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Twenty-f ive poems! That may not seem an impressive 
quanti ty of work, but the poems and the man who wrote 
them are extraordinary.  Pascal  D’Angelo (1894–1932) 
publ ished an immigrant autobiography, Son of  I ta ly ,  in 
1924. He interspersed ten poems throughout i t .  Dur ing 
the mid-1920s he publ ished poems in newspapers and 
magazines. He worked as a manual laborer, and he wrote 
as wi tness of  the wor ld of  to i l .  In 1910 when he came 
to America as a teenager wi th his father to work,  save 
money, and eventual ly  return to I ta ly (or  so they had 
planned),  he knew not a word of Engl ish, and yet when 
his poem “The Toi lers”  was publ ished in the October 
1922 issue of The Literary Digest ,  i t  appeared alongside 
poems by Rudyard Kipl ing and Edna St.  Vincent Mi l lay.

When Pascal  D’Angelo d ied dest i tu te  in  1932 at 
age thir ty-eight,  not ices c la imed both that  two-feet of 
manuscr ipts and that  several  sui tcases fu l l  of  poems 
had been discovered in his room, that  “cobal t  dome of 
s i lence,”  as the poet put  i t  in h is poem “Mid-Dream.” 
We have nei ther the two feet of  manuscr ipts nor those 
several suitcases. Neither do we have Pascal D’Angelo’s 
si lence. Let him speak his poems in these pages. Listen 
to al l  that ’s here.

Dennis Barone
MAY 2021

v i a:  v o i c e s i n i ta l i a n a m e r i c a n a  32.1    •     13





Poems of  Pascal  D’Angelo*

MIDDAY**

The road is l ike a l i t t le chi ld running ahead of
me and then hiding behind a curve –
Perhaps to surpr ise me when I  reach there.
The sun has bui l t  a nest of  l ight  under the eaves of
   noon;
A lark drops down from the cloudless sky
Like a s inging arrow, wet wi th blue, sped from the
   bow of space.
But my eyes pierce the soft  azure,  far,  far  beyond,
To where roam eternal  lovers
Along the broad blue ways
Of s i lence.

*   Edi tor ’s  Note:  Many of  these poems were repr in ted in 
newspapers across the country and in Canada,  f requent ly 
shor tened and wi th a l tered l ineat ion.  Each poem l is ts  the 
publ icat ion(s)  where i t  was featured.  Poems f rom Son of 
I ta ly  refer  to the paginat ion of  the Guernica Edi t ions 2003 
publ icat ion. 

**  Son of  I ta ly ,  22 and The Li terary Review  1922
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MID-DREAM*

In spi te of  the whirrs made up by the
   f ract ional  universes
My room is the cobal t  dome of s i lence.
I f  s i lence were a stream my room
   would be a f lower blooming on i t ,
For nothing is heard there save the 
   purr ing of  a gas l ight ,
L icking i ts f iery l ips.

Outside the night is nai led on the 
   cross of  darkness:
The stars,  d istant,  t remulous, are l ike
   infant f i res sucking splendor
   f rom the bare breasts of  heaven.
In a start led helplessness I  stare
   about!
Am I  a blossoming rose whose l i fe is    
   fed on the hope of  pr id ing some
   young beast?
Do I  dream l ike the rose
Of those maiden l ips that  b lend with
   moonl ight ,
L ike a sweet red wound cut by a sud-
    den kiss?

*  The Brooklyn Eagle  1932
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In my heart  are echoes of  young sighs,
But f rom young l ips no words are
   fa l l ing,  to set t le in the s i lvery
   l iquid of  s i lence.
The azure f lower of  my room is
   a t remor,
But al l  the mischievous words have
   run away from my l ips,  rosi ly,
And the si lent  maiden l ips of  dreams
   are s i lent .
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MONTE MAJELLA*

The mountain in a prayer of  quest ioning heights
   gazes upward at  the dumb heavens,
And i ts inner anger is forever burst ing for th
In twist ing torrents.
Like l i t t le drops of  dew tr ickl ing along the crevices
Of th is giant quest ioner
I  and my goats were returning toward the town
   below.
But my thoughts were of  a l i t t le glen where wi ld 

roses grow
And cool  spr ings bubble up into blue pools.
And the mountain was insist ing for  an answer f rom
   the st i l l  heaven.

*  Son of  I ta ly ,  22 and The Li terary Review  1922
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THE CITY*

We who were born through the love of  God must
   d ie through the hatred of  Man.
We who grapple wi th the destruct ion of  ignorance
   and the creat ion of  unwit t ing love –
We struggle,  b l inded by dismal night in a weird
   shadowy ci ty.
Yet the c i ty i tsel f  is  l i f t ing street- lamps, l ike a 
   mi l l ion cups f i l led wi th l ight ,
To quench from the upraised eyes their  th i rst  of
   g loom;
And from the hecatombs of  aching souls
The factory smoke is unfolding in protest ing curves
Like phantoms of  b lack unappeased desires,
   yearning and struggl ing and point ing upward;
Whi le through i ts dark streets pass people,  t i red,
   useless,
Trampl ing the vague black i l lusions
That pave their  paths l ike broad leaves of  water-
   l i l ies
On twi l ight  streams;
And there are smi les at  t imes on their  l ips.
Only the great soul ,  denuded to the blasts of  real i ty,
Shivers and groans.
And l ike two wi ld ideas lost  in a forest  of  thoughts,
Bl ind hatred and bl inder love run amuck through
   the c i ty.

*   Son of  I ta ly ,  149, The Brooklyn Eagle  1923, and The 
Nat ion 1925
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THE RAILROAD*

In the dark verdure of  summer
The rai l road tracks are l ike the chords of  a lyre
gleaming across the dreamy val ley,
And the road crosses them l ike a f lash of  l ightning.
But the souls of  many who speed l ike music on the
   melodious heart-str ings of  the val ley
Are dim with storms;
And the soul  of  a farm lad who plods, whist l ing,  on
   the l ightning road
Is a br ight  b lue sky.

*  Son of  I ta ly ,  146-147, The Nat ion  1922, and The Boston 
Globe  1922
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THE TOILERS*

Brown faces of  immatured seni l i ty
Twisted into an ecstasy of  unshaped sat iat ion.
Eyes that are huge, tumultuous f lares of  l ight
Peer ing athwart  the forced auster i ty of  t i redness.
Your hugely-muscled, stalwart  arms
That l i f t  the mammoth weight of  majest ic industry,
Branch up from your broad Herculean shoulders
In a magnif icence of  thronged power.
Reel ing on the verge of  eagerness
You shi f t  about –
Throughout the night you are hur led
In a confused heave of  struggl ing i l lusions,
Under the machinal  f l ights of  those moistened wal ls,
Under those black,  moistened wal ls of  d isregarded
   fut i l i ty.
Facing this Giant monument of  b i t terness –
Your thoughts!
Amid the incessant whirrs of  the maniac motors,
Are smashed into f ragments of  an i r resolved dream,
And you are swept on! On!
By the involuntary rapids of  menial i ty
In the f renzied whir ls of  humi l iat ion!
On! On!

*  I l  Carroccio  1922 and The Li terary Digest  1922
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TO A DEAD FRIEND*

Death has pressed his l ips upon your
      brow,
   My Fr iend, and you are gone
And did he speak, and did you bow,
   Or walk,  as bidden, on?

Upon the broad, dim stairs that  lead
      to l ight ,
   Out of  the abyss of  l i fe,
Did he stand, point ing upward, robed
      in whi te,
   Far f rom these scenes of  str i fe?

Ah, death has touched you with his
      f ingert ips,
   And you are gone, My Fr iend,
And he wi l l  pause some day to seal  my
      l ips
   Of care,  some day, My Fr iend.

*  I l  Carroccio  1923 and The Brooklyn Eagle  1932
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TO A DEAD POET*

The Sun stands alof t  l ike a giant s ign of
   splendor
Seal ing the secrets of  Eterni ty.
Before i ts baff l ing br i l l iance,
Your eyes were l ike strange heavens
   peopled with souls of  smi les;
And now – and now they have f lown with
   their  burden of  lovel iness
Beyond the giant seal  of  l ight .
What were you but a dream – a gent le
   dream
In the thoughts of  your s leeping fate?
The Brute has awakened and you have
   vanished
Into the pathways of  dreams
Beyond the l ight .
And now you must disobey forever
The sweet t rumpet cal ls of  Spr ing.

*  Shadows  1922 and The Brooklyn Eagle  1932
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TO A WARRIOR*

You saw the slow f inger of  Time wri t ing your name in 
   gold wi th in the heart  of  the hours.
Great poets were pr iests to minister
The giant burning taper of  your fame,
With perfumed wax of  their  ecstat ic melodies –
From the great yel low f lame, the sparks of  l ight
Shone like a thousand suns encircling the universe of your
   g lory.
And to-day, I  a lso s ing to you,
Great murderer!

*   The Liberator  1922
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TO SOME MODERN POETS*

Your names are l ike decapitated giants bleeding black
   obl iv ion;
You are the f ra i l  voices.
The indomitable rhythm of beauty wr i thes under the
   c laws of  your pens;
Your eyes are twin candles burning f lames of  yearn-
   ing desire toward the high, sacred al tar  of  poesy.
Al l  that  you sought to at ta in has eluded you;
You have tr ied,  and your day is passing.
Yet gr ieve not;
Much that charms is smal l  and f leet ing
To the greatness of  eterni ty.
The earth is a t iny shadow tot ter ing on the edge of 
   death;
The moon is a throb of  splendor in the heart  of  n ight;
And the stars are ephemera in the long gaze of  God.
So gr ieve not
That your poems are the cool ,  f resh grass of  a short
   summer;
The f lowers are few.

*  The Century 1922
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WHISPERS*

When the azure hives of  s i lence are
   f i l led wi th sof t  whispers –
Whispers of  lovers that  pass into fa int
   twi l ights,
Whispers f rom the hazy distances,
And the last  drowsy whisper ings of
   day –

And when night hal f  opens her deep,
   sorrowing eyes –
Eyes that gaze but see not,  save beyond –
   beyond –
And the wind comes l ike an art ist
Sculptur ing the monol i th of  s i lence
   into a statue of  whirr ing gloom,
And the black hives of  st i l lness now
   quiver wi th cr imson murmurings –
Then my subdued heart  swoons
With the s i lence of  a f lower that  abandons 
   i tsel f  in the embrace of  spr ing.

For – Ah! What use is the jangle of  words,
   or  of  thoughts,  even,
When God is whisper ing?

*  The Li terary Review  1922  
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Translat ions and Transmutat ions
e x a m i n i n g t h e r e pat r i at e d s o n o f i ta ly

by Domenica Santomaggio Diraviam

Son o f  I ta ly  represents  the  t rans la t ive  journey tha t 
t ransformed a p ick-and-shovel  I ta l ian immigrant  in to 
t he  p i ck -and -shove l  I t a l i an  Amer i can  poe t  o f  t he 
ear ly  twent ie th century.  The genesis  of  the account  is 
re latable to the myr iad immigrants who shared Pascal 
D’Angelo’s roots.  This part icular Abruzzese immigrant ’s 
narrat ive deviates f rom cul tural  fo lk lore and culminates 
in  a  remarkab le  ou tcome,  jux tapos ing  the  au thor ’s 
l ingu is t ic  and phys ica l  re la t ionship  wi th  h is  adopted 
and nat ive cu l tures.

Pasca l  D ’Angelo  rea l ized h is  dream of  rep lac ing 
the t rans i to ry  j ing le  o f  the  p ick  and shove l  w i th  the 
permanence  o f  poe t i c  verse  as  a  tes tament  to  h is 
suffer ings in  th is  new land.  The arduous uphi l l  bat t les 
and the br ief  per iod of  success revealed in the author ’s 
phys ica l  t rans la t io  a re  safeguarded in  the pages o f 
Son of  I ta ly  where they remained suspended in  t ime 
and space f rom the or ig ina l  publ icat ion in  Engl ish in 
1924 unt i l  the inaugural  I ta l ian t ranslat ion in 2003.  My 
study examines the t ranslat ion of  the young Abruzzese 
nat ive from two viewpoints:  A descr ipt ion of his physical 
journey prov ides in t rospect ion on the t ransformat ion 
o f  h i s  cu l t u ra l  i den t i t y  as  an  i nd i v i dua l  and  as  a 
representat ive of  the I ta l ian d iaspora;  and a l inguis t ic 
and  con tex tua l  compar ison  o f  the  o r ig ina l  Eng l i sh 
ed i t ions o f  Son of  I ta ly  w i th  the more recent  I ta l ian 
translat ion reveals the value of  the text  in an American, 
I tal ian, and I tal ian American context.  Al though the “son” 
o f  I ta ly  d id  not  re turn  to  h is  homeland in  the  f lesh, 
the repat r ia t ion of  h is  work memor ia l ized h is  un ique 
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exper iences as par t  o f  the I ta l ian immigrant  co l lect ive 
through a f i rs t -person conf i rmat ion of  that  exper ience.

Economic misery plaguing much of  Southern I ta ly 
thrust  D’Angelo f rom the womb of his pastoral  town—
nest led up against  the majest ic Monte Majel la,  a land 
he descr ibed as having “ too much boundless l i fe and 
too l i t t le  space” ( [1975]  74)—into “a l ien lands”  (21) . 
The maternal  secur i ty and innocent qual i t ies of  youth 
abounded in the author ’s  poet ic  recol lect ions of  the 
area. His memories of  Alberto,  a master of  the poet ic 
bagpipe,  and o f  s tory te l le rs  foreshadowed h is  own 
procl iv i ty for the humanit ies (D’Angelo [2003] 20). Even 
wi th in  the conf ines of  h is  non-erudi te  env i ronment , 
D’Angelo appreciated the value of  accul turat ion.  The 
reader wi tnesses the cata lyst  of  D’Angelo ’s physical 
t ranslat ion f rom naïve youth to exploi ted immigrant in 
a glance he exchanged with his mother.  In th is s i lent 
expression she perceived her son’s imminent departure, 
the fami l iar  dest iny of  many desperate paesani  f rom 
rural  I taly.  As D’Angelo recal led, they sat observing the 
val ley in s i lence. She drew him to her breast sobbing, 
and the s i lence was broken when he said tearful ly,  “ I 
wi l l  return soon, we wi l l  return soon” (D’Angelo,  Son 
of  I ta ly  72) .  His  reassurance on behal f  o f  the group 
symbol izes a severance f rom a f i l ia l  mindset  and a 
metaphorical bridge to adulthood as he and his extended 
group of  male companions in the convoy rel inquished 
fami l ia l  b lood t ies in order to ident i fy  as members of 
a work gang beholden to var ious padroni  in a foreign 
environment.

Fol lowing the r i tual  send off ,  D’Angelo departed for 
America.  Narrat ion of  the iconic t ransat lant ic journey, 
character ist ical ly expounded upon in I ta l ian American 
l i terature,  is  condensed into a mere few pages of  text . 
He descr ibes i t  through visual  f ragments of  a “voyage 
[which]  was a nightmare, interposed with moments of 
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strange bri l l iance” ([1975] 57), an al legory of D’Angelo’s 
existence as a whole. In Migrat ing Words ,  the poet and 
translator Luigi  Fontanel la surmises that D’Angelo was 
more interested in what happened at each of the poles 
of his “emigration phenomenon” than the transit between 
them (56).  The brevi ty of  th is passage symbol ized the 
author ’s physical translat ion and transplanting of self  as 
a narrow tunnel  connect ing his previous universe, one 
comprised of natural  open spaces in the foothi l ls of the 
Apennines, to the lof ty urban concrete structures that 
surrounded him in New York.  D’Angelo’s f i rst  memory 
in th is new land provides the basel ine of  h is level  of 
l inguist ic  competence and his naïveté.  He marvels at 
the semant ic and syntact ical  use of  the word “Ave” in 
Engl ish.  The fami l iar  l i turgical  term in I ta l ian adopted 
a new context  and meaning: “ [T]here were s igns at  a l l 
the corners of  the streets wi th ‘Ave. Ave.!  Ave.! ’ How 
rel igious a place this must be that expresses its devotion 
at  every crossing.  … St i l l  they d id not  put  the ‘Ave. ’ 
before the holy word, as, in ‘Ave Maria, ’ but rather after. 
How topsy-turvy!”  (61) The new immigrant ’s l inguist ic 
observat ion mani fested h is  assumpt ion that  he had 
relocated to a sacred space, whi le the al ternate t ruth 
was revealed at  each upcoming crossing. 

Poverty and disenchantment transf igured D’Angelo. 
He and h is  Abruzzese work crew swarmed together 
l ike  bees unt i l  they were forced to  d isperse due to 
misfor tunes and job-re lated deaths.  D’Angelo ’s  own 
father conceded fai lure and was compelled to repatr iate. 
Despite Pascal’s continued oppression, his determination 
fue led h is  reso lve.  Whi le  D’Angelo ’s  phys ica l  wel l -
be ing per ished,  h is  l ingu is t ic  apt i tude amel iorated. 
Eva Hoffman’s autobiography, Lost in Translat ion ,  and 
Nancy Carneva le ’s  A New Language,  a  New Wor ld 
explain these stages of  physical  and cul tural  ident i ty. 
Hoffman and Carnevale’s protagonists are reinvented 
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after withstanding phases of remorse, bewilderment, and 
exci tement in the process of language acquisi t ion, and 
they emerge as a new version of  their  in i t ia l  being. In 
D’Angelo’s case, Pasquale was reborn as Pascal (some 
referred to him by the diminutive “Pat”).  Identi fy ing with 
an Americanized name reestabl ished his re lat ionship 
wi th the host cul ture and his percept ion of  sel f  as he 
t ransi t ioned to l i teracy in the dominant  language.  In 
real i ty,  the migrant worker was st i l l  marginal ized and 
iso la ted,  and he d id  not  possess a command of  the 
standard English language, but he did develop an abi l i ty 
to negotiate his space within the community and increase 
his indiv idual  and col lect ive v is ib i l i ty.  He assimi lated 
the ob jec ts  o f  h is  past  in to  h is  new hybr id  cu l tura l 
identi ty, altering the relat ionships between the signif iers 
and the s ign i f ied.  For  example,  h is  now fore ign ized 
“bat tered val ise”  t ranslated into a “cul inary panoply” 
(D’Angelo [2003] 103).  He conveyed an inner sense of 
social mobil i ty aff irming that previously famil iar dialects, 
such as Calabrese, sounded as “weird” as did Mexican 
laborers shar ing semi-comprehensible stor ies in their 
“queer”  sounding languages ( [1975] 140).

D ’Ange lo  persevered  in  h i s  p i l g r image  “ in  th i s 
wonder fu l  per i lous land where [he]  had suffered so 
much and where [he] had so much more to suffer” ([1975] 
115),  to the extreme of  narrowly evading death on a 
job si te.  To avoid a fatal  fa l l ,  he hur led himself  against 
a  wooden s t ruc ture ,  p ierc ing h is  hand wi th  a  rus ty 
nai l  in the process.  This exper ience at  once added a 
hagiographic tone to the text and exempli f ied D’Angelo, 
in accordance to Wil l iam Boelhower ’s phi losophy, as the 
immigrant ult imately sacri f icing his physical self  in order 
to adopt a new identi ty (105). The scene of this common 
immigrant ’s cruci f ix ion and resurrect ion possessed the 
archetypal  e lements including the protagonist ’s  hand 
being pierced by the nai l ,  his body impaled to the beam, 
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his wound enshrouded by tat ters of  fabr ic represent ing 
the vest iges of  h is past,  and the permanent scar.  The 
foreman, ironical ly named Dominick (Sunday, the day of 
the Lord), chases him from the si te when he attempts to 
return. Three days later he secures a less strenuous job 
at  another s i te.  The physical  hagiographic imagery is 
textual ly enr iched by the poem that opens the chapter, 
bearing a Latin t i t le, “Omnis Sum.” This decisive moment 
marked a shi f t  of  posi t ion for  the author relat ive to his 
peer group and community at  large. The protagonist  is 
translated into an agent for change. His hand, previously 
the tool  that  bui l t  the nat ion for  the oppressors,  was 
decis ively t ranslated into the one that wrote a story of 
the oppressed within that  nat ion. 

The  pa th  to  l i t e ra ry  recogn i t i on  was  s t i l t ed  by 
the  psycho log ica l  wounds  o f  re jec t ion  tha t  fu r ther 
impacted the  author ’s  wre tched phys ica l  s ta te .  An 
Ital ian newspaper editor in New York del ivered the most 
scathing blow to D’Angelo’s ethnic pr ide. The negat ive 
response of his co-nationals in America may have stal led 
the recogni t ion of  Son of  I ta ly  as a re levant  l i terary 
contr ibut ion to the I ta l ian communi ty and eradicated 
the author ’s potent ia l  of  abandoning construct ion and 
manual labor.  D’Angelo did bel ieve that he had ful f i l led 
his goal and recognized that, “before colds, wets, sleets, 
and many o ther  suffer ings p i t i less ly  d is tor t [ed h is ] 
physical and mental shapes into a monstrous deformity” 
he achieved sel f-real izat ion (D’Angelo 183).  Edi tors of 
two weekly  publ icat ions demonstrated in terest  in  h is 
work  and by  mer i t  o f  the i r  suppor t  Pasca l  D ’Angelo 
“r [o]se from the di tches and quicksands of toi l  to speak 
his heart  to the upper wor ld”  (185). 

Exam in ing  D ’Ange lo ’s  f u tu re  as  an  immig ran t 
wr i ter  exposes a romant ic ized revelat ion of  success. 
Although he demonstrated the agency of translation from 
mult ip le perspect ives and, through an I tal ian American 
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immigrant lens, he personal ly tr iumphed over adversity, 
he was forever al ienated from the dominant culture. His 
publ icat ion remained cont ingent on the favor of  select 
prominent nat ive Engl ish-speaking men in the l i terary 
communi ty who promoted his works wi th in thei r  e l i te 
c i rc le.  Consequent ly,  D’Angelo’s remembrances were 
conf ined within a group that could not appreciate them, 
and the author was for  a t ime inhib i ted f rom bui ld ing 
a legacy for future generat ions in both his nat ive and 
adopt ive homelands.  I t  is  p laus ib le  to  assume that 
D’Angelo envis ioned h is  ro le as a spokesperson for 
the oppressed I ta l ian immigrant and that  he intended 
for  h is narrat ive to make a mark in the Uni ted States 
as  wel l  as  in  I ta ly.  In  a  passage f rom Son of  I ta ly , 
D’Angelo inquired:

Who hears the thuds of  the pick and the j ingl ing 
of  the shovel? Only the stern-eyed foreman sees me. 
When night comes and we al l  qui t  work,  the thuds of 
the pick and the j ingl ing of  the shovel  are heard no 
more.  Al l  my works are lost  forever.  But  i f  I  wr i te a 
good l ine of  poetry -  then when the night comes and 
I  cease wr i t ing,  my work is  not  lost .  My l ine is  s t i l l 
there. I t  can be read by you to-day and by another to-
morrow. But my pick and shovel works cannot be read 
e i ther  by you to-day or  by any one else to-morrow. 
( [1975] 74)

(Ch i  sen te  fenden t i  de l  p i ccone  ed  i l  rumore 
metall ico della pala? Solo i l  caposquadra dallo sguardo 
austero mi vede. Quando scende la notte e noi  tut t i 
smettiamo di lavorare, i colpi del piccone ed i l  t intinnare 
del la pala non si sentono più. Tutte le mie fat iche sono 
perdute,  perdute per sempre. Ma se scr ivo un buon 
verso di  poesia,  poi  quando giunge la notte e smetto 
di  scr ivere,  i l  mio lavoro non va perduto.  I l  mio verso 
resta ancora l i .  Può essere let to da voi  oggi  e da un 
al t ro domani .  Invece i  miei  lavor i  d i  p iccone e pala 
non possono essere let t i  né da voi  oggi né da nessun 
al t ro domani.)  (D’Angelo [2003] 86)
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The Engl ish excerpt is drawn from the 1975 Arno Press 
edi t ion of  Son of  I ta ly ,  publ ished as a volume of  the 
I ta l ian American Exper ience .  The text  of  th is book is 
ind is t ingu ishab le  f rom the 1924 or ig ina l  (present ly 
avai lable in electronic format) ,  but  i t  is  enhanced with 
an addi t ional  l is t  of  texts  of I ta l ian American l i terary 
canon. In 1999, I l  Grappolo publ ished the f i rst  I ta l ian 
t rans la t ion of  Son of  I ta ly  in  I ta ly,  ed i ted by I ta l ian 
pro fessors  Son ia  Pendola  and Lu ig i  Fontane l la .  In 
2003, a subsequent I ta l ian t ranslat ion of  the text  was 
publ ished by Ediz ioni  Qualevi ta in D’Angelo ’s nat ive 
region of Abruzzo, I taly,  celebrat ing a true homecoming 
for the autobiographer and his text . 

The language of  D’Angelo’s or ig inal  narrat ive was 
standard Engl ish,  aside from an occasional  reference. 
The I tal ian edi t ions remain fai thful  in the translat ion of 
the language without taking the l ibert ies of domesticating 
it and avoiding phrases in Abruzzese dialect. They closely 
mir ror  the l inguis t ic  essence of  the autobiographer, 
l imited by the accessible language variet ies including a 
homogenizat ion of  the maternal  dialect  he abandoned, 
the dialect ical  hybr id of  vernacular Engl ish and I tal ian, 
and the academic vers ions of  Engl ish he assimi lated 
dur ing h is  extensive v is i ts  to  the publ ic  l ibrary.  The 
I ta l ian edi t ions omit  the l inguist ic var iat ions wi th in the 
immigrant community,  which are present in the Engl ish 
language version. I tagl ish terminology that colored the 
immigrants’ vernacular is careful ly c ircumvented in the 
text .  The consumer of  the I ta l ian text  exper iences an 
inter l ingual  t ranslat ion insofar as the or ig inal  Engl ish 
work already represented a l inguist ic t ranslat ion f rom 
the author ’s nat ive dia lect ,  in which he spoke, to the 
language he acquired through translat ive experiences, 
subsequently muti lated by English-speaking editors. The 
completed I ta l ian t ranslat ion is yet  another divergent 
language translat ion. In fact ,  based on the sett ing and 
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the characters,  very few of  the or ig inal  in teract ions, 
thoughts, or dialogs l ikely unfolded in the grammatical ly 
standardized forms of English or Ital ian in which they are 
chronicled. Only anecdotal  references approximate the 
author ’s original language transactions. I t  is foreignizing 
in the or ig inal  Engl ish publ icat ion,  and the translat ion 
aims to mirror that  approach in I ta l ian. 

The Engl ish t i t le  o f  the book,  mainta ined for  the 
I ta l ian edi t ions as wel l ,  s imul taneously professes the 
author ’s dedication to the English language, endows him 
with nat ional ist  pr ide in I ta ly,  and conf ines him within 
the space of  marg ina l ized immigrant .  I t  repat r ia tes 
h im as a  fore igner,  son  ra ther  than f ig l io ,  but  then 
again,  D’Angelo more l ikely displayed regional  ethnic 
t ies  than a  sense o f  nat iona l ism,  s ince I ta ly  was a 
f ledgl ing nat ion when he f i rst  departed. In addit ion, the 
maternal  connotat ion of  the word f ig l io  misrepresents 
the relat ionship that D’Angelo had with his home region. 
Although he spent the f irst half of his l i fe in his ancestral 
hi l ls, America nurtured him into adulthood. Furthermore, 
the Engl ish t i t le accords D’Angelo an elevated status of 
Engl ish wri ter whi le romant ic iz ing his humanist ic roots 
among I ta l ian authors.  He himsel f  demonstrated th is 
object ive combining the revered language of  modern 
cul ture and society with the humanist ic qual i t ies of  the 
poetry  in  the autobiography.  I t  is  a lso in terest ing to 
consider the immigrat ion pol i t ics of  I ta ly at  the turn of 
the mil lennium when these Ital ian-language translat ions 
were f i rst  publ ished. Immigrant l i terature now includes 
representat ions f rom Afr ican and Eastern European 
immigrant wr i ters migrat ing to I ta ly.  I ta ly is the Uni ted 
States of the new immigrant wave. The singular t i t le Son 
of Italy binds the narrative that is otherwise characterized 
by a series of dichotomies: two cultures, two languages, 
two ident i t ies,  and two homelands.
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Son of  I ta ly  is  dedicated to “Mr.  Luigi  Forgione” for 
his “aid and encouragement” in the publ ishing process. 
Aside from the Guernica edit ion, the text begins with an 
introduction by future Pul i tzer Prize–winning biographer 
Carl  Van Doren, further authorizing the value of the text 
and demonstrat ing Van Doren’s esteem for  D’Angelo 
within the marginalized immigrant community. Forgione’s 
and Van Doren’s support  bolstered D’Angelo’s vis ibi l i ty 
in  otherwise inaccessib le l i terary and socia l  c i rc les. 
Translat ive markings within Son of I taly  lead the reader 
to imagine that there was some degree of outside edit ing, 
perhaps from these mentors who were sympathetic to his 
circumstances. In chapter 12, D’Angelo included one of 
the only surviving wri t ing samples from his “ ‘prehistoric’ 
attempts at Engl ish” ([1975] 142). The excerpt is r iddled 
wi th spel l ing,  grammatical ,  syntact ical ,  and semant ic 
errors,  indicat ive of  h is nascent  command of  spoken 
and wri t ten Engl ish. Whatever extent of outside edit ing 
D’Angelo received, his text maintained an authentic voice 
in contrast to other immigrant accounts, overt ly f i l tered 
and censored by American edi tors (Carnevale 107). 

The 2003 Qualevita publishing house’s version of Son 
of Italy represents Pascal D’Angelo’s off icial homecoming 
and the d i ffus ion of  h is  autobiography and poems to 
h is  Abruzzese fami ly  and h is  co-nat ionals.  Massimo 
Tardio is  the edi tor  of  th is  t ranslat ion and an I ta l ian 
histor ian who special izes in Pascal D’Angelo’s history. 
He curates the social  networking si te Pascal D’Angelo: 
Most ra  B iograf ica-Bib l iograf ica .  Tard io ,  a  nat ive o f 
Abruzzo, is professional ly associated with D’Angelo’s 
house, the histor ic foundat ion in Introdacqua honoring 
this “son of I taly.”  Tardio veri f ied that D’Angelo’s cousin 
brought a copy of Son of I taly  f rom the United States in 
1926. I t  is  housed in the fami ly ’s personal  l ibrary and 
is the only remaining authent icated copy of  the text  in 
I taly.  Subsequently,  a l ibrary copy of the autobiography 

v i a:  v o i c e s i n i ta l i a n a m e r i c a n a  32.1    •     35



was le f t  in  I ta ly  by  an Amer ican v is i to r  in  the  mid-
1980s.  Other copies,  inc luding some autographed by 
Pascal  D’Angelo,  surfaced in the 1990s. The curated 
art i facts in D’Angelo’s house most c losely embody the 
author  and poet  i l lus t rat ing h is  or ig ins,  h is  journey, 
and his repatr iat ion in textual form (Tardio n.d.) .  Tardio 
credits Professor Robert DiPietro, an American language 
professor  o f  Abruzzese or ig in ,  for  spark ing pass ion 
for  Pasca l  D ’Angelo ’s  l i te ra ture ,  as  wel l  as  that  o f 
other notable I tal ian immigrants from Abruzzo (such as 
Fel iciano DiPaolo and Francesco Ventresca) among the 
I ta l ian American hyphenates in America in the 1970s. 
The generat ions o f  I ta l ian  Amer icans ra ised in  the 
decades fol lowing the in i t ia l  publ icat ion of  Son of I ta ly 
were encouraged to  submi t  to  an Amer ican cu l tura l 
and l inguist ic ident i ty,  and interest  in I ta l ian roots and 
ancestry was thwarted and frowned upon.

The cover for the Qualevita translat ion, designed by 
Claudia Colangelo, typif ies an intersemiotic synthesis of 
D’Angelo’s translation in visual art form. In the foreground 
there is the image of the author thumbing through a book 
wi th his gaze f ixed ahead. In the background there is 
the tr in i ty:  a steamship, a terracotta-colored panorama 
of Introdacqua (designated by i ts prominent bel l  tower), 
and the Statue of  L iber ty.  The cover  is  in terspersed 
wi th metaphor ical  “b i rds of  passage.”  The images of 
the pickaxe and shovel  commonly associated with the 
Ital ian emigrant are absent from this visual.  Instead i t  is 
a representat ion of D’Angelo’s dream real ized; the tools 
of  manual labor replaced by the pen. This i l lustrat ion, 
along with the r ichness of paratextual evidence, situates 
the reader within the t ime and space of the original text. 
Footnotes,  by Panf i l ia Colangelo and Massimo Tardio, 
privi lege a contemporary audience with facts beyond the 
scope of  the author ’s knowledge, including extensive 
summaries of  the l ineage of  the Abruzzese people in 
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chapter 2 ( [2003] 26).  No footnotes are associated with 
any of the poetic verses, al lowing each reader a personal 
interpretation of the poetry. Black-and-white photographs 
and per iod propaganda are interspersed throughout as 
a kaleidoscopic v iew of the I ta l ian immigrant diaspor ic 
exper ience.  These e lements  f rame the cu l tura l  and 
histor ical  context  and general ize D’Angelo’s personal 
exper ience. 

Comparisons of l inguistic elements in the English and 
Ital ian texts highl ight the sonority of the Ital ian language 
and i ts  canorous qua l i ty  cont ras ted to  the  Eng l ish 
or ig ina l .  The poem “Midday”  p lays  wi th  a l l i te ra t ion 
and var iat ions of  the color blue. In Engl ish th is verse 
is  character ized by the repet i t ion of  b i lab ia l  sounds 
inherent in the word blue :

L ike a s l inging arrow, wet  wi th b lue,  sped f rom the 
bow of space.

But my eyes pierce the soft  azure,  far,  far  beyond,
To where roam eternal  lovers
Along the broad blue ways of silence. (D’Angelo [1975] 19)

The I ta l ian t ranslat ion mainta ins the l i terary devices 
as wel l  as select ing nuanced synonyms for  b lue.  The 
repet i t ion of  / l /  and /a/  enhance the melodic nature of 
the I ta l ian version: 

Come una f reccia s ib i lante,  in t r isa d i  b lu,  dal l ’arco 
spaziale scoccata.

Ma i  miei  occhi  t raf iggono i l  soff ice azzurro,  lontano, 
lontano al  d i  la,

Fin dove errano eterni  amant i
Lungo larghe vie azzurrognole
Di s i lenzio.  (D’Angelo [2003] 32)

These examples echo the author ’s authent ic thoughts 
and sent iments in I ta l ian (or in the related Abruzzese 
dialect)  presumably subsequent ly t ranslated mental ly 
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into Engl ish. The t i t le of  the poem “Midday,”  t ranslated 
to “Mezzogiorno” in I tal ian, plays on a double meaning. 
I t  is  the temporal  set t ing of  the poem, but  i t  is  a lso 
the antonomasia for  the forgot ten and downtrodden 
southern par t  of  I ta ly,  a derogatory connotat ion that 
contrasts with the tone of the poem ensuring a relevant 
connect ion to the I ta l ian reader. 

The ed i to rs  and t rans la tors  are  d i l igent  in  the i r 
at tempts to respect and preserve D’Angelo’s intent ions 
in  ba lanc ing language usage.  Quotat ion marks and 
accompanying footnotes ident i fy  the author ’s  ethnic 
and l inguist ic identi f icat ion. Untranslatable expressions, 
such as units of measurement, are expressed in Engl ish 
wi th in the I ta l ian text  and are footnoted as wel l .  For 
example,  in  chapter  8,  a  boy asks h is  unc le to  lend 
him a nickel  to buy bananas.  The I ta l ian t ranslat ion, 
“Prestami un nichel,” demonstrates an attempt to remain 
fa i th fu l  to  the Engl ish meaning whi le  domest icat ing 
the pronunciat ion for  the I ta l ian reader  (by spel l ing 
nickel  phonet ical ly  in  I ta l ian)  (D’Angelo [2003]  101). 
Ezra Pound discussed this approach to t ranslat ion. He 
proposed that “ interpret ive t ranslat ion contradicts the 
ideal of  autonomy by point ing to the var ious condit ions 
of  the t ranslated text ,  those speci f ic  to the foreign as 
wel l  as the receiving culture, and thus makes clear that 
t rans lat ion can make a d i f ference in  the t rans lat ing 
language only by t ry ing to s igni fy  the d i f ferences of 
the foreign text”  (Venut i  176).  In fact ,  nichel ino  is  an 
archaic term used in the ear ly 1900s to refer to a coin 
of  l i t t le value. I t  is  l ikely that  the term was part  of  the 
vernacular of repatr iated Ital ians and that the signatums 
nickel and nichelino  were each a translation of the Ital ian 
s ignatum l i ra  (Schul te and Biguenet 144).

The translators’ v is ib i l i ty  is  evident in the sonor i ty 
of  the I ta l ian text  as is  character ist ic  of  the romance 
language. They are less conspicuous in their  sty l is t ic 
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choices,  v ig i lant ly employing the current standardized 
version of the wri t ten language much as D’Angelo did in 
the or iginal  Engl ish text.  Even emotional outbursts that 
readers would assume had been art iculated in dialect , 
vernacular,  or I tagl ish, are rendered in standard I tal ian, 
at  the expense of sounding contr ived. Returning to the 
dialog about the nickel ,  Matteo, the uncle,  d iscovered 
that  h is wal let  had been stolen.  He turned to the boy 
and grumbled, “Do me the favor to go to the devi l ,  both 
you, the bananas, those who produce them, and those 
who sell  them” (D’Angelo 90). The Ital ian version sounds 
equal ly gauche, “Fatemi i l  favore di  andare al  d iavolo 
tu t t i ,  tu ,  le  banane,  ch i  le  produce,  e  ch i  le  vende” 
(D’Angelo [2003] 101). A similar expression is used soon 
after.  When a Neapol i tan asks the men to go to work in 
a remote locat ion in West Virginia,  D’Angelo refers to 
the place as “casa du l i  d iavel”  (D’Angelo [2003] 101), 
and the Ital ian version repeats the same and pretextually 
notes that i t  was stated as such in the Engl ish version 
(parenthet ical ly explaining that th is is dialect for “casa 
del  d iavolo”)  (112).  The translators formal ize that  th is 
example i l lustrates D’Angelo’s dist inct ion of  his nat ive 
dialect  as a representat ion of  a purer or standardized 
I ta l ian and denigrates the dialect  of  an immigrant f rom 
his neighbor ing region. 

The author ’s,  t ranslator ’s,  and edi tors ’ adherence 
to standard language usage in both the Engl ish and 
I ta l ian versions of  Son of  I ta ly  re inforces the desire to 
elevate the social  standing of  the I ta l ian immigrant at 
a t ime when immigrant languages were devalued, and 
the t ransformat ive powers of  s tandard Engl ish were 
exal ted (Carnevale 15) .  Fur thermore,  i t  imbues the 
protagonis t  wi th  a nat ional is t  qual i ty.  For  D’Angelo, 
language informed his personal  concept ion of  ethnic 
ident i ty as an I tal ian American who was more cul tural ly 
in formed than h is  peers but  nonetheless lacked the 
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socia l  mobi l i ty  to  improve h is  s ta tus (Carnevale 9) . 
Luigi  Fontanel la,  Fi lomena Piera Giammarco, as wel l 
as the other t ranslators and edi tors are instrumental 
in endorsing Pascal D’Angelo as the son of I ta ly rather 
than a son of  Abruzzo. The nat ional ist  image does not 
art i f ic ia l ly  assign him to an ethnic group but broadens 
the scope of his experience so that modern-day I tal ians 
( including migrants to I ta ly)  and I ta l ian Americans can 
ident i fy wi th their  shared t radi t ions.  Both the Engl ish 
and I ta l ian publ icat ions i l lustrate that  D’Angelo rel ied 
on Engl ish pr imar i ly  as a means for  t ranscending the 
p l ight  o f  the p ick-and-shovel  worker  ra ther  than as 
a  segue in to  the dominant  cu l ture .  D ’Angelo  never 
exper ienced the reverse migrat ion that was at  t imes a 
measure of success and at others an acknowledgement 
of  defeat  for  h is  peers.  Readers of  Son of  I ta ly  may 
only hypothesize what the author ’s intent ions were for 
repatr iat ion of  h is work to I ta ly,  but  D’Angelo may rest 
in peace with the knowledge that the effor ts of  h is pen 
did in fact  surpass the j ingle of  h is pick and shovel .
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The Dreamli fe of  Pascal  D’Angelo

by B.G. Firmani

Pascal  D’Angelo wants to break your heart .
He’s largely forgotten today as a poet,  or  even as 

a wri ter of  an immigrant narrat ive. His br ief  and ardent 
autobiography,  Son of  I ta ly ,  f i rs t  publ ished in  1924, 
wasn’ t  repr in ted unt i l  1975 and can be found most 
readi ly today as a 2003 paperback put out by Canadian 
publ isher Guernica. But among a small  circle of readers 
and wri ters interested in a certain type of  f inely tuned 
I ta l ian Amer icana—one that  perhaps deals in  secret 
h is tor ies,  loss,  and lamentat ion—D’Angelo insp i res 
a k ind of  mania.  He is  our  brother,  our  grandfather, 
our father,  our son.  He’s operat ic,  foolhardy,  c lumsy, 
passionate,  a real  testa tosta .  He’s “big and elemental 
and simple,” in the patronizing words of a Brooklyn Daily 
Eagle  wr i ter  f rom 1923. He is maybe our best sel f ,  the 
wr i ter  who (do people st i l l  say th is?) did not sel l  out . 
He wrote and he wrote and he starved and he suffered 
and,  against  the most wretched odds,  he never gave 
up. And then he abrupt ly departed this planet,  dying at 
Kings County Hospi ta l  at  the age of  th i r ty-eight. 

I . 

Among that  smal l  c i rc le of  readers,  h is  s tory is  wel l 
known. He is born Pasquale D’Angelo into a peasant 
fami ly  in  a  hamlet  near  In t rodacqua,  a  town in  the 
Abruzzi ,  provincia  di  L’Aqui la,  in 1894. At  the age of 
s ixteen he accompanies his father to the United States 
to seek his for tune and immediately star ts work as a 
laborer,  a  “p ick and shovel  man.”  This  monotonous, 
backbreak ing ,  m iserab ly  pa id ,  anonymous work  i s 
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D’Angelo’s lot for years unti l ,  while l iving in an unheated 
boxcar at  a jobsi te in New Jersey, the l ight  of  learning 
breaks upon him. He sees a new friend reading a Spanish 
newspaper—D’Angelo is puzzled, s ince he had “gotten 
to th ink of  a  newspaper as something to s tar t  a  f i re 
wi th . ”  But  soon enough D’Angelo is  buy ing h is  own 
newspapers,  and he teaches himsel f  to read. He buys 
a rat ty old dict ionary for  a quarter.  He starts to wr i te. 
He sees Aïda  at  the Sheepshead Bay racetrack,  and 
in th is he f inds his lodestar:  beauty.  He begins wr i t ing 
poetry and discovers Shel ley’s Prometheus Unbound  at 
the l ibrary.  One November morning in 1919, he makes 
a “hasty decis ion” to qui t  the laborer ’s  l i fe  to devote 
himsel f  to wr i t ing poetry.

Pasquale moves to New York City, probably becoming 
Pascal  along the way, and f inds cheap quarters in “ the 
s lums a long the Brooklyn water f ront . ”  He sends h is 
poems everywhere but f inds no takers;  he loses heart 
and gets  a  job in  the dockyard.  “But , ”  as  he put  i t , 
“ the Enchantress would not let  me free.”  He f inds the 
cheapest housing avai lable,  an old chicken coop with 
an entrance “ through a toi let  which served ten fami l ies 
besides unwelcome strangers and d i r ty  passers-by.” 
He l ives on stale bread, rot ten bananas, th in soup. He 
perseveres.

And he does i t .  Somehow he does i t .  He wr i tes 
an impassioned,  impossib le,  r id icu lous le t ter  to  The 
Nation ’s Carl Van Doren—the journal is holding a poetry 
compet i t ion and Pascal  bel ieves he should win i t ,  i f 
only on heart  alone—and Van Doren hears him. As Van 
Doren would go on to wri te in the introduct ion to Son of 
I taly :  “ I f  this was not an authentic cry, I  had never heard 
one. I t  drowned out the loud noises of  Vesey Street;  i t 
seemed to me to widen the wal ls of my cramped off ice.”

Van Doren meets D’Angelo and is taken wi th him: 
“He came with the mark of  h is hardships upon him … 
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yet I  found him ful l  of  that  quiet  pat ience which is the 
under ly ing qual i ty  o f  the peasants  o f  h is  race,  and 
capable of  gaiety.”  He wr i tes a prof i le of  D’Angelo in 
The Nat ion ,  and D’Angelo becomes someth ing of  a 
sensat ion.  The work of  the young poet is picked up by 
leading journals—The Li terary Review ,  The Bookman , 
The Century—and is publ ished alongside the l ikes of 
H.D. and Carl  Sandburg in The Bookman Anthology of 
Verse  in 1922. Van Doren urges him to col lect his story 
in  a narrat ive,  and the book Son of  I ta ly  is  born.  As 
D’Angelo wr i tes in i ts  f inal  pages, “The l i terary wor ld 
began to  take me up as a great  cur ios i ty  and I  was 
l i teral ly feasted, welcomed and stared at.”  He receives 
le t ters “ f rom Boston to ’Fr isco,”  he is  ce lebrated by 
h is fe l low workers,  and,  perhaps most  meaningfu l  of 
a l l ,  h is fame spreads across the sea to his homeland: 
“And sweeter yet was the happiness of my parents who 
real ized that af ter  a l l  I  had not real ly gone astray,  but 
had sought and attained a goal  far  f rom the deep-worn 
groove of  peasant drudgery.” 

There  ends  h is  nar ra t i ve—on a  h igh  no te ,  and 
one that  not  on ly  re f lec ts  the rea l i ty  o f  D ’Angelo ’s 
accompl ishment but that ’s also perhaps dr iven by the 
swel l  that  accompanies the moment when one f inal ly 
f in ishes wri t ing a book: the angels do sing. 

Then there’s the morning af ter. 

I I .

Here ’s  what  I  wanted to  know when I  f i rs t  f in ished 
reading Son of  I ta ly :  Was the book wel l  received? I ’m 
not sure I  found the answer. I t  was reviewed in the New 
York Times  on January 4,  1925,  and near ly  anyone 
who wr i tes about D’Angelo c i tes some vers ion of  the 
beginning of  th is  p iece where the unnamed reviewer 
te l ls  us that  D’Angelo is: 
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one of the few Americanized immigrants whose success 
has been non-worldly yet decisive. Edward Bok, Jacob 
Ri is,  to ment ion but  two of  our best-known nat ional 
conversions, stand for the practical,  sol id achievement 
that  const i tutes mundane success.  Pascal  d ’Angelo 
is  one of  that  c lass of  men, rare in America,  whose 
success is so spir i tual  as to be almost ent i rely devoid 
of  mater ia l  embel l ishments. 

But read this more closely—and keep reading—and one 
f inds a review that ’s actual ly qui te sour.  I t ’s  f i l led wi th 
contempt for  the f igure of  the b ig,  s t r iv ing yokel  and 
peppered with “ funny” phrasings (“ the paraphernal ia of 
I ta l ian peasant l i fe”  is  descr ibed “wi th a candor that  is 
disarming, even if a bit affected”) that dismiss D’Angelo’s 
st ruggle.  “One gladly passes over h is account of  the 
pr ivat ions on which he pr ides himself”—words that only 
could have been wri t ten by someone who’s always had 
a ful l  bel ly.  Perhaps most insult ing of al l ,  in response to 
D’Angelo’s moment of real izat ion that comes toward the 
end of  Son of  I ta ly—“I had learned the great lesson of 
America: I  had learned to have fai th in the future”—the 
reviewer wri tes:  “This apparent ly was not enough, and 
so he learned the second lesson of  America:  ‘ I t  Pays 
to Advert ise. ’ ”  The reviewer wonders aloud 

what percentage of  [D’Angelo’s]  subsequent success 
is due to the mental laziness that makes people judge 
a work of  ar t  by i ts source rather than on i ts meri ts, 
plus the inverted snobbery which leads one to admire 
the “dancing dogs” of  Dr.  Johnson’s wel l -worn simi le.

Does the reader know the origin of that well-worn simile? 
Samuel Johnson was talk ing about the spectacle of  a 
woman preaching: “Sir,  a woman’s preaching is l ike a 
dog’s walk ing on his hind legs.  I t  is  not  done wel l ;  but 
you are surpr ised to f ind i t  done at  a l l . ”  What is  th is 
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at t i tude besides the power group’s  unwi l l ingness to 
share the power? An Abruzzese peasant  at tempt ing 
to wr i te lyr ic poetry in the Uni ted States of  the 1920s 
must have seemed unthinkable,  offensive.

The Brooklyn Dai ly Eagle  was a great champion of 
D’Angelo, in a way that only a popul ist  dai ly would have 
i t .  One art ic le from 1923 is a splashy ful l -page feature, 
wi th i l lustrat ions (by Rex Maxon, who went on to draw 
Tarzan comics) and the subhead “Feeding Upon Stale 
Bread and Soup, Pascal  D’Angelo Has Grown Great!” 
Despi te the paper ’s embrace of  D’Angelo,  i ts  wr i ters 
st i l l  seemed amazed that  such a person could be an 
actual  poet ,  even i f  thei r  amazement is  tempered by 
appreciat ion for D’Angelo as a human being and str iver. 
Or maybe he just made for good copy? Two years later, 
instead of  a review of  D’Angelo’s book,  the occasion 
of  i ts  publ icat ion becomes another  “human interest” 
story,  wi th words l ikely to make today’s reader cr inge: 
“Cal l ing at The Eagle off ice with a copy of the precious 
autobiography in h is  hand,  Pascal ’s  brown face was 
one wide gleam of radiance, h is whi te teeth f lashing, 
his brown eyes beaming” (January 4,  1925). 

Even the general ly  posi t ive reviews contain some 
strain of  th is amused condescension, whether winking 
or outr ight.  In the Rochester Democrat and Chronicle ’s 
“Current Li terature” page, the reviewer wr i tes:  “ In his 
autobiography Pascal  D’Angelo lays st ress upon the 
great suffering he endured in the cause of art. … Whether 
the accomplishment of his dream has been a boon to the 
wor ld of  ar t  and ‘bel les let t res’ is  a matter of  personal 
opinion” (January 18, 1925). The Bookman ’s review ends 
on this note: “He begs a dict ionary and starts explor ing 
the magic of  words,  whereupon poetry resul ts,  and a 
measure of  success.  I t  is  a great  romance,  isn ’ t  i t?” 
(January 1925).
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At the other  end of  the spectrum are the rev iews 
that celebrate, sometimes hyperbol ical ly so. The review 
in the Hart ford Courant  begins,  “This is  one of  those 
v i ta l  books which the sensi t ive reader approaches in 
the sp i r i t  o f  reverence”  (January  18,  1925) .  In  The 
Pit tsburgh Press ,  one Barrett  Mann nearly drowns both 
the book and the man in  pra ise (as wel l  as tor tured 
syntax) (January 18, 1925):

Pascal  D’Angelo,  son of  I ta ly,  “ the pick-and-shovel” 
poet, one of the few worth-while writers of poetry today, 
has wr i t ten a br ief  but  t renchant autobiography, that 
is  real ly  the per fect  word in  the descr ipt ion of  th is 
man. He has put  h imsel f  into book,  has wr i t ten into 
the l ines al l  the glamour and appeal  of  h is years in 
this country,  the story of his hardships, his struggles, 
and the f ight  he made to achieve recogni t ion.  As one 
expects,  the actual  wr i t ing,  the te l l ing of  the story is 
beaut i fu l ly  accompl ished. 

There seems to have been a handful  of reviews that 
didn’t  stoop or inf late. The World Tomorrow ,  a Christ ian 
soc ia l is t  magazine,  ran a shor t ,  thought fu l  p iece in 
i ts  March 1925 issue:  “As a narrat ive of  exper ience, 
s t ruggle,  and achievement  i t  is  admirably  to ld ,  wi th 
recurr ing bi ts of  sensi t ive percept ion.  But i t  is  a lso far 
more. Without obtrusive sel f -consciousness the young 
poet reveals the s low growth of  h is art ist ic sense.” * 

A review in The New York Herald Tribune  is a strange 
l i t t le art i fact ,  a construct ion that seems to col lapse as 
you read i t  under the weight of  i ts  empathy,  whi le also 
somehow avoiding any qual i tat ive assessment of  the 
book. “The story is real  and yet l ike a grotesque fairy 
tale. Throughout the book you see the man and his story 

*  This is s igned “A.R.,”  which appears to be Anna Rochester, 
a social  reformer who had an abiding, for ty-year same-sex 
relat ionship. 
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with the same mystery,  amazement,  and bewi lderment 
as he sees i t ”  (December 21, 1924). * 

In  a  s im i la r  sp i r i t—a rev iew su f fe r ing  f rom the 
burden of over-identi f ication—is Elizabeth Stead Taber ’s 
compassionate and admir ing p iece for  The  Li terary 
Digest ’s March 1925 issue. I t  seems to bind up the book 
wi th her  exper ience of  knowing D’Angelo:  “ [ I ]n  spi r i t 
he is  s t rong and gent le ,  shy and unafra id,  suffer ing 
and serene.  … [His  book]  is  a  marve l  in  s impl ic i ty, 
truthfulness, vividness, grace and strength.” She delves 
deep into his l i fe, strongly feels his suffering. Maybe this 
is because Taber was also a wri ter and knew something 
about str iv ing and disappointment?** 

I I I .

When I  pul led mysel f  out  of  the rabbi t  hole of  onl ine 
newspaper  a rch ives ,  I  thought :  No one knew what 
to  do  w i th  th is  guy.  Was he  jus t  too  s t range? Too 
unprecedented? Too hard to categor ize? The burning 
quest ion for  me then became: What happened next? 
Son of  I ta ly  came out  in  1924,  and D’Angelo d ied in 
1932. He publ ished almost nothing in those eight years 
between. What did he wri te? How did he l ive? 

In Car l  Van Doren’s introduct ion to Son of  I ta ly ,  he 
wrote that  as D’Angelo’s fame spread, he was offered 
many fo rms o f  ass is tance,  every th ing  f rom money 
to edi tor ia l  jobs,  but  “af ter  paying so h igh a pr ice to 
be a  poet ,  he was not  w i l l ing  to  take h is  reward in 

*  The author is Margery Lat imer,  a wr i ter  hersel f ,  who 
would later marry Jean Toomer.  Their  marr iage would run 
afoul  of  ant i -miscegenat ion laws, the couple hounded by the 
Hearst  press,  unt i l  Lat imer died in chi ldbir th at  the age of 
th i r ty- three. 

**   She seems to have had one wel l - received short  story, 
“The Scar,”  publ ished in 1917; and the rest  is  s i lence.
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some meaner  co in. ”  J im Murphy,  in  h is  young adul t 
book,  Pick & Shove l  Poet :  The Journeys o f  Pasca l 
D’Angelo ,  conjectures that perhaps i t  was D’Angelo’s 
embarrassment  over  h is  lack of  educat ion and th ick 
accent ,  ra ther  than pr ide,  that  kept  h im f rom tak ing 
a job as an edi tor.  A tantal iz ing ment ion of  D’Angelo 
appears in the Brooklyn Daily Eagle  a year and half after 
the publ icat ion of the autobiography, in an art ic le t i t led 
“ I ta l ians Excel  in American Art ist ic World”:  “His poems 
struck the profoundest notes in I tal ian l i fe and today he 
is in a school  studying that he may pour out easier the 
thoughts that  surge through his soul”  (June 6,  1926). 
Whatever that school was, D’Angelo’s attendance there 
could not have lasted long. 

Ty le r  Anb inder ’s  Ci ty  o f  Dreams:  The 400-Year 
Epic History of  Immigrant New York  contains a sect ion 
fo l lowing the poet ’s t ra i l ,  at tempt ing to f i l l  in the blank 
stretch af ter  Son of  I ta ly ’s  publ icat ion.  I t  is  a k ind of 
detect ive’s job,  a rewind based on clues picked up at 
the scene of  the cr ime,  in  that  Anbinder  must  work 
backwards,  drawing f rom accounts of  D’Angelo’s l i fe 
publ ished in papers at  the t ime of  the poet ’s death in 
1932. *

Anbinder wr i tes that  a few months af ter  D’Angelo’s 
memoir was publ ished, he did indeed drop off  the map, 
d isappear ing f rom the New York l i terary scene.  “ I t  is 
not  c lear  whether  he s topped sending h is  poetry  to 
publ ishers or his submissions were rejected. At the t ime 
his autobiography appeared, he told an interviewer that 
he planned to begin work on several  novels.”  Anbinder 
con jectures:  Maybe he had wr i ter ’s  b lock? What  is 
c lear is that ,  af ter  a repr ieve from his wretched l iv ing 
condi t ions,  D’Angelo had gone back to l iv ing near the 

*  I  am indebted to Tyler Anbinder ’s book for leading me 
to these sources.
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Brooklyn waterfront in equal ly squal id ones, and al l  this 
hard l iv ing had taken i ts to l l : 
 

He stopped answer ing let ters f rom his re lat ives.  … 
They wondered i f  “ the strain and depr ivat ions of  h is 
struggl ing years had affected his mind.”  Indeed, his 
landlady reported that “he sometimes acted strangely.” 
Among other  oddi t ies,  he decided that  despi te  h is 
desperate c i rcumstances,  he had to  teach h imsel f 
Chinese.  The onset  o f  the Great  Depress ion must 
have made th ings even more d i ff icu l t .  … By [1932] 
D’Angelo had pawned h is  typewr i ter  and could not 
even afford paper.  He cont inued to wr i te,  however, 
scrawling his poems in the margins of old newspapers, 
on the backs of calendars, and eventual ly on the wal ls 
of  h is apartment.  (City of  Dreams ,  388-389)

By the t ime that D’Angelo began suffer ing from terr ible 
stomachaches, l ikely he had waited too long. “From his 
neighbors i t  was not possible to learn much … except 
that he had been out of a job for some t ime,” a reporter 
wr i tes in a contemporary account in the Eagle .  Those 
neighbors had to cal l  for the ambulance that took Pascal 
D’Angelo to Kings County Hospi ta l ,  where he died on 
March 13, 1932, af ter  an appendectomy. No doubt his 
health was compromised from so many years of starving.

IV.

In  those newspapers again,  th is  t ime ones f rom the 
year 1932, the lamentat ions poured in.  These are by 
turns moving and corny and maddening,  wi th  p lenty 
of  handwringing, plenty of  sensat ional ism. The Eagle , 
D’Angelo’s great booster a decade earl ier,  runs a photo 
of  the sad l i t t le  house that  was his last  address wi th 
the capt ion, “MUSE ROAMED BEHIND THESE WALLS” 
(March 20, 1932).  Who wi l l  bury him? A brother,  John, 
is  found in Paterson,  New Jersey,  but  he’s a jobless 

v i a:  v o i c e s i n i ta l i a n a m e r i c a n a  32.1    •     51



laborer in equal ly  d i re stra i ts.  A cousin,  Arthur,  turns 
up in  Phi ladelphia and he says he’s  “an automobi le 
sa lesman and tha t ’s  jus t  l i ke  be ing  out  o f  a  job  a t 
present , ”  in a cheeky assessment quoted in the New 
York Herald  (March 17, 1932).  Arthur cal ls Macmil lan 
to see i f  any royal t ies are due f rom Son of  I ta ly  and 
f inds out that the poet ’s estate is ent i t led to $4.60. The 
paper a lso checks in on Van Doren,  who remembers 
D’Angelo as a “peasant boy who spoke Engl ish badly.” 
He recal ls that D’Angelo was “ inert  in conversat ion but 
then so are lots of  poets.”  He descr ibes D’Angelo as 
“ the only extremely unlet tered immigrant  I  knew who 
wrote pret ty good poetry wi thout r is ing above the level 
of  a day laborer.”  Van Doren seems to want to keep an 
even tone and not dive into the sensat ional ism, but the 
effect  is  d ismiss ive,  as i f  he is  regret t ing h is  ear l ier 
enthusiasm.

The Herald  reports that, besides an uncashed money 
order for  four teen dol lars,  s t rewn around D’Angelo ’s 
“two mean rooms are manuscripts that, i f  stacked, would 
reach two feet high.”  Many contain “ formless snatches 
of unf inished poems.” Ten days later,  an Eagle  reporter 
and the poet’s brother are digging through the garbage, 
at tempt ing to ret r ieve these very papers.  Among the 
things they f ind is Pascal ’s beloved 25-cent dict ionary. 

And i f  D ’Angelo ’s  landlady wasn’ t  a  fan,  i t  turns 
out  that—readers of  Humboldt ’s  Gi f t  wi l l  know these 
words—there were in fact fans of poetry at the morgue. 
The Eagle  ra l l ies on the dead poet ’s behal f  and helps 
raise money to save him from a burial on Hart Island, the 
ci ty ’s potter ’s f ie ld.  The coverage is lavish, excessive, 
self-congratulatory. The paper makes good, and D’Angelo 
is given a proper bur ial ,  where many come to pay their 
respects (among them is Garibaldi  LaPol la,  who would 
publ ish The Grand Gennaro ,  a  touchstone of  I ta l ian 
American f ic t ion,  the next  year) .  Some months later, 

v i a:  v o i c e s i n i ta l i a n a m e r i c a n a  32.1    •     52



the grave of  Pascal  D’Angelo is  g iven a headstone—
donated, who knows why, by the Knox School  for  Gir ls 
of  Cooperstown, New York. 

And then,  the man bur ied,  h is l i fe celebrated and 
lamented,  the coverage peters out .  The last  ment ion 
in the Eagle  that I  could f ind dates from May 30, 1934, 
in an art ic le t i t led “Grave of  Poet Spared Poverty Plot 
Decorated by Idolators” ( f i re that  headl ine wri ter) .  This 
is a short  i tem descr ib ing how members of  the Pascal 
D’Angelo Society placed a wreath on the poet ’s grave. 
By now, it seems that Pascal has learned English through 
a “ ten-cent dict ionary,”  losing a ful l  f i f teen cents and, I 
suppose, gaining a corresponding 60 percent in pathos. 

As I  reached the end of  the archive,  as the name 
Pasca l  D ’Angelo  d isappeared,  a  pro found sadness 
came over  me.  What  d id  I  miss? What  c lue d idn ’ t  I 
fo l low? What did I  not understand? Maybe because I ’m 
a wr i ter  of  f ic t ion and no kind of  cr i t ic—at heart  I  am a 
celebrator,  not  a cr i t iquer—I found mysel f  going back 
to the words of  the cr i t ics.  Except that  I  was reading 
these words f rom the other s ide,  f rom the s ide of  the 
wri ter  putt ing a book out into the world:  go, l i t t le book! 
How dare one do such a th ing,  how dare one wr i te a 
book? I t  is  a bi t  l ike very publ ic ly asking to be loved. I 
found myself  wondering about Carl  Van Doren’s about-
face, his dismissal of  D’Angelo after his death, and the 
tendency of  so many cr i t ics to see the poet as a f reak 
of nature. Perhaps to these tastemakers, D’Angelo was 
more valuable as a story,  not  as a person. Perhaps i t 
was actual ly best of  a l l  that  he was dead, so he could 
be rueful ly lamented—and out of  their  hair.

And maybe the poet  wasn’ t  as s imple as they a l l 
thought.

I  kept wonder ing: Was he reading his reviews? As 
h is  Engl ish got  bet ter,  was he get t ing h ip to  a l l  that 
condescension? Did i t  burn h is peasant  ass? Did he 
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tel l  himself  that he’d quit  the poetry scene, lock himself 
away,  sharpen his penci ls ,  and wr i te h is heart  out  in 
his Gowanus hovel? That he’d perfect  h is poetry unt i l 
he was f ina l ly  ready to  come out  f lawless—not  only 
master ing Engl ish,  but speaking Chinese, just  to show 
everyone else how lazy and stupid they were? I ’ l l  deal 
in  some subject ive t r iba l ism and say that  Abruzzesi 
are nothing i f  not  tenacious. We are stubborn,  we are 
great f ixators,  we are teste toste .  But we’re also great 
dreamers.

D’Angelo had to c l ing to his bel iefs,  crazy as they 
might  have seemed to  o thers .  They are what  made 
h im and what  kept  h im a l ive.  Book people cr i t ic ized 
D’Angelo for “advert ising” his poetry—but would he have 
got anywhere at al l  i f  he hadn’t  come knocking on their 
doors? He recognized the mobi l i ty possible in America, 
the opportunity to take his chances and make himself  a 
new self—a poet,  which would have been impossible in 
I taly,  even i f  he did grow up a stone’s throw from Ovid’s 
nat ive Sulmona, even i f  there was an actual  t radi t ion 
of  Abruzzese shepherd poets.  This country destroyed 
D’Angelo,  but  i t  a lso made him a wr i ter.

I f ixated on those stacks of paper left behind in that 
Gowanus hovel.  Those scraps of manuscripts, those 
unfinished poems. I found myself going back to a particular 
art icle from the Eagle ,  one t i t led “Verses, Dict ionary, 
Poet’s Only Estate,” written by Lou Wylie. “Many of the 
manuscripts left by him … contain only one line, as though 
a phrase had been singing i tself  over to him unti l  he 
was forced to scribble i t  on paper” (3/27/32). “Singing 
itself”—such a strange phrase, suggesting a hallucination, 
a manic state, maybe even a private hell. It also points 
to what Anbinder posited: Was it writer ’s block? 

Mysel f ,  I  don’ t  actual ly  be l ieve in  wr i ter ’s  b lock. 
Many wr i ters  have thought  out  loud about  th is ,  and 
what comes to my mind is the formulat ion Toni Morr ison 
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made when asked about i t  in a New York Times  interview 
(September 11, 1994):  “ I  d isavow that term. There are 
t imes when you don’ t  know what you’re doing or when 
you don’ t  have access to the language or the event.” *

Or maybe you’re hiding. I think of Henry Louis Gates’s 
essay about Anatole Broyard in Thirteen Ways of Looking 
at a Black Man .  Broyard, a Black man, buried his history 
and passed as whi te.  Gates,  and the wr i ters around 
Broyard, conjecture that this could be exactly what gave 
Broyard the epic case of wr i ter ’s block that stal led him 
out as a wr i ter  of  f ic t ion.  He could not wr i te about the 
unspeakable.

How strange wi l l  i t  sound to you, reader,  to hear my 
own conjecture,  in th is case absolutely out of  school , 
about  Pascal  D’Angelo? He had p lenty  of  obstac les 
to  contend wi th—he was an immigrant ,  an unski l led 
laborer wi th almost no educat ion, and a poet wr i t ing in 
a second language. He was a thorough “Other. ”  Was 
he also gay?

What an i r responsib le p iece of  conjecture!  Plenty 
of  straight men remain s ingle al l  of  their  l ives;  p lenty 
of  straight men never have a relat ionship last ing long 
enough to be noted or wri t ten about in any form; plenty 
of  straight men “marry” their  work,  their  ar t .  Correct? 
Or not? There is something so ut ter ly complete about 
the nature of D’Angelo’s sol i tar iness, of his retreat from 
society,  that  seems to point  to st i l l  another reason, an 
at tenuat ing cause. A source of  shame.

Look ing  a t  the  s l im s tock  o f  D ’Ange lo ’s  poems 
avai lable,  I  f ind myself ,  i r responsibly or not,  searching 
for clues. ** I  f ind ones for and against.  In a poem cal led 

*  “Chloe Wofford Talks About Toni  Morr ison,”  Claudia 
Drei fus,  The New York Times ,  September 11, 1994.

**  I am indebted to Siân Gibby for sending me Dennis Barone’s 
compi lat ion of  D’Angelo’s poetry.
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“L ight  in L ight , ”  the poet—or the constructed I  of  the 
poem, bet ter  said—is wander ing by “… a l iv ing f ie ld/
Seeking you, O unrevealed!” In the last stanza, he writes: 

I  feel  that  you are near to me;
My quickened steps are spr inging free.
Perhaps you l inger there,  to smi le,
Confounding dogmas with the wi le
Of one long kiss,  beyond that turn
Where the golden fr inges burn,
O unrevealed!

“Confounding dogmas” is doing some interest ing work 
here,  as we said in col lege.  What dogmas could th is 
k iss be confounding? And who is th is Unrevealed, th is 
hidden being? I  somehow picture a big blond farm lad 
leaning on h is shovel ,  smi l ing at  the handsome dark 
man cross ing the f ie ld .  The balance of  the poem is 
vague, pastoral—to me i t  reads l ike a draft ,  as many of 
D’Angelo’s poems do—and i t ’s  “about”  something, but 
i t ’s  something too blurry to come into focus.

In a poem cal led “Mid-Dream” found in D’Angelo’s 
room after his death and repr inted in the Eagle  (which 
seems to be the sole source for some of these poems), 
the constructed-I  wonders:

Am I  a blossoming rose whose l i fe is 
   fed on the hope of  pr id ing some
   young breast?

Which, to be a dreamless phi l ist ine, seems a contort ing 
way for a man l ike D’Angelo to think of himself .  Though 
immediately af ter  th is fo l low the words:

Do I  dream l ike the rose
Of those maiden l ips that  b lend with
   moonl ight
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Which would suggest another impulse, except that  the 
stanza ends this way:

Like a sweet red wound cut by a sud-
    den kiss?

Does the tortured syntax ref lect  an inner tumult ,  or  is 
i t  purely about a fa i l ing on the part  of  the poet (or,  of 
course, is th is a rough draf t )?

In another poem repr inted in the Eagle ,  actual ly a 
f ragment,  the poet wr i tes:

The moon, a giant pale taper burning in
   the mosque of  n ight,
Floods your hair  wi th calm, golden
   splendor;
The ador ing wind weaves her sof t  s i lken
   hair  wi th yours.

This “ador ing wind” caressing the beloved is  female. 
I  th ink of  the Sappho f ragment in which she watches 
a man ta lk ing wi th her female beloved and considers 
how godl ike he seems by th is mere proximity.  There is 
also the secret  contained in th is,  that  the woman can 
hide her love by gazing not  at  the real  lover but  at  a 
“correct”  object  of  affect ion,  a man.

Prefacing these poems in the Eagle  ar t ic le,  Wyle 
(a woman) wrote a sect ion t i t led “No Lover Had He.” 
She wri tes:

It would be hard to think of d’Angelo, young, handsome 
and popular,  wi thout  some female companionship. 
Poverty has rarely kept women from loving geniuses, 
or even members of  p ick and shovel  gangs, for  that 
matter. 

But i f  there were amours in the l i fe of  the young 
poet ,  the phys ica l  was submerged in to  the a lmost 
sexless beauty of  the spir i tual .  Several  of  h is poems 
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do hint  at  the existence of  an adored one,  but  they 
are much the same sort of poems that Petrarch indited 
[s ic]  to Laura.

A poem, hint ing at his lonel iness, and a number of 
l ines, some of which were jotted down on the back of a 
dinner invitat ion from Pitts Sanborne on the letterhead 
of  the o ld Globe,  are g iven here to show wi th what 
sincere puri ty thoughts of love came to this man whom 
we are most  apt  to th ink of  in  connect ion wi th p ick 
and shovel  work.

The mischievous part  of  me reads “ the almost sexless 
beauty of the spir i tual” and “sincere purity [that] thoughts 
of  love came to this man,” wi th al l  their  hyperbole,  and 
hears coded language point ing toward the unsayable. I 
was cur ious who Pit ts Sanborne—actual ly “Sanborn”—
was, and Wikipedia to ld he was a music cr i t ic  for  the 
Globe  and several other now-defunct papers. In fact,  he 
was an opera fanat ic who died at his desk whi le wri t ing 
a review of  that  evening’s product ion of  Don Giovanni 
at  the Met.  I  a lso learned from Wikipedia that  Sanborn 
was a “sometime lover” of Carl Van Vechten—a Carl Van 
whose predi lect ions ran along very di fferent l ines from 
those of  Car l  Van Doren, lest  the reader be confused. 

In The Tastemaker: Carl Van Vechten and the Birth of 
Modern America, Edward White writes of the underground 
gay scene of 1920s New York City, particularly Greenwich 
Vi l lage: “By night the Vi l lage, the winding streets and 
poor working-class I ta l ian communit ies l iv ing cheek by 
jowl with the recent inf lux of art ists and pol i t ical radicals 
made the neighborhood fee l  very d i f ferent  f rom any 
other  that  Van Vechten had previously encountered” 
(p.  69).  White goes on to wr i te that

the popular stereotypes of  homosexual i ty of  the t ime 
revolved around car icatures of  l imp-wristed inverts, 
hal f -male creatures mincing their  way up and down 
Broadway. In real i ty,  of  course,  gay men expressed 
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their  sexual i ty  in many more subt le ways that  of ten 
went ent i re ly  unnot iced by the stra ight  major i ty.  As 
Van Vechten d iscovered,  New York  had a thr iv ing 
gay social  wor ld,  but  a lmost none of  i t  was out in the 
open. Outside the c lubs and brothels of  the Bowery, 
homosexual i ty  crept  in the shadows and scrambled 
i tsel f  into secret  codes. (p.  70)

Thus did I  spin out a whole counter-narrat ive of  a very 
d i f fe rent  Pasca l  D ’Angelo .  In  i t ,  the  poet  is  p icked 
up by a cer ta in group of  l i terat i  as they would some 
handsome rent boy. He is wined and dined and “ l i teral ly 
feasted”—and then, once the novelty has worn off ,  once 
his “promise” as a wri ter has become yesterday’s news, 
the invi tat ions stop coming. He is cast  out,  exi led,  h is 
only souvenir  a d inner inv i tat ion on fancy stat ionery 
in  the hand of  one f rom that  g l i t ter ing c i rc le.  Maybe 
D’Angelo wrote so of ten of  l ight  and goldenness and 
bright f ields because so much of his l i fe was l ived in the 
dark. And maybe the Unrevealed was not a golden man 
of his imaginings, but the golden man of his unspeakable 
real i ty.  Or this could be a whol ly false narrat ive. Maybe 
I  am simply lost  in the archive, reading every last  word 
again and again, forcing these words to cohere, to give 
up their  meaning.  This is  what we are lef t  wi th when 
we have no real  answer.

V.

Who gets the last word? Certainly not the fickle “discoverer” 
of our Pascal, Carl Van Doren. Unlike D’Angelo, Van Doren 
was prolif ic and had a name that didn’t go into eclipse 
during his l i fet ime. (That name is st i l l  current enough 
today, perhaps in part because of his nephew Charles 
Van Doren and the “Quiz Show” scandal.) A few years 
before Van Doren won the Pulitzer in 1939, he published 
an autobiography, Three Worlds, at the age of f ifty-one. 
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D’Angelo was only  four  years gone by then,  and 
c lear ly  he was s t i l l  on  Van Doren ’s  mind,  s ince he 
devotes several pages to the poet. Most of the pages are 
taken up by that f i rst  impassioned let ter  that  D’Angelo 
wrote Van Doren;  however,  the rest  of  the sect ion is 
intr iguing enough that i t  bears quoting in ful l  (133-134):

I  sent for  [D’Angelo]  and he came to see me, in 
his wrinkled overcoat that had no buttons and hung on 
him l ike a horse’s blanket.  Through his torn t rousers 
I  could see a bare knee, that  winter day. He gave me 
a hard expressionless hand, awkwardly and t imidly. 
He looked l ike dozens of  I ta l ian laborers I  had seen 
standing beside chaotic roads—and I suddenly thought 
that  men l ike him had bui l t  the ruthless highways of 
the Caesars.  But  he was ta l ler  than such men and 
his eyes were near ly level  wi th mine. Eyes as soft  as 
an animal ’s ,  wi th an occasional  f lash of  eager f i re. 
His eyes were the only evidence that he was a poet. 
Noth ing that  he said reminded me of  h is  le t ters  or 
h is  poems.  Monosyl lab ica l ly  shy,  he answered my 
quest ions,  but  sa id  no more.  I t  was l ike ta lk ing to 
some ragged peasant messenger who brought poems 
without knowing what they were.

His poems did not  seem to me good enough to 
win the pr ize,  but  I  bought two of  them and paid him 
at  once.  In  my Nat ion column, The Roving Cr i t ic ,  I 
wrote an art ic le about him. Recogni t ion came as fast 
as he had said i t  would.  Other edi tors bought other 
poems and printed them. Friends of poetry sent offers 
of  money and c loth ing.  Mary Aust in said she would 
give him a typewri ter.  Newspapers took up his story 
and made i t  a week’s wonder.  The I ta l ian- language 
press celebrated him. I  could not see that these things 
affected him at al l ,  though when next he came to see 
me he was more warmly dressed.  He could have a 
job,  he told me, as edi tor  on an I ta l ian paper,  but  he 
preferred to be a poet in Engl ish.  He was wri t ing his 
autob iography.  I  he lped h im a l i t t le  wi th  that ,  and 
wrote an introduct ion when i t  appeared, late in 1924, 
as Pascal  D’Angelo:  Son of  I ta ly.  In  the meant ime 
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he went  on work ing wi th  h is  hands,  in  a  Brook lyn 
cemetery.  Af ter  the autobiography he dropped out of 
sight again and l ived obscure unti l  the papers in 1932, 
learning that he was dead, remembered the story of 
h is short  renown.

He would probably have been a poet of  one book 
in any c i rcumstances.  I t  has been guessed that  he 
was not even that:  that  he only ran errands for some 
knowing wri ter who used this t r ick to hoax an editor.  I 
f ind i t  easier to bel ieve that Pascal D’Angelo the poet 
existed than that he was invented. Who invented him, 
the let ters—I have them st i l l—with their  cry for  help, 
the poems, the convincing and moving autobiography? 
A man clever enough to invent them would have kept 
on wr i t ing.  Pascal  D’Angelo might have stopped. “Al l 
my day ’s  labors are gone,  forever.  But  i f  I  wr i te  a 
l ine of  poetry my work is not lost . ”  Perhaps his book, 
seeming to him monument enough, quieted his passion. 
Other  men,  in  the gr ip  of  that  anc ient  inst inct ,  get 
chi ldren, bui ld houses and temples, establ ish fortunes 
or empires.  Pascal  D’Angelo taught h imsel f  to wr i te 
and wrote a s ingle book. “ I f  you ki l led al l  the horses 
in the world,”  John Erskine once said, “ there would be 
no more horses. But i f  you ki l led al l  the poets,  there 
would be as many poets as ever in the next generation.”

What i f  you instead ki l led al l  the l i terary cr i t ics?
How is it that the world can give your work its worth? A 

writer ’s reputation can rise and fal l .  I  remember standing 
at  the elevator bank in 1745 Broadway with my edi tor, 
looking at  the names of  a l l  the Random House authors 
who had won the Nobel  Pr ize for  L i terature over the 
years.  Frans Eemi l  Si l lanpää, we said to each other, 
who’s he? I  th ink of  Pascal ,  working “wi th his hands” 
in  whatever  Brook lyn  cemetery  tha t  was.  Whi le  he 
worked, was he composing his poetry? Contemplating his 
mortal i ty? I  think of him buried out in St. John Cemetery 
in Middle Vi l lage, h is name returned to “Pasquale” in 
the death ro l ls .  He s leeps beneath the green lawns 
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among the l ikes of Charles At las, Gerry Ferraro, Robert 
Mapplethorpe, and enough mafiosi to sink a cruise ship, 
h is  headstone funded by a bunch of  ador ing young 
women wi th dreams in thei r  eyes.  Dreams of  love or 
poetry or maybe simple compassion for a human who 
d ied so lonely.  A “week’s  wonder”? For  a wr i ter,  the 
moment of  wr i t ing is the real  wonder,  the real  moment. 
I t ’s not when a book is published and definitely not when 
i t  is—or is not—reviewed. I  used to not bel ieve wri ters 
when they talked about the joy that  wr i t ing gave them, 
results be damned. But after many years of writ ing, I  got 
there. I  got there noiselessly, without fanfare, surprising 
mysel f .  When a wr i ter  is  in the zone, everything else 
disappears,  the mater ia l i ty  around you, the hardness 
of  your chair,  the cold or  the heat ,  the noise outs ide 
your window. I t  real ly is just  you with your words. Even 
to say “words” is reduct ive,  misleading. I t  is  just  you, 
the wr i ter,  wi th in your dream of creat ion.

And I think Pascal l ived in such a dream. It  protected 
him. Our hearts are broken only because we are on the 
outside, looking in.
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“Capi ta l ’s Monstrous Outrages”
t h e v o i c e o f i m m i g r a n t l a b o r i n  pa s c a l 
d ’a n g e l o’s s o n o f i ta ly

by Carol ine Par i -Pf isterer

I .

As  the  s to ry  o f  t he  genes i s  o f  Pasca l  D ’Ange lo ’s 
au tob iography,  Son o f  I ta ly ,  goes ,  Car l  Van Doren 
(1924), the l i terary editor of The Nation  from 1919–1922, 
“d iscovered”  h im and encouraged h im to  compose a 
fu l l - leng th  au tob iography  f rom the  f ragments  he  had 
shared wi th  h im dur ing the i r  in i t ia l  meet ing in  January 
1922 (x) .  Van Doren had responded almost  immediate ly 
to  D ’Ange lo ’s  pass ionate  p lea  fo r  recogn i t ion  in  h is 
poet ry  contes t  submiss ion le t te r,  wh ich is  inc luded in 
the last  pages of  the autobiography.  Al though D’Angelo 
d id  no t  w in  The Nat ion ’s  poe t ry  p r i ze  in  1922 ,  Van 
Doren  sha red  D ’Ange lo ’s  s to ry  and  pub l i shed  two 
o f  h is  poems in  h is  co lumn,  “The Rov ing  Cr i t i c , ”  on 
January  25 ,  1922 ,  the  de  fac to  da te  o f  D ’Ange lo ’s 
i n t roduc t ion  to  the  wor ld .  Wh i le  th i s  s to ry  i s  we l l -
known,  what  needs to  be cons idered is  tha t  D ’Ange lo 
had a l ready wr i t ten  some of  h is  autob iography,  wh ich 
he  showed  t o  Van  Do ren .  D ’Ange lo ’s  poems  f i r s t 
appear  in  The Nat ion  exac t ly  as  they  appear  today, 
i n t e rweaved  w i t h i n  h i s  au tob iog raphy,  wh i ch  was 
eventua l l y  pub l i shed in  1924 w i th  an  in t roduc t ion  by 
Van Doren.  Consequent ly,  we cannot  read h is  poetry  or 
h is  autob iography as two separate  tex ts ;  they are  two 
par ts  o f  a  who le .  There  are  a  few in teres t ing  reasons 
why he wou ld  beg in  wr i t ing  h is  au tob iography before 
ever  be ing  pub l ished bu t  th is  w i l l  be  ev ident  by  the 
conc lus ion  o f  th is  essay.  My main  purpose here  is  to 
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prov ide  a  re read ing  o f  Son o f  I ta l y  tha t  cha l lenges 
prev ious  in te rpre ta t ions .

Scholars of D’Angelo have followed Van Doren’s (1924) 
lead in placing Son of Italy  in a subgenre of American 
literature: “autobiographies of immigrants” (xii).  In  doing 
so,  they have a lso  not iced how i t  does not  qu i te  f i t 
the  charac te r i s t i cs ,  pa t te rns ,  mot i f s ,  o r  themes o f 
immigrant  autobiography.  For  Van Doren (1924) ,  “Son 
of  I ta ly  adds a  new note”  to  the s tor ies  o f  “how th is 
or  that  new-comer fought  h is  way up to  the leve l  o f  a 
competence and perhaps o f  some publ ic  post ”  (x i i ) . 
For  Wi l l i am Boe lhower  (1984) ,  D ’Ange lo  “chooses 
to  speak f rom the per iphery,  as  a  marg ina l  f igure , ” 
and cha l lenges the  dominant  s te reotype o f  I ta l ians 
as  labore rs  by  con f i rm ing  i t  “as  a  pos i t i ve  image” 
tha t  reminds  Amer ican  readers  o f  “ the  i ron ic  fa te ” 
presented to the new immigrant .  Boelhower concludes 
that  the “ t rue meaning of  h is  use of  the success-myth 
convention, therefore, is to generate a dialogue between 
the t radi t ional  promise of  opportuni ty and the excluded 
I ta l ian Amer ican type” (128).  Boelhower fur ther  c la ims 
that  D’Angelo ’s  text  enlarges “ the range of  acceptable 
types in  the Amer ican pantheon of  canonized se lves” 
(129) .  Fred Gardaphé (1996)  a lso f rames D’Angelo ’s 
s tory  wi th in  the success-myth convent ion,  but  as an 
I ta l ian fashioning an I ta l ian American sel f ;  D’Angelo is 
a  “vo ice s t ruggl ing for  recogni t ion and acceptance in 
a new wor ld”  (36,  37) .  Rober t  Viscusi  (2003)  bel ieves 
D’Angelo ’s  “ immigrant  ambi t ions”  led h im to imagine a 
powerful  I ta l ian nat ional ident i ty.  I t  is di ff icul t  to discuss 
Son of  I ta ly  without  deta i l ing D’Angelo ’s  remarkable 
t ransformat ion f rom peasant to poet and frame i t  wi th in 
the success myth of  the Uni ted States,  though these 
same scholars  problemat ize that  very  process. 

The  emphas i s  t ha t  Kenne th  Scambray  (2003 ) 
and Car la Anne Simonini  (2015) p lace on D’Angelo’s 
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resistance to the success myth al igns closer to my own 
view. Scambray argues that D’Angelo’s l i fe narrat ive is 
“a countertext to the melt ing pot theory that dominated 
US society at  the t ime … the ethnic voice that speaks 
undermines the image of  the successful ,  assimi lated 
sel f  and any at tempts to read Son of I ta ly as a uni tary, 
immigrant success story” (169–170). Similar ly, Simonini 
c l a i m s  t h a t  “ D ’ A n g e l o ’s  w o r k  f u r t h e r  c h a l l e n g e s 
concept ions of  i ta l ian i tà and Amer icanness a l ike.  … 
[H]e can hardly be considered a ‘self  made man’” (152). 
Thus, D’Angelo forces us to reimagine what “success” 
means in the Uni ted States for  immigrant laborers.

Whi le a l l  these scholars recognize the pol i t ic ized 
tensions between Ital ian and American identit ies present 
in D’Angelo’s autobiography, they don’t  go far enough. 
First,  D’Angelo’s severe condemnation of an oppressive 
social class system, both in Italy and in the United States 
is not a break in the narrat ive;  i t  dr ives the narrat ive. 
Second, th is cr i t ique is  the overarching theme of  h is 
poems and it is what motivates him to write them. Finally, 
a closer look reveals that D’Angelo never truly fashions 
an American self .  Instead, he depicts the remaking of a 
peasant Abruzzese I ta l ian into an exploi ted immigrant 
worker ;  he never  unchains h imsel f  f rom h is  worker 
ident i ty.  Inf luenced by Rudolph Vecol i ’s insistence that 
we invest igate the intersect ion between socia l  c lass 
and ethnic ident i t ies,  I  examine the consistent voice of 
immigrant labor everpresent in the text,  which paral lels 
Marxist  thought and radical  labor movements,  and is 
inf luenced by the revolut ionary romant ic ism of  Percy 
Bysshe Shel ley.

L ike many immigrants  f rom I ta ly,  D ’Angelo does 
not ident i fy as an I ta l ian;  he ident i f ies wi th his region, 
Abruzzo: “We of  the uplands of  Abruzzi  are a di fferent 
race” (14).  The t i t le of  h is autobiography should real ly 
be Son of Abruzzi ,  as Scambray notes in his essay of the 
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same t i t le.  There is an excruciat ingly painful  d istance 
between himself  as an immigrant and, I  would add, as a 
laborer, and Americans. Americans are always “them” or 
“ they.”  Expl ic i t ly,  they are pale,  cold,  and hypocr i t ical ; 
impl ic i t ly,  they are the oppressors.  Gardaphé’s (1996) 
observa t ion  o f  D ’Ange lo ’s  use  o f  ch ia roscuro ,  the 
stark l ight /dark contrasts are usefu l  for  the k inds of 
contrasts depicted in the autobiography (40).  For one, 
i t  becomes clear that  Americans are qui te prejudiced 
against  immigrants.  The ant i - immigrant  remarks that 
were pervasive in newspapers of  the t ime and led to 
the restr ict ion on immigrat ion from southern Europe by 
1924 are al l  heard by D’Angelo.  Dur ing a v is i t  to New 
York Ci ty af ter  one year of  being in the US, h is eyes 
are open with wonder at  s ights he could not enjoy on 
previous visi ts and at the unjust behavior of Americans. 
While window shopping, he hears “slurring remarks about 
‘ those foreigners. ’ ”  When a gaudi ly dressed prost i tute 
walks by, he notices that she garners none of the remarks 
he endures and wonders at the hypocrisy. His enjoyment 
o f  the grand s ights  o f  modern i ty  is  cont rasted wi th 
d isturbing encounters of  d iscr iminatory behavior.  He 
concludes with thoughts of “how lovely and yet repulsive 
th is enchanted c i ty  was” (80).  This contrast  between 
the “ lovely”  and the “ repuls ive”  def ines much of  h is 
l i fe .  D’Angelo never real ly  sees himsel f  as American 
nor does he appear to t ry to become one. And when he 
gains recogni t ion as a poet,  i t  is  as a universal  “p ick 
and shovel”  poet. 

I I .

D ’Ange lo ’s  na r ra t i ve  i s  a  soc ia l  c r i t i que  f rom the 
perspect ive of  an immigrant  laborer,  which paral le ls 
Marxist thought, particularly in its invocation of vampires. 
Whi le  cr i t ics  have noted D’Angelo ’s  depic t ion of  h is 
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chi ldhood v i l lage wi th  i ts  s t rong be l ie fs  in  wizards, 
wi tches, and vampires,  a symbol ism that can be read 
as a cr i t ique of  the landowning system that  exploi ted 
the peasants,  few have explored i ts consistency or i ts 
radical ism. D’Angelo begins his explanat ion of  th is by 
saying, “Our people have to emigrate.  I t  is  a matter of 
too much boundless l i fe and too l i t t le space. We feel 
t ied up there.  Every bi t  of  cul t ivable soi l  is  owned by 
those fortunate few who lord over us,”  and concludes 
with,  “ I t  is  the landowners and the moneylenders who 
are the real vampires among us—not pit iable, demented 
old women” (48–49).  Landowner vampires l i teral ly take 
the l i fe energy of tenant farmers l ike D’Angelo’s father: 
“That  season of  excessive to i l  made my father much 
older.  His tal l  strong body was beginning to bend.” The 
brutal  years lead to his father ’s decision to emigrate to 
the Uni ted States.  Of course, he could not escape the 
vampires.  In the Uni ted States,  D’Angelo darkly notes 
the presence of vampire-l ike factories in his descript ion 
of Shady Side, a factory town with “nothing but factories 
and workingmen’s shacks. […] And over each of  them, 
feeding upon them, looms the ever-present factory or 
mi l l ”  (76).  Almost as soon as D’Angelo begins working 
in  Amer ica he becomes aware of  a  bruta l  cap i ta l is t 
system of exploitat ion of immigrant labor, one that he is 
determined to expose and that mot ivates him to wr i te. 

Landowning ar istocrats have a long l i terary tradi t ion 
as vampires, even before Dracula .  For pol i t ical  scient ist 
Mark  Neoc leous  (2003) ,  though ,  vampi res  a re  no t 
jus t  ar is tocrats  feed ing o ff  the i r  tenants .  Neoc leous 
chal lenges the idea that they represent “capital ’s desire 
for accumulat ion,”  establ ished by Franco Morett i  (2005) 
in  h is  in f luent ia l  d iscuss ion  o f  Dracu la .  Marx ’s  use 
of  the metaphor  of  the vampire in  Capi ta l ,  accord ing 
to  Neocleous,  must  be understood wi th in  the context 
o f  h is  c r i t ique o f  the po l i t i ca l  economy of  the dead. 
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Capi ta l  i s  dead or  accumula ted  labor  tha t  depends 
upon l iv ing labor. 

Neoc leous  iden t i f ies  the  th ree  exp l i c i t  vampi re 
metaphors located in the chapter “The Working Day” of 
Capital ,  which are str ikingly similar to the way D’Angelo 
con jures the creatures.  For  Marx ( [1867]1992) ,  the 
quest ion of  the length of  the working day epi tomizes 
the st ruggle between capi ta l  and labor,  or  vampires 
and their  v ict ims (344).  Marx character izes capi ta l  as 
having a “voracious appet i te for  surplus labour”  (344). 
Surplus labor is  the extra labor that  workers perform 
above and beyond what they need to l ive (“necessi ty 
labor”) and that provides capital ists with prof i t  and their 
own le isure t ime at  the expense of  workers’ t ime and 
l ives.  Expl ic i t ly,  Marx expla ins that  “Capi ta l  is  dead 
labour which, vampire- l ike,  l ives only by sucking l iv ing 
labour,  and l ives the more,  the more labour i t  sucks” 
(342).  Marx’s chapter is f i l led with quot idian detai l  of  a 
twenty-four-hour day that robs workers of their humanity 
and their  l ives.  Whi le labor laws regulated the working 
day somewhat in certain industr ies,  Marx reported on 
industr ies that  had no “ legal  l imi ts to exploi tat ion” so 
that  capi ta l ’s  desire to extend the working day was a 
“werewolf-l ike hunger for surplus labour, in an area where 
capital ’s monstrous outrages [are] unsurpassed” (353). 
Final ly,  Marx bel ieves the shi f t  system that prolonged 
the working day into night “only s l ight ly quenches the 
vampire th i rst  for  the l iv ing blood of  labour”  (367). 

D’Angelo v isceral ly grasps Marx’s formulat ion that 
once a worker  se l ls  h is  commodi ty,  h is  labor  power, 
he is no longer f ree and is subject  to exploi tat ion that 
d is f igures h im or  shor tens h is  l i fe .  When D’Angelo 
complains about the “brutal i ty of enforced labor” in which 
“ [w]e sel l  our  l ives,  our  youth,  our  heal th—and what 
do we get for i t? A meager l iv ing” (72),  he understands 
that “ the vampire wi l l  not  let  go ‘whi le there remains a 
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single muscle,  s inew or drop of  b lood to be exploi ted’” 
(Marx 1867, 416). When D’Angelo compares the unheard 
“ thuds of  the p ick and the j ing l ing of  the shovel ”  to 
“a good l ine of  [h is]  poetry,”  h is onomatopoeia is  the 
sound of workers sacri f ic ing so much of their  humanity. 
For Marx, the working day “produces a deter iorat ion of 
human labour-power by robbing i t  of  i ts  normal moral 
and physical  condi t ions of  development of  act iv i ty,  but 
a lso produces the premature exhaust ion and death of 
th is labour-power i tsel f ”  (376).  The longer the day, the 
shor ter  the workers ’ l ives,  to  sum up one of  Marx ’s 
arguments.

As Marx compi les in “The Working Day,”  D’Angelo 
v iv id ly depicts the dangerous working condi t ions that 
resul t  in in jury and death.  Af ter  the f i rst  few years of 
“endless to i l ”  pass unevent fu l ly,  D’Angelo begins to 
experience f irsthand the exploitat ive dangers immigrant 
laborers endured. Two men from their gang, Teofi lo and 
Andrea, are k i l led in a f reak accident when a derr ick 
fa l ls  and crushes them. The t raumat ic  event  breaks 
up the gang: “We had lost  a l l  heart ;  work in that  p lace 
was oppressive;  we fe l t  enslaved”  (106) .  L ike Marx, 
D’Angelo equates wage labor wi th s lave labor. 

D’Angelo is  le f t  a lone in  the Uni ted States when 
his father and some of  the others decide to return to 
I ta ly.  His next  job at  the Er ie Rai l road in New Jersey 
is a twenty-four-hour shi f t ,  the kind Marx excoriated as 
the epi tome of  the vampire’s quest;  i t  is  what workers 
needed to protest .  According to D’Angelo,  h is wages 
here were below market value, at  a t ime when wages 
were beginning to r ise.  But h is descr ipt ion is  imbued 
with safety concerns and a long l i tany of  deaths: 

That  was our  work;  handl ing and carry ing wet  t ies 
on our  shoulders ,  now and then s tumbl ing on the 
rough ground of  the unl i t  yard,  and curs ing just  to 
appease our pains—with the heavy t ies and rai ls on 
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our shoulders and the sl ippery ice under our feet .  … 
Al l  around was noise and confusion; t ra ins pi l ing on 
trains—cars creeping smoothly at you in the darkness, 
bel ls,  toots.  Whi le I  was there two men were caught 
under a f re ight  car,  several  were smothered under 
coal  in the coal  dumps, one suffocated in the steam 
house. (108)

D’Angelo immortal izes and humanizes one of the dead 
workers in his poem, “Accident in a Coal Dump,” which 
opens with the l ine:  “Like a dream that dies in crushed 
splendor under/  the weight of  awakening” (109).  There 
is  an expl ic i t  a t tempt to g ive the dead worker  l i fe  in 
order to contrast  the dehumaniz ing nature of  such a 
gruesome, work-related death.  D’Angelo te l ls  us “ [h]e 
had been a handsome quiet  fe l low, a fami ly man.” As a 
whole,  D’Angelo’s poetry and prose contain the voice 
of  immigrant labor,  one engaged in c lass warfare,  and 
that humanizes those who suffer and die at the hands of 
capital :  “ I t  was a war in which we poor laborers—Poles 
and I ta l ians—were perpetual ly engaged” (108).  

In  fac t ,  labor  pro tes ts  around the  count ry  were 
erupt ing and often leading to bloody conf l ict  in i ts most 
active period of 1900–1920. Strikes in the texti le factories 
were f requent in Lawrence, Massachusetts,  beginning 
in 1903, and a 1912 str ike gained worldwide at tent ion 
for  the emerging worker movement across the United 
States.  The largely female immigrant  text i le  workers 
of  the 1912 str ike fought for  a shorter work week, but 
when their  pay was reduced, they went on str ike. There 
were v io lent c lashes with pol ice and when one str iker 
was ki l led, the labor organizers Arturo Giovannit t i  (also 
a poet)  and Joseph Ettor were f ramed for the deaths. 

On Apr i l  20 ,  1914,  Rockefe l le r ’s  t roops opened 
f i re on str ik ing mine workers in Colorado and burned 
their  tent  c i ty.  This t ragic “Ludlow Massacre” was “ the 
most brutal  of  a l l  confrontat ions between workers and 
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mine owners. ”  I t  resu l ted in  the deaths of  for ty- f ive 
men, women, and chi ldren, many of  whom were I ta l ian 
immigrants (Mangione and Morreale 1992, 268).  The 
horr i f ic  scene of  burned women and chi ldren angered 
workers around the country, and they rose up in protest. 
Among those who organized and led unions and became 
involved in the growing labor protest movement between 
1900 and 1920 were Ital ians, including Giovanni Vaccaro, 
Carmelo Rocca, and Al fonso Conigl io (Mangione and 
Morreale 1992,  277).  In 1917 at tent ion turned to the 
Bolsheviks who overthrew Russian imperial  powers in 
March and took power by October. Perhaps strengthened 
by the working-class revolut ion in Russia, workers in the 
Uni ted States cont inued their  f ight .  In the fa l l  of  1919, 
thousands of unionized text i le workers went on str ike in 
New York for an eight-hour work day after negot iat ions 
led to a wage cut (Mangione and Morreale 1992, 302). 

A r o u n d  t h e  s a m e  t i m e ,  t h e r e  w a s  a  m a s s i v e 
coord inated government  effor t  to  round up and depor t 
rad ica ls ,  anarch is ts ,  and Communists ,  many of  whom 
were involved in the f ight  for  bet ter  work ing condi t ions 
and to some extent  the v io lent  overthrow of  capi ta l ism, 
as  i s  we l l  documen ted  (Av r i ch  1991 ,  S ta rk  1922 , 
Frankfur ter  1927) .  An in tens i f icat ion of  these effor ts 
began in  1919 af ter  the U.S.  At torney Genera l  Rober t 
Pa lmer ’s  home was ta rgeted by  an anarch is t .  They 
became known as the Palmer ra ids or  the Red ra ids. 
Al though the raids off ic ia l ly  ended in 1920, the damage 
to  rad ica ls  had been done.  And no one pa id  a  pr ice 
greater  than Nico la  Sacco and Bar to lomeo Vanzet t i , 
whose  a r res t  and  t r ia l  domina ted  the  head l ines  o f 
domest ic  and in ternat ional  papers f rom 1920 to 1927, 
which cer ta in ly  would have caught  D’Angelo ’s  eye as 
an av id  reader  o f  newspapers .  Dur ing  these years , 
protests  erupted a l l  over  Europe,  South Amer ica,  and 
Japan by  rad ica l  g roups  who were  angered  by  the 
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unfa i rness of  the ar rest  and t r ia l .  The execut ions of 
Sacco and Vanzet t i ,  a long w i th  a  back lash  aga ins t 
labor and other radical  movements,  led to the death of 
I ta l ian Amer ican rad ica l ism as has been documented 
in  Cannist raro and Meyer ’s  co l lect ion,  The Lost  Wor ld 
of  I ta l ian-Amer ican Radica l ism . 

The  ex ten t  o f  the  in f luence  o f  wor ldw ide  labor 
movements and the subsequent suppression of  labor 
protests in America on D’Angelo has been overlooked or 
underestimated in cr i t ical works. I t  is my contention that 
his autobiography reflects this shift toward antiradicalism 
that drove radical  d iscourse into the di tches. In other 
words,  D’Angelo’s poetry and prose become his only 
avai lable means of  protest ;  he is mot ivated to cry out 
against  in just ice.  As soon as D’Angelo is on his own, 
he becomes more outraged at  the in just ices faced by 
power less ,  dehumanized immigrant  workers .  F i rs t , 
D’Angelo’s and his fe l low Pol ish and I ta l ian workers ’ 
at tempt to negot iate for  h igher wages fai l :

In  1916 whi le a l l  the other  companies were paying 
good wages our own beloved rai l road, the Er ie,  was 
pers is tent  in  a l lowing us $1.50 per  day.  We asked 
for $1.75, which was reasonable and less than what 
other places paid.  But our demands, though honest, 
were indignant ly rejected and the whole gang lef t  in 
a body. (110–111)

As  J im Murphy  (2000)  po in ts  ou t  i n  h i s  D ’Ange lo 
b iography,  D’Angelo was barred f rom membership in 
un ions at  the ra i l roads as an unsk i l led laborer  (97–
98) .  Yet  D’Angelo ’s  worker  group’s  act ions mimic  a 
un ion negot ia t ion and a labor  s t r ike.  I t ’s  c lear  f rom 
the i r  “ reasonable”  request  o f  a  ra te  lower  than the 
market rate that  the workers do not want to leave but 
are  forced to  by  temptat ions o f  h igher  wages.  The 
move takes D’Angelo to Northern New Jersey,  where 
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he descends to  the lowest  po int  o f  h is  l i fe  thus far. 
D’Angelo foreshadows the bi t ter conf l ict  with a foreman 
through a summary of what immigrant laborers endure: 
“For wherever he goes there are hovels,  hard work and 
brutal  foremen—and that feel ing of  autocracy over him 
which he probably never knew before and which makes 
him best ial  and unconsciously fatal ist ic” (110).  Like the 
unnamed vampires hover ing over  the factory towns, 
D’Angelo c la ims an abstract ion—autocracy—as that 
which destroys workers.  I t  takes away any remaining 
shred of  human digni ty and autonomy. 

Autocracy, of course, has a human form: the heartless 
and sadist ic foreman, Domenick.  What ’s str ik ing is not 
just Domenick’s cruelty toward D’Angelo, but D’Angelo’s 
react ion to  h im.  When Domenick demands he push 
a wheelbarrow fu l l  o f  concrete up a s l ippery  p lank, 
D’Angelo must submit ,  “a weakl ing under the force of 
necessi ty.”  This forced submission “spl i t  [h is]  thoughts 
l ike l ightning” and he realizes that “a f ire was smoldering” 
in him (114).  As D’Angelo predicted and tr ied to avoid, 
he s l ips and in jures his hand: A rusty nai l  p ierces his 
r ight  hand.

D’Angelo ’s st igmata appears in a chapter  f ramed 
by Chr is t .  I t  opens wi th the poem, “Omnis Sum” and 
ends with the words of  a fe l low Abbruzzese, Michele, 
“a stupid world drove nai ls through other hands—other 
hands” (121).  “Omnis Sum” [ I  am al l ] * invokes Jesus’s 
crucif ict ion: “On the Calvary of thought I knelt, in torment 
of /  s i lence.”  D’Angelo expresses his f rustrat ion at  h is 
powerlessness as an immigrant laborer who suffers much 
l ike Chr ist ;  he is cruci f ied by capi ta l ,  in Marx’s terms, 
and tortured by enforced si lence: “My mind was dark.  I 
fe l t  l ike a hurt  dog who sl inks off  to some corner where 
i t  can l ick i ts wounds in s i lence.”  Such forced si lence, 

*   For t ranslat ion,  I  re ly on Dennis Barone (2016).
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l ike autocracy,  l imi ts  h is human potent ia l  and makes 
him “best ia l . ”  This s i lence is suppressed anger.  When 
Domenick refuses to give him any other job, D’Angelo’s 
“thoughts were in a whirl.” When he encounters Domenick 
later that night in his search for work D’Angelo says, “a 
fury such as I  had never known before f lared up in me;” 
h is thoughts turn v io lent but he is stopped by Michele. 
Af ter  the out rageous in just ice o f  not  be ing pa id  for 
two weeks of  work due to the contractor ’s bankruptcy, 
D’Angelo’s “mind was turbulent” as he thinks to himself , 
“Why, I  am nothing more than a dog. A dog. But a dog is 
s i lent  and sl inks away when whipped, whi le I  am f i l led 
with the urge to cry out,  to cry out disconnected words, 
expressions of  pain—anything—to cry out!”  (126).  He 
feels a “power that  was forcing [him] to cry out to th is 
world that was so fair,  so soft  and obl ivious of our pains 
and petty sorrows” (126).

D’Angelo’s juxtaposit ion of his inspired determination 
to  combat  s i l ence  by  p ro tes t ing  in jus t i ce  w i th  h is 
resignat ion to th is fate is the same dichotomy that he 
faced his ent i re t ime as a “p ick and shovel”  poet .  To 
l ive and wri te poetry, he must work. Soon after this dark 
chapter of his l i fe, D’Angelo teaches himself English and 
begins his obsession with words. Ult imately, he turns to 
poetry and prose to unleash the cr ies of  the immigrant 
workers.  He tel ls Van Doren in his famous let ter,  “ I  am 
not desert ing the legions of  to i l  to refuge mysel f  in the 
l i terary world.  No! No! I  only want to express the wrath 
o f  the i r  mis t reatment .  No!  I  seek no re fuge!  I  am a 
worker, a pick and shovel man—what I  want is an out let 
to express what I  can say besides work. Yes to express 
al l  the sorrows of  those who cower under the crushing 
yoke of  an unjust  doom” (165).  This last  phrase br ings 
to mind the Romant ic poet Percy Bysshe Shel ley.
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I I I .

D ’Ange lo  c la ims tha t  when he d iscovers  the  poet ry 
o f  Percy  Bysshe Shel ley  he aga in  fee ls  “an urge to 
express [h im]sel f ,  to cry out  [h is ]  hopes and dreams to 
th is  lovely unheeding wor ld”  (144).  Most  scholars note 
the insp i ra t ion that  Shel ley ’s  Prometheus Unbound , 
a  f a m o u s l y  d i f f i c u l t  t e x t ,  p r o v i d e s  f o r  D ’ A n g e l o . 
Boe lhower  (1984)  t i t l es  h is  chap te r  on  D ’Ange lo ’s 
autobiography “The Right  Promethean Fire.”  Gardaphé 
(1996)  concurs:  “Boelhower  f i t t ing ly  labels  D’Angelo 
‘an I ta l ian-Amer ican Prometheus’ for  D’Angelo br ings 
the contro l  o f  h is  dest iny out  o f  the hands of  the gods 
and into h is  own” (47) .  L ike Boelhower,  Viscusi  (2003) 
c la ims that  “he f igures h imsel f  as Prometheus,  a good 
European counter  for  Whi tman”  (46) .  But  even whi le 
scho la rs  recogn ize  the  in f luence ,  there  has  never 
been a thorough analys is  o f  what  D’Angelo found in 
Prometheus Unbound and how i t  may have shaped 
h is  poet ry  or  Son o f  I ta ly .  I ron ica l ly,  She l ley ’s  own 
inspirat ion was der ived from t ime spent in Rome dur ing 
the spr ing,  “ in  that  d iv inest  c l imate, ”  as he deta i ls  in 
h is preface,  which epi tomizes the same character ist ics 
o f  n ineteenth-century  t rave l  wr i t ing o f  I ta ly  out l ined 
by  S imon in i ,  though  she  does  no t  inves t iga te  th i s 
in f luence e i ther.

Prometheus Unbound i s  a  four-act  ly r ica l  drama 
depict ing Prometheus’s conf l ic t  wi th Jupi ter,  the God 
who punished him for defiantly sharing f ire with humans. 
For anyone fami l iar  wi th Shel ley’s thought,  i t ’s  evident 
that the tyrannical Jupiter, the “Monarch” and “Oppressor 
of  Mankind” represents corrupt social  inst i tut ions,  l ike 
the Roman Cathol ic Church and the Br i t ish monarchy, 
or  anything that  crushes the human spir i t .  For Marx, 
capital is the oppressor; for D’Angelo it  is also capital ism 
in i ts  var ious forms l ike the commissary system, the 
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padrone  sys tem,  the  au toc ra t i c  fo reman ,  and  the 
bankrupt contractors. 

As Boe lhower,  Viscus i ,  and Gardaphé po in t  out , 
D ’Ange lo  wou ld  have  iden t i f ied  w i th  Prometheus ’s 
s u f f e r i n g .  D ’ A n g e l o  w o u l d  a l s o  h a v e  s e e n  t h a t 
Prometheus res is ts  Jupi ter ’s  “autocracy,”  as D’Angelo 
prefers to say, through his power as a Titan, “his highest 
per fec t ion  o f  mora l  and in te l lec tua l  nature”  and h is 
use of  language (Shel ley [1820]  1977,  133) .  Indeed, 
words are imbued wi th  power.  Af ter  a l l ,  Prometheus 
d id  not  on ly  d isobey the Gods when he gave f i re  to 
humans,  he cursed Jupi ter  who reta l ia ted by chain ing 
him on a mountain for eterni ty.  The inviolable curse st i l l 
invokes fear in a l l  the e lements,  for  Act  I  is  essent ia l ly 
Prometheus ’s  a t tempt  to  reca l l  the  curse  now tha t 
he  beg ins  h is  redempt ion .  I t  i s  no tewor thy  tha t  the 
whir lwinds,  to whom he appeals for  the curse’s words, 
remind  Prometheus  tha t  the  cu rse  “Made  us  keep 
s i lence—thus—and thus—Though s i lence is  as hel l  to 
us” ( I :  105–106).  These l ines recal l  D’Angelo’s tor tured 
s i lence at  the in just ice he endures.  Mother  Ear th then 
recounts the impact  of  Prometheus’s curse on Jupi ter, 
“our  A lmighty  Tyrant , ”  and on everyone on Ear th  as 
the curse was the cause of  chaos,  famine,  f loods,  and 
p lagues.  Hav ing su ffe red fo r  th ree thousand years , 
Prometheus hopes to  end the conf l ic t  wi th  Jupi ter  to 
restore h is  humani ty,  though he wi l l  never  submi t  to 
Jupi ter ’s rule.  In Act I I ,  Prometheus’s wi fe,  Asia,  retel ls 
the story of  how Prometheus gave knowledge to Jupi ter 
wi th  the understanding that  humans would a lways be 
free, but when Jupiter brought only suffer ing and slavery 
to humani ty,  Prometheus reta l ia ted wi th h is  g i f t  o f  f i re 
(knowledge)  to  humans to  a l lev ia te  the i r  su f fe r ing : 
“Such the al leviat ions of  h is state/  Prometheus gave to 
man—for  which he hangs/  Wi ther ing in  dest ined pain” 
( I I :  98–100).  These scenes would conf i rm for  D’Angelo 

v i a:  v o i c e s i n i ta l i a n a m e r i c a n a  32.1    •     76



that  h is words and knowledge could al leviate suffer ing. 
Fur ther,  the Romant ic  poet ’s  concept ion of  Nature as 
ant idote to modern c iv i l izat ion is  evident  in D’Angelo’s 
deep t ies to Nature throughout  h is  own autobiography, 
t ies that  are d isrupted only by labor ious to i l .  And whi le 
D’Angelo ’s  poetry  turns dark when i t  is  p laced in  the 
f rame of  an industr ia l ized Amer ica and c lear ly  depicts 
a d isconnect  f rom Nature,  he is  a lways re-communing 
wi th Nature when he gazes at  the stars.  The stars are 
l ike the oceans connect ing the cont inents and a p lace 
where he can dream about  h is  fami ly.

The re  i s  a l so  ev idence  t ha t  t he  na r ra t i ve  a r c 
o f  P r o m e t h e u s  U n b o u n d  i n f l u e n c e d  D ’ A n g e l o ’ s 
autob iography,  fo r  u l t imate ly  both  are  hopefu l  and 
opt imist ic stor ies about humanity ’s abi l i ty to overcome 
fate. The ini t ial  scenes in Shel ley’s mythic drama depict 
Jupiter ’s tyrannical  control  over an enslaved humanity. 
Humans and nature suffer from the corruption of slavery. 
I t  is  a wor ld enslaved by t ime, imagined as Spir i ts  of 
Hours,  and vi t iated by hatred, fear,  pain,  evi l ,  despair, 
and death. Natural progression and natural relat ionships 
are disrupted. The poem’s c l imact ic scene is Jupi ter ’s 
fal l  f rom Heaven, which frees Prometheus and restores 
equi l ibr ium to humanity.  Al l  of  Nature celebrates wi th 
joy and happiness as love returns to the wor ld,  a new 
world in which:

the man remains
Sceptreless,  f ree,  uncircumscr ibed—but man:
Equal ,  unclassed, t r ibeless and nat ionless,
Exempt f rom awe, worship,  degree,—the King
Over himsel f :  just ,  gent le,  wise—but man:
Passionless? No—yet f ree f rom gui l t  or  pain
Which were, for  h is i l l  made, or suffered them (194)

Women,  too,  are t ransformed:  “Speaking the wisdom 
once they  cou ld  no t  th ink , /  Look ing  emot ions  once 
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they  feared to  fee l /  And changed to  a l l  wh ich  once 
they dared not  be”  ( I I I : iv :157–159).  Human knowledge 
exp lodes  in  the  ar ts  and sc iences .  Ear th  has  been 
reconst ructed in to  a  Promethean wor ld ,  fu l l  o f  love, 
hope,  and f reedom.

D’Ange lo ’s  au tob iography  mi r ro rs  th is  s t ruc tu re 
wi th h is  t ime in  Amer ica por t rayed as a wor ld in  which 
tyrants ru le over enslaved immigrant  laborers.  Though 
capi ta l ism does not  fa l l  l ike Jupi ter,  D’Angelo ’s  wor ld 
changes wi th  l i teracy.  D’Angelo becomes much more 
op t im is t i c  and  hopefu l  on  the  pa th  to  l i te racy.  For 
some ,  such  a  pa th  cou ld  l ead  away  f r om manua l 
labor  to  o f f i ce  work ,  the  type o f  work  tha t  does not 
phys ica l ly  deform a person as h is  fe l low worker  Old 
Fe l ice  adv ises  h im (146) .  For  D ’Ange lo ,  i t  leads to 
poetry.  His  so le ambi t ion is  to  wr i te  poetry  wi th  f ierce 
determinat ion against  a l l  odds.  His  undeterred sp i r i t 
shows gr i t .  I t  does not  mat ter  that  he is  s tarv ing or 
l iv ing in  a f i l thy apar tment  because he is  fo l lowing h is 
b l iss ,  as mythologis t  Joseph Campbel l  would say.  For 
Marx ,  he becomes the una l ienated worker,  fu l f i l l ing 
h is  potent ia l ,  regain ing h is  humani ty,  formulat ing h is 
own fa te.  D’Angelo concludes h is  autobiography wi th 
h is  apprec iat ion of  “ the t r ibutes of  my fe l low workers 
who recognized that  at  last  one of  them had r isen f rom 
the d i tches and quicksands of  to i l  to  speak h is  hear t 
to  the  upper  wor ld ”  (168) .  One can a lmost  imag ine 
Marx ( [1867]  1992) ref lect ing on D’Angelo:  “Suddenly, 
however,  there ar ises the vo ice of  the worker,  which 
had prev ious ly  been s t i f led in  the sound and fury  o f 
the  p roduc t ion  p rocess ”  (342) .  I t  was  no t  th rough 
union act iv i ty,  or  leg is la t ion to  shor ten the work day, 
as  Marx  sugges ted  and  encou raged ,  bu t  t h rough 
an  au tob iography  con ta in ing  poe t ry  tha t  D ’Ange lo 
would cry  out  to  the wor ld  for  the bet ter  t reatment  o f 
immigrants  and laborers .  But  by speak ing h is  hear t , 
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D’Angelo understood the power of  words to  in f luence 
soc ia l  change,  fo r  She l ley  was  h is  tu to r.  And  w i th 
h is  worker  ident i ty  prominent ,  the “p ick  and shovel ” 
poet ,  he t ranscended nat ional  borders and became a 
Romant ic ized universa l  man.
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