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Homme-Com

Engendering Change in Contemporary Romantic Come

Question: which of these scenes is from a romantic comedy?

A man with irritable howel syndrome goes on a first date. The wor
chooses a restaurant with spicy food, which upsets his stomag]
Balked from using the lavatory at the restaurant, the man, back at
woman's place, at last relieves himself messily in her bathroom, oni
to discover she has num out of toilet paper .

A man having sex begins to feel anxious. His partner insists
mutnal climax, so he fakes it. Despite his orgasmic cry, the wom
suspicious, and questions him. He flees into the next room, tear
the empty condom. and, as the woman enters, tries to fling it out th
window. But the window is closed . .

A man is preparing for his first partmered sexual experience. Erotic
the woman massages his body, his legs, his feet. She bends her h
and sensuously begins to lick his toes. Unfortunately the man
extremely ticklish. He tries to move his foot away, jerks his leg, an
involuntarily, kicks her in the face, causing a nosebleed .

our ideas about rom-coms in these three situations is
evident scatclogical and sexual emphasis. More fundament
surprising is, I suggest, the fact that each synopsis begins
words ‘a man'. Surely contemporary rom-cems start, and end, wi
woran, with her desires and dreams, her temporary frustrations;
eventual fulfilment? .
Certainly, the post-classical romantic comedy is usually associ
with women: female concerns, female stars and female audiences ar

% Answer: they all are. What we might first find anomalou
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licit in the term ‘chick flick’, and a glance at the majority of rom-coms
ghle in cinemas and for home viewing bears out the dominance of
1en within the narratives and marketing. Meg Ryan, Julia Roberts,
se Witherspoom and Sandra Bullock have each built their careers
the success of various rom-com vehicles, although their success
scaping the confines of this genre and convincingly moving into
w. outside the rom-com has been less uniform. New films continue
Eummu. bearing the romantic comedy’s hallmarks: female-centred
tives charting the rockiness of the road to true love, and including
well-used tropes as the initial mutual antipathy, the subsequent
yrd, the misunderstanding that breaks up the couple, the sacrifice or
t or embarrassing public gesture that stands as an apology and re-
blishes the pair. Such tropes are variously discernible in Iate 1990s
5 such as Clueless (1995) and 10 Things I Hate About You (1999), in
y Weeks Notice (2002) and Laws of Attraction (2004) from the early
000s and more recent movies such as Because I Said So (2007) and
ic and Lyrics (2007). All of these place the woman at the centre,
ning themselves with her worldview even if occasionally allowing
narrative to undermine her.
he films that own the scenes sketched above - Along Care Polly
004), 40 Days and 40 Nights (2002) and The 40-Year-Old Virgin (2005)
an be seen, however, as belonging to a relatively new offshoot of the
re. This contemporary grouping, which can be posited as beginning
the mid-1990s with Swingers (1996), shifts the emphasis in the
narrative from the worman to the man, consciously opposing the currently
ominant female-centred narrative through their presentation of texts
qusing on male protagonists. These texts set out to explore and test
onoE.m of the genre by repositioning the centre, rehearsing all the
eric basics - dating rituals, feigned indifference, heartfelt passion ~
making them new by considering them from a male point of view.
oes this collection of films, which might also include The Tac
Steve (2000), Hitch (2005), and Wedding Crashers (2005), really
vide such an alternative take on the contemporary rom-com? While
chearsing the same old tropes as the now-traditional female-centred
ories, this newer kind of rom-~com for boys ~ what I will designate the
mme-com’ ~ does seem boldly different in its evident prioritising
 the importance of the bodily, and particularly the sexual, elements
ithin romance, the scatological and carnal motifs highlighted in the
1arios mentioned above.
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William Paul (1994, 2002)has posited the increased popul
the late 1970s/early 1980s of a strand of American film gw% :
he dubs ‘Animal Comedy’, ocaurring in films that employ * -
H.Su.pmﬁm. such as Animal House (1978) and Porky's (1982). ?m&nw,
wﬂﬁbm up on this theme, examines the elements of what h,
Hollywood Lowbrow’: ‘It often employs profane language mbam. 3
employs farce based on scatological and sexual irruptions; it fr :
mmwgmm on parodic frameworks or vignettes to mﬁmm&w its e
narratives and it attempts to provide fun . . .’ (2005: 18). :

-guch films arose, an excursion that iluminates the current
ihinant form of the rom-com, now associated with women.

. 1 have noted elsewhere (Jeffers McDonald, 2007), the Hollywood
‘rom has moved through several cycles and evolutions since
coming of sound in the 1930s brought the screwball comedy
‘the rom-com tropes now familiar to us - the ‘meet-cute’, the
ally antagonistic couple, the inevitable last-minute volte-face and
nciliation - to cinema screens. The particular form of the genre

Bonila sees such films as having a phi : . alent from the mid-1950s for about a decade - the so-called ‘sex
philosophical hin,
P motive be edy’ where sex was the terrain being fought over by the female

attempts to gross ou irvi s . M1
and mﬁmmmommm_ can WMWMMM%MMMMEMH%EMMMMMM Hmoﬂ gﬂﬁoa ¥, Its . male protagonists - has been assumed to appeal more to female
alienated subjects back in touch with a corporeali P anmw.mﬁ%, ence members because of the valorisation of female pre-marital
1y subjugat astity, Both Al Capp (1962) and Alexander Walker (1966 [1968]), for
ample, assume that female audience members are responsible for the
ccess of the Doris Day romantic comedy vehicle. Close reading of the
ost popular films of the time, including Pillow Talk (1959), however,
,.Y..mm_.,_m that the assumption that the films display a battle over sex, with
mﬂ desiring and women withholding it, is inaccurate: actually both
zle and female protagonists want sex, but women want respect too.
illow Talk presents its chic career woman hercine Jan (Doris Day)
a5 equally desirous of, and equally prepared to use scheming to get,
exual union with the playboy hero (played by Rock Hudson). Where
¢ characters differ is in the lengths they will go to get sex: he will lie
sbout his identity and desires, she will not. This, rather than her horror
st learning his carnal plans, is what triggers the temporary break-up
of-their relationship. The early 1960s sex comedies can thus be seen
mtimating that sex is important to both genders, a fact picked up and
cused on by the next evolution of the genre, the radical rom-coms
of the 1970s. Films of this decade, such. as The Goodbye Girl (1977),
An Unmarried Woman (1978) and Annie Huall (1977) constantly stress
that sexual fulfilment and pleasure, long acknowledged as significant
10 men, are vitally important to women also. These films show wornen
asking for sex, enjoying sex, sometimes avoiding sex, but doing so at the
dictates of their own bodies and desires, and not to please or appease
their partners.
Despite the obvious impact of the feminist movement on these 1970s
films and their assertion of sexuality’s consequence to women, these
texts were not contemporaneously perceived as being meant for ferale
viewers only. Variety reviews of the time do not assume that Annie

and bathetic physical comedy with occasional wopes of the rom:
amongst other generic phinderings, as in their box-office hits
and Dumber (1994), There’s Svmething About Mary (1998), Me ..S
and Irene (2000) and Shallow Hal (2001). o
. ﬁpm homme-com seems to share some of Hollywood Lowby
Insistence on the comedy derived from tumescence and mﬂmﬁmﬁus
memmE and ejaculate, and perhaps its motives can similarly be seep’
Eﬁmwaﬁm to return the purely physical to understandings of romant
love. Em new emphasis on the importance of sex and the body in alli
messiness seems to offer a conscious rebuke to the standard form
Fm contemporary rom-com, which has been habitually downplaying
ﬁ.nﬁoﬁmﬁnm of sex for over a decade now. This essay will consider
rise ow w&m homme-com and its increased emphasis on the mGEmH..
mxeBEEm the re-gendering of the genre’s narrative alongside this ne
WMMoﬁﬂmEm of the noﬁﬁ potential of the body, its drives and desire
essay enquires wheth i ioritisation is inevi icd
the osay MH T et mMM this prioritisation is inevitably Hm%nﬂ....

~ You've got stale: the cortemporary Hollywood vom-com ~

w.w.moam moving to examine the new homme-com and what it seek:
reintroduce to the genre, it is necessary to revisit the contexts from:
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Hall, for example, will find a natural audience in WOmen; sirmjlyy.
‘gentleman’s magazine' Esquire saw no anomaly in Interviewing Wogq mmmediately have sex on a plane; only later do they gradually fall in
Allen in depth about Annie Hall (F. Rich, 1972). : i
Unlike the radical rom-corn, the films of the late 1980s and 199
which established the form of romantic comedy that still doming;
today, were, however, both firmly centred on and associated with
femnale and forsook the emphasis on the Importance of sex that
formerly been so prevalent. The insistence on gendering the ge
narratives, stars and audiences as all female inevitably coupleg
avoidance of sex with the female also. In this way, the most res
evolution of the rom-com - what I call the Ephronesque turn, as v
of noting Nora Ephron’s influence as the writer of When Harry Met Saj}
(1989), writer-director of Sleepless In Seattle (1993) and You've Got M
(1998) and inspiration of many others - is responsible for abandpg
the egalitarian standpoint on sex established by the radical roni.c
and returning the genre to the putative 1950s ‘double standard’, wh
men wanted sex and women were exhorted to withhold it from the
Visually, the Ephronesque films recycle elements from the ra
rom-comm: the almost inevitable location of love in New York City is the;
as in the 1970s films (see Deborah Jermym, Chapter 1 in this collectio
But where the later products of the genre ‘differ is in the ideg
behind these choices of locale. The radical TOIM-COms were Commi
to showing a more modern and thus realistic view of love, E&.ﬂ.
Its wransience. Situating their love stories in the city, where mos
the audiences for the films lived, was thus, in the 1970s, another
of acknowledging their new realism: if love could occur in this hy
alienating environment, there was hope for us all. The Ephrones
film maintains this focus on the urban setting but avoids the previg
underlying objective: now love may seem difficult to achieve but:
Inevitably easily conguer distance, antipathy, time, even death.!
While, then, the current Ephronesque form is happy to plun

ith teenagers, with immaturity and relationship problems, while love
and stability are associated with not having sex.
- You've Got Mail epitomises many of the current problems of the genre,
ut none so much perhaps as the avoidance of sex. The temale and male
leads of the film, destined to be a couple by the conclusion, both have
ther partners to begin with, but neither pair is ever seen kissing in a
anner other than desultory; although the couples go to bed together,
seems that in You've Got Mail all they do in bed is sleep, as matched
cenes indicate, While this serves, alongside other hints, to bear out that
Joe (Tom Hanks) and Kathleen (Meg Ryan) are destined for each other
d not meant for their current, wrong, partmers, it also establishes a
frigidity the film cannot overcome, For if the WIOng partmers’ wrongness
‘extends to their lack of sexual compatibility with Joe and Kathleen, thus
explaining why nothing is going on in the bedroom, the new couple

mst by contrast evince a passionate intensity in their relationship to
underline why it is meant to succeed. But the film does not attempt
this. The only intensity permitted Joe and Kathleen is thejr initial
pmutual disiike as business rivals, Once Joe has realised that Kathleen
is also ‘Shopgirl’, his email pen-pal, he begins to be a kinder, nicer Joe
(0 her and the energy of their encounters is instantly dissipated. The
film indeed seems so uncertain of the appropriateness or desirability
of physical contact that the couple’s clinch is held off until the very,

across the carrent form of the genre since the late 1980s: if sex happens
it happens offscreen, but mostly it just does not happen. Sexis curr
frequently portrayed in rom-coms as an immature pastime, a phas
goes through, which explains its greater prevalence in comedies
al teenage markets (such as the American Pie films). In A Lot Lik

L.1: The last image of You've Got Mail,
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very last moment, when all secrets are aired and forgiven. Fven 1
the presence of Joe's dog in the scene makes the final picture less '
of a passionately attracted couple and more one of a happily reunite
family (see Fig. 11.1. :

By de-emphasising sex as a necessary part of romance, and focusiy
on women as the ‘natural’ heroines of and andiences for, such sexles
rom-coms, these films have implied the unimportance of mm.ﬁ
fulfilment for women. They have also established the contemporag
form of the rom-com as such a sex-free zone that they have inevj; b}
created a space for the reintroduction of such themes. Hollywood
nature, abhors a vacuum, and so the homme-com was born,

While these male-centred films can be seen, as I discuss belo
challenging both that the rom-com is necessarily about women an
that sex has no part in films of the genre, do homme-corms, however
maintain the idea that sex is a generally or exclusively male concern?.

so searching for real love just like women, the traditionally assumed
udience and focus of the genre.

- While Swingers reworks the common elements of the rom-com but
laces a man at the centre, later films in the sub-grouping of male-
ocused films have tended to add another ingredient to the recipe:
e gross-out moment. This is an eruption of extreme and usually
yncontrollable physicality into the narrative, and is the elemtent that
links films such as these new homme-coms with other contemporary
omedics that, as noted, have been categorised as ‘Animal Comedy’ (Paul,
1094) or ‘Hollywood lowbrow’ (Romila, 2005). A handful of moments
from the homme-coms llustrates the persistence of excrement, urine
and ejaculate as recurring tropes. Along Came Polly features the hero'’s
attack of irritable bowel syndrome recounted above (see Fig. 11.2).
“Explosive diarrhoea features again in Wedding Crashers, when it
figures as the punishment of an arrogant character who has angered
he central male duo John and Jeremy (Owen Wilson and Vince Vaughn).
The 40-Year-Old Virgin includes scenes of visible physicality prompted
by erections, urination, masturbation and, most difficilt to watch,
depilation.

* Iargue that the homme-com consciously blends this type of gross-
out moment with the romance plot of the standard rom-com in order
to get something new, male-centred and assumed to appeal to male
audiences. It might also be suggested that such films are attempting to
appeal to younger audiences too. While the Ephronesque rom-com is

~ The hormme-com: romantic comedy for boys? ~

One of the most noteworthy recent developments in the generally static
rom-com genre has thus been the emergence of a male-slanted t
Swingers set the standard in 1996: recently dumped Mike (Jon Favresdi
moves to Los Angeles and is taken around town by his woman-mad
friend Trent (Vince Vaughn). Mike is told that what he has been doi
wrong is treating women like people. Trent educates him, Sm.n,.Enm
him the rules of being irresistible, such as, for example, asking for
woman’s phone number and then not calling until at least two full da
have elapsed. By the end of the {ilm, however, it is Mike and not Trent
who has met a wornan who is interested in him, and the film concludes
with her ringing him. ‘

Adopting the perspective of the male instead of the female half of the
couple, Swingers enjoys revesling that its central male characters wo
about relationships, dating rules, makeout conventions, what to say and
wear, just as women have been doing in rom-coms for so long. The;
also spend more time with their friends discussing how to get a woman
than with any women they get, paralleling the trope of the supportive
group of friends again found so often in the Ephronesque rom-co
The filtn therefore sets out to show that, while the common assumptio
that men think about sex a lot of the time is founded in truth, they ar

- 11.2: Reuben’s irritable bowel syndrome makes itself conspicuous on a
_date.













