
CONTEMPORARY ROMANCE 

 

We will attempt to address the various subgenres as they appear 

chronologically. Therefore, the place to start is with contemporary romances. 

At the beginning, all romance novels were contemporary romances. It is 

important to remember that works by Austen, Gaskell, and more were written 

as contemporary romances, even though they seem like historical romances to 

us.  

Contemporary romances are identified by the time setting. Originally the time 

frame was considered to generally be from World War II to the present day. I 

have to guess that this time frame related to the lifetimes of readers and 

authors. (If we can remember it, maybe it’s not historical?) In 2015 RWA 

adjusted this time frame to indicate the starting date of 1950. 

The current RWA category definition: 

Novels that are set from 1950 to the present that are (various) words in length. 

Logically, the time frame must move forward as history moves forward. How 

often do you think RWA should make this adjustment? Do you think the time 

frame of roughly a present-day person’s lifetime is appropriate? 

RWA has always had more than one group of contemporary romance 

categories for the RITA program. The groups were separated by three issues 

over the years: sexual content, category/single title, and length. In the earliest 

years there was a “sweet” category (often call Traditional) and the other 

categories could contain some degree of sexual content. Category romance 

(Harlequin, Silhouette, etc.) were often separated from single title romances 

which were also usually longer. Over the years there was frequently a 

separation by length. Today there are three categories: long, mid-length and 

short. I believe these are necessary largely because there are so many 

contemporary romances that could enter the contest. 

Contemporary romances always have been and still are the largest category of 

romances. One reason is that it is undoubtedly a little easier to write that 

which we know. There is less world-building and less historical research 

needed. Readers should have no problem relating to the situations in 



contemporary romances. One challenge is that the stories must seem realistic 

or reasonable to the readers. 

Contemporary romances today vary widely in themes and styles. There are 

many niches such as sports romance, light rom com-type stories, and darker 

motorcycle club romances or MMA (mixed martial arts) romances. Cowboy 

romance is quite strong. Contemporary romance heroes that work in 

dangerous, macho fields like police, firefighters, military (regular or special 

ops) are very popular. Contemporaries with LGBTQ+ characters are gaining 

momentum. It is increasingly difficult to view contemporary romances 

through one lens; the variety is huge. 

 

 

What other contemporary niches can you add to the list? (that are not one of 

the other RWA categories) 

 

THE 40s, 50s, & 60s 

Now to dip back into history… 

Mills & Boon was formed in England in 1908, but they did not really 

concentrate on romances until 1930. Their focus was offering escapist fiction 

for women.  



Harlequin was founded in 1949 in Winnipeg, Manitoba with the purpose of 

reprinting books in paperback form. At first, they reprinted a wide variety of 

books, priced at 25 cents. In 1954, Mary Bonnycastle, chief editor and wife of 

the president, urged her husband, Richard, to connect with Mills and Boon to 

reprint their romances which she enjoyed. In a handshake agreement in 1957 

Harlequin acquired the North American rights to distribute Mills & Boon 

category romances. In spite of having North American rights most of their 

sales took place in Canada.  

 

The first Harlequin reprint, ironically, a romance. 

Many of the early romances put the characters in exotic locales (remember 

escapist fiction?).  There was quite a bit of competition among publishers to 

attract readers with daring covers. The covers were often quite suggestive 

although the content inside was less so. These romances emerged during the 

period of “pulp fiction” in which somewhat trashy detective novels or 

magazines were mass produced on cheap “pulp” paper.  

 



 

After World War II paper became more readily available and paperback 

publishing began to soar. Take note of the well-known publishers that were 

established in this period: 

• New American Library (NAL) 1948 

• Fawcett 1950 

• Ace 1952 

• Ballantine 1952 

• Berkley 1955 

A new world of publishing was off and running. This period coincided with the 

McCarthy Era in the United States (1946-1957). Morality became associated 

with patriotism. “Smutty” books and magazines were targeted and banning 

books was common by 1952. In Roth v. United States (1957) publishers were 

held liable for selling “obscene” books. The result was that many publishers 

chose to print only sexless, “safe” books.   

By 1961 Harlequin had started the “Harlequin Romance” imprint, still active 

today. By 1964 Harlequin’s entire publishing efforts were reprints of Mills & 

Boon romances. The biggest change happened in 1970 when Harlequin made 

an arrangement with Pocket Books to distribute its romances through the 

many channels used by Pocket – especially newsstands and variety stores. 

Harlequin’s sales increased enormously, fueled partly by their reputation as 

“sweet”romances. The “Harlequin Presents” imprint was introduced in 1973. 

The 1960s was a fairly quiet time in the publishing world. Paperback 

publishing continued to grow steadily. In the late 1950s and early 1960s 



Harlequin largely printed “nurse novels.” This aligned with such popular 

television shows as Ben Casey and Dr. Kildare. Later in the 1960s the heroines 

were more diverse, including teachers and secretaries, all existing in a 

wholesome atmosphere. 

 

 

Next lesson – big changes in the 1970s! and a look at historical romance. 

 


