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THE BARD LIVES
ON: SHAKESPEARE
REFERENCES IN
POP CULTURE

It is a truth universally
acknowledged  that  a
writer in possession of
a great talent must be
in want of an enduring
legacy.  Few  figures  in
human  history  have
achieved this with the
sheer  ub iqu i ty  o f
William  Shakespeare.
Four centuries after his
death,  the  Bard  of
Avon  is  not  merely  a
subject  of  academic

study; he is a vibrant,
living  presence  woven
into  the  fabric  of  our
daily  entertainment.
From  the  blockbuster
films  we  stream to  the
video  games  we  play
and the songs we hum,
S h a k e s p e a r e
references  in  pop
c u l t u r e  a r e
everywhere.  They  are
the  secret  handshake
o f  t h e  l i t e r a t e ,  a
shortcut  to  emotional
depth, and a testament
to the timelessness of
the human condition as
captured  by  a  16th-
century  playwright.
This  article  explores
t h e  m y r i a d  w a y s
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Shakespeare continues
to  shape,  inform,  and
elevate modern media,
demonstrating that his
influence  is  far  from
waning—it  is,  in  fact,
more potent than ever.

The Silver
Screen:
From
Hamlet to
The Lion
King
Perhaps  the  most
v i s i b l e  a r e n a  f o r
S h a k e s p e a r e
references  in  pop
culture  is  the  cinema.
D i r e c t o r s  a n d
screenwriters  have
long  understood  that
borrowing  from  the
Bard  lends  instant

narrative  weight  and
dramatic  resonance.
T h e  m o s t  f a m o u s
example  is  Disney's
"The  L ion  K ing"
( 1 9 9 4 ) .  O n  t h e
surface, it is a coming-
of-age  story  about  a
young  lion.  However,
i ts  core  narrat ive
structure is a direct lift
from  "Hamlet."  Simba
is  Hamlet,  Mufasa  is
the  murdered  King
Hamlet,  Scar  is  the
treacherous  Claudius,
a n d  t h e  g h o s t l y
visitation in the clouds
is  a  brill iant,  child-
friendly  adaptation  of
the  ghost  in  Elsinore.
Th is  foundat ional
Shakespeare reference
i n  p o p  c u l t u r e
introduced  an  entire
generat ion  to  the
archetypes  of  tragedy
without  them  ever
knowing  it.
Beyond  an imated
adaptations,  direct
translations  of  the
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plays to  the screen
remain  popular,  but
the most creative uses
are those that hide the
s o u r c e  m a t e r i a l .
Consider the 1999 teen
comedy  "10  Things  I
Hate About You."  This
film  is  a  direct
adaptation  of  "The
Taming of the Shrew,"
transforming  Petruchio
and Katherina into the
rebel l ious  Patr ick
Verona (Heath Ledger)
and the sharp-tongued
Kat  Stratford  (Julia
Stiles).  The  modern
setting works perfectly,
proving that the battle
of wits and wills at the
heart  of  the  play  is
universally  relatable.
Similarly,  "She's  the
Man"  (2006)  cleverly
updates  "Twe l f th
Night" to a high school
setting,  where  Viola
impersonates  her
brother to play soccer.
These  films  are  prime
e x a m p l e s  o f  h o w

S h a k e s p e a r e
references  in  pop
c u l t u r e  c a n  b e
seamlessly repackaged
for a new audience.
E v e n  p r e s t i g e
television  and  action
blockbusters get in on
the act. The BBC series
"Sherlock"  starring
Benedict  Cumberbatch
famously used a quote
from  "Henry  V"—"The
game  is  on!"—as  a
catchphrase,  weaving
the Bard into the very
i d e n t i t y  o f  t h e
character. In the realm
of  action  cinema,  the
1993  film  "The  Last
Action Hero" features a
hilarious  scene  where
A r n o l d
S c h w a r z e n e g g e r ’ s
character  attends  a
p e r f o r m a n c e  o f
"Hamlet" and famously
(and  incor rec t ly )
p a r a p h r a s e s  t h e
s o l i l o q u y .  M o r e
recently,  the  "John
Wick" series, while not
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a  direct  adaptation,
borrows  heavily  from
the tragic structure of
M a c b e t h ,  w i t h  a
protagonist undone by
his own violence and a
world built on codes of
honor  and  betrayal.
These  examples  show
that  Shakespeare
references  in  pop
culture are not limited
to  highbrow  art;  they
are the skeleton key to
compelling  storytelling
across all genres.

Televisio
n: The
Small
Screen’s
Sonnets
The episodic nature of
television  provides  a
perfect  platform  for
sustained  and  clever

S h a k e s p e a r e
references  in  pop
culture.  Long-running
series  often  dedicate
entire episodes or even
seasons  to  the  Bard.
The  animated  sitcom
"The  Simpsons"  is  a
treasure trove of these
references.  From  Mr.
B u r n s  q u o t i n g
"Macbeth" ("I’ll fight till
f rom  my  bones  my
flesh  be  hacked")  to  a
full-length  parody  of
" H a m l e t "  i n  t h e
episode  "Tales  from
the Public Domain," the
show  has  educated
millions  on  the  Bard’s
most  famous  l ines
through  satire  and
humor. This is perhaps
the  most  effective  way
S h a k e s p e a r e
references  in  pop
culture  function:  they
make  the  material
a c c e s s i b l e  a n d
memorable.
Dramatic  television
also leans heavily into
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Shakespearean tropes.
The  HBO  series  "The
W i r e "  h a s  b e e n
frequently compared to
a  Shakespearean
t r a g e d y ,  w i t h  i t s
spraw l ing  cas t  o f
c h a r a c t e r s ,  i t s
exploration  of  societal
decay, and its focus on
the  fall  of  powerful
men. The character of
Omar  Little,  with  his
code of honor and his
inevitable,  tragic  end,
is often described as a
modern-day  King  Lear
o r  M a c b e t h .  T h e
language of the streets
in  "The  Wire"  has  a
rhy thm ic ,  poe t i c
quality  that  mirrors
Shakespeare’s own use
of vernacular. This is a
sophisticated way that
S h a k e s p e a r e
references  in  pop
culture  manifest,  not
through direct  quotes,
but  through  structural
a n d  t h e m a t i c
b o r r o w i n g .  T h i s

approach  allows  the
story to feel authentic
whi le  carrying  the
we igh t  o f  c l a s s i c
tragedy.
Other shows are more
explicit.  The  fantasy
s e r i e s  " G a m e  o f
Thrones,"  created  by
George  R.R.  Martin
(who considers himself
a  s t u d e n t  o f
S h a k e s p e a r e a n
history),  is  heavily
influenced  by  the  War
of  the  Roses  and  the
Bard’s histories. Cersei
L a n n i s t e r ’ s
machinations  echo
Lady Macbeth. The Red
W e d d i n g  h a s  t h e
shock ing,  sudden
brutality  of  a  scene
f r o m  " T i t u s
Andronicus."  Even
darker  comedies  like
"Success ion"  use
S h a k e s p e a r e a n
language  and  power
d y n a m i c s .  T h e
constant backstabbing,
the  so l i loquy- l ike
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private  moments,  and
the  tragic  downfall  of
the  patriarch,  Logan
Roy, all feel lifted from
" K i n g  L e a r . "  B y
embedding these deep
structural Shakespeare
references  in  pop
culture,  television
writers  add  layers  of
meaning  that  reward
attentive  viewers.

Music:
Setting
the Stage
for Sound
S h a k e s p e a r e ’ s
influence  extends
powerfully  into  the
world  of  music,  from
class ica l  opera  to
modern  pop.  Opera
composers  have  been
setting  his  plays  to
music  for  centuries,
with  Verdi’s  "Otello"

and  "Falstaff"  and
Gounod’s  "Roméo  et
Juliette"  being  among
the  most  famous .
However,  Shakespeare
references  in  pop
c u l t u r e  a r e  a l s o
thriving  in  modern
music.  Perhaps  the
most  famous  example
is  the  1961  musical
"West  Side  Story,"
which  transplanted
"Romeo  and  Juliet"  to
the streets of New York
City,  replacing  the
M o n t a g u e s  a n d
Capulets  with  rival
street  gangs,  the  Jets
and  the  Sharks.  The
story of forbidden love
a n d  t r a g i c
m i s u n d e r s t a n d i n g
remains as powerful as
ever ,  p rov ing  the
universal ity  of  the
narrative.
In  the  world  of  rock
and  pop,  artists  have
been  quot ing  and
r e f e r e n c i n g
S h a k e s p e a r e  f o r
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decades.  The  Beatles’
song "I Am the Walrus"
con ta ins  the  l i ne
"Elementary  penguin
singing  Hare  Krishna"
and a direct reference
to  "Edgar  Allan  Poe,"
but  the  most  famous
Shakespeare reference
is the line "To be or not
to be" that appears in
t h e  s o n g .  M o r e
explicitly,  the  band
"Weezer"  has  a  song
titled  "Lover  in  the
Snow" that quotes the
Bard.  The  musician
Sting  has  frequently
used  Shakespearean
themes  in  his  work,
most  notably  in  his
a l b u m  " T e n
Summoner’s  Tales,"  a
pun  on  Shakespeare’s
n a m e  a n d  " T h e
Summoner’s Tale" from
Chaucer. The 1998 film
"Shakespeare in Love"
did  not  just  reference
t h e  p l a y s ;  i t
contributed  to  pop
culture  by  creating  a

romantic,  fictionalized
version  of  the  man
h i m s e l f ,  w i t h  a
screenplay  full  of  in-
jokes  for  fans.  These
musical  references
show that Shakespeare
is not just a playwright;
he is a cultural symbol
that artists use to add
depth,  romance,  or
intellect  to  their  work.

Video
Games:
Interactiv
e Sonnets
The  interactive  nature
of video games offers a
unique and immersive
way  to  experience
S h a k e s p e a r e
references  in  pop
culture.  Games  that
a d a p t  h i s  p l a y s
d i r ec t l y ,  such  a s
"Elsinore"  (which  puts



8

8 Shakespeare References In Pop
Culture

2025-10-10

players  ins ide  the
timeline of "Hamlet" to
save  the  characters)
and "To Be or Not To
Be" by Ryan North (a
c h o o s e - y o u r - o w n -
adventure  version  of
the  play),  are  literal
adaptations.  However,
the most common use
of Shakespeare is more
subtle.  The  legendary
game  "Grand  Theft
Auto  IV"  features  a
character  named  Niko
Belic  whose  story  arc
mirrors that of a tragic
hero,  and  the  game's
dia logue  inc ludes
several  direct  quotes.
T h e  a c t i o n  R P G
"Cyberpunk 2077" has
a  mission  called  "The
Pickup"  that  directly
references the "green-
eyed  monster"  from
"Othello."
Perhaps  the  most
famous  instance  of
S h a k e s p e a r e
references  in  pop
culture  within  gaming

is the "Prince of Persia:
The  Sands  of  Time"
(2003).  The  game’s
protagonist, the Prince,
provides  a  voiceover
that  o f ten  echoes
soliloquies,  and  the
story of betrayal, fate,
and  redemption  is
deeply Shakespearean.
The game even opens
with a quote: "We are
the music makers, and
we are the dreamers of
dreams,"  which,  while
not  Shakespeare,  sets
a poetic tone. Another
major  example  is  the
"Disney Infinity" series,
w h i c h  i n c l u d e d  a
"Hamlet"  playset.  The
use of Shakespeare in
v i d e o  g a m e s  i s
significant  because  it
brings  the works  to  a
demographic  that
might never pick up a
book  o f  p l ays .  By
w e a v i n g  t h e s e
references  into  the
n a r r a t i v e  a n d
g a m e p l a y ,  g a m e
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developers  show  that
S h a k e s p e a r e
references  in  pop
culture  are  a  tool  for
storytelling,  not  just
decoration.
Furthermore,  text-
based  games  and
visual novels often lean
on the Bard. The game
" S h a k e s p e a r e ’ s
Dream" and the many
"Hamlet"  interactive
novels  available  on
platforms  like  Steam
attest to the fact that
players  enjoy  not  just
fighting  monsters  but
also  engaging  with
l a n g u a g e  a n d
c h a r a c t e r .  T h e
"Sherlock  Holmes"
video  game  ser ies
frequently  includes
q u o t e s  f r o m
Shakespeare,  treating
the Bard as a source of
wisdom and clues. This
demonstrates  that
S h a k e s p e a r e
references  in  pop
culture  are  alive  and

well in the digital age,
integrating  classic
literature into our most
interactive  forms  of
entertainment.

Advertisi
ng and
Branding:
Selling
with
Soliloquie
s
O n e  o f  t h e  m o s t
s u r p r i s i n g  a n d
prevalent  areas  for
S h a k e s p e a r e
references  in  pop
culture  is  advertising.
Companies  use  the
Bard’s  name  and  his
most  famous  lines  to
instantly  convey  a



10

10 Shakespeare References In Pop
Culture

2025-10-10

sense of sophistication,
t i m e l e s s n e s s ,  o r
drama.  For  decades,
advertisements  for
products  ranging from
cars  to  perfume  have
used lines like "To be
or not to be," "All that
glitters is not gold," or
"Parting is such sweet
sorrow."  The  iconic
"Think  Different"
campaign  by  Apple
featured a silhouette of
Shakespeare alongside
o t h e r  g e n i u s e s ,
positioning the user of
an Apple computer as
a  c r e a t i v e  a n d
intellectual  rebel.  This
is  a  powerful  use  of
S h a k e s p e a r e
references  in  pop
culture: he becomes a
symbol  of  creative
genius  itself.
Financial  institutions
h a v e  u s e d
S h a k e s p e a r e  t o
suggest  stability  and
wisdom.  Investment
firms  often  quote

"Neither  a  borrower
n o r  a  l e n d e r  b e "
(though  they  usually
ignore the second half
about  "for  loan  oft
loses  both  itself  and
friend").  The  British
tourist  industry  leans
h e a v i l y  o n
Shakespeare,  with
"Visit  Shakespeare’s
England"  campaigns.
Even  fast  food  has
gotten in on the act. A
m e m o r a b l e
commerc i a l  f o r  a
popular  burger  chain
used  the  "What  light
through yonder window
breaks"  l ine  f rom
"Romeo  and  Juliet"  to
se l l  a  burger .  The
humor and recognition
value  of  these  ads  is
h i g h  b e c a u s e
S h a k e s p e a r e
references  in  pop
culture  are  instantly
recognizable.  The
commercial  doesn't
need  to  explain  the
joke;  the  audience
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already  knows  the
p lay .  Th i s  shared
cultural  knowledge  is
what  makes  the  Bard
such a powerful tool for
marketers.  He  is  a
shortcut  to  emotion
a n d  r e c o g n i t i o n ,
making a product seem
more  meaningfu l ,
dramatic,  or  simply
more  intelligent  than
its  competitors.

Everyday
Language
and
Memes:
The Bard
Goes
Viral
Perhaps  the  most
pervasive and invisible

form  of  Shakespeare
references  in  pop
culture is the language
we  speak  every  day.
While  many  people
may  never  read  a
s ing le  p l ay ,  t hey
constantly use phrases
that  Shakespeare
i n v e n t e d  o r
popularized.  Common
expressions like "break
the  ice,"  "dead  as  a
doornail,"  "the  green-
eyed  monster,"  "heart
of  gold,"  "wild  goose
chase,"  "in  a  pickle,"
and  "a  dish  fit  for  the
gods" all originate from
h i s  w o r k s .  T h e s e
p h r a s e s  a r e  s o
integrated into modern
English  that  we  often
forget  their  origin.
W h e n  y o u  s a y
someone  "d ied  o f
shame"  (from  "Much
Ado About Nothing") or
that  a  situation  has
"rhyme  or  reason"
(from "As You Like It"),
you  are  unconsciously
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participating  in  the
legacy of the Bard. This
is the ultimate form of
S h a k e s p e a r e
references  in  pop
culture:  a  linguistic
i n h e r i t a n c e  s o
complete  that  i t  is
invisible.
I n  t h e  a g e  o f  t h e
internet,  Shakespeare
has found a new home:
the  meme.  Images  of
Shakespeare  wi th
captions like "To meme
or not to meme, that is
the  quest ion"  are
c o m m o n .  T h e
"Shakespeare  Insults"
meme,  where  users

generate  rapid-fire
Elizabethan insults like
"Thou  a r t  a  base ,
common,  and  popular
knave,"  is  a  popular
past ime  on  soc ia l
media.  Entire  Twitter
a n d  I n s t a g r a m
accounts are dedicated
to  "Shakespearean
Tweets"  or  "Ye  Olde
M e m e s , "  w h i c h
t rans la te  modern
situations  into  the
language of the plays.
T h i s  f o r m  o f
S h a k e s p e a r e
references  in  pop
cu l tu re  i s  deep ly
democratic. It takes


