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prologue

July 2020 marks the tenth anniversary of the publication of these 
essays in our Bulletin. Susi Segal, our terrific publisher, asked me, 
when I became president of Il Cenacolo, if I would write an essay 
on an Italian or Italian-American person, place, or aspect of Italian 
culture. I agreed to give it a go, and the first essay appeared in the 
July 2010 Bulletin. (For nostalgia’s sake, Susi dug it up and it is 
reproduced at the end of this month’s essay). I wanted to give you 
a report of what has been published since then. There have been 
111 essays, seven of which have been written by guest authors. That 
latter point is a bit misleading: each April from 2013 through 2015, 
we published essays written by Adolph Capurro about Renzo Turco 
and Warren White about Albert Bender to replace the printed brochure that we had annually 
given to members and guests at the Turco Award event. In addition, we published Nickolas 
Marinelli’s essay in May 2011, The History of Il Cenacolo, that he wrote for Nella Nostra 
Colonia; in May 2015, Andy Canepa’s essay on “itala gente dalle molte vite” (Il Cenacolo’s 
motto); and in December 2015, a special tribute about Lido Cantarutti’s receiving The Order 
of Merit of the Italian Republic (Ordine al Merito della Repubblica Italiana). There was one 
repeat essay in July 2019—I re-published the essay on Lawrence Ferlinghetti in celebration 
of his centennial year.

The subject of this month’s essay is Paul Giamatti, an actor and the youngest son of the person 
I wrote about in my first brief essay, ten years ago—A. Bartlett Giamatti, President of Yale 
University, and later, the seventh Commissioner of Major League Baseball. All things—even 
these essays—have a way of returning to roots. I look forward to offering another decade of 
essays for Il Cenacolo.

                                     Paul Giamatti    
                                           (b. 1967)

Paul Giamatti, in full, Paul Edward Valentine Giamatti, is an 
American actor and producer, who has excelled at portraying 
likable, idiosyncratic, everyman characters. He was born 
on June 6, 1967 in New Haven, Connecticut, the youngest 
of three children. His siblings are Marcus, an actor (born 
in 1961) and Elena Giamatti Rossman, a jewelry designer 
(born in 1964). His father, Angelo Bartlett Giamatti, was a 
Yale University professor of English Renaissance literature, 
who later became president of Yale University (1978-86), 
and then Seventh Commissioner of Major League Baseball 
(1988-89). His mother, Toni Marilyn Smith-Giamatti, was 

— PAGE 9 —— PAGE 9 —



a homemaker and English teacher who taught at Hopkins School and had also previously 
acted. His paternal great-grandfather’s family was Italian, having emigrated from Telese 
Terme, a town in the Campania region of southern Italy. Originally, the family surname was 
spelled “Giammattei.”    

Not much is known about Paul Giamatti’s childhood and early years. He is a very private 
person and does not use social media; he has only done a very few personal interviews. He 
was raised in New Haven, Connecticut. He first attended The Foote School in New Haven, 
and then the elite boarding school Choate Rosemary Hall in Wallingford, a suburb of New 
Haven, from which he graduated in 1985. He then went on to Yale University, where he was 
active in the undergraduate theater scene and worked alongside actors Ron Livingston and 
Edward Norton, who were also Yale students. In his junior year at Yale, he was “tapped” to 
enter Yale’s elite and clandestine Skull and Bones secret society. He graduated from Yale in 
1989 with a B.A. in English. 

[N.B. Giamatti’s acting work in stage plays, films, and television miniseries is so prolific that 
to list everything here is beyond the scope of this essay. I wish to focus on his early work where 
he developed his craft, then on the acting nominations and awards he won for his critically-
acclaimed performances, and finally some of the varieties of work he has done in the last 
decade. In so doing, much of his other work will have to be bypassed.]

After graduation from Yale, Giamatti moved to Seattle, 
where he attempted to begin a career as an animator 
and also appeared in several small film roles. While 
living in Seattle, he performed in numerous theatrical 
productions, including productions on Broadway in 
New York City, and he also had a stint from 1989 to 
1992 with Seattle’s Annex Theater. In addition, he 
had some small television and film roles in the early 
1990s. In 1991, he had his first prominent film role as 
Larry Canipe in Past Midnight, a Neo-noir thriller 
film directed by Jan Eliasberg and written by Quentin 
Tarantino. He soon afterwards returned to Yale, where 

he studied at the Yale School of Drama with the renowned acting teacher, Earle R. Gister, 
who was renowned for his specialty and passion for the plays of Anton Chekhov. In 1994 
Giamatti earned his M.A. degree in Fine Arts from Yale.

Following his graduate work at Yale, he appeared in lead roles for Broadway productions 
of Chekhov’s The Three Sisters and Eugene O’Neill’s The Iceman Cometh. He also had a 
very minor, unnamed part (“Man in a Sleeping bag”) in the television series NYPD Blue in 
December, 1994, and he appeared in the Woody Allen comedy Mighty Aphrodite (1995).

His next film, Private Parts (1997), (above) caused people to take notice of his acting talents 
and his film career began to grow. The comedy focused on the creation of The Howard Stern 
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Show, which was a popular adult-rated radio and television show at the time. Giamatti played 
Kenny (aka Pig Vomit) Rushton, an acrimonious program director tasked with containing 
the outrageous Stern, who had a cameo role in the movie.

In his next few films, he played small yet funny parts, like the bellboy in My Best Friend’s 
Wedding (1997) and the inept mob henchman in Safe Men (1998). In 1998, Giamatti also 
appeared in a number of supporting roles in big-budget films, The Truman Show, Saving 
Private Ryan, and The Negotiator. In 1999, in Man on the Moon, Miloš Forman’s Andy 
Kaufman biopic, starring Jim Carey as Kaufman, Giamatti played Kaufman’s close friend, 
Bob Zmuda.

He then got starring roles in the HBO movies Winchell (1998), opposite fellow character 
actor Stanley Tucci, and If These Walls Could Talk 2 (2000). He continued working steadily 
during the early 2000s by appearing in subordinate roles in major studio releases, including 
Big Momma’s House (2000), Planet of the Apes (2001), and Big Fat Liar (2002).

In 2003, Giamatti began to earn critical acclaim for his lead role in the film American Splendor, 
a biographical comedy-drama film about Harvey Pekar, the author of the American Splendor 
comic book series. The film was a hybrid-production featuring live actors, documentary, 
and animation; it was, in part, an adaptation of the comics, which dramatized Pekar’s life. 
Giamatti starred as Pekar and Hope Davis as Joyce Brabner. It also featured appearances 
from Pekar and Brabner themselves (along with Pekar’s long-time co-worker Toby Radloff), 
who discussed their lives, the comic books, and how it felt to be depicted onscreen by actors. 
It was filmed entirely on location in Cleveland and Lakewood in Ohio. The critics praised 

Giamatti’s performance, and the plaudits opened 
up his acceptance as an important actor.

His success in American Splendor led to another 
leading role the following year. In 2004, Giamatti 
gained mainstream popular fame and critical 
recognition with the independent romantic comedy 
Sideways (left). He played Miles, a struggling writer 
and wine enthusiast, who took his engaged friend, 
Jack (Thomas Haden Church), on a trip to wine 
country for a last single-guy bonding experience. 
Throughout the film, Miles spoke fondly of Pinot 

Noir while denigrating Merlot. (This slap at Merlot had such an effect on audiences that, 
according to a 2009 study by Sonoma State University, Sideways slowed the growth in Merlot 
sales volume and caused its price to fall, while there was a rise in the sales volume and the 
price of Pinot Noir and also in overall wine consumption!)  While Miles wanted to relax and 
enjoy the wine, Jack was in search of a fling before his wedding. Soon Jack was sleeping with 
Stephanie (Sandra Oh), while her friend Maya (Virginia Madsen) connected with Miles. 
When Miles let slip that Jack was getting married, both women were furious, sending the trip 
into disarray. Sideways garnered Giamatti a Golden Globe nomination and an Independent 
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Spirit Award. He was also named Best Actor in a Leading Role by several significant film 
critics groups (New York, Chicago, Toronto, San Francisco, and Online Film Critics). 

Following the commercial and critical success of American Splendor and Sideways, Giamatti 
appeared in Cinderella Man (2005), a biographical sports drama film directed by Ron 
Howard, titled after the nickname of world heavyweight boxing champion James J. Braddock 
and inspired by his life story. The film starred Russell Crowe, with Renée Zellweger and 
Giamatti as co-stars. The film received three Academy Award nominations, including one 
for Giamatti for Best Supporting Actor. He was also nominated for a Golden Globe and won 
the Screen Actors Guild Award for Best Supporting Actor - Motion Picture for Cinderella 
Man.

Giamatti had his first major role in an action movie in Shoot ‘Em Up (2007), a gruesome 
film and subject matter, starring Clive Owen, Monica Bellucci, Stephen McHattie, and 
Giammati. After saving a newborn infant from assassins, carrot-crunching gunman Mr. 
Smith (Clive Owen) teamed up with a prostitute named DQ (Monica Bellucci) to protect the 
baby from further attacks. Giamatti played Hertz, a hit man who was hot on their trail to 
kill them and to get the baby. In the process of trying to get away and stay alive, Smith and 
DQ uncovered a dying senator’s plot to harvest bone marrow from babies just like the one 
in their arms. Giamatti showed his versatility as an actor in this aptly titled, preposterous, 
and over-the-top action film.  

At the same time, he had a role in the Nanny Diaries (2007) and a starring role in Fred Claus 
(2007), a comedy adventure film. Of the two Claus brothers, Fred (Vince Vaughn) was the 

troublemaker and polar opposite of his saintly sibling, 
Nicholas (Paul Giamatti). When Fred’s criminal ways 
finally landed him in big trouble, Nicholas bailed him 
out and brought him to the North Pole to work off the 
debt by making toys. The headaches mounted for St. 
Nick, who not only had to deal with his troublemaking 
brother, but also with an efficiency expert that had  
come to evaluate Santa’s operation.

In 2008, Giamatti received an Emmy Award for 
Outstanding Lead Actor in a Miniseries or a Movie 
for his title performance in the 2008 HBO miniseries 
John Adams (left). He also earned his first Golden 
Globe Award for Best Actor - Miniseries or Television 
Film, and also a Screen Actors Guild award. The 
miniseries was based on the popular biography of 
Adams by David McCullough. Giamatti played John 
Adams, and his performance was given positive 
reviews by critics.
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Giamatti received his second Golden Globe win 
for Best Actor in a Motion Picture - Musical or 
Comedy for his role in the 2010 film, Barney’s 
Version (left). Giamatti received popular and 
critical praise for his portrayal of Barney 
Panofsky, who, toward the end of his life, looked 
back on his triumphs and tragedies, beginning 
with an ill-fated relationship with Clara 
(Rachelle Lefevre), whom he married when she 

becomes pregnant. When that fell apart, he moved back home to Montreal and married twice 
more, finally finding contentment with Miriam (Rosamund Pike), his third wife. Through it 
all, Barney was sustained by his work in television, raising children, and by the advice of his 
father, played by Dustin Hoffman.

the DecaDe 2010- 2020

Over the past decade, Giamatti has had many varied projects. In 2012, he became the 
voiceover actor for Liberty Mutual insurance commercials, and he was the narrator for the 
PBS Nature episode An Original DUCKumentary. He co-produced (through his production 
company Touchy Feely Films) and starred in John Dies at the End (2012) a dark, fantasy, 
science fiction, comedy/horror film that is based on the book of the same name. He also had 
roles in the films Rock of Age (2012) and Cosmopolis (2012).

In 2013, Giamatti returned to his alma mater, Yale University, to perform the title role in 
Shakespeare’s Hamlet, for which he won rave reviews in a sold-out, modern dress stage 
production of the play at the Yale Repertory Theatre in New Haven. He also had supporting 
roles in several films, including the animated Turbo, in which Giamatti was the voice of 
Chet, Turbo’s brother. That year he also appeared in The Congress, as well as Parkland, 
Saving Mr. Banks, and the critically acclaimed 12 Years a Slave. As if this weren’t enough, 
he was nominated for a Primetime Emmy Award for Outstanding Guest Actor in a Drama 
Series for his portrayal of New Yorker, Harold Levinson, the brother of Cora, the Countess 
of Grantham (Elizabeth McGovern), in the 2013 Christmas special of the period PBS drama 
Downton Abbey. 

In 2014, Giamatti played the villain  “The Rhino”  in The Amazing Spider-Man 2. Also in 
2014, he portrayed psychologist Eugene Landy in the Brian Wilson biopic Love & Mercy. He 
portrayed manager Jerry Heller in the biographical drama Straight Outta Compton, released 
in August 2015. In 2016, Giamatti began appearing in commercials for Prism TV, the IPTV 
service owned by CenturyLink; the spots were the first-ever on-camera TV commercial 
appearances for Giamatti.
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Currently, Giamatti plays a lead role in the Showtime series 
Billions, portraying the U.S. Attorney for the Southern District 
of New York who attempts to prosecute a hedge fund manager 
whose aggressive tactics to secure high investment returns 
frequently cross over legal lines (right).

Personal life

As mentioned above, Giamatti is a very private person and does 
not open up his personal life to scrutiny. He was married to 
Elizabeth Cohen, a film producer and director on October 13, 
1997. Some biographers state that sometime in the early 2000s, 
they were divorced but it is difficult to discover the date. Other biographers still list them 
as being married; however, Giamatti has appeared at public events with other women. The 
couple has one son, Samuel Paul Giamatti, who was born on October 5, 2001. He is an actor 
and film producer.

Adapted by James J. Boitano, PhD from: 24Celebs.com; Encyclopedia Britannica Website; Fandango Website; 
FilmBeat Website; Wikipedia.
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