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Abstract

This thesis uses gastrocriticism to explore food and drink in the 86 episodes of the long-form
narrative HBO television series The Sopranos. Gastrocriticism is an emerging branch of literary
criticism that draws on scholarship from a range of disciplines such as sociology, anthropology
and cultural studies. A deeper understanding of the series was gained by using a structured
framework of enquiry to explore narrative, setting, characterisation and genre through the lens
of food and foodways. The Sopranos is a story of an Italian-American crime family and food
is abundant in the series and bound up with the identity of the main characters. This study
highlighted how the intertextual food tropes in The Sopranos are a continuation of the gangster
genre, recalling expressions of Italian-American identity, family, esprit de corps and power.
Food is central to the plot and is used in a variety of ways; as a key narrative device; an
embodiment of the personality of the lead character; as a vehicle to access the subconscious;
as a symbol of greed; as a symbol of power, as a token of identity, and as a signal of outlier
status. Looking at food and foodways offered insight into the nuances of the characterisations
and Italian-American identity, and how this identity is evolving as the population is becoming
more assimilated in America. A gastrocritical viewing of The Sopranos has provided a more
in-depth understanding of the series and the cultural landscape of the time. This study shows

how foodways are a foundational component of ethnic identity.
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List of Episodes in the Six Seasons of The Sopranos

With abbreviations that will appear hereafter in this thesis.

Series 1 - Release Date: Jan 10, 1999 — April 4, 1999

Season 2 - Release Date: Jan 16, 2000 — April 9, 2000

v

Episode [Abbreviation | Episode Title Episode |Abbreviation |Episode Title

1 S1E1 The Sopranos 1 S2E1 Guy Walks into a Psychiatrist’s Office
2 S1E2 46 Long 2 S2E2 Do Not Resuscitate

3 S1E3 Denial, Anger, Acceptance 3 S2E3 Toodle-Fucking-Oo

4 S1E4 Meadowlands 4 S2E4 Commendatori

5 S1E5 College 5 S2E5 Big Girls Don’t Cry

6 S1E6 Pax Soprana 6 S2E6 The Happy Wanderer

7 S1E7 Down Neck 7 S2E7 D-Girl

8 S1E8 The Legend of Tennessee Moltisanti 8 S2E8 Full Leather Jacket

9 S1E9 Boca 9 S2E9 From Where to Eternity

10 S1E10 A Hit is a Hit 10 S2E10 Bust Out

11 S1E11 Nobody Knows Anything 11 S2E11 House Arrest

12 S1E12 Isabella 12 S2E12 The Knight in White Satin Armor
13 S1E13 I Dream of Jennie Cusamano 13 S2E13 Funhouse

Season 3 - Release Date: March 4, 2001 - May 20, 2001 Season 4 - Sept 15, 2002 - Dec 8, 2002

Episode |[Abbreviation | Episode Title Episode |Abbreviation [Episode Title

1 S3EI Mr. Ruggerio’s Neighborhood 1 S4El For All Debts Public and Private
2 S3E2 Proshai Livushka 2 S4E2 No-Show

3 S3E3 Fortunate Son 3 S4E3 Christopher

4 S3E4 Employee of the Month 4 S4E4 The Weight

5 S3ES5 Another Toothpick 5 S4E5 Pie Oh My

6 S3E6 University 6 S4E6 Everybody Hurts

7 S3E7 Second Opinion 7 S4E7 Watching Too Much Television
8 S3E8 He is Risen 8 S4E8 Mergers and Acquisitions

9 S3E9 The Telltale Moozadell 9 S4E9 Whoever Did This

10 S3E10 ...To Save Us All from Satan’s Power... 10 S4E10 The Strong, Silent Type

11 S3E11 Pine Barrens 11 S4E11 Calling All Cars

12 S3EI12 Amour Fou 12 S4E12 Eloise

13 S3E13 The Army of One 13 S4E13 White Caps

Season 5 - Release Date: Mar 7, 2004 - June 6, 2004 Season 6 - Release Date: March 12, 2006 - 12 June, 2006
Episode |Abbreviation | Episode Title Episode |Abbreviation |Episode Title

1 SSE1 Two Tonys 1 S6E1 Members Only

2 S5E2 Rat Pack 2 S6E2 Join the Club

3 S5E3 Where’s Johnny? 3 S6E3 Mayham

4 S5E4 All Happy Families 4 S6E4 The Fleshy Part of the Thigh

5 S5E5 Irregular Around the Margins 5 S6E5 Mr. and Mrs. John Sacrimoni Request...
6 SS5E6 Sentimental Education 6 S6E6 Live Free or Die

7 SSE7 In Camelot 7 S6E7 Luxury Lounge

8 S5E8 Marco Polo 8 S6E8 Johnny Cakes

9 S5SE9 Unidentified Black Man 9 S6E9 The Ride

10 SSE10 Cold Cuts 10 S6E10 Moe ‘n Joe

11 S5E11 The Test Dream 11 S6E11 Cold Stones

12 SS5E12 Long Term Parking 12 S6E12 Kaisha

12 S5E13 All Our Respect

Season 6 - Final Series - Release Date: April 8, 2007 - June 10, 2007

Episode |Code Episode Title

1 S6E13 Soprano Home Movies

2 S6E14 Stage 5

3 S6E15 Remember When

4 S6E16 Chasing It

5 S6E17 Walk Like a Man

6 S6E18 Kennedy and Heidi

7 S6E19 The Second Coming

8 S6E20 The Blue Comet

9 S6E21 Made in America




Glossary of Characters Mentioned in This Thesis

The Soprano Family

Tony Soprano

Carmela Soprano
Meadow Soprano

Al Soprano

Janice Soprano

Livia Soprano

Corrado Junior Soprano

Defacto boss of the DiMeo crime family
Tony's wife and mother of their children
Tony and Carmela's daughter

Tony and Carmela's son

Tony's younger sister

Tony's mother

Tony's uncle and his mother's brother-in-law. Former boss of the
DiMeo gang until he develops dementia.

DiMeo Crime Family

Silvio Dante

Christopher Molitsanti

Richie Aprile
Vito Spatafore

Ralphie Cifaretto

Salvatore "Big Pussy" Bonpensiero
Bobby Baccalieri

Eugene Pontecorvo

Tony Blundetto

Furio Giunta

Patsy Parisi

Burt Gervasi

Big Pussy Malanga

Tony's loyal consiglieri

Paulie Gaultieri, nickname Paulic Walnut: A soldier, promoted to underboss in 2006

One of Tony's soliders, until he is promoted to caporegime. He is
Tony's cousin once removed but is close to him and refers to him as
Uncle.

A caporegime in the DiMeo crime family and leader of the Aprile
gang. He is Jackie Jr's older brother.

One of Tony's soldiers who is the only member of the crime family
to be bisexual

A captain in the DiMeo crime family

One of Tony's soldiers who later becomes a FBI informant

A high-ranking soldier who runs Junior's business interests

A soldier who later become a FBI informant

Cousin of Tony Soprano and Christopher Moltisanti.

Furio is brought over from the Zucca Camorra family in Naples to
work for Tony

Former soldier in Junior's crew, 2000 transferred to Soprano's crew
Soldier in the Soprano crew

DiMeo associate. Was assassinated after a dispute with Junior.

Lupertazzi Crime Family

Phil Leotardo
Johnny Sacrimoni

Acting boss of the rival Lupertazzi gang
De-facto boss of the Lupertazzi gang until imprisoned

Other Characters

Dr. Melfi

Father Phil Intintola
Dr. Cusamano
Jeanie Cusamano
Joan Cusamano
Artie Bucco
Charmaine Bucco
Mr. Wegler

Rosalie Aprile

Jackie Aprile Jr.

Tony's pyschotherapist

Local Catholic priest who becomes emotionally involved with
Tony and Carmela's neighbour

Dr Cusamano's wife

Twin sister of Jeanie, alumni of Georgetown University

Chef and owner of Vesuvio and then Nuovo Vesuvio

Artie's wife

Al's college counsellor at High School

Widow of DiMeo crime family acting boss, Jackie Aprile Sr and
mother of Jackie Jr

Son of Rosalie and Jackie Sr.
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Chapter One: Introduction

This thesis applies a gastrocritical approach— a lens through which to view food and foodways
in literature and film—to the HBO (Home Box Office) television series, The Sopranos (1999-
2007). The term gastrocriticism was coined by Ronald Tobin over 20 years ago and is defined
as a “multidisciplinary approach that links gastronomy and literature.”! Because The Sopranos
is long-form narrative television, it will be treated as a film for this thesis. This chapter will

cover definition, justification and aims and objectives of this thesis.

1.1 Definition

Food is far more than sustenance. Jean Anthlme Brillat Savarin’s aphorism, “Tell me what you
eat and I will tell you what you are”? infers that food is more than nourishment; it is a “web of
relationships and many-layered meanings.”® The Sopranos is a HBO television series that
follows the everyday lives of a mob family. As a crime drama it fits into the gangster genre,*
and should be considered in relation to the gangster movies to which it draws many allusions,
such as The Godfather trilogy (1972, 1974 and 1990) and GoodFellas (1990). Food and drink
is plentiful in The Sopranos but to date there has been little academic research on this area.
This thesis proposes using gastrocriticism—an emerging branch of literary criticism>—to view
the 86 episodes of the series. Gastrocriticism draws on a range of interdisciplinary studies and
this thesis will use research from food and film studies, anthropology, sociology, social and
cultural studies. It provides a structured framework of enquiry, using gastrocritical questions®
to offer a systematic approach; for example, exploring narrative, setting, characterisation, genre

through food and foodways can provide a deeper understanding of the series. This research will

! Tobin cited in Anke Klitzing, “‘My Palate Hung with Starlight’: A Gastrocritical Reading of Seamus Heaney’s
Poetry.” East-West Cultural Passage 19, no. 2 (2019): 16.

2 Jean Anthelme Brillat-Savarin, The Physiology of Taste. (1825; transl. Anne Drayton, 1970; repr., London:
Penguin, 1994).

% Anke Klitzing, “New Beginnings in Reading (Irish) Literature: A Gastrocritical Look at George Moore’s
‘Home Sickness’ and Colm T6éibin’s Brooklyn,” in New Beginnings. Perspectives from France and Ireland,
ed. Mairtin Mac Con lomaire and Eamon Maher (Oxford: Peter Lang, 2023), 39.

4 “American Film Institute Brings the Best of Hollywood Together to Celebrate “AFI’s 10 Top 10.” American
Film Institute press release, June 17, 2008. On AFI website,
https://web.archive.org/web/2014032808254 1/http:/www.afi.com/Docs/about/press/2008/AFI10_top 10 rel
ease_June08.pdf, accessed March 30, 2023.

5 Anke Klitzing, “New Beginnings”.

¢ Anke Klitzing, “Gastrocritical Reading Questions” (unpublished manuscript, last modified 09 February 2022),
Microsoft Word File.



provide greater insight into The Sopranos by viewing it through a “culinary lens”’ as food and

foodways drive the plot, sustain tension and define the characters.

1.2 Justification

Gastrocriticism is a form of literary criticism; however, this study will apply it to The Sopranos
which is long-form narrative television. It is a relatively new artform that has the “texture of
epic-fiction”® and warrants academic attention. Food film studies is an emerging area of study
led by Parasecoli,” Bower!? and Poole.!!' Since the earliest days of filmmaking, food has been
used to enhance stories: whether that be to depict a character, his or her ethnicity or class, a
state of mind or to serve as a metaphor.!? Food is a “highly condensed social fact”!? and the
intersection between food and film offers insights into identity and culture. Applying a
gastrocritical lens will provide deeper insight and understanding into characters, the narrative,
values and identity. In this case it should also provide greater understanding about Italian-
American food culture and foodways particularly, as food is an expression of Italian-American

identity.!*

As scant research has been undertaken on the role of food in The Sopranos, there was only a
partial body of work on which to build. There has been significant research on The Sopranos
in varied areas from a psychotherapy point of view,! Italian-American stereotypes'® and

gender.!” Food and the gangster genre has been studied by Santos.!® To this author’s knowledge

7 Amy Tigner and Allison Carruth, Literature and Food Studies (London: Routledge, 2018), 8.

8 Anthony N. Smith, “TV or not TV? The Sopranos and Contemporary Episode Architecture in US Network and
Premium Cable Drama,” Critical Studies in Television 6, no. 1 (2011): 37.

° Laura Lindenfeld and Fabio Parasecoli, “Food and Cinema: An Evolving Relationship,” in The Bloomsbury
Handbook of Food and Popular Culture, ed. Kathleen Lebesco and Peter Naccarato (London: Bloomsbury
Publishing, 2017), 27-39.

19 Anne L. Bower, “Watching Food: The Production of Food, Film, and Values,” in Reel Food: Essays on Food
and Film, ed. Anne L. Bower (New York: Routledge, 2004), 1-13.

1 Gaye Poole, Reel Meals, Set Meals: Food in Film and Theatre (Strawberry Hills: Currency Press Party, 1999),
2.

12 Steve Zimmerman, Food in the Movies (Jefferson: McFarland & Company, Inc., Publishers, 2010), 265.

13 Arjun Appadurai, “Gastro-Politics in Hindu South Asia,” American Ethnologist 8, no. 3 (Aug 1981): 494.

14 Gina Almerico, “Food and Identity: Food Studies, Cultural and Personal Identity,” Journal of International
Business and Cultural Studies 8 (2014): 1-8.

15 Neil A Wynn, “Review Essay Counselling the Mafia: The Sopranos,” Journal of American Studies 38, no.1
(2004): 127-132.

16 Richard Alba and Philip Kasinitz, “Sophisticated Television, Sophisticated Stereotypes: The Sopranos (HBO),
Created by David Chase,” Contexts 5, no. 4 (2006): 74-77.

17 Roseanne Giannini Quinn, “Mothers, Molls, and Misogynists: Resisting Italian-American Womanhood in The
Sopranos,” The Journal of American Culture 27, no. 2 (2004): 166.

18 Marlisa Santos, “‘Leave the Gun, Take the Cannoli’: Food and Family in the Modern American Mafia Film,”
in Reel Food: Essays on Food and Film, ed. Anne L. Bower (London: Routledge, 2004), 209.



there is no meaningful work on food and foodways in The Sopranos, and a wide approach was
taken to identify major areas of interest. Given the time and scope that the Master’s thesis
allows, and the many complexities of the subject, this work is intended as a broad basis for
future deeper studies. As food film studies continue to develop, building on these foundations

can only prove valuable.

1.3 Aims and Objectives

This research aims to answer:
What can a gastrocritical approach of The Sopranos tell us about food and foodways?

This thesis will provide background on The Sopranos; then, through analysis of food and
foodways in the series, this study aims to demonstrate how they are used to indicate character,

identity and plot, place and setting, and how the series fits within the gangster genre.



Chapter Two — Background and Critical Considerations

This chapter introduces the HBO television series The Sopranos, providing background on the
series, its on-air home, and its creator, David Chase, before examining it in the context of the
wider gangster genre, and then looking at the critical considerations to date that place the series
in the context of its portrayal of women, of Italian-American stereotypes and the role of

psychotherapy.

2.1 The Sopranos: Overview

The Sopranos is an American crime drama television series that was created by HBO, Chase
Films and Brad Grey Television, premiering on HBO on January 10, 1999. The series ran for
six seasons and consists of 86 episodes, ending on June 10, 2007. It was broadcast both in the
United States and internationally, and received critical acclaim from both the public and TV
critics. New York Times reviewer Virginia Heffernan compared it to the publication of James
Joyce’s Ulysses'® and another Times critic, Caryn James, described it as existing ““at the juncture
where pop culture and high art meet. Functioning on the levels of capicola and Proust, of movie
lovers and film scholars.”?® Over the course of its six seasons, the series won 32 Emmy awards
and received 124 nominations: additionally, it earned 23 Golden Globe nominations and five

victories.

The Sopranos narrative begins in the year 1999 in Northern New Jersey, juxtaposing the life of
the main protagonist, Tony Soprano—a violent mobster—with the mundanity of suburban life
and fraught family relationships. The Sopranos themselves are a multi-generational crime
family, and the series charts the story of their attempted assimilation in suburbia against a
backdrop of the many issues facing Americans on the eve of the 21 century. The series
becomes a vehicle for many topical issues of the time such as the increasing commercialisation
and consumerism of American life, globalisation and the fragility of the United States

following the terrorist attacks of 9/11.

1 Virginia Heffernan, “The Real Boss of The Sopranos,” New York Times, February 29, 2004,
https://www.nytimes.com/2004/02/29/arts/television-the-real-boss-of-the-sopranos.html

20 Capicola is a cured meat that is linked to the main protagonist’s fainting spells that result from a childhood
trauma. This will be discussed later in the thesis. Caryn James, “ ‘Sopranos’: Blood, Bullets and Proust,” NY
Times, March 2, 2001, https://www.nytimes.com/2001/03/02/movies/tv-weekend-sopranos-blood-bullets-
and-proust.html



2.2 David Chase

Despite his Anglo-Saxon surname, The Sopranos’ producer and writer, David Chase, grew up
in a working class Italian-American community in New Jersey. His paternal grandfather had
anglicised the family name from De Cesare to Chase. Chase’s background is significant to The
Sopranos in that he has admitted he based many of the characters and storylines on people he
knew and events he grew up with. For example, both his cousin and uncle were connected to
the Boiardo organised crime family. In addition, many of the names used in The Sopranos were
based on the real names of his family members.?! The verisimilitude of the series came from

the mundanities of a world he had observed first-hand, some of which were food-related:

I want to tell the story about the reality of being a mobster -- or what I perceive to be the reality
of life in organized crime. They aren't shooting each other every day. They sit around eating
baked ziti and betting and figuring out who owes who money.*

To ensure authenticity, Chase paid great attention to the casting of individual characters, and
was particular about casting Italian-Americans from the New Jersey and New York area. Along
with some scenes shot at the Silvercup Studios on Long Island, NY, much of the series was
shot on location in real businesses and real houses in New Jersey. Both the actors and locations
contribute to the authentic portrayal of the suburban landscape and the [ltalianita of the

characters.

2.3 HBO and The Sopranos: a New Direction for Television

The Sopranos was produced by and broadcast on HBO, an American pay-cable channel then
owned by Time Warner. It is significant that the series was made by HBO rather than one of
the traditional American TV networks—CBS, ABC, NBC—as HBO’s subscription model freed
it from advertising constraints, censorship and commercial breaks. The absence of commercial
interruptions allowed The Sopranos to “seem cinematic” in comparison to other network
television dramas.? It is no co-incidence that HBO originally stood for Home Box Office and
from 1996, marketed itself as “It’s Not TV, It's HBO.” Martin suggests that television was

evolving from a “much maligned” medium that had a universal appeal to something that was

2! “Talking Sopranos #39 "90 Minutes w/David Chase." YouTube.com, acc. January 24, 2023.
https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=TanrL, UuNck

22 “Chasing TV,” Salon.com, acc. February 12, 2023,
http://web.archive.org/web/19991011020817/www.salon.com/ent/int/1999/01/20int.html

23 Michael Z. Newman and Elaine Levine, Legitimating Television: Media Convergence and Cultural Status
(New York: Routledge, 2011), 135.



closer to a work of art.?* Schulman asserts that HBO’s production model is closer to novels
than commercial television®> because viewers are able to build a relationship with the
characters over a longer period of time. This long-form story-telling—enabled by the freedom
of working with HBO—allowed for a more organic story arc and greater character

development.

Tomasulo defines long-form narrative as “the representation of the world (or at least a nation)
to an audience.”?® He argues that The Sopranos is a harsh criticism of America, and
conventional one-hour episodes interrupted by ad-breaks would have struggled to cover such
a vast theme as the demand for weekly narrative closure in support of an ad-funded model
would have made it difficult to develop complex themes. Long-form enabled The Sopranos to
deliver a more epic scope and engaging drama. Like Schulman, Tomasulo argues that the long-
form approach allowed viewers to explore their own individual reaction, thus extending the
story beyond the screen. He suggests that the abrupt ending of The Sopranos continued the
narrative well beyond the series itself by inviting theorising and speculation, claiming that “the
narrative could, in fact, last a lifetime.”?” Many long-running television shows contain growth
and development in one episode, whereas long-term narrative might have each episode
contributing to a narrative and character trajectory often leaving loose ends hanging. With The
Sopranos, the main difference is the scale of the long-term narrative in that it truly is the

“representation of the world (or at least a nation) to an audience.”?®

The freedom of working with HBO also contributed to the further development of the
“antihero.” In the decade between 1999 and 2009, HBO was at the forefront of this
phenomenon through The Sopranos, The Wire (2002-2008) and then Boardwalk Empire (2010-
2014). Shuster suggests that The Sopranos, followed by Breaking Bad (AMC 2008-2013) and
Better Call Saul (AMC 2015-2022) exemplify this “new television™ where morally
ambiguous characters replaced protagonists who were on the right side of the law. It has been

argued that Tony Soprano paved the way for Walter White, the humble chemistry teacher turned

24 Brett Martin, Difficult Men: Behind the Scenes of a Creative Revolution: From The Sopranos and The Wire to
Mad Men and Breaking Bad (New York: Routledge, 2013), 4.

25 Alex Schulman, “The Sopranos: An American Existentialism,” The Cambridge Quarterly 39 no.1 (2010): 23-
38.

26 Frank Tomasulo, “Old Vino in New Bottles?: The Sopranos and Long-Form Narrative,” Quarterly Review of
Film and Video 35 no.3 (2018): 210.

27 Tomasulo, 220.

28 Tomasulo, 210.

29 Martin Shuster, New Television: The Aesthetics and Politics of a Genre (Chicago: University of Chicago
Press, 2017).



ruthless drug baron of Breaking Bad.*° The viewing public were inviting characters into their
living rooms that were “unhappy, morally compromised, complicated and deeply human.”!
Lyons suggests that these antiheroes resulted from a world rife with white collar crime and
corporate corruption, and these antihero characters are not the true villains. That other HBO
production, The Wire (HBO 2002-2008), took crime drama into new territory. Its creator David
Simon described it as a “visual novel” that provided a systemic analysis of urban corruption.3?

The revolutionary themes and style of The Sopranos placed it firmly in the vanguard of this

new wave of television that was enabled by the creative freedom that HBO encouraged.

2.4 The Gangster Genre

As defined by the American Film Institute, the gangster genre is described as a sub-genre of
crime movies and is hallmarked as one of the “classic genres” in its Top Ten list.> Gangster
films are usually “centred on organized crime or maverick criminals in a twentieth-century

setting.”**

The early years of Hollywood's success coincided with the “Roaring Twenties” of prohibition
and post-prohibition American society. The Gangster genre has been described as a modern
continuation of the Western genre.?* The genre took off with early spoken-word films such as
Little Caesar (1930), Public Enemy (1931) and Scarface (1932). Their popularity led to a moral
panic and this resulted in the 1934 Production Code Administration (the Hays Code) that
stipulated that criminals should not be portrayed in a positive light.*®* More black-and-white
classics followed such as Angels With Dirty Faces (1938), The Roaring Twenties (1939) and
White Heat (1949), recording the cultural clout of America’s gangland icons while firmly

cementing the careers of James Cagney, Edward G. Robinson and Humphrey Bogart. They also

30 Siobhan Lyons, “The (Anti-)Hero with a Thousand Faces: Reconstructing Villainy in The Sopranos, Breaking
Bad, and Better Call Saul,” Canadian Review of American Studies 51, no. 3 (2021): 230.

3! Lyons, 244.

32 Jan Rothkirch, “What Drugs Have Not Destroyed, the War on Them Has,” Salon.com, June 29, 2002,
https://www.salon.com/2002/06/29/simon_5/.

33 American Film Institute, “American Film Institute Brings the Best of Hollywood Together to Celebrate ‘AFI’s
10 Top 10,”” press release, June 17, 2008,
https://web.archive.org/web/2014032808254 1/http:/www.afi.com/Docs/about/press/2008/AF110_top 10 rel
ease_June08.pdf

34 American Film Institute, “American Film Institute Brings The Best of Hollywood Together.”

35 Barry Langford, Film Genre: Hollywood and Beyond (Edinburgh: Edinburgh University Press, 2005), 134.

36 The Production Code of 1934 was a set of moral guidelines that were enforced from 1934 to 1968 by
the Motion Picture Association of America. It prohibited profanity, nudity, drug use, and miscegenation as
well as any suggestion that the law could be broken. It also did not allow sympathy for criminals.



created antiheroes in the titular mob bosses whose complex, charismatic personalities allowed
themes of power, violence, loyalty, and betrayal to be explored on the silver screen for the first

time.

After a wartime and post-war hiatus, gangster movies emerged again in the 1960s, 1970s and
1980s, with such films as Bonnie and Clyde (1967), The Godfather trilogy (1972, 1974 and
1990), 4 Bronx Tale (1994) and Once Upon a Time in America (1984), before being re-visited
in GoodFellas (1990), a remake of Scarface (1983) and The Untouchables (1987). The
Production Code was officially replaced in 1968 by the Classification and Rating
Administration (CARA), the removal of censorship enabling creativity with regards to the

portrayal of criminals.

From its inception, the gangster genre has been used as a platform for social commentary in
the movie world, exploring issues such as race, assimilation, and the corruption associated with
power and whilst some gangster movies romanticise the mob lifestyle, most present a

compromised and critical view of organised crime and its subsequent impact on society.

The Sopranos pays particular homage to The Godfather and GoodFellas. The series is littered
with references to these films, and to a lesser degree to Public Enemy. The mobsters in The
Sopranos are nostalgic for the old, pre-RICO days?’, and believe the best days of organised
crime are over. Much has been written about how The Sopranos is an evolution of the gangster
genre. Thorburn describes The Sopranos as “the crime family for our age of therapy and
Prozac.”8 Nochimson posits that the series brought to light the moral dilemmas and emotional
melodrama that had not previously been seen due to Production Code restrictions and one-
dimensional macho representations of mafia figures. She claims that the series provokes the
audience to consider the moral dilemma and ethics of such a lifestyle.>* Gardaphé notes the
Mafia’s 21% century challenges as mobsters like Tony Soprano struggle to maintain dominance
in a changing world.*® Fields observes that due to changes in society, a criminal such as Tony

Soprano only has power as a killer and not a civilian: “Tony’s ongoing dilemma is that this sort

37 RICO stands for the Racketeer Influenced and Corrupt Organizations Act. It is a United States federal law that
provides for extended criminal penalties and a civil cause of action for acts performed as part of an ongoing
criminal organisation.

38 David Thorburn, “The Sopranos,” in The Essential HBO Reader, ed. Gary R. Edgerton and Jeffrey P. Jones
(Lexington: University of Kentucky Press, 2008), 3.

39 Martha Nochimson, “Waddaya Lookin' At?: Re-reading the Gangster Genre Through ‘The Sopranos,” Film
Quarterly 56 no.2 (2002): 2-13

40 Fred Garadaphé, From Wiseguys to Wise Men: The Gangster and Italian-American Masculinities (New York:
Routledge, 2003), 80.



of power has very limited currency in a culture of conspicuous consumption and progressive

social changes.”*!

Many writers have commented on post-modernism in 7he Sopranos. Booker and Daraiseh view
The Sopranos through a post-modern lens that places the series at the turn of the 21 century
particularly as it relates to modern capitalism. They describe The Sopranos as the swansong of
organised crime.*? In this phase of late-capitalism, commodification has led to an erosion of

traditional values.

However, because of its subject matter, its portrayal of Italian-Americans, its complex gender
relationships and its innovative portrayal of psychotherapy, The Sopranos has managed to carve
out a unique place not only within the gangster genre it naturally inhabits, but within wider
popular culture. Before examining the role of food in the main sections of this thesis, I will
explore critical considerations of The Sopranos from both pop-culture platforms as well as

academic understandings of this ground-breaking series.

2.5 Critical Considerations

This thesis will focus on the role of food in The Sopranos, something which features heavily,
and through gastrocriticism, allows us to learn much about the characters. Food and foodways
are abundant in The Sopranos with scenes of food being eaten and prepared in every episode.
The main protagonist Tony Soprano has an enormous appetite and he and other characters eat
noisily and casually in a way that is not usually portrayed on screen. On a simple level, food is
used symbolically as a signifier of Italian-American culture that adds realism to the series. The
prevalence of pasta in the series is indicative of Italian-American food culture. Italians from
different parts of Italy were brought together in America and were united by food - such as
spaghetti and meatballs — a dish that was invented in America that became common in many
Italian-American households.** This morphing of regional Italian foods into an Italian-
American food is demonstrated by the way “Italian” sausage became commonplace. This

ignores the regional variations that would be commonplace in Italy.**Another dish that is

4! Ingrid Walker Fields, “Family Values and Feudal Codes: The Social Politics of America's Twenty First
Century Gangster,” The Journal of Popular Culture 37 no. 4 (2004): 615.

42 M. Keith Booker and Isra Daraiseh, Tony Soprano's America: Gangsters, Guns, and Money (Lanham:
Rowman & Littlefield, 2017), xiii.

43 Hasia Diner, Hungering for America: Italian, Irish and Jewish Foodways in the Age of Migration (Cambridge:

Harvard University Press, 2002), 53.

44 Diner, 60.



frequently mentioned in The Sopranos is macaroni which was a food of affluence for Southern

Italians, it embodied Italian-American food culture.®

In The Sopranos, food is central to the narrative and because much of the conversation revolves
around it, thus acting as a social conversational currency. The language is rich with food
references, specifically Italian-American terms such as: gabagool, mortadell, sazeech, ricott,
pastin’ and mutzadell. These words are among many of the dialectic bastardisations that are
mentioned in the series. Gabagoo! (the term used for “capicola” in the Neapolitan dialect) is a
cured meat that is a cross between prosciutto and sausage seasoned with a variety of flavours,
such as wine, garlic and paprika. It is mentioned frequently in the series and became celebrated

by Sopranos fans as a catchphrase.*®

This Italian-American vernacular is significant as most immigrants came from the south of
Italy and brought with them elements of language that don’t formally exist in modern Italian.
Food is used as a metaphor for a community that is stuck between the old country they left
behind and the new one to which they have not been fully assimilated. Diner posits that Italian-
Americans created a new identity that was built around food, many of them for their first time
were able to enjoy the abundance of food in America and could afford to buy Italian ingredients

such as olive oil and pasta.*’

The Sopranos is laden with food references and much business is conducted around the dinner
table. Tobin states that:
Any attempt at reviewing food in Italian culture must at the very least make a mandatory
reference to visual culture. Has there ever been a movie about the mafia or an instalment of The
Sopranos that does not contain a scene of bread breaking? The point is evident, the family that

eats together, stays and slays together. The voracity of the mafiosi and their need for communion
are both displayed in numerous scenes of repast.**

As well as these depictions of commensality, there is much evidence of common American
foodstuffs and brands, which serve to emphasise that the Sopranos family are just an average

American family, albeit a crime family.

4 Diner, 55.

46Jerksto, “Sopranos But Just Gabagool (Extended Cold Cuts Edition),” YouTube Video, 0.43, July 19, 2020,
https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=YsBipoG22Nw

47 Diner, 49-50.

48 Ronald W. Tobin, “Thought for Food: Literature and Gastronomy,” lecture, University of California
Television (UCTV), 21 May 2009, https://youtu.be/76zhTYQcH
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In the many contemporary themes covered throughout its 86 episodes, The Sopranos squarely
meets Tomasulo’s definition of long-form narrative as “a representation of the world.”* As
such it has been scrutinised both at an academic and a recreational reading level. The volume
and breadth of books and online blogs— too numerous to cover here—speaks to The Sopranos’
popularity, legacy and influence. Polan includes a chapter in his book called The Sopranos in
the Marketplace addressing the commercial exploitation of the series including official and
unofficial merchandise, clothing, cookbooks and even bus tours.’° The most common academic
studies have been psychotherapy, gender issues (mainly the role of women), the gangster genre,

and postmodernism.

2.5.1 Italian-American Stereotyping

Despite receiving almost universal critical acclaim, the series garnered criticism from Italian-
American groups, who complained that the series was insulting and misrepresentative. Seven
such groups condemned The Sopranos for “defaming and assassinating the cultural
character.”! Frank Guarini, chairman of the National Italian-American Foundation stated his
goal was to get the series taken off air: ““The Sopranos’ is a terrible stereotyping and unfair
portrayal of Italian-American families.”? After the third season (2001), the American Italian
Defence Association (AIDA) filed a lawsuit with the aim of obtaining a declaration from the
jury that the show offends Italian-Americans’ dignity, rather than have the show cancelled. The
lawsuit was dismissed, with Time Warner’s counsel arguing that the public would NOT assume
that all Italian-Americans are criminals or morally corrupt from watching the show.>®> Chase
defended the series by claiming that the show never implied that every Italian-American was
connected to the mob. In an interview he said: “Everybody in the thing is Italian, but the show
really is about corruption: it’s about good and evil. And in The Sopranos, there are good Italians

9954

and there are bad Italians.”* Alba and Kasinitz argue that the series manages to cleverly

acknowledge and ridicule the criticism that it perpetuates stereotypes; however, they

49 Tomasulo, 210.

50 Dana Polan, The Sopranos (Durham and London: Duke University Press, 2009), 143-196.

5! Sandra Gilbert, "Life with (god) father," in A Sitdown with the Sopranos: Watching Italian-American Culture
on TV's Most Talked-About Series, ed. Regina Barreca (New York: Palgrave MacMillan, 2002), 16.

52 Donna Petrozzello, “‘Sopranos’ Hits the Wrong Note with Italian-Americans,” Chicago Tribune, September 8,
1999, https://www.chicagotribune.com/news/ct-xpm-1999-09-08-9909080134-story.html.

33 “Judge Throws Out ‘Sopranos’ Lawsuit,” 4P News.com, acc. March 5, 2023,
https://apnews.com/article/23b218cdcedc19b7c5db72c12afd82dd

54 “Family Man,” Stanford Magazine.com, acc. March 6, 2023, https://stanfordmag.org/contents/family-man
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acknowledge that although the series is clever, the stereotypes can still be damaging to lower

middle class Italian-Americans.>>

2.5.2 Psychotherapy

What is unique about 7he Sopranos within the gangster genre, is that it explores vulnerability
and masculinity in a new way. The core premise of the series is that New Jersey Mafia boss,
Tony Soprano, is in therapy for a childhood trauma related to food, so it is not surprising that
much has been written about The Sopranos and its relationship to psychotherapy. In 2001 the
American Psychoanalytic Association gave awards to the writers and to Lorraine Bracco, the
actor who played Dr. Melfi, for her role as “the most credible depiction of therapy ever
portrayed in the cinema or on television.”® Flamini suggest that the series “puts the entirety of
Italian-American culture on the couch, connecting our darker side of our history with our
family feasting, religious fervour, and dolce vita...on the couch.”’ He suggests that Italian-
Americans can only understand their culture if they face the dark side of it, i.e. the violence
that underpins and preserves the Mafia lifestyle. Food is the main reason why Tony seeks

psychotherapy and this thesis will look at how else food drives the narrative in The Sopranos.

2.5.3 Gender Issues

Much has been written on gender issues in The Sopranos, mainly on the portrayal of women.
Barecca argues that Italian-American women are underrepresented in popular culture and that
the main female characters in The Sopranos are strong, complex and unapologetic. However
due to their ethnicity, they are never fully accepted; she describes them as “neither stereotypes
nor anomalies.”® On the surface, the women are portrayed as either homemakers or strippers:
frustrated but devoted wives or frustrated mistresses (“goombas’), whose surface-level role
appears to be to support and/or service men. Although the women do not appear to wield power,

Fields argues that these “troublesome, strong female characters (Tony’s mother, wife, sister and

35 Alba and Kasinitz, 74-77.

56 Stephen Holden, The New York Times on the Sopranos (New York: ibooks 2000), 44.

57 Michael Flamini, “‘Pa cent’ anni, Dr. Melfi’ : Psychotherapy in the Italian-American Community,” in 4
Sitdown with the Sopranos: Watching Italian-American Culture on TV's most Talked About Series, ed.
Regina Barecca (New York: Palgrave Macmillan 2002), 126.

58 Regina Barreca, “Why I like the Women in The Sopranos,” in 4 Sitdown with the Sopranos: Watching Italian
American Culture on TV's most Talked About Series, ed. Regina Barreca (New York: Palgrave Macmillan,
2002), 36.
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daughter) upset the balance of power and enhance the anxiety Tony experiences.”’ They have
considerable strength that is not immediately obvious as they “commandeer power while
seeming to wield none.”®® Both Fields and Barecca overlook the disposable female characters:

the strippers and the mistresses.

On balance, food is gendered in The Sopranos, with women doing the cooking at home, and
men only really cooking for their fellow mobsters—their famiglia—something that will be

covered in this thesis.

2.6 Summary

The Sopranos is rightly described as a “watershed in American popular culture.”! Tt generated
interest and controversy at the time for its violence, its portrayal of Italian-Americans and its
treatment of women. It has been written about and analysed in many different ways, but food,
although abundant in the series, has not been covered in any detail. Although the series depicts
and reflects the fin de siecle malaise of the era, there is still much interest in the series. Its
themes are still relevant today and its popularity can be seen through the 179% increase in
viewership through the HBO Now subscription streaming service during the Covid-19

pandemic.5?

3 Fields, 620.

0 Barreca, 37.

¢! Thorburn, 2.

62 “How the Sopranos Became an Unlikely Must-Watch During the Pandemic,” Forbes.com, acc. March 31,
2023, https://www.forbes.com/sites/donreisinger/2020/07/17/how-the-sopranos-became-an-unlikely-must-
watch-during-the-pandemic/
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Chapter Three: Theory and Approach

This thesis is rooted in food and film studies and will use the disciplinary context and
methodological approach of gastro-criticism. Typically used for literature, in this case
gastrocriticism is applied to a television show, albeit one with an unrivalled cinematic
reputation.®® Gastrocriticism uses an approach developed by Anke Klitzing that provides a
structured framework for watching movies through a “culinary lens.”%* This chapter will show
how such a multidisciplinary approach—gastrocritical combined with an understanding of film

studies—may be a valid model of inquiry to examine food and foodways in The Sopranos.

3.1 Food Studies and Gastronomy

Although written about for centuries, food has not always been subject to academic study as it
was considered to be too quotidian and belonging to the domestic sphere.®> Ancient Greek
philosophers, such as Plato and Epicurus, examined food from a diet and health perspective.
However, it was not until the 1990s that food studies was established by universities in
America. It encompassed foodways, gastronomy and culinary history, as well as discipline-
based approaches.’® Food studies is described as interdisciplinary, multidisciplinary and even
transdisciplinary because, as Mac Con lomaire points out, many early scholars came from
disciplines of anthropology, sociology, history, art history, philosophy and English literature.5’
More recent scholars have emerged from the area of film studies, such as Fabio Parasecoli,
Anne Bower and Gayle Poole. Food studies has grown and gained recognition as an academic
area of study over the past 50 years, creating a variety of disciplines and methodologies as

“diverse as food itself’.%®

63 “How The Sopranos Changed TV Forever 20" Century Anniversary,” Fansided.com, acc. April 1,
2023, https://fansided.com/2019/01/10/how-sopranos-changed-tv-forever-20th-anniversary/

% Tigner and Carruth, 8.

65 Marion Nestle and William A. McIntosh, “Writing the Food Studies Movement,” Food, Culture and Society
13 no.2 (2010):159-179.

66 Nestle and McIntosh, 159-179.

7 Mairtin Mac Con lomaire, “From the Dark Margins to the Spotlight: The Evolution of Gastronomy and Food
Studies in Ireland,” in Margins and Marginalities in Ireland and France: A Socio-Cultural Perspective, ed.
Catherine Maignant, Sylvain Tondour and Déborah Vandewourde (Oxford: Peter Lang, 2021), 129-153.

88 Jeffrey Miller and Jonathan Deutsch, Food Studies: An Introduction to Research Methods (Oxford; New York:
Berg 2009), 8.
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3.2 Film Studies

This thesis will apply gastrocriticism—an interdisciplinary approach using the academic
discipline of gastronomy and food studies—to examine The Sopranos. Although it is a
television show it has more common with film due to its cinematic look, its production values
and its long-form storytelling. Observers such as Biskind compared the series to European

cinema,® so for the purposes of the thesis, The Sopranos will be treated as film.

Film studies dates back to the 1960s. Initially, there was a small body of work and analytical
techniques were borrowed from other disciplines; however over time, it has become a broader
and more respected field, and cinema is now recognised as a “powerful form or artistic, cultural
and economic expression.””® As the field of film studies has grown, different cultural
phenomenon have been integrated into the discipline, making it more multi-disciplinary. Baron
states that film scholars have viewed their field as “a multidimensional discipline that examines

film practice in esthetic, economic, technological, and social terms.””!

3.21 Food and Film

Film studies predates food studies as an academic subject by several decades, although food
has been part of agricultural, home economics (human ecology), and industrial studies, as well

as appearing in anthropology and sociology courses.’?

However, food has appeared on screen since the very inception of cinema. Significantly, one
of the first things to be filmed was a meal in an early short film by the Lumiére Brothers, Repas
de Bébé (Baby’s Dinner) (1895). This black-and-white silent short consists of a single shot:
Auguste Lumicre, his wife and their infant daughter dining in a rural setting. The film was
shown in a room in Paris’ Grand Café in December 1895, marking the beginning of cinema as

an experiential medium.

% Peter Biskind, “An American Family,” Vanity Fair, April 2007,
https://archive.vanityfair.com/article/2007/4/an-american-family.

70 Rick Altman, “Whither Film Studies (in a Post-Film Studies World)?,” Cinema Journal 49 no. 1 (2009): 135;
Altman, 135.

"I Cynthia Baron, “Dinner and a Movie: Analyzing Food and Film,” Food, Culture and Society: An
International Journal of Multidisciplinary Research 9, no.1 (2006): 100.

72 Bower, 11-12.
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Lindenfeld and Parasecol