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INTRODUCTION

Addressing the Second Annual Conference of the International Association for
the Study of Popular Romance, scholar Pamela Regis, whose text A Natural History of
the Romance (2003) is quickly becoming a classic in romance scholarship, calls for both
romance critics and readers to consider what they owe the study of popular romance. One
of her calls to action demands that scholars “owe the popular romance a recognition of
the archaeology carried in its name...We cannot escape that archaeology, but we can be
aware of it. Awareness is all” (Regis, “What Do Critics Owe the Romance?” 21). Regis
pushes for more scholarship on popular romance, especially considering the most well-
known critics of the genre—Ann Bar Snitow, Tania Modleski, Kay Mussell, and Janice
A. Radway, who Regis refers to as the Four Horsewomen, were not romance readers
themselves but whose critiques of the genre “entered the public consciousness as
descriptors of not just the romance novels that they studied—the ones written in English
in the late 1970s and early 1980s—»but as characteristics of the romance novel, period”
(“What Do Critics Owe the Romance?” 10).

Regis’s call to arms brings up two very important aspects of romance scholarship.
First, romance scholars and readers must acknowledge the archaeology and genealogy of
the genre. Second, part of that process is facing the—often negative—public and
academic perception of the genre. Far from suggesting romance scholars push a false
positivity that claims romance is a perfect genre, Regis argues that they should instead
“improve the practice of romance criticism” by “imagining what might be out there and
looking again at what has been dismissed” (“What Do Critics Owe the Romance?”

21). By that charge, my research looks at the “archaeology” of romance, uncovering and



exploring the texts that contemporary romance writers cite, adapt, and appropriate within
new fictions, in a way that, | hope, is both critical and constructive. Doing such
“archaeological” work is messy: it involves digging through not only generations of
public perception and scholarship on the romance genre but also working through my
own conceptions of the romance genre and what it means as an individual and an
academic to read “trashy romance novels.”

In one such contemporary historical romance novel, Sarah MacLean’s The Day of
the Duchess (2016), heroine Seraphina overhears hero Malcolm condemn women for
being little more than gold-diggers, a speech she calls “positively Wollstonecraftian.”
This is a citation, or quotation, of Mary Wollstonecraft, the 18" century British writer and
mother of Mary Shelley. Readers might not know who Wollstonecraft is—her first name
is not even used in the citation. Or perhaps readers are familiar with the name
Wollstonecraft but not with her work or biography. Further still, readers might loosely
connect Wollstonecraft with feminism and assume Seraphina is associating Malcolm’s
speech with misogyny. While I delve into the context of The Day of the Duchess and its
citations of Wollstonecraft further in Chapter One, it is sufficient to say that by merely
citing Wollstonecraft in this one sentence, MacLean links her text with Wollstonecraft.
Looking at such citations highlights the genealogy of the popular romance genre and
performs the literary archaeology called for by Regis.

Another example of this genealogy can be seen in Amanda Quick’s Seduction
(1990), which depicts heroine Sophy meeting hero Julian in way that appropriates how
Jane meets Rochester in Charlotte Bronté’s Jane Eyre. Again, readers might be

completely oblivious to this connection. Or they could be familiar with Jane Eyre and



begin to associate other elements of Seduction to Jane Eyre. In making this connection,
Quick invites readers to view her own text as a possible adaptation of Jane Eyre. |
expand on the implications of this and similar appropriations of Jane Eyre in Chapter
Two, but we can see that authors of contemporary historical romance novels are
explicitly and implicitly linking their texts to earlier canonical texts and this intertextual
relationship is worthy of further iniquity.

I argue that, by analyzing the genealogy of the romance genre, we see several
things. First, we can see how contemporary historical romance novels adapt and
appropriate texts, often canonical, that constitute that genealogy. Second, we see how the
romance genre deals—to varying degrees—with issues of gender, class, and race,
whether by actively discussing these issues or by deliberating erasing them. Third, we
can see how the intertextual relationship between the popular romance genre and its
foremothers complicates not only the way we read romance but also how we then begin
to read canonical texts appropriated by later romance novels.

To foreground this conversation, in the Introduction | present several brief but
intersecting approaches to the romance genre. First, | discuss adaptation theory, its
history, and its theoretical framework. Then, | give an overview of the romance genre,
including its foundation and perception. Lastly, | present my main argument and provide
a brief outline of the remaining sections of this project. Using Regis’s example, | argue
that popular romance’s connection to canonical texts has been dismissed and deserves
greater analysis. While doing so may not always result in a positive reading of either the
romance genre or canonical texts, I strongly believe that examining the relationship

between these two genres “improves the practice” of not only romance criticism but also



literary criticism in general because it complicates notions of what literature is worthy of
study and deconstructs the hierarchy between source texts and their adaptations.

Theoretical Framework: Intertextuality and Adaptation Theory

As Julie Sanders points out in Adaptation and Appropriation (2006), “the
processes of adaptation and appropriation...are in many respects a sub-section of the
over-arching practice of intertextuality” (17). Because of this relationship, | want to
briefly discuss the concept of intertextuality before connecting it to adaptation and
appropriation. French theorist Roland Barthes conceptualized that all writing—not just
adaptation—is “a new tissue of past citations,” (4). Julia Kristeva is also closely
associated with intertextuality, through which lens she viewed text as a “mosaic of
quotations” (37). All of these ideas draw largely from Thomas de Quincey’s ideas of the
palimpsest, the “membrane or roll cleansed of its manuscript by reiterated successions.”
Or to cite perhaps a more familiar phrase, “There is nothing new under the sun.” At its
core, intertextuality suggests that all language is derivative through an intermingling of
signs that are neither created or destroyed over time.

Sanders defines adaptation as “reinterpretations of established texts in new
generic contexts or perhaps...relocations of an ‘original’ or sourcetext’s cultural and/or
temporal setting” (19). This definition not only fits the typical notion of film adaptation
but also allows for a broader acceptance of what is worthy to be studied as an adaptation.
While many scholars of adaptation theory focus on adaptations that translate a written
text to a visual medium such as film or television, adaptation theory is equally helpful
when looking at how written texts get adapted and appropriated by other texts. In the case

of my research, we can see how certain contemporary romance novels “reinterpret



established texts in new generic contexts,” through their translation of canonical texts to
genre fiction.

Several scholars have attempted to categorize different kinds of adaptations,
distilling them into distinct subtypes. Geoffrey Wagner (1975) suggested transposition,
adapting the original text as literally as possible; commentary, altering the original text;
and analogy, using the original text as a stepping stone (qtd. in Cartmell 24). However, as
Deborah Cartmell argues, many adaptations do not fit into Wagner’s neat categories.
Instead of viewing adaptations as texts that either “pass” or “fail” the authenticity text,
scholars and the audience might find it more meaningful to analyze the creator’s
reasoning behind adaptations, or as Linda Hutcheon structures A Theory of Adaptation
(2006): what, who, why, how, where, and when. Questioning what gets adapted by
whom, why and when helps elucidate not only the *“original” text’s cultural authority but
also the “adapted” text’s impact on the way we then view the source text.

Hutcheon offers several reasons why a creator might want to adapt. First is the
fact that adaptations are frequently economically profitable—producers often assume that
texts with an established fanbase will experience popularity, regardless of if an adaptation
is considered “faithful” to the original text. Second, adaptors might not have to be
concerned with intellectual property theft; instead, these adaptations are, legally
speaking, “postmodern appropriation” (Hutcheon 90). Because copyright usually only
covers the text’s literal words, the way television and film adaptations revisualize a text
results in a new creation. Third, adaptors might also want to use the cultural capital of the
original text, utilizing the “perceived hierarchy of the arts” that claims works by

Shakespeare, Austen, Bronté, and other canonical authors will elevate their own work.



Finally, adaptors might have personal or political motives to adapt; perhaps they have a
personal connection to the original text or see it as having political relevance to their
contemporary time (Hutcheon 86-95).

Regardless of the adaptors’ motivation, it is clear to see that “the specific aesthetic
form each adaptation [takes depends] upon the particular abilities and interests of the new
creators” (Hutcheon 106). While this complicates Barthes’s ideas of both intertextuality
and the rise of the reader, Hutcheon still sees the importance of authorial intent as
destabilizing the literary hegemony. She argues that,

By their very existence, adaptations remind us there is no such thing as an

autonomous text or an original genius that can transcend history, either public or

private. They also affirm, however, that this fact is not to be lamented. [...]

Despite being temporally second, [adaptation] is both an interpretive and a

creative act; it is storytelling as both rereading and rerelating. (111)

However, the pleasure in adaptation is not simply in its creation.

The creators and adaptors are not the only people involved in adaptation; the
obvious missing component is the audience. Hutcheon argues that the appeal of
adaptations lies in repetition and difference. This repetition “brings comfort, a fuller
understanding, and the confidence that comes with the sense of knowing what is about to
happen next” (Hutcheon 114). This is especially felt in romance adaptations—no matter
how emotional the audience might feel watching an Elizabeth Bennett-type character
reject a Darcy type’s first proposal, they know she will ultimately choose him and
(presumably) live happily ever after with him in the end. However, difference is equally

as important to adaptations. Hutcheon calls this “almost but not quite repeating,” meaning



the audience is comforted by the promise of familiarity but intrigued by the possibility of
novelty (115). Even more pleasurable, however, is adaptation’s doubled experience of not
one but multiple texts. Of course, as Hutcheon points out, some call adaptation’s
intertextuality elitist in the fact that the doubled enjoyment often requires knowledge of
belles letres to which the average person might not have access. Can an author assume
that the typical reader of a romance novel is familiar with Mary Wollstonecraft’s cultural
authority? I would argue that this thinking is problematic in the fact that it presupposes
that only one kind of reader can enjoy certain kinds of texts, which is all too often code
for classist, sexist, racist, etc. language.

The omnipresence of intertextuality is equally as exciting as it is challenging to
the study of adaptation. Sanders describes, referencing Kristeva, texts as “mosaics of
citations that are visible and invisible, heard and silent; they are always already written
and read" (21). Because of this, she broadly categorizes appropriation into either
embedded texts or sustained appropriations. Embedded texts, such as Romeo and Juliet in
West Side Story, are a “wholesale rethinking of the terms of the original” instead of
“cross-generic interpretation...central to adaptation” (Sanders 28). Following the two
texts’ relationship, how things are shifted, along with the doubled pleasure inherent in
adaptation, is the real enjoyment of these texts. Sanders ultimately argues that this
“encouraged interplay” is “a fundamental, even vital aspect of the reading or spectating
experience, one productive of new meanings, applications, and resonance” (32). This is
the true pleasure of adaptation: that analyzing the discourse between the source text and
the adaptations reveals not only the source’s influence on the adaptation but also the

adaptation’s impact on how we now view the source.



Contextual Background: Romance History and Genre

Romance means different things to different people. The contemporary definition
of romance is “a story of romantic love, esp. one which deals with love in a sentimental
or idealized way” (“Romance”). However, historically, romance was “a medieval
narrative (originally in verse, later also in prose) relating the legendary or extraordinary
adventures of some hero of chivalry” (“Romance”). Some scholars distinguish between
“big R” Romance and “little r” romance to signify the marked difference between texts
such as “Sir Gawain and the Green Knight,” a medieval Romance, and Pride and
Prejudice, a romantic book. Still, someone could refer to any number of things with the
name of “Romance,” and the reader might misinterpret their intent. For example, while a
non-romance reader might label the books of Nicholas Sparks as romance, given the fact
that they frequently center around one couple’s relationship, he has adamantly denied
writing romance and his books do not fit the Romance Writers of America’s (RWA)
definition, which states “Two basic elements comprise every romance novel: a central
love story and an emotionally satisfying and optimistic ending” (“About the Romance
Genre”). These misunderstandings are not innately a problem, but they quickly become
one when scholars or readers attribute qualities of one type of romance to another.
Returning to Nicholas Sparks’s books as an example, someone might argue that all
romance novels are tragic and emotionally trite. However, even books that do qualify as
romance by RWA standards should not be taken as manifestations of the genre as a
whole. After the unexpected phenomenon of E.L. James’s Fifty Shades of Grey trilogy,
many non-romance readers assumed all romance novels romanticized domestic violence

and depicted explicit sexual scenes for bored housewives, often derogatorily referred to



as “mommy porn.” However, the popular romance genre is simultaneously varied while
depending on formulaic plots, a fact that scholars and readers outside of the romance
community should take into account before reusing tired stereotypes of the paperback
“bodice ripper.”

Scholars point to a variety of texts as the first romance novel. Several schoalrs
point to late 17" century British women writers such as the “fair triumvirate of wit,”
consisting of Eliza Heywood, Delarivier Manley, and Aphra Behn, who began writing
amatory fiction, which many see as a precursor to the popular romance genre. On the
other hand, Pamela Regis, in A Natural History of the Romance, considers Samuel
Richardson’s Pamela, or, Virtue Rewarded (1740) to be the foundational text of the
genre, if not as the first romance text but as the first bestseller (64). The following texts
are perhaps more familiar to the average reader, including Jane Austen’s Pride and
Prejudice (1813) and Charlotte Bronté’s Jane Eyre (1847). Austen and Bronté’s texts
serve as genre standards for the two most popular historical romance settings: the
Regency and the Victorian era. Jan Cohn, in her 1988 book Romance and the Erotics of
Property: Mass-Market Fiction for Women, also points back to Pride and Prejudice and
Jane Eyre as precursors of popular romance, specifically because they combine “the
exigencies of real historical conditions to the fantasy of romance gratification,” giving
them “a special life in the romance imagination” (1). These earlier texts built the
foundation for the underlying plot to every romance novel; that is, the initial distribution
of power and property between the hero and heroine and the ways these power dynamics
are eventually redistributed to create “a new equilibrium of male-female power” (2).

Cohn calls this romance formula a “transhistorical vitality.” Helen Hughes, however, in



The Historical Romance: 1890-1990 (1993) cites somewhat surprising authors such as
Sir Arthur Conan Doyle, Stanley Weyman, and Rafael Sabatini as the perfecters of the
historical romance (8). Hughes justifies this inclusion by maintaining that the texts she
analyzes include a romance at some point through each plot. The juxtaposition between
Cohn’s genealogy of the genre and Hughes’s epitomizes a critical question in romance
scholarship: what exactly constitutes “romance”? Without a stable definition of the genre,
the juxtaposition between these varying ideas can be confusing. However, to avoid
uncertainty, scholars typically differentiate between texts that incorporate some level of
romantic plot and those that primarily focus on romance, typically referred to as popular
romance.

While the romance genre’s history might be blurred, popular romance publishing
history is more easily pinned down. Two names have been forever entwined with the
popular romance genre, Mills and Boon and Harlequin, although neither publishing house
began as a romance publisher. Mills and Boon was founded in the United Kingdom in
1908 as a general publisher. In 1949, Harlequin Books was started in Canada, focusing
on reprints of Mills and Boon for the North American market. While originally these
reprints were not specifically any one genre, in 1957, due to their exceptional popularity,
Mills and Boon began to solely focus on romance novels (Radway 39). This is a similar
trend throughout romance publishing history: publishing houses seek ways to mass-
produce category fiction and stumble upon the romance genre. The American publisher
Ace Books sought to diversify its fiction and came up with the idea to emulate Daphne du
Maurier’s Rebecca (1938). Beginning with Phyllis Whitney’s Thunder Heights (1960),

so-called gothic lines became extremely popular. Publishers marketed these lines
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primarily to female readers by placing new titles in drugstores and grocery stores. Sales
rose throughout the 1960s but started to wane in the early 1970s, a phenomenon Janice A.
Radway credits to the greater visibility of the feminist movement that led readers to be
tired of the oversaturated but undersexed gothic titles. However, everything changed
when Avon published Kathleen Woodiwiss’s The Flame and the Flower in 1972. As
Radway states: “Although Woodiwiss’s novel, like the gothics, followed the fortunes of a
pert but feminine heroine, it was nearly three times as long as the typical gothic, included
more explicit descriptions of sexual encounters and near rapes, and described much travel
from place to place” (33). While scholars might debate what the first romance novel was,
most agree that The Flame and the Flower revolutionized publishing and served as a
catalyst for the popular romance genre.

Avon continued (and continues) to profit off of the romance genre, but Harlequin
Enterprises has made an art out of selling mass-market paperbacks. Many of the big
publishing houses have romance imprints: Hachette has Forever, HarperCollins now
owns Avon, Penguin Random House has Ballantine Bantam and Dell, and Macmillan has
Entangled. But Harlequin’s tunnel vision has allowed it to dominate the romance market
for decades. This has little to do with gaining the best titles and authors but everything to
do with marketing. Two strategies in particular characterize Harlequin’s unique formula,
which many other publishers—romance or not—try to emulate. First, Harlequin has
relied on subscriptions: readers can choose to subscribe to a certain series for a monthly
fee and receive the books, traditionally in print but now also available as ebooks,
published in that series the first of each month. Second, Harlequin also utilizes its readers

as writers: anyone can submit a manuscript for one of Harlequin’s series. The series
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concept is also a unique aspect of the popular romance genre. Publishers will have a
variety of series to differentiate between the distinct sub-genres of romance. For example,
Harlequin’s current (or categories) series include: Dare (more sexually explicit), Desire
(emphasize luxury and drama), Historicals (set any time before 1950), Intrigue (romantic
suspense), Medical Romance (usually containing at least one lead character who is a
medical professional), and Nocturne (paranormal romance), not to mention Harlequin’s
various imprints such as Love Inspired (marketed towards Christian readers) and
Harlequin Teen (marketed towards young adult readers). Harlequin’s wide variety and
open submission has allowed it to become a global phenomenon, garnering readers and
writers from every continent.

While Harlequin’s reach is international, it is important to remember that it is still
a western, capitalist enterprise. As Peter Darbyshire argues, these romance novels’
“narrative of capitalist success...is ultimately responsible for the success of Harlequin
romances in Europe and Asia,” by marketing fantasies that “transcend economic class
[and create] a world where women enjoy working in privileged positions in the economic
system of capitalism and men are the masters of this system, the power figures who take
care of those less wealthy than themselves” (7). Because of these ties between capitalism
and romance, selling romance is essential selling capitalism, meaning the success of
romance is just as tied to fluctuations as the market is (Darbyshire 8). Darbyshire presents
Japan and France as two international markets that lost interest in Harlequin as soon as
their own economies strengthened, turning to their own burgeoning romance publishing

market instead (9-10).
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Currently, the largest threat to romance publishing powerhouses like Harlequin
and Avon is the growing ebook and self-publishing market. While all of the big romance
publishers now carry ebook versions of their titles, and Harlequin and Entangled even
allows writers to submit manuscripts for their direct-to-ebook lines, indie publishing
houses that specialize in ebooks are creeping into the market. These houses are especially
popular for writers who wish to write romances that typically would not be picked up by
one of the mainstream houses. The self-publishing market is also a growing concern for
publishing houses. The 30 percent royalties these mainstream houses often offer
unagented writers is no match for the 70 percent royalties available to self-publishers
through avenues like Amazon’s Kindle Direct Publishing, which gives writers the
opportunity to not only publish their own titles but also oversee the marketing and sales
for their work (*Self Publishing”). While there are obviously thousands of aspiring
authors who do not make much profit self-publishing, several have experienced
enormous success, such as Courtney Milan, whose book The Duchess War (2012) |
discuss in Chapter One.

Several scholars have pointed out that the issue of romance reception lies in the
genre’s contradictory nature; those looking for a singular answer to whether the genre is
progressive or not will fail. Not only is romance a genre that transcends historical and
geographical boundaries, it also is written by a variety of women who cannot be so easily
categorized. | strongly believe in romance’s power to subvert societal norms in deeply
progressive and empowering ways; however, | also believe that romance has a history of

relying on regressive, deeply sexist and racist tropes. Romance novels are written by real
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humans who write about the realities of human relationships, which, whether we like to
admit it or not, are often flawed. As Susan Strehle and Mary Paniccia Carden point out,

The structural tension between a subservient approval of patriarchal codes and a

subversive movement toward rebellion against cultural norms in favor of

expanded options for women lends romance part of its interest and seductive
power: it leans in both directions, expresses both potentials, and offers insights on

both sides at the same time (xviii).

Since we cannot rely on anyone particular response to romance, | discuss some
trends in romance reception among scholars.

Positive scholarly responses to popular romance usually take one of three views:
romance as subversive, romance as escapist, or romance as inherently feminist. Strehle
and Carden see romance’s subversivity as a “counterpressure” to culture’s dictates on
what romance is and looks like (xii). This specific phrasing is particularly important as it
suggests that romance fans are aware that the genre still operates under and often appeals
to a patriarchal system. This idea, that romance plays by a patriarchal society’s rules but
then subverts them, is revisited frequently in romance scholarship. Conversely, Radway
ultimately comes to see romance “as a collectively elaborated female ritual through
which women explore the consequences of their common social condition as the
appendages of men and attempt to imagine a more perfect state where all the needs they
so intensely feel and accept as given would be adequately addressed” (212). For Radway,
romance is not inherently subversive but instead is created by women as a communal
space of escape from the demands of heteronormativity. She still seems to admire

romance reading as a bond between women, but it ultimately is still fraught with
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patriarchal expectations for Radway. On the other hand, Jayne Ann Krentz, who writes
historical romance under the name Amanda Quick, argues that romance novels are
inherently subversive as they “celebrate female power, intuition, and a female worldview
that affirms life and expresses hope for the future” (Krentz 8). Krentz’s edited collection,
Dangerous Men and Adventurous Women (1992) as well as Sarah S.G. Frantz and Eric
Murphy Selinger’s New Approaches to Popular Romance Fiction (2012) have dozens of
positive responses to the genre, though many of the contributing authors are romance
writers themselves. Regardless, even from this brief discussion of the most common
perspectives on the genre, we can see that there is a large gap between how romance is
perceived amongst fans and scholars, which will be addressed in the Conclusion.

Adaptation and Appropriation in Romance

As mentioned previously, there is a multitude of ways to read these adaptations
and appropriations, both in how readers interpret them and in why authors include them.
For one, authors might wish to connect their works to the romance genealogy presented
by scholars such as Pamela Regis and Jan Cohn. By citing Austen or Bronté, romance
authors remind their readers of the long history of romance. Another fairly simple reason
is that authors wish to create a faithful representation of the past, setting the scene with
the literature and texts the historical characters would have encountered in their personal
libraries. Readers expect the bluestocking character to be familiar with the famous
authors of her day so she can argue about Pride and Prejudice’s importance with the
hero. This is a particularly interesting example because, although heroine Elizabeth
Bennett would not be considered a bluestocking, contemporary authors still connect her,

through Austen’s author-function, to smart heroines.
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Romance authors also appropriate and cite these canonical texts, many of which
are considered cornerstones of contemporary feminist thought, to elevate their own work.
Elizabeth Barr examines how Georgette Heyer, a popular writer of Regency romances
during the mid-twentieth century, uses citation in Venetia (1958), finding that

Heyer uses quotation not only as a device through which to demonstrate the

compatibility of her romantic leads, but also in an attempt to reach out to her

educated, literary audience [...] Her moderately educated readers might chortle at
her Shakespeare references and feel self-congratulatory for recognizing them, but

a true scholar or the literati (her dream audience) would appreciate the less

obvious allusions. (13)

While it is certainly no stretch of the imagination to assume that romance readers
and authors wish to elevate a traditionally disparaged genre, this way of thinking is not
without its problems. Barr concludes her article claiming “Heyer demonstrated
with Venetia that, because of her tremendous literary knowledge and skillful references to
classic works and authors, readers should not mistake her for a trashy romance novelist,”
which is cause for concern (15). Should scholars assume that readers of “trashy romance”
cannot be “true scholars”? Of course not, but this argument is a perfect example of the
underlying elitism, not to mention the internalized misogyny, of romance criticism. That
is not to say that romance authors should refrain from utilizing previous authors’ cultural
capital. However, authors and scholars alike should flip this problematic script and
instead see romance’s inherent intertextuality as an opportunity to rewrite the past and

influence the present.
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What | believe to be the strongest reason romance authors cite and appropriate
historical texts is that they are working to rewrite the past. History, for whatever reason,
is of continual interest to our society, inside and outside the romance genre. We can see
this in other areas, such as the seemingly endless array of World War 11 films that occupy
the nominee list at the Academy Awards. But the past reflected in these pages and
screens is not an accurate one; as Emily Steinlight proclaimed, “We have always been
presentist” (105). This is not a twenty-first century phenomenon. We are just as obsessed
with the Victorians as Walter Scott was with the Highlanders. But we cannot forget that
we have always and will always look at the past through contemporary eyes, which will
always color our view. While some may see this as problematic, it actually shows how
appropriate the connection between history and romance is. Strehle and Carden argue that
“History, like romance, can be accessed only through the reading of signs, and signs are
interpreted only through the lens of a previous narrative; no uninflected reading can
exist” (xxiv). That last phrase is powerful, especially when considering how we view
history but also in how we view adaptation. Can we claim that only the adaptation is
derivative when our understanding of the “original” is derivative of our particular time
and place as well? Through this lens, we see how analyzing the relationship between the
source text and the adaptation, between history and the present, changes not only how we
conceptualize the present but also the past. While using adaptation to connect the past to
the present can be empowering, we also have to question why certain times and places in
history get revisited more than others. What significance does it have that romance
authors continuously return to the Regency and Victorian era? As Whelehan reminds us,

the past depicted in media is “a contemporary, even aspirational one” (12). But do
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contemporary authors reimagine and rewrite a speculative past that rights the wrongs of
the real past?

To answer this question, | look at the way contemporary historical romances,
written between 1990 and 2017, appropriate two canonical texts from the long nineteenth
century that many scholars consider to be foundational feminist texts—Mary
Wollstonecraft’s A Vindication of the Rights of Woman (1792) and Charlotte Bronté’s
Jane Eyre (1848). Analyzing the intertextual relationship between popular romance and
these proto-feminist texts reveals not only the cultural capital of Wollstonecraft and
Bronté but also the inherent problems of race, class, and gender in their texts which
twenty-first century popular readers often ignore Adaptation not only impacts the texts
that adapt but also the texts that are adapted—the influence is both proactive and
retroactive.

I have chosen Wollstonecraft and Bronté specifically because of their cultural
authority and the frequency with which they are cited in popular romance texts. There
are, of course, many other nineteenth century writers and texts cited in popular
romance—Jane Austen, Josephine Butler, Charles Dickens, etc. to name a few—but
given Wollstonecraft and Bronté’s place in feminist scholarship, analyzing their specific
relationship with popular romance would perhaps prove more fruitful. I look at eight
historical romance novels, written between 1990 and 2017. Some might argue that those
written pre-2000 or even pre-2010 do not count as “contemporary” historical romance,
claiming it would be unfair to criticize older texts for not being particularly progressive.
However, given the fact that many of the more recent texts exhibit the same types of

problems, | believe analyzing this wide range of texts is still appropriate. Although two
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texts take place outside of England (When Strangers Marry and The Highlander), they

are all set in the nineteenth century. This was partly a conscious choice on my part, as it

allowed me to connect these texts to canonical texts from the long nineteenth century.

However, Regency and Victorian historical romances are seemingly the most popular

sub-genre of historical romance, so these selections were also determined by simple

majority. All of the authors are American women, some of whom write in other genres

under pen names. Finally, all follow the RWA’s guidelines that state romances must

contain a primary love story between two individuals that ends optimistically (See Table

1).
Table 1.

Title Year Published Publisher Author Historical Setting

The Highlander 2016 St. Martin’s Press | Byrne, Kerrigan 1878, Scotland

Any Duchess Will | 2013 Avon Dare, Tessa 19" c., Fictional

Do village in Sussex

Wicked, My Love | 2015 Sourcebooks Ives, Susanna 1847, London

When Strangers 2002 HarperCollins Kleypas, Lisa Not stated,

Marry Antebellum New
Orleans

The Day of the 2017 Avon MacLean, Sarah 1836, London

Duchess

The Duchess War | 2012 Self-published Milan, Courtney 1863, Leicester

Ravished 1998 Random House Quick, Amanda Not stated, est.
Regency England

Seduction 1990 Random House Quick, Amanda Not stated, est.

Regency England

Selected Contemporary Historical Romance Texts

In Chapter One, | analyze four contemporary historical romance novels that cite

Mary Wollstonecraft, either by using her name or alluding to her texts. | focus on the
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effects of citing Wollstonecraft on both recent historical romance novels and their
readers. | argue that contemporary historical romance writers utilize citations of
Wollstonecraft to not only provide historical details to their novels’ settings but also to
provide 21st century readers with characters that share—to some extent—their modern
sensibilities.

In Chapter Two, | analyze contemporary historical romance novels that
appropriate elements of Charlotte Bronté’s Jane Eyre and argue that these novels, while
not necessarily adaptations, serve as evidence that Jane Eyre itself is an anchor for a
broader genre of fairytale adaptations as seen by its own appropriations of the
“Cinderella,” “Beauty and the Beast,” and “Bluebeard” tales. While some scholars claim
popular romance novels that appropriate elements of Jane Eyre erase its feminism, |
argue that these novels are merely reflecting back Jane Eyre’s original message.

In the Conclusion, I discuss how technology has allowed writing and reading
romance to become even more collaborative, giving readers new platforms on which they
can communicate with each other and with authors. These new discursive paths allow for
greater discussion of readers’ varied expectations of romance novels, including their
critique of problematic tropes in the genre. | conclude by arguing that romance has the
potential to be subversive and appropriate texts and rewrite in progressive ways, giving
several examples of how romance readers and authors can push back on the genre’s

social stigma—deserved and undeserved.”
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CHAPTER ONE

“Business of various kinds, they might likewise pursue, if they were educated in a more orderly manner,
which might save many from common and legal prostitution” (Wollstonecraft, A Vindication of the Rights
of Woman, 177).

“l had hoped he would continue his edifying dissertation: Mercenary Manipulators, A Meditation on the

Role of Women in the World. It’s positively Wollstonecraftian” (MacLean, The Day of the Duchess ch. 4).

For someone who referred to marriage as “common and legal prostitution,” Mary
Wollstonecraft has been cited in popular historical romance novels a surprising number
of times. Stranger still are romance writers’ citations of someone many now see as the
founding mother of modern feminism. Second-wave feminist critics were not reticent to
share their distaste for the romance genre—Germaine Greer called out women reading
romance for “cherishing the chains of their bondage” in The Female Eunuch (1970) and
Rachel Anderson, in her study of the history of the genre The Purple Heart Throbs
(1974), called the romance genre “the Sub-literature of Love” in the subtitle (gtd. in
Makinen 31). And yet, time and time again popular historical romance authors cite
Wollstonecraft, from merely referencing her name or her works to sustained citations that
incorporate her work and personality into the text.

This chapter focuses on the effects of citing Wollstonecraft on both recent
historical romance novels and their readers. Contemporary historical romance writers
utilize citations of Wollstonecraft not only to provide historical details to their novels’
settings but also to provide 21%-century readers with characters that share—to some
extent—their modern sensibilities. | will begin by giving Wollstonecraft’s biographical
context, paying special attention to the reception of A Vindication of the Rights of
Woman. Next, | perform a close reading on four contemporary historical romance novels

that cite Wollstonecraft: Courtney Milan’s The Duchess War (2012), Tessa Dare’s Any
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Duchess Will Do (2013), Susanna lves’s Wicked, My Love (2015), and Sarah MacLean’s
Day of the Duchess (2017). I have chosen these four novels for several reasons. First,
they have a variety of citation styles—some only reference A Vindication of the Rights of
Woman once, while others have extended citations of Wollstonecraft and her life.
Second, to some extent all of these novels rely on Wollstonecraft’s cultural currency to
rewrite history in potentially progressive ways. Doing so allows authors to do a number
of things: reclaim Wollstonecraft’s reputation, imagine a more equal past, and encourage
readers to continue Wollstonecraft’s fight for equality. Lastly, I discuss the implications
of these citations: while these authors’ motivation in choosing cite Wollstonecraft might
differ, | argue that, regardless of intent, doing so has the potential of rewriting history in
progressive ways, although sometimes authors fall short of this goal.

Mary Wollstonecraft was born in 1759 in London. One of seven children in an
increasingly poor family, Wollstonecraft received little formal education but became
extremely well-educated through her own efforts. As the daughter of a clergyman, she
had access to a large number of books that other women did not. Needing more money to
support the family, Wollstonecraft turned to writing and, in 1786, published Thoughts on
the Education of Daughters through Joseph Johnson, who later employed her to write for
his literary review, Analytical Review. However, A Vindication of the Rights of Men
(1790) and A Vindication of the Rights of Woman (1792) are considered her most famous
works. Following the success of Rights of Woman, Wollstonecraft traveled to France,
where she met an American, Captain Gilbert Imlay. This period almost depicts
Wollstonecraft as a romance heroine, moving to exciting France with a foreign officer.

However, things quickly took a turn to tragedy when Imlay, although having protected
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her during the French Revolution, abandoned Wollstonecraft shortly after she gave birth
to their daughter Fanny. Heartbroken and suicidal, Wollstonecraft returned to London.
She then struck up a relationship with William Godwin, whom she had met some years
earlier. Although both were reluctant to marry, the two married in 1797 after
Wollstonecraft became pregnant with their daughter, who grew up to become Mary
Shelley. Sadly, Wollstonecraft died from complications of childbirth, leaving Godwin to
care for her two daughters (Taylor). However, her legacy, mostly due to Rights of Man
and Rights of Woman, had just begun.

The story of A Vindication of the Rights of Woman does not begin with itself, or
even with Mary Wollstonecraft. Instead, it begins with Edmund Burke’s Reflections on
the Revolution in France (1790), in which Burke argues against the popular revolution
that overthrew the ancien régime, believing that “Those who quit their proper character,
to assume what does not belong to them, are, for the greater part, ignorant both of the
character they leave, and of the character they assume” (7-8). Burke’s conservative
beliefs, that the lower classes leading the French Revolution should stay in their place,
content with the status quo that denigrated them while it extolled the upper classes,
deeply upset Britain’s radicals. In response to Burke and other ideas that had been
circulating during this time, Wollstonecraft anonymously published A Vindication of the
Rights of Men less than a month after Burke’s. Taking issue with Burke’s insistence on
the divine right of the monarchy and nobility, Wollstonecraft argues that “The birthright
of man...is such a degree of liberty, civil and religious, as is compatible with the liberty
of every other individual with whom he is united in a social compact, and the continued

existence of that compact,” and that this birthright is not dependent on status but given by
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virtue of humanity (xlvii). At first, Rights of Men experienced enormous popularity.
However, once Wollstonecraft attached her name to the work, “reviewers condemned her
as a female upstart rather than addressing the ideas she had put forth,” spurring Horace
Walpole’s now infamous “hyena in petticoats” remark (Gordon 152). Despite this public
response, Wollstonecraft did receive support from old and new fans, including Thomas
Paine.

Fortified by the response to Rights of Men, Wollstonecraft published A
Vindication of the Rights of Woman in 1792. In Rights of Woman, Wollstonecraft argues
that “elegance is inferior to virtue, that the first object of laudable ambition is to obtain a
character as a human being, regardless of the distinction of sex” (31). Drawing from her
previous ideas in Rights of Man, Wollstonecraft asks the reader to question the society
that allots certain people more rights than others simply by nature of their birth. In the
same ways that Rights of Men questions the noble class’s dominance over the working
and lower classes, Rights of Woman questions men’s superiority over women. Most
importantly, Rights of Woman challenges the idea that women are incapable of rationality
and were simply emotional beings. Wollstonecraft points to the poor education of
women, few occupations available to women, and the socialization of women to be weak
and helpless as the main reasons women are seen as lesser than men. These differences
cannot be contributed to any biological difference between the sexes but instead to the
circumstances under which women of all classes live. By combating these issues,
Wollstonecraft argues, women could possess the virtues and moral character necessary to
be contributing members of society. Much like Rights of Men, Rights of Woman made an

instant impact; it was equally successful in terms of sales and bolstered her reputation as
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a champion of liberal thought amongst her supporters, and “confirmed her identity as a
dangerous radical” to her detractors (Gordon 174). Wollstonecraft continued to write
after the success of Rights of Men and Rights of Woman, but, after her death in 1797,
something occurred that ruined her reputation, even amongst her liberal followers,
resulting in her works’ rejection through much of the nineteenth century.

Barely four months after Wollstonecraft’s death, William Godwin published A
Memoir of the Author of the Vindication, his well-intended biography of his late wife.
Whether due to grief, haste, or a patent misunderstanding of Wollstonecraft as an
individual, Godwin’s work, as Charlotte Gordon succinctly—but exaggeratedly so—puts
it, was “the book that would ruin Mary’s reputation for almost two hundred years” (487).
Most damning was Godwin’s candid description of Wollstonecraft’s love affairs. He
plainly explains how Wollstonecraft’s “attachment to Mr. Imlay gained a new link, by
finding reason to suppose herself with child” and that the “principal motive” for Godwin
and Wollstonecraft’s marriage was “the circumstance of Mary’s being in a state of
pregnancy” (114, 157). Declaring to all of Britain that the woman most concerned with
the moral character of women had had two children out of wedlock led one reviewer to
call Wollstonecraft’s works “scripture...for propagating w[hore]s” (qtd. in Gordon 494).
And, for all its notoriety, A Memoir was not even financially successful. A Memoir
insured that Wollstonecraft and her work became taboo for liberals and conservatives
alike through most of the nineteenth century.

Despite this infamous reputation, Wollstonecraft was not necessarily abandoned
by her contemporaries. As Anne K. Mellor suggests, women writers of the early 19th

century continued to espouse Wollstonecraft’s ideas, if not explicitly, at least implicitly.
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Although Wollstonecraft’s notoriety often led to these women publicly distancing
themselves from Wollstonecraft and her ideas, their literature shows otherwise. For
example, Mellor points to Jane Austen, who she argues “responded positively to many of
Wollstonecraft’s feminist arguments without ever mentioning her by name,” as seen in
Austen’s heroines who are women “of sense as well as sensibility, who [seek] a
psychologically egalitarian marriage” (244). Thus, even though early to mid-19‘h-century
women writers—or writers in general really—were not likely to explicitly reference
Wollstonecraft due to the damage wrought by Godwin’s biography, Wollstonecraft’s
ideas were still well-known, and as Mellor argues, “became the dominant belief of the
women writers of her day” (244).

Although authors might have implicitly referenced Wollstonecraft, much work
and reclamation had to occur for Wollstonecraft to become a readily identifiable
character, one that contemporary popular romance authors feel sure their readers will
know. Eileen Hunt Botting, Christine Carey Wilkerson, and Elizabeth N. Kozlow begin
their exploration of Wollstonecraft’s reclamation by stating that A Vindication of the
Rights of Woman “has been rediscovered by each generation of feminists” (13).
Specifically focusing on first- and second-wave feminists’ rediscovery and readoption of
Wollstonecraft, they discuss the reinterpretations and reconstructions that feminists
perform on Wollstonecraft’s message to fit their ideals. Botting, Wilkerson, and Kozlow
discuss how women associated with the suffrage movement at the turn of the century
turned Wollstonecraft into an “international feminist meme,” in the sense that these
women, such as Millicent Fawcett of Britain and Carrie Chapman Catt of the United

States, “reshap[ed] Wollstonecraft and her ideas into memes that fit their grand narratives
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of why their movements were meaningful and necessary spheres of collective action”
(16). This reclamation, which Botting, Wilkerson, and Kozlow argue was formulated to
coincide with the centennial of Wollstonecraft’s death, was not purely altruistic, however.
Instead, these women recreated Wollstonecraft as a “womanly feminist meme to assuage
public fears and misunderstandings of their goal to reform traditional gender roles along
more egalitarian lines” (16).

Cora Kaplan looks at the reclamation of Wollstonecraft over a century later,
stating that feminists in the 1970s eschewed Wollstonecraft’s biographical context in
favor of a historical context, which would “provide a scholarly view of the lineage of
modern feminism and make Wollstonecraft more significant for the eighteenth century,
but perhaps less easily or happily appropriated to our own” (257). During the 1980s,
some feminist scholars—such as Kaplan herself she admits—focused on proving
Wollstonecraft’s conservatism rather than radicalism, particularly through her
“moralization of sexuality” (258). However, pivotal works written in the last two
decades, such as Claudia L. Johnson’s Equivocal Beings (1995) and Janet Todd’s A
Revolutionary Life (2000), provide “less moralized, more nuanced Mary Wollstonecrafts”
who “are figures whose complex relationship to the discourses of feeling of her day and
ours offers us new perspectives on the historical limits and possibilities of the political
imagination” (268). These “nuanced Wollstonecrafts” have set the foundation for
contemporary historical romance authors to cite Wollstonecraft with the expectation that
readers will, if not know her whole story, at least associate Wollstonecraft with feminism.

As mentioned previously, | have chosen four texts that cite Wollstonecraft to

analyze. All would be considered popular historical romance by the Romance Writers of
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America definitions: they are romances in that they include “a central love story” and “an
emotionally satisfying and optimistic ending,” and they are historical in that they “are set
prior to 1950” (“About the Romance Genre”). Dare and MacLean’s works are published
by HarperCollin’s romance imprint, Avon, while Milan self-published her novel and Ives
published through Sourcebooks, an independent publisher. 1 have loosely paired them
based on the type of citations they include: the first two, Tessa Dare’s Any Duchess Will
Do (2014) and Courtney Milan’s The Duchess War (2012), explicitly cite A Vindication
of the Rights of Woman, while the last two, Susanna lves’s Wicked, My Love (2015) and
Sarah MacLean’s The Duchess Deal (2017), explicitly cite Wollstonecraft’s name.
Including this variety of citations shows that Wollstonecraft’s name and texts are
virtually interchangeable; either way still allows the author to use her cultural function.
To some extent all of these novels rely on Wollstonecraft’s cultural currency to rewrite
history in potentially progressive ways. However, | argue that contemporary historical
romance novels that cite Wollstonecraft fall short of this aim and instead rely on her
notoriety—due to both her radical feminism and her “ruined” reputation—in ways that
portray Wollstonecraft and her ideas as either too scandalous or too intelligent for
women. | have grouped these citations into two categories: those in which the hero cites
Wollstonecraft and those in which the heroine cites Wollstonecraft. The first can be seen
as emphasizing Wollstonecraft’s scandalous past and connections to sexuality, perhaps
because of her affair with Imlay. The second can be seen as emphasizing her radical
feminism, in both negative and positive ways.
At the beginning of Tessa Dare’s Any Duchess Will Do (2014), Pauline Simms

lives at her family’s farm and works at a tavern in the nearby town of Spindle Cove,

28



commonly referred to as Spinsters Cove. Griffin, Duke of Halford, after his mother
forcibly takes him to Spindle Cove to find a wife, cheekily picks Pauline as his intended
to annoy his family. What follows is a proper Pygmalion story: Griffin takes Pauline
under his wing in order to fashion her into a proper duchess. Pauline admits that one of
her wishes is to create a circulating library one day, so Griffin takes her the best
bookshop in London and cultivates a library for her:

Griff began to dictate, rattling off titles and authors with an arousing tenor of

authority. “We’ll start with all of Mrs. Radcliffe and Mrs. Wollstonecraft. All the

modern poets, as well. Byron and his ilk. The Monk, Moll Flanders, Tom Jones. A

good translation of L’Ecole des Filles...Fanny Hill. Make it two copies of that

last.” [ The shopkeeper] looked up. “You did say these are for the young lady’s

library, you grace?’ (ch. 14)

Later in the novel, the books—now expertly bounded in leather—are delivered to
Pauline. “Johnson, Wollstonecraft, Fielding, Defoe. All the books on the list that Griff
had dictated that day” (ch. 12). Most importantly, the bookplate states: “From the Library
of Miss Pauline Simms.” As Pauline realizes, “This crate wasn’t merely stuffed with
books. It was full of meaning. [...] He knew her, this crate of books said. He knew her to
the deepest, most hidden places of her soul. He respected her as a person, with thoughts
and dreams and desires. He loved her. He truly did” (ch. 12). Curating a library for
Pauline, as a single woman, not as his duchess, shows that Griffin accepts her
independence.

Pauline’s positive response to this act could be connected to Wollstonecraft’s

argument that women should be better educated regarding matters of their health. From
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childhood, she argues, girls are told “ridiculous falsities...from mistaken notions of
modesty” regarding their bodies and procreation and that, although “[she] should be sorry
to contaminate an innocent creature’s mind by instilling false delicacy, or those indecent
prudish notions, which early cautions respecting the other sex naturally engender, [she]
should be very anxious to prevent their acquiring nasty, or immodest habits”
(Wollstonecraft, Rights of Woman 155). Put more explicitly in later chapters, she argues
that “In public schools women, to guard against the errors of ignorance, should be taught
the elements of anatomy and medicine, not only to enable them to take proper care of
their own health, but to make them rational nurses of their infants, parents, and husbands
(208). Griffin’s booklist dispels the veil of ignorance under which women are supposed
to live and allows them to educate themselves on the matters of sex and relationships,
much like Wollstonecraft herself.

However, | still question Wollstonecraft’s inclusion in this list. The other books
Griff recommends are erotic or sensational texts, meaning he considers all of
Wollstonecraft’s texts to be similar. Does he consider her educational texts for children to
be of the same ilk? | read this citation as Dare characterizing Griffin as a rake, showing
his rakish nature by only choosing sensational or scandalous texts, thus relying on
Wollstonecraft’s notoriety here.

A similar instance can be seen in Courtney Milan’s The Duchess War (2012),
which begins with Robert, the Duke of Clermont happening upon Miss Minerva Pursling
hiding behind a sofa at a party. However, neither is exactly what he or she seems. For
one, as Minerva discovers early in the novel, Robert writes radical handbills encouraging

workers to rebel against their masters. As a supporter of the Workers’ Hygiene
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Commission, Minerva has come under suspicion of writing the more seditious handbills
and asks Robert to cease writing to clear her name and save her reputation. Throughout
the novel, they work at cross purposes: Robert intent on remaining anonymous and
Minerva determined to collect enough evidence to prove Robert writes the seditious
handbills.

In a similar sentiment to Rights of Man, Robert—under the guise of commoner
Mr. Robert Blaisdell—states: “If | had a chance to be a part of this nation’s governance,
I’d not waste it protecting my prerogatives and interests. No. 1I’d find every last way that
the deck was stacked to allow people like Clermont to position his workers, and to punish
them for voicing complaint when he did so. And I’d eradicate them all” (Milan, Duchess
ch. 5). Robert resents his title but most of all resents the evil his late father caused by
neglecting is family and exploiting his servants. As an act of penance or reparation,
Robert devotes his life to shifting the balance of power, as seen through the handbills he
writes. Although Minerva is quick to point out his status of privilege—primarily the fact
that he claims to be the voice of the workers despite never doing hard labor himself—
their relationship is founded on a respect for each other that supersedes any class or
gender difference.

Despite their efforts, Minerva’s reputation is nevertheless compromised when
Robert steals her away to a private room after she faints in a crowd. Determined to keep
his promise that her reputation would not be ruined, Robert offers to marry Minerva.
After Robert tells his cousin Sebastian (an infamous scientist who supports Darwin) and

half-brother Oliver (an illegitimate offspring of Robert’s father) of his impending
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nuptials, they immediately begin planning a “wild, debauched party for Robert on the eve
of his leg-shackling” (Milan, Duchess ch. 20), complete with female entertainment:
‘I know just the thing,” Oliver said, brightening. ‘“Mary Wollstonecraft. | have a
copy of A Vindication of the Rights of Women in my room—I’ll be sure to bring
that.” ‘Excellent,” Sebastian said, rubbing his hands together. ‘And there’s this
letter | received by this curious woman from the United States—one Antoinette
Brown. She wrote the most extraordinary things about evolution and women’s
rights. I’ll bring that.” ‘I have a pamphlet by Emily Davies.” [...] Sebastian
grinned. ‘On the eve of your wedding, Robert, we shall offer you the sorts of
female delights that you have always lusted after. Philosophical tracts upon
philosophical tracts, all of them advocating political change that would result in
an upheaval of the current social order. We shall set forth their essays and then...’
He paused, as if for dramatic emphasis. ‘Then, my friends, we shall argue about
them!” (ch. 20)
Oliver and Sebastian’s comments can be taken several ways. Taken at face value, perhaps
they think Wollstonecraft, Brown, and Davies are so scandalous by virtue of their work
as to be stand-ins for the more typical female entertainment at stag nights. However, |
think Milan chooses to cite Wollstonecraft and other female philosophers here to connect
Robert and his friends to progressive thinkers. Considering Robert’s radical leanings,
Milan choosing to cite Wollstonecraft here not only connects his handbills to the
commentary of Rights of Man but also connects it to Rights of Woman. When Oliver is
arrested for writing the handbills, Robert is left with no choice but to reveal his and

Minerva’s secrets. Minerva’s secret, perhaps even more damning than Robert’s, is that
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she is not Minerva Pursling but Minerva Lane. Her late eccentric father, an esteemed
chess player, took her on his world tours but made her do so as a boy, Maximillian Lane,
the great chess prodigy. When her secret came out at her father’s fraud trial, she was
entirely ruined and went into hiding with her two great aunts. While this reveal is a shock
to readers, it does seem to suggest several ideas key to Wollstonecraft’s legacy. For one,
chess, especially during the 19™ century, was considered an intellectual, rational,
masculine game, so the fact that young Minerva was a chess prodigy supports
Wollstonecraft’s ideas that women are not merely emotionally creatures without reason.
However, Minerva does not pursue chess after her past is revealed and for the most part
leaves the Wollstonecraftian ideas to Robert. Unlike in the other novels, the
Wollstonecraft citation does not occur in the presence of a woman, leaving the
impression that only intellectual men would know what to do with her ideas.

In both of these novels, Wollstonecraft is seen as someone with whom only men
would be familiar—either because of her perceived scandalous reputation or her
revolutionary politics. Although there are perhaps more charitable interpretations of these
citations, readers less familiar with Wollstonecraft’s work might begin to equate her with
scandal and impropriety, much like her contemporaries who criticized her for not

following the status quo.

When Wollstonecraft is mentioned by female characters, however, her reputation
for scandal is less relevant than her politics. When readers first meet heroine Isabella in
Susanna lves’s Wicked, My Love (2015), she is a decidedly single bluestocking; in fact,
she is preparing to give an acceptance speech at the “Mary Wollstonecraft Society

Against the Injurious Treatment of Women Whose Rights Have Been Unjustly Usurped
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by the Tyrannical and Ignorant Regime of the Male Kind” (Ives ch. 1). When her cousin
Judith, founding member of the Wollstonecraft society, chastises her for not wanting to
attend the reception, Isabella thinks to herself: “To Hades with the gold bust of Mary
Wollstonecraft! If | don’t know a man soon, I’m going to spontaneously combust” (ch.
1). Isabella’s occupations as a majority partner of a bank and a writer of financial
guidebooks for women exemplify the kinds of opportunities Wollstonecraft believes need
to be given to women. Isabella’s works, titled “A Guide to the Funds and Sound Business
Practices for Gentle Spinsters and Widows,” which Judith retitles as “From Poor to
Prosperous, How Intelligent, Resourceful Spinsters, Widows, and Female Victim of Ill-
fated Marital Circumstances Can Procure Wealth, Independence, and Dignity,” seem to
provide the practical education Wollstonecraft feels is missing from women’s lives.
Despite this, Isabella bemoans her authorial and managerial success (ch. 1). Her sole
focus, the reader soon realizes, is her business partner Lord Randall. Isabella’s financial
acumen seems less of a characteristic and more of an excuse for her close contact with
Lord Randall. The citations of Wollstonecraft, and more importantly Isabella’s feminist
leanings, quickly disappear as the plot unfolds.

More telling is Ives’s juxtaposition of Isabella and Judith. Judith, perhaps
reminiscent of the apocryphal heroine, is portrayed in problematic ways: “Her auburn
hair was pulled into a sloppy bun and secured by crossed pencils, her reading glasses
sitting low on her Roman nose” (lves ch. 1). Isabella describes her companion as “bossy”
and a “relentless nagger,” and Judith refers to men “as if the word man emitted a foul
stench (ch. 1). Ives relies on old stereotypes to display feminists, as seen in Judith, as

man-hating, unattractive women. If Isabella’s independence—which seems to be
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symbolized through Wollstonecraft—is not as central to the plot as it appears, why does
Ives bother to cite Wollstonecraft at all? Ives’s depiction, then, seems to suggest that
feminist ideals are well and good when women are single but something to be brushed
aside once a romantic interest appears. Another possibility is that Ives expropriates
Wollstonecraft and her cultural currency not to build up her own work but to disparage
the “Judiths” in the world and praise the “Isabellas” who are more concerned with
romance than philosophy.

Sarah MacLean’s The Day of the Duchess (2016) offers a more nuanced
interpretation of Wollstonecraft. When Seraphina Talbot first meets her future husband
Malcom, Lord Haven, she accidentally overhears his diatribe about the money-hungry
nature of all women. After being found out—and chastised for eavesdropping—
Seraphina replies, “I had hoped he would continue his edifying dissertation: Mercenary
Manipulators, A Meditation on the Role of Women in the World. It’s positively
Wollstonecraftian” (MacLean ch. 4). At first glance, this citation seems to suggest that
Seraphina, and perhaps MacLean, is equating A Vindication of the Rights of Woman with
misogyny. Wollstonecraft does admit that women practice “tricks...to gain some foolish
thing on which their silly hearts were set” (Wollstonecraft, Rights of Woman 200).
However, she is condemning the society that forces them into such behavior due to lack
of opportunities. Taking a step back, the reader will notice that, on the page before the
Wollstonecraft citation, Seraphina defends herself against Haven’s charge of
eavesdropping, saying, “I am witness to enough maligning of the female half of the
population by virtue of being a living human. 1 did not need to eavesdrop for it”

(MacLean ch. 4). Within this context, the reader can assume that Seraphina understands
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the nuances of Wollstonecraft’s critique, although she doubtless assumes such a

sentiment is lost on Haven.

This incident, though the only explicit citation of Wollstonecraft, is not the only
instance of Wollstonecraftian ideals. The novel begins in 1836, some three years after
Seraphina and Haven married, at the House of Lords, where Seraphina—shockingly—
goes before Parliament to petition for a divorce. Despite their whirlwind romance,
Seraphina finds out on their wedding night that Haven was encouraged to pursue her by
his parents. Heartbroken that their love was not real, Seraphina escapes to America where
she dons the alter ego the Sparrow, a tavern singer. Returning to London two years later,
Seraphina works at a tavern, The Singing Sparrow, in disguise. After the scandal of
Seraphina’s request, Haven agrees to a divorce, but not before she helps him find a
replacement wife. They retreat to Haven’s country manor, with a bevy of potential brides
in tow. After spending time together in these strange circumstances, Seraphina and Haven
realize they still love each other, but Seraphina still pushes for a divorce to Haven’s
disbelief. Eventually, he discovers that Seraphina’s reluctance is not due to any ill-feeling
towards him but due to the fact that she would not be able to own The Singing Sparrow if
married. In a grand gesture before the House of Lords, Haven whips votes so that
Parliament sides in favor of divorce, allowing Seraphina to purchase the tavern. Of
course, Seraphina realizes she can’t live without Haven once they’re divorced, so they
become engaged the same day. But these circumstances point to the issue of property
rights that Wollstonecraft discusses. She points out the hypocrisy of the fact that
“property, once gained, will procure the respect due only to talents and virtue” and yet

women are often not allowed to hold property (Wollstonecraft, Rights of Woman 170).
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This exposes two false equivalencies: one that men deserve rights because of their
property and that men deserve property because of their rights. The fact that Haven
divorces Seraphina so that she can hold property proves his devotion and his willingness
to eschew societal expectations for her to keep the tavern.

Both of these citations operate within Wollstonecraft’s arguments regarding the
lack of property and financial rights for women during the nineteenth century. However,
this argument is handled very differently in these two texts. Isabella, despite espousing
Wollstonecraft’s ideals by not only embodying them herself but also encouraging women
to do the same through her financial pamphlets, resents Judith’s more open support for
Wollstonecraft’s radical feminism. This resembles more modern practices of women—
and perhaps men as well—who support the claims of feminism but take exception to the
label itself. Seraphina, on the other hand, continues throughout the novel to fight for her
right to own property and gain a divorce. Readers might think that because they divorce
only to remarry, Seraphina and Haven go against Wollstonecraft’s ideas on marriage.
However, because they decide to marry only when they are of equal footing and truly
love each other, Seraphina and Haven are the epitome of the companionate marriage for
which Wollstonecraft argues.

Following Linda Hutcheon, who prompts readers to ask why adaptations are
made, readers might ask why these authors specifically choose to cite Wollstonecraft.
First, Feminist authors—and readers—may feel the need to create—or read—stories and
characters that share their ideologies. This is best seen in a recent discussion of historical
romance versus historical fiction on Smart Bitches, Trashy Books, a blog focusing on

popular romance. In a review, user Carrie S. writes that “When | read Regency and
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Victorian romance, and | suspect | am not alone here, 1 willingly overlook all kinds of
things that might interfere with my suspension of disbelief and hamper my escapism.” In
response, user MB states, “I need to relate to a heroine and fall in love with the hero. That
can’t happen if they do or believe things that I find morally repugnant.” Thus one can see
that, while egregious anachronisms would take historical readers out of the text, they
would be equally put off by plots and characters that—while historically accurate—are
viewed as problematic from 21% century sensibilities.

We can broaden this query even further to question why contemporary romance
authors cite early feminists at all. There are plenty of historical romance novels that
include a bluestocking heroine without referencing any historical figures at all; instead,
the authors rely on the heroine’s own characteristics, including her bookishness and
independence, to portray her as a bluestocking. As previously discussed, one cannot
assume that these citations are merely set-dressing, drawing the reader within a specific
historical context. One could certainly argue that citing Wollstonecraft, once only known
by scholars, legitimizes romance writers’ works. One could also argue that romance
writers are relying on Wollstonecraft’s notoriety, created by Godwin’s Memoirs, to
characterize their works as exciting or scandalous. But | would argue that these writers
are doing more than just that. Botting, Wilkerson, and Kozlow conclude their discussion
by reiterating that “the key to effective feminist social reform is to be the maker of your
own memes, rather than the victim of the cultural triumph of others” (31). Thus, romance
writers cite Wollstonecraft not only to create characters who share 21st century

ideologies but also to rewrite history and make their own feminist memes. Doing so not
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only introduces figures like Wollstonecraft to modern readers but also inspires modern
readers to enact their own change.

However, we can also see how some of these authors cite Wollstonecraft in a
more complicated way. Two of the texts portray Wollstonecraft’s notoriety before her
feminism by linking her with erotic texts, as Griff does in Any Duchess Will Do, or
likening her to the entertainment at a stag night, as Robert’s friends do in The Duchess
War. While it might reflect her reputation during the years after Godwin’s memoir, this
fetishization erases the centuries of meaning Wollstonecraft has created in feminist
thought. On the opposite side of the spectrum, Susanna lves cites Wollstonecraft through
her characterization of Judith, Isabella’s cousin. Lisa Plummer Crafton addresses such a
misreading of Wollstonecraft that is “a product of a critical inability to accept the
integration of sexuality and rationality for which Wollstonecraft's text actually argues”
(279). Crafton argues that by continually privileging Wollstonecraft’s rationalism, “we
conceive women's writing in the eighteenth century to be antithetical to conceptions of a
passionate, sexual female body,” as seen in Judith’s characterization (279). It is really
only in The Day of the Duchess that Wollstonecraft gets cited appropriately—by having
Seraphina cite her as an in-joke that women readers understand but hero Haven fails to
grasp—that Wollstonecraft is portrayed as neither too scandalous or too intelligent for
women. Although he does not get the joke in the moment, he seems to internalize
Wollstonecraft’s lessons, as seen through his actions that respect Seraphina as an
individual and not merely a potential spouse.

Read intertextually, we see that citations of Wollstonecraft are as nuanced as the

woman herself. However, more often than not these citations reflect the criticism she
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faced by her contemporaries more than it does the now century’s worth of scholarship
that reclaims her as a forerunner of modern feminism. These citations prove
Wollstonecraft has become a meme of sorts, as Botting, Wilkerson, and Kozlow argue,
but instead of representing feminism, this Wollstonecraft represents to scandal and
notoriety, proving the sexism Wollstonecraft fought is just as present today as it was two

centuries ago.
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CHAPTER TWO

“She linger[s] in the long passage, [...] looking, with its two rows of small black doors all shut, like a
corridor in some Bluebeard’s castle” (Charlotte Bronté, Jane Eyre, 93).”
“l am alive and have not succumbed to Bluebeard, well not in the sense she would be worried about—or

perhaps | have” (E.L. James, Fifty Shades of Grey ch. 9).

Charlotte Bronté’s Jane Eyre has experienced a continual popularity since it was
first published under her pseudonym Currer Bell in 1847. As such, it has been adapted in
a variety of ways. While many Jane Eyre adaptations have met with critical acclaim—
such as Robert Stevenson’s 1943 film and Jean Rhys’s Wide Sargasso Sea (1966)—most
have descended to genre fiction obscurity. As Patsy Stoneman argues, “It is now the
archetype for Mills and Boon and Harlequin romances, in which a young heroine
encounters an older, richer man whose rude or capricious behavior eventually fails to
disguise his need of her” (208). Although such a simplification might surprise
contemporary readers who view Jane Eyre with canonical reverence, this take mirrors
many nineteenth century reactions which balked at its more radical parts. However, |
argue that Jane Eyre’s use of archetypes not only allows for its continual adaptation and
appropriation within the romance genre but also elucidates the novel’s own appropriation
of fairytale archetypes.

Contemporary historical romance novels that appropriate parts of Jane Eyre’s plot
are not necessarily adaptations; rather, they serve as evidence that Jane Eyre itself is an
anchor for a broader genre of fairytale adaptations as seen by its own appropriations of
the “Cinderella,” “Beauty and the Beast,” and “Bluebeard” tales. Jane Eyre is not unique
in the sense that it appropriates fairytale elements, but its specific combination and

revision of these tales is distinctive. In this chapter, | read Amanda Quick’s Seduction
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(1990), Amanda Quick’s Ravished (1998), Lisa Kleypas’s When Strangers Marry (2002),
and Kerrigan Byrne’s The Highlander (2016) as rewritings of both Jane Eyre and
“monster bridegroom” myths such as “Beauty and the Beast” and “Bluebeard.” | begin by
discussing the various scholarly analyses that connect Jane Eyre to these fairytales, these
contemporary historical romances that follow Jane Eyre’s tradition of appropriation, and
finally E.L. James’s Fifty Shades of Grey trilogy as a more contemporary appropriation
and the continued effects of “monster bridegrooms” on women today.

I am not the first to suggest that various popular romance novels appropriate
elements of Jane Eyre. Certainly the Brontés’ Rochester and Heathcliff serve for the
basis of the Romantic Gothic hero. The governess who marries her rich employer, the
mysterious man with a secret hidden in his attic, the women who tames a beast, all are
staples of popular romance. However, scholars such as Heta Pyrhdnen argue that, while
“Jane Eyre provides one of the most enduring intertexts for mass-produced romances,”
the “feminist perspectives vanish altogether in these pulp novels” (117).

It may seem like popular romance novels that appropriate elements of Jane Eyre
erase its feminism, but instead | argue that these novels are merely reflecting back Jane
Eyre’s original message. Although Jane Eyre is considered by many to be a seminal text
for feminism, looking at these contemporary historical romance novels that appropriate
Jane Eyre’s fairytale borrowings shows that Jane Eyre is just another adaptation of the
“monster bridegroom” tales that encourage women to settle into violent relationships
with dangerous men. These popular romance novels simultaneously appropriate fairytale

qualities from Jane Eyre to utilize its author-function and uncover the underlying
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problematic aspects of Jane Eyre that are not as easily seen unless looked at through
adaptation theory.

It is easy to see why scholars have frequently read Jane Eyre as a fairytale of
sorts. Bessie tells young Jane numerous fairytales, Jane describes Thornfield as a fairytale
castle, and Rochester even calls Jane a fairy at several points in the novel. On a more
metatextual level, however, scholars discuss how Jane Eyre appropriates various
elements from popular fairytales. Paula Sulivan, in a 1978 article in the Journal of
Popular Culture, lists the fairytale elements of Jane Eyre: the “wicked stepmother and
fairy godmother figures, as well as male donor figures; the universal ‘Cinderella’ success
story, in which the heroine, overcoming the social competition of mean stepsister figures,
marries the aristocratic hero; the motif of transformation from toadlike ugliness to beauty
through love, as in ‘Beauty and the Beast’ (61-2). While Jane Eyre’s plot certainly
shares crucial plot dimensions with various fairytales, the novel also includes “recurring
vocabulary and numerous references to concrete stories based on oral tradition,
mythology and the Bible,” while “Rochester repeatedly uses fairy tale language to
describe Jane as being not of this world” (Nungesser 217). Bronté interweaves all of
these elements to craft a tale that is equal parts ghost story and coming of age story,
thriller and romance.

Part of what makes the “Beauty and the Beast” fairytale tradition so fascinating is
its varied interpretations throughout history: “from its incarnation as a warning about
marriage in the second century (as "Cupid and Psyche") to a metaphoric discussion of
sexual initiation (in eighteenth century France) to a lesson for children regarding physical

appearance (from the nineteenth century to the present)” (Butterworth-McDermott 79). In
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their discussion of Jane Eyre as an appropriation of “Beauty and the Beast,” scholars tend
to focus on Rochester’s characterization as a Beast or Jane’s redemption of Rochester.

Most scholars who compare Jane Eyre to “Beauty and the Beast” focus on the last
two chapters, after Jane leaves Thornfield upon learning of Rochester’s “beastliness”—
his first wife locked in the attic. Jessica Campbell points out that, “Although Jane Eyre
contains no magical transformation from inhuman to human, it does feature a highly
fortuitous event—the fire—that ‘transforms’ Rochester from a married man and potential
bigamist into an available widower and enhances any physical monstrosity he may have
already possessed” (238). Rochester is an interesting example of a Beast character since
he experiences several transformations from man to Beast and vice versa throughout the
novel. In many ways, he is figuratively a Beast given his actions and attitudes. It is
“Rochester's duplicitous behavior [that] causes him to become a true Beast, rather than
simply exist in a Beastly disguise. [Unless] Rochester faces his own Beast — his longing
for social acceptance — he will remain “ugly’” (Butterworth-McDermott 89). His
repentance in Chapter XXXVII serves as his transformation into a “prince.” While the
Beast in the tale was placed under a curse, Rochester’s beastliness stems from his
behavior, leaving the reader to wonder if Jane has reformed him permanently. However,
he also experiences a transformation from man to Beast, some scholars argue, after he is
injured in the fire at Thornfield.

Rochester’s transformation into a Beast physically but “rehumanized” spiritually
IS an important aspect of the text (Bronté 384). However, in recent years, a disability
studies approach to Jane Eyre has uncovered some problematic assumptions regarding

Rochester’s disabilities—his blindness, missing limb, and scarred appearance—brought
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on by the fire. David Bolt, specifically concerned with Rochester’s blindness, argues
that, although Bronté inverts gender roles in the text, her “portrayals of alterity,
castration, and melancholia are patriarchal insofar as they are based on ocularcentric
epistemology and thus unappreciative of the experience of people who have visual
impairments[;] ...the underpinning hierarchies of normativism over disability and “the
sighted’ over “the blind’ remain intact” (35). This is especially problematic when we
consider the fact that many second wave feminist scholars based their critique of Jane
Eyre as a feminist novel on the fact that Rochester’s disability “castrates” him and puts
him on an even playing field with Jane. Martha Stoddard Holmes argues, however, that it
is this predominant interpretation, one which “reads disability as purely symbolic, a
critical gesture that simply tries to recuperate castration into the creation of metaphysical
sight and strength” that is to blame, not the text itself (162). As Sandra Schwab argues,
the Beauty character in these tales “cannot rely on outward appearances in order to
answer this question because these are clearly deceptive. Therefore, in order to redeem
the beast, she has to be able to look beyond appearances and to perceive the hero’s true
nature” (276). This interpretation would make sense if Rochester’s physical appearance
were the only characteristic that qualified him as a Beast; however, as discussed
previously, it is really his behavior—especially his treatment of Bertha—that makes him
a Beast.

One final approach to reading Jane Eyre as an appropriation of “Beauty and the
Beast” focuses on Rochester’s beastliness and Jane’s acceptance as representative of
challenging gender roles instead. Christine Butterworth-McDermott argues that “Jane

Eyre is a radical testament to the struggle nineteenth-century women had negotiating
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love, sexuality, and self” (83). She argues that Jane as Beauty accepting Rochester as
Beast “integrates the socially denied parts of herself — outsider, foreign, sexual — by
accepting them in someone else” (Butterworth-McDermott 87). While it progressively
views Jane as accepting socially unacceptable desires in herself through her acceptance of
Rochester, Butterworth-McDermott’s reading begs the question: should Rochester’s
treatment of Bertha be accepted? Butterworth-McDermott seems to think so, given that
she problematically claims Bertha Mason “functions as the ‘wicked fairy’ who enchants
the Beast” (89). However, this interpretation dramatically differs from one of the most
prevalent trends in Jane Eyre scholarship, which reads Bertha as Jane’s mirror, going so
far as to call her “another avatar of Jane [since] What Bertha now does, for instance, is
what Jane wants to do” (Gilbert and Gubar 359). That Bertha—and thus Jane’s desires
for which she stands—is the impediment standing between Jane’s marriage to Rochester
and that she must die for Jane to receive her “happy ending” seems to suggest that Jane’s
“hunger, rebellion, and rage” must die as well.

While each of these interpretations might seem to portray Jane Eyre as a
subversive text—claiming Jane reforms Rochester’s violent masculinity, looks past his
outward appearance, or even saves him from Bertha—Ilooking at Jane Eyre’s
appropriation of “Bluebeard” in conjunction with “Beauty and the Beast” shows that
Rochester’s dangerousness goes much deeper than just his beastly nature.

Many scholars have pointed out that “Rochester’s mad wife secretly locked in the
attic corresponds to Bluebeard’s dead wives hidden in a closet” (Sulivan 63). However,
unlike Bluebeard’s last wife, Jane returns to Rochester after learning of Bertha—even

before knowing Bertha is dead. The comparison between Jane Eyre and “Bluebeard” is
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particularly apt given Jane explicitly states that Thornfield reminds her of Bluebeard’s
castle. When Mrs. Fairfax first gives Jane a tour of the house, they happen upon a
trapdoor that leads to a narrow staircase, Jane “linger[s] in the long passage to which this
led, separating the front and back rooms of the third storey: narrow, low, and dim, with
only one little window at the far end, and looking, with its two rows of small black doors
all shut, like a corridor in some Bluebeard’s castle” (Bronté 93). Jane Eyre, like
“Bluebeard,” is “the process of coming of age...symbolized...by the threshold”
(Nungesser 216). Just as Bluebeard’s last wife comes of age upon crossing the threshold
of Bluebeard’s secret room, Jane comes of age after navigating Thornfield and all its
secrets.

Some scholars compare Jane Eyre to “Bluebeard” in a similar manner to how
Jane Eyre is compared to “Beauty and the Beast”: Rochester’s beastliness or his
murderousness is simply an obstacle for Jane to overcome in order to gain her happily
ever after. Jane merely has to “deal with the problem of predecessors,” including Bertha
and Rochester’s previous lovers (Campbell 237). Yet such a reading emphasizes the
perceived failures of the forgotten women rather than Rochester’s horrific treatment of
them: “Blaming the wicked first wife distracts attention from the male as oppressor and
directs it toward the male as victim who deserves women’s love” (Pyrhénen 134). Jane’s
task, then, has less to do with confronting Rochester as Bluebeard and more to do with
presenting herself as distinguishable from the women who came before her. Campbell
argues that merely by leaving Thornfield, “Jane’s task of saving herself is complete;

whatever might have happened after her return, she would not have become a mere
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‘successor’ indistinguishable from others in a long line of unfortunate predecessors”
(Campbell 243).

Other scholars argue that such a reading only encourages complacency in the face
of violence against women. Heta Pyrhonen calls Jane Eyre and its various afterlives
Bluebeard Gothic and claims such stories serve “not only as a means of disseminating
patriarchal notions of sexuality and gender relationships but also as an exposition of the
violence involved in these notions” (118). What makes this even worse is the fact that
female readers often identify with the heroine and “become party to the masochistic
contract, for their identification with the beaten heroine lets them vicariously experience
a loving fusion with the beating hero” (Pyrhonen 133). Knowing Bluebeard’s past, the
reader is left questioning whether Rochester has truly learned from his past mistakes, or if
he would abandon Jane just as he abandoned Bertha.

The combination of elements of both “Beauty and the Beast” and “Bluebeard”
particularly enrich reading Jane Eyre as it “integrates two divergent tales about monster
bridegrooms” and addresses the “mystery of Jane Eyre: [...] whether Rochester will lean
more toward Bluebeard or Beast” (Campbell 234, 239). This presents Rochester
“simultaneously as a good man hidden beneath an ugly exterior and as an ogre husband
with multiple former wives, whom he keeps hidden in a secret room in his castle” (Clarke
696-7). In discussing how Jane Eyre appropriates both “Beauty and the Beast” and
“Bluebeard,” Jessica Campbell argues that “Jane arrives at her particular happy ending
only after she has learned the lessons of both and mastered their meanings sufficiently to
mold them into a narrative of her own” (246-7). This lesson, Campbell seems to suggest,

IS appreciating difference, in the way that Beauty appreciates the difference between
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herself and Beast, and in the way Bluebeard’s last wife differentiates herself from
Bluebeard’s past wives (240).

Scholars read Jane Eyre’s appropriation of various fairytales in a variety of ways.
Sulivan, for one, argues that Jane Eyre uses “overlapping cyclical journeys” reminiscent
of fairytales to show the heroine “return[ing] triumphant to her oppressive origins” and
that Jane Eyre’s conforming to fairytale patterns results in “intense personal
daydreams...which are universally satisfying” (61, 72). She views Jane’s “Reader, |
married him” quip as if Bronté were “shutting a book of fairy tales,” with the hero and
heroine living happily ever after in an “unabashedly...domestic idyll” (Sulivan 61-2).
Nungesser also points out that Bronté’s “conscious fusion and revision” of fairytales
“demonstrat[e] the heroine’s development and maturation” (223). By combining elements
of fairytales and the lessons they so often carry, Bronté creates a heroine who can learn
from both the trials and triumphs of the fairytale heroines before her and writes her own
happy ending, as this interpretation suggests.

Other scholars, however, do not read Bronté’s appropriation so charitably.
Victoria Anderson argues that Bronté borrows from the “monster bridegroom’ myths,
and that by “layering” these tales, which include beastly male figures, “Bronté reminds
her readers that husbands and fathers are both preternaturally dangerous” (118). Despite
this “encoded warning,” Jane “accepts the terms of her problematic marriage, eventually
returning to the man who has attempted bigamy and who has—directly or indirectly—
killed his wife, having incarcerated her in a garret” (Anderson 118). This again ties into

Pyrhdnen’s argument that Bluebeard Gothic tales encourage the heroine and its readers to
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be masochistic and acquiesce to the—often violent—demands of not only the fictional
Bluebeard figure but also the patriarchal society for which he stands.

These appropriations can also be seen in Jane Eyre’s most famous adaptations:
Daphne Du Maurier’s Rebecca (1938) and Jean Rhys’s Wide Sargasso Sea (1966). These
texts perpetuate Jane Eyre’s use of the “Bluebeard” trope, albeit in different ways.
Rebecca follows an unnamed narrator after she marries the mysterious Maximilian de
Winter and must confront the ghost of his notorious late wife Rebecca. Due to the
similarities between Rebecca and Bertha Mason, Rebecca is often read as a spiritual
successor of Jane Eyre. Just like in Jane Eyre, the Bluebeard figure is romanticized and
the last wife lives—allegedly—happily ever after with him instead of being rescued from
him. On the other hand, Wide Sargasso Sea serves as both a prequel and a sequel to Jane
Eyre, following the plight of Bertha Mason—whose real name is revealed to be
Antoinette—from her life pre-Rochester on her family’s Jamaican plantation to after she
is imprisoned in the attic at Thornfield, ending in her death. Due to its questioning of
Jane Eyre’s treatment of Bertha, Wide Sargasso Sea is frequently discussed by scholars,
especially through a postcolonial or disability studies lens. Julie Sanders even suggests
that Jane Eyre “cannot now be read from a twenty-first century perspective without the
informing insights of postcolonialism or feminism,” in part because of Wide Sargasso
Sea.

In a similar vein, I argue that Jane Eyre cannot be read without considering the
fairytale appropriations that are seen before, in, and after the novel. Helen Stoddart refers
to the relationship between “Bluebeard,” Jane Eyre, and their afterlives as a “triangular

configuration” that “draws attention to their textual, sensual, intellectual, and intertextual
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status” (131, 138). She emphasizes that this specific kind of intertextuality does not take
the form of a translation from “an original...into some new tale,” meaning strictly from
the source to the adaptation, but instead these tales play off each other (Stoddart 138). By
looking at this relationship, we see that Jane Eyre’s appropriation has been appropriated
itself by numerous later texts and how society has continuously used these fairytales and
their appropriations to perpetuate visions of violence in heterosexual romance, teaching
women that it is better to acquiesce or submit to masculine dominance and violence
rather than challenge the Beast.

Pyrhdnen argues that adaptations of the “Bluebeard” myth can be categorized as
either recastings, which “reject the tale’s paradigm of escape and resubmit to Bluebeard’s
plot,” or reworkings, which “privilege the heroine’s activity...by drawing on the tale’s
self-critical potential” (136). Jane Eyre, depending on whether one reads the ending as a
happily ever after or an ominous open-ended tale, could be considered either a recasting
or a reworking of “Bluebeard.” In a similar vein, contemporary historical romance novels
that appropriate Jane Eyre can be read as either recastings or reworkings of “Bluebeard.”

As mentioned previously, | have chosen four texts that appropriate Jane Eyre’s
use of fairytales to analyze. All would be considered popular historical romance by the
Romance Writers of America definition and all are considered historical romances.
Quick’s novels are pblished by Random House, Byrne’s by St. Martin’s Press, and
Kleypas’s by HarperCollins. I have loosely paired them based on whether they are
recastings—Seduction and When Strangers Marry—or reworkings—Ravished and The

Highlander—of the “Bluebeard” myth.
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Although she never explicitly cites Jane Eyre, Amanda Quick is clearly expecting
her readers to connect Seduction (1990) to Bronté’s text. This connection is clear from
the very first time heroine Sophy runs into hero Julian by mirroring Jane and Rochester’s
first encounter. As Jane first encounters Rochester while walking to Thornfield, she
happens upon a man riding a horse with his dog: “Man and horse were down; they had
slipped on the sheet of ice which glazed the causeway. The dog came bounding back, and
seeing his master in a predicament, and hearing the horse groan, barked till the evening
hills echoed the sound” (Bronté 98). Sophy describes Julian, the Earl of Ravenwood, and
his mount as ghostly figures. Before Rochester’s fall, Jane views his mount as a
supernatural figure: “As this horse approached, [...] | remembered certain of Bessie’s
tales, wherein figured a North-of-England spirits, called a ‘Gytrash,” which, in the form
of horse, mule, or large dog, haunted solitary ways, and sometimes came upon belated
travelers, as this horse was now coming upon me” (Bronté 98). In much the same
manner, Sophy notes that Julian’s horse Angel “was a creature of darkness meant for a
man who lived in shadows” (Quick ch. 1). Julian shares more similarities with Rochester
than just choice of steed—his first wife died under mysterious circumstances. Julian’s
late wife Elizabeth is a perfect mirror for Rebecca de Winter: she is depicted as being a
beautiful yet selfish woman whose many affairs drove her husband wild. Although it is
revealed early on that Elizabeth committed suicide, her ghost still haunts Julian and his

estate.

However, Elizabeth is not the only woman from his past who stands to come
between him and Sophy. His ex-mistress, Charlotte Featherstone, wrote an exposé

revealing all of her exploits, blackmailing her lovers’ wives with proof of their infidelity
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in the hopes that they will then buy their name out of print. Realizing her new husband
will be implicated, Sophy challenges Charlotte to a duel. Although Sophy and Charlotte
honorably part ways after Charlotte apologizes, Julian goes into a fit, threatening to cut
her off from the outside world.

Julian’s beastly behavior does not end there. On their wedding night, Julian goes
through Sophy’s book collection, mocking her taste in literature until he gets to
Wollstonecraft’s A Vindication of the Rights of Woman, or as he refers to it “ridiculous
nonsense espoused by a woman who was no better than a demirep” (Quick ch. 3).
Sophy’s attempts to stand up for her reading only angers Julian further. To make this
scene even worse, Sophy is only waiting for the drugged tea she has given Julian to go
into effect; she is so terrified of consummating their marriage that she drugged his port
beforehand. Although Sophy finds herself falling in love with Julian, she still expects
Julian to confront her every move.

Just as Campbell suggests that Jane’s only chance of survival is by differentiating
herself from Rochester’s past lovers, Sophy works to prove she is unlike Elizabeth and
Charlotte. During an argument, Sophy berates Julian for calling her a mad woman,
insisting that his first wife Elizabeth “was a mad woman” and begs him to stop
“confusing [her] with [his] first wife” (Quick ch. 15). Julian responds, “I am in no danger
of confusing you with Elizabeth. It would be a complete impossibility. You are, believe
me, Sophy, totally and completely unique” (ch. 15). The competition, real or imagined,
Sophy feels exists between her and Julian’s past lovers mirrors the “Bluebeard” myth,
but, like Jane Eyre, Sophy returns to Bluebeard’s castle and hopes for the best. In the

final chapter, Julian admits that he has “not always treated [her] as well as [he] ought”
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but also states that in the future his actions might not line up with her expectations,
leaving the impression that he is still in control (ch. 20).

Lisa Kleypas’s When Strangers Marry (2002), originally published under the title
Only In Your Arms in 1992, can also be read as a recasting of “Bluebeard.” Although it is
more easily recognizable as an adaptation of Daphne Du Maurier’s Rebecca—the hero’s
name is even Max—When Strangers Marry shares a remarkable similarity to Jane Eyre.
Unlike the other texts, When Strangers Marry is set in Antebellum New Orleans—the
main characters are identified as Creole plantation owners and frequent reference how
things are done in Creole tradition. Given this very particular setting, When Strangers
Marry appropriates a unique mix of elements from Jane Eyre and its afterlives as seen in
Jean Rhys’s Wide Sargasso Sea and Daphne Du Maurier’s Rebecca. In the first chapter,
protagonist Lysette’s stepfather beats her before telling her she is to be married to Etienne
Sagesse. However, Sagesse’s rival Maximilien Vallerand abducts Lysette to take revenge
on Sagesse. Lysette soon finds out that society suspects Maximilien of killing his first
wife Corinne; however, he believes Sagesse was having an affair with Corinne and
murdered her.

When Strangers Marry is an interesting case study because it mentions the racial
underpinnings of Jane Eyre unlike most adaptations. Lysette remembers that “Several
Louisiana planters had become some of the richest men in the nation, Vallerand
included” (19). On almost every page, a character discusses what is the “Creole custom.”
And yet, Kleypas makes no mention of exactly how the Vallerands made their wealth or
that the “Creole custom,” as the characters so often say, is slavery. It is not until over

two-thirds through the book that slaves or slavery are even mentioned at all. Maximilien
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confides in Lysette that he has “entertained thoughts...of selling the plantation, or at least
reducing its size. But those ideas seem like a betrayal of [his] father and all that he
worked so hard to achieve” (252). When Lysette asks what would happen to the slaves if
Maximilien sells the plantation, he confess that he wishes to free all of the Vallerand
slaves. Readers even remotely aware of American history would know that Maximilien
and his family were slaveholders from the very beginning of the book, and yet Kleypas
supposes that having Max intend to free his slaves absolves him of any guilt.
Maximilien’s attitude towards his late wife and domineering behavior towards Lysette
are enough to categorize him as a “monster bridegroom,” but his violent racism makes
him an even worse monster that Kleypas expects Lysette, and perhaps the reader, to
romanticize.

Both of these texts are recastings of “Bluebeard” because neither challenges
Bluebeard’s actions. Unlike Bluebeard’s last wife, Sophy and Lysette never escape from
their respective Bluebeards. There is little to no indication that Julian or Maximilien will
change their ways; although they were proven innocent regarding the murders of which
they were accused, both men are still guilty of the violent, misogynistic tendencies of
Bluebeard. In Max’s case, this violence is expanded further to include owning slaves,

which is never entirely resolved by the novel’s conclusion.

Amanda Quick’s Ravished (1998) opens with a somewhat surprising scene for a
historical romance:

It was a scene straight out of a nightmare. Gideon Westbrook, Viscount St. Justin,

stood on the threshold and gazed into the cheerful little anteroom of hell. There

were bones everywhere. Savagely grinning skulls, bleached ribs, and shattered

55



femurs were scattered about like so much devil’s garbage. Chunks of stone with

teeth and toes and other odd bits embedded in them were stacked on the

windowsill. A pile of vertebrae littered the floor in one corner. (ch. 1)

What sounds like Bluebeard’s secret room is actually heroine Harriet Pomeroy’s
workshop: she is a paleontologist, particularly interested in the fossils located in the caves
on Gideon’s estate. Much like Jane, Harriet is characterized as being plain: “She was
certainly not beautiful or even particularly pretty, at least not in the fashionable sense”
(ch. 1).

While Harriet is not as terrifying as her introduction suggest, Gideon is much
more dangerous than he appears. Although Harriet thinks nothing of his scarred face,
Gideon is “The Beast of Blackthorne Hall,” suspected of killing the rector’s daughter, his
former fiancé—or at least driving her to suicide—and his older brother. As is the case for
most of these novels, Gideon’s supposed murderousness is just unsubstantiated gossip,
but his reputation follows him. Harriet refuses to believe these rumors, but she still
guards herself when around Gideon. When the first dance at a ball, Harriet wonders:
“Another rector’s daughter had danced with the Beast of Blackthorne Hall. Was history
about to repeated itself?” (Quick ch. 5).

When Harriet and Gideon get trapped in the caves together, hoping to catch
thieves, her reputation is compromised and they must marry. However, Gideon’s
reputation is so tarnished that Harriet’s erstwhile suitor Lord Applegate kidnaps her in an
attempt to elope to Gretna Green. This could have been an opportunity to mirror the
“Bluebeard” myth and have the last wife’s brother rescue her, but, like Jane, Harriet

returns to Gideon and they marry. Although Gideon and Harriet soon fall in love and the
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true killers of Gideon’s fiancé and brother are revealed, these revelations do not occur
until the final chapter, meaning Harriet lives with someone she suspects might have
murdered two people for the majority of the plot.

The prologue to Kerrigan Bryne’s The Highlander (2017) shows exactly how
hero Liam MacKenzie, Lord Ravencroft, became known as the “Demon Duke.” From a
young age, Liam had been groomed by his abusive father to be just as evil as he was.
With violent imagery, Liam remembers the night his father ordered him and his older
half-brother Hamish to whip and beat a prostitute to death. Horrified by how eagerly
Hamish takes to this abuse, Liam finally manages to take the girl away from this violence
but not in time to save her. Liam resolves then and there that to outwit his father. He joins
the army, hoping to “commit violent acts in service to the crown[, sJanctioned by God
and country,” deciding he would not be the monster his father wanted him to be. Instead,
“he’d become a demon” (Bryne Prologue).

Our introduction to heroine Mena St. Vincent is not any brighter; falsely admitted
to an asylum by her abusive husband, Mena endures violent “treatments” from the
doctors and orderlies, until a group of her friends (characters from the previous books in
Byrne’s Victorian Rebels series) rescues her from attempted rape (Bryne ch. 1). Since her
husband and his powerful family will soon be looking for her, Mena must go in hiding.
One of Mena’s friends served with the “Demon Duke” in the army, and, knowing Liam
needs a governess for his children Andrew and Rhianna, arranges for Mena to take the
job as Miss Philomena Lockhart (ch. 1).

Mena adapts quickly to life at Wester Ross, Liam’s estate. She gets along with

Andrew and Rhianna and slowly falls in love with Liam. However, she begins hearing
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ghostly voices in the house, which the inhabitants attribute to Brollacahn, or demons.
Much in the same way that Jane Eyre is concerned with ghosts, Mena and Liam have to
confront ghosts from their pasts. Liam must deal with the deaths he has caused, both
involuntarily as a teenage and voluntarily as a soldier. Mena spends the majority of the
novel worried Liam will find out she is not who she claims to be, or even worse, that her
husband will find her. When her husband Gordon St. Vincent finds Mena, Liam returns
to his violent ways and kills Gordon (Bryne ch. 23).

While The Highlander is unquestionably the most violent of the novels | have
discussed, I think Byrne challenges the traditional “monster bridegroom” myths in ways
the others do not. First, Liam is very aware of his beastliness, rooted in his abusive
upbringing, and actively works to be a better man now. Second, Mena is not portrayed as
the gentle, feminine “Beauty” who saves the “Beast.” Instead, Liam and Mena must work
through their abusive pasts together. Unlike Rochester or Bluebeard, Liam acknowledges
the mistakes in his past and, for the sake of his children, Mena, and his own soul, puts his
violence behind him at the end of the novel.

Both of these texts can be considered reworkings of the “Bluebeard” myth
because the heroine challenges her purported Bluebeard’s power. Pyrhonen further
argues that heroines can rescue themselves from “Bluebeards” in one of three ways:

The heroine’s aggression against the dominator puts an end to the domination; the

heroine’s self-conscious but covert subversion mimes expectations of femininity

in order to achieve freedom; and, finally, the heroine creates a utopian alterity,

refusing to accept the binary options of oppressor versus subordinated. (136)
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Harriet and Mena rescue themselves from potential Bluebeards by subverting the notion
that they are the oppressed and their heroes are the oppressors. One interesting similarity
between these two texts is that both Harriet and Mena are kidnapped by men other than
the hero. In a way, these men are the actual Bluebeards, and Harriet and Mena resist not
only their captors but also the notion that their real heroes cannot move on after their
traumatic pasts.

As Pyrhonen argues, Bluebeard Gothic too often relies on masochism on the part
of the heroine and the reader to view the ending as a “happy” one. Popular historical
romance novels that follow Jane Eyre’s appropriation of “Beauty and the Beast” and
“Bluebeard” seem to be used to justify pursuing relationships that the heroine does not
trust, confronting her and the readers’ fears about the hero. These could be fears of
inferiority, as seen in “Cinderella” and “Bluebeard”: feeling inferior in class or authority
to one’s romantic partner or feeling inferior to a partner’s past lovers. Jane Eyre and
these later texts can be empowering in this sense if the heroine, as Jane does, realizes
these inferiorities are incorrect; her worth does not come from her position or appearance
but her intelligence and spirit. However, this fear could also be a fear of one’s partner, as
seen in “Beauty and the Beast” and “Bluebeard,” stemming from violence and abuse. In
Seduction and When Strangers Marry, appropriating Jane Eyre and these fairytales serves
as a way for the author, the heroine, and perhaps even the reader to justify the hero’s—or
perhaps their real life partner’s—actions. Capitalizing on Jane Eyre and Bronté’s cultural
authority, authors who appropriate the Bluebeard villain and present him as a romantic

hero only silence women’s questioning of domestic abuse in real life.

59



This is not only seen in historical romance texts. In E.L. James’s Fifty Shades
Darker (2012), protagonist Anastasia Steele peruses her love interest Christian Grey’s
library full of first editions and settles on Rebecca. Ana turns to Rebecca not because she
is worried about the potential dangerousness of Christian but because of the perceived
threat of his “dead wives,” his previous lovers who confront Ana throughout the novel.
While Ana is right to be wary of Christian’s former lovers, one of whom attempts to kill
her in the final installment of the trilogy, James’s appropriation of Rebecca—and thus
Jane Eyre—problematically omits any questioning of Christian’s emotional and physical
abuse. Instead, Ana seems to be justifying her relationship by comparing it to Rebecca. In
discussing Fifty Shades of Grey’s cultural impact, Eva Illouz points out that its
predecessors in the gothic genre such as Rebecca “are an aestheticized form of
masochism through which women internalize and accept the victim position (65). Fiction
like Fifty Shades of Grey, Rebecca, and even Jane Eyre serve as morality tales of sorts,
just like the fairytales they appropriate. However, the lessons women learn from them are
not feel-good, happily ever after platitudes; instead, these “Bluebeard” and “Beauty and
the Beast” retellings teach women to anticipate heterosexual relationships founded on
inequality by portraying domestic violence and masochism not as “a sexual perversion
but rather a socially constructed position that women learn to desire by masking the pain
of loving elusive or unavailable men” (lllouz 65). Some might argue that these fictional
fantasies have little impact on real life. However, studies have shown that the media’s
dark obsession with “violent romance” that depicts “intrusive and controlling behaviors
as romantically favorable and a sign of commitment and love” leads women to

romanticize these behaviors and in turn be more susceptible to intimate partner violence
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(Papp et al. 100). Sadly, society’s fascination with these tales is not new. Ana wonders
early in Fifty Shades of Grey if she has succumbed to Bluebeard; readers know that she—
and Jane Eyre—have done just that and are left to wonder if these two heroines have

really changed their dangerous grooms’ villainous ways.
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CONCLUSION

Looking at these contemporary historical romance texts and the relationship they
have with canonical texts, we see several issues. First, we see a contradiction in the fact
that public perception along with academic tradition view romance novels as “trashy” at
best or deeply sexist at worst; at the same time, romance readers stress that romance is an
empowering genre. Second, the reverse could be said of the canonical texts analyzed.
Academic scholarship has long considered Wollstonecraft and Bronté to be founders of
modern feminism, but looking at these adaptations show that their texts have some deep
underlying problems of gender, disability, race, and class. Why are authors like Bronté
and Wollstonecraft held up as feminist geniuses, while romance texts that appropriate
them are considered just the opposite? Should we dismiss both these canonical texts and
the romance genre because of their underlying issues?

An Goris’s way of addressing issues of romance scholarship is one that I argue
could be applied to romance in general. In response to Regis’s “What Critics Owe the
Romance Genre,” Goris praises Regis’s “self-reflexive, meta-textual” historiography of
romance scholarship but argues that Regis and other more recent romance scholars have
criticized the field’s foundations too harshly to distinguish themselves from these earlier
texts without considering their context. Goris calls these actions “figurative instances of
ritual matricide in which scholars like Radway, Modleski, and Mussel function as the
figurative mothers of the field who, in order to create the possibility for the field to grow
up, develop, and mature, have to be figuratively ‘killed’—taken away, put aside, moved
beyond” (5). Just as romance scholars should not ignore or lament the foundation laid by

critics such as Radway, romance readers should not forget the women and texts that
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paved the way for the genre. It seems silly to argue that literary scholars should ignore
Wollstonecraft and Bronté’s contributions to not only the field of literary study but also
the world. If anything, | hope this project has showed that we need to be critical of all
texts; no text is too hegemonic or too radical to escape analysis. Looking at the
relationships between these source texts and their appropriations has shown how
important returning to the literary canon with fresh eyes is. Now that we have discussed
the disconnect between romance’s public perception, scholarship, and fan community, we
can see that a change is needed in the way we discuss the romance. This will need to be a
group effort between critics, writers, and readers of the genre.

Not ignoring Goris’s critique of her, I still find Regis’s charges to critics and
scholars important. Romance readers probably take issue with many of the findings of
Radway and Modleski, and other feminist critics, who frame romance as women
“cherishing the chains of their bondage,” to use Germaine Greer’s phrasing. Regis
believes some of these issues can be helped by four specific actions. First, she argues
critics should make “a good-faith effort to uncover the complexity that our discipline
values so highly” (Regis, “What Do Critics Owe the Romance?” 9). Part of this action
comes by her second call, to take “great care in choosing our study texts—more care, not
less, than we take in choosing study texts from literary fiction” (Regis, “What Do Critics
Owe the Romance?” 9). While making careful choices will be helpful, critics should also,
thirdly, “recognize that our study texts are probably not representative of “the romance”
and to stop committing the logical fallacy known as hasty generalization” (Regis, “What
Do Critics Owe the Romance?” 9). Finally, in order to avoid generalizations, critics

should “stay within our evidence when we state conclusions” (Regis, “What Do Critics
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Owe the Romance?” 9). These actions would help do away with tired clichés of the
genre, especially if critics become familiar enough with the genre to choose good texts
that are representative of the romance but also realize that one text can only stand for
itself, not an entire genre. Romance critics seem to either be outsiders who disparage the
genre or insiders who ceaselessly praise the genre; neither of these approaches is helpful.
However, more recent organizations, such as the Journal of Popular Romance Studies,
founded in 2010, seek to bridge the gap between romance critics and fans by creating
space for constructive criticism or at least introspection. RWA also started a research
grant in 2005 for scholars of the romance genre, some of whom | have referenced
throughout this project. Critics should also be aware of the many fan communities, which
I discuss later in the Conclusion, that are actively critiquing the genre. Although these
readers may not use the same theoretical terms, they are taking the same kind of
approaches as critics and should not be dismissed. However, critics are not the only
actors in romance scholarship who need to change the way they discuss romance.
Following Regis’s example, | want to stress that this is not only a problem in
criticism but also in the creation of romance texts. Writers need to create progressive
texts that are inclusive and do not rely on problematic tropes from the past. Of course,
these kinds of romance texts are being written—and they are not necessarily a recent
phenomenon. Hsu-Ming Teo discusses Bertrice Small’s The Kadin (1978), arguing that,
despite beginning a problematic trend of Orientalism by displaying an exotic Sheik
seducing a vulnerable white woman, the fact that “both Selim and Janet have more than
one sexual partner...and the novel does not conclude with the betrothal of the couple...

challenge[s] existing historiographical assumptions of the 1970s and humanize[s] the
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Ottoman harem and its inhabitants” (29-30, 31). However, one could argue that such an
ending would not be acceptable in a Regency or Victorian romance, given the social
stigma against unmarried women during that time.

There are still a multitude of ways writers can diverge from the traditional
romance script but still provide a semblance of historical accuracy. Writers and
publishers need to stop using pathetic claims of historicism to excuse their lack of
inclusion in historical romance. Not only have we already established that the genre has
always been presentist, but this ideology also falsely believes that only straight, white,
middle class people existed in the past. Perhaps the most famous example of a historical
romance author writing inclusive texts is Beverly Jenkins, who has written 19" century
historical romances focused on African American characters for almost thirty years. In an
interview with Jezebel, Jenkins explains that she views history as a quilt:

The pieces pertaining to African Americans or Chinese Americans or Japanese

Americans or Native Americans have been some of it ripped out, some of it cut

out. And so I look at [my writing] as—I don’t know if you want to use the word

ministry—to stitch those pieces back into the quilt. There’s an old saying that if
you educate a woman, you educate a race. So the women who’re reading...they’re
all getting a new sense of self, in that you learn that African Americans were not
just slaves, and played an important part in history in other ways. (Faircloth)
Jenkins is not the only author performing this good work. Courtney Milan’s Talk Sweetly
to Me (2014) focuses on the romance between Rose, a shopkeeper of African descent,
and Stephen, a white newspaper reporter. What is unique about Talk Sweetly to Me is

that Rose is not portrayed as needing Stephen’s help; he actually asks her to tutor him in
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mathematics, her secret talent. Nor is Stephen the typical upper-class hero here to sweep
Rose off her feet. The fact that Milan self-publishes her books might ensure that she can
write less traditional romance, but even authors for the big publishing houses are able to
challenge romance tradition to some extent. For example, Avon usually publishes
Beverly Jenkins’s books, as well as Cat Sebastian’s, a more recent author who writes
primarily Regency M/M romance. This is by no means an exhaustive list of inclusive
historical romance texts, but I did want to point out several instances to show that there is
a precedent, and in Small’s case a long precedent, of writing historical romance in
progressive ways.

Given these examples, we might wonder why writers still perpetuate these
problematic tropes. Perhaps they assume that they are popular, but should readers who
only want a white-washed—and historically inaccurate—historic fantasy be comforted or
confronted? As many have pointed out, beginning with Radway, the romance is primarily
a genre of escape, but is this escape worth keeping if it promotes problematic views of
the past and romanticizes their legacy? Although I think there will never be a perfect,
unproblematic romance book—or any text—writers and readers can work together to
create romantic escapes that are progressive instead of regressive.

This leads me to consider what role the reader plays in romance perception. In
“The Return of the Author: Ethos and Identity Politics,” Kristina Busse briefly discusses
how new technologies have allowed for writing to become more collaborative, mirroring
earlier practices of writing more than the single author-obsessed culture of the nineteenth
and twentieth centuries. She argues that “the often close-knit community of fans allows

readers and writers to interact, creating an environment of often shared ideas and
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collective creation but also one in which writers are accessible and can be held
accountable for their words and ideas. Fans continually challenge if not diminish clear
boundaries of authorship as they negotiate reader and writer identities and collectively
create interpretations and transform texts” (62). Although Busse is specifically addressing
fanfiction writing here, | think her argument is especially appropriate for my discussion
here. I would argue that romance writing, particularly historical romance due to its
connections to historical times and texts, is fan writing. And there’s little to suggest that
the romance community is not a fan community. We must also remember that many
romance writers were originally readers first; HQN submission process. There are RWA
groups around the nation, connecting aspiring romance writers with successful authors to
foster their own writing.

However, new technologies have allowed for these communities to grow even
more connected. Several specific sites show not only the romance community but also
how it connects readers to writers. First, readers and writers have taken to social media to
connect with one another. Every romance author whose works | discussed in the previous
chapters has an active Twitter account, so readers can read her favorite author’s 280-
character thoughts on everything from a recent book release to current politics. Authors
also regularly use Tumblr and Pinterest accounts, sometimes curating Pinterest boards for
each of their books, so followers can see the images—of setting, clothing, and even
characters—the author associates with her book before it is even published. While of
course creating a large social presence is a marketing strategy for these authors, to some

extent it also involves readers in the writing process.
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Second, online forums and websites devoted to romance foster community among
romance readers. Smart Bitches, Trashy Books (SBTB), founded by Sarah Wendell and
Candy Tan in 2005, is “a community of romance readers eager to talk about which
romance novels rocked their worlds, and which ones made them throw the book with as
much velocity as possible” (*About the Smart Bitches”). Part of what makes SBTB so
popular among readers is the fact that it refuses to shy away from the negative aspects of
the romance genre SBTB’s primary feature is the book review; Wendell and a host of
recurring reviewers will grade books on a scale from A to F, or the dreaded DNF (Did
Not Finish) or Rant. Another favorite category is Cover Snark, in which Wendell and the
reviewers make fun of bad romance novel cover art. The fact that SBTB openly
acknowledges the romance genre’s issues, albeit lovingly, and encourages readers to
comment allows for a kind-spirited, constructive criticism.

Lastly, this has translated into an even newer medium as more and more romance
sites venture into the world of podcasts. SBTB’s weekly podcast, Smart Podcast, Trashy
Books, has almost 300 episodes, which Wendell hosts and in which she discusses various
aspects of the romance genre, including book reviews, author interviews, reader
questions, etc. A plethora of other romance podcasts exist, including BookRiot’s When in
Romance and Macmillan’s One True Pairing. When considered collectively, these new
technologies bridge geographical gaps and allows for both readers and writers to
communicate and interact.

The romance community also translates these technological communities into
physical space. In 2016, sisters Bea and Leah Koch opened The Ripped Bodice, “the only

exclusively romance bookstore in The United States,” in Culver City, California

68



(“About™). Romance readers and writers pilgrimage to The Ripped Bodice to buy books,
meet other romance fans, and even meet authors during scheduled appearances. The
Koch sisters actively work so that The Ripped Bodice is an inclusive space in the
romance community, even going so far as to create an annual diversity report on the
romance genre that “tracks the publication of books written by authors of color and
indigenous peoples in the romance genre” (“The State of Racial Diversity in Romance
Publishing Report™). This report found that “For every 100 books published by the
leading romance publishers in 2017, only 6.2 were written by people of color” (“The
State of Racial Diversity in Romance Publishing Report”). That is not to say that
romance books written by people of color are not popular—far from it. 60% of 2017’s
bestselling books at The Ripped Bodice were written by people of color; but as the Koch
sisters point out, “They are being self-published due to publishers’ historic and current
attitudes towards non white authors” (*The State of Racial Diversity in Romance
Publishing Report”). The Koch sisters call upon publishers to take responsibility for their
lack of representation. Readers must continue this practice, calling out texts that promote
problematic stereotypes and tropes and praising those that present progressive ideas of
gender, class, and race.

To provide one final example of how romance authors can use citation and
appropriation to rewrite history in progressive ways, | turn to Courtney Milan’s The
Suffragette Scandal (2015). In The Suffragette Scandal, the sixth book in the series of
which The Duchess Deal (discussed in Chapter One) is the second, Milan includes an

extended citation of the late nineteenth century women’s advocate Josephine Butler: the
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novel’s heroine runs a women’s newspaper and mentions that she has published essays
written by Butler.

One reviewer of The Suffragette Scandal points out that Milan’s plot “seems like
wishful thinking” in the context of feminist history. However, the reviewer then
rationalizes that “the book may be a bit of a historical fantasy, but in a genre so filled
with disturbing fantasy elements, why not embrace those with a deliberately subversive
and feminist slant?” (Willaful). This reflects Milan’s thinking exactly, which she explains
in her Author’s Note:

I knew when | was writing the book that many of the things Free hoped to achieve

are things that are still in doubt today...And so one of the most important

questions | felt I had to grapple with was this: Why bother? Why work for a goal
that will not bear fruit in over a century? Why do people work to change things
today? [...] I’ve said in every Author’s Note since the beginning of this series that
this is as much an alternate history as it is a historical romance. 1 like to imagine
that [by the characters’ actions throughout the series], that some of the human
rights violations that suffragettes experienced over the next decades...might have
been averted. | still hope that the things we do today will make a difference.
Milan’s situation of her texts as “alternate history” and “historical romance” exemplifies
the genre in general. To reiterate Jan Cohn’s point, “the fantasy of romance gratification”
is particularly important because, as can be seen in these texts, popular historical romance
is not only a fantasy in the sense that it allows women to escape their everyday lives, but

also in the ways through which it allows writers and readers to reimagine an alternative
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past. While I argued in Chapter One and Chapter Two that this alternative past is often
more regressive than it is progressive, that does not have to be the case.

These authors might have had wide variety of reasons for citing or appropriating
Wollstonecraft and Bronté. Perhaps it was mere set-dressing or catering to the perceived
genealogy of romance texts. Or perhaps these women were attempting—whether usefully
or not—to call upon them, as both women and as founding voices of feminism, providing
their own plots and characters with literary validation. But instead of perpetuating the
problems of the past, romance authors can cite women like Wollstonecraft and Bronté to
create characters that—whether through positive or negative reinforcement—remind
readers that the fight is not over and that, using Milan’s word, “the things we do today
will make a difference.” Just as Wollstonecraft and Bronté have undoubtedly made a
difference in both literary and social contexts, romance writers and readers can and

should follow their lead.
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