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Abstract 

Certain social, formal and technological aspects of television impact the creation of 

television, one of which is its being a postmodern medium full of intertextual references.  

Shakespeare is a common tool from which to draw for these references, and there are several 

types of appropriations of Shakespeare found on television.  These include textual quotation, 

referencing a character name or play title, enacting or adapting the plays, sharing a similar 

plot, and alluding to famous scenes, actors, or adaptations of Shakespeare.  There are two 

major categories of references: lengthy appropriations related to enaction/education and 

shorthand references.  Seeing how Shakespeare references, especially the small, brief ones, 

are used within a show demonstrates how Shakespeare is a tool used in the creation and 

movement of a show.  After outlining the important aspects of the television industry and 

defining the various common appropriations of Shakespeare, this study then focuses on 

several case studies to demonstrate the various uses of Shakespeare on television.  By 

examining these case studies, the wide variety of Shakespearean uses will be discovered, as 

well as the similarities of appropriation, especially based on genre, thus demonstrating 

Shakespeare’s influence and how it is still is strong in modern culture. 
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Introduction 

Television in the current post-broadcast era is a medium in transition with certain 

social, formal and technological advances impacting the development of programming.  

Postmodernism has found a special home in television, making television shows a minefield 

of intertextual references.  Shakespeare is a common tool from which to draw for these 

references.  They are manifested in a variety of ways, including textual quotation, referencing 

a character name or play title, enacting or adapting the plays, sharing a similar plot, and 

alluding to famous scenes, actors, or adaptations of Shakespeare.  The references can 

constitute a majority of the episode or be brief, overlooked appropriations.  It is important to 

explore how these different appropriations are used within the industry of television, 

especially with regard to the dramatic structure of a television show.  Seeing how 

Shakespeare references, especially the small, brief ones, are used within a show demonstrates 

how Shakespeare is a creative device for the development and movement of a show.  Within 

a show, he and his works can be employed to enrich the theme, advance the plot, add to 

characterization, and supply humour.  Shakespeare has left a linguistic and cognitive legacy, 

and this study, by cataloguing the function of the various Shakespeare references in the 

dramatic structure of the show, will dissect how modern television shows utilize Shakespeare 

and his legacy.   

Before exploring Shakespeare’s impact, the culture of modern television must first be 

detailed, with a special focus on the changes happening due to modern technology and the 

increase of cable channels.  After outlining the context of television, the categories of 

Shakespeare appropriation will then be defined, including the common elements of the 

various types of recurring iconic references to Shakespeare.  Finally, this study will focus on 

several case studies to demonstrate the types of appropriations of Shakespeare material on 

television.  In order to provide a broad enough illustration, there will be several episodes 
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examined.  Some of the uses of Shakespeare have a denser meaning and interpretation that 

deepens the television show at large, while others only provide support to the narrative 

structure, not allowing for intense deconstruction.  However, each use of Shakespeare 

appropriation highlights trends that also demonstrate the culture of modern television.  By 

examining these case studies, the wide variety of Shakespearean uses will be discovered, as 

well as the similarities of appropriation, thus validating Shakespeare’s influence and 

longevity in modern culture. 
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Chapter 1:  Television 101 

Television is a central part of day-to-day life in America, with 99% of households 

owning a television set and the average American spending 31 hours per week watching 

television, according to Nielson’s December 2009 report.1  Because television is such an 

integral part of daily life, studying Shakespeare’s place on television gauges his influence in 

modern culture.  Television is a medium of generics, formulas and tropes, and Shakespeare 

references function similarly in television creation.  However, before focusing on the case 

studies of Shakespeare uses in television, there are several important aspects of television 

culture needing to be defined.  Television is a fluid medium, with its continuous 

transformation reflecting technological and societal changes that affect both how television is 

viewed and how it is created, impacting any scholarship involving television.  Today, 

television is not only viewed via live broadcast but also watched recorded, on demand, on 

DVD, online, downloaded to computers, and even on mobile phones, making television even 

more accessible and ubiquitous than before, creating the post-broadcast era.  Called such 

because it no longer broadly casts but now is a narrowcast medium, the post-broadcast era 

also means television is no longer a mass medium but instead is continually narrowing into a 

niche medium.2  Because of the range of information and programming found within the 

world of television, certain guidelines need to be outlined when discussing any aspect of 

television studies.  Additionally, due to the large scope of television, studies such as this must 

be narrowly focused.  This project will focus on programs aired on the major networks, the 

basic cable networks, and the premium cable networks in the United States of America in the 

years 1990-2010, although there may be some shows that debuted slightly before these dates 

whose episodes outside of these dates may be discussed.  Additionally, any broad 

generalizations about television are aimed at American television, especially within those 

dates.  Because of the nature of television production, aspects of the industry, the technology 
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and the common tropes of television impact the creation of the individual episodes and 

programs and therefore need to be defined and contextualized to enrich the fuller argument.  

Outlining these aspects provides the context in which the case studies will be studied. 

Challenges to Text and Flow 

Unlike some media, the television text is not definitively fixed.  The central text can 

be the individual episode, the series, or even everything shown on one network in one 

evening.  The latter idea of text was central to Raymond Williams’ important 1974 argument 

about flow found in his Television: Technology and Cultural Form.  Commercial television 

with its advertisements was a different way of storytelling and viewers had to learn to read 

this new kind of text.  Williams noticed that each section of television (segment of a show 

and each advertisement) flowed seamlessly into the next.  The commercials would have 

something in common with the previous segment or commercial, making it easy on viewers 

to unconsciously follow each section of programming.3  William’s important study about the 

flow of television became an integral part of television studies and is still studied today.  

When initially studying television, the idea of flow was very important due to lack of choice 

and of recording.  Because there were only three networks and video cassette recorders 

(VCRs) and other recording devices were not yet available, viewers had little choice and 

could only view shows once, so the idea of flow coincided with the actual habits of 

audiences.  However, the creation of new technologies and networks challenges this notion of 

text and flow.   

A significant technological advance for television that impacted the way television 

was viewed and subsequently created was the VCR.  Audiences could now record their 

favourite shows and watch them on their own schedule, fast-forwarding through the 

commercials.  Additionally, it meant that audiences could watch a show as often as desired, 

introducing repeat viewing and making television no longer a transient medium.  Technology 



 5 

has advanced even more with the advent of the digital video recorder (DVR), which uses 

digital technology to record multiple programs at the same time, pause live television, rewind 

live television, and record what is currently being watched from the beginning of the program 

(as long as the viewer was tuned into that channel for the entire program).  The DVR can be 

set to record the entire season of a favourite show, with the viewer able to choose to record 

either just new episodes or every episode aired.  Additionally, internet streaming, TV on 

DVD, On Demand, and downloads of shows have altered the culture of television viewing.  

Most cable operators have some sort of “On Demand” service for particular networks where 

viewers can watch certain episodes of their favourite shows anytime.  Networks also offer 

their shows for free online on their official websites and licensed sites like Hulu.com (as long 

as the viewer is within the United States), release entire seasons on DVD, and publish 

episodes to be bought and downloaded by services like iTunes and Amazon.com.  Now 

viewers can watch shows anytime, catch up on missed shows, and re-watch episodes as many 

times as they choose, making repeat viewing and a la carte viewing even easier.  These 

changes in viewing habits are also reflected in ratings, with Nielson ratings releasing both 

real time ratings and ratings reflecting the delayed viewings of a show.  However, Nielsen 

and networks’ dependence upon ratings have yet to fully adapt to these new ways of viewing 

television.   

The invention of the remote control also complicated the idea of flow since viewers 

could change channels without moving, making it easier to switch between networks.  In 

addition to the remote, more and more channels were added and the ability for most 

households to afford cable television improved, making channel surfing a common practice.  

Audiences may not watch one channel for an entire evening anymore, and according to 

Nielson, DVR viewing has increased 22.5% and online streaming is up 34.9% in December 

2009, numbers that are only continuously increasing.4  As the new technologies alter the 
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culture of television, they also alter the notion of flow since viewing all the commercials or 

tuning into one station all night is decreasing with viewers more and more creating their own 

flow.  Amanda Lotz discusses this phenomenon in her book The Television Will be 

Revolutionized, saying: “Although convenience technologies may not have caused changes in 

specific programs, they have substantially contributed to creating a realm in which the 

viewer, rather than the network, controls the viewing experience.”5  The viewers now hold 

more power than in the past, forcing television creators to adapt to a new system of 

television.  The new technologies and viewing habits affect the creation of television shows 

and the culture of television, leading society into the post-broadcast era.  The post-broadcast 

era is defined by “interactivity, customization, multiple platforms and non-broadcast screen 

entertainment carried via video, cable, streaming, or archive systems such as TiVo.”6  The 

new culture of television disrupts Williams’ concept of flow as a television text, giving the 

individual episode more power as a text.  Therefore, for the purpose of this study, the 

television text examined will be the individual episode, although certain paratexts may be 

considered and the individual episodes will be examined in the context of the series as a 

whole. 

Commercial Challenges 

These changes in television viewing are also altering the commercial aspects of the 

industry.  Advertisements are one of the major funding sources for networks in America. 

Television for a long time was just a way to get the audience to look at the commercials.7  

Now, with so many viewers lost from live broadcast television, networks have to be more 

creative with how to obtain backing, forcing advertising on television to adapt.  To solve this 

problem, some networks now produce more reality television shows that are quick, easy and 

cheap to produce.  Alternatively, producers are figuring out ways to encourage the viewers to 

actually watch the advertisements.  One way of accomplishing this is by featuring characters 



 7 

or actors from the shows to star in the commercials.  These commercials are usually the first 

or last commercial of the break, and by featuring the characters or actors it catches the eye 

and attention of the viewer.  One example of this type of commercial is from the series 

Chuck.  In January 2010, Honda created several commercials called “An Awesome 

Roadtrip,” a road trip to the Vancouver 2010 winter Olympics by three of the main characters 

Ellie, Devon and Morgan.  These commercials are a mini-episode of the series, with several 

small commercials combining into one larger story.  Because they air either right before or 

right after the episode the viewer is already watching and they end by promoting Chuck itself, 

the audience is more tempted to stay engaged, stop while fast forwarding, and actually watch 

the commercial.  Using characters or actors for advertisement and promotion is especially 

useful in cross promotion, also demonstrated by Chuck.  The lead actor of the series, Zachary 

Levi, voiced the lead male character in the 2010 Disney movie Tangled.  Disney used Levi’s 

status as Chuck to promote the film Tangled, having multiple commercials in which Levi 

discussed his experiences in creating the film and promoting an exclusive sneak preview 

during a November 2010 episode of the show.   

Chuck is not the only show to include its actors or characters in commercials, as a 

similar type of commercial was associated with the show Community.  Two of the actors 

from the show, Ken Jeong and Jim Rash, are socializing on break from filming, discussing 

their taxes and the ease of a computer program, TurboTax, in helping file their tax returns.  

Later in the same episode, TurboTax showed the same actors in the coffee shop again, with a 

voice over telling viewers that TurboTax “invites you to check out some of your favourite 

moments from last week’s NBC comedies at NBC.com/turbotax.” By airing at the end of the 

commercial break, it captures the audience’s attention by featuring the actors as well as 

alluding to the show itself.  TurboTax is also helping NBC promote its own shows and 

website.  The final example of this type of commercial was associated with the SyFy 
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Network original series Eureka.  Within the show, the deodorant Degree was shown to 

sponsor the major science corporation and one of the characters from the show, Zane, was 

featured in commercials for Degree that aired during Eureka’s timeslot in 2008.  This 

example crosses over as well into a different type of revenue becoming more and more 

common: product placement.   

Produce placement, a type of advertisement where a branded product is placed within 

a show and given screen time, has been around since the beginning of cinema and television, 

but it is becoming a more utilized practice.  A company will either pay the network or 

provide its products for free in order to be featured in the episode.8   Sometimes these 

products slip by unnoticed, seen by the audience as just another way the episodes reflect the 

outside world.  Other times, these product placements announce themselves through a 

character drawing attention to the product or through having more screen time than 

necessary.  Digital technology has enhanced product placement, providing even more 

opportunity for funding.  Companies now can put their products into episodes years after the 

initial airing, allowing for different companies to be advertised in syndication than those 

whose products were in the original episode.9  With the advent of the DVR and other new 

forms of watching television, companies are starting to utilize product placement even 

more.10  

These examples demonstrate new ways of selling products to the audiences, which in 

turn keep the companies wanting to advertise on television and provide resources.  

Additionally, to bring in advertisement revenue from episodes streamed for free online or on 

Demand, the networks often have a few commercials through which the viewer cannot fast 

forward, forcing the viewer to watch the commercials as well as having additional 

advertisement space to help fund the shows.  The official internet sites also often feature 

advertisements, adding opportunity for revenue.  Further income for the shows comes from 
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the sales of DVDs and internet downloads via sites like iTunes and Amazon.com.  These new 

ways of funding add additional paratexts that can be important to the understanding of a 

series and keep the world of television and the world of the viewers connecting in interesting 

ways. 

Paratexts 

There are additional paratexts in modern television that can impact the study of a 

series.  DVD releases of entire seasons have special features, often including commentary, 

interviews, deleted scenes and outtakes from the filming of the episodes.  Many shows now 

have exclusive “webisodes,” short episodes only aired online.  Official internet sites also 

have games, interviews, other videos, and fan chat rooms.  ITunes and Amazon.com will 

often feature special behind the scenes videos that fans can download as well.  Additionally, 

shows will publish comic books, graphic novels, novelizations, and official companions to 

their shows, which provide side stories that enhance the viewer’s experience as well as add to 

the creation of the world of the program.  This new media has created a world of “transmedia 

storytelling,” where multiple platforms and media converge to help create a fuller story.11  To 

assist in this, the major networks now also have branches in other new media, creating a 

“redefinition of the Big Three television networks as multimedia portals that direct viewers to 

media content ranging from Web sites to television programs to film to music and radio 

shows.”12  The digitization of television and other media makes this even easier, with 

convergence, “increased capacity for transmission”, and interactivity becoming more 

common.13  These transmedia paratexts can converge and create places for the viewers to 

connect with their favourite shows and other fans.  Additionally, elements of the show, like 

spoilers and side stories, can be found on these platforms, only adding to the overall episodic 

arches and the impact the show has upon the viewer.  This “transmedia storytelling” has 

created a culture of television that no longer is limited to a small amount of airtime each 
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week.  Instead, television shows can be found across multiple platforms, infiltrating viewers’ 

lives. 

An important way for the shows to connect to viewers is social network sites like 

Facebook.  By “liking” the show on Facebook, viewers receive updates and behind the scenes 

information about their favourite shows on their “news feed” page, bringing the news about 

their favourite show right next to the news and updates from all their friends.  There are 

numerous ways for a studio to utilize these new methods to capture audiences.  The television 

series Glee, which debuted the summer of 2009 in America, is a significant example of a 

show utilizing multiple platforms to capture audiences.  Fox debuted the pilot as a preview on 

May 19, 2009 as well as offering it for free to download on iTunes, like many shows.  Using 

the summer to advertise and utilize word of mouth, the show debuted again in the fall season 

with a strong audience share, even though it was down from the May preview, but it was 

aired opposite a presidential address, which must be taken into account.14  Because it is about 

a high school glee club, every episode features numerous songs, many of which can be 

downloaded the day after airing on iTunes.  Two soundtracks and one volume of DVDs were 

released by the end of the first half of the first season.  There was a break in the season while 

Fox created the back nine, so these additional ways of viewing and purchasing Glee helped 

viewers stay connected and catch up with Glee.  By the end of the first season, there was a 

total of four CDs, two volumes of DVDs with the complete series on DVD to be released 

soon, a tour by the cast as well as t-shirts and other merchandise.  Glee also has a Facebook 

fan page, like many shows, offering behind the scenes videos and other information about the 

show.  By utilizing all of these new media to attain audiences, an innovative, potentially risky 

show has become a phenomenon.  Glee is one example of the trend in television fan culture, 

with shows utilizing other forms of media to engage audiences, especially the all-important 

youth demographic.   
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These new ways of capturing audience also allow for more interactivity between the 

show and the audience, keeping the audience engaged between episodes and seasons, as well 

as keeping the television show a central part of an audience’s life.  Because the culture of a 

television show is no longer just the time it is on the air, the makers of the show often utilize 

the paratexts to help add to the avid viewer’s understanding of the show.  Sometimes it is the 

paratexts that help gain audiences since these new ways of watching a show makes it easy for 

a latecomer to catch up on the series.  Additionally, it is through these paratexts that shows 

can be denser and more creative.  They also help television become even more entrenched 

within media culture and within the viewer’s personal life by no longer staying just on the 

screen but also being a part of their online social network.  These paratexts are important to 

understanding the series as a whole and the culture of a show, making it important to look at 

and analyze them in addition to the episode itself. 

  Publishing the shows on DVD and the internet also improves the ability for denser, 

more creative episodes.  Creators do not have to worry about latecomers or losing audiences; 

instead, publishing the shows on DVD and internet downloading sites leads to repeat 

viewing.15  Speaking about television scholarship, James Walters states: “the DVD format 

certainly provides clear opportunities for extended and heightened engagement with 

television, supporting the growing appetite among scholars to scrutinize moments from 

programs in close analytic detail,”16 and this can be applied to the regular audience as well.  

Repeat viewing of television shows has become common practice, allowing for creators of 

shows to add density and creativity to their shows, knowing that audiences will re-watch the 

episodes.   

Challenges to Television as a Live Medium 

A long-standing myth of television often referred to in television studies is its 

“liveness.”  This myth has its origins in early television when it was a live medium.  In 
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television’s early days, it was cheaper for networks to create a show and air it at the same 

time due to the cost of film tape.  Therefore, the earliest shows were rehearsed and then 

filmed and aired concurrently.17  However, as technology advanced and became less 

expensive, networks started taping the programs to air later.  Today on American television 

nothing is ever shown live, not even programs that declare themselves live.  Everything is 

tape delayed by at least a few seconds for censorship purposes (to bleep out profanity, hide 

any nudity, or stop the airing if something major happens).  Despite the reality, television still 

tries to pretend it is a live medium because this aura of liveness is one of television’s unique 

characteristics.18  Makers create an allusion of spontaneity that is increased because shows 

are broadcast live.  As an early study of television by Stephen Heath and Gillian Skirrow 

stated,  

In one sense, the television image is effectively ‘live,’ very different from that 
of film.  Where the latter depends on the immobility of the frame, the former, 
electronic and not photographic, is an image in perpetual motion, the 
movement of a continually scanning beam, whatever the status of the material 
transmitted, the image as a series of electric impulses is necessarily ‘as it 
happens’…immediate time of the image is pulled into confusion with the time 
of the events shown, tending to diminish the impression of the mode of 
presence in absence characteristic of film, suggesting a permanently alive 
view on the world…19  
 

This liveness trope is important in television discussion and encompasses many parts.  Some 

shows are still filmed before a live audience, keeping an illusion of liveness even when aired 

from previously recorded material because it captures the liveness from when it was filmed.  

Some shows make fun of the idea that they are supposed by be live, like The Late, Late Show 

with Craig Ferguson.  This show, like all late night talk shows, is filmed before a live 

audience and is supposed to feel live.  It includes topical humour and the guests interviewed 

usually have a movie or something similar debuting that week.  Instead of being truly live, 

these shows are usually filmed either earlier that day or week, edited and then aired late at 

night.  Almost nightly, the host Craig Ferguson makes some sort of allusion to the fact that 
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the show is only pretending to be “live” through referencing something that happened 

between the taping and the airing of the show and his inability to truly comment on it.  Other 

similar shows do likewise, demonstrating how television is aware of this liveness trope and 

utilizes it for meta-humour.   

In addition to talk shows that are thought to be live, there are also programs like the 

news or sporting events that are technically live, being filmed and aired concurrently (minus 

the typical tape delay).  The audience is at home watching something that is happening at the 

same time, being a part of a larger audience, including those that are actually there and those 

at home.  However, these shows are not truly live.  Although there is room for error, like the 

infamous “wardrobe malfunction” of the 2004 Super Bowl (during the half-time 

entertainment show Janet Jackson’s costume moved and inadvertently showed her breast) 

that adds to the excitement of viewing something live, these live events are edited and tape 

delayed.  What the audience sees on television is different from those who are actually at the 

event, and the show becomes a carefully constructed version of the event where the editors 

and producers create the story of the live event that they want the audience to see.20  

However, when a show is broadcast, what has been filmed is streamed live, which adds to the 

aura of liveness surrounding television.  Unlike other mediums like print and film that are set, 

television is still broadcast live, allowing for disruption like accidental airings of pornography 

during children’s programming and the Super Bowl that happened to the cable provider 

Comcast in May 2007, February 2008, and February 2009.  The viewer, when watching it as 

it is aired and not delayed viewing, watches it at the same time as millions of other audience 

members.  New media challenge this, yet this aura of liveness prevails and brings television 

closer to the audience and the real world. 

  Adding to the illusion of liveness and impression of reality is that television is 

created closer to when it is aired than movies and other similar media.  Reality television is a 
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genre that is very prevalent in today’s television culture because it is popular, cheap to 

produce, and can be made within a week of airing, often aired “live.”  Talk shows, sports and 

news shows are all “live” programs, filmed either concurrently or within a day or week of 

airing.  However, scripted narrative television also seems more live, close and real than other 

media because scripts are written and episodes shot within months or even weeks of the 

actual airdate.  Seasons of shows can be turned around quickly.  For example, the first season 

of the USA show White Collar debuted in October of 2009 and ended in March of 2010.  The 

second season debuted only months later in July of 2010.  Similarly, it is very common for a 

network to only purchase 13 episodes of a new show, and then once it is successful order the 

remaining episodes for the season, called the back nine (or however many are ordered).  This 

makes it common for the end of the season to be created during the airing of the season.   

Because television is created so close to its airtime, topical references to current 

events, both political and cultural, are often included in the episodes, as Robert Allen 

describes: 

The capacity of television technology to show us seemingly unmediated 
pictures of events around the world at the moment of their occurrence would 
appear to endow television with a unique power to show us the world ‘as it 
really is.’  The ‘realseemingness’ of television influences fictional 
entertainment programming as well.  Hardly has a news event passed out of 
the newspaper headlines and television newscasts before it becomes the 
subject of a docudrama; the social issue you read about in a magazine today 
forms the basis for a soap opera plot line next week.21  
 

An example of what Allen is describing is an episode of the show Bones on FOX “the Gamer 

in the Grease,” airing December 3, 2009, which featured prominently in its plot three series 

regulars going to see an advanced screening of the film Avatar.  Avatar was a major cultural 

event, and something with which the majority of viewers would be aware.  There was a lot of 

attention surrounding this movie because it was said to change the way films were to be made 

in the future, the production costs were huge, and it claimed it would become a major 

blockbuster (which it was, breaking records).  Avatar was set to open in America on 
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December 16, 2009, soon after this episode of Bones aired.  Bones utilized Avatar’s 

surrounding hype to connect its world with the real one.  This reference was also a meta 

reference because one of these characters going to see the advanced screening was played by 

one of the major supporting actors of Avatar.  By seeing both Avatar (or at least a prolonged 

trailer) and Bones, viewers would recognize this meta-cultural reference.  Regardless, Bones 

connected with the outside world, and many shows similarly reference current affairs to 

connect its world into the world of the audience.  Sometimes, shows get too close to reality, 

becoming too relevant and have had to be delayed, edited or never aired.  An episode of Buffy 

the Vampire Slayer, “Earshot” (which will be discussed in detail as part of this study) was 

about a high school shooting and was to be aired soon after the 1999 Columbine High School 

shooting occurred.  Producers felt it resonated too much with the incident, so it did not air 

until months later.  Columbine affected several movies, like O, but it did so slightly 

differently due to the prolonged nature of movie production and distribution.  Likewise, an 

episode of Medium, “No One to Watch Over Me,” was affected by the 2007 Virginia Tech 

shootings.  NBC chose to air the episode, but they edited it, taking out the violence and the 

main actors prefaced the episode with their sympathy for what happened and an explanation 

as to why they chose to create this episode and proceed with airing it.22  These shows 

resonated with actual events happening in society, illustrating clearly the level of currency 

that helps define the medium of television.   

Adding to this sense of reality within television is its use for news at anytime, 

especially by the major networks.  Severe weather alerts come across the bottom of shows, 

and television is used as a way of conveying information during emergencies.  Any major 

news event will cut into any program airing, including any major announcements by the 

President or a more localized news story like a car chase.  Weekly, there are tests by the 

emergency broadcast network, showing how television is ready to be the source of 
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information in case of major emergencies.  Reports of the September 11, 2001 attacks broke 

into the airwaves and for many hours were the only information shown on the television.  The 

raw nature of the footage and the prolonged interruption of scheduling not only illustrated the 

severity of the incident but also has been written about and studied as an example of 

television’s use for the news.   

This ability to bring events and shows to television quickly as well as pull them off air 

illustrates the way that television retains its liveness in addition to its association with reality, 

allowing for closeness.  It also makes it easier for shows to connect the world within the show 

to the world outside of television.  All of these characteristics of television create a sense of 

reality, liveness and closeness that can be utilized by the creators for many purposes, 

including cultural comment and meta-television humour, which will be discussed in more 

detail.  These are common tropes within the culture of television and will be important in 

contextualizing the Shakespeare allusions and how they fit into the dramatic structure of the 

text, especially if they are there to connect with the reality of the viewer. 

Closeness 

Television is a close medium, not just metaphorically in the sense of it touching 

reality, but physically as well.  TV sets are in almost every American household, often in 

multiple rooms in the house, including the bedroom.  Television also appears on mobile 

multimedia devices and computers, adding to its ubiquity.  People watch television in their 

own private space, alone yet sharing the experience with millions of viewers.  Shows often go 

on to be aired around the world, making a fan of one show at one time watching alone or with 

just a few intimate friends and at the same time watching with millions of other viewers.  

Viewers do not have to do anything but turn on the television to watch a program, unlike the 

cinema or theatre or other cultural events where the experience includes an entire event 

outside the home.23  Because it is within the home, people do not always put their full 
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attention on television, often utilizing it as background noise in ordinary day-to-day events 

like getting dressed, eating, reading, and doing work.  Because of its place within the 

domestic sphere, television  

is part of a larger environment in which we remain connected even while we 
watch.  As a domestic appliance, television must fit into the social world of the 
family; its sounds and images compete or coexist with whatever else is going 
on in that world and with other activities in which we might be 
engaged…Even if its programs pull us into a level of engagement approaching 
that of cinema or literature, its commercials push us back into the social world 
with their admonitions to leave the television set and go somewhere 
else…Furthermore, it is difficult to separate the television world from the non-
TV world because television occupies such a prominent place in so many of 
our lives.24  
 

Television is a common part of most people’s lives, being at times in the background and 

other times the focal point of attention.  This duality impacts the creation of television shows 

in many ways.  One such characteristic is television’s aural nature. Because it is a domestic 

appliance, “our relationship to the television set is often that of auditor rather than viewer,”25 

so the dialogue and sounds of shows have always been more important than the visual aspects 

of the shows.  Television developed from radio rather than from cinema, which created a 

stress on aural over visual;26 something the lack of budget in television for visual effects also 

influences.  Cinematic filming and visual effects are becoming easier and cheaper, allowing 

for more television shows to utilize them; however, sound is still more important than the 

visuals on television.  Television show creators have to keep in mind the casual viewer, so 

often the dialogue and sound will emphasize when it is important for a viewer to look up at 

the screen.  Creators play with the dichotomies between aural and visual, casual viewer and 

avid viewer by adding references, jokes, or important story information into the background 

of the show to treat the avid viewer.  This creates a tension between a visual and an aural 

reference, which can alter the impact a reference has, what type of reference it is, as well as at 

which audience the reference is directed.  
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Another aspect of television’s closeness is its strong presence within society and the 

emotional lives of audiences.  Unlike most movies, which only last on average two hours and 

are only one-off stories (not counting sequels, etc), television shows become a part of a 

viewer’s life for years. In American television, the typical season for a series is 22-25 

episodes, beginning in September and running through May, with several weeks where new 

episodes will not air due to big events, like sports or holidays.  Successful shows run for 

many seasons, making a show a part of a viewer’s emotional life for years.  Fans discuss plot 

lines with other fans, digesting and dissecting what has happened and what will happen.  The 

internet has added to the ways and ease in which fans can connect with one another, and the 

already mentioned Facebook pages increase the level in which the shows are a part of 

people’s lives.  Favourite television shows are now really part of people’s social network.  

“Water cooler discussions” and other social interactions are riddled with discussions of the 

newest American Idol or episode of a popular show.  Some people will even begin to watch 

shows just to be able to communicate with friends or co-workers.27 The characters become 

like family and fans invest years of their life into following a show.   

Additionally, the narrative structure of a television show fuels the emotional intensity 

of a show through the mini-cliff hangers, the ad breaks, and the lack of full conclusion.  

Television narratives have learned to compensate for and even take advantage 
of inevitable interruptions in various ways.  First, they typically tailor their 
discourse to fit ‘naturally’ around the commercial breaks, so that, for instance, 
the exposition fits before the first break and the coda after the last.  Second, 
shows build their stories to a high point of interest before each break to ensure 
that the audience will stay tuned…28  
 

The in-built tension from the numerous narrative interruptions plays with the emotions of 

audiences, keeping them engaged.  Creators use these breaks to their advantage, often 

providing a small cliffhanger before a commercial break, ensuring the audience will return.  

Likewise, episodes will often end with unresolved issues, especially dramas, leaving 

audiences to ponder what will happen next week.  It is the success of the shows that have 
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these kinds of hooks for audiences that has given rise of the hybrid serial.  In order to keep 

audiences engaged and coming back, creators of the shows utilize these ongoing, unresolved 

plot lines and trailers shown at the end of the episode to capture audiences.  Speaking about 

soap operas, Robert Allen states “These gaps leave plenty of time for viewers to discuss with 

each other both the possible meanings of what has happened thus far as well as what might 

happen next,”29 and it is the same for any show.  There is hardly any show on television 

anymore that is completely a stand-alone show.  Shows ranging from news to reality to 

sitcoms and drama incorporate aspects of the serial form to keep audiences coming back.  

Audiences are often left for three months over a summer wondering what happened to their 

favourite characters and what will change in the next season.   

All of this intrigue fuels fan discussions and the average fan will spend countless 

amount of time and energy mulling over their favourite shows, either alone, online or with 

friends.  There are internet sites, Facebook fan pages, fan sites, blogs, podcasts, as well as 

magazines like Entertainment Weekly that assist the viewer in being informed of news and 

speculating what will happen, as well as providing the occasional spoiler.  The trailers for the 

shows are an important aspect of this.  Clips from the next episode are chosen to create a 

trailer of what is to come, and if there is anything that could seem like a major event, it will 

be included.  The best example is when there is a typical male/female partnership that is 

platonic but riddled with sexual tension (a will they/won’t they trope), and anytime there is 

anything remotely sexual in an episode, it is in the trailer, only to typically be nothing but 

causing major fan speculation in the time leading up the episode.  For example, Bones leaked 

information that its two protagonists, Booth and Bones, a typical will they/won’t they couple, 

would end up together in the fourth season finale, “The End in the Beginning.”  They did, but 

it was a dream that occurred while Booth was in a coma and they were not their typical 

selves, living in a slightly different reality.  This example is typical of how innocent, little 
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moments will be exaggerated and used to tantalize an audience, increasing television’s 

percolation into the viewer’s life.  Viewers use these little moments and spoilers to speculate, 

leading to many hours of their lives spent pondering and feeling for their favourite characters, 

demonstrating the emotional power of television.  Television is physically close due to its 

proximity within the house and is even more so now with mobile devices, and it is 

emotionally close with fans emotionally invested in shows for years.  The closeness and 

importance of television in people’s life becomes something utilized by creators of shows, 

therefore becoming an important aspect of television to include when dissecting a show and 

potentially affecting how the audience digests the references. 

Importance of Network, Genre and Audience 

Creation of a show and production of an episode depend on the network, the genre, 

and the intended audience.  In American television, networks play an important role in the 

creation of an episode because they are the ones backing it financially.  Although the actual 

funding of American television is complicated, with networks only paying half of production 

cost and relying on syndication and advertisements for the rest of the money in addition to the 

rise of the conglomerate studios,30 for the purpose of this paper the funding source will be 

simplified to network since that is the power behind the funding and creation of the shows.  

What network a show ends up on can create its success or demise.  For example, a highly 

creative, critically acclaimed show, the Middleman, debuted in the summer of 2008 on a 

basic cable network, ABC Family.  It was based on a comic book and filled with meta-comic 

allusions, thereby providing a built-in niche audience.  It was also well written and amusing 

to watch, which would have added to its audience.  Unfortunately, it was aired on the 

network ABC Family, a station more known for teen and family dramas, therefore not tuned 

into by the intended and ideal audience.  Brian Lowry stated in his review for Variety, 

“Actually, this series could potentially work on any number of networks, and it's almost too 
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smart for the room at ABC Family…”31 although he does go on to say it should work on the 

network.  The ideal and intended audiences for the Middleman do not watch ABC Family and 

so probably never knew it existed, thereby giving the show the death sentence, lasting for one 

short, summer season.  Whether it would have worked on another network cannot be 

determined, but another cable network like SyFy that already airs similar shows attracting the 

intended audience might have altered the fate of the show.  The Middleman demonstrates 

how important the network is to a series, especially as most of the time a network sticks with 

a certain type of show leading to each network having a certain reputation, which can affect 

viewership.  This is just one example of the narrowcasting happening in television and how 

the network and slot a show has is even more important in modern television culture.   

Because audiences tend to mostly watch only the networks airing their favourite 

shows, creating brand loyalty, it is difficult for networks to branch out to new audiences.  

Sometimes networks will advertise their shows on sister networks, but even that is a narrow 

field.  Subsequently, a show that does not fit within the network’s audience can fail and 

networks tend to only produce the same kind of shows for the audience they already have.  

All networks, even the basic networks, have a certain signature and reputation they want to 

create, especially on certain nights, creating a “high branding” culture of networks.32  For 

example, for many years NBC had “Must See TV” on Thursday nights, a night of popular 

sitcoms.  CBS, the “Tiffany” network, is now known for crime dramas.  Fox is often ridiculed 

for producing trash, especially reality shows, although it is also known for smart, sarcastic 

shows like The Simpsons.  The CW creates shows aimed at a teen audience, often about 

young people.  Cable networks are even more specialized, with stations like Lifetime—

Television for Women, Spike TV for men, and SyFy.  SyFy is an interesting example because 

it recently altered its title and image from Sci-Fi to SyFy so that it could better brand itself 

and have a broader array of shows.  
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Although we love the name Sci Fi, because it's a generic term, we can never 
own it. As the way people watch TV changes, that's becoming a growing issue 
for us… SyFy is also our way of getting our unique programming point of 
view across (see next answer). As you may have noticed, we've always aired 
shows that many people wouldn't consider strictly science fiction: Fantasy, 
paranormal, etc. SyFy is a way to recognize that, and a way to make our 
programming more accessible to a broader audience.33 
   

Therefore, the type of shows networks buy and create will be influenced by the reputation 

and appearance they want to create.  Because of the power of the network, it heavily 

influences the type of show and tone of show, which can in turn affect the use of references.  

Therefore, at times it may be important to remember the creators behind the shows, including 

the network, when dissecting and looking at the references. 

Besides the network, the other important part in the creation of a show is its intended 

genre and audience.  Television has many genres that are constantly in flux and combining.  

The genre impacts how a show is produced, how and to whom it is advertised, and how it is 

categorized in the TV guide and similar entities.  It also sometimes plays a factor in deciding 

on which network it airs, what time, what day of the week, along side which shows it airs, 

and against which shows it competes.  The genre also impacts how a television show is 

filmed.  Sitcoms are typically single camera and filmed before a live studio audience.  They 

also typically are located in only one or two places, making the sets simple and inexpensive.  

Sitcoms are changing with shows like Modern Family and the Office creating a different style 

of sitcom.  New sitcoms also are no longer stand alone, episodic shows.  Instead, they 

incorporate ongoing relationship plots in order to keep audiences hooked and coming back 

each week, although the action may be stand-alone.34  Dramas tend to be broader, filmed 

more cinematically and on location.  However, it is becoming harder to categorize based 

upon genre, as hybrid shows are becoming more popular.35  For the purpose of this 

discussion, genre will be important for comparative analysis and demonstrating the different 

uses of references; however, genre discussion is not meant to be definitive.  Different types of 
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shows can use the references differently or similarly, which will be looked at in detail when 

looking at the case examples and types of Shakespeare references.   

Genre also impacts the discussion between innovative and formulaic television.  Most 

television shows can be categorized into a genre, and television is often disregarded as being 

bland, formulaic, and generic in the sense of adhering to the formal rules of genre.  John 

Fiske and John Hartley in their book on television state: “Television, a highly conventional 

medium, constantly uses signs that teeter on the brink of becoming clichés.”36  Although 

there is innovation on television, it is a medium full of conventions, stereotypes, clichés, 

genres, tropes and formulas.  Shows either follow them or consciously break the rules, often 

both in the current, post-broadcast era of television.  Because of funding, networks try to play 

it safe, and generic formulaic shows are often the less risky option.  However, genres are 

continuously changing.  Often a well-received, innovative show will be a hit, leading to 

copies and a new formula is born, demonstrating the continuous, growing nature of 

television.  Whether a show is trying to be innovative or whether it is formulaic changes the 

process of reading how it utilizes other narrative devices, like Shakespeare references.  

Intended audience and demographics also impact the production of a series.  

Networks care about demographics because that is what sets the cost of advertisement and 

thereby provides funding.  Every creator of an episode has an intended audience in mind, 

since:  

every story is constructed around a set of assumptions the teller makes about 
his or her audience: what they know or don’t know; what their attitudes are 
toward certain groups of people; why they are willing to listen to the story to 
begin with; how it is likely to fit in with other stories or jokes they might have 
heard.37  
 

The intended audience can be difficult to define, but there is often a certain demographic that 

creators desire.  When dissecting references, intended audience can be important.  Often, 

references are very generic so that everyone can understand them.  The more obscure 
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references are added for a different audience, making it important to keep this intended 

audience in mind when reading an episode and its use of Shakespeare.  Audience is important 

to receiving the message, as Morley states: 

Whether or not a programme succeeds in transmitting the preferred or 
dominant meaning will depend on whether it encounters readers who inhabit 
codes and ideologies derived from other institution areas which correspond to 
and work in parallel with those of the programme, or whether it encounters 
readers who inhabit codes drawn from other areas or institutions which 
conflict to a greater or lesser extent with those of the programme.38  
 

In order to be successful, the codes and signs must be recognized and understood by the 

audience.  Audiences are familiar with references and allusions, making them literate and 

able to understand them.  Shakespeare becomes an ideal tool to use for these references 

because the audience has the ability to easily unpack the references, as will be further 

discussed.  The creators have a certain receptive audience in mind when they create their 

shows, and it is for the intended audience that they choose to reference Shakespeare in a 

particular way.   

The intended audience is often the fans, a significant aspect of television shows with 

ever increasing power.  They can bring back shows, make shows into movies, keep shows 

alive, and create fan fiction, among other actions.  It is because of fans that shows like Sex 

and the City, The Simpsons, Firefly, the X-Files and now Arrested Development were made 

into movies.  The first film version of Sex and the City had an unexpected, very large opening 

weekend largely due to its pre-existing fan base, although it was also partly because movie 

executives do not realize the power of the female demographic.  The internet has also made it 

easier for fans and creators to communicate.  Creators of shows will often read the posts and 

emails from fans and sometimes alter plots or include special events just for fans.  Joss 

Whedon, creator of Buffy the Vampire Slayer, Angel, Firefly and Dollhouse, is renowned for 

this type of interaction with audiences.39  Although it is beyond the scope of this dissertation 

to actually engage extensively with real viewers of the shows, there will be points in the 
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analysis where the intended viewer will be discussed, as well as important aspects of fandom.  

Intended audiences play a vital role in the creation of television programming and 

subsequently, the way a show and reference is read. 

Postmodernism 

Shakespeare references and appropriations are an important tool on television, 

especially due to its postmodern characteristics.  “[T]elevision is frequently referred to as the 

quintessence of postmodern culture, and postmodernism is just as frequently written off as 

mere ‘television culture.’”40  Television has many qualities that make it an ideal postmodern 

medium, especially the common practice of many programs to include intertextuality and 

pastiche, important features of postmodernism.  Television’s aforementioned segmented 

structure adds to its embodiment of postmodernism.  Because these properties are so common 

in television programmes, making them almost intrinsic, it creates audiences that are well 

aware and literate of the intertextuality and television formulas.41  Intertextuality is an 

important characteristic of television, and it is one of the most important characteristics to 

this project.  The uses of intertextuality on television can be likened to a language:  

Texts make sense because of our past textual experiences, literacy and 
knowledge.  At a basic level, for instance, if we are new to a language, we can 
only decode small parts of anything that we read or hear.  But fluency extends 
beyond mere vocabulary and grammar, to visual, imagistic, and artistic 
literacy and experience.  As such, intertextuality—the inescapable links 
between texts—creates added meaning.42  
 

Due to decades of use, becoming a common trait, viewers are now fluent in this language of 

postmodernism and intertextuality found on television.  These references are used to help add 

substance and information into the episode quickly because of the resonances and 

associations surrounding them.  Audiences are able to take the brief segments and plots 

provided in the text and draw upon previous texts and allusions to then fill in the gaps.43    

Creators take advantage of this literacy and utilize referencing and intertextuality to add 

substance and density, often relying on the audience’s ability to fill in the gaps.  The viewer 
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brings in their knowledge of other texts and links the allusions and references to these texts, 

creating one way in which the audience connects with the show.44  Being forced to unpack 

references, even though it is often a subconscious action, audiences are brought further into 

the world of television, allowing them to connect with their favourite characters and for 

reality and fiction to interact.  The intertextuality on television is an important aspect of 

Shakespeare’s utilization on television, as it is this postmodern characteristic that often 

allows for the referencing to Shakespeare.  These references come from a variety of sources, 

and Shakespeare is one common source.  Because of Shakespeare’s popularity, history within 

popular culture and consciousness, and the variety of plays, he becomes a vast mine from 

which to find quotes and references.  However, the ones used tend to be from a small 

selection, as will be further examined. 

Within the postmodern characteristics of television are two other important aspects: 

appropriation and meta humour.  As Charles Whitney states, “appropriation has become an 

intrinsic aspect of postmodernism.”45  This type of sampling has many names, but they all 

perform the same action.46  The references add substance and density to the television text, 

making sampling and appropriating major texts, like Shakespeare, common practice on 

television.  As this study will show, it is these small references to Shakespeare that make 

Shakespeare an important tool for television creators to use.  These postmodern allusions 

need to contain a certain element of disguise, not becoming too obvious so that the viewer 

must do some of the work and feel proud for recognizing the allusions.47  Shakespeare is a 

text to which most people are familiar, making him a great resource for this type of 

intertextual allusion.  Allusion and intertextuality are very important elements of television, 

and it is in these contexts that Shakespeare is typically found on television. 

Meta humour is becoming more and more important in television.  Metaculture 

discourse, as defined by Mulhern, is “that in which culture, in whatever form, speaks of itself.  
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More precisely, it is discourse in which culture addresses its own generality and conditions of 

existence.”48  Now that there is a long history of television and its generic forms, shows can 

self-consciously mock them, knowing that the audience has the knowledge necessary to 

understand the meta humour.49  Self-conscious referencing, the most common of the meta 

humour found on television, of either individual shows or television in general has become a 

popular type of humour in current television series.  “Among the features of television which 

mark postmodernism are self-consciousness, irony and the pastiche or imitation of familiar 

conventions, formats and structures…”50  One current example of a postmodern show full of 

meta-cultural references is Community, a sitcom well aware of its generic tropes that often 

mocks them.  One example of its self-consciousness is the episode “Investigative Journalism” 

where Jack Black guest starred as another student wanting to join the study group.  The 

premise of the show is that a group of strangers formed a study group for their Spanish 101 

class, becoming close friends, making their study group exclusive.  The show has a regular 

timing where there is a brief segment, the opening credits, then the narrative continues.  At 

the end of the regular opening segment, Jack Black says, “I’m sure you guys have a natural 

rapport and timing and you know you’re scared that adding a new member might throw 

everything off of its natural,” then the opening credits play, and then he finishes his 

statement, “rhythm, but I feel like I know you guys already…” after the credits, showing they 

are aware of their formula.51  This occurs in the first episode after the season break for the 

Christmas holidays, making this even more a self-conscious action since the plot is about a 

new semester, corresponding with a new season of shows.  This disruption of the regular way 

the show runs stresses the formulaic quality of the sitcom, because by unsettling the norm it 

becomes jarring.  Just as the new character disrupts the group in the narrative, he also disrupts 

the formulaic nature of the show, demonstrating the self-awareness of the creators of 

Community.  There are many similar occurrences on Community, and The Simpsons is a 
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widely recognized show that also similarly mocks itself and its generic tropes.  Tone and the 

uses of irony and parody are also important when reading a television show and its meta 

references. It is also important to distinguish between using these tones throughout the entire 

series or within one episode or even one part of one episode.   

These aspects of television work together to create the episodes and series.  Some of 

these aspects will be addressed again when discussing the individual episodes while others 

only provide contextualization and therefore will not be mentioned again.  Because of the 

intricate nature of television creation, each aspect discussed is in the background of every 

episode and so needs to be understood for contextualization of this argument.  The creation of 

the episodes also can affect which use and type of Shakespeare reference is employed.  As 

discussed, television has a slightly different narrative structure from other media due to its 

segmented nature.  This segmentation has led to more hybridity and serialization, affecting 

the types of shows being created.  Because networks have to compete harder for audiences, 

and repeat viewing is common, shows can be denser.  The plots can be more intricate, and the 

amount of and scope of references can increase.  This also widens the gap between active and 

casual viewers.  These aspects of television create the current culture of TV and so are 

important when reading and discussing the episodes and series.  Some of these areas are more 

associated with Shakespeare references, as already highlighted in these discussions and will 

be further discussed while looking closer at examples.  The changes occurring in American 

television found within the shows discussed create an exciting time in television production.  

Although this work does not have the time or the scope to look at shows outside the 

parameters for comparative purposes, Shakespeare definitely has a place on American TV in 

the 1990s and early 2000s, as will be shown. 
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Chapter 2:  Shakespeare on Television 

Now that the culture of television has been discussed, establishing a framework for an 

analysis of episodes, it is important to contextualize the current contention within the existing 

literature as well as to define categories for the larger argument.  For this study, television’s 

abundant use of intertextual references will be the focus, especially in association with 

Shakespeare, although other important aspects of television studies will be further drawn 

upon in the close examinations.  As discussed, references feature prominently in television, 

and Shakespeare is a common source from which to draw for these references.  There are 

several types of appropriations of Shakespeare found on television that can be categorized 

into two major uses.  These are featured in this argument and need to be defined before being 

examined in detail through examples to see if there are any connection to the type of 

reference, the genre of the show, and the use of the reference within the narrative structure.  

First, however, it is important to place this study within the larger scholarship surrounding 

Shakespeare in television in order to see the history, context, and particularly the gaps within 

this area of scholarship.  Television is a mass medium and part of popular culture, making it 

often associated with film and new media studies, as well as studies on mass media and 

popular culture in general.  Therefore the scholarship discussed will not only include 

Shakespeare on television but also will draw on Shakespeare in film, new media and popular 

culture. 

Current Shakespeare and Popular Culture Scholarship 

Most of the scholarship surrounding Shakespeare on television concentrates on the 

plays adapted and produced for television, especially the BBC versions filmed and released in 

the 1980s.  These articles typically focus on what television can do for Shakespeare’s plays.  

This is a direction that tends to ignore how Shakespeare plays can become a device for 

television creation, which is the focus of this argument.  These articles about Shakespeare on 
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television typically concentrate on a filmed adaptation of a play produced for television, with 

the spotlight on whether television is an apt medium and whether the adaptation was 

successful.  Jim Bulman and HR Coursen’s book Shakespeare on Television is a typical 

example of this type of scholarship and was one of the first major works to focus on 

Shakespeare on television and is still one of the few volumes devoted solely to Shakespeare 

on television.  It is a compilation of articles written in the 1980s about Shakespeare on 

television, most of which are centred on the BBC Shakespeare.52  This initial discourse 

focused on the plays being produced for a television audience with television as a medium 

and tool to spread Shakespeare to wider audiences, a concentration that still dominates in 

more recent scholarship. Another important volume devoted to Shakespeare and television is 

Shakespeare on Screen: Television Shakespeare: Essays in Honour of Michele Willems, 

edited by Sarah Hatchuel and Nathalie Vienne-Guerrin.  Published in 2008, this compilation 

is devoted entirely to Shakespeare on television, something that is still rare; however, it still 

largely focuses on television adaptations of plays, thus falling into the narrow concentration 

traps discussed.53  There are several other similar examples, of which a selection can be 

found in the bibliography of this work.  Often the idea of Shakespeare on television is 

associated with adaptation and filmed versions of the plays; therefore, that is the focus of the 

majority of scholarship.  There is not much writing featuring the use of Shakespeare in 

pieces, especially on television.  Although the adaptations of Shakespeare on television are 

important cultural devices and help Shakespeare connect to a mass audience, making this 

type of scholarship important, it is too often the focus, omitting an important aspect of 

Shakespeare on television.   

Recently, there has been a movement to explore Shakespeare appropriation within a 

series or episode of a television program.  However, these relatively few works only focus on 

the influence of a play or character on the show and/or episode, often leading to comparisons 
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of the television shows being discussed to one or more of Shakespeare’s plays.  Again, it is 

too narrowly focused on Shakespeare at the centre, often leading to arguments for 

legitimizing or bestowing quality to the show because they are now “Shakespearean,” instead 

of looking at the use of Shakespeare references as a tool for other media, something which 

will be a focus of this study.  Examples of this type of criticism are Craig Donne’s article on 

Star Trek that discusses Shakespeare’s use in legitimizing Star Trek and giving it a higher 

status,54 Jody Malcolm’s article on CSI Miami where she compares CSI: Miami’s Horatio to 

that of Hamlet,55 Sharon Yang’s article on the X-Files that likens Mulder and Scully to 

Hamlet and Horatio and discusses the uses and other similarities of Hamlet,56 and Sylvaine 

Bataille’s article on the influence of Shakespeare’s Julius Caesar and Antony and Cleopatra 

on HBO’s Rome.57  A significant problem with this type of scholarship is that typically it is 

the reader of the television show finding the Shakespeare resonances within the shows and 

interpreting based upon their own knowledge, prejudices, and desires rather than looking at 

shows with explicit Shakespeare references.  Often the parallels these scholars find to 

Shakespeare are actually universal plots that happen to resonate with Shakespeare and 

therefore are easily associated with his work.  Sometimes, these works do use episodes that 

explicitly reference Shakespeare, yet the authors are too quick to show how this makes the 

television show good quality, or “Shakespearean” rather than just demonstrating how 

Shakespeare is used within the narrative structure of the show. 

Some scholarship examines the use of Shakespeare on television for children and 

teens in order to introduce and teach them about Shakespeare, discussing such shows as 

Wishbone, Sesame Street, and Shakespeare: the Animated Tales.  These articles and books 

provide an important aspect to Shakespeare television studies; however, they heavily 

concentrate on adaptation and large appropriation of the plays themselves, with a focus on the 

similarities and differences between the original and the new rather than exploring small 



 32 

references.  This is a similar focus to that on the BBC Shakespeare discussed.  Articles about 

Shakespeare on television also use the examination of Shakespeare on television as a 

springboard to reflect on larger cultural studies, frequently discussing the high/low culture 

dichotomy and legitimization of popular culture, something that is also common in 

appropriation and popular culture studies of Shakespeare. 

Another thread of scholarship associated with television Shakespeare is that of 

Shakespeare appropriation in popular culture and mass media.  Douglas Lanier’s Shakespeare 

and Modern Popular Culture is a great introductory text on the study of Shakespeare 

appropriation in modern culture.  His discussion spans a wide range of appropriation types 

and mediums, largely focusing on Shakespeare’s place within the high culture/low culture 

dichotomy and how his work is thus utilized within popular culture.  In this text, Lanier says 

Shakespeare’s purpose within popular culture is: 

to create meaning…Shakespeare’s appearance in pop culture typically 
involves interplay between two cultural systems—high and pop—that operate 
in parallel realms, two bodies of reference, sets of cultural institutions, canons 
of aesthetic standards, modes of constructing cultural authority…but at its 
heart is a contest for authority between the two cultural systems and the 
institutional interests they represent.58  
 

This passage exemplifies his discussion of the use of Shakespeare in popular culture.  He 

largely sees Shakespeare appropriation as a way for popular culture to either legitimize itself 

or to comment on the high/low culture debate.  Like many scholars focusing on a cultural 

level, the argument surrounding the references focuses on either legitimacy or other political, 

social, or cultural arguments rather than looking at them as an instrument within the medium 

itself.  Another important popular culture scholar is Richard Burt, who studies many different 

types of Shakespeare appropriation.  Unlike many scholars, Burt does realize the importance 

of the small references that are often dismissed.  His scholarship on these references is 

represented in the encyclopaedia Shakespeares After Shakespeare, an important aid to this 

study.59  Burt also dismisses the high culture/low culture dichotomy, especially as a political 
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device:  

Most instances of Shakespeare in mass media do not have sufficient 
hermeneutic density to qualify as politically transgressive…I think they do 
have value, however, in suggesting a different way of thinking about 
Shakespeare and mass media, one that focuses on both communications 
technologies as obsolete, ephemeral, dated, and schlocky, and on the personal 
collection rather than on the politics of exclusion and public access.60  
 

Aspects of Burt’s work float around the background of this research, as he often discusses the 

small references of Shakespeare in popular culture.  However, he still writes from a cultural 

studies angle while this work is using a television studies angle, which is largely overlooked.  

Burt’s scholarship is trying to move on from many of the common traps discussed, yet much 

of his work is still focused upon the cultural uses of Shakespeare, although he does admit in 

his introduction to US Television in his Shakespeares After Shakespeare the severe lack of 

this type of research.61  Uses of Shakespeare in popular culture can be hermeneutically dense, 

although not within a political or cultural sense.  The references are supposed to relate back 

to Shakespeare in order for the audience to fill in the gaps.  Even when references are only 

one word, they can carry multiple meanings providing a density, as will be discussed, making 

them a tool for creating new stories and imparting important details.   

 Although Burt seems to want to depart from cultural uses of Shakespeare, his 

scholarship remains on a cultural level, usually using these appropriations to illustrate how 

minorities and the underrepresented use Shakespeare.  Burt also typically concentrates on 

film more than TV, although like Lanier, he does cite some important examples.  These 

popular culture scholars focus on culture in general rather than on the use of Shakespeare as a 

tool within the medium, so their work tends to be politically charged and focusing on how 

Shakespeare is used culturally rather than for his employment as a device in creating other 

media, like television.  These cultural studies, like adaptation studies, are an important field; 

however, they also have too narrow of a focus on adaptation at the expense of seeing how 

Shakespeare is used within in the medium of television.  Like Lanier and Burt, a large 
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percentage of studies that focus on Shakespeare in modern popular culture centre on these 

types of issues, especially associated with the recent film adaptations in the late 1990s and 

early 2000s: Baz Luhrmann’s William Shakespeare’s Romeo + Juliet, Michael Almereyda’s 

Hamlet, 10 Things I Hate about You, O, She’s the Man and Shakespeare in Love.  The 

majority of this scholarship looks at either these films as adaptations and/or the larger cultural 

implications of Shakespeare appropriation, often using a close reading to show how these 

films are different from the text and to demonstrate various social issues.   

 New media has also become a popular topic within the realm of Shakespeare and 

popular culture scholarship.  These writings examine how new media can be utilized to teach 

and share Shakespeare by capitalizing on the Shaksper discussion board, YouTube videos of 

Shakespeare, and digital versions of plays.  Television is often grouped with the other popular 

culture forms like film and new media.  However, the appropriations of Shakespeare within 

scripted television are regularly overlooked, typically only studied when a play is adapted and 

filmed for television.  Similar to the scholarship of Shakespeare on television, the trend in 

popular culture scholarship is to focus on the plays as a whole being adapted and 

appropriated in a large way rather than focusing on the small, almost overlooked allusions 

and references to Shakespeare that represent another very important cultural heritage of 

Shakespeare: his linguistic and conceptual legacy.   

 There are a few articles beginning to look at the small references to Shakespeare, like a 

chapter in Julie Sander’s Shakespeare and Music,62 Kay Smith’s “Hamlet, part Eight: the 

Revenge or Sampling Shakespeare in a Postmodern World,”63 and, as mentioned, some of 

Burt’s work.  However, those that study small references have yet to significantly do so for 

television, here again leaving largely unexplored the way in which Shakespeare is used in 

creating television programs.  Although this work will sometimes look at the large 

appropriations of Shakespeare within a certain episode of a show, the emphasis will be on the 
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small quotes, allusions and references that could almost be missed and may even be 

misappropriations of Shakespeare but that nonetheless represent his cultural legacy and how 

he is still alive in the 21st Century. 

Shakespeare Defined 

Now that the gap in scholarship has been highlighted, demonstrating where this piece 

fits within the scholarship, it is important to define “Shakespeare” for the purpose of this 

paper before identifying the types of appropriations and categories that will be used for the 

close examinations.  “Shakespeare” and “Shakespearean” have become convoluted terms that 

can mean the man, the works, the time period and even a certain quality of work.  Marjorie 

Garber discusses this phenomenon in her book Shakespeare and Modern Culture: 

“’Shakespearean’ is now an all-purpose adjective, meaning great, tragic, or resonant: it’s 

applied to events, people, and emotions, whether or not they have any real relevance to 

Shakespeare.”64  These multiple associations of “Shakespeare” mean that not only do the 

language of the plays, the character names, the plot of the plays and the man himself have the 

potential to be appropriated in various ways, but so does the idea of “Shakespeare.”  

Shakespeare has the ability to be appropriated in so many forms because his canon 

encompasses such a wide, diverse subject matter and language from which to draw.  Stephen 

Greenblatt speaks of Shakespeare's work as enduring because of their flexibility: "The 

fantastic diffusion and long life of Shakespeare's works depends on their extraordinary 

malleability.”65  Greenblatt highlights one of the reasons Shakespeare can be used so much 

by television: his works are flexible in their meanings and therefore can be utilized for a 

variety of meanings and mediums.  Shakespeare’s diversity has been called universality by 

many scholars, and this diversity has allowed Shakespeare to be reinvented by each new 

generation, being formed into what each new society wants from him and his works, a 

phenomenon explored in Gary Taylor’s Reinventing Shakespeare: a Cultural History, from 
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the Restoration to the Present.66  S. Schoenbaum’s Shakespeare’s Lives similarly looks at 

different versions of Shakespeare throughout history, although he concentrates more on the 

prominent scholars than on Shakespeare.67  HR Coursen discusses Shakespeare’s 

adaptability: “[t]o say that Shakespeare is timeless is to utter an aphorism only half true.  

Shakespeare’s seeming timelessness results from his ability to change with the times, to 

survive, even thrive, in different formats and in media undreamt of in his dramaturgy.”68  

Shakespeare’s malleability allows for him to remain alive in cultural consciousness as well as 

be utilized by new mediums in a variety of ways.  By using Shakespeare, his works are both 

remembered and uplifted as cultural capital as well as being challenged, allowing 

Shakespeare to remain a valuable cultural capital.69  The multiple uses of Shakespeare retain 

the malleability of his works, leading to constant reuse.  

The other main aspect making Shakespeare an ideal mine for references is that a wide 

audience will recognize references to him and his works because Shakespeare is a language 

“we all understand.”70  Television is a postmodern medium filled with intertextual references, 

and in order to successfully quote or reference a text, the audience must recognize it.71  The 

audience must have enough “cultural competence” to understand the reference,72 and 

Shakespeare has enough familiarity and cultural capital to be an ideal candidate.  Speaking of 

many of the humorous references in the film Scotland PA, Anthony Hoefer says “[u]nlike the 

efforts of Olivier, Branagh and Pacino, Morrissette’s film does not attempt to introduce 

Shakespeare to a new audience.  Rather, it works only if and because the audience brings 

with them a prior familiarity with the text.”73  Scotland PA can be likened to the small 

appropriations found on television.  They are placed there with the intention of the audience 

having the prior knowledge of Shakespeare in order to understand, acknowledge, and unpack 

the references, although typically unconsciously.  Even the most obscure references are only 

successful when the audience recognizes them.  Because the writers and creators depend 
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upon audiences understanding the references, all of Shakespeare’s plays become frequently 

utilized because they are familiar, although the majority of Shakespeare references come 

from the popular plays and already idiomatic quotations.  William Uricchio and Roberta 

Pearson discussed this trend when looking at Shakespeare in silent movies, “[m]embers of all 

social formations, recognizing key social phrases and scenes, could participate in the 

overarching appropriation of Shakespeare for the purposes of consensus building.”74  

Uricchio and Pearson believe Shakespeare can be used because all members of the audience 

will understand and therefore not feel excluded.  Similarly, television writers know that when 

they use Shakespeare, the wide audience will comprehend these references, an important 

aspect when creating a show for a mass market.  Although Pearson and Uricchio are 

discussing the plays in the full form, the same context works even when Shakespeare is in 

pieces.  Shakespeare’s familiarity comes from being valued and utilized for generations, 

providing a sense of stability.  Although the appropriations and uses change, certain aspects 

of Shakespeare remain constant, so creators can rely upon the audience understanding the 

reference.75  Additionally, these references when used remain within the stereotyped 

interpretations and uses of the plays or quotes.  When something more obscure is used, it is 

given its own interpretation for the audience, making it remain easy for the audience to 

understand.  This makes it easy for these Shakespeare references to be utilized as a tool to 

impart the surrounding clichés and knowledge quickly.   

Shakespeare’s identification mostly comes from being taught in schools, but it is also 

a circular phenomenon because his numerous popular culture uses make certain phrases, 

ideas, plays and plots a type of universal knowledge, even if the audience has never actually 

read Shakespeare.  Gary Taylor comments on this occurrence in his Afterword to Christy 

Desmet’s anthology on appropriation, saying: “Most Americans know by heart a few tags 

from Shakespeare’s plays, even if they have not read them.”76  Likewise, Kay Smith states 
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“Shakespeare is the only author of world reputation who could be used and abused in this 

way. Everybody in our ever-widening English-speaking world is expected to recognize a 

little Shakespeare.”77  Although Shakespeare is not the only author with the ability to be thus 

utilized, he is a major source because of the diversity of his works.  The perpetual use of 

Shakespeare references has made it so that, as Burt pointed out:  

Most people, like the character Cher in Clueless (dir. Amy Checkering, 1996), 
now come to Shakespeare first not through his texts but through some visual 
representation of them—a film, an advertisement, or a subgenre of fiction such 
as teen comedies, science fiction, or Harlequin romances.78  
 

Therefore, because of his abundant use, audiences are not surprised by Shakespeare 

references but instead are versed in them; thereby, they have the knowledge to read, 

recognize, and understand them, something upon which the writers rely. 

Categories of Television’s Shakespeare Appropriations 

There are several characteristic Shakespeare appropriations that can be categorized 

into two main uses: lengthy references for enactment and/or learning and shorter references 

used for shorthand.  Within these broad categories there are smaller types of references, and 

although there are grey areas, each typical type of appropriation fits into one of these major 

uses of Shakespeare reference.  This work will take each of these major uses and demonstrate 

them through examples from popular American television scripted programmes from 1990-

2010.  By categorizing the Shakespeare references by the use of the reference, it will 

determine how certain types of appropriation are used in a similar fashion as well as 

demonstrating connections between the types of shows that use Shakespeare references.  The 

typical types of references found will be further defined and categorized before finally 

moving into close examination of actual uses of Shakespeare references in select television 

episodes.   
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Long Form Appropriation 

The main type of appropriation found in these uses is direct quotation.  It is very 

common for a television episode to pilfer some of Shakespeare’s language in order to convey 

a concept or idea, and these direct quotations are further divided into two types.  One is long 

quotation, which is most often associated with school and/or theatre.  The other type is 

smaller quotes used for shorthand, which will be discussed in a later section.  The uses of 

long quotation of Shakespeare are typically found in school or theatre situations, sometimes 

both, reflecting Shakespeare’s common position in society.  When Shakespeare quotes are 

used in school settings, it is often teenagers in high school learning about Shakespeare in 

class, with either a classmate or the teacher reading long passages from a Shakespearean play 

followed by a discussion about the play.  This is especially significant because although most 

teen shows take place in school, the actual classroom is hardly ever featured, giving anytime 

the classroom and education appear extra significance.  Therefore, when the creators of a 

television episode choose to include teaching within a classroom, what happens often has 

importance to the rest of the episode as a whole.  When Shakespeare or his plays appear as a 

subject in the show, it often leads to using the Shakespeare plays to add to the central themes 

of the episode or use the plot of the play for the particular episode.  For example, in the “Out 

of Sight, Out of Mind” episode of Buffy the Vampire Slayer, Buffy is in English class 

learning and discussing The Merchant of Venice, and this discussion highlights an important 

aspect of the central theme of the episode as well as adding resonances of Merchant to the 

plot of the episode, as will be discussed in detail.   

The other place Shakespeare gets quoted at length is in the theatre with characters 

either watching a performance, or more typically enacting a play.  Often this is also found 

within a school environment, although sometimes it is community theatre or a professional 

production.  Unlike in the smaller quotations of Shakespeare, these larger quotations remain 
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embedded and associated with the larger plays themselves.  They are also given a certain 

reading that then surrounds the rest of the episode, although it can still be clichéd.  These 

longer quotations and uses can be from a more obscure play or a different interpretation of 

the play than is common.  Because of the length of the quotation and reference the desired 

version is provided for the audience.  These interpretations and uses are still short and 

simplified, helping to stress important aspects of the episode in which they are used.  This 

understanding forced upon the play means that the reference can still be successful without 

relying upon extensive knowledge by the audience. 

The use of larger quotations of Shakespeare often accompanies a parallel plot to 

Shakespeare.  This type of appropriation is the type more widely studied, although typically 

the examples of programs written about do not explicitly quote Shakespeare at large and use 

it to enhance the plot or theme, unlike this study which will focus on shows that use 

substantial quotations of Shakespeare in addition to having plots that may parallel 

Shakespeare’s.  Television shows will often use an episode where the characters are putting 

on a play or referencing the play heavily to then have their own lives parallel the plot of the 

play in some manner, reflecting how the play remains as a background to the rest of the 

episode.  Sometimes the parallels will be more obscure or slight, requiring a close reading to 

reveal the parallels.  These more obscure appropriations of the plot often lead to scholarship 

comparing the television shows with a Shakespeare play, like the articles exploring CSI: 

Miami, Rome, and the X-Files discussed earlier, and these type of appropriations invoke the 

question, is it really appropriating Shakespeare or is it just utilizing a tried and trusted trope?  

Shakespeare did not invent most of his plots, and there are only so many types of plots with 

which a creator of fiction can work.  Most works of fiction follow a familiar story line, even 

though they may tell the story differently or create a new spin on an old story.  What truly 

distinguishes a piece of art is the language and how the dramatic structure unravels, not the 
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plot.  Therefore, just because a show has a parallel to a Shakespeare play does not 

automatically make it a Shakespeare appropriation.  Language, references and homage are 

what make it a self-conscious Shakespeare allusion.  Just because one can compare a 

Shakespeare play to a television show does not mean this connection was meant to be there.  

A close reading of a story that has similar resonances to a Shakespeare play may cause the 

reader to conclude that the story is supposed to parallel Shakespeare even if the creators of 

the story did not have any intentions to parallel or allude to Shakespeare.  Therefore, when 

dissecting the case studies, attention will be spent on the question of how far the plot is truly 

paralleling Shakespeare, whether it is made obvious that it is, or whether it could just be 

utilizing a common trope.  Looking at parallel plots to Shakespeare also invokes the question 

of why the creators choose to use this plot and how it helps move the show forward.  As this 

study is focusing on Shakespeare as a tool, the concentration will be on self-conscious plot 

parallels and other appropriations, and these types of parallel plots typically accompany the 

large scale direct quotations associated with Shakespeare in school and theatre.   

Short Form Appropriations 

The second major category of Shakespeare use is shorthand, and this category 

includes the most common types of Shakespeare appropriations.  One of the major types 

associated with shorthand is the smaller direct quotations that are often taken out of the 

context of the play in order to be used for a type of shorthand within the episode.  The quotes 

used are ones that have often found a life of their own, although still heavily associated with 

Shakespeare.  This practice originates with the proverbialization of Shakespeare.79  The 

language of his plays began to be pulled out of the context of the plays and published in quote 

form in his own lifetime and continues today.  The sheer number of quotes from Shakespeare 

in these quotation books compared to other sources attests to his influence on linguistic 

culture, as demonstrated by Bartlett's Familiar Quotations: A Collection of Passages, 
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Phrases, and Proverbs Traced to Their Sources in Ancient and Modern Literature.  “In the 

sixteenth edition of Bartlett’s, released in the fall of 1992, there are over 1,900 quotations 

from Shakespeare.  The Bible comes in second at 1,591 entries.”80  Shakespeare has strongly 

influenced the English language, providing thousands of new words as well as many idioms 

still used today.  There is a long tradition of quoting from Shakespeare’s plays, not only 

ending up in compilations like Bartlett’s but also found in popular culture since 

Shakespeare’s time.  Shakespeare found a place in novels and other popular culture 

throughout the seventeenth, eighteenth and nineteenth centuries, as Sayre N. Greenfield and 

Kate Rumbold, among others, have demonstrated.81  This practice has remained a constant 

characteristic in popular media and continues in television today.  The quotations typically 

used by television creators are those highly recognized by the viewers, like Hamlet’s “To be 

or not to be,” and often carry linguistic baggage.  Morton Bloomfield discusses 

Shakespeare’s linguistic afterlife: 

Shakespeare lives not only because of the performing and reading of his plays 
and poetry but also because of his language and the special role it plays in the 
history of the English language.  Quoting from and alluding to Shakespeare 
creates continually a new audience for him and adds more on to the 
palimpsest.  If we were to undertake a quantitative study of Shakespeare’s 
Nachleben we would find, I’m sure, that he is resuscitated much more through 
the use of his language than through his plays as plays or reading 
experiences.82 
 

Although Bloomfield wrote decades ago, it remains a valid statement.  Shakespeare remains 

most used as pieces, yet these pieces bring him across to new audiences and keep his works 

alive.    

Because of his influence on everyday colloquialism and language, it can be difficult to 

define when a television show is actually quoting Shakespeare and when it is just using 

language that has become normal, everyday usage.  Sometimes a show will use a phrase that 

is so embedded in the English language that it may not even be quoting Shakespeare 

anymore, an occurrence that will be explored further in each case study.  As Linda Charnes 
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states, “no choice that depends on instant name recognition can ever be truly random.”83  

Anytime a writer or creator chooses to call upon a Shakespeare reference or use 

Shakespearean language, they do so with purpose because as Charnes stated with name 

recognition, any time there is a reference needing to be recognized it cannot be truly random.  

Although sometimes these phrases are used without depending upon any type of recognition, 

a strong majority of the time the creators use them with a purpose, depending upon the 

surrounding resonances, similar to “name recognition.”  Shakespeare coined some of these 

phrases, and some were used before him but became more recognized due to his works and 

thereby are associated with him.   

A connected type of linguistic appropriation is a bastardized version of a quote from 

Shakespeare, again illustrating his linguistic heritage.  These types of quotes can be a homage 

to or parody of Shakespeare as well as just being a common turn of phrase, which will also be 

explored on a case-by-case basis.  These quotes take a famous Shakespeare quotation and 

interchange a word or two, leaving the basic structure and enough of the quote for the 

audience to understand the connection to the original words.  These bastardizations typically 

accompany an allusion to the language of a play but slightly changing it to fit the 

circumstances of the episode.  The most common example of this is the altering of “to be or 

not to be,” which has found new life in many phrases like “to jump or not to jump” in the “In 

Escrow” episode of Dead Like Me or “to pee or not to pee” in the “Politically Erect” episode 

of Sex and the City.  These phrases are no longer Shakespeare, yet they hearken back to 

Hamlet, loading them with the associations associated with “to be or not to be,” Hamlet, and 

Hamlet.  As Sayre Greenfield says in discussing this trend in eighteenth century, “[i]t is the 

humorous perversions of the soliloquy, however, that best indicate that audiences carry the 

speech in their heads.”84   Although Greenfield is discussing a phenomenon in the eighteenth 

century, her observation remains relevant.  When Shakespearean language is bastardized for 
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humour, it demonstrates the linguistic legacy of Shakespeare’s works because audiences 

recognize the original quotation and the alterations.  Because so many of these Shakespearean 

quotes have become colloquial, they can easily be slightly altered for parody or simple 

humour while retaining the original resonances in order to add density to the speech. 

This paper will only focus on idioms and phrases coined by or heavily associated with 

Shakespeare, not the thousands of individual words whose etymology lies with Shakespeare.  

In addition to the study into whether the language used is really a Shakespeare reference, it 

will also be important to see how this language is used within the dramatic structure of the 

show, including how the character uses the language and whether he or she is making it 

obvious they are quoting Shakespeare.  It will also be important to differentiate between the 

use within a realist drama and the use in a more comic or postmodern form where the 

language is more self-aware.  These questions will push the study of the case studies forward 

in order to see how the writers and producers utilize the linguistic heritage of Shakespeare’s 

plays as a tool for the development of the episode. 

Another important aspect of Shakespeare as shorthand is a general reference to one of 

Shakespeare’s plays or characters.  Usually just invoking the title of the play or character, 

these references generally are used to convey a concept or meaning by utilizing the 

underlying assumptions about the Shakespeare play or character referenced.  These shorthand 

references are the most common types, as Shakespeare has become more often a citation or 

allusion rather than adapted or quoted fully.  As Marjorie Garber states, “Shakespeare is 

already not only modern but postmodern: a simulacrum, a replicant, a montage, a bricolage.  

A collection of found objects, repurposed as art.”85  Because of the emphasis on cultural 

assumptions, clichés and stereotypes, it is only the more well-known and popular plays 

utilized, typically just Romeo and Juliet and Hamlet.  Due to the popular uses of certain 

Shakespeare plays and quotes, like Romeo and Juliet and Hamlet, it is important to discuss 
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the stereotypes and cultural associations surrounding these plays that are then utilized by 

television writers.  Through popular media and novels, certain aspects of culture are created 

into stereotypes within a cultural consciousness.  Aspects of Shakespeare have been included 

in popular culture for centuries, making him alive in common consciousness, at least in a 

small, stereotyped form.   

Appropriations of Romeo and Juliet  

Even though the characters or plots from his plays may have originated before 

Shakespeare, it is Shakespeare who has cemented them into cultural consciousness and it is 

his version with which people are familiar, making it his characters the writers are using for 

their references.86  Certain characters and plays have found their own legacy within cultural 

consciousness.  Romeo and Juliet are thought of as great lovers; therefore invoking their 

names imparts the notion of lovers, especially star-crossed ones.  Marjorie Garber discusses 

this in her book Shakespeare and Modern Culture:  

Shakespeare’s play [Romeo and Juliet] has become the normative love story 
of our time, a cliché’ so firmly established…and that virtually any love scene, 
when played from a balcony with the female above and the male lover below, 
is automatically assimilated to a version of Romeo.87  
  

She later adds:  

the composite idea Romeo-and-Juliet does function, today as a recognizable 
signifier: a signifier of young love, obstructed passion, ‘star-crossed lovers’ 
(one cannot improve upon Shakespeare, that master modernist), parents who 
just-don’t-understand, peer groups who exert what we now so easily call ‘peer 
pressure.’88 
 

Additionally, according to Dympna Callaghan, Romeo and Juliet "stands as a cultural ideal 

that shapes our social understanding about what love should be…there is probably no 

expression of love, public or private, that is not in some way indebted, albeit unknowingly, to 

the idea of love promulgated by this text.”89  Jonathan Bates also discusses the cultural 

associations of Romeo and Juliet saying, “Romeo and Juliet: think of this title and one thinks 

first of an idea.  Millions of people who have never read a word of Shakespeare instantly 
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associate Romeo and Juliet with the idea of being in love.  Shakespeare’s dramatization of 

their story has become Western culture’s archetypal myth of youthful passion.”90  Garber, 

Callaghan and Bate illuminate the cognitive legacy that Romeo and Juliet has, along with its 

dense and various associations with love and romance.  These multiple associations 

surrounding Romeo and Juliet create a dense hermeneutic.  Romeo and Juliet have become an 

icon and a symbol of love, endowed with concepts and ideas about love that can then be 

manifested into another just through an invoking of the play.  The cultural associations allow 

for a quick understanding and interpretation of the play and anything for which it is being 

used to describe.  This surrounding aura is what leads to Romeo and Juliet being used to 

convey a larger meaning of love.  Romeo and Juliet is a proverbial phrase signifying star-

crossed, often youthful, love.  Attached to the proverbial phrase is the collection of clichés of 

which Romeo and Juliet has become.91  This collection of clichés can be mined and used for a 

variety of purposes in popular culture, as will be discussed and illustrated in depth.   

Other Common Shakespeare Appropriations 

Another important play/character in this category of references is Hamlet.  Hamlet has 

been thought of as an indecisive, thinking hero since the nineteenth century.  The Romantics 

used Hamlet as the ideal Poet of Nature, often connecting him with Shakespeare himself.  

They idealized Hamlet, creating him into a thinking hero, filled with philosophical indecision 

and pondering life and death.  Due to the Romantics and others, Hamlet has become the 

melancholy, philosophical hero in cultural consciousness.  The deep philosophy found in the 

soliloquies and speeches of Hamlet, often dealing with death and life, has imparted a 

symbolic nature to Hamlet.  It has become common to conflate the Gravedigger scene where 

Hamlet contemplates life, death, and decaying through seeing Yorick’s skull and the “to be or 

not to be” soliloquy about death.92  This makes Hamlet and Hamlet an ideal tool to use for 

philosophizing death and life.  Additionally, he and his “to be or not to be” speech are often 
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invoked within situations where someone must make a decision.  Hamlet has been used so 

often in this manner that the OED even has a definition for Hamlet as “a troubled, indecisive, 

or capricious person.”93  These afterlives of Hamlet have added to the surrounding 

stereotypes of Hamlet that are then utilized in popular culture.  Kay Smith discusses this type 

of appropriation in film:  

filmmakers have found it tempting to take advantage of the audience’s 
knowledge of Hamlet to advance plot, enhance theme, underline character 
development. In doing so, they allow us to examine both the benefits and 
limitations to be found in the range of Shakespearean sampling… Hamlet may 
be used as a kind of shorthand that is easy for the audience to read and 
interpret. Thus, one of the most common uses of Shakespeare and Hamlet, 
both in movies and in life, is the kind of one-upmanship that reveals 
character.94  
 

Smith identifies the density of Hamlet and its various associations and its subsequent ability 

to be used by filmmakers to convey a larger meaning, as well as seeing how it can be situated 

in various ways within the dramatic structure of a film.  Similarly, many television shows 

utilize Hamlet and other common Shakespeare quotes this way.  Like Romeo and Juliet, 

Hamlet can be invoked in several ways to convey a dense meaning and thereby provide 

certain characteristics to a character or situation.   

Additionally, Othello can be associated with jealousy and Henry V can be invoked 

during a rousing speech.  Although, as will be shown in this study, Romeo and Juliet and 

Hamlet are the most utilized in this manner.  These famous plays have become a signifier to a 

larger concept, one that the creators of television shows can utilize in order to convey the 

larger concept quickly.  These signifiers become clichés and are constantly recycled, keeping 

them alive in culture, as Lanier discusses:  

Cultures maintain themselves by constantly rehearsing and affirming shared 
ideas and symbols, and pop culture is an important social institution through 
which contemporary society produces a shared network of knowledge and 
reference.  The fact that Romeo and Juliet’s balcony scene or the phrase ‘what 
fools these mortals be’ appears in sitcoms and advertising contributes to our 
recognition of them as common cultural touchstones.95  
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This category of references is an important type, yet these references typically are only 

something so quick as calling a character “Romeo.”  However, something so small is used to 

signify something larger and thereby imprints the characteristics associated with the character 

and/or play onto the television show’s scene or character.  Shakespeare himself is also used 

this way. 

The man Shakespeare, the idea of Shakespeare, or the general canon of his works is 

often appropriated for shorthand within a television episode.  As discussed above, the word 

“Shakespeare” connotes various meanings, which is related to his diverse use within popular 

culture.  The word Shakespeare can be used to mean the general early modern time period, 

the early modern theatre, or his works.  Shakespeare is often characterized as a genius, and 

this characteristic associated with Shakespeare can be invoked to characterize someone or a 

piece of work as genius just by associating his name with the person or work.  Julie Sander’s 

discusses these types of appropriation in rock music, saying “in many pop and rock 

appropriations of Shakespeare’s names, lines, and play titles the ‘borrowings’ serve the 

purpose of standing metonymically for theatrical, and even, literary, culture in general, rather 

than being specific or locally resonant allusions.”96  A similar phenomenon happens in 

television.  Shakespeare allusions, especially just invoking the name, often become a symbol 

of culture in general.  For example, in the “Ashes to Ashes” episode of Dead Like Me one of 

the characters, an actress, is starring in a reality television show.  When asked for a script and 

being given instead a basic structure and told to ad lib, she ironically characterizes this form 

as “Shakespearean.”  The invoking of Shakespeare demonstrates her distaste for the lack of 

script for the reality show through a juxtaposition of the two.   

In addition to Shakespeare being associated with genius, sometimes he is used to 

characterize someone as cultured or not due to his association with high culture and/or 

learned culture.  As Douglas Lanier states, “Shakespeare, as an epitome of high art, often 
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functions in just such a manner, as a bearer of notions about artistic and social propriety that 

tacitly reinforce (or at least authorize) certain forms of established class privilege.”97  The 

television series Frasier uses this quite often, as the main character Frasier and his brother are 

self-confessed cultural elitists and Shakespeare is used to impart some of that pompousness.  

The Simpsons also likes to mock this dichotomy, especially with the character Sideshow Bob, 

voiced by Kelsey Grammer and thus filled with intertextual meta-humour based upon 

Grammer’s Frasier.  In this context these appropriations are generally used to characterize a 

person or a scene.  This type of appropriation generally includes one character calling another 

one Shakespeare, or someone describing something as Shakespearean.  It can also include 

scenery like a poster of Shakespeare in the background or a book of Shakespeare lying 

around that adds to the character of the person or scene because Shakespeare is being read or 

seen.  Occasionally Shakespeare himself may visit through time travel, dreams or visions, but 

the typical uses are just through invoking his name for characterization of either a person or 

thing or using something associated with him in background scenery to enhance the overall 

mise-en-scène, and these will be the types concentrated on for this argument 

Other 

Parody is a literary tool that has been around for a long time, yet it is also one that 

constantly changes according to society, being adapted to the various new forms and social 

issues of the day.  Much of the intertextuality and meta-humour found in postmodern texts 

can be associated with parody, but the type of parody that has evolved and become more 

distant from its political or social uses.  Fredric Jameson discusses this phenomenon and 

names it pastiche:  

In this situation, parody finds itself without a vocation; it has lived, and that 
strange new thing pastiche slowly comes to take its place.  Pastiche is, like 
parody, the imitation of a peculiar mask, speech in a dead language, but it is a 
neutral practice of such mimicry, without any of parody’s ulterior motives, 
amputated of the satiric impulse…pastiche is thus blank parody, a statue with 
blind eyes.98 
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As discussed, it is this aspect of television that allows for the abundant use of Shakespeare 

references.  Parody and its meta-humour associates are most often connected with comedy, as 

is the case with Shakespearean parody.  Shakespeare references aimed at parody or meta-

humour are found either in comic situations in an otherwise non-comedic show or in a 

comedy show surrounded by many such uses of humour.  With Shakespeare references the 

use can be a small, quick reference for comic relief or used for a much larger parody with 

social and/or political reasons.  For example, Family Guy in the episode “Peterotica” uses the 

title “Much Ado about Humping” for one of the erotic books Peter reads.  All of the erotic 

books are a play on famous works of literature, and this is used both for humour based on 

juxtaposition as well as mocking through highlighting a practice done in the actual porn 

industry.  This is a very quick reference found in a show known for its parodic tendencies.  

Full-scale parodies of Shakespeare texts can also be done, as The Simpsons have done with 

Hamlet in “Tales from the Public Domain,” which is a retelling of several famous stories 

including Hamlet.  This show at one moment mocks the story of Hamlet while also 

illustrating the practice of retelling and adapting stories that are in the public domain and thus 

not subject to copyright, making them available for use.  Television is a medium that 

illustrates social issues but does not like to create offensive or polarizing positions since it 

desires a large, diverse audience even as it pursues niche programming.  Shakespeare works 

well as a place to mine for parody because he is removed from current society yet is still alive 

within it.  

There are also common slightly less direct appropriations of Shakespeare that arise, 

and although these are not as typical nor as directly related as the ones discussed, when they 

are used they do still fall into one of the major categories of uses and therefore may be used 

in the larger discussion.  One of these is using the actor and his/her previous roles for 

intertextuality.  As Keith A Reader says, “The very concept of the film star is an intertextual 
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one, relying as it does on correspondences of similarity and difference from one film to the 

next, and sometimes too on supposed resemblances between on and off-screen personae.”99  

Actors, especially more famous ones, continue to be associated with their older roles even 

when they are in a new role, and it is common for creators of a show to utilize this for meta 

humour.  Allusions to Shakespeare arise when the actor is heavily associated with 

Shakespeare, either by famously enacting a role, being generally known as a Shakespearean 

actor, or in some cases through portraying Shakespeare himself.  For example, Joseph 

Fiennes was Shakespeare in Shakespeare in Love and his next big role was in Flash Forward.   

A lot of the publicity surrounding the debut of Flash Forward alluded to his incarnation as 

Shakespeare, and in the episode “Black Swan” there was a small Shakespeare reference 

where much of the joke was from him having played Shakespeare.  Derek Jacobi, Patrick 

Steward, Christopher Plummer and other famous Shakespearean actors have also been on 

shows, whether as guest stars or recurring roles, where inside jokes are made alluding to 

Shakespeare and their status as Shakespearean actors.  The Simpsons parodied Judi Dench in 

“Funeral for a Fiend,” using her affiliation as a Shakespeare actress for much of the humour.  

Therefore, when this type of reference is made, it tends to be parody but can also be used for 

shorthand, relying upon the resonances of the actor to help provide characterization.   

Another loose appropriation of Shakespeare is references to the famous scenes of 

adaptations or enactments of his plays.  The most common are the balcony scene of Romeo 

and Juliet and the skull of Hamlet.  As Douglas Lanier stated in an introductory essay to an 

edition of Romeo and Juliet:  

None of Shakespeare’s plays has had a more lasting or ubiquitous effect in 
popular culture than Romeo and Juliet…In particular the balcony scene has 
become an instantly recognizable image for romantic devotion (and, indeed 
for all of Shakespearean theatre), a favorite point of popular reference often 
detached from its original dramatic context and reproduced in all manner of 
popular media and genres…100 
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Lanier discusses the ability of the balcony scene to hearken back to the play and all of the 

cultural associations surrounding it.  Because this particular love scene has been cemented 

into cultural consciousness, it can be utilized by other texts in order to convey romance and 

love.  There are additional enactions of Shakespeare’s plays that carry such cultural weight, 

like Hamlet holding Yorick’s skull.  Shows may not include any other aspect of Shakespeare 

but utilize these famous tableaux to add an idea or effect, similar to the way the character 

names, titles of plays and quotes carry a larger concept.  An example of this is an episode of 

Family Guy.  In “Love Blactually,” the creators made fun of the idealized concept of romance 

by juxtaposing an obvious reference to the Romeo and Juliet balcony scene, a scene heavily 

associated with ideal love and romance, with very unromantic words.  Again, this typically is 

used for shorthand but can also be used for parody or parallel plot depending on the situation 

within the episode.   

The third category of this type of appropriation is when famous adaptations of 

Shakespeare’s work are referenced.  Sometimes these famous and popular adaptations like 

West Side Story and 10 Things I Hate About You are invoked in ways that refer back to the 

underlying idea of Shakespeare.  These references are only loosely tied to Shakespeare, 

especially as not every invocation of a Shakespeare adaptation harkens back to the original; 

therefore, only the times that the use of the adaptation also ties back to the original will be 

examined.  The appropriation of Shakespeare can be like an onion, filled with many layers 

and going through hundreds of years of cultural ideas of Shakespeare but still end with him, 

making these looser types sometimes just as important as direct quotations. 

Although there are many types of references, showing how diverse and large a 

resource Shakespeare is for referencing, they all fall into two major categories of uses, and it 

is these uses that will be explored further with detailed examples.  Where and how these are 

used within an episode will demonstrate how Shakespeare and his linguistic and conceptual 
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legacy are utilized within the formal, social and technological aspects of television previously 

discussed.  Reading the television texts closely and seeing the position of these appropriations 

within the dramatic structure will demonstrate how modern culture is still utilizing 

Shakespeare within the postmodernist, intertextual environment of television.  Looking at the 

case studies will also highlight the most common plays, quotes, aspects of the plays, and 

types of appropriations used.  Grouping these types of references will also illuminate whether 

there are similar appropriations based upon genre or type of television show as well as 

whether certain types of appropriations are used for a similar aspect of the narrative structure.  

Importantly, the analysis will show the typical use of certain types of appropriations within 

the show.   

The following chapters are divided based upon the common use of the appropriations, 

with one chapter focusing on the lengthier uses often associated with school and theatre and 

one chapter on Shakespeare as shorthand.  The series used are usually popular and culturally 

significant shows, adding to their suitability for analysis.  Sometimes, lesser known shows 

will be used because they provide an excellent example of Shakespearean appropriation.  

This work is not meant to be exhaustive; instead it is meant to highlight a trend that is found 

throughout television shows.  There is an admittedly biased selection of series and episodes, 

chosen based upon availability, personal viewing habits, recommendations from friends, and 

information found in Richard Burt’s Shakespeares after Shakespeare.101  However, none of 

the examples are singular, as will be shown by each chapter including multiple examples 

from more than one television show.  Therefore, considering it is a selection of examples, the 

analysis highlights a larger trend found in television.  Rather than being focused on the 

reception of these appropriations and how a certain aspect of culture and society use them, as 

much of the current literature does, this argument will look at how they are utilized from a 

production standpoint to move the episode’s dramatic structure forward, although audience 
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will sometimes be an aspect of the study but from an industrial standpoint of intended or 

assumed audience.  The case studies discussed will also not be compared to Shakespeare 

plays, another typical analysis.  Instead, they will be discussed as their own art and entity 

with the focus on the use of Shakespeare references in the creation and movement of the 

episodes.  Through demonstrating Shakespeare’s use as a creative device to developers of 

television, this study will illuminate many practices common to television production as well 

as demonstrating how Shakespeare is still alive in the 21st Century due to his conceptual and 

linguistic legacy. 
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Chapter 3:  Learning and Enacting Shakespeare 

One of the main categories of Shakespeare references found on television is longer 

quotations and references.  These references include lengthy quotes or repeated references to 

Shakespeare outside of the clichéd, easily recognizable Shakespeare.  Although certain 

elements are still stereotyped, writers using these longer references also frame the reference 

by their own interpretation.  These uses are able to discuss Shakespeare in such detail and 

provide interpretations because the references are associated with two places in society linked 

to Shakespeare: the classroom and the theatre.  The majority of people in America come into 

contact with Shakespeare in his “pure” form either through studying him in school or through 

seeing one of the plays performed.  Sometimes, the two places are conflated when a high 

school drama club performs Shakespeare, the plays are performed within the classroom, or an 

English class goes to the theatre together.  Such conflation creates a unique aspect for the 

world of television and the world of the audience to connect.  Actual learning within the 

classroom is hardly ever depicted on television, even in shows where the school is the 

primary setting.  When education or theatre is depicted within television, typically the 

creators will use something with which the audience is familiar, like Shakespeare.  The plots 

of Shakespeare’s plays are well known, as are key quotes, making it easy to use his plays 

when wanting to utilize theatre but not alienate audiences within an episode.  Shakespeare is 

not the only subject and playwright used when shows decide to depict a lesson in school or a 

performance of a play; nevertheless, these uses combine to create one of the major typical 

uses of Shakespeare appropriation on American television in the 1990s and 2000s.  The long 

quotation category of Shakespeare references includes shows that quote or reference 

Shakespeare for a prolonged time within the episode.  These quotations differ from shorter 

quotations as they are typically placed within the context of the play and are not just 

idiomatic quotations of Shakespeare.   
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Closely related are extended references to Shakespeare, either as an entity or a 

particular work, even though the reference might not include direct quotation.  This extended 

use of Shakespeare, like the longer quotations, will include an extensive discussion on 

Shakespeare, thereby providing its own interpretation and use for the particular episode, 

rather than becoming an extended metaphor created by repetitive use of the stereotypes and 

clichés.  Since, as noted, these longer references typically fall within the school or theatre 

setting, they also often include at least a small plot parallel.  It is typical for these longer uses 

of Shakespeare to emphasize important themes of the episode or series as a whole.  Although 

shows directed at a wide audience may use either studying Shakespeare or enacting his plays 

within their plots, this category of Shakespeare is typically associated with teen television, a 

specific category to be defined in the section following.  The case studies chosen mostly fall 

within teen television or are associated with it and mainly come from popular series, although 

lesser well known shows have also been chosen due to the excellent examples they provide. 

Teen TV Defined 

Teen television has developed into an important part of television in the 1990s and 

2000s, becoming a unique overarching definition of a show.  Although it functions like a 

genre, teen television is a specialized area that transcends many of the traditionalized markers 

of content-based genre definitions.  Categorized by demographics rather than subject matter, 

the intended teen audience provides its key characteristic, even though it is common for all 

ages to enjoy a teen television series.  However, its demographic is not the only significant 

characteristic of teen television and therefore not the only way to define teen television.  As 

might be expected given the intended audience, another important characteristic of teen 

television shows is that they centre on teens, which will be the overarching definition used for 

this work.  Most importantly, these shows handle key subjects typical for teenagers, such as 

identity, social inclusion, alienation, and morality.  These issues are important to most 
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teenagers and are presented on these shows so that the teenage audience can identify with the 

characters on screen.  Alienation and identity issues, popular subjects for all ages, became 

more resonant and more entrenched within the series as a whole when combined with an 

adolescent emphasis.  Adolescence is an ideal life stage for a Bildungsroman story arc, 

equipping teen television shows with the facility for a stronger focus on these matters.  No 

longer creating “very special episodes” to handle a social issue as was once done, teen 

television shows began to include issues as an everyday occurrence in their shows, just as 

these problems are everyday occurrences to the audience.  This was described by the creator 

of Buffy the Vampire Slayer, Joss Whedon, when he said “There will never be a very special 

Buffy.”102  Issues like premarital sex, pregnancy, sexually transmitted diseases, drugs, 

alcohol, inclusion, violence, and other social problems surrounding the youth of America 

become common storylines rather than special one-off episodes.  Several school shootings 

occurred in America in the 1990s and 2000s, the most famous being the Columbine shootings 

in 1999, with society and the media often assigning the blame on alienation and bullying.  It 

was no surprise that the following season on television had three new shows dealing with 

high school inclusion,103 although school shootings was already being discussed on teen 

television.  School shootings, alienation, identity and other very serious teen issues can be 

depicted literally and handled in a serious, comedic, or melodramatic way, and sometimes 

these problems become allegorized, like in the science fiction shows Buffy the Vampire 

Slayer and Roswell.  Teen television includes the most examples of this type of Shakespeare 

reference.  However, other genres include similar usage, although these shows often use this 

category of Shakespeare reference similar to teen television because it is commonly found 

within the storyline of the teenager within the cast.  No matter how different the plot and 

narrative of these teen shows, they all tend to focus on the same issues and take place in and 
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around high school, making education an important context, no matter how peripheral it may 

seem. 

Aspects of teen television programming have been around since film and television 

began, but it began to reach its height in the 1980s in cinema. Previously, teen movies and 

television shows would centre on a teen but still focus a significant amount of attention on the 

adults to appeal to a wider audience.  John Hughes movies helped found the beginnings of 

teen focused cinema and television as its own unique category, and the teen centred 

programming found its own unique spot on television in the 1990s and beyond.104  The 

narrowcasting aspects that began in the late 1980s and the 1990s with the advent of cable 

television and additional networks discussed in the first chapter, along with the increased 

emphasis on target audiences and demographics allowed for shows to be created for a “niche” 

audience, although numbers were still the most important aspect for funding from 

advertising.  When there were only three networks, it was key to reach wide audiences to 

compete.  With the addition of three more networks, these new networks chose to create a 

space for themselves by targeting specific audiences, and teen television became increasingly 

popular.  FOX, the WB and UPN all at some point dabbled in teen television, with UPN and 

the WB finally combining to create the CW, today’s network for teens.105  In addition to the 

networks focussing on shows for a youth audience, there are cable networks focusing on 

children and teens, like all Disney and Nickelodeon stations and MTV.  The teen 

demographic is important due in large part to the teenage population in America having the 

largest disposable income, thereby making them ideal targets for advertising.  Teenagers have 

money through part time jobs or allowances but typically do not have any bills or expenses, 

making all of their money available for clothes, media, and frivolous expenses.  The WB and 

the Disney Channel exploited this demographics’ disposable income by forming deals with 

companies for product placement and selling merchandise like clothes and CDs for additional 
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revenue.106  This is no longer done just for teen television programmes, demonstrating the 

far-reaching implications of this desire and the example the now defunct WB provided for the 

other networks.  To greater identify with the characters they see onscreen, the audience can 

now dress like them and listen to the same music with ease, as well as visit official sites 

online, take part in chat rooms, quizzes, and get behind the scenes information on Facebook.  

These are all ways for audiences to connect with and emulate their favourite characters.   

Postmodernism has found its way into teen television just as it has seeped into all 

aspects of modern culture, making intertextuality, self-consciousness, and references a 

defining characteristic of teen TV in the late 1990s.  This language of television is common 

throughout the medium, as discussed, but it became a characteristic of shows created 

specifically for teens and young adults, as did the aforementioned multiplatform 

entertainment.107 

Intertextual referencing in general is not unique to late 1990s teen texts…In 
contrast, the current situation is distinctive because the referencing is not 
restricted to the occasional passing allusion…Entire episodes of teen 
television shows and films engage in self-conscious, highly self-reflexive 
discussions and commentaries on the nature and conventions of other media 
texts.108 
 

The shows on the WB were especially apt at referencing other shows, including those on its 

own network, reflecting the media-savvy language that the audience also spoke.109  With the 

advent of digital and internet technology, teens become more media and popular culture 

literate, having more access to cult, indie, popular, old, and new media.  Through these 

references, the characters and the audience become “cool,” because they all know the same 

films, music, television shows, and other popular culture texts.110  References are utilized 

more so than in other shows, and this surplus of popular culture intertextuality creates an 

interesting place for Shakespeare references.  Although this provides a prime place for 

simple, shorthand Shakespeare references, interestingly Shakespeare is rarely found on teen 
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TV just as a throwaway reference unlike other shows.  Instead, he is utilized more in depth 

and is found in a specialized place. 

Shakespeare’s Role in Teen TV 

Shakespeare referencing fits into teen television slightly differently than other shows 

that focus on an older, or a wider, demographic because it places Shakespeare references into 

a more specific area: education.  Although it is arguably one of the most important areas of 

the show because the teenage characters must go to school and most of the drama and 

interaction between characters happens in that setting, school, teachers, and actual 

educational materials are hardly ever actually depicted.  The classroom is utilized more for a 

place to ignore the teacher and concentrate on the central drama of the episode, with the 

actual education sometimes underscoring the latter.  The real drama happens outside of the 

classroom, typically still in school but not in the classroom.  The teenagers on the screen, like 

those in the living rooms at home, must go to school but find more fun and drama in the 

spaces between the classrooms.  Teachers and adults often are only in the background; 

sometimes being the enemy and other times becoming mentor like characters.  Although the 

Shakespeare references in these shows can be found anywhere, atypically, these Shakespeare 

references are used to actually depict a lesson in the classroom and underscore important 

elements of the plot or theme of the episode.  These references can be used to show a teacher 

connecting or not connecting with his or her students, they can be used to underscore the plot 

or issue being focused on within the episode, the characters can enact a Shakespeare play, or 

some combination thereof.  Shakespeare is a common trope to be used within the small 

instances of classroom work actually being depicted, and he is used for several reasons in 

addition to his plays being in the public domain.  One is that he is an author familiar to and 

taught to the audience, thereby he would be recognized and it would include another way that 

the audience can connect their lives with those on the screen.  Shakespeare is also expressive 
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poetry, allowing for it to be used to underscore the emotional problems happening within the 

episode.  Thirdly, because of the emotional depth of Shakespeare, it can become a place for 

communication (between either the teacher and the student or one student with another) that 

normally would not take place.  Shakespeare resonates, so by utilizing something from 

Shakespeare a larger constellation of meaning is instantly available and recognized.  These 

uses of Shakespeare almost always underscore the bigger plot within the episode, even if it is 

not a perfect parallel plot to Shakespeare. 

Case Study: Buffy the Vampire Slayer 

An important case study for the use of Shakespeare on teen television is that of Buffy 

the Vampire Slayer (Buffy), a show on air from 1997-2003.  Like many teen television 

programmes, only the initial seasons took place in high school, with the characters eventually 

graduating and moving on to college.  Although never reaching large audiences compared to 

other prime-time shows, Buffy was an important cultural phenomenon, impacting the style 

and language of teens.111  Buffy incorporates several of the characteristics of a modern, post-

broadcast show.  It is a dense show, often using allegory, metaphor and, most importantly for 

this study, intertextual references, to add substance to its plot and theme.  Still an important 

show with a large cult following, its postmodern sensibilities make it an ideal candidate to 

study for Shakespeare appropriation.  Buffy includes many small references to Shakespeare, a 

characteristic due to its large use of references throughout its show and its creator, Joss 

Whedon’s, own connection to Shakespeare.  Whedon publicly stated that he would often 

have readings of Shakespeare involving the cast and crew at his house,112 showing the love 

and respect Whedon has for Shakespeare.  This provides one personal reason for the mining 

of Shakespeare within the show.  Buffy also is known for its allusions and references to 

popular horror, sci-fi, cult, and popular films and television shows,113 and Shakespeare is 

included in this atmosphere of references, with two episodes quoting Shakespeare at length.  
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These episodes utilized the lengthy quotes of Shakespeare and the surrounding associations 

of the plays to underscore the episode and series plots, especially issues resounding with 

audiences like identity and inclusion.   

The first episode that significantly uses Shakespeare in Buffy is “Out of Mind, Out of 

Sight,” which first aired on May 19, 1997.  This episode quotes at length from The Merchant 

of Venice, and like other long direct quotations, this reference is associated with school.  

Additionally, this episode is using a lesser-known play, so it is discussed in detail and given 

its own interpretation to then parallel and underscore the episode as a whole, as is often done 

with larger quotations.  Merchant is used in this instance for a discussion on alienation and 

inclusion, something on which Buffy, especially the first season, focuses.  The first season is 

replete with instances of Buffy trying to fit in, especially since she is a new student at 

Sunnydale High.  When she first arrives in Sunnydale, she befriends Cordelia, the prettiest 

and most popular girl.  However, Buffy quickly is seen to be a loser because of the weirdness 

surrounding her due to her secret identity, but she finds friendship with two other unpopular 

students.  Outcast so quickly, Buffy continues to try to fit in, but instead often finds Cordelia 

belittling her.   

“Out of Mind, Out of Sight” opens with one such exchange between Cordelia and 

Buffy and then cuts straight to Cordelia and Buffy in English class with the teacher quoting 

from The Merchant of Venice to start a discussion in class.  The teacher reads, “If you prick 

us, do we not bleed….if you wrong us shall we not revenge” from the text and asks how it 

relates to their discussion about Shylock’s anger from being an outcast of society.  Cordelia 

voices her opinion that Shylock is too self-involved and should stop blaming others for his 

alienation and overcome it.  The teacher praises Cordelia’s observations, although also 

showing that the teacher acknowledges it is not the most informed remark, and offers to help 

Cordelia with an assignment.  By showing the classroom discussion of Merchant, the episode 
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shows a teacher assisting students, or at least certain students; it sets up the theme; and it 

shows the emotional poetry that allows for individual interpretation.  The teacher teaching 

Merchant and choosing to help Cordelia also becomes important later because she is shown 

to favour Cordelia and ignore Marcie, an often disregarded student in the class integral to this 

episode, as do the rest of the students, adding to the important theme of high school 

alienation.   

Additionally, its closeness to Cordelia’s belittling of Buffy adds an association of 

Merchant with the alienation involved in high school life.  In Shakespeares After 

Shakespeare,114 Burt lists that the episode plot parallels the plot of Merchant.  It does not 

truly parallel the plot, but there are similarities and Merchant remains in the background 

enhancing the themes.  This episode focuses on a girl, Marcie, who has become literally 

invisible because no one, not even the other outcasts, have noticed her.  She decides to enact 

her revenge on Cordelia, someone who has especially ignored her.  In addition to Marcie’s 

feelings of exclusion surrounding her fate, Buffy also has moments of alienation and desire 

for normalcy, aka popularity.  Cordelia is becoming the “May Queen,” causing Buffy to show 

her grief at the life she has lost by commenting on how she was that girl at her old school.  

The problem caused by Marcie begins to break the barrier between popular and unpopular 

with Cordelia coming to Buffy for help.  As Buffy helps Cordelia, they share stories and 

Cordelia’s deeper layer begins to surface.  Cordelia shares with Buffy that she also feels 

lonely even though so many people surround her, and she never really knows who cares 

about her and who listens to her when she speaks.  Depicting the popular girl as having inner 

troubles and loneliness is common among shows, especially of the teen variety, and Buffy is 

no different.  By showing the weakness of the popular girl, it demonstrates that everyone 

shares in these problems, although this is slightly undermined when Cordelia says that she 

would rather be lonely surrounded by people and chooses to remain popular.   
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Even though the episode ends more or less with the status quo intact, some important 

problems are addressed in this episode.  Buffy is shown to not be entirely comfortable in her 

life, struggling with her slayer duties and subsequent loss of popularity.  Additionally, 

Cordelia, the popular girl, is shown to feel loneliness at times, showing a desire by television 

writers to demonstrate that some issues are universal among teens.  Lastly, the dangers of 

isolation, ignoring students, and the clique systems of high school are illustrated through the 

impossible idea of Marcie becoming actually and physically invisible just because no one 

noticed her.  By referencing Merchant, these themes are heightened.  Although the classroom 

discussion of Merchant was based on a common interpretation, Cordelia’s statement 

emphasized the important aspects of the play that deepens the episode.  While the play is 

given a blasé opinion by Cordelia in class, the themes of outcast, betrayal, prejudice, and 

revenge found in Merchant add an underlying layer to this episode, heightening the drama of 

the episode.  By having Cordelia lead the discussion, a parallel between the themes found 

within Merchant and the stereotypical caste system within high school is created.  It is also 

simplified to an uncomplicated interpretation led by the class discussion, showing that the 

only knowledge needed by the audience is found within the episode itself.  However, the 

inherent qualities surrounding Shakespeare adds significance to the themes found within the 

episode.  “Out of Mind, Out of Sight,” demonstrates the dangers of ignoring others and the 

problems inherent in the stereotypical clique-ridden high school.  Cordelia’s blasé attitude 

adds to the underscoring of this theme because as a popular girl she does not fully understand 

the problems inherent in Merchant and the caste society of high school—even though she 

admits to feeling some alienation of her own.  By featuring Merchant in the classroom, it also 

allows for the central themes within the episode to remain within high school, emphasizing 

even more the importance of inclusion.  Instead of a demon-of-the week, this episode centres 

on the dangers of high school and ignorance of others, something that parallels some of the 
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central themes of Merchant.  It is these parallels that Whedon and team desire and leads to 

their choosing Merchant not only from which to directly quote but also about which to 

discuss interpretations. 

Another important example from Buffy of this type of long Shakespeare quotation 

associated with school is “Earshot.”  Jealousy, envy, and of course alienation are important 

themes in this episode.  In this episode, Buffy is infected by an “aspect of the demon” she has 

slain, which manifests itself as telepathy.  Although at first enjoyed and exploited by Buffy, 

this ability quickly overpowers her.  Right before she becomes incapacitated by this gift, she 

hears someone plotting to kill all the kids at school, which becomes the central plot.  Buffy, 

still in the beginning stages of the telepathy before it becomes detrimental, decides to use it to 

help her in school. Buffy is not normally a good student, making her desire to become a good 

student understandable.  The class chosen to depict her taking advantage of the gift is 

English, where they are studying Othello.  Shakespeare is utilized here not only because he is 

recognized and something most students study in school, but also because of the correlation 

between him and a difficult subject.  The basic stereotypes of Othello are relied upon; 

however, the class discussion creates a certain interpretation to help guide the rest of the 

episode.  Buffy uses her telepathy to read the minds of the top student and her teacher, using 

what she hears to speak in the discussion and get praise from the teacher.  Although no part 

of the play is quoted, the discussion of the play includes significant aspects of the plot, 

allowing for ample screen time to the play Othello and thus the episode does not rely solely 

upon clichés.   

As part of the discussion, Buffy shares with the class that Iago was acting not only in 

jealousy but also from evil, something the teacher was thinking.  The teacher adds to this 

discussion, saying that she believes Iago is the darker aspect of Othello, which explains why 

he is so quick and eager to believe Iago, and that everyone has an inner Iago impacting 
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decisions because one can never really know what is in another’s heart.  This resonates with 

Buffy, who is in the middle of a jealousy crisis because her boyfriend, Angel, must act evil 

and pretend to be with another slayer, Faith, in order to obtain information.  Although Buffy 

knows he only did it to help, she cannot avoid feeling jealous.  Inspired by the English class 

and her new talent, Buffy goes to Angel to read his mind and find the truth, only to find she 

cannot read his mind but gets the truth nonetheless.  It is this ongoing storyline with which 

Othello resonates, thereby highlighting these themes.  The classroom discussion highlighted 

the idea of never knowing what is in another’s heart, making Buffy wanting to find out but 

still remaining ignorant.  Buffy is taking the stereotyped role of the over-jealous lover 

exemplified by Othello, with certain aspects of Othello being utilized for her actions in this 

episode through a controlled retelling in class.  However, unlike in Othello, no one dies and 

honesty and frank discussion settles the problems between the lovers.  The play’s 

complexities have been reduced to a certain interpretation that is then employed to help in the 

flow of the episode and its issues and themes. 

Betrayal and jealousy problems handled, identity and alienation concerns come to the 

surface, with alienation the culminating issue of this episode.  A cured Buffy and the gang go 

to stop the presumed school shooter.  The team have been researching to find who is planning 

on killing the students, and they have found a letter from a student, Jonathon, who is a 

recurring character.  He is depicted as a socially awkward nerd, thereby alienated and bullied 

at school, and is in the bell tower with a large gun.  Unlike many episodes, the teenage issue 

of alienation is not allegorized via a demon but instead depicted as an actual student.  Similar 

to “Out of Mind, Out of Sight,” the prolonged use of education and discussion in the 

classroom helps to establish the problems needing to be overcome within the walls of the 

school and not allegorized via a demon.  This resonated so much with the atmosphere in the 

United States America at the time that this episode was not aired until much later due to its 
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evoking of the Columbine shootings.  Buffy goes to stop Jonathon, and instead of using 

violence she uses words.  She shares how isolated she feels, how she still feels distressed 

about not being popular, about how even when she was popular she was lonely, and finally 

that the reason no one notices his pain is they are all too focused on their own because 

everyone is hurt and lonely, something she learned with her recent talent.  Jonathon, touched 

by her words, is pacified and stops, and the audience learns it was only himself he was going 

to shoot and not everyone.  Buffy and Jonathon’s exchange highlights that everyone, 

especially teenagers in high school, have inner demons and feel lonely and isolated at times.  

Buffy’s final speech reaches back to the classroom discussion about never knowing what is 

another’s heart and that everyone has inner demons or “Iagos,” something Buffy got to 

briefly glimpse with her power.   

The longer use of Shakespeare is isolated to the one scene in English class, but he is 

used to underscore and illuminate Buffy’s feelings because by using Shakespeare so 

obviously and concretely at the beginning, he resonates through the rest of the episode.  

Buffy has deep insight into Othello, although only because of her newfound ability, and 

Othello resonates with Buffy’s own life through the discussion in class, leading her to act to 

solve her issues of jealousy.  Othello is also a play about an outsider, which only adds 

resonance to the central issue of an outsider wanting to kill everyone at the school.  Whedon 

and company have chosen two well-known Shakespeare plays upon which to draw for these 

important episodes, and it is two plays that underscore the central themes of the episodes and 

the important alienation themes of the series as a whole.  The postmodern aspects found in 

Buffy along with the density of the show allow Whedon and company to utilize references 

like Shakespeare to strengthen the plot, characterization, and themes, knowing that the 

audience can interpret these uses because they are not new to them. 
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Case Study: Gilmore Girls 

Another important show with an episode juxtaposing Shakespeare and identity is 

Gilmore Girls.  Gilmore Girls was a popular WB and later CW show on air 2000-2007, 

centring on a mother and daughter with a very close relationship.  Gilmore Girls is known for 

its witty, quick and wordy dialogue that reflects its postmodern characteristics.  Lorelai and 

Rory often make references to a variety of popular culture and classical texts, allowing for an 

easy place for Shakespeare references.  These references often help enhance the themes and 

characterisations within the episodes, as Shakespeare does in the episode “Deer Hunters.”  

This episode significantly uses Shakespeare in the plot, although unlike most examples in this 

category it references no single play; instead, it depicts Shakespeare as a subject in school.  

This is not very typical of the use of Shakespeare in school, since it normally corresponds 

with larger quotations; however, this episode remains an ideal example of using Shakespeare 

as a subject in a classroom.  Instead of one play and significant quotations from that text, it 

centres on a bulk amount of Shakespeare.  Like most shows, the classroom is rarely actually 

depicted in Gilmore Girls.  In the early episodes of the first season, school is shown more 

often than normal because Rory has begun a new, private school.  She entered after the 

semester had begun, and it is a harder, more difficult school than her old school.  There are 

several times that her struggling at the school is an important part of the episode’s plot, as is 

Rory’s interaction with the other students through studying.  Although she has wanted to go 

to this school for a long time and it is part of her plan for her life dream of going to Harvard 

University, she nonetheless is having doubts during “Deer Hunters,” and Shakespeare is the 

catalyst of this doubt.  The other students are victimizing her and she has received her first 

poor grade.  She is studying hard for her Shakespeare exam, exclaiming, “I don’t know if 

Shakespeare knew himself this well.”  Her nemesis at school uses Sonnet 116 for 
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intimidation, and Shakespeare here finds his stereotypical place as a difficult subject in 

school.   

Such stereotypes of Shakespeare in the school setting make it easy for the audience to 

connect with Rory and understand why a bright student like Rory would be having trouble.  

The language of Shakespeare is dense and thus sometimes difficult, making his plays often 

categorized as hard subjects, especially in high school.  It is no different on Gilmore Girls, 

with Rory shown to have a huge binder filled with study material, in addition to the immense 

tome of the Oxford Shakespeare: Complete Works.  Rory stays up all night to study, causing 

her to be late to her test and subsequently not be allowed to take it, causing both her and 

Lorelai to argue with the school.  The headmaster suggests Rory think about whether she 

wants to continue at the school, leading to a discussion between Lorelai and Rory about 

whether this is the path Rory should continue to take.  The important issues in this episode 

are Rory’s inclusion in the school and whether it is the right fit for her.  The other kids are 

mean to her, highlighting the bullying and alienation at schools across the country.  Rory also 

has to think about who she is and who she wants to become, which corresponds to a central 

theme throughout Gilmore Girls: Rory discovering the woman she will become and having to 

balance the life with her mother in small town Star’s Hallow and the more elite society that 

the private school, Harvard, and her grandparents represent.  Shakespeare is used to help 

widen the gap, with his stereotypes of elitism and difficulty underscoring these issues.  

Again, Shakespeare takes his typical place in a school and helps to underscore the larger 

themes at work within both the episode and the series as a whole.  Gilmore Girls and its 

common use of popular culture references allow for Shakespeare to be utilized in this way, 

since the audience already possesses the skills for interpretation. 
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Case Study: Eureka 

Although it is more common for teen television shows to utilize Shakespeare in the 

classroom, it is not only this genre that features Shakespeare in education.  However, when a 

show featuring a wider cast of characters features a long reference to Shakespeare, it is 

typically associated with school of some kind, often through the younger characters.  An 

example of this is the SyFy original series, Eureka, debuting in 2006 and still on air.  Eureka 

as a cable show written for a specific, niche audience is constructed slightly different than the 

shows previously discussed.  Eureka is about a secret government town of geniuses 

researching and experimenting to unearth new findings in science and technology.  The 

language and plot reflect the intelligence of the characters, making it aimed at a smarter 

audience, allowing for a density to its plot lines and references.  The writers can expect the 

audience to do more work to unpack the references, in addition to not needing to focus as 

much on appealing to a mass audience.  However, they still rely upon Shakespeare, a prime 

source, for some of these references.  The main character, Jack Carter, is a US Marshall who 

accidently finds himself in Eureka and becomes the new sheriff.  A man of normal 

intelligence with more common sense than the citizens of Eureka, he becomes an important 

part of the town yet often struggles with being the outsider.  Although it does not fulfil the 

definition of teen television, one of the main characters, Jack’s daughter Zoe, is a teenage girl 

and several plot lines are set in her school.  Although Zoe is not shown only in school, most 

of her unique story lines are connected with her schooling, as is typical with a teen character 

in a show primarily about adults.  In the beginning, Zoe is a misfit, not fitting in and often 

causing trouble after her parents’ divorce. She runs away from home and it is while her dad is 

catching her that they end up in Eureka.  Because most of the citizens are geniuses, Zoe and 

her father are outsiders.  Zoe, being a teenager, especially one of a rebellious nature, spends 

most of the series growing into the women she will eventually become, so identity and 
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inclusion are important themes surrounding her, especially in the first season.  As the series 

progresses, Carter finds his place in town, and Zoe slowly begins to find her place within the 

high school, becoming quite the genius herself and continuing on to college at Harvard 

University.  One of the first episodes showing Zoe fitting in at school and beginning to find 

her place in Eureka is “Before I Forget,” an episode featuring several references to A 

Midsummer’s Night Dream.   

Zoe is in the school drama club, where they are enacting Midsummer’s.  Most of the 

obvious referencing surrounds that, with Zoe often quoting the text in rehearsal and the 

performance.  Zoe’s participation in the play is her central plot for the episode, and most of 

the Shakespeare references remain within Zoe’s participation in the play.  However, parallels 

to the play are found within the larger episode, as typically occurs with this type of 

appropriation.  A visiting scientist has a device that makes people forget, and he uses it 

throughout town.  He has been using it for decades to achieve scientific glory and hold on to 

his wife, who is actually in love with his best friend.  A love triangle and something to make 

people act unlike themselves strongly resembles one of the plots of A Midsummer’s Night 

Dream.  Midsummer’s is a common play to be utilized in a showing of high school drama, 

and these uses typically include a love triangle and confusion among the characters.  The 

version of Midsummer’s performed for Zoe’s school is a science-fiction adaptation, 

connecting it with Eureka’s scientific community and strengthening the connection between 

the play and episode.  Further, showing and quoting specific lines provides a particular 

interpretation that strengthens the central plot of the episode.  It is also Zoe’s play that helps 

Carter solve the mystery of what has been happening in the town.   

Using A Midsummer’s Night Dream is typical in this category of references due to it 

being often taught in school, enacted by high school drama clubs, and it featuring young 

characters.  However, Eureka does not use the students in the play to parallel the plot of the 
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play; instead, it is the adult’s lives paralleling Midsummer’s.  Eureka uses the subplot of Zoe 

and her play to underscore and assist in the plot at large, a common practice in shows that 

feature multiple characters.  The play is used to emphasize the plot featuring the antagonist, 

who is both Puck and Demetrius combined in this instance.  Additionally, the surrounding 

aspects of the play stress the scientist’s harmful actions and lead to his capture.  Finally, the 

play is used to allow Zoe to begin to find a place to belong in her school, and she is given a 

chance to shine as Puck in the play.  Although early in the series, the smart dialogue, 

expectations of the audience, and the density found within Eureka allows for Shakespeare 

and his play to be utilized to strengthen the plot elements and themes within the wider 

episode. 

Case Study: Ugly Betty 

Another show using Shakespeare in high school drama is Ugly Betty, an ABC show 

based upon a telenovela focusing on Betty, a twenty something ugly duckling woman 

working in a fashion magazine, airing from 2006 to 2010.  As a telenovela, Ugly Betty is a 

melodramatic comedy, often featuring intertextual references to add to the plot, drama and 

comedy, making it another excellent postmodern television show.  Ugly Betty includes one 

teenage character, Betty’s nephew Justin, a fashion savvy, drama loving, homosexual 

teenager.  Like Zoe on Eureka, Justin’s storylines feature many of the characteristics of teen 

TV, and although he has several episodes discussing his inclusion or non-inclusion in middle 

school and high school, he is hardly ever shown actually in school.  Throughout the series, 

Justin is assumed to be homosexual, but it is not until the last season that he finally publicly 

comes out.  It is through drama and Shakespeare that he has his sexual awakening.  In the 

final season he enrols in a drama class, where a significant reference to Shakespeare happens 

in the episode “All the World’s a Stage.” In this episode, Justin’s acting class becomes a 

significant aspect of his storyline, being given more screen time than other episodes.  It opens 
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with Justin’s teacher reciting the line, “Romeo, Romeo wherefore art thou Romeo…refuse 

thy name,” from Romeo and Juliet.  The teacher uses these lines to begin a discussion on 

reinvention and how acting is all about reinventing yourself, taking Romeo and Juliet out of 

its basic clichés and creating a specific interpretation that sets up a background for this 

episode.  Thereby, reinvention becomes the central theme of the episode.  A series arc for this 

season is Betty’s reinvention, and it comes to a culmination in her mind in this episode.  

Adding to the emphasis on reinvention is Justin because he finally becomes comfortable with 

his sexuality.  In this episode he has a crush on a girl in his drama class, although it is more of 

a love triangle.  Both Justin and his friend Austin like the same girl and both kiss her in the 

episode.  In the end they kiss each other, with their kiss shown to be the more meaningful.  

Justin’s sexuality still has yet to be fully reconciled, but the subject of reinvention begins with 

Romeo and Juliet and is underscored through a discussion he overhears between his mom and 

Betty that allows him to continue to become comfortable as a homosexual teen. 

Shakespeare again helps a young character find a certain aspect of their identity but he 

also helps the adults, similar to the example found in Eureka.  Having arrived early to pick 

Justin up from class, Betty is privy to the discussion of reinvention fuelled by Romeo and 

Juliet.  Although reinvention is not necessarily a standard interpretation of Romeo and Juliet, 

for Ugly Betty this use of Shakespeare adds depth and understanding.  Betty is connected to 

Juliet in this episode because the teacher talks of stereotypes involving Juliet, rejecting them 

by saying that she does not have to be the most beautiful girl but could have bad eyes and bad 

teeth.  Directly after that statement, Betty walks in with her glasses and braces, two 

characteristics that have maintained her “ugly” status throughout the series, as well as two 

aspects of herself that make her feel unworthy.  The timing of Betty’s entrance connects her 

with Juliet and thereby emphasizes the reinvention interpretation that underscores the 

episode.  Additionally, the concept of secret love surrounding Romeo and Juliet adds to the 
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plot.  Betty’s insecurities emerge in the episode through her secretly dating a playwright.  

Thinking at first that they are dating in secret because of her career (she was interviewing him 

and felt it was unprofessional to date him), she discovers he wanted to keep her secret 

because her looks did not fit into his idea of a girlfriend.  His actions hurt Betty and invoke 

her insecurities.  By the end of the episode through the aforementioned discussion with her 

sister, she has realized how far she has reinvented herself and developed positively, coming 

to terms with herself and her insecurities, which is a common trope in a television series 

about the growth of a young character.  Although this drama class is not a part of Justin’s 

school but part of an acting school, it demonstrates Shakespeare’s typical place in school and 

theatre.  This depiction of Romeo and Juliet on Ugly Betty demonstrates a connection 

between uses of Shakespeare in school and uses of Shakespeare in drama because here, like 

in Eureka, Shakespeare is used for both, although no longer just a high school drama 

production, reflecting how the postmodern characteristics of the show allow for such a 

reference to be utilized.   

Case Study: Dead Like Me 

Another series using Shakespeare in education is Dead Like Me.  A Showtime original 

series, it only lasted for two seasons airing in 2003 and 2004 respectively in addition to a 

direct to DVD movie in 2009.  Dead Like Me does not feature the same characteristics of teen 

television like the other series mentioned in this category; nevertheless, a long reference to 

Shakespeare is used within a school setting.  Not a popular series, it nonetheless was a smart, 

well-made show and more importantly for this discussion, it is a significant example of 

Shakespeare references due to its multiple uses of Shakespeare.  Another cable show, Dead 

Like Me has even more artistic freedom because it was on a premium cable channel.  A black 

comedy focusing on philosophy surrounding life and death, this show often employs 

references, allusions, metaphors and allegory to strengthen its musings on life and death, 
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relying upon its audience to unpack and interpret the various references.  Dead Like Me 

follows a group of grim reapers, and it is narrated by and centred on one of them, a young girl 

named George.  Dying at age eighteen, George joins a group of reapers in her hometown and 

is trying to find her place again in the world, mourning the loss of her former life.  Being in 

the same town as her family, she often watches over them, allowing her to keep a foot in both 

her old, living life and that of her new, undead life.  Dead Like Me is a dark comedy that 

often uses death and the problems George faces for philosophical thoughts on both death and 

life, leading to many significant Shakespeare references.  Adding to the use of Shakespeare 

references is George’s father, Clancy Lass, being a university English professor teaching 

Shakespeare.  The first time George significantly spends time with him after her death is 

when she meets a girl in his class, Charlotte, in the episode “Sunday Mornings.”  Pretending 

to be a college student, George attends her father’s class where he is teaching the sonnets.  

Although George is not in school, she is young and the action in the episode takes place in 

college, setting up a perfect location for an extended use of Shakespeare.  By George 

attending several lectures on Shakespeare and having discussions and memories of the 

sonnets, it allows for a particular interpretation and use of the sonnets to exist.   

Although certain uses of the sonnets in this episode are similar to the stereotypical 

uses, the episode does not rely solely upon the clichés.  Instead, it allows for a more personal 

attachment of the sonnets to the characters and a specific interpretation: death, mourning, and 

moving on.  George sees a part of her father she never knew, and she remembers the 

relationship they had when she was a child that she let fade away.  Sonnets 60, 71 and 73 are 

substantially quoted and their themes used to underscore the deeper focuses of this episode: 

grief and moving on.  Clancy teaches the sonnets in such a way that his own personal 

connection with the sonnets because of his mourning of George’s death becomes obvious.  

The sonnets used discuss death, time and mourning, themes that resonate strongly with both 
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George and Clancy, especially since Clancy read the sonnets to George as a little girl.  

Shakespeare and poetry are tools Clancy uses to sort out his emotions, which is a common 

use of Shakespeare and poetry.  However, Shakespeare and the sonnets are a part of the 

connection George has with Clancy that she does not want to give up, adding a more personal 

position for Shakespeare and the sonnets.  The sonnets become a conduit for mourning but 

also for finding a way to move on, with Charlotte wanting to give Clancy a framed sonnet 71, 

one she feels specifically embodies the surrounding emotions of mourning and finding a way 

forward.   

The emotions surrounding the sonnets and the specific situation in the episode 

become symbolized by Charlotte’s framed sonnet, with her becoming the instrument to help 

Clancy move on.  The sonnets in general are also depicted, with one of the other reapers, 

Mason using them to woo Charlotte.  He knows she likes Shakespeare, so he begins to read 

the sonnets.  The use of the sonnets in Mason’s wooing of Charlotte is significant as he is 

characterized as a drug user and thief, having died in the late 1960s trying to reach an eternal 

high.  Mason uses Shakespeare to appear to reinvent himself to show he can be smart and 

romantic, someone Charlotte would like.  He also uses Romeo and Juliet as the idealized 

romance that he desires for him and Charlotte.  This last bit is mocked, with George telling 

Mason, “You do know how that ends,” and another reaper, Daisy, adding, “If Romeo had just 

masturbated a few times a week, he would have saved both families a lot of trouble.”  Mason 

only uses the clichés and stereotypes of Shakespeare, leading to failure unlike the more 

personalized views developed in the episode at large.  Mason’s use of Shakespeare allows for 

an interesting juxtaposition of Shakespeare’s employment in this episode.  Shakespeare is 

used seriously on the one hand as a conduit for expressing emotion while on the other hand 

mocked for being used to express romance.  The sonnets are allowed more importance 

because they are given substance within the classroom and shown to be significant to the 
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character’s lives.  Alternatively, Mason’s uses are only simple and incidental, which is the 

other common category of television Shakespeare appropriations.  The large quote is infused 

with significance due to its length and the discussions surrounding it, while the small 

references employed by Mason are simple and irreverent, allowing for them to be mocked.  

Using Shakespeare for deep emotion like grief is given more substance and seriousness, 

while using him for romance and love is not, shown by Mason’s failed attempts as well as 

Daisy’s mocking of the cultural association of Romeo and Juliet as a great love story.  Death, 

life, time and mourning are themes throughout the run of Dead Like Me, and Shakespeare is 

often mined for philosophical discussions on life and death although it is this episode where 

he is so most obviously at the centre.  The density and postmodern sensibilities enhanced by 

its place on premium cable allows for Shakespeare to be used to enrich the philosophical 

aims of this show. 

Conclusion: Long Quotation 

These case studies are from five different shows, yet they all use long references to 

Shakespeare in a school and/or theatre setting, utilizing these references to underscore central 

issues and impart a certain emphasis and interpretation.  Most of these concerns are 

associated with identity and alienation.  Because of the vast array of interpretations of 

Shakespeare plays, he becomes a great source from which to mine.  Additionally, 

Shakespeare finds his unique place within education and theatre quite easily, and it is in these 

places that long quotation and repeat references throughout the episode abound.   

When used in this way, Shakespeare plays are utilized for parallels to help underscore 

the important themes of the episode and series.  School and theatre provide places for 

Shakespeare to be discussed and shown in depth, allowing for seriousness, a connection to 

the characters and their lives, and a creation of a specific interpretation that resonates with the 

episode’s themes and plots at large.  Typical issues surrounding these shows, like identity and 
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inclusion, continually arise and use Shakespeare as a catalyst for discussion.  Although these 

themes are also shared with adult shows, the identity issues in teen TV are stronger than that 

of more adult shows due to identity being formed and inclusion being such a struggle during 

adolescence.  Shakespeare in teen television is not only used for underlying the theme, but is 

also used in other ways, like proverbialization, similar to adult genres.  The density and 

postmodern characteristics of the post-broadcast era of television allow for so many different 

types of Shakespeare references.  However, Shakespeare has a unique place in teen TV 

through the classroom, often helping to underscore the important issues of an episode, 

although he is not a necessity and not unique in this usage.  He has become a typical trope 

within the classroom, demonstrating the resonance and place that Shakespeare has not only in 

popular culture but in the classrooms as well.  Shakespeare is a common language and can 

help in the underscoring of important, universal themes even in shows that may seem insipid 

or purely targeted at a teen audience.   

In non-teen TV, long quotations and large references are still typically found within 

the classroom and theatre.  Smaller quotes may be scattered for specific reasons, as will be 

discussed, but times where Shakespeare is quoted at length are typically connected to theatre 

and education due to a more substantial, less stereotyped use of Shakespeare.  The case study 

examples that have been discussed are from five diverse shows, which construct a highly 

varied array that creates a core sample illuminating the trends in the typical uses of 

Shakespeare references on American television. 
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Chapter 4:  Shakespeare Shorthand 

The more common Shakespeare reference type found on television is the short, almost 

missed references used for shorthand.  Because of the stereotypes associated with many of 

Shakespeare’s plays and the idiomatic phrases originating in Shakespeare’s works as 

previously discussed, creators of shows can utilize his plays in order to quickly convey a 

larger meaning, making Shakespeare a type of shorthand.  Unlike the longer quotations that 

tend to be associated with teen television, short references can be found in a wide variety of 

genres and have a variety of uses.  Because of the variety of shows but common uses, the 

references will be discussed by method of employment rather than genre or specific show. 

As has been observed, many scholars ignore these small references to Shakespeare or 

only consider them long enough to dismiss them for their lack of substance.  Burt, Sanders 

and Smith’s scholarship has come closest to what this research is attempting, but they still 

only focus on other mediums and on what these references cannot do.115  However, these 

small references are an important aspect of television culture and Shakespeare scholarship.  

They do not allow for significant unpacking and interpretation, nevertheless they provide 

substantial support to the narrative structure of television. These small references enrich 

aspects of the scene, character, plot, and themes of episodes.  The case studies explored will 

not deeply unpack and interpret the references.  Instead, the focus will be on demonstrating 

their place within the episode narrative structure, including plot, character, mise en scène and 

humour/parody.  These uses exemplify the postmodern culture of contemporary television 

discussed in the first chapter.   

Shakespeare shorthand relies upon clichés and stereotypes, only needing the audience 

to recognize the associations floating around in cultural consciousness.  One of the 

difficulties when looking into these types of references is that the aspects of Shakespeare are 

so clichéd and the quotes so idiomatic that it can be difficult to know whether or not the 
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creators are truly invoking Shakespeare or whether they are just using aspects of the English 

language and culture.  However, a large majority of these references are used with purpose 

and rely upon the surrounding resonances to enrich the show.  More than the longer 

references, this category utilizes the common, clichéd plays like Romeo and Juliet and 

Hamlet, often just using the lovers themselves and Hamlet’s “to be or not to be” soliloquy.  

However, these are not always used with the same intention, demonstrating the variety of 

meanings and uses imbedded in Shakespeare’s plays.  These uses will be explored in detail 

and include the traditional utilization, the most popular plays employed, parody, and 

characterization.  Often these references, like the longer quotations, are used in order to 

underscore important themes of the episodes and/or series as a whole.  The Shakespeare 

references might even be repeated, creating an extended metaphor.  These differ from the 

aforementioned longer references because these extended metaphors still rely only upon the 

stereotypes and do not provide their own interpretation.  These shorthand references can also 

be used purely for humour or parody.  A very common use that will be discussed in detail is 

characterization of a scene or person, which is one of the major uses of these shorthand 

references. 

Extended Metaphor: Romeo and Juliet 

These shorthand references might be clumped together, creating an extended 

metaphor.  Unlike the longer references, these metaphors remain at the surface level, relying 

only upon stereotypes and clichés.  The most used of these are the tragic lovers of Romeo and 

Juliet.  Romeo and Juliet was not a story created by Shakespeare, yet it is his Romeo and 

Juliet that is most commonly thought of when the lovers are invoked.  The tragic love story 

has a life of its own outside of the play, even though it always in someway harkens back to 

Shakespeare’s version.  As previously discussed, Romeo and Juliet has a strong cognitive 

legacy due to its dense and various associations with love and romance, leading to Romeo 
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and Juliet being used to convey a larger meaning of love.  These extended uses differ from 

the long quotes and references previously discussed, becoming a part of the short reference 

category because of their reliance upon clichés.   

An example is the show Roswell, which aired from 1999-2002 on the WB for the first 

two seasons and UPN for the last.  Roswell centres on three teenage aliens from the supposed 

1947 UFO crash in Roswell, NM.  The teenage aliens were in special pods for many years, 

only coming out as children in the 1980s making them in 1999 only sophomores in high 

school.  Not knowing anything about their home planet and purpose on Earth, they live a 

normal life, albeit with powers, trying to fit in and not letting anyone, even their adoptive 

parents, know the truth.  In the pilot episode, one of them, Max, saves the life of a girl he has 

a crush on, Liz, using his alien powers.  Forced to reveal his secret, Liz and her best friend 

Maria become privy to the truth about the aliens.  At the same time, the aliens decide to 

discover more about their heritage.  Many problems ensue with both malevolent aliens and 

the government chasing after the gang of teenagers.  Because of the dangers involved and 

their distinctly different backgrounds, the relationship between Max and Liz often has 

problems, with them sometimes being together romantically and at other times not.  These 

difficulties make it so that they often refer to their romance as Romeo and Juliet-like, as well 

as the creators alluding to Romeo and Juliet in order to connect the two couples.  One way in 

which the creators emphasize this metaphor is through many a rendezvous happening 

between Max and Liz while she is up on a rooftop porch and he is on the ground, invoking 

the clichéd balcony scene of Romeo and Juliet.  The creators subtly use this to help create the 

extended metaphor of Max and Liz as a Romeo and Juliet couple.  This lengthened metaphor 

relying solely on the stereotyped “star-crossed lovers” concept of Romeo and Juliet becomes 

solidified in the episode “The End of the World.”  In this episode, a future version of Max 

visits the present to save the world, telling Liz she must break up with Max completely so 
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that he will move on from her because if they end up together, the entire universe will be 

destroyed.  Liz, while trying to break up with Max, compares their relationship to that of 

Romeo and Juliet.  However, she does not leave it just at the clichéd idea of true love and 

instead emphasizes the tragic aspects of the stereotypical star crossed lovers, saying:  

I just reread Romeo and Juliet and first thing I noticed was that’s not even the 
title.  It’s the tragedy of Romeo and Juliet.  She’s this young girl, younger than 
me.  And she dies.  I think that people think it’s such a romantic play because 
they don’t know what its like to be in that position.  But when your life and 
others people’s lives are at risk there’s nothing romantic about it…I may love 
you, but I don’t want to die for you.116   
 

Although she is lying to him, saying later to future Max that she would indeed die for him, 

Max begins to try to let her go, at least for the moment.  By Liz using Romeo and Juliet and 

their cultural associations, she is underscoring the danger and the doom of their relationship.  

Although this episode explicitly defines Liz and Max as a Romeo and Juliet couple, 

throughout the series there are small references like the aforementioned balcony scenes that 

continue the extended metaphor.  Before the series finale when they marry and run off with 

their group of friends in a semi-happy resolution, their relationship continues to be associated 

with Romeo and Juliet.  The relationship between Max and Liz plays a major role in Roswell, 

with the problems they continually encounter adding tension to the ongoing plot elements.  

By invoking Romeo and Juliet so often, not only is their love equated to an idealized vision 

of love, it also underscores the danger and adds to the drama, anxiety and possible tragedy of 

the “will they/won’t they” lovers at the heart of this show.  Romeo and Juliet makes for a 

perfect metaphor for the teenage lovers, as the series’ fictional characters and the creators 

know.  The viewers are familiar with the story and the cultural associations surrounding it, 

helping to add tension and anxiety to the star crossed love of Liz and Max, a love that is not 

allowed to be until the series end, where despite the connection between them and the 

doomed lovers and the temporary alienation of Liz and Max, they do end up together.  For 
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this teen TV show filled with postmodern characteristics that add a density to its narrative, 

Romeo and Juliet becomes the perfect shorthand for the central love story. 

Like Liz’s statement about Romeo and Juliet dying for each other, the idea of young 

lovers dying for each other is often associated with Romeo and Juliet.  In crime shows, it is 

common when solving the murder of two young lovers to equate them with Romeo and 

Juliet, as is done in Bones and Tru Calling.  For crime shows like Bones and Tru Calling, 

shorthand references like Shakespeare are crucial in helping to develop the characters 

involved in the crime of the week.  In order for audiences to care about the crime committed, 

the characters must become three-dimensional.  However, the focus of the episode needs to 

remain with the crime solvers, allowing for minimal space to develop the weekly characters.  

Therefore, there is a reliance upon clichés and references to assist in the development of these 

characters.  Bones, debuting on Fox in 2005 and presently in its sixth season, is a show about 

a partnership between a forensic anthropologist and an FBI agent that use science to solve 

crime.  In Bones the victims have decayed past easy identification.  Dr. Brennan and her team 

of scientists working at the Jeffersonian Institute in Washington D.C. use forensics to identify 

the victim and figure out how the death occurred, usually catching the murderer as well.  The 

FBI agent, Booth, adds instinct and personal, more old-fashioned crime fighting skills to this 

team.  One episode, “The Boy in the Shroud,” references Romeo and Juliet.  Like Roswell, 

this is not a one-off reference to Romeo and Juliet but rather the play and its lovers are used 

as an extended metaphor for the young couple.  However, it still only relies upon the clichés 

surrounding the lovers and only invokes the play itself, never going deeper into 

interpretations or long quotes like the longer references.  In this episode, the young couple 

associate themselves with Romeo and Juliet because their opposing wealth creates the 

familial conflict and forbidden romance found in the play, and the crime fighting team 

continue the metaphor while solving the murder.  Throughout the episode, the difference of 
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class between the lovers is stressed, with certain assumptions surrounding foster children 

being questioned, especially as Dr. Brennan herself was a foster child and does not like the 

stereotypes.  The body of the boy is found with a rose in his hand, a rose later found to be 

associated with Romeo and Juliet that helps to find the girl and solve the case.  The boy is 

from a wealthy family, and his parents were not happy with the relationship, having big plans 

for his future, while the girl is an orphan with a younger brother and a vague future.  This 

difference in class and family getting in the way fuels their idea of being Romeo and Juliet, 

and they decide to run off together.  However, the idea of Romeo and Juliet is given a twist, 

since for a while the young Juliet is accused of killing her lover.  This allows for a 

juxtaposition between the idealized version of love found in the play and an actual killing of a 

young boy by his young lover.   

Adding to the self-comparison to Romeo and Juliet, in a shrine to the boy at the 

location where he died, there is a copy of Romeo and Juliet with the inscription: “To my 

Juliet from your Romeo.”  This helps the plot of Romeo and Juliet to fall like a shadow over 

the resolution of this episode.  This is important to the resolution because it is discovered the 

brother of the girl did not understand the couple’s relationship, thinking that the rich boy was 

going to take his sister away from him when in reality the couple were running off together 

so that the brother could stay with his foster mom, and his sister was not going to be gone 

forever.  Like Tybalt, who did not accept the love between Romeo and Juliet and forces a 

quarrel on Romeo, leading to his own death, the brother in this episode of Bones does not 

understand the love, leading to a quarrel that causes “Romeo’s” death.  The clichés 

surrounding Romeo and Juliet lead to the self-classification of a star-crossed Romeo and 

Juliet by the teenage pair, helps the team solve the crime, and adds certain assumptions and 

characteristics to the young lovers quickly, helping to develop the plot of this particular 

episode of Bones.  This is highlighted self-consciously through one of the characters, Zach, 
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quoting from the play, “a rose by another name would smell as sweet,” upon discovery of the 

rose being the “Romeo and Juliet rose.”  Zach goes on to say that that particular quote has 

been known to best sum up the plot of the play, highlighting the love between Romeo and 

Juliet and the strife between the families, demonstrating the aspect of the play upon which 

this episode of Bones relies.  To help set up and characterize these characters who are 

featured only in one episode yet are important to the central plot, the writers use the clichés 

surrounding Romeo and Juliet to add density and a stronger back-story quickly.   

Tru Calling similarly uses Romeo and Juliet in the episode “Star-Crossed.”  The 

premise of Tru Calling, airing for only two seasons on FOX from 2003-2005, is that a young 

woman working in a morgue has a special gift where untimely killed victims ask for her help 

and she relives the day in order to save them.  Tru Calling is a stereotypical crime show with 

a twist.  By adding its own concepts to a genre, it opens up a variety of creative uses of other 

stereotypical television characteristics like intertextual references.  Thereby, the shorthand, 

stereotypical use of Romeo and Juliet in Tru Calling invokes the clichés and common tropes 

and then adds a twist.  Already in the title “Star Crossed,” Romeo and Juliet is summoned 

because of the heavy association between Romeo and Juliet and the idea of star-crossed 

lovers from the prologue.  In this episode, a young boy and girl come into the morgue asking 

for her help, having died in a car wreck from presumably running away together.  Even more 

so than in Bones, the familial conflict and forbidden romance comes from a difference of 

class.  They attend a private school that has a huge class chasm, with the wealthy and 

scholarship students not associating with each other.  Tru quickly associates the presumed 

couple with Romeo and Juliet, believing they are dating secretly, something emphasized even 

more when she overhears the young boy talking about his Romeo and Juliet relationship.  The 

audience is also supposed to assume with Tru they are secretly together and having a Romeo 

and Juliet-esque relationship, having also seen the girl pack in order to run away with her 
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lover at the beginning of the episode.  With the viewers and Tru assuming the two dead teens 

are secret lovers, the usual plot of Tru saving them ensues, with its typical road bumps.  Tru 

Calling uses the concepts surrounding Romeo and Juliet to make the audience, and Tru, 

assume that she is to save two star crossed lovers running away together from dying.  

However, this is altered in the end when it is discovered that the two secret lovers from 

different classes are not the young girl and boy found dead, but the young girl and the 

girlfriend of the boy, or as Tru puts it, “Juliet and Juliet.”  Here, the creators are using an oft-

used cliché and all of the surrounding conceptions to try to fool the audience into assuming 

one notion, only to switch it around at the end.  Through invoking Romeo and Juliet, an 

idealized version of heterosexual young love is invoked and surrounds the boy and girl 

characters.  This characterizing of the teens as Romeo and Juliet leads the audience, and Tru, 

into following the cultural associations and assumptions surrounding Romeo and Juliet and 

then applying them to the couple, making the ending more surprising and not just a 

stereotypical plot device.  Because of the heavy cultural associations surrounding Romeo and 

Juliet and its commonly used clichés, the creators can easily play with audiences and their 

presumptions, making them believe one idea and then showing something different.  Tru 

Calling demonstrates how Shakespeare and the clichés can be used not to underscore but to 

fool an audience, although it still adds to the plot and themes of the episode because the 

young couple in question still embody the characteristics of the star-crossed lovers despite 

being a same sex couple.  Thus, as demonstrated, Romeo and Juliet is an easy tool to use to 

help add density and characterisation in shows that need to create three-dimensional 

characters quickly in a crime of the week scenario like Bones and Tru Calling.   

Like Tru Calling, Sex and the City (SATC) invokes Romeo and Juliet and all of its 

surrounding cultural associations to add a twist to it and ultimately reject it, opting for female 

friendship instead of true love.  SATC, airing on HBO from 1998-2004, is a show that often 
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references classic, iconic and popular sources, including Shakespeare, something that its 

narrative structure specially allows because of Carrie’s narration.  Its place on HBO also 

allows for a richer, more creative use of references.  The episodes are centred on Carrie’s 

column of the week, and they always include voice over narration by Carrie related to her 

creation of the column, which provides her with an almost omniscient point of view.  

Additionally, it is Carrie’s narration that structures the episodes and often highlights the 

metaphor or central allusion of the episode.  Because she is characterized as a writer and is in 

the process of writing, the creators have ample space for metaphors and allusions to both 

classical and popular culture texts.  The references are consciously selected, often for the 

surrounding resonances accompanying the famous work utilized, and can be verbal and 

visual.  Many of these references are expected and clichéd, ones that the audience may not 

consciously know the source but still be able to unpack the inner meanings because of 

perpetual use in society.  SATC demonstrates the dream of unconditional love in friendship, a 

relationship that is more important and stands in place of the traditional family and hetero-

normative relationships.117  The four SATC girls use the concept of soul mates to describe 

their own friendship instead of letting a man complete them, and it is with a reference to 

Romeo and Juliet that this theme is cemented in the episode “The Agony and the Ex-tacy.”   

In this episode, the women debate soul mates, spurred by an ad for a single’s dating 

service called “Romeo and Juliet.”  At the end, exhausted and ready to abandon men and the 

idea of soul mates, Charlotte uncharacteristically says, “Maybe we can be each other’s soul 

mates and let men be these great guys to have fun with,” something to which the rest agree.118  

The ad agency’s name, “Romeo and Juliet,” is never spoken but just shown on screen while 

Carrie reads the ad to herself.  This is just a visual reference but remains significant.  The 

agency could have been called anything, left nameless, and the ad could have never been 

given screen time, demonstrating the conscious choice of the creators to use Romeo and 
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Juliet and its surrounding associations.  It is no coincidence that a dating agency called 

“Romeo and Juliet” spurs a discussion of soul mates since Romeo and Juliet has become a 

symbol of ideal, heterosexual love as previously discussed.  Although never verbally 

recognized, the girls are spurred by the ad to have a discussion on soul mates, making Romeo 

and Juliet and the dating service it represents a symbol for the hetero-normative definition of 

soul mates.  The density of the show, its reliance on visual references, and the knowledge the 

creators have that the audience will rewatch the episode due to their access to DVRs and 

DVDs means they can utilize such a quick visual reference to impact the wider theme of the 

episode.   

By throwing out the concept of love represented by Romeo and Juliet, the dating 

service and the play, the reference demonstrates how the SATC women have thrown out 

society’s concept of love and soul mates, instead finding something that suits them better.  

The four friends have been more important than men and family to each other before, but this 

moment cements, names and defines their special relationship.  By agreeing to be one 

another’s soul mates and letting men just “be fun,” they walk even further away from the 

patriarchal stereotypes and lead the way to a new, female centred place, cementing a theme 

that is important from the beginning of the television show through to the latest instalment of 

its continuation in cinema.  All of these shows use aspects of Romeo and Juliet to add 

important elements to their shows.  They rely only upon the cultural clichés and assumptions 

surrounding the plays and use them to help add to the themes, plots or characterizations of 

characters.  Although they might add a small quote or two from the play, all that is needed is 

invoking the names of the lovers, demonstrating how strongly Romeo and Juliet is embedded 

in cultural consciousness.  This also demonstrates the postmodern sensibilities found within 

the current culture of television.  Similar shorthand references abound, with creators relying 

upon audiences being able to read, unpack and interpret these references to enhance the show.   
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Extended Metaphor: Hamlet 

The other play with a strong afterlife including certain clichés and cultural 

assumptions surrounding it is Hamlet.  As discussed, many quotes from it are now proverbial, 

with “to be or not to be” among the most used, becoming a short hand way of bringing across 

profound uncertainty and inaction.  Additionally, the tableau of Hamlet holding Yorick’s 

skull has become iconic and adds an element of death associated with Hamlet.  One show 

using both of these surrounding clichés of Hamlet is Dead Like Me.  As discussed in the 

previous chapter, DLM often uses Shakespeare within its repository of references that add to 

the central themes of death, life and philosophy.  It is a black comedy, surrounded by death 

yet these deaths are often absurd, allowing for comedy and humour to remain.  George has 

many problems with her new role in life as a Grim Reaper, not wanting other people to die, 

often spurring a philosophical discussion on life and death, and death’s place in life.  It takes 

George a long time to come to terms with death, and she also must find a way to live in the 

world after she has died, often realizing how little she lived while she was alive.  Not being 

paid to be a Grim Reaper and needing the same basic necessities as a living person, George 

must have a regular job, which she finds in the form of a temp agency Happy Time.  The 

manager of Happy Time mentors George and continually gives her more responsibility.  It is 

in an episode where George has been given more responsibility than she desires that 

Shakespeare again plays a dominant role, although different than the sonnets in the episode 

previously discussed.   

In the episode “In Escrow,” George must pick one of three potential employees for a 

temporary employment opportunity.  All three have equally good reasons to be chosen and 

continually bribe her and emphasize to her why they should be chosen, making it very 

difficult for George to decide.  While stuck in indecision, one of the other reapers Daisy says 

to George, “You sound like Hamlet, all that indecision.”  To add to the equating of George 
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with Hamlet, George uses her pet frog (who also symbolizes death due to its connection with 

a story about how death came into the world shown in the pilot episode when George found 

the frog and George’s own mulling in this episode over death’s ease of choosing) to help her 

decide, telling the frog “to jump or not to jump.”  Finally having chosen someone, George 

relaxes, but only momentarily.  Going on a group assignment for her reaper job, she sees the 

man to whom she gave the job as well as the employer that harassed her to find someone.  

The employer has gone crazy, going on a shooting rampage and killing 13 people, including 

both the man to whom George gave the job and himself.  This strongly impacts George, for it 

was her decision in her non-reaper job that led to these deaths.  By this time, she is familiar 

with death and reaping, but she is not used to being the cause of someone’s death, so she is 

profoundly affected by these deaths.  Summing up her experience in the end, George again 

equates her life with Hamlet, saying “I actually read it in high school.  A guy can’t make a 

decision and everybody dies.  I am Hamlet.  And everybody dies.”119  Unlike “Sunday 

Mornings” that quoted from the sonnets at length and provided its own interpretation to 

underscore the theme, the use of Shakespeare in this episode is specifically just the 

surrounding clichés of Hamlet.  Other than a bastardization of “to be or not to be,” Hamlet is 

not quoted, and the only discussion of Hamlet is equated with Hamlet’s indecision and the 

tragic ending, all cultural associations surrounding Hamlet.  These connections were the only 

necessary aspects of Hamlet in order for the writers to utilize it for this episode of DLM.  

George is musing on serious issues in this episode, as she does in most episodes, and 

Shakespeare’s Hamlet helps her.  Hamlet is often thought of as being contemplation on life, 

death and the afterlife, allowing for its use in a show pondering similar concepts.  Because of 

Hamlet’s afterlife and association with high culture, high education, philosophy, and 

psychology all of these surrounding characteristics are added to George’s own quandary, 
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helping to elevate it from a mere indecision by a teenage girl to a more generalized 

predicament. 

Sex and the City also finds a way to incorporate Hamlet into the show of four 

independent women in their thirties looking for love but not needing a man to be happy or 

survive.  Their search for Mr. Right creates the question of how much of oneself to sacrifice, 

emotionally, intellectually and at times sexually, as they walk the line between female 

independence and wanting a man.  SATC depicts a generation of women who grew up after 

the feminist movement, with all choices of life presented to them.  They did not have to fight 

for college, work, or independence.  Instead, as Carrie says in the episode “All or Nothing:”  

Since birth, modern women have been told we can do and be anything we 
want.  Be an astronaut, the head of an internet company, a stay-at-home mom.  
There aren’t any rules anymore, and the choices are endless.  And apparently 
they can all be delivered right to your door.  But is it possible that we’ve 
gotten so spoiled by choices that we’ve become unable to make one?120   
 

This dilemma is a central theme: being single, happy, independent and wanting it all on one’s 

own terms, but sometimes not knowing what “it” is. The women of SATC have embraced the 

choices provided to them, deciding they will not sacrifice themselves for a man, although at 

times they do question their chosen lifestyles due to societal pressure.121  When these 

insecure feelings rise, by the end of the episode the women have decided that they 

themselves, and their friendship, are more important, falling further away from the societal 

norms of stereotypical patriarchy.  They choose to not compromise themselves or be 

unwillingly objectified by men, and Hamlet helps convey this important theme of female 

non-compromising autonomy.  In the episode, “Politically Erect,” a visual reference to 

Shakespeare, “to pee or not to pee” arises as Carrie’s published column title, something the 

audience hardly ever sees, already emphasizing its importance.  Typically Carries’ column is 

only depicted in progress as she writes it.  When her articles are published in book form, they 

are briefly shown in that context; otherwise, they are usually only shown published when she 
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uses the paper to display her job to someone.  However, these are past columns and therefore 

not associated with the current episode, unlike in “Politically Erect.”  In “Politically Erect,” 

Carrie’s politician boyfriend is shown reading her published column, giving the column and 

its Shakespearean title ample screen time, underscoring the importance of the column title to 

the episode as a whole.  Like all episodes, there is a central metaphor mixed in with her 

article and the title of the episode.  For the episode “Politically Erect” the central theme is sex 

and politics; however, the published article’s separate title depicts the secondary theme to the 

episode, which is important to the wider series arc.  In the episode, Carrie’s new politician 

boyfriend asks her to urinate on him in the shower as part of their sex life.  This type of 

sexual deviancy is something with which Carrie is not comfortable, so she internally debates 

what to do, lingering in non-action.  As discussed, one of the central questions of the whole 

show is how much a woman ought to compromise for a man, and this episode illustrates this 

dilemma in sexual practice as Carrie must decide how far out of her sexual comfort zone to 

go with a man.  Carrie does not instantly say no to the politician; instead, she debates it 

internally for a long time.  At first, she just hopes it will disappear and fix itself, 

characterizing her inaction similar to Hamlet.  She is conflicted, internally debating what to 

do, also like Hamlet.   

By bringing in Hamlet, even though it is at the end of the episode, it underscores the 

importance of Carrie’s internal struggle and supports the larger theme of not compromising 

oneself.  The visual references in SATC are used to provide characterization for Carrie, the 

situation, and the mise-en-scène, so the writer’s conscious decision to title the article “to Pee 

or not to Pee,” is not only humorous and proverbial, it is significantly used to make the 

audience unconsciously equate Carrie’s quandary with that of the clichéd Hamlet.  It is left on 

screen long enough for the audience to see it, digest it, and thereby relate it to Carrie’s life.  

Her column is about her life; therefore, her column title is automatically associated with her.  
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Although sex may not seem as important as revenge for the death of a father and king, 

Hamlet and Carrie are both pondering how much to compromise of oneself to do what 

another person desires.  Carrie must decide whether to do something sexually that she is 

uncomfortable doing for a man she likes, and Hamlet must decide whether to kill someone on 

the orders of his dead father.  The stereotypes surrounding Hamlet, and the reverberations of 

the now proverbial “to be, or not to be,” work here to help add substance to the episode and 

Carrie’s internal struggle within it.  Although this reference is also surrounded with humour 

based upon the pun, as well as making audiences feel “cool” because they have recognized 

and understood the joke, it also acts as a tool to help develop the episode and the series.  

Without the use of Shakespeare and the surrounding resonances of Hamlet, one of the 

important themes within this episode would not be as strong.  Romeo and Juliet and Hamlet 

are often used for extended metaphors and shorthand to help within the narrative structure of 

the show, but there are several other significant uses of Shakespeare shorthand.  Postmodern 

television relies upon these types of shorthand references and the audience to interpret them 

in order to enhance the episode. 

Humour/Parody 

These short references to Shakespeare are not just used to add to various aspects of 

the narrative structure of a show, they can also be used for humour, especially parody.  Some 

shows choose to use references to Shakespeare in order to mock these stereotypical 

Shakespearean appropriations discussed.  They self-consciously reference Shakespeare and 

while doing so, examine how other shows do so as well, mocking postmodern culture’s love 

of referencing and recycling old plots.  Two series that often do this are the animated sitcoms 

Family Guy and The Simpsons, shows famous for this type of humour.  Shakespeare is an 

easy tool because of his wide recognition and his place outside of copyright and in the public 

domain, something highlighted in the episode of The Simpsons “Tales from the Public 
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Domain.”  In this episode, Homer finds a long-overdue library book and decides to read it to 

the family.  Three well-known tales are envisioned starring the Simpson family and friends, 

one of which is Hamlet.  Within all three tales, it is only the stereotypes and well-known plot 

elements enacted.  The episode’s title calls to attention the use of these stories because they 

are within the public domain and so can be thus utilized without worry of copyright 

infringement.  In this episode, Hamlet is reduced to an ultra condensed retelling, highlighting 

the large stereotypes of the story and mocking them.  For example, there is a poster on the 

wall saying, “Danes do it Melancholy,” invoking the aforementioned stereotype of the 

melancholy prince.  The soliloquies are mocked by “Claudius” hearing “Hamlet” talking 

about using the play to catch the “conscience of the king.”  “Hamlet” says, “You’re not 

supposed to hear me, that’s supposed to be a soliloquy.”  Additionally, the insanity of both 

Hamlet and Ophelia are mocked, with “Ophelia” saying, “Oh, great, now Hamlet’s acting 

crazy.  Well nobody out crazies Ophelia,” and then sings “Hey Nonny Nonny,” while running 

around, ending by jumping into water and drowning.  The final tragic scene is also parodied, 

with everyone dying more or less due to his or her own fault in a silly manner.  For example, 

“Gertrude” is left alive at the end but kills herself because “there is no way I’m cleaning up 

this mess.”122  All of these examples illustrate how this episode “retells” Hamlet.  It only 

takes the most well-known, stereotyped aspects of the play and then parodies them.  It also 

mocks the continuous retelling and adapting of the play, especially at the end when Homer 

says: “Son, it’s not only a great play, but also became a great movie called [pause] 

Ghostbusters.”  The Simpsons provide their own ten-minute retelling of Hamlet, yet include 

many of the traditional, stereotyped interpretations often utilized in enactions of the play, 

slightly mocking these adaptations and traditions, as well as the strong cultural consciousness 

of Hamlet due to these common performances.  Not only is Hamlet being parodied, but the 

constant use of Hamlet in popular culture is as well.  Likewise, there is a version of Macbeth 
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performed by the Simpson family in the episode “Four Great Women and a Manicure” where 

Lisa and Marge swap stories of strong women.  Within the 21-year and counting run of The 

Simpsons, Shakespeare is referenced often, along side other well known literary and cultural 

beings, demonstrating both the Harvard-education and the love of mockery of the creators. 

A similar use of Shakespeare is found in the “Fast Times at Buddy Cianci Jr. High” 

episode of Family Guy.  In this episode Romeo and Juliet is invoked, yet not in order to 

parody it.  Instead, it is used to parody the uses of Shakespeare in movies and television 

shows to help teach underprivileged teenagers.  In this episode, Brian the family dog becomes 

a teacher at Chris’s school and is sent to teach the remedial English class.  The students in 

this classroom represent all the cultural stereotypes of students found in a remedial class 

without a teacher willing to help them achieve their dreams: gangsters, pregnant teens, drug 

users, and students in their twenties who have not yet graduated.  In this episode, Brian takes 

on the role of mentor, trying to teach these kids and give them the support they never had.  

He tries to teach them Romeo and Juliet through rapping and dressing in the popular gangster 

dress.  However, the teenagers see through him and tell him how patronising to them it is that 

he is acting in this way.  Additionally, at the end Brian finally makes them see their potential, 

with the groups calling him “My Captain,” invoking Dead Poets Society.  Adding to the 

mockery of these types of stories, the dreams to which they aspire are not much better than 

the lives they have.  Family Guy takes a stereotyped use of Shakespeare in order to parody 

these uses, especially the popular films Gangster’s Paradise, Renaissance Man and Dead 

Poets Society.  A common trope is a teacher coming into a classroom of misfits and problem 

students and finding ways to connect with the students and teach them, often using 

Shakespeare.  It is this use of education on screen that Family Guy is mocking, using Brian’s 

teaching of Shakespeare.  This demonstrates the strong legacy Shakespeare has through the 

common appropriation of Shakespeare by popular media and stories.  In order to reference 
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and mock something, it must be common enough for the majority of the audience to 

understand.  Both The Simpsons and Family Guy mock these uses of Shakespeare, 

demonstrating the widespread use of Shakespeare in popular culture.  This type of meta-

cultural parody is common in current television, and Shakespeare is just one such tool to use 

in order to mock contemporary culture. 

Parody Meets Character 

The final common use of Shakespeare within these parodic cartoons is for 

characterization.  Shakespeare can often be used to characterize a more cultured and educated 

character because of his association with theatre and education, as previously discussed.  This 

situating of Shakespeare within these realms helps him to be utilized to characterize people 

and has become a common trope, which is then mocked, like in The Simpsons.  In The 

Simpsons, the character most associated with Shakespeare is the recurring character Sideshow 

Bob.  He is an elitist who detests lowbrow culture, making him resent his place in Krusty’s 

show.  Adding to Bob’s elitist characterization is Kelsey Grammer’s voice behind Bob.  

Grammer is best known for his television character Frasier Crane, a beloved character from 

Cheers who had his own spin-off Frasier, who is a highly educated elitist character.  

Shakespeare is used as a tool to demonstrate the highly cultured and elitist nature of these 

characters, something that works because of his stereotypical association with high culture.  

When a show like The Simpsons utilizes this trope, it does so mockingly and as a way to 

comment on certain aspects of society.  Sideshow Bob’s resentment of Krusty and the 

lowbrow show leads to his murderous intentions.  He sees Bart as his nemesis because Bart 

and Lisa, mere children, are able to stop all of his evil plans, which adds insult to injury.  He 

has been aided by his entire family, including his brother, mother, father, wife and son in at 

least one of these attempts.  He is a television-hating elitist, and his appearances often lead to 

a discussion of the culture wars as well as the role of television in cultural education.  He 
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stands for highbrow and the Simpson family (and television show) are self-degradingly used 

as the definition of lowbrow entertainment (especially to elitists like Bob).  Because 

Shakespeare is often thought of as high culture, it is a perfect opportunity for him to be used, 

especially because he is recognized and has those surrounding stereotypes.   

The latest Sideshow Bob episode, “Funeral for a Fiend” is the best example of 

Shakespeare’s use in the Bob episodes as well as featuring many self-references, as often is 

the case with Bob episodes.  Having been lured to a restaurant from a television commercial, 

the family find themselves in a family style revenge plan, with every part of Sideshow Bob’s 

family playing a role.  The first part of his plan was having the Simpson family come to the 

restaurant where he ties them to chairs and rigs a pile of TNT to ignite from a spark from a 

faulty computer.  As he leaves, he says “Like Shakespeare said: ‘If it were done when twas 

done, then twere best it were done quickly,’” in reference to wanting to leave before the 

Simpsons can stop his plan.  Yet Lisa saves the day, replying to his comment that he has 

made no mistakes this time by saying, “Actually you made one.  What Shakespeare really 

said was ‘twere well it were done quickly’”.  Sideshow Bob returns, not believing her, and 

the following repartee occurs: Bob dripping with sarcasm, “I’m sure you studied the immortal 

bard extensively under your Miss Hoover.”  Lisa retorts, “Macbeth Act 1 Scene 7.  Look it 

up.”123  Bob says he will, and as he uses Wikipedia, the computer explodes on his lap and he 

is soon taken to prison. 

The plot then shifts to Bob’s trial where his entire family makes an appearance.  

Adding to the mocking of Shakespeare’s use in popular society, Sideshow Bob’s mother is an 

allusion to Judi Dench.  Her name is Dame Judi Underdung, hailed by Lisa as the greatest 

classical actress of her generation.  In the courtroom one of the Springfield residents, Lenny, 

says to her, “Dame Judith you were brilliant in Troilus and Cressida.  Did they name the 

Toyota Cressida after the play or the play after the car?”  Dame Judith is appropriately 
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annoyed and does not want to answer, although she does in the end.  The allusion to Judi 

Dench and Troilus and Cressida mocks the use of Shakespeare within popular culture, but it 

also uses a lesser-known play.  The use of a lesser-known play like Troilus and Cressida only 

adds to the highlighting of Shakespeare’s use within popular culture because it is still used in 

the same way but becomes more jarring because of its uncommonness.  Sideshow Bob’s 

brother, Cecil, also becomes associated with Shakespeare when at the end, Cecil, talking to 

Bob, gloats that Bart never would have come if it were not for his speech.  Bob replies 

sarcastically, “yes and Hamlet is all about Laertes.”  Cecil says, “Will you please stop 

comparing me to Laertes,” and Bob replies, “If the shoe fits.”  It is only natural that an 

episode about the entire Sideshow Bob family that is characterized as snobby and elitist 

features so much Shakespeare.  Shakespeare is an easy reference because, as discussed, 

although he is thought of as high culture, the majority of the audience will understand the 

references because he is commonly utilized and studied.   However, some of the references 

used are for the more educated viewers, like the Dame Judi and Troilus and Cressida.  

Although Judi Dench is a famous actress, not every viewer of The Simpsons especially in 

America will be as knowledgeable of her stage work and strong Shakespeare connections, 

and Troilus and Cressida is one of Shakespeare’s least known plays.  Although the viewer 

does not really have to know Troilus and Cressida or Dench’s theatre career to get the joke, 

these comments are in there for the more culturally savvy viewer.  These uses of Shakespeare 

are stereotypical but also mock the common uses of Shakespeare, a common trait in The 

Simpsons: using something in order to self-reference and mock. 

A similar use of Shakespeare occurs in the Family Guy episode “the King is Dead.”  

The central plot of this episode is a show at the local community theatre.  Like the other The 

Simpsons and Family Guy episodes discussed, the meta-culture aspects of postmodernism are 

employed heavily in this episode.  Lois achieves a long time dream by becoming the artistic 
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director, deciding to direct Rodger and Hammerstein’s The King and I.  In the auditions, the 

baby Stewie uses Richard III’s famous soliloquy, “now is the winter of our discontent,” using 

his blankie to create the iconic hump.  This creates an oft-used hilarious juxtaposition 

between Stewie’s being a baby and his mother’s seeing him as such and Stewie’s actual 

habits of being a megalomaniac genius, usually trying to kill Lois, his mother.  As is typical 

for the show, Stewie is associated with high culture, education and acting above his age, only 

to have Lois turn him back into a kid, as she does here by telling him to act out a nursery 

rhyme instead.  A lot of the humour from Family Guy comes from the baseness of the rest of 

the family being compared to the more elite characterizations of Stewie and the dog, Brian.  It 

is no coincidence that the two intelligent, well-cultured people in the family are the baby and 

the dog.  This helps to highlight various cultural criticisms since there is an internal paradox 

created by having the baby and the dog as the smart, cultured characters.  They are constantly 

brought into the more debased world through inherent obstacles from their status as family 

dog and baby.  Through the juxtaposition between stereotypical high culture and low culture, 

the creators are often able to criticize culture, which they do in this episode.  Stewie’s 

audition piece is not the only place in the episode to reference Shakespeare.  As the episode 

progresses, Peter, who Lois has allowed to be a producer, hoping it will keep him away from 

the theatre, has taken over.  Peter as a character is a stereotypical uncultured workingman, 

and it is through Peter’s taking control of the play that modern culture is critiqued.  He hires 

the local female news anchor to be the star of the show, knowing it will draw a crowd, 

reflecting criticized adaptation of plays staring famous celebrities to draw crowds to the 

theatre.  He also continuously changes the show, adding more and more ridiculous aspects 

until it becomes a science fiction, Terminator-like account of the King and I.  This leads to a 

fight between Lois, who is trying to create art and respect the original vision, and Peter, who 

just wants to entertain and draw a crowd.  During this fight, Peter says: “Art, schmart.  Put 
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enough monkeys in a room with a typewriter and they’ll produce Shakespeare,” a common 

turn of phrase.  In true Family Guy fashion, it then cuts to a room of monkeys with a 

typewriter ala a television scriptwriting room with one saying “a something by any other 

name,” then listing several flowers including peony.  Another says, “Peony—they did that on 

last week’s Marlowe.”  They then proceed, of course, to decide upon rose.  This small 

interlude within the episode parodies Shakespeare and his genius, as well as ridiculing 

scriptwriting.  The episode ends with Peter’s atrocious version of the King and I being a hit, 

much to Lois’ chagrin, leading to her giving a lengthy speech expressing her dismay: “Stop 

clapping right now.  What is wrong with you?  These people shouldn’t be encouraged, they 

should be punished.  That man has committed murder this evening and the victim’s name is 

theatre…”124  In response, Peter farts loudly, which the audience finds hilarious.  The 

audience in this episode is shown to not appreciate real art and respond only to the Peter’s 

gross humour and base adaptation.  The audience, representing society, is found wanting 

when it comes to culture.   

However, this commentary is tongue in cheek since Family Guy is not a high culture 

show, often putting intertextual allusions and witty social satire right next to base humour 

like fart jokes.  Shakespeare in this episode is used briefly but is an ideal tool since he is well 

known, everyone understands his place as higher culture, and he already is surrounded by the 

cultural associations that then make it easy to mock them.   In “the King is Dead,” 

Shakespeare is used mainly for humour and to help with the parody and commentary on 

society, but he is also used to help in the characterization of Stewie.  Shakespeare can also be 

used in a more serious way to add characterization to a character, although he often remains 

in the area of culture and education. 
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Character: Romeo 

Similar to The Simpsons and Family Guy, these short but dense references are often 

used for characterization of both a scene and a character, although not always for humour, 

one of the most utilized appropriations.  Character is important in modern television, 

especially on character driven shows.  It also has an important place in the story and narrative 

structure.  Characters need to be established as three-dimensional people about whom the 

audience will care.  In order to quickly flesh out characters, the writers often rely upon 

clichés and references that the audience is able to unpack in order to understand the 

characters more clearly.  While at times the references are used to bring a straight forward 

description, at other times they are used with a twist in order to make a more  nuanced 

commentary on the character.  Therefore, there will be a few examples highlighting such uses 

of Shakespeare for characterization.  The characterization can come from a character using 

Shakespeare quotations, reading Shakespeare, talking about watching or reading 

Shakespeare, or being called a certain character’s name, among others.  The most common 

small references to Romeo and Juliet are calling a character “Romeo.”  This is found in a 

variety of shows, from the CIA action comedy Chuck to the FBI/con man bromance White 

Collar to the female driven Sex and the City.  All of these shows have one character calling 

another, or themselves, Romeo, intending to call upon the stereotypes surrounding Romeo 

and the play Romeo and Juliet.  Calling a character Romeo has multiple uses and the 

interpretation strongly depends upon who invokes Romeo, for what reason, and in what tone.  

When a character is being called Romeo, it is done in order to bring into play the common 

stereotypes surrounding Romeo, especially his standing as a lover and one half of an 

idealized, but troubled couple.   

For example, in Chuck, the main character Chuck is called Romeo on three different 

occasions, twice by the same character.  Like all the shows discussed, Chuck also relies upon 
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the postmodern qualities found on television today, especially reliance upon intertextual 

references.  Chuck is about a normal, albeit intelligent and nerdy, young man who gets a 

computer of government secrets downloaded into his mind and must become a spy.  Unlike 

the spies characterized as ideal, perfect spies around him, Chuck remains emotional and 

trusting, something that often leads to trouble.  Chuck being called Romeo adds to his 

characterization as too emotional, letting his feelings and the desire to discuss those feelings 

overpower the mission.  Two of the examples of Chuck being called Romeo, found in 

episodes “Chuck versus the Imported Hard Salami” and “Chuck versus the Ex,” are by one of 

the other main characters, Casey.  Casey is a perfect foil for Chuck.  Casey is the alpha-male, 

emotionless military man, making him an ideal spy, unlike Chuck, an emotional everyman 

who finds it difficult to be a spy.  In both instances, Chuck is preparing to go undercover on a 

mission on a date with a woman for whom he has real feelings.  Through Casey calling 

Chuck Romeo, the idea of Chuck loving these women is emphasized but also slightly 

ridiculed, since Casey is invoking the term sarcastically.  Casey is a character who could 

easily be a two-dimensional stock character.  He is a military man who has learned to cut off 

all human ties and emotions in order to serve his country and be the perfect spy.  Therefore, 

especially in the initial seasons, he does not have much dialogue.  However, the lines he is 

given are short and concise, to the point, demonstrating his awareness and perfectly summing 

up the scene.  Through the small dialogue he does have, along with facial expressions and 

grunts, Casey becomes a three dimensional character.  Because of his sparse dialogue, 

especially compared to the verbose Chuck, the words he uses resonate that much more, 

giving his use of Romeo that much more weight.   

The third time Chuck is called Romeo is from the episode “Chuck versus the Three 

Words” and is set in juxtaposition to the recurring theme of the episode that the cardinal rule 

of spying is to not fall in love.  Another ideal spy, Carina, knows of Chuck’s feelings for 
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Sarah and that she loves him back.  Although Carina does not believe in love, she silently 

assists in Sarah and Chuck’s romance.  At one point, Carina comes to Chuck to let him know 

that he is expected at headquarters, calling him “Agent Romeo.”  The tone she uses is 

sarcastic and shows the disdainful feelings she has for a spy who lets his emotions rule.  By 

invoking the lover, especially in a sarcastic tone, Carina is at one time referencing Chuck’s 

love, expressing her feelings that his love and emotions will ultimately doom him as a spy, 

but at the same time slightly endorsing the love by using an example of an idealized lover.  

Carina also eventually helps Chuck and Sarah’s love, demonstrating that she does not fully 

believe in the rule herself.   

Like Casey’s use of the term Romeo, Carina’s calling Chuck Romeo characterizes 

both her and Chuck.  This also adds to the important characterization of Chuck and the other 

characters.  Chuck is an everyman who lets his emotions get in the way, unlike Carina and 

Casey.  This juxtaposition is important to the entire series, as is the relationship between 

Sarah and Chuck.  In all three examples from Chuck, it is Chuck himself who is Romeo, a 

characteristic given to him sarcastically by spies who do not believe in love and emotion.  

However, the premise of the show is to show how Chuck and his emotions often make the 

team more successful, albeit also often causing problems before leading to the successes.  

Unlike Romeo and Juliet, Chuck and Sarah’s relationship eventually is allowed to prosper 

without either having to die.  The use of Romeo helps to underscore the characterization of 

Chuck, but the use of it in a sarcastic, almost disdainful way by Casey and Carina helps to 

strengthen their own characterization as ideal, non-emotional spies. 

Romeo is also used in a sarcastic manner in order to characterize more than one 

character in the FBI comedy White Collar.  This example is found in the pilot, being used to 

help quickly characterize the main characters.  Like most pilots, the characteristics of the 

main characters, their relationship to each other, and the general plot of the series has to be 
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developed quickly but without just telling the audience in order to avoid too much exposition.  

White Collar is a cable show that does not need to appeal to a wide audience and can instead 

focus on a niche group.  This allows for its references to be more precise, although it still also 

relies upon Shakespeare.  In White Collar, the two main characters are a white-collar 

criminal, Neal, and the FBI agent who captured him, Peter.  In the pilot through small 

conversations it is shown that they have a long history together, since it took Peter many 

years of serious study of Neal to finally capture him, and Neal similarly studied Peter.  

Through their time as criminal and agent, they already formed knowledge of one another and 

a type of bond that becomes the springboard for their friendship and working partnership 

when Neal comes to the aid of Peter and the FBI to catch white-collar criminals.  Neal is 

characterized as the romantic, breaking out of prison because his girlfriend left him, only to 

miss her by two days and be re-captured by Peter in her apartment.  Peter is characterized as a 

by the books FBI agent with a loving wife, often missing dinner and letting work get in the 

way of their relationship.  Although their relationship is characterized as solid, with his wife 

understanding his work ethic, it is in one of the situations where Peter is trying to repair 

damage to his relationship with his wife that Romeo is utilized.  Neal reminds Peter that the 

coming weekend is his anniversary, so Peter asks Neal for help in planning something 

special, having missed the anniversary the year before and having promised to make it up to 

his wife this year.  In response to Neal’s suggestion of a nice dinner, Peter replies that he 

cannot just take her to a nice dinner and then have sex due to having relied upon that in the 

previous year.  Neal then says, “or just skip dinner,” with Peter responding, “After a decade 

of marriage, a roll in the hay won’t cut it anymore.”  After this comment, the camera cuts to 

Neal, a blank yet almost disgusted look on his face with a pause, a blink of Neal’s eyes and 

him saying, “OK, Romeo,” sarcastically.125  This use shows the difference between Neal’s 

romanticism and Peter’s pragmatism, something that comes up repeatedly in the show and is 



 105 

important to the overarching plot lines.  This difference in personality is what makes them an 

ideal team, but also causes many of the problems between them.  Additionally, it illustrates 

Neal’s thoughts of Peter and his romance, slightly disdaining the more practical relationship 

he has with his wife and also including an element of too much information.  Furthermore, it 

demonstrates that Peter is the opposite of Romeo.  He may have the love of his life, but he 

has not had to struggle or overcome anything to be with her.  Their relationship is just a 

regular, steady marriage with small, easy to overcome problems like overwork and forgetting 

anniversaries.  Neal’s use of Romeo helps to characterize many aspects of Peter and himself, 

and it is used in this pilot to help in the building of the series, the relationships between the 

characters, and the characteristics of the main characters.  The clichés surrounding Romeo 

make it easy to use it in order to help quickly set up these important aspects of the series, 

especially since it is Neal’s romanticism and Peter’s pragmatism that defines their 

relationship, how they deal with the criminals, and the ongoing plot centring around Neal’s 

girlfriend Kate.  These examples of Romeo uses demonstrate the way that modern television 

creators rely upon a cultural stereotype in order to help characterize, an important aspect of 

the narrative structure of television. 

Other Characterization Uses 

Like Romeo, other popular Shakespeare characters or plays are used to enhance 

characters.  The very fact of being shown to quote Shakespeare, read Shakespeare, or 

otherwise be associated with him helps to characterize someone.  An example is from the 

show Fringe in the episode “Ability,” when the two main characters are at an antique 

bookshop asking after a rare book.  They overhear the dealer describing another tome as “it’s 

no first folio.”  He uses this statement to describe the value of the book by comparing it to the 

value inherent in Shakespeare’s first folio.  By invoking the cultural assumption of the value 

of Shakespeare’s first folio, the creators have something with which to compare the slightly 
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less valuable book.  The audience does not need to be a textual scholar to understand the 

value placed upon a first folio of Shakespeare, although it is necessary to have some 

additional knowledge about what a first folio is.  Furthermore, this reference helps to 

characterize a small character.  This antique book dealer is only on screen and a part of the 

series for a few minutes, yet it is nevertheless important to construct him as a three 

dimensional character despite his not being in much of the series.  His knowledge of the 

books and his speaking in educated terms shows that he knows his business.  Additionally, it 

displays his humour.  It is important for him to be a more developed character because he is 

one of the “weird contacts” of one of the main characters, Peter, and thereby adds 

characterization to Peter through their repartee and just in Peter’s knowing someone like him.  

Additionally, he comes back in the third season and adds to the suspicion that Olivia is not 

really herself.  This reference also demonstrates his knowledge and that he will be able to 

find the book for which Peter and Olivia are looking, which he quickly does.   

Sometimes these references are used to characterize an object or room rather than a 

person.  An example is by having a Shakespeare poster on a wall in an auditorium, as is done 

in Community (“Interpretive Dance”), or on a classroom wall like in Gilmore Girls (“Paris is 

Burning”) and Veronica Mars (“The Girl Next Door”).  The theatre and the classroom are 

associated with Shakespeare, so in order to enhance the mise-en-scène, the simple acts of 

having a poster of Shakespeare and/or his play adds those associations to the scene.  

Shakespeare is well known and has a strong association with school and theatre, so having a 

poster of him in these places fits.  Additionally, it adds a certain element of culture and status 

that surrounds Shakespeare.  These references are here to add to the mise-en-scène as well as 

supply a certain element of taste and class to the surrounding areas.  Although these uses are 

not rare, it is more common for Shakespeare to be used to characterize people.   
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The SyFy original series Warehouse 13 provides an example of this type of 

Shakespeare appropriation.  The premise of Warehouse 13 is that there is a secret government 

warehouse of “artefacts” that cause dangerous unnatural phenomena to occur, like Lewis 

Carroll’s mirror housing an evil Alice waiting to exchange places with someone and reek 

havoc (“Duped”).  There is a team of two secret service field agents, Myka and Pete, and two 

support agents, Artie and Claudia, who capture and store these dangerous artefacts for safe 

keeping in the Warehouse.  Myka, the female agent, is characterized as smart and a rule 

maker, contrasted to Pete who has instinct and a more playful character.  From the start of the 

pilot, Myka is shown to be a rules follower; organized and double-checking everything to 

make sure it goes according to plan—her plan.  Pete is shown to be a playboy, relaxed and 

taking life as it comes and in tune with his intuition.  It is these two, conflicting personalities 

that are important to their becoming a team for the Warehouse because the two opposites play 

off each other and become a dynamic duo.  This cable television show also is written for a 

more niche audience, relying almost solely on references for the artefact of the week that the 

agents must find and secure.  The creators rely constantly on the audience to be able to 

recognize and unpack the references surrounding the artefacts to add to the theme and plot of 

the episode; likewise, the writers utilize references for characterization.  Part of Myka’s 

characterization is involved with her childhood where she spent much of her time in her 

father’s bookstore.  Several times, in association with her childhood, she references her being 

in the bookstore and reading classics like Shakespeare, as she explicitly relates in the episode 

“Resonance.”  By using the elite, dense characteristics of Shakespeare’s work that is often 

stereotyped as being hard and boring, it adds to the idea that Myka was a studious and 

intelligent girl.  Her childhood spent in loneliness and book reading helps to create her into 

the rules-only, job orientated, smart woman she is, in addition to providing her with the vast 

knowledge that assists her in recognizing certain artefacts.  Myka did not sit around her 
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father’s bookshop reading frivolous novels or children’s books; instead, she read the classics 

and Shakespeare.  

Shakespeare helping to characterize someone as smart, like Myka, and to characterize 

them as cultured and elite, or at least trying to be, like on Family Guy, The Simpsons, Frasier 

and others, is common.  As discussed, he is one of the ideal entities to use because he has this 

stereotypical place in society, making it easy to brand someone as cultured and/or elite 

quickly, yet it is not over people’s heads because they are using a reference of which they 

have heard.  A character where Shakespeare helps to characterize him as both cultured and 

educated is the aforementioned Neal Caffrey from the USA original series White Collar.  

Neal’s use of Romeo previously discussed helped in his and Peter’s characterization, and 

there is another important use of Shakespeare in creating his character, although not such an 

obvious reference to Shakespeare.  Neal’s crimes consist of being a con man, art forger, and 

similar white collar crimes, and Neal is characterized as loving the cultured life.  He works 

with the FBI instead of being in jail, using his immense knowledge and skills of art forgery 

and conning people to help catch white-collar criminals.  He finds the grey area in life and 

lives in Rat Pack era expensive suits and a nice, high end NYC apartment he gets through 

charming an old lady, who knows he is a con man and loves him because he reminds her of 

her late husband.  Neal often talks about art shows and other cultural events he attends or 

wishes to attend, showing how he loves to live a stereotypical, cultured New York City life, 

often using the easy way in order to do it.  Adding to his characteristics and cultured and 

artistic qualities, he is also well educated, albeit self-educated via forged degrees, as 

explicitly discussed in the episode “Copycat Caffrey.”   

In the episode “Bottlenecked,” speaking about the difficulty of forging a pre-1945 

bottle of wine, Neal says, “ay, there’s the rub.”  Although according to the OED the phrase 

originates with Shakespeare,126 it is not as explicitly associated with Shakespeare as other 
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common phrases like “to be or not to be” are.  Additionally, nothing immediately surrounding 

the use automatically associates it with Shakespeare, yet for those well versed in the “to be or 

not to be” soliloquy, it is hard not to feel the resonances of Shakespeare, especially with 

Neal’s characterization as an educated, cultured person.  This more elusive reference to 

Shakespeare adds to Neal’s characterization because it shows he is well versed in 

Shakespeare and uses these higher forms of colloquialisms.  Even if the viewer does not 

associate “there’s the rub” with Shakespeare, Neal’s use of that phrase versus a more 

standard idiom demonstrates he is a more cultured, educated man.  The type of language 

people choose to use demonstrates their vocabulary and intelligence, so by Neal utilizing a 

turn of phrase associated with Shakespeare and a more refined, artistic language, although it 

is a common one, demonstrates his linguistic skills.  It also emphasizes the way he embodies 

a higher culture and educated existence, something that helps him to be a great con man 

working within a high class of society.  The creators of White Collar can utilize a slightly 

more obscure reference because they are working with a more niche audience and can rely 

upon their knowledge and intelligence to recognize and unpack the more obscure references.  

However, the type of quasi-Shakespeare reference found in White Collar is common because 

Shakespeare’s work has become broken down into oft quoted, clichéd pieces, making Neal’s 

use of “there’s the rub” a great transition to the next set of short references.   

Empty References 

Many of Shakespeare’s quotes now have a life of their own, having become 

completely removed from Shakespeare and are part of the vernacular, as previously 

discussed.  However, sometimes when they are used it seems as though they are also meant to 

hearken back to Shakespeare, like Neal’s use of “there’s the rub.”  “Green eyed monster,” 

“the lady doth protest too much,” “mortal coil,” and others are all phrases that are now 

idiomatic and part of the every day English language, yet when used they are still associated 
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with Shakespeare, at least by some of the audience.  One common phrase used in television is 

“the lady doth protest too much.”  This quote from Hamlet has now become a common idiom 

and finds its place in shows like Chuck (“Chuck versus the Seduction”) and Bones (“the Man 

in the SUV”).  In both of these instances, it is used in conjunction with the female lead 

denying her love for the male protagonist.  As previously discussed, both couples are at the 

time a “will they/won’t they” duo.  Other characters use this line in regards to the female 

protagonist in order to help demonstrate that she must have feelings for the male.  It is from 

protesting too much that her real feelings are discovered.  This has become the general use of 

this phrase in the vernacular, and although it is similar to how it is used in Hamlet, it is now 

taken outside of the play and often is used without clear resonances to the play itself.  There 

are numerous examples of key Shakespeare phrases being used on television, yet for the most 

part these are only examples of how Shakespeare has impacted the English language.  

Sometimes, like the example above with Neal having the Shakespeare resonances adds a dual 

layer.  Other times, like the examples here from Bones and Chuck, Shakespeare is no longer 

needed and is just another part of television’s postmodern language.  However, these quasi-

Shakespeare references demonstrate the legacy of Shakespeare, how he fits into the late 20th 

and early 21st centuries in America and how many of his plays have moved into a life of their 

own. 

Conclusion: Shorthand 

These uses of Shakespeare illustrate Shakespeare’s linguistic and cognitive legacy on 

modern culture as well as how popular television shows can take small pieces of the plays 

and use them to stress concepts they wish to impart by relying upon the common unconscious 

ideas surrounding the plays within society.  The short references also demonstrate how 

quickly and easily Shakespeare can be utilized because of the baggage surrounding these 

plays and quotes.  A creator can stress a theme without having to incorporate much by 
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utilizing the concepts already entrenched in the common consciousness about Shakespeare’s 

plays.  Hamlet, especially “to be, or not to be,” and Romeo and Juliet, even just the lovers’ 

names, have such resounding resonance that the mere invoking of them adds significantly to 

the themes of the episodes and the series as a whole, especially in shows that depend so much 

on metaphors and allusion.  These uses are also often employed for humour and 

characterization, demonstrating the variety and therefore the vastness of Shakespeare’s own 

work and the variety of interpretations that can be used but yet how they all have some sort of 

inherent connection due to the clichés.  The smaller references are the more common type 

utilized on television, only having to make a connection with the common stereotypes and 

knowledge surrounding the plays.  When a television show uses a longer reference and longer 

quotes, it will often be with either a lesser known, yet not completely alien, play or an aspect 

not so automatically clichéd, although there is still some reliance upon that as discussed.   

The short quotations have a larger variety of genres utilizing them, showing their 

reliance more upon the clichés and how far removed they can be from the plays themselves.  

They have become a type of shorthand, but they also just represent the way that television 

language utilizes ideas and texts like this all the time to bring across more complex concepts 

quickly.  In addition, they also represent how audiences have become tele-literate and have 

the ability to read and understand them.  However, not all of these short references will be 

automatically associated with Shakespeare like the larger quotes.  The audience must work a 

little harder on some of these, giving them more of a density because they are being used on 

multiple levels not only within the narrative, theme and characterization but also in the 

interpretation and are just a part of television’s postmodern language.  The large variety of 

uses of these types of references demonstrates the lasting resonance of Shakespeare upon 

modern culture and how easily his plays can be taken apart and utilized for a variety of 

reasons.  Shakespeare is not the only author whose work is used this way, yet he is a popular 
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source from which to mine, cropping up in a variety of ways and a variety of shows, 

demonstrating the ease and commonness with which he is used. 
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Conclusion 

The case studies discussed are a small sampling of television shows employing 

Shakespeare references.  The examples come from a variety of shows and genres, including 

both popular, long running shows and short-lived, less-well received shows, demonstrating 

both the ubiquity and the variety of Shakespeare references found in television.  However, 

despite the differences in the types of shows discussed, many of the uses of Shakespeare 

remain similar, differing only in how it is utilized within the specific plot or theme of the 

episode.  Sometimes, as shown, there will be a long reference to Shakespeare within the 

realms of education and theatre.  These do not rely as much upon the stereotypes and clichés 

and can include a lesser-known play.  They create their own interpretations and emphasis on 

the play to support certain elements of the episode at large; however, the Shakespeare 

represented remains small and specific.  The other group of quotes and allusions come from a 

small number of Shakespeare’s plays, most from Hamlet and Romeo and Juliet, illustrating 

how the creators are relying upon the stereotypes and clichés already created and cemented in 

cultural consciousness as a type of shorthand.  Through using something that has so many 

surrounding resonances, a creator can quickly impart a larger, denser meaning.  These are the 

most common uses of Shakespeare on television, although there are examples of Shakespeare 

being used differently.  More obscure plays, quotes, or characters can be used, but they tend 

to be used differently.  However, even when these are employed they are used in a way that 

makes it easy for the audience to read.   

Television has gone through many changes since its inception and currently is in the 

post-broadcast era.  The new technologies are creating an exciting time with changes to how 

audiences watch television and how creators make the shows.  The years discussed, 1990-

2010, represent shows created during this time.  Television in this time period also is strongly 

associated with postmodernism, and as a postmodern medium it relies heavily upon 
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intertextuality, referencing an array of texts from current events and popular culture to the 

classics, creating one important aspect of the language of television.  The audience is well 

versed in this language and are able to unpack the references for the clues and characteristics 

for which the creators are using the references.  Shakespeare is not the only classic author 

whose works are used this way, but he is the richest and the one with most variety of 

material, making him a popular source upon which to rely.  Not only do these uses of 

Shakespeare illustrate one category of tropes and formulas from which creators can draw 

when creating their shows, but it also demonstrates one way in which Shakespeare remains 

alive within society.   

Shakespeare’s works are broken down to basic plot summaries, quotes, and 

stereotypes and clichés, yet it is one way for him to remain relevant.  Through using him, it 

demonstrates that creators believe he remains well known, as well as keeping him alive and 

available for additional use.  Too often these uses are dismissed as banal and irrelevant, 

especially as they are in a vehicle often dismissed due to its status as a mass medium, 

providing a gap in Shakespeare and popular culture scholarship.  Yet it is through the popular 

culture uses of Shakespeare that his relevance can be truly measured.  Because he is still 

dominant within popular culture, it shows that he still has a strong place within society.  Until 

he no longer is referenced and relied upon for shorthand and the other uses discussed, 

Shakespeare remains alive.  These uses also demonstrate his cultural and linguistic heritage.  

His works have remained strongly influential in the centuries since they first appeared, and 

they remain so today.  The works may now be found more often only as bits and pieces, but 

because they rely so heavily upon surrounding resonances and associations, it demonstrates 

the power and heritage that Shakespeare’s works still possess in modern culture.  The 

references discussed are not only important due to their demonstrating one aspect of 

television culture, but also because they demonstrate one of the places where Shakespeare is 
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found within culture today.  Just as Shakespeare is not the only source utilized by television 

this way, neither is television the only medium to use Shakespeare thus.  However, television 

is one important current medium and Shakespeare is an essential tool within it.  Therefore, 

this type of overlooked study is important because it illuminates Shakespeare’s tangible place 

in modern culture, as this study has demonstrated. 



 116 

Notes

                                                
1 “A2/M2 Three Screen Report,” Volume 6, 3rd Quarter 2009, Nielson ratings Report,  
Electronic, 19 December 2009, http://blog.nielsen.com/nielsenwire/wp-
content/uploads/2009/12/Three-Screen-Rpt_US_3Q09REV.pdf. 
2 Amanda D. Lotz, The Television will be Revolutionized (New York: New York University 
Press, 2007) 2; 11; 28.  
Jostein Gripsrud, “Broadcast TV: The Chances of its Survival in a Digital Age,” Television 
After TV: Essays on a Medium in Transition, ed. Lynn Spigel and Jan Olsson (Durham: Duke 
University Press, 2004) 211. 
3 Raymond Williams, Television: Technology and Cultural Form (1974; London: Routledge, 
2003). 
4 “A2/M2 Three Screen Report.” 
5 Lotz, TV Revolutionized 65. 
6 John Hartley, “Reading Television after 25 Years: A New Forward by John Hartley,” 
Reading Television, ed. John Fiske and John Hartley, 2nd ed. (2003; London: Routledge, 
2005) xx. 
7 Toby Miller, “The Populist Debate,” The Television Genre Book, ed. Glen Creeber (2001; 
London: BFI, 2002) 76.   
8 Lawrence A. Wenner, “On the Ethics of Product Placement in Media Entertainment,” 
Handbook of Product Placement in the Mass Media: New Strategies in Marketing Theory, 
Practice, Trends, and Ethics, ed. Mary Lou Galician (New York: Best Business Books, 2004) 
111.   
9 Lotz TV Revolutionized 169. 
10 Wenner 114.   
11 Lynn Spigel, Introduction, Television After TV: Essays on a Medium in Transition, ed. 
Lynn Spigel and Jan Olsson (Durham: Duke University Press, 2004) 6. 
12 Lisa Parks, “Flexible Microcasting: Gender, Generation and Television-Internet 
Convergence,” Television After TV: Essays on a Medium in Transition, ed. Lynn Spigel and 
Jan Olsson (Durham: Duke University Press, 2004) 138. 
13 Gripsrud 213.   
14 Rosaria Calabria, “Broadcast TV Ratings for September 9, 2009,” Your Entertainment 
Now, 17 February 2010, http://yourentertainmentnow.com/2009/09/10/broadcast-tv-ratings-
for-wednesday-september-9-2009/. 
15 Robert Thompson, Preface, Quality TV: Contemporary American Television and Beyond, 
ed. Janet McCabe and Kim Akass (London: IB Tauris, 2007) xix. 
16 James Walters, “Repeat Viewings: Television Analysis in the DVD age,” Film and 
Television After DVD, ed. James Bennett and Tom Brown (New York: Routledge, 2008) 69.  
17 Trisha Dunleavy, Television Drama: Form, Agency, Innovation (New York: Palgrave, 
2009) 40.   
18 Andrew Crisell, A Study of Modern Television: Thinking Inside the Box (New York: 
Palgrave, 2006) 2. 
19 Stephen Heath and Gillian Skirrow, “Television: a World in Action,” Screen 18.2 (1977): 
53. 
20 Claus-Dieter Rath, “Live Television and its Audiences,” Remote Control: Television, 
Audiences and Cultural Power, ed. Ellen Seiter, Hans Borchers, Gabriele Kreutzner and Eva 
Maria Warth (London: Routledge, 1989) 85. 
21 Robert C. Allen, “Introduction to the Second Edition: More Talk about TV,” Channels of 
Discourse, Reassembled, ed. Robert C. Allen, 2nd ed. (1992; London: Routledge, 2005) 10. 



 117 

                                                
22 “No One to Watch Over Me,” Medium, Perf. Patricia Arquette and Jake Weber, Writ. 
Travis Donnelly and Corey Reed, Dir. Vincent Misiano, NBC, 25 April 2007. 
“’No One to Watch Over Me’” Trivia and Quotes,” TV.com, 2011, CBS Entertainment, 9 
February 2011, http://www.tv.com/medium/no-one-to-watch-over-
me/episode/1007222/trivia.html. 
23 Robert C. Allen and Annette Hill, “Introduction to Part 4: Making Television,” The 
Television Studies Reader, ed. Allen and Hill (London: Routledge, 2004) 268. 
24 Allen Introduction 12.   
25 Seiter 44 
26 HR Coursen, “The Bard and the Tube,” Shakespeare on Television: An Anthology of 
Essays and Reviews, ed. HR Coursen and JC Bulman (London: University Press of England, 
1988) 6. 
27 Dorothy Hobson, “Soap Operas at Work,” Remote Control: Television, Audiences and 
Cultural Power, Ed. Ellen Seiter, Hans Borchers, Gabriele Kreutzner and Eva Maria Warth 
(London: Routledge, 1989) 150. 
28 Sarah Kozloff, “Narrative Theory and Television,” Channels of Discourse, Reassembled, 
ed. Robert C. Allen, 2nd ed. (1992; London: Routledge, 2005) 90.   
29 Robert C. Allen, “Making Sense of Soaps,” The Television Studies Reader, ed. Robert C. 
Allen and Annette Hill (London: Routledge, 2004) 251 
30 Eileen R. Meehan, Why TV is not our Fault (Lanham, MD: Rowman and Littlefield 
Publishers, 2005) 5. 
Gary Edgerton and Kyle Nicholas, “I Want my Niche TV: Genre as Networking Strategy in 
the Digital Era,” Thinking Outside the Box: A Contemporary Television Genre Reader, ed. 
Gary Edgerton and Brian Rose (Lexington, KY: University Press of Kentucky, 2005) 248-49.  
Allen Introduction 20. 
31 Brian Lowry, “The Middleman Review,” Variety, 12 June 2008, 16 February 2010, 
http://www.variety.com/review/VE1117937411.html?categoryid=32&cs=1&query=lowry+m
iddleman. 
32 Edgerton and Nicholas 251.  
John Caldwell, “Convergence Television: Aggregating Form and Repurposing Content in the 
Culture of Conglomeration,” Television After TV: Essays on a Medium in Transition, ed. 
Lynn Spigel and Jan Olsson (Durham: Duke University Press) 54. 
33 “Frequently Asked Questions:  Why are you Changing Your Name?” SyFy.com.  2011.  
SyFy.  3 February 2011, http://www.SyFy.com/FAQ. 
34 Dunleavy 174-75. 
35 Kozloff 92. 
36 John Fiske and John Hartley, Reading Television, 2nd ed. (2003; London: Routledge, 2005) 
45.   
37 Robert C. Allen, “Audience-Oriented Criticism and Television,” Channels of Discourse, 
Reassembled, ed. Robert C. Allen 2nd ed. (1992; London: Routledge, 2005) 113.   
38 David Morley, Television, Audiences and Culture Studies (London: Routledge, 1992) 87.   
39 Roberta Pearson, “The Writer/Producer in American Television,” The Contemporary 
Television Series, ed. Michael Hammond and Lucy Mazdon (Edinburgh: Edinburgh 
University Press, 2005) 24-25. 
40 Jim Collins, “Television and Postmodernism,” Channels of Discourse, Reassembled, ed. 
Robert C. Allen, 2nd ed. (1992; London: Routledge, 2005) 327. 
41 Peter Brooker and Will Brooker, Introduction, Postmodern After-Images: A Reader in 
Film, Television and Video, ed. Brooker and Brooker (London: Arnold, 1997) 10. 



 118 

                                                
42 Jonathan Gray, Show Sold Separately: Promos, Spoilers and Other Media Paratexts, (New 
York: New York University Press) 31.   
43 Tony Wilson, Watching Television: Hermeneutics, Reception and Popular Culture 
(Cambridge: Polity Press, 1993) 64. 
44 Robin Anderson, Consumer Culture and TV Programming, (Oxford: Westview Press, 
1995) 33. 
45 Charles Whitney, “Appropriate This,” Borrowers and Lenders: The Journal of 
Shakespeare Appropriation 3.2 (2008), 10 April 2010, 
http://www.borrowers.uga.edu/cocoon/borrowers/request?id=781730. 
46 Kay Smith, “Hamlet, Part Eight, the Revenge,’ or, Sampling Shakespeare in a Postmodern 
World,” College Literature 31.4 (2004): 136. 
47 Jonathan Bignell, An Introduction to Television Studies (London: Routledge, 2004) 163. 
48 Francis Mulhern, Culture/Metaculture, The New Critical Idiom (London: Routledge, 2000) 
xiv. 
49 Anderson 260. 
50 Bignell 104. 
51 “Investigative Journalism,” Community, perf. Jack Black, writ. Jon Pollack and Tim 
Hobert, dir. Joe Russo, NBC, 14 Jan. 2010. 
52 Jim Bulman and HR Coursen, ed., Shakespeare on Television: An Anthology of Essays and 
Review (London: University Press of New England, 1988). 
53 Sarah Hatchuel and Nathalie Vienne-Guerrin, ed., Shakespeare on Screen: Television 
Shakespeare: Essays in Honour of Michele Willems (Mont-Saint-Aignan: Univ. Rouen 
Havre, 2008). 
54 Craig Dionne, “The Shatnerification of Shakespeare: Star Trek and the Commonplace 
Tradition,” Shakespeare After Mass Media, ed. Richard Burt (Basingstoke, Hampshire: 
Palgrave, 2002). 
55 Jody Malcolm, “Horatio: The First CSI,” Almost Shakespeare: Reinventing his Works for 
Cinema and Television, ed. James Keller and Leslie Strayner (London: McFarland and Co., 
2004) 113-21. 
56 Sharon R. Yang, “The Truth is Out There in Elsinore: Mulder and Scully as Hamlet and 
Horatio,” Literature/Film Quarterly 32 (2004): 97-107. 
57 Sylvaine Bataille, “Haunted by Shakespeare: HBO’s Rome,” Shakespeare on Screen: An 
Anthology of Essays in Honour of Michele Willems (Mont-Saint-Aignan: Univ. Rouen Havre, 
2008). 
58 Douglas Lanier, Shakespeare and Modern Popular Culture, Oxford Popular Topics 
(Oxford: Oxford University Press, 2002) 16.   
59 Richard Burt, ed., Shakespeares after Shakespeare: An Encyclopedia of the Bard in Mass 
Media and Popular Culture, 2 vol. (Wesport, Conn: Greenwood Press, 2007). 
60 Burt, Richard, “To E- or not to E-? Disposing of Schlockspeare in the Age of Digital 
Media,” Shakespeare After Mass Media, ed. Burt (Basingstoke, Hampshire: Palgrave, 2002) 
7. 
61 Richard Burt, “US Television: Introduction: Televising Shakespeares,” Shakespeares after 
Shakespeare: An Encyclopedia of the Bard in Mass Media and Popular Culture, ed. Burt 
(Wesport, Conn: Greenwood Press, 2007) 585. 
62 Julie Sanders, Shakespeare and Music: Afterlives and Borrowings (Cambridge: Polity 
Press, 2007). 
63 Smith.  
64 Marjorie Garber, Shakespeare and Modern Culture (New York: Pantheon Books, 2008) 
xiv.   



 119 

                                                
65 Stephen Greenblatt, General Introduction, The Norton Shakespeare: Based on the Oxford 
Edition, ed. Stephen Greenblatt, Walter Cohen, Jean E. Howard and Katharine Eisaman Maus 
(New York: W.W. Norton and Co., 1997) 1. 
66 Gary Taylor, Reinventing Shakespeare: a Cultural History, from the Restoration to the 
Present (Oxford: Oxford University Press, 1991). 
67 S. Schoenbaum, Shakespeare’s Lives (1991; New York: Barnes and Noble Publishing, 
2006). 
68 Coursen 3. 
69 Parmita Kapadia, “Transnational Shakespeare: Salman Rushdie and Intertextual 
Appropriation,” Borrowers and Lenders: The Journal of Shakespeare and Appropriation 3.2 
(2008) http://www.borrowers.uga.edu/cocoon/borrowers/request?id=781652. 
70 Julie Sanders, Adaptation and Appropriation, The New Critical Idiom (2006; London: 
Routledge, 2008) 52. 
71 Sanders Adaptation and Appropriation 45. 
72 Anthony D. Hoefer, “The McDonaldization of Macbeth: Shakespeare and Pop Culture in 
Scotland, PA,” Literature/Film Quarterly 34.2 (2006): 159. 
73 Hoefer 159. 
74 William Uricchio and Roberta Pearson, Reframing Culture: The Case of the Vitagraph 
Quality Films (Princeton, NJ: Princeton University Press, 1993) 67.  
75 Annalisa Castaldo, “’No More Yielding than a Dream:’ the Construction of Shakespeare in 
the Sandman,” College Literature 31.4 (2004): 95. 
76 Gary Taylor, “Afterword: the Incredibly Shrinking Bard,” Shakespeare and Appropriation, 
ed. Christy Desmet and Robert Sawyer, Accents on Shakespeare (London: Routledge, 1999) 
202.   
77 Smith 141.   
78 Richard Burt, “Shakespeare and the Holocaust: Julie Taymor’s Titus is Beautiful, or 
Shakespoit Meets (the) Camp,” Shakespeare After Mass Media, ed. Burt (Basingstoke, 
Hampshire: Palgrave 2002) 306. 
79 Lanier Modern Popular Culture 53. 
80 Helen M. Whall, “Bartlett’s Evolving Shakespeare,” Shakespeare After Mass Media, ed. 
Richard Burt (Basingstoke, Hampshire: Palgrave, 2002) 287. 
81 Sayre Greenfield, “Quoting Hamlet in the Early 17th Century,” Modern Philology 105.3 
(2008): 510-34. 
Sayre Greenfield, “Quoting Hamlet outside Britain in the Eighteenth Century,” 
Shakespeare’s World/World Shakespeares: the Selected Proceedings of the International 
Shakespeare Association World Congress Brisbane, 2006, ed. Richard Fotheringham, Christa 
Jansohn, and R.S. White (Cranbury, NJ: Associated University Press, 2008) 237-46.  
Kate Rumbold, “’So Common-Hackneyed in the Eyes of Men’: Banal Shakespeare and the 
Eighteenth-Century Novel,” Literature Compass 4/3 (2007): 610-21. 
Kate Rumbold, “Alas, poor Yorick: Quoting Shakespeare in the Mid-eighteenth Century 
Novel,” Borrowers and Lenders: the Journal of Shakespeare Appropriation 2.2 (2006). 
82 Morton W. Bloomfield, “Quoting and Alluding: Shakespeare in the English Language,” 
Shakespeare: Aspects of Influence, ed. GB Evans, Harvard English Studies 7 (Cambridge: 
Harvard UP, 1976) 3. 
83 Linda Charnes, “We Were Never Early Modern,” Philosophical Shakespeares, ed. John J. 
Joughin, Accents on Shakespeare (London: Routledge, 2000) 52. 
84 Greenfield “Quoting Hamlet outside Britain” 239. 
85 Garber xvii.   



 120 

                                                
86 Courtney Lehmann, “Strictly Shakespeare? Dead Letters, Ghostly Fathers, and the Cultural 
Pathology of Authorship in Baz Luhrmann’s William Shakespeare’s Romeo + Juliet,” 
Shakespeare Quarterly 52.2 (2001): 197. 
87 Garber 34.  
88 Garber 53.   
89 Dympna Callaghan, Introduction, William Shakespeare Romeo and Juliet: Texts and 
Contexts, ed. Callaghan, The Bedford Shakespeare Series, (Boston: Bedford/St. Martins, 
2003) 2.   
90 Jonathan Bate, The Genius of Shakespeare (1997; London: Picador, 2008) 278.   
91 R. S. White, Introduction: What is this thing Called Love?” Romeo and Juliet, William 
Shakespeare, ed. R.S. White, New Casebooks (Hampshire: Palgrave, 2001) 2. 
92 Ann Thompson and Neil Taylor, Introduction, Hamlet, by William Shakespeare, ed. 
Thompson and Taylor (London: Arden Shakespeare, 2006) 21. 
93 “Hamlet2,” Def. 2, The Oxford English Dictionary, 2010, June 1, 2010, www.oed.com. 
94 Smith 138.   
95 Lanier Modern Popular Culture 88. 
96 Sanders Music 183.   
97 Douglas Lanier, “Popular Culture: Will of the People: Recent Shakespeare Film Parody 
and the Politics of Popularization,” A Concise Companion to Shakespeare on Screen, ed. 
Diana Henderson (Oxford: Blackwell, 2006) 192. 
98 Fredric Jameson, Postmodernism, or, the Cultural Logic of Late Capitalism (Durham: 
Duke University Press, 1991) 17. 
99 Keith A. Reader, “Literature/Cinema/Television: Intertextuality in Jean Renoir’s Le 
Testament du docteur Cordelier,” Intertextuality: Theories and Practices, ed. Michael 
Worton and Judith Still (Manchester: Manchester University Press, 1990) 176.  
100 Douglas Lanier, “’What’s in a Name?’ Romeo and Juliet and Pop Culture,” Romeo and 
Juliet: Shakespeare in Performance, ed. David Bevington, Barbara Gaines and Peter Holland, 
The Sourcebooks Shakespeare (London: A&C Black Publishers, Ltd, 2007) 19.   
101 Richard Burt, “US Television: Entries Play by Play,” Shakespeares after Shakespeare: An 
Encyclopedia of the Bard in Mass Media and Popular Culture, ed. Richard Burt (Wesport, 
Conn: Greenwood Press, 2007) 593-650.  
102 Qtd. in Rhonda V. Wilcox, “Buffy and the Monsters of Teen Life: ‘There will never be a 
“very special” Buffy,’” Journal of Popular Film and Television 27.2 (1999): 16. 
103  Murray Forman, “Freaks, Aliens, and the Social Other: Representations of Student 
Stratification in the U.S. Television’s First Post-Columbine Season,” Velvet Light Trap 53 
(2004): 6. 
104  Clare Birchall, “Feels Like Home: Dawson’s Creek, Nostalgia and the Young Adult 
Viewer,” Teen TV: Genre, Consumption and Identity, ed. Glyn Davis and Kay Dickinson 
(London: BFI, 2004) 177.   
105  Valerie Wee, “Teen Television and the WB Television Network,” Teen Television: 
Essays on Programming and Fandom, ed. Sharon Marie Ross and Louisa Ellen Stein 
(London: McFarland and Co., 2008) 43-46 
106  Jennifer Gillan, “Fashion Sleuths and Aerie Girls: Veronica Mars’ Fan Forums and 
Network Strategies of Fan Address,” Teen Television: Essays on Programming and Fandom, 
ed. Sharon Marie Ross and Louisa Ellen Stein (London: McFarland and Col, 2008) 186.   
107 Valerie Wee, “Selling Teen Culture: How American Multimedia Conglomeration 
Reshaped Teen TV in the 1990s,” Teen TV: Genre, Consumption, and Identity, ed. Glyn 
Davis and Kay Dickinson (London: BFI, 2004) 88.   
108  Wee “Selling Teen Culture” 93.   



 121 

                                                
109 Wee “Teen Television” 52-54.   
110 Richard Burt, “Shakespeare (‘)tween Media and Markets in the 1990s and Beyond,” 
Shakespeare and Childhood, ed. Kate Chedgzoy, Susanne Greenhalgh and Robert 
Shaughnessy (Cambridge: Cambridge UP, 2007) 220.   
111  Steven Aoun, “R.I.P. Buffy: Shadow Boxer slash Serial Killer. 1997-2003,” Metro: 
Media & Education Magazine 138 (2003): 146-47. 
Wilcox 22-23.   
112  Rhonda Wilcox, Why Buffy Matters: the Art of Buffy the Vampire Slayer (London: IB 
Tauris, 2005) 3.  
113  Wee “Selling Teen Culture” 95.  
114 Burt “US Television: Entries Play by Play” 609. 
115 Burt “US Television: Introduction.” 
Sanders Music 
Smith 
116 “The End of the World,” Roswell, writ. Jason Katims, dir. Bill L. Norton, The WB, 30 
October 2000. 
117 Astrid Henry, “Orgasms and Empowerment: Sex and the City and the Third Wave 
Feminism,” Reading Sex and the City, ed. Kim Akass and Janet McCabe (2004; London: IB 
Tauris, 2008) 68.  
Deborah Jermyn, “In Love with Sarah Jessica Parker: Celebrating Female Fandom and 
Friendship in Sex and the City,” Reading Sex and the City, ed. Kim Akass and Janet McCabe 
(2004; London: IB Tauris, 2008) 210.   
118 “Agony and Ex-Tacy” Sex and the City, writ. and dir. Michael Patrick King, HBO, 3 June 
2001.  
119 “In Escrow” Dead Like Me, writ. Stephen Godchaux and Annie Weisman, dir. Steve 
Beers, Showtime, 29 Aug. 2004. 
120 “All or Nothing,” Sex and the City, writ. Jenny Bicks, dir. Charles McDougall, HBO, 13 
Aug. 2000. 
121  Angela McRobbie, “Post-Feminism and Popular Culture,” Feminist Media Studies 4.3 
(2004): 262.   
122 “Tales from the Public Domain” The Simpsons, writ. Andrew Kreisberg, Josh Lieb and 
Matt Warburton, dir. Mike B. Anderson, FOX, 17 Mar. 2002. 
123 “Funeral for a Fiend,” The Simpsons, writ. Michael Price, dir. Rob Oliver, FOX, 25 Nov. 
2007. 
124 “The King is Dead,” Family Guy, writ. Monte Young, dir. Craig Hoffman, FOX, 28 Mar. 
2000. 
125 “Pilot,” White Collar, writ. Jeff Eastin, dir. Bronwen Hughes, USA, 23 Oct. 2009. 
126 “Rub,” def. 3c, The Oxford English Dictionary, 2010, 1 June 2010, www.oed.com. 
 



 122 

 Appendix: Database of TV Episodes Featuring Shakespeare Episodes 

What follows is a table of American TV from 1990-2010 episodes featuring some kind of 

Shakespeare reference.  The last box on the right depicts whether they were discovered by 

myself or through Richard Burt’s Shakespeares After Shakespeare.  If there is an asterisk in 

that column, then it was featured in Burt’s encyclopaedia.  Otherwise, I found the reference in 

my research.  Although there are many episodes on this list, this is still not an exhaustive list 

but hopefully will illustrate the larger trend that the examples began to highlight. 
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