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POP! Goes My Heart: The Sound of Specific and General Love in Romantic Comedies and 

Dramas 

 

“If you want a happy ending, that depends, of course, on where you stop your 

story.”1 – Orson Welles  

 

 On a day like any other, as unremarkable as the one before, something out of the ordinary 

happens: You meet someone. Maybe you met this person in the past; maybe you have seen them 

on television, in movies, on the back of a book; or maybe this is the first time you have ever laid 

eyes upon them. Regardless, you meet in an unexpected fashion. The meeting… does not go 

well. At least, not as well as you may have hoped. Even so, there is a spark, an attraction the 

likes of which you have never experienced. Not even with your spouse, fiancé(e), or significant 

other if you have one. Eventually, you realize you love this person, but there is something that 

keeps you apart. This may be somebody else, a secret one of you has kept, or something 

indefinable yet difficult to overcome. But you do! Only, not immediately. Things end. Then there 

is a reconciliatory moment where you meet again and there is a proclamation of love so grand it 

would make even the most callous cynic shed a tear. From there, your love is solidified, and you 

live happily ever after. Presumably. Depending on the genre. 

 What I just described is the prototypical plot of a romantic comedy. A Star is Born’s 

Jackson Maine (Bradley Cooper) believes that “music is essentially twelve notes between any 

octave. Twelve notes and the octave repeats. It’s the same story. Told over and over. 

Forever. All any artist can offer the world is how they see those twelve notes.” Genre films 

largely fall into this description as well. Billy Mernit spells out the seven basic story beats of 
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romantic comedies: the Setup, the Cute Meet, a Sexy Complication, the Midpoint, Swivel, the 

Dark Moment, and Resolution.2 While most romantic comedies follow these story beats, the 

films are far from identical. Like all genres, romantic comedies grow as they “repeat some 

elements, but vary others; individual [films] will even introduce new elements which will in turn 

become conventionalised.”3 With music, the twelve notes are a toolkit; for film, the seven story 

beats are more limited, formulaic, points that have to be hit for there to be a story. It is the 

ingredients of character, setting, and theme that permit romantic comedies the ability to create 

new stories out of the same beats, like music can with its twelve notes.  

While scholarship on film music is extensive, there is important work to be done on 

original pop songs in films and films’ compilation scores, in which the musical selections are 

largely pre-existing songs.4 Anahid Kassabian, in discussing romantic comedy music, argues that 

pop scores and compilation scores can open up multiple interpretations for viewers as the songs 

pre-exist the films. As such, “perceivers can bring their own relationships to the song, the artist, 

or the genre into their engagement with the filmic text.”5 As increased attention is placed on 

romantic comedies and dramas and the way they engage in the discourse of love—through 

dialogue, narrative themes, and music—one cannot ignore the films where the music and stories 

are intimately connected,6 particularly when the protagonists of the films are musicians and the 

songs are supposedly composed by the characters within the film’s narrative. 

 

Romancing Movie Musicians 

 Music and Lyrics (henceforth M&L) and A Star is Born (henceforth ASIB) are a romantic 

comedy and romantic drama, respectively. The two films have little in common regarding factors 

such as audience reception, critical acclaim, and awards prestige.7 The differing receptions, 
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however, may be an indication of the bias against romantic comedies, as both films feature a 

washed-up male musician who falls in love with an ingenue who helps him write songs. In both 

films, the characters perform original music. These songs reflect a distinctive positioning of love 

within their respective genres and illustrate how the use of film music can influence how love is 

mass-marketed through cinema. 

Erica Todd contends that there are two types of cinematic love: passionate love and 

companionate love. The former predominates in romantic dramas while the latter is central to 

romantic comedies. While passionate love is “short-term, arising from idealistic conventions like 

‘love at first sight,’” companionate love is “more long-term and durable” and “has an inevitable 

link with the institution of marriage.”8 While I agree with Todd that the two genres depict love 

differently, I find issues with Todd’s dichotomy. Romantic comedies typically conclude without 

marriage and their central relationships often spark with a “love at first sight moment” just as 

those in romantic dramas (and even Todd acknowledges that both types of romance can enter 

into the other genre in key moments9). As such, I propose a different dichotomy of love: whether 

the love featured in the film is idiosyncratic and specific to the film characters’ blossoming 

relationship or if it is more generally applicable to relationships and primarily rooted in the 

feelings provoked in the audience. To do so, I turn to the original compositions created for these 

romantic films. 

This article expands the understanding of cinematic depictions of love through the use of 

genre theory and the network model of signification. Through these, I trouble the discourse 

surrounding romantic film genre distinctions by examining how the original songs convey the 

concept of love and ask if the specificity of love showcased in M&L is a key component in the 

sustaining the genre border between it and a romantic drama like ASIB.  
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 Placing romantic comedies and romantic dramas into conversation, as opposed to looking 

at just one genre is important for a number of reasons. First, the two appeal to different, yet 

overlapping audiences, so the romantic themes will differ, despite having many intersecting 

generic dimensions. Second, much like film critics, scholars have largely segregated the two 

genres. If a work discusses romantic comedies, drama is just one element of the films; if a work 

is about romance, then romantic comedies are scuttled into a single section, so as to remain a 

work about “art films” rather than “popcorn movies.”10 Third, while much has been written about 

pop music in film and how music adds to romance through the “love theme,” scholarship seldom 

focuses on the original pop songs composed for films within these genres.11 The genres of 

romantic comedies and dramas have much in common. The central differences, at least in the 

case of these films, are their depictions of love and when in the narrative the credits roll.  

 

The Genre of Romance 

Despite critical apathy, romantic comedies were one of the most popular and 

commercially successful genres of the 20th century, as were romantic dramas. Between 1997 and 

2009, the historical romantic drama Titanic (1997) was the highest grossing film of all time, and 

adjusted for inflation, a different historical romantic drama currently holds the spot—Gone with 

the Wind (1939). Romance is so integral to American media that most media include a romantic 

subplot, even in varied genres, such as fantasy, survival, and western.12 

There is, however, a stronger historical link between the genres of romance and musicals. 

Before 1932, films featuring music in a significant way were romantic comedies that highlighted 

musical performances.13 Robynn Stilwell argues that due to the connection between romantic 

comedies and musicals between the 1920s and 1940s, the closest approximation to a wider 
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musical style in romantic comedies “would be that of the Tin Pan Alley or mainstream pop 

song.”14 Songs in musicals can communicate the drama of the narrative and represent the themes 

of the production,15 which can be seen in how the original compositions of M&L and ASIB 

convey narrative information about the protagonists’ relationship and provide an insight into the 

films’ depictions of love. Song-and-dance numbers can reveal “moments that cannot be uttered 

at the diegetic level” and give “voice to untold stories in the mise-en-scene.”16 More recently, 

film musicals like Moulin Rouge! (2001) and Chicago (2002) understood that postmodern 

musicals need to incorporate music more realistically than Broadway productions, yet still 

function as narrative, dialogue, and show-within-the-show production numbers.17 While neither 

M&L nor ASIB feature song-and-dance numbers, their original music has similar functions. 

The mention of Moulin Rouge! and Chicago is worth dwelling on, as I have so far 

connected musicals with romantic comedies—even the Golden Globes’ categories imply a film 

can be a Drama or a Comedy/Musical. While the categorizations at one award show might seem 

insignificant, one would be hard pressed to call Moulin Rouge! or Chicago comedies, unless they 

stopped watching halfway through. The same is true of La La Land (2016), which won a record-

breaking number of Golden Globes in the Comedy/Musical category in 2017. Recently, 

however, films that traditionally would have been classified as comedies/musicals have 

eschewed that label to call themselves dramas. This includes ASIB and the jukebox musical 

Bohemian Rhapsody (2018). While their preferred categorization does not influence whether 

academic genre analyses can approach them as musicals, I choose to analyze M&L and ASIB as 

romantic comedies and dramas that feature music, as opposed to musical romantic comedies and 

dramas. This distinction could be seen as nitpicking, but it is for both theoretical and practical 

reasons.18 Now, it is important to ask what defines a romantic comedy and a romantic drama? 
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This question is vital to consider as the border between genres is often fuzzy and porous. 

Jacques Derrida writes that “every text participates in one or several genres.”19 Similarly, Janet 

Staiger argues that every film contains elements of a variety of genres.20 Rick Altman greatly 

strengthened film genre analysis with his semantic-syntactic approach, in which he proposed that 

the broad building blocks, the vocabularies, and the specific meaning-bearing structures of 

genres need to be considered when discussing film genre.21 Yet even Altman’s approach raises 

questions about the genre borders. Despite this, examining romantic comedies and dramas’ 

“established conventions can offer a context for interpreting the depiction of [various] types of 

love.”22 The rest of this section details established characteristics of romantic comedies to 

illustrate the differences and similarities between romantic comedies and dramas. Thomas Schatz 

posits that film genres “express the social and aesthetic sensibilities not only of Hollywood 

filmmakers but of the mass audience as well,”23 so it is vital to consider the syntactic 

expectations and semantic fields audiences may relate to romantic comedies and dramas, both in 

the kind of love stories told and the loves they depict.  

The simplistic definition of a romantic comedy—“boy meets girl; boy loses girl; boy gets 

girl”24—fails to consider the expanding diversity of romantic comedy characters’ race, sexual 

orientation, and (dis)ability in recent years.25 Interestingly, this same expansion is not seen in 

romantic dramas, where “homosexuality is generally not represented,” making films like 

Brokeback Mountain (2005) outliers.26 Celestino Deleyto better describes the genre as the 

intersection of three elements: “a narrative that articulates historically and culturally specific 

views of love, desire, sexuality and gender relationships;” “a space of transformation and 

fantasy;” and “humour.”27 Romantic dramas feature less humor but are not entirely devoid of it. 

While major differences exist between the genres, largely stemming from their thematic 
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messages and endings—as epitomized by Todd’s playful definition of romantic dramas: “boy 

meets girl, boy gets together with girl, boy loses girl”28—I would like to complicate the 

distinction between the two genres. 

One conception of romantic comedies is that “the world of Hollywood romantic comedy 

is brightly lit and accompanied by upbeat music in major keys.”29 Of the eleven songs in M&L, 

six are in major keys and five are in minor. In ASIB, ten of the eighteen songs are in major keys. 

While both films have incidental score that may complicate the amount of major versus minor 

with a variety of musical cues, the musical atmosphere created by the soundtracks for both films 

is primarily major. That, however, does not always mean upbeat. The final song in ASIB is in the 

key of G major, but many (this author included) find it heartbreaking. This disconnect is likely 

due to the fact that “songs have access to language, specifically lyrics, which can be a very 

explicit means of transmitting meaning” as opposed to instrumental cues that are imbued with 

emotion through visual association or repeated usage.30 

Perhaps the largest difference between the two genres is highlighted by Tamar Jeffers 

McDonald’s definition of romantic comedy: “a romantic comedy is a film which has as its 

central narrative motor a quest for love, which portrays this quest in a light-hearted way and 

almost always to a successful conclusion.”31 The disparity then comes from the ending. As said 

by Orson Welles in this article’s epigraph, happy endings are always possible, they just depend 

on where you choose to conclude your stories. Romantic comedies almost always end before the 

wedding, while romantic dramas can go far beyond.32 In romantic dramas, after we see a couple 

fall in love, they are typically torn apart. Romantic dramas end with tears of despair, while 

romantic comedies end with tears of joy. In this article, the films’ final songs and the co-written 
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duets are given special attention, as they encapsulate two separate philosophies of love. In order 

to best discuss these songs, I must first detail the network model of signification. 

 

Network Model of Signification in Film Music 

Kathryn Kalinak argues that regardless if film music is instrumental or accompanied by 

lyrics, it accomplishes the same functions: “providing unity, creating mood, heightening 

atmosphere, aiding characterization, establishing geographic space and time period, and 

connecting an audience emotionally to a film.”33 Music scholars have increasingly turned to 

compilation scores and pop scores, which feature original music composed specifically for the 

film but marketed separately. According to Jeff Smith, pop and compilation scores began 

emerging in the 1950s and 1960s, largely for economic and commercial reasons of increasing 

revenue through selling records.34 Despite this monetary goal, Smith maintains that pop and 

compilation scores still support the dramatic requirements of films, which is evident in how these 

scores have grown in popularity among auteur directors such as Quentin Tarantino and Edgar 

Wright.35 As Claudia Gorbman argues, “Music-loving directors treat music not as something to 

farm out to the composer or even to the music supervisor, but rather as a key thematic element 

and a marker of authorial style.”36 Kassabian contends that instrumental, pop, and compilation 

scores provide differing identification functions for audiences, and, as such, each deserves 

scholarly attention.37 The import of pop scores only increases when films such as M&L and ASIB 

seamlessly weave original music into established musical worlds.  

Compilation and pop scores “have dramatically changed the landscape of film scoring.”38 

One significant change is the downplaying of the themes, particularly the leitmotif. Musical 

themes in the score can “index different situations, emotions, and events,”39 but with the 
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introduction of compilation and pop scores, themes shifted from repeated motifs to introductory 

songs and/or songs played at particular moments to convey emotions, create atmosphere, and 

mark narrative moments. There are examples of pop songs repeating and creating a pseudo-

leitmotif, such as “Moon River” in Breakfast at Tiffany’s (1961), but, generally, songs seldom 

repeat as an instrumental theme would.40 It is worth noting that M&L and ASIB straddle the line 

between compilation score and pop scores, because many songs were newly composed for the 

films while others were pre-existing.41  

While music semiotics is how many academics write about music as a language, the 

majority of that scholarship focuses on instrumental music. Philip Tagg and Ron Rodman, 

however, have repurposed semiotics to make it more applicable to popular music. In Rodman’s 

network model of signification, music is not analyzed in isolation, but rather in how “all sensory 

channels (image, sound, music, language) combine to create meaning.”42 Tagg notes that music 

semiotics adapts Peircian semiotics, in particular thirdness, where the sign is the sound of the 

music, the object is “the idea of movement and touch perceived as representable in sound [and 

music],” and the interpretant is the interpretation of the meaning of the music.43 With Rodman’s 

network model of signification, the music is anchored to the other sensory channels on the 

screen. This model is particularly useful for popular music in film where the auditory sensory 

channels play over the visuals.44 

In the remainder of this article, I analyze the differing philosophies of love in M&L and 

ASIB through utilizing the network model of signification. First, I focus on the plots of each film, 

highlighting their similarities and how each fits into its respective genre. Then, through an 

analysis of the films’ original music, I demonstrate how the depiction of love in M&L is based in 

specificity, while ASIB provides a more general take on love rooted in the emotion of the 
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relationship. Finally, I turn to the films’ central romantic duets to demonstrate how the ethos of 

love is complicated by when, in the narrative, the credits roll. 

 

Washed-Up Musician Meets Ingenue 

 With genre tenets in mind, I turn to Mernit’s romantic comedy structure to examine the 

story beats of each film. In M&L, the “Setup” of the film begins with a 1980s music video of 

Alex Fletcher (Hugh Grant) and his band POP! performing their hit song “POP! Goes My 

Heart.” When the video ends, we learn that Alex’s bandmate, Colin (Scott Porter), left POP! to 

start a successful solo career. Meanwhile, Alex is being considered as a contestant for the show, 

“Battle of the ‘80s Has-Beens,” establishing Alex as a musician who relies on his old fame to 

keep up his lifestyle.45 His manager (Brad Garrett) then wins him an opportunity to write a song 

titled “Way Back into Love” for the pop music sensation, Cora (Hayley Bennett).  

In the “Cute Meet,” Sophie (Drew Barrymore), a woman paid to water Alex’s plants, 

absentmindedly sings original lyrics as Alex works on the song. He then asks her to write with 

him, but she refuses. The “Sexy Complication” is when, after seeing Alex perform, Sophie 

relents, agreeing to work with him. The two begin to develop feelings for one another as 

Sophie’s writing style intrudes on the way Alex normally works. At the “Midpoint,” Alex and 

Sophie deliver the song to Cora, who absolutely loves it. Having succeeded, Sophie and Alex go 

out to celebrate and end the night consummating their feelings for one another. 

 The “Swivel” occurs when Cora debuts her version of their song to Alex and Sophie—a 

sensual orchestration she can dance to, not the love ballad Alex and Sophie wrote. Cora requests 

they add a final verse. Sophie tells Alex that she hates Cora’s version. Alex responds that it’s just 

music, and as long as Cora sings it, it doesn’t matter what it sounds like because they’ll get paid 
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and his name will be important again. This conversation leads directly to the “Dark Moment,” 

where Sophie, sick of making negotiations, leaves, ending their relationship. Later, when she 

rebuffs his apology, their future together is uncertain. The “Resolution” comes when Sophie and 

her sister (Kristen Johnston) attend Cora’s concert and hear Alex sing a song he wrote himself—

a song in which he apologizes to Sophie. Then, after Sophie and Alex share a reconciliatory kiss, 

Cora and Alex debut “Way Back into Love,” with the original orchestration, to the world, 

affirming the love Alex and Sophie share.  

 ASIB begins much in the same way as M&L, where the “Setup” features Jackson Maine 

performing one of the songs that made him famous, “Black Eyes.” Unlike in M&L, Jackson’s 

popularity decline is not noticeable, as Jackson performs in a packed arena concert venue. The 

opening does, however, showcase Jackson’s drug and alcohol addiction. This is important to note 

as M&L also mentions that Alex once had a drug and alcohol problem, though it is a passing 

comment and has no impact on the story. For ASIB, Jackson’s addiction is responsible for nearly 

every issue that arises. In M&L, when Sophie asks how Alex dealt with Colin leaving POP!, he 

responds, “Oh, with drugs and alcohol, and, uh, ultimately, my own solo album.” Drugs and 

alcohol are never mentioned again. As both male protagonists are famous musician characters, 

addiction is something audiences might expect to be addressed, yet the focus or lack thereof 

reveals another difference between these genres. Romantic comedies deal with people improving 

through love, while romantic dramas illustrate how the characters’ flaws either need to be 

overcome or they will ultimately doom the relationship.46 While addiction is likely too heavy of 

an issue to be handled in most romantic comedies, it isn’t in a film without the genre expectation 

to leave the audience smiling. Steve Neale describes this as the “verisimilitude” of the genres: 

addiction in a romantic drama about musicians is “probable, plausible, [and] likely,” even 
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appropriate, but not in a romantic comedy, despite their similarities.47 Both films feature 

romance, laughter, and drama, yet the conclusion of ASIB is far from the happy ending in M&L.  

Furthermore, while M&L is based on an original screenplay, ASIB is the fourth iteration 

of its story.48 Dan Wang argues that remakes “are documents of the changes that a particular 

story [absorbs] as it [moves] through the American twentieth century.”49 In discussing the 

various remakes of The Jazz Singer (1927), Krin Gabbard contends that “each new Jazz 

Singer was radically refashioned as its ‘narrators’ formulated new stories to accommodate the 

profound changes in American culture.”50 This is manifest through how the endings of The Jazz 

Singer and ASIB changed as each were remade, and how elements such as blackface, drugs, and 

alcohol, were either removed or inserted, reflecting the cultural acceptance or rejection of certain 

tropes. As a story told four times between 1937 and 2018, ASIB provides a unique look into how 

America’s conception of love and romance has changed in the twenty-first century, while M&L 

provides insight into a particular point in time.  

 Returning to the romantic comedy beats, ASIB’s “Cute Meet” is the moment when 

Jackson sees the musical talent and potential of Ally (Lady Gaga) as she sings “La Vie en Rose” 

at a bar and he invites her to get a drink. The “Sexy Complication” and the “Hook” occur in 

quick succession. At the bar, Ally becomes so angry that people are disrespecting Jackson’s 

privacy, she punches a pushy fan. Afterwards, Jackson takes her to a grocery store to get frozen 

peas for her swollen hand, and in the parking lot, the discuss music, their dreams, and begin to 

fall for one another. Ally then sings the beginnings of the song “Shallow” to Jackson, and the 

two sleep together. The “Swivel” is the next morning when Jackson invites Ally to his next 

concert. She declines, saying she has to work. The two separate and it is unclear if they will ever 

see each other again. In the “Dark Moment,” Jackson laments that Ally is not at the pre-concert 
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sound check, as she is all he can think about and it interferes with his playing. Upon the urging 

of her friend (Anthony Ramos), Ally eventually relents and goes to the concert. When she 

arrives, Jackson tells her he wrote an arrangement of “Shallow” and invites her to come on stage 

with him. Again, she declines and watches as he starts to sing the song without her. In the 

“Resolution,” Ally goes out on stage, and just like in M&L, they debut the song they co-wrote, 

the song that cements their love, to the world. 

 From Mernit’s story beat description, the two movies appear largely identical, even down 

to the musical cues. The complicating factor, of course, is that the version of ASIB I just 

described is only forty-two minutes long. The actual movie runs for another ninety-two minutes, 

only ten minutes shorter than the entirety of M&L. The recementing of love after a rift is where 

romantic comedies end; weddings are almost never a part of the story. In ASIB, Jackson and Ally 

get married with a full hour remaining. The movie tracks the entirety of their relationship: from 

their first meeting to Ally performing a memorial concert after Jackson has died (something else 

that would never happen in a romantic comedy, unless the lead came back as a ghost). With the 

additional time, ASIB takes us past the point of laughing. David Shumway posits that, in 

romantic comedies, “when the right man or woman is found and returns one’s love, the subject 

will be satisfied, will lack no more.”51 M&L plays into this idea—that while there will be 

struggles, finding your one person is enough. ASIB, however, in going past the declaration of 

love, demonstrates that love needs many layers of cement, and that even if love is found, the 

subject may never be satisfied. 

 Through looking at the story structure of the films, similarities reveal themselves, though 

the differences are stark enough to justify the different genre categorizations. I now turn to the 

original music in the films, particularly the songs the male leads write after they have put their 
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relationships in jeopardy and the co-written duets. From these songs, the philosophies of love 

advanced by each film become clear.  

 

Washed-Up Musician Tries to Fix His Mistakes 

 ASIB has two ending songs, one for the romantic comedy ending and one for the romantic 

drama. M&L ends with two back-to-back songs, which coincide with the two endings of ASIB. 

One is the duet the leads write together; the other is a song the male lead writes in an attempt to 

reconcile with the female lead. Through using the network model of signification, I illustrate a 

distinctive positioning reflected in the two films—namely how the romantic comedy relies on a 

love rooted in a specific relationship, while the romantic drama crafts a more generalized 

depiction of love.  

I should note, however, that there are moments of specificity in the love depicted in ASIB 

just as there are more generic moments of love in M&L. My purpose with this dichotomy is not 

to say that the love in M&L is completely specific, but rather that the love conveyed in M&L is 

more rooted in the audience desire to have that relationship—to be romanced by Alex or to 

sweep Sophie off of her feet and grow old working with your best friend and lover. In 

opposition, one likely would not want Ally and Jackson’s specific relationship, particularly as 

Jackson dies only two years after meeting Ally. Rather than the relationship, ASIB presents the 

emotions of the relationship as the appealing component for audiences, while M&L, like many 

romantic comedies, roots the desire in the specificity of the characters, portraying the couple as 

the singular “right man or woman” for the other. This difference is clearly displayed through the 

specificity and generality of the music the couples compose, most notably in the lyrics. 
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 Starting with the songs that Alex and Jackson write to reconcile with Sophie and Ally, it 

should be noted that while this is the penultimate song in M&L, it is the final song in ASIB.52 

This is due to the structure of the films, where in romantic comedies, there is almost always a 

grand romantic gesture in the “Resolution” phase, which reunites the pair so their love can be 

solidified. As Sophie has left Alex, he needs to convince her of his commitment before the 

climactic duet. In ASIB, Ally never leaves Jackson. In fact, she decides she will take a hiatus 

from touring to be with Jackson. After his addiction leads to him publicly humiliating her, 

however, Jackson fears he will lose her. While in rehab, Jackson tells Ally he wrote her a song, 

but the audience does not hear it until the final scene of the film. 

 In M&L, prior to debuting “Way Back into Love” with Cora, Alex performs “Don’t Write 

Me Off.” The lyrics all directly reference Alex and Sophie’s relationship. Examples include: 

“It’s never been easy for me to find words to go along with a melody,” a self-effacing reference 

to the fact that Alex cannot write lyrics; and “Since I met you, my whole life has changed. It’s 

not just my furniture you’ve rearranged,” an allusion to when Sophie, against Alex’s wishes, 

shuffled around his entire workspace as it was better for her writing process. The song is Alex’s 

plea, with the chorus being, “Though I know I’ve already blown more chances than anyone 

should ever get; all I’m asking you is don’t write me off just yet.” This reveals Alex as a 

character who is made alive by Sophie’s pen. He, much like Jackson, is revivified by his love’s 

fresh writerly energies.  

One could argue that the lyrics are general in a familiar sense, where Alex sings about 

how Sophie micromanages his living arrangements, how he (the man) messes up a lot and needs 

her (the woman’s) forgiveness. In that way, it almost reads like a stand-up comedy bit about 

traditional romantic roles—riffing on established tropes but setting them in a context. A context 
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that makes the general feel specific—a necessary move in the romantic comedy genre, as the 

films appeal to their audiences by presenting a relationship they could experience.53 Each line of 

lyrics references their relationship. The allusions to their relationship make the song specific. It is 

about Alex and Sophie, not another couple. 

Utilizing the network model of signification, I consider the interplay between the visuals, 

spoken word, sound effects, and music. The visuals throughout the scene are one of three kinds: 

close-ups of Sophie and Alex, a long shot of Alex singing on stage, or medium shots of Sophie 

and Alex’s smiling friends. In terms of sound, all the audience hears is the music and Sophie 

gasping or laughing. This is striking as Alex performs at a concert—a concert for a pop 

sensation—but the audience sits silently listening to him. His song has subdued the audience, 

winning over not only Cora’s fans but also Sophie’s sister, who moments before the song began 

was furious with him over how he treated Sophie. A further notable aspect of the sound mix is 

that while Alex plays in an arena venue, far away from Sophie, the mix sounds as though his 

voice and Sophie’s reactions are the same volume, as if they are right next to each other. The mix 

creates a sonic intimacy between them. The interaction of the music, lack of ambient sound, and 

visuals culminate with Sophie crying tears of joy when Alex sings the chorus. His song worked, 

by being a song that would not work for anyone else. The love song was for Alex and Sophie. 

Everyone else was just an observer, there to ensure the romantic gesture had a grand audience. 

In contrast, the song Jackson wrote for Ally while in rehab (“I’ll Never Love Again”)—a 

song Ally, instead of Jackson, debuts to the audience, as Jackson killed himself only two scenes 

prior—does not reference anything that is specific to their relationship. Rather, it is something 

anyone who has ever loved and lost might feel. One example is “When we first met, I never 

thought that I would fall, I never thought I’d find myself lyin’ in your arms,” which does not 



 17 

apply to their relationship, as Jackson introduced himself to Ally with the intention of asking her 

on a date—the attraction was immediate and strong. Instead, this is a common sentiment of 

people not looking for love and finding it in unlikely places. While this certainly applies to 

Jackson and Ally, it is not unique to their relationship. The chorus is “Don’t wanna feel another 

touch. Don’t wanna start another fire. Don’t wanna know another kiss, no other name fallin’ off 

my lips. Don’t wanna give my heart away to another stranger or let another day begin. Won’t 

even let the sunlight in. No, I’ll never love again.” The lyrics reflect a more general feeling of a 

person unable to fathom loving anyone other than the person they are with, nothing specific to 

Ally and Jackson. 

The visuals, however, conjure that specificity for Jackson and Ally. Like “Don’t Write 

Me Off,” Ally sings “I’ll Never Love Again” in front of a silent concert audience, with the only 

sounds being her singing and orchestra. Again, the sound mix does not play like a live concert, 

but the intimacy is not created between Ally and Jackson, but between Ally and the viewer. This 

sonic combination makes it sound as if Ally is singing directly to the viewer. The effect is 

heightened by the way the camera pans across Ally’s face throughout the sequence. The 

movement has a pragmatic purpose of keeping the viewer visually interested as there is always 

movement even while the shot remains on a single subject. There is also emotional purpose 

behind the shot: conveying that Ally is trying to move, to continue living as Jackson’s brother, 

Bobby Maine (Sam Elliot), told her to, but she cannot. She loves Jackson, and with him gone, 

she can only sing a song he wrote for her. The only times the visuals leave Ally are three cuts to 

the past: The first, while she and Jackson are on stage and he hugs her; the second, when they lie 

in bed and she makes him laugh. In the third, on the upbeat before the final chorus, the film cuts 

from Ally to a flashback of Jackson singing the song to her for the first time. Not only do the 
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visuals cut, but the sounds switch to Jackson’s voice with the only accompaniment being his 

piano. While Ally cries through her rendition and the orchestral strings add a melancholy feeling, 

the final cut to Jackson shows that this was his love song. When he sang the line, “I’ll never love 

again,” he meant that Ally was all he ever wanted, and he would love her for the rest of his life, 

not realizing he would end it only a few short weeks later.  

The visuals create specificity, but the lyrical content is more general and rooted in 

emotion—both Ally’s and that evoked in the viewer. The love Ally and Jackson share is a love 

that anyone watching the film could have and a love that anyone could lose. The depiction of 

love in ASIB is for everyone, not just for Ally and Jackson, and in order to be for everyone, 

actual details of their past need to be erased from the lyrics and displaced into the visuals. 

 

Washed-Up Musician and Ingenue Duet. The End? 

While the philosophies of love in the reconciliation songs differ between the films, the 

ending of M&L and the romantic comedy ending of ASIB—the unveiling of the duet written by 

the two leads—share a specificity. Because the plots of M&L and the romantic comedy section 

of ASIB are focused on the writing and performing of the duets, both songs are previewed prior 

to the official debuts.  

The entirety of M&L builds to the public unveiling of “Way Back into Love,” featuring 

three different versions with various plot-necessitated orchestrations. The first is the demo Alex 

and Sophie record for Cora. Recording the demo is the start of the “Midpoint,” when all their 

efforts culminate with the two singing about finding a way back into love, to each other. The 

song becomes not only their reason for spending time together but also the representation of their 

love. The second version of the song is Cora’s reorchestration, which she describes as “this 
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heavy Indian thing ... very rhythmic” with a beat that is “steamy and sticky.” Sophie views it as a 

perversion of their song, and the fact that Alex does not object to Cora’s changes indicates to 

Sophie (and to the audience) that he may not care as much about their love as Sophie does. The 

final version, with a similar orchestration as the demo, plays right before the credits roll, as Alex 

and Cora perform on stage. When Sophie asks, “What happened to steamy and sticky?” Alex 

responds, “Well, I explained to Cora that it violated the very core of the lyric and corrupted the 

purity of the song. And when that didn’t work, I told her it would help me to win you back.” The 

first half of his comment speaks directly to Sophie’s concern about Cora’s version tainting not 

only the song but the love that produced it, and the second half is Alex’s acknowledgement that 

Sophie’s love is more important to him than selling the song. Though, luckily for them, both 

work out. This is a gesture that, while less grandiose than performing an apology ballad on stage, 

is more impactful for their specific relationship. 

As writing “Way Back into Love” is central to the plot of M&L, the majority of the lyrics 

are lines Sophie wrote alongside Alex throughout the film, but the final performance contains the 

final verse that Sophie wrote after ending their relationship: “There are moments when I don’t 

know if it’s real, or if anybody feels the way I feel. I need inspiration, not just another 

negotiation.” This verse references two specific moments in the film—one when Alex and 

Sophie were falling in love, the other as they were breaking up. While originally composing the 

song together, Alex says, “We’ll change [the line] ‘places in my mind’ if I can keep the chord 

sequence into the bridge.” Sophie lightheartedly responds, “This isn’t a negotiation,” as if they 

haven’t been negotiating on aspects of the song all along. The negotiations turn from fun to 

tense, however, after Cora reorchestrates their song. Alex is not bothered that they have to make 

the song that is the encapsulation of their relationship worse. To Alex, revitalizing his career is 
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more important than the integrity of this single composition. Under a new deadline and unhappy 

with the direction of the revised song, Sophie and Alex fight and, after leaving, she writes the 

final verse alone. “Way Back into Love” features lyrics written during their happiest moments 

and in their darkest moments, but all the lyrics are directly drawn from and tied to their 

relationship. While others may have experienced similar events as Sophie and Alex, the 

specificity in the lyrics makes the song solely about Alex and Sophie, which limits the generality 

of the love conveyed.  

 “Shallow,” the duet Ally and Jackson co-write, showcases the philosophy of specific 

love, but that is because its performance marks the end of the romantic comedy portion of ASIB, 

and thus fits the same mold as “Way Back into Love.” It is not until the film moves past 

romantic comedy and into romantic drama that their music shifts to be more general, appealing 

to nearly anyone who has experienced love. Even so, the lyrics to “Shallow” contain less 

specificity than those for “Way Back into Love.”  

Like “Way Back into Love,” “Shallow” is previewed before the actual performance on 

stage—when Ally and Jackson are falling in love with each other. While in the grocery store 

parking lot, Jackson tells Ally about his father passing away and how his brother had to raise 

him, though he doesn’t really “know who was raising who.” She looks at him and sings, “Tell 

me something, boy, aren’t you tired tryin’ to fill that void? Or do you need more? Ain’t it hard 

keepin’ it so hardcore?” Jackson asks, “Is that me?” “That’s you,” Ally replies. Ally then tells 

Jackson that she “started writing this song the other day, and maybe [it] could work, like, as a 

chorus or something,” and she belts out what becomes the chorus of their duet. Ally’s statement 

that she wrote the chorus “the other day” means it is not about her and Jackson. Jackson made 



 21 

her think of it, and their meeting completes the song, but the verse is the only part of the song 

about the two of them, already distancing it from the specificity of their budding relationship.  

When Jackson and Ally perform “Shallow” in concert, Jackson adds a verse stemming 

from Ally’s desire to have a career in music but prioritizing her other work. He sings, “Tell me 

somethin’, girl, are you happy in this modern world? Or do you need more? Is there somethin’ 

else you’re searchin’ for?” While not referencing actual lines spoken by each other, “Shallow” 

does contain specificity, but there is also a generality in the lyrics. Additionally, even though 

“Shallow” is not a love song, it does cement their love for one another and start the transition 

from romantic comedy to romantic drama. After “Shallow,” the next song specifically about Ally 

and Jackson, “I’ll Always Remember Us This Way,” features only one reference to Jackson: 

“That Arizona Sky, burning in your eyes,” as Jackson grew up in Arizona. Afterwards, their 

music no longer has specific references to each other. They move to generalities about love. 

 All of the songs mentioned here are performed at concerts, meaning they are diegetic 

music performed as much for the fictional audiences in the film as they are for the audiences 

watching the films. Through the music, the philosophies of love become clearer. M&L, a 

romantic comedy in the vein of Richard Curtis,54 uses music to demonstrate a love specific to 

two particular people, while ASIB, the fourth version of a romantic drama, uses music to 

demonstrate a more general love that is rooted in emotional appeals to the audience.  

 

Conclusion 

 This article complicates the prevailing thinking regarding the generic divide between 

romantic comedies and dramas through examining the narratives of M&L and ASIB. I illustrate 

how the films utilize original songs to emphasize their two distinctive depictions of love. While 
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this reading of the films reveals how the musical representations of love interacts with their 

genres, my method of close readings is limited to a discussion of these specific films. Future 

scholars interested in how music inflects depictions of love should employ other methods, such 

as surveys of narrative tropes and soundtracks in a wide swath of romantic comedies and dramas, 

musical and otherwise. The music in these specific films, however, is particularly important, as 

not only are they original compositions, but they are compositions that are supposedly composed 

by the lead characters in the films, further anchoring the music to the romantic pairs. Stilwell 

argues that even “as our culture has grown less certain of the possibilities of romance” and newer 

romantic comedies play into that anxiety, music can “underscore emotions more directly.”55 

Moving forward, scholars and popular critics should take note that films may not slot neatly into 

the romantic drama and romantic comedy categories through narrative or tropes alone, as there is 

a great deal of overlap between the two. Rather, we should consider the films’ endings and their 

soundtracks, particularly when the soundtracks straddle the line between pop scores and 

compilation scores. 

 While the depictions of love in M&L and ASIB are distinctive, they are not necessarily 

unique. The idea of films using original compositions to strengthen or even transcend portrayals 

of love can also be seen in musical films such as Begin Again (2013), Beyond the Lights (2014), 

The Greatest Showman (2017), and Eurovision Song Contest: The Story of Fire Saga (2020)—all 

of which feature original compositions sung by the actors in the films. One can also consider the 

same effect in romantic comedies and dramas that are not necessarily musical, such as Leah 

Nobel’s music in To All the Boys I Loved Before: Always and Forever (2021), Sufjan Stevens’s 

songs in Call Me by Your Name (2017), or The Weeknd’s original compositions for Fifty Shades 

of Grey (2015). These examples reveal the importance of considering the interplay between pre-
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existing music and newly composed songs in film soundtracks. As Kalinak and Gorbman have 

shown, with the growing usage of compilation and pop scores, directors are becoming more 

involved and intentional with their musical selections. Music and film scholars should look to 

how pre-existing and newly composed music interact in films, as songs have the ability to not 

only create mood, aid characterization, and heighten atmosphere, they can also dramatically 

influence how audiences connect to a film and the specific (or general) depiction of love therein. 

There is a growing tide of romantic films featuring soundtracks with original music 

produced in Hollywood and by Netflix in particular.56 This trend will be important to track as the 

conception of love in Hollywood is no longer boy meets girl and they fall in love. Love is 

complex, and anxieties about “finding the one” or having a successful dating life are growing. 

Wang tracks how cinema has shifted representations of love from outward and visible to one of 

the inner with the “soul.” In doing so, he argues that “as romance’s referent moves inward, the 

film image must grapple with the loss of its ability to provide proofs of love while the soundtrack 

becomes freighted with a newfound pressure to express the lyricism of the self.”57 Romance will 

continue to exist in cinema, regardless if it is with the intersection of comedy, drama, or other 

genres, and film music has become an ideal place to explore how love is conceived for 

audiences. 
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