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Cary Grant and Rosalind Russell in His Girl Friday (1940).























Introduction



 I CAN’T REMEMBER THE FIRST ROM-COM I FELL IN LOVE WITH, but I know that loving rom-coms is an intrinsic part of my general obsession with movies—an obsession that I’ve now made a profession.


I do remember, however, seeing You’ve Got Mail for the first time. I was eight years old, and my family had a tradition of going to the movies on Christmas Eve. It was 1998 and we picked the latest from Nora Ephron—apparently so did the rest of the Upper West Side. It made sense: The movie is both Ephron’s exploration of then-new technology of email and ode to the neighborhood where she (and most of my family) lived. When we got there, the theater on 68th Street had oversold the screening. In the hazy memory of childhood, I recall people plopping down in the aisle to watch Meg Ryan and Tom Hanks banter and bicker before ultimately realizing they are meant to be together. Eventually, the ushers sent the overflow into another screening room.


I’ve watched that movie countless times since then, so much so that it’s hard to recall details of the first time I viewed it beyond that excited environment. But I remember the feeling of watching it with a crowd of people seeking the satisfaction only a good romantic comedy can provide.


What is that sensation?


It’s similar to what I felt when I saw Notting Hill (1999) in a theater in Los Angeles’s San Fernando Valley. I became so infatuated with the story of a British bookseller played by Hugh Grant who meets a movie star—Julia Roberts, naturally—and falls in love, that I named a Barbie doll Anna Scott, after Roberts’s character.


It’s the feeling I got watching Roman Holiday (1953) on repeat and determining that Gregory Peck must have been an amazing kisser because of the way he embraces Audrey Hepburn. Or when I decided to make sure I’d seen all the collaborations between Katharine Hepburn and Cary Grant because I couldn’t get enough of their spark. I fell in love with the rom-com before I understood romantic love myself. I became enchanted with the way my gut dropped during those crucial moments when the music swells and the faces get closer, the kiss incoming. I always knew these movies were slightly unrealistic, but that heightened sense of the absurd only drew me closer. These were the film equivalents of tucking into a perfect meal, the kind that left me satiated but not stuffed. They were like settling into cool sheets on a hot night. They were the epitome of comfort even when they were just a little bit sad. And that’s why I gravitated to them year after year.


In high school, I dressed up like Annie Hall, the eponymous character from Woody Allen’s 1977 movie, for Halloween. In a haze of Anglophilia, I rewatched Four Weddings and a Funeral (1994) over and over again, identifying more with Kristin Scott Thomas’s sardonic best friend than with Andie MacDowell’s pretty American interloper, all while loving Hugh Grant’s self-deprecating hero the entire time. I felt like I saw myself in James L. Brooks’s Broadcast News (1987), relating deeply to Holly Hunter’s perpetually stressed-out, know-it-all news producer, caught between two men and her career.


In later years, when the rom-com’s box-office success faded, I rejoiced whenever I got a new film to treasure. I could feel that familiar heart-swelling excitement when Jenny Slate and Jake Lacy danced on a couch to Paul Simon in Obvious Child (2014) and when Henry Golding hustled through a crowded airplane to Constance Wu as Coldplay’s “Yellow” in Mandarin blared in Crazy Rich Asians (2018).


Even as my taste in cinema evolved, I have always returned to rom-coms. They are what I want to watch when I need something that I know will make me happy.


What is the cinematic romantic comedy? Bluntly: It’s a love story where the obstacles to love are humorous rather than tragic, for the most part. Writing about the comedies of the 1930s and 1940s, the philosopher Stanley Cavell called them comedies of “remarriage,” arguing that the genre is “an inheritor of the preoccupations and discoveries of the Shakespearean romantic comedy.” Most of the movies Cavell writes about can be deemed “screwball comedies,” the zany style that emerged in the Great Depression. These are fast-moving and delirious in style. In the foreword to Ed Sikov’s book Screwball: Hollywood’s Madcap Romantic Comedies, the critic Molly Haskell writes that “these fables of love masquerading as hostility were largely an elitist variant of the eternal battle of the sexes.”


Gendered conflicts are inherent to a lot of rom-coms—from The Lady Eve (1941) to Tootsie (1982)—but not all of them, as the rom-com has grown and changed with the eras, introducing queer couples and people who don’t conform to a strict binary that was once the standard in society. At the same time, through all these evolutions of the genre, there often exists the question of whether two seemingly incompatible people can realize they are perfect for each other.


Within this structure there are subgenres. There are workplace rom-coms (Broadcast News, for instance). There are fantastical rom-coms (1988’s Big or 2004’s 13 Going on 30). There are raunchy rom-coms, like Knocked Up (2007). While their branding has shifted over the years, romantic comedies have been around since what is essentially the beginning of cinema, weathering the Hays Code, the rules instituted in 1934 to maintain morality in Hollywood. And while the circumstances through which the lovers find each other may change, there are elemental similarities that have survived and evolved all the way from Shakespeare’s Twelfth Night in 1602 to Maid in Manhattan in 2002.
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When the rom-com exploded in the late 1980s through the early 2000s, the formula of the genre started to solidify, a process that led to much affectionate mocking. (See, for instance, the rom-com as 2014 rom-com parody They Came Together, where Paul Rudd and Amy Poehler bond over their mutual love of the intentionally vague “fiction books.”) Yes, rom-coms often rely on familiar beats: the meet-cute, the second-act breakup, the mad dash toward the happy ending. And yet to reduce rom-coms to their tropes is to underestimate the magnificent breadth of the genre. It’s easy to think of rom-coms as just one thing: Meg Ryan and Tom Hanks or Julia Roberts and Richard Gere or Kate Hudson and Matthew McConaughey. But the rom-com has been around essentially since the invention of cinema. And those latter modern-day classics took cues from everything that came before, whether explicitly—without Ernst Lubitsch there would never have been a You’ve Got Mail—or through inheriting their stylistic flourishes.


Why do we love rom-coms? Rom-coms, generally, offer the promise of the Hollywood dream. For the most part, at the end of each movie, the couple gets together and presumably lives happily ever after. You largely get what you came for when you watch a rom-com: pithy dialogue, kissing, an uplifting experience.


I say largely to add an important caveat. Because, of course, that’s not always the case. In the vast history of cinematic rom-coms, creators have played with the formula, throwing obstacles in their characters’ paths. But even when things don’t turn out perfectly for the lovers, rest assured that you might experience that hit of endorphins from watching a couple lock eyes across a room, feel those butterflies in your gut when they share an exchange.


As Alice Wu, who wrote and directed the landmark and underrated queer rom-com Saving Face (2005), told me in an interview: Rom-coms are an act of wish fulfillment for both the audience and the creators. They often imagine a world where finding love can happen in the space of ninety minutes. Even if the couple has to part by the time the credits role, there’s some hope there.
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The rom-com genre is not perfect. It’s fallen on hard times, propagated ridiculous expectations, and been branded as cheesy and regressive. But it’s also wonderful and often fascinating in a way for which it doesn’t often get credit. With this book I want to celebrate but also elevate the rom-com and give it the serious consideration it deserves. That doesn’t mean giving it a pass for some of its failures—the occasional sexism, despite ostensibly being a genre aimed at women, for example—but while these movies are easy to pigeonhole as just “comfort viewing,” they are also not the goofy, smooth-brained, easy entertainment that their reputation might imply.
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Tom Hanks and Meg Ryan bicker at Zabar’s in Nora Ephron’s You’ve Got Mail (1998).














If you’re looking for a soup-to-nuts history of the rom-com, this is not it. It’s more of a selective history. It’s by no means comprehensive, but it gives an overview of how rom-coms have shaped and been shaped by the world around them. So, are you ready to fall in love?




PERFECT ROM-COM MOMENT


WHEN HARRY MET SALLY… (1989)


Which perfect moment do you choose in a movie entirely composed of perfect moments? It’s hard, for sure, but there’s no question that for all of When Harry Met Sally…’s incredible scenes, Harry’s New Year’s Eve speech takes the cake.


There have been plenty of rom-com finales where one party runs like mad to declare his or her love, but perhaps none match the heart-stopping sweetness of Harry’s confession to Sally. It’s New Year’s Eve and he has realized the grim mistake he has made in letting their friendship lapse following a one-night stand. So he jogs through the streets of New York and lands at the party where he knows she’s going to be.


The countdown is imminent, and she is mad that he’s there. But, finally, as the ball prepares to drop, he lets loose: “I love that you get cold when it’s seventy-one degrees out. I love that it takes you an hour and a half to order a sandwich. I love that you get a little crinkle above your nose when you’re looking at me like I’m nuts. I love that after I spend the day with you, I can still smell your perfume on my clothes. And I love that you are the last person I want to talk to before I go to sleep at night. And it’s not because I’m lonely, and it’s not because it’s New Year’s Eve. I came here tonight because when you realize you want to spend the rest of your life with somebody, you want the rest of your life to start as soon as possible.”


In that moment Harry says to Sally everything she and we want to hear. He loves her because of who she is—quirks and flaws included—and we love them together. And it all happens when her hair is perfectly curled and the tinsel of the holiday is all around them. It’s a dream.
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Ernst Lubitsch with Margaret Sullavan and a portrait of himself on the set of The Shop Around the Corner (1940). 
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Who Makes Rom-Coms? And How Do They Do It?


ASK ANY CASUAL FILM FAN TO NAME A ROM-COM DIRECTOR, you’ll likely get one answer: Nora Ephron. Sure, there are other names that might get tossed out. Nancy Meyers possibly. Richard Curtis maybe. Garry Marshall perhaps. But it often always comes back to Nora.


Nora Ephron is to rom-coms what Martin Scorsese is to gangster movies. But that is a reductive comparison. Neither Nora nor Marty is just one thing, and it’s true that most filmmakers don’t really make only one type of film. Scorsese, for instance, has indeed made some of the most indelible mob movies of all time, but he has also made a period romance (1993's The Age of Innocence) and a children's film (2011's Hugo). Before writing 1989’s When Harry Met Sally… Ephron co-wrote Silkwood (1983) for Mike Nichols, a harrowing true-life drama about a factory whistleblower. In 1990, just after the release of the rom-com that all future rom-coms would emulate, she even wrote a gangster comedy, My Blue Heaven, noted for its relationship in subject matter to Scorsese’s Goodfellas (1990). It’s hard to pin down any creator as just one thing.




It’s even harder to do so when discussing rom-coms from the Golden Age of Hollywood, between the invention of talkies in 1927 and the radical transformation of the industry in the 1960s. William Wyler, who made the quintessential romantic comedy Roman Holiday (1953), also made the legendary historical epic Ben-Hur (1959). Billy Wilder could direct something as delightful as Sabrina (1954), about a chauffeur’s daughter and the wealthy men who employ her father, and something as acidic as Ace in the Hole (1951), where Kirk Douglas plays a muckraking journalist who relies on human suffering to get a story. Howard Hawks directed the zippy likes of Bringing Up Baby (1938) and His Girl Friday (1940), but also helmed the noir The Big Sleep (1946) and the western Rio Bravo (1959). Frank Capra was responsible for It Happened One Night (1934), maybe the defining screwball rom-com, and the classic Christmas weepy everyone knows and loves, It’s a Wonderful Life (1946).
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Nora Ephron on the set of one of her rom-com masterpieces, Sleepless in Seattle (1993).
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Harold Lloyd and Jobyna Ralston in Girl Shy (1924).








And yet all these directors belong on the Mount Rushmore of rom-com auteurs, along with Nora and Nancy and their ilk, and we can trace a brief history of the genre through the people whose art shaped it.
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Where does the rom-com begin? There’s Shakespeare, of course, whose plots have been filtered throughout time, reworked again and again. But, for our purposes, I’m interested in the cinematic rom-com, which itself has been part of the fabric of the medium since its inception. It’s easy to forget that the rom-com existed before the invention of talking films, with the luminaries of the silent world making movies that fit the description. For instance, 1924’s Girl Shy, starring Harold Lloyd, is a rom-com about a young man who is petrified of interacting with women in real life but writes a book about his suave ways with the opposite sex called The Secret of Making Love. When he meets an actual girl on a train and saves her dog, he must put his fantasies into practice. Buster Keaton too had the rom-com in his arsenal with films like 1924’s Sherlock Jr., a comedy about the fantasy of being a romantic hero, in which Keaton’s projectionist dreams that he’s a detective in a movie and gets to save the girl. And, before he transitioned to sound, Ernst Lubitsch was making silent rom-coms like The Marriage Circle (1924), about intrigue and infidelity among a group of married couples in Vienna. In that film, the Museum of Modern Art once claimed, Lubitsch “discovered the genre that he would elevate to the heights of formal perfection and emotional resonance: the sophisticated romantic comedy.”
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Claudette Colbert and Clark Gable negotiate their sleeping arrangements in It Happened One Night (1934).








But what’s also true is that the rom-com as we know it in the twenty-first century is most indebted to the “screwball comedy,” defined by wacky circumstances, sexy scenarios, and light satire. The screwballs emerged in the 1930s, a time of shift for Hollywood, beyond even the addition of dialogue. As Ed Sikov writes in Screwball, the growth of the screwball coincided with the implementation of Hollywood’s production code aimed at sexual or otherwise immoral content, known as the Hays Code. “Talented directors, writers, and stars were certainly not about to get rid of sexuality, so they simply found ways to slip it in on the sly,” Sikov explains. There were many Pre-Code rom-coms, but, according to Sikov, the imposition of morality restrictions sparked inspiration even as it offered challenges.


The term screwball was first used in 1936 to refer to Carole Lombard’s performance in My Man Godfrey, but the movie that (perhaps unfairly) gets the most credit as the inventor of the genre in its purest form is It Happened One Night. The comedy, directed by Frank Capra, paired the stars Claudette Colbert and Clark Gable as Ellie Andrews, a rich girl running away from her family to elope, and Peter Warne, a newspaper reporter who offers to help her if she gives him the exclusive. Despite their initial hostility toward each other, the mutual attraction almost becomes too much to bear as their trip goes on. The curtain they put up in their shared motel room for privacy inevitably drops in the sexy final beat.


The list of genius screwball directors is long and includes the previously mentioned Hawks, as well as Leo McCarey (1937’s The Awful Truth) and Mitchell Leisen (1939’s Midnight and 1937’s Easy Living).But in this broadly defined era, you can point to two filmmakers who, like Nancy and Nora, are easily synonymous with this world: Ernst Lubitsch and Preston Sturges.
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Nora Ephron and Nancy Meyers are often spoken of in the same breath. And it makes sense. In a world where lauded female directors are still rare, they both became iconic for movies that merit countless rewatching, the kind of flicks that make you stop and settle into your couch no matter what your other plans. But while their respective oeuvres could be described as “cozy,” they also represent the possibilities within the rom-com genre. You cannot mistake a Nora Ephron movie for a Nancy Meyers movie. Nora’s movies are steeped in a New York style of chatty intellectualism. They are like attending a wonderful dinner party, filled with the smartest people you know. Nancy offers up more of a California brunch—whether set in the Hamptons or Los Angeles. They are breezy. Her movies are like mimosas. Nora’s are like martinis. These differences are similar to the gap between Lubitsch and Sturges—they also had distinct flavors from each other.


Lubitsch was a German immigrant whose films had a sort of jewel-box quality to them. He became known for what was called the “Lubitsch touch,” phrasing that highlighted his knack for capturing subtle gestures and elegant situations. Preston Sturges, on the other hand, was more outwardly ribald. He lived a transient life growing up, which he documented in his posthumously published memoir. His mother was a quasi-socialite always in need of a buck and he didn’t know his father. He would eventually take the surname of his stepfather, a stockbroker from Chicago named Solomon Sturges. An unsettled existence jetting between France—where his mother was best friends with the famed dancer Isadora Duncan—and Chicago is evident in his films, where money and romance tend to collide in hilarious fashion. He gleaned chaotic characters from his own chaotic life and put them in his films.


On a surface level, it’s easy to see the influence Lubitsch had on Ephron given that she remade his classic The Shop Around the Corner (1940), transforming it into You’ve Got Mail (1998). But for my purposes Nora is more Preston to Nancy’s Ernst. Nancy, like Ernst, relishes art direction, the sparkling spaces that her characters occupy; Nora’s movies thrive because of their dialogue. In a Daily Beast article, Nora once recommended Sturges’s The Palm Beach Story (1942), specifically highlighting a zany scene at the top of the action where Claudette Colbert’s heroine meets a rich old man who hilariously diagnoses her problems. “I tell everyone I know who wants to be a screenwriter to watch the scene at the beginning of the movie,” she wrote, adding, “It’s a lesson in specificity.”
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The ménage à trois of Ernst Lubitsch’s Design for Living (1933).










Lubitsch’s films have a dainty quality, which isn’t to say his works aren’t deceptively sexy. Take, for instance, Design for Living, made in 1933 before the imposition of the Code, in which an advertising artist (Miriam Hopkins) meets two struggling creatives, a playwright (Fredric March) and a painter (Gary Cooper), on a train ride to Paris. They form a fast friendship and all start cohabitating, which gets considerably messy, since both artists are in love with her. She switches partners midway through, and by the end of the movie they are all giggling together, falling into a dogpile.


Like Design for Living, many of Lubitsch’s works were set in Europe, even if biographer Scott Eyman contended that his movies “take place neither in Europe nor America but in Lubitschland, a place of metaphor, benign grace, rueful wisdom.” The Shop Around the Corner, arguably his work with the longest tail, is set in a Hungarian leather goods store. It’s a saga of warring employees who are secretly pen pals, ultimately becoming the inspiration for Ephron’s You’ve Got Mail. A German Jew, Lubitsch was working in Hollywood as Hitler was rising in his home country. And while he made what is maybe one of the definitive skewerings of the Nazis in To Be or Not to Be (1942), about a Polish theater troupe trying to outwit the SS, he also gave America pretty portraits of the continent at a time of war and genocide.


Eyman was not a fan of the phrase “Lubitsch touch.” He called it “as insultingly superficial a sobriquet as that of calling Hitchcock ‘The Master of Suspense.’” According to Eyman, Lubitsch had a “tradition of insinuation, of a delicate but intoxicating, self-conscious style.” Still, it remains an apt shorthand for the almost magical quality Lubitsch conveys. His movies are like tiny bells ringing; they chime in a graceful way, like what you might hear when you enter a shop.
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Henry Fonda, Barbara Stanwyck, and Preston Sturges on the set of The Lady Eve (1941).










Sturges, on the other hand, comes in like a marching band. His most famous romantic comedy, The Lady Eve (1941), casts Barbara Stanwyck as stunning con artist Jean Harrington, working her angles on a luxury cruise liner. She sets her sights on Charles “Hopsie” Pike (Henry Fonda), a wealthy amateur herpetologist, whom she seduces and lures into her card game gambit with the help of her partner (Charles Coburn), posing as her father. When he eventually realizes what’s going on, he is enraged and never wants to see her again. She, however, has fallen in love with him, and later, back on land, decides to make him pay for his rejection by posing as the eponymous “Lady Eve.” She arrives at his fancy home barely disguising herself save for a ridiculous accent. An easy mark, Pike falls for this cultured woman from abroad, somehow oblivious to the fact that it’s the same fast-talking gal he initially rejected. They get married only for “The Lady Eve” to reveal that she has a sordid past, scandalizing Charles. This Eve scares him right back into the arms of his original lover, whom he doesn’t realize is the same woman. There, he haplessly confesses that he’s already married. She says she is too. Kissing ensues.


In his memoir, Sturges writes that The Lady Eve was inspired by his experience running into a woman with whom he was besotted three years earlier. In his account, she wasn’t all that special. “I realized that it isn’t so much that love is blind,” he explained. “It is that love is bewitching.” He added, “This proved an extremely useful insight when I made a little picture called The Lady Eve, in which Henry Fonda fails to recognize Barbara Stanwyck, not because she disguised herself in any way, but because the Lady Eve couldn’t hold a candle to the girl in his memory, the girl on the boat.” Sturges didn’t name “The Lady Eve” after his onetime romantic interest, however. That was an homage to a “ladyfriend” named “the Lady Eve Waddington-Greeley.” According to Sturges, “She didn’t hang around very long, but years later I called a picture The Lady Eve in souvenir of her.”


Sturges loved exploring the folly of the rich and the desperation of those who need—or covet—money. Sullivan’s Travels (1941) followed a wealthy movie director (Joel McCrea) who wants to do good by depicting America as it is, a journey that leads him to realize that what people really crave is entertainment. In The Palm Beach Story (1942) Claudette Colbert and McCrea play a financially down-on-their-luck married couple. They are still attracted to one another, but she decides that she is a burden to him because of her inability to help provide, so she plans to get a divorce and marry a rich man who can help them all out. Unlike the more genteel farces of Lubitsch, Sturges is rawer, bawdier, and more concerned with class.


I feel that same energy watching Nora Ephron movies, despite the reputation she has for soft entertainment, the kind of movies the whole family can enjoy. Her movies can be warm and fuzzy, yes, the kind of entertainment that elicits mood boards with supposed “fall fashion inspo.” But that is selling her short. Remember: When Harry Met Sally… is rated R.


That 1989 movie, written by Ephron and directed by Rob Reiner, linked Ephron’s name forever with rom-coms and marks a turning point for the genre, the moment that ushered in a heyday of the form that coincided with big box-office returns. Still, Ephron was always more complicated than that legacy would suggest. Like Sturges, Ephron was persistently observational, turning the details of her life (and her friends’ lives) into cinematic material. Her motto was “Everything is copy.” She idolized Dorothy Parker, the member of the Algonquin Round Table most known for her quippy takedowns.


Ephron started in movies when she cowrote the screenplay for Silkwood with Alice Arlen. She then adapted her novel Heartburn into a 1986 film for director Mike Nichols. The book is a lightly fictionalized account of the time her ex-husband, Carl Bernstein, cheated on her when she was pregnant with their child. It’s funny and very bitter, less a story about love than a story about what happens when love goes awry. Though Heartburn was not a runaway success as a movie—even Nora admitted it was a “flop” when it opened—Ephron dived into the world of screenwriting.


But then came When Harry Met Sally…, the movie that would forever cement Ephron’s reputation as the queen of the rom-com. The idea for the movie started with a pitch from Rob Reiner, who would go on to direct the film. Reiner had a slightly different idea in mind, but after a heated conversation about gender stereotypes, Ephron came up with a new concept: What if she explored the question, in movie form, of whether heterosexual men and women can really just be friends? As her test subjects, she created Harry Burns (Billy Crystal) and Sally Albright (Meg Ryan). They meet just after college on a road trip where they bicker the entire way and then keep running into each other until they eventually become pals and then fall in love.
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Meg Ryan in the climactic scene of Sleepless in Seattle (1993).








When Harry Met Sally… is both savvy and a huge crowd-pleaser. Though its message is ultimately that, no, men and women cannot be friends—or at least these two cannot—it gives equal weight to men’s and women’s perspectives, a result of Ephron treating her research the same way she did her journalism, interviewing Reiner and Crystal about their experiences to fuse them with her own.


With When Harry Met Sally… Ephron had found her niche. She went on to direct Sleepless in Seattle (1993), pairing Tom Hanks and Meg Ryan in a love story that, by mere description, should sound like a horror setup. In Sleepless, Hanks is Sam Baldwin, a widower in, yes, Seattle, whose young son calls a radio show and tells the world that his dad needs a new girlfriend. The sad, sweet story catches the ears of listeners around the country, including Ryan’s journalist Annie Reed, who starts pursuing a story about him, but finds herself smitten. In other hands this would be the saga of a crazed stalker—and, sure, to some people it still is—but Ephron’s ability to romanticize the idea of a persona makes it endearing. The outlandishness of the plot is a throwback to the movies that Ephron adored, ones that she makes constant reference to throughout her own films. Sleepless in Seattle steals its climax at the Empire State Building from An Affair to Remember (1957), which the Sleepless characters reference on-screen. (Most famously, Rita Wilson sobs while recounting the plot.) And then in You’ve Got Mail, Ephron went ahead and remade Lubitsch’s The Shop Around the Corner for the nascent era of the internet, where the would-be lovers, again Hanks and Ryan, exchange missives over AOL rather than on paper.
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Diane Keaton and Jack Nicholson offer romance for adults in Something’s Gotta Give (2003).








Meyers in many ways had a parallel career. Like Ephron, she began screenwriting before directing, teaming with her (now-ex) husband Charles Shyer on screenplays like Private Benjamin (1980) and Baby Boom (1987), both third-wave feminist classics about women figuring out whether they can have it all. Shyer directed the latter, but Meyers would come to usurp him in style once she started directing her own movies. Though it wasn’t her directorial debut that truly established her rom-com brand. Young Lindsay Lohan in 1998’s The Parent Trap was adorable, certainly, and Meyers paid special attention to the attraction between the parents, played by Dennis Quaid and Natasha Richardson. But once Meyers made 2003’s Something’s Gotta Give, she created her own ethos. Take mature stars—forget your ingenues—put them in linen and a gorgeous kitchen and let sparks fly. Almost more than her romantic pairings—which have included Jack Nicholson and Diane Keaton in Something’s, Meryl Streep and Steve Martin and Alec Baldwin in It’s Complicated (2009), and Cameron Diaz and Jude Law in The Holiday (2006)—Meyers became known for making romances about aspirational lifestyles.
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William Holden, Audrey Hepburn, and Billy Wilder on the set of Sabrina (1954). 








Meyers has made her love of Lubitsch explicit with a project she deemed Paris Paramount, a nod to a quote from Lubitsch: “I’ve been to Paris, France, and I’ve been to Paris, Paramount, and frankly, I prefer Paris, Paramount.” Meyers wrote in her 2022 announcement of this venture, “It’s from a quote by the brilliant and elegant comedy director (dare I say creator of the romantic comedy) Ernst Lubitsch. The movie is about a group of people making a film and the magic and mystery of what we do. As always, Lubitsch said it best.” As of publication it's not yet known whether this project will come to fruition, but one thing is certain: It’s a handshake from one aesthete to another.
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If Lubitsch had a direct successor that would be Billy Wilder. Along with collaborator Charles Brackett, Wilder wrote some of Lubitsch’s classics, including Ninotchka (1939) and Bluebeard’s Eighth Wife (1938). When he moved into directing himself, he more than proved he was a master of any form. Until the end of his life, there remained a sign in his office that read, “How would Lubitsch do it?”


Wilder’s triumphs include Sunset Boulevard (1950), a Hollywood gothic classic where fading beauty turns deadly, and the slinky noir Double Indemnity (1944). But he also thrived making movies that specifically followed the path laid out by Lubitsch and Sturges. One of his greatest is 1954’s Sabrina, which stars Audrey Hepburn as the daughter of a chauffeur for a rich family, hopelessly in love with David Larrabee (William Holden), the playboy son of her dad’s boss. In the opening sequence of the film, distraught with rejection, she tries to kill herself, only to be rescued by Linus Larrabee, the older, stiffer son portrayed by Humphrey Bogart. Sabrina goes off to Paris to attend cooking school, where she becomes cultured but remains fixated on David. When she returns home, stylish and refined, David finally takes notice, only he’s engaged to another woman, a more socially appropriate match. In trying to keep David away from Sabrina, Linus decides to woo her. What is initially a ruse is transformed when real emotions take hold.






[image: image]

Jack Lemmon and Billy Wilder. 








A rom-com that begins with a suicide attempt sounds pretty dark, and, indeed, Wilder’s films often had deep wells of melancholy. One of his other masterpieces, The Apartment (1960), is an even darker exploration of romance blooming between broken souls. Midway through the movie Shirley MacLaine’s Fran Kubelik, an elevator operator having an affair with a married man, also tries to kill herself. She’s found unconscious in the apartment of CC “Bud” Baxter (Jack Lemmon), the man who has been pining after her (and renting out his home to the bigwigs at his office for their clandestine meetups).
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The iconic final moment of The Apartment (1960).








The Apartment ended up winning the Academy Award for Best Picture and received heaps upon heaps of praise. In a note found in Wilder’s personal papers at the Academy Museum of Arts and Science’s Margaret Herrick Library, the novelist George Sumner Albee wrote to Wilder: “I seek out Wilder pictures as if I were gleaning an ash-heap for emeralds, but, even so, I must write to say that for sheer faultless directorial skill applied to the material in hand THE APARTMENT is one of the half-dozen all-time greats.”


Wilder had a knack for delivering great performances from actors. With The Apartment and Some Like It Hot (1959), Jack Lemmon did among the finest work of his career. In Some Like It Hot and The Seven Year Itch (1955), Wilder helped create some of Marilyn Monroe’s most iconic screen moments.


The influence Wilder had on younger filmmakers can best be summed up in the way someone like Cameron Crowe idolized him. Late into Wilder’s life, he sat for a series of interviews with Crowe, who, like Wilder and Ephron, was a journalist turned filmmaker. In them, Crowe had Wilder walk through his entire career with him. Crowe wanted to emulate Wilder, so he made him share his secrets. He engineered a passing of the torch with approval from Wilder himself, who liked Crowe’s Jerry Maguire (1996). “Billy Wilder respected me, I think, to a point before he saw Jerry Maguire, but after Jerry Maguire he took me seriously,” Crowe once said. (Crowe had, in fact, tried to get Wilder to cameo in the movie.)


Crowe’s career is particularly indicative of how you can trace the lineage of rom-coms from generation to generation. Yes, he was obsessed with Wilder and you can see that in his oeuvre, with his melancholy romances and deeply flawed figures, but he was mentored by another god of the rom-com world: James L. Brooks.


Brooks came from the world of television. He cocreated classic sitcoms like The Mary Tyler Moore Show, Rhoda, and Taxi before turning to film. His first directorial effort, Terms of Endearment (1983), is remembered as a tearjerker, but his follow-up Broadcast News (1987) fell squarely in the realm of romantic comedy, even if Brooks didn’t initially think so. Broadcast News transfers the spirit of Howard Hawks’s preeminent journalism rom-com, His Girl Friday,to the world of television. On one hand, it’s a movie about the rise of infotainment and blurring the line between celebrity and newscaster. On the other, it’s a love triangle between three incredibly driven people: a beautiful anchor who is not all that smart (William Hurt), a neurotic reporter (Albert Brooks), and a highly competent producer (Holly Hunter). The movie, yes, invests you in the idea of who Hunter’s character will end up with, but it does so by forcing you to reckon with a changing news industry that values looks and celebrity over information.


As James L. Brooks’s career went on, he kept working in this space, making movies that melded romantic-comedy tropes with ambitious concepts. He tried (and ultimately struggled) with I’ll Do Anything (1994), a Hollywood satire that was first shot as a musical and eventually released with its songs removed. However, he was successful yet again with 1997’s As Good As It Gets, which starred Jack Nicholson as a crotchety romance writer with obsessive-compulsive disorder who becomes entangled with the waitress, played by Helen Hunt, at the diner he frequents. It won Oscars for both Nicholson and Hunt.


In a 2004 interview, Brooks shared his theory on romantic comedy, saying: “I love romantic comedy, I really do, but I think you have to have another idea that you’re chasing along with romantic comedy so I begin to have an idea I’m chasing.” Those feelings are evident in his works, which always feel like they are pushing the genre beyond its confines. His movies are long and sometimes unwieldy, trying to place love stories alongside other big ideas.


But Brooks’s legacy also lies in the careers he helped facilitate. He was a producer on Penny Marshall’s Big (1988) and Wes Anderson’s debut Bottle Rocket (1996), as well as Kelly Fremon Craig’s teen movie The Edge of Seventeen (2016) and her Judy Blume adaptation Are You There God? It’s Me, Margaret (2023).


With Crowe, however, he found his most simpatico acolyte. Starting with 1989’s Say Anything, Crowe established himself as the defining creator of Gen X rom-coms. His movies often had classic “boy chases girl” scenarios, but they also aimed for sweeping emotions and big, generational statements. Say Anything gave us John Cusack holding up his boom box to Ione Skye’s window as Peter Gabriel plays. Crowe’s 1992 follow-up, Singles, canonized the Seattle grunge scene, and 1996’s sports-agent romance Jerry Maguire established “You had me at hello.” And it all goes back to Billy Wilder.




PERFECT ROM-COM MOMENT


SABRINA (1954)


It’s supposed to be a clandestine meeting with the man she’s had a crush on for decades. In Billy Wilder’s 1954 film Sabrina, the title character (played by Audrey Hepburn) returns from a sojourn in Paris a new, more sophisticated woman, and her longtime unrequited love, David Larrabee (William Holden), one of her chauffeur dad’s employers, has finally taken notice of her. They arrange to meet up during one of the Larrabees’ lavish parties on an abandoned tennis court. But there’s a problem: David is engaged and his family—especially his brother, Linus Larrabee (Humphrey Bogart)—doesn’t approve. Linus foils David’s plans—David’s strategy of putting champagne flutes in his back pocket yields a bum full of crushed glass—and goes in his stead.
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A toast on the tennis court for Humphrey Bogart and Audrey Hepburn in Sabrina (1954).








Hepburn is standing in the darkened space in perhaps the most stunning of the Givenchy gowns she wears with its white and black embroidery, her face framed by the moonlight. Sabrina is still smitten with David and aware that Linus might have ulterior motives, but her canny diagnosis of the situation turns into a flirtation. It seems to catch Linus off guard. She’s smarter than he gave her credit for, and by the time they are slowly swaying to “Isn’t It Romantic?” in each other’s arms, there’s genuine affection creeping into his posture. She mentions that she, long ago, saw David dancing to the song with another woman in the very same spot. He brings her in close.


“It’s all in the family,” he says. Her gaze begins to soften too. She’s feeling the start of something she wasn’t expecting.









[image: image]








You really can’t talk about any rom-com post-1977 without discussing the tricky subject of Woody Allen. The controversies that have long dogged Allen’s personal life must be acknowledged in the same breath as his work and influence. And yet his work and influence are also impossible to ignore. Allen arguably changed the notion of what a rom-com could be, inspiring many others to follow him.


Even with this complicated backdrop, Annie Hall (1977) still reigns as one of the preeminent rom-coms of its (or any) era. The Oscar winner follows the love story between Alvy Singer (Allen) and the eponymous Annie Hall (Diane Keaton). In Annie Hall, Allen annihilates the format of a typical romantic comedy, with asides to the camera that break the fourth wall and an ending that is painfully realistic. What if a man who is skeptical about the entire endeavor of love is trapped in his own love story, both infatuated with the woman in his saga and doubtful that it will ever work out? It doesn’t, and that’s the point—the journey of this romance is still intoxicating. With Annie Hall, Allen both subverted rom-com tropes and redefined them. When Harry Met Sally… directly references Annie Hall with Sally’s wardrobe of vests and floppy hats and its cutaways to elderly couples talking about their relationship. In fact, the movie was initially perceived as a direct imitation of Allen.
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Diane Keaton wearing her famous getup in Annie Hall (1977).










But Allen was not a scholar of the Preston Sturges school of screwballs. In fact, in a 2011 interview, he said he was “never an enormous fan.” Instead, he took much of his inspiration and cues from the Swedish filmmaker Ingmar Bergman, whom he idolized. Allen’s love of Bergman and his application of that love in the context of romantic comedy is indicative of the way filmmakers’ approach to the genre shifted in the 1960s and ’70s.


From a bird’s-eye view, there doesn’t seem to be much room for rom-coms in the era codified by the book Easy Riders, Raging Bulls, which gave rise to directors like Scorsese and Francis Ford Coppola. But that’s not entirely true. Hollywood was changing, yes, but sexual mores and ideas of love and romance were also changing. And certain directors were interested in exploring those changes using a semi-traditional romantic-comedy format, even if only to question the ideas surrounding love and romance.


You could almost call this the era of “anti” rom-com directors, artists who played in the general rom-com sandbox but were cynical about love and happy endings. That’s not to say that the earlier eras of rom-coms were all that prudish. Even the Rock Hudson and Doris Day comedies of the late 1950s and early 1960s have a layer of sex appeal. But it was a wink rather than explicitly spelled out. As the ’60s progressed—and the morality restrictions of the Hays Code fell away—rom-coms could engage more directly with sex and all the confusing ugliness surrounding it.
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Mrs. Robinson (Anne Bancroft) and Benjamin (Dustin Hoffman) in bed in The Graduate (1967).








During this era there’s a trio of rom-coms that I like to call the “weird rom-coms,” partially because they are hard to classify precisely as rom-coms. These movies are The Graduate from 1967, A New Leaf from 1971, and Harold and Maude, also from 1971. They are all rom-coms in which the subject matter is deliciously transgressive. These aren’t movies about two beautiful people falling for each other: They are about murder and infidelity and death.


In The Graduate, directed by Mike Nichols, a young man named Benjamin Braddock (Dustin Hoffman) comes home from college to find himself seduced by his parents’ friend Mrs. Robinson (Anne Bancroft). A setup with her daughter Elaine (Katharine Ross) initially goes terribly wrong. He takes her to a strip club with the intention of making her dislike him, until he winds up falling for her. The darkness that courses throughout the film undercuts how comically wild it would otherwise seem, as it is capped off by a happy ending that doesn’t seem all that happy. Benjamin’s race to the chapel to stop Elaine from marrying another man would inspire parodies and imitators, but rarely could anyone else capture the unease Nichols lends to this final sequence.


Nichols would eventually direct a more traditional romantic comedy in 1988 with Working Girl, about an assistant from Staten Island (Melanie Griffith) who tries to make it in the corporate world of Manhattan. Along the way she falls in love with a handsome colleague (Harrison Ford), who happens to be in a relationship with her boss, a detail that is only revealed over time. Then, in 1996, Nichols remade the 1978 French comedy La Cage aux Folles into The Birdcage—with a script written by his onetime comedy partner Elaine May, the Elaine May, who made A New Leaf.


In what was also her directorial debut, May stars as a botany-obsessed, daffy heiress who is wooed by a formerly rich jerk (Walter Matthau) who plans to murder her and take her cash to revive his own fortune. On one hand, it’s a disturbing one-sided romance—she genuinely thinks he’s interested in her and he’s plotting her death. On the other hand, it’s the story of a couple so equally bananas they belong together. Her clueless persistence and survival instincts break down his will to acquire her funds, and they end up together. May actually wanted the film to be more disturbing. She explained in a 2006 conversation with Nichols that, “They took a murder out of it. I wanted to do the first comedy in which somebody got away with murder.”


The specter of death hovers over Hal Ashby’s Harold and Maude, perhaps the oddest of these titles, as well. The movie begins with nineteen-year-old Harold (Bud Cort), a young man obsessed with mortality, staging his suicide. But his disaffected attitude shifts when he meets seventy-nine-year-old Maude (Ruth Gordon), who has the opposite perspective on life, despite nearing the end of hers. The conclusion is a sad one—Maude dies—but of the three films mentioned here, Harold and Maude might actually be the sweetest. Despite its gothic qualities, it’s a genuinely uplifting story about learning to embrace the time you have.
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Elaine May in costume, directing A New Leaf (1971).










On the other hand, May’s follow-up to A New Leaf, The Heartbreak Kid, released in 1972 and written by the lauded playwright Neil Simon, drips with acidity. The wonderfully nasty story follows a man named Lenny (Charles Grodin) who marries the hilariously annoying Lila (May’s daughter Jeannie Berlin) and then promptly becomes infatuated with a beautiful blonde college student, named Kelly (Cybill Shepherd), while on his honeymoon. Lenny does everything he can to keep Lila stuck in their hotel room while he romances Kelly and sucks up to her parents, who see right through his ingratiation. Lenny ostensibly gets what he wants: He and Kelly marry at the end. But he is left just as unfulfilled as he always was. Roger Ebert described it as “a movie about the ways we pursue, possess, and consume each other as sad commodities.”
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Ruth Gordon and Bud Cort in Harold and Maude (1971).








When The Heartbreak Kid was released, the draw was not just May, but Simon, the Tony Award–winning writer of The Odd Couple (1968), whose previous successes included 1967’s Barefoot in the Park. Most of the rom-coms written by Simon don’t hold up as well as The Heartbreak Kid does, partially because they just aren’t as mean. His most famous works now seem dated, rooted in old ideas of how men and women should act. Take Barefoot in the Park, about a married couple (Jane Fonda and Robert Redford at the peak of their respective beauty) who move into a dingy Greenwich Village apartment after a spectacular honeymoon at a hotel. As soon as they take up residence in the problematic abode, their personalities start to clash. He’s a traditionalist; she’s a free spirit. They both want each other to adapt to their ways and are equally resistant to doing so.


Barefoot in the Park relies on the notion that audiences might somehow be at least lightly scandalized by a woman with as little interest in traditional gender roles as Jane Fonda’s character, even if Redford is supposed to be the stick-in-the-mud. By the end she has to acquiesce, caring for her uptight husband, while he has to pretend to have a little fun.
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