Neapolitan Popular Culture in Transito to Little Italy
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Moving from the idea of Transito. 

In my view, Napoletanita’ is not a geographic-cultural imaginary to be found South of Rome, but the hegemonic aspiration of a complex metropolitan culture which includes the entire Southern Italy and, through the Italian diaspora, the Americas, which made the world identify l’italianita’ with napoletanita.’

Il rapporto con gli Stati Uniti va ripensato in termini di scambio, committenza, reciprocal influence. 

Dora Films America, exporting Neapolitan output as in Troianelli inclusi i mad films on commission sui paesini d’origine. Alcuni di questi film inoltre some even went around censorship rules and proposed forbidden themes and characters, as in the case of Brigante Musolino o il processo Cuocolo. Notari even sent her films to the US in clandestine manners. Molti di questi titoli si trovano in actually these films are found in collezioni italoamericane, come la collezione Ruggeri, dalla quale abbiamo attinto per diversi restauri.The distribution of Neapolitan films on the East Coast was so active that most of the surviving have been found in America, specifically at Rochester. (This tells us a lot about what the National Cinemateque considered worth preserving or Italian enough.) (In effetti la difficolta’ nel lavorare su questa collezione era costituita proprio dalla necessita’di distinguere tra film napoletani esportati e film italoamericani, perche’ spesso i titoli venivano modificai e aggiunta una sonorizzazione.

1. A discussion of the cultural space in which films like Santa Lucia Luntana and Senza mamma ‘nammurata were made

2. The background of the diasporic audience: it encompassed different doses of Neapolitan heritage, exposure to American entertainment and to the “Italianized” media of the 1930s and an articulate synergy of media. Indeed Italian theatre companies from the immigrant stage were the only ones to offer a show first on radio and later on stage, and not vice versa, and they continued in this way until the late 1940s

3. Individual cases. Many individual Neapolitans went to the US or were there, and often returned to Italy, like Peppino Amato. Two individual cases: Francesco Pennino and Guido Trento, in order to show also the difference between the East coast Italian Neapolitan traditions and the West coast experience.

Lively world of spettacolo modeled after the Neapolitan cultura dello spettacolo, synergy between music and acting, inter media (immigrant stage, record industry and music publishing, radio, and film).

The case of Pennino is a good starting point because he was active both on the music front and in film business: he was a key composer of Neapolitan songs and publisher of music (including piano rolls) with a rich catalog of dramatic and comic songs, well represented by the pleasant and memorable musical numbers (Napule ve salute and Senza mamma) his grandson Francis Coppola, who was named after him, used in Godfather II. 

 He has been considered to be the main composer of sceneggiate written in the US. However, the official publication of his three sceneggiate, Senza Mamma, Senza Perdono (‘Sequel of Senza Mamma’) and Povera Canzona reads: “three acts and a musical intermission by A. Cennerazzo and F. Nino Pen” – specified in the next page as “three dramatic works taken from the homonymous songs by Francesco Pennino.” This wording suggests that Pennino did not write the text of the sceneggiate, but the songs that inspired them, while Armando Cennerazzo wrote the “dramatic works.” Besides which, Pennino’s choice to sign this publication with the anagram “Nino Pen”, suggests a limited involvement in their presentation. But his “authorship” should not be contested since, in the Neapolitan tradition, he would have been considered their author anyway, since it was the dramatic song that gave the title and the plot to the sceneggiata, as long as the song was already popular, which was the case in this instance. His song Senza Mamma (lit. Without Mother) contained the dramatic story developed in the sceneggiata, with the young man in love with a woman who betrays him to marry his friend, forcing him to emigrate and leave his old mother behind. When the man receives the news that his mother has died, he takes a gun and commits suicide, as in a scene of Godfather II. Francis Coppola hid another reference to his maternal grandfather’s work in the Godfather II sequence, dated in fact, 1917: the backdrop depicted an imaginary gulf with Mount Vesuvius, the harbour of Naples and the Statue of Liberty, visually emphasising the relationship between the two spaces, just like the logo of his grandfather’s publishing company, Edizioni Pennino and the description of the Intermezzo. This evocative image and the song testify to the cultural debt that the contemporary generation of Italian American filmmakers, such as Coppola, acknowledge, with affectionate respect, in respect of the world of the immigrant stage.

  
In a Rapporto – a document probably compiled for copyright purposes – Pennino stated that he had composed the song Senza mamma in 1917, in New York, and that he had registered it with the copyright office in Washington. The composition of the song coincides with the Neapolitan development of the dramatic song, while the act of copyrighting it reveals the entrepreneurial attitude Pennino had developed in his twelve years in the US. 

  
His sceneggiate are culturally both Neapolitan and American. Thematically, as in a traditional sceneggiata, family relations, love, and an act of betrayal or violence, dominate the narrative; the drama is excessive, but it coexists with comic touches and is released, in the end, through the dramatic song, which synthesises the emotions of audience and performers: all in tears. Underneath the sentimental excesses and fatalism, Senza mamma does express a different vision of the world, elaborated within the immigrant experience, for instance when Rosa regrets not having finished her studies to become a teacher and having been spoiled by her father. Education and work for women? Not a major preoccupation in Naples at that time, but a problem for the immigrant community. 

  
Interestingly enough I noticed that there is Senza mamma (1924) prodotto da Rodolfo D’Angelo e interpretato da Alberto Danza. Secondo la filmografia di Martinelli infatti sarebbe tratto “dall’omonima canzone del M.Pennino.” Martinelli inserisce in proposito un articolo da una rivista torinese che attacca il “lurido” film e la sua esportazione in America, per via della partecipazione in esso di don Ciro Vittozzi, uno degli imputati del processo Cuocolo. Questo era stato il primo processo alla camorra napoletana, nel 1911, persino filmato e proposto in Galleria in tempo reale. Si tratto’ di un processo dimostrativo e per nulla garantista. La Serao era tra i garantisti. Il testo conosciuto della canzone Senza mamma, composta dal nonno materno di Coppola, e quindi della successiva sceneggiata italoamericana non hanno relazione alcuna con fatti camorristici.

But this Rapporto never mentions the Italian film. There is a mystery but hard to solve. 

 
Pennino’s activities in film distribution are less known. He started as early as 1908, with American Biograph; in 1909 he distributed American, French and Italian films in New Jersey, and in 1932 became the American representative of Italian Caesar Film. The main Italian sound film he distributed was La vecchia signora (Amleto Palermi, 1932) which circulated with Veneziana, an “illustrated song” performed by tenor Daniele Serra, with words by Pennino and music by Carmine Coppola; it was probably a musical short, produced in New York. He also ran three theatres and composed film scores. Thus the same synergy between theatre, music and cinema, both culturally and commercially was going on in NYC.

  
Another important inter-media impresario was Clemente Giglio, who owned a theatre at the crossing of Broadway and Canal where he produced stage shows, associated with radio WOW, and performed works by his son Sandro and his daughter Adele (Perzechella). He regularly screened Italian films and in the early 1930s produced the film ‘O festino e ‘a legge, sonorizzato dalla famiglia Giglio con una cornice napoletana. ) 

 
The Italian diasporic community in New York made several films in the early 1930s, even if Santa Lucia Luntana and The Movie Actor, already restored, seem to be the best both in terms of quality and as samples of that culture.  

  
In making their own films, the artists of the Italian immigrant stage utilised traditional formats such as sceneggiata and macchietta, adapting them to American situations. Both used music to convey either popular drama, passion and participation, or irony, social commentary, and the picturesque, as in the case of the macchietta. The vivid and euphonic Neapolitan dialect facilitated communication and storytelling and was accessible to the whole community, being the koinè of southern Italian popular-folk culture.


Another title was Così è la vita (Life Is Like That), produced by Thalia Amusements with Eduardo Ciannelli and Miriam Battista. It was completed at the same Fort Lee Metropolitan Studios as Santa Lucia Luntana, actually one month earlier. Armando Cennerazzo, the dramatist of Pennino’s Senza mamma, wrote the script. Amore e Morte by Rosario Romeo, Pagliacci, produced by Audio Film in Long Island, that featured the Italian American San Carlo Opera Company, directed by popular impresario Fortune Gallo. Genoveffa, directed and interpreted by Giulio Amauli, a popular artists on Italian radio. It was an adaptation of Genoveffa di Brabante, a Teutonic poem on the life of “Saint” Genevieve, and appears in the page of the Dira Film America catalog. Shot at Lambert’s Castle, in Paterson New Jersey, and at the Newark Motion Picture Studio, with few, but intelligently used, means, Genoveffa was “more technically sophisticated than the typical low-budget productions.” The battle scenes were taken from an Italian silent film on the same subject.

  
In American sceneggiatas, both on stage and in film, the actual protagonists of the socio-generational conflict are girls, second-generation Italian women who suffered from the intense tensions within the processes of cultural integration the most. In Senza mamma, Rosa likes nice clothes but is aware of the difference it would make to her life was she to start working. In Santa Lucia Luntana, the good girl works and dresses very simply, speaks Neapolitan and is very respectful to her father, while her sister does not work but dances, polishes her nails and is a cause of anxiety to her father because she stays out late. 

Interestingly enough if we compare the two sceneggiate by the same title, the Italian American Santa Lucia Luntana and the one composed by De Maio between 1919 and 1922, we notice significant differences. Both represent a moment of cultural transformation: the tensions related to the role of women in a socio-economic crisis, and the failing- or unbalanced- role of paternal figures. In De Maio a usurer blackmails a family, trying to possess Carmela, in exchange of the debt. She is in love with Salvatore, who is jobless and far away, but her father forces her not to discourage the old man. Salvatore’s father, Ntuono, decides not to inform his son of what is going on, but Carmela rebels, and ‘Ntuono offers her his very boat to close the debit. Salvatore comes back and sings Santa Lucia Luntana to Carmela. The Italian American film centers on the authority of the paternal figure too, but in less pessimistic terms, and presents a more articulate image of the position of second generation women in a changing world, in this case the Depression.

  
An interesting detail, in the IA Santa Lucia Luntana, is the absence of the mother: she appears in a huge portrait that the father leaves back in New York, so that she could protect her son – another young Italian American man “senza mamma”, without a mother. Indeed, it is at the feet of this portrait that Mickey, discovering that his family has left for Naples, whispers his first Italian word (“Mamma!”) and whistles ‘O sole mio, before starting to cry: the beginning of his redemption. 

  
Another sceneggiata refers to this “motherless syndrome:” Senza Mamma e ‘Nammurata!, made as a film by Neapolitan performers in New York in 1932, apparently as a sequel to Pennino’s Senza mamma. Although he did not compose the song, written by Luigi Donadio and published by E. Rossi, a sheet with its lyrics and music is present in his collection. Given Pennino’s fame in the field, his care in documenting business transactions, the fact that he did not litigate the ownership of this song, and given that Donadio collaborated on other occasions with the maestro, Senza mamma e ‘Nnammurata! can be considered an authorised sequel to Senza mamma. The two sceneggiatas have an important narrative element in common: they end with the suicide of the protagonist – in this case, a woman. 

  The film Senza Mamma e ‘Nnammurata! (Love’s Tragedy) was produced by Angelo De Vito and directed by Harold Godsoe (who also directed the filmed Santa Lucia Luntana); Alberto Campobasso authored the script, and Giuseppe De Luca the music. Casolaro, another important figure on the Neapolitan scene in New York, was in charge of casting. The plot involves a broken marriage promise, when the young man marries a richer girl, leaving a girlfriend who (literally) breaks her mother’s heart, having lost both her virginity and her job. The film ends with a title on Il Progresso Italo-Americano announcing the girl’s suicide. The story recalls a Neapolitan sceneggiata in making a connection between weddings, tragic death and a broken promise but, as in Santa Lucia Luntana, Senza mamma e ‘nammurat!, it focuses on the moment in which the girl loses her job: a loss which seems to be as tragic as having lost her virginity, a “sin” that destroyed her mother, a Neapolitan woman of another generation. 

 
If we reconsider the title of one of Pennino’s songs, ‘A Patria è ‘Nata Mamma, that is, “The home-country is Another Mother” and also propose an arbitrary syllogism: to be “senza mamma,” or the “motherless syndrome,” we can assume that it actually signified the desperation of being “senza patria,” without a motherland. Neapolitans in America may have longed for the motherland, but Italy was in no way “another mother” for emigrants. On the contrary, “the government […] tried to intervene to stop or reduce the migratory phenomenon. The Italian parliament condemned emigration as ‘vile and immoral’ and labelled peasants and workers who emigrated as ‘deserters’ who abandoned their villages, their homes, and their families to plunge into the ‘unknown’.”

  Besides which, Fascist Italy repressed Neapolitan culture very harshly in a bid to impose nationalism. Even Pennino experienced this repression, which also affected Neapolitan music produced and recorded in the US. In fact the carabinieri in Naples were ordered to confiscate records not only of Il brigante Musolino, L’assassinio di Matteotti, La morte di Sacco e Vanzetti – songs composed in the US and politically critical of Italy – but also Pennino’s Senza mamma and Senza perdono, not because they were “subversive” like the other titles, but because they ended in suicide, which was a forbidden topic in Italian media during Fascism. 

There is however another transatlantic aspect to be considered. Vincenzo Pergamo, un bird of passage che aveva un negozio alla Sanita’ produsse diverse sceneggiate destinate all’esportazione, dirette da UMDC e fotografate dal (vedi precedente) Rodolfo D’Angelo e spesso interpretate da Lucia Zanussi. Tra questi Core furastiero (UMDC, 1924) dalla canzone di E.A.Mario, con Alberto Danza e un giovane Armando Frizzarotti in cui l’emigrante pure se americanizzato, appena ritorna ridiventa napoletano; …Te lasso! (1925) Un’orfana perde la verginita’ e si butta sotto un’auto ma la guidatrice la salva e le offre l’opportunita’ di una nuova vita e Varca Napuletana (1925), e Napule e Surriento (UMDC, 1929) dalla canzone di Ernesto Murolo, che ebbe un buon successo anche a Roma, per via dell’ottimo accompagnamento orchestrale(BeN 1923/1929, p.384). 

Pergamo viaggiava avanti e indietro da NY coi suoi film da distribuire.

In the 1920s the rapports with Little Italy intensified, strangely enough in the very moment in which the quotas limited Italian immigration to the US, or perhaps because the scarcity of new arrivals, taking with them the new items of popular culture, made the search for this product more active. On the contrary the birds of passage were flying more regularly and often, than ever. Probably because gente di spettacolo had discovered that it could move there without a visa. 

Various performers from Southern Italy had emigrated in the US already some moved in the mid Twenties or at the coming of sound. TRENTO

 
Polifilms produced several patriotic films like Alla bajonetta!... with Tilde Kassay and several with Guido Trento as a protagonist La fiammata patriottica (a mediometraggio on spies and secret weapons) Savoia, Urrah!, Guerra redentrice.

In 1922 Gordon Edwards shot in Rome two historical pictures for Fox, using Italian actors, including Guido Trento. Polifilms in 1915. 

1924 Trento interpreted his last film in Italy, La leggenda del Piave produced by Raffaele Colamonici and Peppino Amato, then left for Hollywood. 

1927 Guido Trento interpreted in Hollywood Street Angel (by Italian American Frank Borzage) set in Naples, but a few left Naples in 1924. Trento, who had interpreted in 1922 The Shepherd King and Nero for Gordon Edwards, invited to Hollywood, moved to California in 1924 and worked on the immigrant stage, in Italian radio and interpreted a few American films. Most of all he made Sei tu l’amore?

Double conclusion Italianita’ della napoletanita

Continuity occurred both in Italy, Gomorra and Ammore e Malavita and in the US. 

Still today, the synergy between music and dramaturgy that descended from the traditions of melodrama and sceneggiata is a characteristic of Italian American contemporary cinema, found in the operatic atmospheres of Coppola’s Godfathers, in all Scorsese’s films and specifically in Casino,in the bizarre working class musical Romance and Cigarettes by John Turturro and, even in the dramatic finale of De Palma’s Redacted. 
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