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PADDY CHAYEFSKY'S "MARTY"
AND ITS SIGNIFICANCE TO
THE SOCIAL HISTORY OF
ARTHUR AVENUE, THE BRONX,
IN THE 1950s
Themis Chronopoulos
In the 1950s, decades before films such as Death Wish III, Wolfen, and
Fort Apache, The Bronx, the borough was associated with the movie
Marty, a successful Hollywood production. Whereas films such as the ones
made in the 1970s and the 1980s about The Bronx are works of fiction
that seek to exploit the collapse of the South Bronx and to financially
benefit from the curiosity of audiences fascinated with the spectacle of
destruction, Marty focused on many of the problems that ordinary people
in the Arthur Avenue neighborhood were facing in the 1950s. Arthur
Avenue, or Belmont as it is often called, is a working~class Italian~
American neighborhood located immediately south of Fordham
University. This essay explores Marty from a historical perspective by dis~
cussing some of the film's major themes as they intersect with the social
history of The Bronx in general and Arthur Avenue in particular before
the 1970s. The social context under which Marty was influenced and ere~
ated may not have predicted the collapse of neighborhoods in the south~
ern portion of the borough that took place decades later, but nonetheless
explored significant socioeconomic changes that point to the origins of
The Bronx's urban decline.l
Marty was written by Paddy Chayefsky, who in the early 1950s was
described as "a poet of the streets" for his ability to write television screen~
plays that appealed to millions of audiences of this new medium.
According to his biographer, Shaun Considine, Chayefsky "wrote of com~
mon but good~hearted people: a homely butcher, a spinster schoolteacher,
a confused accountant-ordinary, everyday human beings who did not
50
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reflect the cosmetic, elitist ideals packaged by Hollywood and Madison
Avenue."2 Marty was originally produced as a television play that aired in
1953, achieving resounding success. Many New Yorkers could relate to the
characters of the television Marty and considered Rod Steiger, the protag,
onist of the teleplay to be one of them; they were even addressing him as
Marty in the days after the show's airing. Impressed by the success of tele,
vision Marty, producer Harold Hecht convinced a reluctant Chayefsky to
make a movie version. Chayefsky accepted after he was virtually granted
complete control over the film. Delbert Mann who directed the teleplay
also directed the movie.3
In the film, Marty, played by Ernest Borgnine, is a single 34,year,old
Italian American who lives with his mother in an one,family,home in
The Bronx. He is a high school graduate (1937), a World War II veteran,
and works as a butcher in an ltalian,American shop near his house. He
goes to church on Sundays, he knows everyone in his neighborhood, and
according to Chayefsky "his charm lies in an almost indestructible good
humor."4 The ordinariness of Marty fascinated white ethnic audiences in
the United States during this period.
Audiences in New York and other urban areas with sizable immigrant
populations received the film as an authentic portrayal of life in The
Bronx and this was because of Chayefsky and Hecht. Even the exterior
shots of the film were carefully selected by Chayefsky and Hecht using
their first,hand knowledge of the borough-both of them had grown up
there.s Chayefsky managed to write a story that kept everyone in suspense,
even if most of the developments in the movie explored everyday life. A
significant aspect of the film is an uneasy atmosphere that permeates
throughout as if something terrible is just about to happen. Although
Marty did not appeal to people living in the southern and western regions
of the country, the film became a financial success because of its small bud,
get. Marty also experienced resounding acclaim among the critics and
ended up winning the top prize in the Cannes Film Festival as well as four
Oscars for best picture, best actor, best direction, and best adapted screen,
play.6
Family situation and structure are among the most important aspects in
the film. From the very beginning, the biggest problem that Marty
encounters in his community is the fact that he is single and in his thir,
ties when all of his siblings are already married. Female customers at the
store where he works as a butcher keep on telling him that he should be
ashamed of himself because he is not married. This lack of a significant
other seems to also be his mother's greatest concern. She even encourages
Marty to go to the Stardust Ballroom, a place that is allegedly frequented
by "tomatoes" so that he can meet a woman. Even Marty himself views his
lack of marriage as a serious problem, though he does so with a sense of
resignation because he considers himself unattractive, is nervous around

The opening scene of
"Marty" showing the major thoroughfare of the neighborhood.
Source: Delbert Mann, "Marty"
(Los Angeles: Hill,Hecht,Lancaster Productions, 1955).
From the author's collection.
women, and takes rejection for dates quite seriously. In sum, Marty does
not conform to the ideal type of his period, a male breadwinner who has
married at a young age, lives in the suburbs, and has children. Given that
World War II had ended about 10 years before, Marty's lack of a family
appears to be a real misfortune. 7
The changing structure of the American family during the immediate
postwar period is a subject creating turmoil to more people in the film
than just Marty. A few minutes into the movie, Marty's mother, Mrs.
Pilletti, receives a visit by the son of her sister, Thomas, and his wife
Virginia. The couple recasts the latest fight that Virginia had with
Thomas's mother, and requests that Mrs. Pilletti ask her sister to move out
of their house and to move in with her. In this scene, as in many others
throughout the movie, one witnesses how the idea of the nuclear family is
replacing that of the extended family. This is especially troublesome in a
community where until recently an extended family was not out of the
ordinary. Later in the film, Clara, a woman that Marty met in the ballroom, and his mother, Mrs. Pilletti, have a sharp exchange over this same
subject. After Mrs. Pilletti laments the fact that her sister has to move out
of the household of her son and his wife (and their young child), the dialogue progresses like this:
Clara: Couldn't she find some sort of hobby to fill out her time?
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Mrs. Pilletti: Hobby!What can she do? She cooks and she cleans. You
gotta have a house to clean. You gotta have children to cook for. These are
the terrible years for a woman, the terrible years.
Clara: You mustn't feel too harshly against her daughter~in~law. She
also wants to have a house to clean and a family to cook for.
Mrs. Pilletti: You don't think my sister Catherine should live in her
daughter~in~law's house?
Clara: Well, I don't know the people of course, but as a rule, I don't
think that a mother~in~law should live with a young couple.
Mrs. Pilletti: Where do you think a mother~in~law should go?
Clara: I don't think a mother should depend so much upon her children
for her rewards in life.
Mrs. Pilletti: Well, maybe that's what they teach you in New York
University. In real life, it don't work out that way. You wait till you are a
mother.S
Clearly disturbed by this conversation, Mrs. Pilletti's attitude changes
for the rest of the film. She now expects that if Marty gets married, she will
have the predicament of her sister Catherine. In fact, in a conversation
with her sister the subject of Clara and how she's a college graduate comes
up. Catherine exclaims that "they're the worst. College girls are one step
from the streets. They smoke like men inna saloon. My son Joseph, his
wife, you know, she types onna typerwriter. One step from the streets, I tell
you."9 It is clear, that the two sisters distrust educated women who are
more likely to hold the new family values of the postwar period under
which the nuclear family becomes the most acceptable family unit. The
sisters know that they are culturally out of step with the 1950s and that
there is very little that they can do to change it, but nonetheless they
reject this culture. Suddenly, Marty's mother turns against the idea that
Marty should find a woman to marry, and begins to badmouth Clara,
despite the fact that she does not even know her.lO
It is clear that college education had tremendous effects in the work~
ing~ and middle~class communities of The Bronx during the postwar peri~
od. College education became more accessible, since state governments
built more state universities and community colleges and increased enroll~
. ments in existing colleges. The federal government assisted this expansion
by establishing financial aid programs and providing generous funding to
universities. Many working~class families in The Bronx began to view col~
lege education as the ticket to mainstream America. It is not an exagger~
ation to say that middle~class status became synonymous with college edu~
cation and that one could not become a professional without a college
degree. In the film, Marty himself tells Clara that when he graduated from
high school in 1937, he was accepted by the City College of New Yorkthe city's preeminent public institution at the time and a symbol of upward
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Map of the Arthur Avenue neighborhood
in relation to the southern Bronx and northern Manhattan.
Courtesy of the author.

mobility. Marty never went to college because his father died and he had
to work in order to support his mother and younger siblings. Had he gone
to City College, Marty would have never become a butcher. It is possible
that he would not even be living in the neighborhood. Many young people from Arthur Avenue and other parts of The Bronx during this period,
would not stay (or return) in their neighborhoods after attending college;
university graduates would seek a more independent way of life away from
parents and tightly-knit communities, while employment opportunities
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would also take them to other parts of the city or even the country.ll
Though in a funny way and seemingly peripherally, the automobile or
the lack of one played a major role in Marty. Much of The Bronx, and cer~
tainly Arthur Avenue, was not suitable for the automobile, a cultural phe~
nomenon that in the 1950s achieved the status of necessity. Street park~
ing was limited and gradually became more difficult as the city govern~
ment instituted alternate side of the street parking for cleaning purposes
and automobile ownership became more widespread. Yet, Arthur Avenue,
just like The Bronx in general, was located too far from downtown and
midtown where so many of the jobs were available, and public transporta~
tion, despite its availability in New York, was not considered adequate. In
the course of time, New York's mass transit services would deteriorate sub~
stantially, making places like Arthur Avenue problematic in terms of get~
ting around without a car. In one of the most important segments of the
movie, Marty takes Clara back to her house. It is getting late at night and
both of them are concerned about the bus frequency, since there is only
one running each hour. While walking to the bus stop and waiting for the
bus allows the couple to continue talking and makes for a great movie
scene, the point of having to deal with mass transit because Marty has no
car is obvious. After Clara enters her house Marty has to wait for the same
bus to return to his neighborhood. The entire trip from his house to Clara's
and back will take him at least a couple of hours. After leaving Clara
Marty walks to a bus stop, checks to see· if there is a bus, then looks at the
bus stop sign, takes a swing at it, and suddenly runs across the street yelling
for a taxi.12
In addition to changes in the structure of the American family, the
effects of college education, and the yearning for automobile ownership,
suburbanization is a force that looms in the background of the film even
though it is never addressed directly by Chayefsky. From the beginning
many of the people moving to The Bronx tried to improve their housing
and neighborhood situation. Once in The Bronx, many of these families
would try to move to new neighborhoods with modem housing equipped
with the latest amenities, creating a situation under which moving north
and west was necessary for upwardly mobile Bronxites. Much of the lower
part of The Bronx west of the Bronx River began to show signs of trouble
as early as the 1920s because of such movement. This southern portion of
The Bronx gradually became less desirable because of the high concentra~
tion of tenements and because of a series of building booms between 1890
and 1930 that made older neighborhoods less attractive. As historian
Evelyn Gonzalez has written:
Each boom made the earlier housing obsolete, the neighborhoods
less desirable, and their streets shabbier by comparison.The process
was ongoing and inevitable given that in the nineteenth and early
twentieth century, businessmen were unfettered, progress was con~
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sidered good, and any construction was deemed an "improvement."
To hold your own amidst such conditions, one had to be constantly
on the move. Since housing was a reflection of status and your stan~
dard of living and since "different neighborhoods and dwelling types
were occupied by different classes, status conscious New Yorkers and
Bronxites moved from neighborhood to neighborhood or from
apartment to apartment.13
Generally speaking, this movement implied that upwardly mobile
Bronxites moved northward and westward and that the southern portion
of The Bronx was always occupied by the poorer and by newcomers who
could not afford to move elsewhere. Population movement froze during
the Great Depression and World War II but recommenced after 1945, this
time toward suburban destinations inside and outside the city.14
Arthur Avenue could be spared by such exodus of its residents given
that traditionally working~class Catholic populations developed strong
attachments to their neighborhoods, because their cultural life revolved
around the local parish and ethnic institutions. According to historian
Gerald Gamm, Jewish populations had a tendency of leaving their neigh~
borhoods much quicker than Catholics.l5 In Chicago, Detroit, and
Boston, fierce neighborhood defense against newcomers was practiced by
Catholics who refused to rent or sell to African Americans or Latinos and
attacked them whenever they frequented the public spaces of their neigh~
borhoods.16 However, even Catholics gradually relocated and suburban~
ized. In the case of Arthur Avenue, a continuous exodus of residents
occurred in the postwar period but they were regularly replaced by new
Italian immigrants, mostly from the southern mainland and Sicily. In the
course of time, Arthur Avenue became notorious for the defense of public
space that its youths practiced, and, although the neighborhood shrank in
territory after the 1950s, attacks of Italian Americans and other white eth~
nics against African Americans and Puerto Ricans who moved into that
neighborhood or tried to frequent it continued into the 1990s.17·
Although the racial tensions and suburbanization are not explored in
Marty, the movie's narrative is still one of impending change. Marty is dis~
satisfied with his situation and his surroundings throughout the movie. He
considers buying the butcher shop where he is working because his boss is
making him an offer, but worries about the penetration of supermarkets.
At the same time, he has ambitious plans about being a store owner and
he even considers forming an association with other merchants in the
neighborhood and opening a supermarket himself. He seems to really like
Clara and disregards the opinion of his mother and his friends who have
taken a dislike of her. Clara mentions how she was offered a lucrative job
in Port Washington but turned it down because of the commute. Marty
suggests that she move there and promises to visit all the time. After
Marty's mother tells her sister about Clara, the sister tells her that soon
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Marty (Ernest Borgnine) and Clara (Betsy Blair)
walk by the RKO Chester Theater in "Marty".
Source: Delbert Mann, "Marty"
(Los Angeles: Hill ..Hecht..Lancaster Productions, 1955).
From the author's collection.
Marty will ask her to sell the house so that they can move to a better
neighborhood. Marty's mother is horrified by the suggestion and promises
to never give up her home.18
There are moments when Marty as a character exemplifies the people
who had been moving to The Bronx for decades but always sought to
improve their situation and this included their relocation away from The
Bronx. He has stayed in Arthur Avenue because of unfortunate circum,
stances, particularly the death of his father, but as the movie progresses he
seems ready to try something else. Clara has the potential of functioning
as the catalyst for such a change.
Toward the end of the twentieth century, despite the continuous depar,
tures of Italian Americans and their replacement by Albanians, Yugoslavs,
Puerto Ricans, Dominicans, and Mexicans, Arthur Avenue became an
Italian American theme park. The neighborhood has been known as "The
Little Italy of The Bronx," attracting many visitors to its Italian restau,
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rants, coffee shops, specialty food stores, and souvenir shops. Very few
Italian Americans live in the area; the majority of them no longer live in
New York City but in the suburbs, with Suffolk County in Long Island
having the largest concentration of Italian Americans in New York State.
In recent years, the influx of Mexicans is the most sizable among groups
moving to Arthur Avenue and its surroundings. The neighborhood is mul~
tiethnic in terms of residence but retains a heavy Italian identity com~
mercially.19
Coincidentally, Marty was released at a time that Arthur Avenue began
to change dramatically. To be fair, for the television play, Chayefsky orig~
inally conceived Marty as a Jewish accountant living at home in The
Bronx with his widowed mother. He changed this almost immediately,
because he had already made three shows with a Jewish background.
However, once he made his mind about the Italian background, he worked
to make the story as credible as possible. These were families that
Chayefsky knew well. He also understood the changes taking place in The
Bronx during this period that affected families of all ethnic backgrounds.
The result was a movie that New Yorkers could accept as authentic,
exploring the traditional Italian neighborhood in a rapidly changing city.
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