
Prologue  

‘Coming  Heavy’ :  The  S ign i f icance  of  The  Sopranos
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We l l ,   i t  wou ld  he lp  me  not   to   see  anyth ing  more ,   fo r  what ’ s   good ,  

and  what ’ s  bad .  Because ,   you   see ,  on   th i s  ea r th   there   i s  one   th ing  

wh ich   i s   te r r ib le ,   and   tha t   i s   tha t  everyone  has   the i r  own   reasons .  

Oc tave   in   Jean  Reno i r ’ s  The  Ru les  o f   the  Game  

(quoted  by  Dav id  Chase   [Bogdanov ich   In te rv iew] )  

 

In   ‘Meadowlands ’   (1004)   in  The  Sopranos   f i r s t   season ,  Tony  Soprano  v is i t s   the  

S i t  T i te  Loungenette   to  make  h is  d isp leasure  known to  h is  unc le ,  Carrado   ‘ Jun ior ’  

Soprano,  concern ing  a   recent  mock‐h i t  on  Chr is topher  Molt i sant i ,  one  of  Tony ’s  

so ld iers .  Hav ing   just  a t tacked  Mikey  Pa lmice ,   Jun ior ’s   r ight ‐hand  man,  on   the  s t reet  

outs ide  with  a  s tap le  gun   (s to len  dur ing  a  v i s i t   to   the  hosp i ta l ) ,  Tony   i s   in  no  mood 

for  conc i l ia t ion ,  but  ne i ther   i s   Jun ior ,  who warns  h is  nephew not   to   return  aga in  

un less  he   i s  armed:   ‘Come heavy , ’  he   ins i s ts ,   ‘or  not  at  a l l . ’  As  a  work  o f  popular  

cu l ture ,  a  path‐break ing   te lev is ion  ser ies ,  and  a  cu l tura l  phenomenon,  The  Sopranos  

i t se l f   ‘ comes  heavy ’ ,   i f  you  wi l l ,   in  every  ep isode,  not   just  w i th  weaponry  but  w ith  

s ign i f i cance .  The  cu l tures  o f   the  Uni ted  States ,  Great  Br i ta in  and  Canada   (see   the  

essays   in   th is  vo lume by   Johnston  and  Lacey) ,  Austra l ia ,  and  even   I ta ly   (where   i t  

premiered   in   the  spr ing  o f  2001)  have  come under   i t s   in f luence  and  contr ibuted   to  

the  cu l tura l   conversat ion  about   i t .  Ta lk ,  d i scourse ,  about  The  Sopranos  has  migrated  

far  beyond the  water  coo ler .  

Vanity  Fa i r   (December  1999)  o f fers  an  Annie  Le ibov i tz  photograph  of   the  cast  

o f  The  Sopranos   re‐enact ing  DaVinc i ’ s  The  Last  Supper ,  w i th   James  Gandol f in i ,  o f  

course ,   in   the   ro le  o f  Chr is t   (and  B ig  Pussy  as   Judas) .  

On  Nat iona l  Pub l ic  Rad io ’s  Car  Ta lk ,  Tom and  Ray  Magl iozz i ,  d i scuss ing   the  

new  ‘Edd ie  Bauer  Ed i t ion  Ford  Exped i t ion ’ ,  propose  other  poss ib le  s ignature  cars :  

f i r s t  on   the i r   l i s t   i s  a   ‘Tony  Soprano  Suburban’   (which  shou ld  come complete  with  a  

baseba l l  bat  mounted   in   the   rear  w indow) .
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Pa r t s  o f   th i s   in t roduct ion  o r ig ina l l y  appeared   in   the  on l ine   journa l  PopPo l i t i c s .com 

(h t tp : / /www.poppo l i t i c s . com/ar t i c le s /2001‐03 ‐03 ‐heavy . sh tml )   and  appear  here  w i th  

permiss ion .  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 In   ‘ The  Te l l ta le  Moozade l l ’   (3009)  Car  Ta lk   i s  p lay ing  on   the   rad io   in   the  Soprano  

k i t chen  dur ing  a  b reak fas t   s cene .  



A Nashv i l le ,  Tennessee   furn i ture  s tore ,  promot ing  a  50% of f   sa le  on   I ta l ian  

leather  uphols tery ,  c la ims   that   they  of fer   ‘ I ta l ian   leather  sav ings  w ithout   the  Mob’ .  

As  an  ent icement   to  shoppers ,   they  of fer  a  pr i ze  draw for  a  g i f t   card   to  Romano’s  

Macaron i  Gr i l l ,  a  vacat ion   to  Rome,  and  a   ‘Soprano’s   [ s ic ]  DVD co l lectors   set ’ .  

On  ESPN’s  Sports  Center  a  v i s i t ing  p layer  who has  h i t  a  home run  over  Fenway  

Park ’s  Green  Monster   i s   sa id   to  have   ‘d is respected   the  B ing! ’  –   just   l i ke  Ra lph  

C i faretto  d id   in   ‘Un ivers i ty ’   (3006) .   (The  catchphrase  beg ins   to  appears  everywhere . )  

Congresswoman Marge  Roukema  (R‐New Jersey)   in troduces  a   reso lut ion   to  

condemn HBO,  Dav id  Chase ,  and  The  Sopranos   for  propagat ing  o f fens ive   I ta l ian  

s tereotypes .   ( In terv iewed by   the  press ,   she  admits   that   she  has  never  watched   the  

show.)  

An  advert i sement   for  Season  Three  of  The  Sopranos   ( runn ing  on  HBO and  

other  networks)  adv ises  us   that   ‘Chr is tmas  wi l l  be  a   l i t t le   la te   th is  year , ’
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as  a  moving  

camera  pans  across   the   f ront  o f  Satr ia le ’s  Pork  S tore  –  one  of   the  ser ies ’  pr imary  

locat ions  –  and  around to   the  s ide ,  where   i t  d i scovers   the  body  of  a  whacked  Santa  

C laus ,  d isposed  of   in  a  dumpster .  

A  May  2001  pane l  d iscuss ion   ( la ter  broadcast  on  C‐Span) ,   sponsored  by   the  

Nat iona l   I ta l ian‐Amer ican  Foundat ion  and   featur ing  cu l tura l   c r i t i cs  Cami le  Pag l ia  and  

James  Wolcott  but  not  a  s ing le  advocate ,  doesn ’ t  have  a  k ind  word   to  say  about  The  

Sopranos .  

The   rea l  Donnie  Brasco   ( former  FB I  agent   Joseph  P is tone  –  Mike  Newel l ’ s  1997  

f i lm  was  based  on  h is   s ix  years  undercover  w ith   the  mob)  pra ises   the  authent ic i ty  o f  

The  Sopranos   in  T ime .  

Lex icographer   Jesse  She id lower  pred icts   that   the  next  Oxford  Eng l i sh  

D ic t ionary  wi l l   conta in  numerous  Sopranos  c i tat ions   (DeCaro  2001:  22 ;  26) .  

A  man  loud ly  seek ing  a   la te  n ight  entry   to   James  Gandol f in i ’ s  apartment  

bu i ld ing ,   f lees   in   terror  when met  at   the  door  by  none  other   than   the   ‘ rea l ’  Tony  

Soprano.   ‘Tony ,  man,   I ’m  so  sorry .   I  am so  sorry! ’   (People  Week ly ,  25  Dec  2000:  72) .  

The   I ta l ian‐Amer ican  One Vo ice  Committee  g ives   i t s   f i r s t   ‘Pasta‐ tute  o f   the  

Year ’  award   to  Sopranos ’   c reator  Dav id  Chase   for  hav ing  so ld  out  h is   I ta l ian  her i tage .  

In   the   fa l l  o f  2001   the  Amer ican   I ta l ian  Defense  Assoc iat ion ’s  denunc iat ions  o f  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New Sopranos   ( aka  Chr i s tmas )  were   l a te   in   coming  because  Dav id  Chase  had  asked  

HBO  fo r  more   t ime   to  work  on   the   sc r ip t s   fo r   the   th i rd   season .  



Domin ic  Ch ianese   (Unc le   Jun ior  on  The  Sopranos )  prevent   the  veteran  actor  and  

s inger   f rom tour ing   to  promote  h is  new CD Hits .  

Arch‐conservat ive  Wi l l iam F .  Buck ley  overcomes  h is  compunct ions   ( ‘ I   swore  

I 'd   shoot  myse l f   i f   I  d idn ' t  wr i te  about   i t ,   “ i t”  be ing  The  Sopranos ’ )  and  cast igates   the  

ser ies   in  a  br ie f   rev iew of   ‘Un ivers i ty ’   (3006)   in  Nat iona l  Rev iew.  The  most  

in terest ing   th ing  about  The  Sopranos ,  he  ins is ts   i s   ‘ i t s  conf i rmat ion  of   the  

psycho log ica l  deprav i ty  o f   the  v iewing  aud ience . ’   ‘The  wonder , ’  Buck ley  op ines ,   ‘ i sn ' t  

that  The  Sopranos   i s   so  marve l lous ly  conce ived  and  executed,  but   that   i t   i s   so  w ide ly  

v iewed and  en joyed  without  any  h int  o f  concern  over   the  deprav i ty   i t   re l ies  upon. ’  

Tony  Soprano   i s  compared   to  He inr ich  H immler .   ( In  a  mere  700  words  Buck ley  

manages   to  make  severa l  g lar ing  errors  about  what  actua l ly   t ransp i res   in   the  

ep isode. )
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George  Anastas ia ,  a  Phi lade lph ia   Inqu i rer   c r ime reporter  who has  covered   the  

dysfunct iona l  Ph i lade lph ia  and  South   Jersey  mob  for  15  years ,   te l l s  Terry  Gross  on  

WHYY’s  Fresh  A i r   that  he  watches  The  Sopranos   re l ig ious ly  and  pra ises  Dav id  Chase ’s  

th i rd  season  dec is ion   to  complete ly  deg lamor ize   the  mob.   (Any  ethn ic  group,  he  

comments ,   that  can  g ive   the  wor ld  Anton in  Sca l ia  and  Cami le  Pag l ia  need  not   fear  

that  Tony  Soprano  wi l l  become  i ts   ro le  model . )  

Whi le  at  work  on  a  co l lect ion  of  academic  essays  on  The  Sopranos  a  co l lege  

professor   rece ives  abus ive  e ‐mai l s  and  vo ice‐mai l s  demanding  abandonment  o f   the  

pro ject   long  before   the  book   i s  ever  pub l i shed.  One  e‐mai l ,   f rom a  P i t tsburgh  

phys ic ian ,  ca l l s  h im a   ‘desp icab le  human be ing ’   for  do ing  such  a  book.  The  professor  

responds  by  ask ing  whether   the  doctor   rout ine ly  makes  d iagnoses  before  ever  

examin ing  h is  pat ients .  

 

‘ In  certa in  k inds  of  wr i t ing ,  part icu lar ly   in  ar t  c r i t i c i sm and   l i terary  c r i t i c i sm, ’  

George  Orwel l  observed  ha l f  a  century  ago   in   ‘Po l i t i cs  and   the  Eng l i sh  Language’ ,   ‘ i t  

i s  normal   to  come across   long  passages  which  are  a lmost  complete ly   lack ing   in  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1 )  He   te l l s  u s   tha t  Noah   ‘beds ’  Meadow  ‘except   tha t   they  don ’ t  bother   to  use  a  bed ’  

( they  a re  on  a  bed ) ;  2 )  he   speaks  o f   the   ‘ semi ‐exp l i c i t   emp lacement  o f  a   condom’   ( in   fac t  a l l  

we   see   i s   the   condom  in   i t s  wrapper ,   and  Noah   removes   i t  o f f ‐ camera ) ;   and  3 )  he   says   tha t  

Tony   ‘ i s   angered  by  h i s   l i eu tenant  and  h i t s  h im  hard  enough   to   cause  h i s  wr i s t   to   swe l l ’   ( i t   i s  

Ra lph ie ’ s  wr i s t ,  no t  Tony ’ s ,  wh ich  beg ins   to   swe l l   a f te r  beat ing  T racee   to  death ) .   I s   there  a  

connect ion  between  m is read ing  a   te lev i s ion   show  (o r  a  mov ie ,  o r  a  book ) ,   accus ing   the  

aud ience  o f  psycho log i ca l  deprav i ty ,   and   s imp ly  m is remember ing   i t ?  



meaning  …  When one  cr i t i c  wr i tes ,   ‘The  outstand ing   feature  of  Mr  X 's  work   i s   i t s  

l i v ing  qua l i ty , ’  wh i le  another  wr i tes ,   ‘The   immediate ly   s t r ik ing   th ing  about  Mr.  X 's  

work   i s   i t s  pecu l iar  deadness , ’   the   reader  accepts   th is  as  a   s imple  d i f ference  of  

op in ion .   I f  words   l ike  b lack  and  white  were   invo lved,   instead  of   the   jargon  words  

dead  and   l iv ing ,  he  would  see  at  once   that   language  was  be ing  used   in  an   improper  

way.  Many  po l i t i ca l  words  are  s imi lar ly  abused. ’  

As  a   recent   incarnat ion  of   ‘X ’ ,  Dav id  Chase ’s  The  Sopranos  has  produced  

b latant ly  contrad ictory  assessments   that  might  make  Orwel l   ro l l  over   in  h is  grave .   In  

the  eyes  o f  E l len  Wi l l i s   (whose  semina l  essay   in  The  Nat ion   i s   repr inted   in   th is  

vo lume) ,   for  example ,   the  HBO ser ies   i s   ‘The   r ichest  and  most  compel l ing  p iece  of  

te lev is ion  –  no ,  o f  popular  cu l ture  –   that   I 've  encountered   in   the  past   twenty  years  …  

a  meditat ion  on   the  nature  of  mora l i ty ,   the  poss ib i l i ty  o f   redempt ion ,  and   the   legacy  

o f  F reud. ’  For   the  a lways  provocat ive  Cami l le  Pag l ia ,  however ,  The  Sopranos   i s  a  

contempt ib le   ‘e thn ic  minstre l   show –  Amos  and  Andy   for  a  TV   industry   that  can  no  

longer  get  away  with  demeaning  s tereotypes  o f  b lacks  and   Jews’  and  a   ‘buf foon ish  

car icature  of  my people ’   (Pag l ia :   ‘Fe inste in ’ ) .  

 

I  have  yet   to  watch  a  s ing le  ent i re  ep isode  of   that   show,  which   I   f ind  vu lgar  

and  bor ing  as  wel l  as   r i fe  w ith  o f fens ive  c l i chés  about   I ta l ian‐Amer icans   that  

would  never  be   to lerated  were   they  about   Jews  or  b lacks .  

What   I   f ind  espec ia l ly   repugnant  about  The  Sopranos   i s   i t s  e l i t i s t  

condescens ion   toward  work ing‐c lass   l i fe ,  which   i t  d i s torts  w i th   formulas   that  

are   th i r ty  years  out  o f  date .  Manners  and  mores  have  subt ly  evo lved   in   the  

ethn ic  wor ld   that  The  Sopranos  purports   to  dep ict  and   that  extends   f rom 

South  Ph i lade lph ia   to  centra l  New Jersey  and  metropol i tan  New York .   (Pag l ia  

2001)
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Wi l l i s ’ s  and  Pag l ia ’s  b lack  and  white  d iscrepancy   te l l s  us  more ,  however ,   than  

Orwel l ’ s  character i s t ic  na ïve   rea l i s t  v iew would  have  us  be l ieve .  Might   i t  not  be   that  

they  d isagree  because  The  Sopranos  as  a   text   i s   l i ke   the  body  of   the   famous   ‘e lephant  

in   the  dark ’   in   the  Suf i   s tory ,  whose  nature   revea ls   i t se l f   in  ent i re ly  d i f ferent  ways  

depending  on  which  part  o f   i t s  complex  be ing   i s  current ly  be ing  examined?  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E la ine  Showa l te r   (2000)  has  observed   tha t  Pag l i a ’ s   condemnat ion  o f  The  Sopranos   i s  

the  p roduct  o f   ‘her   cu r rent  persona  as  a  G iu l i an i ‐ s ty le  Ca tho l i c  popu l i s t ’ .  



Al len  Cou l ter ,   the  most ‐of ten‐ut i l i zed  of   the  ser ies ’  stab le  o f  d i rectors ,  has  

ca l led  The  Sopranos :   ‘Dav id ’s  poem to  New Jersey .   I  do  be l ieve   that  New Jersey   i s   to  

Dav id  Chase  what  a  part  o f   I ta ly  was   to  Fe l l in i ’   (quoted  by  DeCaro  2000:  24) .   In   i t s  

r i chness  Soprano land  reminds  us  not   just  o f  Fe l l in i  but  o f  Fau lkner ,  who wrote  on  a  

map of  h is  own  f ic t iona l  un iverse ,  Yoknapatawpha  County   in  Miss i ss ipp i ,   ‘Wi l l iam 

Fau lkner ,  Owner  and  Propr ietor ’ .  Owner  and  propr ietor  Dav id  Chase ’s   te leun iverse   i s  

f i l led   to  overf lowing  with   r ich  deta i l  and  wonderfu l   imag inat ion .  When Pag l ia ,  or   the  

I ta l ian‐Amer ican  One Vo ice  committee ,  or   James  Wolcott ,   (a  Vanity  Fa i r  cu l ture  cr i t i c  

who  f i r s t  pra ised  and   then  denounced   the  ser ies ) ,  or  L .  Brent  Boze l l   fee l  about   the  

Sopranos  e lephant ,  d iscover ing  negat ive   images  o f   I ta l ians ,  or  excess ive  v io lence ,  or  

over‐ the‐top  profan i ty   to  be   i t s  def in ing   features ,  a re   they  b l ind   to   i t s   thousand  

other  moments  o f  w i t  and  br i l l iance?  Why  i s   i t  not   the  marve lous   f lashbacks ,  

as ton ish ing  dream sequences ,  Godfather ‐qual i ty  montages ,  w icked,  profane,  o f ten  

very  b lack  sense  of  humor,   s tereotype‐defy ing   id iosyncrat ic  major  and  minor  

characters ,   superb  c inematography,  memorab le  set ‐p ieces ,  p layfu l ,  a rgot ‐ laced  

language,   rea l ‐as ‐ i t ‐gets  d ia logue,   in tertextua l  complex i ty ,
6
 and  r ich   textua l  

geography   that   they  dec ide   to  not ice   in   the  ser ies?  

Let  us   imag ine  a  compi lat ion   tape  presented   in  court  a t  The  Sopranos ’  publ ic  

t r ia l  –  an   incomplete  but   representat ive  v ideo  record  of  qua l i ty  moments  meant   to  

show  i ts  accusers   (espec ia l ly   those  who have  condemned  i t  w i thout  even  watch ing   i t )  

the  e lephant   in  a l l   i t s  complex i ty .  We might  see:  

 

  Tony  Soprano  cry ing   in  Dr .  Mel f i ’ s  o f f i ce  when he   rea l i zes   the  meaning  of  h is  

in fatuat ion  with   the  ducks  v i s i t ing   in  h is   swimming  poo l   ( ‘The  Sopranos ’   (1001) ) .  

  Cut   to  Tony   tak ing  h is  Prozac  whi le  s tar ing   into   the  bathroom mirror  as  Grace  

S l i ck  s ings   ‘One  p i l l  makes  you  smal ler/and  one  p i l l  makes  you   ta l l /and   the  ones  

that  mother  g ives  you/don’t  do  anyth ing  at  a l l… ’  before  h is   f lashbacks   to  1967  

beg in .   ( ‘Down Neck ’   (1007) ) .  

  Cut   to  Tony  spray ing  whipped  cream down AJ ’s   throat   in  a   fa ther‐son   la te‐

n ight   ra id  on   the   f reezer   ( ‘Down Neck ’   (1007) ) .  

  Cut   to  Chr is topher  Molt i sant i ’ s  g rotesque  recurr ing  n ightmare   in  which  a  

waste  management   r iva l  he  had  ear l ier  whacked  returns   to   torture  h im and   feed  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 See  Append ic  C  a t   the  end  o f   th i s  book ,  wh ich  p rov ides  a   ca ta logue  o f  Sopranos  

i n te r tex tua l  moments  and  a l lu s ions .  



sausage   to  h is  g i r l f r iend  Adr iana  –  and   then   to  Carmela   ( ‘The  Legend of  

Tennessee  Mol i sant i ’   (1008) ) .  

  Cut   to  Tony  us ing  h is  Maf ia  power   to   force  an   i l l ‐mannered  young  man to  

remove h is  hat   in  a   restaurant   ( ‘Boca ’   (1009) ) .  

  Cut   to  Pau l ie  Walnuts  admitt ing   that  he  has  seen  a   therap is t  because  he  

lacked   ‘cop ing  sk i l l s ’   ( ‘ I  Dream of   Jeann ie  Cusamano’   (1013) ) .  

  Cut   to  a  young  As ian  man answer ing   ‘Here ’  when Chr is topher  Molt i sant i ’ s  

name  i s  ca l led  at  a   s tockbroker ’s  exam ( ‘Guy  Walks   in to  a  Psych iatr i s t ’ s  Of f ice ’  

(2001) ) .  

  Cut   to   Jun ior  Soprano’s   lament   that   ‘The   federa l  marsha l l s  are  so   far  up  my 

ass   I   can   taste  Bry lcream’   ( ‘Toodle‐Fuck ing‐oo’   (2003) ) .  

  Cut   to  R ich ie  Apr i le ,  a  v io lent ,   loathsome gangster ,  do ing   the  Downward  

Fac ing  Dog   in  yoga  c lass   ( ‘Tood le‐Fuck ing‐oo’   (2003) ) .  

  Cut   to  Dr .  Mel f i ’ s  b izarre  dream,   in  which  Tony  d ies   in  a  horr ib le  head‐on  

co l l i s ion  with  a  huge   t ruck   to   the   tune  of  a  munchk in  song   ( ‘Out  o f   the  Woods ’ )  

f rom Wizard  of  Oz   (1939)   ( ‘Tood le‐Fuck ing‐oo’   (2003) ) .  

  Cut   to  a  Soprano‐commiss ioned  car   jack ing  by   two young  Afr ican  Amer icans  

that  arouses   the  v ic t im’s  misp laced  rac ism;   ‘Fuck ing  n iggers , ’  he  exc la ims,  

shock ing  h is   fami ly   ( ‘Commendator i ’   (2004) ) .  

  Cut   to  Tony,  appa l led  by  h is   son ’s  newfound n ih i l i sm and  athe ism,   rebuk ing  

h im with  perhaps   the  most  b lasphemous   l ine  every  uttered  on   te lev is ion :   ‘She  

[Carmela]  knows  that  even   i f  God   i s  dead,  you 're  s t i l l  gonna  k iss  H is  ass ’   ( ‘D‐G ir l ’  

(2007) ) .  

  Cut   to  Chr is topher  Molt i sant i  exp la in ing  h is  Near  Death  Exper ience  v is ion  of  

he l l  as  an   I r i sh  bar  where   i t ’ s  a lways  Sa int  Patr ick ’s  Day   ( ‘F rom Where   to  

Etern i ty ’   (2009) ) .  

  Cut   to  Tony   teach ing  AJ  how to  p i lot  The  Stugots ,   complete ly  ob l iv ious   to   the  

smal l  boat   they  swamp  in   the i r  wake   ( ‘Bust  Out ’   (2010) ) .  

  Cut   to  Tony’s   food‐po ison‐ induced  dreams  in  which   (1 )  he  se l f ‐ immolates  at  

Asbury  Park   to  pre‐empt  death   f rom cancer ,   (2 )  dr ives  o f f  w i th  Adr iana ,  Chr is ,  

and  Fur io   in  a   t iny  c lown car ,  and   (3 )   l i s tens   to  Pussy ’s  confess ion  of  betraya l  

through   the  words  o f  an  on‐ ice   ta lk ing   f i sh   ( ‘Funhouse ’   (2013) ) .  

  Cut   to  Patsy  Par i s i  ur inat ing   in  Tony ’s  poo l ,  payback   for  Tony  hav ing  had  h is  

brother  whacked  and,   la ter ,  Tony   inv i t ing  Patsy  and  h is   son  over   for  a   swim ( ‘Mr.  

Rugger io ’s  Ne ighborhood’   (3001) ) .  



  Cut   to  Dr .  Mel f i ’ s  v iv id  dream  in  which  she   i s  aga in  at tacked  by  her   rap is t  

Jesus  Ross i  whi le  her  hand   i s  caught   in  a   sof t  dr ink  vend ing  mach ine  and  saved  

by  a  savage  Rottwei l ler ,  who she   la ter   rea l i zes   ( in  d ia logue  with  Dr  Kupferberg)  

represents  Tony:   ‘b ig  head,  mass ive  shou lders ,  d i rect  descendent  o f   the  dog  

used  by   the  Roman armies   to  guard   the i r  camps’   ( ‘Employee  of   the  Month ’  

(3004) ) .  

  Cut   to  dy ing‐ f rom‐ lung  cancer  h i t  man Bobby  Bacc i l ie r i ,  S r .  d i spatch ing  with  

great  d i f f i cu l t  Mustang  Sa l ly  whi le  cough ing  up  b lood   ( ‘Another  Toothp ick ’  

(3005) ) .  

  Cut   to  a  b low‐by‐b low meet ing  of  a   ‘ tumor  board ’  ca l led   to  assess   Jun ior  

Soprano’s   t reatment   for   s tomach  cancer   ( ‘Second Opin ion ’   (3007) ) .  

  Cut   to  Carmela ,  deep ly  depressed,  c ry ing  over  a  Ped igree  dog   food  

commerc ia l   ( ‘Second Opin ion ’   (3007) ) .  

  Cut   to  Tony  and   ‘Mr  Wi l l iams’   (Fur io )  pay ing  a  v i s i t   to  Dr  Kennedy  on   the  go l f  

course   in  order   to  persuade  h im to  care   for  Unc le   Jun ior  –   ‘There  are  worse  

th ings   than  cancer , ’  Fur io   reminds   the  good doctor   ( ‘Second Opin ion ’   (3007) ) .  

  Cut   to  a  born‐aga in  narco lept ic   repeated ly   inqu ir ing   ‘Have  you  heard   the  

good news? ’   ( ‘The  Te l l ta le  Moozade l l ’   (3009) ) .  

  Cut   to  a  montage  of  Tony ’s  malaprop isms:   ‘Hanniba l   lecture ’   instead  of  

Hanniba l  Lechter   ( ‘The  Sopranos ’   (1001) ) ,   ‘Pr ince  Matchabe l l i ’   ins tead  of  

Mach iave l l i ’ s  The  Pr ince   ( ‘Un ivers i ty ’   (3006) ) ,   ‘Goy im’   insead  of  Goya   ( ‘Amour  

Fou’   (3012) ) ,   ‘ cathode   tube’   instead  of  catheter   ( ‘House  Arrest ’   (2011) ) .  

  Cut   to  Tony  near ly   succumbing   to  an  anx iety  at tack   f rom h is   f i r s t  encounter  

w ith   ‘B ig  Mouth  B i l ly  Bass ’ ,  whose   rend i t ion  of   ‘Take  Me to   the  R iver ’   ‘ ( ‘drop  me 

in   the  water ’ )   induces  a   f lashback   to  murder ing  and  dumping‐at ‐sea  h is   former  

f r iend  B ig  Pussy   ( ‘Second Opin ion ’   (3007) ) .
7
 

  Cut   to  Tony  cross ing   ‘ Jan ice ’s  Russ ian ’  o f f  h is  Chr is tmas   to‐do   l i s t  –  he  and  

Fur io  beat  h im sense less   in  payback   for  abus ing  h is   s i s ter   ( ‘To  Save  Us  A l l   f rom 

Satan ’s  Power ’   (3010) ) .  

  Cut   to  a  scrabb le  game between Meadow and   Jack ie  Apr i le ,   J r . ,   in  which  her  

las t  word   i s   ‘ob l ique’  and  h is   ‘ass ’   ( ‘P ine  Barrens ’   (3011) ) .  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 Tony   i s  no t  a lways   ina r t i cu la te .  When  he   seeks   to  exp la in   to  Me l f i   tha t  he   i s   a  

so ld ie r  and  not ,   there fore ,  ev i l ,   the  H i s to ry  Channe l   fan   read i l y   f inds  examples  o f   the   t ru ly  

ev i l :  H i t le r  and  Po l  Po t   ( ‘ F rom Where   to  E te rn i ty ’   (2009) ) .  



  Cut   to  Pau l ie  and  Chr is topher  vorac ious ly  consuming  packets  o f  ketchup,  

mayonna ise ,  and  re l i sh  dur ing   the i r  n ight   lost   in   the  P ine  Barrens   ( ‘P ine  Barrens ’  

(3011) ) .  

  Cut   to  Pau l ie   report ing   to  Chr is topher  h is  confused  understand ing  –   ’He  

k i l led  s ix teen  Czechos lovak ians .  He  was  an   inter ior  decorator ’  –  o f  Tony ’s  ce l l  

phone‐conveyed  garb led   in format ion  about   the i r  adversary  Va lery   (Tony  had   to ld  

h im that   the  Russ ian  had  been  a  commando,   ‘ some k ind  of  Green  Beret ’ ,  who had  

fought   in  Chechnya   for   the   inter ior  min is t ry ) .   ‘H is  house   looked   l ike  sh i t , ’  

Chr is topher   responds   in  d isbe l ie f   ( ‘P ine  Barrens ’   (3011) ) .  

 

Such  ev idence  –  and  a  hundred  more  moments   l ike   these  –    brought   in to  court ,  

shou ld  prove  overwhelming ly  conv inc ing  except ,  perhaps ,   to   those  pred isposed   to  

condemn The  Sopranos .  As  The  Sopranos ’   lawyer ,  however ,   I  would  seek   to   remove 

the  b iased ,   in to lerant ,  and  narrow‐minded with  my pre‐emptory  cha l lenges .  How,  

otherwise ,  would  a   fa i r   t r ia l  be  poss ib le?  But  my advocacy  would  not  conv ince  

anyone  that  The  Sopranos   i s  not  profane  –   for   i t   i s ;  or   that   i t   i s  not  b lasphemous  –  

for   i t   i s ;  or   that   i t   i s  not  scato log ica l  –   for   i t   i s ;  or   that   i t   i s  not   fu l l  o f  w icked  humor  

–   for   i t   i s ;  or   that   i t   i s  not  deep ly  d is turb ing  –   for   i t   i s ;  or   that   i t   i s  not  bruta l  –   for   i t  

i s ;  or   that   i t   i s  mora l i s t ic  –   for   i t   i s  not ;  or   that   i t   i s  po l i t i ca l ly  correct  –   for   i t   i s  not ;  

or   that   i t   i s   f ree  of   rac ism,  homophobia ,  and  sex ism –   for   i t   i s  not ;  or   that   i t   i s  

monolog ica l   ( in  Mikha i l  Bakht in ’s   sense  of   the   term)  –   for   i t   i s  not .  

I t  has   long  been  a  commonplace  of  Marx is t  and  neo‐Marx is t   theory   that  cu l tura l  

texts   tend   to   repress  contrad ict ion   in  order   to   impose,  or  a t   least   inv i te ,  

ideo log ica l ly   s impl i s t ic   read ings ,   to   ( in   the  words  o f   John  F iske)   ‘propose  a  un i tary ,  

f ina l   ‘ t ruth ’  o f   the   text  work  by   reso lv ing  contrad ict ions  and   thus  deny   the   force   for  

soc ia l   change,  or  a t   least   soc ia l   in terrogat ion ,   that   i s  embedded  in   them’   (88) .   In   the  

termino logy  of   the  Russ ian   theor is t  Bakht in ,  cu l tura l   texts   thus   tend   toward   the  

monolog ica l   (Bakht in ’s   favor i te  example   i s  To ls toy)  not   the  d ia log ica l   (as  exempl i f ied  

by  Dostoevsky) .
8
 They   tend   to  speak  with  one  vo ice   rather   than  many.  Dec id ing  

whether  The  Sopranos   i s  monolog ica l  or  d ia log ica l  would  seem to  be  as  easy  as  

determin ing  whether  someth ing   i s  b lack  or  white   .   .   .  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Dos toevsky  puts   in  an  appearance   in  The  Sopranos .   I n   ‘ Second  Op in ion ’   (3007) ,  D r  

K rakower   sugges t s   to  Carme la   tha t  Tony   shou ld   read  Cr ime  and  Pun i shment   i n  p r i son  wh i le  

he   repents  h i s   s in s .  



The  Sopranos ,  not  surpr is ing ly ,  does  not  need  protectors  –   i t   can   take  care  o f  

i t se l f .   In  a   famous  ep isode  of  The  S impsons   fo l lowing  Pres ident  Bush ’s  a t tack  on   the  

show  in   the  1992  State  o f   the  Union  Address   ( ‘We need  a  nat ion  c loser   to  The  

Waltons   than   to  The  S impsons ’ ) ,  Matt  Groen ing  and  company  responded by   inc lud ing  

Bush ’s  actua l  comments   in   the  show  i tse l f  and  hav ing  Bart   sarcast ica l ly  comment   that  

the  characters  o f  both  shows had  one   th ing   in  common:   ‘Hey ,  we 're   l ike   the  Waltons .  

We're  pray ing   for   the  end  of   the  depress ion ,   too ’   ( ‘S tark  Rav ing  Dad’ ,  Season  Three) .  

The  Sopranos ,   too ,  has   responded to   i t s  c r i t i cs ,   s tag ing  on‐screen  debates ,   for  

example ,  about   the  charges  o f   I ta l ian‐Amer ican  groups   that   i t  demeans   I ta l ians ,
9
 

portray ing  Co lumbia  Un ivers i ty  admin is t rators   in  a   less   than   favorab le   l ight  a f ter   the  

school   forb id  The  Sopranos   to   f i lm  on   locat ion ,  etc .  As  E l len  Wi l l i s  notes ,   the  

‘cont inua l   re f lect ion  of   [Sopranos ’ ]   characters   in   the i r  media  mirrors   i s  a l so  a  

runn ing  commentary  on   the  show  i tse l f ’ .  

Need less   to  say   the  ed i tor  o f   th is  vo lume and   the  authors  who have  contr ibuted  

to   i t  assume that   the   reader ’s   f ina l   judgment  o f   i t s  mer i ts  w i l l  be  based  on  a  carefu l  

read ing  of   i t .   L ike  most  academic  cr i t i cs ,  Th is  Th ing  of  Ours ’  authors ’  pr imary  

ob ject ive  has  not  been  summary   judgment  o f  The  Sopranos ,  not   the  gestur ing  o f  

thumbs  up  or  down,  but  an  understand ing  of   the   text   in  a l l   i t s  complex i ty .  We have  

sought   to   invest igate   the  whole  e lephant .  To  assume such  a  s tance ,  we  are  

conv inced,   i s   to  v iew The  Sopranos   in  much   the  same way   that  Chase  and  company  

v iew the i r  characters  and   the i r  wor ld .  We acknowledge   the   t ruth  of   the   l ine   f rom 

Renoir ’ s  Rules  o f   the  Game which  appears  as  an  ep igraph   to   th is  pro logue   (and  which  

Dav id  Chase  c i tes   in   the  Bogdanov ich   interv iew as  h is  own  ra ison  d ’être ) :  everyone  

has   the i r  own reasons .  

 

ABOUT THIS  BOOK  

 

The  essays   in   th is  vo lume,  w ith   the  except ion  of   those  by  Wi l l i s  and  Auster ,  

were  a l l  wr i t ten  express ly   for   th is  book.  

Th is  Th ing  of  Ours   i s  d iv ided   into   f ive  sect ions .  Two essays  by  E l len  Wi l l i s  and  

A lbert  Auster  o f fer  an   INTRODUCTORY  overv iew of   the  ser ies .  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 In  a   supreme ly   se l f ‐ consc ious  moment   in   ‘ The   Legend  o f  Tennessee  Mo l t i sant i ’ ,   fo r  

example ,  D r .  Me l f i ’ s   f a ther   comments ,   in  a  d i s cuss ion  o f   I ta l i an ‐de famat ion   i s sues ,   gangs te r  

f i lms ,   and  westerns ,   tha t   ‘ You  never   saw   the  Scotch ‐ I r i sh  p i s s ing  and  moan ing  about  a lways  

be ing  por t rayed  as   rus t le r s  and  guns l ingers . ’  



The  second sect ion ,  THE  MED IA  CONTEXT ,  presents  Dav id  Lavery  and  Robert   J .  

Thompson on   the  creat ive  ach ievement  o f  Dav id  Chase;  Pau l  Lev inson  on   ‘The  

Sopranos  as  a  Nuts ‐and‐Bo l ts  Tr iumph of  Non‐Network  TV ’ ;  Dawn E l i zabeth  B .  

Johnston  on   the   recept ion  of  The  Sopranos   in  Canada;  and  Mark  C .  Rogers ,  Michae l  

Epste in ,  and   J immie  Reeves  on  The  Sopranos ,  HBO,  and  contemporary   te lev is ion .  

The   th i rd  sect ion ,  MEN  AND  WOMEN,   inc ludes   four  essays :  C indy  Donate l l i  and  

Sharon  A lward  on   the  great  d i f ferences  between Sopranos  women and   those   in   the  

great  gangster   f i lms  of   the  1970s  and  1980s ;  Av i  Santo  on  male  body   image;   Joanne  

Lacey  on   the  way  Br i t i sh  men have   responded to  The  Sopranos ;  and  Joseph  S .  Walker  

on   the  c lash  of  male  and   female   in   the   f i r s t   season  of  The  Sopranos .  

GENRE ,  NARRAT IVE  TECHN IQUE ,  AND   INTERTEXTUAL ITY ,   the   fourth  sect ion ,  gathers  

essays  by  G len  Creeber  on   ‘Te lev is ion ,  Tarant ino ,  and   the   Int imate  Wor ld  o f  The  

Sopranos ’ ;  Dav id  Patt ie  on   the  modern  gangster   f i lm  and  The  Sopranos ;  K im Akass  

and   Janet  McCabe on   the   ro le  o f  women  in   the  ser ies ’  narrat ive  s t ructure ;  and  Kev in  

Fe l lezs  on   the  p lace  of  mus ic   in  The  Sopranos .  

The   f ina l   sect ion ,  CULTURAL  CONTEXTS ,   inc ludes  Lance  Strate  on  The  Sopranos  

and New Jersey ;  Doug las  L .  Howard  on   language   in   the  ser ies ;  S teven  Hayward  and  

Andrew B i ro ’s  Marx is t   read ing ;  and  Sara  Lewis  Dunne’s  meditat ion  on   the   ro le  o f  

food   in  The  Sopranos .  

Four  appendices  –   (A)  A  Sopranos  Ep isode  Guide ,   (B )  The  Sopranos ’  Cast  o f  

Characters ,   (C )   In tertextua l  Moments  and  A l lus ions  on  The  Sopranos ,  and   (D)  The  

Sopranos :  A  Fami ly  H is tory  –  a  comprehens ive  b ib l iography,  and  an   index  complete  

the  vo lume.  


