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Introduction and Acknowledgments

New York magazine’s popular culture blog ‘Vulture’ marked Nora Ephron’s death in 2012 with a slideshow dedicated to some of her finest moments, asserting ‘When Harry Met Sally is arguably the greatest romcom of all time.’1 The site stayed true to its love for the film in 2014 when it celebrated its twenty-fifth anniversary with a week’s worth of articles, again concluding that it had “revolutionized” the romantic comedy genre.2

Although the film does now seem to garner a generally positive response – unlike the reception on its 1989 release – I think it still remains a misunderstood film; if it is the favourite of many, it is a relatively unexplored favourite. But it is vital to understand just why When Harry Met Sally... is so ground-breaking, as well as warm, funny and poignant, how it departed from both other contemporaneous films and its romcom predecessors, to establish themes and recurrent film elements – tropes – still being employed. Since today’s media seem to have united to declare the romantic comedy dead,3 it is important to identify what made When Harry Met Sally... a classic of its kind, in the hope this can lead us to demand and make better films and resuscitate the genre.

Close analysis reveals the film to be carefully and cleverly organised. Along with Nora Ephron’s witty script, adroit direction from Rob Reiner, and performances from principals Billy Crystal and Meg Ryan that are both comic and touching, the film’s structure plays a significant part in its appeal: while it seems to chart in a loose, organic way the haphazard development of the protagonists’ relationship, it takes place within a rigorous framework, enabling a subtle deployment of echoes and parallels across the narrative.

The structure of When Harry Met Sally... breaks down into fourteen sections, bracketed by beginning and end credits, and punctuated by seven sequences presenting a married woman and man relating the story of their meeting: the couch couple interludes. I have tried to organise this appreciation and investigation of the film in a similar way, alternating shorter and longer sections; my version of the interludes, like the film’s, presents material that may appear tangential but actually casts sidelights on the main story. The longer sections, my equivalent of the movie’s narrative segments, examine the bigger thematic elements employed in and across the text.

Before embarking on this exploration, however, a further investigation of the construction is enlightening, revealing not only the skill this entailed, but also the extent to which the structure impacts on the viewer’s engagement with and enjoyment of the film.

So although the account of Harry and Sally’s relationship seems casual, it is actually laid out in a very schematic way:

Credits

Couch couple 1

Narrative segment 1: car ride

Couch couple 2

Narrative segment 2: plane ride

Couch couple 3

Narrative segment 3: break-ups; new friendship

Couch couple 4

Narrative segment 4: friendship, grieving, dating

Couch couple 5

Narrative segment 5: dinner for four

Couch couple 6

Narrative segment 6: dating, grieving, sex, aftermath

Narrative segment 7: seasons, grieving, epiphany

Couch couple 7
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The film’s careful structure abounds with echoes, as with these moments of interrupted kisses



While there is a neat balance in the alternating of couch couple and narrative segments (for all but the last sequence of the film), there are also incidents across and within the narrative segments that chime and echo each other; thus, Sally interrupts Harry kissing his girlfriend in the first section, while he interrupts her kissing her boyfriend in the second, and both interruptions lead to their conversation and antagonism during a period of travel. Both Sally and Harry tell their best friends about their relationship failures in segment 3, and in segment 6, about the failure of their relationship with each other, and so on.

The pleasing symmetry established by these parallels and by the recurrence of the chorus-like testimonial sequences from the married couple is disrupted, however, around the one-hour mark. Up until this point, narrative segments of between eleven and sixteen minutes have been bookended by these short couch interludes. After the sixth couple’s story, however, the momentum within the narrative picks up, and the recognisable pattern of scenes/testimonial/scenes/testimonial is broken. There is now no break from the main narrative action for thirty-seven minutes until we have the final marital testimonial: Sally and Harry’s own.

As will be explored below, the couch couple device is used to forecast and comment on events and emotions in the main narrative; removing this device takes away its Greek chorus effect and adds propulsion to the story, as it moves with inevitability to bringing the protagonists together. In addition, the break from the regular pattern creates an imbalance that we sense; desire for the restitution of the pattern then aligns with a wish for the generically mandated happy ending, making our pleasure even stronger when both are achieved. When we see the final couple talking about their relationship, therefore, satisfaction in seeing them achieve their union is strengthened by enjoyment at this overdue return to the testimonial device.

In the ensuing sections, I will be paying special attention to the film’s construction, its innovative handling of traditional romcom tropes and its trailblazing deployment of new ones. It has been a pleasure to explore the film in depth and for this opportunity I must thank Jenna Steventon at Palgrave. In addition, sincere thanks go to Sophia Contento at BFI Publishing, and staff at the Margaret Herrick Library, especially Kristine Kruger. My gratitude and thanks are also due to everyone who helped with sources or texts, and everyone in my support network, including Ann-Marie, Candy, Chloe, Frances, Jessica, Katerina, Lies, Rian, Rosa, Sarah and, of course, Paul, who demonstrates to me every day that men and women can be best friends.


‘When Harry Met Sally…’

Interlude 1 – faking it

I’m not sure if it seems odd, or appropriate, that the woman who gave us the concept of the ‘Single Girl’ as ‘the newest glamour girl of our age’4 and Cosmopolitan magazine in its current, sexy, incarnation, thus helping kickstart the Swinging Sixties, would also eventually be responsible for promoting the idea that it was polite for women to fake orgasms. When Sally (Meg Ryan) devastates Harry (Billy Crystal) in ‘Katz’s’ deli by making him suddenly doubt whether all the women he has slept with really have ‘had an okay time’, she is not only referencing a timeless open secret that, according to Nora Ephron all women know and no men want to consider, but also a topical idea within popular culture in the 1980s.

Helen Gurley Brown’s breakthrough book, Sex and the Single Girl, was published in 1962, and she took over the then-ailing Cosmopolitan in 1965, boosting subscription rates and making it the first modern women’s magazine dedicated to advice about sex and careers, clothes and politics. This stance that women’s experiences should be limitless is echoed in the title of her 1982 bestseller, Having It All: Love, Success, Sex, Money Even if You’re Starting with Nothing.5 This is the kind of book Sally might pick up when browsing in ‘Shakespeare and Co’, a women’s self-help manual, yet it advocates pleasing one’s partner through deceit. Brown’s earlier book boldly urged women to defy the ‘double standard’, the idea that men should be sexually experienced upon marriage, but their brides should be virgins. This defiance was radical enough for 1962, but the most outrageous part of her message was not just that ‘nice girls do’6 but that they should be prepared to admit it: ‘Should a man think you are a virgin? I can’t imagine why, if you aren’t. Is he? Is there anything particularly attractive about a thirty-four-year old virgin?’7

By the time she was writing Having It All twenty years later, American societal assumptions, at least as represented in popular culture, had moved on enormously, thanks to the Pill, the sexual revolution and the women’s movement. Brown’s 1982 title implies her female readers do not have to compromise, to choose marriage and family or career success and money, which seems in keeping with the 1980s emphasis on self-advancement; but some of her notions seem more dated, even retrograde. Rather than insist that even respectable women enjoyed sex, as she had in her first book, Brown now downplayed the importance of sex to women, urging them to ‘do it anyway’ if their partners wanted to, adding ‘ You don’t have to rev up and have an orgasm’.8 Brown, once legible as a champion of women’s sexual satisfaction, by this point was more intent to emphasise the primacy of male pleasure, male ego: ‘After someone has made love to you with skill and grace, a [faked] orgasm is a way of saying you enjoyed yourself, even as you compliment your host on a wonderful spinach quiche.’9

Sally’s deli sandwich may not be a spinach quiche but her exhibition underlines that, whether complimenting a successfully cooked meal or sexual performance, women’s sincerity can be never assured.

Narrative Segment 1 – context

On the film’s release, many reviewers, both positive and negative, remarked on its accurate reflection of the zeitgeist.10 Although some disliked its ‘yuppie’ setting, it seems evident that part of Reiner and Ephron’s intent in ensuring topicality was to establish a convincing contemporary milieu for the love story. This would then highlight both the departures and continuities in modern romance compared to the traditional romantic comedy. Situating Sally at a bookstore table with the latest self-help blockbusters reveals a tendency to rely on books for romantic guidance, establishing her emotional vulnerability more economically than several paragraphs of dialogue – even Ephron dialogue – could do. And making the books recent hits would ensure nods of wry recognition from those who had seen the same titles themselves. The film has Harry read The Icarus Agenda for the same reasons Sally reads Making Life Right When It Feels All Wrong;11 to illustrate their late 80s environment.
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Marie and Sally amid topical bestsellers



Assuming that the film was keen to be true to its time, then, the next question is, what time was that? In what context did When Harry Met Sally... arrive? What other films were big at the box office that year, what trends were obtaining generally in popular culture and beyond?

It is a conceit in popular history that if the 1970s were, as Tom Wolfe nicknamed them, the ‘me decade’,12 the 80s were more the ‘gimme decade’. The first title spoke to a general turning-inward in America, after the disillusionment of Watergate and Vietnam; reflecting a despair that government or society could be fixed, in the 70s the focus narrowed as individuals worked on understanding and improving themselves, a much smaller project with a greater prospect of success. I’ve noted elsewhere the effect this had on the contemporary romcom,13 which began to include references to support groups and self-help manuals, like 1979’s Starting Over, whose villain, the hero’s selfish ex-wife, makes him leave the family home so that she can ‘find herself’.

Such introspective self-indulgence would come to seem old-fashioned in the next ten years; according to contemporary cinema, the people of the ‘gimme decade’ didn’t want self-empowerment, they wanted money. This was the time when Gordon Gekko’s (Michael Douglas) mantra, ‘Greed is good’, from Wall Street (1987) echoed Madonna’s celebration of the ‘Material Girl’ (1984). Conspicuous consumption was in, along with shoulder pads and big hair. While this is very much a snapshot of the times filtered through then-popular culture, political and social historians have confirmed overt displays of materialism characterised the period; Nicolaus Mills, for example, suggests that the keynote of the era was sounded when Nancy Reagan wanted a new set of china – decorated with gold
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