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June 2020
Thursday, June 4, 2020
The Cusp of Dreadfulness:
Fifteen Seasons in Tierra del Fuego and Patagonia
Margaret Winslow
(Zoom Meeting)*
Thursday, June 11, 2020
Chasing Portraits:
A Great-Granddaughter’s Quest for Her Lost Art Legacy
Elizabeth Rynecki
(Zoom Meeting)*
Thursday, June 18, 2020
OPEN SESSION:
Ricordi di Padri e Nonni
Moderated by Alex Rynecki
(Zoom Meeting)*
SUNDAY, JUNE 21, 2020
Father’s Day (USA)
Thursday, June 25, 2020
ANNUAL MEMBERSHIP MEETING
(Members only)
(Zoom Meeting)*
This month’s programs arranged by Alex Rynecki.
(* Zoom link and instructions by David Cobb will be emailed the week of each meeting.)

from the desk of the president				

June

My Dear Cenacolisti:
We trust that you and yours are faring well during this Coronavirus
Pandemic. Please continue to be vigilant! It appears that the State of
California and the San Francisco Bay Area will soon start to return
to our (hopefully) normal lives. And our sincerest hope is that we will
be able to again meet at the SFIAC.
Thursday Speakers
For May, Ron Fenolio stacked the program slate with our very own
Cenacolisti, (and as a matter of fact, all three were Past Presidents and two were Men of the
Year!) First, conducting a celebration of the contributions by our Mothers and other women to
our lives was a great way to honor Mother’s Day. Thank you Ron! Chuck Stagliano captured
our attention with some history of long-distance running and tales of his own adventures all
over the world as a runner. Ron Fenolio, again ran the show with a slide presentation and
fascinating lecture about the 1906 San Francisco earthquake, followed by a lively discussion
with 31 participants! And finally, Professor Giacomo (aka Jim Boitano), took us behind the
scenes of Sergio Leone’s paradigm-shifting Westerns, and he has further explored this topic
(including pictures and video links) in this bulletin’s La Cultura Italiana.
Likewise, we can look forward to Alex Rynecki’s presentations for this month, the first on
extreme adventure in Patagonia and the “Land of Fire” by Margie Winslow, who has thrilled
us before; and another, presented by his daughter Elizabeth, a filmmaker and author, on
chasing a family legacy in art. Since last month’s “Mother’s Day Luncheon” was so successful,
we have decided to celebrate Fathers Day in the same way on June 18th. I am sure everyone has
meaningful stories to share about Fathers, Grandfathers and other Mentors.
Don’t forget to check out what’s cookin’ in La Cucina Cenacolista! Andy Canepa has a crosscultural recipe for us this week!
And if you have a favorite recipe and a memory to go with it, send it on over to:
susi@olivetreepress.com
Incidentally, I personally believe that our use of the Zoom medium has actually been a blessing
to our Club. It’s obvious that several of our members whom we have rarely seen at the Thursday
Luncheons are now appearing and participating through Zoom! We now routinely have as
many as 28 to 30 members using Zoom when we would only attract about 20 members actually
traveling to San Francisco for the Thursday Luncheons. Participation in May topped out with
42 participants! (It just keeps getting better!)
Our Vice President David Cobb is looking for a way to continue to use Zoom for members who
cannot come to the City when things get back to the “new normal.”
— PAGE 2 —

from the desk of the president			

cont’d

Annual Meeting
The 30th of June marks the end of our fiscal year, and our Annual Membership Meeting is
scheduled for noon, Thursday, June 25, 2020 via Zoom. (Members only). Five members of
our Board are retiring: Catherine Accardi, Ephraim Hirsch, Alex Rynecki, Ken Sproul and
our Immediate Past President, Franz Cristiani. At this time I would like to personally thank
each and every one of these Cenacolisti for their time, leadership and wise counseling for the
steering and managing of the activities of the Club. I also wish to thank the Board members
still fulfilling their terms: Pietro Bonanno, David Cobb, Ron Derenzi, Ron Fenolio, Eugene
Lanzone, Peter Sherwood and Dr. Don Zingale. A special thanks, as well, to our “Minister
Without Portfolio” Chuck Stagliano, for his unstinting support of the work of the Board.
Alex Kugushev who has, in the past, devoted so much of his talents, has agreed to come
back to the Board, which leaves us with four vacancies. Joining the Board of Directors only
requires one year of Il Cenacolo membership and the desire to serve, participate and lead us
on our common objective of preserving and presenting Italian Culture. It is a two-year term.
Please consider volunteering for these vacant positions. If you are interested, do contact me
415-713-9219 dtgiannini@gianninilaw.com or David Cobb 707-888-2311 ayrtoncobb@gmail.com.
We can guarantee that your service on our Board of Directors will be rewarding.
Annual Meeting Agenda: Il Cenacolo in the Age of COVID
Traditionally, the agenda at our Annual Meeting includes election of the new Board Members,
reports on the finances, state of the organization, and future plans of the Club—and this year
will be no different. With one major exception: all of these issues are impacted by the “elephant
in the room”—COVID-19. In only a few short weeks, the world has been turned upside down.
Although we can imagine that this virus will be conquered or at least managed eventually, life
as we knew it will probably not return for quite awhile.
So, what does this mean for our highly social cultural club? This glue that binds us—our
meeting, and eating, and sipping and laughing and even crying together—how can we sustain
and re-create this in a “touchless” world?
As this is our first-ever virtual annual meeting, it is an exceptional opportunity for everyone
to come together, and weigh in on the state and future of our Club in the age of COVID. We
will open the floor for new ideas and perspectives on Il Cenacolo in the New Paradigm. This
is a critical and timely discussion we need to have together. We Cenacolisti are known to be
innovative, resourceful and proactive!
So please mark you calendars in RED:
Thursday, June 25, 2020, Noon, Zoom*.
I will see you there!
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Passing the Torch
Well, dear Cenacolisti, the end of June will also mark the completion of my two-year tenure
as your President, and this is my final message to you. It has been so different from my first
term as President, (1986-88) over 30 years ago! You could say it was a simpler time, then. Our
bulletin was a 2-4 page printed sheet, snail-mailed to the all-male membership. We dined at
Fior d’Italia. Not only did we not have a website, the World Wide Web had yet to be introduced!
In these past two years, I feel privileged to have been President to celebrate Il Cenacolo’s
historic 90th anniversary, the admission of women to the Club, the complete renovation of the
website, and the almost-seamless shift to Zoom (thanks to Vice President David Cobb). I am
delighted at the successes of our classic events such as the Opera Outing and the Holiday Gala,
and the cultural events such as Il Cenacolo at the Italian Film Festival, the Behind-the-Scenes
Tour at the Opera House, and our Symphony and Opera Nights. I am continually amazed by
the excellence of our Thursday speakers, and the collective effort that goes into the monthly
programs and ever-expanding bulletin, with Jim Boitano’s superb essays as the cherry on top!
Of course, wonderful luncheons and staff at SFIAC have enabled our enjoyment of food, wine,
and camaraderie. I am proud and grateful to all of the Board members and Cenacolisti who
have supported me as President, and all of our loyal members who have made Il Cenacolo what
it is today.
For the past 92 years, Il Cenacolo has endured as it marched along with the times, and I am
confident that we will prevail through the Age of COVID. A new President and new incoming
Board members will take over the helm, and I feel assured that the Club will be in good hands.
			Very truly yours,
						
DTG
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Zoom

Thursday, June 4, 2020
The Cusp of Dreadfulness: Fifteen Seasons in Tierra del Fuego and Patagonia
Margaret Winslow

Geologist, geoarchaeologist, explorer, and writer
Margaret Winslow shares some of her adventures and discoveries
over thirty years of traveling and working in Patagonia and
Tierra del Fuego. Through dictatorships, storms, and high seas,
she recounts her experiences with humor and shows homage
to classical writings by explorers to the region. The author is
professor emerita of Earth and Atmospheric Sciences at the City
College of the University of New York.
She has published two award-winning travel/adventure
memoirs, Over My Head: Journeys in Leaky Boats from the Strait
of Magellan to Cape Horn and Beyond (2012) and The Cusp of Dreadfulness (2016) about
her misadventures while working as a geologist in South America and Antarctica, and most
recently, Smart Ass: How a Donkey Challenged Me to Accept His True Nature and Rediscover
My Own (2018).
Her National Geographic-funded fieldwork on earthquake hazards and archaeological
settlement patterns in Alaska and Chile is featured in the award-winning PBS series “Fire
on the Rim.”
Dr. Winslow has spoken to us before, to much acclaim. Join us to go on an adventure from
your own living room!
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Thursday, June 11 2020
Chasing Portraits:
A Great-Granddaughter’s Quest for Her
Lost Art Legacy
Elizabeth Rynecki

Elizabeth Rynecki is the great-granddaughter of
Polish-Jewish artist, Moshe Rynecki (1881-1943).
She grew up with her great-grandfather’s paintings
prominently displayed on the walls of her family home
and understood from an early age that the art connected
her to a legacy from “the old country”: Poland.
In 1999, Elizabeth designed the original online museum
website: Moshe Rynecki: Portrait of a Life in Art.
Her memoir, Chasing Portraits: A Great-Granddaughter’s Quest for
Her Lost Art Legacy, was published by NAL/Penguin Random House in
September 2016.
Her documentary film, Chasing Portraits, had its world premiere in
Poland in 2018. (Trailer)
Elizabeth has a BA in Rhetoric from Bates College (‘91) and an MA in
Rhetoric and Communication from UC Davis (‘94). Her Master’s thesis
focused on children of Holocaust survivors.

Moshe Rynecki: (from left to right) Self-portrait, Boy with Purple Hat, Pianist.
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Thursday, June 18 2020
OPEN SESSION:
Ricordi di Padri e Nonni
Moderated by Alex Rynecki

auguri a tutti i papà

!

Father’s Day is celebrated in various ways around the world. Since 1910, it has taken place
in the United States on the third Sunday in June; this year, on June 21. Italy links Father’s
Day to the Feast of St. Joseph, Festa di San Giuseppe, on March 19, which celebrates Joseph,
father of Jesus. This celebration dates back to at least 1508. Now the day is also known as Festa
del Papà and the religious origins are slowly becoming replaced by a general celebration of
fatherhood.
Today we will celebrate fathers, grandfathers and mentors on American Father’s Day.
If you have a photo to share, please bring it! We will allocate five minutes per participant to
share more memories, as we did for mothers on Mother’s Day—family activities, cooking,
personalities, history of when and how they came to America. Alex Rynecki, June Program
Chair, will moderate this Open Session, along with the technological assistance of David Cobb.

Great-grandparents of Ron Derenzi

“This is a photo is of my
grandmother’s parents, the
Cava family. They were peasant
sharecroppers who worked the
Derenzi land in Vervbicaro, Italia.
My great grandfather’s name was
Baptista Cava—I do not know my
great grandmother’s name.
They never left the home country.
Their daughter, Maria Grazia, came
to San Francisco in 1912 to marry my
grandfather Domenico Derenzi.”
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Thursday, June 25 2020
Annual Membership Meeting
(Members only)

NOTICE OF ANNUAL MEETING
Notice is hereby given that the Annual Meeting of Il Cenacolo will be held
on June 25, 2020 commencing at noon, via Zoom.
All members are requested and invited to attend (members only). The
agenda is as follows:
1) A vote to approve the nomination of directors to a two-year term
commencing July 1, 2020. Nominees TBA.
In accordance with our bylaws, members with one-year standing membership may be nominated by presenting to the President a written
nomination signed by at least five voting members.
2) A presentation by the Officers of:
(a) the state of the organization
(b) a summary of its financial position
(c) future plans
3) An open session for all members to express their views, to pose questions
to the officers and to make suggestions.
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SFIAC Foundation
Giving Campaign
Sponsor our SFIAC Employees
As you know, the Club closed on March 16, pursuant to San Francisco Mandate. COVID-19 has
impacted all of us in so many unexpected and abrupt ways. At the SFIAC that has been particularly true for our employees - our chefs, bartenders, waitresses and dishwashers - who, prior to
COVID-19, came to work weekly, giving everything they had to keep our Club thriving and ensuring
our members and guests had a top notch experience at every event. With the temporary shutdown
of the SFIAC, we are unable to host any events, which means our employees have no work for the
foreseeable future.
This is where you can make a difference. Please consider sponsoring our employees as a tax-deductible donation. We will pool the funds together and distribute as a stipend to help our employees
during this hardship. We will update this site with your names as our generous donors
(unless you choose to be anonymous).
We have an amazing team at SFIAC and we are hopeful that when this is all over, we will be back up
and running, serving you as eagerly and graciously as we did before. We understand that many cannot support financially during this time; so, please keep us in your thoughts and prayers. Know that
we are exploring all available options from local, state, and federal sources at this time.
Thank you for your support. Please stay safe.
Bill Isetta, President, SFIAC Foundation and Directors Nicolas Figone, Tom Piro, Roberto Lombardi &
Randy BessoloGuido Perego, President, SFIAC and 1st VP Manuele LaTorre & 2nd VP Chuck CanepaAl
Casciato, President, IABA & Scott Bambacigno, Director, NBEC

Cenacolisti,
Thanks to all who have contributed to this fund through Il Cenacolo. We are
pleased to be able to present to SFIAC over $2000 so far. If you still would like to
add to the Club’s group support, please make checks payable to SFIAC, and send
them to David Cobb, 80 Beach Road, Belvedere, CA 94920. He will then forward
them all with a cover letter from Il Cenacolo.
—David T. Giannini and David Cobb

La Cucina Cenacolista
Zuppa di Fagiolane
Sopa de Pallares
Lima Bean Soup
Andy Canepa
This Zuppa di Fagiolane recipe is from my mother, Giuseppina Zaccaro,
born in Asti in 1902. It coincides with that of my mother-in-law,
Dora de Ayala, born in Lima in 1911.
(They are neighbors now at the Italian Cemetery in Colma, CA.)
So maybe it is that Lima Bean Soup is universal…
• Soak large Lima beans (preferably imported from Peru) overnight
and remove skins.
• Place them in chicken broth.
• Add onions, garlic, black pepper, salt pork in thick slices, and
many sage leaves.
• Boil (first at medium high and then at medium low) until a
creamy consistency is achieved.
• Add bread crumbs as needed to thicken soup.
• Add more chicken broth as needed to thin soup or make it less salty.
Printable version
available on our website.

The Ancient & Exalted History of Lima Beans
Named for the city where the Spaniards first found it, the lima
is one of the oldest beans to come out of the Americas, with
remains dating from 6000 to 5000 BC. Scientists recognize
two main branches of the genus domesticated in Latin
America. The Central American types are small, while the
South American beans consumed in ancient Peru are of the
heftier variety we know today as lima beans.
On the expressive pottery of the Mochica, a people who lived and thrived in the
coastal valleys of northern Peru on the eve of the 15th-century Inca conquest,
is a painted record of their daily lives and toils, the symbols they held dear and
even the foods they ate, most noticeably the lima bean (Phaseolus lunatus), a
distinctive relative of the common bean.
The pots with lima bean designs are intriguing: some of the beans are anthropomorphic, painted with faces and fitted with legs and feet. It is believed these
symbolize messengers or warriors. In some pots, symmetrical rows of lima
beans blanket the whole surface. Preliminary research confirmed that lima
beans were mostly consumed by the ruling elite. It seems that such distinction was also prevalent among the Inca. Anothert theory is that the lima bean
designs are ideographs, a type of proto-writing, which reinforces its status as an
elite food charged with symbolic meaning.
Another recipe, attesting to the the influence of 19th-century Italian settlers in
Peru is: Dried Lima Bean Puree with Parmigiano (see link below, recipe follows
original article).
Adapted from Marciel E. Presilla, Pittsburgh Post Gazette, July 11, 2007.
See more Peruvian pottery at:
Museo Arqueologica Rafael de Larco Herrera
Have a favorite recipe and a memory to go with it? Send it to: susi@olivetreepress.com
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What’s Happening !
EVENT UPDATES
We remain hopeful that life will
return to normal soon, so we will
continue to keep events on the
calendar until there are definitive
arrangements. In the meantime,
please check back often.

Friday, June 19, 2020
Il Cenacolo Opera Evening
Contact Bill Dito
(To be rescheduled when the
Opera re-opens))
Thursday, June 25
Annual Meeting via Zoom
at regular Thursday luncheon
(Members only)
Sunday, September 13, 2020
Sal Reina Opera Outing
Contact Chuck Stagliano
Il Cenacolo at the
Marin Italian Film Festival
Contact David Cobb
TBA (rescheduled for Spring 2020)
Second Annual SF Opera House Tour
TBA
December 4, 2020
Il Cenacolo Holiday Gala
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What’s Happening !

Festa della Repubblica
June 2, 2020
Festa della Rupubblica, Italian Republic Day, commemorates the
institutional referendum held by universal suffrage on June 2,1946,
in which the Italian people were called to the polls to decide on their
form of government, following the Second World War and
the fall of Fascism.
This year, in San Francisco, Supervisor Catherine Stefani and
Consul General of Italy, Lorenzo Ortona, will raise the Italian Flag
at San Francisco City Hall. The Flag will be raised and then lowered to
half-staff in memory of Italian Citizens who have died during
this pandemic.
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la cultura italiana
Sergio Leone
(1929–1989)
This month’s essay deals with an Italian director who revolutionized the historically popular
Western genre in cinema, giving it a new style and focus. He accomplished this by directing
only five Westerns in his total director oeuvre of seven movies. In bringing back the revived and
energized Westerns to movie audiences, he brought a form of
Italian Neorealism to a classic cinema genre that had grown
tired, unrealistic, and banal over the years.
Sergio Leone was born in Rome on January 3, 1929. He
came from a family with roots deep in the Italian film
industry. His mother, Edvige Valcarenghi (1886–1969), with
stage name Bice Walerian, was a silent movie actress who
gave up her profession when she married Vincenzo Leone
in 1916. His father, Vincenzo Leone (1879–1959), with stage
name Roberto Roberti, directed and acted in films during
the silent era, but for reasons that are not entirely clear
was prevented from working during the 1930s by order of
Mussolini’s Fascist regime. He did manage to direct three
films between 1939 and 1945, although the last of these was
not released until 1951.
During his schooldays, Sergio was a classmate for a time
with Ennio Morricone, who would become his musical collaborator for his movies. Vincenzo
tried to discourage Sergio from entering the world of cinema, and Sergio briefly studied law.
However, having been intrigued with filmmaking by watching his father working on film sets,
he decided at age 18 to drop out of law school and to try his hand at filmmaking. He began
working as an unpaid, fifth assistant on Vittorio De Sica’s Neorealism classic The Bicycle Thief
in 1948. He also appeared fleetingly in the film, as part of a group of German priests sheltering
from the rain.
Despite this beginning in the world of Neorealism, it was in the highly commercial realm of
Cinecittà studio productions that Leone was to receive his training over the next decade. By
his own reckoning, he worked on about 50 Italian and American films in the 1950s, mainly
as an assistant director. Hollywood productions flocked to Rome during this period to utilize
the cheap facilities and spend local profits from American films, which Italian law demanded
be spent in Italy. Leone’s credits from this time include Mervyn LeRoy’s Quo Vadis (1951),
Robert Wise’s Helen of Troy (1955), William Wyler’s remake of Ben-Hur (1959), and Fred
Zinnemann’s The Nun’s Story (1959).
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continued

When his mentor, director Mario Bonnard,
fell ill during the production of the 1959
Italian epic Gli Ultimi Giorni di Pompei (The
Last Days of Pompeii), starring Steve Reeves,
Leone was asked to step in and complete the
film. The film was released under Bonnard’s
name, but Leone’s work on the film and its
box-office success in Italy equipped Leone
to produce low-budget films which looked
like larger-budget Hollywood movies when
the time came for him to make his solo
directorial debut. This occurred in 1961
with his Il Colosso di Rodi (The Colossus
of Rhodes, 1961). It seems Leone never
regarded these projects as anything more
than workaday jobs, and he later claimed
he made The Colossus of Rhodes simply to
pay for a honeymoon in Spain, where it was
filmed.
Beginning in the 1960s, especially with the
catastrophic financial failure of Cleopatra
(1963) and other big-budget films, the
Hollywood studios withdrew from Cinecittà.
The Italian film production industry
experienced a sharp downturn as historical
epics fell out of favor with audiences and
world-wide ticket sales dropped significantly.
Leone shifted his attention to another genre,
which came to be known as the “Spaghetti
Western,” owing its origin to the traditional
American Western genre. He is often credited with starting the European Western craze that
saved Cinecittà in the mid-1960s.
Leone immediately recognized the potential for a Western remake after Japanese director
Akira Kurosawa’s samurai film Yojimbo (1961) was released in Rome. The idea did not,
however, come from nowhere. He was able to find backing for the project primarily due to
the success of a series of German Westerns based on Karl May’s pulp-fiction novels about
Winnetou, last of the Mescalero Apache, and his blood-brother, ‘Old Shatterhand.’ The first
of the Winnetou films, The Treasure of Silver Lake (1962), was a phenomenal success across
Europe, and a further 11 Westerns based on May’s books were produced between 1962 and
1968. Several cheap Westerns also came out of Spain in the wake of the first Winnetou films.
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The Dollars Trilogy (aka The Man With No Name Trilogy)
In general, Leone, who co-wrote and directed the Dollars Trilogy, saw the trilogy as somewhat
satiric: “All the killings in my films are exaggerated because I wanted to make a tongue-incheek satire on run-of-the-mill Westerns.” “The Old West” had always fascinated him as a
child while watching the early Westerns of the 1930s and early 1940s. This fascination carried
into his adulthood and influenced his films. He hailed John Ford as his mentor for the trilogy.
“The cowboy picture has got lost in psychology,” he told an interviewer. “The West was made
by violent uncomplicated men, and it is this strength and simplicity that I try to recapture in
my pictures.” To this end, a guideline that underpinned his Westerns was that women were
introduced only if they advanced the plots. Otherwise, he said, a love situation “arrests the
rhythm of a story.”
The look of the first film of the trilogy, A Fistful of Dollars (Per un Pugno di Dollari,1964), was
established by its Spanish locations, which presented a violent and morally complex vision
of the American Old West. The film paid tribute to traditional American Western films, but
significantly departed from them in storyline, plot, characterization, and mood. Leone gains
credit for one great breakthrough in the Western genre that is still followed today: in traditional
Western films, many heroes and villains looked alike, often dressed as if they had just stepped
out of a fashion magazine, with some singing several times during the movie (think Roy Rogers
or Gene Autry). The characters were clearly drawn moral opposites, even down to the hero
wearing a white hat and the villain wearing a black hat (except for the most successful of the
‘traditional’ Western cowboys, Hopalong Cassidy, who wore a black outfit and rode a pale
horse).
Leone’s heroes and villains were, in contrast, more ‘realistic’ and complex: usually they
were ‘lone wolves’ in their behavior. As a Western, the film broke a number of conventions. There
were no Indians. The main character, the “Man With No Name,” does not pull out a guitar
and start singing. The characters looked dirty, unshaven, and they sweated profusely. There
was always a strong suggestion of criminal behavior, even with the hero. The hero was
every bit as ruthless and money-hungry as the villains. The only difference was that he would
spare the innocents. The characters were also morally ambiguous by appearing generously
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compassionate or nakedly and brutally self-serving and money-hungry, as the situation
demanded. Relationships revolved around power; retribution was emotion-driven rather
than conscience-driven. Also, the film is considerably more violent than the usual American
Western. Leone did not know the Hollywood rules about what is and is not acceptable violence;
he did whatever he wanted. The results redefined the rules for depicting violence.
Some critics have noted the irony of an Italian director who could not speak English, and
had never even visited the United States, let alone the American Old West, almost singlehandedly redefining the typical vision of the
American cowboy. However, Leone did know a
great deal about the American Old West and the
cowboys who populated it, shaped by his love of
the Western movies he saw and the books he read.
The image fascinated him as a child, and carried
into his adulthood and into his films.
When deciding on the music for A Fistful of
Dollars, Leone was planning to use Francesco
Lavagnino, who had done Leone’s score for The
Colossus of Rhodes. Luckily, before signing
the contract with Lavagnino, he met Ennio
Morricone (left). Interestingly enough, Morricone
remembered that they had known each other
as boys when they had gone to the same school.
However, Leone had disliked Morricone’s scores
for previous Westerns, which were at that time
typical Western scores. But, when he heard an
earlier Morricone experimental piece, he changed
his mind. The score that Morricone created for A
Fistful of Dollars was like no Western score before
Sergio Leone and Ennio Morricone as boyhood
it. Previous scores sounded like popular American
classmates and later as colleagues.
music, almost always pleasant, with male vocals.
Morricone’s score was in a Western style, and
sounded much like Mexican folk music—violent folk music. The main theme was punctuated
by unintelligible shouts and calm whistling, the latter performed by Alessandro Alessandroni,
a boyhood friend of Morricone.
For the release of A Fistful of Dollars, Leone was afraid that American audiences would not go
to see a Western made in Italy. After all, the Western up to that point had been an Americancontrolled genre. So, to make the movie more palatable for the American audience, both
Leone and Morricone changed their names, becoming “Bob Robertson” and “Dan Savio,”
respectively.
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Promoting A Fistful of Dollars was difficult, because no major distributor wanted to take a
chance on a faux-Western with an unknown director. The film ended up being released in Italy
on September 12, 1964, which was typically the worst month for ticket sales. The film was
shunned by the Italian critics, who gave it extremely negative reviews. Despite these negative
reviews from Italian critics, at a grassroots level, its popularity spread and over the film’s
theatrical release, it grossed $4 million in Italy, more than any other Italian film up to that
point.
The release of the film was delayed in the United States because distributors feared being sued.
Leone’s film had been identified as an unofficial remake of Kurosawa’s 1961 film, Yojimbo,
which resulted in a successful lawsuit by Toho,
Yojimbo’s production company. As a result, it was
not shown in American theaters until January,
1967, after Leone agreed to settle the lawsuit
out of court. However, A Fistful of Dollars is not
simply a copy of Yojimbo. Leone uses Kurosawa’s
techniques perfectly, but also uses elements of his
own style: quick zooms and extreme close-ups of
thin, squinty eyes of the characters.
The film grossed $4.5 million for that year in
the US. In 1969 it was re-released, earning $1.2
million. It eventually grossed $14.5 million in its
American releases. Some American critics felt
differently from their Italian counterparts, with
Variety praising it as having “a James Bondian
vigor and tongue-in-cheek approach that was
sure to capture both sophisticates and average
cinema patrons.”
Ultimately, the movie was a run-away popular
and financial success, having been made on a
low budget of $200,000. It became the first of a
rapidly growing genre of “Spaghetti Westerns,” inspiring more than 200 Spaghetti Westerns
in the following two years, (half of them with “dollars” in the title!) After this movie, Westerns
would never be the same—there was no going back.
The movie also made an international star of Clint Eastwood. Prior to A Fistful of Dollars,
Eastwood had done minor film roles, and even his one TV role on Rawhide was not billed
as a starring role. Eastwood was not the first actor approached to play the main character.
Originally, Leone intended Henry Fonda to play the lead character, the famous “Man With
No Name.” However, the production company could not afford to employ a major Hollywood
star on the low budget with which it was working. Next, Leone offered Charles Bronson the
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part. He, too, declined, arguing that the script was bad. (However, both Fonda and Bronson
would later star in Leone’s Once Upon a Time in the West, 1968). At least eight other actors
were approached and all turned the role down. Leone then turned his attention to Richard
Harrison, an expatriate American actor who had recently starred in the Italian Western, Duello
nel Texas (Duel in Texas, also known as Gunfight at Red Sands, 1963). Harrison, however, had
not been impressed with his experience on that previous film and refused. The producers later
presented a list of available, lesser-known American actors and asked Harrison for advice.
Harrison suggested Eastwood, who he knew could play a cowboy convincingly, having seen
him on Rawhide. Harrison later stated: “Maybe my greatest contribution to cinema was not
doing A Fistful of Dollars and recommending Clint for the part.” (Eastwood later spoke about
transitioning from a TV Western to A Fistful of Dollars: “In Rawhide, I did get awfully tired
of playing the conventional white hat…the hero who kisses old ladies and dogs and was kind
to everybody. I decided it was time to be an anti-hero.”) Eastwood was paid $15,000 for his
portrayal of the “Man With No Name,” the ultimate Western anti-hero.
Since A Fistful of Dollars was an Italian/German/Spanish co-production, there was a significant
language barrier on the set. Leone did not speak English, and none of the American actors,
including Eastwood, could speak Italian. In addition, since the movie was mostly filmed in
Spain, a large number of the crew spoke Spanish, and not Italian. Eastwood communicated
with the Italian cast and the crew mostly through actor and stuntman Benito Stefanelli, who
also acted as an uncredited interpreter for the production. Leone communicated with his
English-speaking actors sometimes through Stefanelli, but mostly by using emphatic gestures
to express what he wanted from them. Similar to other Italian films shot at the time, all footage
was filmed silently, and the dialogue and sound effects were dubbed over in post-production.
For the Italian version of the film, Eastwood was dubbed by stage and screen actor Enrico
Maria Salerno, whose “sinister” rendition of the voice of the “Man With No Name” contrasted
with Eastwood’s cocksure and darkly humorous interpretation.
A Fistful of Dollars became the first film to exhibit Leone’s famously distinctive style of visual
direction. This was influenced by both John Ford’s cinematic landscaping and the Japanese
method of direction perfected by Kurosawa. Leone wanted an operatic feel to his Western, and
so there are many examples of quick camera zooms and extreme close-ups of thin, squinty eyes
on the faces of different characters, functioning like arias in a traditional opera. The rhythm,
emotion, and communication within scenes can be attributed to his meticulous framing of
these close-ups. This is very different from the way Hollywood incorporated close-ups, using
them as “reaction” shots, usually to a line of dialogue that had just been spoken. Leone’s closeups, however, are more akin to portraits, often lit with Renaissance-type lighting effects, and
are considered by some cinema critics as pieces of design in their own right.
Eastwood was instrumental in creating the distinctive visual style of the “Man With No Name”
that would continue in the later two films of the trilogy. He bought black jeans from a sport
shop on Hollywood Boulevard; the hat came from a Santa Monica wardrobe firm; and the
trademark cigars from a Beverly Hills store. (On the anniversary DVD for The Good, the
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Bad, and the Ugly, it was said that while Eastwood himself is a non-smoker, he felt that the foul
taste of the cigar in his mouth put him in the right frame of mind for his character). He also
brought props from Rawhide including a Cobra-handled Colt .45, a gun belt, and spurs. The
poncho was purchased in Spain; it was Leone and costume designer Carlo Simi who decided
on the Spanish poncho for the “Man With No Name.” Leone reportedly took to Eastwood’s
distinctive style quickly and commented that: “More than an actor, I needed a mask, and
Eastwood, at that time, only had two expressions: one with the hat and one with no hat.”
After the box-office success of A Fistful of Dollars in Italy, Leone and his new producer, Alberto
Grimaldi, wanted to begin production of a sequel, but they needed to get Clint Eastwood to
agree to star in it. Eastwood was not ready to commit to a second film when he had not even
seen the first. Quickly, the filmmakers rushed an Italian-language print (a U.S. version did
not yet exist) of Per un Pugno di Dollari to him. Eastwood then gathered a group of friends
for a debut screening at CBS Production Center and, not knowing what to expect, tried to
keep expectations low by downplaying the film. As the movie progressed, however, Eastwood’s
concerns proved to be unfounded. The audience may not have understood Italian, but in terms
of style and action, the film spoke volumes. “Everybody enjoyed it just as much as if it had
been in English,” Eastwood later recalled. Soon, he was on the phone with the filmmakers’
representative: “Yeah, I’ll work for that director again,” he said.
With a higher budget than the first movie ($600,000), Leone could look for a higher-priced
co-star. Charles Bronson was again approached; this time for a co-starring role, but he passed
on it, citing that the sequel’s script was
like the first film. Instead, Lee Van
Cleef (right) accepted the role. (Leone’s
films made Lee Van Cleef a major star
in Italy, resurrecting an acting career
that had never risen above playing
villainous bit parts in American films
of the 1950s. After appearing alongside
Eastwood in For a Few Dollars More
and The Good, the Bad and the Ugly,
Van Cleef went on to make ten more
Italian Westerns). Eastwood received
$50,000 for portraying the “Man With
No Name” in the sequel, while Van Cleef received $17,000 for portraying Colonel Douglas
Mortimer. The sequel was titled For a Few Dollars More (Per Qualche Dollaro in Più, 1965),
and became the second film in the Dollars Trilogy.
Stylistically, the movie is very similar to the first. The only real change between this film
and A Fistful of Dollars is that Leone did away with most of his slow motion effects. Just like
the first movie, For a Few Dollars More was shot in Almería, Spain, with interiors done at
Rome’s Cinecittà Studios. The production designer Carlo Simi built the town of “El Paso”
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in the Almería desert; the town of “Agua Caliente”
was really Los Albaricoques, one of the White Towns
of Andalusia on the Níjar plain. Like the entire
Dollars Trilogy, the movie was shot without sound,
with both the sound effects and the dialogue added
in post-production. (Although it is explicitly stated
in the movie that the Colonel Mortimer character
is originally from the Carolinas, Van Cleef opted to
perform his dialogue using his native New Jersey
accent rather than a Southern accent).
In this movie the “Man With No Name” and Colonel
Mortimer both set their sights on a recently escaped
bandit, Indio (played by Gian Maria Volontè), who
plans to rob the Bank of El Paso. They conspire to
capture Indio and his men and turn them in for a
huge reward. However, with such a huge reward, the
two bounty hunters don’t trust each other and must
watch each other as closely as they watch Indio.
For a Few Dollars More was released in Italy on December 18, 1965. At the time of its Italian
release, the film proved to be even more commercially successful than its predecessor. By 1967,
the film became the highest-grossing film in Italy with 14,543,161 admissions. The film opened
in Spain on August 17, 1966 as La Muerte Tenía un Precio (The Dead Had a Price) and became
the highest-grossing Spanish film up to that time, with a gross of 272 million pesetas. It was
the seventh most popular film at the French box office in 1966. In the United States, the film
debuted on May 10, 1967, four months after the release of A Fistful of Dollars, grossing $15
million.
The last movie of the Dollars trilogy is a bit different than the previous two. It is titled: The
Good, the Bad, and the Ugly (Il Buono, Il Brutto, e Il Cattivo, 1966). First of all, as you can see,
the title doesn’t mention anything about dollars. Yet it is still considered part of the series due
to the appearance of Clint Eastwood as the “Man With No Name,” and the similarity of the
story line (all three movies concern the acquisition of large amounts of gold by the “Man With
No Name” playing two sides against each other). Second, the budget is considerably larger
($1.2 million), and therefore, for the first time, there are huge sets with many more people in
them. Third, the film is known for Leone’s use of long shots and close-up cinematography, as
well as his distinctive use of violence, tension, and stylistic gunfights.
This movie is the most famous of all of Leone’s seven films, and the one praised most highly,
largely because of the incredible Ennio Morricone score featuring the modulated screaming
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in the main theme that is the most instantly recognizable Western theme of all time. There are
only a few film scores that have risen beyond the films they are associated with to become part
of our culture, and this is one of that very select group. Morricone’s theme was the attempt
to recreate a hyena’s cry, and while most people don’t recognize a hyena’s scream, the pure
energy and aggressiveness of the scream is a powerful motif in the film that Leone used to good
advantage, punctuating scenes with it throughout the film.
The Good, The Bad, and the Ugly is about three men searching for $200,000 worth of gold
(coincidentally the cost to make A Fistful of Dollars). Clint Eastwood is once again “The Good”
(“Il Buono”), though he is really only relatively good. He is called “Blondie” by Tuco (below),
although he once more is really the “Man With No Name.” He discovers the identity of the
grave under which the gold is buried while on a forced march led by Tuco. Lee van Cleef plays
“The Bad” (“Il Cattivo”) called Angel Eyes, a ruthless killer who relentlessly tracks down the
thieves who originally stole the gold, and then pursues Blondie and Tuco after discovering that
they know where the gold is hidden.
Finally we have the most interesting character of the bunch, Tuco Benedicto Pacífico Juan
María Ramírez, known simply as “Tuco,” or as Blondie calls him—“The Rat.” He is a fasttalking, comically oafish yet also cunning, cagey, resilient and resourceful Mexican bandit
who is wanted by the authorities for a long list of crimes and has a price on his head. He is
“The Ugly” (“Il Brutto”) of the title, and is played by Eli Wallach. Tuco manages to discover
the name of the cemetery where the gold
is buried, but he does not know the name
of the grave, which only Blondie knows.
This state of affairs forces both of them to
become reluctant partners.
The three-way duel finale in the movie
between the protagonists became a classic
movie scene; certainly, the best shootout in any of Leone’s works and one that
cemented his reputation as a master
of Western movies. It combined both
Leone’s close-up techniques and editing with Morricone’s music to create an emotional peak.
For several minutes, there is no dialogue. Leone flashes in ever-increasing speed between closeup shots of the three duelists staring at each other and moving their hands slowly towards their
guns. All this happens while Morricone’s music plays, building the tension higher and higher
until finally it erupts in a blaze of gunfire.
The movie was released in Italy on December 23, 1966 and was an immediate success. It became
the best attended movie in Italy up to that point (11,364,221 admissions). It was released in the
United States on December 29, 1967 and grossed $25.1 million.

— PAGE 22 —

la cultura italiana

continued

Once Upon a Time Trilogy
Based on the success of The Man With No Name
trilogy, Leone was invited to the US in 1967 to
direct Once Upon a Time in the West (C’era una
Volta il West, 1968) for Paramount Pictures.
The film was shot once again mostly in Almería,
Spain and Cinecittà in Rome. It was also briefly
shot in Monument Valley, Utah. The film starred
Charles Bronson, Henry Fonda, Jason Robards
and Claudia Cardinale. Once Upon a Time in the
West was a long, violent, dream-like meditation
on the mythology of the American Old West,
looking especially at the decline of the myth of
that period of American history. It contained
many stylistic references to iconic Western films.
Leone chose a woman to represent the end of the
battles, a woman who in the film brings water to
the cowboy, a metaphor of a love that breaks the
violent fascination of the West. Audience interest
was maintained throughout this nearly threehour film by concealing both the hero’s identity
and his unpredictable motivation until the final
predictable shootout scene. Perhaps unsurpassed
as a retribution drama, the film’s script was
written by Leone and his longtime friend and collaborator Sergio Donati, from a story by
Bernardo Bertolucci and Dario Argento, both of whom went on to have significant careers as
directors. Before its release, however, it was ruthlessly edited by Paramount, which perhaps
contributed to its low box-office results in the US. Nevertheless, it was a huge hit in Europe,
grossing nearly three times its $5 million budget among French audiences, and highly praised
among North American film students. It has come to be regarded by many critics as Leone’s
best film.
The second film in this trilogy—Duck, You Sucker! also known as A Fistful of Dynamite or Once
Upon a Time... the Revolution (Giù la Testa, 1971)—is the least seen of all Leone’s Westerns,
and for some reason, it has largely been forgotten. Leone was intending merely to produce
the film, but due to artistic differences with then-director Peter Bogdanovich, he was asked
to direct the film instead, which undoubtedly meant he had less creative say in how the story
developed. Duck, You Sucker! is a Mexican Revolution action drama, starring James Coburn
as an Irish revolutionary and Rod Steiger as a Mexican bandit who is conned into becoming a
revolutionary.
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Leone turned down the offer to direct The Godfather, in favor of working on another gangster
story he had conceived earlier. He devoted ten years to this project, based on the novel The Hoods
by former mobster Harry Grey, which focused on a quartet of New York City Jewish gangsters
of the 1920s and 1930s who had been friends since childhood. The finished four-hour film, the
final film in this trilogy, was Once Upon a Time in America (C’era una Volta in America, 1984),
starred Robert De Niro and James Woods. It was a meditation on another aspect of popular
American mythology—the organized crime syndicate with its greed and violence, and its
uneasy coexistence with the meaning of ethnicity and friendship. In 1968, the elderly David
“Noodles” Aaronson (Robert De Niro) returns to New York, where he had a career in the
criminal underground in the 1920s and 1930s. Most of his old friends, like longtime partner
Max (James Woods), are long gone, yet he feels his past is unresolved. Told in flashbacks,
the film follows Noodles from a tough kid
in a Jewish slum in New York’s Lower East
Side, through his rise to bootlegger and then
Mafia boss -- a journey marked by violence,
betrayal and remorse.
Leone dedicated most of the 1970s to
preparing Once Upon a Time in America.
The strain of shooting the film in 198283 worsened an already serious heart
condition. This was further exacerbated by
his legal fight with the studio and the distributor to preserve his 228-minute version of the
film. He had originally envisaged two three-hour films, then a single 269-minute version, but
was convinced and agreed to shorten it to 228 minutes. The American distributors, The Ladd
Company, further shortened it to 139 minutes, and rearranged the scenes into a nonsensical
chronological narrative, both without Leone’s approval or his involvement.
In the United States, the film received a wide release in 894 theaters on June 1, 1984, and
grossed $2.4 million during its opening weekend. It ended its box office run with a gross of
just over $5.3 million on a $30 million budget, and became a box office flop. The shortened
version was not only a commercial flop but was also a critical flop in the United States. Critics,
who had seen both the original version and the shortened US version, harshly condemned the
changes that were made. The original “European cut” has remained a critical favorite and
frequently appears in lists of the greatest gangster films of all time.
Five years after the debut of Once Upon a Time in America, Sergio Leone suffered a massive
heart attack at his home in Rome and died on April 30, 1989 at the age of 60. At the time of
his death, he was survived by his wife of 29 years, the former principal ballerina at the Rome
Opera House and later movie choreographer, Carla Ranalli Leone (d. 2017), two daughters—
present-day movie director Raffaella (b. 1961), present-day actress Francesca (b. 1964) and
present-day movie producer son Andrea (b. 1967). He is buried in the cemetery in Pratica di
Mare, a part of the municipality of Pomezia in the province of Rome.
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Evaluation
Sergio Leone’s films have become a template for
directors who wish to imbue their self-conscious use of
genre iconography with a sense of dream-like nostalgia
for imaginary lost times. He did this especially in his
Dollars Trilogy, redefining the West of his imagination,
developed by viewing Western films of his youth in the
1930s and early 1940s, and combining these with elements
of Neorealism. He sought to portray the American Old
West realistically as a wild, lawless, and brutal place
populated by men who were driven by greed, self-interest,
and guile. Although he remains a controversial figure
in critical circles, his stylistic influence is everywhere
in contemporary cinema. Leone-like imagery and
Morricone-sounding scores have formed the basis of
countless movies, television shows, and even television
commercials – all this surely the final proof that his
stylistic traits are now firmly entrenched in the lexicon of cinematic clichés. His Spanishflavored images of the Western frontier complete with dramatic flourishes, prolonged pauses,
broad panoramic shots, and intense close-ups have all become a thoroughly internalized part
of the Western genre’s iconography. The Leone style, some 55+ years after he made his first
Western, has become absorbed into the same mythology of late 20th- and early 21st-century
cinema.
Adapted by James J. Boitano, PhD from:
Edwards, Dan. “Sergio Leone.” Senses of
Cinema: Great Directors website, October
2002; Fistful-of -Leone.com (Sergio Leone
website); Flint, Peter. “Sergio Leone,
67, Italian Director Who Revitalized
Westerns, Dies.”
New York Times
obituary. May 1, 1989, Section B, Page
8; Gray, Tim. “Sergio Leone’s Spaghetti
Westerns Made a Fistful of Dollars and
Clint Eastwood a Star.” Variety website.
January 4, 2019; Verde, Giovanni. “Great
Italians of the Past: Sergio Leone.” We the
Italians web magazine, March 17, 2018;
Wikipedia.com.

— PAGE 25 —

