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Portrait of a Gangster


Gangsters have been prevalent for decades in our country, from crime bosses to rappers, and it is obvious that this kind of lifestyle is not the most moral way to live. Society has looked down upon criminals and mafiosa since day one, but for years, organized crime has been shown to the public in the most viewed form of entertainment: movies and television. Because of this, the idea of a gangster is looked at in the light of a hero, or the darkness of a monster. As one can see by the pictures, both men are wearing high class, top of the line clothing. Watches, necklaces, shirts, and jackets are all of the highest brand names, but by taking a glance at the two, Capone (left) looks more like an upper class aristocrat compared to the more-plain, nicely dressed Soprano. The two gangsters are representative of the “ideal gangster” of their time, which obviously influenced others to mimic their appearance and/or attitude. Despite being probably the largest crime boss in the past century, Capone is likely to be less heard of than the character of Tony Soprano in today’s society. Each had similar lifestyles, but the fact that Tony Soprano is shown on television at least once a week, while Capone can be found in history books and newspapers, gives Soprano a major advantage. Because of television and its popularity, the more sophisticated, high society style of gangster that Capone portrays is not seen, and it is easy to take notice that people have a little “Soprano” in them. 


 The two pictures at the top of page one show Al Capone and the character of Tony Soprano in everyday form. Looking at the pictures, it is easy to tell that both gangsters’ are from different periods of time. Other than the fact that one picture is in black and white and the other in color, by looking at the appearance alone of the two men one can tell that Capone’s picture is from many decades ago. Capone, unlike Soprano, is dressed in high class clothes, wearing a full three piece suit with a very expensive classy looking leather jacket and a fedora hat to top it all. Soprano, on the other hand, is shown wearing a short sleeve polo shirt, probably made of some expensive material such as silk, and a nice pair of slacks. Capone dresses nicely because in his time that is how the typical gangster dressed: the nicer the clothes, the more powerful you were in your “territory.” His clothing gives off the impression of a criminal with power, where as Soprano has to use facial expressions to show he has superiority. When one looks at Soprano’s picture, one of the first things noticed is that he is giving a very ominous stare and he has his arms crossed, which is a look that puts fear into the hearts of many in the world of organized crime. Capone does not need to give off a fearful facade to show his influence; Capone has a face that gives off the “I could care less” impression, and he has his hands on top of one another, a much more relaxed aura than that of Soprano, but still we can sense that feeling of power by just looking at his picture.


Capone and Soprano do not only present an intimidating demeanor, but they also represent the ideal dream of many men in America. The fancy cars, the shined shoes, the most expensive clothes.  That is what makes a man feel good about himself. Just like when women get the chance to, they go to get their hair done, or a manicure and pedicure, because it makes them feel beautiful. Silk shirts and Giorgio Armani suits are the things that make a man feel classy and important, but obviously many men cannot afford this kind of treatment. In Roger Ebert’s review of the classic gangster film Goodfellas, he explains this theory by retelling the scene of “young Henry Hill looking out the window…impressed by the fact that they got girls, drove hot cars, had money, that the cops never gave them tickets” (491). The high points of the gangster lifestyle are what everyone wants; the criminal aspect of it is what everyone condemns. 

Seeing the pictures of Capone and Soprano, one can understand the idea that people may get persuaded by their lives. Despite the fact that organized crime and the mafia has completely changed since the time of Al Capone, the luxurious “ride on cloud nine” is still a benefactor of this organization, which is why it is used so many times in entertainment today. Today, a television series about the mob brings a family together more than Christmas does, which just goes to show the power that television has over the population. TV has become such a large part of people’s lives that it may even be considered to be addictive, as Marie Winn writes in her essay, “Television Addiction.” Winn supports this idea with a quote from a college English professor:
I find television almost irresistible. When the set is on, I cannot ignore it. I can’t turn it off. I feel sapped, will-less, enervated. As I reach out to turn off the set, the strength goes out of my arms. So I sit there for hours and hours. (506)
This quote proves the fact that even the brightest of people can be “hooked on TV” (505). Television allows people to escape the real life, which is why it is so hard to let go of it. 
           When one watches TV, he or she can imagine being a part of the fictional lifestyle, and identifying with the characters of the program or movie. This is the reason that Tony Soprano is so widely known: the fact that on every Sunday night at 9 PM, every family of Johnson’s or Smith’s can become the Soprano’s, just by sitting in front of a television. Once a week, the viewers of the show can live out all the high times of the mob, feel the emotions of the bad times, and not have to endure the consequences of that lifestyle. Once the show is over, the role play doesn’t end; young adults and adolescents tend to be influenced by the “tough guy” attitude that is produced by the characters of Soprano and his circle of men. Rita Dove, author of her essay “Loose Ends,” sums it up when she says “it is not that we confuse TV with reality, but that we prefer it to reality” (504). The luxurious “top of the world” life is what we as average working class Americans want; we are able to escape into this world and out of our hard working one through entertainment shown on television. 

Finally, Al Capone is one of the most notoriously known criminals in the history of the United States, and Tony Soprano the most famous fictional gangster of today. From the photographs, one can infer that both live similar lives, have money, fame, and power, but all these things are achieved for the wrong reasons. In today’s world, despite the fact these two men are very similar, Capone is looked at as the “bad guy,” and Soprano is looked up to. This is because Soprano is not real; he is a figment of creation, something we can look up to without feeling bad about. Everyone wants to live the life of fame and power, the life of a gangster, but nobody wants to have to worry about the consequences or have to deal with the immorality. This is why television is so addictive and popular, because television is the one of the appliances that never lets us down. It is our escape out of our troubled, boring lives, into the exciting realm of fancy cars, money and girls that gangsters’ life style represents.
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