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Preface

Purpose and Scope

Encyclopedia of Romance Fiction attempts to provide basic, relevant information on the popular Romance fiction genre in an accessible format for students and general readers who wish to know more about the topic. Subjects included cover the proverbial waterfront, ranging from detailed discussions of the various Romance subgenres and all that they entail to the nitty-gritty of the publishing and professional environment that is part of the genre—and everything in between. Each entry also includes a list of references and recommended resources for further research. Although this is not a biographical resource per se, it does include entries on a few classic or otherwise important authors and, in some cases, their iconic works. Readers interested in more information on authors will find appropriate resources listed in the bibliography at the end of the encyclopedia.

Organization

The entries that comprise the main body of this encyclopedia are arranged alphabetically by title. These entries are preceded by an introduction that briefly discusses the importance of the Romance genre and a Guide to Related Topics. The volume concludes with a list of Rita Award winners, a core reading list of suggested romance titles, a bibliography, and subject index.

Suggestions for Use

The basic arrangement of this resource is alphabetical and, therefore, straightforward, and many readers will be able to go directly to the entry they want. However, the following information may be helpful:

• Readers looking for information on romance by broad theme (for example, romance authors, cultural and social aspects, technology issues) should consult the Guide to Related Topics.

• Not all topics will have a separate entry but may be included in other articles. The index at the end of the volume will help readers find embedded topics, as will the “see also” references provided at the end of some entries.

• Readers interested in sampling the various romance subgenres may find Appendix 2: Testing the Waters, a list of suggested titles arranged by Romance subgenre, useful. Appendix 1: Rita Award Winners may be helpful as well, although some older titles may no longer be in print or available in libraries.

• Each article includes relevant references and sources for readers who want more information. Students, in particular, may find these good sources for further research and study. Note: Using the bibliographies of books and articles as a guide to other sources is a time-honored method for finding more information—although retrospective information—about a topic.

• For a brief list of more general online and print resources, consult the bibliography at the end of the encyclopedia.
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Introduction

It’s been more than 20 years since best-selling romance author Jayne Ann Krentz boldly announced, “Romance has arrived!” to a crowd of 700 stunned, but thrilled, librarians at the 1996 Public Library Association Conference in Portland, Oregon—and that remark is still as true today as it was then, if not more so. According to the latest statistics from Romance Writers of America (www.rwa.org/p/cm/ld/fid=580), the popular Romance genre accounted for at least 34 percent of the popular fiction market in 2015 and brought in over $1 billion in sales in 2013. The genre is definitely holding its own, and considering that much of the data collected doesn’t include large segments of the burgeoning indie and self-published market, it’s likely doing even better than reported.

Romance is one of the most popular and widely read of all the fiction genres; but for years (actually decades), it has quietly bubbled along under the literary radar, pleasing its numerous readers and often attracting attention only when it becomes the object of ridicule or scorn. There are any number of reasons, or at least opinions, as to why Romance is the most easily dismissed and maligned of the popular fiction genres, but one thing is almost certainly true—of all the fiction genres, it is the least understood by the majority of people.

At its heart, the Romance is a story of a romantic relationship, and while there is obviously much more to it, it is a relationship that has its roots in one of the most basic human drives—the survival of the species. This pair bond and the related courtship and family-structure themes are key to many romances, and while the genre has evolved in recent times to become much more inclusive, a nurturing, loving relationship between the protagonists is still a foundation of the genre. (This successful relationship is as necessary to a romance as the solution of the crime is to a murder mystery.)

According to the Romance Writers of America, a romance must have “a central love story and an emotionally satisfying and optimistic ending,” but that doesn’t mean that all romances are alike. There are as many different romances as there are writers, and the variety of subgenres under its broad umbrella arguably makes Romance one of the most inclusive, diverse, and flexible of all the popular fiction genres. A glance at its history shows how it has evolved over the years, changing with the times to meet the needs of readers.

Romances and love stories are as old as time, passed down through the ages, first by means of the oral tradition and then codified in written form. While literary forms that influenced the genre can be found much earlier, most scholars credit Samuel Richardson’s epistolary Pamela: Or Virtue Rewarded (1740) with being the first romance novel. Works published between 1811 and 1818 by Jane Austen, as well as popular sensational authors of the day, such as Ann Radcliffe, soon followed suit, and later in the century the Brontës added their eerie Gothic touch as the Domestic Sentimentalists annoyed writers like Nathaniel Hawthorne, who famously referred to them as a “damn’d mob of scribbling women,” with their overwhelming popularity.

By the end of the century, interest in these novels that largely focused on the details of domesticity and the relationships important to women had declined, but the issues they raised had laid the groundwork for the romances to come. During the early decades of the 20th century, writers like Elinor Glyn (Three Weeks, 1907) and Edith M. Hull (The Sheik, 1919) gave romance a daring, exotic touch, while the 1930s provided both the modern-day prototype for the Gothic romance with Daphne du Maurier’s Rebecca (1938) and the independent, take-charge, not-always-good heroine of Margaret Mitchell’s Gone with the Wind (1936). The next decade gave us another bad-girl heroine, but of a totally different kind, with Kathleen Winsor’s racy-for-the-times Forever Amber (1944). In 1957, Canada-based Harlequin began publishing reprints of Mills & Boon romances, a decision that had lasting effects on the genre and led to Harlequin’s prominent place in the market today. The 1960s ushered in the modern Gothic romance with the release of Victoria Holt’s Mistress of Mellyn (1960), and the 1970s set the genre on its puritanical ear when Kathleen E. Woodiwiss’s The Flame and the Flower (1972) and Rosemary Rogers’s Sweet Savage Love (1974) sent the sensuality levels in historical romance spiking. Contemporary romance took the hint, and as the decade rolled over, sweet contemporary series lines were joined by their new, sexier sisters, and a romance boom was on.

The 1990s brought with it both diversity and change as a long-simmering interest in ethnic and multicultural romances resulted in the launch of Pinnacle’s Arabesque line of African American romances in 1994, and fans began to look at the various Alternative Reality groups (Fantasy, Futuristic, Paranormal, Time Travel, and so on) with new eyes. Technology was also beginning to have an effect as romance writers and readers, often early tech adopters, took advantage of the Internet and then the Web to connect with one another for social and professional reasons. By the end of the 1990s, romances were becoming increasingly sexy, and the turn of the century witnessed the launch of a number of steamier imprints and lines. At the same time, inspirational romances (thanks to a boom in Christian fiction), a wide range of paranormal romances, and multicultural romances, along with trilogies or other groups of books linked in various ways, all grew in popularity. However, it is technology, enabling the rise of the independently or self-published author, that has had one of the greatest impacts on the genre and the industry in the new century, causing everyone to rethink their strategies and possibly consider new options.

Recently, Romance has found itself in the limelight with the blazing success of E. L. James’s erotic Fifty Shades trilogy, which had its birth as a fan-fiction riff on the Twilight Saga. Despite the fact that it’s more erotica than romance and bears little resemblance to the majority of romances published, the fact that many women are now feeling free to read what they consider Romance openly is a plus in most romance fans’ books.

Although Romance fiction has been studied by scholars for years, until recently it has been approached in a negative, sometimes even pejorative way. Lately, this has changed. Realizing the importance of having valid scholarly research that resulted in publications, the Romance Writers of America, in 2005, established the Academic Research Grant, to be awarded to scholars who are pursuing “academic research devoted to genre romance novels, writers, and readers.” More than 20 grants have been awarded since the inauguration of this grant. Two years later, the International Association for the Study of Popular Romance (IASPR) was formed, and in 2010 the Journal of Popular Romance Studies, an open-access, peer-reviewed, online publication of the association, was born.

Clearly, times are changing, and the Romance genre is finally getting some of the academic attention it deserves. But while the number of scholarly and professional articles and books is growing, general readers still need available resources. It is the hope that Encyclopedia of Romance Fiction will provide basic, authoritative information in a single place for the nonspecialist reader on this popular, most enduring subject that has too long been ignored.


A

Affaire de Coeur: The Publisher’s Voice

Affaire de Coeur (AdeC) is a bimonthly publication that reviews Romance fiction, as well as a number of other popular fiction and, occasionally, nonfiction genres. The magazine was established in 1981 by bookstore owner Barbara Keenan. In 1994, I assumed the publisher and senior editor responsibilities when I became AdeC’s sole proprietor. The corporate offices are located in Oakland, California.

In addition to book reviews, AdeC includes author interviews, contest and conference information, relevant articles, trivia, and other news of interest to readers. AdeC maintains a vibrant, content-rich website, as well as The AdeC Scratching Post Blog. The magazine is available by subscription in print and online formats, both having the same content.

Affaire de Coeur (AdeC) was born out of frustration and desperation. The literary world tried to ignore the new emerging genre known as Romance, labeling it as “trash” unworthy of reviewing and its authors as unimaginative and almost illiterate.

After attending the first Romance Writers of America (RWA) conference in 1981 in Houston, Barbara Keenan came home with inspiration, a vision, and a plan. Since the Sci-fi genre had established a trade magazine for its readers, why shouldn’t Romance have the same thing? This magazine would contain all the information other literary media ignored—romance author interviews, reviews of romance books, and articles about the genre itself. No stranger to the business side of Romance, as she was a bookstore employee and ultimately an owner, Keenan contacted some of the editors and authors she had met at that first RWA and put her plan into motion.

Barbara Keenan, Karen Johnson (because she had a computer—a rarity in those days), and four women, whose passion for the Romance genre prompted them to volunteer as reviewers, created Affaire de Coeur. Doing the layout was a challenging feat since everything had to be done by the two aforementioned neophytes without a mentor—and it was done by hand. The end result was a newsletter that was only four pages long and that consisted of reviews of romance novels, an article, and interviews of two romance authors.

When Affaire de Coeur hit the market, it was the first magazine of its kind. Romantic Times (now RT Book Reviews) followed months thereafter and was based in New York, while Affaire de Coeur continued from its West Coast origins. Affaire became a solid force and a voice for the Romance market, thereby helping to bring respect to a genre that had been a pariah before then. Interviews with such notable authors as Kathleen Woodiwiss, Nora Roberts, Catherine Coulter, and Rosemary Rogers graced the pages of Affaire frequently, while topics such as book covers (bodice rippers or flowers?) were discussed by fans. Some of AdeC’s reviewers became famous, too, like best-selling author Sherrilyn Kenyon. Affaire provided a forum for everyone interested in Romance literature.

Shortly after the launch of the magazine, Affaire de Coeur began to organize conferences. Called Rom-Con (Romance Conference), the Affaire de Coeur conference focused on awards. From the outset, Affaire de Coeur has believed that readers play an integral part in the success of this genre, and because of this, the magazine has allowed reader participation in the selection of the award winners. Each year, Affaire conducts the “Reader/Writer Poll” wherein authors and readers vote. All votes carry the same weight—authors’, editors’, and/or publishers’ votes are the same as readers’ votes. Categories include everything from Best Contemporary Romance to Best Hero to Best Book Cover. Creative twists on subgenres, such as Paranormal, Fantasy, and Steampunk, send the poll creators back to the drawing board every so often.

The focus of the 1991 Rom-Con conference in San Antonio, Texas, was to facilitate the publishing of romance novels with minorities as heroes and/or heroines, as well as the publication of romance novels written by minority authors. Kensington, always progressive in business, was the first publisher to commit to the goals of the conference, and with its Dafina imprint, the publisher continues to follow through. In 1994, Pinnacle (a Kensington imprint) launched its Arabesque line, which featured African American characters. Eventually, Arabesque was sold to BET and later to Harlequin, where it became part of its Kimani series line.

Louise Snead

Further Reading

Affaire de Coeur. http://affairedecoeur.com/. Accessed March 20, 2017.

Agent

A literary agent is an agent who represents novelists in the sale of their work to publishers. Agents present or “pitch” the novel to one or more publishing houses and, if an offer is made to publish the work, negotiate the terms of the contract between the publisher and the author. Depending on the terms of each publishing contract, the agent may also work with subagents to negotiate subsidiary rights to their clients’ work; for example, these may include foreign and translation rights, audio rights, or film and television adaptation rights.

Some agents may require clients to sign an agency contract specifying the terms of the agreement between the author and the agent, while others operate under a “handshake deal” wherein the author and agent verbally agree upon the agent’s terms of representation. Most legitimate agents will not require that any fees be paid to them up front by the author. Current industry standard indicates that the agent receives a 10–15 percent commission from the author’s advances and royalties.

With the recent proliferation of self-publishing, several agencies have begun to launch e-book self-publishing endeavors, which offer an additional set of services to their clients. These services can include editorial consultation, manuscript formatting and file conversion, cover art, distribution/upload to e-book retailers, copyright registration and ISBN (International Standard Book Number) assignment, subsidiary-rights management, and marketing and promotion. Notable romance agencies that have opened self-publishing programs include BookEnds Literary Agency and The Knight Agency.

The Publishers Marketplace and Predators & Editors: Literary Agents websites listed below are excellent information sources for literary agents. The Publishers Marketplace website provides information on agents and agencies, including profiles of what genre of manuscripts an agent is looking for as well as books the agent has sold to publishers in the past. Additionally, it offers a daily electronic report called “Publishers Lunch,” which lists recent book deals. The Predators & Editors: Literary Agents website provides information on various agencies, including a rating system of how reputable the agents are in their business practices.

Crystal Goldman

Further Reading

Beyond the Page Publishing. “About Us.” http://www.beyondthepagepub.com/about_us.html. Accessed March 8, 2017.

Gayles, Jia. “Our Digital Letter to Clients.” The Knight Agency Blog, July 29, 2011. http://knightagency.blogspot.com/2011/07/our-digital-letter-to-clients.html. Accessed March 8, 2017.

Herman, Jeff. Jeff Herman’s Guide to Book Publishers, Editors, and Literary Agents: Who They Are, What They Want, How to Win Them Over, rev. and updated ed. Novato, CA: New World Library, 2014.

Predators & Editors: Literary Agents. http://pred-ed.com/pubagent.htm. Accessed March 8, 2017.

Publishers Marketplace. http://www.publishersmarketplace.com/. Accessed March 8, 2017.

Sambuchino, Chuck, ed. The Guide to Literary Agents 2017: The Most Trusted Guide to Getting Published, 26th ed. Cincinnati: Writer’s Digest Books, 2017.

Strauss, Victoria. “Writer Beware: Literary Agents.” Science Fiction and Fantasy Writers of America, September 24, 2011. http://www.sfwa.org/for-authors/writer-beware/agents/. Accessed March 8, 2017.

Alternative Reality Romance Subgenres

An alternative reality romance is just what the title suggests: a story that is set in a world or reality that is different from the one we know and understand. Generally, this means that almost any story not based on history or contemporary times can be considered a type of alternative reality. More specifically, these types of genres are, according to one definition, “one of many possible space-time continua, having a different history or physical laws than our own space-time continuum” (Prucher, 6). With this definition in mind, the Alternative Reality Romance subgenre is one that encompasses many different genres including Paranormal, Fantasy, Futuristic, and Time Travel, to name a few. One description for the Alternative Reality subgenre is to define it as a type of multiple-subgenres collective with the similar theme of “unreality” (Ramsdell, 211).

Alternative reality romances can include multiple genres, making it hard to classify as a single Alternative Reality subgenre. Veronica Roth’s Divergent series is one example of an alternative reality romance that combines several genre categories. The series starts with the book Insurgent, in which readers are introduced to a world in which everyone has a predetermined path in life that is decided through an aptitude test. This series falls under the futuristic and science fiction categories in addition to its Romance classification. Although there can certainly be some argument for the Divergent series to be specifically categorized as dystopian science fiction, the broader categories for the series would be that of Romance, futuristic fiction, and science fiction. Another series with multiple genres would be Gail Carriger’s Parasol Protectorate series. This particular alternate world is a Victorian England that is inhabited by werewolves, vampires, and all kinds of other supernatural beings and has undergone a steampunk revolution. The Alternative Reality categories for the Parasol Protectorate series include Romance, Fantasy, and Steampunk (fiction heavily featuring steam-powered machines in lieu of the traditional advanced machinery of the 19th century).

However, alternative reality romances do not have to have a new or imaginary basis of reality. That is, not all alternative realities have the additional element of magic, time displacement, or advanced science. Another type of Alternative Reality is one in which history has changed. Alternate-history romances are different from time-travel novels. In the Time Travel genre, the basic premise must be that there is a character being displaced either backward or forward in time. The Alternative History genre’s premise is that there is something that changed in how history has recorded events. The Alternative History genre is more common in fanfiction (see “Fanfiction and Online Community Fiction”). In Alternative History fanfiction, more often called AU (alternate universe) or AR (alternate reality), fanfiction authors play with the idea of “what if this happened instead of _____.” Taking the Star Wars series as an example, possible alternative histories would be what would have happened if (1) Darth Vader never turned to the Dark side, (2) Qui-Gon Jinn (Obi-Wan Kenobi’s master) survived and became Anakin Skywalker’s master, or (3) Jar Jar Binks was never a character in Episode I: The Phantom Menace. However, the genre can also include historically based plots such as Colin Falconer’s Anastasia, which has a woman who could possibly be Princess Anastasia Romanov falling in love with the man trying to uncover her past.

While the world in which the Alternative Reality Romance genre may change, as the saying goes, “the more things change, the more they stay the same.” The appeal of reading alternative reality romances is that there is the possibility to explore worlds so different from the ones that we inhabit. These are the worlds filled with creatures only in our imaginations or filled with technologies beyond our reach. Despite (or perhaps because of) all of the strangeness that comes along with an alternative reality, whatever that reality may be, the differences that the reader encounters make the universal similarities of the romantic elements all the more clear and relatable. No matter what the time, the location, or the environment may be, whether the story takes place in the farthest corners of an uncharted galaxy or in a time filled with magic, at the core of the story there will always be the simple relationship between two beings.

Hannah Lee
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American Romance Comic Book (1947–1977)

Emergence of the Romance Genre (1947–1948)

Since the 1938 debut of Superman, the emerging American comic book industry had been dominated by colorfully costumed superheroes. But with the end of World War II in 1945, the popularity of the superheroes began to fade, and readers were ready to try something different. Most other story genres that rose in popularity to fill the gap—Westerns, Science Fiction, Horror, Crime, and War/Espionage—appealed primarily to the same young male audience that had been the main devotees of superhero fare. But 1947 also brought something new: a genre that featured stories set in “down-to-earth” surroundings, with the added novelty of appealing primarily to female rather than male comics readers. That genre was, of course, Romance.

The first comic book completely devoted to the Romance genre, Prize Comics’s Young Romance #1 (September 1947 cover date), was the product of Joe Simon and Jack Kirby, the legendary writer/artist duo best known as the creators of Captain America. Simon and Kirby had begun moving in the direction of producing romance comics earlier in the year in the pages of Hillman Comics’s My Date Comics. My Date was primarily a Teen Humor comic, another genre growing in popularity as the superhero craze waned. But each issue of this book’s short run reportedly also contained a more-or-less serious romance story.

It could be argued that romance comics emerged from a tweaking of various tropes and conventions of the teen humor book (best exemplified by the Archie Comics line). The primary changes were (a) omitting the continuing characters such as the aforementioned Archie Andrews, who served as the backbone of the teen humor books, (b) making the standard story protagonist a teen or young adult female rather than a teenaged male, (c) dealing with the protagonist’s problems and challenges in a serious (if not wholly realistic) manner, and (d) resolving the heroine’s romantic dilemma by story’s end, rather than recycling it story after story, issue after issue.

Also supporting the case for the teen humor/romance connection is the existence of a subgenre closely akin to both—the “career girl” book, starring the likes of Millie the Model and Tessie the Typist, which had its heyday at the same time romance comics were coming into prominence. However, since the career girl and romance story types by and large maintained their separate identities throughout the 1950s and on into the 1960s, career girl comics (a classification that could at various times arguably include both Marvel/Atlas’s Venus and DC’s Superman’s Girl Friend, Lois Lane) are generally not considered romance comics.

But examining the lineage of the romance comic requires looking outside the comics industry as well as within. In 1947, various types of magazines shared newsstand space with comic books—among them the so-called true-confessions magazine. Just as the heroic pulps can be seen as a precursor to superhero comic books, so too can the true-confessions (or tell-all) magazine, put out by companies such as Macfadden Publications, be considered a “parent” of the romance comic.

Heyday of the Romance Comic Book (1949–1958)

Young Romance proved to be a rousing success. The 500,000-copy print run of issue #1 sold out, and circulation for the book was soon up to 1 million copies per issue (an unheard-of number these days, but far from unprecedented then). Attracted by this success, other publishers soon entered the fray, and by 1949 newsstands were awash with romance comics. Bill Boichel, in his introductory essay for a recent anthology of modern-day romance stories, Project: Romantic, wrote, “In the second half of 1949, a mere two years after the genre’s inception, 99 new romance titles were introduced—more than the total number of superhero titles published at the apex of the golden age market in 1942” (Boichel, 8).

The speedy success of romance comics even caught the attention of Time, which reported in its August 22, 1949, issue: “. . . At 10 cents a throw, America’s boys and girls, ages 8 to 80 [had] their pick of 100 love & romance books, published by two dozen different concerns, with an average press run of 500,000 copies” (“Love on a Dime,” 41).

Time’s story also reported on a sharp downturn in the financial fortunes of Macfadden Publications, the leading publisher of true-confessions magazines, which strongly suggests that romance/true-confessions magazines were losing readers to their comic book “offspring.”

The romance comic book clearly owed much of its success to the fact that it tapped into the underserved market of female comics readers. Although girls certainly enjoyed some of the same types of comics as boys, until the arrival of romance comics there really wasn’t any type of comic geared primarily to girls’ interests and sensibilities. Dealing nonhumorously with issues being faced by young adult (or older teen) females, romance comics also appealed to a somewhat older readership. Indeed, the cover of Young Romance #1 proclaimed it to be “For the ADULT Readers of Comics.” The target audience was not a hypothetical average 10–12-year-old boy but, rather, his older sister.

Also of importance to the success of the romance comics was that the values they portrayed reflected those of the society as a whole:

During WW II, women tasted independence and freedom as a result of their being asked to assume many masculine roles and responsibilities. . . . These same women were subsequently displaced in the workplace by the millions of returning soldiers, at which point they were strongly encouraged . . . to begin leading domestic lives centered on being wives and mothers. (Boichel, 8)

With their husbands, fathers, sons, and brothers returning from the war, women were expected to surrender their recent independence and reintegrate themselves into the traditional nuclear family of husband/breadwinner, wife/mother/homemaker, and children. In Comic Book Nation, author Bradford Wright places this trend into the context of the Cold War:

Romance and anticommunism were two of the most common and successful themes exploited by comic book makers during the early Cold war years. . . . [B]oth served common cultural objectives. . . . For boys, there were he-man adventure tales of U.S. soldiers and secret agents. . . . For the girls, there were romance comic books, which were instructional in the virtues of domesticity and offered the means for securing the vital home front by starting with the American home. Comic books offered up soldiers and housewives as heroic role models for a generation coming of age in a time of both affluence and anxiety. (Wright, 110)

Romance Comic Book Publishers and Their Output: An Overview

Data compiled by Dan Stevenson as posted at the site All the Romance Comics Ever Published (?) provide a measure of the changes in the American comics industry’s output of romance comics during the period of 1947 to 1977 (and slightly beyond). Stevenson shows that nearly 6,000 romance comics were issued by mainstream American comic book publishers—primarily between 1947 and 1977, with a very small smattering of romance comics (often reprints) published in the late 1970s and on into the early 1980s. John Benson’s article “Romance Comics” in The Encyclopedia of American Comics from 1897 to the Present states that over 60 percent of these books (some 3,700 plus) were published in the period of 1949–1959 ( 311). More than 500 issues of romance comic books appeared in 1952, which Bill Boichel identified as the genre’s peak year (Boichel, 8).

Well over 300 different romance comic titles were published. While many of these lasted for only a few issues, some 30 titles ran for 50 or more issues, with the longest-running romance title being Young Romance, which lasted over 200 issues. Publishers involved in producing romance comics run the gamut from “A” (Avon et al.) to “Z” (Ziff-Davis). Ten companies stand out both in quantity and/or quality of the romance comics produced: Ace, ACG, DC, Charlton, Fawcett, Harvey, Marvel, Prize, Quality, and St. John.

Charlton

Charlton (1946–1986) was the only publisher to produce over 1,000 romance comics and was the last to leave the field. (The short-lived Soap Opera Love and Soap Opera Romance were launched in 1982.) But while tops in quantity, Charlton was well back in the pack in terms of quality and was certainly not considered the “premiere” publisher of romance comics.

DC Comics

Claiming that spot—with over 900 romance comics published—was powerhouse DC Comics (1935–present). While its first romance-related title, the western/romance-hybrid Romance Trail (one of many crossgenre books that saw print in the late 1940s and early 1950s), lasted a mere six issues, the company’s next three efforts—Secret Hearts, Girls Love Stories, and Girls Romance—firmly established DC in the field. Solidifying its dominance in the genre, DC inherited one of its best-remembered romance books, Heart Throbs, from Quality Comics when that company shut down in 1956. Seven years later DC added Young Romance and its sister book Young Love, taking over from Prize Comics when that publisher closed up shop in 1963. DC’s last regularly published romance comic was Young Love #126 (July 1977).

Marvel Comics

Already the leading publisher of “career girl” comics, Marvel Comics (1939–present) enthusiastically embraced the Romance genre in the late 1940s and stayed active in romance until 1963, producing over 600 romance comics during that time. Under editor/chief writer Stan Lee, Marvel tended to integrate more concepts from other genres into its romance stories than did most publishers, resulting in romance tales that had larger dollops of adventure, crime, or suspense than was usually found elsewhere. Marvel also came close to effecting a merger between the Career Girl and Romance genres: “By the sixties, even Patsy Walker and Millie the Model had become soap opera, and the two heroines spent much of the decade in tears” (Robbins, 66).

Marvel is unique in being the only major publisher that tried to reenter the romance field after having abandoned it. But the handful of books published during its abortive romance relaunch in 1969, while offering art that was often top drawer, failed to provide stories that were innovative enough to attract a readership beyond the shrinking core of dedicated romance comics fans.

Others

Prize (1940–1963), Ace (1940–1956), Quality (1939–1956), ACG (1943–1967), Fawcett (1940–1953), St. John (1948–1957), and Harvey (1939–1990s) each published in the range of 175–400 romance comics during their time in the field. Most of these companies (Prize, Quality, Ace, St. John, and Fawcett) were active in the genre right up to the time they left the comics field and almost certainly would have published many more competently produced romance comics had they not left the industry when they did. (Indeed, some romance titles begun by Fawcett, Quality, and Prize survived their original publishers being taken over by either DC or Charlton.) ACG, for its part, survived only three more years after canceling its last romance title in 1964. Harvey Comics’s departure from the Romance genre is notable in that this was a still-viable major publisher (which survived into the early 1990s) that decided to drop its romance line, rather than a company exiting romance because it was leaving the comics industry completely. This shows that even as early as 1958, not every comics publisher felt obliged to offer one or more romance titles.

Decline of the Mainstream Romance Comic Book

Riding high during the 1950s and still successful into the early 1960s, romance comics were for all intents and purposes gone as a distinct genre by the later 1970s. No single “extinction event” can explain its disappearance. Rather, the genre’s demise resulted from the cumulative effects of a variety of interrelated factors.

Imposition of the Comics Code

In response to the anti–comic book crusade of the early 1950s, desperate comic-book publishers banded together to create the self-censoring Comics Code. Life under the code meant limits. Addressing romance, the code decreed, “The treat­ment of love-romance stories shall emphasize the value of the home and the sanctity of marriage.” Basically, this meant that the only safe conclusion for a romance story (and certainly the only one that could be presented as “happy”) was for the protagonist to assume the role of supportive housewife by story’s end. Admittedly, this was the way most romance stories ended anyway (although publishers such as St. John offered romance stories that were often more celebratory of a woman’s independence). Nevertheless, adherence to the code meant that the genre became even more formula-bound and less open to experimentation.

The Rise of Television

The growing popularity of television undoubtedly helped to lead to a permanent downsizing of the comics-reading population. It does not seem that romance comics were hit harder than the industry in general, but the successful move of soap operas from radio to television gave the potential audience for romance comics a handy alternative. Additionally, while television initially probably helped reinforce the cultural climate in which romance comics thrived, its ubiquitous presence served over time to affect both the nature of societal change and the speed at which it has occurred.

Return of the Superheroes

The Silver Age of (Superhero) Comics is generally agreed to have started by 1956. With romance comics hitting their peak in the early 1950s, some have suggested the reemergence of superheroes was the primary cause for the decline of romance comics.

This is almost certainly an overstatement, but clearly Marvel’s exit from the Romance genre had a lot to do with the company’s concentrating its resources on its superhero line. Others (Harvey Comics in 1958 and American Comics Group in 1964) may have canceled their romance titles in part to concentrate on doing more superhero books and related titles.

Loss of Publishers

As already indicated, many romance comics disappeared when the company publishing them left the comics industry altogether. By and large, the loss of publishers was not a genre-specific issue but was related to the dynamics of the industry as a whole. Still, fewer publishers meant fewer romance titles—and, perhaps more important, less competition meant less incentive to push the boundaries of the genre to carve out a unique market niche.

Failure to Adapt and Evolve

The final and most important factor in the decline of the romance comics was the genre’s failure to adapt and evolve sufficiently to remain relevant to the comic book readers of later decades. In hindsight, the genre probably needed the interplay and competition among several publishers—each offering its own take on the romance story—to survive and evolve. Lacking sufficient competition, romance comics failed to reflect societal changes and fell into irrelevance.

At DC Comics, for instance, editors tightly controlled story plots and structure and seemed bound and determined to stay with their time-tested story approach, even when it should have been clear that significant changes were needed to keep the genre relevant to the readers of the day. “DC had always adhered to rigid formulas, and the formulas became more restrictive as time passed. . . . [C]ommented one writer who worked for them in Fifties, ‘They paid very well, but they were namby-pamby books’” (Benson, 313)

While times were changing, the Romance genre—under the watchful eye of the still-powerful Comics Code—didn’t (and perhaps couldn’t) change along with them. The world of 1977 was a substantially different one from that of 1947, when the romance comic was born. The ground rules for romance and other types of male/female relationships had changed significantly, and the companies still publishing romance comics simply didn’t know how to incorporate such changes into their stories:

The entire country had changed drastically by the mid-sixties, and the surviving love comics tried to keep up with the change. Their heroines moved up in the world; they evolved from waitresses and housewives into college students, stewardesses and rock stars. . . . Unfortunately the stories, no matter how well drawn read as though they were written by clueless 45-year old men—which they were. (Robbins, 70)

Conclusion: Legacy of the Mainstream American Romance Comic Book

While the mainstream American Romance Comic Book genre seems unlikely to return in anything resembling its original form, romance comic books are not entirely gone. In Japan, the romance comic is alive and well. In America, stories from “classic” romance comic books are available to a new generation of readers thanks to various paperback and hardcover collections and anthologies (see “Further Reading” for a partial list of such books), while 2007 saw the publications of the previously cited Project: Romance anthology of all-new “modern” tales of romance.

The Romance genre has clearly left its mark on the American comics publishing scene. The focus on “adult” interpersonal relationships once found only in romance comics has been incorporated into other types of comics storytelling. From the outset, the romance influence was clear in virtually all Marvel superhero comics, such as the book starring the company’s most popular hero, The Amazing Spider-Man:

Romantic entanglements played such a central part in the foundation and success of the entire Marvel mythos that it is not unreasonable to conclude that adding reality-based romance to fantasy-based superhero action was Marvel’s greatest single innovation, differentiating it from other publishers (notably DC) and appealing to a more diverse and sophisticated readership. (Boichel, 12)

While this may be overstating the case a bit, romance comics clearly did help point the way toward a more mature approach to depicting interpersonal relationships, both at Marvel and at other companies.

Having helped contribute to the maturation of interpersonal relationships in superhero comics, the Romance genre itself has found new expressions elsewhere—albeit generally in successor works that are much more aptly labeled “relationship comics” rather than romance comics per se. The modern-day relationship comic is often but not always autobiographical in nature and creator-owned rather than done as work-for-hire. Published (often self-published) free from the constraints of the Comics Code, the modern relationship comic often melds together many of the same themes found in the classic romance comic with the freedom of expression and storytelling sensibilities first brought to the comics medium by the so-called underground comics of the 1960s.

Two notable examples of long-running relationship comics are Love & Rockets by brothers Gilbert and Jaime Hernandez, which Trina Robbins described as “a new kind of love comics for grown-up girls” (107–8), and Strangers in Paradise by Terry Moore, which Robbins hailed as “probably the best 1990s [sic] successor to Love and Rockets . . .” (139). Both are worthy successors to the mainstream romance comic—not so much updating the genre conventions as evolving from them, while avoiding the genre’s most significant narrative limitations and pitfalls.

It is clear, then, that while the Romance Comics genre may have always been destined to
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