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Introduction

When considering John Fante’s posthumous popularity in the land of his ancestors—that is, Italy—we must consider three significant moments in his publication history. About twenty years ago, Marcos y Marcos published five expensive, though slim, booklets containing either two stories or, alternately, previously unpublished fragments of Fante’s writing. Since each booklet consisted of just a small number of pages, the publisher not only added long prefaces but also printed the fragmenta in both English and Italian—a choice almost exclusively reserved for poetry.1 In 2003, Mondadori published Fante. Romanzi e racconti, curated and edited by Francesco Durante as part of its prestigious series of literary classics, “I Meridiani.” Since 2004, Einaudi has re-released all of Fante’s novels, prefaced by popular Italian artists.

Fante’s work has been translated, in various formats, into nearly every European language: Swedish, Finnish, Turkish, Czech, Portuguese, Russian, and more. Regarding Fante’s publication history in Italy, Martino Marazzi dispels the myth promoted by some cult writers and the book industry of Fante as the author forgotten in life and discovered after his death (Voices 181). Translated excerpts from Wait Until Spring, Bandini appeared in the magazines Omnibus and Oggi in the late 1930s. Mondadori published Wait Until Spring, Bandini in 1948 under the title Aspettiamo primavera, Bandini (translation by Giorgio Monicelli), while Elio Vittorini’s translation of Ask the Dust (Il cammino nella polvere, Mondadori) had already been published in 1941, the same year in which Vittorini had submitted a translated excerpt from Wait Until Spring, Bandini to Bompiani’s legendary anthology Americana. In 1957, we have In tre ad attenderlo, Liliana Bonini’s translation of Full of Life, which Fazi would go on to reprint in 1998 with its original title in Alessandra Osti’s translation. Then nothing appears until 1983 when publisher SugarCo releases Chiedi alla polvere (Ask the Dust) translated by Maria Giulia Castagnone, the same translation as Marcos y Marcos’s edition in 1994 and Einaudi’s in 2004. In 1988, the publisher Leonardo issues La strada per Los Angeles (The Road to Los Angeles) translated by Francesco Durante, the same translation as Marcos y Marcos’s edition in 1996 and Einaudi’s in 2005. In 1989, we see Aspetta primavera, Bandini (Wait Until Spring, Bandini) translated by Carlo Alberto Corsi, re-presented by Marcos y Marcos in 1995 and Einaudi in 2005; and in 1990 La confraternita del Chianti (The Brotherhood of the Grape) translated by Durante, re-presented by Marcos y Marcos in 1995 and by Einaudi, with the title La confraternita dell’uva, in 2004. Fazi would go on to publish Un anno terribile (1933 Was a Bad Year) in 1996 and then in 1997 A ovest di Roma (West of Rome, that includes My Dog Stupid) both with Alessandra Osti as translator. Sogni di Bunker Hill (Dreams from Bunker Hill) had the privilege of being published by Mondadori (translated by Durante) in 1988, but glory will come with Marcos y Marcos’s 1996 edition and Einaudi’s 2004 edition. As concerns the short story collections, Francesco Durante translated Dago Red (same title in English), Marcos y Marcos, 1997 and Einaudi, 2006, Il Dio di mio padre (The Wine of Youth: Selected Stories), Marcos y Marcos, 1998, and La grande fame (The Big Hunger: Stories, 1932–1959), Marcos y Marcos, 2000 and Einaudi, 2007. Also of note is the 1988 publication by Sellerio of Una moglie per Dino Rossi (including “A Wife for Dino Rossi” and two other stories) translated by Maria Martone.

As already noted, Einaudi, still taking advantage of Fante’s strong popular appeal, has republished each one of Fante’s novels, edited by Emanuele Trevi, with ebullient prefaces from some of the most noteworthy writers in the country (and not just novelists—director Gianni Amelio pens the introduction to Sogni di Bunker Hill, and singer Vinicio Capossela does the same for La confraternita dell’uva). Einaudi has also churned out five other books: in addition to the story collections already mentioned, they published Lettere 1932–1981 (John Fante: Selected Letters, 1932–1981) edited by Seamus Cooney, translated and introduced by Durante, who also edited and translated Bravo, Burro! (same title in English), a story written with Rudolph Borchert and with illustrations by Marylin Hirsch, which would have been the basis of an unrealized Orson Welles film project; and, finally, the volume Le storie di Arturo Bandini, edited by Emanuele Trevi, which collect the Bandini tetralogy.2

Love for John Fante is strong in Europe (especially in Germany, France, and Italy),3 whereas he seems to enjoy a more lukewarm reception in the United States. Several times I happened to mention Fante’s name to professors of American literature who had never heard of him. However, and thanks in great part to the Carthusian efforts of Fante’s biographer and first disciple, Stephen Cooper, Fante is becoming more appreciated even in America. In an essay that explores the reasoning behind John Fante’s late (and “enormous”) recognition, Neil Gordon maintains that “[h]e was always the equal, and often the better, of his recognized contemporaries: Fitzgerald, Steinbeck, West, Schulberg” (24), while in the 2003 documentary John Fante, Profilo di scrittore, Fred Gardaphé is caught saying (in Italian): “John Fante è meglio di Hemingway!”4

* * *

John Fante’s first two published novels, Wait Until Spring, Bandini and Ask the Dust, appeared in the 1930s and were out of print for more than forty years; the short story collection Dago Red appeared in 1940. The novels Full of Life, The Brotherhood of the Grape, and Dreams from Bunker Hill came out in 1952, 1977, and 1982, respectively. The novels The Road to Los Angeles and 1933 Was a Bad Year, the book West of Rome (which includes My Dog Stupid5 and the short story “The Orgy”), and the short story collections The Wine of Youth and The Big Hunger were all published posthumously.

In recent years, articles and a handful of books have contributed to finally taking John Fante’s work into consideration at a critical level; nevertheless, much remains to be said. The freshness and quickness of Fante’s prose, two of the motivations behind his success, have often eluded critics.6 This exacting use of spontaneity may have influenced some scholars to view the writing as naïve, primitive, and unsophisticated rather than consider it the fruit of a careful labor of literary reflection.7 Fante’s novels are often seen as autobiographical outlets—confessions, even—and, thus, Fante’s careful use of narrative technique, especially his use of humor, is often overlooked. If a reader loses sight of the humor in Fante’s writing, as we will see, they also lose sight of the depths of its beauty and the diverse layers hidden beneath the prose’s spontaneity, freshness, and lightning quickness.

Through looking at the father/son relationship in Fante’s novels, it’s possible to intuit other themes: an ethnic tension between an Old and a New World; the American Dream transmitted from the father to the son who must “kill” his father in order to fully realize it; an insightful reflection on the act of writing. In fact, recognizing the father/son dynamic within the theme and act of writing, the reader witnesses the son (who is a writer or aspiring writer in six of eight novels) writing in an effort to distance himself from his father and his roots while, at the same time, writing about his father. In the end, it is through this writing that the son comes to understand both his father and his own roots.

Familial and familial-personal investigations come to the surface ambiguously in Fante’s books. It is all skillfully articulated with his humor, which at times is not completely definable: His
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