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"We go to the movies to get to New York." (Massey, 1997: 13)

The premise of this paper is that we can learn a lot about viewing contemporary Seattle by
watching a movie in which the characters watch an old movie set in New York. As the
quotation suggests, movies can be considered a vital source of our information on, and
experience of the city. They generate what James Donald has referred to as "imaginative
cityscapes," and in doing so help to sustain a "never-ending commentary on the city"
(Donald, 1997: 13). What the quotation also suggests, implicitly, is the fact that some cities,
such as New York, have tended historically to be imagined more frequently than others (see
Appendix One).

Such a notion is crucial to this paper's analysis of the imaginative cityscape of Seattle,
produced by the movie Sleepless in Seattle (1992). Within Sleepless in Seattle, we are shown
a number of scenes in which characters watch the movie An Affair to Remember (1957), a
movie in which important events take place in New York. By watching the characters
watching An Affair to Remember, Sleepless in Seattle not only underscores the importance of
movie-watching in constructing our images of the city more generally, but also shows us how
to look at Seattle, and therefore also shows us in its own terms, what the city is,
cinematically. In other words, the movie disseminates certain techniques and frames of
reference instructive in constructing how we generate our visions of the city.

Sleepless in Seattle is a romantic comedy, starring Tom Hanks and Meg Ryan. Tom Hanks
plays Sam, a recently widowed father, living in Seattle with his son Jonah. One evening
Jonah phones a national radio talk show, wanting to find a "new wife" for his dad, and thus
gain a "new mom" for himself. Sam gets drawn reluctantly into the conversation, and Annie
(Meg Ryan) on her way home to Baltimore in her car, hears him speak, and starts to develop
an obsession, first with the story, and then increasingly with Sam. This obsession, fuelled by
watching An Affair to Remember, prompts Annie to travel to Seattle, but once there, she loses
her nerve and returns home to fiancé Walter (Bill Pullman). Without yet knowing whom she
is, Jonah sends Annie a letter, stating that Sam will meet her at the top of the Empire State
Building (mirroring deliberately the intended dénouement of An Affair to Remember). After a
series of mishaps, the movie ends with Sam, Annie and Jonah meeting up, replete with
romantic chemistry, on the observation deck of the Empire State Building.

By presenting cinematic New York as a paradigm for viewing Seattle, the movie points
towards a vision of what the city should become, cinematically. This is, it would seem, quite
a peculiar activity: Seattle boasts a significant number of cinematic representations of its
own, stretching back to Tug Boat Annie in 1933. Over thirty motion pictures have been shot
in and around the city's environs. Yet Sleepless' use of An Affair to Remember manifests an
acute awareness of what the city was, and is, cinematically. The movie's thematic concern



with middle-class mores and family life marks it as entirely in keeping with the body of
Seattle's cinematic representation, and if we consider what Sleepless is trying to achieve
generically: namely to evoke something of the feeling and mood of the 1950s romantic
comedy, then its glance to New York becomes somewhat more understandable. After Tug
Boat Annie, in 1933, the next motion picture to be filmed in Seattle was It Happened at the
World's Fair in 1963, an Elvis Presley vehicle. Seattle can therefore be seen to lack the
heritage of the 1950s romantic comedy; its cinematic landscape has nothing to compare to An
Affair to Remember in terms of mood, style, period or romantic gravitas, upon which
Sleepless may draw. Wishing to evoke such a past cinematic landscape, Sleepless turns to
New York, and specifically to this 1950s comedy staring Cary Grant and Deborah Kerr. In a
certain sense, therefore, Sleepless is about Seattle learning, cinematically, to become a city it
never was. As Annie says at one point, dismissing her obsession with Sam, "Sleepless in
Seattle is history!" This paper seeks to examine how this is achieved, and the concomitant
implications we may derive.

Sleepless in Seattle constructs its vision of Seattle by leading us through a process of
negotiation with the various characters' different imaginative approaches to the city. By this, I
am suggesting that the characters can be seen to embody varying understandings of the city,
and the movie develops its vision of Seattle by playing off the disjunction and slippage
between them. The first approach to the city is suggested by the character of Sam, who has
recently moved to Seattle from Chicago, where he lived with his son Jonah, and his wife,
Maggie, before her death. In a pre-credit sequence we see Sam and Jonah attending the
funeral. At first we see them together, alone, graveside, pondering the situation in which they
find themselves. The camera then pans up from the graveyard to reveal the Chicago skyline,
looming large over the proceedings. The shot enables us to see that Sam and Jonah are not
attending the funeral alone, but rather, are isolated from a group of mourners, on the opposite
side of the grave.

The sequence can be seen to connect the funeral both spatially and emotionally with the
Chicago cityscape. The "weightiness" of the cityscape mirrors the gravity of the
circumstances, and the skyscrapers loom large, like monumental tombstones, suggesting that
for Sam and Jonah the city now represents a larger version of the graveyard - a site of
mourning - and for remembering past events and people. Such spatial imagery also
underscores the distancing of Sam and Jonah from this metropolis as a site for life, and for
living; a notion compounded by the separation of the pair from the other mourners around the
graveside, underlining their isolation from the rest of the polis. Like a gravestone, Chicago is
signified as heavy, weighted down with events of the past, and carving out the dividing line
between life lived, and things to come.

Against such a backdrop, it is little surprise that in the next scene we find Sam in his office,
pondering a move from Chicago, and stating his motive as the need for "a real change, a new
city, someplace where every time I go 'round the corner I don't think of Maggie." This
intimate connection of place and memory, of public space and private recollect, propels
Sam's search for the "new"; for the city as a "clean slate" (or as near as can be), without
memories, without a past, and without the buildings and sites/sights that keep reminding him
of the life that he and Jonah have both lost.

Sam's speech provokes interesting questions about what we are to expect of Seattle, in
embodying this notion of the "new" city, and the way in which the movie provides our initial
shots of the city are in distinct contrast to the preceding scene in Chicago. We are provided



with no establishing shots of the cityscape to signify that "this is Seattle" - the move to
Seattle prompts no skyline views, provokes no architectural signature buildings; no Space
Needle, and no Kingdome. Instead, our first shot of Seattle shows Sam standing on the deck
of his Lake Union houseboat at night. Since it is dark, we are provided with no sense of the
connection of the location in relation to the city; the houseboat could almost be drifting along
in the Puget Sound. This sense of isolation, of solitude, is central to the understanding of
space that the scene engenders. Sam is actually, geographically, in the middle of metropolitan
Seattle, but the peculiar topography of the city, combined with a skilful choice of shot, paints
him on an (almost) blank, black canvas.

If this exterior shot of Seattle establishes the movie's initial picture of the city, then the quick
cut to the houseboat's interior underscores the vision. This retreat into the interior, into
private space, underlines further the dislocation of Sam and Jonah from the rest of the world.
These interior shots of the house make up the overwhelming majority of the movie's early
scenes in Seattle. Underlining the ethos of the "new city," the home is brand new, and rather
than crammed with artefacts, and tokens of past memories, is spacious and bereft of the
clutter that signifies traces of past times. Sam, an architect, has set about deliberately
designing and overseeing the construction of a new streamlined life. This sense of retreat and
removal is underlined by a metaphorical reading of Sam's career. In Chicago, we see Sam
working in a bright, shiny, city skyscraper - an architect in an office designing the City Plaza.
In Seattle, Sam works from inside the home, designing private houses. When combined with
the initial way in which the city is represented, the inference is clear - Seattle signifies a
retreat from public to private space, from monumental architecture and spaces for city
crowds, to familial space, out of the gaze.

The link between this private space and the rest of the world is provided by the phone line
Jonah holds, connecting him to the radio talk show. The talk show is the mechanism of
space/time compression, connecting Sam and Jonah to Annie (Meg Ryan) listening in her car
on the East Coast. Annie's car is another dark, isolated, private space, and this helps engender
the empathetic connection made across the airwaves. But for Annie, her situated-ness in such
a space represents a striking contrast to the scene in which we have previously seen her, a
scene which points out the opposition the movie suggests between the East and West Coasts.

Annie's opening scene establishes a vision of the East Coast as heavy with the weight of
public and private history. We follow Annie and her fiancé Walter on their journey to visit
her family in Annapolis. The family is large, and extended, and we see Walter struggle to
remember the names, occupations and personal biographies of each family member and
spouse, prior to his introduction. In contrast to that of Sam and Jonah, this family home is
old, large, packed full of memories and trinkets of times past. The assumption on the part of
the family is that Annie and Walter's wedding will be held, traditionally, in the family garden.
Annie is to wear an antique wedding dress, which her mother has withheld from the claims of
"the historical society."

The scene implies an almost stifling quantity of tradition, of etiquette, of conducting matters
in the correct manner. But when Annie tears the arm of the wedding dress, quite literally
causing a rip in the historical fabric, it symbolises her growing unease with the predictable,
un-spontaneous, carefully charted course on which she finds herself. Walter's will to
assimilate helps engender a growing feeling of unease in Annie at her fiancé's lack of
youthful-ness. She asks him if anyone ever called him anything other than Walter, "not even
when you were young?" Walter's reply is no (in contrast, Tom Hanks' character is always



referred to by the shortened Sam). The inference is clear; Walter, like the surroundings, like
the family, is inscribed with a weighty sense of the old.

Walter's viewpoint could be said to provide Sleepless's second imaginative approach to the
city. A scene in the movie shows Annie and Walter at a New Year's party, dancing happily
amongst a large crowd, again underscoring the contrast to Sam and Jonah's isolated New
Year, which they "enjoy" within the confines of the home. Walter tells Annie that he is going
to New York on business, and makes the sensible suggestion that they should use this as an
occasion for a romantic visit to the city. The plan is for Annie to join Walter over Valentine's
Day weekend, and enjoy an opportunity to "stay at the Plaza...ice-skate in Central
Park...register" (for wedding gifts at Tiffany's).

It is not too far fetched to see Walter's construction of New York, as evidenced by this
interchange, as in line with urban theorist Michel de Certeau's notion of the "concept city" (de
Certeau, 1984: 94). de Certeau's phrase referred to the idea of the city as rendered knowable
by processes of "functionalist organisation... conceiving and constructing space on the basis
of a finite number of stable... properties." (93) In Sleepless Walter desires a perspective from
which the city is similarly predictable, rational, knowable, and can be encompassed in a
single comprehending gaze. For Walter, thinking ahead, the city is fully under control -
legible, regulatable, and well administered. In his calculated foresight, Walter is an "urban
planner," reducing the city to a fixed pattern. At one point Annie tries to convince her friend
Becky (Rosie O'Donnell) that Walter is "so unexpected," whereas Becky, ourselves, and
increasingly Annie realise that the opposite is in fact the case. The result is that we witness
Annie's growing unease at the lack of spontaneity, of the space for surprise, that Walter's
planning permits. It is apposite, perhaps, that Annie's final recognition of the discordance
between her vision and Walter's occurs, in same fashion as de Certeau's seminal essay, at the
top of a Manhattan skyscraper. Walter, comfortable with an environment that allows for a
controlled, static, relationship with the city, serves only to heighten Annie's sense of
discomfort. Her response is to flee the building, in order to search for Sam and Jonah, and in
the process, choosing rather to "walk in the city" (de Certeau, 1984: 93).

Annie's response to the lack of "spark" that Walter's urban planning provides, is to enjoy
watching An Affair to Remember. In doing so she provides us with Sleepless's third
imaginative approach to the city. We watch Annie view the movie on video with her friend
Becky. In An Affair to Remember Annie finds a view of New York as an "enchanted" city - as
a landscape inscribed with mythic encounters between legendary figures. Movie legends Cary
Grant and Deborah Kerr imbue the city with the sense of glamorous, glorious events, and of
the city's space as the enabler of fleeting, yet deeply emotional, romantic connections.
Crucially, it also confirms the stature of certain architectural structures as possessing their
own particular sense of romantic iconography. For example, the movie isolates the Empire
State Building as "the nearest thing to heaven we have in New York."

Annie's concurrence with the manner in which An Affair to Remember constructs a vision of
New York suggests that she is somewhat in accordance with de Certeau's notion of the
"experience of the city." The movie impels her engagement in a search for the mythic, the
romantic and the inventive city, underneath the confines of the concept - and Walter's
planned urban space. Annie is searching for that spark of spontaneity, of romance, within the
knowable, predictable structure of the grid. It is no surprise that throughout the movie the
word "magic" is evoked repeatedly in relation to chance meetings in the city between
strangers. Annie's mother uses the word to describe her own romantic recollection of how she



met Annie's father. Similarly, Sam uses the word when speaking on the radio talk show to
describe his meeting with Maggie. He suggests that Maggie "made everything beautiful", that
his finding her was "like coming home, but like no home I'd ever known," again suggesting
the ability of romantic encounter to enchant the cityscape, to shift and alter its feeling, imbue
it with the uncanny - with "magic."

Annie's search for such "magic" leads her to take a clandestine visit to Seattle, a spontaneous,
irrational act, and against her better judgement. The result is a transformation in the way in
which we see the city of Seattle. For the first time, over an hour into the movie, we are given
a view of the cityscape, as Annie drives her car north into the city, along the freeway. For the
first time, the city "exists" from the outside, as a fluid, shifting space of desire. Annie,
charged by the will to romance generated by An Affair to Remember, transfigures "what" the
city is for us as viewers. No longer locked in the confines of private spaces, Seattle breaks out
into a sweeping skyline - as a space literally open to enchantment. Annie's visit to Seattle
suggests the embracing of the city as a burgeoning site for cinematic, romantic, possibility.
Echoing Sam's words in the movie about his first magical encounter with Maggie, Annie's
arrival allows us to come home to a Seattle unlike the one we are used to, but a home
strangely familiar, refracted as it is from An Affair to Remember's structure of seeing and
feeling.

For the first time, the movie provides a series of sustained out-of-doors shots of Seattle, as
Annie walks about the city. She wanders around, visiting Sam and Jonah's houseboat,
examines the exterior, and views Sam and Jonah as they play on the beach at Alki Point, on
the edges of Lake Union, and when meeting Sam's sister outside their houseboat. Annie's
visit transforms the city into a "family space." Previously, the absence of shots of Seattle
suggested the "domestication" of the city - the shrinking of the city into the space of the
home. Here the opposite effect is at work, the domestication of the city occurs through the
family growing out of the home, and across the fabric of the city.

Out of the house, Sam becomes for the first time, an object of the gaze (see Appendix Two).
This replicates the process of watching a figure in enchanted space, learned from An Affair to
Remember. It is striking that Annie and Sam never share the same screen space in Seattle.
Rather, for the most part, Annie "views" Sam as a figure in a "separate" landscape, as an
object of ocular enchantment. In this way, for the first time, Seattle becomes like a movie
screen; we watch, with Annie, as events unfold in front of our eyes, in a separate, slightly
distanced, space.

Perhaps not quite for the first time. In a previous scene we see Sam and Victoria, his "date",
on the deck of the houseboat at night. Jonah, who finds Victoria a highly unsuitable
replacement for his mother, is nervous about the possibility of Sam making the "wrong"
decision and choosing Victoria. At one point we look with Jonah out of the houseboat
window onto Sam and Victoria outside. The window frames the couple exactly like a movie
screen. It could be suggested that the cause of Jonah's anxiety is his sense that he is watching
the wrong movie - this is not the movie about love that either him, or us, should be viewing.
Consequently, we could understand Annie's visit to Seattle as a way of making sure that the
city makes it into the "right" movie.

Annie's arrival in Seattle is not merely about seeing the city through her eyes. Her visit is also
used to enable Sam to re-learn this same way of seeing. At SeaTac airport, Sam spots Annie
departing from the plane. He is stopped mid-sentence, whilst attempting to convince Jonah of



the appropriateness of his dating Victoria. In an instant, his gaze signifies "magic." Annie's
appearance quite literally breaks one narrative - about well-meaning, careful, considered
1990s dating, and re-engages Sam with the notion of enchanted space, of making "everything
beautiful" which he had left in the past, buried in Chicago, along with his wife. It is fitting
that after this scene, we see, for the first time, Sam and Jonah together, enjoying the space of
the city, and seeking pleasure in its environs.

The only moment of conversation between Sam and Annie in Seattle comes when Sam,
recognising Annie from the airport, spots her watching from across the freeway, and both
utter "hello." This, as the movie itself is quick to point out, mirrors the moment in An Affair
to Remember when Deborah Kerr meets Cary Grant, and is able only to utter the same
singular greeting. In this most literal of ways, Sleepless can be seen to be transcribing a past
New York-based cinematic existence onto the fabric of Seattle, and in the process making the
city echo this earlier celluloid encounter. As such, Annie's character exemplifies de Certeau's
claim that what the "walking exile produces is precisely the body of legends missing in one's
own vicinity" (de Certeau, 1984: 107). Yet Sleepless has Annie flee the city as soon as the
utterance is made, and in doing so suggests that the city has not yet become the venue
appropriate for such a fully-fledged "legendary" romantic encounter.

Such an assertion is supported by the locale chosen for the movie's dénouement. Sam is
forced to travel to New York in search of Jonah, who is himself in search of Annie. We watch
as Sam crosses the Queensboro Bridge into Manhattan; a shot familiar from a host of New
York situated movies. The camera sweeps over the top of the bridge, providing us with a
striking view of the cityscape, the Chrysler building and the Empire State. Sam, having fled
from the Chicago cityscape, is here thrust back into the heart of the metropolis, to perhaps the
most breathtaking cinematic cityscape of them all. In a sense this is the biggest test of Sam's
re-embracing of the public space of the city engendered by Annie's visit to Seattle.

It is also, crucially, in accordance with the way in which the movie has suggested, all along,
that Seattle is not suited to end such a story. The movie's ending is not merely an act of
genuflection towards An Affair to Remember, rather, Sleepless has to end in New York,
because, cinematically, Seattle does not signify great, sweeping, melodramatic, romantic
finales (see Appendix Three). Seattle, in the movie's terms, is where you go to live with your
child when your wife dies; a sensible, safe, liberal, thoroughly pleasant environment - not one
for heady, climactic, romantic drama.

In response to a particularly emotionally charged scene between Cary Grant and Deborah
Kerr in An Affair to Remember, Annie states dolefully to Becky that "those were the days
when people knew how to be in love...they knew it! Time, distance, nothing could separate
them because they knew it was right, it was real, it was ...a movie! .... that's you're
problem...you don't want to be in love, you wanna be in love in a movie". Becky's response
suggests that Annie is confusing cinematic experience with "real" experience, but of course,
Annie is in a movie, and therefore, for our sakes, she needs to learn how to be in love in a
movie (see Appendix Four). An Affair to Remember is the mechanism used in order to pursue
this aim, and also in due process, to teach Sam the same trick.

Most importantly, An Affair to Remember is used to teach Seattle how to be in a movie about
love. Italo Calvino has stated that there should be a different name for the city as you enter,
and as you depart (Calvino, 1997: 127). In other words, that the city has in some senses been
transformed in the mind between both journeys. Such an assertion could be made in relation



to the transformation Seattle undergoes within Sleepless between Annie's arrival and
departure. For us as viewers, the city is radically transformed by the vision of a city that she
brings. If the Empire State building is never the same object after Cary Grant and Deborah
Kerr, Sleepless in Seattle wishes us to see that Seattle is never quite the same place after Tom
Hanks and Meg Ryan. Sleepless is about nurturing the city as an object of cinematic desire, as
an enchanted space - watching as it learns from old pictures of New York. That the movie
finds its dénouement in New York suggests that, in its own terms of reference, it feels Seattle
has still a lot to learn.

Appendices

One. One only has to look at the quantity of critical responses to Blade Runner (1982), and its
vision of a future Los Angeles, to see how some imaginative cityscapes manage to sustain a
"never-ending commentary" all by themselves.

Two. It is interesting to consider the gender implications of these sequences, with Sam (and
Jonah) the object of the gaze. One could suggest this is evidence of the way that Sleepless
combines its nostalgic romance with signified 1990s gender politics. For example, much is
made in the movie of reversed dating etiquette, whereby it is the woman who does "the
asking." In some senses these scenes mirror this ethos of the "female initiative."

Three. For an example of an archetypal ending in Seattle, see The Fabulous Baker Boys
(1989). In one of the most understated scenes of romantic dénouement, against a bleak
morning sunlight, (including the unforgettably romantic line "how's the cat food business?"),
Jack (Jeff Bridges) asks Suzie (Michelle Pfeiffer) "so am I gonna see you again?" The
overwhelming reply to which is "what d'you think?"

Four. As an interesting aside, the 'real' Empire State building has a series of film stills from
Sleepless in Seattle in its ground floor display cabinets. The stills depict the final scenes in
the movie, which occur on the observation deck of the building. Except that they don't. The
observation deck scenes were filmed at a makeshift soundstage at the Sand Point Naval Air
Station, on the edge of Lake Washington, Seattle.
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