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Answer any TWO  of the questions below. Respond with two ful ly 
developed, art iculate, well  written, grammatical ly correct typed/word 
processed essays of at least 750 words each. Please e-mail me your 
exam (david.lavery@gmail.com) no later than 11 pm., May 4th. 
 
Think of al l  these questions as open-ended "leading" questions. They 
do not have prefabricated "correct" answers. In reading and evaluating 
them, I wil l  be judging how well you set about attempting to answer 
them as much as I wil l  their equivalence to some ideal ized model. Try 
to make any case you set out to make convincing and imaginative. 
Write well,  c ite examples from the text, and convince me you have 
learned something, and you wil l  be rewarded with a good grade. 
 
1 In Hollywood Genres, Thomas Schatz offers the fol lowing scheme 

for understanding the l i fe history of a genre. Al l  genres, according 
to Schatz exhibit 
 

an experimental stage, during which its conventions are 
isolated and establ ished, a classic stage, in which the 
conventions reach their “equil ibr ium” and are mutual ly 
understood by art ist and audience, an age of ref inement, 
during which certain formal and styl ist ic detai ls embell ish the 
form, and f inal ly a baroque (or “mannerist,” or “self-ref lexive”) 
stage, when the form and its establ ishments are accented to 
the point where they “themselves become the “substance” or 
“content” of the work. 

 
You have watched gangster f i lms (and television) from 
1930 to the present. In an essay, map the 
development/evolution of the genre using Schatz’s 
terminology. (You may use gangster f i lms not discussed in 
class.) 

2 In The World in a Frame, Leo Braudy makes the fol lowing 
claim: 
 

Genre f i lms essential ly ask the audience, "Do you sti l l  want to 
bel ieve this?" Popularity is the audience answering, "Yes." 
Change in genre occurs when the audience says, "That's too 
infanti le a form of what we bel ieve. Show us something more 
complicated." And genres turn to self-parody to say, "Well, at 
least i f  we make fun of it  for being infanti le, it  wi l l  show how 
far we've come." Fi lms and television have in this way speeded 
up cultural history. 

 
In an essay, explain what gangster f i lms tel l  us about 
cultural history. Do we sti l l  “bel ieve” in them? (You may 
use gangster f i lms not discussed in class.) 

3 You wil l  recal l  that Robert Warshow (see the Warshow Power Point) 



discovered at least the fol lowing genetic/generic traits in his 
examination of the gangster f i lm formula. Write an essay in which 
you demonstrate the truth or fals ity, presence/absence of a given 
trait in the gangster f i lms (in-class and out) you are famil iar with. 
Please keep in mind that Warshow was writ ing in 1954. YOU MAY 
CHOOSE TO WRITE TWO ESSAYS FROM THIS QUESTION IN 
ORDER TO COMPLETE YOUR FINAL EXAM.  
 

a.  A "story of enterprise and success ending in precipitate 
fai lure"  
b.  A romantic tragedy about a man "whose defeat springs with 
almost mechanical inevitabi l i ty from the outrageous 
presumption of his demands: the gangster is bound to go on 
unti l  he is ki l led."  
c.  A tale of the city.  
d.  The gangster is "without culture, without manners, without 
leisure."  
e.  The gangster is " lonely and melancholy."  
f.  The gangster is "expansive and noisy," not introspective.  
g.  The gangster is violent in both his attractions and 
repulsions; he may lose control at any t ime.  
h.  The gangster is never satisf ied; complacency is fatal to him.  
i .  The gangster is always trying to get ahead; always wanting 
to own something more, conquer some new territory.  
j .  "Everyone wants to ki l l  him and eventual ly someone wil l ."  
k.  The gangster does not seem to need love in any tradit ional 
sense.  
l .  The gangster associates with prostitutes and "loose" women 
because of their "passive avai labi l i ty" and their "costl iness."  
m.  The gangster's possessions are central to his being; he 
owns things in a gaudy, exhibit ionist ic way.  
n.  The gangster's death reveals his whole l i fe to have been a 
mistake.  

4 Trace the evolving role of women in the gangster genre.  
5 Offer an account of the cinematic (cinematography, mise-en-scene, 

edit ing, use of music, etc) evolution of the gangster genre.  
6 Pick three gangster characters who epitomize the genre and offer 

thumbnail sketches of each, explaining the nature and signif icance 
of each.  

7 Genre hybridization occurs when a given genre is “spl iced” 
together, in whole or in part, with one or more other genres. Offer 
your analysis of gangster f i lm hybridization.  

8 In his interview with Peter Bogdanovich, Sopranos creator David 
Chase explains his creation’s central premise: 
 

The kernel of the joke, of the essential joke, was that l i fe in 
America had gotten so savage, self ish—basical ly self ish—that 
even a mob guy couldn’t take it any more. That was the 
essential joke, and he’s in therapy because what he sees 
upsets him so much, what he sees every day . . . he and his 
guys were the ones who invented self ishness—they invented 
“me f irst”; they invented ‘ it ’s al l  about me’—and now he can’t 
take it because the rest of the country has surpassed him. 



 
Identify evidence of this joke in the episodes of The Sopranos we 
watched (or that you have seen on your own). 

9 Compare/contrast The Sopranos as a television series to its 
cinematic ancestors and contemporaries 

10 You are a Martian anthropologist who f inds in the buried remains 
of a Tennessee university, in a professor’s off ice, the syl labus (and 
the DVDs) for a course on something cal led “The Gangster Fi lm.” 
You have been asked to produce a report defining for your 
superiors what this thing cal led "Gangster Fi lm" is, based solely on 
the evidence at your disposal. Write that report. 

 
“The Pi lot" (The Sopranos)  


