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The success of H.HE.HBED Enterprises, Ltd., which is based in Toronto,
has been extraordinary.! Since 1958 when the first Harlequin Romance
was published, over 2,300 titles have appeared. In 1977, Harlequin
had 10 percent of the paperback market in North America, selling
100 million books on this continent and 50 million more in countries
like Israel, Germany, and Holland. Although the United States is the
chief market for Harlequins, the novels are now translated into six-
teen languages.? Approximately 140 women write for the company,
most of them British. The readership is, apparently, entirely female
and comprises women of all ages.

Twelve new books appear each month, “all displayed on standard-
ized racks in bookstores, supermarkets, drugstores, as well as chains
like Woolworth. The series is backed by heavy TV ads that push the
romances, not single titles—spreading costs over a series.”® As a result
of this method of advertising, the company can sell its books more
cheaply than 6ther paperback companies ($1.00 to $1.50) and achieve
a very low return factor: every novel becomes a best seller. Advertis-
ing and promotional gimmicks (such as putting Harlequins in boxes of
detergent) account for part of Harlequin's success. But as Russell Nye
points out, “It must be remembered that 98 percent of all books pub-
lished each year are not best sellers, despite advertising budgets, and
that if there is anything a publisher would like to know, it is why they
are not.™ Clearly, the popularity of Harlequin novels indicates a degree
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rwentieth céntury and up to the presentday Cases discussed in the final’
pages of the book—which include 2 1907 murder trial as well as popular.

INTRODUCTION
media from the turn of our own century——demonstrate the ongoing cul-

tural fascination with the shopglrl;mdsuggest what we may still have to

learn from her story.
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" LUOVING WITH A 'VENGEANCE -

* 'The publishers offer the following guidelines to prospective authors:
Harlequins are well-plotted, strong romances with a happy ending.
They are told from the heroine’s point of view and in the third person.
T g, :
There may be elements of mystery or adventure but these must be sub-
ordinate to the romance. The books are contemporary and settings can
be anywhere in the world as long as they are authentic.’

Each book averages approximately 187 pages, and the formula rarely
varies: a young, inexperienced, poor to moderately well-to-do woman
. encounters and becomes involved with a handsome, strong, experi-
enced, wealthy Ewm. older than herself by ten to fifteen years. The
heroine is confused by the hero’s behavior since, though he is obvi-
~ously interested in her, he is mocking, cynical, contemptuous, often

-+ 'hostile, and even somewhat brutal. By the end, however, all misun-

_“derstandings are clearcd away, and the hero reveals his love for the
- heroine, who reciprocates.6 ... 7 .

'This moHEEm_muow n..o.uwm.n., ..u.m...oE s the ,s.oﬁ& mmmn_m Samuel Richard-

- = son'’s Pamela, about a servant girl who marries her master, is, as many

~ 7 critics have observed, the “mother” of popular romances for women.’

Elements of Charlotte Bront&’s Jane Eyre can also be found in mod-
ern romances, although, as I will try to show, critics have probably
overestimated the amount of female fantasy in the novel and under-
estimated the extent to which Bronté’s novel attempts to undercut the
fantasy. Finally, it has not been sufficiently recognized how much Jane
Austen’s Pride and Prejudice has contributed to the development of the
formula. While there is no denying Austen’s genius, we will sce how
she hit upon a perfect method of presenting feminine fantasy under
the guise of “realism.” - ‘
A television commercial for Harlequin Romances shows a middle-
aged woman lying on her bed holding a Harlequin novel and prepar-
\ing to begin what she calls her “disappearing act.” I can’t think of a
better phrase to describe at once both what is laudable and what is
deplorable in the appeal of such fiction. In one sense, of course—and
this is the aspect critics of popular romances have spent most energy
' discussing—women should stop vanishing quietly behind the scenes
and start making themselves more visible. This is unlikely to hap-
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7 YHE DISAPPEARING ACT 29

" the commercials call “the wonderful world of Harlequin Romances.”

For this world, very like the real one, insists upon and rewards femi-
nine selfiessness. Indeed, as we shall see, the heroine of the novels
can achieve happiness only by undergoing a complex process of self-
subversion, during which she sacrifices her agpressive instincts, her
“pride,” and—nearly—her life. And a close analysis of the dynamics
of the reading process will show that the reader is encouraged to par-
ticipate in and actively desire feminine self-betrayal.

In quite another sense, however, women's longing to “disappear,”

* their desire to obliterate the consciousness of the self as a physical pres-

ence—increasingly difficult to do these days when mass culture has
turned women into deléctable sights for consumption—surely cannot
be completely condemned. In Ways of Seeing, John Berger, Marxist art
critie, screenwriter, and novelist, has discussed the way in which the
display of women in the visual arts and publicity images results in

a woman’s self being split into two. A woman must continually watch
herself. She is almost continually accompanied by her own image of
herself. Whilst she is walking across a room or whilst she is weeping at
the death of her father, she can scarcely avoid envisaging herself walking
or weeping. From earliest childhood she has been taught and persuaded -

to survey herself continually.

Aswe shall see, romances help readers, if only temporarily, to believe in

the possibility of transcending the divided self so accurately described -

by Berger. Moreover, they help to convince women that the price of
being taken care of does not have to be eternal vigilance; all women do
not have to be like Jane Eyre who, because of the inequalities between
her and Rochester, was unable to relax with him, forced to “tease”
rather than “please” him, forced to keep him “excellently entertained”
for fear he would tire of her. According to popular romances, it is
possible really to be taken care of and to achieve that state of self-tran-
scendence and self-forgetfulness promised by the ideology of love.

. 'The complexity of women’s responses to romances has not been
sufficiently acknowledged. Instead of exploring the possibility that
romances, while serving to keep women in their place, may at the
same time be concerned with real female problems, analysts of women'’s
romances have ocenerallv seen the fantasv embadied in romantic fietion
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