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Sex: A Bad Thing?

Lights low. Her skin, soft and delicate, subtly illuminated amidst the dim atmosphere. All that keeps you apart is space and time. She looks up. Sweetly smiles. Her eyes take a bow. Slowly, they rise back. Her chest swells as she draws in all that is around her with one encompassing breath. She lets it go, and you see it all: patience, sensitivity, beauty, dignity, and enduring love. A burning treasure hidden deep in her heart. He hardly even notices as the waiter pours another glass of wine. It flows, from the bottle, to the cup, to her lips. He can’t wait another second. He’s been waiting for this moment all his life. He opens his mouth, and the words begin to form. But before he can finish his sentence, she’s gone. 

It all begins so innocently, but before you have time to look away, the soon-to-be fiancée is down under. The magical aura of a romantic restaurant has turned x-rated before your eyes. After a quick jerk inching him further beneath the tabletop and a slight release of a near orgasm, not much is left to the imagination. 

America has drastically altered the common paradigm of a romantic comedy. The movies that once portrayed the passionate pleasantry of a hopeful relationship have now resorted to a show of the raunchy obsessions and dirty desires that we all, at times, possess. To put it quite simply, the past plots of movies, such as the 1950s hit The Seven Year Itch, are vastly more complex and developed than those of the ravished, sex-scene filled plots of movies such as the twentieth century’s American Pie. 

The Seven Year Itch and American Pie were both amusing and successful romantic comedies; however, the former had a lot more to offer. According to Julia Johnson, film critic of Magill’s Survey of Cinema, “The Seven Year Itch was the most popular film released by Twentieth Century-Fox” (1522) in 1955, and any witness of the film would agree that this rating was not due to a storyline driven by crude, sexual exploitation. The complexity of the film’s plot – in conjunction with the lustrous presence of Marilyn Monroe – is what gives The Seven Year Itch its noteworthy status. 
The script of The Seven Year Itch centers on Tom Ewell. This middle-aged workingman sends his wife and son to the cooler climates of Maine during the hot summer months when few had air-conditioning. Although, unlike the other successful businessmen of Manhattan, Mr. Ewell promises his wife that he will refrain from the irresponsible ways of his days as a bachelor: smoking, drinking, and above all, exploring adulterous relationships with other women. After setting up for an abundance of comic possibilities, the film inventively explores Mr. Ewell’s juggle between remaining faithful to his wedding vows and fulfilling his self-induced fantasies with the girl from the upstairs apartment.
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Tom Ewell and Marilyn Monroe 

in a classic love scene from 

The Seven Year Itch 

 The coinciding conflicts that consume Mr. Ewell make this film far from simple. His conscience, his fantasies, and his wife’s voice are prime examples of the forces used to create complexity in this plot; he is constantly worrying that something is going to happen to his misfortune. These comical anxieties which overpower Mr. Ewell are explored “inventively and at a rapid pace” (Johnson 1519) so that much is left to be desired. The film, obviously dominated by suggestion (Crowther 2865), is humorous on an intellectual level rather than a gross-out, shock level. It substitutes endless sex scenes for a few minor scenes of passionate kissing. In using this conservative type of sexploitation, The Seven Year Itch builds a foundation for its witty, complex plot comprised fully of developed conflicts and significant struggles.
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The least conservative scene in

The Seven Year Itch

Jumping to present times, we find quite the contrary: the absurdity of scandalous sexual exposure has irreverently replaced the compelling plots of times past. At the expense of shocking, sexual innuendos – camera angles that force the viewer on private parts, talk of sexual body fluids, and overt sexual behavior – twentieth century films such as American Pie have diluted their plots to ones that are hardly complex (Flanagin 16).  

The plot of American Pie is quite simple. The high school journey of four senior boys is coming to a close, and they all have a serious problem: virginity. Apparently the biggest geek at East Great Falls High has beaten them to the deed, leaving the egos of these four unfortunate boys badly bruised. Since Jim, Kevin, Oz, and Finch would rather die before heading off to college inexperienced, they make a pact to lose their virginity before graduation. But it has to be “valid, consensual sex. No prostitutes.” Their target date? Prom night.

James Berardinelli of Reelviews agrees that “first time director Paul Weitz and writer Adam Herz aren't going for anything remotely intellectual here” (par. 2). The film replaces intellectual humor with “rude, crude, and lewd” (Berardinelli par. 1) scenes referring to anything that is explicitly sexual, and in doing so, Herz eliminates any opportunity to intricately interlace a multitude of conflicting difficulties that essentially construct a complex storyline. Instead, he apts to string together a threadbare plot. They open the rhythmless comedy with Jim masturbating to scrambled porn channels with a tube sock. Quick to follow is the overt, oral sex scene that results in an unpleasant mishap of semen-beer drinking. The film continues with an escapade in which naked Nadia, the hot

foreign-exchange student, is caught masturbating in Jim’s bedroom. Soon after, Jim accidentally broadcasts himself prematurely ejaculating – not once, but twice – to the entire world of Internet via a hidden Webcam. And who could forget the scene in which Jim experiences third base with an apple pie? 

Based on the above outline of this film’s plot structure, one could easily agree that the plot of American Pie is comprised of a senseless string of scenes; and this senseless string of scenes serves one purpose: to make the audience laugh. American Pie sacrifices plot complexity for crude, sexual exploitation in order to continue the success of the modern “gross-out humor” trend. The problem is, it works yet again. 
With more than $100,000,000 as a gross income (“Business Data”), American Pie proves that not all romantic comedies have to contain intense, complex plots in order to be successful. These days, stretching the limits of tastefulness is all that is necessary to make a box office hit. For instance, semen and other bodily fluids would not dare to make an appearance on screen in the past. American Pie successfully moved the secretion to 
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Another father-to-son chat after

Jim’s dad walks in on him masturbating with an apple pie

today’s modern menu, viewing semen “not only as a drink additive, but also as filling for a pie” (Ebert par. 3). 

Besides the use of gross-out humor, American Pie gained success from the time it took to develop a few of its characters. “While admittedly not the most three-dimensional individuals to grace the screen, [they] are likable and worth caring about” (LaSalle 16). Through the course of the movie, much development occurs among Jim’s dad and the female characters. The experiences they have and the lessons they learn enable them to reach a more personable level with their audience. 

Berardinelli contests that “some of the best scenes in American Pie involve the father-son chats between Jim and his dad” (par. 6). From the opening scene of this movie, Jim’s dad takes on a fatherly role in attempting to talk to his son about sex. After explaining the facts about the birds and the bees, he exposes his 18-year-old to some of his favorite adult magazines, including copies of Hustler and Shaved. Despite Jim’s embarrassment, he also manages to mention how things were back when Mom and Dad were Jim’s age. 

For the remainder of the film, Jim’s dad proves to be a supporting and encouraging parent. When Jim has the hot foreign-exchange student over for an afternoon study session, Dad’s there with all thumbs-up. When he stumbles upon Jim getting it on with a freshly baked apple pie, he responds with confidentiality and understanding. Dad’s innocence and good-hearted nature make him the perfect character to relate the facts of life to his son (Berardinelli par. 6). He “provides a stark, hirsute counterbalance to the smooth, virginal sleekness of the boys,” while he “wanders in periodically to remind the audience of the distracting strangeness of adult life, and to provide the anticipatory terror of becoming an adult male” (Greven 15). The effectiveness of his character is hard not to fall in love with. 
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Jim’s dad introduces his sex-talk with the porn magazine Hustler
In addition to Jim’s dad, American Pie extends its warmth and respect to the young women of the cast. Kevin Maher of the British Film Institute Sight and Sound even goes as far as to state that “it is only while the film’s female characters are on screen that it offers any genuine wit and sparkle” (37). Such praise is due to the film’s interest in strong, sexually controlling women. The demanding females of this film tower over the men as they fulfill their own womanly delectations through inventive ways of getting their men to perform sexually (Greven 16, 19). This suggests “that male heterosexual performance is no less rigidly compulsory for guys than it is for girls” (16), representing a breakthrough in the amount of sensitivity shown to teenage female sexuality (Zacharek 20).

 The band geek, Michelle, proves to be one of the most sexually dominating characters in this film. ON the night of prom, when almost all hope for Jim’s sexual chances are lost, Michelle impatiently questions, “So, are we going to fuck anytime soon?” Exhibiting complete control over her male subject, Michelle takes over the following sex-scene, constantly referring to Jim as her “bitch”. She reveals herself as a confident, assertive advocate of wild sex. 

Vicki, the steady girlfriend who has yet to take the final step, is another dominate female. Although curious about sex, she had enough self-control to protect her virginity – and in the mean time do everything else but – until she’s ready to give it up. Vicki, and Vicki alone, had complete control over where and when she and Kevin will have sex. Helping to keep her sexual supremacy is her best friend Jessica, a character who reconfirms the film’s premise that “it is the women who control and create the realm of sex” (Greven 17). Jessica poses as the “been there, done that” mediator that gives sex advice not only to her best pal, but to Vicki’s boyfriend as well. 

The final contestant of female dominance is Nadia. This sexy foreign-exchange student shows complete sexual confidence as she looks through Jim’s pornographic magazines after undressing in the confinement of his bedroom. Showing the ability to satisfy her own desires, Nadia begins to masturbate on Jim’s bed. When Jim stumbles in on her, she firmly requests a striptease to enhance her own desires. As already stated, it is not long before Jim blows his load. “The juxtaposition between her sexual fearlessness and Jim’s pathetic 
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Jim during his romp with the hot foreign-exchange student, Nadia

premature orgasms provide the fiendish humor of the scene” (Greven 17) while placing all sexual power into the hands of Nadia. 

The women of American Pie are not the average, easy chicks that have “insecurities…hung around [their] necks as substitutes for personality traits” (Zacharek 20). Rather, these women are respectable and self-assured. They exert sexual power that is almost threatening, leaving them, not the men, in control. According to Mike Long of DVD Review it is this, “this characters and their situations[,] that make ‘American Pie’ worth watching” (par. 8). What’s more is that these womanly roles offer much resemblance to the radical gender and sexuality changes in our culture. The film seems to portray new insights on the two by reshaping the traditional notions of manhood (Greven 14). Men are no longer the only dominating figures in society; women are just as apt to dominate any given situation. 

In developing these characters into distinct and interesting people, American Pie becomes “more honest than many teen sex comedies of the past” (Flanagin 17). The film succeeds in creating characters that seem like actual teenagers, rather than characters that act too much like adults, because it takes advantage of the characters true vulnerabilities. The susceptibility of each character makes this cast seem so real and alive “that watching it,” according to Glenn Gaslin of the Dallas Observer, “becomes as uncomfortable as going through ‘the first time’ all over again” (par. 3). Even though explicit sex scenes and gross-out humor are necessary in order to create this ambiance, “the honesty keeps this ribald comedy from being distasteful” (LaSalle 16). American Pie doesn’t attempt to show the ideal high school setting, but rather, it shows the trying years of high school as they truly are – or at least how they are in today’s American culture. 

Furthermore, not all of today’s modern romantic comedies fall into the diluted plot structure classification that American Pie and many other teen romantic comedies fall into. Standing out against this classification are the more serious films that are aimed towards adult viewers rather than teens. One such film would be How to Lose a Guy in Ten Days. Although this more serious romantic comedy doesn’t contain the gross-out humor that is vividly displayed throughout teen romantic comedies, such as American Pie, it does manage to weave a light, humorous tone into an intricate, developed plot structure, thus shying away from the gross-out humor, diluted plot structure trend that comprises many of today’s teen romantic comedies. 

Nevertheless, regardless of the shift away from complex and developed plot structure, such as displayed in The Seven Year Itch, I have come to conclude that American Pie succeeds at becoming just as amusing and enjoyable, if not more, as the intellectually humorous films of the past. Dennis Lim of Film Review Annual agrees that “American Pie is best when it’s disgusting, which, admittedly, is a lot of the time” (56). Raunchy obsessions and dirty desires have made their way onto our screens and into our homes for what seems to be the rest of film history. Their popularity is steadily increasing, and with the common paradigm of modern romantic comedies, there’s no use fighting it. Once the pages of pornography have been flipped, the curiosity of masturbation tampered, and the final step of full and frontal sex explored, we have done nothing more than to expose the life of a teenager for what it is really is: “a perfectly natural, hormonal farce” (Gaslin par. 3). As painfully embarrassing and downright shocking as it might be, the teenage sex-drive can make one do things that nothing else can. Its possibilities are endless. A bad thing? I’ll let you choose. 
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