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Introduction
As soon as it was published in 1969, Mario Puzo's novel The Godfather began setting 
sales records, becoming the fastest selling book up to its time. Its enormous popularity 
increased in 1972 when Fran-cis Ford Coppola's movie version was released. The 
movie won several Academy Awards, including one for Coppola and Puzo's script 
adaptation of his novel. It is one of the highest-grossing movies of all time and is 
frequently cited by critics as one of the greatest American movies ever made. It has 
spawned two highly respected sequels, both co-scripted by Puzo. The novel has 
consistently stayed in print and has sold over 21 million copies worldwide.

The story revolves around Vito Corleone, a leader of organized crime in the 1940s. He 
is a man who rules with quiet persuasion, asking those who wish favors from him for 
their loyalty and dealing mercilessly with those who cross him. When other criminals try 
to involve his organization in the drug trade, Corleone resists and the shield of power 
that he has built around his family is threatened. The aged crime lord must defend his 
family and pass control of his empire to one of his three sons.

This book helped define how the world views organized crime in America, framing the 
aspects of greed and violence that are inherent in the underworld with an emphasis on 
family, respect, and honor. The character of Vito Corleone, the Godfather, has been 
compared to Huckleberry Finn and Holden Caulfield as an archetype, a personality so 
true to the American experience that, though fictional, he seems familiar to everyone. 
Far beyond being just another crime novel, The Godfather relates to all stories of 
immigrant families who are trying, over the course of generations, to fit into the 
mainstream of American life.
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Author Biography
It is no coincidence that The Godfather turned out to be a bestseller: Mario Puzo, its 
author, planned from first to last that the book would be popular and make him money. 
Puzo was born October 15, 1920, to a family of Italian immigrants, and he spent his 
childhood in the Italian ghetto of New York called Hell's Kitchen. He was a young boy 
when he decided to be a writer, but he was discouraged in this by the family's 
impoverished circumstances. His mother aspired for him to work for the railroad, like his
father and brother.

The tension between the life of a writer that Puzo wanted to lead and the traditional 
working class life that his family was steering him toward was broken by America's entry
into World War II in 1941. During the war, stationed in Europe, he lived the life of 
freedom for a while, drinking and gambling and spending money freely on girls. While in
the army, he married Erika Lina Broske. He returned to civilian life five years later and 
settled into a civil service job. He still wrote short stories and published them once in a 
while.

Puzo's first novel, The Dark Arena, was published in 1955, ten years after the war 
ended. It was a personal story, based on his experiences during the war. The novel 
gained him some critical acclaim—for example, Maxwell Geismer noted in the Saturday
Review that "It is a very good novel indeed, and one reads it with the sense of discovery
and pleasure that a new talent evokes." Puzo was disappointed to find that critical 
acclaim did not assure him economic independence: he only made $3,500 for that novel
and $3,000 for his next book, The Fortunate Pilgrim, published in 1964.

Puzo was forty-five years old and owed more than $20,000 to friends and relatives 
when an editor from G. P. Putnam overheard him telling stories that he had heard 
throughout his life about the Mafia and offered him an advance of $5,000 for a book 
about the underworld. The book that Puzo wrote went on to sell more than 21 million 
copies. Although he did not become rich from The Godfather, he used his fame as a 
springboard to the kind of wealth of which he had always dreamed. His experience in 
co-writing the movies based on his novel led to a career as a screenwriter, with 
acclaimed scripts like Superman and Superman II, Earthquake, and Christopher 
Columbus: The Discovery.

His subsequent novels were, like The Godfather, designed to make the author rich. 
They included Fools Die, about professional gamblers (one of Puzo's strongest 
passions in life was high-stakes gambling) and The Sicilian, which was based on the 
true story of a notorious Italian bandit, incorporating several characters from The 
Godfather into its plot. All of Puzo's later books reached the bestseller lists, and all 
except the posthumously published Omerta have been adapted to film. He died of heart 
failure on July 2, 1999, at the age of 79.
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Plot Summary

Book I

The Godfather opens in 1945, at the wedding of Connie Corleone, the only daughter of 
Vito Cor-leone, the head of the most powerful organized crime family in the United 
States. During the wedding, Corleone, respectfully referred to as the Don or Godfather, 
is obliged to meet with people who seek his help. As the novel explains, "by tradition no 
Sicilian can refuse a request on his daughter's wedding day." One man's daughter was 
raped, and he asks Don Corleone to punish the rapists; another man needs political 
support so that his daughter's fiancé will not be deported; another, the Don's actual 
godson, is a famous singer whose career will fail if he does not get the movie role that a
Hollywood producer has refused to him.

The long wedding sequence is used to introduce the main characters. Don Corleone's 
oldest son, Sonny, is a hot-tempered ladies man; Fredo is a weakwilled drunkard; and 
his youngest son, Michael, has disappointed his father by staying out of the family 
business and joining the army. Michael is at the wedding with his girlfriend from college, 
Kay Adams, who does not know that the family is into organized crime until he tells her 
some chilling stories about other wedding guests. Other important characters include 
Tom Hagen, the Corleone family's adopted son, who serves the Godfather as a 
counselor in criminal activities, and Clemenza and Tessio, the captains in the Corleone 
army.

As soon as the wedding is over, Don Corleone takes his sons to visit his old friend and 
counselor, Genco Abbandando, who is dying in the hospital. That same night, Hagen is 
sent to California to make the movie producer give the required role to his godson, 
Johnny Fontane. While they are talking, the producer shows Hagen a beautiful race 
horse that he has bought. He says that he is sorry that he cannot cast Johnny in the 
movie. The next morning, the producer wakes to find the horse's severed head in his 
bed, and, realizing the ferocity and stealth of the Corleone crime family, he arranges to 
cast Johnny.

A meeting is arranged with Virgil Sollozzo, a drug dealer who wants the Corleone family 
to be partners with him. Don Corleone says that he will not be involved with drugs, but 
during the meeting Sonny shows interest.

Three months later, an assassination attempt is made on the Don's life. He survives, but
while he is in the hospital, another attempt is made. Michael, who is visiting at the time, 
manages to scare off the assassins. A meeting of family officials determines that 
Sollozzo the drug dealer will stop at nothing to kill the Don. Michael, who has stayed out
of the family business, is the only one who can get close enough to Sollozzo to kill him; 
he shoots him dead in a restaurant and goes into exile in Italy.
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Book II follows Johnny Fontane's life in Hollywood. Taking the advice of the Don, he has
left his second wife, who committed adultery, and has established a platonic relationship
with his first wife and their two daughters. Tom Hagen comes to California to offer 
Johnny money to start his own production company.

Book III

Book III starts with Vito Corleone's childhood: as a boy named Vito Andolini in Corleone,
Sicily, he was forced to flee to America when a local Mafia chief ordered his entire family
killed over an insult. Later, in New York, Clemenza and Tessio taught Vito crime, and he 
showed his capacity for violence by killing a gangster who tried to rob him. His 
reputation rose as he did favors for the people in the neighborhood, asking only their 
friendship in return. His business grew as he imported liquor during Prohibition, helped 
elect politicians, and established gambling syndicates.

Book IV

The gang war that began when the Don was shot continues, with Sonny leading the 
Corleone family against the other families of New York. Detectives visit Kay Adams in 
New Hampshire to ask if she knows Michael's whereabouts. They tell Kay that Michael 
killed Sollozzo and the police officer that was with him, and they threaten to tell her 
father, a minister, that she and Michael stayed in hotels together. When they do tell 
Kay's father, the minister stands up for his daughter.

One day, Connie Corleone's husband, Carlo Rizzi, beats her up. When she calls the 
family house in Long Island, Sonny hears what happened, and he drives off toward their
apartment in Manhattan in a rage. The family's enemies catch him in a trap and kill him 
in a hale of bullets.

Book V

After the death of Sonny, Don Corleone leaves his sick bed and returns to business. He 
arranges a summit with the heads of crime families around the country and negotiates 
an end to the gangland war. The Corleone family loses power and prestige, but the Don 
insists that the other families allow Michael to return to America in peace. A plan is 
devised to have another man who is already sentenced to death confess to the murders
Michael committed.

Lucy Mancini, whose affair with Sonny began at the wedding of Connie and Carlo, has 
been sent to Las Vegas after his death. There, she meets Dr. Jules Segal, a brilliant 
surgeon. They start an affair, and he diagnoses a physical abnormality that prohibits her
from having a satisfying sex life. He operates on her to fix the problem.
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Book VI

In Sicily, Michael comes to appreciate the culture of his father's people. He falls in love 
with a local girl, Apollonia, courts her according to ancient Sicilian custom, and marries 
her. One day, when they are going on a trip, she decides to drive the car. Michael sees 
his bodyguard sneaking away seconds before the car explodes, killing his bride.

Book VII

Years after she last saw him, Kay Adams calls the Corleone house to find out that 
Michael has been back home for six months. They meet, renew their relationship, and 
marry.

In Las Vegas, Dr. Segal is introduced to Johnny Fontane and determines that his weak 
voice is not caused by years of smoking and drinking, but by warts on his larynx. He 
performs a very simple operation to remove them and Johnny's singing career is 
revived.

Michael goes to Las Vegas and offers to buy a casino from Moe Greene, for whom his 
brother Fredo has been working. He is rejected, and later Moe Greene is murdered. The
Don, working in his garden one morning, suffers a massive heart attack and dies. 
Michael tells Tom Hagen that the head of a rival family will try to kill him, that the person 
who approaches him with a deal from his rivals will be a traitor. The next day, Tessio 
calls to arrange a peace meeting.

Book VIII

On the day that Michael stands as godfather at the baptism of Connie and Carlo's child, 
all of the family's enemies are murdered. These enemies include Tessio, the bodyguard 
from Sicily, rival mob bosses Tattaglia and Barzini, and Carlo Rizzi, who admits to 
having helped enemies trap Sonny. When Connie accuses Michael of being involved in 
Carlo's death, he lies to her and Kay.

Book IX

The Corleone family is restored to the position of most powerful crime family in America.
Kay has converted to Catholicism. She leaves Michael and moves back to New 
Hampshire. Tom Hagen comes out to tell her that Michael is willing to give her anything 
she wants to ensure their children's welfare. While there, he explains the pressures 
Michael lives with as the new Don, how it was his responsibility to kill Carlo and Tessio, 
as traitors. She ends up returning to him, burying her sorrows by going to daily mass 
and praying for Michael's soul.
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Characters

Kay Adams

Kay is Michael Corleone's college sweetheart, a Protestant girl from New Hampshire 
whose upbringing is distinctly different from Michael's. At the wedding in the beginning 
of the novel, Michael tells her stories that only hint at the family business until, when 
pressed, he openly admits the atrocities committed by Luca Brasi in the family's service.
When Michael is forced to leave the country, Kay remains faithful for a long time, 
expecting him to call, even as months pass. She keeps in touch with his mother for 
some time but lets the relationship cool. After a year, she calls Mrs. Corleone and finds 
out that Michael is back in America. When Kay goes to the Corleone house, she and 
Michael resume their affair and eventually marry. In the end, Kay knows that their 
relationship is based on lies, and she ends up praying for Michael's soul, the way that 
his mother did for his father's soul.

Vito Andolini

See Vito Corleone

Luca Brasi

Luca Brasi is the most vicious murderer in the underworld. He is entirely devoted to Don
Corleone, although he is the one person in the world that the Godfather fears. When an 
attempt is made on Don Corleone's life, the members of the family fear that they would 
not be able to stop Luca from hunting down and killing those responsible. Brasi, 
however, has been ambushed and killed before the attack on the Don.

Peter Clemenza

Clemenza is one of the Corleone family's two caporegimes or captains. He is an old 
friend of Don Corleone, the person who first brought him into a life of crime in America, 
enlisting the young Vito Corleone to hide illegal guns and then, later, to help him with 
robberies. It is very seldom that Clemenza is referred to without any mention that he has
grown fat in his old age.

Apollonia Vitelli Corleone

While hiding out in Sicily, Michael falls in love with Appollonia and marries her. Within a 
few months, she is killed by a car bomb that was meant to kill Michael.
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Connie Corleone

The Don's only daughter, his favorite child, tries to hide the fact that her husband beats 
her, worried that her father or brothers will have him killed. Throughout the novel, 
Connie does what she can to make her family accept Carlo, and when he is murdered 
she is devastated.

Costanzia Corleone

See Connie Corleone

Freddie Corleone

See Fredo Corleone

Fredo Corleone

Fredo is Don Corleone's middle son, the one with the weakest personality who is least 
influential in the family business. He is present when the Don is gunned down in the 
street, and suffers a nervous breakdown because of it. During the gang war that follows,
Fredo is sent to Las Vegas to recover. Working in a casino brings out Fredo's true 
personality: he goes from being shy and awkward to being a suave ladies' man. Don 
Corleone disapproves of his constant sexual activity, and of the fact that he allows the 
casino owner to humiliate him in public, but Fredo's familiarity with Las Vegas's 
legalized gambling business makes him valuable to the family's plans to relocate in 
Nevada.

Michael Corleone

Michael is the focus of this novel, the character that undergoes the most severe change.
In the beginning, he is distant from the family's organized crime business, having 
displeased his father, Vito Corleone, by going into the service during World War II. He is
a distinguished war hero, but Don Corleone feels that he is wrong to fight on the behalf 
of strangers, and not for his family. Michael tells his girlfriend Kay of his family's past, 
but swears to her that he has nothing to do with the family business.

His attitude changes on the night he visits his father, who has been shot down in the 
street, and finds him alone and in need of protection. His father's enemies have bribed 
the police to leave Don Corleone unguarded, and it is only through Michael's help that 
he is not murdered. That night, a corrupt policeman breaks Michael's jaw, leaving him 
disfigured for years, mirroring the change that occurs in his heart. Soon Michael decides
that the only way his father can be protected is if he himself kills the men threatening 
him.
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After becoming a murderer, Michael goes to Italy to hide. In the land of his father, he 
comes to understand the old traditions in an entirely new way. He experiences some of 
the magic of the land when he is struck with love at first sight for a local girl whom he 
marries, but the country's violent history also becomes clear when she is killed in an 
attack meant for Michael.

After returning to America, Michael aspires to raise the Corleone empire out of 
organized crime and into legitimate businesses. He does this by planning, with the help 
of his father, the murders of the heads of the other crime families. The intelligence and 
strict morality that kept Michael out of organized crime in the beginning are applied to 
running the Corleone family the way that his father ran it.

Santino Corleone

Santino Corleone, called Sonny by everyone but his father, is the Godfather's firstborn 
child, and is generally expected to be the one to take over the family business. He is tall
and muscular, intelligent, and ruthless enough to run the crime family, but he has a hot 
temper that takes control of him at times, making him dangerous. In a meeting about a 
new drug trade, for instance, Sonny blurts out his interest, leading the drug smugglers 
to attempt murdering Don Vito Corleone so that they can make a deal with Sonny. After 
a second attempt is made on the Don's life, Sonny impetuously orders murderous raids 
against members of rival families, driving the whole underworld deeper into a bloody 
war that has the public up in arms. In the end, Sonny dies because of his hot temper: he
races out of the house without the protection of his bodyguards because he is infuriated 
with Carlo Rizzi, giving his enemies a chance to shoot him down when he is alone.

Sonny Corleone

See Santino Corleone

Don Vito Corleone

Vito Corleone is the novel's title character, the most powerful person in organized crime 
in America. He arrived in America at age twelve, orphaned after a local Mafia chief in 
Corleone, Italy had his entire family killed over an argument. Growing up in New York, 
Vito Corleone witnessed the workings of the local crime syndicate in the early decades 
of the twentieth century. At twenty he killed a gangster who threatened him, starting a 
career in crime that expanded with wise decision-making and a calm, quiet demeanor 
that never allowed for making decisions in haste or anger.

Although he is willing to use criminal means to achieve his goals, Don Corleone owes 
much of his power to the loyalty he has gained by doing favors for people over the 
course of many years. He is called by the honorary titles of Godfather and Don by those
who respect and fear him. He is old fashioned and straight-laced about personal 
matters, disdainful of drugs and excessive alcohol consumption, and prudish about sex. 
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The Godfather is seen by many in the novel as a sort of godly figure, one who has the 
power to punish the evil, reward the good, and who is willing to enact justice violently 
when conventional means are not reliable.

The novel establishes Don Corleone's method of operation in his meeting with an 
undertaker whose daughter has been raped: he will not agree to kill the rapists 
because, as he later explains to an assistant, "we're not murders"; also, he will not 
accept money from the undertaker, but only asks his promise for some favor in return 
sometime in the future. The rapists are later beaten brutally, giving the undertaker a 
feeling of justice that a supposedly legitimate society denied him.

Don Corleone's style of making people feel personally indebted to him becomes a key 
factor in the novel's plot: his enemies, realizing that much of the Corleone family's 
political influence comes from people's feelings about the Don himself, try to kill him in 
order to take over the Corleone family empire. When he is hospitalized after being shot, 
his sons are left to determine how he would handle the situation. The family business is 
in disarray until the Don is well enough to negotiate a peace settlement. When he retires
and puts his son Michael in charge, his enemies feel that the Corleone empire will 
collapse without the charismatic and wise old man in charge.

Johnny Fontane

Johnny Fontane actually is Vito Corleone's godson, and so the Don has a special 
fondness for him. He is a successful singer at the start of the novel, with girls screaming
and fainting when he opens his mouth to sing. When he comes to Connie's wedding, 
Johnny is desperate. His voice is ruined, but he thinks he could have a good movie 
career if he could be cast in a new war movie. Don Corleone arranges for him to get the
part, and he suggests that Johnny give up his show business lifestyle of drinking and 
womanizing. Johnny divorces his acrimonious second wife and establishes a good 
relationship with his children and his first wife. After the war movie is a success, making 
him a major movie star, the Corleone family invests in a production company that 
Johnny is to run, and the movies he produces turn out to be financially lucrative.

Later in the novel, Johnny becomes acquainted with Dr. Jules Segal, who is the house 
physician at the Las Vegas hotel where Fredo Corleone works. Hearing the raspy sound
of Johnny's voice, Segal examines him and finds that the problem is relatively minor: he 
has warts on his vocal chords, which are easily removed. In addition to his film career, 
Johnny ends up having a successful singing career again.

Paulie Gatto

Paulie is a hood who is supposed to act as Don Corleone's driver. After finding out that 
Paulie called in sick on the day that assassins tried to kill the Don, Sonny finds out that 
Paulie has received suspicious phone calls, and so he has Clemenza kill him.
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Tom Hagen

Soon after the start of the novel, Tom Hagen rises to be the Godfather's Consigliori or 
counselor. Hagen was raised by the Corleone family after Sonny Corleone found him 
wandering the streets as an orphan and took him home. Raised as one of Vito 
Corleone's sons (Michael even introduces him as "my brother"), he has been to law 
school and is a practicing lawyer, even though Don Corleone is his only client. Hagen's 
high position in the family business is so unusual for a non-Italian that members of the 
other crime families refer to the Corleones as "the Irish gang." When Sollozzo thinks 
that he has murdered Don Corleone, he has Hagen kidnapped, and explains that his 
deal makes sense, convincing Hagen to talk to Sonny about forgetting revenge and 
accepting the business proposition. Hagen feels self-conscious and doubts his ability to 
fill in for Genco Abbandando, the Godfather's former Consigliori, especially when Sonny
is killed during a gangland war, but Don Corleone has complete faith in him. He is 
relieved of his position only when the family is planning to get out of organized crime 
and must separate Hagan from any illegal activities.

Lucy Mancini

Lucy starts out as Sonny's mistress and, over the course of the novel, blossoms into a 
smart businesswoman. Sonny Corleone meets Lucy Mancini when she is the maid of 
honor at his sister's wedding. At the wedding they start their affair, which continues 
throughout the gangland wars, with him visiting her while bodyguards are posted in the 
street outside the door. After his death, she feels that she will never be satisfied by 
another lover, but when Dr. Jules Segal sleeps with her, he realizes that she has a 
physical problem that can be fixed by relatively minor surgery. He operates on her, and 
they later marry.

Captain Mark McCluskey

After Michael foils an attempt to kill his father while he is in the hospital, Captain 
McCluskey shows up with a legion of police officers and threatens to put Michael in jail 
of he does not leave immediately. Michael insinuates that McCluskey works for his 
father's enemy, the Turk, and McCluskey is so insulted that he hits Michael, breaking his
jaw. The Corleones soon find out that McCluskey does indeed work for the Turk, that he
is hired to be his bodyguard, and that any attempt to kill the Turk would mean killing 
McCluskey. Killing a New York City Police Captain is an unthinkable crime, one that 
would cause problems throughout the underworld all over the country. Michael does kill 
them both, though, leaving some enemies to assume that he has acted out of a foolish 
need for vengeance against the man that disfigured him.
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Albert Neri

When he takes charge of the family business, Michael brings in Albert Neri to be his 
bodyguard. Neri is unfamiliar to the traditional family loyalists, but he turns out to be a 
ruthless killer, like Luca Brasi.

Carlo Rizzi

Carlo comes from Nevada, and so he looks down at the old-world ethnics of the 
Corleone family. After marrying Connie, he is disappointed with the relatively small 
position the family provides for him. He takes his frustration out on Connie, beating her 
when she is pregnant and sleeping around with other women. After Sonny dies as he is 
coming to kill Carlo, his behavior becomes much better, and he is accepted into the 
family business, only to be murdered later for setting Sonny up.

Connie Rizzi

S e e  Con nie  Corleon e

Dr. Jul e s  S e g a l

Dr. S e g al  is t h e  ho us e  doc to r  a t  t h e  Las  Vegas  ho t el w h e r e  F r e do  Corleon e  
a n d  Lucy M a n cini wo rk.  H e  is a  b rillian t  s u r g eo n  w ho  b e c a m e  a n  a bo r tionis t
b ec a u s e  h e  w a s  di scou r a g e d  by s e ein g  t h e  p eo ple  h e  op e r a t e d  on  r e t u r ning  
to  t h ei r  d e s t r uc tive  lifes tyle s.  Wh e n  h e  w a s  r u n  ou t  of N e w  York for  b ein g  
a n  a bo r tionis t ,  t h e  Corl eon e  family p ro t e c t e d  hi m  a n d  a s sig n e d  hi m  to  t h e  
ho t el posi tion.  In  t h e  novel, h e  di a g nos e s  t h e  p ro ble m  with  John ny Fon t a n e ' s
vocal co r d s  a n d  wi th  Lucy M a n cini ' s  s ex o r g a n s,  op e r a t ing  to  c u r e  t h e m  
bo t h.  At John ny' s  r e co m m e n d a tion,  h e  s u p e rvis es  t h e  s u r g e ry  to  r e co ns t r u c t
Mich a el ' s  b roke n  face ,  m a king  s u r e  t h a t  t h e  le a d  s u r g eo n s  will no t  t ry  to  
c a u s e  hi m  h a r m.

Vir g i l  S o l l o z z o

Sollozo is a  h e roin  s m u g gle r  know n  a s  "th e  Tu rk." H e  a sks  for  Don  
Corleon e ' s  h elp  in s e t ti ng  u p  a  m ajo r  h e roin  op e r a tion  in  t h e  U ni t e d  S t a t e s .  
Whe n  t h e  Don  r efus e s  to  b e co m e  involved  in t h e  d r u g  t r a d e ,  Sollozzo, 
t hinking  t h a t  Son ny mig h t  b e  in t e r e s t e d  if h e  w e r e  in ch a r g e  of t h e  fa mily 
b u sin es s,  t ri e s  to  h ave  t h e  Don  exec u t e d .  Wh e n  t wo  m u r d e r  a t t e m p t s  fail, 
h e  a r r a n g e s  a  m e e ting  wi th  Mich a el  in o r d e r  to  n e go ti a t e  a  p e a c e  
s e t tl e m e n t .  At t h a t  m e e tin g,  Mich a el  kills Sollozzo.
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S a l  Tes s i o

Tessio is on e  of t h e  Corleon e  fa mily's  t wo  capor e gi m e s , o r  c a p t ain s.  Tessio 
h a s  a  division  of m e n  in Brooklyn a n d  is ke p t  dis t a n t  fro m  t h e  fa mily in 
o r d e r  to  s u r p ris e  t h e  family's  e n e mies.  Of t h e  t wo  capore gi m e s , Tessio is 
oft e n  r efe r r e d  to  a s  t h e  s m a r t e r  on e.  Mich a el  t ak e s  p a r ticul a r  no t e  of 
Tessio 's  in t ellige nc e  a t  t h e  e n d  of t h e  book  w h e n,  af t e r  Don  Corleon e ' s  
d e a t h ,  h e  m a k e s  a  d e al  wi th  t h e  fa mily's  e n e mie s  to  b e t r ay  Mich a el.
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Th e m e s

Fr e e d o m

At a  m e e tin g  wi th  t h e  h e a d s  of c ri m e  fa milies  fro m  all ove r  t h e  n a tion,  Don  
Corleon e  coins  a  p h r a s e  for  t h e  u n d e r wo rld  t h a t  P uzo s ays  will on e  d ay b e  
a s  fa mo us  a s  t h e  exp r e s sion  "I ron  Cu r t ain" t h a t  Wins ton  Cu rc hill u s e d  to  
d e sc rib e  t h e  s e p a r a tion  b e t w e e n  co m m u nis t  a n d  d e m oc r a tic  cou n t rie s.  The  
p h r a s e ,  cosa nos tra , m e a n s  "ou r  land," a n d  t h e  Don  u s e s  it to  explain  t h a t  
h e  a n d  his  p e e r s  a r e  fre e  to  live by t h ei r  ow n  r ul e s,  r e q ui r e d  to  follow no  
laws.  I t  occu r s  in t h e  s e n t e n c e ,  "We will m a n a g e  ou r  wo rld  for  ou r s elves  
b ec a u s e  it  is ou r  wo rld,  cosa nos t ra ." In  t h e  s a m e  s p e ec h,  h e  s ays,  "We a r e  
all m e n  w ho  h av e  r efu s e d  to  b e  fools, w ho  h ave  r efus e d  to  b e  p u p p e t s  
d a n cing  on  a  s t r ing  p ulle d  by  t h e  m e n  on  high."

It  is a  noble  s e n tim e n t ,  a n d  c e r t ainly on e  t h a t  g ain s  m o r e  sy m p a t hy fro m  
t h e  r e a d e r  t h a n  wo uld  b e  go t t e n  if Don  Corleon e  s aid  t h a t  h e  r a n  his  
c ri min al e m pi r e  to  m a k e  m o n ey. In t hi s  book, m o n ey is no  objec t  in i t s elf, 
no r  a r e  t h e  t hin gs  t h a t  m o n ey c a n  b uy. The  p u r pos e  for  a m a s sing  w e al th  is 
t h e  fre e do m  t h a t  w e al th  b rin gs.  In  t h e  1 9 6 0s,  p a r ticula rly, w h e n  t his  book 
w a s  p u blish e d,  fr e e do m  w a s  a  go al  t h a t  s e e m e d  im possible.  The  
gove r n m e n t  w a s  s e e n  a s  a n  obs t a cle  to  fre e do m  sinc e  laws  a r e  w ri t t e n  
p r e cis ely to  t ell p eo ple  to  b e h ave  in c e r t ain  w ays.  T h e  Godfa th er  t a k e s  t h e  
ex t r e m e  view t h a t  t h e  r ul e r s  of o r g a nize d  c rim e  a r e  a n d  s ho uld  b e  fre e  of 
t h e  r ul e s  t h a t  bin d  les s e r  p e r so ns.

Go d

Thro u g ho u t  t his  novel, t h e r e  a r e  indica tions  t h a t  Don  Vito Corl eon e  is a  
s u p e r n a t u r al  force  wi t h  pow e r s  to  rival God. The  fir s t  a n d  m os t  obvious  hin t
of t his  is his  nickn a m e,  Godfa t h er, w hic h  co m bin e s  t h e  pow e r  of t h e  
Almigh ty wi th  t h e  b e n evole nc e  of a  p a t ri a r c h.  H e  u s es  his  pow e r  like  a  go d  
wo uld,  c a r efully conc e r n e d  t h a t  his  a c tions  a r e  jus t ,  t h a t  his  pow e r  is no t  
mis us e d  o r  a b u s e d.  Whe n  Bon as e r a  a s ks  hi m  to  kill t h e  m e n  w ho  r a p e d  hi s  
d a u g h t er, for  ins t a nc e ,  h e  a sks  t h e  Godfa t h e r  for  t h e  Old  Tes t a m e n t  s e n s e  of
jus tice—a n  eye  for  a n  ey e—which  t h e  Godfa t h e r  is willing  to  give  hi m,  b u t  
only w h e n  Bon a s e r a  bow s  b efor e  hi m.  The n,  t h e  Godfa t h e r  gives  a  s p e ec h  
a bo u t  w hy t h e  jus tice  h e  disp e ns e s  is m o r e  pow e rful a n d  fai r  t h a n  t h a t  
w hich  is a p plied  by t h e  judicial sys t e m.  H e  t ak es  t h e  go d  like  posi tion  t h a t  
jus tice  is hi s  to  h a n d  ou t  o r  hold  b a ck,  t elling  Bon a s e r a ,  "conside r  t hi s  
jus tice  a  gift  fro m  my  wife."

The  r e a c h  of t h e  Corleon e  fa mily is p r e s e n t e d  in  t e r m s  t h a t  s e e m  al mos t  
mys tical. For  ex a m ple,  in t h e  r e al  wo rld,  it is u nlikely t h a t  on e  could  e n t e r  a  
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m a n ' s  ho us e  a n d  p u t  t h e  bl e e ding  h e a d  of a  ho r s e  in to  hi s  b e d  wi t ho u t  hi s  
no ticing  it, b u t  P uzo p r e s e n t s  t h e  s to ry of Jack  Wolz, t h e  m ovie  p ro d u c er, a s  
if it  is a  sig n  t h a t  Don  Corleon e  c a n  h ave  mi r a cle s  p e rfo r m e d  w h e n eve r  h e  
s ho uld  w a n t  to.

In  a d di tion  to  b eing  jus t  a n d  n e a rly o m nipo t e n t ,  Don  Corl eon e  h a s  a  s t ric t  
m o r al  cod e,  w hich  m a k e s  hi m  t u r n  dow n  a  luc r a tive  d r u g  d e al. Tom H a g e n  
eve n  t ri e s  u n s ucc e s sfully to  hid e  t h e  fac t  t h a t  Sollozzo m a d e  m o n ey in 
p ros ti t u tion,  knowing  t h a t  it  will dis s u a d e  t h e  Don  fro m  t h e  cu r r e n t  offer. 
S exu al infidelity, a s  p r a c tice d  by  hi s  sons  Son ny a n d  F r e do,  a n g e r s  hi m.  H e  
do es  no t  ob ey t h e  Ten Co m m a n d m e n t s  of t h e  Bible,  b u t  ins t e a d  m a k e s  his  
ow n  r ul e s,  wi th  hi s  ow n  d efini tion  a bo u t  w h e t h e r  h e  a n d  his  op e r a tives  a r e  
"m u r d e r e r s" o r  no t .

While  m o s t  of t h e  p eo ple  w ho  co m e  in to  con t a c t  wi th  Don  Corleon e  s t a n d  in  
a w e  of his  godlike  po w er, t h e  on e  w ho  is m o s t  a w e d  by hi m  is Genco 
Abba n d a n do, his  Consigliori . As his  olde s t

frien d,  Genco s ho uld  b e  t h e  c h a r a c t e r  m o s t  poise d  to  s e e  hi m  a s  h u m a n:  
ins t e a d,  h e  exp ec t s  t h e  Godfa t h e r  to  h ave  po w e r  ove r  d e a t h  its elf. 
"Godfa t h er," Genco implor e s  hi m,  "s t ay h e r e  wi th  m e  a n d  h elp  m e  m e e t  
d e a t h .  Pe r h a p s  if H e  s e e s  you  n e a r  m e ,  H e  will b e  frigh t e n e d  a n d  leave  m e  
in p e ac e."

Guil t  a n d  In n o c e n c e

Eve n  t ho u g h  r e al-life  c rimin als  a r e  r e s po nsible  for  injus tice  a n d  s uffe ring,  
r e a d e r s  t e n d  to  igno r e  t h e  fac t  t h a t  t h e  m e m b e r s  of t h e  Corl eon e  fa mily a r e  
g uil ty c ri min als.  For  on e  t hing,  P uzo s e t s  u p  t h ei r  oppo n e n t s  in all c a s e s  to  
b e  ev e n  wo r s e  p e r so ns,  g uil ty in  t h ei r  ow n  w ay a n d  d e s e rving  of t h e  fa t e s  
t h a t  a r e  b ro u g h t  dow n  on  t h ei r  h e a d s.  Fo r  ins t a nc e ,  Jack  Wolz, t h e  m ovie  
p ro d uc er, s ho u t s  e t h nic  slu r s  a n d  h a s  a n  affai r  wi th  a  p u b e s c e n t  gi rl; 
Ca p t ain  M cClusk ey a c t u ally is a  c rook e d  cop  mixe d  u p  in  t h e  r a ck e t s,  a s  t h e
n e w s p a p e r s  a r e  o r d e r e d  to  po r t r ay  hi m,  a n d  h e  al so  di sfigu r e s  Mich a el  by  
s h a t t e ring  hi s  jaw; Fan ucci, t h e  fir s t  m a n  Vito Corleon e  kills, is a  w e ak  m a n  
w ho  p r e t e n d s  to  b e  fe rocious.  In  t h e  m o r al u nive r s e  e s t a blish e d  by t h e  
book, t h e  Corleon e ' s  a n d  t h ei r  h e nc h m a n  s e e m  al mos t  oblig a t e d  to  u s e  
violenc e  in e n a c ting  w h a t  c a n  b e  in t e r p r e t e d  a s  jus tice  on  t h ei r  d e s pica ble  
vic tims.  The  a c tions  t ak e n  by t h e  ide alized  c ri m e  syndica t e  in t h e  book a r e  
only t ak e n  a g ain s t  t hos e  w ho  s e e m  to  d e s e rve  t h e m.

The  g uil t  of t h e  Corleon e s ' s  vic tims  is of te n  p r e s e n t e d  fro m  t h e  p e r s p e c tive  
of t h e  c rimin als,  a s  w h e n  Don  Corl eon e  m u s e s  on  t h e  r el a tive  innoc e nc e  of 
t hos e  w ho  e njoy t h e  vice  of g a m bling.  Bu t  t h e r e  a r e  also  ti m es  w h e n  P uzo' s  
n a r r a tive  h elp s  r e a d e r s  s e e  t h e  u gly, r e p ulsive  a s p e c t s  of t hos e  w ho  a r e  to  
s uffe r  a t  t h e  h a n d s  of t h e  m o b.  H e  eve n  h a s  Tom H a g e n  explain  to  Kay w hy 
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all of t h e  p eo ple  killed  in  t h e  m a s sive  exec u tion  a t  t h e  e n d  of t h e  book go t  
w h a t  t h ey  d e s e rve d.

Fa m i ly

S eve r al  ti m e s  in  t h e  book, P uzo explains  t h a t  t h e  o rd e r  of s ucc e ssion  in t h e  
c ri m e  family is no t  n e c e s s a rily h e r e di t a ry. N o n e  of t h e  laws  of t h e  
o r g a niza tion  r e q ui r e s  t h a t  t h e  p e r son  to  r ul e  t h e  Corleon e  fa mily af t e r  Vito 
wo uld  h ave  to  b e  Son ny, F r e do, o r  Mich a el. The  u s e  of t h e  wo r d  "fa mily" in 
t h e  syn dica t e  hi e r a r c hy is sy m bolic. At t h e  s a m e  ti m e,  t ho u g h,  P uzo 
p r e s e n t s  t h e  Corleon e s  a s  h aving  t h e  typ e  of fa mily s t r u c t u r e  t h a t  wo uld  
e n s u r e  t h a t  t h e  fa mily b u sin es s  wo uld  s t ay wi t h  t h e m.

At t h e  b e gin nin g  of t h e  novel, t h e r e  is a  r if t  in t h e  fa mily. F r e do  a n d  Son ny 
wo rk  for  t h ei r  fa th er, b u t  Mich a el is t rying  to  k e e p  his  dis t a n c e.  H e  do e s  no t
a p p rove  of t h e  fa mily's  involve m e n t  in c ri m e,  a n d  his  fa th e r  do e s  no t  
a p p rove  of t h e  fac t  t h a t  h e  e nlis t e d  to  s e rve  d u rin g  t h e  w ar. Thei r  
diffe r e nc e s  t u r n  ou t  to  b e  sligh t ,  t ho u g h,  w h e n  d a n g e r  a ri s e s.  Mich a el r u n s  
to  his  fa th e r ' s  sid e  w h e n  h e  is in  t h e  hos pi t al, a n d,  w h e n  it is d e t e r min e d  
t h a t  t h e r e  is no  o t h e r  w ay to  p ro t ec t  his  fa t h er, Mich a el  volun t e e r s  to  
co m mit  m u r d er.

S u b s e q u e n t  to  t h e  m u r d er, Mic h a el  is forc e d  to  s p e n d  tim e  in t h e  Corleon e  
p rovinc e  of Sicily, t h e  lan d  w h e r e  his  fa th e r  g r e w  u p.  H e  co m e s  to  
u n d e r s t a n d  his  fa th e r  a s  a  p e er, a n d  no t  jus t  a s  a n  imposing  a u t ho ri ty 
figu r e .  They h ave  p e r so n ali ty t r ai t s  in co m m o n,  s uc h  a s  cool h e a d s  a n d  
imp e cc a ble  logic.

Cri tics  h ave  s aid  t h a t  t h e  t r u e  g e niu s  of t h e  book is P uzo ' s  w ay of m elding  
t h e  s t ro n g  s e n s e  of fa mily t h a t  p e rv a d e s  It ali an  fa milies,  a n d  m os t  
im mig r a n t  families,  to  t h e  s t r uc t u r e  of a n  o r g a nize d  c ri m e  u ni t .  Eve ry t hing  
b eco m e s  p e r son al, a n  a c t  of loyal ty o r  b e t r ayal, w h e n  c rim e  p a r t n e r s  a r e  
t hou g h t  of a s  fa mily. Fa mily m e m b e r s  b e co m e  vuln e r a ble  w h e n  t h ey a r e  
involved  wi th  c rim e.
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S tyl e

Ant a g o n i s t

Thro u g ho u t  m os t  of t h e  book, t h e r e  is no  p a r ticula r  a n t a go nis t  to  c r e a t e  
d r a m a tic  t e n sion  in t h e  s to ry. The  Corl eon e  fa mily do e s  h ave  e n e mies  w ho  
c r e a t e  d a n g e r  for  t h e m,  b u t  t h e  ci rc u m s t a nc e s  a r e  all s m all a n d  s e p a r a t e  
fro m  on e  a no t h er, a n d  so  t h ey a r e  t ak e n  c a r e  of on e  a t  a  ti m e.  The  g r e a t e s t  
d a n g e r  in  t h e  b e ginning  of t h e  book  co m e s  fro m  Virgil Sollozzo, t h e  d r u g  
s m u g gle r  w ho  t ri e s  to  kill Don  Corleon e,  b u t  h e  is killed  r el a tively e a r ly. 
Afte r  t h a t ,  t h e  d a n g e r  to  t h e  fa mily is indis tinc t.  P uzo explains  t h a t  
m e m b e r s  of t h e  five  families  pos e  a  s e rious  t h r e a t ,  a n d  t h ey finally do  kill 
Son ny, b u t  t h ey a r e  given  no  cle a r  ide n ti ty.

It  is no t  u n til t h e  book  is n e a rly t wo-t hi rd s  ove r  t h a t  P uzo int rod uc e s  t h e  
e n e my, Don  E milio Ba rzini, a t  t h e  confe r e n c e  of Dons.  Ba rzini ' s  s u p po r t  of 
Sollozzo a n d  of t h e  w a r  a g ain s t  t h e  Corleon e s  is no t  m a d e  cle a r  u n til la t e  in 
t h e  book. Thei r  lives  a r e  fra u g h t  wi t h  d a n g er, a n d  t h a t  d a n g e r  e m a n a t e s  
fro m  Ba rzini, b u t  r e a d e r s  a r e  no t  told  w ho  it is w ho  h a s  p u t  Don  Corleon e ' s  
life  in d a n g e r  u n til t h e  novel is n e a rly over.

An a n tih e ro  is a  m ain  ch a r a c t e r  t h a t  lacks  t h e  q u ali tie s  t r a di tion ally 
a s socia t e d  wi th  h e rois m, b u t  t h a t  frus t r a t e s  t h e  a u die nc e ' s  o r  r e a d e r ' s  
judg e m e n t  of hi m/h e r  wit h  ele m e n t s  of sy m p a t hy a n d  m ock  h e rois m. 
Mich a el  Co rl eon e  do e s  h ave  q ui t e  a  few t r a di tion al  h e roic q u ali tie s:  h e  is 
b r ave,  h e  is loyal, h e  is willing  to  face  d e a t h  c al mly. H e  is eve n  r efe r r e d  to  
s eve r al  ti m e s  a s  a  "wa r  h e ro," a n d  h a s  b e e n  pic t u r e d  in Life  m a g azine  
b ec a u s e  of his  cou r a g e  d u rin g  co m b a t .  The  novel r eve r s e s  t h e s e  a s p ec t s  of 
h e rois m  w h e n  Mich a el, t h e  t r a di tion al  h e ro,  is t u r n e d  in to  a  m u r d e r e r  a n d  a
c ri min al w hile  s till b ein g  po r t r aye d  a s  a d mi r a ble.  Re a d e r s  a r e  exp ec t e d  to  
e m p a t hize  wi th  his  d e ci sion  to  join t h e  fa mily b u sin es s,  r e alizing  t h a t  
Mich a el  is p u t ting  t h e  s afe ty of his  fa th e r  a n d  all t hos e  w ho  wo rk  in  his  
op e r a tion  ove r  t h e  lives  of ou t sid e r s ,  a n d  ove r  t h e  s ec u ri ty of a  c ri m ele ss  
life.

Accor din g  to  t r a di tion al  m o r ali ty, a  m u r d e r e r  could  n eve r  b e  consid e r e d  a  
h e ro.  In  t h e  1 9 6 0s,  how ever, films  a n d  lit e r a t u r e  b e g a n  to  focus  on  t hos e  
ou t sid e  of conve n tion al  m o r al  judg e m e n t,  to  m a k e  a u die nc e s  a p p r e ci a t e  t h e  
s to rie s  of t hos e  w ho  p r evious  g e n e r a tions  mig h t  h ave  r ejec t e d.  In  1 9 6 6,  for  
exa m ple,  Tru m a n  C apo t e  w ro t e  In Cold  Blood , giving  t h e  p e r s p e c tive  of t wo  
a m o r al  m a s s  m u r d e r s;  War r e n  Be a t ty ' s  1 9 6 7  film Bo n nie  and  Clyd e  focus e d  
on  a  p ai r  of d e s p e r a t e  c ri min als;  S a m  Peckinp a h ' s  1 9 6 9  film T h e  Wild  
B u nc h  follow e d  a  g a n g  of violen t  ou tl aw s  a s  t h ey  m a d e  t h ei r  las t  s t a n d.  I t  
w a s  no t  a  t im e  for  h e ro e s,  b u t  r a t h e r  of t e a rin g  a p a r t  exp e c t a tions  of w h a t  a
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h e ro  r e ally is a n d  r efo r m ula ting  t h e m  to  fit t h e  m o d e r n  world.  If a  
t r a di tion al  h e ro  could  no t  b e  a  m u r d e r er, t h e n  P uzo' s  po r t r ay al of Mich a el  
s e rves  to  m a k e  a u die nc e s  r e exa min e  w h a t  t h ey t hink  of h e rois m.

Myt h o l o g y

A myt hology is a  collec tion  of myt hs  t h a t  h a s  b e e n  t r a n sfe r r e d  ve r b ally fro m
on e  g e n e r a tion  to  t h e  n ex t.  Mos t  myt hologie s  a r e  w ell know n  in a  c ul tu r e  
b efo r e  a nyon e  w ri t e s  t h e m  dow n.  People  u s u ally t hink  of s uc h  t ale s  a s  
h aving  h a p p e n e d  long  a go: for  ins t a n c e ,  t h e  myt h s  t h a t  s u r ro u n d  King  
Arth u r  a n d  t h e  Knigh t s  of t h e  Rou n d  Table  cons ti t u t e  a  s p e cific myt hology. 
In  t h e  c a s e  of T h e  Godfat h er , M a rio P uzo s e t  ou t  to  r e co r d  t h e  myt hology of 
o r g a nize d  c ri m e  a s  h e  h a d  h e a r d  it w hile  g ro win g  u p  in N e w  York. M a ny of 
t h e  s to rie s  t h a t  h e  t ells  a r e  apocry p hal . Tha t  is, t h ey  p ro b a bly a r e  no t  t r u e ,  
b u t  t h ey so u n d  so  likely t h a t  p eo ple  con tin u e  to  t ell t h e m  a nyw ay.

For  ins t a nc e ,  t h e  p ropos e d  c us to m  t h a t  no  Sicilian  c a n  r efus e  a ny r e q u e s t  
on  t h e  d ay of his  d a u g h t e r ' s  w e d ding  could  no t  wo rk  in r e al  life—wh a t  if 
so m eo n e  a s k e d  t h e  fa th e r  of t h e  b rid e  for  t h e  d e e d  to  his  ho u s e ,  o r  to  do  
hi m s elf h a r m?  Oth e r  s to rie s  in t h e  book a r e  t h e  s t uff of leg e n d,  s uc h  a s  t h e  
ho r s e ' s  h e a d  in t h e  b e d,  t h e  m e s s a g e  of s e n ding  a  fish  in Luc a  Bra si ' s  ves t ,  
a n d  t h e  m a s sive  ex t e r min a tion  of t h e  h e a d s  of all c ri m e  fa milies  in on e  d ay. 
The s e  s to rie s,  in a d di tion  to  m a ny s m alle r  t a le s  t h a t  fill in t h e  d e t ails  of t h e  
Corleon e  s a g a ,  a r e  b a s e d  on  s to ri e s  t h a t  h av e  b e e n  told,  a n d  P uzo w e av es  
t h e m  all tog e t h e r  in to  on e  co m p elling  n a r r a t ive.  The  irony is t h a t  hi s  my t hic 
o r g a nize d  c ri m e  fa mily influe nc e d  t h e  w ay t h a t  t r u e  c ri min als  b e h ave d.  
Afte r  t h e  book a n d  m ovie  b ec a m e  po p ular, FBI wi r e t a p s  c a p t u r e d  c a s e s  of 
r e al-life g a n g s t e r s  u sing  p h r a s e s  like  "I'll m a k e  him  a n  offe r  h e  c a n ' t  r efu s e"
o r  s aying  t h a t  so m e bo dy "slee p s  wi t h  t h e  fishe s," p h r a s e s  t h a t  P uzo h a d  
m a d e  u p  to  imit a t e  t h e  g a n g s t e r s .

S u b pl o t

Re a d e r s  of T h e  Godfa th er  w ho  a r e  fa milia r  wi th  t h e  m ovie  a d a p t a tions  a r e  
oft e n  s u r p ris e d  a bo u t  t h e  book' s  long  dig r e s sions  in to  t h e  lives  of Lucy 
M a n cini, John ny Fon t a n e,  a n d  Fon t a n e ' s  frien d  Nino Valen ti. Thes e  s to ri e s,  
w hich  t ak e  pl ac e  in N eva d a  a n d  Califo rnia,  a r e  r el a t e d  to  t h e  Corl eon e  
fa mily s a g a  only b e c a u s e  t h e  c h a r a c t e r s  h ave  b e e n  in con t a c t  wi t h  t h e  
Corleon es .  Lucy m oves  to  Las  Vegas  b e c a u s e  Tom H a g e n  a r r a n g e s  i t, b u t  
h e r  m e dic al co n di tion  a n d  h e r  affai r  wi t h  Dr. Jule s  S e g al (w ho w a s  al so  s e n t  
to  Las  Vegas  by t h e  Corleon e  fa mily) h ave  no t hing  to  do  wi th  t h e  m ain  plo t  
a bo u t  Vito Corleon e  a n d  Mich a el; John ny Fon t a n e ' s  r el a tions hip  wi th  his  
exwife  Ginny w a s  s u g g e s t e d  by  t h e  Godfa t h er, b u t  d u rin g  t h ei r  s c e n e s  
tog e t h e r  t h e  Corleon e  fa mily n eve r  co m e s  u p.  Nino ' s  close s t  co n n ec tion  to  
t h e  m ain  s to ry is t h a t  hi s  singin g  a n d  film c a r e e r  is d u e  to  John ny, w ho  w a s  
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e ncou r a g e d  by Don  Corl eon e  to  h elp  hi m.  The  Corleon e  s a g a  wo uld  go  on  
wi tho u t  a ny ch a n g e  if t h e s e  s u b plot s  w e r e  lef t  ou t  of t h e  novel.

And ye t,  t h e  fac t  t h a t  t h ey  a r e  t h e r e  c a n  b e  u s e d  to  r eve al  fac e t s  of t h e  m ai n
plot  t h a t  mig h t  o t h e r wis e  go  u n no tice d.  Wh e n  John ny Fon t a n e  s t a bilizes  his  
fa mily life a n d  e n d s  u p  a  b e t t e r  m a n  for  it,  r e a d e r s  c a n  s e e  t h a t  Don  
Corleon e ' s  e m p h a si s  on  sob e r  fa mily life  r e ally is a  p r e s c rip tion  for  
h a p pin es s.  Nino, on  t h e  o t h e r  h a n d,  is like  So n ny, a  m a n  w ho  h a s  all t h a t  h e  
n e e d s  for  g r e a t n e s s  b u t  r uin s  it  b e c a u s e  of his  s t u b bo r n  p e r so n ali ty. Lucy in 
so m e  w ay ex e m plifies  t h e  life  t h a t  Mich a el  ho p e s  for  t h e m  all a t  t h e  e n d  of 
t h e  novel. Moving  to  N ev a d a,  Lucy leaves  t h e  wo rld  of c ri m e  b e hin d  h e r  a n d
finds  t r u e  love  to  r e pl ac e  t h e  d a n g e ro us  affai r  t h a t  mys tified  h e r  in N e w  
York. Re a d e r s  mi g h t  feel t h a t  t h e s e  s u b plot s  a r e  no t  wo r t h  t h e  tim e  t h ey 
t ak e  fro m  t h e  m ai n  s to ry, b u t  t h ey do  a d d  t ext u r e  to  t h e  c e n t r al plo t  line.
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H i s t ori c a l  Co n t e x t

Or g a n i z e d  Cri m e

M a rio P uzo h a s  s aid  t h a t  h e  w ro t e  T h e  Godfat h er  a s  a  co m p e n diu m  of t ale s  
a bo u t  c rimin als  t h a t  h e  h e a r d  w hile  g ro wing  u p  in  H ell ' s  Kitch e n,  a n  It alia n  
s ec tion  of N e w  York City, a lon g  wi th  infor m a tion  t h a t  h e  gl e a n e d  fro m  
r e s e a r c h.  Fans  of t h e  book oft e n  t ry to  g u e s s  w hich  r e al-life  incide n t s  s e rve d
a s  P uzo ' s  ins pi r a tions,  b u t  in  fac t  m u c h  im a gin a tion  h a s  go n e  in to  
t r a n s m u ting  hi s to ry in to  fiction.

Like  Vito Corl eon e,  m a ny of t h e  m o s t  pow e rful figu r e s  in Ame rica n  
o r g a nize d  c ri m e  a t  t h e  mid dle  of t h e  t w e n tie t h  c e n t u ry h a d  m a d e  t h ei r  
for t u n e s  d u rin g  P rohibi tion,  s m u g gling  liquo r  in to  t h e  cou n t ry. In  1 9 2 0,  t h e  
p ro d uc tion  a n d  cons u m p tion  of alcohol w a s  p ro hibi t e d  by t h e  p a s s a g e  of t h e
Eigh t e e n t h  Ame n d m e n t .  The r e  w a s  s till a  g r e a t  n e e d  for  alcohol, a n d  
Ame rica  h a d  a  p ro s p e rin g  e co no my d u rin g  t h e  1 9 2 0 s,  a n d  so  it  b e c a m e  a  
luc r a tive  b usin e ss  to  s m u g gle  liquo r  in fro m  Ca n a d a,  M exico, a n d  Cu b a.  
S m all-ti m e  g a n g s  ros e  d u ring  t his  p e riod  to  n a tion al  p ro min e n c e.  P r e s s u r e  
fro m  t h e  FBI to  co m b a t  t h e  ri s e  of o r g a nized  c rim e  in t h e  tw e n tie s  only 
elimin a t e d  s m all op e r a to r s—J. E d g a r  H oover, t h e  FBI's  di r ec tor, r efu s e d  to  
a ck nowle d g e  wid es p r e a d  syndica t e  a c tivity u n til t h e  la t e  1 9 5 0 s.  
Gove r n m e n t  p r e s s u r e  d rove  t h e  s m all op e r a to r s  to  s e ek  p ro t ec tion  u n d e r  
t h e  u m b r ella  of m o r e  pow e rful o r g a niza tions.  In  1 9 3 3,  P rohibi tion  w a s  
r e p e al e d,  in p a r t  b e c a u s e  of t h e  c rimin al a c tivities  t h a t  it c a us e d  a n d  in p a r t
b ec a u s e  t h e  n a tion  h a d  e n t e r e d  a n  e cono mic  d e p r e s sion  in t h e  la t e  1 9 2 0s  
a n d  con t rol of a  po p ula r  s u b s t a nc e  s e e m e d  a  silly a n d  w a s t eful w ay to  s p e n d
gove r n m e n t  r e so u r c e s .  Like  t h e  fiction al Co rleon e  fa mily, t h e  c ri m e  
o r g a niza tions  p u t  t h e  m o n ey t h ey h a d  m a d e  in to  o th e r  a c tivi tie s,  m o s t  
no t a bly g a m bling,  ex to r tion,  a n d  politic al influe nc e.

Con t rol of o r g a nize d  c rim e  p a s s e d  t h ro u g h  t h e  r a nks  of diffe r e n t  im mig r a n t  
g ro u p s.  In  t h e  e a r ly d ec a d e s  of t h e  c e n t u ry, m o b s  w e r e  p r e do min a n tly Iris h.  
Du ring  P ro hibi tion,  Jewish  a n d  It ali an  im mig r a n t s  r o s e  to  con t rol. Afte r  
P ro hibi tion,  t h e  c rim e  o rg a niza tions  in  t h e  N e w  York a r e a  w e r e  u n d e r  t h e  
con t rol of I t alia n s,  a n d  t h e s e  in  t u r n  o r g a nized  a  n a tion al  syn dic a t e ,  led  by 
Ch a rl e s  "Lucky" Luciano. The  o r g a niza tion  of t hi s  syn dica t e  w a s  p a t t e r n e d  
af t e r  a  ce n t u rie s-old  Sicilian  p a r a milit a ry  o r g a niza tion,  t h e  M afia. Bec a us e  
t h e  It alia n s  w e r e  t h e  m o s t  pow e rful g ro u p  in t h e  pos t-World  War  II p e riod,  
w h e n  s e n a t e  h e a ring s  on  o r g a nize d  c ri m e  w e r e  t elevise d,  t h ei r  g ro u p  c a m e  
to  b e  a s socia t e d  wi t h  c ri m e.  This is a  n a r ro w  imp r e s sion  t h a t  w a s  c e m e n t e d  
in  t h e  p u blic  im a gin a tion  in t h e  1 9 7 0 s  by t h e  wid es p r e a d  pop ula ri ty of T h e  
Godfa th er  a n d  it s  m a ny imit a to r s.
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In  1 9 3 1,  in t h e  mids t  of t h e  Gr e a t  De p r e s sion,  t h e  N ev a d a  legisla t u r e  
p a s s e d  a  r e solu tion  allowing  leg al g a m bling  in t h e  s t a t e .  Afte r  World  War  II 
in  1 9 4 6,  no to rious  g a n g s t e r  Be nja min  "Bugsy" Sieg el b uil t  t h e  Fl a mingo  
H o t el  wi t h  t h e  fina ncial b ackin g  of t h e  E a s t  Coas t  syndica t e.  F ro m  t hi s  fir s t  
c a sino  c a m e  o t h e r s ,  a n d  t h e  tow n  g r e w  in to  on e  of t h e  n a t ion ' s  m o s t  
pop ula r  vac a tion  r e so r t s  in  jus t  a  few s ho r t  yea r s.  F ro m  its  ince p tion  in  t h e  
1 9 4 0 s  t h ro u g h  t h e  1 9 7 0 s,  Las  Vegas  w a s  u n d e r  t h e  con t rol of pow e rful 
c ri m e  o r g a niza tions  like  t h e  on e s  d e sc rib e d  in T h e  Godfat h er .

While  m a ny of P uzo ' s  d e t ails  a bo u t  o r g a nized  c ri m e  a r e  p ro b a bly b a s e d  on  
info r m a tion  r e a dily available  fro m  r e s e a rc h ,  t h e r e  a r e  s p ecific incide n t s  in  
t h e  book t h a t  r e s e m ble  eve n t s  in  c rim e  his to ry. The  s hoo ting  of Don  
Corleon e  w hile  h e  s t a n d s  a t  a  frui t  s t a n d  is si mila r  to  t h e  m u r d e r  of F r a nk  
Sc alise  in 1 9 5 7.  The  Godfa t h e r ' s  politic al pow er, r ef e r r e d  to  so  oft e n  in  t h e  
book, mi r ro r s  t h e  poli tic al con t rol wield e d  by N e w  York m o b s t e r s  Tho m a s  
Lucch e s e  a n d  F r a nk  Cos t ello t h ro u g ho u t  t h e  1 9 4 0s  a n d  1 9 5 0s.  The  s to ry of 
John ny Fon t a n e  b eing  h elp e d  by Don  Corleon e  a n d  Luca  Br asi to  b r e a k  hi s  
con t r ac t  wi th  b a n dle a d e r  Les  H alley is b a s e d  u po n  a  co m m o n  r u m o r  t h a t  is 
p ro b a bly no t  t r u e ,  r e g a r ding  F r a nk  Sin a t r a ' s  difficul ty fr e eing  hi m s elf fro m  
b a n dle a d e r  Tom my Dor s ey w h e n  h e  w a s  a  you n g  sing er.

T h e  Co u n t e r c u l t ur e

In  t his  novel, t h e  Godfa t h e r  is a n g ry wi th  hi s  son,  Mich a el, for  h aving  joine d
t h e  M a rin e  Cor ps  d u rin g  World  War  II. P uzo explains  t h a t  a r r a n g e m e n t s  
w e r e  m a d e  for  Mich a el  to  b e  exe m p t  fro m  milit a ry d u ty, alon g  wit h  m o b  
op e r a tive  Pa ulie  Gat to  a n d  m os t  of t h e  o t h e r  youn g  m e n  involve d  in t h e  
Corleon e  fa mily op e r a tion.  Whe n  t h e  book  w a s  p u blish e d  in 1 9 6 9,  t h e  
cou n t ry  w a s  e n m e s h e d  in t h e  Viet n a m  conflic t,  a  b a t tl e  to  ke e p  t h e  Russia n-
b ack e d  Co m m u nis t  gove r n m e n t  of N o r t h  Viet n a m  fro m  ove rco ming  Sou t h  
Vietn a m.  It  w a s  a  conflict  t h a t  Ame rica n  soldie r s  h a d  b e e n  involved  in sinc e  
1 9 6 1,  r e g a r din g  a  poli tical si t u a tion  t h a t  h a d  b e e n  u n s e t tl e d  since  t h e  
1 9 4 0 s.

To U.S. gove r n m e n t  s t r a t e gis t s ,  it  w a s  imp e r a tive  to  s top  t h e  s p r e a d  of 
co m m u nis m  in so u t h e a s t  Asia, a n d  a n  Ame rica n  d efe a t  wo uld  b e  too  
h u milia ting  to  a cc e p t .  The r efo r e ,  t h e  w a r  e s c al a t e d  wi t h  e a c h  p a s sing  ye ar. 
To m a ny  ci tize ns,  e s p ecially t hos e  on  colleg e  c a m p u s e s,  Ame rica n  ci tize ns  
w e r e  dying  in  o r d e r  to  win  a  poin tle s s  w a r  in a n  u ni m po r t a n t ,  fa r-off 
cou n t ry. The  a n tiw a r  m ove m e n t  g r e w  t h ro u g ho u t  t h e  mid-1 9 6 0s,  wi th  w a r  
p ro t e s t s  cove r e d  al mos t  d aily in t h e  m e dia  a s  c ele b ri ti es  a n d  m u sicia ns  
s pok e  ou t  a g ain s t  t h e  milit a ry. Milit a ry-a g e d  you n g  m e n  w e r e  e n co u r a g e d  to
b u r n  t h ei r  d r af t  r e gis t r a tion  c a r d s  a n d  to  s n e a k  a c ross  t h e  bo r d e r  in to  
Ca n a d a,  w h e r e  t h e  a r m e d  s e rvice s  could  no t  g e t  t h e m.
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Eve n  t ho u g h  t h e  you t h  of t h e  cou n t ry  mig h t  h av e  a g r e e d  wi th  t h e  Godfa t h e r
on  t h e  s u bjec t  of mili t a ry s e rvice,  t h e r e  w e r e  al so  c h a n g e s  in t h e  c ul t u r e  
t h a t  wo uld  h ave  s hocke d  hi m.  In  t h e  novel, h e  r efus e s  to  b e co m e  involved  in
t h e  d r u g  t r a d e ,  a n d  in fac t  is s ho t  for  his  r e sis t a n c e  to  it. In  1 9 6 9,  d r u g  u s e  
r a n  r a m p a n t:  m a rijua n a  w a s  a cc e p t e d  a s  a  c a s u al  r e c r e a t ion,  a n d  LSD w a s  
r e co m m e n d e d  by so m e  a s  a  conscious n e s s-r aising  exp e rie nc e .  As H a rva r d  
p rofe sso r  Timot hy Le a ry a dvis e d  in his  1 9 6 5  book  T h e  Psych e d elic R ead er , 
"t u r n  on,  t u n e  in, d ro p  ou t ." 1 9 6 9  w a s  al so  a  high  poin t  for  t h e  s exu al  
r evolu tion.  For  t h e  p r evious  g e n e r a tion,  s exu al  r el a tions  ou t sid e  of m a r ri a g e
did  h a p p e n,  b u t  t h ey w e r e  socially frow n e d  u po n.  In t h e  1 9 6 0s,  t hou g h,  
s exu ality b e c a m e  m o r e  op e n.  Wom e n  p ro t e s t e d  for  e q u al r ig h t s,  a n d  
ho mos exu als  p ro t e s t e d  to  s how  t h ei r  r e sis t a nc e  to  p e r s e c u tion.  The  
"s t r aig h t-lace d" valu e s  h eld  by Don  Corleon e  w e r e  giving  w ay to  r a dical 
n e w  w ays  of t hou g h t  t h ro u g ho u t  Ame ric a n  socie ty, w hile  old-fas hion e d  
r e a d e r s  w ho  bo u g h t  T h e  Godfat h er  in 1 9 6 9  could  s e e  t h e  g e n tle m a n  
g a n g s t e r  of it s  t i tle  a s  a  p ro t ec to r  of t r a di tion al m o r ali ty.
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Crit i c a l  Ov ervi e w
E a rly r eviews  of t h e  book a ck nowle d g e d  it s  po t e n ti al  for  po p ula r  s ucc e ss  
w hile  a t  t h e  s a m e  ti m e  p r aising  P uzo for  his  u n d e r s t a n ding  of t h e  M afia  
c ul t u r e .  Pe t e  Axth el m  w ro t e  in  N e w s w e e k ,

This  is a  big,  t u r b ule n t ,  highly e n t e r t aining  novel wit h
ing r e die n t s  t h a t  s hould  a s s u r e  i ts  plac e  on  t h e  b e s t s elle r
lis t s:  a m ple  s ex, a  ve ri t a ble  o rgy of bloods h e d
in m a ny  exotic  for m s,  a n d  s eve r al  c h a r a c t e r s  t i tilla tingly
r e minisce n t  of r e al-life  p u blic  figu r e s .

In  t h e  N a tion , F r e d  J. Cook c alled  it a  "b r a wling,  i r r e sis tible  t ale" t h a t  
"b rings  t h e  r e ali ty [of M afia  life] ho m e  m o r e  vividly a n d  r e alis tic ally t h a n  
t h e  d ri e r  s t uff of fac t  eve r  c a n." Cook w e n t  on  to  w ri t e  t h a t  t h e  book' s  
"s exu al sc e n e s,  plo t s  a n d  cou n t e r plo t s,  m u r d e r  a n d  go r e  . . . mig h t  h ave  
m a d e  it a  wo rk  of c h e a p  s e n s a tion alis m,  b u t  T h e  Godfat h er  is d e e ply 
e m b e d d e d  in r e ali ty, a n d  t his  s e n s e  of r e ality p e rva d e s  t h e  to r r e n t  of 
u n e n din g  a c tion."

As ti m e  p a s s e d,  a n d  t h e  novel r a ck e d  u p  r e co r d  s ale s  figu r e s ,  r eview e r s  
b e g a n  to  d e-e m p h a size  P uzo ' s  g r a s p  of t h e  n u a nc e s  of t h e  M afia  cul tu r e ,  
e s p e cially w h e n  h e  p u blicly a d mi t t e d  t h a t  t h e  book w a s  b a s e d  on  no  
fir s t h a n d  exp e ri e nc e,  t h a t  h e  h a d  im a gin e d  t h e  o rg a nize d  c ri m e  hie r a r c hy 
a n d  t h e  a t ti t u d es  t ak e n  by Vito Corleon e  a n d  his  fa mily fro m  r e s e a r c h  
m a t e ri als  h e  h a d  r e a d .  By 1 9 7 2,  w h e n  t h e  m o tion  pic t u r e  ve r sion  w a s  
r el e a s e d ,  t h e  book w a s  s till s elling  b ri skly, wit h  five  million  p a p e r b a ck  
copies  a n d  a  million  h a r d cove r s  sold  (eve n t u ally, to t al  s al e s  of t h e  book 
wo uld  r e a c h  t h e  t w e n ty-on e  million  m a rk).

While  P uzo 's  p u blic co m m e n t s  m a d e  it difficul t  for  o th e r  w ri t e r s  to  c a s t  hi m  
a s  a  M afia  exp e r t ,  t h ey also  m a d e  it difficul t  to  a p p ro ac h  T h e  Godfa th er  a s  a
s e rious  piec e  of li t e r a t u r e.  In  a n  a r ticle  ti tled  "The  M a king  of T h e  
Godfa th er ," p u blish e d  in his  1 9 7 2  collec tion  T h e  Godfa th er  Papers  an d  
Ot h er  Confe s sions , P uzo la m e n t e d  t h a t  h e  did  no t  r e ally w ri t e  t h e  novel a s  
w ell a s  h e  could  h ave:

[T h e  Godfat h er ] go t  m u c h  b e t t e r  r eview s  t h a n  I exp e c t e d .
I wis h e d  like  h ell I 'd  w ri t t e n  it b e t t er. I like
t h e  book. I t  h a s  e n e r gy a n d  I lucke d  ou t  by  c r e a t ing
a  c e n t r al  c h a r a c t e r  t h a t  w as  po p ula rly a cc e p t e d  a s
g e n uin ely my t hic.  Bu t  I w ro t e  b elow my  gift s  in t h a t
book.
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With  t h e  a u t ho r  hi ms elf a d mi t ting  t h a t  his  book is no t  a  ve ry fine  
a c co m plish m e n t ,  it  b e co m e s  difficul t  for  r evie w e r s  to  p r ai s e  it.  M a ny 
r eview e r s  sinc e  t h e  e a rly s eve n tie s  h ave  q uo t e d  P uzo' s  r e g r e t s  a bo u t  t h e  
q u ali ty of T h e  Godfa th er , a n d  h ave  go n e  on  to  exa min e  it  a s  a  p u blishing  
p h e no m e no n,  s p ec ula ting  a bo u t  w h a t  t h a t  s ays  a bo u t  Ame ric a n  c ul tu r e .

Like  P uzo, m os t  r eview e r s  h av e  pinn e d  t h e  sou rc e  of t h e  book' s  
ove r w h el ming  po p ula ri ty on  t h e  c h a r a c t e r  of t h e  Godfa t h e r  hi m s elf, Vito 
Corleon e.  Ba r ton  Midwood  ex a min e d  t his  in his  r eview  in Es q uir e , in w hich  
h e  di scu ss e d  a n  e d uc a t e d  frien d  w ho  could  no t  p u t  t h e  book dow n  
s p ecifically b e c a u s e ,  a s  h e  explaine d,  " ' t his  Godfa t h e r  c h a r a c t e r  is r e ally 
fan t a s tic. '  " On  hi s  fri en d ' s  r e co m m e n d a tion,  Midwood  explain e d,  h e  r e a d  
t h e  book hi ms elf: "As I h a d  s u s p e c t e d ,  it  is b a d .  . . . The  p ros e  h a s  a  m o ro nic
so u n d,  a n d  t h e  w hole  affai r  is c alcula t e d  to  p r ey  on  t h e  u glie r  p r eju dices  
a n d  p a t h e tic  longin gs  of a n  impo t e n t  p u blic. The  ch a r ac t e r  of t h e  Godfa t h e r  
is, ho w ever, a s  Wilson  s ays,  'fa n t a s tic. '  "

Ot h e r  la t e  r eview e r s,  r e s po n din g  to  t h e  book af t e r  it h a d  b e e n  ou t  for  a  
w hile  a n d  a cc e p t e d  by  t h e  p u blic, s how e d  in t e r e s t  in  t h e  fac t  t h a t  millions  of
p r e s u m a bly law-a biding  ci tize ns  w e r e  d r a w n  to  t h e  life  s to ry of a n  a r c h  
c ri min al. John  C. Ca w el ti, q u e s tioning  w h a t  t h e  book' s  pop ula ri ty s ays  a bo u t
Ame rica n  cul t u r e  for  t h e  in t ellec t u al  m a g azine  bo u n dary  2 , ex a min e d  P uzo' s
u s e  of t h e  m e t a p ho ric  "fa mily" to  t alk a bo u t  soci al o r d er. Ca w el ti ' s  a r ticle  
g r a n t e d  t h a t  P uzo w a s  skillful, a n d  t h a t  h e  "b rillian tly" d evelop e d  t h e  ide a  of
fa mily in  his  book. "[O]ne  do es n ' t  n e e d  m u c h  p r e s cie nc e  to  p r e dic t  t h a t  t his  
book will b e  a  m ajo r  t u r ning  poin t  in t h e  evolu tion  of pop ula r  lit e r a t u r e ," 
Ca w el ti w ro t e  in 1 9 7 5,  no t  eve n  a  d e c a d e  af t e r  t h e  book' s  p u blica tion,  
"pe r h a p s  co m p a r a ble  to  t h e  significa nc e  of Con a n  Doyle ' s  S h e rlock H olm e s,  
c e r t ainly a s  impor t a n t  a s  Ian  Fle min g ' s  Jam e s  Bon d." The  long e r  t h e  book 
h a s  b e e n  a ro u n d,  t h e  m o r e  likely r eview e r s  h av e  b e e n  to  a cc e p t  P uzo a s  a  
skilled  a r ti s a n ,  jus t  a s  t h e  e a rly r eview e r s  did.

The r e  h a s  b e e n,  how ever, on e  m o r e  sc hool of t ho u g h t  on  t h e  s u bjec t.  N o n e  
of P uzo ' s  la t e r  novels  r e a c h e d  ei th e r  t h e  pop ula r  s ucc e s s  t h a t  T h e  
Godfa th er  r e a c h e d  o r  t h e  a r ti s tic  s ucc e s s  t h a t  r eview e r s  of te n  implied  t h a t  
h e  w a s  c a p a ble  of, le aving  so m e  la t e r  r eview e r s  to  conclud e  t h a t  P uzo w a s,  
in  fac t ,  a n  u n t al e n t e d  w ri t e r  w ho  jus t  h a p p e n e d  to  do  on e  t hing  rig h t  onc e.  
This  view w a s  cle a rly explain e d  by Allen  Ba r r a  in  a  2 0 0 0  a r ticle  for  t h e  
online  m a g azin e  S alon . Reviewing  P uzo' s  las t  book, O m er ta , w hich  w a s  
p u blish e d  pos t h u m o u sly, Ba r r a  failed  to  r ecog nize  t al e n t  in a ny of t h e  
a u t ho r ' s  novels. "So m e how, a  myt h  g r e w  t h a t  h e  w a s  a  s e rious  novelis t  w ho  
t u r n e d  to  w ri ting  co m m e rcial c r a p  b ec a u s e  his  e a rly books  didn ' t  s ell," 
Ba r r a  w ro t e .  H e  con tinu e s  s aying:
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This  is cl as sic  s elf-d elusion.  P uzo ' s  fir s t  t wo  novels
. . . w e r e n ' t  t h a t  good.  In  fac t,  t h ey  w e r e n ' t  a s  good
a s  T h e  Godfa th er , w hich  it s elf wo uld  b e  u n r e a d  tod ay
if p eo ple  didn ' t  go  to  i t looking  for  a  d e e p e r  r el a tions hip
wi th  t h e  m ovie.

While  Ba r r a ' s  co m m e n t s  m ay  no t  b e  t r u e ,  t h ey  do  r eflec t  t h e  
dis a p poin t m e n t  of t h e  lit e r a ry  co m m u ni ty t h a t  M a rio P uzo n eve r  s u p po r t e d  
his  r e p u t a tion  by  w ri ting  a ny t hin g  els e  a s  pow e rful o r  e n g a ging  a s  T h e  
Godfa th er .
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Crit i c a l  E s s ay  # 1
Kelly is an  ins truc tor  of  cr ea tive  w ri ting  an d  co m p osition  a t  Oak ton  
Co m m u ni t y  Colleg e  in  Illinois. In  t h e  follo wing  e s say, Kelly argu e s  t ha t ,  in 
s pi t e  of  it s  po p ulari ty  an d  t e c h nical achiev e m e n t s,  irreg ulari ties  in poin t  of  
vi e w  m a k e  Puzo's  nov el w e a k.

M a rio P uzo 's  1 9 6 9  c rim e  e pic  T h e  Godfat h er  w a s  h u g ely pop ular, s h a t t e rin g
t h e  s al e s  r e co r ds  of it s  ti m e.  In  a d di tion  to  t h e  n u m b e r  of books  p u t  in to  
ci rc ul a tion,  i t c r e a t e d  a  t r e n d  in  novels  a bo u t  o r g a nize d  c rim e,  p a cking  t h e  
p a p e r b a ck  book r acks  a t  a i r po r t s  a n d  d r u g s to r e s  wi t h  imit a to r s,  e ac h  u sing  
a  copyc a t  book d e sig n  a n d  u sing  t h e  wo r d  "fa th er," "fa mily," o r  "hono r" in it s
ti tle.  Bu t ,  b eyon d  it s  po p ula r  s ucc es s,  it  is no t  cle a r  w h e t h e r  T h e  Godfat h er  
s ucc e e d s  a s  lit e r a t u r e .

Of cou r s e,  t h e  t wo  a r e  no t  m u t u ally exclusive—so m e t hin g  c a n  b e  pop ula r  
a n d  s till b e  a r ti s tic ally wo r t h w hile—but  it  is ve ry s eldo m  t h a t  a  w ri t e r  c a n  
a c hieve  on e  wi t ho u t  s ac rificing  t h e  o t h er. Books  t h a t  a t t r a c t  millions  of 
r e a d e r s  t e n d  to  h ave  fans  w ho  s e e  so m e t hing  of t h e m s elves  in t h e m.  Thes e  
fans  a r e  willing  to  s e e  g r e a t  m e ri t  eve n  w h e n  it  is no t  p r e s e n t ,  like  p a r e n t s  
w ho  c a n no t  conc e d e  t h a t  t h ei r  p e rfec tly nic e  child r e n  lack  t al e n t .  On  t h e  
o th e r  h a n d,  a r ti s tic  s nob b e ry  is r e al  a n d  pow e rful in  b uilding  a n d  d e s t roying
lit e r a ry r e p u t a tions: m os t  a r ti s t s  s t a rve,  so  t h e  novels  t h a t  do  m a k e  m o n ey 
a r e  a u to m a tically s u s p e c t e d  of b eing  hollow imit a tions  of t h e  r e al  t hin g.

M aking  it  eve n  m o r e  difficul t  to  judg e  t h e  wo r t h  of P uzo' s  book is t h e  fac t  
t h a t  it w a s  a d a p t e d  to  a  m ovie  t h a t  pl e a s e d  eve rybody, c ri tics  a s  w ell a s  
a u die nc e s .  In  t h e  Ame ric a n  Film Ins ti t u t e ' s  lis t  of top  m ovies  eve r  m a d e ,  it  
co m e s  in  a t  n u m b e r  t h r e e ,  af t e r  Citize n  Kan e  a n d  Casablanca ; it  is n u m b e r  
1 2 1  in t h e  lis t  of all-tim e  box-office  g ro ss e s ,  a n d  h a s  b e e n  a  consis t e n t  s elle r
in  video a n d  DVD r el e a s es .  As a  r e s ul t ,  lit e r a ry  c ri tics  h ave  a  t e n d e n cy to  
t hink  t h a t  t h e  novel ' s  con tinu e d  s ucc e s s  is less  a  r e s ul t  of it s  ow n  m e ri t ,  a n d
r a t h e r  a  c a s e  of r iding  on  t h e  m ovie ' s  coa t t ails. On e  c ri tic  eve n  g u e s s e d  t h a t
b ec a u s e  t h e  m ovie ' s  di r ec to r  F r a ncis  Ford  Coppola  co-w ro t e  t h e  sc r e e n play 
wi th  P uzo a n d  t h e  m ovie  con t ain e d  t h e  book' s  b e s t  line s,  t h e  good  p a r t s  of 
t h e  book w e r e  a c t u ally Coppola ' s  w ri ting,  ev e n  t ho u g h  t h e  book  w a s  
p u blish e d  a n d  s elling  millions  of copies  b efo r e  t h e  t wo  eve r  m e t .  The  book 
a n d  t h e  film of T h e  Godfa th er  will a lw ays  b e  linke d  a n d  t h e  film will a lw ays  
b e  consid e r e d  t h e  g r e a t e r  a r ti s tic  a c hieve m e n t .  Co ming  in s e con d  in a  field  
of t wo  m a k es  it  difficul t  to  judg e  P uzo' s  novel fai rly.

The  m o s t  a cc u r a t e  w ay to  d e sc rib e  T h e  Godfa th er  a r t is tic ally a s  a  novel 
wo uld  b e  to  s ay  t h a t  it  is q ui t e  good  for  a  s e n s a tion alis tic po t boile r  t h a t  w a s  
c h u r n e d  ou t  to  m a k e  m o n ey, a n d  t h a t  it  is q ui t e  w e a k  a s  a  s e rious  doc u m e n t
of t h e  tim e  it exa min e s  o r  t h e  in t rica cie s  of h u m a n  n a t u r e .  I t s  vir t u e s  a r e  
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m a ny: it s  s ho r tco mings  a r e  few, b u t  t h ey  a r e  s e rious  e no u g h  to  hold  t h e  
book b a ck  fro m  t r u e  g r e a t n e s s.

P uzo ' s  fine s t  a c hieve m e n t,  t h e  on e  t h a t  ke p t  millions  of r e a d e r s  t u r nin g  
e a c h  p a g e,  w a s  his  gift  for  giving  e a c h  ch a r a c t e r  m o r e  p e r son ali ty t h a n  jus t  
w h a t  t h e  book' s  plo t  r e q ui r e s  of t h e m.  His  ch a r ac t e r s  h ave  d e p t h:  to  u s e  a  
p u blicis t ' s  p h r a s e ,  t h ey "jum p  off t h e  p a g e." The  s m aller, mino r  c h a r a c t e r s  
in  a ny novel a r e  bo u n d  to  b e  s t e r e o typ e s,  b u t  P uzo gives  all, dow n  to  t h e  
lea s t  significa n t ,  so m e  a s p e c t  t h a t  con t r a dic t s  t h ei r  s t e r eo typ e,  hin tin g  a t  a  
full, b r e a t hing  p e r son  p a s sing  t h ro u g h  t h e  s to ry. Kay's  fa th er, for  ins t a nc e ,  
only a p p e a r s  in t h e  book  for  a  few p a g e s .  H e  is a  N e w  E n gla n d  minis t e r  w ho
is a p p ro a c h e d  by t h e  police  a bo u t  hi s  d a u g h t e r ' s  involve m e n t  wit h  
o r g a nize d  c ri m e  a n d  s exu al r ela tions  wi th  a  s u s p e c t e d  m u r d e r er. A les s  
in t ellige n t  book would  h ave  m a d e  hi m  a c t  a cco r ding  to  typ e,  blowing  u p  
wi th  a n g e r  o r  c u rling  wi th  hid d e n  r a g e .  P uzo h a s  hi m  b e h ave  wi t h  
u n exp e c t e d  g e n tle n e s s  tow a r d  hi s  d a u g h t e r  a n d  fir m n e s s  tow a r d  t h e  police,
giving  r e a d e r s  a  s h a r p  lit tl e  s u r p ris e  wi thou t  viola ting  w h a t  lit tle  w e  know  
a bo u t  t his  m a n .  F ro m  t h e  b a k e r  w ho  is d eligh t e d  wi th  his  li t tle  p a r t  of a  
M afia  w e d din g  to  N e ri, t h e  fa mily-o ri en t e d  hi t  m a n ,  t h e  ch a r a c t e r s  h ave  a  
h u m a n  touc h  t h a t  t ak e s  t h e m  b eyon d  jus t  b eing  tools  of t h e  plo t.

At t h e  n ex t  level of ch a r a c t e riza tion  P uzo h a s  t h e  t h r e e  Corl eon e  boys.  
Ind e p e n d e n tly, no n e  is a bl e  to  blosso m  b eyond  a  fla t  c h a r a c t e riza tion,  b u t  it  
is P uzo ' s  luck  o r  g e niu s  to  h ave  t h e m  all p ack a g e d  tog e t h e r  a s  a  g ro u p.  
Son ny n e a rly r e a c h e s  t h e  d e p t h s  of a  vau d evillian  co mic  ch a r a c t e r  wi th  his  
ho t-blood e d  M e di t e r r a n e a n  p a s sions:  s w a r t hy, ove r s exe d,  a n d  imp e t uou s,  h e
s e e m s  m o r e  like  t h e  so r t  of c h a r ac t e r  t h a t  would  b e  c r e a t e d  by  so m e o n e  
w ho  h a d  n eve r  m e t  a  r e al  live I t alian.  Mich a el, of cou r s e ,  is t h e  di a m e t ric  
opposi t e .  H e  is n eve r  s po n t a n eo us  o r  p a s sion a t e:  w h e n  af t e r  ye a r s  h e  is 
r e u ni t e d  wi th  t h e  wo m a n  h e  loves,  h e  s u g g e s t s  p hysical in ti m a cy wi th,  "We 
mig h t  a s  w ell go  in t h e  b e d roo m." Re a d e r s  oft e n  won d e r  w hy P uzo took t h e  
ti m e  to  c r e a t e  t h e  t hi rd  so n,  F r e do, w ho  do e s  lit tl e  in t h e  book b u t  s uffe r  a  
n e rvous  b r e ak dow n  a n d  t h e n  t u r n  in to  a  wo m a nize r  w ho  le t s  a no t h e r  
g a n g s t e r  sla p  hi m  a ro u n d.  His  p r e s e nc e  s e rves  to  m u t e  t h e  ex t r e m e s  of t h e  
o th e r  sons:  r a t h e r  t h a n  focusing  on  how, co m p a r e d  to  e ac h  o th er, Mich a el 
a n d  Son ny a r e  al mos t  u n b elieva bly a b solu t e s ,  r e a d e r s  focus  on  how  t h e  t wo  
sides  con t r a s t  wi th  t h e  soft,  a m o r al  c e n t er.

The  g r e a t e s t  c r e a tion  of M a rio P uzo ' s  w ri ting  c a r e e r  is, wi tho u t  q u e s tion,  
t h e  ch a r a c t e r  of Don  Vito Corleon e.  H e  is all t hin gs  to  all p e ople.  H e  is a  
law-giver, a n  old-wo rld  m o r alis t ,  a  d evou t  fa mily m a n  w ho  loves  his  child r e n  
a n d  go e s  ou t  of his  w ay to  h elp  n eig h bo r s ,  a sking  only frie n ds hip  in  r e t u r n;  
b u t ,  h e  is al so  a  m u r d e r e r  a n d  t h e  c ri min al m a s t e r min d  w ho  con t rols  
eve ryon e ' s  lives  to  so m e  u n s e e n  ext e n t .  S e n tim e n t alis t s  c a n  love  hi m  a s  
m u c h  a s  p a r a noids  c a n  fea r  hi m.
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Over  a n d  a bove  his  m e m o r a ble  c h a r a c t e r s ,  P uzo al so  di s ting uis h es  hi m s elf 
wi th  hi s  s u p e r b  s e n s e  of n a r r a t ive  s t r u c t u r e ,  oft e n  u n d e r r a t e d .  T h e  
Godfa th er  is no t  e pi sodic, following  jus t  on e  c risis  af t e r  a no t h e r  in t h e  life  of
t h e  Corl eon e  fa mily, b u t  ins t e a d  it  follows  a  solid, di r ec t  line  fro m  Vito 
Corleon e  a t  his  p e a k  to  t h e  eve n t s  t h a t  b ring  Mich a el  in to t h e  family 
b u sin es s  to  Mich a el ' s  final t r iu m p h.  This  s to ry is fed  ou t  slowly, t ho u g h,  so  
t h a t  r e a d e r s  do  no t  eve n  s e e  it t aking  for m  a t  fi r s t .  The  m ai n  conflic t ,  w hich  
is t h e  g a n g  w a r  s t a r t e d  by Sollozzo, do e s  no t  s ho w  u p  u n til t h e  long  
w e d din g  h a s  in t ro d uc e d  t h e  c h a r a c t e r s  a n d  t h e  e pisod e  wi th  Jack  Woltz a n d  
t h e  ho r s e ' s  h e a d  h a s  e s t a blish e d  t h e  fa mily's  o m nipo t e nc e.  The n,  it  is 
in t rod u c e d  s u b tl e ty, a s  jus t  a no t h e r  piec e  of c ri m e  b u sin e ss ,  wi th  lit tle  
indica tion  t h a t  t h e  m e e ting  wi t h  Sollozzo will ch a n g e  t h e  Corleon e  fa mily 
for ever. P uzo holds  b a ck  Mich a el ' s  im po r t a n c e  to  t h e  plo t  eve n  long e r:  
b efo r e  h e  e n d s  u p  h elping  his  fa th e r  avoid  a s s a ssins,  a  q u a r t e r  of t h e  w ay 
t h ro u g h  t h e  book, it  wo uld  b e  difficul t  to  g u e s s  t h a t  Mich a el wo uld  e n d  u p  
t h e  s to ry ' s  m ain  c h a r a c t er. This p a cing  le t s  P uzo u nle as h  pow e rful plo t  
t wis t s  t h ro u g ho u t  t h e  w hole  book t h a t  r e a d e r s  no t e ,  only af t e r  t h ey  h ave  
occ u r r e d ,  w e r e  inevit a ble  all alon g.

Thou g h  t h e  p a cin g  is m a s t e rful a n d  t h e  ch a r ac t e r s  a r e  convincing  
r e p r e s e n t a tions,  n ei th e r  is a c hieve d  co m ple t ely t h ro u g h  skill. P uzo u s e s  
s ho r t c u t s  t h a t  h elp  hi m  in t h e  s ho r t  t e r m—t ricks  t h a t  t h e  c a s u al  r e a d e r  will 
no t  r e cog nize  b u t  w hich,  in t h e  long  r u n ,  d a m a g e  t h e  novel ' s  li t e r a ry wo r t h.

For  ins t a nc e ,  h e  m a k e s  t h e  Godfa t h e r  a  r e s p e c t a ble,  ho no r a ble,  lovable  
c h a r a c t e r  only by  going  to  p r e pos t e ro u s  ext r e m e s  to  s h a d e  t h e  wo rld  in 
w hich  h e  lives.  N o t  only do e s  t h e  book r efu s e  to  q u e s tion  w h e t h e r  r u n nin g  a
c ri m e  syn dica t e  mig h t  b e  w ro n g,  it will no t  eve n  a d mi t  t h a t  t h e r e  could  b e  
c a s e s  w h e r e  t h e  Don ' s  a c tions  a r e  a ny t hing  less  t h a n  a n g elic. The  
c h a r a c t e r s  w ho  oppos e  t h e  Corleon e s  s uffer, b u t  t h ey  d e s e rve  w h a t  t h ey 
g e t ,  d u e  to  t h ei r  m o r al  w e ak n e s s e s:  t his  go e s  fro m  t h e  Tat t a glias,  w ho  a r e  
involved  in  "ba d" c ri m e s  s uc h  a s  d r u g s  a n d  p ros ti t u tion  ins t e a d  of t h e  
Corleon es ' s  g a m bling,  ex to r tion,  a n d  influe nc e  p e d dling,  to  John ny 
Fon t a n e ' s  fir s t  wife, w ho  h a s  no t  only viola t e d  t h e  s a n c ti ty of m a r ri a g e  by  
lu ring  hi m  in to  divorc e  b u t  is in a d di tion  a  foul-m o u t h e d  t r a m p.

The  Corleon e s ' s  frie n ds  a r e  s how n  to  b e  jus t  a s  innoc e n t  a s  t h ei r  e n e mies  
a r e  d e s pic a ble.  They includ e:  Lucy M a ncini, t h e  conc u bin e  wi t h  a  h e a r t  of 
gold; Jules  S e g al, a n  u n e r rin g  a n d  co m p a s sion a t e  s u r g eo n  d rive n  to  
a bo r tions  w h e n  h e  c a n  no t  s t a n d  d elive rin g  t e r rible  m e dic al n e w s  to  
u n c a rin g  p a t ie n t s;  a n d  t h e  widow  Colu m bo,  w ho m  youn g  Vito Corleon e  
r e s c u e s  fro m  evic tion.  P uzo is a bl e  to  m a k e  t h e s e  c h a r a c t e r s  con t e m p tible  
o r  sy m p a t h e tic, a cco r din g  to  t h ei r  pl ac e  in t h e  Don' s  u nive r s e ,  only by u sing
ve r b al t ricks—loa d e d  lang u a g e,  s uc h  a s  w h e n  h e  d e s c ribe s  Don  Fan ucci a s  
"whit e ,  b ro a d  [an d]  s m elly" jus t  b efo r e  Vito s hoo t s  hi m.  Ca s u al  r e a d e r s  
a c c e p t  t h e  ide a  t h a t  t h e r e  is no  m o r al  co m plexity a m o n g  t h e  Corleon e s ' s  
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frien d s  a n d  e n e mie s.  Att e n tive  r e a d e r s  know t h a t  t h ey a r e  b eing  sold  a n  
u nlikely ve r sion  of r e ali ty.

Tech nically, P uzo ' s  g r e a t e s t  w e a k n e s s  is in  his  ina bili ty to  hold  a  consis t e n t  
poin t  of view. The  poin t  of view ch a n g e s  eve ry  few p a g e s:  t h e  a c tion  in a  
sc e n e  wi th  Don  Corleon e  a n d  Tom H a g e n  mig h t  b e  fro m  t h e  Don' s  poin t  of 
view, b u t  t h e n  t h e  n a r r a tive  s t ays  wit h  Tom w h e n  h e  leaves  a n d  t r acks  his  
t hou g h t s.  This  is a cc e p t a ble,  b u t  it w a t e r s  dow n  t h e  book' s  ove r all effec t.  
Re a d e r s  a r e  no t  a bl e  to  exp e ri enc e  t h e  a c tion  t h ro u g h  a ny on e  c h a r a c t e r ' s  
eye s,  so  t h ey c a n no t  t r uly feel t h e  effec t s  of t h e  a c tion  a s  t h ey  would  wit h  a  
u nified  n a r r a tive.  With  t h e  poin t  of view floa ting  a ro u n d  like  t his,  t h e  
e m p h a sis  is on  t h e  a c tion  a n d  eve n t s,  no t  t h e  c h a r ac t e r s ,  w ho m  r e a d e r s  
co m e  to  know only s u p e rficially.

The r e  is a  w ay to  s t ay in on e  c h a r a c t e r ' s  poin t  of view a n d  convey a no t h e r  
c h a r a c t e r ' s  u n s pok e n  t hou g h t s,  by  h aving  t h e  m ain  c h a r a c t e r  in t e r p r e t  w h a t
is goin g  on  in  t h e  o t h e r ' s  h e a d.  P uzo do e s  t his  fr eq u e n tly. For  ins t a nc e ,  
w h e n  Kay p ho n e s  Mich a el ' s  m o t h er, "Mrs.  Corleon e ' s  voice  c a m e  
imp a tie n tly ove r  t h e  p ho n e." Two p a r a g r a p h s  la t er, "Mrs.  Corleon e ' s  voice  
c a m e  b riskly ove r  t h e  p ho n e." The  n a r r a t ive  r e m ains  in  Kay' s  poin t  of view, 
b u t  r e a d e r s  s till know  how  M rs.  Corleon e  feels.

P uzo s t r e t c h e s  t hi s  t e c h niq u e  to  i ts  limi ts  a t  tim e s.  For  exa m ple,  h e  h a s  
John ny in t e r p r e t  Jules ' s  t hou g h t s:  "Jule s  s tood  u p.  His  u s u al  cool w as  go n e,  
John ny Fon t a n e  no tice d  wi th  s a tisfac tion." La te r  in t h e  sc e n e,  t hou g h,  P uzo 
u s e s  on e  ch a r a c t e r ' s  looks  to  give  b a ck g rou n d  infor m a tion  t h a t  is in t h e  
min d s  of t w o  ch a r a c t e r s:  "Lucy a n d  Jules  looke d  a t  e ac h  o th er. F ro m  
eve ry thin g  t h ey  h a d  lea r n e d  a n d  kn e w  a bo u t  John ny Fon t a n e  it  s e e m e d  
impossible  t h a t  h e  wo uld  t ak e  a  gi rl  fro m  a  clos e  frien d  like  Nino." John ny' s  
t hou g h t s  a r e  in t e r p r e t e d  by  Jules  a n d  Lucy sim ul t a n eo usly. La t e r  t h a t  sc e n e  
s hif ts  to  John ny' s  poin t  of view a g ain.  The  info r m a tion  is co nveye d,  b u t  P uzo
s a c rifices  a r ti s tic  consis t e ncy in o rd e r  to  le t  r e a d e r s  know w h a t  eve ryon e  
t hinks  a bo u t  eve ry thin g.

It  t ak e s  t im e  to  d evelop  a  consis t e n t  poin t  of view, to  in t ro d uc e  infor m a tion  
in to  a  novel in w ays  t h a t  could  b e  exp e ri e nc e d  by jus t  on e  c h a r a c t e r  a t  a  
ti m e.  M a rio P uzo a p p a r e n tly kn e w  how  to  do  t hi s, b u t  did  no t  t ak e  t h e  tim e.  
I t  a lso  t ak e s  t im e  a n d  p a tie nc e  to  fac e  u p  to  t h e  fac t  t h a t  on e ' s  sy m p a t h e tic  
c h a r a c t e r s  c a n  b e  a cc e p t a ble  to  a u die nc es  in s pi t e  of t h ei r  m o r al  
s ho r t co mings,  r a t h e r  t h a n  si m ply igno ring  t h e  m o r al  co m plexity of life. P uzo
w ro t e  T h e  Godfat h er  wi th  t h e  s p e cific in t e r e s t  of c r e a ting  a  b e s t  s elle r  a n d  
m a king  m o n ey, a n d  t h a t  h e  did: a ny va ri a tion  on  t h e  for m ula  mig h t  h ave  
h u r t  s al es.  But  h e  also  w a s  q uo t e d  a s  s aying  t h a t  h e  wis h e d  h e  h a d  w ri t t e n  
it  b e t t er, a n d  t h e r e  is lit tle  do u b t  t h a t  h e  could  h ave.  The  flaws  in t h e  novel 
a r e  u n n e c e s s a ry, t e c h nic al on e s ,  b u t  on e s  t h a t  ke e p  it fro m  g r e a t n e s s .
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S o u r c e:  David Kelly, C ri tic al Ess ay  on  T h e  Godfa th er , in  N o v els  for 
S t u d e n t s , The  Gale  Grou p,  2 0 0 3.
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Crit i c a l  E s s ay  # 2
In  t h e  follo wing  e s say, Gardap h e  discus s e s  t h e  i m pac t  of  The  Godfa t h e r , 
and  considers  w ha t  w o uld  hap p e n  in a cas e  of  rev ers e  assi milation.

T h e  Godfat h er  is M a rio P uzo ' s  t hi r d  novel. His  e a rli e r  novels  r e p r e s e n t  hi s  
a t t e m p t s  to  fulfill a  d r e a m  of b e co ming  a n  a r ti s t  a n d  e s c a pin g  t h e  g h e t to  
wo rld  in w hic h  h e  w a s  bo r n .  Like  Fan t e,  di  Don a to,  a n d  M a n gion e,  P uzo ' s  
e a r ly e n co u n t e r  wi th  s uc h  w ri t e r s  a s  Dos to evsky in his  local lib r a ry  
s t r e n g t h e n e d  hi s  b elief in  a r t  a n d  e n a ble d  hi m  to  "un d e r s t a n d  w h a t  w a s  
r e ally h a p p e ning  to  m e  a n d  t h e  p eople  a ro u n d  m e." I t  w a s  no t  a r t ,  how ever, 
b u t  w a r  t h a t  finally e n a ble d  P uzo to  e s c a p e  hi s  e nviron m e n t  "withou t  g uilt ." 
Ou t  of his  exp e ri e nc e s  in E u rop e  d u ring  a n d  af t e r  t h e  S eco n d  World  War  h e  
c r af t e d  his  fir s t  novel, T h e  Dark  Ar e na  (195 5); t e n  ye a r s  la t e r  h e  r e t u r n e d  to
his  life  exp e rie nc e s  g rowin g  u p  in N e w  York's  Lit tle  I t aly to  c r e a t e  T h e  
Fortu na t e  Pilgri m  (196 5). In  T h e  Dark  Ar e na , t h e  p ro t a go nis t ,  Walt e r  Mosc a
(in It ali an,  m o s ca  m e a n s  "fly"), r e t u r n s  ho m e  fro m  s e rving  wi t h  t h e  
Ame rica n  occ u p a tion  a r my in Ger m a ny. U n a ble  to  t ak e  u p  w h e r e  h e  left  off 
b efo r e  t h e  w ar, Mosc a  r e t u r n s  to  Ge r m a ny a s  a  civilian  e m ploye e  of t h e  
occ u p a tion  gove r n m e n t  a n d  r e s u m e s  hi s  life  a s  a  bl ack  m a r k e t e er. While  t h e
novel r ec eived  so m e  good  r eviews,  P uzo w a s  dis a p poin t e d  t h a t  it did  no t  
m a k e  m u c h  m o n ey. T h e  Fortu na t e  Pilgri m  r e c eive d  simila r  no tice s  a n d  
b ro u g h t  P uzo eve n  les s  fina ncial r e w a r d .  Beca u s e  of t h e  poo r  s al e s  of his  
e a r li e r  works,  no  p u blish e r  wo uld  a dv a nc e  him  t h e  m o n ey h e  n e e d e d  to  
w ri t e  a  t hi r d  novel. Twen ty t hou s a n d  dolla r s  in d e b t ,  h e  b e g a n  to  look for  a  
w ay ou t .  "I w a s  for ty-five  yea r s  old," h e  w ri t e s,  "and  ti r e d  of b ein g  a n  a r ti s t ."

With  t h e  p u blica tion  of T h e  Godfa th er  in  1 9 6 9,  M a rio P uzo w a s  im m e dia t ely
p ro m ot e d  to  c el e b ri ty s t a t u s .  N o t  since  t h e  p u blica tion  of Pie t ro  di  Don a to ' s  
Chris t  in  Concr e t e  h a d  a n  Ame rica n  a u t ho r  of I t alian  d e s c e n t  b e e n  t h r u s t  
in to  t h e  n a t ion al s po tligh t  on  s uc h  a  g r a n d  sc al e.  The  ti ming  of T h e  
Godfa th er ' s  p u blica tion  h a d  m u c h  to  do  wi th  it s  r a pid  clim b  to  n u m b e r  on e  
a n d  it s  sixty-s eve n-w e ek  s t ay on  t h e  N e w  York  Ti m e s  b e s t-s elle r  lis t.  The  
novel c a m e  off t h e  p r e s s  in  t h e  mi d dle  of t h e  e t h nic  r evival p e riod  of t h e  
1 9 6 0 s.  I t  a l so  follow e d  n a tion ally t elevise d  con g r e s sion al h e a rin gs  on  
o r g a nize d  c ri m e  a n d  t h e  p u blica tion  of Pe t e r  M a a s ' s  no nfic tion  b e s t s elle r  
T h e  Valachi Papers , in  w hich  m o b s t e r-t u r n e d-info r m e r  Joe  Valachi d e s c ribe s  
his  a c tivities  inside  o r g a nize d  c ri m e.

T h e  Godfat h er  h a s  don e  m o r e  to  c r e a t e  a  n a tion al cons cious n e s s  of t h e  
It alia n  Ame rica n  exp e ri e nc e  t h a n  a ny work  of fic tion  o r  no nfic tion  p u blish e d
b efo r e  o r  sinc e .  I t  c e r t ainly w a s  t h e  fi r s t  novel t h a t  I t ali an  Ame rica n s  a s  a  
g ro u p  r e a c t e d  to,  e i t h e r  posi tively o r  n e g a tively, p e r h a p s  b e c a u s e  it  
a p p e a r e d  a t  a  ti m e  w h e n  It ali an  Ame rica n s  w e r e  jus t  b e ginning  to  e m e r g e  
a s  a n  ide n tifiable  c ul t u r al a n d  political e n ti ty. Eve n  t hou g h  t his  book is 
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m u c h  m o r e  a  work  of fic tion  t h a n  a ny of t h e  e a r li er, m o r e  a u tobiog r a p hic al 
novels  w ri t t e n  by  It ali an  Ame rica ns ,  i t c r e a t e d  a n  ide n ti ty c risis  for  I t alian  
Ame rica n s  t h ro u g ho u t  t h e  n a tion.  Antidefa m a tion  g ro u ps  d e no u nc e d  P uzo 
for  c r e a tin g  a  b a d  im a g e  of I t ali an s  in  Ame ric a; youn g  It alian  Ame rica n  boys
for m e d  "Godfa t h e r" clubs;  a n d  r e al  m afiosi claim e d  t h a t  P uzo kn e w  w h a t  h e  
w a s  w ri ting  a bo u t .  For  a  w hile, P uzo w ro t e  a  n u m b e r  of e s s ays  on  t h e  
s u bjec t  of I t alian  Americ a  w hich  a p p e a r e d  in  m ajo r  n a tion al m a g azin es .  
The s e  e s s ays,  w hile  oft e n  u n d e r mining  t h e  im a g e  of I t alia n s  t h a t  h e  c r e a t e d  
in  T h e  Godfat h er  a n d  hi s  la t e r  novel T h e  S icilian , a r e  al so  q ui t e  c ri tic al of 
t h e  It alia n  Ame rica n ' s  b e h avio r  in Ame rica n  socie ty.

The  effec t  of t his  on e  novel w a s  t r e m e n do us.  Sinc e  its  p u blica tion,  a n d  
e s p e cially sinc e  it s  film a d a p t a tions  in t h e  e a rly 1 9 7 0 s,  I t alian  Americ a n  
novelis t s  h ave  b e e n  w ri ting  in T h e  Godfat h er ' s  s h a dow, a n d  P uzo h a s  
b eco m e  a  r e clus e .  Thou g h  sociologis t s  a n d  lit e r a ry sc hola r s  m ay  for eve r  
d e b a t e  t h e  valu e  of P uzo ' s  wo rk,  m os t  wo uld  a g r e e  t h a t  h e  h a s  lef t  a  
p e r m a n e n t  im p rin t  on  t h e  Ame rica n  c ul tu r al sc e n e  t h ro u g h  hi s  
r e p r e s e n t a tion  of Italianita  a n d  his  c r e a tion  of a  my t hic  filt e r  t h rou g h  w hich  
It alia n  Ame rica n  c ul tu r e  wo uld  h e n c efor t h  b e  r e a d.

In  "The  Autho ri ty of t h e  Sig nifie r:  Ba r t h e s  a n d  P uzo' s  T h e  Godfat h er ," 
Ch ris ti a n  M e s s e n g e r  r e a d s  T h e  Godfat h er  t h ro u g h  Rolan d  Ba r t h e s ' s  e s s ay 
"Myt h  Today" for  t h e  p u r pos e  of d e t e r mining  t h e  role  t h a t  myt h  pl ays  in t h e  
p ro d uc tion  of pop ula r  cul tu r e .  M e ss e n g e r  poin t s  ou t  t h a t  w hile  t h e  Corleon e
fa mily "app e a r e d  to  b e  a  p ro tofa mily for  ou r  collapsin g  ti m e," it  al so  s e t  u p  a
false  dicho to my b e t w e e n  good  m u r d e r e r s  a n d  b a d  m u r d e r e r s .  M e ss e n g e r  
r e a d s  P uzo ' s  sy m bolizing  a s  signifie r s  of a  myt hic  lang u a g e  t h a t  r e s ul t  fro m  
a r t ificially n a t u r alizing  his to ry, a  p roc es s  t h a t  Ba r t h e s  s ays  is t h e  func tion  of
my t h.  M e ss e n g e r ' s  r e a ding  of key sc e n e s  in t h e  novel m a k e s  cle a r  "th e  
di al ec t al flow b e t w e e n  n a t u r alizing  a n d  hi s to ricizing" t h a t  P uzo 's  n a r r a tive  
obsc u r e s .  T h e  Godfa th er  po r t r ays  t h e  M afia  a s  a  n a t u r al  forc e  in t h e  Sicilian
wo rld  fro m  w hich  Vito Corleon e  co m e s,  a  wo rld  h e  a t t e m p t s  to  r e c r e a t e  in 
his  n e w  ho m e  in Ame rica.  In  t his  world  t h e  Don  a n d  his  fa mily a r e  po r t r aye d
a s  t h e  "good  g uys," a n d  t h e  Ame ric a n  e s t a blish m e n t  wi th  w hich  t h ey 
s t r u g gle—th e  ins ti t u tions  of law a n d  b u sine s s—ar e  s e t  u p  a s  t h e  "ba d  g uys."
M e s s e n g e r  s u g g e s t s  t h a t  t h e  key q u e s tion  a s k e d  by t h e  novel is r ais e d  by  
Jack  Woltz a n d  Kay Ada m s: "Wh a t  if ev e ryon e  a c t e d  t h a t  w ay?" This  
q u e s tion  c a n  g uid e  u s  t h ro u g h  a  r e a din g  of t h e  novel a s  a n  exe rcis e  in t h e  
po r t r ayal of r eve r s e  a s si mila tion.  In  o t h e r  wo r ds ,  in  t his  novel P uzo p r e s e n t s
t h e  q u e s tion  t h a t  in effec t  is t h e  r e al  I t ali an  Ame rica n  d r e a m:  Wh a t  if 
Ame rica  a s simila t e d  to  ou r  w ays?  Befor e  s e t ting  u p  t his  a p p ro ac h  to  r e a din g
T h e  Godfat h er , le t  m e  fir s t  poin t  to  so m e  of t h e  a s p e c t s  of t h e  novel t h a t  c a n
b e  con n ec t e d  to  m o r e  t r a di tion al West e r n  my t hs .

The  Don ' s  sys t e m  of b elief is b a s e d  on  t h e  ide a  t h a t  e a c h  m a n  h a s  b u t  on e  
d e s tiny. The  Don' s  ow n  d e s tiny w a s  d e t e r min e d  w h e n  h e  killed  Fa n ucci, t h e  
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t h u g  w ho  ex to r t e d  m o n ey fro m  local m e r c h a n t s  a n d  d e m a n d e d  t ri bu t e  fro m  
a ny c rimin al a c tivity t h a t  took plac e  in  his  n eig h bo r hood.  Wh e n  Fa n ucci 
d e m a n d s  a  p e r c e n t a g e  of Vito ' s  a n d  hi s  p a r t n e r s '  c ri m e,  Vito d e cid es  to  kill 
hi m.  "It  w a s  fro m  t his  exp e ri e nc e  c a m e  hi s  oft  r e p e a t e d  b elief t h a t  ev e ry 
m a n  h a s  b u t  on e  d e s tiny. O n  t h a t  nigh t  h e  could  h ave  p aid  Fan ucci t h e  
t r ib u t e  a n d  h ave  b eco m e  a g ain  a  g roc e ry  cle rk.... Bu t  d e s tiny h a d  d e cid e d  
t h a t  h e  w a s  to  b e co m e  a  Don  a n d  h a d  b ro u g h t  Fa n ucci to  h im  to  s e t  hi m  on  
his  d e s tin e d  p a t h." Si mila rly, e ac h  of t h e  Don ' s  so ns  is s e e n  a s  h aving  his  
d e s tiny d e t e r min e d  by a  single  incide n t .  S a n tino  (Son ny), t h e  oldes t  son,  is 
d e s tin e d  to  follow his  fa th e r ' s  w ays,  no t  only b e c a u s e  of bi r t h  b u t ,  a cco r din g
to  t h e  Don,  b e c a u s e  h e  wi tn es s e d  his  fa t h e r ' s  s hoo ting  of Fa n ucci. Mic h a el  
Co rleon e ' s  d e s tiny is r ev e al ed  t h e  nigh t  h e  s hoo t s  Sollozzo a n d  t h e  police  
c a p t ain.  F r e do ' s  posi tion  ou t sid e  t h e  inn e r  wo rkings  of t h e  family b u sin es s  
is d e t e r min e d  by hi s  ina bili ty to  d ef en d  hi s  fa t h e r  d u rin g  t h e  a s s a ssin a tion  
a t t e m p t .

P uzo bo r row s  a  figu r e  fro m  a n cie n t  myt hology to  d e sc rib e  t h e  Don' s  
c hild r e n.  Da u g h t e r  Con nie  h a s  a  "Cupid-bow  m o u t h ." So n ny is d e s c rib e d  a s  
h aving  t h e  face  "of a  g ro ss  Cupid." His  la r g e  p e nis  signifies  his  Dionysia n  
b e h avior, w hich  in t e rfe r e s  wi th  his  a bili ty to  conc e n t r a t e  on  t h e  fa mily 
b u sin es s.  Ruled  by his  e m o tions,  Son ny is u n a ble  to  b e co m e  a  good  do n.  
F r e do  h a s  "th e  s a m e  Cu pid  h e a d  of t h e  fa mily" a n d  lacks  "th a t  a ni m al forc e,  
so  n ec e s s a ry  for  a  lea d e r  of m e n." P r e dic t a bly, Mich a el  is t h e  only c hild  no t  
d e sc rib e d  in t e r m s  of Cupid.

Th ro u g ho u t  t h e  novel t h e  Don  is c h a r a c t e rized  a s  a  god  o r  d e migod  w ho  c a n
n e go tia t e  affai r s  b e t w e e n  h u m a n s  a n d  t h e  s u p e r n a t u r al. This  is u n d e r s co r e d
by t h e  hos pi t al  sc e n e  in w hich  Ge nco Abba n d a n do  lies  on  his  d e a t h b e d  
c rying  ou t,  "Godfa t h er, Godfa t h e r  . . . s ave  m e  fro m  d e a t h .  . . . Godfa t h er, 
c u r e  m e ,  you  h ave  t h e  pow er." The  Don  r e plies  t h a t  h e  do e s  no t  h ave  s uc h  
pow e r s ,  b u t  if h e  did,  h e  s hould  "be  m o r e  m e r ciful t h a n  God." Ge nco  t h e n  
a p p e als  to  t h e  Don  to  s t ay wi th  him  a s  h e  faces  d e a t h:  "Pe r h a p s  if H e  s e e s  
you  n e a r  m e  H e  will b e  frigh t e n e d  a n d  le ave  m e  in p e ac e.  O r  p e r h a p s  you  
c a n  s ay a  wo r d,  p ull a  few s t ri ngs,  e h?" Whe n  h e  is no t  b ein g  a  god,  Don  
Corleon e  is po r t r aye d  a s  a  h e roic figu r e  w ho  is a bl e  to  s t r u g gle  wi th  t h e  
god s.  P uzo ch a r ac t e rizes  Don  Corleon e  a s  a  r a ri ty, a  m a n  of will, a  m a n  
a m o n g  "me n  w ho  r efus e d  t h e  do minion  of o t h e r  m e n.  The r e  w a s  no  forc e,  
no  m o r t al  m a n  w ho  could  b e n d  t h e m  to  t h ei r  will u nl e s s  t h ey wish e d  it. They
w e r e  m e n  w ho  g u a r d e d  t h ei r  fr e e  will wi th  wile s  a n d  m u r d er."

In  t h e  Don ' s  s p e e c h  to  t h e  h e a d s  of t h e  o t h e r  c ri m e  fa milies  af t e r  t h e  
m u r d e r  of So n ny, h e  a t t e m p t s  to  m a k e  p e a c e  t h ro u g h  a n  a p p e al  to  t h e  
Ame rica n  Dre a m,  b u t  t h e  w hole  s p e e c h  is a n  ex a m ple  of b ella figura , a  
p u blic pos t u rin g  d e sig n e d  to  s hield  his  t r u e  pl a n s  a n d  to  p r e s e n t  t h e  illusion
t h a t  h e  is willing  to  a s si mila t e  to  t h e  Ame ric a n  w ays  of doing  illeg al  
b u sin es s:
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Let  m e  s ay t h a t  w e  m u s t  alw ays  look to  ou r  in t e r e s t s .
We a r e  all m e n  w ho  h ave  r efus e d  to  b e  fools, w ho
h ave  r efus e d  to  b e  p u p p e t s  d a n cing  on  a  s t ri ng  p ulle d
by t h e  m e n  on  hig h.  We h ave  b e e n  for t u n a t e  h e r e  in
t his  cou n t ry. Alre a dy m o s t  of ou r  c hild r e n  h ave  foun d
a  b e t t e r  life. So m e  of you  h ave  so ns  w ho  a r e  p rofe sso r s ,
scie n tis t s ,  m u sicia ns,  a n d  you  a r e  for t u n a t e .  Pe r h a p s
you r  g r a n dc hild r e n  will b e co m e  t h e  n e w
p e z zo novan ti . N o n e  of u s  h e r e  w a n t  to  s e e  ou r  c hild r e n
follow in ou r  foots t e p s,  it ' s  too  h a r d  a  life.

The  Don  u s e s  hi s  pow e r  to  m a k e  frien d s  w ho  will s t r e n g t h e n  his  posi tion.  
His  co m p e ti tor, Sol-lozzo, is d rive n  by t h e  oppo r t u ni ty to  m a k e  m o n ey 
t h ro u g h  t h e  hig h  p rofits  of d r u g  m a n ufac t u ring  a n d  di s t ribu tion; ho w ever, 
h e  lacks  a  key ing r e die n t  for  ins u rin g  t h e  ve n t u r e ' s  s ucc e s s—th e  Don ' s  
frien d s  in hig h  pl ac e s.  This is t h e  cla s h  b e t w e e n  t h e  Old  World  s e n s e  of 
pow e r  b rin ging  w e al t h  a n d  t h e  N e w  World ' s  s e n s e  of w e al t h  b ringing  po w er.
Thus,  w h e n  t h e  Don  pl e d g e s  no t  to  s e ek  r eve n g e  for  S a n tino ' s  m u r d e r  a n d  
to  s u p po r t  d r u g  t r afficking,  h e  do e s  so  b e c a u s e  h e  s e e s  t h a t  t h e  only w ay to  
k e e p  his  fa mily int ac t  is to  e n s u r e  Mich a el ' s  s afe  r e t u r n  fro m  Sicily. Afte r  
t his  s p e e c h,  t h e  Don  r e t u r n s  ho m e  a n d  a n no u nc e s  his  s e mi r e ti r e m e n t  a n d  
his  pla ns  to  s t ay ho m e  a n d  work  in  his  g a r d e n.  Bu t  h e  c a n  do  t his  only 
b ec a u s e  h e  knows  t h a t  Mich a el  will t ak e  ove r  t h e  b u sin es s  a n d  e n a c t  t h e  
Corleon e  fa mily's  r eve n g e.

Ironically, Mich a el, t h e  son  d e s tin e d  to  t ak e  ove r  t h e  Don ' s  pow er, is t h e  on e
clos es t  to  to t al  a s simila tion  in to  Ame ric a n  life. At t h e  ou t s e t  of t h e  novel, 
Mich a el  b r e a ks  t h e  cod e  of o m er tà  by le t ting  Kay Ada m s  in on  t h e  his to ry of
his  fa t h e r ' s  b u sin es s.  During  his  sis t e r ' s  w e d ding  r ec e p tion  Mich a el t ells  
s to rie s  a bo u t  t h e  m o r e  colo rful w e d ding  g u e s t s ,  like  Luc a  Br asi. H e  explain s
to  Kay w h a t  is going  on  a t  t h e  m e e tings  h eld  inside  hi s  fa th e r ' s  s t u dy a n d  
in t e r p r e t s  t h e  a m big ui tie s  s h e,  a n  ou t sid er, is u n a ble  to  r e a d.  La t er, on  t h e  
nig h t  t h a t  his  fa th e r  is s ho t ,  Mich a el  le aves  Kay a n d  r e t u r n s  to  t h e  family 
ho us e,  a n d  "for  t h e  fi r s t  tim e  sinc e  it  h a d  all s t a r t e d  h e  fel t  a  fu rious  a n g e r  
r i sing  in hi m,  a  cold  h a t r e d  for  hi s  fa th e r ' s  e n e mies ." This  fu ry d rives  
Mich a el  b a ck  in to  t h e  fa mily fold a n d  lea ds  hi m  to  av e n g e  his  fa th e r ' s  
s hoo ting.

U p  to  t his  poin t,  Mich a el  h a s  b e e n  a s  innoc e n t  a s  t h e  wo m e n  in t h e  
Corleon e  cl an.  H e  h a s  b e e n  ke p t  ou t  of t h e  fa mily b u sine s s  a n d  h a s  h a d  a  
h e ro ' s  u p b rin gin g,  t h e  Ame rica n  e q uivale n t  of a n  a r is toc r a t ' s  e d u c a tion,  
wi th  knigh tly t r aining  in t h e  m a rin e s  t h ro u g h  w hich  h e  a c hieves  h e rois m  
d u ring  t h e  w ar. His  milit a ry s e rvice  is p a r t  of his  a t t e m p t  to  Ame rica nize  
hi m s elf: I t  r e p r e s e n t s  loyal ty to  a  pow e r  t h a t  is no t  Sicilian  a n d  r e b ellion  
a g ain s t  his  fa th e r ' s  wis h e s ,  a s  t h e  Don  r e alizes:  "He  p e rfo r m s  t hos e  
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mir a cl es  for  s t r a n g e r s." Mich a el ' s  m u r d e r  of Sollozzo a n d  t h e  police  c a p t ain
t ak e s  plac e  u n d e r  t h e  fa t e d  ci rcu m s t a n c e s  of a n  Or e s t e s.  His  a n c e s t r al  
c ul t u r e ' s  cod e  d e m a n d s  ven g e a n c e  for  his  fa t h e r ' s  blood, a n d  Mich a el  a c t s  
a c co r din gly.

Afte r  t h e  m u r d er, Mich a el  flee s  to  Sicily, t h a t  o t h e r wo rldly g ro u n d  of his  
b ein g  a n d  his  s u bco nscious—a locus  for  so  m u c h  of West e r n  my t hology. 
The r e  h e  m e e t s  t h e  c h a r a c t e r s  w ho  e m bo dy t h e  n e w  con di tion  of hi s  soul, 
w hich  is p hysic ally m a nifes t  in hi s  di sfigu r e d  face.  H e  lea r n s  t h e  hi s to ry of 
Sicilian  c ult u r e  a n d  t h e  rol e  t h e  M afia  h a s  pl aye d  in it t h ro u g h  Dr. Taza: "H e
c a m e  to  u n d e r s t a n d  his  fa th e r ' s  c h a r a c t e r  a n d  his  d e s tiny . . . to  u n d e r s t a n d  
m e n  like  Luc a  Bra si, t h e  r u t hl e s s  capore gi m e  Cle m e nz a,  hi s  m o t h e r ' s  
r e sig n a tion  a n d  a c c e p t a nc e  of h e r  r ole.  For  in  Sicily h e  s a w  w h a t  t h ey wo uld
h ave  b e e n  if t h ey  h a d  c hos e n  no t  to  s t r u g gle  a g ains t  t h ei r  fa t e ." His  
bodyg u a r d s,  like  myt hologic al dog s,  d ef en d  hi m  a g ain s t  t h e  wolves  
(s t r a n g e r s  ou t sid e  t h e  ci rcle s  of fa mily a n d  frien d s)  t h ro u g h  t h ei r  u s e  of 
lupara , o r  "wolf g u ns." H e  m e e t s  Apollonia,  his  a ni m a—th e  p u r e ,  good,  
no ble,  a n d  b e a u tiful, full of pi e t à s  a n d  innoc e nc e.  This all t ak e s  pl ac e  in t h e  
p a s to r al s e t t ing  so  t hickly d e sc rib e d  by P uzo d u ring  t h e  cou ple ' s  fir s t  
m e e ting  a n d  t h ro u g ho u t  t h ei r  b rief m a r ri a g e .  Wh e n  Apollonia  di es,  t h e  
vic tim  of a  c a r  bo m b  in t e n d e d  for  Mich a el, it  is b e c a u s e  h e  is s e t  on  t h e  
cou r s e  t h a t  kills t h e  innoc e nc e  a n d  di r tie s  t h e  m o r al  cle a nline ss  inside  
hi m s elf. S h e  die s  in his  pl ac e  a s  t h e  p a r t  of hi m s elf t h a t  his  ow n  a c tions  kill. 
H e r  ve ry n a m e  a n d  p hysic al a p p e a r a n c e  signify t h e  c hiarosc uro  con t r a s t ,  
t h e  Apollonia n/Dionysia n  dicho to my t h a t  t h e  n e w  Mich a el  h a s  b e co m e.  
Their  r el a tions hip  is typic al of t h e  m al e/fe m ale  soci al dicho to my in Sicilian  
c ul t u r e  in w hich  t h e  wo m a n  holds  t h e  good,  t h e  m a n  s ho uld e r s  t h e  evil. As 
Don  Corleon e  e a rli e r  r e min d e d  his  go dson  John ny Fon t a n e,  wo m e n  "a r e  no t  
co m p e t e n t  in t his  wo rld,  t ho u g h  c e r t ainly t h ey  will b e  s ain t s  in h e ave n  w hile
w e  m e n  b u r n  in  h ell."

While  t h e  typical s ucc e s sful h e ro  in t r a di tion al myt h  r e t u r n s  fro m  t h e  
o th e r wo rld  s t r e n g t h e n e d  a n d  co m ple t e,  Mich a el  r e t u r n s  to  Ame ric a  wi th  
no t hing  b u t  a  m e m o ry of t h e  values  r e p r e s e n t e d  by  Apollonia.  Ins t e a d  of 
b eco min g  a  s avio r  of Ame ric a n  socie ty a s  a  fully r e alize d  h u m a n  b eing,  h e  
r e t u r n s  a n d  g row s  s t ro n g e r  a s  a  m o n s t e r ;  a  h e ro  in his  fa mily's  socie ty, h e  
b eco m e s  a  villain  in Ame ric a n  socie ty. U nlike  Or es t e s ,  h e  n eve r  r ec eives  t h e
d e u s  ex  m a c hin a-like  co m p a s sion  of a n  in t e rve ning  Athe n a  to  s ave  hi m  
a c co r din g  to  t r a di tion al  my t hs .  The  e d uc a tion  Mich a el  r ec eives  d u rin g  his  
exile  in  Sicily e n a bles  hi m  to  t ak e  co m m a n d  of his  fa th e r ' s  king do m  a n d  
r u t hl e s sly r ul e  it in t h e  Old  World  m a n n er.

While  t h e r e  is m u c h  in t his  novel t h a t  lends  it s elf to  in t e r p r e t a t ion  t h ro u g h  
t r a di tion al  myt h  a n alysis, P uzo al so  d evelops  so m e t hing  t h a t  t r a n sc e n d s  t h e  
a r c h e typ e  a p p ro ac h.  Wh a t  P uzo h a s  con t rib u t e d  to  I t alian  Ame ric a n  c ul tu r e  
is a  myt h  of t h e  a s si mila tion  of Ame ric a  in to  It alia n  cul tu r e .  Vito Corleon e ' s  

37



go al is to  r e n d e r  pow e rl e s s  t h e  forc e s  t h a t  a t t e m p t  to  con t rol hi m.  And h e  
do es  t his  by r e c r e a ting  t h e  Old  World  in t h e  mids t  of t h e  N ew.

M a ny p eo ple  r e a d  T h e  Godfat h er  a s  a n  all ego ry of a  d e c a d e n t  Ame ric a  in 
t h e  pos t w a r  p e riod.  Bu t  t h e  novel c a n  jus t  a s  w ell b e  r e a d  a s  t h e  s t r u g gle  to  
p ro t e c t  a  fa mily a n d  p r e s e rve  it,  no  m a t t e r  t h e  cos t ,  in a  hos tile  
e nvi ron m e n t .  If t h e  fa mily is to  b e  p r e s e rve d,  a s si mila tion  in to  Ame rica n  
c ul t u r e  m u s t  b e  avoid e d,  a n d  t his  c a n  b e  do n e  only if t h e  exac t  op posi t e  
h a p p e n s;  t h a t  is, if Ame rica  a s si mila t e s  in to  t h e  c ul t u r e  of t h e  Don  a n d  his  
fa mily. Thus,  t h e  novel c a n  b e  r e a d  a s  p ro posing  t h e  following  q u e s tion: 
Wh a t  would  h a p p e n  if a n  I t alian  h a d  t h e  pow e r  to  m a k e  Ame ric a  confo r m  to
his  o r  h e r  w ay of s e ein g/b ein g  in t h e  wo rld?  In  o r d e r  for  t hi s  to  occ ur, t h e  
It alia n  wo uld  n e e d  to  c r e a t e  a n  al t e r n a t ive  wo rld  wi t hin  t h e  wo rld,  a  world  
t h a t  co m p e t e s  wi th  t h e  Ame ric a n  world,  on e  t h a t  offe r s  a  viable  al t e r n a tive.  
I t  is inevit a ble  t h a t  w h e n  t h e s e  t wo  worlds  co m e  in to  conflic t  wi th  e a c h  
o th er, t h e  s u b s e q u e n t  t e n sion  oft e n  e r u p t s  in to  violenc e.

The  wo rld  t h a t  Don  Vito Corleon e  r e plica t e s  in Americ a  is b uil t  on  t h e  solid  
foun d a tions  of a  c e n t u ri es-old  social o r d e r  in w hich  fa t e  o r  d e s tiny, m o r e  
oft e n  t h a n  no t  t h ro u g h  bi r t h ,  d e t e r min e d  t h e  life  a n  individu al wo uld  le a d.  
In  t h e  feud alis tic  sys t e m  of Sicily a n d  sou t h e r n  It aly, t h e  p e a s a n t  could  no t  
ho p e  to  a s pi r e  to  a  b e t t e r  life  by  ch alle n gin g  t h e  force s  t h a t  con t rolled  his  
life. As a  r e s ul t ,  a t t e n tion  w a s  focus e d  on  w h a t  could  b e  co n t rolled,  t h e  
fa mily u ni t .  This  is t h e  r e a so n  so  m a ny I talian s  im mig r a t e d  to  Ame rica.  The  
wo rld  into  w hich  t h ey  c a m e  h a d  b e e n  b uil t  on  t h e  myt h  t h a t  t h ro u g h  
fre e do m,  p eo ple  c a n  b e co m e  w h a t eve r  t h ey  w a n t  if only t h ey  work  h a r d  
e no u g h.  This  p u ri t a nic al work  e t hic  a n d  t h e  b uil t-in r e w a r d  sys t e m  did  no t  
r e q ui r e  t h e  fa mily to  s tick  tog e t h er, a n d  of t e n  it led  to  t h e  b r e ak u p  of t h e  
n u cle a r  fa mily.

The  Don ' s  Old  World  no tion  of a  wo rk  e t hic  r e q ui r e s  t h a t  t h e  family s tick  
tog e t h er, a n d  a ny a t t e m p t  by a n  individu al to  leave  t h r e a t e n s  t h e  livelihood  
of t h e  e n ti r e  fa mily. In  fac t,  if a  fa mily is to  s u rvive  wi th  it s  Old  World  valu es
in t a c t ,  it m u s t  wo rk  a g ains t  a s si mila tion  a n d  s t rive  to  h ave  it s  s u r ro u n ding  
e nvi ron m e n t  confor m  to  t h e  fa mily's  w ay of life. Thus,  t h e  c e n t r al  conflic t  of 
t his  novel is how  to  ke e p  t h e  fa mily tog e t h e r  for  its  ow n  good  in a  lan d  
w h e r e  p eo ple  no  long e r  d e p e n d  on  t h e  fa mily u ni t  for  s u rvival. This conflic t  
is in t rod uc e d  t h ro u g h  t h e  op e ning  vign e t t e s  in t h e  Don ' s  office.  Ame rigo 
Bon a s e r a ' s  fa mily w a s  h a r m e d  t h ro u g h  t h e  Americ a n  you t h  w ho  b e a t  u p  hi s  
d a u g h t er, John ny Fon t a n e  lives  a  m ock e ry  of a  m a r r i a g e  to  a  H ollywood  s t ar,
a n d  to  p ro t e c t  hi s  fa mily's  ho no r  t h e  b ak e r  N azo rin e  m u s t  find  a  w ay for  hi s  
h elp er, E nzo, a  p rison e r  of w a r  a bo u t  to  b e  d e po r t e d,  to  m a r ry  his  d a u g h t er. 
All t h r e e  m e n  h ave  foun d  s ucc es s  by a d a p tin g  to  t h e  America n  w ay of life, 
b u t  w h e n  t h e  N e w  World  sys t e m  fails  t h e m,  w h e n  t h e  n u cle a r  fa mily h a s  
b e e n  t h r e a t e n e d  o r  a t t a ck e d,  t h ey r e t u r n  to  t h e  Old  World  t h ro u g h  Don  
Corleon e,  jus t  a s  villag e r s  r e t u r n e d  to  t h e  c a s tl e  for  p ro t e c tion  fro m  
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invasion  d u ring  feu d al  ti m e s.  In  r e t u r n  for  his  a s sis t a nc e ,  Don  Vito r e q ui r e s  
"th a t  you, yo u  yours elf  p rocl ai m you r  frien d s hip"; in o th e r  wo r d s,  t h a t  you  
confor m  to  his  w ay of life. In  t his  w ay Corleon e  no t  only p e r p e t u a t e s  t h e  Old
World  sys t e m  b u t  also  fu r t h e r  insul a t e s  a n d  p ro t e c t s  hi s  ow n  family. In  m a ny
w ays,  Don  Corleon e  is like  t h e  king  of feud al ti m es  w ho  offe r s  p ro t ec tion  to  
t hos e  w hos e  p ro ble m s  h e  h a s  h elp e d  to  c r e a t e .  His  consiglio r e,  Tom H a g e n,  
r e alizes  t his:  "It  w a s  a  p a t t e r n  h e  w a s  to  s e e  oft e n,  t h e  Don  h elping  t hos e  in 
misfo r t u n e  w hos e  misfo r t u n e  h e  h a d  p a r tly c r e a t e d .  N o t  p e r h a p s  ou t  of 
c u n ning  o r  pla n nin g  b u t  b e c a u s e  of his  va rie ty of in t e r e s t s  o r  p e r h a p s  
b ec a u s e  of t h e  n a t u r e  of t h e  u nive r s e ,  t h e  in t e rlinking  of good  a n d  evil, 
n a t u r al  of it s elf." The  Don,  b e c a u s e  h e  is t h e  ce n t e r  of t h e  wo rld  h e  h a s  r e-
c r e a t e d  in Ame ric a,  is like  God  w ho  m a k e s  all t hings,  good  a n d  evil, a n d  is 
t h e  forc e  t h a t  is cu r s e d  a s  it is p r ais e d  by t hos e  w ho  live  u n d e r  his  
do minion.  And so,  Bon a s e r a ,  N azo rin e,  Fon t a n e ,  a n d  m os t  of t h e  novel ' s  
o th e r  ch a r a c t e r s  a r e  m o nologic, a ll pi ec e s  in t h e  p uzzle  P uzo p rod uc es ,  
w hich  r eve als  t h e  po w e r  of Old  World  c ul tu r e  to  m ai n t ain  it s elf in a  N e w  
World  e nvi ron m e n t .  Don  Corleon e  is m o r e  conc e r n e d  wi th  m ain t aining  
l'ordin e  d ella fa miglia  a n d  exp a n din g  its  pow e r  t h a n  wi th  inc r e a sing  his  
p rofit s;  t h a t  is w h a t  h e  t r a n sfe r s  to  hi s  son  Mich a el, w ho  h a s  b e co m e  Old  
World  t h ro u g h  hi s  exile  in Sicily. Mich a el a c hieves  w h a t  So n ny a n d  F r e do  
c a n no t  b e c a u s e  t h ey lack  t h e  exp e rie nc e  of life  in  t h e  lan d  of M afia  o rigins,  
a n  exp e ri e nc e  t h a t  wo uld  h ave  b al a nc e d  t h ei r  b ein gs.  The  Don  do es  w h a t  h e
b elieves  is n e c e s s a ry  for  m e n ' s  families  to  t h rive.  H e  le a ds  his  go dson,  
John ny Fon t a n e,  b a ck  to  t aking  c a r e  of his  fa mily a n d  hi s  frie n ds  t h ro u g h  
Nino. H e  will e n s u r e  t h rou g h  a n  a c t  of Con g r e s s  t h a t  N azo rin e  finds  a  good  
h u s b a n d  for  hi s  d a u g h t er. And hi s  m e n  will e n ac t  t h e  ven g e a n c e  t h a t  
Ame rigo  Bon a s e r a  n e e d s  in o r d e r  to  r e t u r n  ho no r  to  hi ms elf a n d  hi s  fa mily.

The r e  a r e  n u m e ro us  exa m ples  of t h e  Don ' s  a bili ty to  m a k e  Ame rica  a n d  
Ame rica n s  a s si mila t e  to  his  w ays.  Tom H a g e n,  a  Ge r m a n  Ame rica n  o r p h a n  
b ro u g h t  in to  t h e  Don ' s  ho m e,  is r ais e d  a s  on e  of his  ow n,  e d u c a t e d  in t h e  
Ame rica n  sys t e m  all t h e  w ay t h ro u g h  law sc hool. Given  t his  oppo r t u ni ty to  
b eco m e  a  s ucc e s sful Ame ric a n ,  H a g e n  op t s  ins t e a d  to  co m ple t e  hi s  
a s si mila tion  in to  t h e  Don ' s  wo rld.  " 'I wo uld  wo rk  for  you  like  you r  sons, '  
H a g e n  s aid,  m e a nin g  wi th  co m ple t e  loyal ty, wit h  co m ple t e  a cc e p t a n c e  of t h e
Don ' s  p a r e n t al divini ty." Lat e r  on,  t h e  Don  r e m a r ks,  "Even  t hou g h  you' r e  no t
a  Sicilian,  I m a d e  you on e." Yet, in s pi t e  of H a g e n ' s  n e a r-n a tive  knowled g e  
of Sicilian  w ays—he  is t h e  on e  a ble  to  r e a d  t h e  Sicilian  sig n  of t h e  fish  
w r a p p e d  in Luc a  Bra si ' s  bloods t ain e d  ves t  a n d  is a p poin t e d  a c ting  
con siglior e  on  Ge nco' s  d e a t h—a n d  b e c a u s e  h e  is no t  of Sicilian  blood,  no t  
"bo r n  to  t h e  w ays  of o m er tà ," h e  is r ele g a t e d  to  m a r gin al  s t a t u s  w h e n  
Mich a el  t ak e s  over. Tom b r e aks  t h e  cod e  of o m er tà  a t  t h e  e n d  of t h e  novel 
w h e n  h e  explains  to  Kay w hy Mich a el  h a d  to  kill Con nie ' s  h u s b a n d,  C a rlo. I t  
is a s  t ho u g h  Vito Corl eon e  is a  Mid a s  w hos e  ve ry touc h  t u r n s  p eo ple  in to  
Sicilian s.  In  s pi t e  of t h e  pow e r  t h a t  t h e  m ovie  p ro d u c e r  Jack Woltz h a s  
g ain e d  in t h e  Ame rica n  sys t e m,  h e  too  m u s t  a s si mila t e  to  t h e  Don ' s  wo rld,  
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h e  m u s t  give  in  to  t h e  Don' s  wish  t h a t  hi s  go dso n  John ny Fon t a n e  g e t  t h e  
role  t h a t  r evives  hi s  film c a r e e r  a n d  his  loyal ty to  t h e  fa mily. I t  is Don  Vito 
w hos e  s u b tle  m a c hin a tions  r e mind  John ny of how  h e  n e glec t e d  his  
r e s po nsibili tie s  to  h elp  hi s  boyhood  frien d  a n d  pa esa no  Nino. The  Don  
p rovide s  John ny wi th  t h e  m e a n s  to  s ucc e e d,  a n d  ironically it a lso  b eco m e s  
t h e  m e a n s  by  w hich  Nino is d e s t roye d.

The  ch a r ac t e r  w ho  b e s t  illus t r a t e s  t his  r eve r s e  a s si mila tion  hypo t h e sis  is 
Kay Ada m s.  Kay, w ho  c a n  t r a c e  h e r  a n c e s t r al  line a g e  to  t h e  M a yflo w er , 
e m bo dies  all t h a t  is Ame rica n,  a n d  h e r  a s simila tion  in to  t h e  Corleon e  fa mily 
is t h e  s t ro n g e s t  evide nc e  of r ev e r s e  a s simila tion.  Wh e n  Mich a el  b rings  h e r  
to  his  sis t e r ' s  w e d din g,  h e  do es  so  to  "show his  ow n  fu tu r e  wife  to  t h e m,  t h e  
w a s h e d-ou t  r a g  of a n  Americ a n  gi rl." H e  si t s  wit h  h e r  "a t  a  t a ble  in  t h e  
ex t r e m e  co r n e r  of t h e  g a r d e n  to  p roclaim  his  c hos e n  alie n a tion  fro m  fa t h e r  
a n d  fa mily." Whe n  t h e  Corl eon e s  m e e t  h e r  t h ey a r e  u ni m p r e s s e d:  "Sh e  w as  
too  t hin,  too  fair, h e r  fac e  w a s  too  s h a r ply in t ellige n t  for  a  wo m a n,  h e r  
m a n n e r  too  fr e e  for  a  m aid e n.  H e r  n a m e,  too,  w a s  ou tl a n dis h  to  t h ei r  
e a r s.  . . . If s h e  h a d  told  t h e m  t h a t  h e r  fa mily h a d  s e t tl e d  in Ame rica  t wo  
h u n d r e d  ye a r s  a go  a n d  h e r  n a m e  w a s  a  co m m o n  on e,  t h ey would  h ave  
s h r u g g e d." N o  m a t t e r  how  m u c h  h e  loves  a n d  t r u s t s  Kay, Mic h a el  r e alizes  
t h a t  s h e  is a n  ou t sid e r  w h e n  h e  s e e s  h e r  af t e r  his  fa th e r  h a s  b e e n  g u n n e d  
dow n.  Mich a el do e s  t ell h e r  e no u g h  a bo u t  his  fa th e r  to  give  h e r  t h e  
oppo r t u ni ty to  b a ck  ou t  of t h e  r el a tions hip,  b u t  s h e  do e s  no t .  Eve n  w h e n  s h e
finds  ou t  fro m  Mich a el ' s  m o t h e r  t h a t  w h a t  s h e  h a d  h e a r d  a bo u t  Mich a el  is 
t r u e ,  s h e  s till holds  on  to  t h e  ho p e  t h a t  s h e  will s e e  Mich a el  a g ain.  Two 
ye a r s  go  by  a n d  Kay finds  work  t e a c hing  g r a d e  sc hool, a n d  s h e  d ecid es  on e  
d ay to  c all M rs .  Co rleon e.  While  t alking  to  h er, Kay finds  ou t  t h a t  Mic h a el  
h a s  b e e n  b ack  in t h e  cou n t ry for  six m o n t h s .  S h e  b e co m e s  a n g ry wi th  
Mich a el, hi s  m o t h er, a n d  "all for eign e r s—Italians  w ho  didn ' t  h ave  t h e  
co m m o n  cou r t e sy to  ke e p  u p  a  d e c e n t  s how  of fri en ds hip  eve n  if a  love  
affai r  w a s  over," ye t  s till a cc e p t s  M a m a  Corleon e ' s  invit a tion  to  visi t  h e r  a t  
t h e  Corl eon e  ho m e.  During  t h ei r  r e co ncilia tion,  Kay t ells  Mich a el  h e  could  
h ave  t r u s t e d  h er, t h a t  s h e  wo uld  h av e  "p r a c tice d  t h e  N e w  E n gla n d  o m er tà . 
Yanke e s  a r e  p r e t ty  clos e mo u t h e d  too, you  know." Kay a cc e p t s  Mich a el ' s  
p ro pos al for  a  Sicilian  m a r r i a g e ,  on e  in w hich  s h e  would  b e  his  wife  b u t  no t  
"a  p a r t n e r  in  life," af t e r  h e  confides  to  h e r  t h a t  t h e  fa mily will b e  legi tim a t e  
wi thin  five ye a r s  a n d  af t e r  h e  p rovides  h e r  wit h  a  "final expla n a tion" of his  
fa th e r ' s  b u sin es s  p hilosop hy.

The  n ext  w e  h e a r  of Kay is w h e n  Mich a el  is r e t u r ning  ho m e  fro m  Las  Vegas.
We le a r n  t h a t  t h ey  h a d  b e e n  m a r ri e d  in  a  q uie t  N e w  E n gla n d  c e r e mo ny a n d  
t h a t  Mich a el w a s  "su r p ri se d  a t  how  w ell Kay go t  along  wi th  hi s  p a r e n t s  a n d  
t h e  o t h e r  p eo ple  living  on  t h e  m all." S h e  is d e s c ribe d  a s  "a good,  old-s tyle  
I t alia n  wife" w ho  g e t s  p r e g n a n t  "righ t  a w ay." At t h e  bi r t h  of h e r  s eco n d  
c hild,  Kay co m e s  to  u n d e r s t a n d  t h a t  s h e  is "on h e r  w ay to  b e co min g  a  
Sicilian" af t e r  s h e  r e alize s  t h a t  t h e  s to ry Con nie  t ells  h e r  a bo u t  Ca rlo 's  fuss  
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ove r  t h e  rig h t  b a p tis m al gift  m u s t  b e  t r a n s mi t t e d  to  Mich a el. Kay leaves  
Mich a el  w h e n  s h e  r e alizes  t h a t  h e  did  h av e  hi s  ow n  b ro t h e r-in-law 
m u r d e r e d .  The n,  a g ains t  h e r  ow n  b e t t e r  judg m e n t,  s h e  a cc e p t s  Tom 
H a g e n ' s  expla n a tion  a n d  r e t u r n s  to  Mich a el  a n d  conve r t s  to  Ca t holicis m,  
so m e t hing  t h a t  do e s  no t  pl e a s e  Mic h a el, w ho  w a n t s  "th e  child r e n  to  b e  
P ro t e s t a n t ,  it  w a s  m o r e  Ame rica n." N eve r t h el e s s,  s h e  is conve r t e d  to  his  
wo rld  a n d  a cc e p t s  t h e  role  of t h e  wo m a n  s u bs e rvien t  to  m a n.  I ronic ally, t h e  
conve r sion  t ak es  pl ac e  b e c a u s e  of h e r  in t e r a c tion  wi th  Tom H a g e n,  w ho  
bo t h  b r e aks  t h e  cod e  of o m er tà  a n d  t r e a t s  h e r  a s  a n  e q u al. The  final sc e n e  
of t h e  novel finds  Kay a t  M a s s,  p r aying,  like  M a m a  Corleon e,  for  t h e  "soul of
Mich a el  Co rl eon e." And so,  Don  Con  Corleon e ' s  bid  to  co n t rol his  wo rld  h a s  
h a d  it s  g r e a t e s t  imp ac t .  H e  h a s  b e e n  a ble,  t h ro u g h  hi s  son,  to  conve r t  a n  
Ame rica n  M a yflo w er  P ro t e s t a n t  p rinc es s  in to  a  p ro p e r  Sicilian  m o t h er.

Th ro u g h  t h e  m a r ri a g e  of Mich a el  to  Kay, P uzo r e p r e s e n t s  t h e  ide al, a lb ei t  
my t hic al, syn t h e sis  of I t alia n  a n d  Ame ric a n  c ul t u r e s.  N o  m a t t e r  ho w  m u c h  
Mich a el  exp r e s s e s  his  d e si r e s  to  b e  legi tim a t e  a n d  Ame ric a n  on  t h e  s u rf ac e ,
u n d e r  hi s  skin  h e  is t r u e  to  t h e  Sicilian  world  of hi s  fa t h er, a n d  h e  r e c r e a t e s  
t h a t  wo rld  for  t h e  n ex t  g e n e r a tion.  Thus,  P uzo forg es  in  fiction  w h a t  is 
impossible  to  c r e a t e  in r e ality. The  key to  t hi s  novel ' s  s ucc e s s  lies  in  P uzo ' s  
a bili ty to  m a k e  r e a d e r s  e nvy a n d  eve n  fea r  t h e  mys t e ry  a n d  t h e  pow e r  
insid e  t h e  Italianità  t h a t  h e  r e p r e s e n t s  t h ro u g h  t h e  Corleon e  fa mily.

S o u r c e:  F r e d  L. Ga r d a p h e,  "The  Mid dle  Mythic Mo d e:  Godfa t h e r s  a s  
H e ro e s,  Varia tions  on  a  Figu r e ," in  Italian  S i g n s,  A m erican  S t r e e t s: T h e  
Evolu tion  of  I talian  A m erican  N arrativ e , Duk e  U nive r si ty P r e s s,  1 9 9 6,  p p.  
8 6-1 1 8.
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Crit i c a l  E s s ay  # 3
In  t h e  follo wing  e s say, Ferraro di scus s e s  t h e  "busin e ss  of  fa mily" in  The  
Godfa t h e r , and  t h e  godfa t h er  figure  as  a cul t ural icon.

In  his  1 9 6 9  blockb u s t e r  The  Godfa t h er, M a rio P uzo p r e s e n t e d  a n  im a g e  of 
t h e  M afia  t h a t  h a s  b e co m e  co m m o n plac e  in Ame ric a n  po p ula r  cul t u r e.  Since
t h a t  tim e,  w e  h av e  t ak e n  for  g r a n t e d  t h a t  t h e  M afia  op e r a t e s  a s  a  
con so r tiu m  of illegi tim a t e  b u sin e ss e s ,  s t r uc t u r e d  alon g  fa mily line s,  wi th  a  
fa milial p a t ri a r c h  o r  "godfa t h e r"  a s  t h e  c hi ef exe c u tive  office r  of e a c h  
syn dica t e .  P uzo ' s  ve r sion  of t h e  M afia  fus e s  in to  on e  icon  t h e  r e al m s  of 
fa mily a n d  econo my, of Sou t h e r n  It ali an  e t h nici ty a n d  big-tim e  Ame rica n  
c a pi t alis m,  of blood  a n d  t h e  m a rk e t pl ac e.  "Blood" r efe r s  to  t h e  violenc e  of 
o r g a nize d  c ri m e.  "Blood" also  r efe r s  to  t h e  fa milial cla n  a n d  its  ex t e n sion  
t h ro u g h  t h e  sym bolic sys t e m  of t h e  co m par e , o r  "co-god p a r e n t hood." In  T h e
Godfa th er , t h e  r e p r e s e n t a tion  of t h e  M afia  fus e s  e t h nic  t r ib alis m  with  t h e  
all-Ame rica n  p u r s ui t  of w e al th  a n d  po w er. Sinc e  its  p u blica tion,  w e  h ave  
r e g a r d e d  t his  b u sin es s  of fa mily in  T h e  Godfa th er , a s  a  fig m e n t  of P uzo ' s  
oppo r t u nis tic  im a gin a tion,  w hic h  it  r e m ains  in p a r t .  Bu t  t h e  b u sin es s  of 
fa mily in  P uzo ' s  M afia  is al so  a  p rovoc a tive  r evision  of a cc e p t e d  no tions  of 
w h a t  e t h nici ty is a n d  how  it works—th e  n e w  e t h nic  sociology in po p ula r  
li t e r a ry for m.

Du ring  t h e  la t e  1 9 7 0s  a n d  e a rly 1 9 8 0 s,  t h e r e  w a s  a  s ho r t  ou t b u r s t  of 
sc hola rly in t e r e s t  in T h e  Godfat h er  a n d  it s  my ri a d  offsp ring.  A cons e ns u s  
a bo u t  t h e  m e a nin g  of t h e  pop ula ri ty of t his  s a g a  e m e r g e s  fro m  t h e  books  
a n d  e s s ays  of F r e d ric  Jam e son,  E ric  H o bs b a w n,  John  Ca w el ti, a n d  John  
S u t h e rl a n d.  The  po r t r ayal of t h e  Corleon e  fa mily collec tive  allows  pos t-
Vietn a m e r a  Ame ric a ns  to  fan t a size  a bo u t  t h e  glo ry d ays  of "clos ely kni t  
t r a di tion al  a u t ho ri ty." The  po r t r ayal of t h e  pow e r  a n d  d e s t r uc tive  g r e e d  of 
t h e  M afia  chief t ains  allows  t h e m  to  ve n t  t h ei r  r a g e  a t  "th e  m a n a g e ri al e li t e  
w ho  hold  t h e  r eins  of co r po r a t e  pow e r  a n d  u s e  it  for  t h ei r  ow n  b e n efi t." The  
t h e m e s  of fa mily a n d  b u sin es s,  in e a c h  ins t a nc e ,  a r e  di s e n g a g e d  fro m  on e  
a no t h er. As Jam e son  p u t s  it, on  t h e  on e  h a n d,  t h e  e t h nic  fa mily ima g e ry  
s a tisfies  "a U topia n  longing" for  collec tivity, w hile,  on  t h e  o th e r  h a n d,  "th e  
s u b s ti t u tion  of c ri m e  for  big  b u sin e s s" is t h e  "ideologic al func tion" of t h e  
n a r r a tive.  In  s uc h  s t a n d a r d  t r e a t m e n t s,  P uzo ' s  n a r r a tive  is r e g a r d e d  a s  a  
b rillian t  (or  b rillian tly lucky) ins t a n c e  of s a tisfying  t wo  dis p a r a t e  a p p e ti t e s  
wi th  a  single  sy m bol. This  p e r s p e c tive,  for m ul a t e d  in t h e  la t e  1 9 7 0s,  s e e m s  
to  h ave  s e t tl e d  t h e  iss u e  of t h e  pop ula ri ty of t h e  novel.

I w a n t  to  r eo p e n  t h a t  iss u e.  We n e e d  to  r e t u r n  to  T h e  Godfa th er  b e c a u s e  w e
h ave  too  e a sily dis miss e d  it s  r e p r e s e n t a tion  of t h e  M afia  a s  a  t wo-p a r t  
fan t a sy. Of cou r s e,  T h e  Godfat h er  is no t  r elia ble  a s  a  ro m a n  à  clef o r  a  
his to ric al novel: P uzo ' s  d e t ails  a r e  fuzzy, mixed  u p,  a n d  m u c h  exa g g e r a t e d.  
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"The r e  w a s  t hin gs  h e  s t r e t c h e d," a s  H u ck  Finn  wo uld  p u t  it, a n d  eve ryon e  
knows  it. Bu t  c ri tics  h av e  b e e n  too  r e a dy to  a cc e p t  his  m ajo r  sociological 
p r e mis e—th a t  fa mily a n d  b u sin e s s  wo rk  in t a n d e m—as  p u r e  myt hology. I 
wo uld  a r g u e  t h a t  t h e  impor t a nc e  of T h e  Godfat h er  lie s  no t  in  it s  c r e a tion  of 
a  dou ble  my t hology b u t  in t h e  w ay t h a t  i t t ak e s  t h e  fusion  of kins hip  a n d  
c a pi t alis t  e n t e r p ri s e  s e riously. I t s  c ul t u r al significa nc e  lies  no t  in t h e  
si m ul t a n eo u s  a p p e als  of "fa mily" a n d  "busin e ss" im a g e ry b u t  r a t h e r  in  t h e  
a p p e al  of a n  a c t u al  s t r u c t u r al  si m ul t a n ei ty, t h e  b u sine s s  of fa mily. If w e  fail 
to  p a u s e  long  e no u g h  to  conside r  it s  s u rf ac e  n a r r a tive,  w e  u n d e r e s tim a t e  
no t  only t h e  s t r a t e gi es  of t h e  novel b u t  t h e  insigh t s  a n d  in t ui tions  of it s  h u g e
a u die nc e  a s  w ell.

Re a d e r s  h ave  u n d e r e s ti m a t e d  t h e  b u sin e ss  of fa mily b e c a u s e  lit tle  in 
t r a di tion al  t h eo rie s  of t h e  fa mily, e t h nici ty, a n d  a dv a nc e d  c a pi t alis m  h a s  
p r e p a r e d  t h e m  to  r ecog nize  it.  In  bo t h  sc hola rly a n d  pop ul a r  t r e a t m e n t s,  
e t h nic  c ul tu r e  a n d  ex t e n d e d  kins hip  a r e  in t e r p r e t e d  a s  b a r ri e r s  to  
s ucc e s sfully n e go tia ting  t h e  m o bili ty ladd er, p a r tic ula rly it s  u p p e r  r u n g s.  
Sou t h e r n  It ali an  im mig r a n t s  a n d  t h ei r  d e s c e n d a n t s  h av e  long  b e e n  t hou g h t  
to  exe m plify t h e  p rinciple  t h a t  t h e  m o r e  cl an nish  a n  e t h nic  g ro u p,  t h e  
slow e r  it s  a s si mila tion  a n d  econo mic a dva nc e m e n t.  H e r b e r t  Ga ns ' s  Urban  
Villagers , Virginia  Yans-McLa u g hlin ' s  Fa mily an d  Co m m u ni ty , Tho m a s  
Kess n e r ' s  Golde n  Door , a n d  Tho m a s  Sow ell 's  Et h nic  A m erica  e s s e n ti ally 
u p d a t e  t h e  social wo rk  p e r s p ec tives  of s uc h  w ri t e r s  a s  P hyllis H.  Willia ms  
a n d  Leon a r d  Covello. In  1 9 4 4,  Covello w ro t e,  "Any social conscious n e s s  of 
I t alo-Ame rica n s  wi thin  'Lit tle  I t alie s '  a p p e r t ains  p ri m a rily to  s h a ring  a n d  
a d h e rin g  to  t h e  fa mily t r a di tion  a s  t h e  m ain  m o tif of t h ei r  p hilosop hy of 
life.... The  r e t e n tion  of t his  c ul t u r al  ' b a sis '  is e s s e n ti ally t h e  sou rc e  of t h ei r  
r e t a r d e d  a dju s t m e n t ." But  t his  long-s t a n ding  t r a di tion  of ide n tifying  t h e  
It alia n  fa mily s t r u c t u r e  a s  a  dysfunc tion al s u rvival r u n s  a g ro u n d  w h e n  it 
co m e s  to  t h e  M afia.

His to ria n s  a n d  sociologis t s  a t t e s t  to  t h e  difficul ty of in t e r p r e ting  t h e  M afia  
in  t e r m s  of a  line a r  m o d el of a s simila tion  a n d  u p w a r d  m o bili ty. All 
co m m e n t a to r s  r e co g nize  t h a t  t h e  M afia  w a s  no t  si m ply t r a n s po r t e d  h e r e:  it 
a ro s e  fro m  t h e  polye t h nic  im mig r a n t  s t r e e t s  r a t h e r  t h a n  p a s sin g  fro m  fa th e r
to  so n; P rohibi tion  w a s  t h e  m ajor  fac to r  in s h a ping  its  g ro wt h.  In  A Fa mily 
B u sine s s , sociologis t  F r a n cis  A. J. Ian ni conc e d e s  t h e s e  poin t s,  only to  s t r e s s
t h e  fa mily s t r uc t u r e  of t h e  syndica t e s  a n d  t h e  o rigin  of t his  fa milialis m  in 
Sou t h e r n  It aly. The  Lup ullo c ri m e  o r g a niza tion  " f e el s  like  a  kins hip-
s t r uc t u r e d  g ro u p;  fa milialis m  foun d e d  it a n d  is s till it s  s tock  in t r a d e.  On e  
s e n s es  im m e dia t ely no t  only t h e  s t r e n g t h  of t h e  bo n d,  b u t  t h e  ina bili ty of 
m e m b e r s  to  s e e  a ny m o r ali ty o r  social o r d e r  la rg e r  t h a n  t h ei r  ow n." Ian ni ' s  
r e s e a r c h  t e m p t s  hi m  in to a b a n do ning  t h e  t r a di tion  of pl acing  e t h nic  
p h e no m e n a  on  a  line a r  con tinu u m  r u n nin g  fro m  Old  World  m a r gin ali ty to  
N e w  World  c e n t r ali ty. His  r e s e a r c h  s u p po r t s  a n d  hi s  a n alysis  a n t icip a t e s ,  
wi tho u t  q ui t e  a r ticula ting,  t h e  cu t ting  e d g e  of e t h nic  t h eo ry.
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Sc hola r s  in a  n u m b e r  of fields  a r e  working  to  ch a n g e  t h e  w ay w e  t hink  
a bo u t  e t h nici ty, e t h nic  g ro u p s,  a n d  e t h nic  c ul tu r e .  In  iden tifying  t h e  social 
b a s e s  of e t h nici ty, t h eo ris t s  a r e  s hif ting  t h ei r  e m p h a si s  fro m  
in t e r g e n e r a tion al  t r a n s mission  to  a r e n a s  of conflict  in co m plex socie ti es.  
They a r g u e  t h a t  w e  n e e d  to  exa min e  e t h nic  c ul t u r e s  no t  a s  Old  World  
s u rvivals  (wh a t eve r  t h ei r  roo t s)  b u t  a s  imp rovis ed  s t r a t e gi e s  to  d e al  wi t h  
t h e  u n e q u al  dis t r ibu tion  of w e al t h,  pow er, a n d  s t a t u s.  In  t his  ligh t ,  e t h nic  
g ro u p s  includ e  no t  only socially m a r gin al  p eo ples  b u t  a ny g ro u p  t h a t  u s e s  
sy m bols  of co m m o n  d e s c e n t  a n d  t r a di tion  to  c r e a t e  o r  to  m ai n t ain  pow er. 
F ro m  a  his to ri a n ' s  p e r s p ec tive,  E u ro p e a n  fa mily s t r uc t u r e s  a n d  t r a di tions  
do  no t  n e c e s s a rily dis solve  in  t h e  face  of c a pi t alis m  b u t  r a t h er, a s  t h ey  h ave  
alw ays  do n e,  evolve  to  m e e t  it s  c h a n ging  n e e d s .

Anth ropologis t  Abne r  Coh e n  conc eives  of e t h nic  g ro u p s  a s  "in t e r e s t  g ro u p s"
in w hich  e t h nic sy m bols  func tion  in lieu  of m o r e  for m al s t r uc t u r e s,  s uc h  a s  
t h e  law. Whe n  h e  s p e a ks  of t h e  sy m bolic a p p a r a t u s  of e t h nici ty, h e  r efe r s  to  
t h e  e m p h a sis  on  co m m o n  hi s to ry a n d  t r a di tion,  e n dog a my a n d  social 
bo u n d a ry  m ai n t e n a n c e,  r eligion  a n d  ri t u al, a n d  eve ryd ay e n cod e d  b e h avior, 
includin g  "acc e n t ,  m a n n e r  of s p e e c h,  e tiq u e t t e ,  s tyle  of joking,  pl ay" a n d  so  
for t h,  t h a t  is, t h e  r h e to ric  a n d  cod e s  of "blood." As Coh e n  explains,  t h e  
sy m bolic  a p p a r a t u s  of e t h nici ty inci t e s  g e n uin e  loyalty a n d  e m o tion,  t h e  
pow e r  a n d  idiosync r a sy of w hich  c a n no t  b e  u n d e r e s ti m a t e d.  But  t h e  
a p p a r a t u s  also  s e rves  u tilit a ri a n  p u r pos e s  wi thin  socie ty a t  la rg e ,  including  
t hos e  of t h e  e co no mic  m a rk e t pl ac e.  In  m a ny of ou r  m o s t  fa milia r  ex a m ples,  
t h e  func tion  of e t h nic  ri t u al  is p ri m a rily d efe nsive,  to  o r g a nize  a  g ro u p  on  
t h e  m a r gins  of socie ty, b u t  t h e  u s e s  of e t h nici ty c a n  b e  q ui t e  a g g r e s sive  a s  
w ell. The  It alian-Ame ric a n  M afia  is a  c a s e  in  poin t.  As Ian ni a n d  o t h e r s  h ave
d e m o ns t r a t e d ,  it is t h e  e t hos  of e t h nic  solida ri ty t h a t  p u t s  t h e  o r g a niza tion  
in to  It alian-Ame ric a n  o r g a nize d  c ri m e.

In  h e r  disc ussion  of T h e  Godfat h er , Ros e  Basile  Gre e n  co m e s  t h e  clos e s t  of 
a ny c ri tic  to  u n p a cking  w h a t  s h e  c alls  t h e  "socioecono mic e t h nic  im a g e" of 
t h e  Corl eon e  c ri m e  syn dica t e .  U nlike  al mos t  eve ryon e  els e ,  Gr e e n  t ak e s  
s e riously P uzo ' s  po r t r ayal of t h e  syndica t e s—not  a s  hi s to ric al fac t  a bo u t  
a c t u al  g a n g s t e r s  b u t  a s  a  t r e a ti s e  (how eve r  ro m a n ticize d) "de aling  wi th  t h e  
con t e m po r a ry  s t r a t e gy of g aining  a n d  s e c u rin g  pow er." Yet Gre e n ' s  a n alysis  
s plit s  in to  typical p a r allel p a t h s:  c rim e  a s  a  m e a n s  for  soci al m o bili ty ve r s u s  
t h e  fa mily a s  a  locus  of t r a di tion al  Sou t h e r n  It alia n  r e s pon sibili ty. Althou g h  
Gre e n  iden tifies  "a s u b tle  line  b e t w e e n  p e r so n al  in t e r e s t  a n d  s t r u c t u r al 
pow er," s h e,  too,  fails to  m a k e  t h e  s t ro n g e s t  con n e c tion  b e t w e e n  t h e  p riva t e
fa mily life a s c rib e d  to  Don  Corleon e  a n d  t h e  illegi tim a t e  e n t e r p ris e  h e  
h e a d s.  Whe n  Gre e n  s ays  t h a t  T h e  Godfa th er  explo r e s  "the  con t e m po r a ry  
s t r a t e gy of g aining  a n d  s e c u rin g  pow er," s h e  m e a n s  t h e  t ac tics  of b rib e ry, 
in timid a tion,  t h e  b roke r a g e  of vote s,  in t e r g a n g  w a rfa r e ,  a n d  so  for t h  t h a t  
Don  Corleon e  u s e s  to  con d uc t  b u sin es s  ou t sid e  t h e  confines  of his  ow n  
o r g a niza tion.  But  t h e  m o s t  no t e wo r t hy d evice  for  g aining  a n d  s ec u rin g  
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pow e r  in P uzo ' s  d e pic tion  is in t e r n al  to  t h e  Corleon e  syn dic a t e:  i t is no t  a  
g u n  o r  p ayola,  b u t ,  q ui t e  si m ply, t h a t  mys tified  e n ti ty, t h e  "Sou t h e r n  It alian  
fa mily."

In  n a r r a ting  T h e  Godfat h er , P uzo a do p t s  t h e  fa milia r  rol e  of cul tu r al  
in t e r p r e t er, m e di a ting  b e t w e e n  ou t sid e  r e a d e r s  a n d  a  s ec r e t  e t h nic  socie ty. 
P uzo ' s  a g e n d a ,  implici t  ye t  u nive r s ally u n d e r s tood,  is to  explain  w hy Sicilian
Ame rica n s  h ave  m a d e  s uc h  good  c rimin al s. The  a n s w er, g e n e r ally s p e a king,  
is t h ei r  cul t  of fa mily ho nor. The  Corleon e s  b elieve,  wi th  a  kind  of feud al  
fe rvor, in p a t ri a r c hy, p a t ro n a g e ,  a n d  p ro t e c tion.  T h e  Godfa th er  is s a t u r a t e d  
wi th  t h e  im a g e ry  of p a t e r ni ty, fa mily, a n d  in tim a t e  fri en ds hip; wi t h  t h e  
r h e to ric  of r e s p ec t ,  loyal ty, a n d  t h e  cod e  of silenc e;  wi th  r efe r e nc e s  to  
Sicilian  blood  a n d  t h e  m a c his mo a t t r ib u t e d  to  i t; wi th  t h e  soci al eve n t s—
w e d din gs,  c h ris t e nings ,  fun e r al s,  m e als,  a n d  so  for t h—th a t  e m bo dy t h e  
c ul t u r e  of fa mily ho nor. The  b u sin es s  of c ri m e  is alw ays  in t e rl ac e d  wit h  t h e  
r e s po nsibili tie s  of fa mily. In  t h e  film, for  ins t a nc e ,  Cle m e nz a  fre t s  ove r  a  
r e q u e s t  fro m  his  wife  Eve  a s  h e  p r e sid e s  ove r  t h e  exec u tion  of Pa ulie  Ga t to: 
"Don ' t  forg e t  t h e  c a n noli!" Don  Vito hi m s elf is a  t r u e  b elieve r  in  t h e  m u t u al  
obliga tions  of kinfolk. H e  s e eks  bo t h  to  exp a n d  his  w e al t h  a n d  pow e r  to  
p ro t e c t  his  d e p e n d e n t s  a n d  to  m a k e  his  p ro t ec tion  available  to  m o r e  a n d  
m o r e  p eo ple.  H e  r e c r ui t s  fro m  within  hi s  fa mily to  ke e p  t h e  b u sine s s  "all in 
t h e  fa mily" for  t h e  fa mily's  s ak e.  "It  w a s  a t  t his  tim e  t h a t  t h e  Don  go t  t h e  
ide a  t h a t  h e  r a n  his  world  fa r  b e t t e r  t h a n  his  e n e mi es  r a n  t h e  g r e a t e r  wo rld  
w hich  con tinu ally obs t r uc t e d  hi s  p a t h." At t h e  s a m e  ti m e,  "no t  his  b e s t  
frien d s  wo uld  h ave  c alled  Don  Corleon e  a  s ain t  fro m  h e ave n"; t h e r e  is 
alw ays  "som e  s elf-in t e r e s t" in  hi s  g e n e rosi ty. For  eve ryon e  r e co g nizes  t h e  
wisdo m  of fa mily ho nor, Corl eon e ' s  H o nor, give n  t h e  s p ecial exige ncies  of 
op e r a tin g  in a  big  w ay in a n  ou tla w e d  u n d e r g ro u n d  e co no my.

In  his  a n alysis  of t h e  e t h nic  g ro u p  a s  a n  in t e r e s t  g ro u p,  Coh e n  s t r e s s e s  t h e  
g row t h  po t e n ti al w h e r eve r  t h e r e  is a  s ec to r  of a n  e cono my t h a t  h a s  no t  b e e n
o r g a nize d  for m ally:

Eve n  in t h e  a dva nc e d  libe r al  indus t ri al socie ti es  t h e r e
a r e  so m e  s t r uc t u r al  con di tions  u n d e r  w hich  a n  in t e r e s t
g ro u p  c a n no t  o r g a nize  it s elf on  for m al line s.  I t s
for m al o r g a niza tion  m ay  b e  oppos e d  by t h e  s t a t e  o r
by o th e r  g ro u p s  wi thin  t h e  s t a t e ,  o r  m ay  b e  inco m p a tible
wi th  so m e  impo r t a n t  p rinciples  in t h e  socie ty;
o r  t h e  in t e r e s t s  it r e p r e s e n t s  m ay  b e  n e wly d evelop e d
a n d  no t  ye t  a r ticula t e d  in t e r m s  of a  for m al o rg a niza tion
a n d  a cco m m o d a t e d  wi th  t h e  for m al s t r uc t u r e
of t h e  socie ty. U n d e r  t h e s e  con di tions  t h e  g ro u p  will
a r t icul a t e  it s  o r g a niza tion  on  infor m al line s,  m a king
u s e  of t h e  kins hip,  frie n ds hip,  r i t u al, c e r e m o nial, a n d
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oth e r  sy m bolic  a c tivities  t h a t  a r e  implici t  in w h a t  is
know n  a s  s tyle  of life.

The  e t h nic  e t hos  m e a n s  s ticking  tog e t h er, r e s p e c ting  t h e  a u t ho ri ty of t h e  
g ro u p  r a t h e r  t h a n  t h a t  of ou t side r s,  d efe n din g  t h e  g ro u p ' s  t u rf, a n d  a biding  
by t r a di tion.  The  r e a soning  co m e s  full ci r cle,  for  t r a di tion  is e q u a t e d  wi th  
g ro u p  solida ri ty. The  fa mily is t h e  co r e  el e m e n t  of t h e  g ro u p  a n d  it s  m os t  
pow e rful sym bol. U n d e r  a p p ro p ri a t e  con di tions,  t h e  e t hos  of e t h nici ty is by  
no  m e a n s  a n a c h ro nis tic  in  la t e  c a pi t alis m,  no  m a t t e r  ho w  roo t e d  s uc h  valu es
mig h t  b e  in  t h e  hi s to ry of p a r ticul a r  g ro u ps.  Whe r eve r  e t h nici ty c a n  
facili t a t e  e n t e r p ri s e,  e t h nici ty a s  a  sys t e m  c a n  b e  s aid  to  b e  on e  of t h e  
p ri m a ry m o to r s  of c a pi t alis m,  no t  it s  a n ti t h e sis. Focusing  on  t h e  old  
m o n eye d  elit e  of London,  Coh e n  h a s  a r g u e d  t h a t  e t h nici ty func tions  a m o n g  
t h e  p rivileg e d  a s  w ell a s  a m o n g  t h e  impove ris h e d,  a m o n g  "cor e" c a s t e s  a s  
w ell a s  a m o n g  r a ci al a n d  n a tion al  mino ri tie s.  In  a no t h e r  c a s e  s t u dy, 
his to ria n  Pe t e r  Dobkin  H all implica t e s  fa mily a n d  t r a di tion  in t h e  m e r c a n tile
p r a c tic e s  of M a s s a c h u s e t t s  eli t e s  in  t h e  eigh t e e n t h  a n d  nin e t e e n t h  
c e n t u ri e s.  As bo t h  Coh e n  a n d  H all con t e n d,  a  p r e co n di tion  for  c a pi t alize d  
e t h nici ty is a  leg al vac u u m.  I wo uld  a d d  to  t his  a  co rolla ry b a s e d  on  t h e  
his to ry of t h e  M afia: t h e  d e si r e  to  e n g a g e  in e n t e r p ris e,  no t  si m ply in a  
vac u u m  (w h e r e  law a n d  for m al a r r a n g e m e n t s  a r e  lacking) b u t  in  a n  
e co no mic  zon e  ou t side  t h e  law a n d  op pos e d  to  for m al a r r a n g e m e n t s ,  m a k e s  
so m e  for m  of fa mily a n d  e t h nic  o r g a niza tion  a  n ec es si ty.

The  s e e min gly feu d al, d e e ply in t e r n alize d  e t hos  of fa mily ho no r  c e m e n t s  
individu als  tog e t h e r  in Ame rica n  c rim e,  s t r uc t u rin g  syn dic a t e s  a n d  giving  
t h e m  t h ei r  a g g r a n dizing  m o m e n t u m.  Loyal ty a n d  d evotion  to  g ro u p  ho no r  
a r e  t h e  value s  a cco r ding  to  w hich  individu als  a r e  m o tiva t e d,  r e c r ui t e d,  
judg e d,  a n d  police d  in t h e  M afia.  Thes e  value s  a r e  e s p e ci ally effec tive  a t  
bin din g  c ri min al s  tog e t h e r  a n d  a t  m a kin g  c ri min als  ou t  of t hos e  no t  
o th e r wise  d r a w n  to  t h e  ou tl aw  life. Thes e  valu es  s u rf ac e d  in  t h e  U ni t e d  
S t a t e s  w h e n  P rohibi tion  c r e a t e d  a n  e no r m o u s  u no r g a nize d  s ec to r  of t h e  
n a tion al e cono my, leg ally p ro sc ribe d  b u t  d rive n  by im m e n s e  a p p e ti t e s  a n d  
t h e  willing n e s s  of leg al ins ti t u tions  to  pl ay along,  e s p e ci ally for  a  p rice.  
S uc h  values  a r e  al so  n e c e ss a ry  to  hold  tog e t h e r  t h e  la r g e-sc ale  e n t e r p ris e s  
no t  s t r uc t u r e d  o r  p ro t ec t e d  by law, w hich  P ro hibi tion  c r e a t e d  b u t  w hich  
s u rvived  af t e r  it: r a ck e t s  d evot e d  to  g a m bling,  loan-s h a rking,  p ro s ti t u tion,  
va rious  for m s  of exto r tion,  a n d  eve n t u ally d r u g s.  In  legi tim a t e  b u sin e ss ,  a  
p rized  exec u tive  w ho  s ells  hi ms elf a n d  p e r h a p s  a  s ec r e t  o r  t wo  to  a no t h e r  
co m p a ny is w ri t t e n  off a s  a n  u n exp e c t e d  op e r a tin g  loss.  A capore gi m e  w ho  
b eco m e s  a  s tool pigeon  c a n  b rin g  t h e  w hole  sys t e m  dow n.  The  ideologie s  of 
t r a di tion  a n d  g ro u p  solida ri ty, p rincipally of t h e  fa mily, a r e  ide al for  
r a t ion alizing  c rim e  syndic a t e s  in bo t h  s e ns e s  of t h e  wo r d  "r a tion alize": ide al
for  o r g a nizing  t h e m  b ec a u s e  s uc h  ideologies  a r e  ide al for  jus tifying  t h ei r  
exis t e nc e  a n d  t h ei r  hold  ove r  t h ei r  m e m b e r s .
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T h e  Godfat h er  wo uld  w a r r a n t  a t t e n tion  fro m  sc hola r s  for  t h e  w ay it d e pic t s  
a n  e t h nic  s u bc ul t u r e  t h a t  func tions  a s  a n  in t e r e s t  g ro u p  eve n  if, like  P uzo' s  
Fortu na t e  Pilgri m  (196 4), it h a d  di s a p p e a r e d  in to  obsc u ri ty u po n  
p u blica tion.  Bu t  t h e  novel h a s  h a d  a  m ajor  imp ac t  on  po p ula r  c ul tu r e .  The  
figu r e  of "th e  godfa t h e r"  ou t s t rips  all b u t  t h e  m os t  u biq ui tous  c ul tu r al  
sy m bols,  falling  so m e w h e r e  b e t w e e n  H uckleb e r ry  Fin n  a n d  S u p e r m a n,  
b e t t e r  know n,  p e r h a p s,  t h a n  U ncle  S a m  hi ms elf. By 1 9 7 1,  w h e n  t h e  fi r s t  
film w a s  r el e a s e d ,  t h e r e  w e r e  ove r  on e  million  h a r dcove r  copies  of t h e  book 
in ci rc ul a tion—m ultiple  copie s  in eve ry lib r a ry in eve ry tow n  in Ame ric a—
a n d  a t  le a s t  t e n  million  m o r e  p a p e r b a cks.  His to rically, t h e  r e a ding  of t h e  
novel fr a m e d  t h e  film; no t ,  a s  in  a c a d e mic  c ri ticis m,  t h e  o t h e r  w ay a ro u n d.  
By t h e  e a rly 1 9 8 0 s,  t h e  book h a d  b eco m e  t h e  b e s t-s elling  novel in hi s to ry, 
a n d  it  con tinu e s  to  s ell s t e a dily eve n  ou t sid e  t h e  U ni t e d  S t a t e s .

The  m o s t  im m e dia t e  s pin-offs of t h e  novel w e r e  t h e  t wo  films, ve r sions  of 
t hos e  films  r e a r r a n g e d  for  t elevision,  a n d  t h e  video  for m a t ,  in w hich  t h e  t wo
films  plu s  ou t t ak e s  a r e  co m bin e d  a s  T h e  Godfat h er  E pic . By 1 9 7 5,  2 6 0  m o r e
books  on  t h e  M afia  t h e m e  h a d  b e e n  r el e a s e d,  p rincip ally of t h e  h a r d-boiled  
va rie ty. In  1 9 8 4,  P uzo hi ms elf t ri e d  a g ain  wi th  his  fic tion al a ccou n t  of 
S alva to r e  Giulia no, T h e  S icilian . E t h nici ty in  c ri m e  h a s  figu r e d  in m a ny 
m ajo r  films,  including  T h e  Cot ton  Club  (co-sc rip t e d  by  Cop pola,  P uzo, a n d  
Willia m  Kenn e dy), T h e  Gan g  W h o  Could n' t  S h oo t  S t raigh t , Broad way  Dan ny
Ros e , H ear t  of  t h e  Dragon , S carfac e , Onc e  u po n  a Ti m e  in A m erica , Miller's
Crossing , a n d  Goodf ellas , M a r tin  Sco r s e s e ' s  r e ply to  Cop pola.  Du ring  t h e  
1 9 8 0 s,  t h e  pop ula ri ty of family-dyn a s ty s a g a s ,  e s p eci ally in t h ei r  m a ny 
e t h nic  va rie tie s,  c a n  b e  t r a c e d  in p a r t  to  P uzo ' s  m o d el. Mos t  t elling  h a s  
b e e n  t h e  c e a s ele s s  p ro d uc tion  of Godfa th er  clon e s,  e m p h a sizing  t h e  fusion  
of fa mily a n d  c ri m e.  No w  a  g e n r e  of it s  ow n,  t h e  p rolife r a tion  includ e s  
(a u to)biog r a p hic al wo rks  s uc h  a s  Gay Tales e ' s  H o nor T hy  Fath er , Jose p h  
Bon a n no ' s  M a n  of  Ho nor , a n d  Antoin e t t e  Gia nc a n a ' s  M afia Prince ss ; novels  
s uc h  a s  Vince n t  Pa t rick ' s  Fa mily B u sine s s  a n d  Rich a r d  Con do n ' s  t r ilogy of 
t h e  P rizzi fa mily; a n d  a  legion  of films  a n d  t el e plays,  including  "Our  Fa mily 
H o no r" (ABC's  ill-fa t e d  a t t e m p t  to  co m bin e  Italian-Ame rica n  g a n g s t e r s  wi th  
Irish-Ame rica n  cops), M arried  to  t h e  M o b  (w hich  picks  u p  on  t h e  feminis t  
t h e m e s  in Condo n), t h e  "Wise g uy" s e ri e s  (an  affec ting  d r a m a  of ho mo e ro tic  
u n d e r pin nin gs  in  t h e  m o b), China Girl (Abel Fe r r a r a  r e s t a g e s  Ro m e o  an d  
Julie t  b e t w e e n  It ali an  a n d  Chin es e  m o b s t e r s), a n d  T h e  Fres h m a n  (Bra n do  
p a ro die s  his  po r t r ay al of Vito Corleon e). T h e  Godfat h er: Part  III  w a s  
r el e a s e d  on  Ch ris t m a s  in 1 9 9 0.

Wh a t  a r e  w e  to  m a k e  of t h e  las ting  fascina tion  wi t h  T h e  Godfa th er?  Sinc e  
it s  a p p e a r a nc e ,  sc hola r s  h av e  r e cog nize d  T h e  Godfa th er  a s  a n  a r tifac t  of t h e
"ne w  e t h nici ty." The  timing  of t h e  novel a n d  it s  im m e dia t e  offsp ring,  fro m  
p u blica tion  of t h e  novel in 1 9 6 9  to  t h e  t el evision  minis e rie s  in t h e  la t e  
1 9 7 0 s,  co r r e s po n ds  to  a n  u p t u r n  in Ame ric a ns  e m b r a cin g  e t h nic  ide n ti ty. 
This  c el e b r a tion  includ e d  no t  only g ro u p s  t h a t  w e r e  by a n d  la rg e  s till 
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m a r gin al—Na tive  America n s,  t h e  d e sc e n d a n t s  of So u t h e r n  sl aves,  t h e  
n e w e s t  co m e r s  fro m  t h e  Ca ribb e a n,  t h e  His p a nic  Ame rica s ,  a n d  t h e  Fa r  
E a s t—bu t  al so  t h e  d e sc e n d a n t s  of E u rop e a n  im mig r a n t s,  including  t h e  
It alia n s,  w ho  w e r e  w ell on  t h ei r  w ay to  middle-cla s s  s ec u ri ty. N e c e s s a rily, 
t h e  con n e c tions  d r a w n  b e t w e e n  t h e  inc r e a s e d  s alienc e  of e t h nici ty a n d  
pop ula ri ty of T h e  Godfat h er  h ave  b e e n  p r e mis e d  on  cons t r uing  T h e  
Godfa th er  a s  t wo-p a r t  fan t a sy in w hich  fa mily s a n c t u a ry  a n d  s ucc e s sful 
co r po r a t e  e n t e r p ris e  a r e  pola r  opposi t e s.  My r e a din g  of T h e  Godfa th er , 
w hich  e m p h a size s  t h e  co m plici ty of fa mily a n d  b u sin es s,  c alls  for  a  
r e ex a min a tion  of t h e  role  of t h e  novel in t h e  n e w  e t h nic  s elf-conscious n e s s .  
Both  t h e  pop ula ri ty of T h e  Godfat h er  a n d  t h e  c ele b r a tion  of e t h nici ty a r e  
co m plex p h e no m e n a,  r eflec ting  myri ad  a t t i t u d e s  tow a r d  r a c e ,  cla s s,  a n d  
g e n d e r  a s  w ell a s  e t h nici ty, a t t i t u d e s  t h a t  oft e n  conflic t  wit h  on e  a no t h er. By
claiming  t h a t  T h e  Godfa th er  a r t icula t e s  t h e  b usine s s  of fa mily, I do  no t  wish  
to  m u t e  t h e s e  o t h e r  voices  b u t  to  poin t  t h e  w ay tow a r d  si t u a ting  t h e  voice  of
fa mily-b u sine s s  wi thin  t h e  la rg e r  c acop ho ny of d e b a t e .

Sc hola r s  s uc h  a s  Ja m eson  a n d  Ca w el ti, w ho  wo rk  wi thin  t h e  fra m e  of 
t r a di tion al  Godfa th er  in t e r p r e t a tion,  s e ek  to  loca t e  wi t hin  t h e  novel a n  a n-
tica pi t alis t  e n e r gy—not  a n  ove r t  c ri tiqu e  so  m u c h  a s  a n  imp uls e,  t h e  e n e r gy 
of a  po t e n ti al c ri tiqu e  p a r ti ally veiled  a n d  mis di r ec t e d .  Both  c ri tics  a r g u e  
t h a t  P uzo po r t r ays  t h e  M afia  a s  t h e  c e n t e r  of a  c a pi t alis t  cons pi r acy a n d,  
si m ul t a n eo u sly a n d  ir r econcilably, a s  a  r efug e  fro m  t h e  cons pi r a cy of 
c a pi t alis m.  Bec a u s e  P uzo ' s  M afia  func tions  a s  "the  mi r ro r-im a g e  of big  
b u sin es s," i ts  b r u t ali ty p rovides  a  focus  for  a n tica pi t alis t  a nxie ty a n d  a n  
ou tle t  for  a n tic a pi t alis t  a n g er. Si mila rly, t h e  e q u ally pow e rful im a g e  of t h e  
fa mily r eflec t s ,  in Jam eso n ' s  t e r m s ,  a  "Utopian  longing" for  e sc a p e  fro m  t h e  
p rison  ho us e  of c a pi t alis m.  "The  'fa mily'  is a  fan t a sy of t rib al 
b elon ging n e s s ," e c ho e s  Caw el ti, "th a t  p ro t ec t s  a n d  s u p po r t s  t h e  individu al  
a s  op pos e d  to  t h e  coldn es s  a n d  indiffe r e n c e  of t h e  m o d e r n  b usine s s  o r  
gove r n m e n t  b u r e a uc r acy."

In  t h e  s t a n d a r d  view, t h e  p u t a t ive  do u ble  fan t a sy of T h e  Godfa th er  r eflec t s  
t h e  mis di r ec t e d  e n e r gi e s  of t h e  n e w  e t h nici ty. The  n e w  e t h nici ty a ri s e s  fro m
frus t r a tion  wit h  c a pi t alis m  ye t  m u t e s  it s  r e sis t a nc e  in cla mo r  a bo u t  t h e  
d ecline  of t h e  family a n d  t r a di tion al value s.  My a n alysis  of T h e  Godfat h er  
s u g g e s t s  w e  mig h t  h e si t a t e  b efo re  w e  a c c e p t  t h e  m ajori ty opinion  t h a t  t h e  
fa mily in  t h e  novel e m bo die s  a  r efu g e  fro m  c a pi t alis m.  We n e e d  to  q u e s tion  
w h e t h e r  a  c a s e  for  t h e  s u bve r sive  n a t u r e  of T h e  Godfa th er  c a n  r e s t  on  t h e  
my t h  of t h e  It ali an-Ame rica n  fa mily a s  a  p r e c a pi t alis t  collec tivity, 
p a r t icul a rly w h e n  P uzo u s e s  all hi s  forc es  to  u n d e r min e  t his  false  dicho to my.
The  r e p r e s e n t a t ion  of t h e  So u t h e r n  It alian  fa mily in T h e  Godfat h er  is no t  
t h e  kind  of s acc h a rin e  po r t r ay al of innoc e n t  h a r mo ny, t h e  h ave n  in a  
h e a r tl e s s  wo rld,  t h a t  sc hola r s  t ak e  a s  t h e  b e nc h m a rk  of e t h nic  nos t algia.  In  
T h e  Godfat h er , c a pit alis m  is s how n  to  a cco m m o d a t e ,  a b so r b,  a n d  ind e e d  
a c c e n t u a t e  t h e  s t r u c t u r e s  of fa mily a n d  e t h nici ty. Ame ric a ns  r e s pon d  to  T h e
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Godfa th er  b ec a u s e  it  p r e s e n t s  t h e  e t h nic  family no t  a s  a  s ac ros a nc t  
E u ro p e a n  ins ti t u tion  r e p ro d uc e d  on  t h e  m a r gin s  of Ame ric a,  b u t  a s  a  
fund a m e n t al  Ame ri-c a n  s t r u c t u r e  of pow er, s ucc e s sful a n d  bloodied.

Sc hola r s '  d e si r e  to  ide n tify e t h nic  pi e ty a s  a  locus  of a n tic a pi t alis t  e n e r gy 
h a s  blind e d  t h e m  to  t h e  exis t e nc e  of a n  allianc e  b e t w e e n  t h e  n e w  e t h nicity 
a n d  t h e  p roc a pi t alis t  c el eb r a tion  of t h e  fa mily. This  allianc e  is a n  
ins ufficie n tly r e co g nized  s t r ain  wi thin  r e c e n t  pop ula r  cul tu r e .  At lea s t  u n til 
World  War  II, a n d  p e r h a p s  in to  t h e  1 9 7 0s,  t h e  do min a n t  a t t i t u d e  w a s  t h a t  
t h e  e t h nic  fa mily in t h e  U ni t e d  S t a t e s  w a s  inco m p a tible  wi t h  c a pi t alis m,  
w h e t h e r  e t h nici ty w a s  favor e d  o r  no t .  The  r a bid  Ame ric a nize r s  of t h e  e a rly 
d ec a d e s  a t t e m p t e d  to  s t rip  im mig r a n t  wo rk e r s  of t h ei r  fa milial a n d  c ul tu r al 
loyal ti es.  M a ny of t h e  im mig r a n t s  t h e m s elves  fea r e d  t h a t  t h e  p rice  of 
u p w a r d  m o bili ty mig h t  b e  a  loss  of fa mily solida ri ty, eve n  a s  m os t  r eli ed  on  
t h e  fa mily a s  a  b a sis  for  g ro u p  e n t e r p ri s e  a n d  m u t u al  fina ncial s u p po r t .  And 
in t ellec t u als,  w ho  w e r e  p a r tly o r  w holly ske p tic al of c a pi t alis m,  b a s e d  on e  
s t r a n d  of t h ei r  c ri tiqu e  on  t h e  d a m a g e  t h a t  c a pi t alis m  s u p pos e dly inflict e d  
u po n  t r a di tion al  fa mily c ul t u r e s .  We h e a r  les s  a n d  less  fre q u e n tly fro m  t h e s e
n a tivis t  Ame rica nize r s  a n d  g u a r di a ns  of e t h nic  t r a di tion,  b u t  t h e  nos t algia  
a m o n g  sc hola r s  r e m ains  p e rvasive  no n e t h el e s s.  The  g e n e r al  p u blic, 
how ever, inc r e a singly h a s  co m e  to  a cc e p t  a n d  ind e e d  to  w elco m e  t h e  ide a  of
co m p a tibili ty b e t w e e n  e t h nici ty a n d  c a pi t alis m.  In  t h e  c a s e  of I t alia n  
Ame rica n s,  for  ins t a nc e ,  p u blic figu r e s  r a n ging  fro m  Lee  Iacocc a  to  
Ge r aldin e  Fe r r a ro  a n d  M a rio Cuo mo  e m p h a size  t h e  role  fa mily value s  h ave  
pl aye d  in  t h ei r  ow n  s ucc e s s  s to rie s,  occ asion ally s t r e t c hin g  ou r  
im a gin a tions .  Si mila r  r h e to ric  a p p e a r s  in t h e  r e e m e r gin g  c ri tiqu e  of t h e  
bl ack  fa mily, in t h e  wide s p r e a d  lau ding  of Asian- a n d  Ca ribb e a n-Ame rica n  
m e r c h a n t s  a n d  t h ei r  sc hoolchild r e n ,  a n d  in t h e  g e n e r al  a p p e al  for  a  n e w  
Ame rica n  wo rk  e t hic. In  t his  ligh t,  T h e  Godfat h er  h elp e d  to  in t rod uc e  a n d  
con tinu e s  to  fee d  u po n  a  s t r ain  of Ame rica n  r h e to ric  a n d  exp ec t a tion  t h a t  
h a s  r e ac h e d  full s alie nc e  in t h e  las t  d e c a d e .

Pe r h a p s  no  a r t ifac t  of Ame rica n  c ul tu r e ,  pop ula r  o r  s e rious ,  h a s  m a d e  t h e  
c a s e  for  t h e  b u sin es s  of family wi th  q ui t e  t h e  forc e  of T h e  Godfat h er . At no  
ti m e  in U ni t e d  S t a t e s  his to ry h a s  e t h nici ty e njoyed  t h e  vogu e  t h a t  i t fir s t  
a c hieved  in t h e  yea r s  of T h e  Godfat h er ' s  g r e a t e s t  pop ula ri ty a n d,  in  la rg e  
m e a s u r e ,  now  m ain t ains.  The  conve r g e nc e  is no  coincide nc e.  While  T h e  
Godfa th er  do e s  p a r ticip a t e  in t h e  n e w  e t h nici ty by c el e b r a ting  t h e  e t h nic  
fa mily, t h e  M afia  a c hieves  it s  r o m a n tic  lus t e r  no t  b ec a u s e  P uzo po r t r ays  t h e  
It alia n-Ame rica n  family a s  a  s e p a r a t e  s p h e r e  lying  ou t sid e  of c a pi t alis m,  b u t
b ec a u s e  t h e  It alian-Ame rica n  fa mily e m e r g e s  a s  a  po t e n t  s t r u c t u r e  wit hin  it.
The  e t h nic  fa mily in T h e  Godfa th er  fe e d s  off a  m a r k e t  s e n sibili ty r a t h e r  t h a n
u n d e r min e s  it. The  Corleon e s  c a n  p rovide  p ro t e c tion  fro m  t h e  m a r k e t  only 
b ec a u s e  t h ey h ave  m a s t e r e d  it.  Ind e e d,  P uzo r e a c h e s  t h e  h eig h t  of ro m a n c e  
in  T h e  Godfat h er  by c hoosing  t h e  M afia  a s  a  m o d el for  fa mily e n t e r p ris e ,  for
illeg al fa mily e n t e r p ris e s  a r e  c a p a ble  of g rowin g  a n d  exp a n ding  to  a n  ext e n t
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t h a t  t h e  s t r uc t u r e  a n d  r e g ula tion  of legi ti m a t e  c a pi t alis m  ul tim a t ely will no t  
s u p po r t .

If T h e  Godfat h er  do e s  inde e d  h a r bo r  a n tica pi t alis t  e n e r gi e s,  a s  a  t ho rou g h  
r e a din g  of t h e  novel mig h t  s u g g e s t ,  t h e n  p e r h a p s  sc hola r s  h ave  b e e n  
looking  for  t h a t  e n e r gy in t h e  w ro n g  pl ac e s .  Ja m e son  conclud e s:

Whe n  ind e e d  w e  r eflec t  on  a n  o r g a nized  cons pi r acy
a g ain s t  t h e  p u blic, on e  w hich  r e a c h e s  in to  eve ry co r n e r
of ou r  d aily lives  a n d  ou r  politic al s t r uc t u r e s  to
exe rcise  a  w a n to n  a n d  g e nocid al violenc e  a t  t h e  b e h e s t
of dis t a n t  d ecision-m a k e r s  a n d  in  t h e  n a m e  of
a n  a b s t r ac t  conc e p tion  of p rofi t—su r ely it  is no t  a bo u t
t h e  M afia,  b u t  r a t h e r  a bo u t  Ame rica n  b u sine s s  it s elf
t h a t  w e  a r e  t hinking,  America n  c a pi t alis m  in it s  m os t
sys t e m a tize d  a n d  co m p u t e rized,  d e h u m a nize d,
"m ul tin a tion al" a n d  co r po r a t e  for m.

Jam e so n  a n d  t h e  o t h e r s  m ay b e  co r r e c t  in  insis ting  t h a t  fascina tion  wi t h  T h e
Godfa th er  is m o tiva t e d,  a t  a  d e e p e r  level, by  a n ti-c a pi t alis t  a nxie ty. But  t h e  
r e al  sc a r e  T h e  Godfa th er  e n t e r t ains ,  how eve r  m u c h  s u p p r e s s e d ,  is a bo u t  
c a pi t alis m,  no t  in it s  "mos t  sys t e m a tize d  a n d  co m p u t e rize d,  d e h u m a nize d" 
for m  b u t  r a t h e r  in i t s  m o r e  "in tim a t e" va rie ti e s—et h nic,  fa milial, p e r son al. 
My r e a din g  of T h e  Godfat h er  s u g g e s t s  t h a t  if w e  wis h  to  p r e s s  c h a r g e s  
a g ain s t  c a pi t alis m,  w e  m u s t  p r e s s  ch a r g e s  a g ains t  fa mily a n d  e t h nici ty, too.

On e  s t r a n d  of r h e to ric  in t w e n tie t h-c e n t u ry Ame ric a,  d a t ing  a s  fa r  b a ck  a s  
H ow ells ' s  H azar d  of  N e w  Fortu n e s  a n d  s u rveye d  by Chris top h er  Lasc h  in  
H av e n  in a H ear tle s s  World  (197 7), u r g e s  Ame rica n s  to  go  ho m e  to  e s c a p e  
t h e  s p e c t e r  of c a pi t alis m.  P rofe ssion als  of t e n  co m plain  a bo u t  t aking  wo rk  
ho m e  with  t h e m,  m e n t ally if no t  lit e r ally. Ho w  m u c h  m o r e  frigh t e ning,  t h e n,  
is t h e  al t e r n a tive  P uzo r e p r e s e n t s:  w h e n  so m e  Ame ric a n s  go  ho m e  to  p a p a ,  
t h ey  e n d  u p  conf ron ting  t h e  bos s.  C ri tics  h av e  b e e n  q uick  to  in t e r p r e t  t h e  
b r u t ali ty of t h e  M afia  a s  a  sy m bol for  t h e  violenc e  to  t h e  individu al  inh e r e n t  
in  c a pi t alis m,  a n d  to  a s s u m e  t h a t  t h e  family r e p r e s e n t s  a n  e sc a p e  fro m  t h a t  
violenc e.  Yet t h e  m elod r a m a  of T h e  Godfat h er  implica t e s  t h e  fa mily no t  only 
in  t h e  s ucc e s s  of t h e  Corleon e  e m pi r e  b u t  in  it s  cycle  of s elf-d e s t r uc tive  
violenc e  a s  w ell. Mich a el  r ein t e g r a t e s  t h e  fa mily b u sin e s s  only af t e r  b u rying
a  b ro t h er, m u r d e rin g  a  b ro t h e r-in-law, alien a tin g  a  sis t er, a n d  b e t r aying  his  
wife ' s  t r u s t.  For  Ame rica ns  w ho  exp e ri e nc e  fa mily a n d  e cono my a s  
in t e r wove n  p r e s s u r e s  (if no t  a c t u al co m bin e d  e n t e r p ris e s), t h e  M afia  g e n r e  
m ay allow t h e m  to  focus  t h ei r  r e s e n t m e n t s ,  eve n  if, inevit a bly, a  M afia  
a n alogy ove r s t a t e s  t h e m.  For  t h e  cos t  of e m ploying  blood  in t h e  
m a r k e t pl ac e  is finding  "The  Co m p a ny" a t  ho m e.
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P uzo is of t e n  m align e d  for  exploi ting  t h e  s t e r eo typ e  of I t ali an-Ame ric a n  
c ri min ality, w hich  h a s  long  b e e n  u s e d  to  disc rimin a t e  a g ains t  t h e  g e n e r al  
I t alia n-Ame rica n  pop ula tion.  Bu t,  in t h e  final a n alysis, T h e  Godfat h er  do e s  
no t  so  m u c h  r e h a s h  a n  old  t al e ,  w h a t eve r  it s  s t r a n d s  of inh e ri t a n c e ,  a s  t ell a  
n e w  on e.  In  T h e  Godfat h er , P uzo r ef as hions  t h e  g a n g s t e r  g e n r e  in to a  
vehicle  for  ove r t u r nin g  t h e  t r a di tion al a n t i t h e sis  b e t w e e n  ti e s  of blood  a n d  
t h e  Ame rica n  m a r k e t pl ac e .  H e  t h u s  t r a n sfo r m s  t h e  s tock  c h a r a c t e r  of t h e  
It alia n-Ame rica n  ou tla w  in to  t h e  r e p r e s e n t a tive  s u p e r(b usine s s) m a n,  a n d  
t r a n sfo r m s  t h e  ling e rin g  ima g e  of im mig r a n t  h u d dle d  m a s s es  in to  t h e  fi r s t  
fa mily of Ame ric a n  c a pi t alis m.

S o u r c e:  Tho m a s  J. Fe r r a ro,  "Blood  in t h e  M a rk e t pl ac e:  The  Busines s  of 
Fa mily in T h e  Godfat h er  N a r r a tives," in  Et h nic  Passag es: Li terary  
I m mi gran t s  in T w e n tie t h-Ce n t ury  A m erica , U nive r si ty of Chica go  P r e s s,  
1 9 9 3,  p p.  1 8-5 2.
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Ada p t a t i o n s
T h e  Godfat h er  w a s  a d a p t e d  a s  a  film by F r a ncis  For d  Cop pola  in  1 9 7 2.  
S t a r rin g  M a rlon  Bra n do  a s  t h e  Godfa t h er, Al Pacino a s  Mich a el, Ja m e s  Ca a n
a s  So n ny, a n d  Dia n e  Kea to n  a s  Kay Ada m s,  it is conside r e d  on e  of t h e  
g r e a t e s t  Ame ric a n  films  of all tim e.  M a rio P uzo cow ro t e  t h e  Acad e my 
Awar d-win ning  sc rip t  wi th  Coppola.  I t  is av ailable  on  ho m e  video  fro m  
Pa r a m o u n t.

M a ny c ri tics  p r efe r  t h e  m o r al  co m plexity of T h e  Godfat h er, Part  II , w hich  
w a s  al so  w ri t t e n  by M a rio P uzo a n d  F r a n cis  For d  Cop pola  a n d  di r ec t e d  by 
Coppola.  The  m ajor  c h a r a c t e r s  r e t u r n e d,  wit h  Rob e r t  De  Ni ro  pl aying  youn g
Vito Corleon e  in sc e n e s  fro m  t h e  novel t h a t  w e r e  left  ou t  of t h e  fi r s t  m ovie.  
Rele a s e d  in 1 9 7 4,  it is a lso  available  on  ho m e  video  fro m  Pa r a m o u n t.

N o n e  of t h e  sc e n e s  fro m  t h e  novel is d r a m a tize d  in  t h e  1 9 9 0  m ovie  T h e  
Godfa th er, Part  III . It  picks  u p  t h e  s to ry n e a rly t w e n ty ye a r s  af t e r  t h e  close  
of t h e  las t  ins t allm e n t ,  wi t h  Mich a el  Corl eon e  t rying  to  g e t  ou t  of c ri m e  a n d  
m a k e  t h e  family e m pi r e  legi tim a t e .  The  film s t a r s  Pacino, Kea ton,  Andy 
Garci a,  Sofia  Coppola,  Joe  M a n t e g n a,  a n d  Eli Wallac h.  The  sc rip t  w a s  co-
w ri t t e n  by P uzo a n d  F r a n cis  Fo rd  Cop pola,  wit h  F r a n cis  Fo rd  Coppola  
di r e c ting.  I t  is available  on  ho m e  video fro m  Pa r a m o u n t.

All t h r e e  Godfa t h e r  films  a r e  av ailable  tog e t h e r  in  on e  d eluxe  DVD box s e t ,  
wi th  d el e t e d  sc e n e s ,  full co m m e n t a ry by Coppola,  s ec tions  of P uzo ' s  sc rip t ,  
in t e rview s  wit h  key p ro d uc tion  p eo ple,  a n d  a n  op tion  to  w a tc h  t h e  s to ry in 
c h ro nologic al o rd er, s t a r ti ng  in 1 9 0 9  w h e n  youn g  Vito Andolini le aves  Sicily 
(w hich  o rigin ally did  no t  a p p e a r  u n til t h e  s econ d  m ovie). I t  is av ailable  fro m  
Pa r a m o u n t.

An a b rid g e d  a u dioca ss e t t e  ve r sion  of T h e  Godfa th er , r e a d  by  Joe Mo n t a g n a,  
is av aila ble  fro m  B & B Audio, r el e a s e d  in 2 0 0 1.
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Topi c s  f or  Furt h er  S t u dy
Cond uc t  a  m ock  t ri al of Mich a el  Corleon e  for  t h e  s hoo ting  of Virgil Sollozzo 
a n d  Ca p t ain  M a rk  McClusk ey. H ave  leg al t e a m s  fro m  e a c h  sid e  p r e s e n t  t h e  
b e s t  c a s e  for  t h ei r  poin t.

Res e a rc h  t h e  Corleon e  s ec tion  of Sicily w h e r e  Mich a el  w a s  s e n t  in to  hiding.  
Re po r t  on  how  t h e  gove r n m e n t  h a s  d e al t  wi th  t h e  M afia  in t h e  ti m e  sinc e  
t h e  novel took pl ac e.

Whe n  t his  book w a s  r el e a s e d ,  I t ali an  Ame ric a n s  w e r e  u p s e t  b e c a u s e  t h ey  
fel t  it p r e s e n t e d  o rg a nize d  c ri m e  a s  a  s p e cifically It alian  p ro ble m.  Its  
d efe n d e r s  s aid  t h a t  t his  clos e d  co m m u ni ty w a s  b a s e d  in his to ric al t r u t h .  
Writ e  a bo u t  on e  co m m o nly h eld  e t h nic  s t e r eo typ e,  r e s e a r c h  it s  b a s e  in  
r e ali ty, a n d  judg e  w h e t h e r  you  t hink  it is r e alis tic  o r  no t .

In  t h e  book, F r e do  Corleon e  is s e n t  a w ay to  r e cove r  fro m  a  n e rvous  
b r e ak do w n  w hile  con t rol of t h e  fa mily b u sine s s  p a s s e s  fro m  Vito to  Son ny to
Mich a el. Writ e  a  s ho r t  s to ry s howing  a  d ay in  F r e do ' s  life  if h e  h a d  t ak e n  
over.

Writ e  ou t  t h e  lyrics  to  a  so n g  t h a t  glo rifies  t h e  g a n g s t e r  lifes tyle.  Explain  
how  you  t hink  t h a t ,  a sid e  fro m  t h e  m u sic, Don  Corleon e  would  r e s po n d  to  
t h e  ide a s  exp r e s s e d  in t h e  lyrics.
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Co m p ar e  a n d  Co n tr a s t
1 9 4 0 s:  Ame rica n  s u p po r t  for  Ame rica n  involve m e n t  in World  War  II is 
ove r w h el mingly s t ron g.  The  Godfa t h e r ' s  a n g e r  t h a t  his  son  e nlis t e d  in t h e  
w a r  is ex t r e m ely u n u s u al.

1 9 6 0 s:  Ame rica n  s u p po r t  for  Ame rica n  involve m e n t  in The  Vietn a m  War  
b eco m e s  w e a k e r  eve ry  d ay. Mo r e  a n d  m o r e  p eo ple  sy m p a t hize  wi th  t hos e  
w ho  wo uld  like  to  ke e p  t h ei r  son s  ou t  of milit a ry  s e rvice.

Tod ay:  The  U ni t e d  S t a t e s  h a s  no t  d r af t e d  soldie r s  in to  milit a ry s e rvice  sinc e
1 9 7 3.

1 9 4 0 s:  Wom e n  h ave  a  n a r row, s p e cific pl ac e  in socie ty. The r e  a r e  only a  few
p rofe ssions,  s uc h  a s  n u r s e s  a n d  t e a c h e r s ,  w hich  a r e  d e e m e d  a p p ro p ri a t e  for
t h e m.

1 9 6 0 s:  Wom e n  a r e  in t h e  mids t  of t h e  s t r u g gle  for  libe r a tion,  so  t h a t  social 
laws  a n d  p r eju dice s  will no t  limit  t h ei r  po t e n ti al.

Tod ay:  Wom e n  a r e  a cc e p t e d  in m os t  p rofe ssions  a n d  a c tivities,  a l t hou g h  
t h e r e  a r e  s till a  few a r e a s  w h e r e  di sp a ri ty b e t w e e n  t h e  g e n d e r s  exis t s .

1 9 4 0 s:  Mo tion  pic tu r e  s t u dio bos s e s  h ave  p e rfo r m e r s  u n d e r  s t ric t  con t r a c t s
a n d  c a n  p ro hibi t  a c to r s  w ho  a r e  ou t  of favor  fro m  wo rking.

1 9 6 0 s:  Pe rfo r m e r s  in  m o tion  pic t u r e s  a r e  fre e  a g e n t s  a n d  c a n  sign  d e als  to  
wo rk  w h e r e  t h ey pl e a s e.

Tod ay:  M a ny top  p e rfo r m e r s  h ave  for m e d  t h ei r  ow n  p ro d uc tion  co m p a nie s  
a n d  in e s s e n c e  wo rk  for  t h e m s elves.

1 9 4 0 s:  The  Ame rica n  e co no my is on e  of t h e  few in t h e  wo rld  t h a t  w a s  no t  
w r eck e d  by World  War  II, m a king  t his  t h e  lan d  of p ro s p e ri ty.

1 9 6 0 s:  By t h e  e n d  of t h e  1 9 6 0s,  t h e  U.S. e cono my is boo ming.  
U n e m ploym e n t  is a t  t h e  low es t  level it  h a s  b e e n  a t  sinc e  1 9 5 4,  a n d  t h e  s tock
m a r k e t  h a s  r e a c h e d  r e co r d  highs .

Tod ay:  The  co u n t ry  h a s  go n e  t h ro u g h  a  long  p e riod  of p ro s p e ri ty in t h e  
1 9 9 0 s  b u t  h a s  cooled  to  m o d e s t  levels.

1 9 4 0 s:  The  gove r n m e n t  is conc e r n e d  t h a t  co m m u nis t  a g e n t s  a r e  t rying  to  
s u bve r t  t h e  Ame rica n  w ay of life.
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1 9 6 0 s:  The  gove r n m e n t  is conc e r n e d  t h a t  a g e n t s  of t h e  Black Pa n t h e r s  a n d  
t h e  S t u d e n t s  for  a  De mocr a tic  Socie ty a r e  t rying  to  s u bve r t  t h e  Ame rica n  
w ay of life.

Tod ay:  The  gove r n m e n t  is conc e r n e d  t h a t  t e r ro ris t s  a r e  t rying  to  s u bve r t  
t h e  Ame rica n  w ay of life.
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W h a t  D o  I R e a d  N e x t?
P uzo is of t e n  co nsid e r e d  to  h ave  b e e n  a  s e rious,  a r ti s tic  w ri t e r  b efo r e  h e  
"we n t  co m m e rcial" wi t h  t h e  p u blica tion  of T h e  Godfat h er . Re a d e r s  c a n  
judg e  t his  for  t h e m s elves  by  r e a ding  his  1 9 5 5  novel T h e  Dar k  Ar e na , w hich  
w a s  r ei ss u e d  by Balla n tine  Books  in 1 9 9 9.

Among  P uzo' s  o t h e r  novels, T h e  S icilian  co m e s  close s t  in ton e  a n d  s u bjec t  
m a t t e r  to  T h e  Godfat h er . It  op e n s  w h e n  Mic h a el  Corleon e  is exiled  in  It aly. 
Befor e  r e t u r nin g  ho m e,  t h e  Godfa t h e r  a s ks  hi m  to  find  leg e n d a ry  b a n di t  
S alva to r e  Guiliano a n d  b ring  hi m  b a ck  to  Ame rica.  The  book  t ells  t h e  s to ry 
of Guiliano, w ho  is b a s e d  on  a n  a c t u al  p e r so n.  P u blish e d  in 1 9 8 4,  it  w a s  
r ei ss u e d  by Ballan tine  in 2 0 0 1.

On e  of t h e  few a c a d e mic  s t u die s  of T h e  Godfa th er  is Ch ris ti a n  K. 
M e s s e n g e r ' s  Citing  t h e  Don: M ario Puzo  an d  t h e  M e a nin gs  of  an  A m erican  
Popular Classic . I t  w a s  p u blish e d  by S t a t e  U nive r si ty of N e w  York P r e s s  in 
2 0 0 2.

Gius e p p e  di La m p e d u s a ' s  T h e  Leopard  (Il ga t to  pardo)  is a  h a u n tin gly 
b e a u tiful his to ric al novel a bo u t  Sicily. La m p e d u s a ,  hi m s elf a  Sicilian  p rinc e ,  
b a s e d  hi s  book on  his  g r e a t-g r a n dfa t h e r

a n d  t h e  t u r b ule nc e  t h a t  ove rc a m e  Sicily a s  t h e  a ri s toc r a cy los t  pow er. This  
book is e s s e n ti al  r e a ding  for  u n d e r s t a n din g  t h e  cou n t ry a n d  it s  p eo ple.  I t  
w a s  p u blish e d  in  1 9 5 8  a n d  r e p rin t e d  in 1 9 9 8  by Pan t h eo n  Books.

The  s a m e  yea r  t h a t  T h e  Godfat h er  w a s  p u blis h e d,  1 9 6 9,  Pe t e r  M a a s  w a s  on  
t h e  b e s t-s elle r  lis t s  wi th  T h e  Valachi Papers , t h e  biog r a p hy of Jose p h  
Valachi, a  t r u e  g a n gla n d  bos s  w hos e  life  w a s  simila r  to  Don  Corleon e ' s .  This  
book, no w  ou t  of p rin t ,  w a s  p u blish e d  by Ban t a m  Books.

In  1 9 9 9,  Pe t e r  M a a s  w ro t e  U n d er bos s: S a m m y  T h e  B ull Gravano's  Life  in  
t h e  M afia . This book, a n  "as-told-to" s to ry by a  c ri m e  op e r a tive  t h a t  t u r n e d  
s t a t e ' s  evide nc e,  is full of d e t ails  a bo u t  ho w  t h e  u n d e r w o rld  wo rks  tod ay. I t  
w a s  p u blish e d  by H a r p e rCollins.

On e  of t h e  m o s t  r e s p e c t e d  books  in t h e  ove rc row d e d  c a t e go ry of t r u e  
s to rie s  a bo u t  o r g a nize d  c ri m e  is Gay Tales e ' s  Ho nor  T hy  Fath er . P u blis h e d  
by Ballan tine  in 1 9 7 1  a s  p a r t  of t h e  w ave  of in t e r e s t  in c ri m e  t h a t  T h e  
Godfa th er  fos t e r e d,  it  is t h e  t r u e  s to ry of Joe  Bon a n no, on e  of t h e  m os t  
no to rious  N e w  York m o b  boss e s.
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F urt h e r  S t u dy
Ca mo n,  Aless a n d ro,  "T h e  Godfat h er  a n d  t h e  Myt hology of t h e  M afia," in 
Francis  Ford Coppola's  "Th e  Godfa t h er  Trilogy,"  e di t e d  by  Nick  Brow n e,  
Ca m b ridg e  U nive r si ty P r e s s ,  2 0 0 0.

Althou g h  Ca mo n  is w ri ting  h e r e  a bo u t  t h e  films,  t h e  t hings  h e  s ays  a bo u t  
t h e m  a p ply e q u ally to  P uzo ' s  novel, w hich  h a s  t h e  s a m e  a p p ro ac h  to  it s  
s u bjec t.

Ca p e ci, Je r ry, T h e  Co m pl e t e  Idiot 's  Guid e  to  t h e  M afia , Alph a  Books,  2 0 0 1.

This  book m ay  h ave  a  frivolous  ti tl e,  b u t  it s  a u t ho r  is a n  exp e r t  in  t h e  field 
of m o d e r n  o r g a nize d  c rim e,  h aving  w ri t t e n  a  colu m n  on  t h e  s u bjec t  for  t h e  
N e w  York  Pos t  for  six ye a r s  a n d  p ro d ucing  on e  of t h e  b e s t  co m p e n di a  of 
c ri m e  info r m a tion  on  t h e  in t e r n e t .

Lebo, H a rl a n,  T h e  Godfa th er  L e gacy , Fi r e side  P r e s s,  1 9 9 7.

This  book is b a sic ally a bo u t  t h e  t h r e e  films  t h a t  c a m e  fro m  P uzo' s  novel, b u t
t h e r e  is m u c h  a bo u t  t h e  a u t ho r ' s  life  a s  b a ck g rou n d  to  how  t h e  films  c a m e  
to  b e  m a d e  a n d  how  h e  w ro t e  t h e  sc rip t s .

P uzo, M a rio, "The  M akin g  of T h e  Godfat h er ," in T h e  Godfa th er  Papers  an d  
Ot h er  Confe s sions , G. P. P u t n a m ' s  So ns,  1 9 7 2.  p p.  3 2-6 9.

P uzo w ro t e  t his  a r ticle  so  t h a t  h e  could  q ui t  a n s w e rin g  in t e rvie w q u e s tions  
a bo u t  his  exp e ri e nc e  in  Hollywood.  I t  is in-d e p t h  a n d  full of b a ck g ro u n d  
a bo u t  his  life  a n d  t h e  w ri ting  of t h e  novel.

S t e rling,  Clai r e ,  Octop u s: T h e  Lon g  R eac h  of  t h e  In t er na tional S icilian  
M afia , Si mo n  & Sc h u s t e r  Tra d e,  1 9 9 1.

This  is a  co m p r e h e n sive  hi s to ry of t h e  con n e c tion  b e t w e e n  America n  a n d  
It alia n  o r g a nize d  c rim e,  r e a c hin g  b ack  in to  t h e  nin e t e e n t h  c e n t u ry.
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The  p u r pos e  of N ovels  for  S t u d e n t s  (NfS) is to  p rovide  r e a d e r s  wi th  a  g uid e  
to  u n d e r s t a n din g,  e njoying, a n d  s t u dying  novels  by  giving  t h e m  e a sy a cc es s  
to  info r m a tion  a bo u t  t h e  wo rk.  Pa r t  of Gale ' s “Fo r  S t u d e n t s ”  Lit e r a t u r e  line,  
NfS is s p ecifically d e sig n e d  to  m e e t  t h e  c u r ricula r  n e e d s  of hig h  sc hool a n d  
u n d e r g r a d u a t e  colleg e  s t u d e n t s  a n d  t h ei r  t e ac h e r s,  a s  w ell a s  t h e  int e r e s t s  
of g e n e r al  r e a d e r s  a n d  r e s e a r c h e r s  conside ring  s p ecific novels.  While  e a c h  
volu m e  con t ains  e n t rie s  on  “ cl a s sic ”  novels  fr e q u e n tly s t u die d  in  
cla s s roo m s,  t h e r e  a r e  also  e n t rie s  con t aining  h a r d-to-find  infor m a tion  on  
con t e m po r a ry  novels,  including  wo rks  by m ul ticul tu r al,  in t e r n a tion al, a n d  
wo m e n  novelis t s .

The  infor m a tion  cove r e d  in e a c h  e n t ry includ e s  a n  in t rod uc tion  to  t h e  novel 
a n d  t h e  novel ' s  a u t ho r;  a  plo t  s u m m a ry, to  h elp  r e a d e r s  u n r av el a n d  
u n d e r s t a n d  t h e  eve n t s  in a  novel; d e sc rip tions  of impor t a n t  c h a r a c t e r s,  
includin g  expla n a tion  of a  given  c h a r a c t e r ' s  r ole  in t h e  novel a s  w ell a s  
discus sion  a bo u t  t h a t  ch a r ac t e r ' s  r el a tions hip  to  o t h e r  c h a r a c t e r s  in  t h e  
novel; a n alysis  of impo r t a n t  t h e m e s  in  t h e  novel; a n d  a n  expla n a tion  of 
impor t a n t  lit e r a ry  t ec h niqu e s  a n d  m ove m e n t s  a s  t h ey a r e  d e m o n s t r a t e d  in 
t h e  novel.

In  a d di tion  to  t his  m a t e ri al, w hich  h elp s  t h e  r e a d e r s  a n alyze  t h e  novel its elf,
s t u d e n t s  a r e  also  p rovid e d  wi t h  impo r t a n t  info r m a tion  on  t h e  lit e r a ry  a n d  
his to ric al b ackg ro u n d  info r min g  e a c h  wo rk.  This includ e s  a  hi s to ric al 
con t ex t  e s s ay, a  box co m p a rin g  t h e  ti m e  o r  pl ac e  t h e  novel w a s  w ri t t e n  to  
m o d e r n  West e r n  c ul tu r e ,  a  c ri tic al ove rview e s s ay, a n d  exc e r p t s  fro m  
c ri tic al e s s ays  on  t h e  novel. A u niq u e  fea t u r e  of NfS is a  s p e ci ally 
co m mission e d  c ri tic al e s s ay on  e a c h  novel, t a r g e t e d  tow a r d  t h e  s t u d e n t  
r e a d er.

To fu r t h e r  aid  t h e  s t u d e n t  in s t u dying  a n d  e njoying  e a c h  novel, info r m a tion  
on  m e dia  a d a p t a tions  is p rovide d,  a s  w ell a s  r e a din g  s u g g e s tions  for  wo rks  
of fic tion  a n d  no nfic tion  on  simila r  t h e m e s  a n d  topics.  Class roo m  aid s  
includ e  ide a s  for  r e s e a r c h  p a p e r s  a n d  lis t s  of c ri tic al so u rc e s  t h a t  p rovide  
a d di tion al m a t e ri al  on  t h e  novel.

S elec tion  Cri t e ria

The  ti tl e s  for  e a c h  volu m e  of NfS w e r e  s el ec t e d  by  s u rveying  n u m e ro u s  
so u rc e s  on  t e ac hing  lit e r a t u r e  a n d  a n alyzing  cou r s e  c u r ricula  for  va rious  
sc hool di s t ric t s .  So m e  of t h e  sou rc e s  s u rveyed  includ e d:  li t e r a t u r e  
a n t hologie s;  Re a din g  Lis t s  for  Colleg e-Bou n d  S t u d e n t s:  The  Books  Mos t  
Reco m m e n d e d  by Ame rica ' s  Top Colleg e s;  t ex t books  on  t e a c hin g  t h e  novel; 
a  Colleg e  Boa r d  s u rvey of novels  co m m o nly s t u die d  in hig h  sc hools; a  
N a tion al Cou ncil of Teach e r s  of E n glish  (NCTE) s u rvey of novels  co m m o nly 
s t u die d  in high  s chools; t h e  N CTE's  Teaching  Lite r a t u r e  in  Hig h  Sc hool: The
N ovel;a n d  t h e  Young  Adult  Lib r a ry  S e rvice s  Associa tion  (YALSA) lis t  of b e s t  
books  for  youn g  a d ul t s  of t h e  p a s t  t w e n ty-five ye a r s .  Inp u t  w a s  al so  solicit e d
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fro m  ou r  a dviso ry bo a r d,  a s  w ell a s  e d u c a to r s  fro m  va rious  a r e a s .  F ro m  
t h e s e  discus sions,  it w a s  d e t e r min e d  t h a t  e a c h  volu m e  s hould  h av e  a  mix of 
“ cla s sic ”  novels  (t hos e  wo rks  co m mo nly t a u g h t  in li t e r a t u r e  cla s s e s) a n d  
con t e m po r a ry  novels  for  w hich  info r m a tion  is oft e n  h a r d  to  find.  Beca u s e  of 
t h e  in t e r e s t  in exp a n ding  t h e  c a no n  of li t e r a t u r e ,  a n  e m p h a si s  w a s  al so  
pl ac e d  on  including  wo rks  by in t e r n a tion al, m ul ticul tu r al,  a n d  wo m e n  
a u t ho r s.  Ou r  a dviso ry bo a r d  m e m b e r s—educ a tion al p rofe ssion als— h elp e d  
p a r e  dow n  t h e  lis t  for  e a c h  volu m e.  If a  wo rk  w a s  no t  s elec t e d  for  t h e  
p r e s e n t  volu m e,  it w a s  oft e n  no t e d  a s  a  possibili ty for  a  fu tu r e  volu m e.  As 
alw ays,  t h e  e di to r  w elco m e s  s u g g e s tions  for  ti tl e s  to  b e  includ e d  in fu tu r e  
volu m e s.

H ow  E ac h  E n t ry Is  O rg a nize d

E a c h  e n t ry, o r  c h a p t er, in NfS focus e s  on  on e  novel. E a c h  e n t ry h e a din g  list s
t h e  full n a m e  of t h e  novel, t h e  a u t ho r ' s  n a m e,  a n d  t h e  d a t e  of t h e  novel ' s  
p u blica tion.  The  following  ele m e n t s  a r e  con t ain e d  in e a c h  e n t ry:

 In t rod uc tion:  a  b rief ove rview  of t h e  novel w hic h  p rovide s  info r m a tion
a bo u t  its  fir s t  a p p e a r a n c e ,  it s  li t e r a ry  s t a n din g,  a ny con t rove r si e s  
s u r ro u n ding  t h e  wo rk,  a n d  m ajo r  conflic t s  o r  t h e m e s  wi t hin  t h e  wo rk.

 Autho r  Biog r a p hy: t hi s  s ec tion  includ e s  b a sic  fac t s  a bo u t  t h e  a u t ho r ' s  
life, a n d  focus es  on  eve n t s  a n d  tim e s  in  t h e  a u t ho r ' s  life t h a t  ins pi r e d  
t h e  novel in  q u e s tion.

 Plot  S u m m a ry: a  fac t u al  d e s c rip tion  of t h e  m ajor  eve n t s  in t h e  novel. 
Len g t hy s u m m a rie s  a r e  b rok e n  dow n  with  s u b h e a d s.

 Ch a r a c t e r s :  a n  alp h a b e tical lis ting  of m ajo r  ch a r ac t e r s  in  t h e  novel. 
E a c h  c h a r a c t e r  n a m e  is followe d  by a  b rief to  a n  ex t e n sive  d e s c rip tion
of t h e  ch a r ac t e r ' s  r ole  in t h e  novel, a s  w ell a s  di sc us sion  of t h e  
c h a r a c t e r ' s  a c tions,  r el a tions hip s,  a n d  pos sible  m o tiva tion.  Ch a r a c t e r s
a r e  lis t e d  alp h a b e tic ally by las t  n a m e.  If a  c h a r a c t e r  is u n n a m e d—for 
ins t a nc e,  t h e  n a r r a to r  in  Invisible  M a n-t h e  ch a r a c t e r  is lis t e d  a s  “Th e  
N a r r a to r ”  a n d  alp h a b e tized  a s  “ N a r r a tor. ”  If a  c h a r a c t e r ' s  firs t  n a m e  
is t h e  only on e  given,  t h e  n a m e  will a p p e a r  alph a b e tically by  t h a t  
n a m e.  •  Varia n t  n a m e s  a r e  al so  includ e d  for  e a c h  c h a r a c t er. Thus,  t h e  
full n a m e  “Je a n  Louise  Finc h ”  would  h e a d  t h e  lis ting  for  t h e  n a r r a to r  
of To Kill a  Mocking bi rd,  b u t  lis t e d  in a  s e p a r a t e  c ros s-r ef e r e nc e  
wo uld  b e  t h e  nickn a m e  “ S cou t  Finc h. ”

 The m e s:  a  t ho ro u g h  ove rview of how  t h e  m ajo r  to pics,  t h e m e s,  a n d  
issu e s  a r e  a d d r e s s e d  wi thin  t h e  novel. E ac h  t h e m e  disc us s e d  a p p e a r s  
in  a  s e p a r a t e  s u b h e a d,  a n d  is e a sily a cc e s s e d  t h ro u g h  t h e  boldface  
e n t ri e s  in t h e  S u bjec t/Th e m e  Ind ex.

 S tyle: t hi s  s ec tion  a d d r e s s e s  impo r t a n t  s tyle  el e m e n t s  of t h e  novel, 
s uc h  a s  s e t t ing,  poin t  of view, a n d  n a r r a t ion;  impo r t a n t  lit e r a ry  
d evice s  u s e d,  s uc h  a s  im a g e ry, for e s h a dowing,  sy m bolis m; a n d,  if 
a p plica ble,  g e n r e s  to  w hich  t h e  wo rk  mig h t  h ave  b elon g e d,  s uc h  a s  
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Got hicis m  o r  Ro m a n ticis m.  Lite r a ry  t e r m s  a r e  explain e d  wi t hin  t h e  
e n t ry, b u t  c a n  al so  b e  foun d  in t h e  Gloss a ry.

 His to rical Con t ext: This  s ec tion  ou tline s  t h e  social, politic al, a n d  
c ul t u r al  clim a t e  in  w hic h  t h e  a u t ho r  lived  a n d  t h e  novel w a s  c r e a t e d.  
This  s ec tion  m ay  includ e  d e s c rip tions  of r el a t e d  hi s to ric al eve n t s,  
p e r tin e n t  a s p ec t s  of d aily life  in t h e  c ul t u r e,  a n d  t h e  a r ti s tic  a n d  
li t e r a ry s e n sibili tie s  of t h e  t im e  in w hich  t h e  wo rk  w a s  w ri t t e n .  If t h e  
novel is a  his to rical wo rk,  info r m a tion  r e g a r ding  t h e  ti m e  in w hich  t h e
novel is s e t  is al so  includ e d.  E a c h  s ec tion  is b rok e n  dow n  with  h elpful 
s u b h e a d s.

 Critical Ove rview: t his  s ec tion  p rovides  b ackg ro u n d  on  t h e  c ri tical 
r e p u t a tion  of t h e  novel, including  b a n nings  o r  a ny o th e r  p u blic 
con t rove r sie s  s u r ro u n din g  t h e  wo rk.  For  old e r  wo rks,  t his  s ec tion  
includ e s  a  hi s to ry of how  t h e  novel w a s  fir s t  r e c eived  a n d  ho w  
p e rc e p tions  of i t m ay h ave  c h a n g e d  ove r  t h e  ye a r s ;  for  m o r e  r e c e n t  
novels,  di r ec t  q uo t e s  fro m  e a rly r eview s  m ay  al so  b e  includ e d.

 Criticis m: a n  e s s ay  co m mission e d  by NfS  w hich  s p ecifically d e als  wi th
t h e  novel a n d  is w ri t t e n  s p e cifically for  t h e  s t u d e n t  a u die nc e,  a s  w ell 
a s  exc e r p t s  fro m  p r eviously p u blis h e d  c ri ticis m  on  t h e  work  (if 
av aila ble).

 Sou rc e s:  a n  alp h a b e tic al lis t  of c ri tic al m a t e r ial q uo t e d  in t h e  e n t ry, 
wi th  full bibliog r a p hic al infor m a tion.

 F u r t h e r  Re a din g:  a n  alp h a b e tic al lis t  of o th e r  c ri tic al so u rc e s  w hich  
m ay p rove  u s eful for  t h e  s t u d e n t .  Includ e s  full bibliog r a p hic al 
info r m a tion  a n d  a  b ri ef a n no t a tion.

In  a d di tion,  e a c h  e n t ry con t ain s  t h e  following  hig hligh t e d  s ec tions,  s e t  a p a r t
fro m  t h e  m ain  t ext  a s  sid e b a r s:

 M e dia  Ada p t a tions: a  lis t  of impo r t a n t  film a n d  t elevision  a d a p t a tions  
of t h e  novel, including  sou rc e  infor m a tion.  The  lis t  a lso  includ e s  s t a g e  
a d a p t a t ions,  a u dio r e co r ding s,  m u sic al a d a p t a tions,  e t c .

 Topics  for  F u r t h e r  S t u dy: a  lis t  of po t e n ti al  s t u dy q u e s tions  o r  
r e s e a r c h  topics  d e aling  wi th  t h e  novel. This  s e c tion  includ es  q u e s tions
r el a t e d  to  o t h e r  disciplines  t h e  s t u d e n t  m ay  b e  s t u dying,  s uc h  a s  
Ame rica n  his to ry, wo rld  his to ry, scie nc e,  m a t h ,  gove r n m e n t ,  b u sine s s,  
g eo g r a p hy, e cono mics,  p sychology, e t c .

 Co m p a r e  a n d  Con t r a s t  Box: a n  “ a t-a-gl a nc e ”  co m p a rison  of t h e  
c ul t u r al  a n d  his to rical diffe r e n c es  b e t w e e n  t h e  a u t ho r ' s  ti m e  a n d  
c ul t u r e  a n d  la t e  t w e n ti e t h  c e n t u ry/e a rly tw e n ty-firs t  c e n t u ry  Wes te r n  
c ul t u r e .  This  box includ e s  p e r ti n e n t  p a r allels  b e t w e e n  t h e  m ajo r  
scie n tific, politic al,  a n d  cul t u r al  m ove m e n t s  of t h e  tim e  o r  pl ac e  t h e  
novel w a s  w ri t t e n,  t h e  tim e  o r  pl ac e  t h e  novel w a s  s e t  (if a  his to ric al 
wo rk), a n d  m o d e r n  West e r n  c ul tu r e .  Works  w ri t t e n  af t e r  1 9 9 0  m ay  no t
h ave  t his  box.
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 Wh a t  Do I Re a d  N ext?: a  lis t  of wo rks  t h a t  mig h t  co m ple m e n t  t h e  
fea t u r e d  novel o r  s e rve  a s  a  con t r a s t  to  it. This  includ e s  works  by t h e  
s a m e  a u t ho r  a n d  o t h e r s ,  wo rks  of fic tion  a n d  no nfic tion,  a n d  wo rks  
fro m  va rious  g e n r e s,  c ul tu r e s,  a n d  e r a s .

Ot h e r  Fe a t u r e s

NfS includ e s  “Th e  Info r m e d  Dialogu e:  In t e r ac tin g  wi t h  Lite r a t u r e , ”  a  
for e wo r d  by Ann e  Deve r e a ux Jord a n,  S e nio r  E di to r  for  Teachin g  a n d  
Le a r ning  Lit e r a t u r e  (TALL), a n d  a  foun d e r  of t h e  Child r e n ' s  Lit e r a t u r e  
Associa tion.  This e s s ay  p rovides  a n  e nligh t e nin g  look a t  how  r e a d e r s  
in t e r a c t  wi th  lit e r a t u r e  a n d  how  N ovels  for  S t u d e n t s  c a n  h elp  t e a c h e r s  s how
s t u d e n t s  how  to  e n rich  t h ei r  ow n  r e a ding  exp e ri e nc es .

A Cu m ula tive  Autho r/Title  Ind ex lis t s  t h e  a u t ho r s  a n d  ti tl e s  cove r e d  in e a c h  
volu m e  of t h e  NfS s e ri e s.

A Cu m ula tive  N a tion ality/Eth nici ty Ind ex b r e aks  do w n  t h e  a u t ho r s  a n d  ti tle s
cove r e d  in  e a c h  volu m e  of t h e  NfS  s e ri es  by  n a tion ality a n d  e t h nici ty.

A S u bjec t/Th e m e  Ind ex, s p e cific to  e a c h  volu m e,  p rovides  e a sy r ef e r e n c e  for
u s e r s  w ho  m ay  b e  s t u dying  a  p a r ticula r  s u bjec t  o r  t h e m e  r a t h e r  t h a n  a  
single  wo rk.  Significa n t  s u bjec t s  fro m  eve n t s  to  b ro a d  t h e m e s  a r e  includ e d,  
a n d  t h e  e n t rie s  poin ting  to  t h e  s p ecific t h e m e  di sc us sions  in e a c h  e n t ry a r e  
indica t e d  in boldfac e.

E a c h  e n t ry  h a s  s eve r al  illus t r a tions,  including  p ho tos  of t h e  a u t hor, s t ills  
fro m  film a d a p t a tions  (if available), m a p s,  a n d/o r  p ho tos  of key his to rical 
eve n t s.

Citing  N ovels  for  S t u d e n t s

Whe n  w ri ting  p a p e r s ,  s t u d e n t s  w ho  q uo t e  di r ec tly fro m  a ny volu m e  of 
N ovels  for  S t u d e n t s  m ay  u s e  t h e  following  g e n e r al  for m s.  Thes e  exa m ples  
a r e  b a s e d  on  MLA s tyle; t e a c h e r s  m ay  r e q u e s t  t h a t  s t u d e n t s  a d h e r e  to  a  
diffe r e n t  s tyle,  so  t h e  following  exa m ples  m ay  b e  a d a p t e d  a s  n e e d e d.  Wh e n  
ci ting  t ext  fro m  NfS  t h a t  is no t  a t t r ib u t e d  to  a  p a r ticula r  a u t ho r  (i.e., t h e  
The m e s,  S tyle,  His to rical Con t ext  s ec tions,  e t c .), t h e  following  for m a t  
s ho uld  b e  u s e d  in  t h e  bibliog r a p hy s e c tion:

“ Nig h t . ”  N ovels  for  S t u d e n t s .  E d.  M a ri e  Ros e  N a pie rkowski. Vol. 4 .  De t roi t:  
Gale,  1 9 9 8.  2 3 4-3 5.

Whe n  q uo ting  t h e  s p eci ally co m mission e d  e s s ay  fro m  NfS (us u ally t h e  fi rs t  
pi ec e  u n d e r  t h e  “ C ri ticis m ”  s u b h e a d), t h e  following  for m a t  s hould  b e  u s e d:
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Miller, Tyrus.  C ri tic al Ess ay  on  “Win es b u r g ,  Ohio.”  N ovels  for  S t u d e n t s .  E d.
M a rie  Ros e  N a pie rkow ski. Vol. 4 .  De t roi t: Gale,  1 9 9 8.  3 3 5-3 9.

Whe n  q uo ting  a  jou r n al  o r  n e w s p a p e r  e s s ay t h a t  is r e p rin t e d  in a  volu m e  of 
NfS, t h e  following  for m  m ay  b e  u s e d:

M alak,  Amin. “ M a r g a r e t  Atwood ' s  “Th e  H a n d m aid ' s  Tale  a n d  t h e  Dys topia n  
Tra di tion, ”  Ca n a dia n  Lite r a t u r e  No. 1 1 2  (Sp rin g,  1 9 8 7), 9-1 6;  exc e r p t e d  a n d
r e p rin t e d  in Novels  for  S t u d e n t s ,  Vol. 4 ,  e d.  M a ri e  Ros e  N a pie rkow ski 
(Det roi t: Gale,  1 9 9 8), p p.  1 3 3-3 6.

Whe n  q uo ting  m a t e ri al  r e p rin t e d  fro m  a  book t h a t  a p p e a r s  in a  volu m e  of 
NfS, t h e  following  for m  m ay  b e  u s e d:

Ada m s,  Timothy Dow. “Rich a r d  Wrigh t:  “We a ring  t h e  M a sk, ”  in  Telling  Lies  
in  Mo d e r n  Ame ric a n  Autobiog r a p hy (Unive r si ty of N o r t h  Ca rolina  P r e s s,  
1 9 9 0),  6 9-8 3;  exce r p t e d  a n d  r e p rin t e d  in Novels  for  S t u d e n t s ,  Vol. 1 ,  e d.  
Dian e  Telge n  (Det roi t: Gale,  1 9 9 7), p p.  5 9-6 1.

We Welco m e  Your S u g g e s tions

The  e di to r  of N ovels  for  S t u d e n t s  w elco m e s  you r  co m m e n t s  a n d  ide a s.  
Re a d e r s  w ho  wish  to  s u g g e s t  novels  to  a p p e a r  in fu tu r e  volu m e s,  o r  w ho  
h ave  o th e r  s u g g e s tions,  a r e  co r di ally invite d  to  con t a c t  t h e  e di tor. You m ay  
con t ac t  t h e  e di to r  via  e m ail a t :  ForS t u d e n t s E di to r s@g ale.co m. Or  w ri t e  to  
t h e  e di to r  a t :

E di tor, N ovels  for  S t u d e n t s
Gale  Grou p
2 7 5 0 0  Dr ak e  Roa d
Fa r min g to n  Hills, MI 4 8 3 3 1-3 5 3 5
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