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Winnipeg’s little Italy: the commodification of
ethnic heritage
John Spina, University of Winnipeg

Ethnic communities are found in most large cities in Canada
and the United States. Though these ethnic communities today
cannot be described as slums, occupied by ethnic group members
because of social or economic pressure, or as ethnic enclaves, an
area in which a particular group of people lives or works, residential
concentrations of these groups once did, or still do appear in these
cities. Since the turn of the century, Transcona and Fort Rouge in
Winnipeg acted as receiving areas for Italian immigrants who came
to work in the large railway shops located in both areas. Over time,
these concentrations grew, not only from continued migration but
as initial immigrants laid down roots and raised their families.
Previous research has shown that based on a 20 percent sample of
the Italian community, concentrations of Italians in these areas still
appear today (Figure 1) (Spina 1996 and Spina and Lehr 1997).
Over time, many ethnic communities, including Winnipeg’s
Italian community, drew on their own resources to assert cultural
distinctiveness and to develop trade and tourism in urban areas.
Since the late 1980s, three blocks of Winnipeg’s Corydon Avenue,
known locally as “Little Italy,” have emerged as a shopping and
recreation destination for Winnipeggers. It has also become a tourist
destination for visitors to the city attracted by the marketing of
products associated with Italians and by the perceived European
atmosphere of Corydon Avenue. Corydon Avenue is located in the
southern sector of the city in the midst of a concentration of Italians
(Figure 2). The commodification of Italian culture in this “Little
Italy” has successfully turned this otherwise unremarkable
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Figure 1: Distribution of Italians in Winnipeg, 20 percent sample (Spina
1996).

commercial area into a destination for both area residents and for
visitors from Winnipeg’s retail hinterland. This paper examines
the issues of authenticity in the cultural experience offered by
Corydon Avenue and argues that today, this “Little Italy” is more
of a commercial district marketing ethnic goods and services and
less of a cultural community. The process whereby this “authentic”
Italian or European ambiance was created is also discussed.
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Figure 2: Location of Corydon Avenue, Winnipeg (modified from Welsted
et al 1996, 140).

Research Methods
This study used qualitative research methods to obtain its data.
In-depth, open-ended interviews with members of various groups
who have been affected by, or have played roles in, the development,
growth and promotion of Corydon Avenue were conducted over a
period of three years, 1995 - 1998. Research into the history and
process of Italian immigration to Winnipeg was an integral part of
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this study as were observations of the Corydon Avenue streetscape
over the period 1995 - 2000.

Creating an Authentic Ambiance
Upon the arrival of the Italians in North America and the city
of Winnipeg early in the 20th century, Little Italies performed many
functions for Italian residents, including the provision of mutual
aid and a sense of security to each other and to new immigrants,
helping them adjust to their new social and physical environment.
Other functions have always included the preservation and
enhancement of old world customs and ethnic traditions in a multicultural society and the continued strengthening of village and
regional alliances through interaction with members of the same
ethnic background. Further, Little Italies allowed immigrant groups
to pursue a common objective of attempting to recreate a cultural
milieu in which traditions and a sense of identity are preserved and
social environments may be replicated.
Until the early 1970s, Italian businesses on Corydon Avenue,
in the Fort Rouge area, mostly served the Italian community there.
Italian businesses were gradually added to the area during that
decade, a trend that continued throughout the 1980s. The emergence
of new shops was most likely due to the growing affluence of
Winnipeg’s Italian population and their ability to absorb the startup costs associated with new business ventures.
During the late 1980s, there was increased visitation from
Winnipeg’s other residential communities and from surrounding
rural municipalities to Corydon Avenue, especially during the
summer months. Merchants realized that their target markets were
people from Winnipeg’s suburban and exurban residential
communities. Consequently they began labeling and marketing
the Avenue as a Little Italy. Individually, merchants made
improvements to their business facades to emphasize the Italian
heritage of the district by exploiting Italian iconography. This
included the use of Italian names (Figure 3), the Italian language,
(Figure 4), design characteristics, and incorporation of Italian
images in business facades (Figure 5). Many outdoor drinking and
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Figure 3: Sofia’s Caffe, 1996 (photo by J. Spina).

Figure 4: Colosseos Ristorante Italiano, 1996 (photo by J. Spina).
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Figure 5: Bar Italia, 1996 (photo by J. Spina).

Figure 6: Outdoor drinking and dining area on Corydon Avenue, 1996
(photo by J. Spina).
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dining areas were also established to attract visitors to a staged
authentic ethnic environment (Figure 6) (Gale 1972, 15 and Wilkins
1991, 35).
Corydon Avenue’s streetscape quickly became infused with
cultural meaning, symbolism, imagery and ideology as Corydon
Avenue merchants realized that the physical appearance of a
business district is important in attracting and maintaining
customers (Rogers et. al. 1992, 215). The beautification of public
land and private buildings may establish an image for an area and
usually forms the basis for the development of collective marketing
and promotional campaigns carried out to market urban heritage
and reinforce that image through the development of mass
advertising campaigns or the initiation of neighborhood events and
festivals (Department of Environmental Planning 1988, 3).
The Corydon Avenue Business Improvement Zone1 has played
a very important role in the beautification of the Corydon Avenue
streetscape by lining the street with flowers, hanging baskets of
flowers from gaslights (Figure 7) and decorating Corydon Avenue’s
street signs in the Italian national colors of red, white and green.
Another beautification initiative undertaken by the Corydon Avenue
Business Improvement Zone was the painting of murals portraying
Italian, Mediterranean and European themes consistent with the
commercial theme of the area on the sides of buildings (Figure 8).
Murals are a growing phenomenon within Winnipeg and small
prairie towns, particularly Boissevain, Manitoba (Hildago and Lehr
1997) not only as a beautification initiative but as a way to attract
tourists. Winnipeg is now beginning to promote itself as the mural
capital of Canada. The promotion and the mass marketing of
Corydon Avenue is the responsibility of a larger agency, Tourism
Winnipeg2, which markets Corydon Avenue through tourist guides,
brochures and the Internet. Both the Corydon Avenue Business
Improvement Zone and Tourism Winnipeg emphasize Italian and
Mediterranean themes and the European “ambiance” of Corydon
Avenue in their promotions.
The image of Corydon Avenue as an ethnic enclave providing
ethnic food and products led to the inception of an Italian-flavored
street festival named Festa Italiana by the Sons of Italy, Italian
Association in 1989 to promote Italian culture throughout the city
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Figure 7: Flowers and hanging baskets of flowers along Corydon Avenue,
1996 (photo by J. Spina).

Figure 8: Painted mural on Corydon Avenue, 1996 (photo by J. Spina).
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in general and Little Italy in particular. A two day festival was held
in September 1989 over two blocks of Corydon Avenue. The festival
was a highly successful celebration and display of Italian culture,
one well received by local residents and the Winnipeg media alike.
In the Winnipeg Free Press, newspaper articles titled “Fabulous
Festa Fever” (Winnipeg Free Press 19 September 1989) and “The
Good Lord Must Be Italian” (Winnipeg Free Press 24 September
1989) reflected the success of the festival. Combined with the
adverse economic impacts of the recession of the early 1990s, the
festival led to a heightened interest by Manitobans for local,
distinctive, settings that were accessible, affordable, and safe.
Corydon Avenue quickly became one of the most popular and
fashionable places to go for those seeking ethnic authenticity in
the city. Within the built environment of Little Italy buildings and
their surroundings have been planned to appeal to those who wish
to experience a different ethnic ambiance. From a functional
standpoint the environment provides a setting for those wishing to
experience the past, provide a setting for entertainment, relaxation
and shopping which convey a sense of the past through the use of
stylized facades and design characteristcs (Waitt 2000, 836).

Intra-Urban Authenticity Tourism
Where the cultural heritage of the host population is the
principal attraction for the tourist, cultural tourism exists (Van den
Bergh 1995). Corydon Avenue is an excellent example of this. It
has become a destination for local visitors. Winnipeggers and people
from surrounding municipalities can visit Corydon Avenue on any
day of the week, not just weekends, because it is easily accessible
to anyone within an hours drive of Winnipeg’s downtown. Thus,
two new terms to describe this type of visitation are proposed. The
first is “authenticity tourism” which describes the travel of
individuals who are seeking experiences of a genuine rather than
staged nature. The experience, of course, may be partially staged,
in order to celebrate local heritage, either cultural or physical, and
it will not require an overnight stop anywhere, or a stay of at least
24 hours which is part of the usual definition of a “tourist” (Murphy
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1985, 5). I am also proposing the term “intra-urban authenticity
tourism” to describe tourism focused specifically on a local
destination. Corydon Avenue has spawned such tourism within the
Winnipeg market. Thus, those who live in Winnipeg and visit
Corydon Avenue for its Italian ambiance, in the same way as those
with more time and money might visit the real thing, Naples, may
be described as “intra-urban authenticity tourists.”
These “intra-urban authenticity tourists” are engaged
unwittingly in the industry of culture which does not involve
manufacturing, wholesaling or warehousing activities, but a cultural
experience which can be genuine or at the very least, remarkably
authentic. The purchase of an experience does not lead to the
accumulation of possessions. The only apparent limits of our
satisfaction lie in our imagination which has led to a seemingly
unsatiable demand for culture (Ogilvy 1986). Thus, culture on
Corydon Avenue’s Little Italy has become a commodity. It is
purchased and consumed3.

From Cultural Community to Commercial Marketing District
As Little Italy has undergone this transformation it has lost
many functions that it once performed for local residents. Today
as more Italians are employed in technical and professional
occupations, and as the Italian middle-class grows, many are
choosing to live in the suburbs, not in Little Italies. Formerly serving
as a community center for the Italian population, Little Italy has
now become a more commercial area. The growth of the Italian
population in many cities, however, provides a larger ethnic clientele
for the Italian businesses in Little Italies (Li 1988, 103).
The major value of Little Italy to Italian businesses is its
commercial appeal as a tourist attraction , which, from the point of
view of marketing is a good strategy to promote ethnic goods and
services. From the point of view of consumers, it offers an ethnic
component that gives an added flavor and novelty to what would
otherwise be another plain commercial block. In this sense Little
Italy is a commercial district marketing ethnic goods and services
and less of a cultural community. Consequently, the Little Italy as

182

Prairie Perspectives

a commercial area appeals to those entrepreneurs who market ethnic
food and products and thus benefit from the tourist image of Little
Italy as an ethnic enclave (Li 1988, 104).
Surprisingly commercial establishments selling an Italianoriented product or products do not dominate the cultural landscape
of Corydon Avenue’s Little Italy. Rather, these businesses exist
within a broader Mediterranean or European theme. Several
businesses with no ethnic or cultural affiliation appear in the area.
Although Italian iconograhy appears on Corydon Avenue’s
streetscape, basic community functions in the area do not reflect
the Italian community or its heritage which still remains in the
area in any way. Thus, the commercial growth of Corydon Avenue
in recent years has been motivated by the commercial benefits of
attracting the community at large and not catering to the local Italian
community.

Conclusion
The use of the term Little Italy is a surrogate commercial name
used for three blocks of Corydon Avenue. Initially this area was
not Italian in appearance. Merchants served the local Italian
community who patronized the area because they knew it as a place
where they could purchase Italian groceries and so forth. Later,
“Foreign”, ie: non-Italian, or at least non-local patrons were
attracted to the area which is actually more Mediterranean-flavored
than purely Italian, despite the heritage of the Italian community in
the area. Nevertheless, economic conditions in Winnipeg were
favorable for the “take-off” of a Little Italy in Winnipeg in the late
1980s and early 1990s. Contributing factors include the resistence
to mass marketing of generic foodstuffs and a new commercial
attraction to niche cultural markets such as heritage, ethnic, and
eco-tourism (Urry 1990). Engaging in this type of tourism offers
opportunities to bring the past to the present and let tourists
construct their own sense of historical places and create their own
journeys of self-discovery with the help of ornamentation, style
and symbols (Nuryanti 1996, 250-251).
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Further, with an increasing awareness of heritage, consumers
have developed the ability to express their individuality by
recognizing and visiting historical environments and patronize
venues which cater to their individuality. This often leads to what
may be termed “consumer elitism” whereby the feeling of an
elevated social and consumer status is attained. Consequently, the
combination of heritage and culture with leisure and tourism may
be considered one of the most significant and fastest growing
components of the booming tourism industry (Alzua et. al.1998,
2). Corydon Avenue’s Little Italy symbolizes these developments.
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Notes
1

A Business Improvement Zone is an association of business people who
join together to promote and create a positive change within their common
location in a defined commercial area. The concept, which originated in
Toronto in the 1970s, is based on the organizational model of the shopping
malls, which helps to increase each businesses’ portion of the market share
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allowing business to (1) join together to market their business district; (2)
sponsor programs and events which enhance the area; (3) make
improvements to physical amenities; and (4) have a voice in the political
sphere on issues of shared concern. Business Improvement Zones are
financed through a special levy collected by the city in association with
the business tax which is then redistributed to individual zones, providing
the financial vehicle to exert control over the appearance and image of an
area. Department of Environmental Planning. 1988. Information
Winnipeg Quarterly Newsletter. Winnipeg: Department of
Environmental Planning 1-2.
2

Winnipeg City Council established Tourism Winnipeg in 1988 as a nonprofit agency intended to coordinate the fragmented tourism advertising
and promotional activities of the local tourism industry. Tourism
Winnipeg’s goal is to increase the economic benefit of tourism to Winnipeg
by effectively marketing the city of Winnipeg as a destination for
individuals and groups of visitors. Although Tourism Winnipeg is not
involved in product development, its mandate is to market the city which
occurs in a number of ways. For example, cooperative marketing ventures
establish strategic alliances with traditional and non-traditional tourism
partners, thus allowing Tourism Winnipeg to introduce new marketing
programs and expand existing ones through partnership buy-in programs.
Tourism Winnipeg can be found on the world wide web at <http://
www.tourism.winnipeg.mb.ca> Tourism Winnipeg. 1998. 1998 Marketing
and Business Plan. Winnipeg, Manitoba: Tourism Winnipeg.
3

The author hopes that by proposing these definitions an account will be
made for a growing trend in the early Twenty-First Century toward the
post-modern landscape, a trend which Relph argues, has evolved from a
much larger evolutionary process. The post-modern logic of places is that
places can look like anywhere developers and designers want them to, a
function of market research about what will sell. Therefore, in order to
understand the meaning and function of Winnipeg’s Little Italy, the area
must be deconstructed, a central concept in post-modern analysis. Relph,
Edward. 1996. “Sense of Place.” In Ten Geographic Ideas that Changed
the World, ed. Susan E. Hanson, 205-226. New Brunswick, N.J.: Rutgers
University Press.

