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INTRODUCTION

When The Sopranos aired in 1999, it was at the forefront of what is now known as the Golden Age of Television, ushering in a new era of high-quality tragi-dramas that delighted critics and audiences alike.

Revolving around a suburban New Jersey mob boss, Tony Soprano, who employs the use of a psychiatrist in order to cope with his attempts to juggle work and home life, it is no exaggeration to say that the show redefined the crime drama genre. Instead of stereotypical mobsters with no conscience, The Sopranos stunned audiences with its sensitive portrayal of deeply flawed yet complex characters, each of which have their own hang-ups and insecurities, dreams and desires, as well as a very specific – albeit unconventional – code of ethics and morality.

Plotlines are dark and twisting, dealing with complex themes of depression, suicide, family strife and betrayal, and yet The Sopranos never fails to find the lighter moments in amongst it all. In fact, it is streaked through with raucous humour and some truly unforgettable one-liners – some of the best of which you’ll find in this book.

To celebrate the 25th anniversary of the show’s premiere, The Little Guide to The Sopranos gives fans a chance to relive the magic, to remember some of its most indelible moments and pithy exchanges, as well as encounter some lesser-known trivia along the way. If nothing else, it’ll give you a break from wondering about what really happened at that diner in the final scene.

So, let’s grab some gabagool and get stuck in…
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CHAPTER ONE

THIS THING OF OURS

First, let’s take a look at how The Sopranos all began, twenty-five years ago…





 

The show premiered on HBO on 10 January 1999.

The pilot was called simply “The Sopranos”.



 

Creator David Chase originally pitched his concept of the Soprano family as a movie about a gangster going to therapy to talk about issues he was having with his mother.

His manager, Lloyd Braun, thought it had potential for a TV series instead.



 


“

I want you to know that we believe that you have inside you a great television series.

”

Lloyd Braun, David Chase’s manager





 

The Sopranos was turned down by Fox network after they read the script for the pilot because they thought the therapy angle would be too challenging for audiences.



 


“

They came in here and said, ‘Here’s the idea: 40-year-old guy, crossroads of his life, turmoil in his marriage, turmoil in his professional career, beginning to raise teenage kids in modern society – all the pressures of every man in his generation. The only difference is he’s the Mob boss of northern New Jersey. Oh, by the way, he’s seeing a shrink.

”

Richard Plepler, co-president of HBO, on the initial pitch for The Sopranos, as quoted in Vanity Fair, “The Family Hour: An Oral History of The Sopranos”, by Annie Liebovitz and Sam Kashner, 15 March 2012.





 

The name “Soprano” was the family name of a boy David Chase met as a child, through his father’s business partner.



 

The theme song for The Sopranos is “Woke Up This Morning” by Alabama 3, from their album Exile on Coldharbour Lane.

The show uses a shortened version of the “Chosen One Mix” of the song.



 

Originally, David Chase wanted to use a different song in the opening credits to each episode, but the other producers convinced him otherwise.

As a concession of sorts, he did get to use a different song at the end of each episode.



 

The house that Tony and his family live in for the duration of the show is in North Caldwell, and can also be seen in the famous opening credits.



 

Chase only directed two episodes of the show: the first and the last.

Most of the episodes were directed by Tim Van Patten, while others who took directorial turns include Allen Coulter, Steve Buscemi and Lorraine Senna.



 

Chase’s original pick for the actor playing the part of Tony Soprano was Steven Van Zandt, a guitar player in Bruce Springsteen’s E Street Band.

Fortunately for James Gandolfini, the producers didn’t want to take the risk on a first-time actor for the lead role, and so Chase created the part of Silvio Dante for Van Zandt instead.



 

Silvio’s wife, Gabriella, was actually played by Van Zandt’s real-life wife, Maureen.



 

In order to prepare for the role, Van Zandt employed the tailor of real-life mafia boss John Gotti to make clothes for his character.

He also gained 70lb.



 


“

I decided that I had to create this guy. … And part of the biography, by the way, was that he kind of romanticized the mob’s history and felt that the best times were over. … But he was a traditionalist, so he wanted to have that kind of honor that he felt the old mob guys had, and so he looked like a throwback. I have a Fifties haircut and a Fifties kind of demeanor, because that was his philosophy.

”

Van Zandt on Silvio’s character motivations and unique look, Rolling Stone interview with Andy Greene, 7 January 2020





 

James Gandolfini got the part of Tony after casting director Susan Fitzgerald saw a clip of him in the 1993 film True Romance.



 


“

I thought that they would hire some good-looking guy, not George Clooney, but some Italian George Clooney, and that would be that.

”

James Gandolfini on his expectations for the casting of Tony Soprano, as quoted in the New Yorker, “Postscript: James Gandolfini, 1961–2013” by David Remnick, 19 June 2013.





 

As well as Steven Van Zandt, other actors who auditioned for the role of Tony Soprano include Ray Liotta, Anthony LaPaglia and Michael Pispoli.



 

Ray Liotta was actually offered the part of Ralphie later on, but turned it down.

Later he would agree to star alongside James Gandolfini’s son, Michael, for the Sopranos prequel, The Many Saints of Newark.



 

Lorraine Bracco, who plays Tony’s therapist Dr Jennifer Melfi, was originally asked to play Tony’s wife, Carmela.

She turned down the part because she deemed it too similar to her role in Goodfellas, in which she played gangster Henry Hill’s wife Karen.



 


“

I was not ready for how fucking difficult Dr. Melfi was to play. I am an explosive girl. I am loud. I am full of life and full of all kinds of bullshit, and I have to sit on every emotion, every word, everything, to play this character.

”

Lorraine Bracco, on the challenges of her chosen role





 

In the end the part of Tony’s wife Carmela went to Edie Falco, who had actually expected to be given the part of Dr Melfi.

She went on to win three Primetime Emmy Awards for her performance.



 


“

Carmela was very easy to be. I immediately knew how she felt about things, the way she wanted to look. But an Italian-American Mob wife? I’m not the first person I would think of. I would have cast me as Dr. Melfi, but, luckily, I was not in charge.

”

Edie Falco, as quoted in Vanity Fair, “The Family Hour: An Oral History of The Sopranos”, by Annie Liebovitz and Sam Kashner, 15 March 2012.





 

The Sopranos features 27 actors that also appear in Martin Scorsese’s mobster film of 1990, Goodfellas, including regular cast members Lorraine Bracco (Jennifer Melfi), Michael Imperioli (Christopher Moltisanti), Tony Sirico (Paulie Gaultieri), Vincent Pastore (Salvatore “Big Pussy” Bonpensiero), Frank Vincent (Phil Leotardo), and Joseph R. Gannascoli (Vito Spatafore).



 

Other mafia films are referenced constantly in The Sopranos – including Goodfellas and The Godfather.

In fact, the name of the strip club, Bada Bing, is borrowed from a phrase that was ad-libed and used repeatedly by James Caan’s character, Sonny Corleone, in The Godfather.



 


“

They brought me in, and I met with David [Chase]. I thought he hated my audition, because David’s a poker-faced guy. He kept giving me notes and giving me direction, and I walked out of there, and I was like, ‘I blew that one.’

”

Michael Imperioli, remembering his audition for the role of Christopher Moltisanti – wrongly, as it turned out…





 

Drea de Matteo, who plays Christopher’s girlfriend Adriana, almost didn’t get cast in the role.

David Chase didn’t think she was Italian enough for the part and looked more like a server in a restaurant – which is why she appears in one scene of the pilot as an unnamed waitress at Vesuvio’s – the restaurant frequented by Tony and his friends and owned by Artie Bucco and his wife Charmaine.



 

It was only later, when she show got picked up, that she was invited back to audition for the role of Adriana.

She ended up winning a Primetime Emmy for her performance in 2004.



 


“

At this point I knew what I was dealing with. So I wore my nameplate in diamonds. I teased my hair up a little bit. One of the words in the line was ‘Ow,’ and the reason that I got the part was because the way I said ‘Owwuhwhwwwuhwwwuh!’ I turned it into, like, five syllables.

”

Drea de Matteo, as quoted in Vanity Fair, “The Family
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