—_—
N

omance Writers on
th

he Appeal of the Romance

edited by Jayne Ann Krentz

Judith Arnold

Linda Barlow
Sandra Brown
Stella Cameron
Daphne Clair

Robyn Donald

Suzanne Simmons Guntrum

Laura Kinsale
Jayne Ann Krentz
Cathie Linz
Elizabeth Lowell
Doreen Owens Malek
Diana Palmer
Susan Elizabeth Phillips
Mary Jo Putney
Kathleen Gilles Seidel
Anne Stuart
Penelope Williamson

Brittany Young




DANGEROUS MEN
and ADVENTURQUS

WOMEN £%e

ROMANCE WRITERS ON THE
APPEAL OF THE ROMANCE

Edited by Jayne Ann Krentz

In Dangerous Men and Adventurous Women,
Jayne Ann Krentz and the contributors to this
volume—all best-selling romance novelists—
explode the myths and biases that haunt both
the writers and readers of romances.

In this seamless, ultimately fascinating, and
controversial book, the authors dispute some
of the notions that plague their profession,
including the time-worn theory that the
romance genre contains only one single,
monolithic story, which is cranked out over
and over again. The authors also discuss
positive, life-affirming values inherent in all
romances: the celebration of female power,
courage, intelligence, and gentleness; the
inversion of the power structure of a
patriarchal society; and the integration of
male and female. Several of the essays also
discuss the issue of reader identification with
the characters, a relationship that is far more
complex than most critics realize.

Romances are, to some extent, written in a
code that carries allusions to ancient myths
as well as to classic and contemporary
romances. Critics and readers who frequent-
ly dismiss romances as poorly written or
unimagjnative simply do not understand the
encoded information in the text. Even the
essays in this volume are, to some extent,
locked in code. Thoughtful readers of the
essays will have to abandon some of the
conventional critical assumptions in favor of
other perspectives if they wish to comprehend
much of what is said here about the nature of
the appeal of the romance novel.

"Some of the writers collected here have
read virtually all of the significant books on
romance that have appeared in the last ten
years or so, evaluated the claims made by
their feminist authors in highly critical fashion
and yet insisted on claiming the term
‘feminist' for their own literary efforts. This,
in itself, is a highly useful piece of informa-
tion for it demonstrates that romances cannot
simply be labelled reactionary anti-feminism,
as some critics have claimed, but rather must
be evaluated as part of a larger cultural
struggle over the proper way to define femi-
nism and to control its impact on the lives of
individual women. . . . This book will interest
feminist literary and media critics as primary
source material for their efforts to understand
the impact of the romance genre. ... It
demonstrates eloguently that thinking about
the contemporary state of culture goes on
beyond the ivory tower and that it is
cohesive and compelling"—Janice Radway.
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Few peopl e redize how much courage it takes for awoman to open
aromance novel on an airplane. She knows what everyone around
her will think about both her and her choice of reading material.
When it comes to romance novels, society has dways fdt free to sit
injudgment not only on the literature but on the reader hersdf.

The verdict is dways the same. Society does not approve of
the reading of romance novels. It labels the books as trash and the
readers as unintelligent, uneducated, unsophisticated, or neurotic.

The fact that so many women persist in reading and enjoying
romance novels in the face of generations of relentless hostility
says something profound not only about women's courage but
about the appeal of the books.

No one who reads or writes romance expects to be able to
teach critics to appreciate the novels. As any romance reader or
writer will tell you, a reader either enjoys the novels or she does
not. If she does, no further explanations of the appea of the books
are necessary.

The same is true of the other genres. A reader who does not
intuitively respond to horror or science fiction novels cannot be
persuaded by logic or argument to enjoy either genre. The differ-
ence is that the person who does not like to read horror or science
fiction is unlikely to criticize the genres or chastise and condemn
the readers who do love them but smply shrugs and accepts the
fact that the stories hold no personal appeal.
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The most popular genres of fiction are based on fantasies,
creations of the imagination which are not intended to conform to
red life. Robert Ludlum plots many of his books around bizarre
conspiracies. His heroes escape from situations in which, in red
life, escape would be extremely unlikely. Stephen King presents us
with pets that come back from the dead and little girls who can use
mental powers to send buildings up in flames. Anne McCaffrey
creates flying dragons. Robert Parker and Dick Francis invent
heroes who work outside the normal structure of the law enforce-
ment system to solve murders on their own.

Most people understand and accept the way in which fantasy
works when they sit down to read Ludlum, King, McCaffrey or
the others. Furthermore everyone understands that the readers
know the difference between red life and fantasy and that they do
not expect one to imitate the other. But, for some reason, when it
comes to romance noves critics worry about whether the women
who read them can tell the difference between what is red and
what is not.

Of course the readers can tell the difference. They do not
expect the imaginative creations of romance to conform to redl life
any more than they expect the fantasies of any other genre to
conform to the rea world. Like al the other genres, romance is
based on fantasies and readers know it. Readers and writers dike
get disgusted with critics who express concern that they may not
be able to step back out of the fantasy. They do not appreciate
being treated as if they were children who don't know where one
stops and the other begins.

The contributors to this collection of essays did not set out to
provide a set of closdy reasoned arguments in defense of the
romance novel. What the writersin thisvolume havetriedto dois
explain to those who do not understand the appea of the books
that this appeal is as complex as it is powerful. They have tried to
show that the criteria used to evaluate "literary" fiction are inade-
quate either to identify what readers find so satisfying about
romance or to distinguish, as readers clearly do, between good
romance and bad.

The writers included in this collection represent a cross sec-
tion of the genre. Some of them write the short, contemporary
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series romances such as those published by Harlequin and Sil-
houette. Others write single-title releases, historical and contem-
porary. They are dl proven successes as romance novelists. Each
has severd published books to her credit. Individua print-runs
range from over a hundred thousand to over amillion. Most of the
writersin this volume have been given awards by their peers, fans,
and booksellers. Most have appeared on the Wal denbooks, Barnes
and Noble, and B. Dalton bestseller lists. Severa appear routinely
on the New York Times and Washington Post bestsdller lidts.

In addition to representing a wide spectrum of the romance
market, the writers also represent a cross section of the nation.
They hail from both coasts, the South, and the Midwest. There are
aso two contributors from New Zealand.

All the contributors, like the vast mgjority of romance readers,
arewomen. Most areinvolved in long term marriages; many have
children. Before pursuing their writing careers they were em-
ployed in a variety of fieds including business, law, journalism,
engineering, and education. Their experiences have made them
well aware of such things as glass ceilings and old boy networks.
Most consider themselves feminists, although they recognize that
their definition of feminisn may not coincide with that of al
feminids.

It is interesting to note that many of the contributors dis-
covered romance novels in college or shortly after entering the
work force, at atime when they were becoming fully aware of the
battles they would face as women for the rest of their lives. It is
aso interesting to note that none of them saw any conflict be-
tween their choice of fiction and the real world in which they lived.
They did not fed threatened by the romance novels they were
reading. They did not consider them politically incorrect. They
fed the same way about the romance novels they create today.

With few exceptions, the women who write romance were
romance readers first. They had already discovered that they en-
joyed the novels before they tried to write them. Most writers in
the romance genre are quick to tell you that you can't write
romance successfully if you don't love to read it. It is a genre that
requires absolute sincerity. Writerswho "drop into" thefield with
the intention of churning out a few quick books in order to make

3
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some fast money rardly last long, if they manage to get published
at al. If they are successful in sdlling a manuscript or two, the
resulting books are never the ones that prove most popular with
the readers.

One of the reasons it is extremely difficult to write in the genre
unlessyou do loveit isthat, as Seidel notesin her essay, awriter is
more or less doomed to write certain kinds of books. In romance
the success of an individua author is not based on how well she
writes by conventional standards, but on how compellingly she
can create her fantasy and on how many readers discover they can
step into it with her for a couple of hours. Thisis equally true for
the writers in other genres. Successful authors become successful
not because of their conventional writing skills but because of
how accessible they make their fantasies.

Romance writers are very much in touch with their readers,
partly because they are readers themselves, but aso because inthis
genre readers tend to communicate with writers. Readers write
fan letters and they meet with the writers at conferences. Of course
they aso make known their preferences every time they make a
purchase in a bookstore. Nevertheless, nearly every successful
romance writer will tell you that she does not, indeed could not,
write for the readers. Romance writers, like dl writers, must
recreate their own vividly imagined fantasies first and then hope
and pray that there will be alarge number of readers who will aso
enjoy that particular fantasy. That is the basic reason why there
is no "formula! for romance writing. The books that are con-
structed "by the numbers" never work well in romance, just as
they don't work in other genres. They lack the subtext that makes a
romance novel come dive.

The essays in this volume are as diverse as the writers who
contributed them. They represent avariety of viewpoints aswell as
the individual voices and styles the authors bring to their novels.
Andthereis great variety within the romance genre. It is a serious
mistake to assume that dl the books are dike.

The notion that the romance genre contains only one single,
monoalithic story that is cranked out over and over again should be
dispdled after an examination of this volume. Anyone who knows
anything at dl about the creative process will understand that no
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two of the writers in this book could possibly fashion exactly the
same story, even if they deliberately tried to do so.

Each essay in this volume reflects the unique view of the writer
who wrote it. The writers developed their theories on the appeal
of the novel independently and reached their own conclusions.
But as the essays began arriving on the editor's desk, severd
unifying themes emerged.

First and foremost among these themes is an exasperated
declaration that the romance novel is based on fantasies and that
the readers are no more confused about this fact, nor any more
likely to use their reading as a substitute for action in the rea
world, than readers of Ludlum, Parker, Francis, and McCeffrey.

The second, equally strong theme that emerges from the es-
says is that of femde empowerment. Readers understand that the
books celebrate femae power. In the romance novel, as Phillips,
Clair, and severa others point out, the woman dways wins. With
courage, intelligence, and gentleness she brings the most dan-
gerous creature on earth, the human male, to hisknees. Morethan
that, she forces him to acknowledge her power as a woman.

A third theme, one related to empowerment, is that of the
inherently subversive nature of the romance novel. Romance nov-
és invert the power structure of a patriarchal society because they
show women exerting enormous power over men. The books aso
defy the masculine conventions of other forms of literature be-
cause they portray women as heroes. As Cameron and others
explain, the romance novel isthe only genre in which readers can
routinely expect to encounter heroines who are imbued with the
qualities normally reserved for the heroes in other genres: honor,
courage, and determination. As Williamson notes, the hero fdlsin
love with the heroine because he sees something of himsdlf in
her—he sees the hero in her. It works the other way, aswell. The
heroine will not accept the hero completely until she has seen
some evidence of her own gentleness and compassion in him. This
business of hero and heroine reflecting each other's strongest and
most admirable traits is an important element in the romance
novel.

The subversive nature of the books is fundamental and ines-
capable. Romances are, dfter dl, stories that have been told to

5
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women by women for generations. The language of the books, so
often ridiculed by critics, is essentia to the novels because it is a
coded language. Asthe Barlow and Krentz essay notes, the novels
are full of alusions and resonances that are unrecognizable to
outsiders.

A fourth theme in the essays is that of the integration of male
and female. Somewriters, such as Barlow and Kinsale, believe that
this integration has nothing to do with real men at al. They fed
thatitis an integration, exploration, and celebration of the mascu-
line elements every woman has deep within hersdf. Other writers
see this integration as an event which occurs within the hero and
which is brought about by the power of the heroine. In effect,
these writers say, the heroine of aromance novd civilizes the hero
by teaching him to combine his warrior qualities with the protec-
tive, nurturing aspects of his nature.

It should be understood that romance novels are not tales of
women turning men into women. Nor are they femde revenge
fantasies, as some critics have suggested. They are not castration
fantases. It is true that the heroes in the books undergo a signifi-
cant change in the course of the story, often being tamed or
gentled or taught to love, but they do not lose any of their
masculine strength in the process.

The stories make it clear that women value the warrior quali-
ties in men as well as their protective, nurturing qualities. The
trick is to teach the hero to integrate and control the two warring
halves of himself so that he can function as areliable mate and as a
father. The journey of the novel, many writers say, is the civiliza-
tion of the male.

The fifth theme easly identified in the essays is a belief that
romance novels celebrate life. There is a deep-rooted optimism
inherent in the romance novel that crosses cultural and politi-
cd boundaries. The books, as Linz documents, are as successful
among women readers in Japan, Eastern Europe, and Scandinavia
as they are in North America. Margaret Chittenden, author of
severd romance novels published by Harlequin Enterprises, tells
of meeting two hundred and fifty Japanese women in Tokyo afew
years ago. They were dl regular readers of the romances published
by Ms. Chittenden's publisher. Many of the women talked to her



Introduction

about their enjoyment of the books. Harlequin had changed the
face of romance writing in Japan, they said. Higtorically, they
explained, love stories in their country ended in tragedy. "Every-
body dies," one woman murmured. To demonstrate to Ms. Chit-
tenden how much they appreciated the difference Harlequin had
made, one woman who could not speak much English came up to
her and took her by the hand. "Happy ever after, yes?' she said.

The celebration of life is expressed aso in the frequency with
which happy endings include the birth of a child. Babies are
adways treated as a cause for joy in romance, whether awriter has
chosen to have children or not, whether she isin favor of abortion
rights or not.

The fantasies in the books have nothing to do with awoman's
politics. Even the most casud survey of the readers will reved
fundamentalists, atheists, conservatives, moderates, and liberas
among them. But they dl respond to romance tales that celebrate
the male-femae bond that will bring forth new life.

Another theme that is present in the essays has to do with
reader identification. One of the first things that must be under-
stood about romance novels is that reader identification with the
characters is far more complex than critics have realized. Some-
times the reader identifies with the heroine; sometimes, as Kinsale
points out in her essay, the heroine functions smply as a place-
holder; and sometimes the reader identifies with the hero. The
latter should not come as a surprise. Writers fredy explain that
when they write the novels they identify with their heroes at least
as much asthey do with their heroines. It is certainly true that both
reader and writer dip eadly in and out of the skins of the two main
characters as the romance progresses.

There are dso occasions in the books when the reader identi-
fies with both hero and heroine simultaneoudly. This simultaneous
identification is very common during love scenes. Seductions in
well-written romance novels are especidly powerful because the
reader experiences them as both seducer and seduced. Such a
phenomenon is difficult to illustrate using the standard language
of literary anadysis, but it is an extremely compelling form of
writing.

Duality is central to another theme that emerges from the

7
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essaysin thisvolume. Somewriters, mysafincluded, believethat a
sense of danger, of risk, is created in the books by the fact that the
hero playstwo roles: heis both hero and villain. The challengethe
heroine faces is unique to romance fiction. She must find away to
conquer the villain without destroying the hero. Such atask is far
more complex than that faced by the protagonists of westerns and
mysteries.

For those who understand the encoded information in the
stories, the books preserve elements of ancient myths and legends
that are particularly important to women. They celebrate femae
power, intuition, and a female worldview that afirms life and
expresses hope for the future.

Critics and readers who fal to comprehend the complexity
and subtlety of the genre frequently dismiss the books as poorly
written or unimaginative, when the smple truth is that they just
don't understand the encoded information in the text. Even the
essays in this volume are, to some extent, locked in code. The
problem was inevitable due to the inherent difficulty of explaining
any type of fantasy experience to those who do not grasp it
intuitively. Thoughtful readers of the essays will have to abandon
some of the conventional critical assumptions in favor of other
perspectives if they wish to comprehend much of what is said here
about the nature of the appeal of the romance novel.

A brief biography of each author appears at the end of her first
contribution to this volume.

NOTE

1. | am using the term "formul@" in the sense in which it is used routinely in the
media and in the publishing world.

Jayne Ann Krentz (Amanda Quick,
]ayne Castle, Sephanie James)
Under avariety of pseudonyms Jayne Ann Krentz has written and

published more than fifty series romances for severa publishers
including Harlequin, Silhouette, and Dell. Many of these series
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romances have appeared on the Waldenbooks Romance bestseller
ligt, including The Private Eye, which reached the number one
position on the list.

Currently she writes contemporary romances for Pocket
Books under her own name and historical romances for Bantam
under the pen name Amanda Quick. Her books appear consis-
tently on the Waldenbooks and B. Dalton bestsdller lists. Severd
of her contemporary and historical titles, including Scandal, Ren-
dezvous, and Sweet Fortune, appeared on the New York Times|list.
Two of her recent titles, Scandal and Ravished, were featured as
aternate selections in the Doubleday Bookclub.

Ms. Krentz has a degree in history from the University of
Cdlifornia at Santa Cruz and a master's degree in library science.
Before pursuing her writing career she worked in academic and
corporate libraries.
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Setting the Stage
FactsandFigures

According to avariety of sources, romances account for a stagger-
ing 35 to 40 percent of dl mass market paperback sdes. The
world's largest publisher of romances, Harlequin Enterprises, has
reported annual sdes of over 190 million books worldwide. These
books are trandated into over twenty languages, including Japa-
nese, Greek, and Swedish. They are published in over 100 interna-
tional markets: from North and South America, to the Far East, to
Western Europe and—starting in the summer of 1990—Eastern
Europe as well, with the distribution of the books in Hungary.
Further expansion into Eastern Europe is planned.’

All of this suggests that the underlying appeal of romance
novelsis universa in nature, crossing cultural and political bound-
aries. Harlequin has opened the door and proved that the reader-
ship isthere. The market seems to be an expanding one, a global
community of romance readers.

Romance novels can be broken down into two broad catego-
ries: historical romances, which utilize awide variety of historical
backdrops, and contemporary romances. The distinction isimpor-
tant because the temporal settings have a strong influence on plot
lines and the type of fantasy that is found in the books.

These two basic categories are then broken down into more
specific subcategories. For example, Regency romances, set
againgt the backdrop of Regency England, are a sub-genre of
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historical romances. Medieval romances are another popular sub-
genre of historical romances. Series romances such as those pub-
lished by Harlequin/Silhouette are a sub-genre of contemporary
romances.

Romance novels run the gamut in style from the gentle and
humorous to the intense and dramatic. They aso vary greatly in
levels of sensuality and in the amount of redlistic elements incor-
porated in the plot lines. The tone of the fantasy in the books
ranges across the spectrum from light to dark.

Therefore, saying al romances are the same is like saying dl
buildings are the same. To someone with an untrained eye, this
may appear to be true, but an architect can tel the difference
between a L ouis Sullivan design and aMiesvan der Rohe. So, too,
can romance readers and writers tell the differences among the
many types of romances available in the marketplace today.

Readers have strong preferences not only for specific sub-
genres but also for specific authors. Based on the number of used
bookstores that routinely fill highly specific requests from ro-
mance readers around the globe, one can assume this sdective
approach to reading in the genre is a worldwide phenomenon.

With the increasing presence of American writers on the scene
in the past decade, the marketplace has opened up to al kinds
of romance novel hybrids: time-travel love stories, science fic-
tion/fantasy romances, romantic suspense, western romances. It
should be noted that romance writers have expanded the field
without abandoning the genre's roots. The basic expectations of
the readers are ill being fulfilled.

Demographic information on romance readers is hard to come
by, as it would be for any group of readers. Harlequin Enterprises
has done market research® on its North American readers and
compiled the following statistical information:

Approximately 70 percent of the readers are women under 49
years of age. 45 percent of them have attended college. The num-
ber of readers currently involved in arelationship with aman is 79
percent. Two-thirds own their own home. Over hdf, 51 percent
of them, work outside the home. 68 percent of romance readers
read a newspaper every or nearly every day, afigurethat is higher
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than the national average. 71 percent purchase romance novels at
least once a month.

Romance readers are linked by their interest in the genre.
They love to tak to each other about their favorite romance titles
and authors. They exchange books and opinions and make recom-
mendations wherever they meet—at bookstores and conferences
and at the office

Readers also use their computers and their modems to access
nationwide networking systems so that they can communicate
about the books with sister readers across the country. One such
commercia networking system has so many members and so
much activity that it presently has over adozen subheadings under
the topic of romance fiction. Members of the system go on-line
regularly to "talk books" viacomputer, sharing their excitement in
the wonderful variety of books available to them in the romance
genre.

In the final andysis the numbers cited in this essay spesk for
themsdlves, establishing the fact that the apped of romance is
enormous and cross-cultural. The essays that follow will attempt
to explain the diverse and complex nature of that appeal.

NOTES

1. Reader market data courtesy of Harlequin Enterprises Ltd., Toronto, Ontario,
Canada
2. lbid.

Cathie Linz

Cathie Linz has been afull-time writer for over a decade. She has
published more than twenty series romances for Dell and Silhou-
ette. Severa of her books have appeared on the Waldenbooks Ro-
mance bestsdller list, including Wildfire which reached the number
two position. Pride and Joy appeared on the Waldenbooks mass
market bestseller list. Adam's Way, a Silhouette Desire, was a
bestsdler in Italy when it was trandated and published there.
Flirting with Trouble is the title of one of her most recent releases.
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Ms. Linz is afrequent lecturer and has given numerous work-
shops at various writers' conferences across the country and at
libraries in the Chicago area. Before pursuing her writing career
full time, she was Head of Acquisitions at Northern Illinois Uni-

versity Law Library.
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Beneath the Surface
TheHidden Codes of Romance

Townsfolk called him devil. For dark and enigmatic Julian, Earl of Raven-
wood, was a man with a legendary temper and afirst wife whose mysterious death
would not beforgotten. Some said the beautiful Lady Ravenwood had drowned
her selfintheblack, murkywater sof Ravenwood Pond. Other swhi speredof foul play
and the devil's wrath.

Now country-bred Sophy Dorringisabout to becomeRavenwood'snew bride.
Drawnto hismasculinestrength and theglitter of desirethat burnedinhisemerald
eyes, the tawny-haired lass had her own reasonsfor agreeing to a marriage of
convenience. . . SophyDorring intended to teach thedevil tolove.

backcover copyfor Seduction,byJayneAnnKrentz
writingasAmandaQuick, Bantam, 1990.

It is difficult to explain the appeal of romance novels to people
who don't read them. Outsiderstend to be unable to interpret the
conventional language of the genre or to recognize in that lan-
guage the symbols, images, and dlusions that are the fundamental
stuff of romance. Moreover, romance writers are consistently at-
tacked for their use of this language by critics who fail to fathom
its complexities. In a sense, romance writers are writing in a code
clearly understood by readers but opaque to others.

The author of a romance novel and her audience enter into a
pact with one another. The reader trusts the writer to create and
recreate for her a vison of a fictional world that is free of moral
ambiguity, alarger-than-life domain in which such ideds as cour-
age, justice, honor, loyaty, and love are chalenged and upheld. It
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is an active, dynamic realm of conflict and resolution, evil and
goodness, darkness and light, heroes and heroines, and it is a
familiar world in which the roads are well-traveled and the rules
are clear. The romance writer gives form and substance to this
vison by locking it in language, and the romance reader yidds
herself to this alternative world in the act of reading, allowing the
narrative to engage her mind and her emotions and to provide her
with a certain intensity of experience. She knows that certain
expectations will be met and that certain conventions will not be
violated.

How does the romance writer construct this fictional uni-
varss? By means of the figurative language she chooses to em-
ploy—rich, evocative diction that is heavy-laden with familiar
symboals, images, metaphors, paradoxes, and alusionsto the great
mythical traditions that reach from ancient Greece to Celtic Brit-
ain to the American West. Through this language she creates the
plots, characters, and settings that evoke the vision and transport
the reader into the landscape of romance.

Because the figurative language, alusions, and plot elements
of the best-loved stories are so familiar and accessible, romance
writers are often criticized for the lack of originality of our plots
(which are regarded as contrived and formulaic) and the excessve
lushness or lack of subtlety of our language. In other words, we are
condemned for making use of the very codes that are most vital to
our genre.

But these codes, familiar though they may be, are extremely
powerful. Contained within them is acollection of subtle feminine
voices, part myth, part fantasy, part redlity, messages that have
been passed down from one generation of women to the next. The
voices arise from deep within our collective feminine psyche and
consciousness, and we suspect that most women have access to
them, however strongly they have been defended against or de-
nied.

What are these messages? They include the celebration of
feminine wisdom and power. Celebration of femde ability to
share, empathize, and communicate on the deepest levels. Cele-
bration of the integration of mae and female, both within the
psyche and in society. Celebration of the reconciling power of love
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to heal, to renew, to d&firm, and to create new life. And finaly,
celebration of the feminine ability to do battle on the most myth-
icad planes of existence where emotions rise to epic levels, and to
temper and transform dl this energy in such a way that it is
brought down to human levels by the marriage at the end of the
book.

Romance novels are often criticized for certain plot elements that
occur over and over in the genre—spirited young women forced
into marriage with mysterious earls and heroes with dark and
dangerous pasts who are bent upon vengeance rather than love. It
is possible to write aromance that does not utilize these elements;
indeed, it's done dl the time. But the books that hit the bestsaller
lists are invariably those with plots that place an innocent young
woman at risk with a powerful, enigmatic male. Her future happi-
ness and his depend upon her ability to teach him how to love.

Writers in the genre know that the plot eements that lend
themselves to such clashes are those which force the hero and
heroine into a highly charged emotional situation which neither
can escape without sacrificing his or her agenda: forced marriage,
vengeance, kidnapping, and so forth. Such situations effectively
ensure intimacy while establishing clear battle lines. They produce
conflicts with stakes that are particularly important to women.
They promise the possibility of avictory that romance readers find
deeply satisfying: a victory that is an affirmation of life, a victory
that fuses male and female.

The plot devices in romance novels are based on paradoxes,
opposites, and the threat of danger. The more strongly empha
szed the contrasts between hero and heroine are, the more the
confrontations between the two take on a sense of the heroic. In
many cases the heroine must do battle with a hero whose mythical
resonance is that of the devil himsdf. Sheislight, he is darkness;
sheishope, heis despair. The love that develops between themiis
the mediating, reconciling force.

These heroic quests are often carried out against alush setting
which subtly deepens the sense of danger by presenting yet an-
other contrast. Dark menace can wak through a dazzling ball-
room. The devil can pass in high society.
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Stories that utilize these elements have aways been wildly
popular. After being used and reused for centuries, certain plot
devices have become associated with an elaborate set of emotional
and intellectual responses in the minds of both romance writers
and romance readers. When she sits down to pen anovel, the ro-
mance writer takes this web of responses for granted. She knows
the conventions, she understands the layers of meaning that cer-
tain words, phrases, and plot elements have accumulated through
the years, and she knows how these meanings have been shaped
and refined for romance. She can be confident that her readers aso
understand these subtleties. The worldwide popularity of ro-
mance novels istestimony to the way the familiar codes are univer-
sly recognized by women as cues for their deepest thoughts,
dreams, and fantasies.

Most of the emotional and intellectual responses generated by
romance plot devices are rendered complex by their paradoxical
nature: marriages that are smultaneoudy rea and fdse (the mar-
riage of convenience); heroes who aso function as villains; victo-
ries that are acts of surrender; seductions in which one is both
seducer and seduced; acts of vengeance that conflict with acts of
love. Such contradictory elements must be integrated in a happy
ending for a romance novel to be deemed successful.

It is the promise of integration and reconciliation which cap-
tures the reader's imagination. She is reminded of this tacit con-
tract between hersdf and the author every time she picks up a
book, reads the back cover copy, and registers such code phrases as
"alust for vengeance," "a hunter stalking his prey," "marriage of
convenience,” "teach the devil to love." Drawing on her own
emotiona and intellectual background, both inside and outside
the romance genre, she responds to these code phrases with lively
interest and anticipation as she looks forward to the pleasurable
reading experience the novel promises.

The concept of being forced to marry the devil, for instance,
resonates with centuries of history, myth, and legend. Both reader
and writer understand the allusions. They have knowledge on the
subject of devils and demons that is wide ranging, gleaned from
philosophy, theology, psychology, and literature, knowledge that
encompasses many conflicting facts and cultura traditions. Both
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reader and writer dso have a vast acquaintance with the devil-
heroes who appear in romance novels, since there is a time-
honored tradition of heroines sent on quests to encounter and
transform these masculine creatures of darkness.

When the romance reader picks up a book that describes a
marriage of convenience to such a devil-hero, she understands she
is being promised a tale that will deliver a strong sense of emo-
tiona risk and at the same time resolve paradoxes and integrate
opposites. The happy ending will be especidly satisfying because
it will have been preceded by severa exciting clashes between the
heroine and her beloved adversary.

To make such clashes work, the hero must be a worthy and
suitably dangerous opponent, alarger-than-life male imbued with
great power and a mysterious past. He will not run from the
coming battle. Recognizing the allusions that testify to his mythic
nature, the reader mentaly girds herself for the fray when she
reads the code words—phrases such as "townsfolk cdled him
devil" on the back of the book. She glories in the expectation of
the complex warfare she—in her imaginative identification with
the characters—will soon wage. If the romance is well done, she
will, as Kinsale and Barlow indicate in their essays elsewhere in
this volume, find hersdlf plunged into a combat in which she will
fight on both sides. The romance novel will be a chess game in
which the reader smultaneoudly plays the white and the black, a
medieva joust in which she rides both horses into the lidts.

Such fantasies are exquisitely subtle and require that the reader
be an active participant. She will enjoy the combat, relish the
danger, and, perhaps most intriguing, exercise the full range of her
options. This, by the way, is one of the true joys of romance
fantasies. The reader knows that in the conflict between hero and
heroine the heroine will never have to pull her punches. She won't
have to worry—as many modern women do in their everyday
lives—about being too assertive, too aggressive, too verbaly di-
rect because this hero is as strong as she is. He is aworthy oppo-
nent, a mythic beast who is her heroic complement. He has been
varioudly described as adevil, ademon, atiger, ahawk, apirate, a
bandit, apotentate, ahunter, awarrior. He is definitely not the boy
next door.
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Indeed, he's aman in every sense of the word, and for most
women the word man reverberates with thousands of years of
connotative meanings which touch upon everything from sexua
prowess, to the capacity for honor and loyaty, to the ability to
protect and defend the family unit. He is no weakling who will run
away or turn to another woman when the conflict between himself
and the heroine flares. Instead, he will be forced in the course of
the plot to prove his commitment to the relationship, and, unlike
many men in the rea world, he will pass this test magnificently.

Should the book fail to deliver on its implied promise, should
the writer be unable to create the fantasy satisfactorily, make it
accessible, and achieve the integration of opposites that resultsin a
happy ending, the reader will consider herself cheated. The happy
ending in a romance novel is far more significant than it might
appear to those who do not understand the codes. It requires that
the final union of mae and femde be a fusing of contrasting
elements. heroes who are gentled by love yet who lose none of
their warrior qualities in the process and heroines who congquer
devilswithout sacrificing their femininity. It requires a quintessen-
tidly femde kind of victory, one in which neither side loses, one
which produces awhole that is stronger than either of its parts. It
requires that the hero acknowledge the heroine's heroic qualities
in both masculine and feminine terms. He must recognize and
admire her sense of honor, courage, and determination as well as
her traditionally femae qualities of gentleness and compassion.
And it requires a sexua bonding that transcends the physical, a
bond that reader and writer know can never be broken.

Thus, as the romance novel ends, the contrasting elements in
the plot are entirely fused and reconciled. Male and femde are
integrated. The heroine's quest is won. She has succeeded in
shining light into the darkness surrounding the hero. She has
taught the devil to love.

Nothing about the romance genre is more reviled by literary
critics and, indeed, by the public at large, than the conventional
diction of romance. Descriptive passages are regularly culled from
romance novels and read aloud with great glee and mockery by
everybody from college professors to talk show hosts. You would
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think that we romance novelists—who, like anyone else, cringe at
the thought of being made the object of ridicule on national TV—
would have the wit to clean up our act. After dl, we are talented
professionals. We're quite capable of choosing other, more subtle,
less effudve forms of narrative and discourse. Yet we persist in
penning sentences like "Caught up in the tender savagery of
love . . . she saw him, fdt him, knew him in amanner that, for an
instant, transcended the physical. It was as if their souls yearned
toward each other, and in a flash of glory, merged and became
one" (Barlow, Fires of Destiny).

Why? Are we woefully derivative and unorigina? Do our
editors force us to write this way? Do we al have access to some
sort of romance writers' phrase book to which we constantly refer?
Are we incapable of expressing ourselves in any other manner?

The answer, of course, is none of the above. Wewrite thisway
because we know that this is the language which best serves our
purposes as romance authors. This is the language that, for ro-
mance novels, works. Why? Because the language of romance most
efectivdly carries and reinforces the essentiad messages that we,
conscioudly or unconscioudly, are endeavoring to convey.

In our genre (and in others, we believe), stock phrases and
literary figures are regularly used to evoke emotion. This is not
well understood by critics of these genres. Romance readers have a
keyed-in response to certain words and phrases (the sardonic lift
of the eyebrows, the thundering of the heart, the penetrating
glance, the low murmur or sigh). Because of their past reading
experiences, readers associate certain emotions—anger, fear, pas-
sion, sorrowv—with such language and expect to fed the same
responses each time they come upon such phrases. This experience
can bequiteintense, yet, at the sametime, the codesthat evoke the
dramatic illuson adso maintain it as illusion (not delusion—ro-
mance readers do not confuse fantasy with reality). Encountering
the familiar language, the reader responds emctionally to the
characters, settings, and events in thefictional world of romance.
And although what she feds is her own internal experience, it
is something that can be shared with millions of other women
around the world, so the commonality of the experience is apped-
ing, too.
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But the reader's pleasure is not purely emotional. She also
responds on an intellectual level. Because the language of romance
is more lushly symbolic and metaphorical than ordinary discourse,
the reader is stimulated not only to fed, but aso to andyze,
interpret, and understand. Surveys of romance readers have con-
sstently shown that these women are more highly educated and
well-read than detractors have assumed, a fact which should be
evident to anyone studying the mythological traditions under-
pinning the language of romance. When the heroine of Judith
McNaught's Whitney My Love attends a ball costumed as Proser-
pinaand meets a black-cloaked man whom she regards as " satanic”
in appearance, the reader is expected to recognize the myth that is
being alluded to and to identify this dark god as the novel's hero.
Later in the novel when the heroine is forcibly carried off by this
man, the reader understands that the story is following amap laid
down by afar more ancient tale.

What exactly is the language of romance? For the purpose of
discussion, we have decided to examine two forms of discourse:
romantic dialogue and romantic description.

Dialogue in a romance novel serves a larger purpose than
smply to provide exposition and demonstrate character. What is
said between the hero and the heroine is often the primary bat-
tlefidd for the conflicts between them. Provocative, confronta-
tional dialogue has been the hallmark of the adversaria relation-
ship that exists between the two mgjor characters ever since the
earliest days of romance narrative. It is Jane Eyre's verba imperti-
nence that cdls her to the attention of her employer, Mr. Roches-
ter, who notes in one of their first conversations, "Ah! By my
word! there is something singular about you . . . when one asks
you a question, or makes a remark to which you are obliged to
reply, you rap out around rejoinder, which, ifnot blunt, is at least
brusque." She isnot his equal in terms of fortune or circumstance,
but Jane proves early on that she is very much his equal in verba
acuity and assertiveness.

Suchisadsothe casein Prideand Prejudice, inwhich Elizabeth
Bennet's growing attraction for Mr. Darcy is based not only upon
her "fine eyes," but also upon her ready wit. The opportunity to
engage in verba sparring is rarely declined by the heroines of
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romance since it is far more likely to be her words than her beauty
that win her the love she most desires. Romances are full of heroes
who eschew the company of beautiful but insipid women who
would rather fawn than fight. Indeed, heroes of romance enjoy the
duel of wits. Frequently they take the heroine's words to heart,
changing in response to her stated criticisms. The heroine's words
are her most potent weapon. It is Elizabeth's scathing refusd of his
marriage proposal that forces Darcy to reevauate his own be-
havior and relinquish the worst aspects of his pride; it is Cathy's
overheard comment about Heathcliff's unsuitability as a husband
that drives him from Wuthering Heights and inspires him to
educate and improve himsdf.

In modern stories heroines continue to charm, provoke, and
chalenge their lovers with their conversation. After only one
spirited dialogue with Whitney Stone, the heroine of Judith Mc-
Naught's Whitney My Love, the Duke of Claymore is inspired to
court her. "She had a sense of humor, an irreverent contempt for
the absurd, that matched his own. She was warm and witty and
elusve as a damned butterfly. She would never bore him as other
women had."

In red life women often complain about the reluctance of
their male partners to engage in meaningful dialogue, but in the
world of romantic fantasy heroes willingly participate in verbal
discussions. They fence, they flirt, they express their anger, they
talk out the confounding details of their relationships with the
heroine. No hero of romance will ever respond to the eterna
feminine query, "What's wrong?' with the word, "Nothing." He
will tell her what's wrong; they will argue about it, perhaps, but
they will be communicating, and eventually, as they resolve their
various conflicts, the war of words will end. One of the most
sgnificant victories the heroine achieves at the close of the novdl is
that theherois ableto expresshislovefor her not onlyphysically but
also verbally. Don't just show me, tell me, is one of the prime
messages that every romance hero must learn. Romance heroines,
like women the world over, need to hear the words, and the
dialogue of romance provides them with this welcome oppor-
tunity.

Our second form of discourse, romantic description, is fre-
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quently denounced by critics as being overly florid. But effusve
imagery has a purpose. Aswe have already noted, the primary task
of the romance writer is to create for her readers a vision of an
aternative world and to give mythical dimension to its landscape
and characters. Piling on the detail by means of a generous use of
the romance codes is an effective way to achievethisgoal. Lush use
of symbols, metaphors, and alusion is emotionally powerful as
wel as mythologicaly evocative. It is the verba equivalent of
putting a person or an action under a microscope. Horror genre
novelists like Stephen King use this technique to describe, for
example, a murdered corpse, shocking the reader into a viscerd
response to the graphic horrors of death. Romance writers use the
same technique in sensual love scenes to draw the reader into the
landscape and to solidify her identification with the lovers by
evoking within her some of the same emotions they are experienc-
ing. The codes transport her to the world of romance and make
her fed, briefly, as if she is a participant in the ancient dramas
being enacted there.

The physica characteristics of the hero and heroine are pre-
sented in considerable detail, and phrases such as "his lean, hard
thighs," "her sparkling, emerald eyes," "his penetrating glance,"
"her prim features were softened by a generous lower lip" are
standard fare in romance. Many such codes reverberate with alu-
sions to mythical archetypes. "He was leaning against the cold
stonewall, regarding her steadily with aslight smile on his narrow,
sensudl lips. Devil, shethought” (Barlow, Sren'sSong). And, from
the hero in the same book: "Faerie music, he thought, listening to
alow-toned feminine voice caressing the words of abdlad .. . this
lovely Siren must be she."

A careful analyss of the physical description in most romance
novels will demonstrate that, from a large lexicon of common
descriptive codes, authors conscioudy or unconsciously choose
those that best illustrate the particular archetypes with which they
are working. Heroes associated with demons, the devil, the dark
gods, and vampires tend to be dark-haired, with eyes that are
luminous, piercing, penetrating, fierce, fiery, and so forth. Blond
heroes are less common, but there is usualy afalen-angd quality
about them.
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In the passage of sample back cover copy at the beginning of
this essay, the description of the hero is a blatant evocation of the
Hades-Persephone myth. Ravenwood is dark and enigmatic, with
the glittering eyes that one might expect to be attributed to the
devil. He is clearly linked with the death god. Having drowned in
the black, murky waters of a pond, thefirst Lady Ravenwood is a
permanent shade in the underworld, and it is hinted that her
husband may have been responsible.

Sophy is, in many ways, his opposite. Described as country
bred, she is fresh and innocent. Like Persephone of the myth, she
is drawn into a marriage that she does not, at first, desire. Her
tawny hair, the color of wheat, evokes her role as the daughter of
Demeter, the great earth goddess of the harvest, spring, fertility.
Thus the descriptive language sets up one of the oldest and best-
loved of romantic conflicts. the mythical battle of death and life,
despair and hope, eternal darkness and everlasting light.

The individual words employed in the passage are highly
connotative. Adjectives include such words as black, legend-
ary, mysterious, beautiful, murky, country-bred, emerald, tawny-
haired, and masculine. Verbs include whispered, drowned,
drawn, burned, teach, love. Nouns include devil, wrath, waters,
bride, lass, strength, desire, foul play, and marriage of conve-
nience. Such language is emotionally loaded. Each word conjures
up vivid images in the minds of the readers, and the combination
of so many evocative phrases in a short passage of prose creates
for the reader a dynamic, multi-layered intellectual and emotional
gedtalt.

Is it possible to do away with such language and till retain
the romance? Suppose we tried to rewrite the passage in non-
figurative language. It might come out something like this:

His acquaintances regard Julian, the Earl of Ravenwood, as neu-
rotic. He's an odd character with abelligerent temperament, whose first
wife drowned in the family swimming pool. Some bdieve she com-
mitted suicide, others think he murdered her.

Sophy Dorring, an unsophisticated young woman, is engaged to
Julian. Strongly attracted to him, she overcomes her initia reluctance to
marry and sets her own agenda for their relationship: to help her hus-
band get in touch with his emotions.
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Same story, different language. But what a difference. By
expressing the same ideas in ordinary discourse, we sacrifice the
fantasy, the mythical elements, and that sense of magnificent op-
position between two powerful but opposing forces. The prob-
lems of the hero and heroine are reduced to the mundane. Such
diction might be deemed appropriate for the writer of mainstream
fiction, but it is worthless to the romance novdist.

Another interesting detail about romantic description is the
use of paradoxical elements, echoing the heavy use of paradoxical
plot devices. Although the hero is more commonly associated
with darkness, hardness, strength, roughness, and evil, and the
heroine with light, softness, vulnerability, gentleness, and good,
there are elements of strength in the heroine and softness in the
hero. "A mouth that smiled easily was counterbalanced by the firm
angles of her nose and jaw" (Krentz, Affair of Honor). "His eyes
were large, brown, and dramatic . . . heavily fringed with dark
lashes and arched with delicate brows that might have appeared
too feminine had the rest of his features not been so uncompro-
misingly male" (Barlow, Sren's Song). Or, as the hero of Amanda
Quick's Seduction notes about the heroine, "beneath that sweet,
demure facade, she had a streak of willful pride."

The reason for this type of description is to distract the reader
from the fantasy elements of the story long enough to remind her
of the underlying reality of the hero's and heroine's characters.
The hero is not redly such a bad guy, the reader divines. And the
heroine is much tougher and more sdf-aufficient than she initially
appears.

Paradoxica words and phrases like "fierce pleasure”" and "ten-
der command" (from Seduction) are dso used to depict the dy-
namics of the developing relationship. Frequently, the romance
heroineis described as a"willing captive" to the "tender violence"
of the hero's lovemaking. Detractors of the genre tend to quote
such phrases to bolster their view that romance writers are doing a
disservice to their sisters by perpetuating the myth that women
enjoy rape. In redlity, the rape of the heroine by the hero is rarely,
if ever, seen in today's romance novel. Readers do not take such
passages literaly; indeed, the very use of paradox makes a literal
interpretation impossible. The words "captive" and "violence"
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remind the reader of the ancient fantasy underpinning such tales—
the Hades-Persephone myth, for example—while the function of
the words "willing" and "tender" is to clue the reader in to the
reality of the characters lovemaking, which is consensual and
loving.

The use of paradox aso serves to hint at the perfect reconcilia-
tion that will occur at the end of the romance novel. This will be
possible because each of the main characters is, in addition to
being the embodiment of an ancient myth, awhole person, inte-
grated and autonomous, with various strengths and weaknesses.
When these two individuals come together, they create a union
that is both mythological and real, a union that celebrates the
power of the femde to heal and civilize the mae.

In conclusion, we suggest that in order to understand the ap-
peal of romance fiction, one must be sengitive to the subtle codes,
contained in figurative language and in plot, that point toward a
uniquely feminine sharing of a common emotional and intellec-
tual heritage. Dedicated romance readers, long accustomed to
responding to these cues, perceive the hidden meanings intuitively
and find through them an intimacy with other women al over the
world. It is our sex, after al, that excds at reconciliation and inti-
macy. Recent works on the differences between men and women,
whether these be biological, psychological, or linguistic, suggest
that women's particular expertise seems to be our ability to form
sgnificant relationships with the men, women, and children in
our lives and to anchor and hold these relationships together. The
messages contained in romance fiction, the language in which
these messages are conveyed, and the intense experience induced
by the act of reading itself tend to support and reflect this essential
feminine concern. Like a secret handshake, the codes make the
reader fed that she is part of a group. They increase her fed-
ings of connection to other women who share her most intimate
thoughts, dreams, and fantasies.

In general, women tend to be less afraid than men to blend
our voices with others. Women who write romance don't seek
autonomy in our story-telling. We don't seek a ditinctive voice
(although most writers have one). Instead, in telling stories and
using language that we know are beloved of women dl over the
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world, we are validating each other. We are articulating the fed-
ings and fantasies of our sisters who cannot, or choose not to,
write them down. Their voices ring out, through us, as strongly as
our own.

It may well be that the use of the romance codes are more
important to the success of a particular romance novel than are the
usual elements upon which fiction isjudged—thelogic and clever-
ness of the plot, the development of the characters, or the vigor
and originality of the author's voice. It's interesting to note that
what is usually regarded as "good" prose style—presupposing the
vaue of the original, individua voice over the value of merged
voices—is not necessary for the writing of romance. This is true
because in romance novels the shared experience is more vauable
than the independent one.

Is it possible that accepted literary standards of excellence are
essentidly patriarchal in nature? We propose this as a matter for
further debate and discussion. Are there any differences between
what men and women generally regard as acceptable prose style?
Who made the rules that dl serious writers are supposed to have
internalized? "Get rid of every adjective and adverb,” a mae col-
league advised me after reading a draft of my latest manuscript. He
adso advised the use of shorter sentences. Lean and spare, short
and terse. No emotion.

But why, for example, must we show and not tell? Women
enjoy the telling. We vaue the exploration of emotion in verbal
terms. We are not as interested in action as we are in depth of
emotion. And we like the emotion to be clear and authoritative,
not vague or overly subtle the way it often seems to be in male
discourse.

Why do many of us who write romance fed a defiant pleasure
as we compose our "bad" prose? Are we redly a bunch of dlly,
incompetent, unoriginal writers, or are we thumbing our noses at
the literary establishment while continuing to use the sort of
diction that not only works best in our genre, but satisfies our
most deep-seated fantasies on a subtle and profound levd?

This is a subject upon which a good deal more could be
written, and we hope, through this essay, to stimulate such debate.
The greatest challenge for the romance writer working today is to
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excite and delight our readers while, at the same time, fulfilling
their expectations. It has been our experience that this is best
achieved by making full use of the codes and conventions that have
served us well for centuries, codes that are universaly recognized
by our sisters in every nation and culture, codes that celebrate the
most enduring myths of feminine consciousness.
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The Androgynous Reader
Point of View in the Romance

It is a commonly accepted truism that when a woman reads a
romance she is "identifying" with the heroine. Accusations di-
rected at the genre, such as Marion Zimmer Bradley's (1990)
polemic against romance, typicaly assume without further exam-
ination that a femae reader must identify with the female lead and
so is in danger of modeling her own life after a character who
might be submissive, passive, or obsessed only with romantic love
and maintaining her virginity. Academic analysts, not being writ-
ers of fiction, may perhaps be forgiven this rather superficid as-
sumption about the reading experience, but romance authors—
and, yes, even authors of sword and sorcery fantasy written for
women, such as Bradley herself—often fdl into the same error. So
sure are they that the femde reader must be identifying with the
heroine that they create the character they suppose the modern,
liberated woman must wish to be—so powerful in the corpora-
tion, so skilled at swordsmanship, so infaliblewith arifle, talented
at politics, tough-nosed in managing the ranch hands, invested
with psychic powers, adroit with magic, highly educated, widely
read, strong, smart, an excellent dancer and full of independent
sass, in short, just the sort of person one would gladly strangle if
one met her on the street.

Romance novels of this type have been known to succeed in
the marketplace. The most obnoxioudly "defiant beauty” will not
necessarily ruin the effect of a romance. This is not because ro-
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mance readers actualy admire, or wish to be, defiant beauties. Itis
because the hero carries the book.

Kathleen Woodiwiss's Shanna (1977) provides a best-selling
example. A dllier and more wrong-headed heroine than Shanna
would be difficult to imagine; very few women would go to bed at
night dreaming of actualy resembling the annoying little shrew.
Ah, but to be in her place—that is another matter.

That is what the heroine of this kind of romance represents. a
placeholder. Feminists need not tremble for the reader—she does
not identify with, admire, or internaize the characteristics of
either a stupidly submissive or an irksomely independent heroine.
The reader thinks about what she would have done in the hero-
ine's place. The reader measures the heroine by a tough yardstick,
asking the character to live up to the reader's standards, not vice
versa

Placeholding and reader identification should not be con-
fused. Placeholding is an objective involvement; the reader rides
along with the character, having the same experiences but accept-
ing or reecting the character's actions, words, and emotions on
the basis of her personal yardstick. Reader identification is subjec-
tive: the reader becomes the character, feeling what she or he feds,
experiencing the sensation of being under control of the character's
awareness.

Even the most well-conceived and fascinating of romance
heroines embodies an element of placeholding. However, it is
myopic to believe that just because the reader is femde she is
confined to the heroine's character as the target of authentic reader
identification.

In romance it is the hero who carries the book. Within the
dynamics of reading a romance, the femae reader is the hero,
and aso is the heroine-as-object-of-the-hero's-interest (the place-
holder heroine). The reader very seldom isthe heroinein the sense
meant by the term "reader identification." There is aways an
element of analytical distance.

The reader is represented by and in competition with the her-
oine at the same time; therefore she has siff requirements for this
character, who must be presented as intelligent without being in-
timidating, independent without being offensive, attractive with-
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out being smug. No essy task for awriter (or for the contempo-
rary liberated woman, for that matter) and one at which most of us
have bombed dl too frequently, unintentionally creating instead
the "cast-iron bitches who appear petulant and unsympathetic
rather than strong" that Jayne Ann Krentz (1990) has warned us
about. When the writer does fal with the heroine, however, it is
quite easy for the reader to disassociate herself from the character
and continue to derive pleasure from the story by using the hero-
ine as placeholder.

TaniaModleski's (1982) analys's of how third person point of
view works, supposing it to be merely a sort of convenience—no
more than first person narrative with "schizophrenic" asdes to the
audience—and claiming that "hardly any critica distance is estab-
lished between reader and [heroing],” manages not only to over-
look the power of third person narrative in controlling and cre-
ating emotion and reader identification but to get everything
backwards. The first and most deceptively simple rule every tod-
dling writer learns is Show and Don't Tell. The next thing the
writer learns isjust how difficult that standard is to achieve, partic-
ularly when trying to Show rather than Tel something about a
character while in that character's consciousness. It is not an
impossible thing to do by any means, but it is an enduring chal-
lenge. We dl fdl back on telling, and Modleski's "schizophrenic
narrator,” the "man-watching-from-the-closet” who makes om-
niscient comments about the heroine's beauty, is redly just an
untalented writer. From Jane Austen to James Joyce, it is not only
thefinely turned phrase but the well-chosen showing that is truly
vivid, dragging the spectator into the character's existence by
creating a spontaneous, unforced, uninhibited transfer of feding,
character-reader-character.

In a romance written from the heroine's third person view-
point, who is most often being effectively shown in this intense
kind of character evocation?

The hero.

The heroine's third person point of view is as likely to create
distance between reader and heroine asto close it, especidly in the
hands of a mediocre writer who relies on beating the reader over
the head with direct information about a character from within
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that character's viewpoint. In general, rather than identifying with
the heroine, the romance reader is probably farther from truly
enmeshing her emotions and personality with those of the heroine
than of any other significant character.

Itis strange that so little note has been taken of this phenome-
non. Perhaps the point has been overlooked because anaysts have
focused so narrowly on reports from readers. The underlying
effect of viewpoint is not obvious to the average reader, who, if
asked, smply equates point of view with reader identification,
assuming that if the writer has put her in a character's viewpoint,
she must be "identifying" with that character, when in fact her
strongest emotional response may well be engendered by a differ-
ent source: the viewed actions of another character. In the context
of this mistaken equation of viewpoint and emotional identifica:
tion, Caral Thurston's (1987) early- and mid-1980s reader sur-
veys both showed not only a striking aversion to the heroine-only
point of view but an avid desire for the hero's. Thurston describes
the results as a desire for a "mixed" point of view, but the only
applicable question on her first survey appears to be: "Would you
like to read stories written from the hero's point of view?'

| don't see anything remotely "mixed" about the question or
about a 70 percent positive responsetoitin 1982. If one considers
the very red possibility that, by desiring the hero's " point of view"
in such an overwhelming mgjority, these readers are actually ask-
ing for emotional identification with the hero, not simply his
viewpoint, the response is a plain rgection of heroine-identifica-
tion in favor of hero-identification. Thurston probes around the
edges of the issue, pointing out that "Readers are no longer
satisfied with seeing only how the New Hero responds, they now
want to look inside his head,” but doesn't seem to confront the
fact that romance readers have never had any intention of stopping
S0 short as amere |ook.

| should reemphasize that the intensity of hero-identification
is not necessarily predicted by the actual point of view in which the
nove is written. A sillful writer can achieve a high degree of
character revelation and reader identification with the hero with-
out ever entering the hero's point of view. A truly great romance
writer can even do it within the heroine's fird person narrative:
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JaneEyreisthe dassc example. However, it is certainly smpler—

though not dways more effective—for us mere mortals to invoke
the reader's powerful stake in the hero by using his viewpoint. To
be honest, femae romance writers seem to be more talented at
Showing and Not Telling for the mae lead than for the femae,
even from within his point of view (dl those years of dealing with
the strong, silent type, | guess). We had better be good at it,
because our surviva in the genre rides on how well we actuate the
hero.

Indeed, until the 1980s, writers of Harlequin romances had to
struggle to maintain clear and vivid "internalizable" heroes with-
out entering the male point of view. At that time, authors were
actudly prevented from using the mae viewpoint by their pub-
lishers, who clearly operated solidly within theideathat the reader
adways identifies with the heroine. The difficulty in meeting the
imperative of providing sufficiently evocable and illuminated he-
roes was obvioudly of critica concern to readers, who have re-
peatedly called for more books "from the hero's point of view"
(Macro, 1989).

Significantly, now that the trend has swung firmly toward a
substantial dose of masculine viewpoint, we hear no cries at dl for
"more of the heroine's point of view." In my own historical ro-
mance, The Prince of Midnight, the heroine's character is virtualy
inaccessble for aimost half the book, with little of her viewpoint
and less explanation of it. The only comments | received from
readers on the topic were complaints that they were frustrated on
behalf of the her o becausethe heroinetreated him so coolly. Because
this same frustration was one of the hero's dominant emotions in
the course of the book, | am led to the conclusion that these
readers were comfortably identifying with him, not her.

Through her own and the hero's eyes, the reader watches and
judges the heroine; the reader does not typicaly becomethe hero-
ineintheway she often becomesthe hero as shereads, although the
closer she moves toward spontaneously identifying with both
hero and heroine the more rich and rewarding the romance is
likely to be for her. When placeholder and reader identification
merge, the experience of the story is utterly absorbing and vitd;
andytica distance recedes; the book becomes, as Janice Radway
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(1984, p. 64) has suggested, "not merely the events of a courtship
but what itfeelslike" (emphasis Radway's).

If Radway had stopped there, she would have been close to
the heart of the matter, but she goes onto say "what it feelslike to
be the object of one, though this need not be accomplished by
telling the story soldly from the heroine's point of view." Radway's
own italics in this second quote highlight where it is that she fdls
victim to the bdief that the femae reader is identifying only with
the heroine, whether or not in the heroine's point of view. Al-
though the readers she interviewed "admitted that they want to
identify with the heroine," what she describes them doing in this
identification sounds to me like using the heroine as placehol der.

If one begins with and proceeds from the presumption of
heroine-identification, looking neither right nor left, everything
female readers say about the reading experience is colored in that
light, and subtle—or perhaps not so subtle—redlities are ne-
glected.

My readers' voices come through loud and clear in letters, em-
phasizing adifferent perspective. "Please, please write more books
from the man's point of view." " So many of the books dwell on the
heroine, but the men are rather vague." "All too often, because
these novels are written by women for women, there's an inability
to probe the male psyche beyond the he-has-to-be-strong-and-
can't-emote scenario.” "Since | began to read romances in 1972,
I've longed for more hero point of view." "If [the hero] isn'tin the
first chapter or two, I'll put the book down. It'sjust boring."

Of course, there can't be a love story (a heterosexua love
story, anyway) without a hero, and complaints such as these are
usuadly interpreted to mean that the romance is missing until the
hero shows up. But | propose that, for a large proportion of
romance readers, there's much more to the male character than
half of the romantic relationship. When Radway says, "The focus
never shifts for these readers away from the woman at the center of
the romance," | think she is wrong. One hundred percent dead
blind wrong. | flatly believe that the man carriesthe book.

Naturally, | have my own hunches about why the chemistry of
reading aromance is so heavily weighted toward the male charac-
ter. Itisfarly obviousthat the bottom lineis sexual admiration: to
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me, a large part of it feds like a simple, erotic, and free-hearted
femdejoy in the very existence of desirable maleness. Hey, women
likemen.

The pivotal twist on this commonplace observation, and
something that seems to have been generaly disregarded, is the
significance of preferential hero-identification. What does it mean
to a woman to fed—to want keenly to feed—what the made
character feds as she reads?

| think that, as she identifieswith ahero, awoman can become
what she takes joy in, can redlize the maeness in hersdf, can
experience the sensation of living inside a body suffused with
masculine power and grace (adjectives very commonly applied to
heroes, including my own), can explore anger and ruthlessness
and passion and pride and honor and gentleness and vulnerability:
yes, maam, dl those old romantic cliches. In short, she can be a
man.

A fictional man, that is. I'm not speaking here of some mae
malarkey about penis envy (penis envy being a concept that causes
the average woman to wrinkle her nose and say, "What?"). Identi-
fying with afictional hero is quite a different thing from wishing
to be ared-lifemae or trying to control one, because this fictional
man is altogether within and part of the reader hersdlf: avigorous,
living aspect of her personality. He may befictitiouswith regard to
genuine maes (and only the most oblivious of women wouldn't
know it), but he exigts nevertheless.

Many readers comment that their husbands or boyfriends are
leery of romance novels, bewildered by femae enjoyment of the
books, and redly quite frightened that they're being put in com-
petition with and held up to the standard of fictional heroes. It is
logical to assume that much of the negative male reaction to the
romance genre is based on this alarm. Who wouldn't worry?

But fictiona characters, as red as they can seem, are entirely
internal constructs within the reader: the whole adventure is an
interior one. A nove that works, in which reader identification
takes place, is a methodical realization of elements of the reader's
innermost life. If the taproot isn't there in the reader in the first
place, the novel will not tap anything. The reader reads a good
novel with asense of discovery, but it is adiscovery of elements of
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the existing inner sdf. Many of the old epic myths seem confusing
and strange to modern readers, not because the mythical elements
aren't dill dive in the human psyche but because the telephone
lines are down, the expression is too foreign, the connection—the
self-discovery—doesn't get made. So, as Ann Maxwell and Jayne
Ann Krentz (1989) have so clearly revealed, we rewrite the myths
and make the journey in our own time and vernacular.

While | accept this idea that the romance genre perpetuates
the archetypa myths, | think there is yet a deeper level at which
women experience romance novels. Those poor boyfriends and
spouses trembling in their boots can take comfort. They're scared
of phantoms. A romance reader is not expecting any red-life
person to live up to the heroes of her novels. She is experiencing
hersdlf as hero, and as heroine, completely within her own person-
dlity. If ahero or heroine does something the reader would not do,
shewill rgect it. If she likes the character enough, she will pretend
it didn't happen and go on; if she doesn't, across the room the
book flies. If either hero or heroine does something she would
admire hersalf for doing, sheis warmed in an internal way: "This
isgood, thisisright, thisis me."

But regarding the heroine there is till, and adways, that ee-
ment of not-me, of her, of otherness. There is paradox involved in
the placeholding component of the heroine. The reader is femae
in redlity; therefore, it requires a greater stretch, a maximum
submersion and letting go of «df, to be another woman: the
fundamental identity of gender means that a reader prefers not to
surrender too much of her own individuality to this character but
to remain judiciously objective. | suspect it is this sensation that
Modleski islabeling "hysteria," "hypocrisy," "schizophrenia," and
"bad faith" in her description of the romance reader's experience
of what | would cdl placeholding, a phenomenon that seems to
me to be the exact opposite: a healthy maintenance of separate
self-identity while reading fiction. If one can bring onesdf to
admit that a femde reader might find it more difficult to be this
fictitious heroine than to be thisfictitious man—not because sheis
a pitiful, victimized woman but because within the reader there
are masculine elements that can and need to be realized—then
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reading a romance is far from internally alienating. It is integrat-
ing. It is satisfying. It is downright fun, in fact.

What reading a romance becomes, then, is the experience of
"what a courtship feds like," but a courtship carried on entirely
between mysdf and mysdf. This heroine is holding my place (or
perhaps | even like her enough to identify with her to an extent)
and | am the hero. That iswhy romance readers are not, and never
have been, intimidated by what Krentz calsthe "aphamale" hero,
the "retrograde, old-fashioned, macho, hard-edged man"—be-
cause the aphamale hero is themsealves.

In the reading of a romance, the conflict and resolution of a
romantic relationship are entirely within the reader and have noth-
ing directly to do with the reader's husband, boyfriend, male boss,
or male co-workers, except as they may interfere with the reading
process itsdf. If, as Krentz suggests, the romantic male lead aways
represents both hero and villain, then the reader must be experi-
encing those aspects of hersdf. If the hero is being gentled and
tamed, it is a taming and gentling of passions within thefemale
reader, not within any redl-life male. Experienced and mentaly
healthy fiction readers dways know where the fable ends and
actudity begins. Reading a romance is not practice for the red
thing. As Maxwell and Krentz say, "Wedo not read... for aredity
check."

Not an externa redlity check, at any rate, but perhaps an
internal one. | suspect that for a woman a romance may be a
working-through of her own interior conflicts and passions, her
own "maleness’ if you will, that resists and resists giving in to
what is desired above all, and yet feared above al, and then, after
the decisive climax, arrives at a resolution, a choice that carries
with it the relief and pleasure of internal harmony.

The oft-derided happy ending is no infantile regressive day-
dream; it is a dramatization of the integration of the inner sdf, an
integration that goes on day by day, moment by moment, in the
lives of women and men al over the world, because—yes—civili-
zation and family and growing up require of al of us, male and
female, a certain turning away from adventure, from autonomy,
from what-might-have-been, and we mourn the loss and must
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ded with it. (Romance novels aren't the only manifestation of this
fact. Pro footbal, male buddy movies, and men's genre fiction
exig for a reason.) A femde attorney, mother of three, who
represents a labor union and reads and writes romance—a work-
ing attorney and mother, mind you, a modern superwoman—
writes, "l have avery strong vision of what | might have been had
| not 'settled down' and gotten married ... and | spend a consider-
able amount of psychologica time and energy wrestling with it.
This has nothing to do with my relationship with my husband, my
children or dominance in my marriage. IT HASTO DO WITH
MY SELF. The choice [of marriage and family] is my choice, quite
fredy made, but often regretted nevertheless. Romances express
that ambivalence, and then come down solidly on the side of
getting married."

That tired old claim that romance is not red literature because
"happy endings aren't redlistic* is dlly, not to say pigheadedly
obtuse. Romances have happy endings and the hero never diesin
them because literature as represented by the romance genre ex-
presses integration, not fractionalization, of the sdf. And in par-
ticular, I am convinced, romance reflects the exploration and
reconciliation of male elements within the femae reader.

| believe that feminism may have taken something of a fase
step with many women when the more zeal ous constituents of the
movement insisted upon placing "femaeness' in direct opposi-
tion to "maleness'—a biaswell illustrated in Bradley's selection of
short stories for her sword and sorcery collections, in which the
femaes consistently outperform, outsmart, and out-philosophize
the sorry collection of males they are arrayed against: so often
against, with winners and losers.

Perhaps this sort of thing is a hangover from an earlier, more
desperate phase of feminism; but still, | think a large number of
women smply never did require adevaluation of male characteris-
tics. What they savor instead is the freedom to expand into dl the
aspects, feminine and masculine, of their own being. As the at-
torney cited above puts it, "we like the male inside ourselves."

To wheedle authentic reader identification out of a heroine is
one of the toughest tasks a romance writer faces, and it is by no
means her most important one. A heroine who is true to hersdf,
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whatever her sdf may be—jet pilot or bashful spinster—is enough
to make her part in the mechanics of a romance workable, if not a
work of art. | am not proposing that authors shouldn't bother to
create convincing heroines; indeed we should, and must. What |
am saying is that in the rank order of reader interest and identifica-
tion, the heroine dways fdls second to the hero—a property as
integral to the romance as fourteen lines of five-foot iambic rhyme
isintegra to the sonnet.

As the author of the first (to my knowledge) historica ro-
mance to have the hero alone on the cover, | have had aringside
sedt at this new twist in the romance genre. It has been well known
for some time among romance writers that many readers are
rebelling against the standard "clinch” covers of historicals, with
particular complaints voiced about the over-endowment of the
illustrated femaes. The persistence of the clinch cover goes be-
yond market identification and the subconscious appeal of por-
nographic illustrations of femaes to male wholesale book buyers
(apenchant rather amusingly hinted at in the very rea and serious
apprehension of two male buyers with whom | spoke about The
Prince ofMidnights hero-only cut-back cover: "But where's the
girl?" "I like the inside [a ripping-off-of-her-dress-and-crawling-
in-the guy's-lap clinch] better"). It is aso another example of the
fdlacy of heroine-identification: everyone—publishers, art direc-
tors, and book buyers included—has been convinced that readers
are identifying with the heroine; therefore the illustrated heroine
should be gorgeous and well endowed, because that is what dl
women wish to be, right?

Wrong.

At firgt, like everyone else, | attributed the enormous popu-
larity of The Prince of Midnights hero-only cover to the fact that
romance readers are Sck and tired of illustrations that focus so
heavily on something in which they have no interest whatsoever—
big-breasted, lust-crazed women—and are ready and waiting for a
cover that emphasizes something in which they are highly inter-
ested: ahunk.

| believe now that the issue is not so simple. That interpreta-
tion is certainly valid, but hunks have graced the covers of ro-
mances before—the very same hunk in fact, male model Fabio, as
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on The Prince of Midnight—and while these covers have been
popular and sold well, they have not created the stir of comment
within the genre that the hero-only cover created.

Itis possible that, by delivering an attractive illustration of the
hero alone, the publisher is doing more than merely furnishing the
femae reader with something concrete on which to hang the
fantasy, in the way a Playboy centerfold provides a hook for a
man's sexud fantasy. While | do believe thisis a strong element in
the success of the hero-only cover, a hero-only illustration may
aso serve to reinforce and enhance the reader's ability to identify
with this man. The visua experience is not so fluid as the reading
experience: the presence of a heroine in the illustration is rock-
solid evidence that this character is not "me," and cannot be "me,"
because there she is, somebody else, right on the cover. On the
other hand, when the reader has the hero aone on the cover, not
only can she hold her own place as heroine but the cover message
agrees with her perception of who is the red center of this book.

Perhaps the most intriguing conundrum of hero-identifica-
tion is the joy romance readers take in the "fractured hero":
the ripped-up, torn apart, brought-to-his-knees apha male. Once
again, this is a phenomenon that has been widely interpreted in
the light of presumed heroine-identification. Modleskt has argued
that it represents a femae revenge fantasy: ". . . dl the while
[the herQ] is being so hateful, he is internally grovelling, grovel-
ling, grovelling.” Others have emphasized, like Krentz, the mythic
struggle of the femae to civilize and bond to the male or, like
Radway, the creation of a comforting fairy tale of perfect romantic
love. In these interpretations an emotionally shattered hero pre-
sumably would be a tamed one, providing for the reader the
vicarious satisfaction of the heroine's success.

Perhaps so. But | would like to point out one salient fact. Dur-
ing the height of the reading experience—the romantic climax—
when the reader feds that wrench of emotion, the tingle in the
spine, the full and authentic inner twist of reader identification
with a character in an emotiona cataclysm—when Rhett says to
Scarlett, "Frankly, my dear . . ."; when Ruark Beauchamp of
Shanna raises an inhuman "raging howl! . . . from the wagon
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accompanied by repeated thuds against the heavy wooden door";
when Clayton Westmoreland shatters the brandy glassin his hand
in Judith McNaught's Whitney My Love; when Sade in Nora
Roberts'sA Matter ofChoice growls, "I love you, damn it. I'd like
to chokeyoufor it"—who, may | ask, isthe reader at that moment?

Not the heroine, basking in femae revenge or bonding tri-
umph.

Oh, no. She's the hero.
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The Androgynous Writer
Another View of Point of View

During the period when | was writing my historica romance
novel Fires ofDestiny | had a recurring dream in which Roger
Trevor, the hero, would appear on my doorstep, saber rattling, to
complain that | was alowing my feminist sensibilities to subvert
his original rough, tough, macho character.

"The more you perfect your bloody little fary tale, the more
of alily-livered wimp | turn out to be," says he.

"You're becoming a more mature, civilized, and sympathetic
hero," | assure him.

"Yeah, well | liked it better when | dragged the heroine off to
my ship at knifepoint and ravished her."

Truth is, despite my feminist qualms, so did I.

I'm not ashamed to admit that I've aways been one of those
die-hard fans of the old-fashioned, hard-edged romances which
feature a feisty heroine who fdls into love and conflict with a
dangerous hero with sardonic eyebrows and a crud but sensua
mouth. In the romances | most enjoy, as well as the ones | write,
the intensity of excitement | fed while reading is directly propor-
tional to the leve of emotional hazard the heroine experiences as
her relationship with the hero develops. When he sdks her,
carries her off, besieges her honor, and findly makes love to her
with a passion and determination that would unnerve me if | ever
encountered itin red life, | greedily turn the pages, finding within
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such scenes a catharsis of the essentia impulse or desire that led me
to pick up the book in the first place.

Why? That's atough one. | love "serious" literature, which |
studied and taught, first as agraduate student and subsequently as
a lecturer in English at Boston College before | became a pub-
lished romance novelist. When | first switched careers, | used to
fed vaguely guilty that my time, which ought to be spent in the
serious study of Shakespeare, Austen, Virginia Woolf, or Char-
lotte Perkins Gilman, was now committed to the creation of pulse-
pounding works of popular women'sfiction that rework the most
ancient myths about the relations of men and women.

But | have come to believe that the enduring popularity of the
romance novel through time and across dl boundaries of nation
and culture proves that the apped of such narratives reverber-
ates on the deepest levels of feminine understanding. Romances
are the stories that women tell to themselves . . . and to each
other. Whether they be passionately metaphorical in the manner
of Charlotte Bronte, witty and ironical in the manner of Jane
Austen, or imperfectly rendered in the purplest of prose, they are
the voices of women, bravely upraised. It is time these voices were
heard, acknowledged, and understood.

Although | have read severd fascinating essays on romance
novels as political or cultural documents, | see them as psychologi-
cd maps which provide intriguing insights into the emotional
landscape of women. The various elements contained in them
function as internal archetypes within the feminine psyche. This
includes the hero, whom | see not as the masculine object of
feminine consciousness but as a dignificant aspect of feminine
consciousnessitsdf.

In the most traditional sense, the romance novel is an emo-
tional coming-of-age story. At some subliminal leve, the narrative
teaches a woman how to reconcile the various aspects of her own
psyche that may be at war with one another so that she can fed
herselfto be atruly integrated, competent, and emotionally whole
individual who is able to perform her various functions in the
world.

Psychologicaly, the fundamental romance novel situation—
woman and man meet in an atmosphere of intense attraction and
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conflict that is eventually transformed by the conciliatory power of
love into alasting pair bond—may be the nearest thing a woman
has to the oedipal myth that allows the male to separate from his
mother and establish his autonomous adult personality. Psycholo-
gists have begun to recognize that women do not make this
separation so easly and that, indeed, it is not autonomy but
intimacy that is valued by many women. On a profound leve, the
romantic myth enables us to comprehend the inner forces that
must be manipulated in order to gain the confidence and the
competence necessary to fulfill our vitad task of negotiating suc-
cessful relationships with the men, women, and children in our
lives.

How does the map work and what directions is it providing?
Although we are currently seeing an extraordinary diversity in the
themes, plots, and characterizations in romance novels, dl ro-
mances share four basic elements. a heroine, a hero, a conflict-
ridden love story, and a happily-ever-after ending. Because in the
best of these stories both the conflict and the resolution derive
from the characters of the lovers themselves, it is upon them that |
will focus.

The romance heroine is the primary aspect of feminine con-
sciousness, the character with whom the reader is most likely to
identify. She is engaging and likable, a genuinely sympathetic
character. If she does more reacting than acting, more responding
thaninitiating, thisis hardly asurprise sinceit iswith this aspect of
femininity that most women are comfortable. Many of us were
not brought up to be initiators; we have had to struggle for years,
not only with other people's expectations of what we are capable
of achieving but also with our own internal expectations. At a
women's gathering | recently attended, each participant was asked
to cast away the onething in life that she fdt was holding her back.
Eleven of the twelve women present cast away some sort of feer—
fear of losing control, fear of not being able to take care of
themselves, fear of expressing their true feelings, fear of using their
natural gifts in the most productive way, fear of husbands and
lovers, fear of disappointing the people they most love. Given our
long heritage of patriarchically induced feminine anxieties, it is
natural for women to identify with the character who, at the
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beginning of the romance, may seem to lack her full complement
of power and authority.

Despite our instinctive identification with the heroine, most
of us know that we are not subservient by nature. Recent archae-
ological studies have suggested that feminine passivity was by no
means the norm in ancient cultures, and that the firg religious
practices were dominated by images of the Great Goddess rather
than a masculine god. The Mother is a potent and terrifying
figure—male and female we come forth from Her and are swal-
lowed up by Her again in the end; Hers is the awesome power
both of life and of death. But the full power of the goddess is not
available to women in the early stages of life. In Everywoman's
journey through the three primary aspects of the goddess—virgin
to mother to crone—the romance novel maps out the first seg-
ment of the journey. And like any archetypal journey it is filled
with threats and dangers against which the heroine must struggle
and eventually prevail.

And she does prevail. Although there may be a great deal of
variation from book to book as to the persona characteristics of
the heroine, dl these women share one vita quality—courage.
The feistiness of the heroine is so universal as to have become a
cliche. She does not fdl apart in a crisis in the manner that we
might imagine ourselves doing. She copes. She determines ways
to extract hersdf from the disasters—both physica and emo-
tional—that threaten her. How does she accomplish this? By
casting away her fears, facing her demons, and taking the actions
that initiate her into her own considerable power.

The most formidable of her demonsis, of course, the hero. He
is ds0 the demon of many commentators who attempt to defend
the romance novel. If romances are redly about female empower-
ment rather than masculine domination, why do so many of them
continue to regae their readers with so much blatant, undifferen-
tiated machismo?

In my opinion, they don't. The machismo is something of an
illusion.

Traditionaly, the hero is the Byronic type—dark and brood-
ing, writhing inside with al the residua anguish of his shadowed
past, world-weary and cynical, quick-tempered and prone to fits of
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guilt and depression. He is strong, virile, powerful, and lost.
Adept at many things that carry with them the respect and admira-
tion of the world (particularly the world of other males), he is not
fully competent in the arena where women excel—the arena of his
emotions, which are violently out of control.

Is this redly the sort of man most women want? Of course
not. Even as ayoung adolescent reading my first romances, | can't
remember ever feding that the fictional representation | was en-
countering had much to do with the rea external world. | didn't
expect to meet and marry the man of my fantasies; indeed, the
warm, loving, even-tempered man | did marry has little in com-
mon with the brooding hero of romance. Instead, aimost from the
beginning, | identified with the hero. | saw him as Saf, not Other.
And | dimly recognized him as one of the archetypa figuresin my
own inner landscape.

The romantic hero is not the feminine ideal of what a man
should be. The romantic hero, in fact, isnot aman at dl. Heis a
split-off portion of the heroine's own psyche which will be reinte-
grated at the end of the book.

In the best romances, we arejust as emotionally engaged with
the hero as we are with the heroine. We fed his anger and under-
stand his pain. And we sense that the reason the heroine is so
powerfully attracted to him, despite his many faults, is that he is
her shadow—the dark side of herself that she denies and projects
outward. It has been argued that psychological integration de-
pends on encountering the shadow and accepting it. If the ro-
mance novel teaches a woman to love anybody, the person she
must learn to love is hersdf.

Ifthe heroine's primary role in the myth servesto encourage us
to copewith our fears, the hero'sisto provide uswith the means of
facing and accepting the angry, aggressive, sexudly charged com-
ponents of our personality that we have been taught to associate
with masculinity. From childhood, maes have more outlets for
their aggressions—sports, horseplay, roughhousing, the rite of
passage schoolyard fight and resultant black eye that parents (espe-
cidly fathers) seem willing to tolerate. They also have more outlets
for their sexuality, the expression of which is not only tolerated but
encouraged. Females, on the other hand, are instructed from child-
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hood to control, repress, or even split off their aggressive and
erotic drives. Where does dl that energy go? The temptation to
generalize is strong, but here | will speak only for mysdf.

| was thirteen years old when | created the above-mentioned
Roger Trevor, the firg and most interesting of my various roman-
tic heroes. Initially he was not an erotic figure; he was more villain
than hero. A contemporary of the heroine's father, he did not
threaten her honor but rather her life.

In a subsequent version of the story, written while | was in my
late teens and early twenties, Roger's anger and eroticism are both
blatant and entwined. He is violent, capable of killing (if only in
sdlf-defense). His treatment of Alexandra, the heroine, is charged
with sexua energy, although he believes her to be too young, too
sweet, too good for him. In a plot twist that many fans of the
bodice ripper will recognize, Roger becomes convinced that Alex-
andra "is not what she seems," and in an explosion of rage that |
relished describing since it went so far beyond the scope of any
anger | permitted mysdf, he descends to rape. Alexandras re-
sponse to his violence is a frozen rather than an awakened sex-
uality, and for the rest of the novel a guilt-stricken Roger must do
harsh penance as he attempts to reengage her desire and her love.

Although | never tried to sdl this early version of my narra-
tive, | became obsessed by Roger Trevor. He was aways storming
about in my head. Although his violence puzzled me and his
actions made me fed guilty, | continued to write and rewrite his
story. Why was he so important to me?

It took me severa years to understand and accept that | had
become adept at repressing most of the anger that Roger was so
quick to display. | was resentfully submissive in situations where |
would have preferred to be dominant. | was restrained and polite
where | would much rather have been straightforward and honest.
He represented the darker side of mysdf, the powerful male figure
on whom | was projecting dl my own aggressiveness and rage. As
amale, he could do the things that had been traditionally forbid-
den to me. He personified the freer, wilder, more libidinous sides
of mysdf. On some deep level, | was Roger.

A curious thing happened as | began writing thefinal version
of my novel. As | became more accepting of my own negative
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emotions, Roger became more civilized. Although he remained a
dangerous hero, suspected of murder, potentialy capable of rape,
some of his aggressiveness began to shift subtly to Alexandra. In
the published romance, it is she who loves and desires Roger, she
who eagerly responds to his initial advances, she who yearns for
the relationship that heis actively resisting. When the twists of the
plot findly inspire his old rapist's rage, the feisty Alexandra loses
her temper as well and orders him down on the bed. The sexud
encounter that follows is not violent but mutually satisfactory, the
lovemaking of two adults. Alexandra does not ""become” awoman
in this scene, she dready is awoman, confident and assertive, able
both to defuse the anger of her lover and to demand erotic plea
sure for hersdf.

If Roger's and Alexandrds story is in any way representative,
the romantic hero serves as the means by which the anxious but
courageous heroine is initiated into her own aggressive and erotic
tendencies, which are essentia to her mature humanity. She expe-
riences sex, or, in the case of many of the more modern romances
in which she has previous sexuad experience, she enjoys a hitherto
unknown leve of eroticism. She aso experiences anger (his, as
well as her own defiant response to his rage) and learns that both
experiences are not only survivable but liberating in some way.
She forms a spiritual union with the hero, sharing his masculine
erotic and aggressive energy, becoming one with him—his other
hdf, his soulmate. The marriage a the end is far more than a
smple societal convention; it is the integration of the no-longer-
aqirl's personality. She no longer needs to split off the forbidden
portions of her own personality. The displaced voice of the hero is
now her own voice, ringing with feminine force and vitality.

Romances must end at this point. If the heroine were to
continue to increase in her own power and authority she would
see that once the passage from virgin to mother is accomplished,
men, in a way, are no longer essential. The virgin, amost by
definition, reguires a mae partner in order to move into the
second aspect of the goddess, but in women's narratives that deal
with motherhood, midlife, and aging, men are less centra to the
myth.

If the romance novel is indeed a mythica playing out of
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Everywoman's archetypal journey toward psychological integra-
tion, this may explain why male readers and reviewers have re-
sponded so negatively to the genre (unfortunately, the same might
be said of male-trained femae critics): they smply don't get it.
The fundamental appea of the romance novel escapes them be-
cause they cannot read the signposts or wak the road. They are
foreigners in our emotional landscape.

What we are dealing with in romance noves is the inner
material of feminine consciousness, passionately and defiantly ex-
pressed by women who have been oppressed and repressed by the
forms and strictures of the patriarchy. Because of the deep-seated
nature of this material, the romantic myth will continue to be
dreamed and explored by women, and hard-eyed heroes will con-
tinue to rage against the plucky heroines who defy them until they
are forever united by the reconciling power of love.
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In the late 1970s | was living in a suburban New Jersey commu-
nity, an area of station wagons and crabgrass-free lawns. | had
abandoned my teaching career Sx years earlier to stay at home and
raise our two sons. When a new neighbor moved with her family
into a house two doors away, we quickly formed a solid friend-
ship, and one of the foundations of that friendship was our love of
reading. Between nursery school car pools and trips to the grocery
store, we discussed the books we loved, from the classics to the
latest bestsallers.

At this time the paperback origina historical romance was
gaining huge popularity, and we fdl under its spell. Gradually, we
began bypassing John Updike for Kathleen Woodiwiss and Jen-
nifer Wilde. The historical romances of this period were some-
times labeled "bodice rippers," not without a certain judtification
since many of them contained narrow-eyed heroes who smoked
thin cheroots, were perpetually sardonic, and committed some
rather violent sex acts on the heroines.

In this current era of the politically correct, | would love to say
that we were horrified by these acts of violence against women,
that we picketed bookstores and wrote outraged letters to pub-
lishers. But neither of us had ever been a victim of violence, and
the undeniable fact is ...

We loved these books.

We loved them despite the fact that we were the two most
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outspoken feminists in our neighborhood. College educated,
opinionated, and aggressive, we siffed out male chauvinism in
everyday life like ever-zealous bloodhounds. God help any un-
suspecting mae who caled out "Hello, girls!" when we took our
evening walks. We worried about women who didn't take com-
mand of their lives. We voted for political candidates who cham-
pioned women's rights. And we made our husbands' lives miser-
able if they didn't display the appropriate amount of gratitude for
the fact that we had put our professional lives on hold to raise their
children.

We saw no conflict between our feminist views and the con-
tent of the books we were reading. | can't remember that we even
mentioned it, and if we did, our andyss would amost certainly
have fdlen under the category of "Fiction is fiction and red life is
red life" The books were fun to read. They blocked out squab-
bling children and boring household chores. That was all.

The years passed and | became a published writer, producing
two historical romances and then entering the world of women's
mainstream popular fiction. Since 1983 when my first book was
published, | have participated in countless discussions with both
readers and my peers about the phenomenal appeal of the romance
novel. For years, the consensus of opinion has been that we
offered readers an escape from redlity through the fantasy of an
exciting man, a glamorous setting, a wonderful adventure. We
were entertainers.

Ah, yes. Entertainers. That sounded good to me.

By the late 1980s, my life had grown increasingly stressful.
My writing career had moved into high gear. | had two active
sons and a husband who was frequently out of town on business.
| was becoming a statistic—another overworked, overstressed,
two-career American woman. | found mysdf awakening in the
middle of the night with my heart pounding and nightmare vi-
sions of the insurance bill | had forgotten to pay, the plot line in
my newest book that wasn't working out, the child who was being
teased on the school bus. | would lie in bed staring at the ceiling
while I made lists in my head of the things | had to do.

| seemed to have lost my ability to relax except late in the
evenings when | would grab a romance novel. But instead of
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picking up a big mainstream book of women's fiction such as the
ones | was writing mysdf, books that tended to be less formulaic
and more complex in their depiction of male/femae relationships,
I was curling up with traditional historical romances or short
contemporary series romances by authors such as Sandra Brown,
Janet Dailey, Jayne Ann Krentz, Elizabeth Lowell, and Judith
McNaught. | didn't have to read for long before something magi-
cd happened. | fdt better. Camer. In control.

Gradudly, | began to redize that the romance novel was
providing me with afantasy of which | wasvery much in need. But
it wasn't the fantasy that | had aways assumed romance writers
were offering their readers—that of a wonderful man or a glam-
orous, fulfilling career. | already had those things. Instead, the
fantasy these novels offered me was one of command and control
over the harum scarum events of my life—a fantasy of femde
empowerment.

For me, there was nothing more satisfying than the illusion
that | was in command of dl the external forces that so frequently
frazzled and threatened me in red life, and as | talked to other
women, both writers and readers, it became evident that | wasn't
the only one experiencing this fedling. | began to ask mysdlf how
the romance novel provided this fantasy of empowerment. And
why did women need it?

The answer to this latter question seemed to me the most
obvious. Biologically, we are the wesker sex. We bear children, but
because we do not have the physicd strength that men do, we are
never certain of our ability to protect them from harm. Newspaper
headlines scream of rapes, murders, and mutilations. We are bom-
barded with reminders that the world is aviolent, uncertain place
and that women are frequently its victims.

Even women who live in rdatively safe environments some-
times have little sense of control over their lives. They work nine-
to-five jobs, keep house, raise children, and care for elderly par-
ents. They fed pressure to excd at their jobs, have perfect children,
be perfect wives. Housekeeper, caregiver, breadwinner, sex god-
dess. It dl gets to be too much, especiadly when no one can
promise us that everything will turn out dl right in the end. That
therewill be enough money in the checkbook to pay the bills, that
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our Pap smear will come back negative, that our kids will stay
away from drugs and our husbands will stay away from younger
women. We yearn to cry out, "Please, God, make everything turn
out dl right!"

And in the romance novel, it does.

But how? The key to whether or not aromance novel gives me
that satisfying sense of having some control over my life lies not so
much with the personality of the heroine as with the type of hero
the book depicts. While | can enjoy abook with asensitive, caring,
enlightened mae standing steadfadtly at the heroine's side as she
works through her troubles, these books never give me the rush
that tells me everything will be dl right in my own life. Instead, |
find comfort in books with dangerous heroes, cynicd men who
have grown jaded with life and love, men of action who not only
refuse to stand by the heroine's side from the beginning of the
book but who frequently make life more difficult for her.

This fictiona "tough guy" hero is the sort of man | would
never permit in my red life, so why is he so central to the em-
powerment fantasy? Do | have some secret sadomasochistic ten-
dencies I'm not aware of? If I'm going to read romances—and |
certainly am—why can't | enjoy books with the sort of sensitive,
caring man | adore in redl life? Why am | mentally salivating over
an insengitive jerk suffering from an overdose of testosterone?

Book sdes make it obvious that | am not the only woman in
America who wants to read about this arrogant, domineering
rogue—a man who, in red life, any intelligent woman would
throw out the door in ten minutes flat. Virtualy every historical
romance writer who regularly appears on the New York Times
bestsdller list specializes in the tough guy hero: Catherine Coulter,
Johanna Lindsey, Judith McNaught, Amanda Quick. Their suc-
Cess is not coincidental .

In the romance novel the domineering male becomes the
catalyst that makes the empowerment fantasy work. The heroine
isn't as big as he is; she isn't as strong, as old, as worldly; many
times sheisn't aswell educated. Ye despite al these limitations she
confronts him—not with physical strength but with intelligence
and courage. And what happens? She dways wins! Guts and
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brains beat brawn every time. What a comforting fantasy thisis for
a frazzled, overburdened, anxiety-ridden reader.

Children dea with their fears of the red world by creating
symbolic repositories of these fears—monsters who lurk in closets
and bogeymen who hide under their beds. In asimilar fashion the
femde romance reader finds her fears personified in the character
of the virile and powerful rogue male, a character who serves not
only as the hero of the novel but also, more subtly, asitsvillain, a
potent symbol of dl the obstacles life presents to women.

The scenes that make my heart beat faster are seldom the love
scenes. Instead, my favorite scenes are dways those in which the
spunky heroine thrusts her chin up in the air and lays down the law
to a towering, menacing, broad-shouldered male. She has no
regard for her personal safety, the fact that he can flatten her with
one sweep of his arm or crush her head between his hands as Rhett
Butler threatens to do to Scarlett O'Hara—the fact that he can kill
her if he wants to. She faces his rage with courage and, while
he will almost certainly retaliate—sometimes with harsh, hurtful
words, sometimes with aggressive lovemaking—she continues to
defy him.

These scenes of confrontation become even more satisfying to
me in books in which the hero actudly has the power to kill the
heroine without suffering any consequences himsdf. In the histor-
icd novels sat during feudd periods, such as those of Johanna
Lindsey and Jude Devereaux, he frequently has this option. He is
lord of al he surveys with the power of life and death over his
subjects. It would be quite easy for him to send this feity, bother-
some, stubborn little critter who is causing him so much grief to
her death or, at the very leat, into a lengthy and gruesome im-
prisonment. But he never does this because she has ensnared him
in an emotional stranglehold that no amount of physical strength
or worldly power can break through. From the moment they
meet, he is a goner. All his muscle, wealth, and authority are
useless against her courage, intelligence, generosity, loyadty, and
kindness.

| can only shake my head in bewilderment when | hear the
romance novel criticized for depicting women as being submissive
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to domineering men. Are the critics reading the same books | am?
What is the ultimate fate of the most arrogant, domineering,
ruthless macho hero any romance writer can create? He is tamed.

By the end of the book, the heroine has brought him under
her contral in a way women can seldom control men in the red
world. The heroine has managed to change him from an emo-
tionally frigid Neanderthal into a sensitive, caring, nurturing hu-
man being. It is even tempting to say that she hasturned him into
awoman, and a case might be made for thiswereit not for the fact
that our hero gtill maintains hiswarrior qualities. He is the might-
iest of the mighty, the strongest of the strong. But, because he has
been tamed by our heroine, because she exerts such a powerful
emotional stranglehold over him, his amost superhuman physica
strength isnow hersto command.

Shout hallelujah, Sister! No more fear of dark aleysl No more
worries about things that go bump in the night! And, best of
al, no more males who are unable to understand the emotional
needs of the female. The romance novel has—Abracadabral Zap!
Pow!—produced two completely integrated human beings. It has
produced the new male—strong and intensely physical, but pos-
sessing dl the senditive, nurturing qualities of the female. And it
has produced a new female—aheroine who possesses dl the softer
qualities traditionally assigned to women but who has none of a
woman'sphysical limitati onsbecausehi sstrengthnowbel ongstoher.

Is the romance writer guilty of distorting redlity? Of offering
women a fadse view of their own power in the world? Guilty as
charged, and thank God. Creating a fantasy world is one of the
primary functions of dl popular fiction. The mystery novel gives
us a world of perfect justice, the western a world with no moral
ambiguities. And the romance novel gives us two empowered and
integrated human beings.

The romance novelist has an implicit contract with the reader
who buys her book to portray life exactly asit is not. For the time
that a reader is absorbed in alove story, she is not only sfe from
harm but empowered to rise above every limitation, every obsta-
cle, every worry that confronts her. The heroine can be threatened,
but by God that chin had better shoot up in the air pretty damn
quick and those small fists had better start swinging.
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Hold your ground, honey. Don't let him bully you. Go after him
and don'tgive him an inch. Come on; do itfor me, your loyal reader,
because right now my feet hurt, the kids arefighting, and I've got
cramps. Come on, honey. Just for a couple of hours, let me see a woman
give asgood as shegets.

Atta girl!

SQusan Elizabeth Phillips

Susan Elizabeth Phillips is the author of two historical romances
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degree in theater from Ohio University and did graduate work at
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Sweet Subversions

George Eliot cdled them "slly novels by lady novelists." Charles
Lamb condemned them as "these scanty intellectual viands of the
whole femde reading public." Germaine Greer said they "sanction
drudgery, physica incompetence and prostitution." None of this
censure had any noticeable effect on sdes of romantic fiction.

Since the mediaeval troubadours brought to England tales of
adventure, love, and derring-do, romance has never lost its appea
to popular taste. But around the seventeenth century, women's
romance began to separate from men's romance. Men's romance
now deals mainly with violence and death—in westerns, thrillers,
and hard-core crime novels. And women's romance dedls with the
emotional life, relationships, and lasting love.

All men know that the femae romantic novel is the product of
and the fud for women's fantasies. What they have not yet redised
is that the fantasies are not about every woman's desire to be the
willing sexua dave of some macho male. They are, and aways
have been, the subversive literature of sexud palitics.

In 1688, when davery was regarded as normal and necessary
and the subjection of women as a state of efairs designed by God,
Mrs. Aphra Behn published Oroonoko; or, The History ofthe Royal
Save, aliberationist tragedy of love, rebellion, and death that has a
very good claim to be thefirst novel in the English language. Mrs.
Behn advocated racia and sexua equality, and she made her living
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by her pen, thefirst woman in England to do so. She was regarded
as no lady.

Simply by doing what they did, lady novelists were the van-
guard of the feminist movement. And from the beginning, their
writings subtly undermined the male establishment.

LovelnExcess(1719) by Mrs. ElizaHaywood, thefirstwoman
editor of a women's magazine, and The Reform'd Coquet (Mary
Davys, 1724) were early True Confessions written by ladies of
doubtful reputation exposing the double standards of their day.

The Awful Warnings which abounded in such magazines as
Records of Love; or, Weekly Amusementsfor the Fair Sex ("chiefly
designed to promote a Love of Virtue in our Youth, by insinuat-
ing examples, and diverting passages’) were highly necessary in a
society in which seduction was a gentleman's legitimate leisure
pastime and a girl who lost her virginity was amost inevitably
doomed to the then real and common dangers of prostitution and
disease, or death in childbirth.

Many of the women who wrote the stories, in an age when
literary ladies were themselves regarded as only dightly better than
whores, needed the money because their lovers had deserted them
and their children.

The other theme of early romantic writing was Love Con-
quers All, or True Love Will Find a Way. Pure escapism, these
stories offered a vison of freedom to women reared on such
unpalatable advice as that given "to adaughter" by the Marquis of
Halifax in Ladies New Tear Gift (1700). She should, the marquis
instructed, patiently submit to the husband chosen for her, even if
he were unfaithful, ill-humoured, miserly, or feeble-minded.

Men scoffed at stories of love and marriage even while they in-
ssted that love and marriage and housekeeping were the proper
province, and the only proper province, of women. They labeled
the writers uneducated while they denied to women the edu-
cational opportunities they themselves enjoyed, and they caled
the readers ignorant and dlly yet were offended by women who
showed themselves to be anything else. There was agood ded of
mae thundering about the supposed frivality of women's litera-
ture, and it was usual and expected for a femae author to preface
her work with ahumble apology for daring to break into print and



SweetSubversions
63

apleafor tolerance of the shortcomings of her sex. In literature as
in life, the smouldering resentment of women at their lot, and
their unshakeable conviction that at least in love their equality
with men must be recognised, was hidden under a cloak of con-
ventional submissiveness.

Miss Milner, the heroine of A Smple Sory by Mrs. Inchbald
(1791), dutifully obeyed her guardian Dorriforth's injunction to
stay home more at nights, yet when Dorriforth became her fiance
she defied him in order to attend a masked bal of which he
disapproved. Explaining the apparent inconsistency to her spin-
ster companion she says, "As my guardian, | certainly did obey
him; and | could obey him as a husband; but as a lover, | will
not—if he will not submit to be my lover, | will not submit to be
his wife—nor has he the affection | require in a husband.”

At the end of the original two-volume version, Dorriforth
admits at last to loving her "more than my life" "I cannot part
from her," he cries and, faling upon his knees, implores her to
marry him and "bear with dl my infirmities."

Mrs. Inchbald's heroine insisted on the submission of the male
to love, on his acknowledgement of her equality in their relation-
ship, as the only way for a woman to survive the constraints of
marriage, for once she was married awoman lost al rights to her
money, her body, and even her children and her own name.

In a society where men had dl the power, the only way for a
woman to get a taste of it was to gain power over a man. Her
sole weapon was her sexudity. Many women failed to use it to ad-
vantage, and this, the romantic writers told them, was because
they married for the wrong reasons, thereby rendering themselves
more powerless than ever. The only basis for equality was Mutual
Love, with preferably rather more passion on his side than on
hers.

In the late eighteenth century, Mrs. Ann Raddliffe changed the
course of women's fiction and made the Gothic novel a peculiarly
femdegenre. TheMysteriesof Udol pho (1794) isthedirect ancestor
of the Brontes' novels, of du Maurier's Rebecca, Holt'sMistress of
Mellyn, and every modern Gothic thriller.

At the beginning of the book Emily St. Aubert isliving in a
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peaceful chateau set in an idyllic valey. Then her mother dies,
her father becomes bankrupt, and he and Emily travel together
through strange, exalted landscapes. On her father's sudden death,
Emily is reluctantly fostered by an aunt who fals under the spell of
Montoni, the bandit king, while Emily is in love with the rather
limp but handsome Chevalier Vaancourt.

Montoni carries the two women off to the Castle of Udolpho
in the Apennines and locks the aunt in atower, where shetoo dies.
Emily remains imprisoned in the castle, a surredigtic architec-
tural nightmare of vaulted passageways and mysterious chambers,
haunted by ghastly apparitions and filled with distant echoes of
bloodshed and lust.

In spite of a distressing tendency to swoon, Emily resolutely
refuses to give up to Montoni the inheritance her aunt has left her
and repulses his crony who invades her bedroom. She is acutely
aware that the source of her greatest danger is adso her only
safeguard, and in the face of his proven predilection for vice of dl
descriptions she insists that Montoni has a duty to protect her.

Mrs. Radcliffe put into print women's deepest fears: the fear
of being trapped and imprisoned in the house to which dl women
were supposed to confine their lives; the fear of male sexudity,
male power, and male duplicity; and, not least, the fear of losing
their own identity.

Montoni is a potent male symbol and a memorable literary
creation. Intrepid Emily escapes him and after more adventures
discovers she is the daughter of a marchioness and heiress to vast
estates. Montoni is ultimately punished for his crimes, and Emily
findly marries Vaancourt, returning to an ordered life and domes-
tic harmony with a nicely tame husband.

The severd themes used by Mrs. Raddliffe gill echo strongly
in category romance. Heroines commonly are orphaned, come
into a amdl inheritance, travel to foreign parts, and are em-
ployed—sometimes even kidnapped—nby the dark, ruthless own-
ers of large, isolated mansions. They often spend a chapter or two
"finding themselves' or establishing their sense of identity, fre-
quently assert their independence in the face of masculine assump-
tions of authority, and nearly dways fed under threat emotionally
if not physicaly from the dominant male in the story. But in one
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way or another, the heroine emerges victorious, enriched and with
enhanced socid status.

In the nineteenth century and after, a mgor subtheme of
virtualy al successful love stories—including those of Jane Aus-
ten, the Brontes, and their lesser imitators and literary heiresses—
was the acquiring of money and of power. The heroes of romantic
noves of this era generdly have both.

Male critics of Jane Austen's works prefer to present them as
satires. But femae readers recognise her books as romances, con-
cerned with the very serious business of husband hunting. Pride
and Prejudice, its theme the subjugation of the rich, proud Darcy
by the poor, proud Elizabeth Bennet, is a feminine favourite.

Darcy is described, in the first sentence in which he appears,
as having "ten thousand [pounds] a year." Elizabeth naturally
doesn't marry him for his money, but for the "respect, esteem and
gratitude" she comes to fed for him after he uses his wealth and
power to save her family from disrepute. Darcy's first, ungracious
and grudging proposal was unsatisfactory in Elizabeth's eyes, but
in his second he declares himsdf "properly humbled" and ac-
knowledges that she has "shewed me how insufficient were al my
pretensions to please a woman worthy of being pleased." Eliz-
abeth now gracioudy accepts his suit, looking forward with un-
abashed delight to the time when she can enjoy "dl the comforts
and elegance” of his large estate—and his ten thousand a year.

And then came the Bronte's. Emily and Charlotte Bronte gave a
central place in their fervid, darkly romantic imaginings to what
deep down al women knew, the thing that is buried in Ann
Raddliffe's fiction. What women most loved, and most feared, was
that dangerous, fascinating creature, Man.

In her towering novel WutheringHeights, Emily Bronte fused
the characters of hero and villain in the bitter, Byronic figure
whose literary descendants till stalk glowering through the pages
of many modern romances—the archetype Heathcliff.

Heathcliff is undoubtedly a Nasty Man. Only Emily Bronte's
genius could retain a degree of reader sympathy for a brute who
hangs his wifée's lapdog before her eyes when el oping with her and
mentally and physicaly maltreats her after marriage. But it is love
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for his darling, wayward Cathy that drives Heathcliff to al kinds
of beagtly behaviour toward her relatives. It is the memory of
Cathy, seen in the eyes of her daughter, which makes him relin-
quish his magnificent vengeance. And when at last he gives up his
wicked ways, Cathy's wraith returns to comfort but findly to Kill
him.

Female readers would agree with Cathy that the boorish
Heathcliff was hardly husband materia until he returned from his
mysterious wanderings transformed by the acquisition of equally
mysterious wealth. Wedlth gave him power and polish—and a-
traction—although his basic instincts remained the same. It was
Cathy's tragedy that meantime she had settled for marriage to a
middle-class weakling.

Emily's sister Charlotte was shocked at the blunt portrayals of
depravity in Wuthering Heights. Her own Mr. Rochester inJane
Eyre is less rdentlesdy horrid than Heathcliff, but he too is de-
praved, and something of a bully as well—unkind to children,
impatient with old women, and sarcastic with young governesses.

Small, poor, and plain, Jane alone stands up to him, and when
he crudly teases her with his apparent intention to marry the
wealthy beauty Blanche Ingram, Jane proclaims hersalf his equal
in afamous, passionate speech.

Rochester tries to trap the innocent teenage Jane into a biga
mous marriage, and when his deception is discovered does his
utmost to seduce her and set her up as his mistress. Spurning his
illicit proposition, Jane leaves him, discovers long-lost relatives,
takes ajob, and comes into asmal inheritance. But in the end she
acquires status and wealth through marriage to Rochester. For
when heis at last free to wed her—although maimed and blind—
she returns to his side.

Like her creation Jane Eyre, Miss Bronte was poor, plain, and
fral, and put upon by the men in her life. But she took sweet
revenge in her books and had her heroes shot, blinded, and
drowned, while the heroines suffered steadfastly and retained their
courage, their integrity, and their virtue.

Although Heathcliff maintains a tenacious hold on the popular
perception, he is not the only prototype of the romantic male. In
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1912, Jean Webster's Daddy-Long-Legsgave new lifeto Mrs. Inch-
bald's guardian-hero. Daddy-Long-Legs heroes (with traces of
Mr. Rochester), lofty mentors many years the heroine's senior,
were popular in early Mills & Boon romances. Eighteen-year-old
child-brides, rescued from poverty and suitably grateful and bid-
dable, in ayear or two grow into ardent, determined women who
clam equality with their now besotted husbands, as did Miss
Milner and Jane Eyre.

Belying their outwardly pliant natures, the heroines of pre-
19605 category romances exhibit—sometimes quite openly—a
core of pure stedl. They manipulate their men with askill thatis dl
the more impressive for being entirely unconscious. They chasten
the chauvinists, reform the rakes, and marry the millionaires.
Nothing can withstand the Love of a Good Woman.

Mary Burchell's gentle, motherly, tremulous Vicki, Wife To
Christopher (1937), has promised to divorce her husband-of-
convenience if ever his happiness should require it. But when he
wants to marry the unspeakable Marie Renard, Vicki rgjects his
increasingly irate demands for his freedom, telling him firmly that
he is merely infatuated and she knows what is best for him.

Christopher makes himself thoroughly unpleasant to poor
Vicki, who fights back with infuriating feminine logic and pa-
tience until he comes inevitably to redise sheis right. In the last
chapter he is apale, desperate, trembling wreck with no pride léft,
"big and sullen and scared ... in the terror of wondering if she
would tell him to go away . . . and was suddenly on his knees,
clingingto her . . ."

It is ever so, in romance. The ultimate outcome is the power-
ful, successful man's recognition that his life and happiness de-
pend on the love of a powerful and very specid woman. The thrill
is in the contest and the chase, in the complicated advance-and-
retreat by which the strong-minded heroine, while appearing to
be hunted and ill-used, finally turns the tables on and lovingly
entraps the hunter.

Spanish grandees and Italian counts invariably begin by being
impossibly arrogant and end abashed and bewildered, admitting
that their own submissive womenfolk bore them to tears. Only an
independent, liberated English miss will satisfy their tempestuous
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Latin desire. Handsome young corporation heads cease giving
their beautiful secretaries curt orders and confess that they cannot
concentrate on adding to their considerable weath unless the
secretary consents immediately to becoming a wife. Lordly Ama:
zon expedition leaders eat their disparaging words about women
scientists efter the heroine displays a capacity for courage, com-
petence, and cool in the face of snakes, scorpions, poisoned
darts, and mae scorn. The subsequent proposal may be delivered
through gritted teeth, but he knows that he can't live without her.

If his passion is laced with anger and resentment, she doesn't
mind that. It's no fun having a tame tiger about the house if it's
toothless. And taming tigersiswhat it's dl about.

By the 1970s, heroines no longer hid their inner strength but
gloried in it. Strong heroines demanded ever stronger and more
dangerous heroes, and the struggle was more openly for what
used to be cdled mastery.

In Mary Wibberley's The Taming of Tamsin (Mills & Boon,
1978), when Blaise Torrance enters the story he "exuded akind of
power and strength rarely seen" and displays every conventional
sign of mae superiority. By page 169 "Tamsin fdt amost sorry for
Blaise. He looked like a man who didn't know what was happen-
ing." And on the last page he whimpers, "Don't ever leave me
again. Don't frighten me."

But in victory the romantic heroine is magnanimous, and
once he has admitted his crying need of her, the hero is alowed to
crawl back to a modicum of sdlf-respect, because dl she ever
wanted, redly, was his acknowledgement of her worth.

Even the wildest dreams of women have their rootsin reality. The
stories may be rose coloured and the characters and their emo-
tional reactions rather larger than life, but the problems of roman-
tic heroines of today, like those of previous centuries, are problems
daily faced by many readers, which they will seldom find dealt
with in men's popular fiction or "serious" literature.

Romance offers fantasies that address the sometimes intimate
concerns of women in a male world. After the First World War
maimed a generation of men, Edith Maude Hull gave their
women The Sheik (1921), a hedthy, uncomplicated male with
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straightforward lusts who took the initiative in no uncertain terms
and didn't ask that his partner be strong, compassionate, and un-
derstanding. Half a century later, in the very teeth of women's
liberation, Kathleen Woodiwisss The Flume and the Flower and
Rosemary Rogers's Sweet Savage Love generated a flood of im-
mensaly successful rape-romances that enraged feminists, created
guilt in many avid readers, and were cited as perpetuating the no-
tion that women redly do like being forced. (We might assume
then that men, mgor consumers of thrillers, westerns, and de-
tective fiction, enjoy being beaten up, tortured, shot, stabbed,
dragged by galloping horses, and thrown out of moving vehicles.)

"Sweet savage romances' feature spirited heroines fighting
tooth and nail but constantly being ravished—in both senses of
the word—by handsome, virile, often angry men who finally
repent of their sins and settle down to wedded bliss. Taking to
its extreme the strong-man-brought-low-by-strong-woman plot,
and openly expressing what Mrs. Radcliffe's dark passageways and
bloodied swords could only symbolise, these "bodice rippers"
enable women whose greatest terror is rape to face it safdy be-
tween the pages of a book, which they know quite clearly has no
resemblance to red life but where they can contain and control the
experience. This may well be a perfectly valid way of dealing with
fear—within the context of a genre which men proudly declare
they never read.

Writers who eschewed the rape romance were nevertheless
emboldened by Rogers, Woodiwiss, and others, and in the mid-
1970s there was a flowering of sexuality in women's fiction as
writers of both historical and contemporary romances explored
with a new freedom the heady possibilities of eratic writing for
women. A few men, nudged by their women, began reading ro-
mances to find out how women would redly like to be made love
to. Some, shocked by femde writers venturing into traditionally
male territory, decided that the books were pornographic, alabel
nicely designed to stop "decent women" from reading them.

Other themes examined from a feminine perspective under
the covers of romance include career/marriage conflicts, single
motherhood, clinica depression, divorce, adultery, impotence,
infertility, incest, child abuse, wife beating, tug-of-love custody
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battles, gang rape, widowhood, workaholic behaviour, alcohol-
ism, prostitution, drug addiction, war and its aftermath, and re-
cently surrogate motherhood, anorexia, and mastectomy.

Women now, including women in romantic fiction, may well
be powerful and rich in their own right. Thereis less emphasis on
the hero's income and socid position and more on the heroine's
profession, a trend discernible in the 1940s and 1950s, years
before the new wave of feminism gathered momentum.

Instead of ballerinas, opera singers, or doctors, not to mention
secretaries, nurses, and housekeepers, contemporary heroines are
likely to be pilots, racing drivers, engineers, or corporate execu-
tives. They may be in their thirties or forties, older than most
heroines of twenty years ago, while the typical hero is often
younger and less sure of himsdf than formerly. Ye the classc
elements of romance ill hold the imagination of vast numbers of
readers. Beneath the faultlesdy cut suit or designer jeans of many a
civilised, seemingly liberal modern hero lurks the untamed savage,
Hesathcliff. But no matter how he struggles and fumes, in the end
he is tamed and domesticated by awoman'’s gentle strength.

In the 1980s, American romances began to chalenge the
British tradition. A new adjective appeared in editorial guidelines
and on book jacket blurbs as "feisty” heroines did battle with their
men and eventualy conquered them. And American editors—
strongminded career women with perhaps an uneasy fedling that
the macho hero with whom they spent their working lives was
politically incorrect—began insisting on senstivity, humour, un-
derstanding, and patience in the romantic man. Not content with
claiming the right of equality with men, they now boldly de-
manded that men should, dammit, be more like women—the
ultimate subversion.

Veteran romance readers know that these qualities were d-
ways present in romantic heroes. It just took a specia kind of
woman to uncover them, and they were perhaps revealed only to
her—although animals, children, and old ladies might be specialy
privileged, a fact that the heroine will have noted.

But American writers obliged by producing the Tom Sdleck
nice-guy jogging hero, big and handsome, funny, warm, and
vulnerable. Instead of sexua antagonism they used style, wit,
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emotional warmth, and sometimes explicit, tender, and sensual
love scenes to hold reader interest. These books may bore or beffle
male literary critics, but their readers keep coming back for more.
One of the truisms of literature is that al fiction is built around
some form of conflict, classcdly expressed as "man versus man,
man versus his environment, man versus himsdlf." Having aready
added to the canon "woman versus man,” some romance writers
are quietly chalenging that ancient literary law, in effect subvert-
ing accepted mae-defined notions of the nature of fiction itsdf.

The American soft-centered romance has taken its place along-
sde other popular variations on the romance theme. But so many
readers objected to the bland, politicaly correct hero that now the
editoria cry is "Come back, Heathcliff!" Sweet, sensitive, New
Age menwho may bewonderful husbandsin red lifedon't provide
enough challenge and excitement for the fantasies of strong, con-
fident, successful 1990s women. The classc intractable fictional
hero still enthralls the female imagination.

Romantic heroes are arrogant autocrats and macho males, not
because women are masochists but for the same reason that 007's
enemies possess dl that unlikely technology. Victory over aweak
and ineffectud adversary is not worth much. But when a woman
has a big, tough, powerful male on his knees and begging her to
marry him, that's a trophy worth having!

A smoking .45 and Sx corpses at his feet is a male fantasy. A
woman will settle for one live hero a hers. And if she places a
dainty foot upon his neck, it is only to invite him to kiss it.

Portions of this essay appeared in the Christchurch (New Zea
land) Sar, 25 June 1990.

Daphne Clair (Laurey Bright, Claire Lorel)
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Mad, Bad, and Dangerous to Know
TheHeroasChallenge

When | was asked to write this essay about the apped of romance
novels, | thought back to what the books offered me years ago,
when | wasjust areader and had never written one. It isthe same
thing my readers tell me that the books offer them now: escape,
certainly, but escape into a very particular fantasy of which they
never tire.

In the late fdl of 1978, when | was in my third year of law
school, | landed in the hospital as an emergency case with an
F.U.O. (fever of unknown origin). My mother was dying of
cancer, my final exams were coming up in three weeks, and the
grades for the courses | was teaching were due (hencethe F.U.O.).
| was hooked up to intravenous tubes, forbidden to exercise or
work, and, worst of al, had nothing to read.

The patient who had occupied the bed before me left behind a
stack of Harlequin romances. | knew about them, of course, had
seen them around, but | was a doctoral candidate and very im-
pressed with mysdf. If | were going to read anything in my
nonexistent leisure time, it would be Proust or Stendahl or at the
very least Huckleberry Finn.

Thefirst book | picked up was Anne Mather's Leopard in the
Show. Itsheroisaracing car driver: tough, courageous, cynica—
very macho. At the beginning of the book he is ajaded recluse,
disgusted with the world (and women) but by the end the heroine
is the center of his life. The leopard was tamed.
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And | was hooked. Nothing could be further from chemo-
therapy and Landlord-Tenant Law than this. Escapism, you bet,
and just what | needed. The fantasy was there. | couldn't have
articulated it then, in fact | hadn't even identified it, but | fdt its
presence and it drew me more powerfully with each successve
romance that | read. By the time I Ieft the hospital |1 had gone
through dl the books | had.

| then wanted more of the Harlequins. But | was &fflicted with
that well-known two-symptom disease of most law students char-
acterized by no time and no money. | could not linger in book-
stores or lavish cash on a persond library. | grabbed the books
secondhand when | could, which wasn't often because | was
working long hours at a men's prison writing appesals for con-
victed felons. Happily, however, the second-year student working
with me saw me carrying aromance one day and said, "Oh, do you
like those? Me, too. Got any more at home?"

After this we sought out other romance lovers at school and
established an informal exchange system. We harried students did
not anayze why we loved romances—remember, no time—we
just knew that we did. The stories were often dight, the heroines
could be very dlly, and the people in the Harlequins talked funny
(Brit funny—they were dways driving "minis" or being struck by
"lorries’ or going "on holiday" in the Cotswolds—where?). None
of it mattered; we didn't care. We traded books like baseball cards
and sped off to the next class. We needed distraction from the
grinding routine of briefs and patriarchical judges and unreason-
able professors and the type of clients we were dealing with every
day.

The books provided this distraction, and we devoured them as
we prepared Constitutional arguments on the rights of women
and stumped for the ratification of the ERA. It never occurred to
us that anyone might see a conflict between our behavior and the
behavior of the people in the stories we liked. One was redity, the
other was entertainment, and nobody was confused. We cherished
the fantasy for what it was, an intoxicating illusion, then packed
up our papers and hurried off to court.

So what is the fantasy? Simply this: a strong, dominant, ag-
gressive mae brought to the point of surrender by a woman.
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Why does this particular fantasy hold so much appeal for us?
Because it dramatizes, colorfully and dramatically, a battle of the
sexes in which the woman adways wins. Women are weaker phys-
icdly, perennially behind in civil rights, dways playing catch-up
ball with men. This type of fiction offers a scenario in which a
woman inevitably emerges victorious. The hero may swear and
stomp and deny and resist and fight like hell and give the heroine a
terrible time (my favorite type of story, in fact), but in the end he
capitulates because he simply must have her.

This is exactly why the tough hero, the subject of so much
debate, is absolutely fundamental in such a romance, the tougher
the better. Winning against a wimp is no triumph, but bringing
Linda Howard's John Rafferty (Heartbreaker) or Elizabeth Low-
dl's Cord Elliott (Summer Games) or Kristin Jamess Cutter (Cut-
ter'sLady) to hed? Now there's avictory. We may want a caring,
sengitive, modern man in our lives, but we want a swaggering,
rough-hewn, mythic man in our books. He provides the best foil;
the more obdurate the hero, the sweeter the triumph when the
heroine brings him to his knees. We can put up with inadequate
plotting; dithering, petulant, even childish heroines; and numer-
ous other flawvs as long as the essentia element is there—the
fantasy, the compelling relationship with an indomitable hero
who becomes so fascinated by and enthralled with the heroine that
by the end of the book he will do anything to possess her.

For years I've been subjected to a barrage of criticism regard-
ing my fondness for romances. First it was, "My God, you're alaw
student and you read this stuff?' Then it was, "My God, you're a
lawyer and you write this stuff?' I'm dways amused when such
critics accuse romances of being unrealistic—talk about missing
the point! Of course they're unredlistic, that's why we like them.
Anybody who wants realism can find it in the nonfiction section of
the bookstore or on the news in the latest travails of the belea-
guered people of Bangladesh. And when "feminists' attack ro-
mances and cdl them the new opiate of the femde underclass,
pabulum fed to the proles to keep them content with their sorry
lot, | think of Sharon's mother.

Sharon was afriend of mine in law school, and her mother was
awidowed teacher who raised her three daughters from preschool
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age alone. These women are today a doctor, alawyer, and a civil
engineer. They dl entered male-dominated fieldsand in them be-
came sdf-aufficient, self-supporting, and successful. Their moth-
er's favorite author was Kathleen Woodiwiss.

Can anyone serioudly argue that Sharon's mother was a mem-
ber of some subjugated and helpless group or had raised her
children to take their place in it? To her the heroine of Shanna was
not a role model, she was a diversion, a diversion which this
woman sorely needed in order to endure a hard life of bringing up
three children by hersdlf on a teacher's sdary. In Shanna's world
there are no pediatrician’s bills, absent husbands, or hostile teen-
agers, and Shanna aways triumphs in the end. And the reason
these books are a diversion, the reason they are entertaining and
amusing and fun, is that in them we get to play out our favorite
fantasy: the juicy, seductive conflict with a sensational man which
we know in advance the woman can never lose.

By the word "fantasy” of course | don't mean that the location
must be the planet Aros and the heroine the valedictorian of the
gpace academy. Anyone familiar with these stories knows that they
have a framework of redity, like the contemporary romances in
which the heroine may work in an office and the hero may own a
construction company, or the historicals set in a particular period.
My recently completed historical, TheHighwayman, is set in Eliz-
abethan England and | did my best to get the period details right,
but the relationship between the hero and the heroine is pure
fantasy. The backdrop is there, and it once existed, but the scene
being played out in the foreground involves kidnappings and
rebels living in the woods like Robin Hood and a heroine dressed
up as a boy: dl those things for which we surrender our hard-
earned coin because we know they never happened but enjoy
imagining that they could.

By thetime | attended the 1986 Romance Writers of America
conference in Minneapolis | had published severd different types
of books, but romance remained my first love. When talking to the
other authors, | redlized that everyone was discussing a two-part
TV movie that had recently been broadcast caled Harem. The
author of the teleplay, Karol Ann Hoeffner, had written aromance
novel for television, and the conference attendees universaly rec-
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ognized this. The story had dl the elements, but what brought us
specid joy was the ending of the film, which as | have aready
pointed out is so critica to the romance. Let me describe it.

Our heroine (Nancy Travis), after many highly improbable
foreign adventures, has falen hard for our rebel hero (the sublime
Art Mdlik, terrific as usual). He has aready proven himself dedi-
cated to a noble cause (the big one, freedom), brave beyond
recklessness and dashing beyond words. But he's a very tough
character (his first act was to sdl her into davery to obtain the
release of his men) and is fighting his conquest by the herocine
fiercely. Captivated by her intelligence, her integrity, and the cour-
age which she displayed even while she was physicaly powerless,
as wdl as by her beauty, he has aready been vanquished emo-
tionally but gill won't admit that he loves her. Our heroine,
resigned, is about to board the train to go home with her boring
fiance (ubiquitous Julian Sands in athankless role) when they hear
the sound of gunshots. Out of the desert gallops our hero, flowing
white robe streaming behind him, yelling and firing his rifle in the
ar. Asthe passengers stand transfixed he rides straight to the feet
of our heroine, impales her with his burning dark gaze and says,
"What do | have to do to make you stay?"

Wedl, you know the rest. She dumps the boyfriend, climbs
onto the horse with gorgeous, and rides off over the dunes.

Every romance reader watching this has just shouted "Yed"
and thrown a victory salute into the air. Why is this ending so
saisfying? Not only because love has triumphed, but because he
has capitulated and she has won. He's willing, finally and at the
very last minute and after much resistance, to do anything to keep
her with him. Thisisthe ultimate fantasy, the quintessential escap-
i fare. Karol Ann Hoeffher knows what every romance writer
and reader adso know: unredity is the name of the game, and in
this unreal world everything must come out right in the end.

The summer of 1989 was a low point in my life. During the
previous six months my father, a beloved aunt, and my first baby
had died, al under miserable circumstances. | was undergoing
gruesome tests for various rare conditions and had lost even the
desire to work, which is redly ground zero. My doctors were
issuing prescriptions for "mood elevators' and tranquilizers; they
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couldn't seem to decide whether | should be jacked up or knocked
down. Instinctively reaching for my own cure, | junked the pills
and got out the books.

Out of the cdllar came dl the old Candlelights and Silhouettes
and Joves, aong with the Laurie McBains and Emma Drum-
monds. | became the best customer of the severd swap shops in
my area and spent dl of my time reading, which was a distinct
improvement over spending dl of it screaming. And gradualy,
dowly, | read less and thought about working more. The escape
the books provided redly helped me, and is it any wonder? In a
redity where a pitiless, random fate had buffeted me amost be-
yond endurance, the books offered a universe in which fae is
under control, because in the end it is dways the heroine's friend
and dways gives her exactly what she wants.

When | am outlining anew story, an experience which for me
holds dl the terror and frustration of driving in Los Angeles (a
traffic jam in a desert) or New York (a traffic jam in hell), | am
never worried about providing role models. | leave thisto Mother
Teresaand Marie Curie and Mary McLeod Bethune, because | am
fully aware that my readers aren't looking for idols in my books.
They're looking for the fantasy—they say so. They say so over and
over again in their letters, but more importantly, they say so with
their money. The bestsdllers, the books that zoom onto the various
lists that tabulate such things, aways feature the toughest, most
incorrigible heroes, a pitched battle for much of the story, and
triumphant heroines at the end. Examine them and see if you can
disagree.

This has traditionally been true, even in the days when books
were not identified as "romances.” | don't know how old | was
when | first read Jane Eyre, but | was young enough to think that
the heroine's name was pronounced "eerie" and to need a diction-
ary as a companion volume to decode dl the unfamiliar words.
Riveted by the developing relationship between testy, caustic
Rochester and feisty, implacable Jane, | was undeterred by the
plummy dialogue and by Charlotte Bronte addressing me inter-
mittently as "Reader." | didn't care, it didn't matter, because even
then | knew that the fantasy was there.
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And what about Rhett Butler, for heaven's sake, that consum-
mate rogue, the sine qua hon of romantic heroes? | do know how
old I waswhen | discovered Gonewith the Wind. | was twelve and
in the seventh grade; | remember because | was caught reading it
when | was supposed to be contemplating the error of my waysin
isolated detention. For this further infraction | was given a day's
suspension (during which | finished GWTW, which gives you an
idea of the kind of school it was. If you were caught smoking, you
were shot. Not surprisingly, most of my classmates were heavily
into escapist fiction). Why did Rhett capture my attention, as he
had already captured the world's? Because the fantasy was there.
And don't quibble about the ending—Scarlett has aready won
severa times in the book, most notably when Rhett asked her to
marry him after trailing her dl over the old South. | was aways
sure they would get together again about a week after Rhett
walked off into the mist, anyway. After al, tomorrow is another
day.

I could go on, ad infinitum, boring you with more examples,
but the point has been made. Thisis the type of story we like, and
why shouldn't we have it? It's labeled fiction, nobody thinks it's
real, and it harms no one.

My husband, ever the logica lawyer, is fond of saying that if
he once behaved the way the heroes do in my books I'd serve him
with separation papers the same day. And he's right—because we,
for better or worse, are inhabiting redity. In redity, the water
pump breaks and the water line freezes and your five-year-old
develops strep throat on Christmas Eve. In redity, your client isa
jerk and the judge hates your face and your opposition is a pin-
striped hockey jock from Harvard. Isit so shocking that we might
want to escape redity for a few hours with a book? During this
time we can have a glorious adventure with Shanna or Scarlett or
whatever name Spunky Susie is wearing this week, taking on the
bitchin'est, kickin'est, mucho macho guy on the block. The kids,
the cramps, the mortgage, and the job will dl be there when we
put the book down and come back. So critics be damned; bring on
the Cords and Dirks and Bricks, the Lord Ravenscrofts and Rav-
ensdales and Ravensbrooks. I'll be waiting. Well all be waiting.
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Robyn
Donald

Mean, Moody, and Magnificent
The Hero in Romance Literature

The strong, domineering hero of the romance novel has long been
the subject of criticism. What critics don't redlize is that it is the
hero's task in the book to present a suitable chalenge to the
heroine. His strength is a measure of her power. For it is shewho
must conquer him.

Every good romance heroine must have a hero who is worthy
of her. And in most cases he is a mean, moody, magnificent
creature with acurling lip and mocking eyes and an arrogant air of
self-assurance—until he meets the heroine.

She is the only person who can make him forget his natural
courtesy, lose his rigidly-controlled temper; when he is faced with
her determination to do what she feds is right for her, he reactsin
ways he knows to be despicable or at the very least unworthy of
his principles. The spirited, somewhat bewildered heroine senses
that she is the only person who has such a powerful effect on him,
just as he is the only man who can make her reassess the founda-
tions on which she has built her life until then. She is able to read
the small signals that tell her he is trustworthy, even though his
hardness and antagonism may repel her at first. And the signs of
his helpless response to her are intercepted by feminine intuition.
He may say he didikes her, he may even act as though she is as
treacherous as he believes her to be, but arrogant and overbearing,
even brutal though he may be, he never acts in away which makes
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her truly fear for her physica safety. A hero is kind to animals, to
children, and to little old ladies.

But even before she sees this, at some purely ingtinctive level,
the heroine knows she can trust him. However, she dso knows
that the initial attraction is powerful but amost entirely sexual.
She understands that there is much more to love than physica
attraction, and she is not going to bestow her future on the hero
until he, too, redizes this.

It takes him some time. Heroes are men who admit to being
difficult to live with, who demand extremely high standards in
every aspect of their lives, who are natural, effortless leaders,
strong men, men with prestige and intelligence, whose faults are
likely to be manifestations of strength and power. He is the master
of his life; heisin control. Whether his sphere of influence is the
boardroom or the mountains, the sea or the stage, the hero domi-
nates it with his personality, his intelligence, and his quick, hard-
honed grasp of every situation. A hero can seem arrogant and
short-tempered, ruthless, tough, even cruel—he can be quite un-
lovable at first.

Why do women enjoy reading about such men, whose only
redeeming feature at first seems to be that they fdl violently and
completely in love with the heroine? In most cases readers are
happily married to men who bear no resemblance to this pattern
of masculinity.

It has nothing to do with some masochistic need to be mas-
tered. Indeed, in a romance the heroine is never mastered; she
conquers the hero.

Until very recently in our historic past, strong, successful,
powerful men had the greatest prospects of fathering children
who survived. If a woman formed a close bond with a man who
was sensible, competent and quickwitted, one high up in the
family or tribal pecking order, a man with the ability to provide
food and protection for her and any children she might have, the
chances of her children surviving were greater than those of a
woman whose mate was inefficient.

Such aman needed certain attributes, attributes which surface
in romantic heroes. He needed to be agile and physicaly well
developed, aswell asintelligent, able to sum up a situation swiftly
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and to react ingtantly. Looks are not important, although the
human hunger for beauty has given rise to many handsome he-
roes. For the safety of the woman and her children, he had to be
able to temper his strength and toughness with compassion and
care. Ruthlessness and a possessive streak might aso be useful, and
this man would need as well to have the ability to love his woman,
deeply, powerfully, fathfully.

To be the only, much-loved mate of such a man would have
distinct surviva value for both the woman and her children. A
romantic hero may have a character that is less than perfect, but he
must be shown to have the capacity to love and a basic human
sense of responsibility and compassion. He is an authoritative
figure; he takes charge in an emergency with the knowledge that
what he is doing isthe best that can be done under those particular
circumstances. He is successful.

This powerful man, confident in his standing and his mas-
culinity, sure of himsdf, competent and trustworthy, discovers
during the course of the romance that without the heroine heis no
longer able to enjoy his life. He needs her. He may kidnap her, he
may force her into marriage, he may coax or intimidate her into his
bed, but eventually he learns that her physical presence, even her
sexud surrender, is not enough. He needs her to come willingly to
him, not as a dave to be conquered but as an equal in al respects.
He learns, usualy with some pain, that to be truly happy himself
he has to make her happy.

As she learns to trust him, he must learn to trust her, to
understand that he can revedl to her his hidden core of vul-
nerability. Slowly he comes to realize that the only thing that will
satify him is her admission of love for him, her equal commitment
to ashared life. Equal partners in every way, they will live out their
life together.

It is this which is the powerful and seductive fantasy at the
core of dl romance fiction.

Robyn Donald

Robyn Donald is a pseudonym for Robyn Kingston. She has
written over thirty-two romance novels, which have dl been pub-
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lished by Mills & Boon/Harlequin. With over 15 million copies of
her novels sold, she is one of their bestselling writers. Summer
Sorm appeared on the Waldenbooks Romance bestseller list. Her
novels have been trandated into as many as twenty different lan-
guages including Magyar. Ms. Kingston makes her home in New
Zealand.
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Suart

Legends of Seductive Elegance

| write the vampire myth: legends of seductive elegance, of beauty
that could kill aswell asredeem, stories both eerieand erotic. It'sa
fantasy that has aways spoken to me directly, fulfilling emotional
needs I've never bothered to define. It's a fantasy that speaksto a
great many other women, if | can judge by what they've told me.

At the heart of the vampire myth is ademon lover who is both
elegant and deadly, a creature whose savagery is dl the more
shocking when taken with his seductive beauty and style.

Dracula, with his pale skin and deft, delicate hands, wears
white tie and tails. He knows the things to say and do in polite
society, he knows how to lure awilling female to her doom. Even
Death himsdf, in the romantic play of the 1920s, Death Takes a
Holiday, was urbane and sophisticated, passing himsdlf off as an
Italian peer.

There is a place in romance, in my own fantasies, for the
laconic cowboy, for the over-civilized power broker, for the gentle
prince and the burned-out spy. They dl have their appeal, their
merits, their stories to tell.

But the vampire myth strikes deep in my soul. Deep in my
heart | want more than just aman. | want a falen angel, someone
who would rather reign in hell than serve in heaven, a creature of
light and darkness, good and evil, love and hate. A creature of life
and death.

The threat that kind of hero offers is essential to his appedl.



Anne Suart

86

The cover copy of my first book, a 1974 gothic, described the hero
as "a dangerous but compelling man who was either trying to
murder her—or seduce her. Or perhaps both." My reaction at the
time was a resounding "yes!"

This is a different fantasy from the rape fantasy or the "you
Tarzan—me Jane fantasy" or the "come here, woman" fantasy, dl
of which have their place, politicaly correct or not. This is no
truck driver with ready fists. This is a man of murderous el egance,
Cary Grant in Notorious, a man who knows the rules and ignores
them. A man whose sense of honor and decency is aimost non-
existent. A man with a dark midnight of the soul. The heroine can
either bring light into the darkness or risk suffocating in the
blackness of his all-encompassing despair.

The heroine's attraction to the hero is never in doubt. While
she represents sanity and love, she is willing to relinquish family,
friends, career, life itsdf in giving herself to the vampire hero. She
iswilling to give up everything, to become an outcast. Thefire of
his appeal is worth the risk of conflagration.

The stakes are much more interesting when there's something
a stake beyond happy-ever-after. The bond between heroine and
hero is more than romantic, more than socia. It is a spiritual,
intellectual, sexua bond of the soul, one that doesn't end with till
death do us part. It is a bond that surpasses death and honor and
the laws of man and nature. It takes on an entity of its own, greater
than the sum of its parts.

| need something beyond comfort and safety in my fantasy
world. In red life I'm sensible enough to search for just those
pragmatic things. A life of delight and despair is, in redity, too
exhausting.

But infantasy | want it dl. | want aman larger than life, aman
capable of killing, of destroying everything when the demons
inside him take control. And | want a heroine to save him from
those demons, leading him into light.

For some readers the fantasy is too threatening. The connec-
tion between death and sexudity can be disturbing to some
readers, those who prefer sunlit meadows to moonlit caverns. For
a vampire legend to work, its humor must be black, its pacing
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rapid, its mood intense. There is no room for gentle couplings
beneath a starry ky. Each coming together must have the reso-
nance of eternity.

For others, for those who love my books and for me, the
threat iswhat makes it work. The dark hero iswhat makes it worth
the risk. Balanced on the edge of a precipice of emotions, the
heroine learns it's worth the plunge to find the kind of soul-
shattering love that can come from a man balanced on his own
edge. The heroine must bevery sure, very brave, very worthy. And
if her triumph at the end is death in his arms, then we know that at
least they have eternity.

Fortunately in romances there are no unhappy endings. The
vampire/beast/phantom/demon in the hero doesn't win. The
schizophrenic battle waged within him is won—with the love of
the heroine and with the hero's humanizing ability to love.

But the demon isn't vanquished. Heis dwaysthere, athreat, a
promise lurking beneath the elegance of a partialy reformed hero,
because his darkness is the other half of the heroine's light. And it
is from that yin-yang, that perfect match, that eternity comes into
play, changing a simple meeting of minds and bodies into some-
thing that transcends time and space.

We dl look for that transcendence, each in our own way,
through our own fantases. For me, the threat of death at the
hands of love is the most potent fantasy of al. Only if you're
prepared to risk everything can you gain everything. And only in
fantasy can women have it all.

Anne Suart

Anne Stuart has published more than thirty-seven books in a
variety of genres including series romance, historical romance,
romantic-suspense and suspense. Her publishers have included
Dell, Ballantine, Doubleday, Fawcett, Harlequin, Silhouette and
Avon. Night of the Phantomisthetitle of one of her recent releases.
Her novel of suspense, Seen and not Heard, was published by
Pocket Books.
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Ms. Stuart's novels have appeared on the Waldenbooks Ro-
mance bestseller list, and she has won numerous awards from
romance trade magazines and from organizations of fans and
writers. Her book Banish Misfortune won the Romance Writers of
America Golden Medallion award for best single-title release.
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Lowell

LoveConquersAll
The Warrior Hero and the
Affirmation of Love

At first glance, reader mail seems to address the question of why
women continue to read romances in the face of society's relent-
less disapproval. One &fter another, readers write to me and say:
Tour romances are so intense. Such tough, powerful men. |just love
them!

That's gratifying to hear, but it begs the question of why
women read romances. After al, if formidable men were dl that
women wanted, there is a plethora of fierce, forceful males in
mystery, science fiction, historical sagas, thrillers, and male adven-
ture novels. (I know, because I'vewritten and published al but the
latter.)

What, then, in addition to formidable men, attracts women to
romances? Is it the intensity of the emotiona experience?

Again, if an intense emotional involvement with the story
were the key ingredient for which romance readers yearn, there is
an abundance of intense emotion to be found in mystery, science
fiction, historical saga, thrillers, and particularly horror novels.

Compelling, formidable men. Intense emotions. Neither is
unique to the romance genre. What else do romances have that
make them unique among genres of fiction and uniquely compel-
ling to women of many religions, races, and cultures?

Reader mail does not answer the question. It would be sur-
prising ifit did. At bottom, it is not up to the readers to explore
why they love romance novels, readers, after dl, are not profes-
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sionas. Authors are, especialy successful authors. If you con-
sult the best-selling romance novels, you quickly find a common
thread that is unique to the genre: only in romances is an endur-
ing, constructive bond—Iove—between aman and awoman cde-
brated.

That is the key. That is what makes romances unique and
uniquely powerful in their appeal.

Other styles of fiction deal at length with hate, murder, greed,
lust, treachery, brutality, pettiness, vicious sexudity, violence, and
unspeakable human degradation. If love appears in these novels it
isinaminor role, acomet burning across the dark night of the soul
leaving greater darkness in its wake.

In romance novels, and in romance novels alone, love between
aman and a woman is dfirmed as an immensaly powerful con-
structiveforce in human life. As subtle and universally pervasive as
gravity, love touches everything, enhances everything it touches,
and binds men and women into an extraordinary sharing that both
transcends the everyday world and gives people strength to cope
with lifés daily demands.

Does that mean dl you need for a compelling romance novel
sure to be prized by readers is sweetness, light, and love, love,
love?

It is more complex than that. Even John Milton's prodigious
talent was strained when he tried to create a compelling depiction
of Paradise Regained. Dante Alighieri did no better; the section of
TheDivine Comedy called "Inferno” is part of our popular culture,
but "Paridiso” is known only to English mgors. Sweetness and
light is wonderful in life and deadly in drama.

How then does one make a romance—a celebration of cre-
ation rather than destruction, good rather than evil, love rather
than hate—intense and compelling to readers? Given the readers
expectation of a constructive resolution of the central conflict (also
known as the much-maligned happy ending), from what source
comes the vital dramatic tension of the romance novel?

The same place it comes from in a mystery, that is, from the
process of resolution rather than from the resolution itsdf. The
reader knows when she or he picks up amystery that the ending is
guaranteed; the crime will be solved. That is why people read
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mysteries. The certainty of resolution attracts rather than deters
mystery readers. | suspect that mystery fans are people who believe
that human problems can be solved by intelligence and logic (and
judicious head cracking). They seek out fiction that spesksto their
belief in the power of rational, disciplined human beings to solve
lifés problems.

If the destination is not in doubt, the intensity the reader seeks
must inevitably come from the journey itsdf. In mysteries, the
reader wants to see how close the crime can come to defeating the
protagonist's attempts to unravel it. The crime must be a worthy
adversary, testing the power of human logic to defeat chaos, and
the resolution must be believable within the confines of the novel.
Only then will the reader have the satisfaction of reaffirming that
human intelligence can triumph over the boggling illogic of life.

It is acomforting thought, rather like that of the power of love
to hed and ultimately to transcend the random cruelties of life.
(Oddly enough, critics rarely speak of neurotic readers, mindless
escapism, or formulas when mysteries are mentioned, but pro-
tagonist meets crime, protagonist is baffled by crime, protagonist
solves crime is the requirement of mystery fiction.)

Romance readers, like mystery readers, take their intensity
from the journey itsdf rather than from uncertainty as to the
ultimate outcome. Romance readers know that love fals in red
life, they want the believable possibility of love's failure in their
fiction. They want love to be tested to the limits of its power to
heal and transcend. They want the power of creation to battle with
the power of destruction. They want to baance on the razor edge
of the abyss of despair. And then they want to soar in triumph,
their belief in love's constructive power afirmed by a battle hard
fought and well won.

Pleasing such readers is not an easy task for the author. With
heaven foreordained, how can the struggle appear anything more
than pro forma?

Enter the fierce, formidable male, the tougher and stronger
the better. Nothing sharpens your appreciation of heaven like a
guided tour of hell.

It is the formidable hero who puts the heroine at risk of losing
her future and hersdlf to a man who does not believe in love. It is
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the bleak, powerful hero who puts love's transforming power to
the ultimate test. After dl, there is little emotional danger to a
heroine who loves a saint. The reader has no sense of risk, of
loving and losing, of the possibility of creation overcome by
destruction, when the hero in question is a good man from his
genia smile to the penny loafers on his feet. But when the man is
older, stronger, unsmiling, capable of violence, awarrior seasoned
inhdl . ..

The possihilities for psychic and even physicd danger to the
heroine are manifest and vivid with this type of man. The woman
who loves a formidable man, hardened in lifeé's unloving crucible,
will test love's healing power in avery intenseway. The closer love
comes to failure, the sweeter the affirmation when love triumphs.

That, and not culturally induced feminine masochism, is why
fierce, amost savage men abound in the most popular romance
novels. That is why romance heroes often are not only capable of
violence, they are specificdly trained for it. They are warriors, the
paradigm of the formidable male.

The warrior-as-hero has one other important qualification: he
is not a psychotic brute intent on destroying everything dower,
weaker, or less vicious than he. The warrior-as-hero accepts the
discipline of the larger society. He has made the fundamental
choice to use his skills to protect others rather than merely for his
own enrichment. He has voted on the side of construction rather
than destruction. He is an honorable man.

Despite this underlying, often tacit assurance of the hero's
basic decency, there is dways a tension between the letha ca
pabilities of the hero and the relative physica helplessness of the
heroine. Obviously he could take her whenever he wanted, just as
he could brutalize children, bully weaker men, and in general be a
destructive, unappealing brute.

The dassc romance warrior-heroes do not enjoy destruction.
Ultimately they use their strength, their intelligence, and their
discipline to defend rather than exploit those who are wesker than
they. At core, they are decent men. The heroine senses this, just as
she senses that the warrior's profession often has the effet of
excluding him from the same society he protects. It is the begin-
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ning of her understanding that this formidable man might be
capable of love. For example:

Raine looked up at Cord, sensed his male power and need, his body
trained for death and his eyes hungry for life. Tears gathered in her eyes,
blurring Cord's outline, leaving only the crystal intensity of his gaze.

"You've risked so much," she whispered, "you've given so much,
and you've never known the warm world you make possible for others.
You could die without knowing that world, like a sentry barred from the
very fire he protects."*

Classic romance heroines are neither vapid Pollyannas nor
closat masochists. Very early in the novel, the heroine both senses
and triggers the need for love that lies within the hero. She
aso senses that success—mutua love—is possible. Not guaran-
teed. Perhaps not even probable. But possible. That possibility is
enough to make the heroine risk her own happiness, her own self
in ajourney that could well end in heartbreak. Another example:

He wanted to ask where her softness and strength had come from,
to know if he could ever love as she did, with sweetness and fire and
courage. But he couldn't ask that. So he asked the only question he
could, and Angel heard the other question beneath it, the one Hawk
couldn't ask.

"Are these wild raspberries?' asked Hawk.

"No. They're like a house cat that has gone fera," Angel said.
"Created and bred by man and then abandoned. Most things treated like
that wither and die. Some survive . . . and in the right season the
strongest survivors bear a sweet, wild fruit that is the most beautiful
thing on earth. Like you, Hawk."?

Y¢, even with insight into the hero's potential for love, loveis
not an easy thing to achieve, especidly with awarrior. Warriors
believe in loydlty, honor, strength, and death. Life and love are
rather more dippery propositions. Though a part of the best
warriors hungers for life, for warmth, for love and children and
laughter, that very yearning is viewed as a weakness in a world
where weakness is an invitation to death.

A man who views love as a potentially lethal weakness is not
likely to give in eadly, even when he wants and needs love very
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much. The following scene is an example. The hero, Nevada, was
formerly acommando sent to help the Afghani tribesmen covertly
againgt the Soviets. Eden, the heroine, does not know that part of
Nevadas training including going from deep into full fighting
mode if he is awakened in an unexpected way. At the moment,
they are in an isolated mountain cabin, where she has taken him
after ariding accident. He is in the grip of a feverish sleep:

Eden knelt at Nevada's side. She put her hand on his forehead to
gauge his temperature.

The world exploded.

Within the space of two seconds Eden was jerked over Nevada's
body, thrown on her back and stretched helplessly beneath his far greater
weight while a hot steel band closed around her throat. In the wavering
firelight Nevada's eyes were those of a trapped cougar, luminous with
fire, bottomless with shadow, inhuman.

"Nevada ..." Eden whispered, al she could say, for the room was
spinning away.

Instantly the pressure vanished. Eden fdt the harsh shudder that
went through Nevada's body before he rolled aside, releasing her from
his weight. She shivered with the cold of the cabin floor biting into her
flesh, and with another, deeper cold, thewinter chill that lay at the center
of Nevada's soul.

"Next time you want to wake me up, just cal my name. Whatever
you do, don't touch me. Ever."

Nevada's voice was as remote as his eyes had been.

"That's the problem, isn't it?" Eden asked after amoment, her voice
husky.

"What?"

"Touching. You haven't had enough of it. Not the caring kind, the
warm kind, the gentle kind."

"Warmth is rare and temporary. Cruelty and pain aren't. A survivor
hones his reflexes accordingly. I'm a survivor, Eden. Don't ever forget it.
Ifygu catch me off guard | could hurt you badly and never even mean
to."

It will take an unusual heroine to get past this warrior's
defenses long enough to show him that love strengthens rather
than weakens a man. Eden knows this, as her inner dialogue
shows:

Nevada won't bean easy man tolove. He'sawinter man, shut down deep
inside, waitingfor a spring that hasn't come.
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On the heels of Eden's thought came another, a realization as
unflinching as winter itself.

Don't kidyourself. You'regoing into this with your eyes wide open or
you're notgoing at all. Nevada isn't waitingfor spring. He probably doesn't
even believespring exists. That'squiteadifference.

It'sa difference that could break my heart.*

The risk of love's defeat is real. The characters know it, the
author knows it, and the readers certainly know it. In fact, they
demand it. The readers want the heroine to be put through merry
hell, for only in that way is the strength of love ultimately affirmed.
Nor isthe heroine aonein her travails. The hero aswell must have
his time of realization, when he understands what his refusd to
love has cost.

The course of true love must run as rough as a mountain
cascade, for it is the stegpness of the grade that brings out the
seething power and beauty hidden within still water.

Romance readers know that cruelty, defeat, and despair are a
part of life. But romance readers aso know that there is more to
life than mean, narrow, ugly, nasty, brutish, and short. They
believe in the power of love between aman and awoman, love that
hedls and enhances life. They want to read fiction that speaks to
this deeply held belief.

Inevitably, they read romances. For this, they are routinely
ridiculed in a manner that would be considered repellent were it
applied to race, religion, or sexua preference. Women keep read-
ing romances anyway, for these novels allow them to afirm and to
celebrate their deeply held beliefs about woman, man, and love.

| share with my readers an abiding beief in the beauty and
constructive power of love between a man and a woman. Giving
flesh and blood, face and voice to that belief is one of the greatest
pleasures of my varied career as an author.

NOTES

1. Elizabeth Lowel, Summer Games, to be published by Avon.

2. Elizabeth Lowel, A Woman Without Lies, to be published by Avon.
3. Elizabeth Lowell, Warrior, Silhouette Books, April 1991.

4. lbid.
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Ann Maxwell (Elizabeth Lowell)

Writing as Ann Maxwell, Ann began her career in 1975 with a
sciencefiction novel, Change. Since then, seven of her nine science
fiction novels have been recommended for the Science Fiction
Writers of America Nebula Award; A Dead God Dancing was
nominated for the American Book Award. Her science fiction was
published by TOR, Popular Library, Signet/NAL, and Avon.

In 1976 Ann and her husband Evan (as A. E. Maxwdll)
collaborated with a Norwegian hunter and photographer, Ivar
Ruud, on The Tear Long Day, a nonfiction work that was con-
densed in Reader's Digest and published in four foreign editions
and three book club editions. In 1985 the first A. E. Maxwell
crime novel, JustAnother Day in Paradise, featuring acouple caled
Fiddler and Fiora, was published by Doubleday. The second in the
series, TheFrogandthe Scorpion, received acreativewriting award
from the University of California. The fourth book in the series,
Just Enough Light to Kill, was named by Time magazine as one of
the best crime novels of 1988. The series has continued to enjoy
critical success. The seventh title, The King ofNothing, was pub-
lished by Villard (adivision of Random House) in July 1992. Ann
and Evan are presently writing Come Hangman! Come Vultures!
which will be the eighth in the Fiddler and Fiora series.

In June 1992 Ann and Evan (writing as Ann Maxwell) had a
suspense novel, The Diamond Tiger, published by HarperPaper-
backs. They are presently researching The Secret Ssters, another
suspense novel for HarperPaperbacks. Writing under the name
Lowell Charters, Evan and Ann recently completed Thunderheart,
a novelization of a movie by the same name. It was published by
Avon in April 1992.

Beginning in 1982 Ann began publishing romances under the
name Elizabeth Lowell. Under that name she wrote twenty-one
series romances for Silhouette, many of which have appeared on
the Waldenbooks Romance bestsaller list. Two of her latest three,
Warrior and Outlaw, placed in the number one position. She also
wrote a historical romance and one book of romantic suspense,
Tell MeNo Lies, for Harlequin. The latter was reissued in August
1992.



Love ConquersAll

At present Ann is writing historical romances for Avon. Her
first, Only His, spent almost two months on the B. Dalton mass
market bestseller list. Only Mine, published early in 1992, ap-
peared in the top ten on both the Wadenbooks and B. Dalton
bestsdller lists.
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Welcome to the Dark Side

What is the appea of romance? That's an unfortunate question for
those who like simple answers, for genre romance is not mono-
lithic but diverse and ever-changing.

While women read romance for many reasons, a vitd ingre-
dient isthe romantic spirit of optimism, a beliefthat life is improv-
able, that the glass is half full not haf empty. The sublimina
message is that on€e's life can get better, a belief that is one of the
bedrocks of American society. Of course romance readers are
aware that not dl situations will improve, but a good romance
offers a pleasurable respite from the vexations of everyday life.

Romance is fantasy, and like dl genre fiction it reflects the
world as we would like to see it, with crime punished, justice
triumphant, goodness rewarded, and love conquering al. Charac-
ters are larger than life, with stronger passions, blacker faults, and
brighter virtues. However, while dl romances are fantasy, the tone
varies greatly from pure escapism to stories that contain much
more redigtic elements.

Historical romances have an advantage in creating fantasy
worlds because our view of the past is selective; many readers have
afondness for the Middle Ages, but the fantasy is of brave knights
and lovely damsels, not of serfslaboring in the fidds. Similarly, the
popular English Regency setting has produced enough fictiona
lords to fill Yankee Stadium, and the fictional Wild West teems
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with hard-eyed gunsglingers and dashing gamblers. As with dl
fantasy, even the most outrageous premise can work if it is devel-
oped in alogical fashion, with convincing details.

Kathe Robin, the historical reviewer for Romantic Times mag-
azine, divides romances into two types: those that come from the
light side and those that come from the dark side. Light romance
evokes laughter and sweetness, while dark romance works with
more intense emotions.

Which brings me to one of the principal reasons that people
read romance: for the emotion. While the best books of any genre
create vivid characters and memorable relationships, romance is
the only genre that by definition centers on fedlings and relation-
ships rather than on plot or abstract concepts. The most popular
romance writers are those who have the ability to evoke strong
emotional responses and make readers care about the characters.
An emotiona writer can transcend technical writing flaws, but a
technically correct romance without emotion will be forgotten
amost as soon as the book cover closes.

While intense emotion is one factor that distinguishes light
romance from dark, an even more significant factor isthe hero. As
most thoughtful romance &ficionadas know, the hero is the most
crucia character in a romance, the linchpin who holds the story
together. This is a key difference between romance and what is
usualy defined as women's fiction, where the heroine and her
progress through life are the focus of the story.

A romance can survive a bland or even abitchy heroine, but it
cannot succeed with aweak hero. Not only must he be a man the
reader can fdl in love with, but he dso sets the tone of the book.
(My thanks to author Jo Ann Wendt, who first brought this point
to my attention.) A light, laughing hero will create alight, playful
book, while a dangerous hero is at the heart of most dark ro-
mances.

Often the dark hero is obsessed with the heroine, driven by a
primitive passion to possess her in every sense of the word. An
aura of potential—and sometimes actua—violence hovers over
such books. As Jayne Ann Krentz says, the male protagonist of a
romance is often both hero and villain, and the heroine's task and
triumph is to civilize him, to turn him from a marauder into a
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worthy mate whose formidable strength will be channeled into
protecting his woman and his cubs (sorry—his children).

The wounded hero is a subcategory of dark hero. He is emo-
tionally and/or physically damaged and, like an injured lion, heis
dangerous, for heis till powerful and in his agony he may lash out
at those around him. Loving him makes the heroine vulnerable,
yet only she, with her love, compassion, and femde strength, can
save him from his demons.

The theme of the man who is "saved by the love of a good
woman" is common in both life and romance. In redity savior
complexes are dangerous because they encourage women to stay
with abusive mates, but that is another story, one that belongs in
"women's fiction" rather than "romance.” What matters in a ro-
mantic context is that healing the wounded hero is a fantasy of
incredible potency. Not only does it appea to the nurturing in-
stinct, but awoman who can heal an injured man has great power.
Sheis a success in avery femae way, for she has saved the Alpha
male, the leader of the pack, and can now share in his strength.

It is much rarer to see the heroine saved by the love of agood
man. It is possible to write a romance where the heroine is more
tortured than the hero, and | have done so, but it is more difficult
and probably less "romantic." To make a tortured-heroine ro-
mance successful, the hero must be a compelling figure in his own
right, not a passve fail for the heroine's problems. While he is
supportive and understanding, he must have arole beyond drying
her tears or the story fails as romance.

My own particular form of dark romance is not for everyone,
for it occupies a shadowy corner of the romantic turf where
fantasy meets gritty reality. Alcoholism, incest, sexua abuse, rape,
dydexia, epilepsy, and various other physical and psychologica
injuries—I've written about them all.

Welcome to the dark side.

Other writers have often said to me, "I can't believe your
editor let you get away with that." While admittedly | have been
lucky in my editor, | think that virtually any topic can be handled if
it is done properly, with a romantic sensbility. (It helps that |
write historical novels, where the setting puts some distance be-
tween the reader and the issue)
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Alcoholism is a topic most romance editors would reject out
of hand. However, | was irritated by the fact that in historica
books heavy-drinking men are often seen as dashing, with no
negative consequences, so my book TheRake and theReformer had
an acoholic hero. Anyone familiar with addiction and twelve-step
programs can read the book and see the hero, Reggie, go through
the stages of denial, attempted reform and failure, and the find
breakdown—the shattering of the will—that must be experienced
before there can be a chance for spiritual and physica regenera-
tion.

However, no one buys a romance to get a temperance tract.
The heart of a romance must be the relationship, so Reggie the
Rake was matched by Alys the Reformer, who was compassionate
without indulging in codependent behavior. As in dl good ro-
mances, the main characters encourage each other to heal and
grow; as Alys supports Reggiethrough his ordeal, Reggiein turn
helps Alys to face her past and rebuild her damaged self-esteem.

Since many Americans—probably amajority—have had pain-
ful experiences with acoholics, The Rake and the Reformer struck
deep chords in readers. Not only did the book win severa awards
and become aword-of-mouth bestsaller, but the fan mail demon-
strated how profoundly the story touched people. One newly re-
covering alcoholic said smply, "Youll never know what that book
meant to me."

Another recovering acoholic wrote at greater length: "Reggie
isthemost redistic alcoholic I've ever read. Hewas not abum, or a
continuous drunk, or any of the other stereotypes I've seen before.
Hewas a person with a serious problem, yet he was strong enough
to overcome it. Though my battle was fought over alonger period
of time, you captured the despair, the strength, that moment of
serene, inner determination so vividly, | amost seemed to go
throughit dl again. . . . Alysstender support [was] so perfect for
him that | cried buckets. And the hope! Lord amighty, lady, |
haven't had a story evoke so much emotion since | read my very
first romance novel."

While such readers clearly respond to the realism, it is essential
to maintain the balance between readism and romantic fantasy.
Hence | torture my characters in a variety of ways. The initial
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trauma may have taken place in the past, with the story focusing
on overcoming the effects or the wounded character may be
secondary rather than one of the central lovers.

That ishow | treated epilepsy in my historical romance, Dearly
Beloved. The heroine's young son has a moderate degree of epi-
lepsy, but the condition is presented as a regrettable nuisance
rather than a disaster. Geoffrey is a nice little boy, matter-of-fact
about his condition, and not above faking a seizureto try to get his
own way. In short, he is very human, a child with a problem but
aso a reasonable expectation of having a fulfilling life, and he
generated a number of intensely-felt fan letters.

However, epilepsy was a minor problem compared to the
trauma suffered by the hero, Gervase, who was seduced by his
amora mother when he was thirteen. As a guilt-ridden and angry
young man, it was hardly surprising that he responded to a shot-
gun marriage by forcibly claiming his "marital rights" from his
new bride, whom he wrongly assumed had been a party to the
scheme. The result was a rape as rape redly is. an ugly, violent
crime that was damned near unforgivable, with nothing erotic
about it.

The heart of the story takes place years later as the protago-
nists struggle to overcome the disastrous beginning to their mar-
riage and forge a hedlthy, loving relationship. As adways in my
books, the hero and heroine help each other grow: the heroine,
Diana, uses her warmth and compassion to help Gervase recover
from the abuse of his past, while Gervase's bleak, hard-won hon-
esty forces Diana to confront her own hidden motives.

This is hardly escapist fare, but readers responded positively;
in fact, members of the Romance Writers of America nominated
Dearly Beloved as one of the top ten books of the roughly fifteen
hundred romances published in 1990 (as The Rake and the Re-
former was so nominated in 1989). One reader wrote, "Your
characters are so red and have rea problems. The way they ded
with the problems is what makes your books specid.”

Dark stories that deal with intense emotions can provide
catharsis and insight into painful problems. The point is not the
injury; disease-of-the-week would be dreary. What matters, and
what readers respond to, is the healing, for it is profoundly mov-
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ing to read about an incest victim who manages to transcend the
pain, to become stronger in the mended places, who can forgive
the past, even if she or he can never entirely forget it.

The fantasy framework makes it possible to confront emo-
tions too painful to dea with in a more redligtic context. No
matter how gravely damaged the protagonists are, they find emo-
tional savation through love. Idedly, romantic love is not pre-
sented as a panaceg; instead, it is a catalyst that helps the hero and
heroine become whole enough to give and accept love.

While no one lives a full life without experiencing pain, ro-
mance readers are not the sort to relish alifetime of misery. The
events in most romances usually take place over a relatively short
time span, almost adways less than a year. (Even in "lost-love"
romances where there has been betraya and years of separation,
the red-time action of the story is generally only a matter of
weeks.) During the course of the book the hero and heroine come
to terms with their problems, and by the end the future looks
bright, for even the darkest romances are leavened by liberal doses
of warmth, hope, and tenderness.

What makes dark romances feasble is the safety net; no matter
how threatening the situation or how wounded the body and
spirit, the reader of a genre romance knows that al of the issues
will be satisfactorily dealt with by the end.

Ironically, the happy ending that makes dark romances possi-
ble is the source of many criticisms of the genre. "Serious” litera-
ture is usudly a gloomy affar, a well-crafted rendition of the
numerous ways that life can go wrong.

Yet gloom and doom are not inherently more redlistic than
happiness, for dl lives cycle through ups and downs, good times
and bad. A romance smply chooses to focus on the magic mo-
ment when two people are fdling in love and the world is a place
of infinite possibilities.

Mary Jo Putney

Mary Jo Putney has published twelve historical romances, includ-
ing Slk and Shadows, Slk and Secrets, and Veils of Slk, all with
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Penguin/NAL. Her novels appear on the B. Dalton's, Waden-
books and Reader's Market bestsdller lists. She has received nu-
merous awards from romance trade magazines and from organiza-
tions of fans and writers, among them the Romance Writers of
America RITA award for The Rake and the Reformer. Romantic
Times magazine honored her Dearly Beloved as the best Regency
historical of the year. She has been a finalist in the Romance
Writers of America Golden Choice contest for best romance of the
year.

Ms. Putney has degrees in English literature and industrial
design from Syracuse University. Before she began her writing
career she had her own business in thefield of graphic design and
held a position as art editor for a British magazine.
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Trying to Tame the Romance
CriticsandCorrectness

Don't think that there hasn't been alot of pressure exerted to make
romance writers and romance fiction more palitically correct.
During the past few years, even as romance novels have com-
manded a spectacular share of the publishing market there has
been an unrelenting effort to change them.

Much of this effort was exerted by a wave of young editors
fresh out of East Coast colleges who arrived in New York to take
up their first positions in publishing. (The editing of romance
novels has traditionally been viewed as an entry-level job in the
industry.) These young women (and most of them were women)
didn't read romances themselves and so didn't understand why
they appealed to readers. But they did understand that romance
novels are held in contempt or at the very least considered politi-
caly incorrect by scholars and intellectuals and even by much of
the publishing hierarchy which makes billions of dollars from
them. And so they set about trying to make romances respectable.
They looked for new authors who shared their views of what a
respectable romance should be and they tried to change the books
being written by the established, successful authors they inherited.

Thefirst target of these reforming editors was what has come
to be known in the trade as the alpha male. These maes are the
tough, hard-edged, tormented heroes that are at the heart of the
vast mgjority of bestselling romance novels. These are the heroes
who made Harlequin famous. These are the heroes who carry off
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the heroines in historical romances. These are the heroes feminist
critics despise.

What is it with those of us who write romance? We are
intelligent women. Wereflexible. We learn fast. Surely those who
sought to lead us in the paths of palitically correct romance writ-
ing ought to have succeeded in their goa of straightening us out
by now. Why did we dig in our hedls and resist the effort to turn
our hard-edged, dangerous heroes into sensitive, right-thinking
modern males?

We did it for the same reason a mystery writer sticks to the
outcast hero, the same reason a western writer clings to the pa-
adin figure. We did it because, in the romance genre, the apha
male is the one that works best in the fantasy.

And the reason he works so well is because in a romance the
hero must play two roles. He is not only the hero, he is aso the
villain.

To understand what the romance novel is, it is important to
understand first what it is not. A romance novel plot does not
focus on women coping with contemporary socid problems and
issues. It does not focus on the importance of femae bonding. It
does not focus on adventure. A romance novel may incorporate
any or dl of these elements in its plot, but they are never the
primary focus of the story. In a romance novel, the relationship
between the hero and the heroineisthe plot. It isthe primary focus
of the story, just as solving the crime is the primary focus of a
mystery.

Given that conflict is a requirement of dl good fiction, espe-
cidly good genre fiction, and given that the conflict must arise out
of the primary focus of the story, it is understandable that in a
romance novel conflict must exist between the hero and heroine.

The hero in a romance is the most important challenge the
heroine must face and conquer. The hero is her redl problemin the
book, not whatever trendy issue or daring adventure is also going
on in the subplot. In some way, shape, or form, in some manner
either red or perceived on the heroine's part, the hero must be a
source of emotional and, yes, sometimes physica risk. He must
present a genuine threat.

The hero must be part villain or ese he won't be much of a
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challenge for a strong woman. The heroine must put herself at risk
with him if the story is to achieve the level of excitement and the
particular sense of danger that only a classic romance can provide.

And theflat truth is that you don't get much of a challenge for
a heroine from a sensitive, understanding, right-thinking "mod-
ern" man who is part therapist, part best friend, and thoroughly
tamed from the start. You don't get much of a chalenge for her
from a neurotic wimp or a good-natured gentleman-saint who
never revesls a core of sted.

Anditisthat core of sted at the center of agood romance hero
that makes it dl worth while.

Any woman who, as a little girl, indulged hersdf in books
featuring other little girls taming wild stallions knows instinctively
what makes a romance novel work. Those much-loved taes of
brave young women taming and gentling magnificent, potentially
dangerous beasts are the childhood version of the adult romance
novel. The thrill and satisfaction of teaching that powerful mae
creature to respond only to your touch, of linking with him in a
bond that transcends the physical, of communicating with him in
a manner that goes beyond mere speech—that thrill is deeply
satisfying. It is every bit as powerful as the satisfaction readers get
from seeing the outcast hero solve the crime and mete out justice
in a good mystery. But to get the thrill, you have to take a few
risks. The hard-boiled detective must go down a few dark, dan-
gerous dleys and the romance heroine must face a man who is a
genuine challenge.

The second target of those who attempted to change romance
novels was another familiar convention in the books: the aggres-
sive seduction of the heroine by the hero. Most of the time this
seduction is portrayed as intense and unrelentingly sensual; occa
sondly it is so forceful that it has been midabeled rape by critics.
Either way it is a convention that is universaly condemned by
those who st in judgment on the romance novel. It is not politi-
cdly correct for a woman to fantasize about being aggressively
seduced.

Itis odd that the romance genre is singled out for this particu-
lar criticism, because the aggressive seduction of the protagonist is
an extremely common convention in most of the other genres.
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Mysteries, afield notable for its plethora of both male writers and
male protagonists, routinely use this approach to dealing with
sex.! Many hard-boiled private-eye heroes get themselves seduced
by their femde clients or suspects in the course of the story. The
seducing client or suspect is frequently portrayed as potentially
threatening and as having a strong aura of aggressive sexudity, a
description that nicely fits romance heroes. In mysteries the pri-
vate eye very seldom initiates the seduction and, indeed, often
appears surprisingly passive about the whole thing. Some put up a
token resistance not unlike that put up by the heroines of some
romance novels. This aggressive seduction of hard-boiled private
investigators could conceivably be midabeled as rape, but critics
rarely even bother to mention it.

Aggressive seduction of the protagonist occurs in other genres
as well. The mae heroes of thrillers and men's action-adventure
novels” are frequently swept off their feet and into bed by myste-
rious, exotic, powerful women. It is only when the tables are
turned asthey are in the romance genre, when the female protago-
nist is seduced by a mysterious, exotic, powerful male, that critics
become aarmed.

It would seem to be more accurate and more honest simply to
acknowledge that the fantasy of being aggressively seduced within
the safe, controlled environment of a work of fictionis a popular
one shared by men and women dike. And why not? It's very
pleasant to enter into a fantasy where one is the treasure rather
than the treasure hunter.

It is interesting to note that in the romance novel this fantasy
often takes on a complex and fascinating twist. Through the use of
male viewpoint, a technique often employed either directly or
indirectly, the reader is allowed to experience the seduction from
the hero's point of view as well as that of the heroine. The reader
gets to enjoy the fantasy of being simultaneously the one who
seduces and the one who is seduced.

Thistwist on the basic seduction fantasy is not a smple matter
of the writer structuring the scene so that the reader switches back
and forth between viewpoints. It cannot be summed up or ex-
plained by saying that the seduction is witnessed first through the
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heroine's eyes and then through those of the hero. In aredly good
romance, the experience for the reader is that of being in both the
heroine's mind and the hero's at the same time. The reader knows
what each character is feeling, what each is sensing, how each is
being affected. She is dso profoundly aware of the transcendent
quality of the experience, of how it will ater the course of both the
hero's and the heroine's life. The whole thing is incredibly com-
plex, exciting, and difficult to describe. | suspect it is amost
unique to the romance novel.

Perhaps it is this indefinable richness of the seduction fantasy
that makes romance novels so threatening to critics of the genre.
But just because one does not have the vocabulary fully to explain
the experience does not mean it is anegative one. It does not even
make it politicaly incorrect. The truth is that women who read
romance novels never describe themselves as feding threatened by
the fantasy of being seduced, just as men who read hard-boiled
detective fiction never appear to fed threatened by the sexudly
aggressive client or suspect.

The third target of those who sought to make romance novels
respectable was the convention of the heroine's virginity. Thereis
no denying that the most popular romances, both contemporary
and historical, frequently feature heroines who are virgins. This
fact is readily acknowledged by writers such as mysdf, who have
compared royalty statements with other writers. It is aso substan-
tiated by an examination of the bestseller lists.

This virginal quality has nothing to do with making the hero-
ine a"trophy" for the hero. Nor is it used as amoral issue. It has
everything to do with creating a metaphor for the qualities of
femae power, honor, generosity, and courage with which the
heroine is imbued. Virginity has been the duff of legends, of
stories of kings and queens, bloody wars and patched-up aliances,
territorial feuds and historical consequences since the dawn of
time. There is an heroic quality about a woman's virginity that is
truly powerful when used to its fullest potential in fiction.

There is dso the underlying assumption in most romance
novels that the heroine is smart enough to choose the right man. It
is to this man that she gives the gift of her love and her virginity.
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Part of being the hero of such a romance novel means appreciating
the gift of the heroin€e's virginity. She is never the same again.
Perhaps even more important, he is never the same, either.

In a romance novel the heroine dlows hersdlf to be seduced
not by just any male but by one particular male, alarger-than-life
hero. Shetakes arisk, and at the end of the story it pays off. She has
chosen the right man. She has tamed the magnificent wild stallion.
She has awed and gentled him with the generous gift of hersdlf.
She has aso forced him to acknowledge her power as awoman as
wel as the womanly honor she uses to control and channel that
power.

Men represent to women one of the greatest sources of risk
they will ever encounter in their lives. Taking risks and winning
out against dl odds is one of the great pleasures of fantasy. In a
romance novel the heroines put everything on the line and they
win. Virginity is symbolic of the high stakes involved.?

The fourth target of the reforming editors was the genre's
frequent use of certain core stories. It has often been pointed out
that there are only a handful of plots available to the mystery genre
and only afew basic storiesin westerns or science fiction or horror.
This limitation on plot devices is not considered a sin in those
genres, but for some reason critics view it as such in romance.

At the core of each of the genres lie a group of ancient myths
unique to that genre. The most popular writers in those genres
continually mine those ancient myths and legends for the elements
that make their particular genre work. Westerns and mysteries
incorporate the old chivalric tales. The horror genre relies on the
gut-wrenching myths of the supernatural that have been around
since the days when people lived in caves. Science fiction uses the
myths of exploration and the fear of the "other" that have long
fascinated an aggressive species bent on conquering new territory.
At the heart of the romance novel lie the ancient myths that ded
with the subject of male-female bonding.

Stories become myths because they embody values that are
crucidly important to the surviva of the species. There is no
subject more imperative to that survival than the creation of a
successful pair bond. The romance novel captures the sense of
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importance and the sheer excitement of that elemental relation-
ship as no other genre can.

Women, who have traditionally had the primary responsibility
for making that bond work, have aways responded to the basic
myths and legends around which romance is built. | suspect they
will continue to do so as long as the current method of reproduc-
tion isin use and as long as the family unit is the cornerstone of
civilization.

Some of the basc myths and legends that animate the ro-
mance genre include the tale of Persephone (echoed in athousand
stories involving a woman being carried off by a mysterious,
powerful male who is in turn enthralled and brought to his knees
by her). Another popular one is the story of Beauty and the Beast
(often portrayed in childhood tales of little girls taming large
gallions and in adult stories of women taming dangerous men).
Then there is the familiar battle of the sexes, or the Taming of the
Shrew story. This one is especially piquant for women because in
these tales the man is the one who, for once, is forced to find away
to make the relationship work.

There are other basic stories of romance, al of which have
deep roots in ancient myths and legends. In the romance novel the
elements of those myths and legends that speak most powerfully
to women are preserved and retold.

Romance novels are tales of brave women taming dangerous
men. They are stories that capture the excitement of that most
mysterious of relationships, the one between awoman and a man.
They are legends told to women by other women, and they are as
powerful and as endlesdy fascinating to women as the legends that
lie at the heart of dl the other genres.

The effort to make romance novels respectable has been a
resounding failure. The books that exemplify the "new breed" of
politically correct romances, the ones featuring sensitive, unag-
gressive heroes and sexualy experienced, right-thinking heroines
in"modern" stories dealing with trendy issues, have never become
the most popular books in the genre.

Across the board, from series romance to single title release, it
is the writerswho have steadfastly resisted the efforts to reform the
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genre whose books consistently outsell dl others. And the readers
have demonstrated where their hearts are by routinely putting the
romances that incorporate the cdassic elements on the bestsdller
lists.*

NOTES

1. The propensity of the heroes of mystery novels toward getting themselves
aggressively seduced is readily seen in many of the books throughout the genre. From
the novels of Raymond Chandler and Dashiell Hammett to the books written by such
popular contemporary authors as Dick Francis, Loren D. Estleman, Scott Turow, and
Andrew Vachss, it is aimost dways the woman who does the seducing.

2. In the quintessential men's action adventure series, The Executioner, the hero,
Mack Bolan, isaman who is certainly aggressive when it comes to dealing out aviolent
kind ofjustice to the bad guys. But when it comes to women he is politely aoof, almost
reluctant. It is the women in the stories who pursue and sometimes manage to seduce
him, not vice versa

3. | am indebted to romance writer Suzanne Simmons Guntrum for many of the
ideas and much of the language | have used in this discussion of virginity.

4. An examination of any of the romance novels written by the following New
York Times bestselling authors will prove this point: Judith McNaught, Sandra Brown,
Johanna Lindsey, Catherine Coulter, Karen Robards, Julie Garwood, Amanda Quick.
For more names, check the latest edition of the New York Times bestseller lists.
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Loved | Not Honor More
TheVirginal HeroineinRomance

Romance novels are criticized for dl manner of things, and often
those conventions most cherished by the readers are sdlected for
the harshest censure. The virginal heroine is one of these conven-
tions. In spite of virginity's fdl from grace (so to speak), the
virginal heroine has lost none of her popularity with readers. As |
tried to address the question of why such heroines are so appeal-
ing, | recdled Sister Charles Eileen, who stimulated my own
interest in the subject about twenty-five years ago when she intro-
duced me to the Vedad Virgins.

Raised in ardligion which has its own cult of the Virgin and
taught from the age of fiveby nuns, | was probably set up for the
Vedas from the start, but Sister Charles Eileen, my first-year
Latin teacher, made certain that virgina heroines would have
lifelong significance for me. A stern, dignified woman with the
intellect of a Jesuit, she had the most essential quality of a great
teacher: she wasin love with her subject. And since alanguage can
scarcdy be separated from the people who spesk it and whose
culture it communicates, she was redly in love with the ancient
Romans.

After acouple of monthsin her class, so was |. Their spectacu-
lar accomplishments, their stunning savagery, even their impe-
rious mode of expression (a grammatical form devoted to direct
address and imperatives!) enthralled me. | loved Cicero's essays,
the maxims of Marcus Aurelius, the narratives of Caesar's cam-
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paign against that wily Celt, Vercingetorix. Roman politics and
warfare brought to mind their modern counterparts; | could fairly
hear Cato thundering "Delenda est Carthago!" at the end of each
of his speeches. And Tacitus's tales of Boadicea, warrior queen of
the lceni who led a rebellion against the Roman occupation of
Britain in thefirst century A.D., were especidly spellbinding. But
best of dl | loved reading about the Vedtals.

The Vedd Virgins were a group of Sx women, selected from
thefinest Roman families, who gave their lives to the service of the
goddess Vesta, keeper of the hearth. They dedicated themsalves to
tending the sacred flame burning in the circular temple where
Vestawas worshiped. Because the Romans believed that the burn-
ing of this perpetual firewas a protection against national calami-
ties, maintaining it was a sacred trust. The Vestds remained vir-
ginsdl their lives; ifthey broke their vow of chastity they were put
to death. In the early days of the Republic, before Rome decayed
into empire, this worship of Vesta was taken very serioudy. The
Vestas were cultura icons, heroicaly sacrificing the feminine ful-
fillment of home and family for a higher service to the community.
They were deeply respected but also most strictly observed, so that
alapse in morality meant swift and certain retribution.

To my fevered fourteen-year-old mind, the dramatic possibili-
ties of this scenario were endless. | immediately began daydream-
ing about a forbidden romance between a beautiful Vestal and a
handsome centurion who are drawn to each other during the
public ceremonies of Veddia in June. Their passion would be
irresistible, their scandalous liaison discovered, and just as she was
about to be executed he would ride to the rescue (a la Lancelot
saving Guinevere from the stake—I was aso reading Tennyson at
thetime). Asthey say in Hollywood, what aconcept. And as| got
older and learned more about femade virgins as the personification
of purity and perfection, | began to realize that my fascination was
shared by many and that the virgina heroine was the stuff of myth.

Thomas Bulfinch and Edith Hamilton kept me awake nights
in high school with their anthologies of ancient myths, and the
best stories, the ones that lingered in my mind with almost biblical
impact, dways concerned unique, virginal women who behaved
with extraordinary courage and passion and style. Dianathe hunt-
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ress, twin sigter of Apollo and goddess of the moon; Ariadne, who
led Theseus through the labyrinth; Atalanta, who could beat any
man in a footrace; Daphne, who was pursued by Apollo and
turned into alaurel tree for refusing his advances, Cassandra, dso
pursued by Apollo and cursed with the gift of unheeded prophecy
for refusing his advances (Apollo was never agood loser): the list
of virgina heroines from Greek and Roman mythology is long
and impressive. And our own Anglo-Saxon tradition follows suit:
from Robin Hood's Maid Marian and Tennyson's Elaine, "the lily
maid of Astolat," to the women of Jane Austen and Longfellow's
Evangeline, we mirror the ancients in our admiration for and
fascination with the virgina heroine.

Why are virgins so specid? Over time | have concluded that it
is because they are in the world but not completely of it, since they
have not participated in that essentia earthbound activity which
transforms a girl into awoman. When "primitive" peoples wanted
a perfect gift for their gods, when they were seeking the most
worthy offering to hurl from a diff or stab through the heart or
throw into the mouth of a volcano, they didn't sdect the most
popular mother of five in the village or the most beautiful cour-
tesan. They selected a virgin as the gift most acceptable to their
gods, and she offered her life to serve the common good by
petitioning or propitiating those gods: for a bountiful harvest,
surcease of plague, victory over an enemy, or whatever ese the
community desired. Even today, when an historical figure like
Joan of Arc is described varioudly as a saint or a psychotic, sheis
known as the "maid" of Orleans and her virginity is considered an
essentia element of her character and, for believers, one reason she
was selected for her heroic mission. Other examples are obvious
and infinite; the point isthat thereisalong tradition of virginity as
an attribute of feminine heroism and an unmistakable indication
of the dect. With this background in mind, let us examine the
application of the concept of heroic virginity to romance novels.

The origina British Harlequin romances, so wildly popular
that they transformed the publishing industry in this country and
have been trandated into dozens of foreign languages, amost
adways featured a heroine who was avirgin. The hero, by contrast,
was usually older and more experienced, and part of the fun, as has
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been described elsewhere in this book, was in watching this inex-
perienced girl bring her worldly pursuer to heel. Beyond the
concept of the virgin as the pristine ideal, however, there was an
additional and important element in the romances: we as readers
anticipated the loss of the heroine's virginity to this one very
specia man, and in the later books, particularly the American
offshoots, we actudly saw it.

What is so specid about this transition from girlhood to
womanhood that it has sold millions of books worldwide and
revolutionized the business of booksdlling? It's simple: virginity is
a gift that can only be given once, and it is idedlly bestowed on a
woman's great love. This giving of virginity adds an immeasurable
element of drama and power to a story. It changes the heroine, of
course, but in romance novels it dso changes the hero.

An example from one of my books (A Ruling Passion) which
has been the subject of much commentary from both readers and
other writers, will serve to illustrate this point. My heroine, a
virgin, has just made love for the first time with the hero. Sheis
bleeding dightly, as initiates sometimes do, and when he touches
her his fingers come away stained. Then:

He looked down at them for a moment, and then dowly, ritualy, he
drew them across his breast from the base of his throat to his shoulder.
In a shaft of light from the hall, Megan could see that they left a barely
visible trace behind them.

"Now you are truly mine," he whispered.

Obvioudy, we're getting down to the basics here. Any num-
ber of people could go wild with this scene, written eight years
ago, from anthropologists talking about defloration ceremonies to
biologists talking about animal "marking" and territorial impera-
tives. But clearly it wouldn't be in the book if the heroine weren't a
virgin and if she hadn't just lost that virginity to aman who is very
emotionaly involved with her. It's the kind of thing I like to do
(I'm sure it helps to make my books popular) and it would have to
be jettisoned, indeed would never come up, if | were writing
about a woman who was already experienced. The power of the
narrative, which depends to alarge extent on some of these primi-
tive, even cabaigtic elements, would be reduced or even removed.
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It isthis very power that animates and distinguishes the story, and
the readers love to find it in their books. If | hadn't guessed this
from my own youthful imaginings and literary preferences, |
would know it from listening to their voices.

More than any Minotaur demanding human sacrifice, they
want virgins. Their letters teem with praise for my virgina hero-
ines, even demanding more of them, and when | have sometimes
strayed from this ided for the sake of alittle variety | get roundly
thumped for it. By contrast, | have never received one letter telling
me to "get red" and in tune with today's world by featuring a
more experienced protagonist. The readers are in on dl of this,
they know they're reading fantasy anyway, and they prefer the one
in which avirtuous heroine surrenders that virtue, with attendant
high drama, to a man who is deeply moved by the gift.

| recdl vividly a book signing inwhich | was approached by a
fan who expressed enthusiasm for the loss of virginity theme in my
stories, and complained that some of the other series romances
were trending toward "women of the world" heroines, adevelop-
ment which she characterized as a "bore." | was amused and
delighted when she told me she was a seventy-six-year-old grand-
mother, had been married three times, and had run away with her
first husband at the age of eighteen. Obvioudly for this woman
virginity was adim memory. She had surrendered hers during the
Hoover administration, but she was as enchanted by the mythic
appedl of virgins as | was. And when | featured a widow or the
survivor of a single love &far as the heroine in some of my later
books, she wrote to me and chastised me about it ("Remember
me, we met at the Waldenbooks at the Granite Run Mal?'). The
enclosed pictures of her severd grandchildren were nice, though.

An examination of my royalty statements goes even further to
prove this assertion: the books featuring the virgina heroines sdl
better. Obvioudy the theme of the virginal hercine who fdls
deeply in love and then surrenders her virginity to the man she
loves is one my readers find as endlesdy intriguing as | do. | fed
this so strongly that on an occasion early in my writing career
when | was desperate to sdl anything, | reluctantly left a publish-
ing house because | was being pressured to write differently.

| had sold one series romance to this house, and then was told
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that what the editor "realy wanted" to see next was a book with
the theme of the new romance line they were launching, concern-
ing the problems of two married people who separated and then
overcame their problems to be reunited at the end of the story.
When | replied that | was more comfortable writing the type of
romance | had originally sold her, | was told that she already had
"enough of those" and needed materia for the new line.

Wall, | tried. | redly did. | cudgeled my brainstrying to extract
some romantic inspiration from situations like losing ajob, being
unable to pay the mortgage, dealing with delinquent children, or
screaming at a spouse about an extramarital afar (some of the
story suggestions offered by this editor, and exactly the sort of
thing that readers pick up aromanceto escape, in my view). | was
then and am now a married person, and | considered that dl the
above were too close to redity to be the stuff of romance. |
certainly would be able to write about such subjects in another
context, and in fact have done so quite happily, but not in a book
purported to be aseries romance! | eventualy had to tell the editor
that | couldn't do what she wanted. When the proposed line about
married people came out, it faled quickly and | fet that my
judgment had been vindicated. The readers weren't any more
interested than | was.

| may yet get to do my story about the Vestd Virgins (I
stopped hearing, "Who wants to read about ancient Rome?"
around the time Colleen McCullough's latest offering hit the
bestsdller list, but the Vedtds are still, from an editorial standpoint
anyway, something of astretch). | certainly haven't forgotten it, or
its inspiration. The time | spent in that long ago Latin class
informed my life, stimulating a fascination with feminine heroism
that persists to this day. Sister Charles Eileen, who seemed as old
as God to me then but who was probably in her sixties, has, in dl
likelihood, gone to her eterna reward. For my part, | hope that
Boadicea was waiting to greet her.
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Making a Choice
Virginity in the Romance

We live in aworld where people speak of having sex rather than
making love, where s is invariably linked to violence in movies
and in music, where women aren't ssfejogging in parks or walking
in their own neighborhoods, and where date rape has become
commonplace. To women who live and work in this harsh redlity,
reading the traditional romance offers the opportunity to step for
ashort time into afictiona world where centuries-old values such
as honor, loyalty, integrity, fidelity, and chastity are celebrated. In
the traditional romance, there is no confusion or ambiguity sur-
rounding these values. They're an integral part of the story, and
the characters live by them.

There are romances of dl types—contemporary, historical,
series, and non-series—that at times embody thesevalues. But itis
in the traditional romance, a short, contemporary romance pub-
lished primarily by Harlequin and Silhouette in two series, both
caled smply "Romance," where these values are an essential part
of the story and the characters. In these romances there are no
explicit love scenes. The writer will, more often than not, take the
reader to a certain point in alove scene and then leave the rest to
the imagination. And in keeping with old-fashioned values, the
lovemaking in the traditional romance usually occurs only within
the context of marriage.

These books are romances in the truest and gentlest sense of
theword. Sex is neither the center of the plot nor the basis of the
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relationship between the hero and heroine, though the sexud ten-
son certainly is there with dl of its sweet promise. These charac-
ters have a deep emotional connection that the reader knows will
culminate in marriage; and because of the emotional commitment
that evolves over the course of an entire novel, the reader also
knows that when the hero and heroinefinally do make love, their
experience will be as exquisite as it should be for people who are
truly in love.

The most popular traditional romances share many of the
elements that make other types of romance novels popular, such as
strong heroes, but there are some elements that are characteristic
only of the traditional romance. Perhaps the most important—
and controversiadl—of these is the heroine's virginity. Cherished
by readers, maligned by critics, it is often misunderstood.

In traditional romances, the heroines are usualy virgins when
they meet the heroes. That is not to say that the heroine isin any
way naive or unsophisticated. Quite the contrary. Her virginity is
completely a matter of mature choice—her choice, not that of the
men she has dated. She is very clearsighted about her vaues and
doesn't waver because of outside pressure. It takes a particularly
strong woman to do that, and it is not until she meets the hero and
fdlsin love with him that she makes the choice to give him the gift
of her virginity.

In Americatoday, women are often pressured into having sex
when they redly don't want to and are confused by changing
vaues and mixed messages. Sex is sometimes treated as casud
recreation or as away to thank one's date for dinner, and as aresult
it has lost its meaning. Intimacy has been replaced by perfunctori-
ness. Thethrill of the chase, the wonder of firstlove, has been lost.

In the traditional romance, however, that wonder is recap-
tured. The hero must pursue the heroine, though often, at the
beginning of a book, the hero is interested in the heroine smply
for sex. The best authors in this genre can make the chase very
exciting. The chasg, in fact, is more important than the capture,
because the chase is where the romance is.

But it is the heroine who has control over what will and will
not happen. Indeed, the heroine in atraditional romanceisastudy
in feminism. She values herself most for qudities that have noth-
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ing to do with her sexuality—qualities such as integrity, loyalty,
courage, intelligence, generosity of spirit, and, often, a sense of
humor. No man will be worthy of her until he recognizes those
qualities and until he, himsdf, values her for them. And the hero
must both have strength of character and embody those qualities
which make him worthy of her love, traditional qualities that are
rapidly becoming easier to find in fiction than in red life.

And that, of course, is the point—to step out of the modern
world and its moral confusion into afictional world where honor
and loyalty and chadtity are qualities to be celebrated and admired.

BrittanyYoung

Brittany Young is the pseudonym for Sandra Harrisson Y oung.
She has published more than twenty-five series romance novels,
including the recent release A Holiday to Remember. Shewrites for
Silhouette, and her books have been translated into awide variety
of languages and sold abroad.
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By Honor Bound
TheHeroineasHero

| truly don't under stand why the romancegenre isso belittled. Yes, thereare
romancesout therethat aresilly, under-researched or poorly written, but I'msure
the same could be saidfor mystery, western and horror books. Asa collegegrad, |
wishpeoplewouldgivememor ecreditfor beingabl etosortoutthegoodwriter sfrom
thebad. Yet | feel asif | have to put book coverson all theromances| read just to
avoidthose"why areyoureading that trash” comments—asif romanceswereonly
onestepabovecomicbooks.

The woman who penned those words does not write romances,
shereadsthem. Itisan excerpt from aletter sent to me by awoman
who must have found within my novels akindred spirit. Whatever
the reason, she was moved to write and share her bewilderment
that she would be so criticized for her choice of reading material.
She thought that I, as a creator of "that trash," would certainly
understand and sympathize with her frustration.

And shewas right; | do.

I once told my husband that if we come back again as loversin
another life, next time | get to be the man. He didn't laugh. After
forty years of this lifetime as a woman, | remain convinced that,
although we might have come a long way, this is sill a man's
world, baby. Romance novels account for roughly 40 percent of
al mass market paperback saes, with annua revenues reaching
hundreds of millions of dollars. Yet | doubt there is a romance
author breathing who hasn't been asked the question: When are
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you going to write a real book? | cannot help but suspect that
romance is so often ridiculed and denigrated because it is a litera
turewritten almost exclusively by women for women. Itis aman's
world, after al.

It is aman's world, yes—except in my fantasies.

Intheworlds| createin my noves, lifeis portrayed less asitis
and more the way | would like it to be. The fantasies are uniquely
feminine and the story is essentialy the heroine's. She is the one
with choices to make, she isthe one to take control, to triumph at
theend. Yes shefindslove and the man of her dreams (and mine),
but the power of choice is ultimately hers. | put her center stage
and give her dl the heroic qualities usualy given to the leading
man—she is brave and free spirited, smart and strong willed,
honorable and proud. Yet she retains her leading lady role as well,
for sheisloving and nurturing and sexudly alluring. By the end of
the book the power is dl in my heroine's feminine hands—power
over her enemies, over hersdf, and over the hero, her chosen man.

It is her world, her triumph, her story.

There is an erroneous perception, particularly among men,
that romances aren't redly noves in the sense of having a story
ling, but are rather a series of sexud encounters strung together, a
sort of lightweight pornography for women. Nothing could be
farther from the truth. Pornography is sex without love; in ro-
mance, love is center stage. The focus of romance is on the de-
veloping relationship between a particular man and woman, who
must triumph over seemingly insurmountable obstacles to redize
their love for each other. Generally—and many would say redisti-
cally—the biggest obstacle faced by the heroine in the story comes
from the hero himsdf.

The heroes in romances are a bit larger than life, but they dso
possess the very red qualities that women look for in a life-mate.
True, he might be drop-dead gorgeous, but | dso try to portray
him as the type of man who will make agood father and husband.
He might be—usually is, in fact—hard-edged and dangerous, but
he is dso a man of honor and integrity, a man who isn't going to
cheat on his wife or run out on her when the going gets rough.
But while the hero might be the sort of man who will cook and
change diapers and be supportive of his wife's career, he is dso a
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man's man, a dangerous man, who can be tamed by the love of a
good woman.

| am intrigued by the fact that most of the heroes, particularly
in historical romances, are men with these hard edges. They are
often brooding, embittered men with giant chips on their shoul-
ders and hearts encased in steel, men with haunted pasts who have
been wounded by life and love. They are hot tempered and proud
and stubborn—and very, very vulnerable when it comes to the
heroine. Sheisthe one woman, out of dl the women in theworld,
who can teach him how to be happy again, who will introduce
him to the wonder and power of love. She brings out his "good"
side, his feminine side—his gentleness and compassion and ten-
derness.

A romance hero is able to be gentle and tender, while at the
same time remaining strong and masculine. To me there is some-
thingfierceabout the romance hero. It is the lethd fiercenessof a
panther stalking his prey, the brave and noble fierceness of an
unarmed patriot facing down a tank, the tender fierceness of a
father holding his newborn babe in his big hands. The romance
hero is exciting and dangerous, and erotic because of it. He pur-
sues the heroine, single-mindedly, relentlesdy, just like that pan-
ther stalking his prey—and little suspecting that he will be the one
caught in the end, that the savage beast will betamed. A perusal of
the bestsdller racks proves that readers love these sympathetic,
hard-edged men who are conquered by love. We women never
meant for sensitive to be equated with wimpy.

The heroine maintains control over her life and destiny by first
choosing, and then conquering, herfiercehero. The reader identi-
fies with the heroine and approves of her choice. Along with the
heroine, she has fdlen in love with the hero—a man who can be
both tough and tender, who is strong enough to dominate and
control everything in his world except the heroine, the woman he
loves amost in spite of himsaif.

In aromance, the woman has an amost imperceptible upper
hand in the relationship. He might be dl thingsto adl women, but
sheisthe onewho getshim. The hero, for dl hisfierceness,isquite
literally brought to his knees to propose marriage and declare his
undying love.
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The savage beast is tamed by love: such is the alure of the
fantasy.

And just what is she like—this woman who is able to have
such a devastating and powerful effect on the hero?

She is the kind of woman | would like to have for a daughter,
the kind of woman I'd like to imagine that | am, or could be if |
were ever tested the way that she is tested. She is a strong, inde-
pendent woman, perfectly capable of taking care of herself if she
must. In the contemporary stories, the heroines usualy have ca-
reers, they have lives that are full and rich even before the hero
emerges on the scene. In historical novels, the heroine is often
portrayed as a woman out of step with the repressive society into
which she is born. Historical heroines are rebels, hoydens, and
they auffer for their spirit and independence—until, that is, the
hero comes aong to be intrigued by and fdl in love with the very
qualities that are getting her into so much trouble.

| try to give the heroines in my books the traits and qualities
traditionally reserved for the heroes in other types of fiction:
honor, loyalty, integrity, courage, intelligence, and good old-fash-
ioned grit. The heroine may begin the book unhappy, even in
deadly peril, but sheisasurvivor. By the story'send her worldisin
order and her future is rosy because she, along with her hero, have
made it that way.

No longer does the hero walk on stage and take control of the
story by saving the heroine from the villain's evil clutches. Instead,
they meet and surmount danger together. In the process the hero
is exposed to the heroine's "heroic" qualities. First heisintrigued,
then he offers her a grudging respect, and ultimately he finds
himsdf faling in love with this woman who is so resourceful, so
brave, so strong. In romances, the heroine can remain true to
herself and till win the love and approbation of a strong man. No
matter what trials and tribulations are thrown at the heroine, she
emerges at the end of the story strong enough to triumph over it
al.

But the hero's own heroic qualities are never threatened or
diminished by our heroine's "heroism.” He is ill alowed the
traditional role of protector and provider, while at the same time
admitting respect and admiration for the way his woman has
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proved that she can take care of hersdf. She is able to have both
worlds—she isindependent, her own woman, yet at the sametime
there isaman in her life to stand by her side when the going gets
rough. But the fantasy does not stop there. The hero aso acknowl-
edges that sheis there for him. By the end of the book there is an
ideal union of two equal partners, each respecting the other's
abilities, complementing their strengths and weaknesses—a true
marriage in the broadest sense of the word.

In aromance, the heroineis able by the end of the book to put,
if not her life, then at least her happiness, into the hero's strong
and capable hands without surrendering any of her own <df-
worth and independence. Yes the hero is physicdly attracted to
the heroine, but he aso admires her mind, her spirit, her character.
If the writer has done it right, the reader is left with a sense that
this hero—whaose choice is practicaly unlimited—has fdlen in
love with our heroine because of who she is, because of the very
heroic qualities that caused her to fdl in love with him.

Asis the case in many fantasies, there is a paradox involved.
The heroine is able to be weak and strong, both at the same time.
She is able to remain independent while surrendering her heart.
But there is no danger to her in this surrendering. Her chosen
mate needs her just as much as she needs him.

Once again it is the heroine who is in control; the choice is
hers. Secure in the knowledge that she could, if she had to, take
care of hersdlf, she chooses to share her life with aman who is her
equal and who recognizes her as such. She has power over him and
their world. And nowhere is the heroine's power over her man
more evident than in their sexua relationship.

In romance novels, there is no sex for the heroine without her
fira faling in love. In a sense the entire plot of a romance novel
becomes a metaphor for the risk that women take when they fdl in
love. The heroine meets a man who looks good as a potential life-
mate. But there is danger for her: heis fierce, he is stubborn, he
could wind up breaking her heart, if not her head. The satisfaction
comes when our heroine findly does take the plunge, giving
herself wholly, both emotionally and physicaly, to such a man—
and her choice turns out to be the right one. Instead of hurting
her, he cherishes her.
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In the romantic fantasy the heroine is irresistible to the hero.
She does not necessarily have to be beautiful, but she does possess
qualitiesthat make her desirable as alife-mate. Practicaly from the
moment he meets her, the hero wants to possess her. Yes, he is
attracted by her face and body, but he also becomes intrigued by
her spirit. Being an egocentric male, he sees something of himself
in her; he sees the hero in her. He begins to imagine her as his
perfect complement. While his desire for her might be strictly
sexud a firgt, once the physical bonding tekes place, sex is not
enough; he must then possess her heart and soul, even while he in
turn becomes possessed. The heroine becomes vauable to the
man, the one woman out of dl the women in the world capable of
making him happy, of making his life complete.

In historical romances, where the plot devices of forced or
arranged marriages work so well, the heroine's first sexud experi-
ence is most often with the hero. But whether the heroine is a
sexudly ignorant eighteenth-century governess or a twentieth-
century widow struggling to raise three children, there remains an
aura of purity about her. The heroine rarely if ever has a promis-
cuous past; sheisthe"nicegirl" our mothersraised usto be. Sheis
a"hero," dter dl, and heroes traditionally remain pure in thought,
word, and deed. She has and aways will behave honorably.

Paradoxically, the romantic heroine does not lose her inno-
cence along with her virginity. An aura of purity surrounds her
even if there has been another man in her life. Whatever the nature
of her past love &fair, nobody has ever made love to her quite the
way the hero does. Through the hero's lovemaking she discovers
the power and potential of her woman's sexudity.

This fantasy parallels and complements the male madonna-
whore fantasy found so often in men's fiction. In the male fantasy,
the woman can be both a sexuad object and the revered wife and
mother of his child. She is the demure lady in public who turns
into a wild wanton behind the closed bedroom door. But she is
only awanton with her chosen man, and only he can let loose the
fiery passions burning within her. In the femae version of this
fantasy, the woman can enjoy abandoned and passionate sex fredy
without losing anything of hersdlf, because the act itselfis elevated
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by the depth, power, and above dl theexclusivenessof the couple's
mutual love.

In romances, unlike the heroine, the hero is often sexudly
experienced. He has known many desirable women; his choice of
amarriage partner isvirtualy unlimited. Ye once he makesloveto
the heroine, he remains forever bound to her. He can be satisfied
by no other woman. Not that he succumbs to this realization
easly. He will fight it with al the masculine weapons at his
command, a battle that can be waged through 400 pages. But
once the hero has met the heroine the outcome is inevitable: he
must have her and no other.

This answers a need in woman to believe that the man she
loves will desire no others, that he will remain forever faithful and
in love with her. This is a fantasy deeply ingrained in the femde
psyche since the cave days, when the woman relied upon the man
to provide food and shelter for her and their children, when his
abandonment would mean almost certain death. If she could keep
her man tied to her with her sexud alure, she would be assured of
a provider and protector in the personal sense, and in the larger
sense the species would be propagated.

In aromance novel the heroine is able to keep the man com-
mitted and faithful through sex, yet a the same time retain her
aura of innocence and purity, and her heroic integrity, which was
what made her valuable and desirable to him in the first place.
Once again, the power is in the woman's hands—she does the
choosing of her mate and she maintains control over him through
her heroism and her irresistible sexuadity, which remains forever
unsullied and therefore of value no matter how many times she
participates in the sex act. But the fantasy does not stop there, for
the sex act leads to a rebirth for the hero. A man meets awoman,
a strong, courageous, honorable woman, a heroic woman, and
through the act of loving her, he is uplifted, enhanced, made
complete.

To me this is the ultimate romantic fantasy: that the hero is
changed, made somehow more heroic, through being loved by a
heroic woman. For dl his strength and independence, for dl his
hard edges, there aimost dways comes a point in today's romance
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novel when the hero acknowledges to the heroine that his life
would cease to have meaning if she were to leave him. The hero
has been given anew life, and it is the heroine who has given it to
him.

Thisis aheady fantasy for women who have been conditioned
for centuries to wait for the man to come to her, to believe that
only aman can give meaning to her life, that only aman can give a
woman worth. How extraordinary to think that women can be
heroes. And that men need women just as much, if not more, than
we need them.

Penelope Williamson

Penelope Williamson has published five historical romance novels.
Her fourth, A Wild Yearning, was honored as Best Historical
Romance in a series by Romance Writers of America. Her fifth,
Keeper of the Dream, was published as alead title by Dell in 1992.
She has written for both Dell and Avon.

Ms. Williamson holds a bachelor's degree in history from the
University of Idaho and a master's degree in journalism from
American University. She worked in the fields of journalism and
public relations for fifteen years before beginning her writing
career.
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Women Do

In my mind | picture a billboard, an advertisement for afilm. The
artwork recedes but the words remain clear: "A daring spy. A
demonic plot to end the world. A beautiful girl." Or perhaps it
says. "Crime staks the city. He's abrave cop. She'sin danger.”

Maybe it's not amovie billboard. Maybe it's an advertisement
for abook: "A western lawman. A ruthless oil baron. Thewoman
they both want." Or maybe it's a critique of a short-story collec-
tioninaspring 1991 edition oftheNew York TimesBookReview, in
which astory's hero is described as awar veteran currently operat-
ing a ranch and the heroine is described as his neighbor and
sometime lover.

| cdl it the "Man does, Woman if syndrome: the male char-
acter is defined by what he does, the femae character by what she
is. This syndrome seems to &flict a large proportion of our popu-
lar entertainment. In movies, television shows, and commercial
fiction, far too often the hero is the active character, charging
through life and making things happen while the heroine reacts,
or is acted upon, or in some way motivates the hero's actions.

All good fiction is, to some extent, about character. Romance
fiction places a particular emphasis on character—specifically, on a
hero and heroine who meet, struggle with their fedings for each
other, and ultimately triumph over their differences, establishing a
common ground on which to build a life together. But the stan-
dard plot of aromance novel cannot be summed up with the cliche



JudithArnold

134

"Boy meets girl, boy loses girl, boy gets girl." In the romance
fiction | write, the girl does the meeting, losing, and getting. The
womandoes.

| first started reading romance novelsin 1982. At the time, |
waslooking for away to earn money asanovelist, and | figured my
best bet would be to investigate commercia genre fiction. | did
not expect to like the four romance novels | selected at random off
arack. | assumed they would promote the notion that a woman
was dependent on a man to give her life meaning and joy—that
without a man, a woman was incomplete. My intention was to
buy a few of these novels, read them, and then move on to other
genres of commercia fiction which | believed would be more
compatible with my feminist views.

| bought four contemporary romances, read them—and
didn't move on.

| can't say | adored dl four books, nor can | say I've adored
every romance novel I've read since then. The variety among
romance novelsisenormous. Ye thosefirst four books excited me,
inspired me, made me want to sit down and write aromance novel
of my own.

Why? Because in those books, the heroines did.

The heroines | create take steps, hold opinions, and move
forward into the world, blazing their own paths through life. They
cannot simply be described as "a beautiful girl" or "a woman in
danger" or "a neighbor and sometime lover." What the heroine
does, not what she is, lies at the heart of the novels | write.

What do my heroines do?

They work. They may be carefully mapping out a career or
smply holding down ajob. Either way, they make ends meet. If
they haven't got a paying job, they ill labor at something—
raising children, pursuing volunteer activities, seeking solutions.
They are rarely idle.

The heroines of my novels sense a need for something and go
after it. The "something" they need isn't necessarily love; in fact,
love is usudly the lagt thing they're looking for. They may be
searching for atangible object, financia security, a home for their
family, even something as nebulous as contentment. Whatever
they're &fter, they recognize their lack and strive to overcome it.
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They don't stand around hoping for someone to come aong and
provide them with the missing pieces.

The heroines who populate my books believe. They harbor
vast quantities of faith—in themselves, in the future, in humanity,
in the power to do good in the world. No matter how difficult
their lives have been or how many scars they bear, they don't give
up hope. They may be in retreat as a novel opens, but by the end
they have recovered their faith and set their sights accordingly. Itis
surely an act of faith to open oneself to intimacy. | create heroines
strong enough to take that perilous step, to trust themselves and
those around them, to make themselves vulnerable to love.

My heroines never wallow in sdf-pity. If a heroine has had a
bad love dfair in the past, she is done with it before the novel
begins. The tedious tribulations of the breakup are history by the
time the reader meets her. Many feminist novels of the 1960s and
1970s dealt with heroines struggling to extricate themselves from
unsatisfying relationships. For those feminist heroines, freeing
onesalf from a dreary or abusive love dfar was an end in itsdlf, a
symbol of liberation and growth. In my books the heroines are
aready liberated and growing by the time the reader meets them.
Their past experiences may have left a few emotional bruises, but
the reader doesn't have to bear witness while the heroines wring
their hands helplesdly.

In fact, even if my heroines wanted to wring their hands, they
wouldn't have the time. They are too busy—feeding their kids,
taking care of their siblings, completing their education, earning a
living, repairing the back porch—doing. Their lives are ordered on
pragmatism and common sense. They direct their energies out-
ward—into work, into play, and into relationships.

Recent studies from Welledey College's Stone Center for De-
velopmenta Studies and Services have explored the theory that fe-
male psychology doesn't necessarily follow the male model of hu-
man development, which holds that maturity is reached through
separation and autonomy. Instead, Stone Center studies have
found that healthy women reach maturity not by severing rela
tionships but by forging them.

Many men—including those who disdain romance fiction—
would no doubt claim that the female model is inferior to the male
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model. Eager to be viewed by men as equa s, some feminists might
agree. Those of use who admire romance fiction would argue that
the ability to establish and nurture relationships is as valid and as
valuable as the ability to scde mountains aone. It is dso a good
ded more practical, since we live in a crowded world in which
cooperation isthe only viable route to survival. Ifwe can't learn to
love one another, we doom our species.

This, to me, isthe most important thing my heroines do: they
connect with others.

Given the nature of romance, the primary connection my
heroines make is to heroes. But my books convey an underlying
message: men and women are in many ways as adien to each other
as the East and the West of the Cold War era, as the Jews and
Palestinians of the Middle East, asthe Catholics and Protestants of
Bdfast, and the members of different ethnic and raciad groups in
our own country. Ye if, despite their differences, a man and a
woman can somehow build a bridge across the chasm that sepa
rates them and create a real and vital connection, then the world
can be saved. If a man and a woman can learn to compromise,
negotiate, and understand each other, anything is possible.

The unions formed between the heroines and heroes in my
books reflect in microcosm the truth that people must learn to live
with and love one another for the sake of the earth's future. Back
inthe 1960s, when the Beatlestold us dl we needed was love, they
were singing not only about romantic love but about world peace.
The romance novels | write offer a symbolic illustration of that
concept, showing a hero and heroine at odds with each other,
misunderstanding each other, working at cross purposes—but
ultimately discovering that moving toward mutual respect and
affinity will bring them much greater happiness than distrust and
drife ever can.

Of course, aromance novel is not just about a heroine doing.
She hasto interact with the hero. Isit necessary to counterbalance
heroines who do by pairing them with heroes who smply are?
Does the exigence of a strong, dominant heroine preclude the
exigence of a strong, dominant hero?

Quite the contrary. | am bemused by the many movies, televi-
sion shows, male-oriented genre fiction, and other popular enter-
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tainments that feature an dlegedly strong hero paired with a
passive heroine whose role is so negligible she is aptly referred to
asthe"loveinterest.” | call these heroes allegedly strong because |
believe that any hero who would choose as his partner so ineffec-
tual and shallow awoman betrays aweakness in himsdf. Real men
aren't afraid of strong women.

In the novels | write, the hero is as active as the heroine. He
can keep up with her. He can't surpass her, though—and he
possesses enough sdf-confidence not to let that fact bother him.

Reflecting the wide variety in taste among readers, ro-
mance heroes vary greatly, ranging from inscrutably macho to un-
abashedly sensitive. The heroes I've created run the gamut: at one
end of the spectrum, in One Good Turn (published by Harlequin)
the hero fdls in love with a rape victim who has channeled her
anger into a successful career as a prosecuting attorney. The hero
must renew her faith in heterosexual love. At the other end of the
spectrum, in Survivors (also published by Harlequin) theheroisa
brutalized Vietham War veteran, given to violent flashbacks, who
needs the heroine to renew his faith in the goodness of human-
kind. Between those two extremes lie fathers and sons, gentlemen
and rogues, professionals and laborers, cops and even afelon.

Like the vast mgjority of heroes in popular fiction, film, and
television, the heroes of my books are strong and dynamic. What
makes a hero particularly suited to one of my novels, however, is
his uncompromising love for the heroine.

He may resist that love; he may try to wish it awvay. He may
behave in a manner that hurts the heroine, but he does so out of
love for her.

He is comfortable in his masculinity. Passve women bore
him. Active women excite him; he doesn't fed threatened by a
woman's strength.

He aso happens to be wonderful in bed. No need to be coy:
the eroticism of romance novels is one of their most enjoyable
aspects. Inthe novels | write, it is agiven that awoman is entitled
to sexua satisfaction and that aread man can't be fulfilled unless his
partner is aso fulfilled. Not every amorous encounter culminates
in ecstasy dl around—but the key is that if the heroine isn't
satisfied, neither is the hero.
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The heroes | create want to gratify their women—and unlike
S0 many mainstream novels, where the man's prowess is assumed
but never explained or proven, the eratic scenes in most contem-
porary romances are written in lush detail, offering ample evi-
dence that the heroes are putting forth a genuine effort to succeed
as lovers. Sex is depicted as a hedthy, rapturous communion
between two adults. No one partner is supposed to get more out
of it than the other. When the experience isn't shared equaly, it is
considered a failure, a conflict that requires resolution.

Unrealistic? Maybe—but | would contend that the problem
lies not with romance novels but with redlity. Rather than deride
the idedlized sexudity of romance novels, critics might be better
off questioning why lovers in red life don't exert themselves more
to attain that ideal of mutual satisfaction.

The novels | write arise from a solidly feminist perspective.
They center on heroines who have structured useful, challenging
lives for themselves and on heroes who welcome these heroines as
their equals. They allow for human frailties and genuine misun-
derstandings; they offer imperfect but likable characters who as-
pire to improve themselves and who are generous enough to
forgive theflawsin those they love. The hero needs the heroine as
much as she needs him, and the bond they ultimately form is a
balanced one.

Why are romance novels ridiculed? Why do feminists shy
from them? Why do men laugh at them?

The novels | write don't revolve around material achievement,
domination, or conquest—the standards by which we tend to
gauge success in our male-dominated society. My books aren't
about proving oneself in battle, or measuring one's legitimacy by
how high one has climbed on the corporate ladder, or calibrating
success according to how many rivals one has defeated.

| can't help but think that the Stone Center researchers got it
right when they postulated that women mature differently from
men. Women asess their worth by other criteria: how much they
contribute to the well-being of others; how successfully they navi-
gate the complex world of relationships;, how solid a grounding
they provide for the generations that will inherit the planet—and
how wholesome a planet those generations will inherit.
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To belittle romance fiction is to belittle women. To read ro-
mance fiction is to confront the strength of women, the variety of
their experience, and the validity of their aspirations and accom-
plishments. To appreciate the kind of romance fiction | write isto
admit that women can do, and that given the opportunity, they can
change the world for the better.

Judith Arnold (Ariel Berk)
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Shubert Foundation and the National Endowment for the Arts.
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a Chico, and the State University of New York system.
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Moments of Power

The temptation in embarking on this discussion is to fire statis-
tics—and there are many of them—that back up what is already
well known: romance novels command a whopping share of the
fiction market. But my task here is to put forth not the what, but
the why in the issue. Why do so many women read so many
romance novels? Why have so many women read so many ro-
mance novels for so long? And why do they continue to do so
despite widespread and insulting ridicule?

We have only to consider the obstacles women have overcome
in, say, the last hundred years to find a yardstick of their staminain
the face of adversity. An oppressed group who, through unwaver-
ing determination and a staggering degree of courage—and at
great persona cost—have propelled themselves from classfied
chattel into high office and respected fields throughout much of
the world is unlikely to tolerate being told what they should and
should not read. The fiction that such women choose to read in
the face of relentless disapproval clearly must have a strong appeal.

A magor portion of that appeal is readily experienced by the
romance reader in the two climactic moments that occur in every
good romance novel. Neither of these fictional climaxes has any-
thing to do with sex; both have everything to do with power. The
first climactic point occurs when the hero acknowledges the hero-
ine's heroic qualities. At that moment he begins hisfdl intolove, a
surrender that gives the heroine power over him. The second
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climactic moment occurs when the heroine uses her power over
the hero to teach him how to love.

To understand these moments of power in the novels one has
to understand a very special aspect of romance fiction. These are
books that present women's view of women. Historically in fiction
women have seen themselves watched by men, reported by men,
second-guessed by men. But in the romance novel women cde-
brate the heroic qualities they think are most important in their
own sx: honor, courage, intelligence, integrity. In a romance
novel the heroine may be beautiful, but her beauty is aside issue,
not an important aspect of her nature. The hero may be attracted
to her initidly because of her beauty, but the heroine will not
accept him until he has recognized her heroic qualities. These are
the true qualities that define her, the qualities she considers impor-
tant. Part of the definition of a hero is that he is a man who is
capable of recognizing and appreciating these qualities.

The scene in which the hero recognizes the heroine's heroic
traits—traits that heretofore he has believed were exclusive to the
male of the species—is dways a memorable one in a romance
novel. In my firg historical romance for Avon Books the hero,
Edward, Viscount Hawkedly, is forced to deal with the true nature
of Lindsay Granville, the woman he initialy believed he could use
as a tool to gain vengeance. After achieving his goa he had
planned to relegate the heroine to his country estates where she
would languish out of sight and out of mind. But al that changes
when her courage and sense of honor are revealed. This climactic
moment occurs when he discovers that she has been risking her
neck engaging in highly dangerous activities designed to preserve
the inheritance of her dead brother's infant son. Hawkesly can no
longer dismiss Lindsay as an amusing nonentity or a pretty little
plaything to be used and discarded. Sheisaheroine. Hisawe of her
increases even more when he redizes that, in spite of his migudg-
ment and misuse of her, Lindsay's capacity for loving him is great
enough to alow her to grant forgiveness. It is the hero's recogni-
tion and admiration of the heroine's noble qualities that inspire his
love for her and give her power over him.

The second turning point of the novels occurs when the
heroine uses her power to change the hero. In order to understand
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that climactic moment, one must know something about romance
novel heroes.

The romance hero is often portrayed as a dark force, vaguely
satanic, perhaps. He may be aoof, introspective, and sardonic. He
may be recovering from a previous relationship with a woman
who was not "worthy" and who, therefore, could not be with and
for him what the heroine could be. He may be accustomed to
exercising arigid control over his emotions. He may have a capac-
ity for plotting ruthless vengeance.

All of this mal€'s dangerously exciting darkness is seen as the
result of never having truly been loved or of having had his own
love thwarted. In effect he has lost his ability to love. All he needs
to bring out awill to love that is stronger than hiswill to be tough
and independent is the love of the only woman meant for him.
This is our heroine, the one woman who has the power to give
him back or help him rediscover his ability to love. Although
initially he may see love as aweakness and resist succumbingto it,
by the end of the book the hero redlizes that without love hislife is
incomplete. He understands that the heroine's love and, equally
important, her restoration of his ability to love have made him
whole. The heroine has tamed the dark side of his nature, un-
covered his innate nobility, revedled his underlying integrity. In
short, she dlows him to be dl that he can be.

Thus the novel reaches its second intoxicating climax, the
point at which the heroine uses the power she has over the hero to
restore to him his ability to love. In essence she influences him to
use his own heroic powers in a positive rather than a destructive
manner. In Amanda Quick's Scandal, the hero abandons his goal
of pitiless vengeance against the heroine's family when he sur-
renders to love. He finds himsaf actually rescuing her scapegrace
brothers and dealing with her feckless father instead of ruining
him. Ultimately he uses his power to help solve the family's
problems rather than destroy the whole clan as he had originally
intended. And he does so because of the heroine's influence.

The worthy heroine thus becomes the strongest force for
good in the life of the strong man she choosesto love. Thereis no
Sweeter victory, and every romance reader revelsin it.

Romances have existed and continue to exist because they are
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ajoyous celebration of the strengths women vaue most within
themselves. Romance novels underscore what many women be-
lieve: love and by extension sex are not death but birth, not loss
but gain. In romance novels love is portrayed as an adventure
embarked upon by free, bold women who know that their true
power lies in their own heroic qualities.

Sella Cameron

Stella Cameron is the author of more than twenty-five series
romance and romantic-suspense novels published by Harlequin.
Her firgt historical romance, Only by Tour Touch, was published in
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mance bestsdler list is No Stranger. She combines teaching and
speaking engagements with her writing career and has held such
positions as Writer-in-Residence for the University of Montana at
Western Montana College.
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The Risk of Seduction and
the Seduction of Risk

For weeks | deliberated over how to approach this essay. | wished
to write something highly intellectual, something enlightening, a
treatise which would reved the stunning secret behind the endur-
ing success of the romance genre. But even to mysdf, after |
mentally signaled for the drum roll, whisked away the satin cloth
and said, "Ta-dal" what did | reved?

Romances arefun.

There. In five syllables I've covered my topic. The reason
romances have endured, essentialy from the time humankind
began grunting out stories about heroes and heroines, is because
they arefun—fun to write, fun to read, fun to dissect and discuss.
Nothing further should be required to explain the popularity of
the genre. Bubble gum is fun. Fireworks are fun. Roller coasters
and ferris whedls are fun. They serve no rea purpose. Neither do
they fill avoid in the grand scheme of things. To my knowledge,
no one has ever andyzed why they're there. They exist soldly to
entertain.

The entertainment factor itself is reason enough for the ro-
mance genre to have emerged, survived, and evolved into its
present form. But since | was asked to contribute an essay longer
than the last 280 words, | was expected to explore why romances
are fun. What has made them appealing for generations? In a
contemporary world peopled by skeptics and cynics, why does
their popularity continue?
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Wel, even skeptics and cynics fantasize, don't they? That, in
this writer's opinion, is the foundation of the genre's alure. Ro-
mances present basic fantasies, fantasies that appeal to large num-
bers of women. Successful writers are able to recreate those fan-
tasies with the most powerful appeal to the imagination of their
readers. Isthere any harmin that? | don't think so.

Even as a very young child, | didn't redlly believe in Santa
Claus. | desperately wanted to. | went along when my mother and
daddy put out carrots for the reindeer and cookies and milk for
Santa. When they stared heavenward and pointed at imaginary
twinkling lights streaking across the sky, | swore | saw them, too. |
pretended to hear deigh bells on the roof. But deep down, | was
thinking, "Come on, guys. A fat man in afurry red suit makesit to
every house dl over the world in one night?! Give me a break."
Intuitively, | knew it was make believe. It was play-like. It was dll
in fun.

Bingo, we're back to the appeal of romances. It's enjoyable to
believe, even temporarily, that fabulous things can happen. The
reader wants to be drawn into a fantasy where dl the triads and
tribulations of life will be resolved.

Fantasies grant us momentary permission to be something
that we're not. A Louis L'Amour western alows its reader to be a
tough but compassionate cowboy for a day. During the hours
readers are engrossed in the story, they adopt the honor code of
the Old West. They have keen eyes and quick hands and the fearful
respect of their adversaries. This hardly means that any reader is
going to put the book aside, buy ahorse and a Colt .45, and strike
out for the badlands. It's make beieve. It's fun. The western
novels of Louis L'Amour transport readers to another time and
place. While visiting there, they possess the same praiseworthy
traits of L'Amour's heroes, and perhaps some seedy characteristics
of the bad guys, too.

Likewise, romances alow their readers to "try on" different
characteristics. A shy reader might enjoy reading about a heroine
who is sdf-assertive and confident. A reader with a melancholy
disposition might like reading about a heroine with a biting sense
of humor. As for mysdf, I'm a coward. Perhaps that's why | often
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force my heroines to exhibit tremendous courage in the face of
disaster. They meet head-on situations that | would avoid at dl
costs. They challenge foes that would have me cowed and begging
for mercy. In SowHeat in Heaven | vicariously confronted one of
my worst fears—a snake.

In our fantasy life we can climb into somebody else's skin for a
while, move around in it and see how it feds, play mental "dress-
up." Among my colleagues, it's generaly known that | come from
a conservative background. | was reared to believe in traditional
values and to adhere strictly to Judeo-Christian morals. Recently
one of my colleagues asked me, "In light of your upbringing, how
do you account for your villains and villainesses? They're so dimy
you could skim oil off them." Taking that as a compliment, |
laughed and replied that | was findly getting a change to be a bad
girl, or abad boy. Being the oldest of fivechildren, | was expected
to sat an example for my younger siblings. Now, through my
work, my dark, unexplored nature frequently rears its ugly head.
It's great fun, letting the Devil have his way with my characters.
This does not mean that | plan to shed my moral convictions, run
amok, and commit mayhem or murder.

Nor will my reader after she reads one of my novels. The
books are a departure into another world. The characters are
figments of my imagination. Moving for atime in their world is
like putting on a Halloween costume. I'm not going to assume
that persona forever, but it's fun to pretend for a while that I'm
someone totaly different from who | redly am.

Haven't we dl entertained the notion of being Scarlett
O'Hara? Who reads an lan Fleming book without mentally walk-
ing in 007's shoes? If escaping the fantasy becomes a problem, it
arises from the psyche of the reader and not from the romances.
Hershey can hardly be blamed for a chocolate eater's obesity. In
the course of my twelve-year writing experience, | have not heard
of asingle instance where a reader became dissatisfied with her life
because she read romance fiction. In fact, my fan mail supports the
opposite. Readers write to say something like, "1 shared pages
125 through 130 with my husband last night. He liked them, too.
Thankd"
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By now | hope I've made a convincing argument that ro-
mances are fun because they appeal to the readers fantasy life,
which, granted, is more active in some individuas than in others.

One of my award-winning books, Honor Bound, demonstrates
how fantasies are incorporated into and actually assist in develop-
ing plots. Inthefirst chapter the hero, an American Indian activigt,
escapes from prison and takes the heroine hostage. This pseudo-
bondage theme is next-door neighbor to those made popular in
Victorian erotica, with one vital distinction—there is no pain,
blood, or humiliation. In aromance, the kidnapper isnoble, doing
the wrong thing but for the right reason. The e ements of danger
and helplessness are more suggestion than fact, and, at the end of
Honor Bound, the hero actualy rescues the heroine from dismal
unhappiness. Because this particular hero is an American Indian
who comes from a disadvantaged background (he was raised on a
reservation) and the heroine is a WASP whose family has wealth
and socia position, Honor Bound incorporates a form of the Cin-
derdlafantasy, in which characters from very different worlds can
conquer deeply ingrained prejudices and fdl in love.

Shortly after the kidnapping (and a tempestuous seduction),
the hero is recaptured and sent back to prison to complete the
remaining year of his sentence. Following his release, he returnsto
the heroine to apologize for the ordeal he had put her through. He
is shocked to learn that, in the interim, she has borne him a son.
This fantasy, in which a man returns to awoman he cannot forget
only to discover that she has borne him a child, is very popular
with romance readers. In romance, the child manifests the emo-
tional bond that has been forged between the hero and heroine.
The reader gets additional pleasure from watching the tough-guy
hero crumble at the sight, smell, and sound of ababy. Didn't we al
get mushy when Tom Selleck, Steve Guttenburg, and Ted Danson
came to love the child abandoned on their doorstep in the movie
ThreeMen and a Baby}

In Honor Bound the hero's father was an Anglo soldier who
abandoned his reservation-bred mother after his conception. Em-
bittered by that, the hero refuses to alow his son to grow up
without a father and demands that the heroine marry him. The
marriage of convenience is one of the most popular romance
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fantasies. In a marriage of convenience, the hero and heroine are
legally married and they live together, but they are relative strang-
ers. They must still go through their courtship, acourtship given a
specia piquancy because it is conducted within marriage.

Mind you, as | was writing this story | didn't conscioudy
incorporate these fantasies for the benefit of my reader. Sub-
conscioudy, | was pleasing mysaf. In redlity, being kidnapped and
seduced would be terrifying and traumatizing, an experience from
which one would never recover. But this was make believe! The
kidnapper was the dashing and daring Lucas Greywalf, impris-
oned for acrime hedidn't commit. He was dangerous and voltile,
but he was aso atortured soul to whom Aidinn taught tenderness
and trust. She taught him how to love. And on that mountaintop,
when Lucas, angry and anguished, hissilver earring glimmering in
the moonlight, seduced Aidlinn, | was there.

And therein is the crux of what makes fantasies fun. In fantasy,
no matter how exciting, how dangerous our experiences are, we
are dways safe. We can be both the seducer and the seduced with-
out having to account for our actions within the fantasy. Involved
but detached, we can watch the characters struggle to release
themselves from the consequences of their misguided deeds with-
out having to suffer those consequences ourselves. We can have dl
the fun without ever having to pay the penalties.

Why has the immense popularity of romances endured?
They're fiction. They're fantasy. They'refun.

Sandra Brown

Sandra Brown has published over fifty novels and currently has
over 12 million copies of her books in print worldwide. Her list of
books includes both series romances, one of which, 22 Indigo
Place, appeared onthe New York Times bestsdller list, and ten single
title releases.

Ms. Brown has received numerous awards from romance
trade magazines and from organizations of fans and writers as well
as sales awards from the Waldenbooks and B. Dalton bookstores.
Her titles consistently appear on major bestsdller lists, including
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theNew York Times, Washington Post, LosAngel es Times, and Pub-
lishersWeeklylists. Her novelsal so appear regularly onthe Walden-
books and B. Dalton bestsdller lists.

In August 1991 three of Ms. Brown's novels, Texas! Sage,
Breath of Scandal, and Texas! Chase, appeared on the New York
Times ligt at the same time, a distinction shared with only three
other writers. Ms. Brown's former occupations include modeling
and work in commercia television.
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Happily Ever After
The Ending as Beginning

| never wanted to be a romance writer.

In fact, at nine | wanted to be Loretta Young. At deven | saw
mysdf as a Ris2 Stevens or a Van Cliburn. At fourteen | was
determined to become the new, young, femae Dag Hammar-
skjold (who happened to be secretary genera of the United Na-
tions back in those days). At seventeen | wanted desperately to go
on the stage (Broadway, here | come!).

In college | firgt decided law was for me, perhaps one day the
Supreme Court. Then | switched my mgjor to English Literature.
I would teach Chaucer and Milton, | told mysdf—-brilliantly, of
course, and with new insight. | would live on the sacred grounds
of some university and spend my life ensconced in academia, as my
father had.

| celebrated my twenty-first birthday, graduated from college,
and married—all in the same week. In the years that followed |
worked as a high school English teacher, an employment coun-
selor, and a business supervisor for Bell Telephone. Then | had a
baby and decided it was time to write serious fiction.

Initially | tried meaning-filled short stories. (They were, at
best, terribly earnest.)

| tried poetry next. To date I've written one poem.

Then, while | was living in a smal Indianatown, a neighbor
handed me a Harlequin romance by the inimitable Roberta Leigh
and said those famous words: "Maybe you can write one of these."
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| was horrified by the suggestion. This was 1975. | wouldn't be
caught dead reading a slly romance novel, much less writing one.
I've lived to eat my own words. Every last one.

From the first, | was hooked. In the ensuing years | have read
hundreds of romance novels. I've written more than twenty-five.
And when | sat down to write this piece | asked mysdf severd
questions: What is the appeal of the hero and heroine in aromance
novel? How do we recognize them right from the start? (Because
we adways do.) And why do we, the readers, enjoy these books so
much?

What tips off the reader right from the start about the hero
and the heroine? Language for one thing. Attitude and actions,
for another.

| looked at my own historical romance, Desert Rogue, and
redized that the hero is the tallest man in the book, he has the
broadest shoulders, thebluest eyes, andthedarkesthair. Theherois
adso the man who lives on the edge. He is fundamentaly un-
civilized and untamed. Heis primal. Heis primitive. Heisman as
warrior.

British aristocrat? Sometimes. Halfbreed? Sometimes. Out-
cas? Sometimes. Wild man? Sometimes. Gunfighter? Gambler?
Sometimes. Tinker, tailor, soldier, oy? Sometimes.

Honorable? Always. A man of his word? Always. A man who
dares? Always. A man of action? Always. A man desperately in
need of love? Always, even if he doesn't admit it to himsdlf.

And the only one who recognizes that he is in need oflove is the
heroine. She sees him as aman to be tamed through her love—not
into a lapdog but into a strong, responsive mae who will be her
partner for the rest of their lives and for whatever comes after. She
bdlieves in him when no one dse would, or does, or dares. The
heroineisthe woman who dares. The heroineisaso an intelligent
woman, an honorable woman, a brave woman. (Don't forget, she
isthe only onewho daresto lovethe hero.) Frankly, it takesalot of
guts to be the heroine of a romance novel.

Why do we, the readers, enjoy these books so much? Ob-
vioudy we enjoy reading about challenging men and gutsy hero-
ines. We aso read romance novels because they're fun. Because
they give usimmense pleasure and joy. Because in the end there is
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no ambiguity, no tragedy, no defeat. There is ambiguity enough,
tragedy enough, defeat enough in red life. We do not read ro-
mances to be reminded of these realities.

In a romance novel we know that, whatever the odds against
them, the hero and heroine will come together in the end and live
happily ever after. Indeed, if the above is not true, then either the
book is flawed or it isn't a romance.

So why read a novel when we already know how it is going to
end? Because it is the process, not the conclusion, that we are
reading for. Indeed, it issafe for usto enjoy the process because we
are dready guaranteed of the ending. (The same can be said for the
mystery novel. We know the crime/puzzlewill be solved by the last
page. Therefore, we can st back and enjoy the ride)

What is so satisfying about the process in a romance nove?
I've thought long and hard about this question and | think | have
the answer. The romance novel provides its reader with a ssfe way
to experience the broad range of emotions, both male and female,
both the hero's and the heroine's, associated with the roller coaster
ride of faling in love.

| looked at my own published books and redlized that my
World Waer | love story, The Golden Raintree, has had the greatest
emotional impact on my readers, has generated the most fan mail,
has drawn the most impassioned response from complete strang-
ers at conferences and autographings.

Why?

Because the potential for tragedy and defeat is so great in the
love story of James and Christine. He is an American soldier who
goes off to fight in the trenches of Europe. She is adevout Quaker
who is morally opposed to violence and war. The backdrop of
their romance is bittersweet, intense, even horrific at times.

War isamatter of life and death. War ishorrific. The only thing
that makes it bearable in aromance novel is the certain knowledge
that there will be a happy ending. Therefore, the reader knows,
before she even opens to the first page, that she can let herself
experience the gamut of emotions.

Let me tell you a true story. | gave a copy of The Golden
Raintree to my neighbor. She isn't a romance reader. She didn't
know that a happy ending is guaranteed. Hafway through the
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book she called me up and blurted out: "Sue, | can't read another
word until I know that James isn't going to be killed in the war,
until you promise me that everything is going to be okay in the
end."

| promised.

It is apromise every romance reader expects when she picks up
aromance novel: The hero and the heroinewill be together in the
end. They will live happily ever &fter.

Suzanne S mmons Guntrum (Suzanne Smmons,
SuzanneS mms)

Suzanne Guntrum has had over twenty-five series romances pub-
lished by Dell, Silhouette, and Harlequin. Her first historica
romance, Desert Rogue, will be published by Avon under her
pseudonym, Suzanne Simmons. Severa of her books have ap-
peared on the Waldenbooks Romance bestseller list including As
Night Follows Day and A Wild Sweet Magic. One of her titles, Of
Passion Born, was honored by Romantic Times magazine as the
Silhouette Desire of the Year.

Ms. Guntrum has a degree in Medieval English Literature
from Pennsylvania State University. Before pursuing a full-time
writing career, she taught high school English and then went to
work in management at AT&T. She combines speaking engage-
ments with her writing and has lectured at the Midwest Writers
Workshop at Bdl State University.
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Palmer

Let Me Tell You About My Readers

It isironic that romance appeals to almost everyone, but in litera-
ture it is something of a ragged stepchild and needs defending. |
find it fascinating that the other genres—mystery, horror, science
fiction, fantasy, suspense, and western—never have to be justified
or explained. Yet romance novels, the revenues from which com-
prise the bedrock earnings of a large segment of the publishing
industry, seem aways to stand in need of defense. Critics of the
books are legion.

But it is not the critics who matter to me. It ismy readers. The
women for whom | produce my books are women just like me. Let
me tell you about them.

Although | have readers from every walk of life and many of
them are much better educated than | ever expect to be, the mgor-
ity of my readership represents the hard-working labor force.
They are women who spend eight grueling hours a day in a
garment factory, in front of a classroom, or behind adesk. Most of
them are married and have children. Some are divorced or wid-
owed. These hard-working women leave their jobs at the end of
the day and pick up their children at day-care centers. They go
home to a house that needs cleaning, to dishes that need washing,
to medls that have to be prepared. They go home to dirty clothes
that must be washed, to organizational tasks that include making
sure the kids are bathed and the homework is done.

These women dl have one basic thing in common: they know
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what loveis. They liveit every day. They sacrifice for their families,
they worry, they fuss, but most of them would do it dl over again.
Family life is as basic a need in some women as life itsdlf.

Romance novels alow these women, who have experienced
love and its aftermath, to be many things. They allow them to be
virgins again. To be career women. To be debutantes. To be
princesses. To live in luxury and even, sometimes, in decadence.
The novels alow them to escape the normal cares and woes of life
by returning in dreams to a time less filled with responsibilities.
Romances dlow them to experience dl this and more without
risking what they already have.

Isfantasy hedthy? Doesit, as some claim, provide adangerous
escape from problems that are better faced? Some small percent-
age of any society is susceptible to obsession. Just as some people
are addicted to alcohol and drugs, others become addicted to fan-
tasy and withdraw into it to the detriment of their own lives. But
for the mgjority, daydreams can be a very healthy occupation be-
cause they enable people to step back from problems that threaten
to be overwhelming. They provide breathing room and the op-
portunity to see obstacles from a safe distance.

My reader mail includes letters from people who have been
suicidal, who have suffered serious health problems, who have
nursed children with fatal or debilitating defects. These readerstell
me that my books and those of other romance authors have helped
them get through periods of anguish and grief. In fact, romance
novels have many times kept me going during the trials and trib-
ulations of my own life. The books do this by providing a brief
respite that allows readers to gather their energies so that they can
return, refreshed, to face and solve red-life problems. Total escape
cannot be healthy. But a breathing space can save one's sanity.
Romantic fantasy is a safety valve, a way of letting off steam
without boiling any water.

Aslong as men and women fdl in love, romance will continue
to thrive. In spite of criticism and ridicule, mockery and disdain,
artificid insemination notwithstanding and critics taken into con-
sideration, young girls will secretly dream of young men coming
to woo them even if those young girls grow up to become theoret-
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icad physicists. Married women will dream of a rich suitor coming
to carry them off in a Rolls, a bouquet of roses in one hand, a
bottle of champagne in the other, and a promise of deathless
passion on his lips. Old women will dream of green meadows and
long kisses in the sunshine long after arthritic joints make such
pastimes uncomfortable. Cinderella, Beauty and the Beast, and
Sleeping Beauty are as eternal as life itsdf, impervious to redlity.
Love triumphant with a happy ending. There are so few untar-
nished things in the red world.

I make no apologies for my choice of vocation. | make no
excuses for the type of fiction| choose to write. | produce fantasy
for people who need a one-hour escape from redlity. | work for the
mother of a child with cysticfibrosiswho has had to sit up dl night
alone looking after him. For the wife of a dying paraplegic whose
vigil is aimost a an end. For the factory worker whose feet hurt.
For the teacher who comes home at the end of atrying day to face
unswept floors, uncooked meals, and the endless paperwork re-
quired of her profession. For the sck woman in the nursing home
whose family come to see her once a month. For the fam wife
with five children who cheerfully goes about her chores to earn
herself a quiet hour in bed when everyone e is adeep. And
during that hour she can wear a ball gown instead of an apron,
glass dippers instead of faded bedroom shoes.

For dl those women, | write books. They are my family, my
fans, my friends. | know many of them by name. They writeto me
and | write back. | remember them in my prayers at night. | never
forget that it is because of them that | am privileged to be a
successful writer. | owe my career, my livelihood, and my loyalty
to them.

| write books for my readers. Aslong asthey continue to read
my novels | redlly don't mind if the world at large ridicules my
work or dismisses it as "trash."

| am sdisfied as long as that tired factory worker or that
worried mother or that elderly woman in a nursing home finds
something, anything, in one of my books that makes her lifejust a
little easier or alittle happier.

If my work needs a defense, let that be it.
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Diana Palmer (Susan Kyle, Diana Blayne)

Susan Kyle has written sixty-eight series romance novels and eight
single title releases (both contemporary and historical) under her
own name and under the pen names Diana Pamer and Diana
Blayne. Her publishersinclude Dell, Silhouette, Warner, and Bd-
lantine. There are over Sx million copies of her books in print.

Her books, including the recent Ballantine release Lacy, con-
sstently place in the top ten on the Waldenbooks Romance and
Mass Market bestseller lists. She has received five national best-
sdler awards from Waldenbooks including one for Reluctant Fa-
ther. Her numerous other awards include the Reviewers Choice
for Specia Achievement Series Romance Storyteller from Roman-
tic Timesmagazine.

Before pursuing her writing career full time, she worked as a
reporter on both daily and weekly newspaper géffs.
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judge Me by the joy | Bring

| can't read Danielle Stecle.

This has perplexed me. Severd million American women like
her work. Why don't I? | can't draw mysdlfup and sigh with smug
superiority that she doesn't write well enough. |, beieve me, am
no snob. Itis, | now understand, what Danielle Stede chooses to
write about. Her characters are ambitious television journalists
and glamourous cardiac surgeons. Being married to a cardiac
surgeon is not my idea of glamour; it is my idea of hell.

But if there were a book with a plot similar to Steele's, with
the same depth of characterization, the same fdicity of expression,
and if dl those doctors were dukes or if it were set in asmall town
with the hero something of an outsider, then | might have a
thunderingly good time. These are my fantasies, not doctors. |
cannot read Danielle Stede because she is not writing about my
fantasies.

| assart that fantasy is the most important element in the
appeal of popular fiction. I'm not talking only about texts popu-
lated by dragons, scorceresses, and vampires. My idea of fantasy is
much broader than that, and | focus my definition not on the text
but on the reader, the writer, and their experiences.

In afantasy you are longing, wishing, desiring to walk—for
some time at least and perhaps only in the imagination—in some
other pair of shoes. A book of popular fiction succeeds when you
have, within the reading experience, achieved that desire, when



KathleenGillesSeidel

160

you have singlehandedly saved the wagon train, when you have
put on alilac silk gown with ivory lace around the hem and deeves.
Pleasure and satisfaction result.

Fantasy is not the "shock of recognition” one feds when one's
own life or fedings are astonishingly paraleled by abook. Nor isit
the relief | fdt when reading Diane Chamberlain's Secret Lives, in
which a young girl's mentally disturbed mother, on learning that
her daughter had started menstruating, cut the girl's hair down to
her scalp. Whatever my limits as a parent, | know that I'm not that
bad. That's not a fantasy. | do not need to wish to be better than
that mother; | am.

Fantasy is not something cheap or dirty, a guilty pleasure
belonging only to popular fiction. Fantasy can be part of the
appeal in other kinds of literature. In high school, | read Sopho-
cless Antigone, a classicd Greek tragedy, and | longed to have
Antigone's nobility, her commitment to principle. That was a
fantasy. Conversely, popular fiction has additional appeals besides
fantasy—interesting explications of characters motivations, sus-
penseful plots, or comments on the way we live now. But its
primary appedal, just as the primary response to tragedy is Aris-
totle's pity and fear, has to do with fantasy.

This apped is not at odds with emotional depth or intellectual
complexity; one should not think of fantasy as necessarily thin and
feebleminded. The richer the fantasy and the more depth and
complexity that it has, the immeasurably more satisfying its real-
ization will be. Thisis true of dl popular fiction; | understand its
workings best in romance novels.

Fantasy is the power that drives the reading and writing of
romances. It is the energy, the magic, the content. Fantasies per-
meate the books. Critics often refer to a single romance fantasy,
but the fantasies are everywhere in the books: in the plot, the
character, and the setting.

The plot of a romance novel—especidly its happy ending—sets
up fantasies about the way the world ought to work. A happy
ending is necessary, inevitable. The heroine is guaranteed a hus-
band, a home, and financial security.

Because of the ending's guarantee, the heroine has license to
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behave, during the unfolding of the plot, in ways that most of us
don't dare. She can get angry with the hero and can vent her anger
on him. She can regject him; he will dways return. She can put
hersdlf in the path of physical danger, and if she does have to
confront—as many historical heroines do—poverty or violence,
she survives without emotional degradation.

Theworld, of course, does not operate thisway. Gojogging at
night in Central Park and you might end up brain damaged.
Romance readers know this. But when they pick up a romance
they are choosing not to read about life's darkest possibilities.

| do explore some of my own anxieties as | write my books,
but the anxieties are never my deepest. | would, for example, never
put a heroine in a situation where her children are suffering and
she can do nothing for them. That is my own private horror. |
don't want to write about it, and my readers don't come to my
books wanting to read about it. There are books that do allow,
even encourage, readers to confront their gravest fears. When
people want that, they turn to those books, not to a romance.

The characters are the primary vehicle conveying a book's
fantasies. The other contributors to this volume will, | am sure,
have much to say on the characters, so | limit mysdf to three
points. what happens to the hero when he fdls in love, why
readers like the much maligned dewy-eyed, passive young hero-
ine, and why the heroines look the way they do.

"Man'sloveisof man'slife athing apart, / 'Tiswoman'swhole
existence," writes Lord Byron. Thisis, of course, hisfantasy. | ana
woman, but love is not my whole existence, not unlessyou include
my children and my work, my parents, my friends, the smell of
tomato plants, and the window treatments in my living room, dl
of which | love. | don't think that this is what Byron had in mind.

Nor will the romance novel alow the firg half of Byron's
sentence to stand. Man's love, says the fantasy of the romance
novel, becomes as important to him as it is to the woman. The
hero can be—to ged Nora Roberts's phrase—the richest man in
the free world, but the heroine and his love for her overwhelm
him. At the beginning of the book he may seem cold and sf-
contained, he may be mysterious and ruthlessly independent. By
the end he is deeply in love and thoroughly comprehensible. He
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thinks about the heroine al the time; she has enormous psycho-
logical power over him.

A lot of women don't fed like they have much power, and
some romances do have conventional power fantasies in which the
heroine has money and clout. But in every romance | can think df,
the heroine has the power to stop the hero's emotional traffic, to
swirl his attention around her, to place hersdlf in the center of his
stage. The more distant he is at the book's opening, the more her
power is demonstrated.

"Think you," continues Byron, "if Laura had been Petrarch's
wife, / He would have written sonnets dl his life?' Yes Yes he
would—at least if he were the hero of a romance novel.

Janice Radway, in her provocative study of romance readers,
Reading the Romance, asserts that most women spend much of
their time taking care of other people.” No one takes care of Mom,
except when Mom decides to take care of hersdf by reading a
romance and becoming, for that time, acountess. The richest man
in the free world worries about her well-being, he istender toward
her, he is nurturing, and the promise of the ending is that he will
do this for the rest of his life. He will write sonnets until he dies.

Romance writers often find themselves doing odd things. |
was once asked to judge a Valentine's Day contest sponsored by a
local department store. Entrants wrote an essay describing their
most romantic moment, and | was to decide which was the most
romantic. To do so, | had to think about what makes a moment
romantic. What does our culture label romantic? All the entries
involved, first, food and drink and, second, an element of surprise.
Thefood and drink were dways provided by the other person. As
was explicit in the winning entry, these provisions became a sym-
bol of being taken care of, of being a child again.

Childhood, of course, involves more than being taken care of.
We remember being little Wordsworthian creatures, absorbed in
the immediate, fully engrossed, charged with wonder and joy. The
surprise—the second feature of the romantic moment—returns
you to that state; it knocks the adult self-consciousness out of you.
You can savor and relish a sensua, emotional world. The surprise
awakens you into seeing life fresh and anew; the nurturing makes
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the surprise safe. This is what makes romance heroes romantic.
They do both. They surprise you, they unsettle you, they bring
drama and excitement, but in the end they make you fed safe?

This fantasy about a return to childhood is nowhere clearer
than in the books—written far less frequently than they once
were—in which the heroine is quite young. She is pretty, but
someone dsein the book is staggeringly beautiful. Sheiskind, but
she doesn't have the experience to know what to do with her
generous impulses. Sheis shy, she seemsto have no goals, but the
hero is desperately in love with her. One critic describes such
heroi rles as being like babies; they are loved just because they are
there.

Such books are often harshly judged, but their appea makes
sense to me. In this fantasy, you don't haveto earn love. There are
brighter people in the world, prettier, more glamorous people,
but you are the onewho isloved. And you don't have to do athing
to be worthy of it. If you're awoman with a difficult life, if you're
struggling to keep up in a competitive corporation, it might be
pleasant to spend a few hours feding as if you aren't dways being
judged and graded. If you're supporting your children by yoursdf,
if you're having to make al those decisions about their curfews
and their schoolwork and their friends on your own, a father
figure swooping in to take dl that off your shoulders is a pretty
thought.

And nothing for anyone to get upset over. This is dl taking
place in the realm of fantasies. We should not assume that fantasies
are necessarily goals, things people actually want. Enjoying such a
book doesn't mean you want to sacrifice the sense of accomplish-
ment that comes from success or that you want to abandon your
independence and authority for the sake of some overbearing,
overcontrolling male. It only means that your imagination wants
to dance, for a moment, a different waltz.

Almost dl romance heroines are labeled as physcaly attrac-
tive. Some are caled stunningly lovely, others smply pretty and
healthy. In most cases, | assert, this isn't much more than a label.

It is arare romance that redly explores the question of what it
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is like to be beautiful. In red life, people respond to loveliness in
complex ways. Some become conciliatory and fawning; others
become defensive. This doesn't happen in a romance. The hero
admires the heroine's appearance in afarly straightforward, sexua
way, and other characters don't seem affected by it much at all.
After the initial description, the heroine's beauty is rarely men-
tioned except in the sex scenes.

The fantasy, | believe, is not to be beautiful but to have an
identity for yourself that is not caught up in your appearance.
Romance heroines rarely know how beautiful they redly are. This
isn't because they are too stupid to look in amirror or too low in
sdlf-esteem to understand what they seethere, but because they are
presenting the fantasy of being something other than body, of not
having any of this cosmetic-advertisement stuff matter.

My editors at Harlequin used to joke that they could aways
tell when aman had written a manuscript. Somewherein the first
fifty pages the heroine undressed in front of amirror .. . and liked
what she saw. That sounds like a good idea, having a body that
you can admire when you are buck-naked in your own bathroom.
But what clearly seems a better idea, amore appealing fantasy, isto
walk by that mirror and simply not care.

One heroine in romance literature who knows exactly what
she looks like—and she is the homeliest of them all—is Jenny
Chawleigh of Georgette Heyer'sA Civil Contract. She's "already
plump, and would probably become stout in later life"> What
makes her such an appealing heroine is that she utterly accepts her
appearance. She chuckles a how dreadful she will look in her
Court dress. She knows that she has many other abilities and—
thisiscrucia—valuesherself for them. Sheand the physica accident
of her short neck and mouse-colored hair don't have much to do
with one another.

This fantasy is not limited to the romance genre. Sue Grafton,
Sara Paretsky, and the other creators of the hard-boiled female de-
tectives are aso presenting heroines without much anxiety about
their physica appearances. Thefirst time we meet Kinsay Milhone
in Sue Grafton's "A" Isfor Alibi,° she has no appearance. She has a
body—she runs and has sex—but she doesn't look like anything.
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We don't know what color her hair or eyes are; we don't know if
sheistall or short, muscular or ethereal. People don't seem to react
one way or another to her appearance. Her wardrobe is described
only in the most genera terms. She notices the clothes and ap-
pearance of other femde characters, but of her own we hear
nothing. In later books she does acquire short, dark hair and that
go-everywhere black dress, but these details come without any
emotional weight.

The mystery writers probably are conveying the fantasy more
directly than we are. To keep the heroine's appearance from being
a source of stress we make her beautiful (which isnot necessarily a
sress-free condition in life). We give her an "A" and pretend that
the grade card doesn't exist. The mystery writers don't give out
grades at dll.

They are perhaps being more honest than we, but they are
working in afirst person masculine tradition. The appearance and
wardrobe of the male hard-boiled detective don't matter to him or
to the people he encounters. Mystery readers don't expect much
description of hair styles and deeve length.

Romance readers do. They are interested in the physical detail
of the fantasy world. They want to know what the characters look
like; they want clothes and rooms described.

Critics often ridicule as trivia this attention to detail in ro-
mances, particularly in regard to setting, but, as in any work of
fiction, a carefully presented setting helps the reader suspend
disbelief. Moreover, in a romance the setting itself may be part of
the fantasy.

The first function of the setting of a romance novel is to be
Other, to transport the reader to somewhere ese. The setting
often provides a reader with the first and clearest signal that
fantasy follows. When a novel opens "England, 1802. It was only
a matter of time before the wedding guests killed one another";
when the next sentence mentions abaron, aking, and acastle; you
can be pretty sure that Julie Garwood isn't going to make you
drive the soccer carpool, stopping at the Sefeway for a gallon of
milk and two loaves of whole-wheat bread.’

The settings of romance are important for more than just their
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Other-ness. Particular settings are associated with particular fan-
tasies. The publishers know this. In the first few years of the
Harlequin American Romance line, the editor writing the cover
copy had only a hundred words in which to describe each book,
but she dways used some of those words to describe the setting.
The covers were dominated by the usua clinch, but a subsidiary
element in the artwork aways aluded to the setting. Indeed, the
first person | ever saw buy one of my books said she was initially
intrigued by the little camping tent in the corner of the cover, a
detail about the setting.

| find mysdlf surprisingly rigid about what settings | choose to
read about. Without an enthusiastic recommendation, | won't
read what booksellers cal "sand" books, romances with sheiks or
oil-rich princes. | will only read about New York City if Beverly
Sommers wrote the book. Other readers want nothing to do with
medieval times, World War 11, or any country between the Tropic
of Cancer and the Tropic of Capricorn. Readers are not expressing
a preference for kinds of vegetation and climatic conditions. They
are responding to the fact that certain fantasies are usually associ-
ated with certain times and places.

Frontier romances are full of fantasies about resourcefulness
and daring. Regencies tell of a polite, ordered society in which
gunfights are elegantly staged duels governed by an elaborate
code. Civil War books are charged with private gallantry in the
face of public hopelessness. Such books will not necessarily appeal
to the same readers. Among the contemporary novels, books setin
Los Angeles, New York, and Peris are often "glitz and glamour”
stories with wealthy, high-strung characters involved in dramatic
confrontations. Books set in smal towns tend to be more family
oriented. They are quieter books; emotion builds more dowly and
is sustained for longer periods.

Historical romances are more likdy to depict poverty, vio-
lence, and rape than are romances set in the present.® The reason is
smple. The historical setting makes the dramatization of such
perils more remote and therefore less threatening. Waiting in a
wdfare line isn't a fantasy that many romance readers would care
to participate in. Stealing a pair of breeches and hiring yourself on
as a stableboy to an earl who will follow in love with you the
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instant he knows you are femde is a far more engaging way to
confront your fears about poverty.

| am overgeneralizing, of course. | can think of an exception to
every single type of book | have mentioned in the last two para-
graphs. Still, when readers learn that a book has a particular
setting, they expect certain kinds of fantasies will follow.

The notion that the romance reader will indiscriminately swal-
low anything that the publishers dump on her plate is believed
only by people who never spesk to readers. Individual readers
have their own tastes. They make their choices conscioudy. They
are in control of their own reading.

For me, setting makes clearest the difference between fantasies
and goals. | write about, fantasize about, smdl towns because |
grew up in a smdl town and | am fascinated by them, but | no
longer want to live in one. The book | enjoyed writing the least
was set the closest to my current home, although | love where |
live. This book and its ordinary suburban setting raise some inter-
esting questions.’ My own lesser pleasurein it was mirrored in the
response of the readers. Although its sdes figures were consistent
with those of my previous books, | got the least fan mail on that
one. When | spesk to readers, it is the one book they never
mention. Fewer of its publisher's foreign subsidiaries chose to
trandate it than have translated my other books.

I do not blame this reaction entirely on the book's setting, but
that setting—as does the setting in every romance—reflects the
nature of the fantasies, and of dl my books, the appeal of fantasy is
the least in this one. There is some socioeconomic detail about the
upper middle class that might attract some readers, but it is mostly
a portrait of two people putting their marriage back together
step by step. Although | was not entirely aware of it at the time,
my notion of my reader was not someone who was fantasizing
about the situation but someone who was, in her own life, going
through something similar. Unconsciously | chose a setting that
mirrored this closer connection to a red-life referent. Thereis, of
course, nothing in the world wrong with a novelist writing to such
areader, but a series romance is not the best place to do it. When a
reader chooses to pick up aromance as opposed to another kind of
book, she is expecting acertain kind of reading experience. In that
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book, | offered a different kind. No one suggested that | be
stoned, but no one thanked me for it either.

What then is the sgnificance of fantasy's being so central to the
experience of popular fiction?

To start with, an author's fantases determine how successful
he or she will bein the popular fiction market. There are two issues
involved.”

First, your success will depend on how many people share
your fantasies. If your most cherished daydream involves killing
people with your bare hands, you are not going to do very wdll in
the romance market. Not many romance readers have those fan
tasies. If, however, you dream about being on the run with a haf-
naked fdlow named Grey Eagle, you may do dl right.

| believe—and this is a very Romantic view of romance writ-
ing—that you are more or less doomed to write certain kinds of
books. You can only write your own fantasies. A friend of mine
spent two years trying to write short, sexy contemporaries because
such books made more money than did the Regencies she loved.
Not one of them sold. Then she wrote a Regency, which resulted
amost immediately in a multi-book contract. She makes less per
book than a contemporary author, but she can write Regencies
with grace, joy, and success, and she couldn't write contempo-
raries at dl.

At the moment, more historical authors are reaching the best-
sdler ligts than are writers of contemporary romances. | would like
to be on more bestsaller lists. So why don't | rush out and write an
historical?

Because it wouldn't work. Absolute sincerity about your fan-
tasies is like yeadt. If there is none in the kitchen, forget about
making a recipe that cdls for it. It is the one thing for which there
are no substitutions. There have been plenty of competent, profes-
siona writers over the last ten years who have thought to make a
quick buck by writing a romance. They clam that dl they'll need
to do isfigure out the formula. They count the number of pages
between kisses, write their book, and then write articles about
how surprised they are that the book was rejected.

Literary competence does help. However many people share
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an author's fantasies, the second thing that determines her success
is how well she conveys those fantasies. Some of us are smply
better at it than others.

No one talks about this very much. Some scholars who write
on the romance seem unable to distinguish one book from an-
other. As an author, this irritates me no end. How can a person
talk about the books when she is not paying enough attention to
distinguish our individual voices?

Other critics are better readers. Kay Mussdll is aert and sensi-
tive; she knows when an author is doing something that hasn't
been done before. But in her discussion of individual books she
focuses almost entirely on content and vision as away of discrimi-
nating among them. It is avalid approach, but one that avoids, by
design | assume, dl the usua ways one evaluates a book.

Similarly, when Janice Radway explicates a booksdller's five-
dtar rating system, she looks for how the ratings reflect the book's
political content. Books receiving only one star fal because "they
ask the reader to identify with a heroine who is hurt, humiliated,
and brutalized."*? | redlize that Radway is not writing conven-
tional literary criticism, but to be unwilling to say that one-star
romances fal because they are badly executed implies that good
execution is not important to romance readers, and that, | think, is
wrong and unfair.

But what do we mean by good execution? Why are the good
romances good? And what is bad about the bad ones? (When
judged by conventional textual standards, many very successful,
very cherished romance novels do seem weak.)

One element is the power of fantasy. Fantasies enthrall and
fascinate. If a reader's fantasies and a writer's fantasies are very
similar, the reader will so want to be wearing that doeskin robe or
riding in that well-sprung chaise over cobbled roads that the
writer'sjob of putting her there is not a difficult one.

But there is till the question of qualitative differences among
the books. Some are more powerful than others. Everyone knows
that; no one does a very good job of talking about it.

We may not have avocabulary with which to evaluate atext for
the qualities that make fantasies vivid and immediate. The usua
categories about tightly constructed plots and consistent, believ-
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able characters may not be relevant. The books have strengths that
no one knows how to describe. Can anyone locate in atext exactly
which words make a fantasy come dive? How can we account for
the power of these books?™

"How do you make the characters emotions fed so real?'
unpublished authors ask me. "How do you makemecry?' | have a
Ph.D. in the theory of the novel. | have written—counting the
ones in a drawer—eleven of the creatures, but | can't answer that
guestion. | don't know. | can tak about plot structure, pacing,
point of view, and character development, dl the things studied in
the classroom. But my own particular strength, using printed
words to get someone to fed like someone dsg, feding something
else, that ability which has made me a novelist—I have no words
to tell you how | can do that.

In the last eight to ten years, romance novels have been extremely
responsive to the socia issues raised by mainstream feminism. We
have changed the notion of what heroines can be and what they
cando. They can be older. They can be sexually experienced. Some
aredivorced; some are mothers. We have put themin traditionally
masculine jobs. They build bridges, finance shopping malls, and
found ice cream empires. The historical heroines take over their
father's medical practice, run the family newspaper, or put on their
brother's breeches and ride out to battle. Many heroines plan to
keep working after their marriages. At the end of Susan Elizabeth
Phillips's Hot Shot, the now happily-married heroine announces
that this is her company, and she is going to turn the executive
dining room into an on-site day care center™ (something which
incidentaly the Toronto office of Harlequin does have; that com-
pany stays in business by knowing what women want).

Actudly, in the mid-1980s there was considerable editorial
pressure on writers to conform to at least the appearance of a
more feminigt fantasy. | had a dying woman say to her college-
aged son, "You'll want this jewelry for the girl you marry." An
editor changed "girl" to "young woman." "Girl," shetold me, was
aword never to be used for afemae over eighteen. | put it back in.
While | now cringe at my excessive use of the word "girl" in my
overly conventional first book, I am not going to have a character
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gpesk out of voice so that my editors and | will appear to have
better political credentials.

My problems were minor. During this time, some writers
were extremely unhappy, wearied by struggles with young, politi-
cdly conscious editors. The authors fdt that an aien sensbility
was being forced on their work, that they weren't being alowed to
gpesk to their readers in their own voices. They didn't want to
write about heroines who repair helicopters. The authors who
were drawn to the macho, domineering hero had similar diffi-
culties. One such author has said that she has never had an editor
who hastruly been in sympathy with her work. Her sales figures—
that is, the readers—have alowed her to be true to her own vision.
Ironicaly, often the authors who are the most popular with read-
ers have gotten the most pressure to change their fantasies.

Things are camer now. Romance editing ages a girl fast.
Those young editors either have quit or are several decades older
than they were ten years ago.

But as we pride ourselves on giving our heroines professions,
on making them more sexudly aggressive, | wonder if we have
redly addressed the feminists more interesting chalenges. In the
remaining section of this essay, | would like to address three such
topics—that romance writers are not helping women to change
their lives, that the books are over-consoling, and that the books
are addictive.

Many feminists look at women's lives today and see much that
ought to be changed. They fault romances for not promoting such
change. "In the end," Radway writes in her conclusion, "the
romance-reading process gives the reader a strategy for making
her present situation more comfortable without a substantive
reordering of its structure rather than a comprehensive program
for rel(grganizing her life in such a way that dl needs might be
met."

A comprehensiveprogramfor reorganizing her life? Who on earth
am | that | should be telling another woman how to reorganize
her life?

One answer is that at least | am someone who feds close to
romance readers. The feminists, | am afraid, do not. Janice Rad-
way flew out to the Midwest feding some trepidation about her
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scheduled meeting with a romance bookseller who had promised
to identify herself by wearing a lavender pantsuit.’® As | interpret
Radway's engaging account of the meeting, she is astonished
at how readily she liked the bookseller, a warm, magnanimous,
open-hearted woman.

Wl of course, you liked her, | say to my copy of Reading the
Romance. Romance booksellers are likable people. You don't have
to have the same fashion sense—or have the same education or
come from the same socioeconomic class—to like a person. With
our interest in the personal, romance writers often transcend the
barriers that separate others. | have along and expensive educa-
tion behind me. Some of my readers do too; others do not. My
closest friend in the romance community is a high school gradu-
ate. We are dl women; we can talk to one another.

Feminists talk about sisterhood; | do not know how deeply
they fed it. The undercurrent throughout feminist criticism of
romances is that these scholars and critics know what is right for
other women—and oh my, do they fed the "us/them" distinction
acutely. In a doctoral dissertation of which | have unfortunately
seen only the introduction and the first chapter, Deborah K.
Chappel carefully traces the scholarly studies of romances and
findsin al the work, however sympathetic the authors hopeto be,
astrong sense of the reader as Other, as someone less enlightened,
less analytic—more likely to wear a lavender pantsuit—than the
critic.'” They, those scholars, aren't like you and me, and they're
mighty glad of it. Nonetheless, they know what you and | should
be doing with our lives.

| stray from the subject. | have not answered the challenge—
that |, as aromance writer, am not helping readers to change their
lives. My answer is ssmple—that's right, I'm not.

Let us suppose for amoment that | know how to help men de-
velop the nurturing qualities that society has repressed in them—
something Radway regrets that romances offer no instruction
upon.'® If | were possessed of such information, is a romance
novel the best place for me to impart it to the world?

These are not sdf-help books. They are fantasies. They are
entertainment. They are pleasure. My reader comes to my book
when she is tired. Reading my book is the one thing, often the
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only thing, that she is doing for hersdf that day, that week.
Reading may be the only way she knows how to relax. If | am able
to give her afew delicious, relaxing hours, that is a noble enough
purpose for me.

| do have beliefs about the way people ought to live, and
naturally these find their way into my work. But these thoughts
are not the most important thing happening. All the practica
advice in my putting-your-marriage-back-together book, which
was my least popular, could probably be presented in a five-page
essay. If romance reading has encouraged some women to im-
prove their lives, if it has made them more independent, if it has
increased their sense of their own value, that is grand. But such
red-life change is not, | think, the standard by which we should
judge our work. (I even wonder how well sdf-help books would
fare if rigorously scrutinized by that standard.) Judge me on the
joy | bring.

| do not fed a responsibility to tell readers how to live their
lives. Romances are not the only influences women encounter. |
read Emilie Loringinjunior high, Georgette Heyer in high schooal,
and Harlequin Presents in graduate school. But with al due re-
spect to those authors it is from my mother that | got my sense of
what awoman can do with her life. She got her M.D. at 22; she
practiced medicine part-time so that she could lead Girl Scout
troops and teach Sunday school. Not surprisingly, both my sister
and | are married mothers who work part-time in jobs we adore.
Attesting even more vividly to the power of role models in shaping
women's lives is that, of the nine gir—young women—in my
mother's Senior Scout troop, two of them and the younger sister
of one of those are now physicians, two of the three having chosen
my mother's specialty.

Yes people get information about life from their reading, but
they test that against other data. Too often when | read feminist
commentary on romance readers, the picture that emerges is of
children with childish reading strategies. Romance readers are
grown women, able to distinguish between art and life, the liter-
ary and the actual.

Such assumptions about the childishness of romance readers
were at the heart of the birth-control-in-the-sex-scenes struggle

173



Kathleen GillesSeidel

174

severd years ago. "It is irresponsible not to mention birth con-
trol," some editors announced. No, many of us answered, it may
beirresponsible not topractice birth control, but mentioningitina
work of fantasy read by adults is not a necessary duty. My readers
know where babies come from.

Of course, by not being part of the solution—by not showing
readers how to reorganize their lives—we are, some critics con-
tinue, part of the problem. This is the second feminist criticism |
shdl address, that romances aren't smply something nice atired
woman does for hersdf, that they numb her, sedate her, over-
console her. Radway findsit "tempting to suggest that romantic
fiction must be an active agent in the maintenance of the ideol ogi-
cd status quo because it ultimately reconciles women to patri-
archal society and reintegrates them with its institutions."*® Other
feminists raise the question, too. Romance writers, they sy, are
persuading women to endure what ought to be unendurable. We
are muting the cdl to arms.

Thisis, on some levels, impossible to answer for it is impossi-
ble to prove. As Radway admits, none of us know what romance
readers would be doing if they did not have romances to read.

My response then is to the mgjor premise, and | think at this
leve lies the most profound disagreement between the feminists
writing about romances and the novelists writing the books them-
sdves. It is possible to locate similarities—that we both move
women and their concerns to the center of the picture—but the
fundamental vision of women's lives differs. | don't think things
are dl that bad.

Kay Mussdll writes that romance reading provides "an escape
from powerlessness, from meaninglessness, and from lack of sdf-
esteem and identity"® (Mussell's emphasis). | am a romance
reader, and | strongly object to anyone describing my life in those
terms. | have my moments of dissatisfaction, of course, but | have
power and meaning, | do not lack sdf-esteem or identity.

Granted not dl women have living room window treatments
that they like as much as | like mine, or a mother such as mine or
work that they fed about as | fed about mine, but | do think it is
possible for women to find contentment, fulfillment, peace, and
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happiness within our culture, and | believe that a great many of
them are doing a good job of it.

There s, of course, an easy response to my affirmation. | am
trapped in "fase consciousness,” | am so oppressed that | don't
know that | am oppressed. | only think I am happy. If | knew what
they know, | would know that | wasn't. Thisis, of course, unan-
swerable—as it designed to be. It turns me into a child, without
any insight into my own condition.

And not only are we children, we are addicts. Tania Modleski
compares romances to tranquilizers. "The user must constantly
increase the dosage of the drug in order to aleviate problems
aggravated by the drug itsdf."?* | would point out that she offers
no evidence at dl to support this comparison.

Repetitive reading—peopl e rereading the same books or read-
ing books that are similar to ones they have dready read—is a
phenomenon that does concern the feminists. | will not accept the
"addict" label, but | certainly plead guilty to repetitive reading.
When | was in graduate school | would occasiondly take the day
off and read fiveor six Harlequin Presents. When | was twelve, my
parents gave me apaperback of Gonewith the Wind for Christmas. |
read it seven times that year. The next year Santa brought it to me
in hardcover. There continue to be books | reread regularly.

Kay Mussdl and Tania Modleski, feminist scholars, blame
repetitive reading on the ending of the book. The fantasy of the
happy ending, they assert, isprecarious, evenfdse, asitisbased on
"the failure of a patriarchy to imagine a wider vison of women's
lives'® and "the insistent denial of the redlity of male hostility
towards women."? The ending, although it provides temporary
relief,?* is thus inherently unsatisfying, "so unsatisfying that the
story must be told over and over."®® "Readers must constantly
return to the same text (to texts which are virtualy the same) in
order to be reconvinced."* The endings have so little to do with
life that they are believable only fleetingly, and the desperate
reader must seize another book to try to recapture that brief—and
false—pleasure.

| don't dispute the authenticity of Mussdll's and Modleski's
reading experience; the pleasure they fed at the endings of the
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books may well be undercut by a profound political uneasiness. |
don't fed that way. In a well-done book, the happy ending be-
comes for me a satisfying, convincing, imaginatively realized fan-
tasy. And | don't think that the habit of repeated readings neces-
sarily proves that hundreds of thousands of American women read
like them, not me.

Their argument, by focusing only on the palitica message of
the ending, ignores the fact that the pleasures of fantasies pervade
the book. It is fun to read, early in Georgette Heyer's The Devil's
Cub, the Marquis of Vidal's cool resolve to race his curricle to
Newmarket immediately after fighting a dudl. It is even more fun
to follow the restrained, ironic language in which his ducal father
afterwards banishes him to the Continent.?” Romances are full of
ddicious moments, some funny, some heartwarming, some sen-
sudly evocative. That's why | reread The Devil's Cub every few
years. | am not desperately seeking out the ending so that it will
assure me that it is possible to be happy within our patriarchal
culture's institutions. | am relishing the book's entire experience
with the ongoing accumulation of fantasy's pleasures, small and
large.

If we must have a critical apparatus in which to discuss repeti-
tive reading, | think that information theory might be more ussful
than politics. One reason, for example, that | reread booksisthat |
read so quickly the firgt time that subsequent rereadings provide
new information. Or | might reread a book |1 know very well
because at that moment | am so very tired that | do not want one
single scrap of new information.

We ought not to forget that reading romances is not the only
thing human beings do repetitively. Most leisure activities are
compelling. It's hard to stand up from ajigsaw puzzle. My mother
doesn't like to sew at night because she knows it will be hard to
quit. | have neighbors who might be candidates for a twelve-step
program for compulsive gardeners. My husband has trouble turn-
ing off a baseball game—the next batter might turn the game
around—and he watches hundreds (at least it seems like hun-
dreds) every summer.

Yes there are some women who have dlowed reading to take
over their lives. Occasiondly you do meet someone at an auto-
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graphing who leaves you heartsick, but let us not generalize too
quickly from this occasiond instance. Not every woman with a
chocolate chip cookie in hand has an eating disorder.

| am tired of the assumption that reading romances proves
that there is something wrong with a woman's life. She ought to
change her life, the thinking goes, so that whatever needs are met
by her books will be met by her life.

But books are a part of life. They are a source of splendid
pleasure. No one can expect to have dl his or her emotional needs
met by a single source, whether mate, children, friends, profes-
sional pursuits, or leisure activities. It is tragic when awoman has
nothing in her life except books, but it is, | think, equaly tragic
when aman has only hisjob.

Life is a complex business with needs that vary by the mo-
ment. For many women, romances are a part of avery complicated
eguation that makes their lives work. At a family holiday severd
years ago, my sister'sthree sonswere dl under the age of seven and
dl had intestina flu, and my sister, a person | treasure, wasn't
feding so great hersdf. My mother and | took over the boys and
banished her to bed with my latest manuscript for company. An
hour later, | looked in on her. She was sitting in bed, and in the
middle of this vexing, exhausting day she wassmiling.

Of course, under these circumstances, smply being off-duty,
simply being by hersdf, would have been a rdief. But to be by
yourself and have a good book to read—the relief becomes joy.

So to my readers | say—I'm not going to come take care of
your kids when they are sck, but when you have a moment away
from them or from the latest project at work or from whatever are
the stresses in your life, my book will be there for you. | shal do dl
that | can to write one that isworthy of the precious timeyou give
it. 1 do this because you too are my sister.

NOTES

1. Diane Chamberlain, Secret Lives (New York: HarperCollins, 1991), 27.

2. Janice Radway, Reading the Romance: Women, Patriarchy, and Popular Litera-
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disagree often with Radway. | think, for example, that by speaking only to women who
were known to their bookseller she gravely limited her sense of who the readers are. But
I must underscore that my most positive sense of myself as a romance writer emerged
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from her book. Her idea that romance reading is the one thing that many women do
for themselves has sanctified my work for me.

3. Which aspect of the hero is emphasized the most determines whether he is an
"alphamale" or a"wimp." What interests me about this distinction is that, so far as |
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The term "alpha male" came into use, | believe, because some authors were
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for the discussion.

4. Ann Douglas, "Soft-Porn Culture," New Republic (30 August 1980): 25-29.

5. Georgette Heyer, A Civil Contract (New York: Ace Books, 1961), 57.

6. Sue Grafton, "A" is for Alibi (New York: Holt, Rinehart, and Winston, 1982).

7. Julie Garwood, The Gift (New York: Pocket Books, 1991), 1. | do not mean to
suggest that driving a soccer carpool cannot be a fantasy. When | was in the depths of
infertility treatment, it was, believe me, one of mine.

8. The literature on the rape fantasy is considerable. Explanations for the fantasy
vary: women have been conditioned to be victims; women want to control and
confront their fears imaginatively; women do not want to accept responsibility for
sexua desire; and so on. Helen Hazen in Endless Rapture: Rape, Romance, and the
Female Imagination (New York: Charles Scribner's Sons, 1983) defends the rape
fantasy with many interesting insights, although she does accuse feminists who repudi-
ate the fantasy of denying and repressing their own fantasies. | found that accusation
offensive.

9. When Lovelsn't Enough, Harlequin American Romance #80 (Toronto: Harle-
quin Books, 1984).

10. | am ignoring the publisher's role in one's success—the quality of the cover
art and copy, the book's position on the list, the amount of advertising, and so forth.
This is unquestionably important.

11. Kay Mussell, Fantasy and Reconciliation: Contemporary Formulas of Women's
Romantic Fiction (Westport, CT: Greenwood Press, 1984).

12. Radway, 178.

13. Melinda Heifer reviews contemporaries and Regencies for Romantic Timesin
prose that | often think is better than my own. In reviews of books she admires the
most, she usually focuses on the emotional response the book produces. When she likes
a book less well, then she turns to more conventional terminology: "predictable plot,"
"overly familiar characters," and so on. Her reviews are never more than a few
sentences long, but anyone wanting to develop a more sensitive critica vocabulary
ought, | think, start by talking to her.

14. Susan Elizabeth Phillips, Hot Shot (New York: Pocket Books, 1991), 484.

15. Radway, 215.

16. Radway, 57.

17. Deborah K. Chappel, American Romances: Narratives of Cultureand |dentity
(Ph.D. dissertation, Duke University, 1991), 78. Chappel's own thesis—that by
reading romances women are attempting to see themselves in the best possible light—
will be welcomed by romance writers.



JudgeMebytheJoyI Bring

Janice Radway, in her 1987 introduction to the British edition of Reading the
Romance, which | have read only in manuscript form, acknowledges the "residual
ditism which assumes that feminist intellectuals alone know what is best for dl
women." In a graceful, moving statement, she suggests that such scholars should offer
romance readers and writers "our support rather than our criticism or direction." She
follows this generous-hearted position with the most discouraging words | encoun-
tered in dl the reading | did for this essay as she dismisses the possibility: "Our
segregation by class, occupation, and race [race?] works against us." We are still Other
to her; she does not believe either party can speak to the other. | find this inexpressibly
sad.

18. Radway, 129.

19. Radway, 217.

20. Mussell, 164.

21. TaniaModleski, Loving with A Vengeance: Mass-Produced Fantasiesfor Women
(Hamden, CT: Archon Books, 1982), 57.

22. Mussl, 184.

23. Modleski, 111.

24. Mussdll, 164.

25. Mussell, 184.

26. Modleski, 111.

27. Georgette Heyer, TheDevil'sCub (London: Pan Books, 1932/1969), 62, 77-
80.

Kathleen Gilles Seidel

Kathleen Gilles Seidd is the author of nine contemporary ro-
mance novels. Her firgt was one of the launch titles for the Harle-
quin American Romance line, and her next five books were writ-
ten for Harlequin. She now writes for Pocket Books. Her recent
rel eases include Maybe This Time and More Than You Dreamed.
Her books have won numerous awards, including the Ro-
mance Writers of America Golden Medallion Award. She has a
Ph.D. in English literature from the Johns Hopkins University
and participated in the School for Criticism and Theory sponsored
by National Endowment for the Humanities. Of dl her profes-
siona accomplishments and recognition, nothing means more to
her than that Harlequin book club subscribers voted her 1984
book After All These Tears as their favorite Harlequin romance.
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