
RWA GROWS & ROMANCE PUBLISHING STABILIZES 

 

When the Golden Medallion program started it is clear that there were no 

category descriptions at first. I cannot tell for sure when descriptions were 

added, but I believe they were introduced in 1987 because I could find no 

reference to them before then. Let’s look at the two foundation subgenres – 

contemporary romance and historical romance. 

When looking at these descriptions the connection between authors and 

publishers were evident. The categories followed the various types of books 

being printed. In fact, the imprints were used to define the categories: 

Contemporary Romance 
Long Contemporary Romance 
(Over 70,000 words in length) Longer sensuous romances such as those 
published by Dell Ecstasy, Harlequin Superromances, Harlequin American, 
Harlequin Intrigue, Silhouette Special Editions, and Silhouette Intimate 
Moments. 
Short Contemporary Romance 
(Under 70,00 words in length) Short sensuous romances such as those 
published by Dell Ecstasy, Silhouette Desire, Harlequin Presents, Harlequin 
Temptation, Bantam Loveswept, and Berkley/Jove Second Chance at Love. 
Single Title Release Romance 
Contemporary novels which are non-category in nature and which are 
released as individual titles and not as part of a numbered line, such as those 
books released as individual titles from Dell, Worldwide, Berkley/Jove, 
Bantam, and Walker. 
Traditional Romance 
Romances in which the protagonists do not usually make love unless they are 
married to each other and in which love scenes are not graphically described, 
such as those published by Harlequin Romance, Silhouette Romance, 
Zondervan Serenade, and Thomas Nelson Promise. 
 

Historical Romance 
Historical Romance 
Novels and sagas with primary setting prior to World War II, such as those 
published by Zebra Historical Romances, Zebra Gothics, Avon Romances, 
Pocket Tapestry, Pocket Historicals, Signet Historicals, Onyx Historicals, 



Harlequin Gothics, Fawcett Historicals, Walker Historicals, Berkley/Jove 
Historicals, Warner Historicals, Ballantine Historicals, and the Hardcover 
Houses. 
Regency Romance 
Novels with primary settings during the Regency period in England. Such as 
those published by Harlequin, Walker, Signet, NAL, Zebra, Fawcett, Warner, 
and Avon. 
 
Notice that there are three factors that help to separate the categories: length, 
sensuality, and imprints. These descriptions provided a clear guide for 
authors, especially in the category (series) romances. All they needed to do 
was to look at a few of the imprints in their area to see what RWA was looking 
for. It is no wonder that the romance industry was controlled by the 
publishers. The publishing houses and their editors were the gatekeepers. 
Readers were only allowed to read the books that they chose, the books the fit 
their concepts. This is a far cry from today as we will discuss in the last lesson. 

Notice that historical romances separated Regency for all other historicals. 
This didn’t seem to make any sense to me (isn’t the Regency part of history?), 
but I realized that they were probably looking at traditional Regency 
historicals as being different from sensuous historicals. However, this 
distinction blurred in future years. 

Also notice that two inspirational lines (Zondervan Serenade and Thomas 
Nelson Promise) were included with traditional romance. This is most likely 
because they were sweet. Inspirational romances as a category appeared in 
1985 and 1986, but quickly disappeared when the inspirational imprints 
failed in the later 1980s. The inspirational category reappeared later and we 
will discuss it when we get to that time. 
 
When RWA began the Golden Medallion Award program in 1982 (which later 

became the RITA Award) there were only two subgenres represented – 

contemporary romance and historical romance. These two are certainly the 

foundation of all romance novels. But by 1983 there was a new subgenre 

added – young adult romance. 

Of all the romance subgenres young adult has undergone the most changes 

over the years. Young adult books (YA) are distinctive because the characters 

are teenagers, usually high school age. This changes the entire dynamic for a 



romance novel. The earlier books had no sex in them. The most that usually 

happened was a kiss or two. We also cannot expect the hero and heroine to 

make a life-long commitment at such a young age so the stories almost always 

had a happily-for-now ending.  

In the early 1980s a number of publishers were offering teen imprints. We 

have already mentioned First Love from Silhouette. Some other imprints are: 

Ace (later Berkley-Jove) Caprice 

Scholastic Windswept 

NAL Magic Moment 

Scholastic Sunfire 

Bantam Sweet Dreams 

Here is the 1988 category description which was representative of the time: 

Young Adult Romance 
Novels geared to teenaged readers which may or may not by typical 

romances, such as those published by NAL Vista, Scholastic, Silhouette First 

Love, Crosswinds, Archway Books, Bantam Sweet Dreams, Seniors and 

Couples. 

These sweet teen stories were all the “Susie love Bobby, but can’t ignore Joe” 

type of thing. These older books have become quite dated as you can tell by 

the covers: 

       

In 1989 another subgenre appeared, first called Suspense Romance.  Here is 

the category description from that year: 



Suspense Romance 
Novels in which suspense plays an important part in the plot and the romance, 
such as those published by HARLEQUIN INTRIGUE, some SILHOUETTE 
INTIMATE MOMENTS, HEARTS IN PERIL, as well as larger books like those 
written by Victoria Holt, Phyllis Whitney, etc. 

Romantic Suspense is an interesting subgenre. It covers a fairly wide range of 
tone. The Harlequin Intrigue imprint is more mystery oriented and has been a 
good selling line since its inception in 1984. The Silhouette Intimate Moments 
(which evolved into Harlequin Romantic Suspense) takes a slightly different 
direction. It focuses on action and heroines in danger. I have to admit it was a 
surprise to me to see so many books, even today, in which the hero’s role is 
rescuer/protector and the heroine is in danger.  

       

Another tricky issue about the romantic suspense subgenre is the amount of 
romance in the books. Many of them have a lot of action, intrigue, suspense or 
mystery, but the romance is secondary. I have read some that were the other 
way around, but not as often. I never thought of Victoria Holt or Phyllis 
Whitney books as being true romances. They were gothic suspense stories 
with a romance thrown in, in my opinion. What about you? Are you a romance 
purist?  Should books with less romance and more suspense be part of the 
award program for romance novels?  

We have now introduced four of the subgenres: contemporary, historical, 
young adult and romantic suspense. We will continue to talk about changes in 
these subgenres as we progress through the years. Next time we will enter the 
1990s and look at paranormal romances. 


