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Rachel, ‘The One With George Stephanopoulos’ (1.04)


If you haven’t recently binge-watched all ten seasons of the US TV series Friends, firstly, you’re probably feeling pretty embarrassed right now that you prioritized other things, and secondly, you might be wondering what the above quote has to do with, well, anything. While we can’t fix the first issue (you should feel embarrassed – what better way is there to spend 85 hours?), the second is easily explained: it’s one of the simplest and most touching descriptions of friendship from a show defined by its groundbreaking portrayal of the subject.


Rachel Green’s magic beans come in the form of Monica Geller (Courteney Cox), Ross Geller (David Schwimmer), Phoebe Buffay (Lisa Kudrow), Chandler Bing (Matthew Perry) and Joey Tribbiani (Matt LeBlanc): the group of twenty- and then thirty-something New Yorkers whose close-knit exploits captivated audiences globally for ten years, from 1994 to 2004.


And yet, somehow, despite the Friends finale being screened more than 16 years ago (and reaching 52.5 million viewers in America alone), this group of disparate characters continues to beguile both returning fans and new devotees alike. Consistently ranked as one of the most-watched shows on Netflix since the streaming platform bought the rights from Warner Bros in 2015, Marta Kauffman and David Crane’s sitcom still resonates with viewers of all ages. But why? What is it about this show in particular that inspires such devotion? As Saul Austerlitz writes in his book Still Friends: 25 Years of the TV Show that Defined an Era, it is impossible not to wonder at ‘the remarkable life and afterlife of this show, which still captivates new audiences a quarter of a century later.’*


The answer is all in the magic beans.
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SO, NO ONE TOLD YOU LIFE WAS GONNA BE THIS WAY


The magic is sewn from the very first episode, when Rachel (Jennifer Aniston) bursts into a New York coffee spot in a soaking-wet wedding dress, having left her fiancé, orthodontist Barry, at the altar.


She is quickly folded into her old school friend Monica’s group, offered a place to stay and reassured that having no money, no job and absolutely no idea what to do with her life is perfectly acceptable. (Four episodes in, when asked if she has a life plan, Phoebe sighs: ‘I don’t even have a pl…’)


In this first season we learn that Phoebe’s mum died by suicide, Joey’s father is cheating on his mother, Chandler’s father and mother both had (separate) affairs with the pool boy, Ross’s ex-wife Carol (Jane Sibbett) left him for a woman and is pregnant with his baby, and Monica’s parents constantly put her down. In comparison to everyone else’s problems, Rachel ditching her ready-made suburban life seems relatively small fry.


And that’s the allure of the show. Sudden catastrophic life events and slow-burn traumas aren’t ignored in favour of surface-level LOLs, but are addressed in relatable, comforting and funny ways. Things like divorce, unrequited love, break-ups, unemployment, infertility, money issues, problematic families, sexual indiscretions and insecurities, mental health and loneliness are tackled by a group of friends who, just like you, also spend hours on the couch staring into space, or debating their life decisions over a posh coffee they can’t really afford.


THE ONE WITH THE ISSUES


Friends didn’t always get it right and much has been written recently about how certain aspects haven’t aged well. There’s the fact the primary cast is all white and middle-class, the LGBTQ characters aren’t well-rounded, homosexuality is often played for laughs, ‘Fat Monica’ is body-shamed and Ross’s behaviour can be controlling. One of the most discussed issues is the treatment of Chandler’s transgender father, Helena, who is always referred to as ‘he’ and described as either a gay man or drag queen, never trans.


Yet, Friends has to be judged within the context of the time it was made. The fact there was a trans character at all on a middle-of-the-road sitcom was pretty progressive. Kathleen Turner, who played Helena, has since explained, ‘I said yes [to the role], because there weren’t many drag/trans people on television at the time.’* And then there’s the conflict between the ‘being seen as gay’ panic the male characters exhibit and the fact the show was one of the first on US TV to feature a gay wedding – one officiated by LGBTQ activist Candace Gingrich no less, half-sister to conservative Republican Newt Gingrich. (It’s also worth noting that show co-creator David Crane is himself gay.) And, while there are few substantial roles for actors of colour on the show, the interracial relationships are portrayed straightforwardly and unaffectedly.


Friends was also one of the first sitcoms to offer equal billing to both male and female stars with the characters of Monica, Rachel and Phoebe not merely foils for the ‘main’ male roles. Even the fact the women unapologetically engage in one-night stands and endure no great emotional or societal repercussions was, depressingly enough, revelatory for a Thursday evening prime-time comedy show – as was their casual discussions about sex and female sexual pleasure (perfectly encapsulated by Monica’s lesson to Chandler on erogenous zones in ‘The One With Phoebe’s Uterus’ (4.11)).


The cast also famously stuck together in insisting on equal pay in later seasons after Aniston’s and Schwimmer’s salaries were increased due to the popularity of their relationship storyline. (Aniston and Schwimmer agreed to pay cuts so everyone would earn the same.)


So, while there’s no denying there are problems with Friends’ handling of sensitive cultural subjects, at least it didn’t ignore them altogether, as many other shows did at the time. In addressing them at all, it pushed the envelope of what was considered ‘expected’ on television and, as Austerlitz says, ‘In its embrace of the aggressively normal in its storytelling, it was able to expand the spectrum of normalcy until it could also include a lesbian wedding.’


To disregard these discussions around the oftentimes flawed way the show tackled certain issues would be to undermine its cultural importance. The fact they’re talked about with such passion proves the continuing impact of a series that people still care deeply about.


THE ONE WHERE YOU MAKE FRIENDS FOR LIFE


Matt LeBlanc told the BBC in 2018: ‘Friends was about themes that stand the test of time – trust, love, relationships, betrayal, family and things like that’.* These themes have never been so relevant than they are right now in this post-Covid world. When the rug is pulled from under you, priorities are reassessed and focus inevitably turns to companionship.


Perhaps that’s why the show is enjoying such a revival, because it taps into our desire to have the safety and comfort of a group of ride-or-die friends. It also delivers the nostalgia of what can now be seen as a simpler time – no smartphones, no online dating, no 24/7 work culture (the characters are barely ever at work, to be fair), no social media…and no Covid-19. Or perhaps it’s because it’s always reassuring to see other people decidedly not holding their shit together when the pressure to present a perfect life on Instagram or be hilarious on TikTok is all too real.


At its heart the show is a love story about friendship, with all its highs and lows. Having magic beans means that when life kicks you in the teeth (especially if they’re luminous like Ross’s in ‘The One With Ross’s Teeth’ (6.08)), you know you’ll come out stronger on the other side. And what’s better than that? Nothing! Which is why we created this book – to investigate the biggest, best and funniest lessons in friendship from the series. Whether it’s knowing when to apologize, administer some tough love, phase someone out, be supportive (even if you really don’t want to be), discuss money problems or to scream about how you definitely were on a break, this book will help ensure you’ll make Friends for Life.




Reserved for Friends


If you’ve ever wondered why the big comfy couch in the coffee shop is always available, it’s actually reserved for the gang. A sign on the coffee table is visible in several episodes. The only two times it’s occupied by other people are made into comedy moments. In ‘The One With the Bullies’ (2.21), Chandler and Ross are forced off the couch and in ‘The One With the Princess Leia Fantasy’ (3.01), the group reverse out the door in shock upon finding it occupied by other people.
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Quiz


WHAT KIND OF ‘FRIEND’ ARE YOU?


Answer the below questions and add up your points to find out on pg 16–17.


When I disagree with my friend...


20 – I often have a knee-jerk emotional reaction


0 – I explain my point of view in detail


10 – I make a few jokes about the issue, but don’t push it


When they’re going through a hard time...


10 – I’ll provide drinks, ice cream, jokes and hugs


20 – I’ll invent a best-case scenario fantasy to make them feel better


0 – I’ll make a plan for the best way to tackle the problem


When playing a game with a group of mates...


0 – I’ll pretend I’m having fun, but really I need to win


10 – I’ll try my best, but it won’t bother me if someone else wins


20 – I forgot the rules immediately so now am just playing a made-up game in my head


When I have to tell my friend bad news…


10 – I avoid it and hope someone else does it


0 – I tell them immediately, no point hanging about


20 – I’ll tell them when it’s a good time (and I can comfort them with cookies)


If I don’t like my friend’s new partner…


20 – I’ll give them the benefit of the doubt until there’s no getting around it


10 – I’ll avoid them and make awkward jokes behind their backs for a while


0 – I’m too wrapped up in my own life right now to notice to be honest


When my friend asks me to help move a couch up three flights of stairs…


0 – Sure thing. It might be entertaining and it’s part and parcel of being a good mate


20 – I’ll say, ‘I wish I could, but I don’t want to’


10 – I’ll go, but will moan about it the whole time


RESULTS


0–20 points: ROSS
Logical and detail-oriented, you’ll offer friends advice and encouragement based upon what you see as the reality of the situation. While practical, this means you occasionally underestimate the emotional side of issues and have a tendency to project your own views rather forcefully. However, upon realizing this you’ll be sure to do your best to hear their side.


30–40 points: MONICA
Organized and driven, everything has its correct place – including your mates. A people-pleaser, you’re the glue that holds the group together, enthusiastically supporting, comforting and feeding everyone. Your belief in how things should be done makes you a bit bossy and a bit too fact driven, but you’re self-aware enough to know that sometimes offering a hug is better than making a plan.


50–60 points: CHANDLER
Intuitive, you’ll know when something’s up with your friends and want to help despite not being sure what to do. You use humour both as a defence mechanism and to keep your friends humble, always pointing out the elephant in the room. You’ll want to keep the peace, but not at the expense of someone’s feelings – you’re more sensitive than you make out.


70–80 points: RACHEL
Emotionally driven, you’ll put your friends’ needs first without hesitation. Not a fan of either receiving or delivering tough love, you’ll avoid uncomfortable situations even if it makes life harder in the long run. Laid-back, you’re happy to go along with plans which means your mates may occasionally take advantage of your easy-going nature.


90–100 points: JOEY
Loud and fun, the entertainer of the group, you’re also super-sensitive, listening to your heart more than your head on occasion. This means you not only give a lot to your friends, but demand a lot in return. Loyal to a fault, you’ll stand up for your friends…often before knowing the full story.


100–120 points: PHOEBE
Inherently self-confident, you accept your friends wholeheartedly just as they are. You don’t take offence where others might, which can sometimes mean underestimating the effect of your own blunt honesty. You call things as you see them while always supporting your friends’ dreams and aspirations (the more outlandish the better).








* Saul Austerlitz: Still Friends: 25 Years of the TV Show that Defined an Era (Trapeze, 2019)


* http://www.gaytimes.co.uk/culture/friends-actress-kathleen-turner-says-show-hasnt-aged-well-lgbtq-rights-exclusive/, accessed 17 Aug. 2020.


* https://www.bbc.co.uk/news/entertainment-arts-42733705, accessed 17 Aug. 2020.
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Phoebe, ‘The One With All the Cheesecakes’ (7.11)


When Marta Kauffman and David Crane pitched a show called Insomnia Cafe to NBC in 1993, about a group of twenty-somethings hanging out in a coffee shop, the tagline was: ‘It’s that time of life when your friends are your family’.*


They were right. Societal and cultural norms were being redefined in the 1990s, in both the UK and US. Generation X (those born between 1965 and 1980) were emerging, battered and bruised, from a decade remembered for a global recession and record divorce rates. The systems that had defined life for their boomer parents were exposed as riddled with cracks. Securing a job for life and settling down were no longer necessarily feasible or desirable goals for a disaffected youth. They wanted to chase creative, more fulfilling paths – or bitch about their dead-end jobs and non-existent aspirations with people in the same leaky boat: their friends.


It was an era when this Harper Lee line came into its own: ‘You can choose your friends, but you sho’ can’t choose your family’.


Many TV networks recognized this cultural shift and set out to discover the next Seinfeld, which was groundbreaking in its focus on a friendship- rather than family-group dynamic. Young people wanted to watch shows that reflected their own realities, or the realities they dreamed of: starting somewhere new with people who ‘get’ them. Friends met that need, portraying six relatively clueless pals, all searching for more from life…while terrified, at the same time, that they might actually get it.


THE NEW NORMAL


The show established its Gen X credentials from the off. In the pilot episode, viewers meet Ross, who’s just been left by his wife, and then Rachel, who’s sprinted from her own wedding having realized she was more turned on by a gravy boat than her husband-to-be. The episode ends with the group ceremoniously cutting up Rachel’s credit cards (which are paid for by her father), thus completing the symbolic severing of ties to traditional domestic structures.
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It’s true that traditionalism does win out in the end: Rachel gives up her dream job in Paris to stay with Ross; Monica and Chandler move to the suburbs to raise their kids; and Phoebe, the least ‘conventional’ of the crew, gets married. It’s only Joey who stays resolutely the same: single in the city (however, that in itself could be seen as a fulfilment of his stereotypical role of eternal bachelor).
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