
 

 

Can This Be the End of Tony Soprano? 

 

I .  LOATHING TV 

 

I ’ ve  got   to  watch  TV   to   f igure  out   the  wor ld?  

Pau l ie  Walnuts  

 

Ear ly   in  “Mr.  Rugg iero ’s  Ne ighborhood”   (3 .01) ,   the   f i r s t  ep isode  of  Season  

Three  of  The  Sopranos ,  Tony  and  h is  c rew s i t  down  for   lunch .  As  sa lad  and  pasta  are  

d ispensed,   the  obsess ive‐compuls ive ,  macho‐pr issy ,  extravagant ly  co i f fed  psycho  

Pau l ie  Walnuts  washes  h is  hands ,  aga in .  When asked  why,  he  ho lds   forth ,   l i tera l ly  ad  

nauseam,  on   the  dangers  o f   ty ing  shoe laces ,   the  d is turb ing  hyg iene  of  “your  average  

men’s   sh i t  house ,”  and   the  spread  of  d isease .  Both  appa l led  and  amazed,  Chr is topher  

Molt i sant i ,   cur ious  where  h is   f requent  nemes is  has  acqu ired  such  esoter ic  

knowledge,  asks  “You  saw th is  on  TV?”  “ I ’ve  got   to  watch  TV   to   f igure  out   the  

wor ld?”  Pau l ie   responds ,   rhetor ica l ly .  

In  Season  Four ’s  “Watch ing  Too  Much  Te lev is ion”   (4 .06) ,  mob‐  w i fe ‐ in ‐ t ra in ing  

Adr iana ,  watch ing  a   rerun  of  Murder  One ,  gets   the  not ion   that   i f   she  and  Chr is topher  

marry   ( long  her  hope)  she  cannot  be   forced  by   the  FB I   to   test i fy  aga inst  h im.  When 

she   la ter   learns   that  expectat ion   i s   fa l se ,   the   t i t le  o f   the  ep isode   f ina l ly  become 

c lear .  Season  F ive ’s  “ In  Camelot”   (5 .07)   f inds  Chr is topher  a l ternate ly  

support ing/bankrupt ing   J .  T .   (T im Da ley) ,  a   f r iend   f rom rehab.  At  a   twelve‐s tep  

meet ing ,   J .  T .   in t roduces  h imse l f  as  “a  TV  wr i ter ,  which  by  defau l t  makes  me a  

douche  bag .”   ( J .  T .  ment ions  miss ing  a  dead l ine   for  Nash  Br idges  as   the   resu l t  o f  h is  

add ict ion . )  Desperate   for  money  a f ter  a  horr ib le  n ight  at   the  poker   tab le ,  he  wi l l  

la ter   t ry   to  pawn an  Emmy statue  on ly   to  be   to ld   i t   i s  pract ica l ly  worth less .   “ I f   i t  was  

an  Oscar ,”   the  pawnbroker  suggests ,   “maybe  I   cou ld  g ive  you  someth ing ,  an  Academy 

Award ,  but  TV?”  

A i r ing  on  HBO,  a l ready  pre‐branded as  “not  TV ,”   in  a   ser ies  c reated  by  Dav id  

Chase ,  a  man who scorns   the  medium  in  which  he  has  spent  h is  career   (“ I   loathe  and  

desp ise  a lmost  every  second of   [ te lev is ion]”   [Rucker   in terv iew] ;   see  Lavery  and  

Thompson) ,   these  medium‐spec i f i c ,   se l f ‐ re ferent ia l   s lams  shou ld  come as  no  

surpr ise .  The  Sopranos ,  however ,   i s  no  Nash  Br idges ,  and ,  as   the  essays   in   th is  book,  

the   la test  contr ibut ion   to   the  a l ready  extens ive  scho lar ly/cr i t i ca l  d i scourse  about  a  

landmark  ser ies—the h ighest ‐ ranked  drama  in   the  h is tory  o f  Amer ican   te lev is ion   (“50  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Greatest  Shows”)—demonstrate ,   there   i s  much   to   learn  about   the  wor ld ,  both   the  

mediated  smal l ‐   screen  cosmos  and   the   rea l  wor ld   too ,   f rom at   least   the  best  o f  TV .  

 

I I .  NOT TV 

 

Not  on ly  w i l l  o rd inary   fo lks  watch  a  show [ l ike  The  Sopranos ]   that  

demands  constant  at tent ion ,   res is ts  easy  c losure ,   re l ies  on  subtext  and  

i s   r i ch  w ith  metaphor—they  wi l l  pay  near  usur ious  subscr ipt ion   fees  

for   i t .  

James  Pon iewoz ik  

 

In  a  March  2004   interv iew on  Nat iona l  Pub l ic  Rad io ’s  Fresh  A i r ,  Chase ,  a  

th i r ty ‐year ,  once  near ly   inv is ib le  veteran ,   in  h is  pre‐HBO  l i fe ,  o f  network   te lev is ion—

before ,   that   i s ,  he  destroyed  h is  anonymity  by  creat ing  HBO’s  s ignature  dramat ic  

ser ies—re i terates  h is  unhappiness  w ith   the  current  s tate  o f  Amer ican   te lev is ion . 11  

S ick  and   t i red  of   the  compla ints  o f  Chase ’s   former  employers   the  networks—al l  o f  

whom had  passed  on  h is   s tory  about  a  New Jersey  gangster  and  h is   two  fami l ies—

that  HBO cab le  shows have  an  unfa i r ,   censorsh ip‐ f ree  advantage   (see  Lev inson) ,  

Chase   l i s ts   instead  some of   the   f reedoms network   te lev is ion   fa i l s   to  exerc ise :  

 

[A ] l l  o f  us  have   the   f reedom to  do  s tory   l ines   that  unfo ld  s lowly .  We a l l  have  

the   f reedom to  create  characters   that  are  complex  and  contrad ictory .  The  FCC  

doesn ’t  govern   that .  We a l l  have   the   f reedom to   te l l   s tup id ,  bad   jokes   that  

may  actua l ly   turn  out   to  be   funny.  And  we a l l  have   the   f reedom to   le t   the  

aud ience   f igure  out  what ’s  go ing  on   rather   than   te l l ing   them what ’s  go ing  on .  

 

Any   regu lar  v iewer  o f  The  Sopranos  wi l l   immediate ly   recogn ize   that  Chase   i s  

actua l ly   spe l l ing  out   the  miss ion  s tatement  o f  h is  own masterp iece .  “You  get  bored,”  

Chase  confessed  severa l  years  ago   to   James  Longworth ,  “and   I  don’t  know  i f  you  can  

te l l   i t   f rom  look ing  at  The  Sopranos ,  but   I  had   just  had   i t  up   to  here  with  a l l   the  

n icet ies  o f  network   te lev is ion .   I   cou ldn ’ t   take   i t  anymore.  And   I  don’t  mean  language  

and   I  don’t  mean v io lence .   I   just  mean s toryte l l ing ,   invent iveness ,   someth ing   that  

rea l ly  cou ld  enterta in  and  surpr ise  people .   I   just  cou ldn ’t   take   i t  anymore”   (34) .  

Network   te lev is ion   fa i l s ,  Chase  goes  on   to  say ,  because   i t  has   forgotten   i t s   f i r s t  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obl igat ion  as  a   s toryte l ler   in  order   to  pursue  a  not ‐so‐h idden  agenda:  

 

I   th ink   the   f i r s t  pr ior i ty   i s   to  push  a   l i festy le .   I   th ink   there ’s   someth ing   they ’re  

t ry ing   to  se l l  a l l   the   t ime  . . .   I   th ink  what   they ’re   t ry ing   to  se l l   i s   that  

everyth ing ’s  OK  a l l   the   t ime,   that   th is   i s   just  a  great  nat ion  and  a  wonderfu l  

soc iety ,  and  everyth ing ’s  OK  and   i t ’ s  OK   to  buy  s tuf f .   Let ’s   just  go  buy  some 

stuf f   . . .  There ’s   some  indef inab le   image  of  Amer ica   that   they ’re  constant ly  

t ry ing   to  push  as  opposed   to  actua l ly  be ing  enterta in ing .  

 

In   love  with  c inema,  determined   to  make  a  “ l i t t le  movie”  every  week,  Chase  

and  company  on ly  grudg ing ly  surrendered   to   the  convent ions  o f  ep isod ic   s toryte l l ing  

but ,   f rom the  very  beg inn ing ,  The  Sopranos  has  been  a  character ‐dr iven ,  dark ly  

funny,   supremely   i ron ic ,   f requent ly   subvers ive ,  whol ly  democrat ic   ser ies  w ith  no  

“pa lpab le  des ign  upon us ,”   ins i s t ing  we make  up  our  own minds  about  a l l   i t s  o f ten  

deep ly  conf l i c ted ,  never  whol ly  admirab le  characters  and   the  cu l ture   that  c reated  

and  susta ins   them.  

Chase   fa i l s   to  d isc lose ,  however ,  one  undeniab le ,   inequ i tab le  advantage  

work ing  on  HBO does  o f fer  h im.  A  Sopranos  season   i s  on ly   th i r teen  ep isodes ,  and  

HBO has  acqu iesced   in  Chase ’s  ever ‐ increas ing  demands   for   longer‐ than‐customary  

h iatuses  between seasons .  The  Sopranos   re turned   for   i t s   fourth  season   in  September  

2002,  a f ter   s ix teen  months  o f   rep len ish ing   the  creat ive   ju ices .  Season  F ive  a i red  

a f ter   f i f teen  months  o f f   the  a i r .  The  h iatus  preced ing  Season  S ix  w i l l  be  on ly   three  

months  short  o f   two years . 2 

We wi l l   soon   learn  what  Chase ,  wr i ters  Rob in  Green,  Mitche l l  Burgess ,  and  

Terence  Winter ;  d i rectors  A l len  Cou l ter  and  T im Van  Patten ,3  to  name on ly  Chase ’s  

longest ‐ runn ing  co l laborators ,  have  made out  o f   the i r   longest  gestat ion  per iod .  We 

wi l l   learn ,   too ,  whether  Season  S ix  w i l l  be   the  end  of  Tony  Soprano.   I t  w i l l  a lmost  

certa in ly  not  be   the  end  of  Sopranos  Stud ies .  

 

I I I .  Television Studies/Sopranos Studies 

In  “L i fe  w ith   (God)Father ,”  an  essay   in  Reg ina  Barreca ’s  co l lect ion  of  essays  

on   I ta l ian‐Amer ican  cu l ture   in  The  Sopranos ,   renowned  femin is t   l i terary  scho lar  

Sandra  G i lbert   (co‐author ,  w i th  Susan  Gubar ,  o f   the  watershed  s tudy  The  Madwoman 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in   the  Att ic :  The  Woman Wri ter  and   the  N ineteenth  Century  L i terary   Imaginat ion  and  

numerous  other  books)   s toops   to  conquer  The  Sopranos .  Not  a  happy  watcher ,   she  

f inds  The  Sopranos   to  be   the   la test  prec ip i tat ion   in  “a   ra in  o f  cu l tura l  messages  

exc lud ing  me  f rom  imag inat ive  author i ty .”  Forced   to  watch   i t ,   she   f ind  herse l f  

“ re legated   to  a  somewhat  comic ,  perhaps  even  grotesque  underc lass”   (13) .  A long   the  

way,  bemused  by   the  ser ious  at tent ion  pa id   to   te lev is ion   in  genera l  and  The  Sopranos  

in  part icu lar ,   she   takes  unbecoming ,  admitted ly   ignorant ,  and  somet imes  ad hominen  

sw ings  at  c r i t i cs  and  scho lars .  Of fended by   te lev is ion  cr i t i c   Joyce  Mi l lman’s  

suggest ion   ( in  Sa lon .com )   that  even  non‐ I ta l ians  can   ident i fy  w i th  The  Sopranos ,   she  

responds  by  character iz ing  her   ideas  as  “burb l ing .”  Bemused  by  my own attempt   in  

the  on l ine   journa l  PopPol i t i cs   (“Coming  Heavy”)   to   ident i fy  The  Sopranos ’  

character i s t ica l ly  postmodern   intertextua l i ty ,   she   takes   fussy  pot  shots  at  a  

quotat ion  of  Eco  and   then,  embarrass ing ly ,   changes  a  quotat ion   f rom my essay  

through  a  bracketed   insert ion   that  a l ters  my meaning . 4 Later ,   she  admits ,  ev ident ly  

proud  of   the   fact ,   that  “ I  wr i te   th is   . . .  w i thout  hav ing  seen  a s ing le   f rame  o f   the   th i rd  

season  of  The  Sopranos   . . . ”   (25 ;  my  i ta l i cs ) ,  even   though  Barreca ’s  co l lect ion ,  

appear ing   in  2002,  covered   the   f i r s t   three  seasons  o f   the  ser ies .  Would  she  brag  

about  not  hav ing   read,   say ,  a l l  o f  Emi ly  D ick inson’s  pub l i shed  poetry  pr ior   to  wr i t ing  

about  her  work?   (Because   I  have  no  des i re   to  be  petty ,   I  w i l l  not  bother   to  po int  out  

the  prob lem  in  G i lbert ’ s  phras ing :   that   te lev is ion  doesn ’t  come  in   f rames. )  

The  condescending ,  d ismiss ive   tone  of  G i lbert ’ s  essay  shou ld  be   fami l ia r   to  

anyone who  fo l lows   the   recept ion  of   te lev is ion  s tud ies   in   the  popular  press .  The  vast  

major i ty  o f  US   rev iews  of   important  s tud ies  o f   s ign i f i cant   te lev is ion  ser ies ,   f rom 

Buffy   the  Vampire  S layer   to  S ix  Feet  Under ,  a re  wr i t ten  by   the  nonplussed  and  

incredu lous .  Committed   to  se l f ‐ fu l f i l l ing  prophecy ,  newspapers  and  magaz ines ,   i t  

seems,  wouldn’t   th ink  o f  ass ign ing  a   rev iew to  a   f r iend  of   te lev is ion .  Even   though   the  

f ie ld  cont inues   to  pro l i ferate—Buffy   the  Vampire  S layer  and  i t s   seque l  Ange l ,   for  

example ,  have  a l ready  generated  over  a  dozen  scho lar ly  books ,   four   in ternat iona l  

conferences ,  and  wel l  over  a  hundred  pub l i shed  essays—Telev is ion  Stud ies   in  genera l  

can ’ t  get  no   respect .  

The  emerg ing   f ie ld  o f  Sopranos  Stud ies , 5 on ly   three  years  o ld  as   I  wr i te ,  has  

seen   the  pub l icat ion  of  over   f i f ty   ind iv idua l  essays   in  such  scho lar ly   journa ls  as  The  

Journa l  o f  Popu lar  F i lm  and  Te lev is ion ,  The   Journa l  o f  Popu lar  Cu l ture ,  and   F i lm  

                                            
4  
5  



The Collected Works of David Lavery 5 
 
 

 

Quarter ly  and   three  ed i ted  co l lect ions ,  my  own,  Th is  Th ing  of  Ours :   Invest igat ing  The  

Sopranos   (2002) ;  Barreca ’s  A S i tdown with   the  Sopranos :  Watch ing   I ta l ian  Amer ican  

Cu l ture  on  TV’s  Most  Ta lked‐About  Ser ies   (2002) ;  and  R ichard  Greene  and  Peter  

Vernezze ’s  The  Sopranos  and  Ph i losophy:   I  K i l l ,  Therefore   I  Am  (2004) ;  as  wel l  as  

monographs   l ike  G len  O.  Gabbard ’s  The  Psycho logy  o f  The  Sopranos :  Love ,  Death ,  and  

Betraya l   in  Amer ica ’s  Favor i te  Gangster  Fami ly   (2002) ,  Maur ice  Yacowar ’s  The  

Sopranos  on   the  Couch:  Ana lyz ing  Te lev is ion ’s  Greatest  Ser ies   (2002,  2003) ,  and  

Dav id  S imon’s  Tony  Soprano’s  Amer ica   (2002) . 6 

S tudy  of  a   te lev is ion  ser ies   i s  not  comparab le   to ,   say ,   invest igat ion  of   the  

human genome.  Chromosomes  and  genes  are  not  methodica l ly  a l located   to  

appropr iate  experts   for  def in i t ive  assessment .  No  one   i s  coord inat ing  Sopranos  

Stud ies .  No  one   i s  ca l l ing   the  shots ;   there   i s  no  boss   to   th is  mob.  S t i l l ,   t rends  are  

d iscern ib le .  

 

Tony .  More  essays  have  been  wr i t ten  on  Tony  Soprano  h imse l f   than  on  any  other  

s ing le   top ic ,  a lmost  a l l   seek ing   to  come to  gr ips ,   in  one  way  or  another ,  w i th   the  

centra l  quest ion  of   the  mora l i ty  o f   the  ser ies ’  ant i ‐hero .  Noe l  Carro l l ’ s   “Sympathy   for  

the  Dev i l , ”   for  example ,  grapp les  w ith   the  apparent  contrad ict ion  of   the  aud ience ’s  

ident i f i cat ion  with  Tony’s  c lear ly  c r imina l  behav ior .   James  Haro ld ’s  “A  Mora l  Never‐

Never  Land:   Ident i fy ing  w ith  Tony  Soprano”  and  Mike  L ippman’s  “Know Thyse l f ,  

Assho le :  Tony  Soprano  as  an  Ar is tote l ian  Trag ic  Hero”  cover  s imi lar   terr i tory ,   the  

former   implement ing  To ls toy ’s  aesthet ics   ( f rom What   i s  Art? ) ,   the   la t ter  examin ing  

Tony  as  a   t rag ic  hero  accord ing   to  Ar is tot le ’s  Poet ics .  She i la  L intott ’ s  “Tony  

Soprano’s  Mora l  Sympathy   (or  Lack  Thereof ) :  The  Sopranos  and  Sub ject iv i s t  E th ics”  

and  Scott  D .  Wi lson ’s  “Stay ing  with in   the  Fami ly :  Tony  Soprano’s  E th ica l  Ob l igat ions”  

o f fer  add i t iona l  assessments  o f  Tony ’s  mora l  code.  Rona ld  M.  Green  seeks   to  

understand   the  nature  of  Tony  Soprano’s  bus iness  eth ics   in  “ ‘ I  Dunno About  Mora ls ,  

but   I  Do  Got  Ru les ’ :  Tony  Soprano  as  Eth ica l  Manager .”  R ichard  Greene  of fers  a  

t ight ly  argued  assessment  o f  Tony  Soprano’s  own  fa l l ib i l i ty   in  “ I s  Tony  Soprano  Se l f ‐

B l ind?”—he  i s ,  Greene  conc ludes  def in i t ive ly .   Jenn i fer  Baker  app l ies  c lass ica l  not ions  

o f   the  nature  of  human happiness   in  seek ing   to  understand   the  mot ives  o f  Tony  

Soprano   in  “The  Unhappiness  o f  Tony  Soprano:  An  Anc ient  Ana lys i s .”  

 

Femin ist .   Femin is ts  have  of  course  had  a  great  dea l   to  say  about  The  Sopranos .  L isa  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Cass idy ’s  “ I s  Carmela  Soprano  a  Femin is t?  Carmela ’s  Care  Eth ics”  unequivoca l ly   f inds  

The  Sopranos ’  most   important   female  character  an  “ant i ‐ femin is t ,”  but  one  

potent ia l ly  capab le  o f   re form.  K im Akass  and   Janet  McCabe’s  “Beyond the  Bada  B ing!  

Negot iat ing  Female  Narrat ive  Author i ty   in  The  Sopranos”  and  C indy  Donate l l i  and  

Sharon  A lward ’s  “ ‘ I  Dread  You’ :  Marr ied   to   the  mob  in  The  Godfather ,  GoodFe l las ,  

and  The  Sopranos”  both  of fer  arguments   (narrato log ica l/  genre‐based)   for   the  

surpr is ing  and  unprecedented  s t rength  of  women  in   the  ser ies .  Reg ina  Barreca  seeks  

to  account   for  her  counter ‐ intu i t ive/   femin ism‐subvert ing  at t ract ion   to   the   females  

o f  The  Sopranos   in  “Why  I   l i ke   the  Women  in  The  Sopranos  Even   though   I ’m Not  

Supposed   to .”  

 

HBO and Te lev is ion .  Both  Pau l  Lev inson’s  “Naked  Bod ies ,  Naked  Bod ies ,  Three  

Showings  a  Week,  and  No Commerc ia ls :  The  Sopranos  as  a  Nuts ‐and‐Bo l ts  Tr iumph of  

Non‐Network  TV”  and  “The  Sopranos  as  HBO Brand  Equ i ty :  The  Art  o f  Commerce   in  

the  Age  of  D ig i ta l  Reproduct ion”  by  Mark  C .  Rogers ,  Michae l  M.  Epste in ,  and   J immie  

R .  Reeves  exp lore   the  ser ies  as  a  product  o f  a  premium cab le  channel .   In  “Bada‐Be ing  

and  Noth ingness :  Murderous  Melodrama or  Mora l i ty  P lay?”  A l  G in i  br ings  a  var iety  o f  

media  cr i t i cs—Nei l  Postman,  Susan  Sontag ,  Marsha l l  McLuhan—and th inkers   l i ke  

Jean‐Pau l  Sart re  and  Ernest  Becker   in to  p lay   in   t ry ing   to  ascerta in   the  appea l  o f  The  

Sopranos .  Dav id  Lavery  and  Robert   J .  Thompson’s  “Dav id  Chase ,  The  Sopranos ,  and  

Te lev is ion  Creat iv i ty”   takes  a  carefu l   look  at   the  “ te lev is ion  auteur”  who created  The  

Sopranos .  

 

The  Gangster  Genre .  Compar ing  and  contrast ing   the  ser ies   to  ear l ier  mani festat ions  

o f   the  gangster   f i lm  or   to   t rue  cr ime gangsters  has  been   the   focus  o f  over  a  dozen  

pub l i shed  essays :  A lbert  Auster ,   “The  Sopranos :  The  Gangster  Redux” ;  E l len  Wi l l i s ,  

“Our  Mobsters ,  Ourse lves” ;  Dav id  Patt ie ,   “Mobbed Up:  The  Sopranos  and   the  

Intertextua l  Gangster” ;  G len  Creeber ,   “ ‘TV  Ru ined   the  Movies ’ :  Te lev is ion ,  Tarant ino ,  

and  The   Int imate  Wor ld  o f  The  Sopranos” ;   two essays  by  Martha  P .  Noch imson 

(“ ‘Waddaya  Look in ’  At? ’ :  Re‐Read ing   the  Gangster  Genre   through  The  Sopranos”  and  

“Tony’s  Opt ions :  The  Sopranos  and   the  Te lev isua l i ty  o f   the  Gangster  Genre”) ;   Lee  

S iege l ,   “The  Attract ion  of  Repuls ion” ;  Dav id  Remnick ,   “ I s  Th is   the  End  of  R ico?  With  

The  Sopranos   the  Mob Genre   i s  on   the  Br ink” ;  F red  Gardaphé,  “Fresh  Garbage:  The  

Gangster  as  Suburban  Tr ickster” ;  and   Ingr id  Walker  F ie lds ,   “Fami ly  Va lues  and  Feuda l  

Codes :  The  Soc ia l  Po l i t i cs  o f  Amer ica ’s  Twenty‐  F i rs t  Century  Gangster”   (which  of fers  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an  extens ive  compar ison  of   J im   Jarmusch ’s   f i lm  Ghost  Dog   [1999]  and  The  Sopranos ) ;  

Chr is  Messenger ,   “The  Godfather  Sung  by  The  Sopranos”   (a  chapter   in  The  Godfather  

and  Amer ican  Cu l ture ) .  George  Anastas ia ,  one  of   the  premier  organ ized  cr ime 

journa l i s ts   in   the  USA,  assesses   the   rea l ‐wor ld  accuracy  o f  The  Sopranos   in  a  w ide‐

rang ing  essay  ent i t led  “ I f  Shakespeare  were  A l ive  Today ,  He ’d  be  Wr i t ing   for  The  

Sopranos . ”  

 

I ta l ianness .  One  book—Barreca ’s  S i tdown with  The  Sopranos— and severa l  essays—

Jonathan   J .  Cave l lero ’s  “Gangsters ,  Fessos ,  Tr icksters ,  and  Sopranos :  The  H is tor ica l  

Roots  o f   I ta l ian  Amer ican  Stereotype  Anx iety” ;  Roseanne G iann in i  Qu inn ’s  “Mothers ,  

Mol l s ,  and  Misogyn is ts :  Res is t ing   I ta l ian  Amer ican  Womanhood  in  The  Sopranos” ;  B .  

Beck ’s  “The  Myth  That  Would  Not  D ie :  The  Sopranos ,  Maf ia  Movies ,  and   I ta l ians   in  

Amer ica”—examine   the  ser ies ’   I ta l ianness ,  most  s imultaneous ly  cons ider ing   the   ro le  

o f   the  gangster  genre   in  perpetuat ing  cu l tura l   s tereotypes .  E .  Anthony  Rotundo’s  

“Wonderbread  and  Stugots :   I ta l ian  Amer ican  Manhood and  The  Sopranos”  examines  

men and  manhood  in   the  show.  Language .   In  “Th is  Th ing  of  Ours :   Language  Use   in  

The  Sopranos , ”  Michae l  E .  Gett ings  app l ies   the  “speech  act”   theory  o f  ph i losopher   J .  

L .  Aust in   to  an  examinat ion  of   the  underwor ld  s lang  and  waste  management   jargon  of  

The  Sopranos .  “ ‘Soprano‐speak ’ :   Language  and  S i lence   in  The  Sopranos”  by  Doug las  L .  

Howard  examines  communicat ion  and  miscommunicat ion   in   the  narrat ive .  

 

Psychotherapy .  One  book,  Gabbard ’s  The  Psycho logy  o f  The  Sopranos ,  and  at   least  

two essays—Peter  Mattess i ’ s   “The  Strong,  S i lent  Type:  Psychoana lys i s   in  The  

Sopranos , ”  and  Michae l  F lamin i ’ s  “ ‘Pa  cent ’  ann i ,   ‘Dr .  Mel f i ’ :  Psychotherapy   in   the  

I ta l ian  Amer ican  Community”— assess   the  centra l   ro le  o f  psychotherapy   in  The  

Sopranos .  Rel ig ion .  Car la  Gard ina  Pestana  examines   the   important   ro le  o f   the  church  

and   the  nature  of  be l ie f   in   the  ser ies   in  “Catho l ic i sm,   Ident i ty ,  and  Eth ics   in  The  

Sopranos .”  Peter  H .  Hare ’s  “ ‘What  K ind  of  God  Does  Th is . . .? ’”  o f fers  an  overv iew of  

some of   the  ser ies ’   theo log ica l  quest ions  and  prob lems.  And  Peter  Vernezze  prov ides  

a  Dantesque  map of  Soprano land   in  “Tony  Soprano   in  He l l :  Chase ’s  Mob  in  Dante ’s  

In ferno . ”  

 

Su i  Gener is .  Many  essays  on  The  Sopranos  are  one  of  a  k ind .   Jeremy Creedon’s  “The  

Green ing  of  Tony  Soprano”   i s  an  ecopyscho log ica l   read ing  of  Tony ’s  mala ise .  S teven  

Hayward  and  Andrew B i ro ’s  “The  E ighteenth  Brumaire  o f  Tony  Soprano”   i s  a  neo‐
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Marx is t   read ing  of   the  ser ies .   “Unmade Men:  The  Sopranos  After  Whiteness”  by  

Chr is topher  Koce la  exp lores   the  complex   ro le  o f   race   in  The  Sopranos .   Lance  Strate ’s  

“No(rth   Jersey)  Sense  of  P lace :  The  Cu l tura l  Geography   (and  Media  Eco logy)  o f  The  

Sopranos”  seeks   to  de l ineate  a l l   the  many  env i ronments  o f   the  ser ies .   In  “The  

Cu l tura l  Work  of  The  Sopranos , ”   Jay  Par in i  out l ines   the  many  ways   in  which   the  show 

interrogates  modern  Amer ican  cu l ture  by  “draw[ ing]  a t tent ion   to   the   fau l t   l ines  

Read ing  The  Sopranos . indb   in   fami ly  and  community   l i fe”   (80) .   Insp i red  by  Tony’s  

read ing  of  Sun  Tzu ’s  The  Art  o f  War   ( recommended by  Dr .  Mel f i )   in  Season  Three ,  

S teven  C .  Combs’  “Tony  Soprano  and   the  Art  o f  War :  New Jersey  Meets   the  East”  

compares   the  s t rugg le  o f  organ ized  cr ime  in  New Jersey   to   the  Spr ing‐Autumn (c i rca  

770–476  BC)  and  Warr ing  States   (c i rca  475–221  BC)  per iods  o f  Ch inese  h is tory .  Dav id  

Hahn’s  “The  Pr ince  and   I :  Some Mus ings  on  Mach iave l l i ”  draws  some para l le l s  

between Mach iave l l i ’ s  The  Pr ince  and go ings‐on   in  Soprano land.  H .  Peter  S teeves  

o f fers  a  Hobbes ian/Cartes ian‐ in f luenced  read ing  of   the   ind iv idua l  and   the  community  

in  “Dy ing   in  Our  Own Arms:  L ibera l i sm,  Communitar ian ism,  and   the  Construct ion  of  

Ident i ty  on  The  Sopranos . ”  Av i  Santo ’s  “ ‘Why Don’t  you   take  a   look   in   the  mirror ,  you  

insens i t ive  pr ick ’ :  Weight ,  Body   Image  and  Mascu l in i ty   in  The  Sopranos”  enacts   i t s  

own t i t le  by  cons ider ing  obes i ty   in   the  ser ies .   Joanne  Lacey ’s  ethnograph ic   s tudy ,  

“One  for   the  Boys?  The  Sopranos  and   I t s  Male ,  Br i t i sh  Aud ience ,”  assesses   the  way  

ten  men  in  Br ighton,  Eng land  watched  and  understood   the  show.  Dawn E l i zabeth  B .  

Johnston’s  “Way North  of  New Jersey :  A  Canad ian  Exper ience  of  The  Soprano”  o f fers  

an  account  o f   the   recept ion  of  The  Sopranos   in  Canada.  Kev in  Fe l lezs ’s  “Wiseguy  

Opera :  Mus ic   for  Sopranos”   l i s tens   to   the   ro le  o f   I ta l ian  mus ic   in   the  show.   Joseph  S .  

Walker ’s  “ ‘Cunni l ingus  and  Psychoana lys i s  Have  Brought  Us  To  Th is ’ :   L iv ia  and   the  

Log ic  o f  Fa lse  Hoods”  carefu l ly  examines   the  s t ructure  and   themes  of   the  ser ies ’   f i r s t  

season.   J .  Gattuso  Hendin ’s  “Tony  and  Meadow:  The  Sopranos  as  Father‐Daughter  

Drama”  cons iders   the  mob boss  as  parent .  Kev in  L .  S toehr   reads   the  ser ies  as  both  an  

ex is tent ia l  drama and  a  mani festat ion  of   f i lm  no i r   in  “ ‘ I t ’ s  A l l  a  B ig  Noth ing ’ :  The  

N ih i l i s t i c  V is ion  of  The  Sopranos .”  And,  as   the   t i t le   suggests ,  Sara  Lewis  Dunne’s  

“ ‘The  Bruta l i ty  o f  Meat ’  and   ‘ the  Abruptness  o f  Seafood’ :  Food,  V io lence ,  and  Fami ly  

in  The  Sopranos”  digests   the  centra l   ro le  o f   food   in   the  show.  

The  present  vo lume,  with   the   f i r s t   f ive  seasons  o f  The  Sopranos  on the   tab le ,  

bu i lds  upon ear l ier  work  on   the  ser ies  and opens  up  new terr i tory   for  exp lorat ion .  

The  present  essay   i s   fo l lowed by   two other   in troductory  essays ,   “Surv iv ing   the   ‘H i t ’ :  

Wi l l  The  Sopranos  St i l l   S ing   for  HBO?”   in  which  Epste in ,  Reeves ,  and  Rogers  cont inue  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the i r  examinat ion  of  The  Sopranos  and HBO (begun  in  Th is  Th ing  of  Ours ) ,   th is   t ime 

cons ider ing  what   the  end  of   the  ser ies  means   for  both  The  Sopranos  and HBO brands ;  

and  Dav id   Johansson’s  “Homeward  Bound:  Those  Sopranos  T i t les  Come Heavy ,”  which  

presents  a  c lose   read ing  of   the  ser ies ’   famous  open ing  cred i t   sequence.  

The  book’s   second sect ion ,  “Sopranos  Women,”   inc ludes   read ings  o f  key  

females   in   the  ser ies .   Janet  McCabe and  K im Akass  extend   the i r  ear l ier   femin is t  

in terpretat ion  of   the  show  in  Th is  Th ing ,   th is   t ime seek ing  an  answer   to   the  quest ion  

“What  has  Carmela  Ever  Done  for  Femin ism?”  Va ler ie  Pa lmer‐Mehta ’s  “D isc ip l in ing  

the  Mascu l ine :  The  D isrupt ive  Power  of   Jan ice  Soprano”  cons iders  Tony ’s  unru ly  

o lder  s i s ter .   In  “Eve  of  Destruct ion:  Dr .  Mel f i  as  Reader  o f  The  Sopranos , ”  Bruce  

P lourde  of fers  a   reader‐response   take  on   the  ser ies ’   res ident  psych iatr i s t .  

“Ep isodes ,”   the   th i rd  sect ion ,  gathers  essays   that   take  hard   looks  at   ind iv idua l  

hours  o f  The  Sopranos :   “Employee  of   the  Month”  and  “Another  Toothp ick”   in   Jess ica  

Ba ldanz i ’ s   “B lood lust   for   the  Common Man:  The  Sopranos  Confronts   I t s  Vengefu l  

Aud ience” ;  “The  Test  Dream”  in  Cameron  Golden’s  “ ‘You’re  Annette  Ben ing? ’ :  Dreams 

and  Hol lywood as  Subtext   in  The  Sopranos” ;  and  “Chr is topher”   in  Chr is topher  

Koce la ’s  “From Co lumbus   to  Gary  Cooper :  Mourn ing   the  Lost  White  Father   in  The  

Sopranos , ”  a  cont inuat ion  of   the  author ’s  ear l ier  essay  on  whiteness   in   the  show.  

“Mus ic ,  Theatr ica l i ty ,  Aesthet ics ,”  Reading  The  Sopranos ’   fourth  sect ion ,  

inc ludes   three  more  essays .  Chr is  Nea l—in  “Gangstas ,  D ivas ,  and  Break ing  Tony’s  

Ba l l s :  Mus ica l  Reference   in  The  Sopranos”— contemplates   the  s ign i f i cant   ro le  o f  

mus ic .  Gwyn Symonds   re f lects  on   the  s tag ing  of   i t s   la rger ‐ than‐ l i fe  personae   in  

“Show Bus iness  or  D i r ty  Bus iness? :  The  Theatr ics  o f  Maf ia  Narrat ive  and  Empathy   for  

the  Last  Mob Boss  S tand ing   in  The  Sopranos .”  And   in  “Art   Imitat ing  L i fe   Imitat ing  Art :  

Aesthet ics  and  Ammunit ion   in  The  Sopranos , ”  F ranco  R icc i  exhaust ive ly   foregrounds  

the  pa int ings ,   s tatues ,  photographs  so  of ten  over looked   in  Sopranos ’  mise‐en‐scéne.  

Reading  The  Sopranos ’   f ina l   sect ion—“Cr imina l   Just ice ,  Power ,  Homophobia ,  

Race”—is  compr ised  of  Doug las  Howard ’s  c lose   look  at   the  Bureau  and   the  mob  in   the  

ser ies :   “Tast ing  Bry lcreem:  Law,  Read ing  D isorder ,  and   the  FB I   in  The  Sopranos” ;  

Dean  DeF ino ’s  cons iderat ion  of  Tony  Soprano’s  Mach iave l l ian  s ide :  “The  Pr ince  of  

North   Jersey” ;  and  Br ian  G ibson’s  examinat ion  of  b igotry  and  homophobia :  “ ‘B lack  

Guys  My Ass ’ :  The  Queerness  o f  Rac ism  in  The  Sopranos . ”  

Three  appendices   (a  complete   l i s t  o f  Sopranos  episodes ,  wr i ters ,  and  

d i rectors ;  a  cata log  of   In tertextua l  Moments  and  A l lus ions   in  The  Sopranos ,  updat ing  

a  s imi lar  cata log   in  Th is  Th ings  o f  Ours ,   th is   t ime cover ing  Seasons  Four  and  F ive ;  and  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a   l i s t  o f  characters ) ;  a  compos i te  b ib l iography;  and  an   index  complete   the  book.8  

 

IV. THE END 

 

Two end ings   for  a  h igh  prof i le  guy   l ike  me:  dead  or   in   the  can .    

“For  A l l  Debts  Pub l ic  or  Pr ivate”   (4 .01)  

 

 How then  does  a  “h igh‐prof i le”  show  l ike  The  Sopranos  end?  As   I  have  shown 

e lsewhere   (“Apoca lypt ic  Apoca lypses” ) ,   the  “narrat ive  eschato logy”  o f  any   long‐

runn ing   te lev is ion  ser ies   i s   complex ,  o f fer ing  “a  var iety  o f   ‘ l i t t le  deaths , ’  m in i ‐

apoca lypses” :   those  sub‐c l imaxes  network  and  bas ic  capab le  narrat ives   requ ire   for  

commerc ia l  breaks   (absent ,  o f  course  on  HBO);   the  wai t ‐unt i l ‐next ‐week  c l imax  of  

each  ep isode   (Mel f i ’ s  vengeance‐deny ing  “No”   to  Tony’s  “ I s   there  someth ing  you  

want   to  say?”   [“Employee  of   the  Month ,”  3 .04) ;   the  cu lminat ion  of  a  part icu lar  

narrat ive  arc   (Adr iana ’s   s t int  as  an  FB I   in fo  whacked  by  S i lv io   [“Long  Term Park ing ,”  

5 .12] ) ;   the  end ing  of  each  season   ( that   shot  o f   the  ocean,   the  new home of  B ig  Pussy ,  

a t   the  end  of  Season  Two  [“Funhouse ,”  2 .13) ,  and,  most  apoca lypt ic  o f  a l l ,   the   f ina le  

o f  a   ser ies .  Such   f ina les—of  M*A*S*H,  of  Se infe ld ,  o f  Sex  and   the  C i ty—have,  o f  

course ,  become “cu l tura l   spectac les”   (Morrea le ) ,  and  no  doubt  The  Sopranos  wi l l  

insp i re  yet  another .  The  book  you  ho ld ,  however ,  was  wr i t ten   in   ignorance  of   the  end  

of  The  Sopranos .  As   i t  was  be ing  completed ,  word  came down  f rom on  h igh   that  a  

dea l  had  been  reached  between HBO and  Dav id  Chase   to  produce  e ight  add i t iona l  

“bonus”  ep isodes  o f  The  Sopranos   to  a i r  about  n ine  months   ( January  2007)  a f ter   the  

prev ious ly   thought‐ to‐be‐ f ina l ,   twelve‐ep isode  Season  S ix ,  a l ready  set   to  beg in   in  

March  2006.  Can  Th is  Be   the  End  of  Tony  Soprano?  

None of   th is  book’s  contr ibutors  has  seen  a  s ing le  ep isode;  none  knows  the  

answer   to   the  quest ion   ( insp i red  by   the   lament  o f  Caesar  Enr ico  Bandel lo   in  L i t t le  

Caesar   [1931] ) ,  posed   in   the   t i t le   to   th is   in t roduct ion .  We don’t  know on  which  horn  

of   the  d i lemma Tony  pred icts   to  Mel f i  he   (and   the  narrat ive)  w i l l  be   impaled .  We are  

not  even  certa in   that  Governor  Chase  may  not ,  once  aga in ,  grant  a   las t  

minute   repr ieve ,  extend ing   the   l i fe  o f   the  condemned.7 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