then-recent Enron
         scandal shows his cynical belief that “legitimate” business is every bit as dishonest
         as his own. But this encounter will initiate a major subplot in the series, which
         involves Carmela’s ongoing attempts to gain greater independence, maneuvering (often
         directly against Tony) to put herself in a better financial position.
      

      
      Indeed, the financial struggle between the two of them will be a constant source of
         tension in their marriage through most of the rest of the series. Tony has a point
         about shielding Carmela from information about his business dealings, an awareness
         of which would legally make her his accomplice. But of course Carmela is perfectly
         well aware of what Tony does for a living, and—while she nominally disapproves of
         his criminal activities—she is more than happy to enjoy the benefits of the income
         that Tony’s crimes produce. In episode 3.7 (“Second Opinion,” April 8, 2001), Carmela
         consults a crusty old Jewish psychiatrist who refuses to blame her current unhappiness
         on events from her childhood and instead advises her to deal with the source of any
         guilt she might be feeling directly by leaving Tony and refusing to continue to serve
         as his accomplice and enabler, profiting from his crimes. Carmela, of course, ultimately
         declines to accept this advice, though it does probably contribute to tensions that
         lead to her separation from Tony later in the series.[1]   In general, however, those tensions are due not to the fact that Carmela does not
         wish to profit from Tony’s crimes so much as from the fact that she wants a bigger
         piece of the pie.
      

      
      In episode 4.8 (“Mergers and Acquisitions,” November 3, 2002), the title making clear
         the economic nature of the episode, all human relationships are clearly reduced to
         the status of economic transactions. The episode features Tony’s “acquisition” of
         new mistress Valentina La Paz (Leslie Bega) from Ralph Cifaretto, though Tony initially
         turns Valentina down, because “for one thing, I already took his horse.” She slaps
         him and leaves, enraged at being put in the same category of commodity as the racehorse
         Pie-O-My. Meanwhile, Ralph’s former lover, Janice, demands three thousand dollars
         from her brother Tony in return for information about Ralph’s sex life. She then verifies
         Ralph’s weird sexual proclivities, which helps Tony to justify taking Valentina from
         Ralph after all. Tony seems a more promising investment of her energies than Ralph,
         so Valentina returns, despite her earlier indignation.
      

      
      In this same episode Carmela continues to struggle to learn more about the family
         finances so that she can make sure she gets her fair share. As she puts it, “women
         are supposed to be partners nowadays. I’m not a feminist, I’m not saying 50–50, but
         Jesus. I put up with his gumar shit, pardon my French. Well, I made my peace with
         it.” She is not, however, at peace with finding Valentina’s fake fingernail (which
         she assumes belongs to Irina, Tony’s former mistress) amid Tony’s things, and in retribution
         she absconds with tens of thousands of dollars in Tony’s hidden cash. Carmela then
         shows that she has learned a few things from her husband when she deposits the money
         in several different accounts, so each deposit can stay under $10K and not have to
         be reported to the IRS. However, her financial savvy only extends so far. We learn
         in episode 6.16 (“Chasing It,” April 29, 2007), during a violent confrontation between
         Tony and Carmela (over, of course, money), that he knows she took the cash—and that
         she subsequently invested it in stocks, losing it all, as Tony would have predicted.
      

      
       The ongoing financial struggle between Tony and Carmela is not the only example in
         The Sopranos of family relations being reduced to economic ones. As Livia Soprano declines in health,
         she begins to give away her things, including giving some expensive jewelry to a distant
         cousin in episode 1.2 (“46 Long,” January 17, 1999). This event causes Tony to explode
         in anger at the way she is dissipating the inheritance that she could otherwise have
         left for her surviving family members. But, of course, it is Janice who circles most
         buzzard-like of all as she greedily awaits the possible death of her mother, for whom
         she pretends an affection she obviously does not feel just because she can smell cash.
      

      
      Priests such as Father Phil Intintola also seem rather buzzard-like as they circle
         the Sopranos and other families in search of donations. Father Phil always seems open
         to receiving free meals and personal gifts, especially from women constituents, while
         he and the other priests seen in the series are often quite overt in following the
         example of both the Soprano crime family and Columbia University in seeking protection
         money. Paulie, for example, seems to have made especially large donations to the church
         over the years, but increasingly feels in the series that he is not getting his money’s
         worth. In episode 2.9 (“From Where to Eternity,” March 12, 2000), he suffers from
         nightmares and feels haunted by the ghosts of those he has killed. He complains to
         his priest that he should have immunity from such things because of all his donations
         to the church. He then declares that he is cutting them off because they have failed
         to protect him from supernatural malice, thus not delivering on their end of the bargain.
      

      
      In episode 6.9 (“The Ride,” May 7, 2006), Paulie is in charge of organizing a local
         Catholic festival devoted to Saint Elzéar of Sabran. The festival features carnival-like
         rides and booths, as well as a procession in which a statue of the saint, wearing
         a gold hat purportedly once worn by the saint himself and now held by the local Catholic
         church, is carried through the streets. Traditionally, the festival (a profit-making
         enterprise more than a spiritual one, of course) has donated $10,000 to the church
         for the annual use of the hat, but when Paulie goes to collect the hat he finds that
         the new priest, Father José, demands $50,000 instead. Paulie angrily decides to let
         the statue go hatless during its procession through the streets (a procession in which
         it is, tellingly, wearing a cloak covered with dollar bills pinned on by devotees
         seeking the favor of the saint). Then, when an accident on one of the carnival rides
         causes injuries (including a fake injury to Janice, who hopes to collect insurance
         money), some wonder whether Paulie should have paid the protection money to the church
         after all.
      

      
      Just Business: The Commodification of 
Crime in The Sopranos

      
      In The Sopranos, the government, the educational system, families, and the church all operate essentially
         as businesses, motivated by their own particular quest for profits. Little wonder,
         then, that the Soprano crime family is presented in the same light. Indeed, while
         Tony likes to imagine that his business is held together by bonds of honor and loyalty,
         and that the gangsters who make up his organization constitute a sort of family, the
         fact is that they are held together primarily by common economic interests—and by
         fear. In episode 5.4 (“All Happy Families,” March 28, 2004), Carmela grouses that
         Tony has no friends and that the gangsters who make up his crew are only flunkies
         who kiss up to him because he’s the boss and they’re scared of him. Tony defends himself
         by once again appealing to his role as a businessman: “What do I give a shit if they’re
         scared or whatever? I’m running a fucking business here, not a popularity contest.”
      

      
      Indeed, while the methods employed by Tony and his ilk might be unconventional and
         extralegal, there are implications that these methods are not necessarily all that
         different (or even less ruthless) than the methods employed by more “legitimate” businesses.
         They are also not necessarily less harmful, as when Tony justifies his own activities
         in episode 1.7 (“Down Neck,” February 21, 1999) by asking, “What about chemical companies
         dumping all that shit in the river and they got deformed babies poppin’ up all over
         the place?”
      

      
      Similarly, in “From Where to Eternity” (episode 2.9), Tony attempts to convince Jennifer
         Melfi that, for Italian Americans, organized crime is an agent of cultural preservation
         and working-class self-defense. He tells her that America only let “all us Italians”
         in to begin with so that they could provide cheap labor to make the more mainstream
         “Carnegies and the Rockefellers” richer. Tony then suggests that organized crime is
         just an extension of American business by other means, though his description suggests
         his consistent hostility toward those whose business efforts are more respected by
         mainstream Americans than are his own: 
      

      
         But some of us didn’t want to swarm around their hive and lose who we were. We wanted
            to stay Italian and preserve the things that meant something to us: honor, family,
            and loyalty. And some of us wanted a piece of the action. We weren’t educated like
            the Americans, but we had the balls to take what we wanted. And those other fucks,
            the J. P. Morgans, they were crooks and killers, too, but that was their business,
            right? The American Way.
         

      

      Of course, Tony is here partly just trying to justify himself, but he is not the only
         one in the series to make this connection between capitalism and crime. In episode
         1.10 (“A Hit Is a Hit,” March 14, 1999), a group of cultured, upper-crust “Medigans”
         (Italian Americans who have fully assimilated and thus feel entirely at home living
         the American dream) gather for a dinner party at the home of Dr. Bruce Cusamano, Tony’s
         personal physician and next-door neighbor. Cusamano tries to impress his guests (who
         include Melfi) by discussing what it is like to have a notorious gangster as a neighbor,
         instead of the expected upper-middle-class businessmen and professionals. One of the
         guests, however, intones, “Some of the shit I see in the boardroom, I don’t know if
         I’d make a distinction.” Cusamano, showing the linguistic influence of his colorful
         neighbor, responds, “Sometimes I think the only thing separating American business
         from the mobs is fuckin’ whackin’ somebody.”
      

      
      Because of its criminal nature (which includes avoiding the kind of record-keeping
         that ordinary businesses employ) we are never quite sure just how big Tony’s business
         is, though it certainly is big enough to allow him to pursue a lavish lifestyle, marked
         by a posh suburban home, a string of luxury cars, an expensive boat, and so on. Moreover,
         while at times his business seems almost to be limited to relatively banal, even small-time
         crimes in northern New Jersey, at other times his criminal empire seems to have nearly
         global reach. For example, in episode 6.10 (“Moe n’ Joe,” May 14, 2006), we learn
         that Tony’s business interests extend at least as far as New Orleans. Here, Sacrimoni,
         arrested on charges of racketeering, scrambles to find cash after the government freezes
         his assets while he is in the midst of negotiating a plea agreement with them. He
         tries to arrange the sale of a New Orleans heavy equipment leasing company in which
         he is a silent partner so that he can collect some cash that the government doesn’t
         know about. He sends his brother-in-law to ask Tony to help broker the deal because
         of Tony’s post-Katrina “knowledge of business in the area.” Indeed, Tony has apparently
         gained considerable income from government-funded reconstruction efforts in New Orleans.
         As he himself puts it, “FEMA’s down there handing out Krugerrands in buckets. . .
         . Let me say this. Dick Cheney for president—of the fuckin’ universe.” Tony reluctantly
         agrees to help broker the deal, but one of the two brothers who are the main partners
         in the company refuses to sell because he envisions big profits going forward thanks
         to all the post-Katrina reconstruction.
      

      
      Even farther afield, Tony maintains extensive business contacts in his Italian homeland,
         especially in the Naples region where his family has its roots. Not only does he occasionally
         bring “cousins” over to do hits that will thus be hard to trace back to his New Jersey
         family, he also maintains a number of ongoing business relations with criminal organizations
         in the area. For example, in episode 2.4 (“Commendatori,” February 6, 2000), Tony
         travels (with Paulie and Christopher Moltisanti) to Naples to negotiate a sweeter
         deal on the international car theft operation that he is running with them. Tony’s
         crew steals autos in the United States, then ships them to Naples for further distribution
         in Eastern Europe, indicating that the globalization so central to late capitalism
         extends to Tony’s business as well.
      

      
      To an extent, Tony has realized Michael Corleone’s dream of moving beyond the largely
         medieval structure of Vito Corleone’s empire into the modern era of capitalist business,
         though (like Michael) Tony has been unable to find a way to build his empire within
         the world of legal enterprise. This movement into modernity is not, however, envisioned
         as a good thing by Tony and most of his associates, who tend to agree with Sacrimoni
         that something valuable has been lost in a transition that has made honor and family
         loyalty less important than the bottom line. Indeed, this transition is a key element
         of the historical narrative of loss and decline that underwrites the entire series.
         This transition can also be described as part of the completion of the process of
         capitalist modernization that Fredric Jameson sees as the crucial historical background
         for the rise of postmodernism as a hegemonic force in global culture.
      

      
      Granted, The Sopranos consistently presents the growing penetration of capitalist ideologies and methodologies
         into the gangster business as a sort of contamination, and to this extent the series
         is clearly critical of capitalism, which might seem to contradict Jameson’s belief
         that postmodernist culture is fully complicit with the ideology of late capitalism.
         The Sopranos does, in fact, conduct a thoroughgoing critique of capitalism, though this fact does
         not in itself imply that the series is fundamentally ­anticapitalist. After all, HBO (like Tony Soprano) is running a business here. Indeed,
         capitalism itself depends on self-critique to drive the innovation and change on which
         it depends, so that a critique of capitalism is already built in.[2]   In addition, the surface content of any cultural artifact does not convey the whole
         message of that artifact, and Jameson himself has been foremost among the cultural
         theorists who have argued that there is a “political unconscious” that underlies all
         works of culture, providing an ideological underpinning that may or may not be consistent
         with the surface content—or with the attitudes and opinions of the authors of those
         works.
      

      
      In the Marxist tradition within which Jameson works, of course, the key figure in
         this sense is probably the nineteenth-century French realist novelist Honoré de Balzac
         (1799–1850), a favorite of Marxist critics since at least Friedrich Engels, who have
         seen him as perhaps the greatest of all bourgeois realist writers—despite the fact
         that Balzac himself was thoroughly antibourgeois in his own thinking, a nostalgic
         advocate of France’s ancien régime who was horrified by the historical advent of capitalism. For Balzac, the French Revolution
         (and the historical advance of bourgeois rule that followed it) destroyed a more genteel
         world based on traditional, commonly held values and respect for human relationships,
         replacing that world with a new, materialist one driven by greed and a never-ending
         quest for money. Yet Balzac also understood that the historical victory of European
         capitalism over its feudal predecessor was, by the early nineteenth century, a foregone
         conclusion. Indeed, what Balzac’s novels collectively represent is nothing less than
         this ongoing historical process, which Jameson has labeled the “bourgeois cultural
         revolution,” arguing that it can be regarded as “the only true Event of history,”
         meaning “history” as described via the scientific historiography pioneered by bourgeois
         historians in the nineteenth century and developed into a more sophisticated and theoretically
         coherent form by Marx himself (Signatures, 227). Balzac’s critique of capitalism, in fact, quite closely resembles the similar
         critique that is leveled within The Sopranos (though he is looking at a much earlier stage in the process), and the fact that his
         nominally antibourgeois novels are among the most effective carriers of bourgeois
         ideology in all of literature should give us pause before declaring The Sopranos to be an effective work of anticapitalist critique.
      

      
      The Politics of Crime: The Sopranos and the Critique of Capitalism
      

      
      While Balzac is not among the numerous authors to whom The Sopranos makes specific reference, his work does, in fact, provide an important point of comparison
         with what is going on in the series. In addition to the parallel noted above, for
         example, the sinister Vautrin, a crucial character in Balzac’s 1835 novel Le Père Goriot (and who appeared in two later novels as well), is probably the first mob boss to
         be featured in all of world literature. Inspired by famous real-world criminal—and
         later criminologist—Eugène François Vidocq, Vautrin is a mastermind who is so adept
         that he is able to continue to run his vast criminal empire from prison even after
         he is incarcerated (though, like Vidocq, he eventually goes straight). In any case,
         Balzac’s inclusion of Vautrin in his novels serves the clear purpose of suggesting
         that Vautrin’s criminal activities are not really all that different from “legitimate”
         business, which is, for Balzac, little more than crime carried out under the cloak
         of the law.
      

      
      This parallel between capitalism and crime might explain why Vautrin (aka Jacques
         Collin) is still able to succeed after he leaves his life of crime behind him, though
         his story has the inadvertent effect of suggesting that capitalism is a meritocracy
         that offers multiple opportunities for the talented and hardworking to do well. In
         any case, Balzac’s use of crime as a motif for critiquing capitalism is one that would
         later be picked up by numerous critics of the system, including the gangster film
         tradition that forms such an important part of the background of The Sopranos. On the other hand, whereas Balzac presented organized crime as simply another version
         of capitalist enterprise, the gangster film cycle that arose at the beginning of the
         1930s—including such works as Little Caesar (1931), Public Enemy (1931), and Scarface (1932)—tended to present gangsterism as a reaction against the dehumanizing consequences of capitalism. As Robert Sklar notes, “Gangster films
         set the character of the first golden age of Depression-era movies. . . . Hollywood’s
         gangsters stood at the very center of their society’s disorder—they were created by
         it, took their revenge on it, and ended finally as its victims” (179). In this way,
         early film gangsters such as Rico Bandello and Tom Powers became populist heroes,
         little guys who were driven to extreme measures by the operations of a heartless capitalist
         system that made them outcasts.
      

      
      Tony Soprano, of course, sometimes likes to see himself this way (Tom Powers of Public Enemy seems to be a particular hero of his), and his rise from the working class through
         criminal means has clearly left him feeling less than comfortable in his new upper-middle-class
         milieu.[3]   Even the fronts that he uses to justify his lifestyle with the IRS (a garbage-collection
         business and a strip club) are on the fringes of legitimacy. Meanwhile, Tony’s interactions
         with the highly respectable Medigans leave him feeling like he is on the outside looking
         in. Thus, when he is invited to play golf with a group of his Medigan neighbors, they
         treat him like an anthropological specimen who, they hope, can provide them with lurid
         details about the gangster business, which clearly fascinates them.
      

      
      In general, however, Ingrid Walker Fields is surely correct when she declares that
         The Sopranos presents a “portrait of a mob fully entrenched in American capitalism,” an observation
         that is borne out by Tony’s own repeated claims that his criminal activities are just
         a “business” (614). Indeed, with the advent of the Godfather films, especially Godfather II, the Balzacian sense that organized crime was aligned with, rather than against, corporate capitalism was back in full force. Moreover, if the narrative arc that
         runs through the first two Godfather films describes the growing corporatization of organized crime, it clearly describes
         this process as a loss, directly anticipating the similar sense of decline that runs
         through The Sopranos.
      

      
      This sense of decline figures throughout the series. In episode 3.3 (“Fortunate Son,”
         March 11, 2001), we are treated to an insider’s view of the “making” ceremony through
         which Christopher Moltisanti is initiated as a full-fledged member of the Mafia. The
         ceremony itself has clearly medieval intonations, including a moment when Tony draws
         blood from Christopher’s hand to symbolize the fact that Christopher is now a member
         of the crime family, joined to the other members as if they were blood relations.[4]   Tony, presiding over the proceedings, announces, “Once you enter this family, there’s
         no getting out. . . . It’s a thing of honor.” Then the initiates repeat an oath, proclaiming
         their loyalty to the gangster code of omerta: “May I burn in hell if I betray my friends.” The ceremony is meant to have solemnity
         and to link Christopher and the other initiate to a long line of their forebears.
         The only problem is that the ceremony is being held in a tawdry basement, so that
         the surroundings somewhat detract from the intended gravity of the occasion, suggesting
         instead the extent to which the gangster tradition is in decay. It also doesn’t help
         that the time-honored ceremony is immediately followed by a drunken celebration involving
         strippers from the Bada Bing! 
      

      
      Given the fallen nature of the ceremony, it should come as no surprise that Christopher’s
         dream of gaining prestige and respect as a made man quickly descends into a mad scramble
         for cash. Assigned to Paulie’s crew, Christopher finds that the older man is interested
         not in camaraderie and blood ties, but in the money Christopher can make for him in
         the gambling operation he is given to run. When Christopher loses money instead, he
         falls into debt and must frantically try to generate more income so that he can pay
         Paulie, with whom he nearly comes to blows. Far from being drawn closer by Christopher’s
         new status, Christopher and Paulie find that their friendship has been replaced by
         a business relationship. The respect and brotherhood promised by the making ceremony
         are replaced by animosity and greed as modern capitalism displaces medieval bonds
         of loyalty. Money changes everything.
      

      
      It is not, however, exactly clear just how critical of capitalism The Sopranos is meant to be, especially as it fails to present anything in the way of a preferable
         alternative. Tony Soprano is certainly no Robin Hood, stealing from the rich to give
         to the poor. Nor is he a socialist warrior, battling for justice for the poor in an
         attempt to correct the inequities of the capitalist system. Indeed, despite a vaguely
         Republican leaning (exemplified by his expressed admiration for Dick Cheney), Tony
         is largely apolitical. Unlike the Corleones, who rub shoulders with U.S. senators
         and diplomats (and can dream of making one of their own president), Tony lacks connections
         in high places, his dealings with politicians being limited to sleazy, small-time
         operations such as his interactions with New Jersey State Assemblyman Ronald Zellman
         (though these interactions can be part of scams that are quite lucrative).
      

      
      In a similar way, The Sopranos as a series has no particular political axe to grind, and its critique of capitalism
         is halfhearted at best, partly because it suggests so little in the way of an alternative.
         Indeed, in The Sopranos the main alternative to capitalism is a medieval system of blood loyalty, and the
         series unequivocally declares that system to be dead and gone. The series, in this
         sense, is completely in accord with late capitalism, one of the principal maneuvers
         of which is to declare that there is no alternative to capitalism. Indeed, while fundamentally
         agreeing with Jameson’s theorization of postmodernism, Mark Fisher has declared that
         this sense of a lack of an alternative is central to what he calls “capitalist realism,”
         which is essentially the same phenomenon that Jameson was calling “postmodernism”
         at the beginning of the 1990s, only more so, having had more time to develop by the
         time Fisher was writing two decades later. In particular, Fisher argues that “some
         of the processes which Jameson described and analyzed have now become so aggravated
         and chronic that they have gone through a change in kind” (7).
      

      
      Importantly, Fisher sees recent gangster films and gangster rap as key symptoms of
         this aggravated postmodern worldview in contemporary culture, in that
      

      
         the affinity between hip hop and gangster movies such as Scarface, The Godfather films, Reservoir Dogs, Goodfellas and Pulp Fiction arises from their common claim to have stripped the world of sentimental illusions
            and seen it for “what it really is”: a Hobbesian war of all against all, a system
            of perpetual exploitation and generalized criminality. (10–11)
         

      

      In short, both of these cultural forms cynically view capitalist competition as somehow
         embedded in the very fabric of reality, making any attempt to think beyond this view
         of the world unrealistic, naïve, and doomed to failure.
      

      
      One could quibble that at least the first Godfather film, more modernist than postmodernist, does not really belong on this list, retaining
         as it does vestiges of older forms that might suggest alternative social and economic
         structures to those of late capitalism. But Fisher is surely right that, beginning
         with Godfather II, the gangster film has become increasingly cynical about the possibilities of a world
         outside of capitalism, with the world of organized crime serving essentially as a
         microcosm of this larger world of cutthroat competition. The Sopranos clearly participates in this trend, even as it vaguely tries to criticize it. However,
         the case of the original Godfather film demonstrates that the gangster narrative need not give in entirely to the defeatist
         dictates of capitalist realism. Indeed, one of the best-known and most effective critiques
         of capitalism in all of literature appears in a gangster narrative in the form of
         Bertolt Brecht’s The Threepenny Opera (1928), which famously suggests in its story of the English gangster McHeath that
         founding a bank is a far greater crime than robbing one. Brecht’s work, both Marxist
         and modernist in its inclinations, differs from Balzac’s and from The Sopranos, however, in that it is informed by a strong socialist perspective that offers a
         genuine alternative to capitalism rather than looking nostalgically to a past that
         is clearly not coming back.
      

      
      Brecht returned to the gangster narrative in 1941 with The Resistible Rise of Arturo Ui, which moves its setting to the United States (Chicago) and features Italian American
         gangsters. In this sense (and in the way it features strong comic elements), Arturo Ui has more in common with The Sopranos than does The Threepenny Opera. However, between 1928 and 1941, the Nazis had risen to power in Brecht’s native
         Germany, and the later gangster play functions specifically as an allegorical critique
         of fascism—among other things demythologizing Hitler via the eponymous Ui, a small-time
         hood whose success is largely due to the fact that his mediocrity and banality perfectly
         match the mediocrity and banality of the capitalist system that produced him. The Threepenny Opera had focused its critique on capitalism in general, but in both cases the critique
         is made more powerful by the underlying suggestion of a socialist alternative. No
         such alternative exists in The Sopranos or in other capitalist realist works, which are so immersed within the world of late
         capitalism that they have no place to stand where they can launch an effective critique
         of that system.
      

      
      
         
            1. Tony’s series of mistresses, or “gumars,” obviously contributes to these tensions
                  as well. It is part of Italian gangster culture as presented in The Sopranos unofficially to endorse this practice, with wives looking the other way while their
                  husbands supplement the sexual capital provided by the wives with that provided by
                  the mistresses—in return for substantial financial support. The gumars are, then,
                  virtual prostitutes, and highly paid ones at that.
               

            

         

         
            2. Citing Slavoj Žižek’s elaboration of this notion, Mark Fisher notes that “anti-capitalism
                  is widely disseminated in capitalism” and that a “gestural anti-capitalism” actually
                  reinforces capitalism, rather than undermining it (12).
               

            

         

         
            3. On Tony’s status as an insecure middle-class Everyman, see Toscano. 

            

         

         
            4. The importance of this symbolic drawing of blood in Mafia tradition is made clear
                  in episode 6.20 (“Blue Comet,” June 3, 2007), in which rival gangster Phil Leotardo
                  argues that Tony should be killed partly because he poses a threat to the traditions
                  of the mob. As evidence, he claims (falsely) that the Sopranos do not conduct the
                  making ceremony properly, and do not include the pricking of the finger in the ceremony.
               

            

         

      

   
      Chapter 5

      The Sopranos and the History of the Gangster Film
      

      
         
         
      

      
      While The Sopranos participates in multiple genres, it is first and foremost a gangster narrative, highly
         aware of its predecessors in that genre. Carl Freedman has noted how strongly connected
         The Sopranos is to the American gangster-film tradition that preceded it, arguing that the series
         owes “an almost incalculable empirical debt . . . to the tradition of the mob movie
         in general” (73). On the other hand, the exact nature of this connection is rather
         complex, and Dana Polan has argued that one of the themes of the series is its “ersatz
         relation to prior gangster stories” (6). Indeed, Freedman has speculated that The Sopranos, arriving late in the history of that tradition, might just mark the end of the gangster
         film as we know it, the shift from cinema to television being just one marker of that
         ending.[1]   It is certainly the case that The Sopranos repeatedly indicates its own awareness of the belatedness of its position in American
         cultural history, and that a crucial element of that awareness is its dialogue with
         the gangster-film tradition—from its controversial beginnings in the pre-Code gangster-film
         cycle of the early 1930s, to the towering achievement of the first two Godfather films in the 1970s, to the gangster-film renaissance of the 1990s, led by Martin Scorsese’s
         Goodfellas (1990). This dialogue is itself interesting as an indication of the status of The Sopranos as a work of and within American cultural history. But it is made particularly rich
         by the way in which the series uses its engagement with gangster films as a vehicle
         for commentary on any number of the other issues addressed by the series.
      

      
      For example, a crucial moment in the dialogue of The Sopranos with the gangster film occurs in episode 3.2 (“Proshai, Livushka,” March 4, 2001),
         in which the status of gangster films as American cultural artifacts is emphasized
         by the fact that Tony’s daughter Meadow is assigned to watch William Wellman’s The Public Enemy (1931) for a class at Columbia University entitled “Images of Hyper-Capitalist Self-Advancement
         in the Era of the Studio System.” This pretentious course title involves a certain
         amount of gentle academic satire, of course, but The Public Enemy, a crucial founding text in the gangster genre, is certainly a good choice for such
         a topic. Along with such films as Little Caesar (1931) and Scarface (1932), The Public Enemy helped to establish the gangster film as a major genre of early-Depression American
         cinema, expressing as it did so many anxieties of the era. As Robert Sklar notes,
         “Gangster films set the character of the first golden age of Depression-era movies.
         . . . Hollywood’s gangsters stood at the very center of their society’s disorder—they
         were created by it, took their revenge on it, and ended finally as its victims” (179).
         Like the other gangster films of its time, The Public Enemy makes it clear that gangsterism arises out of a Depression-era economic situation
         that leaves few legal opportunities for social and economic advancement. These early
         gangster films were thus emblematic of their particular historical moment, paving
         the way for gangster films to become a major venue for cinematic social commentary
         going forward. Via discussions such as Robert Warshow’s seminal figuration of the
         gangster as tragic urban hero, gangster films have gained a special status as allegorical
         artifacts, though gangsters have functioned both as emblems of capitalist ruthlessness
         and as populist heroes of resistance to capitalism. Such readings make the gangster
         genre a classic American form, while at the same time making the genre appear in retrospect
         more prominent in American film history than it actually was prior to the first two
         Godfather films, which gave gangster films an entirely new status as works of cinematic art.
      

      
      In episode 1.8 (“The Legend of Tennessee Moltisanti,” February 28, 1999), psychiatrist
         Jennifer Melfi’s son Jason LaPenna states the status of gangster movies quite clearly
         when he suggests (in answer to his father’s complaints about mob movies giving Italians
         a bad rap) that “at this point in our cultural history, mob movies are classic American
         cinema, like Westerns.” Of course, gangster films are especially important in the
         world of Melfi’s patient Tony Soprano. The role played by The Public Enemy in “Proshai, Livushka” provides an excellent example of the use of gangster films
         in the series. For one thing, Meadow comes to watch the film in her family’s posh
         suburban New Jersey home (employing Tony’s then state-of-the-art home theater system)
         because “some schmuck” has stolen the VCR from the common room in her Ivy League dorm.
         This bit of information, delivered by Meadow without commentary and received by Tony
         without reaction, contains a subtle suggestion of the way in which the larcenous attitude
         of Tony and his crew (who seem to regard any commodity they encounter as a potential
         candidate for theft) is not all that different from the mainstream attitude of American
         society.
      

      
      What Tony does react to, and rather gleefully, is his recognition of the film that
         Meadow is watching, The Public Enemy being one of his favorites. “Public Enemy!” he exclaims when he sees what she is watching. “This is a great movie!” Tony, however,
         is less gleeful at the discovery that Meadow is watching the film with “a friend from
         class,” Noah Tannenbaum (Patrick Tully). Immediately after introducing himself, Noah
         thanks Tony for the use of the hall: “I appreciate you letting us screen here. Those
         Bose direct reflectors make all the difference.” The pretentious Noah then follows
         up on his gratuitous display of technical knowledge by explaining the roots of the
         gangster-film genre to Tony, a man who (unbeknownst to Noah) understands that genre
         in a way that Noah will never be able to: “People say Hawks invented the genre with
         Scarface, but Cagney was modernity. Muni was not. So I give the nod to William Wellman.”
      

      
      This comment, of course, is meant to display Noah’s extensive knowledge of film and
         cultural theory, though it really does little but indicate that he is an intellectual
         snob with just enough knowledge to be able to spout seemingly profound observations
         that are actually meaningless. Tony, whose knowledge of the gangster film and its
         implications is much more authentic (even if he has less access to technical jargon),
         ignores the air of class-based superiority that Noah exudes, which in itself would
         be plenty to render the young man unlikeable. Instead, Tony focuses on Noah’s dark
         skin and kinky hair, developing an immediate hostility to the young man that has nothing
         to do with his intellectual pretentiousness and has everything to do with his racial
         background. Noah will go on to make sure he informs Tony that his family is “in the
         business. I mean show business,” which is apparently supposed to be impressive, though
         the young man appears unaware that Tony is also in the “business” of The Public Enemy in another sense. Tony continues to ignore all this, however. Instead, with the quick
         eye of the American racist for even a drop of African blood, he already has Noah (despite
         his very Jewish name) pegged as a “moulinyan.” So, attempting to be as overtly offensive
         as he possibly can, he asks if the involvement of Noah’s family in show business has
         anything to do with the “old Tarzan movies,” envisioning Noah’s forebears as bit players
         portraying inarticulate spearchuckers in those notoriously racist films. This suggestion
         is so stunningly racist, in fact, that Noah apparently doesn’t even process it. Instead,
         he merely explains that his (Jewish) father is an entertainment lawyer. Tony presses
         the issue, continuing to go out of his way to be offensively racist (and intimidating),
         especially after he verifies that Noah’s mother is an African American and that Noah
         has apparently used his African American heritage to help him gain admission to Columbia.
      

      
      Noah exits in a huff, though he will continue to be a factor in the series for several
         episodes to come, until he breaks up with Meadow, ostensibly because he is too busy
         studying and she is “too negative,” but also clearly because her father is not only
         a racist, but frighteningly dangerous. Many male figures will attempt to stand up
         to Tony over the course of the series, but all of the “civilians” (that is, all who
         are neither gangsters, nor G-men hunting gangsters) tend to wilt beneath the daunting
         pressure of his looming presence (and reputation). Tony, of course, is not as strong
         as he seems, and it is Tony, not Noah, who collapses to the floor unconscious after
         this disturbing episode, another of his periodic anxiety attacks having been triggered
         when the face of Uncle Ben peering at him out of his cupboard brings the recent encounter
         with Noah flooding back to him.
      

      
      After his recovery from the panic attack, Tony will then be seen through much of the
         rest of this episode watching The Public Enemy, though it is not made clear whether he is watching it repeatedly or whether it is
         simply taking him awhile (given everything else that is going on) to get through this
         beloved film even once. It is not, however, until the very end of the episode that
         the true emotional resonance of this film for Tony is made clear. Despite the passionate
         intensity of Tony’s reaction to Noah, the real emotional center of this episode is
         the sudden death of Tony’s mother, Livia, an event written hastily into the series
         after the death of Nancy Marchand, the actress who had so brilliantly played the malevolent
         Livia in the series. Tony is haunted by a fear that he is a terrible person because
         of his mixed feelings over his mother’s death, feelings that arise not only from recent
         events (such as Livia’s involvement in Tony’s attempted murder), but also from his
         sense of being deprived of the genuine experience of a mother’s love during his childhood.
      

      
      Though The Public Enemy has been widely noted for its frank presentation of the brutality of gangster life,
         it is also probably the most sentimental of the pre-Code gangster films, especially
         in its presentation of the death of gangster Tom Powers (Cagney’s character)—a scene
         that we see Tony watching in this episode of The Sopranos. One of the most notable features of Tom’s death is the impact it will clearly have
         on his long-suffering mother (played by Beryl Mercer). Her disapproval of Tom’s life
         of crime never diminishes her love for her son, in whom she believes there is a core
         of good beneath the rough and violent surface. Indeed, Tom’s death becomes especially
         poignant because we have just seen his mother happily fluffing his pillow and preparing
         for what she thinks will be his safe return home. In short, Ma Powers is precisely
         the sort of conventional nurturing mother that Tony never had, so that Tony’s viewing
         of this film throughout the episode meshes with the motif of Livia’s death. It is
         clear that, as Tony watches the film, he fantasizes about what it might be like to
         have such a mother, and the element of nostalgia that resides in all of Tony’s viewing
         of gangster films—built on a sense that the gangster business is somehow not what
         it used to be—is now enhanced with a longing for his mother’s love, something he never
         had in the first place.
      

      
      Of course, the gangster business was never what it supposedly used to be either, a
         fact of which Tony is actually well aware. Still, though he often scoffs at the nostalgic
         ruminations of others, Tony himself often falls prey to nostalgic longings for the
         good old days of gangsterism, a sentiment to which he seems particularly susceptible
         when watching old gangster films. The Godfather sequence is the central example of Tony’s film-inspired nostalgia, and it is certainly
         the case that the most obvious gangster-film predecessor that hovers over The Sopranos (almost like some sort of sacred text) is the Godfather sequence, which the various gangster characters of the series quote (and misquote)
         like a televangelist wielding the Bible. This engagement has its comic aspects, as
         in the way Tony’s consigliere Silvio Dante repeatedly entertains the other members of Tony’s crew by enacting the
         well-known moment in The Godfather: Part III (1990) when Michael Corleone (Al Pacino) bemoans his inability to escape from gangsterism
         and move his family into legitimate business: “Just when I thought I was out . . .
         they pull me back in!” Mostly, though, the gangster characters of the series are serious,
         almost reverent, in their regard for the Godfather films, which they clearly identify as a key part of their cultural identity, the central
         place of these films (at least the first two) in the canon of American cinema providing
         them with a sort of validation and legitimation. Or, as David Pattie puts it, “Tony
         and his crew are men adrift, and sorely in need of the kind of comfort that only a
         total immersion in Coppola and Puzo’s universe can bring” (144).
      

      
      A major point of the Godfather films (and of many other gangster films as well) is to suggest parallels between the
         activities of gangsters and “legitimate” businessmen, whose operations within the
         legal boundaries of mainstream capitalism often turn out to be just as ruthless and
         rapacious as the illegal operations of their gangster counterparts. Indeed, such parallels
         have often been used to critique capitalism by suggesting that business is really
         just another sort of crime that happens to have been declared legal. But it is clear
         that the gangster characters of The Sopranos read this parallel between business and crime in just the opposite direction, using
         it to reassure themselves that what they are doing is really no worse than (or even
         much different from) what legitimate businessmen do every day. The Sopranos don’t
         worry much about getting out or being pulled back in, because it is all pretty much
         the same thing. 
      

      
      Meanwhile, actual gangsters are not the only ones in The Sopranos who think of the Godfather films as definitive works of gangster culture. In episode 1.10 (“A Hit Is a Hit,”
         March 14, 1999) Tony is invited to play golf at the local country club by a group
         of “Medigans” (upper-class, respectable, fully assimilated Italian Americans), who
         treat him like an ambassador from an exotic foreign culture. Their curiosity about
         Tony’s life, so different from their own, naturally leads them to ask him about the
         authenticity of The Godfather films, to which he simply (and sensibly) responds, “I don’t know. How would I know?
         That was the ’50s, right?”
      

      
      The Godfather films establish an important presence even as early as the pilot episode of The Sopranos, in which Tony’s wife Carmela entertains Father Phil Intintola (played in the pilot
         by Michael Santoro, but in later episodes by Paul Schulze) in the Soprano household.
         A self-proclaimed aficionado of film (and wine and various other things), the pretentious
         Father Phil compliments the quality of laser discs, at this point a favorite medium
         in the Soprano household, reminding us that DVDs were still relatively new when this
         episode was broadcast in January 1999 and suggesting one of the many ways in which
         the series appeared at a turning point in American entertainment history. Carmela
         responds with an acknowledgement of Tony’s penchant for watching Godfather on laser disc: “Tony watches Godfather II all the time. He says the camerawork looks just as good as in the movie theater.”
         The priest nods his agreement that the camerawork is special, and asks about Tony’s
         taste in film: “Gordon Willis. Tony prefers Two, not One?” Carmela then notes that
         Tony does indeed prefer the second Godfather film, but that his view of the third pretty much goes with the critical consensus:
         “He likes the part where Vito goes back to Sicily. Three, he was like, what happened?”
      

      
      Crucial here is Carmela’s suggestion that Tony’s preference for the second Godfather film (released in 1974) has to do with the sequences in which Robert De Niro plays
         a young Vito Corleone, who returns to Sicily to avenge the murder of his father while
         Vito was still a boy there. Tony’s love of this particular aspect of the film neatly
         encapsulates the problematic relationship between The Sopranos and the Godfather films as a whole, a relationship made even more complex by the complexity of both
         of these works themselves. On the one hand, Tony’s fascination with young Vito’s return
         to Sicily clearly relates to his extremely nostalgic vision of Italy as a whole (though
         his family’s roots are in the Naples area, rather than Sicily). On the other hand,
         The Sopranos (as does the Godfather sequence itself, but in a different mode) undermines the nostalgia that it itself
         generates—in this and other ways.
      

      
      Fredric Jameson describes the sense of nostalgia and longing for better, simpler times
         that underlies the original Godfather film in his now classic essay, “Reification and Utopia in Mass Culture” (Signatures). Set mostly in the 1950s (that pivotal decade for all sorts of American nostalgic
         visions), The Godfather presents the Corleone crime family as a literal family unit, held together by deep-seated
         traditions and loyalties built on generations of relationships dating back to the
         old times in Sicily. For Jameson, The Godfather, like much of the gangster-film genre, is centered on a utopian fantasy of collectivity
         via the notion of traditional family-like connections. In particular, Jameson sees
         the family-based fantasies of gangster films such as The Godfather as providing images of utopian fulfillment that play a cultural role similar to the
         one once played (but no longer by 1972, when the first Godfather film appeared) by idyllic small towns. He thus argues that The Godfather “offers a contemporary pretext for a Utopian fantasy which can no longer express
         itself through such outmoded paradigms and stereotypes as the image of the now extinct
         American small town” (Signatures, 33).
      

      
      Of course, the family-based utopian fantasies of The Godfather are already ironized to a certain extent by the fact that the family connections in
         The Godfather are linked directly to murderous criminal activity. This activity, though, is depicted
         as being carried out with a certain sense of honor and respect, and Vito Corleone,
         the Godfather of the title, often plays the role of protector of the innocent and
         dispenser of justice for those who would otherwise be disenfranchised by the American
         system. By the time of The Godfather: Part II (1974), which begins at the end of the 1950s, Vito has been replaced by his son Michael
         as the Godfather of the Corleone family. The family has moved the center of its operations
         to Las Vegas, hardly a bastion of tradition, and Michael’s coldly calculated corporate
         management style makes it clear that the business of the Corleones, like that of America,
         is now business. This narrative of loss of tradition amid the historical movement
         of capitalist modernization verifies the observation by Marx and Engels in The Communist Manifesto that capitalism, with its drive to increase profits through insistent and never-ending
         innovation, destroys traditional relationships of all kinds. Meanwhile, this narrative
         of modernization is interwoven in the film with flashback sequences that involve the
         childhood of Vito Corleone in Sicily, his immigration to America after the murder
         of his father by a Sicilian crime lord, and his initial rise to success in organized
         crime on the streets of New York. Crucial to these sequences is the trip (so admired
         by Tony) that Vito makes as a still-young man back to Italy to avenge his father’s
         death, while the Sicilian sequences as a whole unmask the nostalgic vision of Sicily
         as a birthplace of tradition and family loyalties by showing that the culture there
         is rooted in violence, backwardness, and the regressive social practices of an essentially
         still-feudal world.
      

      
      In short, The Godfather and (especially) Godfather II already undermine the nostalgic/utopian vision of family that is so crucial to the
         first film in that sequence. Much has been lost to the Corleones between the first
         film and the second, but much of what was lost was highly questionable to begin with.
         The Sopranos, though, takes this narrative of loss to a whole new level, a motif that becomes
         especially clear in episode 2.4 (“Commendatori,” February 6, 2000), in which Tony
         himself makes a trip back to Italy. Early in the episode, Tony and his crew gather
         to watch a pirated DVD of Godfather II in the back room of their strip club headquarters. This tawdry setting and circumstance
         (made even more problematic by the fact that the disc fails to play) ironize the reverence
         of the gangsters for this much-respected film, though it does give Tony an opportunity
         to verify Carmela’s earlier observation that the scenes in which Vito visits Sicily
         are his favorites in the film: “Don Ciccio’s villa, when Vito goes back to Sicily.
         The crickets. The great old house.” Silvio endorses the choice. Then Tony acknowledges
         that he is particularly drawn to those scenes these days because of his own upcoming
         trip to his ancestral homeland of Naples (where he has never before actually been):
         “Maybe because I’m goin’ over there, you know?”
      

      
      It should be noted that, while the music and cinematography of the Sicily scenes in
         Godfather II help to create an air of sentimentality and nostalgia, it is also the case that Vito
         returns to Sicily on a mission of bloody revenge, somewhat undermining the notion
         of an emotional return to childhood innocence and ancient beauty. Nevertheless, Vito’s
         return to avenge the death of his father is presented as a defense of his family’s
         honor and as an enactment of a traditional obligation, so that it still contains an
         element of old-fashioned virtue that Tony finds so lacking in his own postmodern gangster
         world. Tony’s trip, accordingly, is a matter of pure business, as he explains to the
         greatly disappointed Carmela when he tells her why he is not taking her with him.
         He is, in fact, going to Naples on the rather unromantic errand of trying to negotiate
         a better deal on the stolen car business he is running in conjunction with the Camorra,
         a Mafia-like syndicate that operates in the region.
      

      
      The episode title refers to the fact that, when Tony and his entourage arrive in Naples,
         they are addressed as commendatori, the plural form of the Italian term of respect commendatore, a title that Michael Corleone is addressed by when he himself returns to Italy in
         The Godfather: Part III (1990). Tony’s trip is ultimately a success in the business sense, but Tony is no
         Michael Corleone, and his Godfather II–inspired romantic expectations of Naples are not met. For example, he is disturbed
         to find the local mob being run by a woman, and to observe the local mobsters brutally
         beating up a kid and his mother in the street. So much for honor and tradition. To
         make matters worse, Tony is accompanied on his trip to Naples by Paulie “Walnuts”
         Gualtieri, who is equally enthusiastic about visiting Italy, but spends most of his
         time there engaged in a variety of comic misadventures as he plays Ugly American,
         appalling his Neapolitan hosts as much as they (and their food and their plumbing)
         appall him.
      

      
      Meanwhile, also along on Tony’s trip to Naples is Tony’s young protégé, Christopher
         Moltisanti (who seems completely uninterested in Naples and spends most of the time
         there high on heroin and largely unaware of his surroundings). Christopher’s characterization
         here can be read as part of the general narrative of decline that informs The Sopranos, his lack of reverence for his family’s Neapolitan past serving as an embodiment
         of the lack of respect for tradition that is typical of his generation of gangsters.
         Indeed, Christopher seems really more interested in breaking into the film business,
         which he eventually does by coproducing a horror film, and he horrifies Tony by expressing
         a willingness to try to convert his experience as a gangster into material for a screenplay,
         thus showing no respect for the time-honored code of silence among gangsters.
      

      
      Christopher, unfortunately, will eventually learn that, by the end of the 1990s, Hollywood’s
         enthusiasm for gangster films has largely waned. The appearance of such gangster comedies
         as Mickey Blue Eyes (1999) and Made (2001) can be taken partly as a marker of the exhaustion of the gangster-film cycle
         of the 1990s, and the fact that The Sopranos debuted in January 1999, essentially at the end of this cycle, might also help to
         explain the combination of irony and eulogism that informs its attitude toward gangster
         films as a whole. In The Sopranos there is a sense not only that older gangster films document a time in gangster history
         that is largely lost, but also a sense that the genre itself—with the Godfather films serving as the central instance of a lost great past—might be beginning to recede
         into the dustbin of history, its customary themes and images no longer appropriate
         in the contemporary world. Indeed, by the time Christopher is finally (sort of) able
         to break into the film business, it is as a producer of Cleaver, a sort of combination of The Godfather with supernatural slasher films that shows just how far the genre of The Godfather has fallen.
      

      
      It is certainly the case that, while the Godfather films loom over The Sopranos, inhabiting the consciousnesses of its characters more than any other films, it is
         the gangster-film cycle of the 1990s—which included such highlights as Brian De Palma’s
         Carlito’s Way (1993) and Mike Newell’s Donnie Brasco (1997)—to which the series itself connects most directly and resembles most closely.
         That cycle itself exists somewhat in the shadow of Goodfellas, which can be regarded as its founding text, so perhaps it is not surprising that
         Freedman identifies Scorsese’s film as the one to which The Sopranos is indebted most of all, despite the seemingly greater prominence in the series of
         allusions to the Godfather films. Noting that no fewer than forty-five members of the cast and crew of The Sopranos had also worked on Goodfellas, Freedman argues that David Chase clearly recruited so many individuals from Scorsese’s
         film as “part and parcel of his creation of a mob ambience deeply allied to that of
         Goodfellas” (74).
      

      
      These crossover cast and crew members, incidentally, include Scorsese himself, who
         makes a brief cameo appearance in only the second episode of The Sopranos (“46 Long,” January 17, 1999). Here, as Christopher and others wait outside hoping
         to gain entry into a popular club, Scorsese shows up and is, of course, ushered right
         in. Christopher, apparently a big fan of Scorsese’s work, announces that fact from
         beyond the barrier that separates him, as an outsider, from Scorsese and the other
         insiders. Christopher yells out his support for the director and his work, declaring
         that he “liked Kundun,” the 1997 film about the Dalai Lama that was, at the time this episode was first
         broadcast, still Scorsese’s most recent work. It was also a departure from Scorsese’s
         usual subject matter, a box-office flop that many Scorsese fans ignored or disliked.
      

      
      Christopher thus here declares himself a true and loyal supporter of Scorsese’s work,
         a status that is also supported by the fact that Christopher is also the character
         in The Sopranos who most often alludes to Goodfellas in his day-to-day speech.[2]   Perhaps not coincidentally, he also seems to be the one among the major gangster
         characters who is least familiar with the Godfather films. This fact is established in the very first episode of the series, when Christopher
         commits his first murder via the execution-style killing of Emil Kolar, a member of
         a family of Czech immigrants who try to move in on the Soprano crew’s garbage collection
         business. Christopher then employs the help of the veteran gangster Big Pussy Bonpensiero
         to dispose of the body, wanting to send a message to the Kolars by ostentatiously
         leaving the corpse for them to discover, explaining his strategy (as characters in
         The Sopranos frequently do) through a reference to The Godfather. As they prepare to dump the body at a Kolar Brothers dumpster, Christopher says,
         “Lewis Brasi sleeps with the fishes.” Somewhat exasperated, Pussy corrects him: “Luca
         Brasi,” he says. And then he suggests that Christopher’s analogy might not be a good
         one in any case, noting that “there’s differences, Christopher, okay, from the Luca
         Brasi situation and this.” He convinces Christopher to dispose of the body discreetly
         instead of trying to send a message, Godfather-style.[3]  
      

      
      Just a few episodes later, in 1.4 (“Meadowlands,” January 31, 1999), The Godfather once again becomes the center of a conversation after Christopher’s smarmy friend
         and fellow aspiring gangster Brendan Filone (Anthony DeSando) is shot, execution-style,
         on the order of Uncle Junior. Christopher remarks that it was a “message job. Through
         the eye.” Big Pussy nods his agreement, employing a Godfather reference: “Moe Greene special.” When Paulie asks what he means, Pussy responds, “In
         One, Moe Greene’s eyes got too big for his stomach, so they put a small caliber in
         his eye.” Pussy’s reference to “One” suggests just how central the Godfather series is in his world, the mere mention of “One” or “Two” being an obvious allusion
         to Godfather I or II. Nevertheless, Paulie finds it necessary to add a slight correction to the reference:
         “In his glasses, you mean,” which draws an impatient response from Pussy: “Glasses,
         eyes, why are you quibbling with me?” Paulie, often a fountain of faux information,
         now suddenly becomes a film expert on first-name terms with Coppola: “Through the
         eye is just how Francis framed the shot. For the shock value.”
      

      
      Given his fascination with Hollywood, the fact that Christopher seems to know the
         Godfather films less well than many of his older colleagues is clearly not a sign of his lack
         of interest in film per se so much as it indicates a generational decline in reverence
         for Coppola’s seminal films, a development that itself might be taken as a marker
         of changes in the genre as a whole. Freedman is certainly correct, for example, that
         the seriocomic “ambience” of The Sopranos is more similar to the sensibility of Goodfellas than to that of the Godfather films. The Godfather films have a certain gravity to them, self-consciously presenting themselves as great
         works of art. They have virtually no sense of humor in their presentation of the world
         of organized crime. Goodfellas, on the other hand, is much more down to earth, presenting its gangsters less as
         semimythical figures and more as rather ordinary people who just happen to be comfortable
         living on the wrong side of the law. It also contains a substantial amount of comedy,
         despite a level of graphic violence that goes well beyond that of the Godfather films.
      

      
      Both of these aspects of Goodfellas are neatly captured in a scene in “A Hit Is a Hit” in which a group of pretentious
         Medigans gather at a dinner party and begin discussing gangster culture. Tony’s physician,
         Dr. Bruce Cusamano (Robert LuPone), laughingly cites a favorite moment from Goodfellas: “That scene where Pesci sticks that guy’s head in a vise and then he fuckin’ pops
         his eye out? I thought I was gonna die!” It would be hard to imagine The Godfather referred to in this way. Indeed, while Freedman sees Goodfellas as “the only successful attempt to make a mob movie of a stature truly comparable
         to that of the Godfather films,” he also argues that Goodfellas is built on an understanding that this project could not be achieved by “attempting
         anything profoundly similar” to Coppola’s films (49–50).
      

      
      Goodfellas is, in fact, profoundly different from the Godfather films, as is The Sopranos. Much of this difference is a matter of class representation. As the very titles indicate,
         The Godfather and its sequels focus on higher-level bosses in the mob, on the movers and shakers
         whose decisions and actions have dramatic consequences for the course of organized
         crime in America. The eponymous “goodfellas” of Scorsese’s film, on the other hand,
         are very much street-level, working-class types, focusing on the day-to-day nuts-and-bolts
         details of crime as work. It is all, as Freedman notes, “a fairly plebeian operation” (51). The same, of course,
         can be said of The Sopranos. Even though Tony ultimately becomes a fairly important boss in his crime family,
         he is very much a working-class type, and his family’s operations, limited mostly
         to the mundane realm of New Jersey, lack the glamour of mob operations in New York
         or Las Vegas.[4]  
      

      
      This difference in class emphasis at the level of content is absolutely crucial in
         itself, but it is importantly mirrored in the overall difference between the very
         nature of The Godfather and Goodfellas as works of cinematic art. One could describe this difference via Northrop Frye’s
         now venerable theory of literary modes as a shift from the high mimetic mode of The Godfather to the low mimetic mode of Goodfellas, though it might perhaps be more telling to describe the first two Godfather films as belated attempts to create monumental works of modernist art, with Goodfellas functioning primarily as a work of postmodernism.[5]  
      

      
      The same, of course, can be said for the string of 1990s gangster films that followed
         Goodfellas. For example, Mark Fisher has identified the 1995 film Heat (which features, in a bravura act of pastiche casting, both De Niro and Pacino and
         thus has a built-in intertextual relationship with the Godfather films in particular) as a key example of what he calls “capitalist realism”—which
         is roughly synonymous with postmodernism (31–32). For Fisher, the every-man-for-himself
         mentality of Heat (“Don’t let yourself get attached to anything you are not willing to walk out on in
         30 seconds”) is key here, setting it strongly apart from the long-term family-like
         loyalties shared by the gangster figures in The Godfather.[6]  
      

      
      The Sopranos, with the switch from film to television itself serving as a key indicator, can be
         regarded as the culmination of this shift from modernism to postmodernism, and a reading
         of the series through its dialogue with The Godfather and Goodfellas brings that aspect of the series quite clearly into focus.[7]   Jameson has famously seen postmodernism as the cultural result of the completion
         of the historical process of capitalist modernization. If the history of gangster
         films can itself be seen as an allegorical embodiment of that modernization, especially
         in the United States, then The Sopranos can indeed be seen as the culmination of the history of the gangster film, its frequent
         references to earlier works in that tradition only serving to indicate its self-consciousness
         of that status. At the same time, the prominence of earlier gangster films in The Sopranos (whose characters treat the events and characters of fictional gangster films almost
         as part of the real historical past) also serves to indicate the growing hyper-reality
         of the series’ postmodern cultural climate.
      

      
      
         
            1. Similarly, Steven Hayward and Andrew Biro argue that The Sopranos, though a television series, “is in some sense about the exhaustion of the gangster
                  film” (211, their emphasis).
               

            

         

         
            2. It is not insignificant that Michael Imperioli, the actor who plays Christopher, also
                  appeared in Goodfellas, in which his character suffers a bullet wound to the foot. Christopher calls attention
                  to this cross-casting when he inflicts this same wound on a pastry shop worker in
                  “The Legend of Tennessee Moltisanti.” 
               

            

         

         
            3. In The Godfather Brasi, a key Corleone family operative, is executed by Vito Corleone’s enemies, who
                  then send a wrapped fish to Corleone as a sign that Brasi “sleeps with the fishes.”
                  The connection between Big Pussy and Luca Brasi is extended later in The Sopranos when Tony repeatedly has visions of Pussy reincarnated as a fish after he is executed
                  by Tony and his minions for informing on them to the FBI.
               

            

         

         
            4. On the figuration of class in The Sopranos, and particularly on Tony as a fundamentally working-class character, see Booker
                  (“Tony Soprano”).
               

            

         

         
            5. One might, incidentally, describe The Godfather: Part III, released in the same year as Goodfellas, as a postmodernist work as well, functioning as it does more as a pastiche of the
                  earlier Godfather films than as a truly original work. Tellingly, much of the emphasis of Godfather III is on the street-level activities of Vincent Corleone (Andy Garcia), rather than
                  on the higher-echelon maneuvers of Michael Corleone.
               

            

         

         
            6. Fisher groups Goodfellas with The Godfather in this respect, though surely the nature of the relationships in the former is qualitatively
                  different (more economic and less personally committed) than in the latter.
               

            

         

         
            7. One might extend this historical narrative to suggest that the gritty pre-Code gangster
                  films might be considered works of realism, thus completing the triad of realism-modernism-postmodernism
                  that has informed so many narratives of cultural history.
               

            

         

      

   
      Chapter 6

      The Comic Incongruity of 
The Sopranos

      
         
         
      

      
      In episode 6.11 of The Sopranos (“Cold Stones,” May 21, 2006), Tony Soprano and rival gangster Phil Leotardo (Frank
         Vincent) meet to discuss a deadly serious crisis that will eventually lead to the
         gruesome homophobic murder of Tony’s gay capo, Vito Spatafore (Joseph R. Gannascoli),
         and then to the retribution killing of Leotardo himself in an all-out gang war. For
         atmosphere, this scene might have taken place in a graveyard—or some other suitably
         solemn setting. Indeed, it does take place in the shadow of a monument to a dead New
         Jersey icon. However, the scene is given an almost surreal quality by the fact that
         the icon in question is Lou Costello, the rotund radio and film comedian who, with
         partner Bud Abbott, formed one of the great comic teams in American pop cultural history.[1]  
      

      
      The incongruity of having the serious confrontation between Tony and Phil Leotardo
         take place in the shadow of a statue of a comedy legend is typical of The Sopranos, which often combines such disparate materials. The choice of Costello (whose monument
         actually features multiple times in the series) is particularly apt, given his New
         Jersey roots and the fact that he could in many ways be seen as a sort of comic alter
         ego of Tony, who repeatedly claims in the series that he has to play the “sad clown,”
         hiding his inner pain while maintaining a cheerful exterior. Much of the comedy of
         the Abbott and Costello combination arose from the stark contrast between the personal
         styles of straight man Abbott and funny man Costello; just as much of that comedy
         arose from the incongruity of the placement of their comic antics within genres (war,
         crime, horror) that were normally among Hollywood’s most serious.
      

      
      In this reliance on odd combinations to generate comedy, Abbott and Costello are hardly
         alone. Not only do their great predecessors Laurel and Hardy immediately come to mind,
         but numerous theorists have argued that humor frequently derives from the surprising
         juxtaposition of materials from two seemingly incompatible contexts. For example,
         in The Act of Creation, Arthur Koestler argues that humor (and creativity in general) is often produced
         by a process he calls “bisociation,” which involves a blending of elements from previously
         unrelated realms of thought. The Sopranos is centrally built around such processes of bisociation, the central instance being
         its dual focus on Tony Soprano’s domestic life as a harried suburban family man and
         his professional life as a businessman—whose business just happens to be organized
         crime. So it should come as no surprise that The Sopranos generates a considerable amount of humor, despite the fact that it often features
         scenes of gritty and graphic violence, as gangsters such as Tony mete out death and
         destruction on a routine basis. Sometimes, the victims of this violence are near and
         dear to the gangsters themselves, leading to genuinely heartrending scenes. Being
         a gangster, The Sopranos reminds us, is serious business. Yet The Sopranos never takes itself too seriously, and there is a strong strain of comedy that runs through the entire series.
         This mixture of comic and serious (even tragic) modes is one of the characteristics
         that makes The Sopranos postmodern, but it also says something about the nature of American comedy, which,
         at the turn of the millennium, was taking a darker and more violent turn than it ever
         had before. Thus, the comic elements of The Sopranos place it at a particular moment in American cultural history—as do so many other
         elements of the series.
      

      
      The gangsters of The Sopranos might be deadly, but the series is not deadly serious, as we learn at the very beginning
         of the pilot episode. The series’ first scene of criminal violence is shown in flashback,
         early in the episode, as Tony relates the events of the day of his recent panic attack
         to his new psychiatrist, Dr. Jennifer Melfi, though in a misleading way—the mismatch
         between what we see on the screen and what Tony tells Melfi providing much of the
         scene’s comedy. The events of the day in question include a moment in which Tony and
         his “nephew” Christopher Moltisanti encounter a man by the name of Mahaffey, with
         whom they have an issue regarding “an outstanding loan,” and with whom they subsequently
         (as Tony describes it to Melfi) “had coffee.” What in fact happened, as we see in
         the flashback scene, is that Tony and Christopher spotted Mahaffey from their car,
         then stopped to accost him about the loan, which he has obviously been attempting
         to avoid paying (and apparently even bragging about it). Christopher attacks the unimposing
         Mahaffey, who seems a mild-mannered type, but Mahaffey knees him in the groin and
         escapes, leaving Christopher writhing on the ground. What follows is a comic and chaotic
         chase scene, in which Tony eventually runs down Mahaffey with his car, then brutally
         beats the injured man, with Christopher pitching in as well. All the while, the upbeat
         music of Dion DiMucci and the Belmonts (“I Wonder Why”) plays in the background, emphasizing
         the comic nature of the entire scene. Indeed, it would be quite easy to picture most
         of this chase scene set to something like Boots Randolph’s “Yakety Sax” (better known
         in the world of television comedy as the theme music from The Benny Hill Show).
      

      
      Comic moments within violent crime narratives have, of course, become quite common
         in recent years, and this initial crime scene from The Sopranos is very much like something straight out of Goodfellas (1990), the gangster film that the series resembles most in spirit. There is in fact
         a long legacy of gangster comedy in American popular culture, and gangster films with
         strong comic elements go back at least as far as the 1933 James Cagney vehicle, Lady Killer. Beginning with such films as The Gang That Couldn’t Shoot Straight (1971), gangster comedies became more and more common. By the 1980s, films such as
         Johnny Dangerously (1984) and Wise Guys (1986) made the gangster comedy a recognizable phenomenon. Meanwhile, such films probably
         helped to pave the way for the comic elements in films such as Goodfellas and Pulp Fiction (1994), while the upsurge in gangster films in the 1990s was topped by a flurry of
         such comedies as Mickey Blue Eyes (1999) and Made (2001).
      

      
      The comedy of The Sopranos is often very much in the spirit of such hybrid comedy/crime films as Goodfellas and Pulp Fiction, and much of its comedy derives directly from the experiences of its characters within
         the world of organized crime—as when we learn that, when Tony was a boy, his father
         spent some time in prison but young Tony thought his dad was in Montana serving a
         stint as a cowboy. Still, the comedy of the series is presented in several different
         registers. Indeed, the comedy of The Sopranos can be seen as the culmination of a number of different trends in American comedy
         that developed over the course of the twentieth century in both film and television.
         In terms of the latter, The Sopranos contains many classic elements of the family situation comedy (or “sitcom,” as it
         is more commonly known), again deriving considerable comic energy from the seeming
         disjunction between this genre and the gangster form that provides the principal narrative
         matrix of the series. But The Sopranos also contains elements that are clearly related to a number of comic traditions from
         American film. Some scenes involve the relatively simple, broad comedy of confusion,
         error, and incompetence (verging on slapstick) of a kind that might have done Lou
         Costello proud. Other comic scenes, on the other hand, are relatively sophisticated,
         including scenes of absurdist comedy reminiscent of the work of modern playwrights
         such as Samuel Beckett or Tom Stoppard.
      

      
      The Sopranos and Situation Comedy
      

      
      There is a sequence in Oliver Stone’s Natural Born Killers (1994) in which the film suddenly shifts into a scene from a family sitcom (complete
         with totally inappropriate laugh track)—though it is from an outrageously unconventional
         sitcom in which young Mallory (Juliette Lewis) is sexually abused by her gross father
         (played by veteran comedian Rodney Dangerfield), until she is finally driven to join
         her boyfriend Mickey Knox (Woody Harrelson) in murdering both her parents. The scene
         is too extreme to be truly funny in itself, despite the incongruous placement of a
         sitcom within a violent crime film. However, there is a certain amount of satirical
         humor to be found in the radical disjuncture between this sequence and the idealized
         representation of the American family that one expects to find in a certain kind of
         sitcom. Meanwhile, the sequence contributes to an extensive constellation of images
         that helps Stone’s film to satirize American popular culture and to suggest the possible
         complicity of that culture in our society’s fascination with aberrant sexuality and
         grotesque violence. Here, in particular, the film seems to want to suggest that the
         unrealistic and idealized representation of family life as presented in the typical
         sitcom helps to disguise the dark heart of the American family drama and to divert
         attention from the very real problems posed by issues such as incest and domestic
         violence.
      

      
      The Sopranos performs no such overtly critical exploration of the sitcom form, though it does in
         many ways question idealized visions of the American family in popular culture. Still,
         partly by the sheer fact of its appearance on television, the most obvious context
         within which to read the comedy of The Sopranos is that of the sitcom. After all, television comedy has long been dominated by the
         sitcom form, from the early days of such pioneering series as the hugely influential
         I Love Lucy (which originally ran from 1951 to 1957). As Carl Freedman puts it, noting the sitcom
         elements of The Sopranos, the sitcom is “perhaps the most durable and most thoroughly televisual of all television
         genres” (86). In addition, the sitcom has quite frequently focused on the domestic
         comedy of the family situation, a focus that was entirely appropriate for programming
         in a medium that beamed itself directly into the domestic space of the family living
         room. I Love Lucy itself was a family sitcom of sorts (though with important elements reminiscent of
         other comic forms, such as the anarchic comedies of the Marx Brothers). Moreover,
         other family sitcoms of the 1950s helped to establish the conventions of the form,
         while becoming some of the most iconic series of early television. Series such as
         The Adventures of Ozzie and Harriet (1952–1966), Father Knows Best (1954–1960), Leave It to Beaver (1957–1963), and The Donna Reed Show (1958–1966) are among the best-known television programs of their era, while at the
         same time contributing in important ways to nostalgic memories of the 1950s and early
         1960s as a simpler, happier time when all problems could easily be solved by families
         facing them together. As Judy Kutulas puts it, in these sitcoms “everybody got along,
         everybody was happy, and everyone wanted to be together. There was just enough conflict
         to drive plots. By the time the half-hour was over, everybody was happy again” (51).
      

      
      More working-class sitcoms of the 1950s (The Honeymooners is surely the best example) showed more troubled family situations, and it is surely
         no accident that this series is the sitcom to which The Sopranos alludes most frequently and most directly.[2]   Of course, by the time of The Sopranos many sitcoms—Married . . . with Children (1987–1997), Roseanne (1988–1997), or even The Simpsons (1989– ) and Family Guy (1999– )—had begun to generate comic energy precisely by undermining the idyllic model
         of the American family depicted in the idealized 1950s sitcoms. Such series also typically
         had a working-class focus, though other revisionary family sitcoms—the classic case
         would be Arrested Development (2003–2006)[3]—derived comedy specifically from the cluelessness of privileged characters. In all
         cases, such series have generated much of their comedy precisely from the radical
         disjuncture between their vision of the American family and the more traditional sitcom
         version.[4]   Some of the comedy of The Sopranos is similarly derived, and it is certainly the case that there are numerous moments
         in which embattled father Tony Soprano (who, let’s face it, bears more than a passing
         resemblance to Homer Simpson) finds that his domestic problems are not nearly as easy
         to deal with as they appeared to be for the patriarchs of 1950s sitcom families.[5]   Indeed, this difference is an important aspect of the historical narrative of decline
         and decay from the 1950s to the early twenty-first century that runs throughout The Sopranos.
      

      
      This aspect of The Sopranos is perhaps best encapsulated in a scene in episode 1.11 (“Nobody Knows Anything,”
         March 21, 1999), the title of which would appear to be an ironic reference to Father Knows Best. Here, Tony becomes exasperated with his daughter Meadow during a family breakfast
         at which she complains of the prudish media persecution of President Bill Clinton
         over the Monica Lewinski scandal. When Tony suggests that he doesn’t want her talking
         so openly about sex in the family home, she reminds him that such discussions are
         considered acceptable in the 1990s. He responds with a suggestion of his own periodic
         1950s nostalgia: “Out there it’s the 1990s, but in this house it’s 1954.” One can
         almost hear the laugh track. But of course it isn’t 1954, the year Father Knows Best premiered: now it’s 1999 and, as the title of the episode reminds us, things are much
         more uncertain. Such uncertainties include bringing up children in a confusing age,
         and the Soprano children certainly become involved in a number of contemporary adolescent
         misadventures in the course of the series (some more comical than others), often leaving
         Tony in the position of the overmatched sitcom dad. Meanwhile, this particular scene
         is especially funny as Tony’s reaction shows much of the same prudery that Meadow
         is complaining about, while Tony’s own expressed prudery contrasts so strongly with
         his personal sexual conduct (which makes Bill Clinton look like a choir boy) and with
         the fact that his criminal empire includes such things as prostitution and the strip
         club where he has his “office” and spends much of his time.
      

      
      In the traditional family sitcom, viewers are presumably meant to be comforted and
         amused by the relatively mild misadventures of families such as the Andersons and
         Nelsons and Cleavers, who represent a fantasy version of the kind of family that viewers
         wish they could have—and perhaps might strive for. In the more postmodern, ironic
         sitcoms, on the other hand, viewers can laugh at the more radical problems confronted
         by dysfunctional families such as the Griffins and the Bundys, who perhaps make the
         viewers feel a bit better about their own, less extreme, family disorders. Nevertheless,
         these more contemporary dysfunctional family sitcoms, however funny, do suggest growing
         anxieties about the ongoing ability of the traditional family structure to deal with
         the increasingly complex problems posed by life at the beginning of the new millennium.
      

      
      Meanwhile, the family comedy of The Sopranos also depends strongly on the contrast between Tony’s parallel frustrations as the
         head of a conventional domestic family and as the boss of an organized crime family.
         Both families are communities of a sort, though, and this parallel structure points
         toward the way in which the sort of comedy embedded in sitcoms depends heavily on
         utopian visions of community, visions that are increasingly difficult to maintain
         in the postmodern world. If Tony’s domestic family is held together by traditional
         blood ties, his crime family is presumably held together by traditional conceptions
         of honor and loyalty that should provide an island of stability within the chaos of
         postmodernity—except, of course, these conceptions are themselves seriously embattled.
         There is very little honor among the thieves in Tony’s world.
      

      
      The dysfunctions of Tony’s crime family can be quite funny at times, while the alternative
         family structure provided by his criminal organization points toward the way in which
         some of the most successful sitcoms in the years leading up to and following The Sopranos were similarly engaged in an effort to find alternative forms of community in a world
         in which older family-based structures no longer seemed adequate. Thus, series such
         as Cheers (1982–1994), Seinfeld (1989–1998), Friends (1994–2004), The Big Bang Theory (2007– ), and Community (2009–2015) feature communities of characters who are brought together largely by
         friendship and common interests, though there might also be smaller family groupings
         within the larger circle of friends. The dual family structure of The Sopranos thus allows it to participate in two different sitcom traditions at once, in still
         another illustration of the impressive generic range of the series.
      

      
      The Sopranos as Comedy of Errors
      

      
      The comic dysfunctions of the Soprano crime family are presented amid continual suggestions
         that crime families used to be more functional. However, once again, the narrative of crisis and decline that underlies
         virtually every aspect of The Sopranos is at work in its own distinctively self-undermining way. Thus, if Tony’s nuclear
         family does not necessarily function all that well, it definitely seems preferable
         to the family in which Tony and his sisters grew up a generation earlier. Similarly,
         if the gangsters in Tony’s crime family are constantly undermining one another, there
         are hints that gangsters were always this way, idealized visions of family honor such
         as those promulgated in The Godfather notwithstanding. On the other hand, a great deal of the comedy of The Sopranos comes not from the fact that its gangsters frequently and intentionally betray one
         another so much as from the fact that they are just not very good gangsters.
      

      
      The early scene in which Christopher and Tony accost Mahaffey represents a central
         category of comedy in The Sopranos, which involves the bumbling incompetence of various characters—a motif that is funny
         partly because it contrasts so sharply with the familiar stereotype of the coldly
         efficient Mafia hit man. Of course, films such as Goodfellas and Pulp Fiction had already reminded us that professional criminals can, in fact, be highly inefficient,
         though the film whose spirit most directly anticipates the comic incompetence of the
         gangsters of The Sopranos is probably Joel and Ethan Coen’s Fargo (1996), which also features botched criminal activity, while at the same time gaining
         considerable humor (as does The Sopranos) from the juxtaposition of the day-to-day world of American domestic life with the
         dangerous and violent world of crime.[6]   Indeed, it may be no coincidence that Fargo itself would later become the basis of a successful television series.
      

      
      Meanwhile, if Christopher Moltisanti is often comically inept as a gangster, it turns
         out that he is even more ridiculously incompetent when he attempts to venture into
         other realms, especially during his periodic forays into the movie business. Early
         in the series, we learn that Christopher dreams of being a screenwriter (and perhaps
         an actor—but only if he can play himself in a movie about his own adventures in crime).
         Indeed, he seems convinced from the pilot episode onward that he can convert his life
         experience as a gangster into box-office gold. Unfortunately, Christopher has absolutely
         no talent as a scriptwriter and can, in fact, hardly string together a coherent written
         sentence.[7]   Moreover, by the time The Sopranos opens in 1999, the gangster film cycle of the 1990s had largely run its course, so
         his biography is not nearly as marketable as he might have thought.
      

      
      In episode 2.7 (“D-Girl,” February 27, 2000), Christopher has a close encounter with
         the film industry when he meets on-the-rise director Jon Favreau (played by himself),
         who does show some interest in Christopher’s street smarts, but is ultimately turned
         off when Christopher (never above making an idiot of himself) comes on too strong.[8]   Christopher (though already romantically involved with Adriana La Cerva) gets a
         bit further with Favreau’s assistant, Amy Safir (Alicia Witt), with whom he has a
         brief fling and with whom he becomes convinced he has fallen madly in love—though
         his comically overblown emotions seem directed more at the film industry in which
         she works than at the woman herself, however charming she might be.
      

      
      Amy doesn’t really return Christopher’s affections, and she is distinctively less
         than enthusiastic about the unfinished screenplay (derived from his adventures as
         a gangster) that Christopher manages to get her to read. There is, she explains, a
         “wait-and-see attitude” toward gangster films these days because Mickey Blue Eyes was such a flop, a suggestion that, while perhaps true, is itself something of a gag,
         given the number of regular Sopranos cast members who had also appeared in Mickey Blue Eyes, including Tony Sirico (Paulie Gualtieri), Vincent Pastore (Sal “Big Pussy” Bonpensiero),
         John Ventimiglia (Artie Bucco), and Aida Turturro (Janice Soprano), along with several
         others who had smaller roles in The Sopranos.
      

      
      Amy’s interaction with Christopher includes other gags as well, as when we see her
         reading an announcement in Variety that Robert Rodriguez has signed on to do a remake of Viva Zapata! with “Harvey and Bob,” referring to Scorsese gangster-film regulars Harvey Keitel
         and Robert De Niro. Given the nature of Rodriguez’s films, this idea is a funny one,
         as is the general reference to Hollywood’s tendency to recycle films and motifs that
         have been successful in the past.[9]  
      

      
      This same tendency is lampooned in Robert Altman’s 1992 Hollywood satire, The Player, in which producer Griffin Mill envisions doing a contemporary remake of The Bicycle Thief and in which virtually every new film idea is pitched as an incongruous combination
         of two previous films, such as “Out of Africa meets Pretty Woman,” or “Ghost meets Manchurian Candidate.” Christopher himself later follows this practice when he hilariously describes Cleaver, the combination slasher/gangster film he hopes to produce, as both “Saw meets The Godfather II” and “The Ring meets The Godfather.”
      

      
      The entire Cleaver motif is one of the key comic sequences in the entire run of The Sopranos, as Christopher bungles his way through the entire production process, accompanied
         by his new partner in crime, the ludicrous Little Carmine Lupertazzi (Ray Abruzzo),
         pampered son of the former head of one of New York’s Five Families.[10]   The entire process of making the film is hilarious, including the fact that it
         ultimately does get made at all, despite the ineptitude of Christopher and Carmine. The comedy of
         the Cleaver plot arc begins with the initial investors’ pitch meeting, in which all the potential
         investors are gangsters, and in which screenwriter J. T. Dolan (Tim Daly), with considerable
         comic trepidation, explains his concept for the film, which he has whipped up overnight
         after being strong-armed into doing so because he owes money to the mob. At the meeting,
         Little Carmine memorably presents his own credentials as an experienced film producer
         by noting, “Some of you know I’ve had nine pictures under my sub-species, four in
         the ‘South Beach Strumpets’ series alone.” Apart from his characteristic tendency
         to speak in malapropisms, Little Carmine’s statement is funny because of the inflated
         pride with which he announces his status as the producer of several low-budget, straight-to-DVD
         porno films, which he apparently thinks makes him some sort of Hollywood mogul.
      

      
      Much of episode 6.7 (“Luxury Lounge,” April 23, 2006) is devoted to a trip made by
         Christopher and Carmine to Los Angeles on the ludicrous mission of attempting to convince
         distinguished British actor Ben Kingsley (played by himself in the episode) to star
         in their crappy, low-budget horror movie.[11]   The entire trip, of course, is a comedy of errors, as the two gangsters are clearly
         over their heads in the higher echelons of the movie world. Kingsley is much more
         comfortable in this world, of course, but he is decidedly uncomfortable with the gangsters.
         Much of the comedy in this episode, in fact, comes from Kingsley’s nervous reaction
         to his suitors, whom he clearly regards as buffoons—but as highly frightening and
         dangerous buffoons. Kingsley is revolted when he realizes that Christopher and “Murmur”
         Zacone (Lenny Venito)—another gangster who stepped in for Carmine mid-trip—are on
         the same plane as he when he flies out of Los Angeles.
      

      
      When Cleaver, amazingly enough, finally premieres in episode 6.14 (“Stage 5,” April 15, 2007), we
         find that Christopher and Little Carmine have managed to get Daniel Baldwin to appear
         in their film as “Sally Boy,” a mob boss clearly based on Tony. Indeed, much of the
         humor of this episode comes from the fact that Baldwin’s character resembles Tony
         so closely, eventually leading to tensions between Tony and Christopher after Tony
         realizes the implications of the gruesome revenge killing of Sally by a resurrected
         zombie-like version of the gangster Michael[12]   (clearly based on Christopher), who plants the cleaver of the title in Sally’s
         head at the end of the film. After all, the film also shows Sally having sex with
         Michael’s fiancée, suggesting to Tony (with a little prodding from Carmela) that Christopher
         has made the film as a form of acting out his fantasies of revenge against Tony for
         what he (mostly, but not entirely, wrongly) suspects went on between Tony and Christopher’s
         fiancée, Adriana.
      

      
      The Cleaver premiere also derives considerable humor from the fact that Christopher and Little
         Carmine try to take all the credit for the film, cutting the frustrated J. T. Dolan
         out altogether—until Christopher realizes that Tony is upset, and then rushes to try
         to blame it all on Dolan. Meanwhile, Little Carmine’s pompous speech at the premiere
         is a classic of his particular elocutionary style, as when he explains to the crowd,
         “Much like a child, a film has many parents. That is to say, many individuals who
         act like parents, or that, by aversion, the film is their baby.”
      

      
      Little Carmine’s habitual mangling of the English language is indicative of the way
         much of the “error” comedy in The Sopranos is purely linguistic, as various characters frequently speak in malapropisms that
         would have done Sheridan’s Mrs. Malaprop or Shakespeare’s Officer Dogberry proud.
         These slips of the tongue can be highly humorous, even as they sometimes contribute
         in important ways to our understanding of the characters who speak them. They also
         help to establish the culture in which the events of the series take place, reminding
         us that these characters are mostly unsophisticated and uneducated, and that any worldly
         success they might have achieved is owed to their dishonesty and brutality.
      

      
      Almost all of the major characters in The Sopranos have their malapropic moments, from Johnny Soprano’s lament that his wife Livia is
         an “albacore around my neck” to Christopher’s classic expression of concern that the
         Feds might be trying to “create a little dysentery among the ranks” of the gangsters.
         Tony himself often mangles either words or information, or both, as when he admits
         to Melfi that he shares Pennsylvania Senator Rick Santorum’s rather extreme attitude
         toward homosexuality: “I agree with Senator Sanitorium. He says if we let this stuff
         go too far, pretty soon we’ll be fucking dogs.” At another point, Tony tells Melfi,
         “Revenge is like serving cold cuts,” thus mangling the popular adage that “revenge
         is a dish best served cold,” perhaps best known these days from its identification
         as a Klingon proverb in Star Trek II: The Wrath of Khan (1982)—but also spoken by Vito Corleone in a slightly different form in The Godfather, ten years earlier. The latter, of course, is more likely Tony’s source for the quote.
         Indeed, Tony knows The Godfather well enough that one wonders here if Tony is being ironic and intentionally misquoting
         for humorous effect. Most of Tony’s malapropisms seem more straightforward, as when
         he declares that he was “prostate with grief” or when he speaks of someone’s death
         and “all that entrails.” But some of his other malapropisms are so extreme that one
         also has to wonder if they might be at least partly intentional and ironic, as when
         he discusses the unusual sexual proclivities of gangster Ralph Cifaretto by telling
         Melfi that “a guy like that is going out with a woman, he could technically not have
         penissary contact with her Volvo.”
      

      
      However one interprets Tony’s various linguistic slips (and it seems certain that
         we are meant to think of most, if not all, of them as unintentional), he is still
         far from the series’ worst offender in that regard. That honor would go to the most
         consistent (and the most consistently funny) producer of malapropisms in The Sopranos, Little Carmine. Who else but Little Carmine would describe a particularly difficult
         situation as a “fucking stagmire?” Far from growing up on the streets in a tough neighborhood,
         Little Carmine has grown up in wealth and privilege, thanks to the success of his
         father. As an adult, Little Carmine lives largely in Florida, enjoying a life of luxury
         that is insulated from the world of the big-city crime families. He is clearly “soft,”
         as the tough-guy gangsters of the series would put it, but he is also a bit soft in
         the head, and his inability to utter more than a sentence or two without a malapropism is a clear indicator of the fact that he is just not very bright. (As
         Tony puts it at one point, “Everybody knows Little Carmine is retarded.”) Moreover,
         most of Little Carmine’s malapropisms result from his attempts to employ a sophisticated
         vocabulary of which he does not, in fact, have mastery, indicating both that he thinks
         he is a lot smarter and more knowledgeable than he really is and that he is a pretentious
         boor who hopes to convince those around him of his superior intellect.
      

      
      The deflation of such pretenders, of course, is a classic source of comedy, and Little
         Carmine’s verbal boners provide ample comedic fuel. In episode 6.19 (“The Second Coming,”
         May 20, 2007), Tony brutally beats a soldier in the Lupertazzi family, knocking out
         several of his teeth, after the man has grossly insulted Tony’s daughter Meadow. With
         tensions between the Sopranos and the Lupertazzis already at a near boil, this incident
         threatens to push things over into all-out warfare. Little Carmine goes to see Tony,
         hoping seriously to discuss the gravity of the situation, but instead issuing an unintentionally
         hilarious warning that is a classic Carminism: “This alteration you had with him.
         You’re at the precipice, Tony, of an enormous crossroad.”
      

      
      Such statements are, among other things, reminiscent of the nonsense dialogue that
         is sometimes employed for comic effect in the theater of the absurd—in that case,
         with the additional suggestion that the generation of meaning through language is
         made especially difficult because nothing means anything to begin with. A similar
         dynamic, one could argue, functions within The Sopranos. Indeed, the comedic elements of the series often veer into absurdism in a number
         of ways.
      

      
      The Absurdist Comedy of The Sopranos

      
      Traditional comedy is a cultural mode of a society that believes the world makes sense,
         all problems can be solved, and all relationships restored. Such confidence, of course,
         has continually eroded in the United States over the past half-century, leading to
         new modes of comedy, especially absurdism, that express a belief that the world most
         decidedly does not make sense. Modern absurdist comedy has roots that go back at least to such nineteenth-century
         works as Lewis Carroll’s “Alice” stories, and got a particular boost in the early
         twentieth century from modernist and surrealist artists and writers. In film, there
         was an absurdist element in the silent film comedies of Chaplin and Keaton, though
         the anarchic comedies of the Marx Brothers, in the 1930s, were more fully in the spirit
         of absurdism. Still, such comedy began to take its distinctively modern form during
         and after World War II, as both the war and the postwar arms race contributed to developments
         such as existentialist philosophy in Europe and to a growing sense throughout the
         Western world that life was, indeed, absurd. In the 1950s and forward, the work of
         playwrights such as Samuel Beckett, Eugène Ionesco, and Tom Stoppard fueled an emerging
         theater of the absurd.[13]   Edward Albee contributed to this phenomenon in the United States, though American
         absurd humor was particularly strong in the novel, in the works of such writers as
         Joseph Heller, Philip Roth, Thomas Pynchon, and Kurt Vonnegut Jr.
      

      
      Absurdist comedy has appeared in film as well, and clearly absurdist elements appear
         in the works of such filmmakers as the Marx Brothers, Mel Brooks, Monty Python, and
         even the Beatles. Such comedies are typically lighter than the absurdist humor found
         in plays and novels, though a darker absurdist film tradition resides in the closely
         associated mode of “black” comedy, which represents a major strain in American film
         comedy. Black comedies have been around for quite some time, and include such early
         examples as Frank Capra’s  Arsenic and Old Lace   (1944) and Alfred Hitchcock’s    The Trouble with Harry   (1955). The form reached a particular high point with Stanley Kubrick’s  Dr. Strangelove or: How I Learned to Stop Worrying and Love the Bomb   (1964), a hilarious farce about the nuclear destruction of modern civilization.
         Indeed, the nuclear fears of the Cold War greatly contributed to the growth of both
         absurdist and black comedy—and to the convergence of the two—in subsequent decades.
         
      

      
      Meanwhile, the convergence of absurdist and black comedy with still other genres has
         been a central trend in recent years. Virtually all of the films of the Coen Brothers
         employ black comedy, for example, and their films have constituted some of the most
         important examples of the genre in recent years, often in combination with neo-noir
         and other crime-related genres, including such examples as  Raising Arizona   (1987),  Fargo   (1996),  The Big Lebowski   (1997), and  The Ladykillers   (2004). Other black comedies produced in the years leading up to  The Sopranos   include  Don’t Tell Mom the Babysitter’s Dead   (1991),  Death Becomes Her   (1992),  Serial Mom   (1994), and  8 Heads in a Duffel Bag   (1997). 
      

      
      The last of these, a gangster comedy featuring  Goodfellas   star Joe Pesci, is of particular relevance to  The Sopranos. A black comedy of errors featuring a bagful of misplaced severed heads (which are
         supposed to be delivered to a mob boss as proof of their owners’ deaths),  8 Heads in a Duffel Bag   particularly anticipates one of the great moments of black comedy in  The Sopranos. In episode 4.9 (“Whoever Did This,” November 10, 2002) Tony beats the odious Ralph
         Cifaretto to death in a graphic fight scene, then calls Christopher to help him dismember
         and dispose of the body. Disposing of a body isn’t easy, as it turns out, and their
         struggles to process the corpse involve a great deal of dark humor, which culminates
         when Christopher lifts Ralph’s decapitated head by the hair, only to have the dead
         gangster’s bad toupée come off in Christopher’s hand, much to the latter’s surprise,
         even though it should have been obvious to anyone that Ralph was wearing a rug. Christopher
         and Tony then stuff the head, now bald as a bowling ball, in, well, a bowling ball
         bag. They then dump most of the body in a quarry, but bury the head and hands separately—though
         with great difficulty, given that the ground is frozen.[14]   
      

      
      Absurdist comedy has had a less-illustrious history on television than in film, though
         elements of absurdist or existentialist humor do occasionally appear on TV. The HBO
         series Curb Your Enthusiasm (2000–2011), which tellingly plays an important role at one moment in The Sopranos, is probably the high point of existentialist comedy on television. In this series
         (as in such comedy in general), the quest for community that is so central to the
         typical sitcom is eschewed almost entirely, and harried protagonist Larry David (played
         by himself) is very much alone in a comically hostile world. David’s great predecessor
         in comedy is, of course, filmmaker Woody Allen, though important television sitcoms
         such as Seinfeld and Arrested Development provide absurdist and existentialist moments as well.[15]  
      

      
      The fact that the various quests for community in The Sopranos inevitably break down suggests strong points of contact between the series and the
         tradition of absurdist and existentialist humor. As is often the case, though, the
         absurdist humor of The Sopranos seems more closely connected with cinema (or even theater) than with television. Perhaps
         the height of the absurdist comedy of The Sopranos occurs in episode 3.11 (“Pine Barrens,” May 6, 2001), though this episode also crucially
         depends upon the comedy-of-errors motif. Here, Christopher once again proves himself
         to be a rather inept gangster, as does his partner in crime in this episode, the aging
         gangster Paulie “Walnuts” Gualtieri. The episode, in fact, is a veritable comedy of
         errors in which Paulie and Christopher confront a Russian gangster, Valery (Vitali
         Baganov), in his home in order to collect a payment. Valery insults Paulie, who loses
         his temper and clocks the Russian, apparently killing him. Hoping to cover up the
         crime (and thus avoid repercussions from other Russian gangsters), Christopher and
         Paulie decide to take the body to the remote Pine Barrens area to dispose of the evidence
         in the woods. When they arrive, they discover that Valery is still alive, leading
         to an entire sequence in which Paulie and Christopher do one stupid thing after another,
         as the whole sequence devolves into theater of the absurd, with Paulie and Christopher
         acting something like Tom Stoppard’s Rosencrantz and Guildenstern, with a dash of
         Beckett’s Vladimir and Estragon thrown in as well.[16]   Vladimir, meanwhile, proves hard to kill. Eventually, the Russian disappears altogether,
         his fate remaining unknown, creating an open-endedness that only adds to the absurdity
         of the entire sequence.
      

      
      After Valery vanishes, Paulie and Christopher are left stranded in the snow-covered
         woods, freezing and starving.[17]   When the two gangsters attempt to communicate their situation to Tony, they (of
         course) have trouble because of a bad cell phone connection. Nevertheless, Tony is
         able to convey the information that Valery is highly dangerous, a well-trained ex-commando,
         “some sort of Russian green beret,” who worked with the Interior Ministry and killed
         sixteen Chechen rebels, single-handed. The information, of course, gets mangled in
         transmission to Paulie, and viewers who know Paulie know that the miscommunication
         cannot simply be attributed to the bad phone connection. As Paulie then relays the
         information to Christopher, it becomes garbled into, “He killed 16 Czechoslovakians.
         Guy was an interior decorator.” Christopher, surprised at this news, delivers one
         of his classic punchlines when he remarks that, nevertheless, “His house looked like
         shit.” By the time Tony finally comes to the rescue, Paulie has lost his shoe (and
         nearly his foot), and Paulie and Christopher have nearly come to blows over a box
         of Tic Tacs in an attempt to assuage their hunger, among other misadventures. Paulie’s
         car has also disappeared, along with the money they had earlier extracted from the
         Russian. Just to toss in one additional comic note, Tony is accompanied on the rescue
         mission by the rotund Bobby Baccalieri, dressed in an absurdly overdone outdoorsman
         outfit, so that he will be prepared for whatever they encounter in the woods.
      

      
      Valery’s unknown fate anticipates the controversial ending of the entire series, in
         which the fates of Tony and his immediate family remain unknown, the screen fading
         to black in what might or might not be a crucial moment. This lack of closure has
         its own absurdist aspect, that final cut to black potentially suggesting the ultimate
         meaninglessness of life—as bemoaned by Tony’s son A. J. when he goes through his own
         phase of teen existential angst. But of course this philosophical interpretation is
         undermined by the fact that Tony and his family are merely fictional characters. Nothing happens to them after that cut to black, because they literally do not exist beyond
         that point. The Sopranos, despite its serious engagement with so many issues, never forgets that it is merely
         a television show. The different kinds of humor that are sprinkled throughout the
         various episodes strongly reinforce this lack of self-seriousness, even as they also
         sometimes provide a satirical dimension that contributes to the engagement of the
         series with serious issues. The treatment of religion in The Sopranos, discussed in the next chapter, provides a key illustration of both of these aspects
         of the show.
      

      
      
         
            1. The scene was filmed at the actual Lou Costello memorial in Paterson, New Jersey.

            

         

         
            2. As a series, The Honeymooners ran only for thirty-nine episodes in 1955 and 1956. However, it appeared as a recurring
                  sketch within Cavalcade of Stars from 1951 to 1955 and was later revived by star Jackie Gleason in various forms on
                  his own variety shows into the 1970s. Dana Polan notes how “The Sopranos explicitly compares its world to that of The Honeymooners in a number of episodes” (106).
               

            

         

         
            3. As a key sign of the changing television landscape, Arrested Development was resurrected in the new format of the Netflix original series in 2013.
               

            

         

         
            4. This sort of sitcom, meanwhile, has been taken to a whole new level by the merger
                  of the sitcom with “reality” television in such series as The Osbournes (2001–2005) and Keeping Up with the Kardashians (2007– ), which feature the misadventures of real-world dysfunctional families, with
                  the added fantasy element that the families are rich and famous.
               

            

         

         
            5. The Simpsons, known for its references to other works of American popular culture, engages in
                  significant dialogue with The Sopranos in at least two episodes, including the season 13 finale, “Poppa’s Got a Brand New
                  Badge” (May 22, 2002), which includes a sequence that is a pastiche of the famous
                  Sopranos opening sequence (complete with the theme music from that opening), and the season
                  18 opener, “The Mook, the Chef, the Wife and Her Homer” (September 10, 2006), which
                  includes guest voice-overs by Sopranos actors Joe Pantoliano and Michael Imperioli. See also Yacowar’s comment that the opening
                  sequence of The Sopranos tells “the same story as the title montage of our other great television-family series,
                  The Simpsons” (331).
               

            

         

         
            6. It is worth noting that the central bumbling professional criminal in Fargo is played by Steve Buscemi, an actor who would later play an important role in The Sopranos as Tony’s cousin Tony Blundetto in season 5.
               

            

         

         
            7. Christopher’s lack of writing talent, while consistent with his characterization throughout
                  the series, may also involve a bit of an in-joke, given that actor Michael Imperioli
                  is, in fact, also a talented scriptwriter, who penned several episodes of The Sopranos.
               

            

         

         
            8. The comic nature of Christopher’s encounter with Favreau is highly appropriate, given
                  that Favreau would direct the mob comedy Made for release the year after this episode initially aired.
               

            

         

         
            9. This seemingly throwaway reference is also characteristically rich. For example, the
                  1952 original version of Viva Zapata! (directed by Elia Kazan and written by none other than John Steinbeck) starred Marlon
                  Brando in the title role, inevitably bringing The Godfather into this intertextual conversation that already juxtaposes gangster films with a
                  biopic about a Mexican revolutionary.
               

            

         

         
            10. The very title Cleaver, meanwhile, inevitably evokes the central family in Leave It to Beaver, which is about as far as one can get from this film, creating still another incongruous
                  association.
               

            

         

         
            11. The targeting of Kingsley seems to be largely due to the fact that he had played a
                  sociopathic gangster in the 2000 film Sexy Beast, receiving an Oscar nomination for Best Supporting Actor for the role. But Cleaver is a far cry from Sexy Beast, a fact that Christopher and Carmine do not appear to realize.
               

            

         

         
            12. The naming of this character provides another self-referential in-joke, given that
                  Christopher is played by Michael Imperioli.
               

            

         

         
            13. See Esslin for the classic study of this phenomenon.

            

         

         
            14. There are, in fact, several moments in The Sopranos when getting rid of a body proves difficult—a comic motif that goes back at least
                  to The Trouble with Harry. See Sepinwall (“Breaking Bad”) for a discussion of some memorable corpse disposals on television, including the
                  disposal of Cifaretto.
               

            

         

         
            15. The connection between Seinfeld and Curb Your Enthusiasm is, of course, quite direct, David having cocreated Seinfeld and having served as head writer and executive producer of the show during most of
                  its run.
               

            

         

         
            16. Indeed, in an interview, actor Michael Imperioli said, “That episode was like a little
                  one-act play. Like a different version of Waiting for Godot” (Carter).
               

            

         

         
            17. The wooded, snowy setting of this sequence again recalls the snow-covered landscape
                  of Fargo, which might not be surprising, given that it was directed by Fargo actor Steve Buscemi, even if the snow was apparently unexpected and not called for
                  in the original script. The setting also particularly recalls Sam Raimi’s 1998 film
                  A Simple Plan, much of which is similarly set and much of which also involves incompetent criminality.
               

            

         

      

   
      Chapter 7

      Religion in The Sopranos

      
         
         
      

      
      Virtually all of the characters of The Sopranos identify strongly as Italian Americans, with Roman Catholicism representing a big
         part of their cultural backgrounds. However, the Catholicism of these characters is largely cultural, containing very little in the way of a spiritual dimension. Except
         for occasional (somewhat hypocritical) appeals to religion in times of crisis, most
         of these characters practice Catholicism primarily out of habit, if at all. After
         all, individuals who make their livings by lying, stealing, and even killing can ill
         afford the burdens of conventional religious belief. These characters have opted to
         seek their rewards in the here and now, and to let the afterlife take care of itself.
         As Christopher Bigsby puts it, “The Sopranos and the rest of the gangster community
         are Catholic, even if for Tony Catholicism is barely skin deep, but they have no more
         difficulty in reconciling piety with criminality than did the Robber Barons of the
         nineteenth century or their descendants in our present Gilded Age” (101). At the same
         time, the weakness of religion as a force in the lives of these characters also functions
         in The Sopranos as a marker of the decline in traditional values that the show so frequently explores.
         In particular, it signals the triumph of capitalism, with religion becoming just another
         commodity like everything else. In the final analysis, neither God nor religion is
         much of a force in the world of The Sopranos; in a show so thoroughly informed by a postmodern worldview, in which the rational
         secularism of capitalism reigns supreme, it could hardly be otherwise.
      

      
      The Sopranos and Catholicism
      

      
      In what might seem a religious gesture, Tony Soprano repeatedly points to a Catholic
         church that his grandfather helped to build in the early part of the twentieth century
         as an emblem of traditional values that are, by the end of the century, in a sad state
         of decline. Tellingly, however, his admiration for the church focuses on the attention
         to quality craftsmanship that went into its construction, and seems to have essentially
         nothing to do with the status of the building as the House of God. Tony, in fact,
         does not attend the church (or any other church) himself, a fact that his children
         sometimes find puzzling given his occasional tendency to give lip service to the value
         of religion. Mostly, though, Tony is downright hostile to religion, clearly regarding
         the Catholic Church as rather similar to his own organized crime family in its ruthless
         quest for profit, though in the latter case the quest is made even more problematic
         because of the church’s claim to high moral status. This hostility to religion is
         established early on. In the pilot episode, Tony seeks a cause for his recent panic
         attacks and is about to go in for a brain scan. Worrying that the results will show
         a life-threatening condition, he waxes nostalgic about his marriage, reminding wife
         Carmela that they have had many good times and that they have successfully weathered
         many bad ones. Carmela rather unsympathetically and snarkily replies, “Well, having
         a gumar on the side helps.” Tony then quickly goes on the defensive: “I told you I’m
         not seeing her anymore. How do you think I feel having that priest around all the
         time?”
      

      
      Tony’s reference here to the constant presence of Father Phil Intintola in the Soprano
         household (something he also complains about to Jennifer Melfi in his first session
         with her) conflates the service that the priest renders to Carmela with the one that
         Tony’s mistress offers to him. Or, as Tony tells his wife in the same episode (referring
         specifically to the priest), “We all have different needs.” Carmela bitterly snaps
         back, suggesting the extent to which religious differences are a key source of friction
         in the marriage, “What’s different between you and me is you’re going to hell when
         you die.”
      

      
      This same tension resurfaces in episode 2.9 (“From Where to Eternity,” March 12, 2000)
         when Carmela prays for Christopher Moltisanti’s recovery after his near-fatal shooting.
         After he begins to improve, she has an attack of religiosity and believes her prayers
         are the reason for his recovery, despite the formidable array of medical technology
         that has been deployed on his behalf. When she takes her newly ramped-up religiosity
         to Tony, he responds: “You and God, Carmela. You’re only religious when it suits you.”
         Afterward, he turns religion against her when she wants him to get a vasectomy so
         he doesn’t get his gumar pregnant. “The Pope doesn’t even believe in Trojans,” he
         declares, “and you want me to get snipped. Isn’t that a little bit hypocritical?”
         Cupping his genitals: “Whatever’s down here is God’s creation. Isn’t it a sin to undo
         the good work he has done?” Carmela: “Well you should know. You’ve made a living of
         it.”
      

      
      Such exchanges indicate the extent to which religion and sexuality are inextricably
         entangled in The Sopranos (as they are, for that matter, pretty much everywhere else). Indeed, Father Phil’s
         pursuit of Carmela tends to verge on the sexual, perhaps most obviously in episode
         1.5 (“College,” February 7, 1999), when he drops by the Soprano house during a thunderstorm,
         where Carmela is home alone with Tony, Meadow away touring colleges, and son A. J.
         staying at a friend’s house. The pretentious Phil tries to sound worldly by touting
         a chapter on Islam in a book on world religions that he brings for Carmela to read—after
         which he immediately hoists and praises a glass of Chianti, thus attempting to show
         off his knowledge of wine, but probably not improving his credentials as a respecter
         of Islamic culture. Later in the episode he asks Carmela if she thinks he is a “schnorrer,”
         making sure to speak Yiddish to increase his worldly credentials even more.[1]   Carmela waves off the idea: “You’re a man. You like to eat.” Soon afterward, Melfi
         calls to reschedule an appointment and Carmela learns for the first time that Tony’s
         therapist is a woman, causing her immediately to conclude that Tony must be sleeping
         with her. This triggers a crisis in which Father Intintola tries to comfort Carmela
         with spiritual platitudes, and she tries to comfort him with food. 
      

      
      Sexual tension hangs in the air as Carmela and Father Phil (a professed film buff)
         watch The Remains of the Day (1993), clearly inflamed by the similar tensions between the Emma Thompson and Anthony
         Hopkins characters in that film. Emotionally overcome and unable to continue watching,
         Carmela decides to let Father Phil hear her confession, which begins with the admission
         that she hasn’t truly confessed in twenty years, largely because of her association
         with Tony. In particular, she confesses to the priest that she has allowed the evil
         of Tony’s profession into her house because she wanted the money and all it could
         provide for her and her children. He gives her communion, complete with close-ups
         of Carmela’s mouth (so sensuous as to border on the comic) as she takes in the wafer
         and the wine. They hug, then pass out huddled together. When they awake, they seem
         about to kiss, but Father Phil suddenly has to rush off to the bathroom to throw up—presumably
         from the excessive wine and ziti, but perhaps from the close call with sexual contact
         as well. He ends up sleeping on the couch, then awakes the next morning to considerable
         awkwardness between himself and Carmela. She tries to break the tension with a joke,
         paraphrasing a famous line from Casablanca, a film she and Father Phil watched the week before: “Of all the fanook [gay] priests
         in the world, why’d I have to get the one who’s straight?” When she later tells Tony
         that Father Phil spent the night with her alone in the house, he isn’t happy, declaring
         that “This is too fucked up for me to even think about.” Ironically (given Carmela’s
         earlier comment to the priest), he then dismisses the event as no sexual threat, concluding
         that Phil must be a “fag.”
      

      
      Father Phil is but one of several unconsummated flirtations that Carmela, obviously
         seeking something to fill the emptiness in her life, carries out over the course of
         the series. He clearly flirts back as well, but when Carmela realizes that he also
         does the same with other women—especially Rosalie Aprile (Sharon Angela)—she becomes
         furiously jealous and drops him immediately. In episode 1.13 (“I Dream of Jeannie
         Cusamano,” April 4, 1999), Carmela angrily tells the priest that she thinks he likes
         the “whiff of sexuality” that arises from his flirtations, then goes on: “I think
         you have this M.O. where you manipulate spiritually thirsty women, and I think a lot
         of it is tied up with food somehow, as well as the sexual tension game.” Summarily
         dismissed from Carmela’s fantasy life, Father Intintola will never again be a major
         character in the series.
      

      
      The other major character who interacts most extensively with the Catholic Church
         is Tony’s lieutenant, Paulie “Walnuts” Gualtieri. Though unusually vulgar and violent
         even for a gangster, Paulie has been raised by a “mother” (really, unbeknownst to
         him until late in the series, his aunt) who is over the top in her devotion to Catholicism.
         Meanwhile, his real mother (shamed by her illegitimate pregnancy in the 1940s) has
         retreated into a convent and become a nun. Coming from this family background, perhaps
         it is predictable that Paulie, lacking a wife or family of his own, appears to attempt
         to fill the gap in his personal life via the church. In particular Paulie has, throughout
         most of his long career as a gangster, made extensive donations to the church, which
         of course has been more than happy to take his money, regardless of its source. Paulie
         comes to believe, however, that his money was not well spent. Thus, when he concludes
         in “From Where to Eternity” that he is being haunted by the ghosts of those he has
         killed, he angrily announces to his priest that he has decided to cease his donations
         on the grounds that the church should have protected him from such things.
      

      
      By the time of his next major run-in with the church over money issues—in episode
         6.9 (“The Ride,” May 7, 2006)—Paulie has become considerably more cynical about things
         in general, including the church. Thus, when the local church decides to dramatically
         raise its price for the use of a relic (a gold hat) that has for years been rented
         out to a neighborhood religious festival devoted to St. Elzéar of Sabran, Paulie balks
         at what he regards as an attempt at extortion. The statue of the saint is thus carried
         through the streets in procession without its traditional gold hat—though it does
         wear a cloak to which supplicants can pin money in search of favors. Things then go
         badly wrong at the festival when a ride malfunctions, though Paulie himself doesn’t
         really seem concerned that the missing hat might have caused the trouble. Thus, when
         his own aunt (whom he previously thought was his mother) suggests that he should pray
         for forgiveness because the accident was retribution for his refusal to pay for the
         hat, he rejects the advice in the most uncertain terms. “Fuck that voodoo!” he tells
         her, angrily. Paulie, of course, is already in a bad mood as he awaits results of
         a cancer biopsy, but he is also perfectly well aware that his attempts to cut corners
         on the ride itself (scrimping on maintenance and renting B-quality rides to begin
         with) might have contributed to the accident. Meanwhile, as Tony puts it (drawing
         a laugh even from the usually deadpan Melfi), St. Elzéar himself was unable to prevent
         the accident because he was “so busy gettin’ money pinned to his ass that he got distracted
         and a bolt snapped.” In the world of The Sopranos (as in the world of late capitalism as a whole), the secular and the financial reign
         supreme. Everyone—even saints—is on the take.
      

      
      There are signs, moreover, that the already shaky religious devotion of the principals
         in The Sopranos is getting even weaker over time. In particular, Tony and Carmela’s children seem
         to have little use for the Catholicism in which they have nominally been raised. Son
         A. J. seems, in fact, absolutely contemptuous of the church and of the Catholic schools
         in which he has been educated. Indeed, these venerable institutions serve as key targets
         for his efforts at youthful rebellion. In episode 1.7 (“Down Neck,” February 21, 1999),
         for example, he and some friends steal sacramental wine from the chapel at their Catholic
         school, Verbum Dei. They then drink the wine and get totally plastered. In episode
         2.7 (“D-Girl,” February 27, 2000), the Sopranos host A. J.’s confirmation party at
         their stately home, but A. J. slips away into the basement to smoke weed, showing
         little respect for the occasion. Carmela tracks him down and screams at him in exasperation,
         “Be a good Catholic for fifteen fucking minutes! Is that too much to ask?” A. J. skulks
         back to the party, but apparently the real answer to this question would be in the
         affirmative.
      

      
      “Something to Hold Onto”: The Metaphysics of The Sopranos

      
      Given the secular worldview of the series, it should come as no surprise that the
         overt engagement with religion in The Sopranos occurs primarily at the level of the church as a material institution rather than at the level of any genuine investigation of fundamental religious ideas. Indeed, obedience to the rules of the church, if acknowledged as worthwhile at all,
         is seen primarily as a social obligation—and one that the characters often do not take very seriously. Still, if
         the Catholic Church seems to be fading in influence in The Sopranos—recall Johnny Sacrimoni’s complaint that the Mafia is getting as bad as the church
         about bending rules and not following its own traditions—the series does explore a
         number of serious philosophical ideas, a topic that is discussed at length, for example,
         in the volume edited by Greene and Vernezze. Many of these ideas are related to religion,
         metaphysics, or the afterlife. For example, one of the essays in the Greene and Vernezze
         volume (by Peter Hare) explores the fundamental question of evil, including the ways
         in which The Sopranos itself explores this question.
      

      
      One result of the loss of the power of religion in The Sopranos is that several of the characters undergo crises of faith in the course of the series,
         causing them to explore philosophical alternatives to conventional religion. On the
         other hand, such crises are often presented in a fairly superficial, even comical
         way. Thus, A. J. Soprano’s flirtations with existentialism and nihilism are made less
         grave by his youthful tendency to overinflate the significance of his own thoughts,
         and by his comic inability to pronounce the names of philosophers such as Sartre and
         Nietzsche. 
      

      
      Still, the ongoing exploration in the series of the possibility that life might be
         meaningless is quite serious—often deadly serious. As Robert Piluso argues, the plot of The Sopranos proceeds according to the “imminent unexpected,” careening from one disaster to another
         without any sense that affairs are ordered according to some sort of divine principle.
         This plot structure, typical of the fragmentation of postmodern narratives in general,
         is also congruent with a sense of the world in which there is no divine force to ensure
         that things make sense. 
      

      
      One of Tony’s great fears, in fact, seems to be that there is no such force, and he
         spends much of the series seeking something to believe in that will give a shape to
         the events of his life. Still, given the nature of his world, it is little wonder
         that Tony himself sees little evidence of a God at work in this world. Thus, in episode
         1.4 (“Meadowlands,” January 31, 1999), Tony looks at Jackie Aprile Sr. (Michael Rispoli),
         wasting away from cancer on his deathbed at the hospital, and bemoans, “What kind
         of God?” Later, in episode 4.10 (“The Strong, Silent Type,” November 17, 2002), Tony
         repeats the same sentiment in a session with Jennifer Melfi, in which he has been
         complaining about the state of the world in the wake of the 9/11 bombings: “My wife
         prays to God. What kind of God does this shit?”
      

      
      Given his desire to believe in something larger and more beautiful than the world
         of garbage and graft in which he finds himself embroiled, it is not surprising that
         Tony, despite his own skepticism, does respect those who show what he can identify
         as genuine religious belief. In episode 1.3 (“Denial, Anger, Acceptance,” January
         24, 1999), for example, Tony and his crew have a run-in with a Hasidic Jew who turns
         out to be surprisingly hard to intimidate. Tony immediately attributes this toughness
         to the man’s religious beliefs, which presumably provide him with some reassurance
         of a better life in the afterworld. As he tells Melfi, with clear admiration, “These
         Hasids. I mean, they’re out there, but they got their beliefs, you know. They’re not
         afraid of death.” These beliefs, of course, do not prevent the Hasid in question from
         eventually cooperating with the mob and profiting from some of their scams. In The Sopranos, everyone has a price.
      

      
      It doesn’t help, of course, that when Tony encounters those who profess to be religious,
         he generally finds their devotion to their beliefs to be highly suspect. For example,
         in episode 2.2 (“Do Not Resuscitate,” January 23, 2000), Tony meets a black preacher,
         Reverend Herman James Jr. (Gregalan Williams), a former civil rights leader, who turns
         out to be just as corrupt as anyone else. In return for cash, he conspires with Tony
         to arrange a black protest of a construction site, just so Tony can employ thugs to
         break up the protest and extract payment from the construction company. In the process,
         however, Tony meets the preacher’s father, Reverend Herman James Sr. (Bill Cobbs),
         who turns out to be a different story altogether—and to be one of the few examples
         in the series of a religious person who actually seems to practice what he preaches.
         When he learns that the elder reverend had fought in World War II, Tony recommends
         that he watch the History Channel: “I think you’d like it. They even do a lot of that
         Bible shit.” Reverend James Sr. quickly responds, “Only shit in the Bible came out
         of Pharaoh’s ass when Moses parted the Red Sea.” Tony clearly likes and respects the
         old man, whose religious devotion appears to be genuine, the difference between the
         two generations of black preachers thus serving as still another example of the decline
         in values over the past several decades with which The Sopranos is so fascinated. Tony seems genuinely saddened when the old man dies very soon after
         his one meeting with Tony, though his son continues to do business with the mob.
      

      
      One of the key examples of inauthentic belief in The Sopranos is Tony’s sister Janice, who has worked her way through Buddhism and a variety of
         offbeat, New Age spiritualist mumbo jumbo over the course of the past few years, much
         to Tony’s disdain. Little wonder then, when she suddenly proclaims herself a born-again
         Christian in season 3, her brother is not much impressed. Viewers are clearly not
         meant to be impressed, either, and the entire motif of Janice’s religious conversion
         is treated as a farce. That Janice’s new religiosity is not meant to be taken seriously
         is probably best seen in the presentation of her new boyfriend, fellow evangelical
         Aaron Arkaway (Turk Pipkin), a ridiculous figure who, among other things, suffers
         from narcolepsy and tends to fall sound asleep, suddenly and without warning (though
         there are hints that at least some of his sleep attacks might be faked to avoid unpleasant
         situations).
      

      
      We first meet Arkaway when Janice drags him to the Soprano Thanksgiving dinner in
         the tellingly titled “He Is Risen” (Episode 3.8, April 15, 2001), the mock-religious
         title of which indicates the way his professed beliefs are dismissed in the series.
         Arkaway is a sort of religious zombie who doesn’t seem fully awake even when he is
         not suffering a narcoleptic attack, and his dialogue in the series consists almost
         entirely of canned responses, as if he is unable to think of anything to say on his
         own. Thus, in a referent to the episode title, whenever he is introduced to anyone
         at the dinner, Arkaway immediately greets them with a Christian cliché: “Have you
         heard the good news? He is risen.”[2]  
      

      
      Not surprisingly, given what we know about Janice (and given the reputation of evangelicals
         in general), the new lovers immediately seek to monetize their piety by going into
         the Christian music business. In episode 3.10 (“. . . To Save Us All from Satan’s
         Power,” April 29, 2001), Janice and Arkaway are having trouble with a Christian song
         they are trying to write when Janice suddenly becomes inspired and announces that
         what the song is missing is the “brother concept.” Of course, what inspires Janice
         is her viewing of a television news report that shows a badly beaten Russian gangster
         (discovered unconscious in a store-window Christmas display, no less) being carted
         off in an ambulance.[3]   Recognizing the Russian as the one who had earlier roughed her up, and realizing that Tony has beaten the gangster in retribution for his treatment
         of her, Janice is overcome with brotherly love—of a decidedly un-Christian kind.
      

      
      Arkaway’s profit potential is very limited, however, and Janice will soon throw him
         over in favor of gangster Bobby Baccalieri, a much better earner. Still, Arkaway does
         briefly resurface in episode 6.4 (“The Fleshy Part of the Thigh,” April 2, 2006).
         As Tony is recovering in the hospital from a near-fatal gunshot wound, Arkaway and
         some other Christian fundamentalists picket the hospital to protest the fact that
         a druggist in the hospital’s pharmacy was fired for refusing to fill birth control
         prescriptions. For his part, Tony is feeling philosophical and very much in touch
         with his mortality, given his recent close brush with death. This does not, however,
         mean that he is particularly receptive when Arkaway pops into his hospital room for
         a visit, leading with his signature, “Have you heard the good news?” “Jesus Christ!”
         Tony exclaims in exasperation, but Arkaway is so stupid, he simply responds with “That’s
         right!”
      

      
      To make matters worse, Arkaway is accompanied by his new spiritual guru, Pastor Bob
         Brewster (Rob Devaney), who (unlike Arkaway) is quite a talker. Unbelievably oily
         and creepy, with a pasted-on smile, Pastor Bob tries to impress Tony with a story
         of his own salvation from a fallen life of addiction to cocaine and strippers. Tony
         tries to blow him off by pointing out that he is a Catholic, noting that “I got all
         this covered with my parish priest,” but Pastor Bob is undeterred. “What God wants,”
         he explains (apparently having inside knowledge about the deity’s desires), “is for
         you to love him directly, not necessarily through the intercession of liturgy.” 
      

      
      Pastor Bob wants to pray for the success of Tony’s upcoming surgery, and Tony clearly
         wants to dismiss him, but Carmela arrives just in time to back up the preacher’s claims
         about the statistical value of prayer for surgery patients. So Tony reluctantly goes
         along with Pastor Bob’s cliché-riddled prayer, though making a point of crossing himself
         afterward to emphasize his Catholicism.[4]   Then he can’t resist asking Pastor Bob about the fired druggist; in particular
         he says he is “worried about Viagra.” Given his weakened condition, Tony says, he
         figures he might need lots of Viagra in the near future, and he is concerned that
         someone might decide taking Viagra goes against God’s wishes. Pastor Bob is a smooth
         one, though, and he never blinks, assuring Tony that “God loves procreation” and that
         Viagra will never be an issue. Tony continues to press, until Carmela sends the zealots
         packing before something worse happens.
      

      
      Meanwhile, Tony, always a seeker, continues searching. Watching an old episode of
         Kung Fu on the television in his hospital room, he fondly remembers watching the show as a
         kid, but he also might be remembering the Buddhist monks from the vision he had while
         in a coma. He seems to be considering Buddhism as a possible alternative to the perspective
         of Pastor Bob, which he clearly recognizes as an all-too-familiar sort of racket.
         He then encounters another possible alternative when he meets former Bell Labs physicist
         John Schwinn (Hal Holbrook), who is a patient in a neighboring room in the hospital.
         Schwinn’s science-based discourse on the interconnectivity of all things gives Tony
         another possible way of thinking of himself as part of something bigger. Schwinn’s
         vision, in fact, clearly appeals to Tony more than does Pastor Bob’s, though Schwinn’s
         quick death from cancer removes him from the picture before he can exert much influence.
         In any case, Tony continues to do mob business through his hospital stay, even as
         he attempts to ponder the imponderable. Indeed, once he is released (while still occasional
         waxing philosophical), he returns to his never-ending quest for profit from his various
         illicit enterprises. He would still like to believe in something larger, but has too
         many immediate problems to deal with to make much progress with any sort of spiritual
         quest.
      

      
      Tellingly, and reinforcing the way in which Tony’s stay in the hospital offers him
         a virtual tour of world religions and philosophies in his quest to understand his
         recent near-death experience, present during Pastor Bob’s second visit to Tony in
         the hospital is Jewish gangster Hesh Rabkin (Jerry Adler), accompanied by his daughter.
         After Bob leaves, the two Jews share Tony’s sense of amazement and amusement at Bob’s
         views on creation and evolution, but the daughter nevertheless notes that evangelicals
         are “great friends of the Jews” due to their firm belief in the status of Israel as
         the Holy Land. “Just you wait,” Hesh cryptically replies, suggesting his suspicion
         that evangelicals will throw their Jewish friends under the bus at the first opportune
         moment. Judaism does not, at this point, seem to suggest itself to Tony as a possible
         path, but it does in many ways hover in the margins of The Sopranos throughout the series. Peter Hare has even suggested numerous parallels between the
         way Tony runs his empire and the way the Old Testament God runs his creation, arguing
         that “Tony is in many ways the Old Testament deity writ small” (206).
      

      
      During Pastor Bob’s second visit, Tony acknowledges that “it must be nice to have
         something to hold onto.” Then, just as Pastor Bob’s seeming sincerity has begun to
         gain Tony’s admiration, the pastor picks up a book about dinosaurs that Tony has been
         reading and assures everyone in the room that God created the earth only 6,000 years
         ago, which means that dinosaurs lived on the earth during that time—and at the same
         time as human beings. In short, Pastor Bob’s faith is fueled by ignorance and by a
         complete lack of respect for science, something that Tony himself clearly does respect. Pastor Bob is revealed to be an emissary of precisely the sort of fundamentalism
         that has seen a resurgence in various ways around the world during the postmodern
         era, a resurgence that can be seen as a desperate, last-ditch effort to rescue the
         world from total secularization.
      

      
      In any case, any points Pastor Bob might have earlier scored with Tony are now lost.
         “What?” asks Tony, clearly mocking the minister. “Like the Flintstones?” When Bob
         goes on to try to explain that science is an anti-Christian conspiracy, and that evolution
         is “Satan’s plan to deny God,” his characterization as a member of the lunatic fringe
         has been sealed. Pastor Bob then exits (never to be seen again in the series), and
         even Christopher, not exactly the sharpest knife in the drawer himself, sees the flaw
         in the pastor’s logic, noting that if there had been dinosaurs in the time of Adam
         and Eve, they would have been running for their lives through the Garden of Eden,
         which would hardly have been a paradise as the Bible claims.
      

      
      Christopher, incidentally, had had his own near-death experience back in “From Where
         to Eternity,” in which we learn that he had, in fact, been clinically dead for about
         a minute. When he regains consciousness, he tells Tony that he “crossed over to the
         other side” and realized that he was headed for hell, which in his case consisted
         of spending all eternity in the “Emerald Piper,” an Irish bar where it is St. Patrick’s
         Day very day. Tony laughs and concludes that Christopher is just remembering a dream,
         but Christopher is deadly serious, now convinced that he is headed for hell when he
         dies. When Tony relates the experience to Melfi, he assures her that neither he nor
         Christopher will go to hell for their activities as gangsters, because they are “soldiers,”
         just doing their jobs.
      

      
      Nevertheless, Tony does not seem all that convinced, and there are times that he seems
         genuinely to worry about going to hell—or at least to wonder just what kind of afterlife
         he might be facing, if any. There is, indeed, a vaguely Faustian undertone to much
         of the action of The Sopranos, many of whose characters have metaphorically, as David Chase himself has said, made
         a deal with the devil, exchanging their souls and their place in the next world for
         material gains in this one. Of course, in this case the exchange is something of a
         gamble, with many of the characters clearly betting that this world is the only one,
         so that they will never have to pay the piper in the next. Still, visions of an afterlife
         hover over The Sopranos—so much so that Peter Vernezze has spent an entire essay (“Tony Soprano in Hell”)
         meditating on which circle of Dante’s hell might be the ultimate home to various characters.[5]   Indeed, in addition to his own coma-induced visions while in the hospital of a
         possible afterlife, Tony often seems haunted by the ghosts of those whom he himself
         has sent to the afterlife. This is particularly the case with his longtime friend
         Sal “Big Pussy” Bonpensiero, who is killed by Tony, Sil, and Paulie in Episode 2.13
         (“Funhouse,” April 9, 2000) after they learn that he has been feeding information
         to the FBI.
      

      
      After the killing, Tony will periodically have dreams and visions involving Bonpensiero
         throughout the remainder of the series. There is even one moment in which Bonpensiero’s
         ghost seems genuinely to appear. During a gathering at the Soprano home after the
         funeral of Tony’s mother Livia in episode 3.2 (“Proshai, Livushka,” March 4, 2001),
         Tony opens a cabinet to look inside, while the mirrored door of the cabinet shows
         the reflection of Bonpensiero. As Tony cannot see the reflection, we are presumably
         not meant to view the ghost as a figment of Tony’s imagination. How we are meant to view the ghost is another matter, however.
      

      
      Many of the “appearances” of Bonpensiero’s ghost are seriocomic ones that involve
         his return as a talking fish, thus referring back to The Godfather, in which the murdered Luca Brasi famously sleeps with the fishes, a moment that
         Bonpensiero himself had cited back in the pilot episode of the series. Bonpensiero’s
         appearances as a fish thus involve a sort of postmodern pastiche, and these appearances
         are made even more postmodern by the way they are intertwined with a motif involving
         Big Mouth Billy Bass, a kitschy singing animatronic fish marketed beginning in 1998
         and popular through most of the run of The Sopranos. Such devices clearly disrupt any attempt to interpret Bonpensiero’s posthumous appearances
         as any sort of serious exploration of the possibilities of an afterlife, though it
         should be noted that this particular version of Billy Bass (the objects were marketed
         with several different musical accompaniments) sings Al Green’s “Take Me to the River”
         (originally recorded in 1974), which not only chimes with the fact that Bonpensiero’s
         body was dumped in water, but has a religious theme. There are thus multiple reasons
         why the singing fish upsets Tony so strongly as a reminder of Bonpensiero’s fate,
         including the fact that this religious theme clearly has Tony pondering his own potential
         upcoming assignation to hell.
      

      
      Given his own kill-or-be-killed occupation, it is not surprising that Tony is so preoccupied
         with his own mortality; he knows that, in his business, he could be killed at any
         moment. And he sees those around him dying at a rapid pace—sometimes at his own hand.
         In “Funhouse,” Tony has a fever-induced dream in which he informs his associates that
         he has only six months to live, but that they will not have to worry about suffering
         through it with him, because he has decided to kill himself immediately. He then pours
         gasoline over himself, while Paulie lights a cigarette lighter. Just as Tony is advised
         that the doctors might be wrong and seems to be reconsidering, he goes up in flames—in
         the style of a self-immolating Buddhist monk, but without the spiritual support. Back
         in the real world, Tony starts awake, but feels more depressed than ever, convinced
         that life is meaningless.
      

      
      Tony’s dreams often deal with death, in fact, and his dreams seem to be populated
         largely by deceased figures from his past. Bonpensiero is the most important example
         of this phenomenon. In fact, Tony begins to dream of Bonpensiero’s death (also in
         “Funhouse”) even before he is killed. Tony’s killing of his cousin Tony Blundetto
         in episode 5.13 (“All Due Respect,” June 6, 2004) runs a close second on the guilt
         scale. It should perhaps come as no surprise, then, that it is Blundetto (or at least
         a dead ringer for Blundetto) who greets Tony at what can be interpreted as the gates
         of the afterlife in episode 6.3 (“Mayham,” March 26, 2006). After an extended dream
         vision experienced by Tony as he lies in the hospital in a coma and near death, Tony
         finally reaches a house where he is greeted by the Blundetto figure, who calmly and
         caringly invites Tony to enter the house, assuring him that “everyone’s here,” implying
         various deceased figures (including Tony’s mother Livia, who seemingly appears in
         the doorway of the house as a shadowy figure). Tony is clearly tempted, and viewers
         are clearly invited to believe that the moment Tony enters the house will be the moment
         of his death. He is called back at the last moment, apparently by hearing the voice
         of daughter Meadow calling to him and begging him to stay in this world. He subsequently
         regains consciousness and begins his recovery, though the brush with death leaves
         him in a philosophical mood for some time to come. However, his meditations will quickly
         be interrupted by the immediate practical concerns of the gang war that dominates
         much of the remainder of the series.
      

      
      In its treatment of religion (as in its treatment of many other topics), The Sopranos is centrally placed in its time in American history. The series adopts an essentially
         secular worldview that is congruent with the ideology of late capitalism, but it also
         acknowledges the potential spiritual impoverishment to which this worldview can lead.
         As a result, various characters (especially Tony Soprano) spend much of the series
         seeking some sort of greater meaning for their lives, though of course these alternatives
         are never those (such as socialism) that might pose a legitimate threat to capitalism.
         Meanwhile, The Sopranos also illustrates, with its central emphasis on psychotherapy as a motif, the tendency
         in modern American society (first elucidated by Philip Rieff half a century ago) to
         replace religion with psychotherapy. We examine that motif in the next chapter.
      

      
      
         
            1. This whole episode, like many other aspects of The Sopranos, serves as a reminder that there are a number of different religions in the world.
                  Father Phil tells Carmela that the chapter on Buddhism is especially good before noting
                  how the book he has brought her demonstrates that Islam has gotten a “bad rap” in
                  contemporary culture. Ironically, Islam is the major world religion that figures least
                  prominently in The Sopranos, whose only Arab characters, Ahmed and Mohammed, are seen mostly in bars and strip
                  clubs, drinking heavily.
               

            

         

         
            2. The title of this episode also refers to the fact that Ralph Cifaretto (perhaps the
                  most un-Christlike of all the gangsters who appear in the series) receives a promotion
                  to crew captain in this episode, despite Tony’s strong dislike of him. He is, after
                  all, a “good earner.”
               

            

         

         
            3. Christmas is a prominent motif throughout this episode. Indeed, the title of the episode
                  is taken from the classic Christmas carol, “God Rest Ye Merry, Gentlemen.” In keeping
                  with the secular nature of the world of The Sopranos, however, this is a Christmas decidedly dominated by Santa Claus, rather than by
                  Jesus Christ, despite the title reference.
               

            

         

         
            4. Father Phil also resurfaces in this episode, but only briefly. As he runs into Paulie
                  in the hospital hallway, he asks about Tony’s condition. Paulie, having just discovered
                  that his aunt, a nun, was actually secretly his biological mother, makes a nasty comment
                  about nuns in response, leaving Father Phil taken aback.
               

            

         

         
            5. Despite the title of the essay, Vernezze declines to pass judgment on Tony himself.

            

         

      

   
      Chapter 8

      The Sopranos and the Spread of the Therapeutic Society
      

      
         
         
      

      
      The idea of a gangster who seeks psychotherapy was the basic seed from which sprouted
         David Chase’s creation of The Sopranos. However novel, this motif was also a natural one, given the spread of various forms
         of psychotherapy through the 1990s. It is perhaps not surprising, then, that between
         Chase’s formulation of this original concept and the premiere of the series at the
         beginning of 1999, the film Analyze This was developed (though it did not open until March 5, 1999, a couple of months after
         the initial airing of the first episode of The Sopranos). Analyze This seems to have been conceived and executed completely independently of The Sopranos, on which the film also seems to have exercised little, if any, subsequent influence.
         The film and the television series are not, however, completely unrelated, given that
         both clearly grow out of a perception of the growing importance of therapeutic solutions
         to personal problems in American society in the late 1990s. The rather lighthearted
         film (whose main selling point might be that it features Robert De Niro as the gangster,
         thus linking it to a whole family of gangster-related films) does little to address
         this issue in anything approaching a serious way. It is, after all, a comedy—though
         The Sopranos is funnier. The Sopranos is also more serious, though, and it employs the growth of such therapies in turn-of-the-millennium
         America as a central motif in its thoroughgoing exploration and assessment of the
         state of contemporary American culture. The Sopranos suggests, even if in a sometimes subtle and complex way, that the need for individual
         therapeutic help shown by Tony Soprano and other Americans (especially American males)
         is emblematic of an overall crisis in confidence and sense that things in general
         are beginning to spin badly out of control.
      

      
      The narrative of crisis and decline that underlies The Sopranos is neither unique nor new, though The Sopranos tells the tale with particular urgency and effectiveness—as well as complexity. Among
         other things, this narrative in the series includes a number of embedded sub-narratives,
         all of which follow roughly similar historical arcs, suggesting that the narrative
         of crisis and decline is a sort of meta-narrative that governs the recent history
         of virtually every aspect of American society. Many of the plot arcs of The Sopranos can be read allegorically as indications of trends in American cultural history as
         well, while that same cultural history provides crucial background to many of the
         events depicted in the series. For example, the key motif of Tony Soprano’s psychotherapy
         is underwritten by the history of psychotherapy in the United States (especially since
         World War II)—including methods of treatment based on drugs, as well as more conventional
         “talking cures.” While the series does not explicitly present a history of psychotherapy,
         much of the action of The Sopranos is congruent with (and implicitly depends on) a history of psychotherapy as a mass
         phenomenon in the United States that begins in the 1950s, when therapy emerges as
         a tool that can be used by strong individuals to confront the world in the same way
         that their predecessors had conquered the American frontier. This history then ends
         in the early years of the twenty-first century, when the spread of therapy has helped
         to create a drugged-out nation of whiny weaklings unable to cope with even the normal
         pressures of day-to-day life without substantial chemical and psychological support.
      

      
      On the other hand, The Sopranos, while consistently drawing on this historical model in significant ways, is also
         skeptical of it—in terms of the history of psychotherapy, as well as other important
         aspects of American history. As Philip Rieff puts it in his seminal book The Triumph of the Therapeutic (1966), we now live in a world in which therapy has largely replaced religion as a
         source of comfort amid the maladies of the day. For Rieff, this transition, fueled
         at least partly by the advance of capitalism, tends to leave individuals struggling
         to find meaning in a meaningless world, the only remaining source of satisfaction
         being the acting out of impulses and the fulfillment of individual desires. It is,
         however, crucial to recognize that Rieff’s own story of a culture that has lost its
         traditions and values was written during a time that the various characters in The Sopranos fondly view as the good old days, from which their own culture has declined. Partly,
         of course, this can be interpreted to suggest that the historical trend noted by Rieff
         in 1966 has advanced even further by the end of the century. But it also suggests
         the way in which The Sopranos is suspicious of its own narrative of decline, which it often treats with a combination
         of ambivalence and postmodern irony. Whatever the attitudes of its various characters,
         The Sopranos as a series seems to suspect that the good old days were never all that good to begin
         with. Moreover, the series seems to acknowledge that psychotherapy itself has made
         important advances since the 1950s, even as the increasing reliance on psychotherapeutic
         solutions among ordinary Americans might be indicative of something badly wrong with
         American society.
      

      
      Here Comes the Prozac: The Sopranos and 
Drug Culture
      

      
      Perhaps the most important ways in which psychotherapy advanced between the middle
         and the end of the twentieth century involved the development of more and more effective
         drugs for the treatment of psychological problems such as anxiety and depression.
         However, paradoxically, the more effective such treatments became, the more widespread
         were the ailments they were designed to alleviate. As a sort of allegorical embodiment
         of larger developments within American society, the antidepressant drug Prozac was
         very much at the center of this phenomenon. Not surprisingly, then, Prozac plays a
         large allegorical role within The Sopranos as well. 
      

      
      Prozac is a trade name for the drug fluoxetine, developed in 1971 by Eli Lilly and
         Company, a pharmaceutical firm, originally for potential use as a blood pressure medication;
         it was approved for use in the United States as an antidepressant in 1987. The drug,
         backed by a massive marketing campaign, was an immediate success, quickly becoming
         the world’s most popular medication for depression and triggering a wave of similar
         drugs, such as Paxil and Zoloft, making antidepressant drugs one of the pharmaceutical
         sensations of the 1990s. This particular class of such drugs, known as selective serotonin
         reuptake inhibitors (SSRIs), acquired a reputation as a magic key to happiness, based
         on the premise that many individuals suffering from depression simply had a chemical
         imbalance in the brain due to low levels of the neurotransmitter serotonin. Nothing
         to be ashamed of and no problem, either: SSRIs corrected the imbalance, restoring
         normal serotonin levels and removing the depression.[1]  
      

      
      Elizabeth Wurzel’s tellingly titled autobiography, Prozac Nation, became a best-seller in 1994, adding to the cultural aura of the drug, which remains
         the most widely used antidepressant in history worldwide, though it has been especially
         prevalent in the United States. By 2001, when Eli Lilly’s patent on Prozac expired,
         allowing for generic versions to be produced, Prozac alone accounted for more than
         a quarter of the company’s $10.8 billion in annual sales. The drug, for many, also
         became emblematic of a growing (and problematic) tendency for Americans to rely on
         antidepressants and other psychotropic drugs to deal with the problems of life in
         the contemporary world, rather than confronting those pressures directly (and constructively).
         
      

      
      As with other aspects of psychotherapy, The Sopranos treats Prozac and similar drugs with considerable ambivalence, acknowledging that
         they might provide significant relief to specific individuals, while also wondering
         why such relief seems to be so widely needed. Moreover, in The Sopranos, there is a fine line (if a line at all) between legally prescribed psychotropic
         drugs (such as Prozac) and illegal mind-altering substances (such as cocaine or heroin).
         One could, in fact, say that in The Sopranos, illegal drugs such as heroin are to legal drugs such as Prozac what organized crime
         is to American capitalism in general.
      

      
      Tony and his crew live in a world outside the law, and illegal drugs are very much
         a part of that world. Yet not all drugs are created equal. Cocaine use seems mostly
         routine and incidental in the series, for example, Christopher Moltisanti’s descent
         into hell as a result of his heroin addiction is one of the great tragic arcs of The Sopranos, which follows predecessors such as the Godfather films in presenting drug dealing (especially of heroin) as a particularly dirty business
         in which more “honorable” gangsters such as Tony would prefer not to participate.[2]   It is thus no surprise that Tony is horrified and disgusted by Christopher’s drug
         addiction, which renders the latter unreliable and untrustworthy, though Tony had
         hoped that the younger man would succeed him as the head of the Soprano crime family.
      

      
      On the other hand, Tony’s revulsion at Christopher’s drug use clearly arises less
         from a general rejection of illegal drugs than from a sense that Christopher’s inability
         to control his use of the drug is a sign of weakness, leaving Tony without a strong
         chosen successor.[3]   Tony’s world is all about the opposition between weakness and strength. Moreover,
         Tony probably also reacts so vehemently at least partly because he has really known
         all along that Christopher was not very promising as a potential mob boss. Indeed,
         Tony has elected him as his successor not out of merit but simply because he regards
         Christopher as his “nephew”—though the latter is actually a cousin of Tony’s wife
         Carmela and has only a very distant and tenuous connection to the Sopranos by blood.
      

      
      The entire relationship between Tony and Christopher is a crucial part of the dialogue
         between the two meanings of the word “family” that runs throughout the series, a motif
         we discuss in detail in a later chapter. For now, it is relevant to note that Tony’s
         attempt to integrate (through Christopher) the public space of his crime family with
         the private space of kinship contradicts his attempts to keep the especially private
         world of his immediate family insulated from the world of crime. The drug motif is
         a crucial part of this contradiction, and Tony, in his typical-American-parent mode,
         is particularly concerned with keeping his own children away from drugs altogether.
         This attitude is established early. In episode 1.3 (“Denial, Anger, Acceptance,” January
         24, 1999), Tony’s daughter Meadow and her high school friend Hunter seek to score
         some speed from Christopher so that they can stay up all night studying for their
         SATs. At first, Christopher is reluctant to help, knowing that Tony might literally
         kill him if he finds out. He relents, but only because Meadow threatens to try to
         buy the drug from black drug dealers on the street. “Those moulinyans will rob you,
         rape you, and leave you on the side of the road,” he warns her.[4]     
      

      
      Alcohol is generally Tony’s own drug of choice, though he is not above activities
         such as snorting cocaine—which he seems to regard as a recreational activity, not
         as a crutch for dealing with life’s problems. On the other hand, Tony clearly feels
         that the Prozac prescribed for him by psychiatrist Jennifer Melfi (which does seem
         to help with his depression and panic attacks) is precisely such a crutch, and one
         that makes him less of a man, unable to deal with his problems under his own power.
         That the Prozac also seems to significantly contribute to a decline in his libido
         (and, apparently, his erections) merely adds to his sense that the drug is emasculating.
      

      
      Tony’s skepticism toward Prozac and similar treatments is established in his very
         first visit to Melfi in the series pilot. When he describes his feelings of exhaustion
         and depression, she quickly (and rather automatically) responds that “with today’s
         pharmacology, no one needs to suffer with feelings of exhaustion and depression.”
         Tony replies, with a sense of exasperation, “Here we go, here comes the Prozac.” Tony
         takes the drug anyway (though somewhat sporadically), but he clearly regards such
         drugs (and psychotherapy in general) as symptomatic of a general decline in American
         society—and especially of a decline in the prevalence of the “strong, silent type”
         (as epitomized by his hero, Gary Cooper) among American males.
      

      
      Tony, of course, has a tendency to apply different rules to himself than he does to
         others. For example, despite his own skepticism, Tony seems to feel that Prozac might
         be a good choice for his unhappy chosen successor. Soon after he begins taking Prozac
         himself, Tony recommends the drug to Christopher when a discussion with the latter
         leads him to believe that the younger man might be depressed. In episode 1.8 (“The
         Legend of Tennessee Moltisanti,” February 28, 1999), Tony wonders if Christopher might
         have a problem with his serotonin levels, and thus might need Prozac. But, with Tony
         essentially now assuming the role of psychiatrist, Christopher assumes the role of
         skeptical patient formerly played by Tony. In response to Tony’s suggestion that he
         might need psychiatric help for his depression, Christopher scoffs (not realizing
         that Tony himself is in therapy) that such help is only for “mental midgets”; he believes
         that a strong man such as he likes to think himself to be needs no such help.
      

      
      Tony, of course, is perfectly aware of the prevalence of such attitudes in the virtually
         all-male gangster world that he inhabits, which is why he strives for so long to keep
         secret the fact that he is in therapy in the first place. To an extent, Tony seems
         to keep this secret because he fears that the revelation that he is in therapy might
         genuinely put him in danger, though this expectation seems to be seriously put into
         question by the fact that almost no one, including Tony’s own crew and his other associates
         in the mob world, seems very concerned when the truth becomes known.[5]   Then again, Tony is seeking therapy at a time when half a century of history has
         made such solutions seem commonplace, so perhaps the lack of reaction should come
         as no surprise.
      

      
      Psychobabble, Bio-babble, and 
“Painful, Stressful Times”
      

      
      Tony is not the only character in The Sopranos who seeks therapy, even if his therapy (including many scenes from actual sessions
         with his therapist) is central to the series. Tony’s wife Carmela and his two children
         all eventually seek therapy in the series, while Tony’s sister Janice undergoes court-ordered
         anger management training after she punches out another soccer mom during a game.
         Tony’s “nephew” Christopher eventually goes into rehab to be treated for his heroin
         addiction, then enters a twelve-step program. When trouble arises in this world, it
         just seems natural to seek therapeutic solutions. This notion extends even to children.
         Thus, when two girls in A. J.’s school are killed in an auto accident, the school
         calls in grief counselors to help the other students deal with the trauma. Therapy
         is also recommended for Tony’s son A. J. after he has troubles at school.[6]   In episode 5.4 (“All Happy Families . . . ,” March 28, 2004), Tony scoffs at this
         recommendation, explaining to the counselor, Mr. Wegler (David Straithairn), that
         “People use it as a crutch. And I always wonder what happened to Gary Cooper. The
         strong, silent type.” But Tony’s objection is tired and without real conviction by
         this point, as if he is repeating a memorized speech rather than a true opinion.
      

      
      Indeed, various forms of psychotherapy are so ubiquitous in the world of The Sopranos that no one seems very surprised to learn that Tony is in therapy, even though he
         himself regards that fact as a shameful and dangerous secret. His crew, for example,
         takes the news surprisingly well when they learn of Tony’s therapy in the final episode
         of the first season of the series. Christopher, despite his earlier declaration that
         therapy is for mental midgets, concludes that Tony’s therapy is something like marriage
         counseling (which he seems to regard as okay); and the irascible and eccentric Paulie
         “Walnuts,” in many ways even more “old school” than Tony himself claims to be, admits
         that he himself had sought therapy about a year earlier. “These are painful, stressful
         times,” nods fellow old-schooler Silvio Dante in understanding.
      

      
      The Sopranos, then, is set very much in a therapeutic society—and the series as a whole regards
         various forms of psychotherapy as both a symptom of and a reaction to the pressures
         of life in its contemporary world. These pressures, of course, are the result of a
         long historical process: The Sopranos is a series with a very strong historical consciousness, and there is a significant
         historical background to virtually every motif that appears in the series. On the
         other hand, the historical range of the series is somewhat limited, seldom reaching
         back before the 1950s in any meaningful way. Thus, while Tony seems to enjoy watching
         documentaries about World War II, he and his generation (he was born in 1959) have
         no direct memories of that war. Indeed, any references to a time before the 1950s
         in The Sopranos (as in Tony’s occasional evocation of the era of his Italian immigrant grandparents)
         make such times seem almost mythological, absolutely anterior to the world of the
         present.
      

      
      The historical treatment of psychotherapy in the series is no exception. The history
         of psychotherapy obviously dates back to the pioneering work of Sigmund Freud in the
         late nineteenth and early twentieth centuries, and works such as Foucault’s Madness and Civilization remind us that Freud’s work itself was preceded by a long history in which Western
         attitudes toward mental illness changed significantly over time. By the 1920s, Freudian
         psychoanalysis, previously a largely European phenomenon, began to be a cultural force
         in the United States, though it remained strongest in the urban centers of the eastern
         half of the country, while large portions of the U.S. population continued to regard
         the approach as vaguely foreign, or even “Jewish” in nature.[7]   By the 1950s, however, distinctively new (and distinctively American, if still
         often Jewish-dominated) methods of psychotherapy—led by the ego psychology propounded
         by such figures as Heinz Hartmann and David Rappaport—had emerged in the United States,
         along with a dramatic increase in popular consciousness of mental health issues in
         general.[8]  
      

      
      To a first approximation, one might say that traditional Freudian psychoanalysis is
         organized to help individuals cope with the limitations placed on them by relatively
         rigid patriarchal social structures, while the more American forms of psychotherapy
         were originally designed to help individuals take better advantage of the opportunities offered them by a more flexible and more dynamic American society. In keeping with
         the can-do American spirit of the postwar years, these new forms of therapy were confident
         that, with appropriate professional guidance, virtually all obstacles could be overcome.
      

      
      As Eli Zaretsky has argued, the growing popular fascination with psychoanalysis that
         marked American society in the first half of the twentieth century was part of a general
         wave of “professionalization, scientism, and the growth of a mass culture” that was
         central to the historical evolution of American society during these years (67). In
         Europe, Zaretsky concludes, psychoanalysis functioned as a modern challenge to tradition,
         mounted by an intellectual elite. In America, it became more of a mass phenomenon,
         a method of empowerment and self-improvement. If psychoanalysis was, in Europe, a
         challenge to authority, in America it was very much in line with mainstream authority.
      

      
      Of course, even in the 1950s, relatively few Americans were actually in psychotherapy, the very notion of American individualist capability being somewhat
         at odds with seeking such help. Americans were aware of psychoanalysis and other forms of psychotherapy, which made important contributions
         to a general national sense that, while the pressures of modern life could cause a
         number of psychological maladies, techniques were also available to overcome such
         maladies. This awareness was reflected in a number of aspects of popular culture and
         social life. Indeed, as Zaretsky notes, “the actual practice of analysis was less
         important than its cultural impact,” which functioned well in tandem with the long-standing
         American cult of individual empowerment (76–77).
      

      
      Perhaps predictably, this individualist spirit contributed significantly to the growth
         of a massive self-help industry that offered Americans a variety of books and other
         products they could use to apply the insights of psychotherapy to their own lives.
         This phenomenon, meanwhile, led to the rise of a variety of consciousness-raising,
         New Age techniques for self-improvement that shifted the emphasis of psychotherapy
         even further outside the doctor’s office and into individual homes, as well as into
         various classes and institutes where like-minded individuals could seek fulfillment
         and self-awareness. David Healy describes the phenomenon, noting that, as
      

      
         Freudian ideas leaked into the popular culture . . . a pidgin psychoanalysis was created,
            a psychobabble in which terms such as complexes and transference bore little relationship to their original theoretical framework. (264)
         

      

      Perhaps also predictably, this de-professionalization of psychotherapy led to a significant
         decline in its effectiveness, as therapy gradually shifted from a medical procedure
         with at least some scientific basis to various forms of self-indulgence and ego gratification.
         No fear, though. Professionals of another sort would soon seize control of the psycho-industry
         with the rise of scientifically developed chemical solutions to psychological problems.
         Marked particularly by the debut of tranquilizers such as Valium (which, launched
         in 1963 as a new and improved version of Librium, became the largest selling drug
         in the United States between 1968 and 1982), mood-altering drugs quickly became a
         major force in the psycho-market.[9]   Of course, this version of “better living through chemistry” as promulgated through
         the medical profession and the pharmaceutical industry also had its nonprofessional,
         individualized counterpart in the rapid spread of LSD and marijuana use, which became
         a critical component of the 1960s counterculture, helping to make a whole generation
         of Americans far more receptive to the idea of treating psychological disturbances
         with pharmaceuticals.
      

      
      The rise of Prozac and other antidepressant and anti-anxiety medications again significantly
         altered the playing field, adding important new weapons in the battle against the
         array of psychological problems that seemed to have become epidemic in the era of
         late capitalism—but also tightening the grip of the pharmaceutical industry on the
         psychiatric establishment. The ego psychology of the 1940s and 1950s had given way
         to the psychobabble of the 1960s and the 1970s, which in turn gave way to what Healy
         has called the “bio-babble” of the Prozac years from the late 1980s forward, in which
         any number of emotional and psychological problems were now attributed to chemical
         imbalances in the brain that could be corrected by the proper drugs.
      

      
      This new pharmaceutical form of psychiatry made mental illness even more of a disease
         (now, even a physical disease) and less of a personal failing, moral flaw, or character fault. And, while
         the popularity of these new drugs soared worldwide, they remained largely American
         in their genesis, while the theory behind them is highly congruent with an American
         mind-set: find a problem, analyze the problem, design a solution with the aid of science
         and technology. Presumably, these new forms of chemical therapy were not escapes from
         life’s problems, but simply a practical way to use available resources to deal with
         life’s problems better. Far from creating a nation of drugged-out zombies, these drugs were presumably creating
         a population of active, healthy, alert individuals ready to take on the world.
      

      
      Not everyone was convinced, especially when such treatments spread to children. This
         same time period saw an explosive growth in the use of drugs such as Ritalin and Adderall
         to treat attention deficit disorders in children, presumably in order to enhance their
         performance in school, improve their educational achievement, and help them to become
         more effective citizens going forward. But the possible downside of giving such drugs
         to children (who were in no position to decide for themselves whether they wanted
         to take the drugs) was obvious, and widespread criticism ensued from both parents
         and professionals, especially from those concerned that these drugs were mostly just
         being used to render children docile and malleable.[10]   Popular culture responded as well, as when the South Park animated television series lampooned Ritalin culture in the episode “Timmy 2000”
         (April 19, 2000), in which the drug turns schoolkids into pliant and passive robots.[11]   Kurt Wimmer’s feature film Equilibrium (2002) extended this critique to adults, envisioning a future dystopian society (called
         “Libria,” clearly evoking Librium, as does the title) in which all citizens are required
         to take daily doses of a drug that prevents them from feeling strong passions, presumably
         to prevent the recurrence of the apocalyptic violence that had earlier nearly destroyed
         civilization. But the drug also suppresses creativity and renders the citizenry submissive
         and obedient to state control.[12]  
      

      
      Tony Soprano is not much worried that either psychotherapy or psychotropic drugs will
         make him a willing dupe of the state, though The Sopranos certainly joins such works as South Park and Equilibrium in worrying that such therapies are a sign of larger problems in American society.
         Tony, in fact, is not the only one in The Sopranos who sees the spread of therapy as a sign of a decline in the strength and moral fiber
         of American society. In episode 3.7 (“Second Opinion,” April 8, 2001), Carmela herself
         seeks therapy, only to be told by her get-tough psychiatrist, “Many patients want
         to be excused for their current predicament because of events that occurred in their
         childhood. That’s what psychiatry has become in America. Visit any shopping mall or
         ethnic pride parade to witness the results.” He then advises Carmela to leave Tony
         and stop serving as his accomplice/enabler while profiting from his crimes.
      

      
      Melfi is a more conventional therapist, and more nurturing, even as she tries to keep
         her emotional distance. Tony seems to become almost addicted to therapy, even apart
         from his fascination with Melfi, the kind of strong, intellectually sophisticated,
         independent woman with whom he has had little experience. In episode 2.5 (“Big Girls
         Don’t Cry,” February 13, 2000), Melfi is temporarily out of the picture, because Tony
         believes she might be in danger for treating him. He misses her, but he also misses
         therapy, so he turns to the gangster Hesh Rabkin (Jerry Adler) for advice on his psychological
         problems. Hesh is, after all, older and more experienced, but he is also Jewish—and
         Tony, always given to thinking in racial stereotypes, apparently feels that the older
         man might make a good substitute psychiatrist because of his ethnic background. From
         Hesh, Tony at least gets some insight into the history of therapy in America. The
         Jewish gangster reveals that Tony’s father also had panic attacks, but that “in those
         days we called it a ‘condition.’” Tony asks, “Did he go to a doctor?” Hesh: “Are you
         kidding? It wouldn’t have made any difference. In those days, they wouldn’t have known
         how to treat that.” Then the two men keep talking at cross-purposes, each caught up
         in his own conversation. Tony is then relieved to return to therapy with Melfi, to
         whom he describes his goal: “I want to direct my power and my fuckin’ anger against
         the people in my life that deserve it. I want to be in total control.” Melfi: “You
         want to be a better gang leader? Read The Art of War, by Sun Tzu.” Tony: “You know what? Fuck you.” Later, we see Tony reading The Art of War, and several times he even quotes it to others.
      

      
      In the next episode—2.6 (“The Happy Wanderer,” February 20, 2000)—Tony expresses that
         he still has issues with anger and resentment, including toward the “happy wanderers”
         who stumble through life as if they haven’t a care in the world. He also resents Melfi
         for making him feel like a victim, reminding her of his earlier expression of admiration
         for strong, silent types like Gary Cooper. “And now all Americans, all they’re doing
         is crying and confessing and complaining,” he tells her. “And now I’m one of ’em,
         a patient.” Melfi, as if speaking from a catechism, calmly responds, “Your parents
         made it impossible for you experience joy.”
      

      
      Despite the fact that she sometimes speaks in such clichés, Melfi does seem to provide
         Tony with some much-needed help, though she herself sometimes wonders if she is simply
         giving him a greater ability to do harm in the world. In episode 5.9 (“Unidentified
         Black Males,” May 2, 2004), Tony has a particularly cathartic therapy session with
         Melfi in which he confesses the truth about the night he failed to show up for a heist,
         during which his cousin, Tony Blundetto (Steve Buscemi), was arrested, ultimately
         going to prison for seventeen years. Tony had all this time maintained the story that
         he had been mugged by two black males (whom he has described with a variety of bitter
         racial epithets), causing him to miss the heist. In this episode, he confesses to
         Melfi that he had, in fact, missed the heist because of a panic attack. Relieved,
         but drained, by the admission, Tony tells her, “Sometimes what happens in here is
         like takin’ a shit.” An amused Melfi knows what he means. “I prefer to think of it
         as childbirth,” she says. “Trust me,” Tony assures her, “it’s like takin’ a shit.”
      

      
      Classic Freudian psychoanalysis supposedly works by uncovering material from the past
         that is causing psychological problems in the present without the awareness of the
         patient. And Melfi’s sessions do indeed help Tony to understand that many of his symptoms
         may have been caused by the way he was treated by his selfish, unloving mother. However,
         this session makes particularly clear the way in which Tony’s sessions with Melfi
         have been helpful, less for the way they have uncovered forgotten memories or other
         material from the deep recesses of Tony’s psyche than for the way they have allowed
         Tony a chance to talk about his problems and his life, largely in a confessional mode.
         He also later confesses the truth about what happened on the night of Blundetto’s
         arrest to Blundetto himself—shortly before mercy-killing Blundetto in order to prevent
         a more brutal torture-murder by rival gangsters whom Blundetto has offended. It is,
         in fact, clear throughout The Sopranos that Tony is a man who carries with him a great deal of guilt, and that he often
         has to be dishonest about his activities. It is thus understandable that the occasional
         opportunity to unload some of that guilt via a truthful confession might be therapeutic
         for him. His Catholic cultural background probably plays a role here as well—and several
         scenes of actual confessions to priests by other characters (especially Carmela) are
         woven throughout the series, building a constellation of moments that suggest the
         importance of confession in the world of the characters of The Sopranos. Nevertheless, the fact that Tony’s therapy with Melfi works more as confession of
         things Tony already knows than as revelation of unconscious materials is consistent
         with the series’ skepticism toward the psychoanalytic notion that the real truth always
         lies beneath the surface, and can be uncovered only by a process of patient excavation.
      

      
      The Sopranos, Psychoanalysis, and the 
Politics of Interpretation
      

      
      In the very first shot of the very first scene of The Sopranos, the camera peers through the legs of a statue of a naked woman to show the burly
         gangster sitting dolefully on a loveseat. Tony seems decidedly discomfited as he looks
         up at the statue, which looms over him as if to symbolize the disempowered position
         in which he finds himself. It is an opening shot that begs for allegorical interpretation,
         and such interpretations are not hard to find. A man who expects to dominate women
         (and, for that matter, other men), Tony is accustomed to feeling in control when between
         the legs of a naked woman, but now he feels anything but. After all, he will soon
         be revealed to be sitting in Melfi’s waiting room, which he is visiting in order to
         seek help for the apparent panic attack that he recently suffered, sudden collapses
         into helplessness being a rather serious liability for a rising mob boss. This attack
         has made him feel weak and vulnerable, and it is clear as the scene proceeds that,
         at least initially, visiting a psychiatrist makes him feel even more so, especially
         when he realizes that the psychiatrist is an attractive woman who is ostensibly out
         of the reach of his considerable sexual magnetism.
      

      
      Ultimately, however, what makes the allegory of this opening exchange between Tony
         and the statue particularly effective is that it is so ineffective, thus becoming a sort of meta-allegory of just how hard it is to find meaning in
         today’s world. As an allegorical expression of Tony’s feeling of unaccustomed weakness
         and emasculation, the statue works perfectly well. But it is also facile, gratuitous,
         and superficial—a gimmick, really, a stunt. It adds very little in the way of any
         sort of deep significance to the episode in which it appears. This scene seems to
         want to suggest that Tony is attempting to read the statue in order to discover some
         profound secret about the nature of the feminine, but no such secret is revealed,
         either to him or to us. There’s just no there there. As Dana Polan notes, this scene is emblematic of the way The Sopranos often “flings seeming symbols at the viewer but then disarms the act of interpretation
         by making the symbols reveal nothing” (125). Characters in The Sopranos are, in fact, constantly attempting to read sculptures, paintings, films, books,
         and other signs in an attempt to uncover hidden meanings, only to find their efforts
         consistently thwarted. And viewers, of course, have a similar experience.
      

      
      For Polan, The Sopranos “tantalizes with suggestions of hidden significance, only to show the quest for profound
         understanding as more than a bit ridiculous and pretentious” (125). This teasing of
         the viewer with possible “deep” readings that turn out to be unjustified is part of
         what makes The Sopranos a postmodernist artifact.[13]   But this interpretive play with the possibility (or impossibility) that the truth
         lies deep beneath the surface in the contemporary world is also a crucial component
         of the series’ dialogue with psychotherapy and (particularly) psychoanalysis, perhaps
         the central examples of depth-based reading in modern Western culture. Thus, characters
         (and viewers) who struggle to excavate hidden meanings find themselves very much in
         the same position as the psychoanalyst Melfi, struggling to dig beneath the surface
         of the visible evidence to find the hidden truth behind and beneath it.
      

      
      That such meanings are not typically found might certainly be taken as a criticism
         of psychoanalysis itself—and it is that. Melfi, after all, seldom gets beyond psychiatric
         clichés in her diagnoses of Tony’s problems, most of which are attributed by her to
         the machinations of his horrific mother. Still, while the shortcomings of therapy
         are certainly criticized, and its depth-based model of reading is shown to be out
         of step with the postmodern world, the very demonstration of the ineffectiveness of
         the psychotherapeutic approach can also be taken as an effective criticism of that
         world and as a demonstration of its superficiality, as well as a suggestion that it
         is precisely a process of digging beneath the surface that is needed to get beyond
         that superficiality and reveal the nefarious workings of the capitalist ideology that
         lies there.
      

      
      
         
            1. See David Healy’s Let Them Eat Prozac for a skeptical analysis that challenges this simplistic chemical model.
               

            

         

         
            2. Drug dealing, especially of heroin, is generally carried out in The Sopranos by Puerto Ricans or African Americans, and heroin dealing is thus part of the complex
                  representation of race and ethnicity in the series. When a “respectable” Italian gangster
                  such as Big Pussy Bonpensiero deals heroin, it is presented as a shameful activity
                  that leads directly to his demise.
               

            

         

         
            3. In episode 4.10 (“The Strong, Silent Type,” November 17, 2002), when Tony and others
                  finally act to intervene in Christopher’s drug addiction, eventually pushing him into
                  rehab, we learn that one of the effects of Christopher’s drug habit is that he is
                  no longer “able to function as a man,” thus reinforcing the motif that his heroin
                  addiction is a sign of weakness and emasculation.
               

            

         

         
            4. Tony does react angrily when Meadow confesses, in the classic episode 1.5 (“College,”
                  February 7, 1999). He never does learn that she got the drugs from Christopher, though
                  he does, ironically, eventually kill his “nephew.”
               

            

         

         
            5. Granted, Tony is convinced that his therapy is a major reason why his own mother and
                  his Uncle Junior plot to kill him during the first season—along with Junior’s bitterness
                  about Tony spreading rumors of his uncle’s sexual proclivities. This suspicion—which
                  leads, in the season’s final episode, to Tony’s memorable declaration that “cunnilingus
                  and psychiatry brought us to this”—is never really quite confirmed in the series.
               

            

         

         
            6. Later in the series, A. J. does seek therapy, after his worsening troubles have driven
                  him to a suicide attempt.
               

            

         

         
            7. There were even concerns, foreshadowing those of Tony Soprano, that psychoanalysis
                  was undermining the virility of American males. See Gontard (in a book published in
                  1940) for a sweeping critique of psychoanalysis that includes such a claim.
               

            

         

         
            8. For a cultural history of psychotherapy in the United States that, among other things,
                  relates the emergence of these new postwar forms of psychotherapy to the growth of
                  American consumerism during those years, see Cushman.
               

            

         

         
            9. On the amazing marketing success of Valium, see Calcaterra and Barrow.

            

         

         
            10. For a typical critique of the claims made for stimulants such as Ritalin for treatment
                  of hyperactivity and attention deficit disorders, see Breggin.
               

            

         

         
            11. For a history of psychotherapy in America that pays particular attention to its role
                  in popular culture, see Samuel.
               

            

         

         
            12. In this sense, the film resembles Thomas Szasz’s longtime libertarian critique of
                  the psychiatric establishment as enabling the control of citizens by the “therapeutic
                  state.” The Myth of Mental Illness established his basic concerns as early as 1961, and he continued the critique for
                  the next half-century, expanding it to other forms of medicine as well, as outlined
                  in his late collection, The Medicalization of Everyday Life.
               

            

         

         
            13. For Jameson, superficiality is a key aspect of postmodernist culture. This does not
                  mean that nothing lies beneath the surface of the phenomena (cultural or otherwise)
                  that we observe in the everyday world. It simply means that the culture produced in
                  the era of postmodernism does not invite or overtly repay depth-based readings.
               

            

         

      

   
      Chapter 9

      The Sopranos and the Decline of the American Family
      

      
         
         
      

      
      A trailer run on HBO in 1998 to announce the upcoming premiere of The Sopranos introduces Tony Soprano and his two families (one criminal, one domestic), ending
         with his declaration that “sometimes I think if one family doesn’t kill me, the other
         family will.” Family is, indeed, the central metaphor of The Sopranos, and the decline of the American family is one of the central narratives that informs
         the historical arc of loss and decay in the series. For example, the psychotherapy
         that Tony Soprano undergoes—like psychotherapy in general—often focuses on the role
         of his family in his life, a role that is decidedly problematic. Indeed, if the traditional
         notion of the crime organization as a loyalty-driven family unit no longer functions
         very effectively in The Sopranos, the conventional domestic families of the series don’t seem to function much better.
         Tony Soprano’s marriage is seriously troubled, partly because of the series of mistresses
         that overtly call into question the lip service that he periodically gives to traditional
         family values. His kids drive him crazy, especially because his lone male heir is
         clearly unsuited to carry on the family business after his father is gone. And Tony’s
         own parents hardly provided him with positive models for family relationships.
      

      
      Of course, it comes as no surprise that a breakdown in family functionality would
         be crucial to the general sense of crisis that is so central to The Sopranos. In one of the best-known, most-often quoted passages from The Communist Manifesto, Marx and Engels note the way in which the emphasis on constant innovation under
         capitalism tends to destroy both tradition and traditional forms of relationship:
      

      
         Constant revolutionizing of production, uninterrupted disturbance of all social conditions,
            everlasting uncertainty and agitation distinguish the bourgeois epoch from all earlier
            ones. All fixed, fast-frozen relations, with their train of ancient and venerable
            prejudice and opinions are swept away, all new-formed ones become antiquated before
            they can ossify. All that is solid melts into air, all that is holy is profaned, and
            man is at last compelled to face with sober senses, his real conditions of life, in
            his relations with his kind. (quoted in Tucker, 6)
         

      

      If, as Jameson insists, postmodernism is the cultural logic of a world in which the
         process of capitalist modernization is nearing completion, then this destruction of
         “all fixed, fast-frozen relations,” of which the traditional family would surely be
         the central example, should be reaching its conclusion. And if, as we insist, The Sopranos is a quintessential work of postmodernism, then family relations of all kinds should
         be under siege in this series.
      

      
      Tony Soprano as Godfather

      
      Tony Soprano desperately attempts to enact the metaphor of the criminal organization
         as family unit that had been so central to Mafia history and that was so crucial in
         the Godfather films that Tony and his fellow gangsters hold in such high regard. This form of organization,
         of course, is a direct appeal to the traditions that Marx and Engels see as being
         destroyed by capitalism. So, given that Tony is such a dedicated capitalist, there
         would seem to be little chance that he would succeed in playing the role of godfather.
         Indeed, the only person in The Sopranos who ever calls Tony “godfather” is the aging gangster Feech La Manna (Robert Loggia),
         who joins the Soprano crew in episode 5.4 (“All Happy Families,” March 28, 2004),
         after having just served twenty years in prison. Yet even La Manna, who ostensibly
         employs the moniker as a sign of respect, might use it with a certain sense of irony,
         given that he and Tony never really see eye to eye. Tony isn’t impressed by the old
         man’s “respect,” nor is he pleased with the old man’s insistence on doing things his
         own way—so Tony comes up with a plan to frame La Manna and have him sent back to prison
         for violating his parole. So much for family-style respect for one’s elders.
      

      
      Indeed, the Soprano crime organization never functions very much like a family. Instead,
         it is more of an every-man-for-himself free-for-all, with anyone willing to betray
         anyone in the quest to get their own way—which generally means a quest to make more
         money. Here, the crime family once again mirrors the capitalist ideology of postwar
         America as a whole. Gregory Desilet, introducing his chapter on The Sopranos in a book on violence in recent American film and television, notes that the series
         responds to a decades-long trend in American society toward greater and greater emphasis
         on individualism, toward “a new emphasis on acquiring an identity apart from family
         or group affiliation—an identity unique to a personal self and for which that self
         is entirely responsible” (115).
      

      
      Desilet here may underestimate the extent to which the prevailing ideology of the
         United States was individualist all along, but he is certainly correct in noting a
         historical tendency that helps to explain the breakdown in organized crime over the
         second half of the twentieth century, though the impact of the RICO Act (1970)[1]   and mandatory sentencing initiatives should be factored in as well. In any case,
         knowing that he cannot depend on the loyalty of the members of his crime family, Tony
         hopes to fall back on traditional family ties in an attempt to keep his organization
         running after he is gone. The trend noted by Desilet, however, suggests that this
         strategy was doomed to failure from the beginning.
      

      
      Tony has only one son, Anthony Jr., but this one is hardly a second Tony Soprano—which
         might explain why he is generally referred to as “A. J.,” rather than as “Tony Jr.”
         Indeed, Tony is well aware that his son—small, sensitive, and lacking motivation—could
         never run a criminal organization like that managed by Tony himself. So Tony, in desperation,
         seeks to groom young Christopher Moltisanti as his successor, consistently referring
         to Christopher as his “nephew,” even though the younger man is in fact merely a distant
         relation of Carmela Soprano and not related to Tony himself by blood. Nevertheless,
         Tony hopes that Christopher, who is almost comically (but ultimately tragically) inept
         at virtually everything, will somehow get his act together and become able to step
         into Tony’s shoes. By the end of the series, however, Tony has killed Christopher
         (putting him out of both his and Tony’s misery), and there is no one left in the organization
         that Tony can truly trust to take over for him.
      

      
      Tony’s lack of an heir to the throne of his criminal empire can be taken as one of
         many signs in the series that American society is reaching a number of endpoints as
         the twenty-first century begins. Indeed, while Tony may or may not survive the series,
         at least two other crime bosses do die in the course of the events of The Sopranos. One of these is Jackie Aprile Sr. (Michael Rispoli), Tony’s own boss at the time.
         Jackie has a son who is eager to enter a life of crime (and might even have some aptitude
         for it), but Jackie Sr., is determined that his son will not have such a life. When
         he dies (of cancer), Tony is left with the responsibility of seeing to it that Jackie
         Jr. (Jason Cerbone) does not become a gangster, a task he ironically fulfills in a
         grim way by allowing the young man to be killed in a mob hit. The other family boss
         to die in the series is Carmine Lupertazzi Sr. (Tony Lipp), the head of one of New
         York’s Five Families. He also leaves a son, Carmine Jr. (Ray Abruzzo), known in the
         series as “Little Carmine.”[2]   The dim-witted Little Carmine attempts to take over in the wake of his father’s
         death (from a stroke), but he has neither the brains nor the temperament for such
         an undertaking. He ultimately backs away from a bloody power struggle with John Sacrimoni,
         his father’s underboss, and then again fails to take power when Sacrimoni dies of
         cancer, this time deciding he does not even want to compete for the position of boss,
         preferring to concentrate on his other business interests, such as producing pornographic
         films. In a series in which the historical narrative of movement from the present
         into the future is portrayed as literally unimaginable, smooth succession from the
         present generation to the next would clearly be out of place.
      

      
      Tony Soprano as Father

      
      If Tony Soprano does not function as a traditional Mafia godfather in the vein of
         Vito Corleone, one of the key ingredients that makes The Sopranos so compelling is Tony’s struggle to at least be an adequate father in his own family
         at home. Thus, in a detailed exploration of the role of family in the construction
         of Tony’s personal ethical code, Scott Wilson concludes that, while Tony is clearly
         a very bad man while on the job, he is often a very good man when it comes to trying
         to fulfill his obligations to his family. He is especially determined to do right
         by his children, a task, of course, that can be difficult for anyone, even if they
         are not a mob boss. This is especially true amid the complexities of American society
         at the beginning of the twenty-first century, and Tony has the usual battles with
         trying to keep his children in school, away from drugs, and generally on track. In
         his case, of course, the whole task of parenthood is made more difficult by his own
         morally problematic position, forcing him often to take a do-what-I-say-not-what-I-do
         approach that his children do not always find convincing, especially as they become
         more and more aware of what their father actually does for a living.
      

      
      Whatever else one can say about Tony Soprano, it is clear that he loves his children,
         a fact that is established early on in the series. In episode 1.3 (“Denial, Anger,
         Acceptance,” January 24, 1999) Tony is moved to tears (something we are told, multiple
         times in the series, is generally frowned upon by the macho culture of Italian American
         gangsters) by Meadow’s singing at a school chorus recital. In the pivotal “College”
         episode (1.5, February 7, 1999), we see Tony accompany Meadow on a road trip around
         Maine as they visit various colleges to which Meadow is considering applying. The
         trip is a definite bonding experience for father and daughter, as they share secrets
         they have never shared before. For his part, Tony admits, under Meadow’s questioning,
         that he might be involved in a certain amount of criminal activity. For her part,
         Meadow confesses over dinner that she and some friends have been doing speed to help
         them cope with schoolwork, the SATs, and “the general pressures of life.” Tony’s response
         (“I oughtta slap the shit outta you”) might not be ideal parenting, but it isn’t all
         that far outside what any father might say. Moreover, the fact is that he doesn’t slap the shit out of her. Instead, he ultimately tells her he is glad she told him
         and the moment clearly brings the two of them closer together. Soon afterward, however,
         Meadow again disappoints her father by getting drunk with some girls from Colby College,
         though Tony is again quite understanding as he takes care of his drunken (and, later,
         hungover) daughter.
      

      
      Of course, one reason why Tony cannot be strong in his condemnation of Meadow’s behavior
         is that she partly got into this situation because Tony left her unsupervised so that
         he could attend to a business matter while on the trip, much like any workaholic parent
         might do. In Tony’s case, however, the business involves the fact that he has spotted
         Fabian Petrulio (Tony Ray Rossi), a former gangster who informed against the mob and
         then went into the Federal Witness Protection program years earlier. Indeed, what
         makes this episode one of the central moments of the entire series is that the heartwarming
         father–daughter moments of the episode are continually interrupted by Tony’s stalking
         (and eventual garroting) of Petrulio. The double nature of Tony’s family obligations
         is never made more clear in the series than here: one moment he is tenderly comforting
         his daughter, the next moment he is brutally strangling a former professional associate
         who betrayed him and the mob.
      

      
      Tony also tends to cut Meadow a great deal of slack throughout the series partly because
         she is, in large measure, an ideal daughter. She might be a bit more liberal-minded
         than her father would like (and might get intoxicated a little too often), but she
         is generally a responsible young woman who works hard and does well in school. In
         fact, were it not for her gender (and the strongly patriarchal nature of the business
         Tony is in), Meadow would clearly be more suited to follow in her father’s footsteps
         than is her brother A. J.
      

      
      The difference between Meadow and A. J. can perhaps best be summed up by the fact
         that, if Tony’s strongest moment of emotion concerning Meadow involves her positive
         achievements as a singer, his most emotional moment with A. J. occurs after the boy,
         overwhelmed by a sense that life is pointless and meaningless, attempts to commit
         suicide in episode 6.19 (“The Second Coming,” May 20, 2007) by drowning himself in
         the family pool. Tony himself saves A. J., though this rescue is largely enabled by
         the fact that A. J. bungles the suicide attempt—like he does pretty much everything
         else.[3]  
      

      
      Tony’s relationship with his son A. J. is made particularly problematic by his sense,
         as he explains to Melfi in episode 1.7 (“Down Neck,” February 21, 1999), that he wants
         his son to be proud of him, but doesn’t want his son to be like him. Still, given his own family background, he is afraid that the boy somehow has
         gangsterhood built into his genes, just as Tony himself might have inherited his criminal
         tendencies from his own father. “You’re born to this shit,” he tells Melfi in “Down
         Neck.” “You are what you are.” Melfi responds that “this is America,” where people
         have choices, but Tony is clearly unconvinced, feeling that his path may have been
         preordained by his father’s choices—an insight made even more problematic by his sense
         that his father himself had relatively little freedom of choice given the role played
         by Tony’s domineering and histrionic mother.
      

      
      It is, in fact, one of Tony’s great disappointments that A. J. seems to be such an
         inadequate heir, even though Tony also frequently claims that he does not want his
         children to follow him into a life of crime. He does want an heir, though, which is
         why he designates Moltisanti for the role.[4]   Tony clearly loves his son, but is continually exasperated by the boy’s poor performance
         and frequent misbehavior at school, general lack of direction, and even small stature.
         On the other hand, Tony responds like any proud poppa (maybe even excessively so)
         when A. J. experiences brief moments of what Tony regards as success. In episode 3.3
         (“Fortunate Son,” March 11, 2001) A. J. has a momentary triumph on the football field
         and is elevated to defensive captain of his high school team. Tony is thrilled, as
         one might expect, and A. J.’s athletic achievements lead to a high point in his relationship
         with his father, though the experience is somewhat undercut by the fact that the pressures
         of being captain lead A. J. to have a panic attack of his own, causing Tony to worry
         that the condition could be hereditary and that he may have passed it on to his son.
      

      
      Meanwhile, Tony plays the father figure in this episode in other ways as well, including
         an attempt to look out for young Jackie Aprile Jr. to whom he has been serving as
         a sort of surrogate father in the wake of the death of Jackie Aprile, Sr., Tony’s
         old boss. The elder Aprile was determined that his son would not follow him into a
         life of crime, and Tony has promised to try to keep young Jackie out of the mob, despite
         the fact that Jackie himself is vehemently determined to follow in his father’s professional
         footsteps. Young Jackie’s behavior becomes increasingly problematic as he embarks
         on a crime spree in an effort to shoehorn his way into the mob despite his father’s
         (and Tony’s) opposition to the idea. Meanwhile, Jackie’s conduct becomes even more
         troublesome from Tony’s point of view because he develops a romantic connection with
         Meadow—a connection that does not, apparently, curb his appetite for drugs and hookers.
         As a result, Tony gives up his role as father-protector to the young man and gives
         his tacit approval for the killing of Jackie by Ralph Cifaretto in episode 3.13 (“Army
         of One,” May 20, 2001). Dating a mobster’s daughter has its dangers, and the third
         season closes with one of Tony’s most morally problematic moments—especially as the
         pivotal crime that got Jackie whacked was inspired by an escapade in Tony’s own youth.
         Acting to protect his daughter (and his family business), Tony has seriously failed
         in his effort to be a father figure to young Jackie and to treat his business as an
         extended family.
      

      
      Of course, Tony is not the only father figure we see in The Sopranos, and few of the other fathers in the series function any better than he does. Even
         Ralph Cifaretto, perhaps the most despicable and psychopathic character in the entire
         series, is shown as a (sometimes) loving father, though he is a very ineffective one
         whose love for his son Jason, for example, only manifests itself after the boy lies
         near death in a hospital bed, but hardly seems visible under normal circumstances.
         Meanwhile, Cifaretto joins Tony as a surrogate father for Jackie Aprile Jr. yet is
         the one who directly orders young Jackie’s killing—which is actually performed by
         Vito Spatafore, a member of Cifaretto’s crew who is also a father (and seemingly a
         relatively good one, by mobster standards), but who is essentially removed from that
         role when it is discovered that he is gay.
      

      
      The general dysfunctionality of fathers in the series can be taken as a marker of
         the contemporary collapse in conventional authority that is key to the sense of social
         breakdown that pervades the entire series. In this world, it is difficult to rely
         on anyone, even those one should conventionally be able to trust without question—like parents.
         It is thus perfectly in keeping with the treatment of parenthood in the rest of the
         series that Paulie Walnuts, a gangster who never even knew his father but has long
         been excessively devoted to his mother, eventually discovers that the woman he thought was his mother is actually his aunt, who took him in when her sister, his real mother,
         shamefully (for the 1940s) gave birth out of wedlock. His real mother then entered
         a nunnery.
      

      
      In The Sopranos you can’t even depend on your parents to be your parents. Meanwhile, even nuns cannot be trusted in the series, and the same goes
         for priests, perhaps more so. The seminal “College” episode, for example, is made
         even richer (and the problematic nature of Sopranos family values made even more clear)
         by the fact that the scenes from Maine are brilliantly intercut with ones of Carmela
         back home being given a rather erotic communion (and nearly being seduced) by Father
         Phil Intintola. Fathers are problematic in all sorts of ways in this episode, and
         Father Phil (like priests in general in the series) tends to be a particularly weak
         spiritual guide and metaphorical father figure. Similarly, A. J.’s guidance counselor,
         Robert Wegler, often seems more interested in seducing the boy’s mother than in dispensing
         genuinely useful advice to A. J. And, as we will discuss in a later chapter, figures
         of conventional authority such as the FBI agents charged with “protecting” society
         from gangsters like Tony and his crew hardly seem much more preferable than the gangsters
         themselves.
      

      
      Tony Soprano as Son

      
      In the incredibly dense pilot episode of The Sopranos, which introduces so many of its basic concerns, Carmela Soprano complains to Tony
         at dinner that their daughter Meadow seems to hate her. Tony just shakes his head
         and tries to reassure her: “Mothers and their daughters. She’ll come back to you.”
         The Sopranos, however, is really more about mothers and sons, and particularly, at least in the early seasons, about the strained relationship
         between Tony and his mother Livia, a difficult woman if there ever was one. As a result,
         Melfi consistently identifies Tony’s unloving and narcissistic mother as the principal
         source of the psychological problems that have driven him into depression and panic
         attacks. In doing so, she is of course largely just following her training—and to
         an extent repeating obvious clichés that are not really particularly helpful. But
         Tony’s mother (who, after all, tacitly gives the go-ahead for her son’s murder early
         in the series) certainly provides the therapist with plenty of ammunition.
      

      
      Tony, always looking for answers, at first scoffs at the Freudian implications of
         Melfi’s emphasis on the role of his mother in his life, but quickly comes to accept
         the diagnosis that Livia might indeed be a big part of his problem. It is certainly
         the case that the flashback scenes we see of Tony’s childhood home life suggest that
         Livia, even then, was a dominating harpy who made everyone around her miserable. In
         “Down Neck” Tony relates to Melfi a moment (which we see in flashback) when Livia
         threatened to stick a fork in the eye of her eight- or nine-year-old son.
      

      
      In another flashback in the same episode, we witness another violent threat when Tony’s
         father announces that he wants to move to Reno to manage a supper club that is being
         opened by a professional acquaintance. Livia dismisses the whole idea out of hand,
         leading Johnny to announce that he’ll just take the kids and go there without her.
         Livia histrionically declares, with a frightened Tony looking on, that “I’d rather
         smother them with a pillow than take them to Nevada.” She, of course, gets her way—as,
         one gets the impression, she nearly always did. “My dad was tough,” he tells Melfi
         during their first session in the pilot episode. “He ran his own crew. Guy like that,
         and my mother wore him down to a little nub. He was a squeaking little gerbil when
         he died.”
      

      
      By episode 3.3 (“Fortunate Son,” March 11, 2001), Tony is clearly engaged with Melfi’s
         psychotherapeutic thinking, contributing analyses of his own. He tells her about (and
         we see in a flashback) a time when he was eleven and saw his father go in Satriale’s
         butcher shop and cut off the finger of the butcher, who owed him money. When Melfi
         says that must have been very traumatic, Tony claims that it was “a rush.” Then he
         relates witnessing a rather erotic encounter between his parents as they prepared
         to eat a cut of meat from Satriale’s. “The lady loves her meat,” says Johnny winkingly
         to his kids, and the inappropriate double entendre causes eleven-year-old Tony immediately
         to collapse from his first panic attack, hitting his head. Stirred to thought by the
         memory, Tony actively works with Melfi to explore the possibility that his mother’s
         quasi-sexual love of meat (he suggests that his poor father probably only got laid
         when the periodic free meat delivery from Satriale’s came in) helps to explain Tony’s
         problematic relationship with food—and the fact that eating capicola recently triggered
         another attack.
      

      
      By the penultimate episode of the second season—episode 2.12 (“The Knight in White
         Satin Armor,” April 2, 2000)—Tony had already warmed to the idea of psychotherapy
         and was even sharing Melfi’s insights about their mother with his sister Janice. As
         she prepares to beat a hasty retreat out of New Jersey in the wake of her killing
         of her fiancé (whose body Tony had to dispose of using his professional skills), she
         asks her brother, “What’s wrong with our family, Tony?” Tony’s response is telling:
         “I go to a shrink. She tells me that our mother has a narcissistic personality. Why
         she turned out that way, who the fuck knows? That’s not all the shrink says. She says
         that ma is a person who was incapable of experiencing joy. And dad, all he did was
         experience joy.” He then recommends that Janice herself might find it helpful to go
         back into therapy, given that she had the same mother.
      

      
      And what a mother. Livia Soprano is unremittingly negative about everything, able
         to see the dark side of any situation. As her brother-in-law Junior Soprano puts it,
         she is “like the woman with a Virginia ham under each arm, crying ’cause she hasn’t
         got any bread.” In episode 2.7 (“D-Girl,” February 27, 2000) A. J. is suffering an
         existential crisis as he pays a visit to Livia in the “retirement community” where
         Tony has recently placed her (a community, incidentally, where several gangsters have
         recently placed their mothers so that they can hold meetings there on the pretense
         of visiting their beloved parents).[5]   Perhaps hoping that the older woman can provide some helpful wisdom, A. J. shares
         with Livia his growing fear that life might be meaningless. Instead of responding
         with reassurances as one might expect a conventional kindly old grandmother to do,
         Livia merely affirms his fears and tells him to get used to it: “It’s all a big nothing,”
         she grouses. “What makes you so special?”
      

      
      Episode 3.2 (“Proshai, Livushka,” March 4, 2001), the episode in which Livia suddenly
         dies, is one of the emotional cruxes of the entire series—though Tony’s powerful response
         to the death of his mother comes about more because he realizes he is glad she is
         dead than because he suddenly realizes that she wasn’t so bad after all. Nevertheless,
         in another example of the waning of affect that Jameson associates with postmodernism,
         Tony spends most of the episode performing his “grief” as if from a prepared script.
         Thus, when he informs his children of their grandmother’s death, he has an attack
         of sentimentality and assures his kids (though rather unconvincingly) that their grandmother
         loved both of them very much. Those around him seem to be performing from the same
         script, as when the crew comforts Tony with clichés, and he responds in kind. “We
         all know how much you loved her,” says Silvio Dante. “What are you gonna do?” responds
         Tony. “At least she didn’t suffer.”[6]  
      

      
      Tony is furious with his sister Janice when she doesn’t want to return to New Jersey
         to attend Livia’s funeral. Tony then agrees to pay her plane fare for the trip back,
         but only one seat, coach, carrying out what he sees as his family obligation, but
         only grudgingly. He confesses to Melfi: “I’m glad she’s dead. Not just glad. I wished
         . . . when I heard she was dead, relief flooded into my veins.” Then he feels guilty
         for being a bad son, but rethinks: “Why the fuck should I be a good son to that fucking
         demented old bat?” Tony’s opinion of his mother here, incidentally, is shared by Carmela.
         Livia’s wake turns into a fiasco (largely because of Janice’s attempts to take charge
         of the proceedings in her inimitably phony way), leading Carmela to excoriate everyone
         for the hypocrisy of extolling the virtues of a woman who was such a horror.
      

      
      If Tony’s therapy ultimately points him toward his unloving mother as the most important
         source of his psychological problems, it also causes him to give a bit more thought
         to the role of his father. In “Down Neck,” for example, Tony discusses with Melfi
         his fears that A. J.’s recent misbehavior at school might have been influenced by
         “genetical” factors or, at least, by the kind of work that his father does. Melfi
         asks him if he blames his own gangster father for the fact that he himself became
         a gangster. “Yeah, sometimes I think about what life might have been like if my father
         hadn’t got mixed up in the things he got mixed up in. How life would have been different.
         Maybe I’d be selling patio furniture in San Diego or whatever.”
      

      
      Ultimately, however, Tony tends to act as an apologist for his father, whom he sees
         as a sort of anti-Livia. Tony has followed in his father’s professional footsteps
         (but with greater success), and it is clear that he very much identifies with his
         father. In order better to cope with the realities of life as a gangster, he must
         ultimately seek a positive view of his father’s life as a gangster. Tellingly, however, Tony tries very hard not to follow the example set by his father as a parent, adopting a very different style in his approach to his own children. He also adopts
         a different style as a spouse—attempting to recognize changing times by being less
         domineering with respect to his wife Carmela, while also attempting to avoid the reversal
         that had allowed his mother ultimately to dominate his father.
      

      
      Tony Soprano as Husband

      
      In the cataclysmic final episode of the fourth season (“Whitecaps,” December 8, 2002),
         Carmela receives a drunken phone call from Tony’s former mistress Irina, who informs
         Mrs. Soprano that she used to have sex with her husband. Carmela, of course, already
         knew about Irina, so the fact that Irina places her sexual contact with Tony in past
         tense should, if anything, be reassuring, verifying Tony’s claim that the affair is
         over. The problem is that Carmela has recently found a fake fingernail (belonging,
         unbeknownst to Carmela, to Tony’s new mistress, Valentina La Paz), so she is already
         upset and suspicious. To make matters worse, Irina informs Carmela that Tony has also
         had a sexual relationship with Irina’s one-legged cousin, Svetlana, during the time
         when Svetlana was serving as nurse to the ailing (and, as it turned out, dying) Livia
         Soprano. For Carmela, this is the last humiliating straw, so she furiously throws
         Tony out of the house and demands a divorce.
      

      
      This event caps the fourth season and leads to a fifth season that is built around
         the separation (and, seemingly, the impending divorce) of the Sopranos. This outcome
         in itself is something that Tony finds almost unthinkable. As he puts it to his estranged
         wife in the opening episode of season 5 (“The Two Tonys,” March 7, 2004), “What do
         you think, you’re the only Catholic here, Carmela? I’m old school. I don’t believe
         in this separation shit, and—and divorce.” In this declaration, Tony is appealing
         to traditional Catholic values, though it is also clear that his opposition to the
         idea of divorce has to do with things like concerns over protecting his financial
         assets. Indeed, the marriage of the Sopranos over the course of the first three seasons
         includes a strong component of economic competition, as each maneuvers to get into
         a stronger financial position relative to the other. There is no question at all that
         Tony’s coldly calculated maneuver to ensure that Carmela cannot get a top divorce
         lawyer (by consulting with all of the top lawyers in the area himself before she can
         get to them, thus creating a conflict of interest) is not an attempt to save the marriage
         so much as an attempt to save his assets from loss in any divorce that might occur.
         When he realizes that Carmela has found an attorney anyway, and that she plans aggressively
         to pursue an equitable distribution of their marital assets, Tony (for whom everything,
         ultimately, is about money) complains with outrage when he meets with Carmela over
         dinner in episode 5.9 (“Unidentified Black Males,” May 2, 2004).
      

      
      Of course, Tony again plays the Italian/Catholic card, noting in this same conversation
         that, “First of all, we’re Italian. We don’t believe in divorce. We believe in the
         nuclear family.” Tony—who had earlier accused Carmela of only being a good Catholic
         when it happened to be convenient—is clearly doing the same thing here. For her part,
         Carmela learns during the course of her separation from Tony that it is not so easy
         to be the ex-wife of a mob boss, and it is clear that her own eventual return to the
         marriage comes about at least partly because she has little success in pursuing romantic
         fulfillment in her new life apart from Tony. When Tony and Carmela do get back together—in
         episode 5.12 (“Long Term Parking,” May 23, 2004)—it is only after extensive negotiations
         that included Tony’s agreement to front Carmela $600,000 so that she can build a “spec”
         house and then sell it for a profit. Indeed, while the title of this episode might
         refer primarily to Christopher leaving a car belonging to the murdered Adriana La
         Cerva in the long-term lot at the airport, it also suggests the way in which the Soprano
         marriage, far from being an idyllic romance with genuine emotional commitment, is
         a sort of place in which the two partners have decided to park themselves for the
         long term for their mutual benefit.
      

      
      Soon afterward, the Soprano reconciliation is cemented by Carmela’s genuine concern
         for Tony when he is shot and nearly killed (by the same uncle who had planned—with
         Livia’s approval—to have Tony killed in the first season). However, Tony and Carmela
         have hardly solved their marital problems, and by episode 6.16 (“Chasing It,” April
         29, 2007), they have a violent confrontation over that same spec house. Struggling
         from a series of gambling losses (after having been warned in childhood by his father
         never to gamble), Tony is furious when Carmela sells her spec house (to her own cousin,
         despite some questionable construction) at a profit, but refuses to share the proceeds
         with her husband, despite the fact that he fronted her the money to build it. Family
         loyalties never seem to run as deep as the quest for profit in The Sopranos.
      

      
      The dysfunctional family relationships that are depicted in The Sopranos might, at first glance, appear to resonate with the religion-fueled, right-wing “family
         values” movement that had for some time (since the Reagan administration of the 1980s)
         been gaining momentum in American politics at the time the series premiered at the
         beginning of 1999. Indeed, except for a general tendency toward homophobia, the lifestyles
         of the gangsters in The Sopranos seem to be the virtual embodiments of everything the fundamentalist Christian agendas
         of organizations such as the American Family Association found wrong with American
         society at the end of the twentieth century. Then again, one could argue that the
         series itself is such an embodiment.[7]   It is certainly the case, as we will discuss in the next two chapters, that the
         breakdown of the traditional family structure in The Sopranos has a great deal to do with a breakdown in traditional gender roles—something about
         which conservative Christian groups have been particularly alarmed in recent years.
         However, one thing is clear: if anything, the series does not imply that the immoral
         behavior of Tony Soprano and his fellow gangsters (and family members) is un-American
         so much as it implies that it is all too American. The every-man-for-himself world
         of The Sopranos represents not a decline in traditional American values so much as their ultimate
         and logical triumph.
      

      
      
         
            1. The Racketeer Influenced and Corrupt Organizations Act (RICO), passed by Congress
                  and signed into law by President Richard Nixon in 1970, gave the government greatly
                  increased abilities to prosecute individuals for organized crime activity. It would
                  not be until the conviction of Genovese Family boss Frank “Funzi” Tieri in 1980 that
                  a major Mafia boss would be convicted under the act, but such convictions became much
                  more common in the 1980s, to some extent making mob bosses appear more vulnerable
                  and perhaps helping to clear the way for films such as Goodfellas and series such as The Sopranos.
               

            

         

         
            2. The fact that the crime bosses featured prominently in The Sopranos tend to have sons who are “juniors” can be taken as an indication of their initial
                  intentions to have their sons follow in their footsteps. That none of these juniors
                  ultimately fulfill this plan is a marker of the breakdown in tradition that informs
                  virtually every aspect of the series.
               

            

         

         
            3. The title of this episode ostensibly refers to W. B. Yeats’s (or “Yeets,” as A. J.
                  puts it) poem, “The Second Coming,” the apocalyptic imagery of which influences A.
                  J.’s decision to end it all. The title of the poem, moreover, references the expected
                  second coming of Christ, so that by extension, the title of the episode refers to
                  the fact that A. J. is brought back to life, making his father Tony an ironic figure
                  of God.
               

            

         

         
            4. By the end of the series, incidentally, Meadow seems headed for a career with a law
                  firm that specializes in defending gangsters, indicating the extent to which, were
                  it not for her gender, she might have made a suitable heir to Tony’s throne. In this
                  she might resemble her grandmother. As Tony tells Livia in “Down Neck,” “If you’d
                  been born after those feminists, you woulda been the real gangster.”
               

            

         

         
            5. In this they apparently carry on a time-honored tradition of using their family members
                  for cover. In “Down Neck,” for example, we learn that Tony’s father and his cronies
                  used to take their daughters to a local amusement park so that they could meet there
                  to conduct their criminal business.
               

            

         

         
            6. For a more detailed exploration of the debased status of the emotions in postmodern
                  society, see Meštrovič.
               

            

         

         
            7. For an opposed view—that the series actually promotes good Christian values—see Seay.
               

            

         

      

   
      Chapter 10

      The Sopranos and the Decline of American Manhood
      

      
         
         
      

      
      In the pilot episode of The Sopranos, Tony Soprano expresses to Jennifer Melfi his belief that American masculinity is
         in decline as part of an ominous crisis that he senses in American society as a whole.
         For Tony, the key figure here is actor Gary Cooper, long regarded as a paragon of
         American manhood, but now a figure whose iconic image is receding into the dustbin
         of history. “Nowadays,” he tells Melfi, “everybody’s gotta go to shrinks, and counselors,
         and go on Sally Jessy Raphael and talk about their problems. Whatever happened to Gary Cooper? The strong, silent
         type. That was an American. He wasn’t in touch with his feelings. He just did what
         he had to do. See, what they didn’t know was once they got Gary Cooper in touch with
         his feelings that they wouldn’t be able to shut him up! And then it’s dysfunction
         this, and dysfunction that, and dysfunction va fangool!” For Tony Soprano, patriarch
         of his disorganized suburban domestic family and of his organized crime family, the
         crisis in contemporary authority that he sees in the world around him is very much
         a crisis in patriarchy.
      

      
      Melfi knows very well what Tony is talking about, because it affects her own problematic
         personal life as well. Just a few episodes later in 1.4 (“Meadowlands,” January 31,
         1999), the divorced psychiatrist goes on a date with mild-mannered tax lawyer Randall
         Curtin (Mark Blum). She tells him that she understands that it’s hard being a man
         these days, given the number of demands that women (and contemporary society) have
         made on men to get in touch with precisely the feelings that Tony complained about
         in relation to Gary Cooper. “I feel for you males,” says Melfi. “It’s our goddamn
         fault you don’t know how to act. We tell you to be more sensitive; you join Promise
         Keepers. We tell you to get in touch with your feelings, you run off into the woods
         in a loincloth, gunking yourself with bear fat, beating a drum.” Curtin responds with
         good humor, “You want someone who’s sensitive to your needs, but still decisive enough
         for the occasional grope in the closet.” Melfi, laughing, agrees: “Something like
         that.” 
      

      
      The good-natured banter in this scene quickly comes to an end, however, when corrupt
         cop Vin Makazian (John Heard) pulls them over, extracts Randall from the car, and
         badly beats him—simultaneously humiliating him in front of his date. What Melfi does
         not know is that Makazian is deeply involved with Tony’s criminal schemes and that
         Tony has asked the cop to keep an eye on her—though Makazian has, in fact, greatly
         exceeded Tony’s instructions in beating up the lawyer. Curtin, meanwhile, is so intimidated
         that he backs off his courtship of Melfi, partly to avoid further beatings and partly
         to avoid facing a woman who has seen him in such a humiliating position. Melfi, of
         course, is sympathetic to his plight, but (given her clear attraction to the violent
         and hyper-masculine Tony) may well have a diminished opinion of Curtin after this
         incident, in spite of herself.[1]  
      

      
      It turns out, meanwhile, that even the macho Tony fears emasculation, as we learn
         in the course of his therapy with Melfi. In episode 1.7 (“Down Neck,” February 21,
         1999) Tony tells Melfi a story from his childhood that makes it clear that he learned
         his ideas of what constitutes masculine behavior from watching his he-man father,
         including an incident in which he watched his father badly beat another man. “How
         did you feel about your father after that?” Melfi asks. Tony shrugs, “Whaddaya want
         me to say? I was glad he wasn’t a fag.” In this same conversation, Tony also relates
         that his father frequently beat him with his belt, the older man’s “favorite child
         development tool,” making it clear both that Tony learned from his father to associate
         manliness with dealing out physical violence and that his own manhood might be more
         fragile than immediately appears obvious because he himself was the recipient of so
         much of that violence as a defenseless child. Meanwhile, if Tony’s powerfully masculine
         father might have made his son feel powerless, Tony’s sense of his own masculinity
         also seems to have been damaged by the knowledge that his unloving mother was ultimately
         more powerful than his father.
      

      
      That Tony’s manhood is indeed a bit precarious can also be seen in a dream that he
         relates to Melfi during the pilot episode. In the dream his belly button is a Phillips
         head screw. He unscrews it, which causes his penis to fall off. He picks up his penis
         and tries to find the guy who used to work on his Lincoln so that the man can reattach
         the organ. Suddenly, a bird swoops down and carries off the penis. Tony wonders if
         the dream might have been caused by the fact that he just saw Hitchcock’s The Birds on cable, but the dream is obviously rich in signification. Among other things, the
         fact that Tony searches for a particular mechanic from his past to reinstall his detached
         penis is suggestive of the way in which he associates manliness with old-fashioned
         working-class values. Melfi, however, has been trained to see everything through the
         optic of family (rather than, say, the optic of class), so she immediately relates
         the dream to the ducks that Tony had described seeing in his swimming pool in an earlier
         session with her. The ducks had obviously had a strong emotional impact on Tony, and
         when Melfi reminds him of them, he begins to cry, causing him considerable embarrassment—because
         such a display is not, of course, manly. Melfi then leads Tony to see the ducks as
         an image of family and suggests that the departure of the ducks from his pool was
         a powerful experience for him because it evoked his deep-seated fear that he might
         lose his family.
      

      
      For Tony, of course, having a family means being the patriarch of that family, and
         so losing his family would, among other things, mean losing a big chunk of his manhood.
         Indeed, such motifs are part of an embedded story concerning the embattled status
         of American manhood at the turn of the millennium, one of the most obvious (and most
         talked-about) facets of the narrative of crisis and decay that underlies almost all
         of the action of The Sopranos. In this (and in so many other ways) The Sopranos obviously struck a chord, and it is no accident that Tony would be followed on television
         by a series of other characters struggling to figure out just what it means to be
         a man on the cusp of a new millennium of changing rules and changing roles. As Brett
         Martin has discussed in detail, series such as The Wire, Mad Men, Dexter, and Breaking Bad featured protagonists “whom, conventional wisdom had once insisted, Americans would
         never allow into their living rooms: unhappy, morally compromised, complicated, deeply
         human” (4). For Martin, these men were welcomed, despite their flaws, because “they
         were also men in recognizable struggle. They belonged to the species you might call
         Man Beset or Man Harried—badgered and bothered and thwarted by the modern world” (5).
      

      
      Tony is definitely a Man Beset, and what is quite often beset is his manhood itself.
         He and his criminal associates love to boast of their manliness and to disparage the
         manliness of others—either seriously or as a way of poking good-natured fun. But the
         thorough saturation of their language with graphic references to male genitalia suggests
         an uneasiness with their own masculinity, just as the extreme homophobia that most
         of them display over the course of the series indicates that their own exaggerated
         manliness may be at least partly a ruse. The macho gangsters of The Sopranos are formidable figures—but whether this in itself makes them “real” men is open to
         debate. In fact, there is very little that is real in the absolute sense about masculinity
         in The Sopranos, where hyper-masculine behavior is patently a performance, suggesting by extension the way in which gender roles are quite generally a matter
         of performance in the world at large. Masculinity in The Sopranos is, in fact, first and foremost not a matter of gender at all, but an allegorical
         stand-in for the state of crisis that informs virtually every aspect of American society
         as presented in the series.
      

      
      Breakin’ Balls: The Masculinist Language of 
The Sopranos

      
      Being a gangster in The Sopranos (and, no doubt, in the real world) can be highly stressful, so it is not surprising
         that Tony seeks so many forms of stress relief over the course of the series. One
         of the most telling of these involves the time Tony spends on his expensive boat,
         which allows him to get away from it all for just a little while, communing with the
         sea—even though he might also use the opportunity to dispose of a body or two, or
         perhaps some hot weapons. Tony’s powerful boat, of course, might also be seen as a
         sort of demonstration of (or supplement to) his embattled masculinity, something like
         an aquatic version of the fancy sports car that men of a certain age are known for
         purchasing as a sort of surrogate penis. That Tony’s boat just happens to be called
         The Stugots (derived from a Napolitano slang designation for the male genitalia, though used in
         other senses as well) would seem to verify this interpretation. Thus, when Tony cruises
         through the waters in his “my-boat-is-bigger-than-yours” craft, the meaning would
         seem to be clear, the name of the boat serving as a sort of exclamation point to the
         phallic statement provided by the boat itself.
      

      
      The language of the gangsters in The Sopranos is, in fact, liberally laced with such phallic significations. Throughout the series,
         for example, to have courage is described as having “balls,” a designation so symbolic
         that it can be applied either to men or to women, even if the terms of the series
         dictate that it is applied much more often to men. Thus, when it is discovered in
         episode 1.9 (“Boca,” March 7, 1999) that the local girls’ soccer coach has been having
         sex with one of his teenaged players (the team also includes Meadow Soprano and several
         daughters of the major characters), Artie Bucco openly expresses to wife Charmaine
         his hope that Tony and the gangsters of his acquaintance will exact a violent revenge.
         “If I had any balls, I’d do it myself,” he tells her. Charmaine, not one to be impressed
         by the violence of gangsters, simply responds, “You do have balls. That’s why you’re
         not like him.”
      

      
      A friend of Tony since childhood—but one who is clearly not cut out for gangster life—Artie
         often finds his balls in question in The Sopranos. It is clear that he envies the seemingly masculine courage and strength of the gangsters
         who surround him: faced with physical violence, he himself tends to be reduced to
         weakness and tears. Meanwhile, his work as a chef—though he is apparently good at
         it—certainly leaves him with few opportunities to demonstrate manliness in the way
         that Tony and his gangster associates do. On the other hand, Charmaine’s comment openly
         poses the question of whether visiting violence upon others is truly a mark of manhood,
         or whether it is in fact a sign of weakness and of an inability to deal with problems
         in a more constructive and creative way. Still, it is interesting that Artie’s restaurant
         is called “Vesuvio” and is thus named after a famous volcano, which would seem again
         to involve a form of compensation through phallic signification, the restaurant itself
         providing a sort of penile extension in the mode of Tony’s boat—or of the ubiquitous
         guns toted by the gangster characters.
      

      
      These characters constantly compete to establish their masculine superiority, whether
         it involves contests of physical violence or more subtle means. One of their favorite
         pastimes, for example, involves “breaking balls,” a sort of verbal joust in which
         one gangster tries to get the better of another by teasing and hurling insults—often
         of a very crude variety (and frequently also involving various references to the male
         genitalia). Though often good-natured (“I’m just breaking your balls” translates roughly
         to “I’m just kidding around”), these encounters are clearly matters of power and domination,
         highly phallic contests in which one gangster tries to assert his superior position.
         In this sense, breaking balls is reminiscent of the way the males of certain other
         species (squirrel monkeys are perhaps the best example) assert their dominance by
         displaying their erect penises in a threatening manner, the more impressive phallus
         presumably winning the contest (and the right to mate with females in the area).
      

      
      If “breaking balls” might thus be a ritual with ancient mammalian roots, the kind
         of competitive one-upsmanship that informs this ritual is also intimately connected
         to the logic of capitalism—the logic, after all, that drives the entire enterprise
         of organized crime. One of the ways, in fact, that Artie Bucco seems feminized in
         the series concerns the fact that his restaurant is not terribly successful financially,
         partly due to his penchant for chatting with the patrons instead of working in the
         kitchen and partly due to his inept attempts to seduce the string of international
         beauties he hires as hostesses. Interestingly enough, however, one of the most financially
         effective of all the gangsters is perhaps the least conventionally masculine of them
         all.
      

      
      From Vito Corleone to Vito Spatafore: Homophobia and the Decline of American Manhood
         in The Sopranos

      
      The masculinist language of The Sopranos prominently includes references to those of whom one disapproves as “cocksuckers,”
         a term that is quite central to the famously colorful language of the series—possibly
         the most colorful of any television series until the advent of Deadwood. As used by the various characters, “cocksucker” is roughly equivalent to something
         like “asshole,” rather than its more literal meaning, though the fundamentally homophobic
         nature of the term remains clear. Homophobic language is, in fact, ubiquitous in The Sopranos, in which gay men function as a sort of hypothetical image of precisely what the
         hyper-masculine gangsters of the series don’t want to be. Homosexuality also occasionally impinges on the series at the level of
         plot, most centrally in the story of obese gangster Vito Spatafore (Joseph R. Gannascoli),
         a capo in the Soprano crime family who also just happens to be gay.
      

      
      “Vito” (meaning “life-giving”) is, historically, a fairly common Italian name, though
         it is a bit old-fashioned these days. Of course, the very fact that the name is old-fashioned
         links it to tradition, introducing an additional irony to the fact that Vito Spatafore
         is such an untraditional gangster. Meanwhile, the name also links him to Vito Corleone,
         the epitome of gangster tradition in the high mode, and the contrast between the aristocratic
         (despite his humble origins) Corleone and the more working-class Spatafore can be
         taken as still another in the series of narratives of decline and decay that mark
         the history of the second half of the twentieth century as narrated in The Sopranos.
      

      
      If Vito Corleone is the poster boy for the Golden Age of Organized Crime that many
         characters in The Sopranos seem to believe that the 1950s must have been, then the corpulent-but-still-dangerous
         Vito Spatafore is much more typical of the organized crime business at the end of
         the century. Even more overweight than the other gangsters in the Soprano family (who
         tend to be a pretty hefty bunch), Vito does not at first glance appear to be a very
         imposing or intimidating figure—though we learn in the course of the series that he
         can, in fact, be brutally violent.[2]   What he mostly is, though, is efficient, and his highly effective oversight of
         the Soprano operations in the local construction industry has made him one of the
         family’s best “earners.” He thus functions very well in at least two different traditionally
         masculine “businesses”: gangsterism and construction. However, he is also quite literally
         a “cocksucker,” as we learn in episode 5.9 (“Unidentified Black Males,” May 2, 2004),
         when Meadow Soprano’s boyfriend Finn De Trolio (working on a construction site in
         a job acquired via nepotism) spots Vito giving oral sex to a security guard on the
         site. The fact that the conventionally masculine Finn is so terrified of Vito after
         making this discovery (at one point he even proposes marriage to Meadow in the hope
         that this association will provide him with some protection via her father) demonstrates
         how genuinely terrifying gangsters can be, but it also provides an interesting complication
         to the representation of masculinity in the series. Masculinity, among the gangsters
         of the series, is consistently associated with the ability to intimidate through violence
         (real or threatened); it is also consistently presented as the opposite of “gay.”
         Vito, by being both violently intimidating and gay (he even tends to occupy the more
         “feminine” role in his relations with other men), serves as an allegorical embodiment
         of the growing confusion of gender roles in his gangster community and in American
         society at large.
      

      
      The frightened Finn keeps his mouth shut, but Vito is finally outed in episode 6.5
         (“Mr. & Mrs. John Sacrimoni Request . . . ,” April 9, 2006), an episode that is rich
         with implications concerning the figuration of masculinity in The Sopranos. Here, Spatafore is spotted in a biker outfit that looks like it was borrowed from
         one of the Village People when some other gangsters come to make a collection in a
         gay club. Realizing that his sexuality is anathema to the culture of organized crime,
         Vito panics and flees town, eventually taking up residence in a bed and breakfast
         in a small New Hampshire town, where he claims to be a sportswriter who needs peace
         and quiet to work on a book. Much of the action of the next several episodes is taken
         up with Vito’s experiences in New Hampshire, where he has a brief fling with an ultra-masculine
         volunteer fireman (who is also a short-order cook) while struggling to make ends meet
         by working construction. Neither the love affair nor (especially) the job work out
         for Vito, who eventually decides to head back to New Jersey to beg Tony to protect
         him and take him back into the fold.
      

      
      Tony, meanwhile, turns out to be the one of the gangsters who seems least horrified
         by the revelation of Vito’s sexuality, though he is disturbed by it nonetheless. Always
         concerned with the bottom line, Tony realizes Vito’s economic value to his organization,
         and so is hesitant to follow the knee-jerk reaction of others that Vito should be
         shunned or even killed because he has besmirched the honor of them all. Meanwhile,
         it is Tony’s rival Phil Leotardo who seems most incensed to learn that Vito is gay,
         presumably because he is the second cousin of Vito’s wife Marie and thus takes Vito’s
         sexuality as a personal affront to his family—or even, seemingly, as a challenge to
         his own manhood. Of course, Leotardo’s determination to see Vito killed only causes
         Tony to defend his fat capo even more—but Leotardo wins this particular battle when
         he and his thugs locate Vito in a motel after his return to Jersey and then brutally
         murder and mutilate him.
      

      
      Many of the “old schoolers” in Tony’s family believe, like Leotardo, that the presence
         of a gay man among them is a gross insult that is not to be tolerated, but of course
         when members of another family horribly kill and mutilate a capo in their family,
         the challenge to their honor is even greater. Vito’s death thus accelerates a process
         of confrontation that is already under way, leading to an all-out gang war in which
         Leotardo himself will be killed[3]   and setting an almost apocalyptic tone for the final episodes of the series.
      

      
      Our Bodies, Our Pasta: Patriarchy as Performance, Masculinity as Masquerade

      
      Judith Butler’s argument that gender is largely a matter of performance (rather than
         biology) is widely known and accepted among gender studies scholars. For Butler, this
         insight is potentially empowering because it breaks free of essentialism and gives
         individuals (especially women) the opportunity to perform alternative gender roles
         rather than simply accepting the roles that are thrust upon them by the conventions
         of patriarchal society. However, the figuration of masculinity as performance in The Sopranos is just the opposite: in a world in which the conventions of patriarchy are under
         siege from all sides, the men of the series typically strive to shore up fragments
         against the ruins of their manhood by attempting to perform codes and rituals of masculinity
         that seek to maintain conventional gender roles rather than subvert them.
      

      
      To be clear, masculine performance in The Sopranos generally has little to do with conventional sexual “performance,” the lone major
         exception having to do with the revelation in the “Boca” episode that Tony’s uncle,
         Junior, is apparently quite skilled at cunnilingus—a revelation that becomes a cause
         of gossip and a source not of pride, but of humiliation to Junior. Indeed, Junior
         is so incensed when Tony openly jokes about Junior’s participation in an activity
         that is apparently felt to place the older man in a subservient, feminized position
         that he is driven (encouraged also by the discovery that Tony is in therapy and thus
         has shown his own weakness) to order a hit on his nephew. The hit (which has the tacit
         approval of Tony’s own mother) fails, but it does lead Tony to produce perhaps the
         most memorable line in the entire series when he remarks in the final episode of the
         first season that “Psychiatry and cunnilingus have brought us to this.”
      

      
      Vito Spatafore’s struggles to appear “normal” to his gangster colleagues can be taken
         as a central example of the way in which masculinity in The Sopranos is a performance. It is not something that the characters just naturally do because
         they have penises; it is the result of an elaborate series of codes and expectations
         that have to do with their status as American men at a certain point in history, but
         also as specifically working-class, Italian American men who make their livings in
         organized crime. One reason that masculinity is in crisis in The Sopranos, though, is that these time-honored codes and expectations have, at the end of the
         twentieth century, become a site of considerable contestation. The men of the series
         consistently try to perform masculinity, but they are no longer entirely certain of
         the script they are attempting to follow.
      

      
      Even Vito, for example, has both a wife and a “gumar”—the almost obligatory mistress
         that the married gangsters of the series typically have and to whom the wives of the
         gangsters, by unspoken agreement, tend to turn a blind eye. These gumars, meanwhile,
         are not merely fringe benefits of working for the mob; they are signs of masculinity,
         demonstrations that the men involved are not only able sexually to satisfy multiple
         women, but financially to support them as well. In the case of Vito Spatafore, both
         the wife and the gumar also serve as covers for his true sexual identity, making especially
         clear the extent to which the maintenance of a relationship with both women is part
         of a performance of masculinity.
      

      
      A particularly interesting character in this regard is New York mob boss John Sacrimoni
         (aka “Johnny Sack,” played by Vince Curatola), seemingly the only major gangster figure
         in The Sopranos who does not maintain a gumar. Sacrimoni supposedly eschews the practice of having
         a mistress out of devotion to his obese wife, Ginny (Denise Borino), but the fact
         that his wife is apparently the least attractive of all the gangster wives (however
         genuinely devoted to her Sacrimoni might be) might well introduce a certain puzzlement
         among the ranks. Sacrimoni is also something of a dandy, well-groomed and slickly
         dressed, carrying himself with a style that might not quite be effeminate but that
         definitely differs from the rough-hewn, working-class masculine styles of most of
         the other gangsters.[4]   Meanwhile, in the very episode in which Vito is spotted in the gay club, Sacrimoni
         wins a temporary release from prison (where he is awaiting trial on racketeering charges)
         so that he can attend the wedding of one of his daughters. Sacrimoni’s allotted time
         runs out just as the bride and groom are about to drive away from the vastly expensive
         wedding, and U.S. marshals drag the gangster to their vehicle without letting him
         say a final good-bye to his daughter. In response, the disappointed Sacrimoni openly
         breaks into tears, further confusing the matter of his masculinity (or lack thereof).
      

      
      Sacrimoni’s old associate and rival, Phil Leotardo, reacts to Sacrimoni’s tears with
         disgust and disdain, feeling that they reflect badly on the latter’s manhood. “My
         estimation of John Sacrimoni as a man just fuckin’ plummeted,” he tells a group of
         gathered gangsters, including Tony and Christopher. Then he delivers what appears
         to be his true concern: that Sacrimoni, facing decades in jail, might not be strong
         enough to avoid caving in and giving evidence to the FBI to help his own case: “If
         they can make him cry, and if he’s that weak, what the fuck else can they make him
         do?”
      

      
      Leotardo’s concerns, as it turns out, are not unfounded. A few episodes later, in
         6.10 (“Moe n’ Joe,” May 14, 2006), we learn that Sacrimoni, while refusing to name
         names or give other specific evidence to the Feds, has accepted a plea bargain that
         lowers his sentence to fifteen years, but requires him to admit his involvement in
         organized crime—an admission that is a clear violation of the code by which the gangsters
         supposedly live. Leotardo again reacts with outrage—having himself recently served
         a twenty-year sentence that might have been significantly shortened had he accepted
         a similar plea deal. And, of course, Sacrimoni’s guilty plea is again seen as a failure
         of manliness. As one of Leotardo’s crew puts it, Sacrimoni “should have stood trial
         like a man.”
      

      
      Sacrimoni, in short, has failed to follow the time-honored script that dictates how
         gangsters are supposed to behave when they are arrested: in a business that involves
         so many secrets, it is crucial to be able to rely on one’s associates not to give
         those secrets up. But this script also dictates the sort of behavior that qualifies
         as “manly.” Manliness, in fact, is quite often mostly a matter of following the correct
         script in The Sopranos, a situation that adds significance to the fact that Tony’s principal image of exemplary
         manhood comes from the movies rather than from the real world. On the other hand,
         Tony cites Gary Cooper so often in the series that the citations eventually seem almost
         automatic, almost as if he is reading from a script rather than speaking from any
         sort of deeply held conviction. In any case, Tony’s reliance on the movies for images
         of masculinity is a key indication of the artificiality of masculinity in The Sopranos, of the way it derives from a specific discourse of stereotypes and clichés rather
         than from any sort of biological reality.
      

      
      Interestingly, Tony seems unconcerned that he is obviously confusing the real Gary
         Cooper with the characters he played on the screen. In one key scene in episode 4.3
         (“Christopher,” September 29, 2002), Tony and his consigliere Silvio Dante are riding in a car, discussing Sil’s belief that Native American protests
         against the celebration of Columbus Day are a slur on all Italians as a group. Tony
         angrily explodes at this appeal to group identity, because to him a real man makes
         his own identity as an individual rather than depending on the support of a group.
         Then he once again appeals to Gary Cooper as the epitome of this strategy: “Will you
         fuckin’ stop? Group. Group. What the fuck happened to Gary Cooper? That’s what I’d
         like to know.” Silvio responds to this rhetorical question as if it were a literal
         one, then thinks that Tony is citing Cooper as an example of opposition to Native
         Americans: “He died. . . . Oh you mean ’cause he fought the Sioux in all those Westerns.”
         Exasperated, Tony tells him, “No, fuck that. Gary Cooper. Now there was an American.
         The strong, silent type. He did what he had to do. He faced down the Miller gang,
         when none of those other assholes in town would lift a finger to help him. And did
         he complain? Did he say ‘Oh, I came from this poor Texas-Irish illiterate fuckin’
         background or whatever the fuck, so leave me the fuck out of it because my people
         got fucked over’?” Silvio continues in his literal vein, believing that Tony is confusing
         High Noon with reality: “T . . . you’re gettin’ a little confused here. A: That was the movies.”
         Tony: “Now what the fuck difference does that make? Columbus was so long ago he might
         as well have been a fuckin’ movie.”
      

      
      The problem, though, is in our times and not in ourselves. Tony eventually admits
         that, if he were around today, Gary Cooper would probably no longer be the man Tony
         so fondly remembers from the movies. If Cooper were around today, Tony notes, “he’d
         be a member of some victims’ group. The fundamentalist Christians. The abused cowboys.
         The gays. Whatever the fuck.” A shocked Christopher, riding in the backseat, hears
         and misunderstands this and interjects his typical cluelessness, both bringing a comical
         end to this serious scene and providing a reminder of the fundamental homophobia that
         underlies all discussions of manliness amid the gangster culture depicted in The Sopranos: “He was gay, Gary Cooper?”
      

      
      Tony’s choice of Gary Cooper as a masculine role model is, of course, apt given Cooper’s
         iconic status as a figure of manliness in the movies, especially as this status already
         involved a blurring of the boundaries between real life and reel life. As Jeffrey
         A. Brown puts it, “Cooper’s film roles, interviews, the publicity about his ‘private’
         life and rumours of his sexual liaisons can be read to constitute a sexualized masculine
         ideal” (193). Laura Mulvey, among others, has taught us to recognize the extent to
         which the female body is presented as an object of the male gaze in the cinema. But
         figures such as Cooper remind us that the male body can be similarly fetishized. However,
         as Steve Neale argues (drawing on Mulvey’s work), given that films tend to be structured
         with the assumption that they will be seen from the point of view of the male gaze,
         the male body tends not to be presented on film as a mere object of sexual fascination.
         Instead, the male body is a locus of action, and especially of violent action (14).
      

      
      The association of masculinity with physical violence in The Sopranos thus obeys not only the logic of gangster culture, but also the logic of American
         popular culture as a whole. As usual with The Sopranos, however, this motif is dialectically complex, so that the series can be read either
         as an endorsement of violent masculinity or as a critique of it. For example, the
         one scene in the entire series in which physical violence is most clearly staged as
         a performance of masculinity occurs in the “Mr. & Mrs. John Sacrimoni Request . .
         .” episode. Still recovering from a near-fatal shooting at the hands of his own uncle,
         Tony is feeling weak and afraid that others will perceive him to be weak as well.
         At the same time, he has just gotten a new driver and bodyguard, a well-muscled weightlifter
         whose finely chiseled body represents precisely the sort of masculine ideal that Tony’s
         increasingly corpulent frame does not. So Tony, without any real provocation, sucker-punches
         the bodyguard and then badly beats him—in front of the rest of the crew, for whose
         benefit the event is obviously being staged.
      

      
      Afterward, Tony is shown looking at himself in the mirror, looking vicious and savage,
         having brought his animal side to the surface. The rest of the crew, however, seems
         more bewildered than impressed, perhaps wondering if one of them might be next on
         Tony’s list. Tony in general comes off very poorly in this episode, his intended demonstration
         of masculinity being more a demonstration of sadism and insecurity. After all, however
         muscular he might be, the mild-mannered bodyguard is virtually defenseless, knowing
         that it could not possibly bode well for him were he to win a fight with Tony. Later,
         the bodyguard actually apologizes to Tony for the incident, creating a moment of pathos
         in which Tony again comes off very poorly.
      

      
      Meanwhile, this scene with the bodyguard is echoed quite directly in episode 6.13
         (“Soprano Home Movies,” April 8, 2007), when Tony and Carmela are spending a quiet
         weekend at a lakefront cabin with Bobby and Janice Baccalieri and the Baccalieri children,
         only to have the interlude interrupted when a fight breaks out between Bobby and Tony.
         When Tony repeatedly insults his sister Janice concerning her lax sexual conduct,
         Bobby becomes enraged and defends his wife (and thus his own masculine honor) by sucker-punching
         his brother-in-law. The ensuing battle of the behemoths is one of the two truly great
         fight scenes to be staged in the series (with the fight to the death between Tony
         and Ralph Cifaretto being the other—and the better—of the two). Bobby gets the early
         advantage with the sucker-punch and Tony is still not at full strength due to his
         earlier shooting—and due to the fact that he is very drunk. Nevertheless, it comes
         as somewhat of a surprise that Bobby wins the fight, a result that Tony pretends to
         accept gracefully, though in fact he will spend most of the remainder of the series
         subtly extracting revenge for this blow to his manhood.
      

      
      The fight between Tony and Bobby might not quite reach the level of viciousness and
         violence achieved by the earlier fight between Tony and Ralph, but it nevertheless
         represents an impressive spectacle of violence. What is particularly spectacular,
         of course, is the size of the burly contestants, whose bodies differ so sharply from
         the kind of ideal masculine form represented, say, by Tony’s beloved Gary Cooper.
         Indeed, the principal fat men from American popular culture who make appearances in
         The Sopranos are Lou Costello and Jackie Gleason, comedians who serve as looming reminders that,
         traditionally, fat people in American culture are objects of mockery whose best chance
         for success in show business is to laugh along. The macho gangsters of The Sopranos challenge the stereotype that fat people are funny, just as the series undermines
         virtually all of the stereotypes and clichés with which it comes into contact.
      

      
      One could argue, of course, that the representation of male bodies in The Sopranos is merely realistic, but the number of unusually fat male characters (including the
         central figure of Tony Soprano) and the level of their fatness does stand out, calling
         attention to itself and asking for interpretation. For example, discussing this phenomenon,
         Avi Santo concludes that “the male body in The Sopranos not only exists as a site of struggle over the construction of masculinity—a battlefield
         on which, inversely, fatness repeatedly wins—but is also an irresolvable manifestation
         of the inability to resurrect an earlier male ideal, namely that of the self-made
         man, the entrepreneurial producer” (73). Sure, why not? Meanwhile, the series also
         makes clear in a very straightforward way that these men are fat because of their
         constant consumption of pasta and other fattening foods. Tony Soprano leaning back
         and watching television with a bowl of ice cream lodged on his protruding belly is
         surely one of the most iconic images of The Sopranos, making the motif of fatness in the series also a commentary on the phenomenon of
         conspicuous consumption (and overconsumption) in turn-of-the-millennium America.
      

      
      From this point of view, it might be significant that the only male characters in
         The Sopranos who seem seriously concerned about their weight (though Tony occasionally pays lip
         service to shedding a few pounds) are the gay Vito Spatafore and Tony’s son A. J.—who
         is so far from being a paragon of conventional masculine power that Tony seems to
         find his own manhood threatened by his inability to produce a suitable male heir.
         In the language of these gangsters, to “come heavy” means to be heavily armed, but
         it seems to be no negative reflection on their masculine power if they are heavy in
         more literal ways as well. After all, in the world of spectacle, bigger is typically
         better, and masculinity in The Sopranos is very much a matter of spectacle.
      

      
      
         
            1. In a similar vein, Tony will later humiliate the corrupt assemblyman Ronald Zellman
                  (Peter Riegert), who is having an affair with Tony’s former Russian gumar Irina. After
                  Tony whips Zellman with a belt in front of Irina, the councilman is subsequently unable
                  to “perform” with Irina.
               

            

         

         
            2. That Spatafore, as played by Gannascoli, is not a particularly imposing figure can
                  perhaps be seen in the fact that Gannascoli’s first appearance in the series was a
                  bit part as a timid bystander who happens on a scene of mob violence in a pastry shop
                  and then beats a hasty retreat, in episode 1.8 (“The Legend of Tennessee Moltisanti,”
                  February 28, 1999).
               

            

         

         
            3. There is a brutal but appropriate irony in the fact that Vito’s outing process begins
                  when he is seen giving head, leading to his killing by Leotardo, whose head will be
                  squashed like a pumpkin when it is run over by an SUV after he is shot down at a gas
                  station. In The Sopranos, head is given, and head is taken away.
               

            

         

         
            4. On the other hand, many real-world gangsters have been regarded as snappy dressers,
                  “Dapper Don” John Gotti (possibly one of the models for Sacrimoni) being perhaps the
                  best-known example.
               

            

         

      

   
      Chapter 11

      Women in The Sopranos

      
         
         
      

      
      The Sopranos has been justifiably praised for going beyond its predecessors in the gangster genre
         in the extent to which it explores the impact of the gangster lifestyle on its various
         women characters. And women impact that lifestyle as well. Thus, Akass and McCabe
         argue that “underpinning this most patriarchal of cinematic forms, complex women come
         to guide, reshape, and reorder, for better or worse, the complicated narrative world
         of Tony Soprano” (148). And Donatelli and Alward are certainly correct when they note
         that the women of The Sopranos are in general tougher, stronger, and more dangerous than the women in predecessor
         texts such as the Godfather films. In any case, the central structural opposition between Tony Soprano’s crime
         family and his personal family can clearly be seen as an opposition between a traditionally
         masculine professional space and a traditionally feminine domestic space, making gender
         crucial to the series as a whole. The series probably spends more total screen time
         on events within the traditionally feminine domestic space, but it is still the case
         that gangsterdom itself remains a virtually all-male province in the series. Carmela
         Soprano, for example, might be Tony’s partner in their domestic life, but he strives
         as much as possible to keep an insulating wall between that life and his life as a
         professional criminal. There is no Bonnie-and-Clyde style of collaboration here.
      

      
      Indeed, we see only two examples of women who actually participate in the work of
         being a gangster in the course of the series, and both of them are quite marginal
         to the series’ main concerns. The first is Annalisa (Sophia Milos), the acting boss
         of the Camorra syndicate that is operating in the Naples region of Italy when Tony
         and others travel there for a visit. But she gains her power purely through the fact
         of who her father is. The other is Lorraine Caluzzo (Patty D’Arbanville), a regular
         street-level gangster herself—and she comes to a quick demise.
      

      
      When Tony arrives in Naples in episode 2.4 (“Commendatori,” February 6, 2000) to find
         a woman in charge of the local mob, he is at first in virtual shock, given his own
         romanticized vision of Italy as a timeless land of tradition where the various modernizing
         changes he has observed in America have never occurred. Of course, the alluring Annalisa
         is only a de facto boss: her father is the nominal boss, but his declining health
         has made him unable to perform his duties, leaving it to his daughter to step in.
         Women, we are told, are in fact playing such roles more and more often in the region,
         partly because so many of the men have been killed in mob-related violence. Much of
         “Commendatori” is a seriocomic deconstruction of Tony’s (and others’) idealized vision
         of Italy as the land of their ancestors, and Annalisa’s strong role in the Camorra
         clearly contributes to that project. She is, though, very effective as a mob boss—every
         bit a match for Tony in their business negotiations. She does, in fact, win his respect
         in those negotiations, even if her feminine allure does not escape his notice. To
         his credit, Tony does not allow his strong attraction to Annalisa to interfere with
         the negotiations, because he knows it wouldn’t be good for business.
      

      
      If Annalisa is an elegant, mysterious, and almost fantasy-like figure, Lorraine Caluzzo
         is much more down-to-earth, even crude. A longtime associate of New York’s Lupertazzi
         family (though apparently not “made”), Lorraine (known as the “Lady Shylock”) has
         apparently made her reputation largely in loan-sharking. An attractive woman (and
         apparently a former lover of Tony Soprano), she is also coarse, vulgar, and violent.
         In short, she has been able to make it in the male-dominated world of organized crime
         essentially by acting like one of the boys—and by playing along when the boys leer
         at her. Lorraine first appears in episode 5.2 (“Rat Pack,” March 14, 2004) at the
         funeral of Big Carmine Lupertazzi, where she greets Tony, Sil, and Paulie like old
         friends. She does not, however, apparently know Christopher, who expresses his pleasure
         at meeting her and notes that she has “quite a reputation.” “My mother said that would
         happen,” she fires back, then introduces her muscleman boyfriend and enforcer, Jason
         Evanina (Frank Fortunato), to the group.
      

      
      Lorraine is obviously comfortable dealing with the other gangsters like colleagues,
         and they respond in kind—though not necessarily to her advantage. In the very next
         episode (“Where’s Johnny?,” March 21, 2004), Lorraine gets caught in the crossfire
         as John Sacrimoni and Little Carmine Lupertazzi struggle for power in the wake of
         Big Carmine’s death. Having cast her lot with Little Carmine, Lorraine is accosted
         by Sacrimoni’s henchman Phil Leotardo and one of his thugs as she and Jason make a
         collection in a bar. Leotardo warns her that she works for Sacrimoni now, and presses
         the point by pretending to execute her, using a phone book to stop the bullet that
         he fires directly at her chest. In the meantime, a panicking Lorraine offers to fellate
         him in return for her life, an offer he refuses with contempt.
      

      
      Instead of simply folding, however, Lorraine turns to Tony for support and protection.
         While meeting with Tony, she shushes Jason when he attempts to participate, telling
         him that “men are talking.” It is clear who wears the pants in this relationship.
         Tony agrees to try to smooth things over with Sacrimoni, but before he can do so,
         both Lorraine and Jason will be executed (as a message to others who might support
         Little Carmine in his battle with Sacrimoni) in the following episode (“All Happy
         Families . . . ,” March 28, 2004). Naked, crying, and crawling on all fours in an
         ineffectual attempt to escape, Lorraine does virtually nothing to defend herself except
         to call to Jason for help—only to find that he has already been killed. She is then
         brutally shot to death. Business is business, however, and Tony puts aside any personal
         feelings on the matter by advising his crew not to get involved in the power struggle
         in the Lupertazzi family by responding to Lorraine’s killing. She has thus been removed
         from the picture after a run of three episodes. However, while Lorraine does not play
         a particularly important role in the events of the series, she does serve as a reminder
         that there are exceptions to the rule that organized crime is an all-male domain.
         Indeed, her very existence destabilizes certain gender stereotypes, and one has to
         wonder whether she was so summarily dispatched at least partly because the other gangsters
         found her presence threatening in unstated ways, her success as a gangster challenging
         the notion that certain roles and career paths should be open only to men.
      

      
      With these two notable exceptions, women in the world of organized crime in The Sopranos function primarily in one of three hierarchized roles. At the top of the feminine
         food chain are the wives of gangsters. At the bottom of the pyramid are the unfortunate
         women who function as commodities to be marketed like any of the other products the
         gangsters trade in, including prostitutes and (most prominently) the strippers who
         work at the Bada Bing! In the middle are the “gumars,” the mistresses who provide
         additional sexual services as a sort of fringe benefit to the upper-tier male gangsters
         of the series, who in turn provide financial support to them. In a sense, the gumars
         are simply glorified prostitutes, but they do enjoy a semi-official (and often long-term)
         status, and sometimes develop genuine emotional bonds with the men who employ them.
      

      
      Gumars enjoy enough official status in the gangster culture of the series that the
         wives of the gangsters are expected to tolerate the relationships that their husbands
         have with these “other” women. Among the senior gangster figures of the series, only
         John Sacrimoni has no gumar and seems entirely faithful to his wife, a policy that
         the other gangsters clearly find odd, to say the least. Indeed, even Vito Spatafore,
         a member of Tony’s crime family who turns out to be gay, maintains a longtime gumar,
         just to keep up appearances. But, as usual, it is Tony who here takes center stage,
         and several of the other women whom the long-suffering Carmela has tolerated throughout
         her marriage play important roles in the series. In episode 1.6 (“Pax Soprana,” February
         14, 1999), Carmela tells Father Phil Intintola about her jealousy concerning Tony’s
         relationship with Jennifer Melfi and admits that this is not something she has ever
         felt with his long line of mistresses: “I could deal with the gumars. I knew I was
         better than them. As stupid as it sounds, I viewed them as a form of masturbation
         for him. I couldn’t give him what he needed all the time. You’re a man, father. You
         know that thirst. I was too busy with the house and the kids to quench it.”
      

      
      As the series begins, for example, Tony is engaged in a relationship with Irina Peltsin,
         a young Russian beauty who certainly seems to fulfill her role as a provider of sexual
         services, but who also has a fiery temper that makes her considerably harder to dominate
         than Tony might have initially expected. Recently arrived in the United States and
         still learning English, Irina is very dependent on Tony, who is almost paternal in
         his treatment of her. Tony is clearly fond of Irina, and he encourages her to “improve”
         herself, alternatively urging her to pursue her education or to undertake a career
         in modeling. He is not, however, above objectifying her, as when he tries to get her
         to dress more like Melfi so that he can enact his fantasies about the psychotherapist.
         Irina, meanwhile, is clearly much more devoted to Tony, eventually descending into
         a suicide attempt after he breaks off their relationship.
      

      
      Irina is actually the only conventional gumar with whom Tony has a relationship that
         is portrayed in the series. His other extramarital relationships are more conventional
         affairs. Both of those—with Mercedes salesperson Gloria Trillo (Annabella Sciorra)
         and art dealer Valentina La Paz (Leslie Bega)—are with women who are older and more
         independent than Irina, though both Gloria and Valentina also have fiery tempers.
         Indeed, Tony seems to have a penchant for volatile mistresses. These three main “other”
         women in Tony’s life are, in fact, “fiery” to the point of being unstable, and to
         that extent they simply reinforce patriarchal stereotypes about women as irrational
         and excessively emotional. On the other hand, the very fact that all three of these
         women—even the young and relatively immature Irina—stand up to Tony and refuse to
         be intimidated or dominated by him represents something of an advance in the representation
         of women in gangster narratives. We have moved, in short, from the notorious moment
         in Public Enemy (1931) when Tom Powers (James Cagney) smashes a grapefruit in the face of his girlfriend
         to the moment in The Sopranos when Gloria Trillo smacks Tony with a cut of meat.
      

      
      Of course, gumars and girlfriends occupy elite positions relative to the strippers
         at the Bada Bing!, who tend to be treated purely as objects by the gangsters in the
         series, often desperately vying to get the attention of the male gangsters who frequent
         the club, especially Tony, for whom they function as a sort of harem. Tony is very
         much the patriarch of the club, and to some extent he functions as a sort of father
         figure for the young strippers there, but it is also clear that the strippers tend
         to hope to advance to higher positions in the sexual hierarchy of the gangster world
         by gaining the attention of men like Tony who have the power to help them. There is,
         in fact, a certain overlap in the populations of strippers and gumars, as when Tracee
         (Ariel Kiley) both works as a stripper in the Bada Bing! and serves as the girlfriend
         of Ralph Cifaretto. But Ralph is a psychopath who has even less respect for women
         than do the other gangsters in the series, and he seems to delight in humiliating
         his young mistress. In episode 3.6 (“University,” April 1, 2001), Ralph feels that
         Tracee has disrespected him, and he responds by savagely beating her to death—shortly
         after a sequence that seems to have been specifically designed to make the audience
         sympathize with the young woman. When Tony subsequently administers a beating to Ralph
         (in violation of the gangster code, given that Ralph is a “made man”), audiences are
         clearly meant, if anything, to feel that the punishment was too light.
      

      
      Tracee is a classic victim who provides a reminder that, even in the days of postfeminism,
         many women are still in particularly vulnerable and disempowered positions.[1]   At twenty years old, she is a single mother who has a history of abusing her young
         son and was almost certainly abused as a child herself. She also has bad teeth and
         has run up a debt to Silvio Dante (who manages the Bada Bing!) for orthodontia, making
         her a virtual indentured servant at the Bada Bing!, though it is clear that her worst
         problem is being involved with Ralph, by whom she is pregnant at the time of her death
         and who treats her with absolute contempt under even the best of circumstances. Among
         other things, the sequence in “University” leading to Tracee’s death is constructed
         to contrast Tracee’s troubled life with the protected existence led by Meadow Soprano
         and (especially) Meadow’s pampered-but-neurotic roommate, Caitlin. In one brilliant
         cut, a shot of Tracee performing sex with both Ralph and a cop (while Ralph verbally
         abuses her) moves to a shot of Caitlin, momentarily conflating the images of the two
         young women. “God, it was so horrible!” proclaims the spoiled Caitlin, in what might
         be a comment on Tracee’s experience, except she is actually reacting to the shock
         of having just seen a homeless woman on the street.
      

      
      The difference between Tracee and Caitlin demonstrates that Tracee’s oppression is
         a matter of class as much or more than gender, while the device of opposing the two
         women is a favorite technique of The Sopranos—most obviously in the way Tony is opposed to more brutal and sadistic gangsters, such
         as Ralph or Richie Aprile. Interestingly, both Richie and Ralph become romantically
         involved with Tony’s big sister Janice, who proves more than a match for either of
         them and is, to that extent, one of the strongest female characters in The Sopranos, even if she is far from an ideal figure in other ways.[2]   In episode 2.12 (“The Knight in White Satin Armor,” April 2, 2000) Carmela offers
         advice to Janice, who is preparing to become a mob wife via her upcoming nuptials
         with gangster Richie. Carmela warns the bride-to-be that “in a year, tops, you’re
         gonna have to accept a gumar.” Janice, however, has an unexpected comeback that reverses
         the notion that the mistresses might offer sexual experiences more exotic than those
         provided by wives: “Oh, yeah? Well I’d like to see a gumar who’s gonna let him hold
         a gun to their head when they fuck.” Carmela is shocked: “You let him hold a gun to
         your head during sex?” Janice simply shrugs: “Yeah. Well, if that gets him off. I
         mean, it’s not any different than garter belts and nurse’s uniforms.” Carmela is not
         convinced: “Well, it’s a gun, Janice. I thought you were a feminist.” “Usually,” says Janice, matter-of-factly, “he takes the clip out.”
      

      
      The irony here, of course, is that, later in the same episode, it will be Janice who
         shoots and kills Richie rather than the other way around, after an argument in which
         he makes the mistake of striking her. In the next season, soon after the killing of
         Tracee, Janice becomes involved with Ralph, who also has some rather unusual sexual
         preferences. Things quickly go south with Ralph as well, leading to a scene in episode
         4.3 (“Christopher,” September 29, 2002) in which she knocks the tough-guy gangster
         down a flight of stairs and then throws him out of her life.[3]   It is clear that Janice is in many ways very much her brother’s sister, their very
         different life paths no doubt coming about in large measure because of the differences
         in their genders.
      

      
      Janice and Tony thus constitute still another of the important structural pairings
         of characters in The Sopranos. In terms of the representation of women, however, the most important opposition
         of characters would be the one between Carmela and Jennifer Melfi, both of whom are
         also set in opposition to Tony. From a feminist point of view, Melfi is the absolute
         center of the series, and Carl Freedman certainly has a point when he declares her
         the “female lead” in The Sopranos (74). She is also in many ways the moral center of the series, the one major character
         who never seriously goes against her stated values or hypocritically claims to be
         something that she is not. It is not, frankly, entirely clear exactly how good a psychotherapist
         she really is, though she does appear to be reasonably competent and does seem to
         provide some help to Tony with his psychological problems. More importantly, though,
         she never compromises her professional ethics. Most obviously, she never waivers in
         her refusal of Tony’s romantic advances, even though it is clear that she is attracted
         by his rough-hewn sexual charisma.
      

      
      One of the most compelling sequences of The Sopranos begins in episode 3.4 (“Employee of the Month,” March 18, 2001) when Melfi works late
         at her office, then descends into the building’s parking garage to go to her car.
         She is suddenly and brutally attacked and raped, providing a stark reminder of the
         dangers faced by women every day, even if they are affluent and successful professionals.
         After the attack, Melfi, because of her professional stature, is treated relatively
         respectfully (if a bit uncaringly) by the system, while her assailant, Jesus Rossi,
         is quickly identified and arrested. However, in a further reminder of the reality
         of what sometimes occurs in such situations, the attacker gets off on a technicality
         involving mishandling of evidence that makes his prosecution impossible.
      

      
      Melfi is shocked at this failure of the justice system, left terrified by the knowledge
         that her rapist is still walking the streets. Meanwhile, the situation is made worse,
         rather than better, by the efforts of her former husband, Richard LaPenna (Richard
         Romanus), to provide “support.” Melfi and LaPenna (ten years her senior) have been
         attempting a reconciliation, though the rape initiates a renewal of his somewhat condescending
         and protective paternalism, which seems to have been the biggest problem in their
         relationship to begin with. The situation also seems to trigger some of LaPenna’s
         other problematic characteristics, as when he, an active member of the Italian Anti-Defamation
         League, is at first relieved to find that Rossi had been Puerto Rican, then takes
         it almost as a personal offense when he learns that Rossi is in fact Italian. Furious,
         Melfi asks him, “Are you so ashamed of your background that any misdeed by an Italian
         somehow damages your self-esteem?” There are hints that he takes the attack on Melfi
         as a personal affront to himself as well, and he resorts to a classic patriarchal
         attitude when, in the midst of his outrage over the legalities of the case, he is
         unable to resist the victim-blaming impulse to suggest to Melfi that she might be
         partly at fault for being in a dark parking garage alone in the first place.
      

      
      All of this, of course, is complicated by the sharp contrast between LaPenna’s rather
         ineffectual response (which is both patriarchal and effeminate) and the more direct
         response Melfi is quite certain she would get from Tony. Indeed, the angry scene between
         Melfi and LaPenna is immediately followed by a cut to the strippers at the Bada Bing!,
         dancing to the Ohio Players’ 1975 R&B hit “Love Rollercoaster” in what might be taken
         as an ironic commentary on the up-and-down relationship between Melfi and her former
         spouse. But this musical choice, like so many other things in The Sopranos, has multiple implications, including the fact that numerous urban myths have surrounded
         the original recording of this song, which includes an audible screaming noise in
         the background at one point, a noise that has been attributed, among other things,
         to the sound of a woman being attacked.
      

      
      Aside from the possible subtleties of this musical choice, the cut from Melfi’s discussion
         of her rape to the Bada Bing! (which foreshadows the cut, two episodes later, between
         Tracee and Caitlin) makes a more obvious commentary on the objectification of women
         and on the ways this objectification can take different forms in different cultural
         contexts. It also illustrates the complexities of gender politics. The refined and
         educated LaPenna is sensitive to Melfi’s plight, but ultimately may be more concerned
         about his own feelings than hers. He is ultimately of little help to Melfi in the
         wake of her rape. The crass and crude Tony, on the other hand, uses women like disposable
         commodities, yet Melfi can be quite confident that all she has to do is explain the
         situation to Tony in order to have Rossi removed from the scene swiftly and brutally.
         She is clearly tempted to do so, as can be seen by the fact that she has a dream in
         which Rossi is attacked by a large Rottweiler that clearly represents Tony. She also
         admits to her own therapist, Dr. Eliot Kupferberg (Peter Bogdanovich), that fantasizing
         about turning to Tony for retribution brings her a certain amount of pleasure—and
         one suspects that many viewers of this episode have also hoped to see Rossi get his
         just desserts at the hands of Tony and his crew. Indeed, this particular incident
         is one of the clearest examples of the fantasy effect that is crucial to the impact
         of the series: Tony is not only rich and manly, intimidating men and attracting women,
         but he seems literally able to get away with murder. Who wouldn’t want such power?
      

      
      Here, however, viewers are placed in the position of identifying, not with Tony, but
         with Melfi. Indeed, one of the most important functions of Melfi in The Sopranos is to provide a feminine character with whom audiences can identify. As Bruce Plourde
         notes, Melfi functions as a reader of Tony much as do we as the audience, a position
         she occupies all the more effectively because of her “proximity to the audience’s
         own fascination with this bad guy” (75). Melfi, like the members of the audience,
         is clearly fascinated by Tony; unlike many members of the audience, however, she never
         lets this fascination spill over into seduction, ultimately maintaining her professionalism.
         Thus Plourde concludes that “whereas the viewing audience is often swayed by what
         seem like reasonable justifications for criminal behavior, Melfi reminds us of Tony’s
         regular violations of the social contract” (74).
      

      
      Melfi assures Kupferberg that she will not tell Tony about the rape, and she is true
         to her word. Despite her personal desire for vindication, she refuses to misuse her
         professional relationship with Tony in order to receive satisfaction. And, in episode
         6.20 (“The Blue Comet,” June 3, 2007), the penultimate episode of the series, Melfi
         (after several earlier attempts) seemingly breaks off her relationship with Tony for
         good when she becomes aware of data that suggest that the kind of therapy she has
         been offering him is useful primarily as a means of helping him to become a more effective
         criminal.
      

      
      It is probably more for this kind of adherence to her professional ethics than to
         any brilliant moves she makes as a therapist that Melfi has reportedly been so widely
         admired by real-life psychotherapists—and it is certainly the case that she seems
         more ethical (and perhaps more competent) than her own (male) therapist, Kupferberg.
         Among other things, Kupferberg seems perhaps a bit too fascinated by the fact that
         Melfi is treating a mob boss, eventually eliciting the name of the patient and then
         (embarrassing Melfi in an egregious violation of professional ethics) revealing the
         name of that patient in a dinner party full of other therapists. Indeed, the snickering
         therapists at this party reveal themselves not to be ethically superior to the Medigans
         at Cusamano’s dinner party, or to Tony and the gangsters who also frequently gather
         for meals of their own. As Dana Polan puts it, the therapists in this scene are revealed
         to be “as duplicitous and sneaky, and as unethical, as many of the other figures encountered
         in the morally dubious world of The Sopranos” (34).
      

      
      In this sense, the psychotherapists of the series simply reinforce the fundamental
         gesture by which the gangster world is revealed to be a microcosm of American society
         as a whole, operating pretty much at the same level of moral compromise as every other
         aspect of that profit-driven society. That Melfi seems to stand a bit above the other
         therapists in the series might be taken as a feminist gesture; in any case, she is
         almost undoubtedly the most admirable professional to appear in The Sopranos as a whole, and any questions about the efficacy of her treatment of Tony are inseparable
         from the basic postmodern texture of the series, which is directly at odds with the
         fundamentally modernist depth-based method of reading that is central to psychoanalysis
         as a whole. Indeed, one of the greatest ironies of The Sopranos is that it places psychotherapy in such a prominent position (and in ways that psychotherapists
         generally approve) and yet fundamentally challenges the very notions on which the
         approach is based. If Melfi functions as a reader/interpreter in the series, she is
         one who (like the critics and audiences who have struggled to find meaning in virtually
         every aspect of this immensely complex series) is never really able to understand
         the “text” she is interpreting, or to reach any definitive conclusion about it.
      

      
      Melfi’s ultimate failure to untangle the mysteries of Tony’s psyche, then, is virtually
         inevitable within the context of The Sopranos, just as the fact that she occasionally exhibits personal flaws and shortcomings
         (even if to a lesser extent than the other major characters) is also consistent with
         the complex characterization for which the series is so justifiably well known. In
         terms of the representation of women, however, it is certainly Carmela Soprano who
         exemplifies the texture of a series based on the portrayal, not of heroes, but of
         antiheroes. After all, if Melfi serves as a sort of foil to Tony as they square off
         in their therapy sessions, it is Carmela who serves as the true feminine counterpart
         to Tony as they go through life together.
      

      
      Tony is the central character of The Sopranos, and Carmela is a member of the supporting cast. To that extent the series is entirely
         conventional in terms of its gender politics. However, if Tony stands apart from the
         vast majority of television protagonists in the extent to which his character is both
         questionable and complex, Carmela certainly represents a step forward in the complex
         portrayal of women. She is far from being a mere passive supporter of her powerful
         husband, and she is, among other things, often seen in conversations with other women
         that pass the Bechdel test. Perhaps more importantly, though, she is presented not
         as a pristine and perfect feminist heroine, but as a seriously flawed character who
         has been as corrupted as anyone else by the environment in which she lives.
      

      
      At times, Carmela struggles mightily to be a conventionally “good” woman, an aspect
         of her character that can perhaps be seen most clearly in her efforts to be a good
         Catholic and therefore help to provide a sort of moral center for the morally questionable
         universe that she and her children have been propelled into by the realities of Tony’s
         “business.” But Carmela’s religious devotion—like the behavior of so many Sopranos characters in so many areas—seems rather inauthentic, more a performance of a role
         she thinks she is expected to play than an enactment of genuine feeling. Similarly,
         while Carmela frequently expresses disappointment with the way her husband makes a
         living, this disappointment does not prevent her from enjoying the lavish lifestyle
         that his profession makes possible for her and her family.
      

      
      Indeed, despite her protestations of moral superiority, Carmela is not above asking
         Tony to use his influence to help her gain advantage in her own business dealings.
         At one point she even funds those dealings by stealing money from Tony and then laundering
         it through a series of bank accounts. She is not even above resorting to violence
         or strong-arm tactics. In the pilot episode, she shocks Father Intintola when they
         hear someone breaking into the house (it turns out to be Meadow, coming in late),
         and she grabs a shotgun to go investigate. Later, suggesting that she is not quite
         as understanding about Tony’s extramarital relationships as she sometimes lets on,
         she responds to a drunken phone call from Irina to the Soprano home by telling the
         spurned mistress that, if she ever calls the house again, “I will track you down and
         I will kill you.” Carmela’s most effective use of strong-arm tactics occurs in episode
         2.8 (“Full Leather Jacket,” March 5, 2000) when she decides to ask the sister of her
         neighbor, Jeannie Cusamano, to write a letter supporting Meadow’s application to Georgetown
         University, of which the sister, a successful lawyer, is a prestigious alumna. When
         the sister initially declines to write the letter, Carmela not-so-subtly suggests
         that she might want to reconsider if she knows what’s good for her.
      

      
      Carmela, like Tony, comes from a working-class background: her father is a contractor
         (whose business has profited from Tony’s connections), and her family has mob connections
         of its own. So the upper-class lifestyle the Sopranos now lead is very new to her,
         as well as to her husband. Again, she tries very hard to play the role of the rich
         suburban housewife, clearly expending great sums on her clothes, hair, and nails—but
         her nouveau-riche taste continually betrays the fact that she is not native to the
         affluent world in which she lives. Carmela, of course, is perfectly well aware of
         this fact, which explains why she also spends a significant amount of time and energy
         on various sorts of self-improvement, including working out at the gym, but also including
         attempts to improve her mind and to become more cultured. Carmela’s passing flirtation
         with Father Phil Intintola, for example, consists largely of watching films together
         that she perceives might be considered as “culture.” In episode 5.2 (“Rat Pack,” March
         14, 2004), Carmela even organizes a film club so that she and other mob wives, widows,
         or girlfriends can work their way through some of the classics of American cinema.
         But it is clear that most of them (including Carmela) find Citizen Kane excruciatingly boring, and it is not at all surprising that their post-viewing discussion
         of the film devolves into gossip and discussion of their own personal problems, including
         Carmela’s failing marriage.
      

      
      In a similar way, Carmela seems interested in learning about books, as long as she
         doesn’t actually have to read them. Thus, when Robert Wegler (David Straithairn),
         A. J.’s high school guidance counselor, recommends that she read Flaubert’s Madame Bovary as part of his attempt to seduce her, the irony that the book is largely about unsatisfying
         adultery is completely lost on her, largely because she has no familiarity with this
         book, one of the best-known novels of world literature. That this recommendation occurs
         in episode 5.4 (“All Happy Families,” March 28, 2004), which takes its title from
         the famous opening to Tolstoy’s Anna Karenina, the world’s other most famous adultery novel, adds another layer of irony of which the characters are
         of course unaware.
      

      
      Carmela’s upward mobility has, at it were, left her suspended between two worlds,
         both economically and culturally. In a similar way, her position at the beginning
         of the new millennium has left her caught between an aspiration to be a conventional
         nurturing wife and mother, and a desire to be an independent woman of means, especially
         as she knows that Tony’s business, however lucrative, has very little security attached
         to it. Thus, when she expresses her desire to be more involved in Tony’s financial
         affairs by declaring in episode 4.8 (“Mergers and Acquisitions,” November 3, 2002)
         that “women are supposed to be partners nowadays,” she also accompanies the declaration
         with an ambivalent qualifier: “I’m not a feminist, I’m not saying 50–50.”[4]  
      

      
      Of all the women characters in The Sopranos, then, it is Carmela who most thoroughly embodies the unstable postmodern identities
         that arise from the environment of cultural crisis that pervades the entire series.
         She is thus less conventional than, say, Rosalie Aprile (Sharon Angela), who represents
         something more of a conventional mob wife, left rather adrift in the wake of her husband’s
         death. But Carmela is certainly a far more domestic figure than the highly professional
         Jennifer Melfi. Similarly, one could say that Carmela is something of a transitional
         figure, between her mother (who occupies a rather traditional wifely role, though
         she is not a mob wife) and her daughter, Meadow.[5]   Both Carmela and Tony expect without question that Meadow will be a professional
         in the mode of Melfi, perhaps even becoming a doctor, though she in fact ultimately
         opts to go to law school and seems possibly headed for a career as a mob lawyer, despite
         her occasional gestures toward idealism. It is clear that Carmela’s mother had no
         such expectations for her, a change that most would regard as a step forward. In this
         sense, the representation of women in The Sopranos directly contradicts the narrative of decline and decay that is so central to the
         overall atmosphere of the series, but of course most of the gangsters in the series
         regard the gains that women have made in American society since the 1950s as a loss
         for men, suggesting how narratives of decline are always relative and dependent on
         one’s point of view. This notion that social and economic equality for women necessarily
         represents a loss for men is of course flawed, but the fact that the men of the series
         so frequently accept it without question can be taken as an indication of how thoroughly
         infused their minds are with the competitive ethos of capitalism. This aspect of The Sopranos also subtly addresses one of the fundamental contradictions of capitalism, the ideology
         of which views upward mobility as an absolute virtue, but ignores the dirty little
         secret that, while capitalism is by no means a zero-sum game, a gain for some necessarily
         involves a loss for others. This vision of men and women as competitors rather than
         partners, so typical of capitalist ideology, is also representative of the structure
         of The Sopranos as a whole—consistently dependent on polar oppositions, whether they be between men
         and women, upper-class Medigans and working-class “ethnic” Italians, or individual
         characters—as noted above. One of the most important of these oppositions is that
         between the gangsters of the Sopranos’ organized-crime world and the agents of the
         FBI, charged with “protecting” American society from the gangsters. That opposition
         will be explored in the next chapter.
      

      
      
         
            1. Several women function in this way in The Sopranos, of course, with Adriana La Cerva functioning perhaps as the most poignant and tragic
                  case. Beset with a variety of health problems (from sources ranging from a botched
                  abortion to the general stress of being a mobster’s girlfriend), she ends up hounded
                  by the FBI and then murdered by the mob, dashing her attempts to live out relatively
                  conventional (if unrealistic) girlhood dreams of love and marriage. For a somewhat
                  damning critique of the representation of women as victims in The Sopranos, see Lauzen.
               

            

         

         
            2. For Palmer-Mehta, Janice “disrupts conventional notions of feminine embodiment and
                  behavior and prompts the audience to reflect on the brutality of her male counterparts,
                  but not even the most malevolent men on the program stoop to her levels of manipulation.
                  Consequently, Janice emerges as disruptive, unruly, but not transformative, thus containing
                  her feminist potential” (68).
               

            

         

         
            3. This scene foreshadows the scene six episodes later (“Whoever Did This,” November
                  10, 2002) in which a bowling ball rolls down a flight of stairs, startling Tony and
                  Christopher as they dismember Ralph’s body. The scene also echoes one in episode 2.2
                  (“Do Not Resuscitate,” January 23, 2000), in which Janice fantasizes (prompted by
                  Livia’s apparent reference to Richard Widmark’s Kiss of Death as an expression of distrust) about pushing Livia down the same stairs she would eventually
                  send Ralph tumbling down. The Sopranos is intricately constructed, and such echoes abound.
               

            

         

         
            4. On Carmela’s complex relationship with feminism, see McCabe and Akass.

            

         

         
            5. The historical progression is not a simple one, however. Tony’s mother, for example,
                  was already a tough and domineering woman back in the golden patriarchal days of the
                  1950s, hardly cowed by her rough and violent husband.
               

            

         

      

   
      Chapter 12

      Representing the FBI in 
The Sopranos

      
         
         
      

      
      If there are two Tonys in The Sopranos, there are also two crime-related organizations whose activities run through the
         series. One, of course, is the Mafia; the other is the FBI, the Mafia’s Other. The
         depiction of the FBI in The Sopranos is rife with significance, as when their constant efforts to gather information about
         Tony and his criminal associates potentially serve as commentary on the growing level
         of surveillance we are all subject to in modern American society, especially in the
         era after September 11, 2001. Perhaps more importantly, though, the series’ rather
         irreverent view of the FBI dramatizes the crisis in contemporary authority that is
         so central to the world of The Sopranos, while the difficulty that the FBI has in making any sense of the information it
         gathers through its surveillance activities serves as an embodiment of the embattled
         status of interpretation that runs throughout the series.
      

      
      The FBI has functioned as the Other to gangsters in American popular culture for quite
         some time, and in more ways than one. For example, the first FBI movie, G Men, was released in 1935, the same year that the Federal Bureau of Investigation came
         into being under its current name, though it had essentially operated in its modern
         form since 1924, when J. Edgar Hoover became director of what was then simply called
         the Bureau of Investigation. G Men partly functioned as a promotional piece for the FBI, but, more than anything, it
         was intended to provide an answer to the spate of gangster films that had appeared
         in the early 1930s, films that many felt glamorized and made heroes of the gangsters
         who were featured in them. In response, G Men featured gangsters as unlikeable thugs opposed by the virtuous and heroic “G Men”
         men of the FBI. Interestingly, the most important FBI agent in the film is one James
         “Brick” Davis, who just happens to be played by James Cagney—in what appears to be
         a direct response to the popularity of Cagney as gangster Tom Powers in Public Enemy (1931), one of Tony Soprano’s favorite gangster films. G Men was re-released in 1949 as part of the celebration of the twenty-fifth anniversary
         of the modern FBI (i.e., of Hoover’s tenure as director), in a version that included
         a brief prologue showing the film being screened for a roomful of young FBI agents
         in order to teach them about the bureau’s history.
      

      
      The re-release, then, was intended even more clearly as a promotion for the FBI, and
         can be seen as part of Hollywood’s effort at the time to demonstrate its loyalty to
         the United States and to combat suspicions that the film industry had been infiltrated
         and was being unduly influenced by communists and communist sympathizers. Hoover firmly
         believed that building trust in his organization through the development of a positive
         public image could greatly enhance the effectiveness of the bureau in fighting crime,
         so this effort was very much in line with his own goals.[1]   By the 1950s, films such as Walk East on Beacon! (1952) had become little more than pro-FBI, anticommunist propaganda, clearly designed
         to curry favor with Hoover. On the other hand, Samuel Fuller’s Pickup on South Street (1953) drew the ire of Hoover when its producers refused to make the changes he demanded
         after previewing the film, which he felt was unflattering to the FBI and its anticommunism
         campaign. Meanwhile, the FBI came in for criticism because many felt Hoover’s fanatical
         devotion to fighting communism detracted from the bureau’s efforts to fight organized
         crime, allowing the Mafia to thrive as it never had before—a claim that is probably
         part of the background to the vague recollection of the gangsters of The Sopranos that the 1950s constituted a golden era for their business.[2]  
      

      
      Nevertheless, by the time of the release of Warner Bros.’ The FBI Story in 1959 (with Hoover serving as a consultant on the film), Hoover’s efforts to craft
         a public image of the FBI as a sleek, modern organization staffed by virtuous and
         efficient agents had been largely successful. This film essentially tells the history
         of the FBI (from an extremely flattering perspective); it may have gained its greatest
         importance, however, from the fact that it was one of the inspirations for the Warner-produced
         television series The F.B.I., which ran from 1965 until 1974, with Efrem Zimbalist Jr. in the lead role of Inspector
         Lewis Erskine. This popular series, which featured stories inspired by actual FBI
         cases, did as much as anything to solidify the positive image of the FBI that Hoover
         had cultivated and nurtured until his death in 1972.
      

      
      That image largely remained in place until the 1990s, even though a series of revelations
         about illegal or unethical activities by the bureau, especially in relation to the
         oppositional political movements of the 1960s and early 1970s, chipped away at the
         pristine reputation Hoover had worked so hard to establish. In 1991, The Silence of the Lambs made Anthony Hopkins’ criminal genius Hannibal Lecter one of the most compelling villains
         in American film history, but it also cast a very sympathetic light on the efforts
         of young FBI agent Clarice Starling (Jody Foster) to make use of Lecter’s talents.
         The 1990s, however, would be most notable for the representation of the FBI on television,
         rather than on film. FBI agent Dale Cooper (Kyle MacLachlan) was the central character
         of David Lynch’s groundbreaking Twin Peaks (1990–1991); though his unconventional investigative techniques sometimes put him
         at odds with the FBI establishment, Cooper was a generally positive figure, even if
         the overall texture of this genuinely strange (and quintessentially postmodern) series
         tended to challenge the scientific, authoritative worldview on which the reputation
         of the FBI had long been built.
      

      
      A similar, and even more compelling, challenge would be mounted soon afterward in
         the form of The X-Files (1993–2002). Here, FBI agents Fox Mulder (David Duchovny) and Dana Scully (Gillian
         Anderson) would become perhaps the best-known FBI agents since Hoover himself. However,
         the swirl of conspiracies and counter-conspiracies that lay at the heart of this important
         series often cast the bureaucracy of the FBI in a highly negative light, with Mulder
         and Scully often having to battle the FBI establishment almost as much as they battled
         aliens, monsters, and psychopaths.
      

      
      By the time The Sopranos debuted at the beginning of 1999, then, the FBI was still one of the best-known institutions
         in the United States, though its long-term reputation for excellence was becoming
         a bit shaky—both in popular culture and in reality. The bureau had been directed since
         1993 by Louis Freeh, who had risen to prominence for his role in the “Pizza Connection”
         case, one of several cases in the 1980s in which the government struck important blows
         against organized crime. However, Freeh’s tenure as FBI director was fraught with
         controversy, and he eventually resigned from the post in June 2001, shortly after
         the conclusion of the third season of The Sopranos and only months before the 9/11 bombings seriously called into question the effectiveness
         of the FBI and related organizations in protecting the United States against terrorism.
      

      
      The embattled situation of the FBI at the turn of the millennium was very much congruent
         with the air of a crisis in authority that is so central to the texture of The Sopranos. Indeed, by the time the series had been completed, the once-glorious reputation
         of the bureau had largely eroded.[3]   It should come as no surprise, then, that the portrayal of the FBI in the series
         is less than entirely flattering. In some cases, for example, the efforts of the bureau
         to gather evidence against Tony Soprano and other organized crime figures border on
         the comically inept. In other cases, the FBI agents seeking to take down these mob
         figures seem as ruthless and unscrupulous as the mobsters themselves. At the same
         time, just as The Sopranos complicates our view of gangsters by showing them as real people with homes and families
         and lives apart from the mob, so too does it remind us that the FBI agents charged
         with tracking them down are human beings with private lives of their own.
      

      
      In the early days of the FBI, Director Hoover preferred to rely on informants for
         inside information and resisted sending FBI agents undercover for fear that they might
         be corrupted by the environments into which they were being sent. By the time of The Sopranos, however, it was common practice to employ both of these methods. One of the key
         gangster films in the years leading into the production of The Sopranos was Donnie Brasco (1997), based on the real-life undercover activities of FBI agent Joseph Pistone (played
         in the film by Johnny Depp), who posed as gangster Donnie Brasco from 1976 to 1981,
         infiltrating New York’s Bonanno crime family. In The Sopranos there is no such direct infiltration, though there is one case of an FBI agent who
         works undercover to gather information when a female agent, Deborah Ciccerone-Waldrup
         (Lola Glaudini) is asked to pose as one “Danielle Ciccolella” and to befriend Adriana
         La Cerva in order to gain information about Adriana’s life with Christopher Moltisanti.[4]   Ciccerone-Waldrup’s association with the relatively innocent Adriana ultimately
         leads to the latter’s doom, so that this motif suggests the way in which the FBI is
         willing to destroy lives in order to achieve its objectives.[5]   Ciccerone-Waldrup is also married (to another FBI agent) and has a baby, and the
         brief scene of her at home with her husband and child in episode 4.1 (“For All Debts
         Public and Private,” September 15, 2002)—which includes a call from her mother just
         as she is putting on her war paint in preparation for an undercover outing with Adriana—provides
         one of the strongest reminders we have in the series that FBI agents are just people
         doing a job. Thus, Douglas Howard notes that Tony Soprano and Dwight Harris (Matt
         Servitto), the main FBI agent investigating Tony, “do not seem like adversaries,”
         but “more like rival businessmen . . . working different sides of the street in the
         same industry. . . . They are both just doing their jobs” (165).
      

      
      It’s just a business, as Tony would say, a point that is made most strongly and directly
         in episode 2.11 (“House Arrest,” March 26, 2000) when Tony consults his lawyer, Neil
         Mink (David Margulies), about the ongoing FBI investigation into his affairs. Mink
         explains to Tony that “the Feds are a business, Anthony. Millions of tax dollars invested
         in watching your ass. Sooner or later they’re gonna want a return on that investment.”
         On the other hand, the ongoing efforts of the FBI to map out the organization of the
         various crime families they are investigating sometimes seem more like a board game
         than a business, especially as it seldom seems to lead to any sort of practical results.
         In fact, the seemingly inordinate amount of time the FBI spends trying to determine
         the exact administrative structure of the crime families they are investigating suggests
         that the FBI, so caught up in bureaucratic tangles of its own, is perhaps overly concerned
         with bureaucracy and assumes that organized crime must be the same.
      

      
      The main investigative technique employed by the FBI in The Sopranos is to pressure members of the mob into providing evidence (and, eventually, testimony)
         against their own organizations. However, the coercive tactics the bureau uses in
         doing so border on outright extortion, and are not all that different from those that
         might be employed by the mob itself. In the early part of the series, these efforts
         focus on longtime trusted Soprano associate Sal “Big Pussy” Bonpensiero, who has been
         arrested on heroin-trafficking charges and thus begins supplying information in order
         to try to avoid the substantial prison term that might be associated with those charges.
         Bonpensiero thus embodies the real historical fact that the imposition of increased
         minimum sentences for drug-trafficking charges in the 1980s struck significant blows
         against organized crime by encouraging numerous mobsters to turn state’s evidence
         in order to avoid those longer prison terms.
      

      
      The somewhat friendly relationship that evolves between Bonpensiero and his FBI handler,
         Skip Lipari, also contributes to the sense in the series that the line between the
         FBI and the Mafia is a fine one. Indeed, in episode 2.12 (“The Knight in White Satin
         Armor,” April 2, 2000), Lipari complains that Bonpensiero can’t decide whether he
         wants to be loyal to Tony or whether he wants to be a G-man dedicated to busting the
         mob. Among other things, the fact that Bonpensiero seems attracted to the romantic
         notion of being a gang-busting G-man shows just how effective American popular culture
         has been in perpetuating that particular image of FBI activity. At the same time,
         Bonpensiero ultimately seems to try to feed Lipari as little useful information as
         he can to get by; however, when the chips are down, Lipari is not above applying pressure
         when he feels that Bonpensiero is being less than fully cooperative. Eventually, he
         coerces Bonpensiero into wearing a wire so that his conversations with Tony and others
         can be monitored and recorded, thus pushing the gangster toward the ultimate form
         of perfidy by the values of the mob, despite his loyalty to and fondness for Tony,
         for whom he has long served as a sort of mentor.
      

      
      One sign of a breakdown in the mob is the seeming ease with which the FBI is able
         to turn mobsters into informants in the series. However, one sign that the FBI might
         be less than the coldly efficient machine Hoover had portrayed it as being is that
         the mob informants employed by the bureau are often detected and quickly disposed
         of—without the FBI ever quite being able to figure out what happened. Thus, it becomes
         clear to Tony fairly early on that Bonpensiero is informing to the FBI, despite the
         fact that Bonpensiero is a trusted and beloved member of his crew—and despite the
         fact that Tony wants so badly to believe that his old friend is loyal. Moreover, almost
         as if to add insult to injury, when the gangsters of the series do away with one of
         their own after discovering his activities as an informant, they typically explain
         the disappearance of that individual by claiming (as they do with Bonpensiero) that
         they have gone into the witness protection program, so much so that this explanation
         becomes a sort of running joke in the series.
      

      
      The plot strand involving Bonpensiero’s collaboration with the FBI, which dominates
         much of the action of the second season, leads to his eventual execution-style shooting
         by Tony, Sil, and Paulie in episode 2.13 (“Funhouse,” April 9, 2000). Bonpensiero’s
         body is then dumped in the ocean, clearly referring back to his appearance in the
         pilot episode, in which he corrects Christopher’s mangled reference to Luca Brasi’s
         “sleeping with the fishes” in The Godfather. The motif then continues as Bonpensiero’s memory (with his “ghost” often appearing
         in the form of a fish) haunts Tony through the remainder of the series. In fact, Bonpensiero’s
         fate is a sad one both for Tony and for viewers, and the pressure put on him by the
         FBI is one of the clearest indications in the series of the ruthlessness with which
         the FBI is willing to pursue its goals. In the morally complex world of The Sopranos, there is no clear opposition between good guys and bad guys; in fact, there are
         few good guys at all, at least not in any clear and absolute sense.
      

      
      The end of the Bonpensiero plot thread did not, however, remove the FBI from a central
         role in the events of The Sopranos. In fact, season 3 opens with a renewed focus on the bureau, as episode 3.1 (“Mr.
         Ruggerio’s Neighborhood,” March 4, 2001) employs the surprise strategy of being told
         largely from the point of view of the FBI, creating a sort of defamiliarized vision
         of Tony and his two families from a new and estranging perspective. This strategy
         also helps to create a sense that the FBI is finally beginning to move in on Tony,
         mobilizing vast resources to keep him under surveillance, including planting a bug
         in his house. Fortunately for Tony (but unfortunately for the FBI), the agents involved
         in this process appear to be rather bumbling and inept, even comical in their efforts.[6]   This comical aspect to their endeavors is reinforced when Henry Mancini’s well-known
         “Peter Gunn Theme” plays as the FBI watches Carmela and Meadow to make sure they don’t
         come home during the planting of the bug there, giving their efforts a theatrical
         air, as if they are simply playing at being FBI agents. In short, like everyone else
         in the postmodern world of The Sopranos, their actions are a performance, mediated through their own notions of what FBI agents
         are supposed to be like, notions that are themselves derived largely from film and
         television representations of FBI agents. Then the music switches to the 1983 Police
         classic, “Every Breath You Take,” the lyrics (dominated by the refrain “I’ll be watching
         you”) clearly providing a bridge between Big Brother–style official surveillance and
         voyeuristic romantic obsession. Meanwhile, this parallel between surveillance and
         voyeurism is made even more clear when the agents involved in the investigation spend
         much of their time ogling Adriana rather than keeping their minds on the business
         at hand. In the end, the agents finally manage to plant a bugged lamp in the Sopranos’
         basement, which might be regarded as a major coup for them, given that Tony often
         conducts business-related conversations in the basement. The only problem is that
         the lamp will become a running gag as it moves around to various locations in the
         house, initially confusing the FBI listeners. By episode 3.5 (“Another Toothpick,”
         March 25, 2001), Meadow takes it out of the house altogether to use at Columbia, leading
         the FBI melodramatically to declare that “the Tony Soprano wiretap has been neutralized.”
      

      
      The sixth and final season of The Sopranos again begins with a focus on the FBI, as Agent Harris and his new partner, Agent Ron
         Goddard (Michael Kelly), ride in a car and Goddard (in what might be taken as a comment
         on most forms of American commercial television) quotes P. T. Barnum’s famous dictum
         to the effect that “Nobody ever went broke underestimating the taste of the American
         public.” Then Harris (in what might also be taken as a similar bit of TV criticism)
         has to stop the car to throw up. It turns out, however, that Harris has a more direct
         reason to vomit—he has a parasite that he picked up in Pakistan, where he was sent
         for six months as part of his new assignment to fight terrorism. This new assignment
         takes Harris’s role in the series in a new direction, while at the same time making
         important points about the impact of the War on Terror on American society, suggesting
         (among other things) that the resources devoted to fighting terrorism since 9/11 have
         been largely diverted from other assignments and that the government is now so focused
         on fighting terrorism that it has decreased its efforts in areas such as fighting
         organized crime.
      

      
      We have known Agent Harris since the first season of The Sopranos, when he was identified as the agent in charge of investigating the organized crime
         activities of which Tony Soprano and his family are a key part. Through most of his
         appearances in the series he remains on the margins of the show and seems something
         of a nonentity, though his appearance in a total of twenty-four episodes does make
         him a fairly consistent presence. However, the very fact that he remains involved
         in the series for so long brings a certain continuity to the activities of the FBI
         in the show and tends to make him function as a sort of embodiment of the bureau,
         providing a face to what might have otherwise have seemed a largely impersonal operation.
         In the sixth season, in fact, Harris becomes a more prominent presence in the series
         (and even something of an ally of Tony), staying involved into the very last episode.
      

      
      Agent Harris first appears in episode 1.8 (“The Legend of Tennessee Moltisanti,” February
         28, 1999), leading a group of agents who have come to the Soprano home with a warrant
         that allows them to search the premises seeking incriminating evidence. Harris gets
         off to a relatively positive start and shows a certain sensitivity in trying to avoid
         traumatizing the Soprano family. When Tony complains at dinner that night about the
         behavior of the agents, Carmela notes that Harris didn’t seem to be so bad, but Tony
         is suspicious of Harris’s polite conduct. “He was the biggest sneak out of all of
         them,” Tony declares. “It was all a part of his little act.”
      

      
      Given Tony’s distrust of Harris, it is no surprise that he spurns Harris’s efforts
         a few episodes later—in episode 1.12 (“Isabella,” March 28, 1999)—to get him to turn
         state’s evidence for his own protection in light of the recent attempt on his life
         (an attempt that had been ordered by Uncle Junior and tacitly approved by his own
         mother). As time goes forward, though, Harris does seem a reasonably decent sort,
         especially in comparison with most of the other FBI agents we meet in the series.
      

      
      The parasite (another of those motifs in The Sopranos that invites, but doesn’t especially repay, careful allegorical interpretation) that
         afflicts Harris in the first episode of the sixth season will continue to plague him
         throughout the rest of the series. It does not, however, prevent him from starting
         to hang out at Satriale’s Pork Store eating their sandwiches, which seems a decidedly
         questionable move for anyone with digestive difficulties of any kind. On the other
         hand, when Christopher, in episode 6.2 (“Join the Club,” March 19, 2006), runs into
         Harris and Goddard there and chidingly asks him about the parasite he picked up in
         “Diarrheastan,” Harris suggests that the sandwiches just might be the cure. Harris
         asks about Tony (who is still recuperating after having been mistakenly shot by his
         Uncle Junior), and in a way that suggests at least a modicum of genuine concern. In
         response, Christopher suggests that Harris only comes to the neighborhood because
         he misses Tony and the gang, especially as his new job must be so depressing. Christopher
         then makes a racist joke about someone reporting a truckload of towels missing (suggesting
         that Arabs all wear towels on their head). Goddard responds with absolute seriousness
         (and more than a little defensiveness), noting that “We actually spend a little more
         of our time trying to interdict the financial networks that fund the terror cells
         worldwide.” Harris then notes that some of the activities that are being used to fund
         terrorism involve areas (such as truck hijacking or narcotics) into which Christopher
         might have some insight. He tells Christopher, “You’d be helping a lot if you picked
         up a phone.” When Christopher responds that he wouldn’t know a terrorist if one bit
         him on the ass, Harris responds that “you knew Matush Gia.” Christopher assures Harris
         that he knew nothing about Matush’s politics and that “I take that terrorism shit
         seriously. And Tony? Don’t even get him started.”
      

      
      Matush, incidentally, is another of the many loose threads that the FBI is unable
         to tie together in the course of their work in the series. We first meet him in episode
         3.9 (“The Telltale Moozadell,” April 22, 2001), in which he seems to be named “Matush
         Giamona” (Nick Tarabay) and is identified as a friend of Jackie Aprile Jr. and as
         possibly Israeli. Matush is caught dealing in the bathroom at the Crazy Horse, the
         new music club that Christopher has helped set up for Adriana to run to give her something
         to do. Furio Giunta and his men throw Matush out of the club, then severely beat him
         when he later returns to deal drugs outside the club. Matush will later be important in episode 5.12 (“Long Term Parking,” May
         23, 2004) when he murders—with help of a Muslim drug dealer named Kamal (Homie Daroodian)—one
         of his own disgruntled customers in the backroom of the Crazy Horse, then coerces
         Adriana into helping him cover up the crime. The FBI, though, has the club under tight
         surveillance and uses the information they gain about her participation in the murder
         cover-up to strong-arm her into cooperating with them. Meanwhile, the association
         with Kamal might be one reason the FBI suspects Matush of being involved in terrorist
         activities, though, as usual, they are unable to come to any firm conclusions about
         his involvement.
      

      
      Interestingly enough, Christopher apparently goes straight from the meeting with Harris
         to the Bada Bing!, where he encounters Ahmed (Taleb Adleh) and Muhammad (Donnie Keshawarz),
         two young Arab Muslims who seem to operate on the fringes of organized crime and with
         whom Christopher is clearly acquainted. They are, in fact, among a number of young
         criminals that Christopher seems to help break into organized crime in the course
         of the series. Seeing them drinking at the bar while watching strippers (they are
         apparently rather lax Muslims), Christopher quips (with casual racism), “You guys
         here again? You oughtta put up a tent on this fuckin’ bar.”[7]  
      

      
      Ahmed and Muhammad (whose names are so stereotypically Arab that their naming almost
         seems like a sort of sly joke, despite the fact that their behavior often busts stereotypes
         about Muslims) next appear in episode 6.5 (“Mr. and Mrs. John Sacrimoni Request .
         . . ,” April 9, 2006), where they again meet with Christopher at the Bada Bing!. He
         again greets them with a mildly racist remark: “Ho! Where are the rest of the forty
         thieves?” This time, though, they come to him with a purpose, bearing payment for
         some credit card numbers and security codes that Christopher has stolen from the Internet.
         Christopher then becomes exasperated when the two Arabs don’t understand his reference
         to an old American Express commercial, clearly regarding them as hopelessly primitive
         and ignorant. They ignore the jibe, as always, and are quite deferential, offering
         a box of dates as a gift for the recovering Tony.
      

      
      Then things take a potentially darker turn when Ahmed asks Christopher if he knows
         where they can acquire a couple of “TEC-9 semi-automatics, extended magazines,” weapons
         that were at the time on the list of firearms banned in the United States by the 1994
         Federal Assault Weapons Ban. Christopher seems surprised that they might need such
         firepower, but Muhammad assures him (not entirely convincingly) that it has to do
         with “a family problem. My former brother-in-law, actually,” without providing any
         further details.
      

      
      Ahmed and Muhammad continue their association with Christopher and his henchman Murmur
         in the credit card scheme over the next several episodes. In the next episode, 6.6
         (“Live Free or Die,” April 16, 2006), Meadow complains that the Bush administration
         is using 9/11 as an excuse to erode our civil liberties. Tony, despite his position
         outside the law, is far from questioning the legitimacy of the War on Terror or from
         wondering if the Patriot Act might have ulterior motivations behind it. But all the
         talk about terrorism makes him a bit nervous. Growing concerned, Tony asks Christopher
         about “those two Arabs, with the credit cards”: “Do you think there’s a chance they
         could be, I don’t know . . . Al-Qaedas?” Christopher admits that it once crossed his
         mind, and that the two seem to be “gun nuts.” But he has concluded that the two are
         far too Westernized and secularized to be Muslim extremists. Moreover, he informs
         Tony that Muhammad’s brother is a “government interrogator in Lebanon . . . or Syria.”
         Muhummad and his girlfriend even have a dog, Christopher notes, so how Muslim could
         they be? Tony seems unconvinced, though, and Christopher himself seems to be rethinking
         the matter.
      

      
      In the next episode—6.7 (“Luxury Lounge,” April 23, 2006)—Ahmed and Muhammad decline
         Murmur’s offer (while they again sit at the bar at the Bada Bing!) to supply actual
         plastic cards and explain that they do “Internet only,” but still with no other explanation
         of what they are up to. In episode 6.12 (“Kaisha,” June 4, 2006) they are again spotted
         at their favorite spot (the bar at the Bing) as Tony walks by and they wish him a
         merry Christmas, continuing both their tendency to kiss up to the mob boss and to
         act in ways that deviate from Muslim stereotypes. In this same episode tensions are
         continuing to mount between Tony and Phil Leotardo, when the latter is suddenly stricken
         with a heart attack. While he is recuperating in the hospital (a setting in which
         gangsters apparently spend an inordinate amount of time), Tony meets with Harris as
         the other sits at one of the tables in Satriale’s. “So how’s the war on terror?” asks
         Tony, taking a seat across from Harris. “Christmas is always potentially our busy
         season,” replies Harris, not only linking his antiterrorism work to conventional business
         activities but also echoing one of Tony’s own favorite expressions—and one that Harris
         might well be aware of from his earlier surveillance of Tony’s activities, adding
         a special note of irony to this exchange. In any case, Harris warns Tony that he is
         “not very popular in Brooklyn right now” and that “someone close to you may be in
         danger.” Tony asks whether Harris has anyone specific in mind, and Harris responds
         that “all they know is it’s under serious discussion at top levels.”
      

      
      The only time in the series that we see Ahmed and Muhammad outside the Bing or associating
         with any other Muslims occurs in episode 6.16 (“Chasing It,” April 29, 2007) when
         Tony rides in a car along the street and sees them chatting with a man and his son
         (probably Pakistani), then walking past some other Muslims that they seem to know.
         Tony then puts two and two together and seems to take the fact that Ahmed and Muhammad
         are seen with other Muslims as evidence that they might be involved in terrorist activities—even
         though we see no real evidence of this anywhere in the series. In episode 6.19 (“The
         Second Coming,” May 20, 2007), Harris (who now complains that he can’t eat at Satriale’s
         because of his parasite) and Goddard show Tony pictures of Ahmed and Muhammad, this
         time with Muhammad wearing a traditional Saudi Ghutrah. Tony, with his suspicions
         already raised about the two, is clearly curious, but Harris and Goddard seem to know
         little more than he does. Goddard says they might be involved in “financing maybe,”
         while Harris notes that “I’m not even sure we even still have them in the country.”
         The mighty FBI seems completely unable to unravel the activities even of small-time
         operators like Ahmed and Muhammad—and viewers of The Sopranos are in pretty much the same boat.
      

      
      We learn in the very next episode that Harris apparently works very hard at his antiterrorism
         assignment, even if he seems to get few results. In episode 6.20 (“Blue Comet,” June
         3, 2007), Harris (still seeming to have trouble deciding about the status of his stomach)
         is chowing down on one of his favorite sandwiches at Satriale’s when Tony spots him
         and asks him how the “anti-terror” is going, repeating his favorite conversation-starter.
         “Great,” says Harris, “if you don’t like sleeping, eating, or seeing your kids.” But
         when Tony asks what has become of Ahmed and Muhammad, who seem to have disappeared
         (he wonders if they are “in Jordan, gettin’ their balls zapped”), Harris claims not
         to know whether they are actually involved in terrorism: “For all we know they may
         be harmless pistachio salesmen.” Tony thinks Harris is being evasive and leaves in
         a huff. After thinking for a moment, Harris follows Tony out onto the street and tells
         him he appreciates the information Tony gave him about the two Arabs. In return, he
         delivers some information of his own: “Remember that thing I told you about that was
         supposed to happen about a year ago? Your problem . . . with Brooklyn? It’s on again,
         possibly. You. Maybe people close to you. If it was real solid you would have been
         warned officially by the Newark office. But my colleague in Brooklyn . . . the one
         with the collaborator. The snitch is implying the wheels have already been set in
         motion.” Tony essentially shrugs off the information (“Implyin’,” he says), but he
         clearly seems worried.
      

      
      By the time of the next (and final) episode, Tony, hoping to get information about
         Phil Leotardo in return, offers Harris information about a bank where Ahmed and Muhammad
         have an account. Harris declines to supply information about Leotardo in return. Later
         in the episode, however, Harris (who had been shown squabbling on the phone with his
         wife in “Blue Comet”) is further humanized when he is shown in a motel room in the
         aftermath of what appears to be an assignation with a female agent—placing him in
         the kind of situation in which one might expect to find Tony and thus blurring the
         line between gangster and G-Man. His partner in crime, as it were, is not too happy,
         though when she emerges, dressing, from the bathroom to discover Harris (having had
         a change of heart) on the phone to Tony, delivering the tip that will ultimately allow
         Tony and his crew to locate (and kill) Leotardo.
      

      
      With Harris now assigned to the War on Terror instead of the War on Crime, it is easier
         for him and Tony to be on the same side, but it also seems to be the case that they
         have developed a grudging respect for one another over the years. Harris also, as
         it turns out, has a special long-time grudge against Leotardo (who once apparently
         tried to set up one of Harris’s female agents to be beaten and raped), and we later
         see that he is pleased to get word of Leotardo’s murder. Still, the tip that leads
         to Leotardo’s death is the culmination of a movement throughout this series by which
         Harris and Tony become (uneasy) allies, rather than the (at least nominal) antagonists
         they had previously been.
      

      
      This movement suggests a deconstruction of any simple opposition between the good
         FBI and the bad mob, in keeping with the postmodern complexities of The Sopranos as a whole. In addition, the antiterrorism story line of The Sopranos indicates a reorientation of the priorities of the FBI since 9/11; it also suggests
         the massive amount of U.S. government resources that have been expended on antiterrorism,
         often with very little payoff. Indeed, the failure of the FBI to come to any real
         conclusions from their investigations of either organized crime or terrorism demystifies
         the reputation of the FBI as an investigative juggernaut. At the same time, these
         failures are again very much in keeping with the postmodern texture of the series,
         in which investigative/interpretive efforts time and again come to naught. If the
         FBI can never quite seem to figure out just what is going on with either the Mafia
         or Al-Qaeda, then it is also the case that we as viewers can never quite come to definitive
         interpretations of these investigations.
      

      
      In short, the investigative activities of the FBI become still another enactment of
         the basic postmodern epistemological skepticism that underlies the entire series.
         Meanwhile, the fact that the efforts to investigate terrorism are also dogged by a
         certain inherent racism also reinforces other important themes in the series. Indeed,
         race and racism often come to the fore in this series—but in complex ways that both
         challenge the notion that we have reached a postethnic era in America, and suggest
         that race has become a more complex category in the postmodern era. We will address
         this aspect of the series in the next chapter.
      

      
      
         
            1. See Powers for a detailed account of the image-building efforts of Hoover’s FBI.

            

         

         
            2. Oddly enough, while Hoover’s insistence that there was a communist behind every bush
                  in America bordered on outright paranoia, his attitude toward organized crime was
                  just the opposite. Indeed, until the Apalachin Meeting of 1957 made it clear that
                  organized crime was thriving as never before, Hoover insisted that there was no such
                  thing as the Mafia or any other highly organized criminal syndicate in the United
                  States. See Bernstein.
               

            

         

         
            3. For a recent history of the FBI that reflects this growing skepticism with regard
                  to the bureau and its aims, see Weiner.
               

            

         

         
            4. Given the fake-identity motif involved in the role of Ciccerone-Waldrup in the series,
                  it is ironic that, during her first appearance—in episode 3.13 (“Army of One,” May
                  20, 2001)—the agent was played by Fairuza Balk. In the several subsequent episodes
                  in which she appeared, she was played by Lola Glaudini. The scenes in “Army of One”
                  were then reshot for continuity, with Glaudini replacing Balk in subsequent re-airings
                  and on the DVD distribution of the series.
               

            

         

         
            5. The FBI is willing to go to other extremes as well. On trial for racketeering, Uncle
                  Junior knows that he is under heavy surveillance, so he must conduct mob-related business
                  meetings in his doctor’s office, which is presumably not bugged. However, we learn
                  in this episode that the hot nurse with whom he has been flirting is in fact an undercover
                  FBI agent.
               

            

         

         
            6. Yacowar plays up the comic aspects of this episode, noting that it and the series
                  as a whole depict the FBI “as if they were a gang like Tony’s, only not as effective
                  or smart” (126).
               

            

         

         
            7. While Tony and his crew appear to feel that frequenting the Bada Bing! might be evidence
                  that Ahmed and Muhammad must not be terrorists, it should be noted that several of
                  the Muslims involved in the 9/11 bombings were known to patronize such establishments.
                  See Harnden.
               

            

         

      

   
      Chapter 13

      The Sopranos and 
Postethnic America
      

      
         
         
      

      
      The Sopranos is, among other things, an extensive exploration of the failure of group identities
         of various kinds in turn-of-the-millennium America. Race and ethnicity, of course,
         have long been crucial to American group identities, and it is certainly the case
         that the series is dominated by characters for whom being Italian American is central
         to their sense of who they are. Indeed, one often gets the sense that these characters
         are clinging (with varying degrees of desperation) to their ethnic identities, which
         they seem to feel are in danger of being swallowed up by the American melting pot.
         This blurring of ethnic identities is part of a general blurring of boundaries that
         is typical of the postmodern condition. At times, of course, it has been seen as a
         good thing, especially given the severe social problems that racial divisions have
         created over the course of the history of the United States. For example, David Hollinger’s
         Postethnic America: Beyond Multiculturalism, first published in 1995, just a few years before the premiere of The Sopranos, saw great potential in a movement beyond the fixed affiliations of ethnic identities
         toward more fluid voluntary affiliations, though Hollinger did not argue that this
         movement has been achieved. The treatment of ethnic identity in The Sopranos shows that a movement beyond ethnic identities had not in fact been achieved by the
         time of the series, while at the same time demonstrating that race- and ethnicity-based
         identities were no longer as stable or reliable as they once might have been.
      

      
      In a key moment in episode 2.9 (“From Where to Eternity,” March 12, 2000), Tony Soprano
         attempts to justify (in a session with Jennifer Melfi) his participation in organized
         crime by arguing that the Mafia serves as a way for Italian Americans to protect their
         threatened ethnic identities from being swallowed up in the American mainstream. He
         argues that Italian immigrants were only allowed into the United States in the first
         place so that they could be used as cheap labor to make “the “Carnegies and the Rockefellers”
         richer. “But some of us,” he explains, “didn’t want to swarm around their hive and
         lose who we were. We wanted to stay Italian and preserve the things that meant something
         to us: honor, family, and loyalty. And some of us wanted a piece of the action. We
         weren’t educated like the Americans, but we had the balls to take what we wanted.
         And those other fucks, the J. P. Morgans, they were crooks and killers, too, but that
         was their business, right? The American Way.”
      

      
      It seems clear from this speech that the attitudes of Tony and his fellow Italian
         American gangsters toward their own ethnic identities is rooted in the experience
         of their forefathers who came over in the massive wave of immigration that transformed
         the United States at the beginning of the twentieth century, providing a workforce
         to support the explosive growth of consumer capitalism that marked the first decades
         of the new century. Much has been written about this phenomenon and about the ways
         in which various ethnic groups jockeyed for position, competing for space with other
         immigrant groups while at the same time negotiating with the existing Anglo-American
         hierarchy for acceptance into American society. Of course, these early-twentieth-century
         immigrants arrived in a context that was already complicated by a long history of
         racial competition, with the twin phenomena of the enslavement of African Americans
         and the genocidal extermination of Native Americans lying at the center of a constellation
         of issues that made race inseparable from class and from the reality of social and
         economic inequality and domination. Scholars such as Theodore Allen, for example,
         have detailed the ways in which the very concept of the “white” race evolved historically
         (beginning in the colonial era) as a category that helped to justify and perpetuate
         the uneven distribution of resources and the exploitation of some groups by others.
         Noel Ignatiev has detailed the process by which Irish Americans often succeeded by
         distancing themselves from African Americans and aligning themselves with the white
         elite, while David Roediger, in The Wages of Whiteness, has documented the way a white American working class helped to define (and elevate)
         its subaltern cultural identity in opposition to African Americans in the nineteenth
         century. And, in Working toward Whiteness, Roediger has traced this development forward through the twentieth century as a
         white working class increasingly dominated by immigrants (including Italian Americans)
         sought to solidify its position in American society by defining itself as white.[1]  
      

      
      As Tony’s discourse to Melfi demonstrates, this process was complex and two-sided.
         The process of whitening that Roediger traces is clearly part of the dynamic that
         has landed Tony and his family in their posh home in North Caldwell, New Jersey, a
         borough that (according to the 2010 U.S. Census) is 92 percent white. But Tony’s obvious
         bitterness toward “the Carnegies and the Rockefellers” shows a clear resistance to
         giving up his Italian ethnic heritage, and some of his strongest ethnic hostilities
         in the series are directed toward Italian Americans who have essentially given up
         that heritage in order to become fully assimilated and fully “white” “Medigans.” Thus,
         while Tony can take a haughty position of racial superiority in relation to African
         Americans, he also at times seems to want to separate himself from the white American
         mainstream (which he defensively feels has taken the same position with regard to
         him), as when—in episode 1.10 (“A Hit Is a Hit,” March 14, 1999)—he calls a white
         family up the street “mayonnaises.” Later in this episode he mentions “white people”
         to Melfi, who asks, “So am I to understand that you don’t consider yourself white?”
         Tony explains that whiteness is more than a matter of skin color: “I don’t mean white
         like Caucasian. I mean a white man like our friend Cusamano. Now he’s Italian, but
         he’s Medigan. It’s what my old man would have called a Wonderbread WOP.”
      

      
      All in all, the complex racial dynamics of The Sopranos serve as a microcosmic allegorical embodiment of the history of American race relations
         within a working-class context as traced by scholars such as Allen, Ignatiev, and
         Roediger. The Italian American gangsters of Tony’s circle constantly compete for space
         in the criminal marketplace with Jews, Eastern Europeans, Hispanics, and African Americans—though
         the latter two are somewhat marginalized, relegated to despised realms such as drug
         dealing and sometimes being hired as subcontractors to perform particularly disagreeable
         tasks. Irish Americans, incidentally, are largely missing from this list, though Christopher
         Moltisanti’s vision of Italian hell as an Irish bar where it is always Saint Patrick’s
         Day—in episode 2.9 (“From Where to Eternity,” March 12, 2000)—is indicative of a particular
         disdain for the Irish, perhaps because the latter (employing strategies detailed by
         Ignatiev and others) have more thoroughly assimilated in America than have certain
         Italian Americans.
      

      
      Given the frequent defensiveness that marks his attitudes about being Italian American,
         it should come as no surprise that, when a group of FBI agents comes to search the
         Soprano home in episode 1.8 (“The Legend of Tennessee Moltisanti,” February 28, 1999),
         Tony is particularly incensed to learn that one of them (an Agent Grasso) is apparently
         Italian. That night at dinner, he complains to his family that Grasso is playing for
         the wrong team. “They probably frisk him at night before he goes home,” says Tony.
         “Because he has a vowel at the end of his name. What’s he think? He’s gonna make it
         to the top by arresting his own people?” Tony then launches into a general discourse
         on the mistreatment of Italians, a refrain that runs through the attitudes of many
         of the Italian Americans in the series, who clearly feel that they have been discriminated
         against because of their ethnic backgrounds. “Jesus Christ,” grouses Tony. “You’d
         think there never was a Michelangelo.” Carmela then pipes in with her own reminder
         of the achievements of Italians: “Did you know that an Italian invented the telephone?”
         Son A. J. reacts with surprise: “Alexander Graham Bell was Italian?” An exasperated
         Tony then responds, “Do you see? Antonio Meucci invented the telephone, and he got
         robbed.” Meadow then can’t resist asking, in an oh-yeah-by-the-way manner, “Who invented
         the Mafia?”
      

      
      Of course, Meadow is here referring back to her discussion with her father in episode
         1.5 (“College,” February 7, 1999), in which he admitted to her for the first time
         that he might be involved in a certain amount of illegal activity. He tries to explain
         to her, though, that this activity is part of their ethnic heritage, given that Italian
         immigrants were denied opportunities in more respectable venues: “There was a time,
         Med, when the Italian people didn’t have a lot of options.” Meadow then skeptically
         recalls that an Italian American had been governor of New York from 1983 to 1994:
         “You mean like Mario Cuomo?” Tony seems to grant that she might have a point and responds
         with a weary I’m-doing-my-best argument: “You know, I put food on the table. My father
         was in it. My uncle was in it. Maybe I was too lazy to think for myself.”
      

      
      One of the clearest ways in which Tony Soprano and most of his associates are “old
         school,” as they like to claim, is in their tendency to identify themselves and others
         in terms of race and ethnicity, often in the most stereotypical manner. In the key
         episode 2.13 (“Funhouse,” April 9, 2000), for example, Tony gets sick and blames it
         on food from an Indian restaurant, subsequently wondering if the chicken in the chicken
         vindaloo was really a “fuckin’ cocker spaniel.” Meanwhile, the Italian Americans of
         The Sopranos often seem a bit confused about the ethnic identities of others, as when, in the pilot
         episode, Sal “Big Pussy” Bonpensiero relates a problem with the “Kolar Brothers,”
         a rival garbage hauling firm that is cutting into the Sopranos’ business. “They’re
         some kind of Czechoslovakian immigrants,” says Bonpensiero. “These Polacks, they haul
         paper, plastic, and aluminum, for $7,000 a month less.” Meanwhile, the Kolars are
         not intimidated when Tony’s crew demands a cut of their action. Bonpensiero conveys
         Kolar’s message that “if he can tell the Commie bosses back in Czechoslovakia to go
         fuck themselves, he can tell us.” Tony shrugs in exasperation at the difficulties
         of the “fucking garbage business,” and Bonpensiero agrees: “Yeah, I know. It’s all
         changing.” Later, we find that Christopher also has trouble distinguishing between
         Polish and Czech ethnic identities. He thus tells the Czech Emil Kolar just before
         he executes him: “Czechoslovakian: that’s a type of Polack, right?”
      

      
      Eastern Europeans in general seem to be providing increasing competition for Italian
         American gangsters in The Sopranos, no doubt because the breakdown of social structures in the Soviet bloc after the
         fall of communism both triggered increases in crime there and encouraged increased
         immigration to the West. The most prominent Eastern European characters in the series
         are Russians, of course, and Tony and his family are very conscious that they now
         must share their territory with Russian gangsters, who are depicted as particularly
         formidable. Tony and his crew thus seek cooperation with the Russians, both because
         it opens new business opportunities and because it clearly seems preferable to be
         friends, rather than enemies, with the Russians.
      

      
      Tony, of course, is particularly friendly with one Russian, beautiful young Irina
         Peltsin, who begins the series as his latest gumar. As the series goes on, it seems
         clear, in fact, that Tony (despite a vague preference for keeping with his own kind
         in most areas) sometimes seems especially attracted to women of other ethnicities.[2]   He clearly likes, for example, that the half-Italian Valentina La Paz is also half
         Cuban. And at one point he has a brief encounter with Irina’s one-legged Ukrainian
         cousin, Svetlana Kirilenko. Not surprisingly, given their association with Tony, Irina
         and Svetlana have connections with the Russian mob, a fact that comes into play in
         the season 3 sequence in which Tony’s sister Janice steals Svetlana’s artificial leg
         and holds it hostage in an attempt to force Svetlana to return a vintage record collection
         that the now-deceased Livia Soprano had given to Svetlana when she served as Livia’s
         nurse. In response, Russian gangsters rough up Janice and force her to return the
         leg, leading to a crisis in which Tony must tread very carefully in an ultimately
         successful attempt to avenge his family honor without overly damaging his relations
         with the Russian gangsters who are operating in the area.
      

      
      The most extended interaction between Italian and Russian gangsters in The Sopranos occurs in episode 3.11 (“Pine Barrens,” May 6, 2001), when Christopher and Paulie
         “Walnuts” Gualtieri confront a Russian gangster, Valery, in his home in order to collect
         a payment. Valery is clearly not intimidated by Paulie, who flies into a rage and
         slugs the Russian, apparently killing him. Christopher and Paulie decide to dispose
         of the body on the sly in order to avoid repercussions from other Russian gangsters,
         so they take the “body” to the remote Pine Barrens area to bury it in the woods. When
         they arrive, they discover that the ultra-tough Valery (a former Russian special services
         commando) is still alive. They try to make him dig his own grave, but he mocks them
         for their inability to deal with the cold weather, then escapes. Paulie at one point
         declares the hard-to-kill Valery to be “fuckin’ Rasputin” and in general shows a grudging
         respect for the man’s hardiness, which is clearly associated in Paulie’s mind with
         his Russianness.
      

      
      The encounter with Valery clearly echoes the run-in of Tony and his crew in episode
         1.3 (“Denial, Anger, Acceptance,” January 24, 1999) with a Hasidic Jew, Ariel (Ned
         Eisenberg), who turns out to be surprisingly hard to intimidate, though he himself
         is not a gangster and presumably has little experience with such people. This encounter
         is clearly couched as a confrontation with an ethnic Other, even though Tony’s gang
         is in this case working for another Hasidic Jew, Ariel’s father-in-law, Shlomo Teittleman
         (Chuck Low) in an attempt to intimidate him into granting Teittleman’s daughter a
         divorce. When the gangsters are impressed with Ariel’s resistance, he tells them the
         story of the Battle of Masada, where “for two years, 900 Jews held their own against
         15,000 Roman soldiers. They chose death before enslavement. The Romans? Where are
         they now?” Tony seems to take this as a sort of ethnic slur on his Italian heritage
         and immediately responds, “You’re looking at them, asshole.”
      

      
      There is, in fact, a vague anti-Semitism in the attitudes of Tony and many of the
         other Italian American characters in The Sopranos. In episode 1.7 (“Down Neck,” February 21, 1999), Tony’s son A. J. tells his grandmother
         Livia that he is being tested by psychiatrists. Livia scoffs at the idea and declares
         that psychotherapy is “nothing but a racket for the Jews.” Similarly, in episode 2.7
         (“D-Girl,” February 27, 2000), when Christopher learns that Amy Safir, the Hollywood
         production assistant he is trying to woo, attended Yale, he says: “Fuckin’ Yale, I
         swear to God. You Jews have your own Cosa Nostra hidden in that Ivy League.” Tony,
         in fact, also associates Jews with the Ivy League. In episode 3.7 (“Second Opinion,”
         April 8, 2001), a Columbia dean tries to convince Carmela to donate $50,000 to the
         university, and Carmela tells Tony that they should make the donation to ensure that
         their daughter Meadow can have the “best possible university experience.” Tony smirks
         and suggests, “Those Jew pricks are holding her hostage.” When Carmela points out
         that the dean is actually Italian, Tony simply says, “Jews with better food.”
      

      
      However sarcastic, this last statement, by conflating Jews with Italians, suggests
         that Tony’s anti-Semitism might not be all that strong. It also suggests Tony’s sense
         of being embattled and oppressed because of his ethnic identity, an experience with
         which Jews are all too familiar. Indeed, even Paulie Walnuts, one of the more racist
         characters in The Sopranos, seems to feel that Jews and Italians naturally go together. In episode 2.10 (“Bust
         Out,” March 19, 2000), the cops seem to be closing in on Tony as they investigate
         a murder in which he participated. Wondering if he might have to go on the lam, Tony
         recalls a gangster who had to flee unprepared and ended up with no resources, hiding
         out in “Elvis country.” Furio Giunta, confused, asks where that is, and Paulie responds
         that it is “anywhere where there’s no Jews or Italians”—in other words, probably somewhere
         in the deep South where the ethnicities Paulie is accustomed to being surrounded by
         in New Jersey would be out of place. But it also suggests that, in Paulie’s mind,
         Jews and Italians tend to inhabit the same cultural space, centered in the American
         Northeast.
      

      
      Of course Paulie, too, has a sense that Italian Americans have been oppressed, much
         in the way that Jews have suffered oppression throughout history. The aging Jewish
         gangster Hesh Rabkin also supports the notion that Jews have much in common with other
         oppressed peoples. Thus, unlike his Italian American friends, he is somewhat sympathetic
         to the complaints by Native Americans in episode 4.3 (“Christopher,” September 29,
         2002) that celebrating Columbus Day is tantamount to celebrating genocide. Cuban American
         gangster Reuben Santiago (Yul Vasquez) then chips in that Columbus and those who followed
         him in colonizing the Americas were the original terrorists. On the other hand, Hesh
         becomes incensed when Santiago suggests that Columbus was as bad as Hitler, arguing
         that by making this analogy Santiago is “trivializing the Holocaust.” He then accuses
         Santiago of being anti-Semitic, and the two nearly come to blows, but Tony intervenes.
      

      
      In any case, Hesh is one of Tony’s oldest and most trusted associates, though it is
         also true that Hesh operates on the margins of organized crime. He has, in fact, made
         much of his own wealth in the music business, though sometimes in unscrupulous ways,
         as when he seems to have scored his greatest successes by cheating black artists and
         songwriters out of their share of the profits from their work. Hesh himself seems
         more of an opportunist than a racist—he has a beloved African American mistress—but
         in fact (and perhaps not surprisingly), African Americans are the butt of the worst
         racism in The Sopranos. Christopher, Paulie, and the other particularly racist characters in the series
         comfortably and casually toss around racist epithets such as “nigger” and “shine,”
         as well as more Italianate versions, such as “moulinyan” or “ditzune.”
      

      
      In episode 1.10 (“A Hit Is a Hit,” March 14, 1999) Christopher and Adriana go in a
         burger joint that caters to blacks; he makes outrageous (and gratuitous) racist remarks
         as he complains about the service, apparently just to prove how tough he is. Trouble
         seems to be brewing, but they meet (black) show-biz mogul Massive Genius (Bokeem Woodbine)
         at the restaurant and are invited back to a party at his ornate crib, where he asks
         Christopher to arrange a meeting with Hesh, whom he claims owes royalties to a certain
         black songwriter, whose mother needs the money. Meanwhile, Massive G, fondling a fancy
         handgun and trying to make a connection, expresses a fondness for Italian American
         gangster culture: “You people are all right. Godfather? I seen that movie 200 times. And Godfather II was definitely the shit. The third one, a lot of people didn’t like it, but I think
         it was just misunderstood.” This attitude perhaps wins Christopher over just a bit,
         but the young gangster clearly remains resentful that African Americans seem to have
         assumed a prominence in the music industry that was once reserved for Italian Americans.
         This attitude is part of the general note of nostalgia that runs through the series,
         though Christopher also seems particularly incensed that African American hip-hop
         artists have appropriated a “gangster” label that he feels he himself more legitimately
         deserves. Thus, of Massive G, he declares, “That guy’s a gangster? I’m a gangster!
         I’m an O.G. original gangster, not him, fuckin’ lawn jockey. He’s got the fly Hamptons
         house—Alec Baldwin comes over, Whitney Houston. What do I got? I sit in a fuckin’
         pork store, for chrissake. But the moolies, they got it goin’ on and they’re on TV.”
      

      
      Tony may be a notch or two ahead of Christopher and Paulie in terms of his overall
         enlightenment, but he nevertheless has one of his ugliest moments in the series in
         “Proshai, Livushka,” when he discovers Meadow watching a film (his beloved Public Enemy) in the Soprano home with a young man from her class at Columbia. So far so good,
         but Tony quickly gages that the man, Noah Tannenbaum, is at least part black—and the
         young man does indeed turn out to have a Jewish father and an African American mother.
         The Jewish part doesn’t seem to worry Tony very much, but the African American part
         is a big problem for him. He starts to make racist remarks, then later makes it very
         clear that he does not approve of Meadow’s relationship with Noah.[3]   Indeed, soon after his meeting with Noah, Tony has a panic attack when he sees
         an Uncle Ben’s box in a kitchen cabinet, indicating just how threatened he feels by
         the idea of Meadow dating an African American.[4]  
      

      
      Tony is clearly less racist than his mother, but more racist than his daughter, suggesting
         that racism in general is on the decline from one generation of Sopranos to the next.[5]   This is surely a sign of progress, though Tony and others manage to make it an
         aspect of the general narrative of loss and decline that informs the series. For Tony,
         a decline in racialist thinking signals a blurring of boundaries that is concomitant
         with a general loss of standards and that serves as a threat to his cherished Italian
         American identity. As he tells Carmela soon after finding out about Meadow’s relationship
         with Noah, “If one of my sisters ever brought home a fuckin’ butterhead, do you know
         what my father would do?” And he clearly does not evoke this generational change as
         a sign of progress. Then again, he is a bit more open-minded where his son A. J. is
         concerned. Thus, when A. J. becomes romantically involved with the Domenican (which
         seems preferable in the Soprano world to being Puerto Rican) Blanca Selgado (Dania
         Ramirez), Tony points out that she is at least Catholic and decides tentatively to
         go along with the relationship.[6]  
      

      
      Racial boundaries are definitely under siege in the world of The Sopranos. Nevertheless, the fact that the Italian and Russian gangsters of the series operate
         essentially in their own separate (though slightly overlapping) spheres suggests that
         the world of organized crime remains more ethnically segregated at the end of the
         twentieth century than does American society as a whole. But the business of organized
         crime is business and that world is multicultural and multiracial in its own way,
         with the different ethnically segregated crime organizations finding ways to work
         together to create bigger profits for all. Even Tony is willing to put aside his devotion
         to his ethnic heritage if that devotion gets too much in the way of business.
      

      
      Thus, despite his continual claims concerning the importance of his Italian heritage,
         Tony values profits over pride in “Christopher,” the episode that explores ethnic
         identity perhaps more thoroughly than any other in the series. As the episode begins,
         Tony’s crew lounges outside Satriale’s Pork Store, when Bobby Baccalieri discovers
         a newspaper story announcing that Native Americans plan to protest the upcoming Columbus
         Day parade in Newark. The gang becomes incensed, and Silvio Dante declares the protest
         an example of “anti-Italian discrimination” and promises to “take action.” On the
         other hand, the shared vision of Columbus as an Italian hero is somewhat undermined
         in this initial scene by Furio Giunta (the only actual Italian among them) who notes
         that, as a native of Genoa (in northern Italy), Columbus is not well thought of in
         Furio’s own native Naples (in southern Italy).
      

      
      The Native Americans begin their protest as Rutgers anthropology professor Del Redclay
         (Larry Sellers) goes on TV and calls Columbus a “genocidal colonial general,” while
         another guest, representing the Italian Anti-Defamation League, defends Columbus as
         a great Italian. Initially, host Montel Williams seems sympathetic to the Italian
         position, until the Italian guest proclaims that his ancestors braved the perilous
         Middle Passage to come to America, for which Williams understandably takes him to
         task and basically makes him look like an idiot. Indeed, Italians who radically defend
         Columbus in this episode tend to come off badly, which no doubt contributed to complaints
         from Italian American organizations that the series in general is insulting to Italian
         Americans.
      

      
      The representation in The Sopranos of ethnic pride as often being disingenuous and self-serving could be taken as a response
         to such critics. For example, when Richard LaPenna (the estranged husband of Jennifer
         Melfi) watches TV news footage of Italian Americans attacking Native American demonstrators,
         he is shocked and shamed. “My god, this is tragic. Could be scored with Albinoni’s
         Adagio.” To make matters worse, his snobbish, out-of-touch attitude is both reinforced
         and undercut by the fact that Albinoni’s Adagio is itself somewhat spurious, not having
         actually been written by Albinoni. In any case, the pretentious LaPenna is representative
         of precisely the Medigan types whom Tony sees as having abandoned their ethnic heritage
         in order to pursue mainstream respect and success in America—except that LaPenna wants
         to have it both ways and continue to claim Italian ethnicity as well.
      

      
      Meanwhile, along these lines, it is also worth noting that a subplot in this episode
         involves a church-organized women’s luncheon on “Italian pride” that is organized
         by Father Phil Intintola in conjunction with the Columbus Day holiday. The luncheon
         features a Medigan woman speaker who is a professor at Montclair State, Carmela’s
         alma mater. The speaker notes that Italian American women have made great strides,
         despite the fact that they are still popularly viewed as “pizza makers and Mama Leones.”
         She pretentiously urges the women in the audience, if confronted by the stereotypes
         that they are consumers of smelly cheese and cold wine, to declare that they are from
         the land of “aromatic Asiago and supple Barolo.” “If they say ‘spaghetti and meatballs,’”
         she tells her audience, “you tell them, ‘Orecchietta with broccoli rabe.’”
      

      
      In short, she urges the women in her audience to deny their working-class backgrounds
         and to shoot for Medigan status. Most importantly, from the point of view of certain
         members of her audience, she advises them, “If they say ‘John Gotti,’ you tell them
         ‘Rudolph Giuliani.’” At this point, Carmela and the other mob wives in the audience
         start to squirm. The speaker then goes on to cite a Princeton study that showed that
         74 percent of Americans associated Italian Americans with organized crime. “It is
         our job,” she proclaims, “to make sure people know the other side of Italian American
         culture,” that is, the respectable, law-abiding side, a suggestion that rejects the
         culture of organized crime as a means of defending a positive vision of Italian American
         cultural identity. After the speech, Father Phil asks the professor about another
         study that showed most Americans recognize that Mafia narratives are fictional portrayals,
         but she waffles on the answer, and Father Phil’s feeble intervention is not enough
         to prevent the mob wives from being furious both at the speaker and at Father Phil,
         who is “forgettin’ who his friends are.” In particular, Gabriella Dante (Maureen Van
         Zandt), the wife of Silvio Dante, excoriates Father Phil for embarrassing Carmela
         (whose high-profile husband is so associated in the public mind with organized crime)
         and for forgetting just who it is that keeps his parish alive.
      

      
      One of the most interesting aspects of this episode is the dual attitude displayed
         by Tony. While at home with his wife and kids, Tony insists that Columbus is an Italian
         hero who must be honored. Thus, he is outraged when he learns that A. J.’s history
         teacher, Mr. Cushman, has told him that, if Columbus were alive today, he would go
         on trial for crimes against humanity. “Like Milosevic,” Carmela explains, “in, you
         know . . . Europe.” A. J. confirms that his history book, Howard Zinn’s People’s History of the United States, agrees with his teacher. “Great,” Tony says. “You finally read a book, and it’s
         bullshit.” He explains that Columbus was working under difficult conditions, and finally
         explodes: “He was a brave Italian explorer! And in this house Christopher Columbus
         is a hero! End of story.”
      

      
      Outside the home, though, Tony takes a much more pragmatic attitude. After violence
         breaks out between Native American protestors and a group of Italian Americans who
         show up to break up the protest, Tony reacts angrily to the bad publicity that the
         event generates. When Sil explains that he simply “can’t turn the other cheek” when
         Italian American ethnic pride is at stake, Tony is sympathetic, but adamant that now
         is a bad time for negative attention in the press. “I know,” Tony says, concerned
         about a possible public-relations disaster when the family is already under intense
         public scrutiny due to Uncle Junior’s racketeering trial. “But we’re runnin’ a business
         here.”
      

      
      In response, Sil promises to be more subtle and to fight the battle on the level of
         images. So he sends Ralph to visit Redclay, who is heading up the anti-Columbus protest.
         Ralph (posing as one “Henry Caruso” and definitely lacking in subtlety) tries to intimidate
         the Native American leader by hinting that he represents the mob (“family people,”
         as he puts it) and suggesting that it is not in Redclay’s “best interest” to go through
         with the protest. When that doesn’t work, Ralph threatens to reveal to the public
         that famed Indian actor Iron Eyes Cody was a second-generation Sicilian from Louisiana
         named Espera de Corti. After Ralph leaves, Redclay anxiously asks his assistant about
         the charge, and she confirms Ralph’s story, but suggests that Cody was of mixed Indian
         and Italian descent. In any case, she notes, his ethnicity is old news, already public
         knowledge. She herself, she reveals, is one-eighth Italian, suggesting just how tenuous
         ethnic identities can be in this postmodern age.
      

      
      Later, when Tony and Sil meet with Chief Doug Smith (Nick Chinlund), tribal chairman
         of the Mohonk Indians and CEO of Mohonk Enterprises, the chief seems more willing
         to negotiate because he hopes to attract Italian American customers to his tribe’s
         new casino. Like Tony, he is running a business. “People like Redclay,” he says, “they’re
         outta touch. They’re in their ivory towers. They don’t understand the economic opportunity
         that funds much of the Native American community.” Sil points out that Smith doesn’t
         look much like an Indian, in response to which Smith explains, “Frankly, I passed
         most of my life as white, until I had a racial awakening and discovered my Mohonk
         blood. My grandmother on my father’s side, her mother was a quarter Mohonk.” Smith
         is thus one-thirty-second Mohonk, which means very little in terms of genetics, but
         it is enough to get him into the casino business. Tony nods knowingly, understanding
         exactly what motivated Smith’s ethnic awakening: “And all this happened when the casino
         bill got passed, right?” Smith shrugs, “Better late than never.” As elsewhere in The Sopranos, it’s all about the money.
      

      
      For Sil, though, it remains about ethnic pride. He still insists that “they discriminate
         against all Italians as a group when they disallow Columbus” and sees Columbus as
         central to the development of positive images for Italian Americans. Tony responds
         with an appeal to individualism (and to his individualist idol, Gary Cooper) that
         seems to reject the very notion of group-based identities: “Will you fuckin’ stop?
         Group. Group. What the fuck happened to Gary Cooper? That’s what I’d like to know.”
         Sil: “He died. . . . Oh you mean ’cause he fought the Sioux in all those Westerns.”
         Tony: “No, fuck that. Gary Cooper. Now there was an American. The strong, silent type.
         He did what he had to do. He faced down the Miller gang, when none of those other
         assholes in town would lift a finger to help him. And did he complain? Did he say
         ‘Oh, I came from this poor Texas-Irish illiterate fuckin’ background or whatever the
         fuck, so leave me the fuck out of it because my people got fucked over’?” Sil seems
         perplexed by Tony’s intermixture of real life with the movie High Noon: “T . . . you’re gettin’ a little confused here. A: That was the movies.” Tony becomes
         furious at Sil’s seemingly intentional refusal to understand what he is saying: “Now
         what the fuck difference does that make? Columbus was so long ago he might as well
         have been a fuckin’ movie. Images, you said.” Sil then responds with a clear indication
         of his view that Irish Americans like Cooper are more American than Irish and thus
         not subject to the kind of ethnic discrimination that has consistently been aimed
         at Italian Americans: “The point is, Gary Cooper, the real Gary Cooper, or anybody
         named Cooper never suffered like the Italians. The Medigan like him, they fucked everybody
         else. The Italians, the Polacks, the Blacks.” Tony: “Alright, if he was a Medigan
         around nowadays, he’d be a member of some victims’ group. The fundamentalist Christians.
         The abused cowboys. The gays. Whatever the fuck.” Christopher, in the backseat, suddenly
         bolts to attention: “He was gay, Gary Cooper?” Tony: “No! Are you listening to me?”
         Sil: “Hey, people suffered.” Tony: “Did you? Except for maybe the Feds?” Sil: “My
         grandparents got spit on because they were from Calabria.”
      

      
      This exchange between Sil (bristling with ethnic pride) and Tony (given to a more
         individualist ethos that is more in tune with the practical, profit-seeking ideology
         of capitalism) indicates one of the central tensions lying at the heart of The Sopranos. Tony is clearly meant to seem the more sensible of the two in this conversation,
         even if Sil is perfectly right that Tony seems to be confusing real life and the movies.
         Such confusions are, of course, part of the texture of our postmodern world. But Tony
         seems to miss a major point when he diagnoses the ills of his contemporary world as
         arising from an excessive reliance on group-based identities. It might, in fact, be
         precisely the breakdown in such identities that is a key factor in the dissolution
         of the stable subject associated by Jameson with postmodernism. The pressures of late
         capitalism, after all, seem to be forcing Tony to loosen his own grip on his Italian
         American identity. Meanwhile, those pressures have virtually dismantled his working-class
         identity altogether, which should come as no surprise given the vexed state of the
         whole category of class in contemporary American society. We address this topic in
         the next chapter.
      

      
      
         
            1. See Gibson for an argument that the racial anxieties expressed in The Sopranos are intricately entangled with issues of gender as well as race. Gibson argues, perhaps
                  somewhat hyperbolically, that a “gay and racial panic” runs through Tony’s attitudes
                  in the series (194).
               

            

         

         
            2. On the other hand, in the “Pine Barrens” episode, Tony reveals to Melfi that he is
                  seeing Gloria Trillo, who is also one of Melfi’s patients. “Why Gloria?” asks Melfi.
                  Tony, who is clearly hoping to make Melfi jealous, responds, “Why not? She’s smart.
                  She’s sexy. She’s Italian.” Melfi: “Italian?” Tony: “Stick to your own kind, you know?”
                  Melfi then sardonically expresses her own sense that this kind of thinking is retrograde:
                  “What is this, West Side Story now?”
               

            

         

         
            3. Meadow remains angry at her father’s racism for much of the rest of the series. In
                  episode 3.5 (“Another Toothpick,” March 25, 2001) she admits that a black guy stole
                  her bike at school. Tony reacts with a pleased smirk, causing her to react angrily.
                  In return, he yells, “You stay with your own people!”
               

            

         

         
            4. Note, however, Tony’s seeming rapport with the African American Rev. James Jr.—and
                  his clear respect for Rev. James Sr.—in episode 2.2 (“Do Not Resuscitate,” January
                  23, 2000).
               

            

         

         
            5. This generational change even holds with the thoroughly racist Christopher, who at
                  one point takes on an African American mistress but keeps the fact a secret from the
                  older Paulie, whom he knows will make racist jokes about it.
               

            

         

         
            6. Another important interaction with Hispanics in the series occurs in episode 6.3 (“Mayham,”
                  March 26, 2006), when Paulie and a henchman attack, kill, and rob two Colombian drug
                  dealers who are operating in Soprano territory. Paulie disdainfully regards the Colombians
                  as engaged in activities that are beneath the dignity of Italian American gangsters.
                  While all this is going on, Tony lies in a coma in the midst of a vision in which
                  he is confused with an Irish American salesman, further complicating the racial texture
                  of the episode.
               

            

         

      

   
      Chapter 14

      The Working Class and
 The Sopranos

      
         
         
      

      
      At one key point in the pivotal episode 1.5 (“College,” February 7, 1999), Tony Soprano
         explains to his daughter Meadow that he never finished college because his parents
         “didn’t stress college. They were working-class people.” Of course, the context of
         this statement—Tony and Meadow are traveling about New England visiting potential
         colleges for her—combines with his use of third person and past tense to suggest that
         he himself does stress college and that he does not regard his own children (and possibly
         not even himself) as working-class people. Meanwhile, this statement takes on added
         significance because it takes place during a moment of father-and-daughter bonding
         in which he reveals (though it’s no news to her) the big secret that “some of his
         income” might come from illegal sources.
      

      
      The gangsters of The Sopranos, like Twin Peaks’ Laura Palmer, are full of secrets. Some of the most memorable moments in the series
         thus involve attempts to suppress memory—or at least to suppress evidence. Indeed, one of the most obvious ways in which
         the series allegorizes American history is in the motif of buried bodies, as Tony
         Soprano and his crew seem to spend an inordinate amount of time planting their victims
         beneath the earth, only to have them threaten to come back to light. This motif, of
         course, is a familiar one in American history, in which dark moments (such as the
         genocidal extermination of millions of Native Americans and the brutal enslavement
         of millions of Africans) have often been buried beneath the surface of the American
         national narrative, only to resurface at inopportune moments.
      

      
      In many ways, the reality of class inequality in America, while ultimately inseparable
         from race-based inequities, has been suppressed even more thoroughly than the ugly
         realities of racism—in the interest of a vision of the United States as a land of
         equal opportunity and equal access to resources. Constance Coiner, in her introduction
         to the 1997 republication of Alexander Saxton’s 1948 novel The Great Midland, praises the book for its sophisticated handling of the issue of class in modern
         American society, offering an important object lesson to American literary scholars
         who, Coiner suggests, continued even in the supposedly politicized teaching and criticism
         of the 1990s to treat class as “the last taboo, the Great Unmentionable” (xi). In
         a similar vein, sociologist Paul Blumberg, in a 1980 study of economic inequality
         in America, notes that “the tradition of classlessness is fundamental to American
         history” (10), while cultural critic Paul Fussell begins his 1983 study of class in
         America by noting that he was made to feel, while writing the book, that he was committing
         an immense indiscretion, as if he had been “writing a book urging the beating to death
         of baby whales using the dead bodies of baby seals” (1).
      

      
      Given this widespread hostility to even thinking about class in America, it is probably
         surprising that an American television program such as The Sopranos pays as much attention to class as it does, even if the program (like Tony himself—and
         like American society as a whole) often seems confused about class, including a tendency
         to conflate issues of class with issues of ethnicity. Indeed, the treatment of class
         in The Sopranos is confused in all sorts of ways, with Tony’s own confusion serving (as it so often
         does) as the thematic center of the series in this sense. In particular, Tony’s upward
         mobility has left him without a clearly defined class affiliation. Having risen from
         the working class, he finds himself (because of his profession) looked down upon by
         the “Medigans” who have similarly risen, but by more conventional (and legal) means.
         Tony is thus unable comfortably to reside in either the working class from which he
         came or the more affluent class in which his income would otherwise place him.[1]  
      

      
      Tony often seems proud of his working-class heritage, which can perhaps best be seen
         in the two trips (one with each of his two children) that he makes to an area church
         that his grandfather had helped to build eighty years earlier. In the pilot episode
         of the series, Tony takes daughter Meadow to the church (now surrounded by urban decay)
         and explains to her: “Your great grandfather and his brother Frank, they built this
         place. Stone and marble workers. They came over here from Italy and they built this
         place. . . . They didn’t design it, but they knew how to build it. Go out now and
         find me two guys that can put decent grout around your bathtub.” Tony holds the church
         up as an example of a pride in craftsmanship that has now been lost amid the general
         decline embodied in the surroundings of the church. Importantly, though, Tony’s nostalgic
         vision of the virtues of his grandfather’s generation is not really a picture of working-class
         virtue so much as a look back to the sort of medieval craftsmanship that built the
         great cathedrals of Europe. It is, in short, a fantasy of non-alienated labor, something
         that is unavailable to the working class under capitalism and that is, in the modern
         world, typically associated with the work of artists and other “creators.”[2]   
      

      
      The escape from alienation that Tony imagines to be located in the idealized labor
         of his grandfather can also be described as an escape from the “rationalization” or
         “routinization” associated by Max Weber with the inexorable march of capitalist modernity,
         stripping the world of wonder and magic and replacing these with materialism and efficiency.
         Despite Tony’s various rationalizations about his participation in organized crime
         as an attempt to protect his Italian ethnic and cultural heritage, it seems clear
         that he and many of the other gangsters in the series participate in crime because
         it allows them to escape the tedium of ordinary working life, which involves endless
         grueling labor without the production of any tangible product that the worker can
         think of as his own. This vision of work as boredom (as opposed to creative and productive
         activity), for Tony, is key to the malaise of his contemporary world.
      

      
      Of course, by the time of The Sopranos, this declining work ethic has infected the gangster business as well, and crime
         in the series is itself often a form of tedium, rather than an escape from the same.
         Tony, now a successful “executive,” clearly feels nostalgic about his early days as
         a rising gangster, as when he and a young Jackie Aprile Sr. daringly robbed a card
         game being run by gangster Feech La Manna and escaped not only with their lives but
         with greatly enhanced reputations. Tony occasionally tries to recapture this youthful
         sense of adventure even as a middle-aged mob boss. In episode 6.9 (“The Ride,” May
         7, 2006), Tony and Christopher Moltisanti are on their way back to New Jersey from
         a trip out of state when they spot two biker types apparently stealing crates of expensive
         wine from a liquor store. They themselves boost the wine from the bikers (whom they
         clearly view as amateurs), and Tony obviously gets a thrill from this foray into low-level
         (one might almost say “working-class”) crime, even though he is injured in the gun
         battle that ensues when the bikers spot them loading the wine into their vehicle.
         Later, Tony and Christopher laugh about the event, with Tony clearly reveling in the
         memory of how shocked the bikers were to encounter real criminals, whom they couldn’t intimidate.
      

      
      Incidentally, Tony also occasionally takes pride in performing actual working-class
         tasks, though these are often modified by the criminal context in which they take
         place. A key example would be his obvious enjoyment in being able to operate a backhoe
         that allows him to dig a hole in frozen ground to bury the remaining parts of the
         body of Ralph Cifaretto in episode 4.9 (“Whoever Did This,” November 10, 2002). This
         manly ability seems to make Tony feel masculine and capable, but also contains a nostalgic
         memory of his youthful days on his grandfather’s construction site, where he learned
         to operate equipment like the backhoe. That Tony easily operates the backhoe after
         a drug-addled Christopher has completely failed in his attempt to do so only adds
         to the older man’s sense of triumph, while at the same time verifying Tony’s sense
         that the world is in a state of decline and that “young people these days” have lost
         sight of what’s important. This latter loss includes losing the ability (and desire)
         to do the hard work that is necessary to accomplish anything truly worthwhile, an
         ability Tony seems to feel ended with his generation. Meanwhile, this macabre moment,
         in which the camera lingers at surprising length on images of a man doing physical
         work, features work that is seldom represented so directly in American popular culture.
         This scene even comes close to suggesting that the most mundane of labors can become
         non-alienated if one simply takes sufficient pride in doing the job well—only to have
         this suggestion come crashing down when one realizes just what Tony and Christopher
         are up to in this scene. Apparently, manual labor can be rewarding only if it is part
         of a criminal escapade—and even then only on special occasions.
      

      
      Christopher himself is central to the motif of work as tedium in The Sopranos. Along these lines, in episode 1.8 (“The Legend of Tennessee Moltisanti,” February
         28, 1999), Christopher tells Tony, “The fuckin’ regularness of life is too hard for
         me.” Christopher, we will learn repeatedly throughout The Sopranos, is hardly a deep thinker, but here he puts his finger on one of the key insights
         of the series: that the mind-numbing and heavily routinized banality of life under
         late capitalism is simply too much for many individuals to bear. Christopher, with
         family connections in organized crime, predictably attempts to escape the routine
         of daily life by becoming a gangster. Indeed, Christopher’s frustrated comment about
         the “regularness of life” provides an important key to understanding the utopian dimension
         of organized crime in The Sopranos. Now, as opposed to the search for a family-like community that Jameson has seen
         as central to the utopian energies of the modernist Godfather films, we have the more debased and more desperate search for escape from boredom
         and routine that is central to the postmodern utopian energies of The Sopranos.
      

      
      Given that organized crime is, in the world of The Sopranos, very much a business like any other, caught up in the circuit of the commodification
         of everything that is a central fact of existence in the late capitalist world, it
         should come as no surprise that Christopher is unable to successfully escape the tedium
         of the workaday world via his life as a gangster. Indeed, Christopher at several points
         in the series seems to regard his activities as a gangster as simply another example
         of the “regularness” he is trying to escape. For example, once he finally achieves
         his long-term dream of becoming a fully “made” member of the Mafia—in episode 3.3
         (“Fortunate Son,” March 11, 2001)—Christopher finds that his life does not quite become
         the romantic adventure he had imagined. Instead, he becomes mired in an even more
         desperate quest for cash as Paulie “Walnuts” Gualtieri, his new “supervisor,” pressures
         him to produce more income. Crime has become precisely the same sort of tedium that
         Christopher’s exploits as a gangster were supposed to help him escape.
      

      
      Christopher, like so many others in The Sopranos, comes to think of himself as just another working stiff, having come to organized
         crime too late in the game—at a point when all the romance has been removed by routine.
         Early on, in fact, the young gangster seems to realize that, far from providing the
         escape he seeks, organized crime is actually one of the things he needs to escape
         from. He thus turns to a “back-up” means of escape from “regularness” by hoping to break
         into the film industry, Hollywood having, at least since the 1930s, functioned as
         a “dream factory” designed precisely to provide relief from the grueling boredom of
         day-to-day existence. In Christopher’s mind, of course, his two main alternatives
         to late capitalist boredom are closely entangled, and he begins the series convinced
         that Hollywood will find the story of his life as a gangster so fascinating (and so
         marketable) that he can write his own ticket to film industry fame and fortune. Christopher,
         in short, hopes to escape the entrapment of his life within the rampant commodification
         of late capitalist society by selling his life story to the Culture Industry as a
         commodity. Little wonder, then, that this strategy does not succeed. Indeed, Christopher
         quickly learns that Hollywood is fast losing interest in gangster narratives because
         they aren’t producing enough income at the box office, the film industry being far
         more concerned with producing profits than with producing exciting films.
      

      
      Christopher does, however, ultimately break into the film industry via the somewhat
         marginal route of producing a low-budget horror movie backed by funding obtained from
         other gangsters and written by a screenwriter whom he strong-arms into producing the
         script under threat of violence. The film actually gets made, but the experience turns
         out to be less romantic than Christopher might have envisioned, his high hopes for
         the project being revealed as hopelessly unrealistic in episode 6.7 (“Luxury Lounge,”
         April 23, 2006) when he and his new partner and backer, Little Carmine Lupertazzi,
         travel to Los Angeles, where they actually hope to convince distinguished British
         actor Ben Kingsley (played by himself in the episode) to star in their movie. Kingsley,
         of course, is appalled by the idea (and terrified by the gangsters), while their contact
         with him brings them into a world of Hollywood glamour where they are decidedly out
         of place.
      

      
      Christopher, meanwhile, experiences a radical bout of class-related jealousy as he
         begins to realize how stars such as Kingsley are treated like royalty. This jealousy
         peaks when Christopher discovers the tens of thousands of dollars’ worth of swag that
         is handed out to such stars for free on various occasions. Christopher is suddenly
         overcome by working-class righteousness, furious that so much is given to those who
         need it least, though there is, of course, an irony in his anger given that he himself
         has become quite affluent without having actually done an honest day’s work in his
         life. This motif, meanwhile, is extended when Christopher is introduced to Hollywood
         legend Lauren Bacall (played by herself in a cameo role), gushing that he admired
         her performance in “The Haves and the Have-Nots,” his memory of the title of the 1944 classic To Have and Have Not perhaps being altered by his class-based anger. His reaction to this inequity culminates
         in a moment of black comedy in which a masked Christopher mugs Bacall and takes her
         swag bag, punching the frail-looking old woman in the face when she resists and leaving
         her on the ground cursing like a sailor in the aftermath. Christopher ultimately gives
         away most of the loot garnered in this lowly heist, but he is no Robin Hood. Rather
         than robbing from the rich and giving to the poor, he hands over most of the take
         to Tony as tribute.
      

      
      Given the nature of Christopher’s attempts to escape from the boredom of work, it
         is little wonder that he has little success or that he is eventually driven back to
         drug addiction, the final resort of all those who have failed to escape commodification
         and routinization in any other way. It is not insignificant that he also winds up
         dead, as does Tony’s cousin Tony Blundetto, who attempts to go straight after an extended
         stay in prison but finds that the stresses of ordinary work (he works delivering laundry
         as he studies to become a massage therapist) are simply too much for him. So he reverts
         to crime, including killing the brother of Phil Leotardo, which ultimately leads not
         only to an all-out gang war but to the killing of Blundetto himself at the hands of
         his cousin in an attempt to avert that war.
      

      
      Gangsters who try to go straight and enter the legitimate workplace almost always
         wind up dead in The Sopranos. During the sixth-season sequence in which closeted gay gangster Vito Spatafore flees
         New Jersey after he has been spotted in a gay club by another gangster, Vito finds
         that the regularness of working-class life is similarly overwhelming. Vito has had
         great success in organized crime while managing the Sopranos’ operations in the local
         construction industry, so it seems natural that, while on the run, he would try to
         support himself by working construction. However, when he attempts to do actual manual
         work as a handyman in episode 6.10 (“Moe n’ Joe,” May 14, 2006), he finds that the
         work is not only painfully hard on his oversized body, but also mind-numbingly boring,
         each hour on the job seeming to last an eternity. Unable to cope, he heads back to
         New Jersey, where he is soon murdered by Leotardo.
      

      
      It is apparently far easier to be working class when you don’t actually have to do
         the working part. In fact, actual workers do not fare well in The Sopranos. The garbage workers who man the trucks controlled by Mafia-dominated companies not
         only have to perform grueling, mind-numbing, and dirty jobs, but are at several points
         subjected to violence as various groups jockey for control of the garbage business.
         Meanwhile, George “Georgie” Santorelli (Frank Santorelli), the hulking bartender (and
         general flunky) at the Bada Bing!, is treated relatively well by his direct supervisor,
         Silvio Dante. However, Georgie seems to serve largely as a whipping boy for Tony and
         the other gangsters, who tend to take out their frustrations by heaping verbal and
         physical abuse on the slow-witted worker. Indeed, Georgie is sometimes seriously injured
         by the assaults of the gangsters, as when Ralph Cifaretto hits him in the eye with
         a chain. He also suffers permanent ear damage when Tony clubs him aside the head with
         a cash drawer.
      

      
      Another working-class character who comes in for abuse at the hands of gangsters is
         landscaper Sal Vitro (Louis Musillo), though to be fair Vitro owns his own landscaping
         company and thus might be considered petit bourgeois, rather than working class. However,
         he works in the field alongside his employees doing lawn care and certainly does not
         seem to enjoy an elevated lifestyle. We first meet Vitro in episode 5.3 (“Where’s
         Johnny?,” March 21, 2004), when he is working a lawn in an area that aging gangster
         Feech La Manna insists is in the territory of the lawn-care company run by his nephew
         (even though Vitro has been working in that neighborhood for many years). To drive
         home his point, La Manna attacks Vitro and savagely beats him, breaking Vitro’s arm.
         Paulie intercedes on Vitro’s behalf, and Vitro ultimately gets half his original territory
         back (by order of Tony), but in return is required to provide free lawn-care services
         to Tony and Johnny Sacrimoni. In general, Vitro is treated rather contemptuously by
         Tony, who insists that the landscaper should be grateful that he is not being treated
         even worse.
      

      
      Tony’s treatment of Vitro is part of a seemingly generalized lack of respect for real
         working-class individuals. Despite his own declared respect for working-class virtues,
         Tony seems to regard actual workers as dupes of a corrupt system, perhaps partly because
         he feels that he has worked so hard to get beyond that class and to beat the system.
         Thus, while the hardworking Vitro would appear to embody precisely the sort of work
         ethic that Tony seems to have admired in his grandfather (though perhaps with less
         skill and craft), Tony does not seem to see it that way. After all, Tony’s respect
         for the craftsmanship of his grandfather’s generation is part of a generalized nostalgia;
         it is oriented toward an idealized vision of the past, while Vitro works in the debased
         here-and-now. Of course, Tony’s profession and lack of polish disqualify him from
         full participation in the upper class, too, which might partly explain his professed
         disdain for group affiliations of any kind in favor of a self-reliant individualism.
         Indeed, Tony regards his upper-class Medigan neighbors with as much contempt as he
         regards Sal Vitro, perhaps more.
      

      
      At the same time, Tony also regards the lifestyles of the Medigans with a certain
         envy, and he is very proud of the fact that he can match (and perhaps even exceed)
         them in terms of income. Indeed, while he would never admit it, it is clear that his
         dream for his children is that they will grow up very much like the Medigans for whom
         he has such disdain. He does not wish for either of his children to enter organized
         crime, and when Meadow (his “good” child) manages to make it to an Ivy League college,
         he develops the hope (typical of working-class parents) that she will become either
         a lawyer or (preferably) a doctor. And he develops this hope despite the fact that
         the Medigan who most embodies the pretentiousness that Tony supposedly rejects is
         also a doctor, his neighbor Dr. Bruce Cusamano.[3]  
      

      
      Tony clearly harbors a certain envy of Cusamano and his “respectable” position in
         society, just as Cusamano and his Medigan friends experience a certain fascination
         with Tony’s “outlaw” existence. The Medigans are thus experiencing a certain vicarious
         thrill when they begin to befriend Tony, including a moment in episode 1.10 (“A Hit
         Is a Hit,” March 14, 1999) when they invite him to join them for a round of golf at
         their exclusive country club, a place where Tony himself would never be welcome as
         a full member.[4]   As they question him about various aspects of gangster culture (ranging from Al
         Capone’s winter home, to John Gotti, to the Godfather films), Tony begins to realize that he is there strictly for their amusement and entertainment
         and to fulfill their lurid curiosity, and not because they regard him as an equal
         and a friend. As he later tells Melfi, the gangster felt that these Medigans were
         treating him like a “dancing bear.” He then recalls to her an experience in his childhood
         when he and his friends made fun of another boy because of his speech impediment,
         and concludes that the Medigans were treating him much the same way.
      

      
      In this case, Tony has a class impediment, and these Medigans make their sense of
         class-based superiority to him quite clear. However, Tony has his own fun with his
         hosts, as when he begins to refer to Cusamano by the problematic nickname of “Cooze.”
         He also agrees to confide in them about an experience he had with the notorious Gotti.
         The Medigans are all ears, hoping for something really juicy, but Tony instead provides
         a story about the time the Bungalow Bar ice-cream company went out of business and
         auctioned off their ice-cream trucks. Tony hoped to buy one, he tells them, but he
         was outbid for the last one by Gotti, who subsequently gave Tony a ride home in the
         souvenir vehicle, ringing the bell all the way. The awkward silence that ensues as
         the Medigans try to find a way to respond to this story is one of the funniest moments
         in the entire series.[5]  
      

      
      Later in the same episode, Tony exhibits even more class-based hostility to the Medigans
         when he extracts a certain amount of revenge for the golf outing. Aware that Cusamano
         fears him despite feeling superior to him, Tony gives the good doctor a mysterious
         package to hold for him, knowing that Cusamano will assume that the package contains
         something illegal (such as drugs or a weapon) that Tony is probably trying to hide
         from the authorities. When Tony tells Carmela about the prank, they have quite a laugh
         about it.[6]   Though reluctant, Cusamano is afraid to incur Tony’s wrath, so he takes the package.
         As the episode ends, the intimidated Cusamanos are staring at the package, wondering
         what it might hold, but too terrified to open it.
      

      
      Tony’s attitude both toward the Medigans and toward the working class is hopelessly
         confused and conflicted, a situation that can be well comprehended within the context
         of Jameson’s discussion of the widespread perception in the first-world West that
         we live in a postindustrial society “in which social classes of the classical type
         no longer exist” (Postmodernism, 53). Jameson, of course, disputes this perception, believing that only socialism
         can bring about the actual end of class inequalities (319). Indeed, one might (especially
         in the United States) see the perceived demise of class not as an observation of reality
         but as a projection of fantasy, the effacement of class having, as we noted at the
         beginning of this chapter, long served as a key structural feature of the American
         national consciousness. Jameson himself concludes that, far from having entered a
         new historical phase in which class is no longer the key category of social and economic
         grouping, we are currently in a confused transitional period in which the category
         of class is being restructured and reformulated on a global scale, toward its eventual
         clarification in ways that are still impossible to predict. In the meantime, we are
         left with declassed subjects such as Tony Soprano, whose class consciousness has been
         shattered both by his own upward mobility and by this large-scale unsettling of older
         class identifications as a whole.
      

      
      Kingpin of a fairly extensive (even if we’re not sure how extensive) criminal empire with tentacles that reach out across the globe, Tony might
         be seen as a member of a newly emerging ruling class, managing and administering quintessentially
         late-capitalist enterprises that involve the provision of services (such as “protection,”
         prostitution, and gambling) and the redistribution of assets (via graft, theft, and
         again gambling) but that actually produce nothing. But Tony, however rich and powerful,
         also can’t get into the Medigans’ country club and is constantly hounded by the FBI.
         In this New World Order (or disorder), it is truly impossible to figure out who’s
         on first, making Tony’s repeated trips to the Lou Costello Monument brilliantly appropriate.
      

      
      For Jameson, the confused class situation under late capitalism helps to explain the
         “schizophrenic collective consciousness” of American society in the postmodern era,
         a phenomenon that for him includes the ability simultaneously to believe in the dissolution
         of conventional forms of collective identification such as class, and in the value
         of new forms of smaller and more localized group organization that can serve as a
         replacement for class (Postmodernism, 320). As such, the postmodern mind is able to celebrate individualism while virtually
         ceding true individualism altogether in the interest of group identifications—group
         identifications that have lost all power to challenge capitalism at a fundamental
         structural level.
      

      
      The crime family as depicted in The Sopranos is precisely such a new postmodern group, providing a source of substitute identity
         for its members (“I am a gangster,” but also “I am a businessman”) amid the general
         dissolution of genuine individual identity in the postmodern world. Even Tony Soprano,
         with his expressed disdain for the new group identities of the postmodern world and
         his declared belief in individualist self-reliance, still relies in a very fundamental
         way on his identity as an Italian American gangster in order to maintain any sense
         of who he really is. These identities allow Tony and his fellow gangsters to take
         pride in rejecting the conformist values (the “regularness”) of American consumer
         society by not following the usual (nominal) rules of business, while at the same
         time celebrating those very values at their core, the pursuit of profit. Indeed, the
         schizophrenic postmodern collective consciousness, for Jameson, plays out in a variety
         of forms of doubleness, including
      

      
         the capacity of a postmodern public to conceive of two such radically incommensurable
            and contradictory representations all at once: the tendential immiseration of American
            society (filed away under the rubric of “drugs”) and the self-congratulatory rhetoric
            of pluralism. (Postmodernism, 320)
         

      

      In the case of the gangsters of The Sopranos, this last double consciousness resides in a particularly obvious way in their ability
         both to believe that the gangster business is going to the dogs and to take an immense
         pride in being a part of that same business. These gangsters place a strong emphasis
         on adherence to traditions and maintenance of standards, while at the same time grousing
         that there no longer are any standards or traditions. This ability simultaneously to hold seemingly opposed
         and contradictory positions, believing sincerely in both without any sense of conflict,
         is the essence of what George Orwell once called “doublethink,” which, by the end
         of the twentieth century, has become simply a characteristic way of thinking, period.
      

      
      Such doubleness is also characteristic of The Sopranos as a series that shatters the barrier between high and low that marked Western culture
         through most of the twentieth century and that can itself be taken as a version of
         class inequality, “high” culture generally being accessible only to those with sufficient
         income to afford it and education and leisure time to appreciate it. After all, The Sopranos has been lauded in hyperbolic terms as one of the great achievements of American culture,
         yet it draws its materials from a variety of popular forms, ranging from crime dramas,
         to soap operas, to family sitcoms. This collapse of the high-low boundary is only
         to be expected of such a postmodern work, of course—observers such as Andreas Huyssen
         have seen the shattering of this high-low boundary, the bridging of the “great divide”
         in modern culture, as one of the principal distinguishing features of postmodernism
         as a cultural phenomenon. For Huyssen, bridging this divide is a democratic gesture
         that seeks to challenge the classist, elitist separation of modernism from the world
         of ordinary working people, but (like almost everything else about postmodernism—or
         late capitalism) this phenomenon can be seen in widely disparate ways.
      

      
      Jameson, for example, insists in his analysis of postmodernism that modernism was
         a last-ditch effort at resistance to the ongoing march of capitalist commodification
         of culture, and that postmodernism represents an all-out capitulation to this commodification.
         For him, the crucial distinction between high and low culture was one on which modernism
         “depended for its specificity, its Utopian function consisting at least in part in
         the securing of a realm of authentic experience over against the surrounding environment
         of middle- and low-brow commercial entertainment” (Postmodernism, 63). In The Sopranos, this realm has collapsed, and authentic experience would appear to be a thing of
         the past. If the Medigans represent the epitome of what Holden Caulfield would call
         “phonies,” then Tony and his gangster culture hardly represent an authentic alternative.
         They, like the pretentious Medigans, are just pretending, acting out roles that sometimes
         call for them to commit heinous acts, sometimes call for them to claim to be virtuous
         outlaws fighting for justice for those who, for reasons of class or ethnicity, have
         been excluded from the halls of contemporary power. In either case, they are still
         acting, which makes it all the more appropriate that the performance of the late James
         Gandolfini at the center of this highly theatrical piece has been widely regarded
         as one of the great virtuoso achievements in contemporary thespianism.
      

      
      
         
            1. M. Keith Booker has argued that Tony’s lack of class identification is one of the
                  key sources of the psychological problems that have driven him into therapy (“Tony
                  Soprano”).
               

            

         

         
            2. As a stonemason and church builder, Tony’s grandfather shares a profession with Jude
                  Fawley, the protagonist of Thomas Hardy’s Jude the Obscure (1895) and one of the best-known working-class characters in all of Western literature.
                  Indeed, the profession is treated very much the same way in the mind of Tony Soprano
                  and in Hardy’s novel.
               

            

         

         
            3. Cusamano is also Tony’s personal physician, and it is he who refers Tony to Jennifer
                  Melfi, a personal friend of Cusamano. The sexual fascination that Tony develops for
                  Melfi is made up of a number of ingredients, but one of them is surely her class position
                  as a successful Medigan who nevertheless seems to have retained her integrity.
               

            

         

         
            4. Tony actually does seek membership, but is told (quite unconvincingly) by Cusamano
                  that membership is “closed—no new members until old members die.”
               

            

         

         
            5. Tony’s story is obviously fabricated. Bungalow Bar was a brand of ice cream sold from
                  trucks in the New York area in the 1950s and 1960s. They would have been out of business
                  long before Tony (born in 1959) was old enough to bid against Gotti for one of their
                  leftover trucks.
               

            

         

         
            6. While explaining the prank to Carmela, Tony impersonates Vito Corleone, indicating
                  that he is playing gangster for Cusamano’s benefit—and probably referring to a scene
                  in The Godfather: Part II in which young Vito holds a parcel of guns for Peter Clemenza.
               

            

         

      

   
      Conclusion

      
      
      As of this writing, The Sopranos has been off the air for nearly a decade, yet it remains very much at the center of
         the conversation about “quality” television even after the many landmark series that
         have appeared during that decade. One reason for this ongoing prominence is that programs
         such as Mad Men and Breaking Bad were so clearly and so heavily influenced by The Sopranos, both aesthetically and thematically. Another reason is that none of the genuinely
         interesting and innovative programs that have appeared since the debut of The Sopranos at the beginning of 1999 has exceeded the achievement of The Sopranos as a work of television art, leaving the series still arguably the greatest ever to
         have appeared on American television, despite the fact that the competition for this
         laurel is far stiffer now than when The Sopranos was first broadcast. Finally, a crucial reason why The Sopranos remains relevant to discussions about American popular culture is that it remains
         genuinely relevant to American life, having dealt with so many fundamental issues that remain with us today and that
         promise to remain with us for some time to come.
      

      
      This volume has surveyed the way in which The Sopranos engages with these issues, arguing that this engagement is best understood within
         the context of the series’ overall participation in the phenomenon of postmodernism,
         which Fredric Jameson has argued is itself the direct cultural result of the characteristics
         of capitalism in its late, global, consumerist phase. We have also noted that the
         particularly stark and sudden cut-to-black ending of The Sopranos is highly appropriate for a postmodern series, given Jameson’s insistence that an
         inability to imagine history proceeding forward from the present in any coherent way
         is a key characteristic of postmodern thought. In particular, Jameson sees this inability
         as part of a general loss of historical sense and especially of a decline in “utopian”
         energies in the late capitalist era. In short, for Jameson, one key result of late
         capitalism is the almost total destruction of the ability to imagine anything that
         goes beyond capitalism, and that corrects its obvious structural flaws and inequities.
      

      
      We have argued that The Sopranos similarly lacks utopian energies and that, while the series is consistently critical
         of capitalism, it offers almost nothing in the way of alternatives to it other than
         vaguely nostalgic references to bygone practices that have already been swept away
         by history. And yet, despite the seeming totality of its ending, the series goes on,
         and viewers continue to be entertained and amazed by it. In closing, then, we would
         like to make note of the fact that Jameson himself has argued that postmodernism is
         not necessarily an indication that history has reached its literal endpoint but that,
         instead, the postmodern might well be
      

      
         little more than a transitional period between two stages of capitalism, in which
            the earlier forms of the economic are in the process of being restructured on a global
            scale, including the older forms of labor and its traditional organizational institutions
            and concepts. That a new international proletariat (taking forms we cannot yet imagine)
            will reemerge from this convulsive upheaval it needs no prophet to predict: we ourselves
            are still in the trough, however, and no one can say how long we will stay there.
            (Postmodernism, 417)
         

      

      This upbeat turn is consistent with a long history of commentary on capitalism. After
         all, Marx and Engels, in The Communist Manifesto, argued long ago that capitalism could never be defeated as a historical force until
         its triumph was complete. That is, they felt that capitalism would ultimately prove
         its own worst enemy, bringing about its own downfall, but only after all of its other
         enemies had been vanquished. If it is true that the appearance of postmodernism is
         a cultural marker of the impending completion of the long historical process of capitalist
         modernization, then the end may well be nigh for capitalism as we know it. What comes
         next might be socialism or it might be barbarism; it is impossible to see from our
         current “trough” which it will be or even which is more likely, but there is at least
         a chance that it will be the former, ushering in a new historical period of equality,
         affluence, and respect for the dignity and value of all individual human beings. That
         being the case, it is also possible that The Sopranos might be an indicator of a crucial historical moment, a harbinger not just of coming
         achievements in the world of television, but of a glorious future for the world at
         large. Tony Soprano might feel that he came in at the end, but maybe that end was
         just a prelude to a new beginning.
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