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Undoubtedly, Friends is one of the most loved, viewed and diachronic TV shows globally, and
one of the shows that not only has a fanatic audience but also achieved to influence its fans at
various levels, such as decoration and style. Surprisingly, its influence is not as extensive on
academic research, as there is not an extensive study for Friends in academia. Consequently,
the book under review has the ambition to fill in this gap and to bring this TV show in a central
place in media studies. For this reason, the authors of the book focus on their attention to the
numerous details that construct the identity of the show, taking into account much information
coming from original interviews with the key creative personnel of the show, and investigating
this sitcom from a range of approaches dealing with humour, performance, representations, etc.
Nevertheless, the angle of this in-depth analysis remains the same throughout this book: Why
and how this TV sitcom achieved in having a diachronic resonance and in fascinating globally
audiences though the time? These questions are tried to be answered throughout the 7 chapters
of this book.

In Chapter 1, which is the introduction, entitled “The one where they take stock and identify
the strategy of intimacy”, the authors try to prove that Friends is not just another typical sitcom.
For this aim, they examine Friends’ impact in relation to the notion of intimacy, as they support
that this notion is the main reason for the TV show’s worldwide and diachronic success, cultural
impact and references in other sitcoms, music videos and fan posts in social media. Moreover,
they present the basic elements of the criticism that the TV show received because of the
‘problematic’ (according to contemporary terms) representations and identity constructions,
mainly related with sexism, homophobia, or the representations of the non-white people. The
continuous repetitions of Friends through the decades and its vast audience brought out these
problematical representations, plus a number of issues connected with diversity, inclusion, race
and ethnicity.

Furthermore, in this Chapter authors refer to the existing gap in book studies of Friends and
to the limited number of articles which underline the hegemonic discourses of these
representations, apportioning this gap to the general unwillingness of academia to study TV
series with great success because of the mistaken treatment of sitcoms as an ‘inferior’ genre and
their previous marginal role in research. This stance towards TV series is related to perceptions
about their connection with ‘unworthy’ television, as TV was treated as inferior to cinema. As
a result, Friends is not understood by scholars as an innovation in TV sitcoms’ history. In
addition, in Chapter 1, authors present in brief their methodology and approach, which consist
of a focused textual analysis and semi-structure interviews with the TV show’s creators. These
tools allow researchers to comprehend the reasons why Friends did not find recognition by the
academic community. One of the reasons for academia’s neglect towards Friends is connected
with the notion of intimacy, as the emphasis on intimacy and closeness prohibits academia from
analysing this TV series, because intimacy is connected with sentiments, an underrated
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parameter in academic research. Finally, in the end of Chapter 1, authors give an outline of the
other chapters of this book.

In Chapter 2, “The one with all the laughing and the hugging: Specificity of humour and
comedic types”, authors give a typology of the humorous characteristics of the main characters
and an elaboration of how the individual jokes help the narrative of the sitcom. This typology is
informed by the interviews of the main creators of the show, Marta Kauffman and Kevin S.
Bright. They also suggest that the comprehension of the humour in this TV series is necessary
for understanding Friends’ “narrative, performance and aesthetic discourses” (p. 22), as humour
is the backbone of the sitcom. Furthermore, the authors underline the contribution of multi-
camera technique in the provocation of humorous situations. In addition, they focus on a
structural approach of humour and on the mechanisms which trigger it, as they consider its
intertextual framework as necessary for the establishment of Friends’ intimacy. Moreover, they
attempt a connection with the theoretical context of humour studies, placing emphasis on the
three main theories of humour and laughter, namely superiority theory, relief theory, and
incongruity theory (p. 37), while they also acknowledge that Freud underlined the importance
of social relationships for the analysis of humour (Freud, 1990 [1905]). For the purposes of their
study, the authors conceive humour mainly as a result of social interaction which facilitates
intimacy towards the main characters of the sitcom. They examine how the ‘mediatisation’ of
humour conforms to the limitations of sitcom as a genre, as Friends adopts a recognisable sense
of humour which enhances -more or less- the dimension of intimacy.

Following Bergson’s approach to humour (Bergson, 2008 [1911]), the authors concentrate
on the humorous elements in “situation” and in “words” (p. 40), as humour in the sitcom is
mainly found in real life situations. Moreover, they study how Friends achieves in making
audiences laugh globally, utilising the commercial humour of TV sitcoms, related with
“behavioural humour” (p. 42), taboo topics, such as sex, race, gender, and generally humour
caused by ‘innocent’ social stereotypes. They also highlight that humour, according to Kuipers
(2006), functions as a factor of inclusion or exclusion for the viewers. For this reason, they
attempt an analysis of the basic characters as “comedic types” (p. 42) because they are an
essential element of sitcom’s narrative. Nevertheless, despite an overlap of comedic and
dramatic topics in Friends (Savorelli, 2010), the main characters remain distinct comedic types,
as it is proved through the analysis of their basic evolution in the show, while their humorous
characteristics function as a presupposition for the construction of their group. Consequently,
this inclusive, never snobbish nor incomprehensible humour works as the undoubted reason for
sitcom’s worldwide success.

In Chapter 3 “The one where they tame the three-headed monster: Foregrounding holistic
performance”, the authors underline the peculiarities of Friends’ methods in performance, as
performance and casting are significant parameters for the sitcom’s success. For that reason,
they investigate the notion of intimacy in connection with the multi-camera shooting style,
utilising Stanislavskian terminology (Stanislavski, 2013 [1937]). They also try to shed light on
the characteristics of multi-camera production, analysing scenes with the main protagonists of
the TV series, plus with some famous guests, such as Brad Pitt and Bruce Willis. Specifically,
the exceptional choice of the actors in Friends enhances the humorous result of the show, as the
actors affected the script with their previous background (e.g. the previous participation of
Schwimmer in Chicago theatre enhanced his physical and vocal performance). Furthermore, the
authors adopt a holistic approach for the study of the basic characters and scenes, as Friends
consists of a mix of comedic elements and dramatic moments as well as a mix of performance
and action. As a result, they support that the guest stars of the show, even really famous actors,
such as Brad Pitt, could not always follow successfully this holistic performance of the main
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characters, which helped and influenced the construction and the evolution of the protagonists,
while it intensified the intimacy and, thus, the diachronic success of the sitcom.

In Chapter 4 “The one where they look at Monica’s apartment: Style, space, set design”,
the authors analyse how the notion of intimacy is enhanced in multi-camera production by the
set design, in other words by style and decoration, presenting a critical framework of television
aesthetics. In the beginning, they present the advantages of the multi-camera sitcoms according
to several researchers, in comparison to the single-camera sitcoms, and especially, according to
Newcomb (1974), who claims that multi-camera sitcoms create a relationship of intimacy
between the main characters and the TV viewers through time. Consequently, in Chapter 4, the
authors investigate how the multi-camera production of Friends reinforced the aesthetic result
and the intimacy with the viewer, especially through the use of a certain set design, which played
a major role to TV show’s popularity, in other words, through the setting of the coffee shop and
Monica’s apartment. These settings affected urban interiors, lifestyle websites and online
discourses, giving to the TV viewers a sense of “urban living” (p. 130; Friedman, 2005). The
multi-camera technique in combination with the purple colour in Friends boost this sense of
intimacy, while the central role of the couch gives a frontal orientation of action, especially in
Central Perk, while the couch in Monica’s apartment leads the action on the margins, enabling
visual gags and functioning as a border for actors’ performance. Consequently, the set design in
combination with the multi-camera style increase viewers’ engagement and, thus, “the aesthetics
of intimacy” (p. 162).

In Chapter 5 “The one with the emblematic problematic fave: Friends and the politics of
representation”, the authors try to analyse some of the reasons why Friends, despite its
glorification, received severe critique on the domain of representations, due to the reproduction
of hegemonic discourses. The entrance of Friends in platforms like Netflix leads to its wider
critical reception and to the study of representational issues. Furthermore, the shift to the para-
textual study is enhanced by the wider tendency towards the research of cultural discourse, and
it is based on the recent awareness about sensitive issues. Based on these data, the critique that
Friends received about discriminatory representations is connected with representations of race,
and especially with the portrayal and the identity construction of black women, while the
parameter of context is underlined. For this reason, the authors also examine the case of the
guest character Tyler Charlie and how her representation deals with the broader storytelling of
the show, plus with the parameters of class and race, keeping, thus, a minimal distance from
hegemonic discourses, despite the fact that Tyler has a pretty ‘white’ representation.
Concluding, the authors evaluate these concerns in relation to the inner conservative character
of sitcom as a genre, as there is an absence of the racial Other, a lack of characters’
progressiveness, and a discourse of exclusion towards some viewers. In addition, they underline
that humour is the main factor for these ‘problematic’ representations of less privileged people
and the reproduction of negative stereotypes of some groups, as it makes the gap between the
‘normal’ six friends and the Others wider.

In Chapter 6 “The one with the orbit of failure: The Joey spin-off, other adaptations and the
global reception of Friends”, the authors, based on the interview with Kevin S. Bright, deal with
the other TV shows which tried to replicate the basic story and recipe of Friends (e.g. young
adulthood, universal humour and narrative), such as the unofficial sequel of the show Joey, the
British Coupling, etc. They basically try to interpret the failure of these shows to gain the success
and the worldwide recognition that Friends received because of the intimacy with its viewers.
Furthermore, they examine the resonance of Friends in diverse cultural contexts, such as India
and Egypt, while the worldwide impact of Friends is based on the adaption of cultural diversity,
cultural proximity (Straubhaar, 1991) and on its acceptance by multiple audiences. In addition,
they try to investigate in brief how the unsuccessful German dubbing of Friends contributes to
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the failure of the show in Germany. Nevertheless, they point out that the apparent unpolitical
stance of the show facilitates its global acceptance, despite the fact that some of its topics, such
as blended families, still remain a hot potato in some cultural contexts.

In the concluding Chapter 7 “Conclusion: The one where they’ll still be there for
you—Reflections on Friends’ place in television culture for its 25" anniversary”, the authors
give their perspectives about the present and the future television culture, plus the strategy of
intimacy and the “discourses of continuation and transformation” (p. 26). For this purpose, they
focus on the strengths of the show, such as the strategy of intimacy, the feeling of closeness, the
multi-camera style, the gender dynamics, and the current nostalgia for the innocent 1990s.
Finally, they give an emphasis on the main purpose of this book, which is to bring Friends to
the central scene of television scholarship.

Definitely, the book under review constitutes a detailed and comprehensive book, with an
adequate presentation of the main characteristics of Friends, which contributed to its worldwide
acceptance and recognition. It also gives a clear typology for the analysis of the six main comic
characters of the show, which could be applied with some differentiations to other humorous
sitcoms and narratives. One of the strong advantages of the book is also that it creates a
foundation for future scholarship and for the study of this sitcom ‘phenomenon’, as the authors
point out the basic issues on which the TV show concentrates, thus creating a breeding ground
for other in-depth studies. The elaborate presentation of a range of important issues leads to the
comprehension of Friends’ global and diachronic success, while authors try to place the beloved
TV show in a central place at media studies. Furthermore, this book is not only an interesting
reading for scholars, but also for Friends’ fans who have a high level of English language
proficiency and wish for a deeper examination of the TV show’s characteristics and matters of
contention. Finally, this book sets the basis for a future ethnographic research focused on some
important issues, such as Friends’ reception in different national contexts.

Nevertheless, the rich material that Friends provides to the authors could not all be studied
and limited in the pages of only one book. I suppose that authors’ intention is not an exhaustive
analysis of all the matters of debate related with this popular sitcom. However, they open up the
discussion concerning many topics, leaving some of them incomplete in some way.
Consequently, a more penetrating focus, e.g., on representational issues detected into Friends
will be more than welcome in future research. For this purpose, future scholars should take into
account that Friends, as the authors highlight, despite its perennial appeal, still remains a sitcom
created in the 1990s. Nonetheless, in spite of these minor remarks, the contribution of this book
to the profound study of Friends is exceptionally important.
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