
Welcome to The Evolution of the Modern Romance Novel workshop. This is 

the first time teaching this class and I am very excited about it. The class 

evolved from information I have gathered in a romance research project. My 

hope is that this workshop will help you gain a greater understanding of the 

romance genre in which you write. There will be many opportunities for 

discussion. I welcome your comments and insights. 

 

FOUNDATIONS OF THE ROMANCE NOVEL 

 

Love is in the air!  It seems like romance has always been with you. Three 

aspects of the human condition come together in romance novels.  

Birds do it, bees do it, even educated fleas do it! First there is physical attraction 

– boy likes girl and girl likes boy. The behavior we share with all species of 

animals that is necessary for propagation. It is most often the catalyst for a 

relationship. 

Love makes the world go ‘round. Secondly there is romantic attachment – the 

emotional commitment of individuals. Humans have formed partnerships 

since the beginning of recorded history. We naturally seek companionship and 

acceptance. 

Let me tell you ‘bout the birds and the bees, And the flowers and the trees, And the 

moon up above, And a thing called love. Finally, humans are natural storytellers. 

It is one of the earliest forms of communication, beginning with the oral 

tradition and moving into the printed word. 

Romantic relationships are recorded in many ancient documents – the Bible, 

Eastern religions, Chinese history, and more. Complicated romantic 

interactions are part of Greek and Roman mythology. Medieval times saw the 

emergence of courtly love. Shakespeare’s works included many romantic 

elements. But how can we identify the origins of the romance novel? 

The key to determining the starting point for the romance genre is in defining 

what is meant by “romance novel.” 

Members of the Romance Writers of America are familiar with their 

definition: 



Two basic elements comprise every romance novel: a central love story and an 

emotionally satisfying and optimistic ending.  

  

A Central Love Story: The main plot centers around individuals falling in love 

and struggling to make the relationship work. A writer can include as many 

subplots as he/she wants as long as the love story is the main focus of the novel. 

 

An Emotionally Satisfying and Optimistic Ending: In a romance, the lovers 

who risk and struggle for each other and their relationship are rewarded with 

emotional justice and unconditional love.  

  

As the trade organization for romance writers it is the responsibility of RWA 

to define the work of the membership and set standards for the industry. The 

current definition is largely the same as it was when RWA was formed in 

1980. With only minor modifications RWA has been clear in claiming the 

definition of the romance novel. 

There are a few other definitions put forth by scholars and other critical 

writers that are worthy of consideration. A Natural History of the Romance 

Novel by Pamela Regis (2007) is a scholarly look at the genre. Regis is a 

professor of English at McDaniel College, home of the Nora Roberts Center for 

American Romance. The Regis book is often used as a text for romance classes 

in Popular Culture programs. Pamela Regis states,  

A romance novel is a work of prose fiction that tells the story of the courtship 

and betrothal of one or more heroines.  

 



John G. Cawelti, widely recognized analyst of genre fiction, tackled the 

definition of the romance novel in Adventure, Mystery, and Romance: Formula 

Stories as Art and Popular Culture (1976). 

 The crucial defining characteristic of romance is not that is stars a female but 

that its organizing action is the development of a love relationship, usually 

between a man and a woman. …. The moral fantasy of romance is that of love 

triumphant and permanent, overcoming all obstacles and difficulties. 

 

What do you think of these definitions? I will offer some of my own comments 

and I invite you to share your ideas.  

My thoughts: Romance novels today encompass a lot more that they used to. 

Gay and lesbian romances don’t quite fit the traditional definitions. Polyamory 

romances make definitions even more difficult. We need to focus on key 

elements to make definitions comprehensive. There is less emphasis on the 

heroine. The story is about all of the participants in the relationship, 

commonly but not exclusively, a man and a woman. All points of view and 

perspectives are portrayed. A romance novel is about a relationship – how it 

begins and develops – and the reader is invited to participate in the 

relationship, vicariously. Marriage is not always the end result; we are 

satisfied with a deep and believable commitment. 

Please share your thoughts about the definition of a romance novel. In the 

next lesson we will look at more of Pamela Regis’s ideas and examine the first 

romance novel (by most definitions). 


