
 

 

The Sopranos   (USA: HBO, 1999‐2004) 

 

P roduct ion  Deta i l s :  

Wr i ters :  Dav id  Chase ,  F rank  Renzu l l i ,  Rob in  Green,  

Mitche l l  Burgess ,  Terence  Winter ,  Todd  A .  Kess ler ,  

Michae l   Imper io l i ,   Lawrence  Konner  

Directors :  Chase ,   John  Patterson.  A l len  Cou l ter ,  T im 

Van  Patten ,  Henry   J .  Bronchte in ,  S teve  Buscemi  

Producers :  Chase ,   I lene  Landress ,  Brad  Grey ,  Burgess ,  

Green,  Renzu l l i  

 

Cast :  

G iacomo J r .   ( Jack ie   J r . )  Apr i le   ( Jason  Cerbone)  

R ich ie  Apr i le   (Dav id  Prova l )  

Bobby  Bacc i l ie r i ,   J r .   (S teven  R .  Sch i r r ipa)  

Sa lvatore   (B ig  Pussy)  Bonpens iero   (V incent  Pastore)  

Art ie  Bucco   ( John  Vent imig l ia )  

Ra lph  C i faretto   ( Joe  Panto l iano)  

Adr iana  La  Cerva   (Drew De Meteo)  

Dr .   Jenn i fer  Mel f i   ( Lorra ine  Bracco)  

Chr is topher  Molt i sant i   (Michae l   Imper io l i )  

Johnny   ( Johnny  Sack)  Sacramoni   (V incent  Curato la )  

Anthony   (AJ )  Soprano,   J r .   (Robert   I le r )  

Carmela  Soprano   (Ed ie  Fa lco)  

Carrado   (Unc le   Jun ior )  Soprano   (Domin ic  Ch ianese)  

Jan ice   (Parvat i )  Soprano   (A ida  Turturro)  

L iv ia  Soprano   (Nancy  Marchand)  

Meadow Soprano   ( Jamie‐Lynn  S ig ler )  

Tony  Soprano   ( James  Gandol f in i )  

Pau l ie  Walnuts   (Tony  S i r i co)  

 

Almost   f rom the  beg inn ing—the ser ies  premiered  on   the  Amer ican  premium 

cab le  channel  HBO  in   January  o f  1999—Sopranos  cr i t i cs  have  heaped upon  i t   the  

h ighest  pra ise .  The  New York  T imes   famous ly  deemed  i t   the  “most   important  work  o f  

Amer ican  popular  cu l ture”  o f   the   last  ha l f   century .  When  in  2002   the  wide ly   read  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per iod ica l  TV Guide  publ i shed   i t s   l i s t  o f   the   f i f ty  greatest   shows  of  a l l   t ime,  The  

Sopranos  only  he ld   f i f th  p lace  but  was   the  h ighest   ranked  dramat ic   ser ies   in  

te lev is ion  h is tory .  E l len  Wi l l i s  deemed  i t   “The  r ichest  and  most  compel l ing  p iece  of  

te lev is ion—no,  o f  popular  cu l ture—that   I 've  encountered   in   the  past   twenty  years   .   .  

.  a  meditat ion  on   the  nature  of  mora l i ty ,   the  poss ib i l i ty  o f   redempt ion ,  and   the  

legacy  o f  F reud. ’  The  subt i t le  o f  Canad ian  Maur ice  Yacowar ’s   recent  book—The  

Sopranos  on   the  Couch:  Ana lyz ing  Te lev is ion ’s  Greatest  Ser ies—s imply  assumes   i t s  

preeminence.  TV  cr i t i c  Matt  Roush  proc la ims   the  ser ies   the  “greatest  mob drama 

ever ,”   rank ing   i t  ahead  of  even  Franc is  Ford  Coppola ’s  Godfather  Tr i logy .  

Of  course   the  verd ic t  was  not  unan imous .  Prominent  c r i t i cs   l i ke  Wolcott   (who 

had  or ig ina l ly  pra ised   the  ser ies )  and  Pag l ia   loud ly  vo iced   the i r   loath ing  of   i t .   I ta l ian‐

Amer ican  groups  denounced   the  show for  what   they  be l ieved   to  be   i t s  o f fens ive ,  

gross ly   s tereotyped  dep ict ion  of   I ta l ians  as  mobsters ,  mount ing   le t ter ‐wr i t ing  

campaigns ,   s tag ing  boycotts ,  harass ing  Sopranos  cast  and  crew  in   the i r  pub l ic  

appearances ,  and  even  seek ing   leg is la t ive  act ion  aga inst   the  ser ies .  Some cr i t i cs  

(Lauzen,   for  example)  were  appa l led  by  what   they  saw as  misogyn is t   tendenc ies   in  

Season  Three   ( the   rape  of  Dr .  Mel f i ,   the  bruta l  murder  o f  a  pregnant  s t r ipper ,   the  

near  su ic ide‐by‐mobster  o f  Tony ’s  mist ress  G lor ia  Tr i l lo ) .  When broadcast  

uncensored   in  Canada  on  CTV,   the  nat iona l  Broadcast  S tandards  Counc i l ,   charged  by  

law with  prevent ing  d isseminat ion  of  “any  abus ive  comment  or  abus ive  p ic tor ia l  

representat ion   that ,  when taken   in  context ,   tends  or   i s   l i ke ly   to  expose  an   ind iv idua l  

or  group  or  c lass  o f   ind iv idua ls   to  hatred  or  contempt  on   the  bas is  o f   race ,  nat iona l  

or  ethn ic  or ig in ,  co lour ,   re l ig ion ,   sex ,  age  or  menta l  or  phys ica l  d isab i l i ty”  was  asked  

to   take  act ion  aga inst   the  ser ies  and  CTV.  The  Counc i l ’ s   rev iew of  The  Sopranos ,  

however ,   found the  compla ints  w i thout  mer i t   ( see   Johnson) .  

At   the   turn  of   the  century ,  The  Sopranos  became a  powerfu l  cu l tura l  

phenomenon,  generat ing  pro l i f i c  water ‐coo ler  conversat ion ,  end less  pr int  and  

e lectron ic  media  news  s tor ies ,  magaz ine  covers ,  and  commodity   in tertexts ,   inc lud ing  

A l len  Rucker ’s  o f f i c ia l  The  Sopranos  Fami ly  H is tory  and The  Sopranos  Fami ly  

Cookbook  and a  se lect ion  of   scr ipts   f rom the   f i r s t   three  seasons .  At   the   t ime of   th is  

wr i t ing   (Fa l l  2002)  a   l ine  o f  Sopranos   f rozen   food   i s  about   to  h i t   the  market .  

In  promot ions   for   the  ser ies ,  HBO has  used   the   tag   l ines  “Fami ly ,   redef ined,”  

and  “One  fami ly  or   the  other  w i l l   k i l l  h im  [Tony  Soprano] .”  The  cont inu ing  narrat ive  

o f  The  Sopranos  moves  back  and   forth  between the  suburban  nouveau  r iche  and  

maf ia   fami l ies  o f  a  New Jersey  cr ime boss .  On   the  home f ront ,  we   f ind  Carmela ,  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Tony’s   long‐suf fer ing ,  mora l ly  compromised,  but  very   tough  wi fe ;  Meadow,  h is  

daughter ,  now a  s tudent  at  Co lumbia  Un ivers i ty ,  who knows very  wel l   that  her   fa ther  

i s  not   rea l ly   in   the  waste  management  bus iness ;  Anthony   Jun ior ,  h i s  bad  boy  son;  h is  

New Age  sh lub  of  a   s i s ter ,   the  scheming ,  but  now born‐aga in  Chr is t ian   Jan ice ;  Unc le  

“ Jun ior ,”  Corrado  Soprano,  an  e lder ly ,  eas i ly  manipu lated  Maf ioso ;  and  h is   (now 

deceased)  pass ive‐aggress ive  monster  o f  a  mother ,   L iv ia ,  who coerces  Unc le   Jun ior  

in to  order ing  a   fa i led  h i t  on  Tony,   reta l ia t ion   for  putt ing  her   in  a   luxur ious  

ret i rement  home.  At   the  “of f ice”—Tony  and  h is  c rew use  The  Bada  B ing ,  a   loca l   s t r ip  

c lub ,  as   the i r  pr imary  headquarters ,  a l though   they  a lso  convene   in   the  back  o f  

Satr ia le ’s  Pork  S tore—the regu lars   inc lude  S i lv io  Dante ,  manager  o f   the  B ing  and  

Tony’s   loya l  capta in ;  Pau l ie  Walnuts ,  an  ana l ‐compuls ive  h i t  man;  and  Chr is topher  

Molt i sant i ,  Tony ’s   impuls ive  nephew,  a  young  made‐man who asp i res   to  wr i te  mob 

dramas   for  Ho l lywood.  Tony ’s  wor lds  co l l ide ,  however ,   in   the  of f ice  o f  Dr .   Jenn i fer  

Mel f i ,  where  he  seeks  he lp   for  pan ic  a t tacks .  A  mob boss   in  a  psych iatr i s t ’ s  o f f i ce  

was ,   in   fact ,   the  seed  crysta l   for   the  ser ies ,  and  Mel f i  becomes  an  a l l ‐purpose   f i ce l le ,  

in terpret ing  Tony’s  consc ious  and  unconsc ious   l i fe .  

In  “46  Long,”   in  what  must  be   taken  as  a   te lev is ion  auteur ’s   s ignature ,  

Sopranos  creator  Dav id  Chase  has  one  a  minor  character  quote   the  o ld   I ta l ian  say ing  

“co l   tempo  la   fog l ia ,  d i  ge lso  d ivena  seta”/ t ime and  pat ience  change   the  mulberry  

leaf   to  s i lk .  A  veteran  of   twenty  seven  years  as  a  wr i ter ,  producer ,  and  occas iona l  

d i rector  o f  network   te lev is ion   (he  had  prev ious ly  contr ibuted   to  such  ser ies  as  The  

Rockford  F i les   [1976‐80]  and  Northern  Exposure   [1993‐95] ) ,  Chase  has   long  been  an  

outspoken  cr i t i c  o f  network   te lev is ion .  As  Lavery  and  Thompson have  shown,   that   the  

s i lk  o f  The  Sopranos  as  we know  i t  ever  came to  be  produced  was   the   resu l t  o f  an  

aga inst ‐a l l  odds   fortu i tous  set  o f  c i rcumstances  coup led  with  many  adept  ar t i s t ic  

cho ices .   I f  The  Sopranos   turns  out   to  be  as   revo lut ionary  a   te lev is ion  ser ies  as   i t  now 

appears   to  be ,  Chase  may  have  succeeded  in   t ransforming  a  medium through  h is  

loath ing  of   i t .  

Faced  with   the  cha l lenge  of  do ing  a  mob s tory  on   te lev is ion ,  Chase  

understood   immediate ly   (as  he   te l l s  Bogdanov ich)   that  he  would  have   to   red i rect   the  

genre  “ into   the   fami ly .”  The  ser ies ’  mobsters  are  a l l   fans  o f   the  gangster   f i lm  genre—

Si lv io  end less ly  quotes  Michae l  Cor leone   (A l  Pac ino)   f rom The  Godfather   f i lms ,  

Chr is topher   t r ies  h is  hand  at  wr i t ing  an   ( i l l i terate)  gangster   f i lm  screenplay ,  Tony  

cr ies  whi le  v iewing  Publ ic  Enemy,  moved to   tears  by   the   f i lm’s   lov ing  mother ,   so  

d i f ferent   f rom h is  own—and The  Sopranos   i s ,  not   surpr is ing ly ,   in tertextua l   to   the  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core ,  p lay ing  of f  o f  predecessor   texts   in   the  genre .   Indeed,   i t   i s  poss ib le   to  map most  

o f   the  narrat ive  accord ing   to   the  gangster   f i lm  coord inates  out l ined  by  Robert  

Warshow forty  years  years  ago   (see  Auster ,  Patt ie ,  Remnick) .  

But  The  Sopranos  operates  on  a  new,  smal ler   sca le   in  a  d i f ferent  medium.  

Creeber  has  argued   that   the  ser ies  “ impl ic i t ly  c r i t iques   the   ‘ te lev is ion izat ion ’  o f   the  

gangster  genre—parody ing   i t s  gradua l  deve lopment   (Chase  might  say  dec l ine)   f rom 

c inemat ic  ep ic   to  s tandard  v ideo  or   te lev is ion   fare   .   .   .   i t s  constant  se l f ‐ re f lex ive  

re ferenc ing   to   i t s  own gener ic  h is tory   revea l [ ing]  a   te lev is ion  narrat ive  desperate ly  

t ry ing   to   re ‐ invent  and  re‐examine   i t se l f . ”  And  Donate l l i  and  A lward   ins i s t   that   i t   i s  

poss ib le   to  v iew The  Sopranos  as  “a  k ind  of   femin is t  metatext”   in  which  “Tony  and  

h is  mob  f r iends  are   ‘ f ramed’  by   ru les  o f  domest ic   te lev is ion   .   .   .  a l l   the i r  act ions   .   .   .  

constant ly   sub ject   to   forms  of   i rony  and  comedy  that  by  now have  become  inev i tab ly  

ident i f ied  with  ser ia l i zed  programming.  Whi le  Tony  and  h is   f r iends  may   th ink   they ’re  

tough,  everyth ing   that   they  do   i s  undercut  because   they  are  cast   in   soap‐opera  

ep isodes   that  deny   them the  d ign i ty  o f  a   fu l l ‐ length  Maf ia  movie ,   le t  a lone  a   t r i logy .”  

The  Sopranos  has   l ikewise  departed   f rom many  of   the  convent ions  o f  

te lev is ion  drama.   I t s  cast ing ,  espec ia l ly  o f   the  ba ld ing  and  overweight   James  

Gandol f in i  as  Tony ,  was  a  departure   f rom te lev is ion  norms,  as  were   the  characters  

they  portrayed,  capab le  o f  extreme v io lence  and  desp icab le  behav ior .  Nor  d id   i t s  

narrat ive  s ty le  conform to   t rad i t iona l  mult i ‐ season  dramas.  Though   fans  expected  

some var iat ion  on   the  “Who shot   J .  R?”  c l i f fhanger  at   the  end  of  Season  One,  Chase  

and  company  of fered  none,  nor  has   the  ser ies  exh ib i ted  any  sense  of  urgency  about  

reso lv ing  some of   i t s  many  arcs .   Instead,  Chase  has   repeated ly  s tated  h is  des i re   to  

make  se l f ‐conta ined  one  hour  movies :   “Somet imes   I   fee l   l i ke  we need   to   take  a  

vacat ion   f rom a l l   that  cont inu ing  s tuf f ,”  Chase  exp la ins   in  an   interv iew,  “ I t ’ s   just   so  

TV”   (Handleman) .   In   the   introduct ion   to   the  Sopranos  scr ipts ,  he  art icu lates  h is  hope  

that  h is   ser ies   i s   “s imi lar   to   the   fore ign   f i lms   I   loved  as  a  young  adu l t   for   the i r   ideas ,  

the i r  mystery ,  and   the i r  ambigu i ty—for  not  hav ing   the  end ings  spe l led  out  or   te l l ing  

the  aud ience  what   to   th ink  or   fee l .”  The  ser ies ’  peer less  use  of  mus ic  “as  another  

character ,   the   ly r ics  o f   songs   funct ion ing  as  a  Greek  chorus”   (as  Chase  exp la ins   i t )   i s  

l i kewise  d is t inct ive .  

In  order   to  produce  h is   th i r teen‐ep isodes‐a‐year  min i ‐movies ,  Chase  has  a lso  

demanded more  and  more   t ime between seasons  o f  The  Sopranos—time devoted   to  

f ine‐tun ing   the  wr i t ing   (each  scr ipt  goes   through  as  many  as   ten  draf ts )  and  p lann ing  

for   the  on‐ locat ion   ( in  New Jersey)  c inemat ic ‐s ty le   f i lm ing .   (The  Sopranos  has  a   r i ch  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textua l  geography  which ,  not  surpr is ing ly ,  has   inv i ted   the  at tent ion  of  media  

eco log is ts   [ see  Strate] . )  The  h iatus  between the   th i rd  and   fourth  years   las ted  

s ix teenth  months .  Nor  has  Chase  been  wi l l ing   to  agree   to  an   indef in i te   run   for   the  

ser ies .  A l though  The  Sopranos   i s  now committed   to  a   f ive  year   run ,  Chase   i s  

abso lute ly  determined   to   then  pu l l   the  p lug  on  h is  c reat ion .  

Although   the  major  Amer ican   te lev is ion  networks ,  a l l  o f  which  passed  on   the  

show,  have  at t r ibuted   the   t remendous  success  o f  The  Sopranos   to  HBO’s  cab le  TV  

f reedom to  a i r  nud i ty  and  profan i ty ,  Chase   f inds   that  exp lanat ion  superf ic ia l .   I t   i s  not  

bare  breasts  and  obscen i t ies   that  have  set  The  Sopranos  apart  but ,  accord ing   to   i t s  

c reator ,  a  var iety  o f  other   factors :   the  narrat ive  poss ib i l i t ies  granted  by   the  absence  

of  commerc ia l   in terrupt ion ,   the   f reedom to  a l low characters   to  deve lop  s lowly  over  

t ime,   the  ser ies ’   ins i s tence  on   t reat ing   i t s  aud ience  as  h igh ly   in te l l igent .  As  

Pon iewoz ik  observes ,  The  Sopranos  expects   i t s  v iewers   to   remember  deta i l s   f rom 

three  years  back   in  an  era   in  which   the  broadcast  networks  “ increas ing ly  be l ieve   i t ' s  

h ighfa lut in   to  a i r  dramas   l ike  24   that   requ ire  v iewers   to   remember  what  happened 

the  week  before .”  

The  Sopranos  a lso  assumes   that   i t s  aud ience  shares   i t s  o f ten  wicked  sense  of  

humor.   In  severa l   in terv iews  Chase  has  proc la imed h is  c redo   that  humor  shou ld  

accrue  natura l ly  out  o f   the  dramat ic  mater ia l  and  not  be   imposed  upon  i t ,  a  doctr ine  

to  which   the  ser ies ,   fu l l  o f  prat fa l l s ,   scato logy ,  puns ,  malaprop isms,   funny  names,  

c lever  a l lus ions   ( in  Th is  Th ing  of  Ours  Lavery  prov ides  a  n ineteen  page  part ia l   cata log  

of  Sopranos   references)   i s  not  a lways   fa i th fu l .  The  Sopranos   i s  one  of   the   funn iest  

shows  on   te lev is ion ,  however ,  because   i t  partakes   in   the  great   t rad i t ion  of  comedy:  

i t s  characters  are  cons is tent ly  h i la r ious  because   they  are  o f ten  c lue less ,  devo id  o f  

any   ins ight   in to   themselves ,  any  wisdom about   the i r  pred icaments .  

The  ser ies   i s  an  exce l lent  example  of  a  Bakht in ian  d ia log ica l   text ,   l i ke  a  great  

nove l   (perhaps  one  by  Bakht in ’s  much  admired  Dostoevsky—who puts   in  an  

appearance   in  The  Sopranos  when a  psych iatr i s t   suggests   that  Tony  shou ld   read  

Cr ime and  Pun ishment   in  h is  pr i son  ce l l ) .   I t   re fuses   to   judge   i t s  characters  or  espouse  

a  s ing le  po int  o f  v iew,  a   s ing le  author ia l   s tance .  As  Chase   ins i s ts ,   “we do  not  have  

s ignposts   that   te l l   the  v iewer  how to   fee l .  Th is   i s   sad ,   th is   i s  good,   th is   i s   scary ,  you  

shou ld   laugh  at   th is”   (Handelman) .  

Not  governed  by   the  same Nie lsen   rat ings  c r i ter ia  as  broadcast  

programming—for  years ,  HBO’s  most   famous   tag   l ine  has  proc la imed “ I t ’ s  not  TV .   I t ’ s  

HBO”—The  Sopranos  has  neverthe less  garnered   the   largest  aud iences   in   the  h is tory  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of  cab le .  A l though  on ly  about  a   th i rd  o f  Amer ican  homes  even  rece ive  HBO,   the  

premiere  of   the  second season  drew 11  mi l l ion  v iewers .  A  product  o f  TV   I I I ,  a  per iod  

in  broadcast  h is tory ,  beg inn ing   in   rough ly  1995,  dominated  by  cab le   te lev is ion  and  

the   r i se  o f  d ig i ta l  programming,  The  Sopranos  stands  as  a  “nuts  and  bo l ts   t r iumph of  

non‐network  TV”  and  as   the  show that  estab l i shed  once  and   for  a l l   the  HBO brand  

with   the  v iewing  pub l ic   (Rodgers ,  Epste in ,  and  Reeves ;  Lev inson) .  Whi le   te lev is ion  

execut ives   in   the  Uni ted  States  are  now  in   the  process  o f   red iscover ing   the  Least  

Object ionab le  Programming   theory  and  bu i ld ing   the i r   schedules  on   i t s   foundat ion ,  

The  Sopranos  has  demonstrated   ( in   the  words  o f  Pon iewoz ik )   someth ing  qu i te  

d i f ferent :   “Not  on ly  w i l l  o rd inary   fo lks  watch  a  show 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 . ”  

 

Questions to Consider: 

•  Why have   I ta l ian‐Amer ican  defamat ion  groups   found The  Sopranos  so  of fens ive?  

•  How do  women  in   the  ser ies  d i f fer   f rom the i r  counterparts   in  c lass ic  gangster  

f i lms?  

•  What   features  o f  cab le   te lev is ion  have  contr ibuted   to   the  economic  success  o f  The  

Sopranos?  

•  What   features  o f  cab le   te lev is ion  have  contr ibuted   to   i t s  ar t i s t ic   success?  

•  Buffy   i s  a   ser ies  h igh ly  dependent  upon cu l tura l  and  pop  cu l tura l   re ferences   in  

estab l i sh ing   i t s  humor  and   i t s  meanings .  Can  you  g ive  some examples?  

•  How does  mus ic   funct ion   in  The  Sopranos?  

•  Psychoana lys i s  p lays  a  prominent   ro le   in  every  ep isode.  What  contr ibut ion  does   i t  

make   to   the  ser ies ’  narrat ive?  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