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 Expectations vs. Reality in the Romantic Comedy 

(500) Days of Summer 
  
  

“This is not a love story.” 
  

So ends the prelude to Marc Webb’s 2009 film, (500) Days of Summer, a movie 

universally categorized[1]  as a romantic comedy, i.e. a type of love story. This poses a 

problem to the attentive viewer: he or she has been sold a romance that explicitly 

states that it is not a romance. How can the viewer’s understanding of the film 

coincide with such an unambiguous statement to the contrary? This question is an 

important one for the viewer, but it extends into the narrative of the film as well. The 

protagonist, Tom Hansen (Joseph Gordon-Levitt) believes that he is living a Hollywood 

love story, and that Summer Finn (Zooey Deschanel) is “the one.” But his belief flies in 

the face of multiple conversations with Summer herself, who is clear about her lack of 

long-term interest in him. 

The question arises for Tom and viewer alike: how can their interpretations 

persist when reality opposes them so patently? For Tom, the answer lies in his ability 

to only perceive his relationship with Summer as he wishes it was, not as it truly is. He 

knows what Summer has said , but what she does  is just ambiguous enough to fuel an 

unrealistic fantasy of what the two of them could be. The fantasy proves too enticing 

for Tom to avoid, and he is eventually crushed when Summer’s breakup brings him 

crashing back to reality. 
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For the viewer, the reading of the film as a love story in the rom-com tradition 

persists in spite of evidence to the contrary for several reasons. First, Webb aligns the 

narration strongly with the delusional Tom, so the viewer is more likely to respond to 

his emotions than any rational surveying of the situation. Second, he plays with 

romantic comedy conventions endlessly in the film, conventions whose familiarity 

draws the viewer into the same false assumptions about the relationship that Tom 

believes. Through the use of these genre traits and the narrative’s nonlinear framing, 

Webb creates an interesting and plausible rom-com story arc for the film, but 

ultimately still subverts genre expectations, rather than realizes them: Tom’s 

misinterpretations and assumptions about his relationship with Summer end in 

crippling heartbreak. The viewer also feels this pain, as the unfulfilled anticipation of a 

romantic ‘happily-ever-after’ creates resentment and disappointment when 

compared to a more traditional romantic comedy. 

Through the motif of optimistic expectations clashing with a pessimistic reality, 

Webb achieves three things in the film. One, he creates a compelling narrative out of a 

well-worn story of love lost. Two, he demonstrates the consequences of Tom’s 

selfishness through the painful breakup that comes as a result, while poking fun at the 

genre in which many of his actions and assumptions are condoned. Three, he uses 

genre conventions to pull the viewer into the same delusions that Tom has about his 

relationship with Summer, thereby creating and undermining audience expectations 

for the film itself. Thus, Webb makes (500) Days of Summer a interesting and 

self-conscious romantic comedy. 
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How the 500 Days are Structured 

One of the most crucial elements to both making (500) Days of Summer succeed 

narratively and creating the conflict between expectations and reality is the film’s 

structure, which is best understood as 44 scenes, split into four acts with a short 

prelude preceding them. [2]
 Despite the nonlinear presentation of the scenes within 

them, the four acts each work together to give Tom and Summer’s relationship an 

understandable arc. The first act presents the origins of the relationship, the second- 

its progression, the third- its deterioration, and lastly- its denouement and the final 

indication that Tom is ready to move on. The act breaks are not necessarily evident 

upon first viewing because the vignettes and flashbacks (each marked as one of the 

500 days) will sometimes jump more than a year into the future or past. By dividing 

the film in the manner described however, it is evident that there is a unity to the 

scenes within each act, allowing them to illustrate and explore a specific period within 

the greater relationship. The following is a breakdown of the act structure, scene by 

scene: 
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Prelude – Narrative Introduction 

 

1.  Author’s note 

2.  “This is a story of boy meets girl” 

3.  Opening Credits – Home Videos 

 

Act I – The Conception of the Relationship 

 

4.  Breaking plates/Rachel consoles Tom 

5.  Love at first sight 

6.  Narration & introduction of Summer 

7.  “I hear she’s a bitch”/Smiths in the elevator 

8.  Millie’s engagement party/ Summer and Tom get introduced 

9.  Officially loving Summer montage 

10.  Wii tennis with Rachel 

11.  Pac-man in the café – “Things are off with Summer” 

12.  Karaoke with the whole office 

13.  Copy-room kiss / “Jobs” discussion 

 

Act II – The Development of the Relationship | Retrospective Optimism 

 

14.  Bad Ikea (Day 282) / Good Ikea (Day 34) 

15.  Tom’s bedroom 

16.  Hall and Oates musical interlude 

17.  New Receptionist / Getting over Summer 

18.  “Ringo is my favorite Beatle” and shower sex 

19.  Talking about Architecture in LA 

20.  Talking in Summer’s apartment / “Everything changed for Tom that night” 

21.  More Pac-man in the café, discussing dating 

22.  Soccer game - Asks Rachel about “boyfriend/girlfriend” labels 

23.  Tom asks Summer “what are we?” 

24.  Fight in the bar and fallout 

25.  To call or not to call / Summer comes back 

26.  Flashbacks about Summer’s exes 
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27.  The “penis” game 

 

Act III – The Downfall of the Relationship | Retroactive Pessimism 

 

29.  Art gallery and going to the movies 

30.  Tom at movie alone / Seventh Seal dream 

31.  Tom’s problems at the office 

32.  Montage of Summer inspiring Tom’s greeting cards 

33.  Officially hating Summer montage 

34.  Blind date gone awry 

34.  Millie’s wedding with Summer 

35.  Interlude about love 

36.  Rooftop party with Expectations/Reality 

37.  Twinkies and bourbon montage 

38.  Weekly meeting about new cards/Anti-love speech 

39.  Meeting with Rachel at soccer 

40.  “Look back on the bad stuff ” montage 

 

Act IV – Conclusion of the Relationship | A New Season Begins 

  

41.  Fruitless architecture job search / Summer’s marriage montage 

42.  Meeting at the bench 

43.  Interview / Meeting Autumn 

44.  End Credits 

  

In the above segmentation of film’s plot, all scenes which depict Tom and 

Summer’s relationship in a positive light have been marked in blue ink and the scenes 

which depict it in a negative light, red. By color coding the narrative, it becomes clear 

that director Marc Webb and screenwriters Michael Weber and Scott Neustadter 

offset every sequence’s emotional tone by following it with one which opposes it. By 

examining the sequences’ placement within the act structure, the counteracting 
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sequences are grouped into self-contained couplets (bracketed above,) that are useful 

guides to examining the film’s editing. The couplets demonstrate a boom and bust 

cycle of emotions, which repeats throughout the film, giving the editing a perceptible 

rhythm. This rhythm in the scene arrangement is one of the key methods that Webb 

uses to keep ensure audience comprehension while jump-cutting through time so 

drastically. 

The structure also sets (500) Days of Summer apart from the majority of movies 

with a romantic storyline: were the sequences from Tom and Summer’s relationship 

to be shown in chronological order, they would make a perfect gradient, going from 

blue to red. But by taking them out of order and imposing a pattern on them, Webb, 

Neustadter, and Weber tell a familiar story in way that is both interesting and 

understandable. A.O. Scott describes the arrangement as “teasing and ingeniously 

structured” and claims that it “restores a measure of the suspense that is usually 

missing from the romantic-comedy” (Scott, 2009, E12.) Distinguishing the film from 

the average rom-com was also one of Webb’s major goals as director. In an interview 

with Vulture after the film’s premiere, he spoke disparagingly of rom-coms which 

“don’t feel like they’re real” and said he hoped to make (500) Days of Summer about 

those “ambiguous relationships… that really help you grow and define you in a certain 

way” (Hill, 2009, NP.) Many viewers and critics believe that Webb succeeds in this goal, 

including critic Roger Ebert, who praises the nonlinear plot construction as mirroring 

of the way that people retroactively perceive relationships. “We never remember in 

chronological order, especially we’re going back over a failed romance” (Ebert, 2009, 
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D7.) 

Webb, Neustadter, and Weber’s structuring of the plot is uncommon for a 

reason: it runs the risk of confusing audiences who generally expect films to present 

pieces of the story in sequential order. According to film scholar V.F. Perkins, 

audiences have expectations about how a film functions when watching it, which are 

based on a mixture of presuppositions and indicators given in the film itself. He writes 

that when these expectations are subverted, it can either create a deeper meaning for 

the work, or simply destroy the film’s coherence (Perkins, 1972, 62.) Webb ensures 

(500) Days of Summer’s congruity by establishing the pattern of rising and falling 

romantic hopes early in the film through the sequence couplets. The rhythm quickly 

becomes familiar to audiences and thus maintains coherence according to Perkins’ 

theory by being consistent not to general expectations for cinema, but to the rules that 

Webb establishes within the film itself. Perkins’ theory of creating deeper meaning by 

subverting audience expectations will be examined to a greater degree in the “Creating 

and Subverting Audience Expectations” section. 

By taking a deeper look at the acts themselves, it becomes apparent how the 

careful design of the couplets creates a functional story arc while ignoring chronology. 

In the first act, Webb shows how Tom’s interest in Summer grows from a gut feeling 

of love-at-first-sight into a deeper (and possibly mutual) romantic interest. The 

audience sees the ebb and flow of Tom’s crush as he gets to know Summer, 

demonstrated in the couplets like the one which begins with his elation at their shared 

musical interest, and ends with his dejection at her “goooood” weekend. The first act 
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ends after Summer kisses Tom, thus demonstrating explicitly for the first time that not 

only does he have feelings for her, but she for him. The plot changes its focus to the 

romantic phase of the relationship for the majority of the next two acts. 

Act II begins with a sequence that takes place in a shared location during two 

distinct (and distant) days. The second half of the sequence shows a near idyllic date in 

an Ikea, which Tom and Summer share in the early days of the relationship. The first 

half however, depicts Tom’s poor attempt at recreating that happier time after 

Summer’s feelings have begun to sour. In addition to being a good example of the 

happiness/despair cycle, the scene illustrates an important motif: Tom trying and 

failing to reconstruct the past. A detailed analysis of this scene will come later in the 

“Tom’s Delusions of Romance.” The rest of the scenes in act II continue the emotional 

bust-boom cycle, but do so with positive couplets- showing an optimistic 

development of Tom and Summer’s relationship. There are conflicts between the two 

characters, but immediately after every scene depicting romantic hardship, there is 

one with a stronger emotional outcome which is positive. This arrangement can be 

easily discerned by examining the colors of the plot segmentation: act II hints at 

pessimistic red only three times and each instance is outweighed by the optimistic 

blue that follows. Therefore Webb gives the second act a perceptible trajectory toward 

the hopeful, while still realistically (and presciently) portraying both the ups and 

downs of the relationship. 

The third act begins with a match cut, going from the smiling couple in a movie 

theater, to Tom alone in the same seat. This match cut indicates that the third act is 
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similar to the second, but devoid of hope. Act III includes several happiness/despair 

cycles, but unlike act II (where an overpoweringly positive vignette follows any 

negative one,) every hopeful scene here is followed by one of pessimism. The most 

iconic sequence in the film is a perfect example of a disparaging, rather than 

encouraging, couplet: Millie’s wedding and the expectations/reality scene. This 

sequence is the greatest hope Tom has for salvaging his relationship with Summer, but 

it fails painfully. Very late in the 500 days, the wedding seems to be the perfect (and 

final) chance for the two to reconcile, but it ends with the devastating realization that 

Summer is engaged to another man. Through the way it was shot, the famous scene 

embodies the larger theme of expectations opposing reality by depicting Tom’s 

internal, romantic expectations beside his disappointing reality in a split-screen. Like 

the act preceding it, act III as whole shows the complexities of the relationship– how 

both people and their desires change over time, for better and for worse; however the 

trajectory here is toward an end, rather than a future. 

The final act brings the 500 days to a close, and is the only act with all scenes 

appearing in chronologic order, without any temporal jumps. This distinction allows 

for the end of the relationship to occur smoothly and unambiguously. Without any 

flashbacks or interruptions, the last act feels final in a way that the first three do not. 

Time is up for the relationship and both parties appear to have moved on by its 

conclusion. It’s worth noting that this act could be considered a single couplet with a 

positive trajectory, indicating that despite the heartbreak that Tom has just endured, 

his new relationship with Autumn might be the successful counterpart to his recently 
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failed one with Summer. In total, the film’s four act structure and coupling of positive 

and negative episodes from Tom and Summer’s relationship creates a compelling 

narrative out of a well tread romantic story while creating the basis of the film’s 

overarching dynamic of expectations versus reality. 

  

Tom’s Delusions of Romance 

As mentioned in the overview of act II, the “Bad Ikea, Good Ikea” sequence is a 

narratively important and thematically rich example of (500) Days of Summer’s 

narrative style. In addition to this, it perfectly encapsulates the delusional and 

self-centered mindset that Tom had throughout most of his relationship with 

Summer, demonstrating exactly how Tom fell victim to his irrational expectations. 

The sequence begins with an intertitle, which flips to 282 while the animated 

weather changes from bright and green to dismal and brown. The change in season 

prepares the audience for the pessimistic scene that follows. Webb cuts to Tom 

playing with several display sinks in an Ikea store and complaining to Summer “Hon… 

all of our sinks are broken.” The joke falls flat, Summer does not even acknowledge 

Tom’s present in the short scene, and Webb cuts to another intertitle 19 seconds later. 

The animation this time shows the season and numbers going in reverse, stopping on 

bright and lush day 34. Another cut takes the audience back to Ikea, but on the new 

day. Tom and Summer walk and joke around the store with conspicuously better 

attitudes. The couple “plays house” throughout the enormous store- satirizing the role 

of stereotypical housewife and loving husband. After two minutes of flirting and jokes, 
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the two pause on a showroom bed and Summer tells Tom that despite how much fun 

Tom is, she’s “not really looking for anything serious.” Tom tentatively agrees, claiming 

that he also wants to be “casual.” The day 34 scene concludes after about three 

minutes and fifteen seconds with Summer reaching to hold Tom’s hand as they walk 

out of the store. 

The Ikea sequence fits the editing pattern perfectly. We have two neatly 

arranged episodes where one scene’s emotional tone is immediately followed by a 

contradictory one. But this coupling of events from the relationship does not mean 

that the overall effect is neutral. As indicated in the plot segmentation, acts II and III 

have an overall optimistic and pessimistic tone to them, respectively. The Ikea 

sequence comes at the beginning of act II and demonstrates how the pairs of 

sequences from that act create a hopeful trajectory. Combining days 34, 282, and the 

two intertitles, the sequence takes a total of three minutes and forty seconds, using a 

total of 15 shots: two for day 282 and thirteen for day 34. The pessimistic day 282 

constitutes less than half a minute of the overall sequence, while the optimistic day 34 

that follows goes on for more than three. The order also plays a role here; the 

pessimistic clip goes first and ends quickly, allowing the sequence to be dominated by 

the later, upbeat scene. The effect of the sequence’s structure and relative duration is 

an undeniably hopeful tone. The awkward and cringe-inducing encounter during day 

282 is lost amid the laughing and kissing that comes after it. In spite of the fact that 

logically the audience can deduce that day 282 comes after day 34 and that the 

relationship will eventually deteriorate to the place depicted in the later day, the 
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positive portrayal of the relationship in day 34 is more powerful. 

The last image shown before Webb cuts to a new location is Summer taking 

Tom’s hand in hers- a clear indication of interest and intimacy. The soundtrack in day 

34 flows between playful indie-rock (while the couple chases after each other) and a 

slower, tender score (when it is just the two of them in bed.) Tom and Summer 

pretend to be a married couple and act as if they are in love while doing so. Webb 

overwhelmingly imparts positive feelings about the relationship to the audience 

through his choices in the scene: Summer’s clothes are sexier and more colorful, the 

lighting is brighter, the camera now tracks, zooms and dollies creating dynamic and 

interesting shots compared to the static and routine shots from the previous scene. 

These positive changes in the film style between scenes reflect the discrepancy 

between Tom’s internal feelings on day 282 and day 34. Thus building the “retroactive 

optimism” of the second act. 

The motif of expectations defying reality is present on a number of levels in the 

sequence. As indicated in the previous paragraph, the overall tone of the “Bad Ikea, 

Good Ikea” sequence is optimistic, despite the fact that the audience logically knows 

that the relationship will sour in the next 248 days. This confusion of what is known 

logically versus what is inferred emotionally forms the basis of Tom’s later troubles 

with Summer. In the karaoke scene in act I, she says to him in no uncertain terms that 

she isn’t interested in “being anyone’s girlfriend.” She later tells him “there’s no such 

thing as love. It’s fantasy.” And lying on a showcase bed in Ikea, she defines the terms 

of the relationship with Tom, telling him that she just wants to keep things casual and 
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that she isn’t “looking for anything serious.” Yet he reacts by saying that they will “take 

it slow,” a strategy for long term relationships that flies in the face of Summer’s 

statement. 

Tom hears and understands Summer’s thoughts on relationships, but after the 

flirting and kissing Tom falls into the temptation of believing what he hopes is true, not 

what he knows  is true. For him, the intimacy of the date, the holding of hands, and the 

sex that comes after, all outweigh Summer’s thoughts. In essence, the romance in 

front of him just ambiguous enough for him to misread the situation and assume that 

Summer will someday soon love him the way he loves. Roger Ebert explains that 

throughout all of Tom’s actions in the film, he is “expecting for her to cave in” at some 

point, because that is how he perceives love to function (Ebert, 2009, D7.) But Summer 

never gives. And nor should she. Summer was entirely honest and consistent in her 

communication with him about her feelings. The heartbreak that Tom endures toward 

the end of the film is unfortunate, but entirely his fault. His expectations of the 

relationship were based in quixotic and self-centered perceptions of Summer. Any 

pain resulting from the failure of these expectations a reasonable consequence of his 

delusions. 

Tom’s fantastical view of the relationship, while wrong, is understandable given 

the ambiguity of Summer’s actions, and this consideration is well-demonstrated in the 

“Bad Ikea, Good Ikea” sequence. During day 34 Webb shows without a doubt that the 

couple can be very happy together, as the two actors play off each other’s jokes with 

natural chemistry. As the scene progresses, Summer and Tom raise the stakes in their 
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game of husband and wife while getting physically closer. Tom’s motivation to play the 

game of “house” is to woo Summer with humor, but also to indulge his idea of what 

they will become. It has been established at this point that Tom believes in love as 

guiding force in the universe and thus he slips into the role of Summer’s loving 

husband with ease. To him it is more than just a flirty game; it is a vision of their future 

as a couple. Therefore Webb uses day 34 to demonstrate how Tom managed to fall so 

deep into his romantic fantasies that he was blind to the relationship’s inevitable end, 

which is painfully alluded to in day 282. 

The “Bad Ikea, Good Ikea” sequence however, does more than just exemplify 

Tom’s delusions and their consequences, it shows some of the techniques Webb uses 

to pull the audience into the same delusion. He aligns the audience strongly with Tom 

in an effort to make his motives and actions resonate with viewers and show the 

world as he sees it. In an interview with the Washington Post, Webb said that (500) 

Days of Summer is “more about how [Tom] feels rather than the objective reality of the 

situation” (Toto, 2009, E14.) This is the reason the sequence is structured in a manner 

that gives the audience false hope. In order to view Tom’s reality, rather than an 

objective one, Webb gives day 34’s fun and dynamic shots much more attention than 

day 282’s visual gloom. This intention also explains why Summer’s outlining of the 

relationship is buried between visions of a white-picket-fence future and an intimate 

hand holding. It demonstrates that Tom can’t accept or understand Summer’s lack of 

emotion in day 282 because at this point he is still irrationally hopeful and it is this 

same blind hope that Webb has pushed the audience toward throughout acts I 
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through III. 

  

Creating and Subverting Expectations for Viewers 

In the seventh chapter of his book Film as Film, V.F. Perkins outlines his idea of 

a participant spectator, where audiences have relationships with films by interacting 

with the story as they watch them. By actively interpreting events and filling out the 

story world with their imaginations, Perkins theorizes that audiences “feel with screen 

characters, share their hopes, fears, desires, and expectations” (Perkins, 1972, 141-2.) 

Perkins states that skillful directors will guide this audience involvement to specific 

ends in order to impart a message or create deeper meaning for the work (Perkins, 

1972, 146.) In (500) Days of Summer , Webb epitomizes this theory by using the 

conventions of the romantic comedy (as well as the techniques outlined in the “Bad 

Ikea, Good Ikea” analysis) to push the audience into sharing Tom’s delusions about his 

relationship, and create a matching unfulfilled expectation of a happy ending for the 

couple. By doing so, Webb ultimately raises questions about some of the problematic 

assumptions that underlie Hollywood romances. 

Beyond positioning the audience’s point-of-view with Tom’s, Webb also 

saturates the film with characteristics reminiscent of classic Hollywood romantic 

comedies, films which carry the assumption of a positive ending for the central 

romance. The prelude provides several good examples of Webb’s techniques for 

invoking familiar film clichés. The first words spoken in the film come from a 

deep-voiced narrator whose presence is akin to someone reading a fairytale to the 
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audience. “This is a story of boy meets girl,” he begins. The narration is a well-known 

feature of classic Hollywood stories, and Webb uses it to prime the audience for a 

romance that will not actually endure. He enhances this priming with the film’s first 

image: Tom and Summer overlooking idyllic Los Angeles, holding hands with a 

conspicuous wedding ring in the center of the frame. The picture indicates in almost 

every way that the movie about to be shown is a romance, yet the narrator undercuts 

this notion within two minutes when he says “This is not a love story.” Like Tom in all 

his interactions with Summer, the opening scene presents a conflict between a clear 

communication and a powerful contrary interpretation. 

In his 2011 book The Hollywood Romantic Comedy, film scholar Leger Grindon 

outlines twelve “mainstream traits” and their marginal counterparts, which are often 

present in the genre (Grindon, 2011, 81.) While (500) Days of Summer does not exhibit 

all of the mainstream traits, Webb plays with several of them in order to place the film 

squarely within the rom-com genre and create audience expectations as a result. The 

first of these to become evident in the film is the use of “glamour leads.” Joseph 

Gordon-Levitt and Zooey Deschanel were both established, well-known film actors at 

the time of the film’s release and their movie-star good looks places the pair neatly in 

line with other screen couple like Colbert and Gable or Hepburn and Peck (Grindon, 

2011, 83.) 

Much of the way that Tom sees himself and his relationship fits with Grindon’s 

traits, which can be seen in moments like scene 24, when Tom gets into a fight with a 

man at a bar over Summer. Given that he calls the fight “getting [his] ass kicked for 
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[Summer,]” is obvious that Tom sees the fight as an expression of “self-sacrifice for the 

beloved,” regardless of how his beloved sees it (Grindon, 2011, 83.) The audience 

knows from the opening narration that Tom believes in destiny and love, a notion that 

Tom confirms when arguing with Summer in scene 12. His belief embraces Grindon’s 

trait number six, where films will feature “destined soulmates” who are each others’ 

“...one true love” (Grindon, 2011, 81.) It is necessary to note here that this trait is not 

endorsed by the film as a whole; instead Webb’s characterization of Tom calls this trait 

to mind, and when combined with his alignment of the audience with Tom’s 

point-of-view, he helps push the viewer to mirror Tom’s delusions despite the 

conspicuous evidence to the contrary.[3]
 Other mainstream romantic comedy traits 

which either fit the objective reality of Tom’s relationship or his skewed reality include 

“the courtship of an unmarried, young couple” (Tom and Summer both under 30 and 

single when their relationship starts,) and “the endorsement of romantic dreams” 

which is a dominating belief in Tom’s life until his breakup with Summer (Grindon, 

2011, 83.) 

Webb has made it clear that he “wanted to use those romantic-comedy 

conventions” to a different end than just story-telling (Hill, 2009, NP.) Ultimately he 

used them to create an audience expectation that the film will culminate with a happy 

ending for the couple: one of the most important mainstream traits outlined by 

Grindon (Grindon, 2011, 82.) The film’s structure has a positive trajectory for a majority 

of the film, and even when the couplets take on a pessimistic tone in the third act, 

Webb gives the audience a prolonged breath of hope in scenes 34 through 36 where 
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they can believe for the last time that Tom and Summer still have a chance at being 

together. He has aligned the viewer to Tom’s perspective and played with a host of 

rom-com traits in order to get the audience to believe in an ending that they logically 

should know is not coming. The result of the relationship’s reality finally catching up 

to Tom is a heartbreak for many viewers, similar in scale to Tom’s own. As Perkins 

theorized, the undermining of an expectation created by a film can cause frustration 

and hinder its coherence for viewers. For Webb in (500) Days of Summer however, 

this subversion is not an oversight, but a purposeful choice designed to make 

audiences question their beliefs about cinematic romance. 

Joseph Gordon-Levitt, the actor who played Tom, has been open about how he 

viewed the character, calling him “selfish” and “delusional,” (Rebello, 2012, 39.) Yet, 

according the dominating traits of classic romantic comedies, nothing he does or 

believes is out of the ordinary. Disregarding Summer’s wishes, ignoring signs of 

personal distress, and still “expecting her to cave in” as Ebert put it, are all horrible 

ways to approach a relationship, especially one that Tom believes is “true love.” Yet his 

actions are all so congruous with “the Hollywood rules” for romantic comedies that 

they don’t raise a red flag until Summer rejects Tom for the last time (Ebert, 2009, D7.) 

The resulting heartbreak is the filmmakers’ critiquing Tom’s (and all the similar 

rom-com-leading men’s) attitude toward women and dating. Neustadter and Weber 

wrote the screenplay in part because they “were fed up with the way that Hollywood 

was making rom-coms…” and wanted to make a movie that bucked the trends they 

disagreed with (Stewart, 2009, 12.) Tom perceives all Summer’s actions through the 
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lens of his own fantasies, treating her not like a human being whom he respects, but 

an object to give him love. But unlike other Hollywood romances where love would 

still find a way to prevail, Tom does not get away with his behavior. His actions lead to 

the painful discrepancy between the objective reality and his narcissistic expectations. 

And by telling the story of the film through Tom’s eyes and with a variety of common 

romantic comedy tropes, Webb creates the same dynamic of failed expectations for 

the audience, forcing the question: why has Hollywood deemed this behavior 

acceptable? 

  

Conclusions 

(500) Days of Summer derives its worth by being a well made film that 

acknowledges and questions the limitations of its genre, achieved mostly in part to 

Marc Webb’s motif of expectations differing from reality. Within the film itself, Webb 

is able to use this motif to give the movie’s familiar narrative a compelling structure, 

and explore the narrow mindset that makes Tom oblivious to an unavoidable 

break-up. This makes the film enjoyable to watch on a basic, entertainment-oriented 

level: it is an exceptionally executed story of lost love. However the film also succeeds 

as a deeper piece of cinematic art. Webb’s use of the expectations versus reality theme 

extends beyond the narrative, as he employs several filmic techniques and genre 

conventions to lull the audience into Tom’s perspective and uses the viewer’s own 

unrealized expectations to critique some of the assumptions common to Hollywood 

romances. 
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[1]
 See the reviews of Roger Ebert, Joe Morgenstern, A.O. Scott, Richard Corliss, Kate Stables or 

Stephanie Zacharek, all of which refer to the film as a “romantic comedy” 

[2]
 The film’s first three scenes serve as a prelude, rather than an entire act, because 

they introduce the audience to material that exists outside of the story’s 

timeline. That is to say, the plot of the film takes place over a 500 day 

relationship, but the information in the prelude (such as the character 

biographies and home videos) exist almost exclusively outside of that span, thus 

distinguishing it from the other acts. 

[3]
  The film as a whole would almost certainly be considered a romantic comedy with strong marginal 

traits, due in no small part to its “playful” use of the mainstream traits (Ebert, 2009, D7.) 

 


