ITALIAN AMERICA ON SCREEN
ITAL 0088 fall 2014 (2151)

T/TH 4-5:15p.m. in CL 232

goals and objectives
To explore the ways that Italians, Italian Americans, and the Italian American ethnic experience
have been represented on the large (cinematic) and small (television) screens in the
US.
To gain literacy in the language and concepts of the analysis of moving image culture.
To understand the Italian American experience as an American ethnic experience that is
both instructive of other ethnic experiences and unique, with its own history and particular
trajectory.
To understand the historical and social forces that have shaped American ethnicity and in
particular Italian American ethnicity.
To analyze the ways in which the parameters, definitions, and constructions of American ethnicity and whiteness have changed over the years by tracking the Italian American
case.
To address the question of why, from this particular ethnic position, stereotypical representations of Italian Americans as criminals, as “guido”s, as trashy, as uncultured, etc., provoke such
scandal in public discourses.

To look at the ways in which Italian American cinema seeks to reflect on, interact with, reference, and comment on Italian culture, values, history, etc.

“Look it's the name man.
The I-talian Stallion. The
media will eat it up. Now
who discovered America? An Italian right?
What better way to get it
on than with one of its
descendants?”
- Apollo Creed, Rocky (1976)

To understand the particular ways in which the Italian American experience (its immigration
history, its stereotypes, its prejudices, its seasons of pride, its interaction with other ethnic experiences as distinct but also representative, similar) dovetails with the democratization of
visual electronic media in the 1970’s and beyond.
To explore the ways in which film and television not only represent the Italian American
experience, but also and simultaneously help to construct Italian American identity.

“It's good to be in something from the ground
floor. I came too late for
that and I know. But lately,
I'm getting the feeling that
I came in at the end. The
best is over.”
- Tony Soprano

The Godfather II (1974)

what we’ll watch
All feature-length films will be held on reserve at Stark Media Services (G-20 Hillman
Library); it is my expectation that you’ll see the films either at Stark or through your
own means and devices (Netflix, YouTube, “free download” site, etc.). More difficult
to find films have already been downloaded onto the Courseweb, as have shorter
films and links to videos, clips, commercials, etc. Many of these shorter pieces will
also be shown in class.

introductions
McCutcheon, The Black Hand (1906)
Barker, The Italian (1915)

in class screening

in class screening

conflict within and without
Scorsese, Mean Streets (1973)
Lee, Do The Right Thing (1989)
Ragusa, Fuori/Outside (1997)
Tucci, Big Night (1996)
scenes from Everybody Loves Raymond,
The Sopranos, Jersey Shore

in class screening
in class screening

the saints, the mothers…and the others
Savoca, True Love (1989), Household Saints (1993)
Jewison, Moonstruck (1987)
Scorsese, ItalianAmerican (1973, documentary)
Buba, Washing Walls with Mrs. G (documentary short)
Madonna, “Papa Don’t Preach”, “Like a Virgin”,
“Like a Prayer”

in class screening
in class screening
in class screening

the wiseguy, the mobster, the parody
LeRoy, Little Caesar (1931)
Scorsese, GoodFellas (1990)
Coppola, The Godfather (1972), The Godfather II (1974)
[optional] Dreamworks, Shark Tale (2004)
episodes of The Sopranos
scenes from The Simpsons

Professor Lina Insana
Department of French & Italian
CL 1328
(412) 624-6269
insana@pitt.edu

www.frenchanditalian.pitt.edu

the lover, the athlete, the heartthrob
Melford, The Sheik (1921)
Avildsen, Rocky (1976)
Badham, Saturday Night Fever (1977)
scenes from All in the Family; Welcome Back,
Kotter; Happy Days; Laverne & Shirley;
Jersey Shore

instructor contact
information

in class screening

course
description

Rudolph Valentino, The Sheik (1921)

tips for success


watch the assigned films ahead of class discussions



remember the main themes of the class—ethnicity, how it’s
represented, Italian immigration to the US—and consider the
films in that context



if you don’t understand a concept or term, ask!



if you are having trouble focusing on non-plot elements of a
film, try watching with the volume off



make the most of all the resources included and suggested on
Courseweb



do your best to remember films’ dates and directors’ names—
this will help to contextualize the films and create associations
among course themes



remember that one of our goals is to acquire the tools and vocabulary necessary to talk clearly about film and how a film
works; use them as much as you can!

From Valentino to Vinnie Barbarino, from The Godfather to
The Sopranos, from Stallone to
Snooki, Italian and Italian
American cultures have been a
mainstay of the American film
and television industries since
the days of silent film. Through
its survey of representations of
Italians and Italian Americans,
this course seeks to go beyond
the stereotypical and scandalous ways in which these images are often produced (and
received) to ask questions
about the development of
American ethnicity; the representation of masculinity and
women in the Italian American
context; depictions of Italian
and Italian American criminality; the potential for culture
clash between the Italian
American and Italian traditions; and the relationship between stereotype and popular
culture.

John Travolta, Saturday Night Fever
(1977)

class schedule
1

2

3

26, 28
aug

2, 4
sept

9, 11
sept

4

16, 18
sept

5

23, 25
sept
test 1
on 23
sept
30
sept, 2
oct

6

7

Introductions and
terms:
ethnicity
whiteness
Italian American

Italians in early American film
McCutcheon, The
Black Hand (1906)
Barker, The Italian
(1915)

Module 1: heartthrobs, lovers, athletes, and divos
The Sheik (1921),
“The Sheik’s Physique”,
Rocky (1976)

Smith, “It’s Just a Movie.” Cinema Journal 41.1 (2001): 127-34.
Eriksen, Ethnicity and nationalism: anthropological perspectives, Chapter 1,
“What is Ethnicity?”, pp 3-13; pp 17-23 (e-book via PittCAT)
Dillingham Commission Report, p 94: http://pds.lib.harvard.edu/pds/
view/3067941?n=94&imagesize=2400&jp2Res=0.5&printThumbnails=no
Talese, “Where are the Italian-American novelists?” New York Times Book Review (14 March 1993), rpt. in Columbus People, eds. Tomasi, Gastaldo, and
Row, pp 464-74
Library of Congress unit on Italian Immigration: http://www.loc.gov/teachers/
classroommaterials/presentationsandactivities/presentations/immigration/
italian.html#
Villarejo, The Basics: Film Studies, Ch 1 and 2
Bertellini, “Black Hands and White Hearts: Southern Italian Immigrants, Crime,
and Race in Early American Cinema” Mob Culture. Hidden Histories of the American Gangster Film, eds. Grieveson, Sonnet, Stanfield, pp 207-37
Luconi, “Anti-Italian Prejudice in the US” in Mediated Ethnicity, pp 33-44
Ulaby, “The ‘Sheik’: An ‘Other’ Made to Swoon Over”, npr.org
Guthrie, “Secrets of the sheik”, www.sfgate.com
Pickford, “How Valentino Changed Race in Hollywood”
Reich, “’Ain’t Nothing Over ‘til it’s Over’: The Boxing Film, Race, and the Rocky
Series” from Mediated Ethnicity, pp 181-88
Excerpts from Barsam, Looking at Movies. An Introduction to Film

Saturday Night Fever
(1977), Travolta and
‘70’s TV, Jersey Shore
Module 2: conflict
within and without
Scorsese, Mean
Streets (1973)

Jacobson, “Hyphen-Nation” (Ch 1) from Roots, Too

7 oct

Lee, Do The Right
Thing (1989 )
Ragusa, Fuori/Outside
(1996) [in-class
screening]

Sciorra, ““Italians Against Racism: The Murder of Yusuf Hawkins (RIP) and My
March on Bensonhurst” from Are Italians White: How Race is Made in America,
pp 192-209

9 oct

Tucci, Big Night
(1996); episodes of
Everybody Loves Raymond, The Sopranos,
Jersey Shore

Gilbert, “Adventures of the Hyphen”
Zagarrio, “Their Voyage to Italy: New Hollywood Film Artists and the Theme of
‘Nostalgia’” from Mediated Ethnicity

Excerpts from Barsam, Looking at Movies. An Introduction to Film

8

14, 16
oct
*Fall
break;
no
Tues
classes

Module 3: saints,
mothers…and the
others
Jewison, Moonstruck
(1987),
Scorsese, ItalianAmerican
(documentary short,
1974), Buba, Washing
Walls with M G.
(documentary short)
[in-class screenings]

Interview with Nancy Savoca, http://www.rogerebert.com/interviews/nancysavoca-discovers-its-hard-to-be-a-saint-in-todays-secular-age
Giunta, The Quest for True Love from MELUS 22.2 (1997): pp 75-89
Giunta, “Speaking through Silences, Writing against Silence” from Writing with an
Accent
response paper n. 1 due on Thursday, 16 oct: summary and commentary of
narratives of “return” to Italy; see handout for assignment guidelines

9

21, 23
oct

Savoca, True Love
(1989),
Savoca, Household
Saints (1993)

10

28, 30
oct
test 2
on 30
oct
4, 6
nov

Madonna, “Like a
Prayer”, “Papa don’t
preach”, “Like a Virgin”

Tamburri, “Rock Videos as Social Narratives” from Italian/American Short Films
and Music Videos, pp 55-75

Module 4: wiseguy,
mobster, parody
Little Caesar (1931)
The Godfather (1972)
The Godfather and
The Godfather II

Gardaphé, “A Class Act: Understanding the Italian/American Gangster” in
Screening Ethnicity
Gilbert, “Mafioso”

11

12

11, 13
nov

13

18, 20
nov

GoodFellas (1993)

14

25 nov

The Sopranos

15

2, 4
dec

The Sopranos and
The Simpsons, conclusions

Santopietro, from The Godfather Effect (2011)
Marino, “’I wanted to be a good American’: The Godfather Paradox” from VIA 9.1
(1998): pp 17-28

Nochimson, “Waddaya Lookin’ At? Rereading the Gangster Film through The
Sopranos” in Mob Culture…
Willis, “Our Mobsters, Ourselves: Why The Sopranos is Therapeutic TV”, Nation
(2001)
response paper n. 2 due: the gangster figure and Italian American culture

final exam
Saturday, 13 December
10:00-11:50 a.m.
CL 232

The Sopranos

Lorraine Bracco, GoodFellas (1990)

“My whole life, I used to
wonder, what would I do
if I really had a vision?
How would I act if I actually saw God's face?
Would I fall on the floor
and start foaming at the
mouth like St. Paul? It
worried me, it could happen anywhere. What if I
was on the subway and
started bleeding from my
ankles and wrists? If Jesus came, would I have
the sense to look for a
soft place to fall? But this
is what it's like. You don't
faint dead away. You
don't worry about stigmata dripping blood on the
carpet. You just feel nervous and shy. A little embarrassed.“

-Theresa Santangelo,
Household Saints (1993)

Sylvester Stallone, Rocky (1976)

more about Italian at Pitt
We offer courses in the language, literature, film, and culture of
Italy and Italians in the world. If you are interested in learning
about more courses in the Italian Program, ask me about our offerings or contact the Italian Major Advisor, Professor Francesca
Savoia, savoia@pitt.edu, 4-6265.
For information about the Italian Club, where you’ll meet other
students interested in celebrating Italian culture, contact this
year’s president, Katie Castello, at pittitalian@gmail.com.

For information about Studying Abroad in Italy, ask me or take a
look at our programs at http://www.abroad.pitt.edu/
programsearch, selecting “Italian” and “Panther Programs.”
Like the Italian Program on Facebook to keep up
with our events and activities.

policies
Classroom recording policy:
To ensure the free and open discussion of ideas, students may not record classroom lectures, discussion and/or activities without the advance written permission of the instructor, and any such
recording properly approved in advance can be used solely for the student’s own private use.

grading scale
A+ 98% A 93% A- 90%
B+ 88% B 83%

B- 80%

C+ 78% C 73%

C- 70%

E-mail policy:

D+ 68% D 63% D- 60%

Each student is issued a University e-mail address (username@pitt.edu) upon admittance. This email address may be used by the University for official communication with students. Students are
expected to read e-mail sent to this account on a regular basis. Failure to read and react to University communications in a timely manner does not absolve the student from knowing and complying
with the content of the communications. The University provides an e-mail forwarding service that
allows students to read their e-mail via other service providers (e.g., Hotmail, AOL, Yahoo). Students
that choose to forward their e-mail from their pitt.edu address to another address do so at their
own risk. If e-mail is lost as a result of forwarding, it does not absolve the student from responding
to official communications sent to their University e-mail address.

assessment and
grading

Students with disabilities:
If you have a disability for which you are or may be requesting an accommodation, you are encouraged to contact both your instructor and Disability Resources Services (DRS; www.drs.pitt.edu), 140
William Pitt Union, (412) 648-7890, drsrecep@pitt.edu, (412) 228-5347 for P3 ASL users, as soon as
possible in the term. DRS will verify your disability and determine reasonable accommodations for
this course.

Academic Integrity and Plagiarism:
Plagiarism is a serious ethical matter and an infraction of University Policy. Students should familiarize themselves with both the University Policy on Academic Integrity (available at http://
www.as.pitt.edu/fac/policies/academic-integrity) and the Department of French and Italian Plagiarism Policy (http://www.frenchanditalian.pitt.edu/undergraduate/plagiarism.php). Examples of
plagiarism include, but are not limited to:
1. Use of human or online translators (i.e. Google Translate)
2. Unauthorized editorial help (asking a friend in an upper level course for help)
3. Unattributed use of an author's ideas (theft of intellectual property)
4. Unattributed use of an author's words (lack of proper citation)
Any student who plagiarizes will be immediately reported to the Assistant Dean of Undergraduate
Studies charged with matters of Academic Integrity. Sanctions for first-time violations typically result in a ‘0’ or an 'F’ for the assignment. Second violations may result in an 'F' for the course and
expulsion from the University.
Attendance:
Unexcused absences will result in a lowered grade for class attendance/participation and for homework. Late homework is not acceptable except in case of excused absence. An excused absence is
an absence due to documented medical problems or family or personal emergencies; you must contact or see your instructor as quickly as possible in these cases, or have someone contact the department on your behalf.
Cell phone and laptop policy:
All cell phones and other electronic communication devices are to be turned to the off setting
during class. Laptops are to be used for note-taking only.

Final grades will be based on
the following components:
Attendance, participation,
in-class discussion, and scene
analysis
25%
Response papers (5-6 pp
each)
30% (15% x 2)
Three exams (each covering
1/3 of course)

45% (15% x 3)

