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Introduction

Midway through the 2010s the romantic comedy was declared dead. The number of rom-com releases from major studios had plummeted to a historical low (near zero, in fact), and magazines in every medium published pieces trumpeting the end of the genre.

Whenever I tried to defend the form, I felt like one of the last remaining members of a benign, poignantly ineffectual cult. When I pointed out that everything’s cyclical in the movie business and that the western was considered a pile of moldy bones just before Clint Eastwood’s Unforgiven topped the box office and won Oscars, people would favor me with the forgiving smiles often bestowed upon cute but gullible children.

Meanwhile everyone who knew me evidently believed that I needed to be emailed the latest journalistic romantic comedy postmortem. For a couple of years, such “Death of Romantic Comedy” pieces were ubiquitous. Then, perhaps less than a month after I received the last of these obituaries, the next link I received asked: “Where Are All the Good Romantic Comedies?”

Whether you love them, despise them, believe in them, or believe them irrelevant, romantic comedy remains the Genre That Will Not Die. Perhaps it’s because we humans keep falling in love with each other, despite the odds, and we never seem to tire of making fun of each other for doing so. Now, years after society pronounced it dead, romantic comedy is enjoying a bit of a renaissance, with some major box office hits in the theaters, and scads of rom-coms earning millions of views and re-viewings on our smaller screens.

That’s not to say that things haven’t changed in the genre, and this new edition of Writing the Romantic Comedy has been extensively updated and revised to reflect those changes. There’s an entirely new chapter devoted to the twenty-first century rom-com and its preoccupations, a new case study of a contemporary romantic comedy classic, interviews with successful working members of the industry, and new material, plus updated references and examples, added to every chapter in the book.

In working on this new edition, I’ve been fascinated to see just how much went on in the past two decades, specific to our genre: the Judd Apatow–inspired rise of the male POV “raunch-com” and “bromance,” the female-equivalent ascension of the wedding rom-com and “womance,” and the release of a handful of movies, such as the beloved (and in some circles, reviled) Love Actually, that have since become enshrined in the classic romantic comedy canon.

The passage of time has also affected our culture’s perspective on, and feelings about, certain films and filmmakers associated with the genre. The particular case of Woody Allen gave me pause, as in the wake of the #MeToo movement, this once celebrated auteur has all the more become a pariah. But regardless of how one feels about an artist as a human being, if a work of his or hers has inarguable historical significance, it can’t be erased from the record, just as its effects on other writers and artists can’t be negated. Thus Annie Hall, a profoundly influential milestone in the rom-com genre, remains a case study in the book, and aspects of Allen’s work within it are still referenced throughout.

Shifting perspectives over time are also responsible for other romantic comedies discussed herein receiving more or less attention in this round, with some of these choices the result of feedback received on the first edition. (I’ve been pilloried for my inadvertent overlooking of Harold and Maude, for example, but it has now assumed its rightful place among “125 Noteworthy Films” of the genre.)

This new edition also represents a small but important course correction, one that reflects my additional two decades of movie-watching, teaching, and working in the industry. At the risk of alarming and alienating readers of the original book, I’ve adjusted my paradigm for the structure of a romantic comedy to include eight beats instead of the original seven. This reflects a trend in screenplay construction that’s become prevalent over the past few decades (i.e., generally, the distance between “Crisis” and “Climax” has increased), and I hope that my specific rationale for this revision will make sense and not cause too many Twitter-verse heads to explode.

All such adjustments aside, certain truisms abide. As a Hollywood story analyst, I can attest to the fact that the studios are once again actively seeking romantic comedies, and such screenplays still showcase the characterization and dialogue skills that can lead to lucrative writing assignments, even if the movies themselves don’t ultimately get made. And meanwhile, rom-com projects are rejected by the industry every month.

Why? Because they’re too formulaic in plot, they lack memorable characters, and/or they don’t speak to today’s audiences in fresh, provocative ways, mistaking superficial silliness for the genuinely deep laughs that a well-crafted, deeply felt comedy should evoke. This last factor—what makes this romantic comedy relevant?—is more important than ever. As someone who’s personally “passed” on (said no to) countless romantic comedies over the years and given a “consider” or “recommend” (a yes) to only a precious few, I know that there’s a lot more to the art and craft of this genre than boy meets, loses, and gets girl. Originally based on a course I’ve taught at the UCLA Extension Writers’ Program, this new edition of Writing the Romantic Comedy is conceived to be a complete contemporary romantic comedy screenwriting workshop in one book.

WHERE I’M COMING FROM

The various theories and pronouncements found in this book are based on my having a foothold in a number of relevant camps. As a story analyst for the major studios, I’m a spy in the house of commerce; as part of their vast decision-making process, I’m familiar with the mercurial minds of the executives whose dictates, be they business sound or bewilderingly whimsical (last year, it was “set everything in high school”), directly affect the marketplace. As a teacher, I’ve learned by trial and error which approaches to the material yield the best results (and which opinions are merely that) and which ones have proved useful to aspiring writers. In preparing this book, I’ve seen and studied hundreds of romantic comedies. The various genre specifications offered here aren’t dreamed-up abstractions; rather, they are based on the evidence presented by many successful romantic comedies.

And finally, as a working screenwriter in Hollywood, I know, as writer Gene Fowler once said, that “writing is easy: all you have to do is stare at a blank page for an hour until the drops of blood start dripping from your forehead.” I know what it’s like to grapple with a seemingly insoluble, problematic rewrite under pressure. And I’ve picked up a few tricks (thank goodness) to make the process bearable.

I’ve also learned that merely imitating what works isn’t quite enough. This is why you won’t find me dictating the necessary screenplay page numbers for act breaks as though they were the eleventh commandment. Once you’ve grasped the rules, sometimes you’ll be called upon to bend them—in fact, I hope you can. One of this book’s themes is that in addition to keeping the writing real and making it personal, having the courage to take risks can yield the most satisfying professional happy endings.

WHO THIS BOOK IS FOR

Novice screenwriters with embryonic ideas, intermediates who are stuck in a draft that needs help, and seasoned pros either new to this genre or searching for inspiration should all be able to find something useful between these covers—as should fans of the form who’d merely like to get an inside look at what makes it tick.

If you’re just getting started, the book is ideally suited for guiding you toward the completion of a first draft. If you’ve already got a draft that’s been through some rewrites, this text can be a problem solver; it’ll help you deconstruct, rethink, and perhaps reassemble your story. Getting back to basics is often the best way to discover where and how you may have gone off track (i.e., “What got me excited about this movie in the first place?”).

The book is designed to get you through your process, following your romantic comedy idea from genesis, through character and story development, and into a completed draft. It features myriad examples from classic and contemporary romantic comedies, and it includes writing exercises that will spark inspiration and short-circuit potential mistakes.

HOW THE BOOK IS ORGANIZED

Part 1 (“Getting Started”) starts with a chapter on the fundamentals of cinematic storytelling (those basic story components that make up a successful script in any genre): character, plot/structure, theme, imagery, dialogue, point of view, and world.

Our second chapter defines what a romantic comedy is. We focus on the dynamics of the “meet-lose-get” formula, analyzing how a romantic comedy story concept depends on strong inner conflicts for its protagonists and how it uses love as a catalyst or antagonistic force for plot development. And we explore how many successful romantic comedies have combined a traditional rom-com story with elements from another genre. The first group of writing exercises addresses how to develop a premise and story concept for your own project.

Chapter 3 maps out a thumbnail romantic comedy history, noting highlights, trends, and evolutions up to the turn of the century, citing classics, sleepers, and cross-genre romantic comedies in every decade. Chapter 4 delves deeply into the first twenty years of the twenty-first century, with an exploration of new trends and evolutions within the genre that should remain relevant for years to come, and features an interview with film critic Manohla Dargis.

Part 2 (“Into the Thick of It”) begins with an in-depth analysis of romantic comedy characters. We explore what today’s audiences look for in a romantic comedy lead, male and female, defining cultural biases and predilections. Chapter 5 also examines how supporting characters function, identifying certain staples of the genre, such as the Bellamy (i.e., the wrong mate). A case study movie, Tootsie (the first of five such movies to be analyzed in depth), demonstrates how the subplots of a story can stem from character choices, and a writing exercise has you fill out Q & A forms for your lead characters.

Chapter 6 discusses theme. The best romantic comedies are shown to be about something. We analyze the case study movie When Harry Met Sally . . . (which is motored by an axiomatic question about the compatibility between men and women) to show how having a workable theme can immeasurably deepen a script—how theme can strengthen all plot and character choices. A writing exercise helps you find the thematic through line in your project.

“Structuring Conflict” (chapter 7) looks at the process of developing an organic plot, identifying the so-called romantic comedy formula, a variation on a three-act construct that has eight key beats. We examine how this traditional structure works and look at ways it can be enlivened or tweaked. A writing exercise helps you prepare a brief working outline of your project in progress.

Chapter 8 encourages immersing the audience in a credible world. It demonstrates how effective writers ground their comedy in serious rules and discusses how an understanding of plot logic techniques can make the fantastical seem real. A case study examines the unique world evoked in Spike Jonze’s Her. A Starting-the-Draft Checklist exercise that reviews the material thus far and applies it to your project is followed by an interview with screenwriter Tess Morris.

Part 3 (“The Finer Points”) gets into more advanced issues of screenplay craft. “The Art of Funny” (chapter 9) maintains that, though much of it’s instinctual, there is a science of comedy governed by fundamental truisms. We explore the use of reversals (a crucial comedic concept), along with other techniques of comedic writing, illustrated by the case study classic by Preston Sturges, The Lady Eve.

“Being Sexy” (chapter 10) stresses the value in making your movie convincingly, genuinely romantic. Basic principles (e.g., in a romantic comedy, it’s never just sex) and various approaches to the before, during, and after of intimate encounters are explicated. We look as well at examples of all varieties of sexual comedy, since this has become a staple of the contemporary rom-com.

Exploiting the many uses of dialogue is the thrust of chapter 11. Writing visually is the theme of chapter 12, in which we cite a number of techniques used to make storytelling more cinematic. The case study movie Annie Hall demonstrates imaginative visual writing, and the writing exercises in both chapters enforce the concepts in dialogue and visual storytelling.

Part 4 (“Completing Your Draft and After”), chapter 13 (“Deepening Your Craft”) introduces five craft enhancers that will strengthen your screenwriting skills. We look at what a first draft is really for and at the many hard choices and imaginative leaps called for in rewriting after that first draft is completed. We also examine the reader-friendly form, with an eye toward getting past the story analysts who serve as the business’s first line of resistance to script submissions. A final writing exercise submits your draft to a rigorous checklist, reviewing all of the book’s important points, to help guide you through the rewrite process.

Finally, chapter 14 (“Approaching the Industry”) takes a look at romantic comedy’s present and future. What is the genre up to now, and where do contemporary audiences seem to want it to go? An interview with Universal president Peter Cramer offers further suggestions on how to approach the market.

HOW TO GET THE MOST OUT OF THIS BOOK

To get the best results from your reading, see the movies discussed, and do the exercises.

All of the book’s case studies are available for viewing via one medium or another, as are most of the films quoted or cited. The clips introduced in every chapter aren’t there merely to revisit favorite moments, they illustrate specific points, and quite often, context is crucial. For example, chapter 5’s Tootsie discussion will mean a lot more to you if the viewing experience is fresh in your mind. So, even if you’ve seen a given movie before, you’ll get more out of your reading if you look again. The writing exercises in this book have all been road-tested in my classrooms. If you take the time to do them, you’re likely to reap tangible rewards—be it a sudden insight that suggests a new story development, or one seemingly small character detail that could set up and pay off one of your script’s best gags.

Often in our zeal to get that product—the finished draft—completed, we don’t take enough advantage of the writing process. The time that you spend “off the page” (i.e., exploring character backstories, playing with alternative structures, searching for clearer definitions of theme) can prove far more valuable than hours spent agonizing over the perfect witty repartee or bit of narrative description. You never know what gold can be mined from digging a little deeper when you work outside the draft itself. Writing the Romantic Comedy provides these exercises as an encouragement to go that extra mile.
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Storytelling Fundamentals

If you’re reading this book, you probably have at least a rudimentary knowledge of what constitutes a good screenplay. Chances are, you’ve heard of the three-act structure and you know that the average script is supposed to be under two hours. Many of you may be already itching to skip to the next chapter. But so that all of us can share a common ground of concepts to build on, let’s do a quick review of the basics.

A perusal of the field yields, by common consensus, seven essential components of storytelling: Character, Plot, Theme, Imagery, Dialogue, Point of View, and World. Everybody has his or her own variations on these elements, but they’re as essential to a good movie as love is to a good marriage. Put them all to good use, and you’re loaded for bear; abandon even one, and your movie will be handicapped.

CHARACTER

Here’s an odd instance of what might be called Oscar prescience: I once predicted who would win Best Actor before the movie was shot. That was when a friend slipped me a copy of the Mark Andrus/James L. Brooks script for As Good as It Gets, then in preproduction under another title. When I finished the read and dried my tears (besides being moved, I was crying because there was probably no way I’d ever write dialogue as good as Brooks does), I opined that whoever played the part of Melvin was going to win an Academy Award. Told that Jack Nicholson had been cast, I said, “In that case, I’ll put money on it.”

Today, some find the produced film hokey and even offensive. But on the page then, it was that good a part, that good a character—and every now and then, in a rare moment of honest humility, you’ll hear an award-winning actor credit the role for the win. They’re no dummies, and any working writer knows that this story component is perhaps the most important of them all. One such scribe nailed it a few thousand years ago (Heraclitus), when he said, “Character is destiny.” Plot comes from people.

Some say that a story is merely the reaction of characters to crisis and/or conflict. It’s certainly true that a story lacking in credible, complex, empathetic people who have strong desires is a story that no amount of sex, violence, or technology can fix. Think of the many memorable movies named after their protagonists—Wall-E, Thelma and Louise, Arthur, to highlight a few—and hundreds of actors’ careers were virtually created by a seminal role. Where would Harrison Ford be without Han Solo? Seth Rogen without . . . Hey, dude, what’s the name of that guy you played in Knocked Up?

Still, you’d be surprised by how often this vital storytelling element gets neglected in your average spec screenplay. All the star power in the world doesn’t make a difference if the characters aren’t on the page—and you can’t get to the stars who’d want to be those characters if they’re missing in action. That’s why this story component is going to get a lot of serious attention in the pages ahead.

PLOT AND STRUCTURE

Character is only half the dynamics of a story. A given situation is the other half. Unlike a title such as Thelma and Louise, the movie about how one romantic couple came to be isn’t called simply Harry and Sally, it’s called When Harry Met Sally. . . . Nice title, because it immediately suggests more than a general story (i.e., everything you need to know about Harry and Sally). It indicates plot—which is, as we’ve posited, how a particular character deals with a given situation (e.g., when Harry met Sally . . . what happened?). How your characters act (or choose not to) generally constitutes dramatic development.

Plot is the specific sequence of events that illuminates your story. Structure is your means of organizing that sequence.

A good plot sustains our interest in a story, making us ask “What happens next?” through a canny manipulation of intriguing complications and escalating conflicts. Regarding structure, cinematic master Jean-Luc Godard once said that every movie needed a beginning, a middle, and an end—but not necessarily in that order. And true, some classics like Sunset Boulevard begin with the ending (e.g., the hero found dead in a swimming pool), and some go backward and forward in time simultaneously (e.g., (500) Days of Summer). But whatever the organizing plan that a story uses, if it’s going to satisfy an audience, its plot is generally presented in three viable acts.

Funny thing about threes. Maybe it’s hardwired into our consciousness, but three seems to be the magic number (as in morning, noon, and night, the Holy Trinity, etc.). You know the feeling when a movie’s first act stumbles, when a second act falls apart, or worst of all, when an ending disappoints; the resulting alienation is fatal. Clearly, a well-structured plot is a critical component of good storytelling, and we’ll be scrutinizing the ways and means of achieving it.

THEME

If there’s one question that gives every screenwriter I know the willies, it’s the one that some executives ask—often at the end of a fine-tuned pitch, a model of first-rate storytelling that’s just outlined a movie in vivid, you-can-see-it detail. “Sounds great,” they say, “but what’s the movie about?”

Like it or not, it’s the question every good storyteller has to answer. If character is the element that tells us who, and plot/structure the element that explores what, then theme is the necessary story component that addresses why. Why are you telling us this story? Why these characters in this particular situation? Why is it significant? Why does your viewer care about this story?

Discussing theme, the astute writer and teacher Janet Burroway said (in Writing Fiction): “A story speculates on a possible truth.” And the test of time shows us that the works that last, on page or screen, do exactly that; they resonate with an idea—an observation, a proposed argument, some concept about the way we live our lives—that gets explored in the course of the story. A movie like Eternal Sunshine of the Spotless Mind has a purpose, some reason for being, that’s palpable; it draws us into its dark depths because it gets at provocative truths. So does a seeming one-joke farce like Groundhog Day (by now having earned its props as A Great American Classic); both films reward return trips with fresh insights.

Having an idea to be explored is what separates the fluff from the beloved favorites. And it’s the secret story-component weapon of the best romantic comedies made to date, as we’ll see when we analyze When Harry Met Sally. . . .

IMAGERY

Though Shakespeare in Love has been justly praised for its wordplay, what many people remember from it isn’t a line, but a moment of visual poetry: a luminescent Viola spinning round and round as her poet/playwright lover joyfully unwinds for the first time the cloth that’s been binding her femininity. And There’s Something About Mary is defined in most people’s minds by a shot of a smiling Mary, crowned with a uniquely hair-gelled hairdo.

These two wildly disparate romantic comedies from the same year are cited to make a simple point: imagery is the very substance of good storytelling, from whichever end of the genre spectrum. Pictorial storytelling has been with us from the dawn of the form (garden, snake, apple), but it’s inarguable that a movie without imagery—either imaginative visual metaphors or compelling pictures, period—isn’t much of a movie at all.

Think about how much of Moonstruck’s charm came from that moon, or how a cheap motel room’s blanket hung across a clothesline to separate Gable from Colbert has etched It Happened One Night in moviegoing history, and you’ll have some idea how potent a tool imagery can be. Sadly, great visual storytelling has long been too scarce in romantic comedy, a genre prone to talking-heads scenes. So we’ll be paying special attention to imagery as a means of crafting a sit-up-and-take-notice script.

DIALOGUE

If you remember the stellar opening of Four Weddings and a Funeral, you’ll recall that what engendered instant laughs was the repeated use of a certain four-letter word. In fact, the only conversation heard in the movie’s first few minutes is that single expletive, uttered by the overslept Hugh Grant and his roommate as they rush to attend a good friend’s nuptials.

Weddings is also a movie that features a classic run-on, humiliatingly nonstop confession-of-love monologue (“. . . in the words of David Cassidy, in fact, while he was still with the Partridge Family . . .”), so you’re not being urged to employ only curse words in your script. This is just to note the one story component that’s an exception to the rules. You don’t have to have great dialogue to make a great movie (as Keaton’s and Chaplin’s best works amply illustrate). But modern audiences expect the spoken word to be part of their moviegoing experience, and skillful use of it has certainly enlivened our genre. So we’ll explore getting the most out of dialogue.

POINT OF VIEW

If you were to simply meet Bridget Jones in one of her pre–Self-Esteem Epiphany moments, as opposed to reading her diary, you might not find her quite as much fun: the first-person voice-over in that movie is a necessity. Yet seeing Shaun’s world from outside his personal perceptions is what makes Shaun of the Dead so funny: for the first half of the story, Shaun thinks he’s living in a romantic comedy, while we know for sure he’s in a horror movie. Lost in Translation with Bill Murray’s character as its primary protagonist would be a different story than the one told by ScarJo’s character, so writer-director Sofia Coppola’s choice—to divvy up the movie’s POV between them—is a big part of what makes that movie work.

Whose story is it? For screenwriters, this is a central question. When we speak of point of view, we’re encompassing both the literal (if the director’s choice of camera angle puts us in the physical position of a given character) and the metaphorical (meaning through whose psychology are we participating in the story’s events?). Who are we identifying with, and why are we seeing the story largely through their eyes?

Romantic comedy often offers dual points of view. There’s still great debate in rom-com circles about who’s the “real” lead in both Sleepless in Seattle and When Harry Met Sally. . . . The guy gets my vote in both cases: even though the females seem equal with the males in the actual balance of material, we’re with the male character in the beginning and end of both films, and it’s the guy who goes through the greater arc of inner change. Regardless, the choice and maintaining of a POV is a potent component that all successful screenplays utilize, either subtly (the shifting viewpoints of Hannah and Her Sisters) or with in-your-face panache (the narration in Clueless); it’s the necessary glue that attaches us to the protagonist and gets us involved in the story.

WORLD

The first thing that comes to mind when one thinks of the movie Fargo (although some may immediately go to that woodchipper) is most probably a pregnant policewoman in the snow—snow, ice, wind, and more snow. Try to imagine Lawrence without Arabia. And doesn’t the archetypical story opening read, “It was a dark and stormy night”?

What’s the world of Breakfast at Tiffany’s? My Big Fat Greek Wedding? The fact that these films immediately conjure up their settings demonstrates that place, time, period, weather, atmosphere—in short, those things that compose the world of a movie—are vital storytelling components.

The African American urban scene that permeates Love Jones, with its late-night poetry slams, is an integral part of its plot. Eliza Doolittle could only be the heroine of a Pygmalion/My Fair Lady world, just as one of her modern-day counterparts, She’s All That’s Laney, is rooted in a contemporary high school milieu. It’s not for nothing that a romantic comedy about the dilemma of an imperiled blue-blooded high-society wedding is called The Philadelphia Story.

A distinctive, vividly realized world can be a key factor in a movie’s success, and since many romantic comedy specs fail to take advantage of it, we’ll be taking a close look at this story component in the coming chapters.

PUTTING IT TOGETHER

While breaking down a screenplay into its disparate elements is a useful process for clarifying craft issues (and is an especially good approach for rewrites, as we’ll see later on), in the best stories all these components are interconnected. A great script is one lively organism where plot and character are inextricable and theme is the lifeblood that courses through every element. That’s why even though the upcoming chapter headings make neat separations between those elements, everything’s bound to overlap. Imagery is as much about theme as world has to do with character.

Which brings us to an eighth, elusive, extra element that bears noting before we go on, and that’s style—or what the more literary might call “the writer’s voice.” Certainly every good story expresses its writer’s personality. But in the screenwriting world—which is more about creating a workable blueprint for a massive group endeavor than about a lone artiste penning the perfect signature phrase—that meshing of elements into one breathing entity is your ultimate self-expression. Your script’s voice is the sum total of all the choices you make about every component we’ve discussed. So if you want to be heard (or seen), you’ll want to be sure that your intention and execution on each one of these storytelling fronts is clear, coherent, and creative.

So much for the general stuff. Now let’s get specific.
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The Romantic Comedy Story Concept

We recognize it the moment we see it.

The meet: A bemused Zach Braff takes the headphones that sweet manic Natalie Portman offers him, unaware how right she’ll be when she tells him, “This one song’ll change your life.”

The lose: A frazzled Cher answers Nick Cage’s fervent declaration that he’s in love with her with a slap across the cheek and the edict: “Snap out of it!”

The get: A rain-drenched Hugh Grant makes radiantly wet Andie MacDowell the oddly backward proposal, “Do you think not being married to me might maybe be something you could consider doing for the rest of your life?”

At pretty much any point where we join a romantic comedy, we know we’re in one. But why? Does any movie that has a love story and some laughs in it qualify? What is a romantic comedy?

COMEDY WITH A COUPLE AT THE CORE

Certainly one major difference between comedies and many dramas is that comedies have happy endings, be they satirically bleak or flat-out joyful. And, obviously, a romantic movie contains some kind of a love story. Still, the comedy Neighbors has a couple as its protagonists, and a happy ending—so why don’t we classify it as a romantic comedy? What is it that defines this genre?

To put it simply: A romantic comedy is a comedy whose central plot is embodied in a romantic relationship.

By way of example, let’s compare two comedies from the ’90s: Analyze This and Shakespeare in Love. In the first, a psychiatrist’s wedding plans are disrupted by his new patient, a Mafia bigwig, but he does get happily married in the end. In the second, a struggling playwright overcomes his writer’s block with the help of a plucky young actress and gets his best play produced after all.

If something sounded skewed to you in those two loglines (one-sentence plot descriptions), you’re right. Because isn’t Analyze mostly about the peculiar bond that develops between a shrink and a gangster? And isn’t Shakespeare more about how the Bard found his Muse and the love of his life? If you were to remove Billy Crystal’s relationship with Lisa Kudrow from Analyze and plug in another conflict, you’d still have much the same movie. But excise Gwyneth Paltrow from Shakespeare in Love, and you’d really have to change its title to Shakespeare.

Many screenwriters classify the structural components of their tale as A story and B story, or plot and subplot. In a romantic comedy, the A story, or main focus of the movie, is the relationship between its romantic protagonists, and generally the B story’s goal won’t be obtained without that romance’s existence. Every subplot in Shakespeare in Love stems from the love affair between Will and Viola. The show goes on only because they go on; their passion fuels every conflict. Since the couple is at the core of this comedic story, we call it a romantic comedy.

The classic three-act structure is usually defined in terms of a single protagonist who’s trying to achieve a goal.


	Conflict: The hero takes on a problem.

	Crisis: The hero can’t solve the problem.

	Resolution: The hero solves the problem.



Thus, in Analyze This, the shrink helps the gangster overcome a phobia, but the shrink’s romance, while a catalyst for conflict, is ultimately not an essential story element.

In a romantic comedy, the three-act structure is revised as a meet-lose-get formula involving two protagonists.


	Meet: Girl and boy have significant encounters.

	Lose: Girl and boy are separated.

	Get: Girl and boy reunite.



Thus, in Shakespeare in Love, Will and Viola’s involvement leads to his completing a masterpiece that stars her; when they’re forced apart, both their happiness and the success of his play are jeopardized; their onstage reunion, however brief, makes Romeo and Juliet a smash and their love immortal.

Rather than asking “Will the hero obtain his goal?” the central question posed by a romantic comedy is: “Will these two individuals become a couple?” We may be identifying with one protagonist more than the other, and their union may ultimately prove more metaphorical than that found in traditional happy endings (e.g., the close of Shakespeare in Love), but our stakes and involvement in the story are focused on the “coupling” problem.

The ostensible hook and central conflict in 50 First Dates revolves around a bizarre medical condition. Yet Henry (Adam Sandler) never does find a cure for the form of amnesia afflicting his beloved Lucy (Drew Barrymore), who wakes each morning unable to remember anything that’s happened since a traumatic event she suffered a year ago. Ultimately, it’s Henry having cleverly devised a way for him and Lucy to happily marry and even have a family in spite of her condition that satisfies our story expectations and brings the movie to a close.

The central conflict in a romantic comedy is resolved when its two protagonists become a couple, or when the primary significance of their coupling is acknowledged. Conversely, if you can remove the couple from the story, and the basic thrust of the story still holds, the story isn’t truly a romantic comedy.

The overall feel and sensibility of a movie does factor in, meanwhile—a sense that the ethos is basically upbeat, as opposed to tragic. The tone and general emphasis of a given movie needs to be factored into its genre identification, which is why I’d never harp on, say, Deadpool being a romantic comedy, though some argue that it pretty much is, while also being a wickedly black-humored superhero movie. When one gets down in these weeds it’s hard to avoid veering into the “Is Die Hard a Christmas movie?” level of perhaps unresolvable debate. But for the purposes of our discussion in this book, a comedy about coupling where the funny love story truly is the movie’s center of attention is what we’re considering a romantic comedy.

THE DYNAMICS OF MEET-LOSE-GET

Given the single most daunting handicap a story could have—the audience that shows up for a courtship tale anticipates its most likely ending before it starts—a romantic comedy’s major challenge lies in raising a huge doubt about how the hell these two made-for-each-others are ever going to end up together.

As in most good stories, the strongest romantic comedy plots feature characters with strong desires who come up against formidable obstacles. “A girl hears an interesting guy talking on the radio and, after looking up his phone number, starts dating him” is a pitch that would’ve killed Sleepless in Seattle. But that successful romantic comedy upped its Doubt Quota by utilizing a canny combo of quirky wants and hurdles.

“Wants” come in all the myriad shapes and sizes of human behavior and experience. What immediately raises the interest level in the real Sleepless is its creators’ employment of a negative desire for one protagonist. The character Tom Hanks plays has a strongly stated “anti-purpose”; he wants to be alone. He’s so convinced that he’ll never again find the true love he experienced with his late wife that he doesn’t want to be with another woman—doesn’t even want to meet one.

The Sleepless team doesn’t stop there, however. They pile a number of daunting obstacles in the path of the Meg Ryan character’s conflicted “want” to meet this interesting radio guy, though there’s seemingly no future in it. The guy lives thousands of miles away, with name and address unknown; he’s got thousands of other women seeking him out—and, by the way, she herself is engaged to be married to another man.

This last little wrinkle is particularly significant. Because if an unattached Meg goes after her man and it looks like she’s not going to win him, our sympathy for her goes only so far; “Oh, well,” might be our response. But if engaged Meg stands to lose one man in her quest for another. . . .

The seed of romantic comedy conflict resides in the “meet.” Most romantic comedies start with at least one-half of the potential couple not interested in, or even actively opposed to, finding a mate. But the best romantic comedies blossom when they have an even stronger “lose” embedded in their concept. What do the characters stand to lose in losing (or finding) each other?

By midway through Sleepless, the audience is convinced that both Tom and Meg are with the wrong significant others. If they don’t meet, we’re made to feel, they’ll lose their one chance of having the great relationship of their lives. For some romantic comedy leads, what’s at stake is what the characters stand to lose if they get each other. Many romantic comedies create conflict by setting an exterior conflict at odds with the protagonists’ personal desire to love and be loved. If the rich man marries the poor girl, he’ll lose his inheritance (Arthur); if the mobster’s girlfriend runs off with another man, they’ll both be killed (Married to the Mob). This is what raising stakes is about: making that “lose” as vital and extreme as it can be.

But given the inevitability of that implied and expected happy ending, the savviest romantic comedies don’t merely rely on external problems to escalate conflict. They build their conflicts from the inside—from within their leading characters.

INTERNAL AND EXTERNAL CONFLICTS

The romantic comedy is often referred to as character-driven, meaning that, generally, the inner lives of the people in them are the most powerful story force, rather than the more arbitrary dictates of a plot or genre. In a Dwayne Johnson action movie, you don’t need to know anything more about the main character than that he’s The Rock; the point of the movie is going to be how he kicks his antagonists’ butts in extraordinary circumstances.

But what creates the crisis in Trainwreck, for example, is entirely of its protagonist’s making. Amy Schumer’s Amy achieves her outer objective, getting a career-boosting article published, but she loses the man she loves only because she has willfully sabotaged their relationship, believing that she’s incapable of sustaining one. Amy’s conflict is internal—the beast lies within.

Internal (or inner) conflicts are the issues and crises that arise within a character. External conflict: normal man meets abnormal-size dog who wreaks havoc with his life (Beethoven). Internal conflict: screamingly neurotic, on-the-spectrum man meets cute little dog (and pugnacious waitress) who forces him to become a more caring human being (As Good as It Gets). In the latter, Melvin’s psychological transformation is very much the main focus of the story. What is Annie Hall, after all, but a feature-length exploration of dueling self-esteem issues?

Because they are character-driven, internal conflict is often the central motor of a romantic comedy; instead of presenting protagonists at war with antagonists who try to keep them from achieving their goals, the antagonism resides within the protagonist. When it comes to relationships, the hero in Jerry Maguire is his own worst enemy; for much of its duration, the same could be said of Bridget in Bridget Jones’s Diary. Silver Linings Playbook’s antagonist is the mental illness its male lead suffers from, a more extreme obstacle from within.

If there’s any commonality to the kinds of inner issues such characters face, it’s this: romantic comedy protagonists tend to be emotionally incomplete.

One archetype is the kind of absent-minded professor played by Cary Grant in 1938’s Bringing Up Baby. Dinosaur bone–obsessed David Huxley lives so much in his head that he often misses what’s obvious in everyday life. He’s so serious, his focus so narrow, that he’s not entirely alive—and is unconscious of it. Thus, he’s a sitting duck for the aggressive future mate who rocks his musty world: screwball heiress Susan Vance (Katharine Hepburn) is David’s wake-up call. She’s a whirlwind life force who shows our hapless hero exactly what he’s been missing.

Silver Linings’s Pat, Annie Hall’s Alvy, Last Christmas’s Kate—all in one way or another lack a certain something that would make them happier, more complete human beings, whether they know it or not. Romantic comedy heroes and heroines are like questions waiting to be answered—because they’re starring in stories where love is the ultimate path to fulfillment.

LOVE AS THE KEY TO STORY DEVELOPMENT

Every genre has its subtext. Thrillers are about creating cathartic confrontations with our fears; action adventures are usually enactments of mythic heroism. In romantic comedies, the real subject matter is the power of love.

Love is not merely the catalyst for action in a romantic comedy, it’s the shaper of the story arc. Although many romantic comedies seem to initially set up their protagonist’s eventual mate as their antagonist, in most cases love itself is the antagonist. It’s the force that the story’s characters have to reckon with; they either succumb to love’s power or reject it. Wrestling with love can force a character to grow or to resist growth, but either way, love’s effect on the central character is what drives the story.

What pushes Moonstruck’s story forward is a kind of spiraling self-awareness on Loretta’s part, the direct result of her falling in love with Ronny, the brother of her fiancé, Johnny. Once her entanglement with Ronny has awakened her dormant passions, she begins looking at herself and everyone around her through new eyes. The values she’s been asked to uphold, she soon realizes, are corrupt: her father, for example, is cheating on her mother. This discovery is partially responsible for sending her back into Ronny’s bed. Getting even closer to Ronny enables her to face Johnny’s return, the movie’s confrontational crisis, with newfound strength.

Such complications in a romantic comedy, a series of stake-raising problems, arise from the characters’ internal issues confronting exterior obstacles: being in love encourages taking risks. And the thing that pushes the protagonist from an end-of-second-act crisis into a third-act resolution is generally a recognition or a realization. In a romantic comedy, crisis provokes the protagonist into comprehending the value of love.

Thus in Moonstruck, Loretta, faced with her fiancé’s return, is empowered by being in love; she realizes that she can’t deny her own feelings. So even if it’s going to throw her family into upheaval, she makes her decision: she’s going to tell Johnny about Ronny and break it off. In 27 Dresses, heroine Jane (Katherine Heigl) finally comprehends that her rejected suitor Kevin (James Marsden) has seen her clearly and loves her despite her fatal flaw: taking care of everyone else’s needs but her own. Going after what she wants for once, Jane races across town to find Kevin and declare her love. Something is learned by the romantic comedy protagonist on the way from playing solo to the ultimate duet, and what a protagonist learns by falling in love determines the outcome of a romantic comedy.

Love as a transforming power, as an instrument of growth and positive change, is the single most fundamental tenet of the romantic comedy belief system. In Bringing Up Baby, David loses everything he’s held dear (including his dinosaur skeleton and, nearly, his sanity) but he realizes he’s better off. Baby, clearly pro-union and anti-isolationist, demonstrates that love (and all the loving tortures that go with it) makes David a better guy to hang out with. It humanizes him.

In a sense, one could restate the paradigm for a three-act structure in a romantic comedy as follows:


	Conflict: Love challenges the characters.

	Crisis: The characters must accept or deny love.

	Resolution: Love transforms the characters.



The most successful romantic comedies utilize this arc to investigate a specific thematic issue. Why has this one couple gone through these particular escalating conflicts to reach this unique moment of crisis? And what values or beliefs are being put to the test by love’s transformative power? The best romantic comedies explore such themes, as we’ll see in a later chapter on this all-important storytelling component.

TWO VARIATIONS ON THE FORM

If our genre’s focus on two single people becoming a couple has thus far seemed a bit constricting, you’ll be glad to hear that you can tweak the basic construct. Historically, two formal types of romantic comedy variation have proved particularly durable: triangle and ensemble.

TRIANGLE

Design for Living (1933)

The Philadelphia Story (1940)

Broadcast News (1987)

Something’s Gotta Give (2003)

The Kids Are All Right (2010)

Juliet, Naked (2018)

In a sense, there are two “meets” in a triangle romantic comedy. The instant conflict that a third party brings to any plot has made this strategy eternally popular, and in our genre, those with a penchant for character exploration get to create truly viable alternatives for their protagonists (as opposed to disposable Wrong Guys and Gals). The daunting challenge, if you’ve done your job well, is fashioning a truly satisfying ending.

ENSEMBLE

FAMILIAL

Hannah and Her Sisters (1986)

Mystic Pizza (1988)

Eat Drink Man Woman (1994)

The Family Stone (2005)

Crazy, Stupid, Love (2011)

FRIENDS

How to Marry a Millionaire (1953)

Singles (1992)

American Pie (1999)

Love Actually (2003)

Someone Great (2019)

The paradigm for this form (a central couple’s conflicts are echoed, contrasted, or parodied through one or more supporting couples) can be found in Shakespeare’s ensemble comedies (Midsummer Night, etc.). Romantic comedies with multiple protagonists tend to be organized, when they’re good, around thematic conceits. They can cast a wide demographic net, since they often feature couples of disparate age groups. Writers drawn to the quirky and the anecdotal find fertile opportunities here; the ensemble approach has certainly paid off in television (from Friends to New Girl and beyond).

SUBGENRES OF ROMANTIC COMEDY

Despite some structural variation, these subgenre movies do conform, in their broad strokes, to our romantic comedy definition. But now that we’ve made the distinctions between our kind of movie and all the others, I’d like to introduce a seemingly contradictory idea: many of the most successful romantic comedies have not been romantic comedies, period.

Is Tootsie a romantic comedy? No, some argue: it’s a high-concept gender-bender. Is Love, Simon? No, it’s a gay teen movie. Is There’s Something About Mary? No, it’s a gross-out comedy.

In fact, all these movies are hybrids: romantic comedy crossed with something else.

Take the Jessica Lange character out of Tootsie and you discover that her relationship with Dustin Hoffman’s Michael is the linchpin of the entire brilliantly delirious plot. But there’s no denying that the man-poses-as-a-woman-to-further-his-career concept remains its co-central concern. Tootsie is, in fact, a high-concept gender-bender romantic comedy—just as Sense and Sensibility is a period romantic comedy of manners, and sports romantic comedy Tin Cup is equal parts putters and puckers.

Though there are many exceptions that prove the rule (e.g., the thoroughly old-fashioned Pretty Woman), contemporary mainstream audiences seem amenable to movies that mix it up. This is also true of your buyers (the studios); a romantic comedy that promises crossover potential is more likely to pique their interest than a straight-up traditional one, since it has the potential to attract a broader audience.

Witness the phenomenal success of Romancing the Stone, whose huge profit far exceeded the chick-flick and date-crowd numbers that a studio would normally expect from our genre. Stone’s canny structure so welds its A and B plots at the hip that they become one central story. For all the uproar over who gets that big emerald, the final clinch between thief Michael Douglas and would-be mark Kathleen Turner is its true resolution. But its adventure-movie aspects pulled in the people who normally wouldn’t show up for anything with “romance” in the title.

This strategy—making your script a romantic comedy and then some—is an especially savvy one for the postmillennial market, and it’s been going on for years. As always, such divisions are more malleable than strict (American Pie is as much a sex farce as it is a teen movie—and an ensemble story as well). Regardless, while these are by no means the only romantic comedy genres extant, what follows is a brief overview of sixteen subgenres of romantic comedy, divided into three categories (Life Stages, Medium and Modes, and Cross-Genre Hybrids), with their significant characteristics and sample titles cited.

LIFE STAGES

TEEN

Grease (1978)

Sixteen Candles (1984)

Pretty in Pink (1986)

Say Anything (1989)

Clueless (1995)

10 Things I Hate About You (1999)

The Princess Diaries (2001)

Nick and Norah’s Infinite Playlist (2008)

Easy A (2010)

To All the Boys I’ve Loved Before (2018)

Wild parties, major peer pressure, sibling and parental interference, angst-ridden self-examination, and lots of great rock ’n’ roll blasting on the soundtrack are the trademark components of this ever-healthy cross-genre, which, along with period romantic comedy, enjoyed a major resurgence toward the century’s end and more recently hijacked Netflix. What makes these movies particularly compelling is the deeply, soulfully over-the-top passions of its teenaged protagonists; these are usually first-love stories, and thus they pack a lot of ready-made, easily empathetic heat.

MARITAL

The Awful Truth (1937)

Adam’s Rib (1949)

Barefoot in the Park (1967)

War of the Roses (1989)

It’s Complicated (2009)

This subgenre’s premise is slightly atypical because girl’s already got boy; staying together or not is the issue that generally drives a rom-com plot. Married romantic comedies naturally serve to explore the vagaries of domesticity and long-term relationships. What sustains love? is often the thematic question, and conflicts tend to center on a couple’s survival being put to the test by extramarital antagonists.

PREGNANT

Micki & Maude (1984)

Nine Months (1995)

Juno (2007)

Knocked Up (2007)

Obvious Child (2014)

The antagonist is hiding in plain sight in a pregnancy-based romantic comedy, where the approach of a bundle of more than joy often appears as a romance’s possible nemesis.

One can see the shift in the culture in the above list, as farcical high jinks about impending childbirth (’80’s Micki) give way to more pragmatic preparenting difficulties (’90’s Nine); then adults who aren’t grown up enough to be parents become the real issue (’07’s Juno and Knocked Up); until we arrive at the inevitable “should there even be a baby?” crisis, in 2014’s Obvious Child. The common thread, meanwhile, is how the Ultimate Commitment becomes the truest test of a love story’s endurance.

PARENTAL

Bachelor Mother (1939)

Bachelor and the Bobby Soxer (1947)

Father Goose (1964)

Baby Boom (1987)

One Fine Day (1996)

About a Boy (2002)

Idiosyncratic in structure, these tacit triangle movies often introduce the antagonist (baby or child) before protagonist meets mate. Then the prospective mate becomes both a further complication and, ultimately, a solution to the problem that these Little People have created. The basic gag here stems from the inappropriateness of children in a genre that’s about courtship; its signifying scene is a nonparent’s comically horrific confrontation with some parenting downside (hold that diaper . . . ). Not to be confused with “pregnancy” rom-coms, where the antagonist still resides within.

OLDER

Harold and Maude (1971)

Something’s Gotta Give (2003)

Last Chance Harvey (2008)

It’s Complicated (2009)

The Best Exotic Marigold Hotel (2011)

Book Club (2018)

It’s taken decades (since the indomitable Ruth Gordon demonstrated the power of elderly love in the May-December one-of-a-kinder Harold and Maude) to see actual “senior couples” on the big Hollywood screen. But with the boomer generation living longer, a burgeoning ageist backlash, and the sheer number of more-than-gracefully aging stars willing and able to take it on, the romantic comedy for people of a certain age (with rom-com vet Diane Keaton leading the charge) is apparently here to stay.

With experience versus ever-optimistic idealism often the issue, these movies are distinguished by the specific vagaries of getting it on when you’re getting on. And when it’s done right, as in the great post-heart-attack tryst between Nicholson and Keaton in Something’s Gotta Give, such material can be both hilarious and moving. The Older Couple romantic comedy affords screenwriters who thrive on character-driven conflicts an intriguing playing field, since often the older you get, the more of you there is to contend with.

MEDIUMS AND MODES

ANIMATION

Lady and the Tramp (1955)

Beauty and the Beast (1991)

Wall-E (2008)

Tangled (2010)

The traditional paucity of romance in the animation genre overall was due to its target demographic: back in the day, the reaction of below-age-thirteen kids to the sight of big-screen kissing was Yuck! Accelerated maturing in the Kids These Days, plus a few decades of the reign of Pixar and its competitors, have yielded the kinds of full-length cartoons with central funny love stories that pull in adult audiences as well. Best suited for settings that inspire their teams’ visual imagination, the animated rom-com excels in realizing the magical, from the thousands of floating candle-lanterns in Tangled to the dystopian interstellar fireworks of Wall-E.

MUSICAL

Top Hat (1935)

For Me and My Gal (1942)

Gigi (1958)

My Fair Lady (1964)

Grease (1978)

Enchanted (2007)

Mamma Mia! (2008)

La La Land (2016)

Twenty years ago, with no popular live-action rom-com musicals in sight (while hugely successful animated features like 1991’s Beauty and the Beast thrived), I noted that the form was no longer in fashion largely due to the supremacy of music videos (while having some life as full-length TV musicals), and mused that “it could command the big screen again, should, say, a Tom Waits or Björk decide to take the leap.”

A couple of decades and Oscar wins later, the musical’s obvious strengths (at emotional high points, lovers can burst into song and dance) have yielded a diverse crop of tuneful winners for a new generation of moviegoers. While we can’t claim 2001’s Moulin Rouge for the canon (too much a drama), the rom-com musical dramedy La La Land makes the cut (more a laugher than a weepie); the delightful live-action/animated Enchanted and the guilty pleasure Mamma Mia! demonstrate the durability of all-singing, all-dancing funny love stories. And should Beyoncé or, say, post–Star Is Born Lady Gaga decide to take the leap . . .

PERIOD

A Room with a View (1986)

Impromptu (1990)

Sense and Sensibility (1995)

Shakespeare in Love (1998)

Casanova (2005)

Pride and Prejudice (2005)

Great hair, great costumes, cool sets, and a refreshing predilection for the well-chosen phrase are among the pleasures of a hybrid that enjoyed a renaissance toward the turn of the new century. Today, when the introduction of private matters in the public sphere is less than shocking, this genre’s ability to make issues of manners and propriety credible is another attraction. A vivid view of bygone eras is a big part of the appeal here, but clearly wit’s the thing on this turf, so if you’re prone to bantering in high style, the above short list ought to provide some heady inspiration.

HIGH CONCEPT

Groundhog Day (1993)

Meet the Parents (2000)

50 First Dates (2004)

13 Going on 30 (2004)

Her (2013)

Yesterday (2019)

When does a romantic comedy not look like a romantic comedy? When its story concept provides such a great hook that it subsumes one’s awareness of the romantic relationship at the core of the movie.

High-concept rom-coms make good on brilliant conceptual leaps of imagination, but require stakes-raising romance to sustain their device-driven tales. The eternally repeating Groundhog Day and the eternally unremembered present of 50 First Dates are conceits that take center stage, but their stories are fundamentally determined by their respective rom-com developments. Just as the Big-like body switch in 13 is what compels the movie’s interest, it’s FBI-man De Niro’s Father-in-Law from Hell that created a franchise in Parents, but love won or lost is what powers the plots in both.

INDIE

SLACKER

Trust (1991)

Reality Bites (1994)

Before Sunrise (1995)

Chasing Amy (1997)

The Tao of Steve (2000)

MUMBLECORE

Funny Ha Ha (2002)

Hannah Takes the Stairs (2007)

Safety Not Guaranteed (2012)

Drinking Buddies (2013)

Lower budget, seemingly cynical but nonetheless unabashedly romantic, these deliberately quirky movies are peopled by disaffected young adults who are determinedly unconventional. They’re distinguished by scenes in which characters ironically subvert mainstream expectations, either dancing when they’re not supposed to (Bites) or refusing to dance to anyone’s philosophy but their own (Sunrise).

The ’90s version, whether genuinely DIY or studio fare with stars replication, and its natural outgrowth, the 2000s’ fervently left-of-center mumblecore pic, have proven to be a contemporary auteur breeding ground: Barry Jenkins (Medicine for Melancholy), Lena Dunham (Tiny Furniture), Miranda July (You and Me and Everyone We Know) and Greta Gerwig (Frances Ha) are among the talented graduates, under the general banner of “indie,” from this minimal mise-en-scène end of the rom-com spectrum.

SATIRE

SOCIAL

Nothing Sacred (1937)

It Should Happen to You (1954)

The Graduate (1967)

Modern Romance (1981)

L.A. Story (1991)

Up in the Air (2009)

The Lobster (2014)

POLITICAL

The Great McGinty (1940)

State of the Union (1948)

Born Yesterday (1950)

The American President (1995)

Bulworth (1998)

Long Shot (2019)

GENDER-BENDING

I Was a Male War Bride (1949)

Some Like It Hot (1959)

Tootsie (1982)

Victor/Victoria (1982)

Switch (1991)

Tangerine (2015)

The satirical romantic comedy either skewers a specific social milieu (the cult of celebrity in Sacred and Happen) or takes on the cultural zeitgeist (1960s alienation in The Graduate and the world of corporate downsizing in Up in the Air). The political satire romantic comedy, with its roots in Capra, tends to get soapbox-y and is typified by a climactic scene in which a protagonist sentimentally waves the flag before a rapt audience of The People. A predominant axiomatic question in both hybrids is whether love can transcend ideology.

The lack of romance in more recent cinematic political satires may be due to the increasing uglification of the American political sphere, a milieu that increasingly trumps fiction: How does the contemporary rom-com screenwriter top the real-life opposites-attract couplings of James Carville and Mary Matalin, or the Conways? Well, 2019’s Long Shot, with its oddball pairing of Charlize Theron as a presidential candidate and Seth Rogen as her speechwriter, is a genuinely funny update that makes its laughs credible by substituting an alternative political present to 2019’s reality.

In one sense a counterpoint to the gay cross-genre hybrid, most of the gender-bender movies’ heterosexual men don’t “enjoy being a girl” (or in Victoria’s case, don’t enjoy being with a girl who’s supposedly a man). Cross-dressing humiliation is a common motif. But empowerment through transcending gender prejudice is also a common theme of a genre that examines sex roles and pokes fun at sexual stereotypes.

CROSS-GENRE HYBRIDS

ADVENTURE

Romancing the Stone (1984)

The Princess Bride (1987)

Joe Versus the Volcano (1990)

Seven Days and Seven Nights (1997)

Fool’s Gold (2008)

Given that “low stakes” is often the guilty-as-charged nemesis of a garden-variety Two People Talking at a Restaurant romantic comedy, the romantic comedy/adventure movie provides high-stakes (i.e., life-and-death) drama and action. Distinguished by exotic locales and more action (or action-comedy) than is generally seen in a rom-com, it features visually compelling set pieces, and it’s a good genre for getting protagonists involved super quickly—thrust together in big jeopardy that forces intimacy upon them.

CRIME

THIEVES

To Catch a Thief (1955)

How to Steal a Million (1966)

Something Wild (1986)

Duplicity (2009)

MOBSTERS

Prizzi’s Honor (1985)

Married to the Mob (1988)

Honeymoon in Vegas (1992)

SPIES

Mr. and Mrs. Smith (2005)

Knight and Day (2010)

The Spy Who Dumped Me (2018)

The combination of crime and romance capitalizes on the foreplay tension natural to both genres, and the exhilaration/fear that follows successful trysts and scams. Violence inevitably enters the picture. Conflicts tend to center on issues of trust and alliance—not surprising when there are lots of guns being waved around.

In the past two decades, perhaps in part because HBO’s The Sopranos (1999–2007) had so dominated the small screen, espionage took over as the big screen’s go-to for crime-related fare. But while the Brangelina high jinks in Smith seem to have withstood the test of time, the definitive Spies in Love movie, after Dumped Me’s disappointing performance, has yet to materialize.

SCIENCE FICTION/FANTASY

Sleeper (1973)

Eternal Sunshine of the Spotless Mind (2004)

About Time (2013)

The One I Love (2014)

Deadpool (2016)

Some of the most heady, mind-tripping movies in recent cinematic history have fused romantic comedy with wickedly inventive science fiction premises. The idea that you could erase a selective portion of your memory is what makes Eternal Sunshine a fascination; that this power is used by its protagonist to forget his most memorable relationship is what makes it a love story with a deep emotional pull.

While most of the titles above are conceptual in their sci-fi slant, Deadpool lands here as a rare “superhero with sci-fi power” rom-com. But really, where else to place this genuinely screwball, crackling black-comedic romance between a disfigured nihilist crime-buster and the smack-talking woman of his dreams?

SPORTS

Pat and Mike (1952)

Bull Durham (1988)

The Cutting Edge (1992)

Tin Cup (1996)

Love & Basketball (2000)

Wimbledon (2004)

While the 1952 Tracy and Hepburn charmer Pat and Mike established the paradigm, screenwriter Ron Shelton essentially copyrighted the contemporary sports rom-com with Durham and Cup; the former still holds up as a romantic comedy classic. Such stories generally feature professional athletes in one or both of the leading roles. As with the crime rom-com hybrids, there’s a natural synchronicity between the specific
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