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manifest its own, independent volition: “her own body was reacting to him, as if it were
separated from her mind and was primitively drawn to his as if in some strange effort to
protect what she intended to kill” (13). A distinct set of sexual responses develop,
responses attributed to the colonized portion of her body: “‘I’ve only to touch you to
know that I’'m the man who made you
pregnant. If I took you in my arms right now
I’d feel that instinctive response of your flesh
— oh yes, my dear, it happens and I feel it
whether you like it or not. It’s a bond you
can’t easily snap with your lying little teeth.

Part of me is there inside you ...”” (82).
Unlike the unimpregnated romance heroine,
Julia’s compliance is coerced by a body
whose ownership is contested. Julia does not
give into the impulses of her own body;

rather, she complies with the dictates of an

“other” body — a strange amalgam of self, igure 6
child and the physiological changes associated
with pregnancy.

Despite the horror and frustration with which many romance heroines greet the
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news of impending motherhood, pregnancy as a plot device is “Back by popular
demand.” The “Expecting” sub-series has been around in some form since Harlequin
Presents began marketing individual series in the mid-nineties. Any reader familiar with
the genre might be alarmed at the prospective introduction of more “unexpected”
pregnancies into the series, but we are reminded, “Of course, the birth of a baby is always
a joyful event.” The saccharin optimism of this assurance is difficult to reconcile with
“the painful sweating business of giving birth” (Desire Has No Mercy 34). The
disjunction between the content and the packaging of this “fabulous™ series is startling.
The success of the series evidences the appeal of sharing “the surprises, emotions, drama
and suspense as our parents-to-be come to terms with the prospect of bringing a new life
into the world.” However, while the series is marketed in terms of its capacity to provide
the reader with an experience of joyful expectation, this experience is very rarely
reproduced in the narratives,

While Julia’s aversion to the prospect of motherhood is unusually strong,
pregnancy narratives in Harléquin Presents generally function in the same coercive
manner seen in Desire Has No Mercy. The statement, “She’s sexy, successful and
PREGNANT!” is the closest that this advertisement comes to reproducing the reality of
the series. The final descriptor is clearly distinguished from the previous ones,
suggesting that it negates, or at least severely limits, the other two adjectives. The

emphasis placed on the word pregnant captures, to some extent, the shock and dismay felt
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by a heroine who discovers that she is no longer in control of her life. The reader may be
invited to savour the incipience of the heroine’s body, but the heroine can “expect” to be
coerced into marriage with the father-to-be, however repulsive, and to lose all socio-
economic independence. In fact, the caption’s emphasis on success is significant. The
heroines in unwanted or “unexpected” pregnancy narratives are generally more
economically, socially and professionally successful than your average romance heroine
— an eventuality that makes the indignity of being forced into an undesirable marriage
more pronounced. The “successful” heroine has more to lose. The appeal of pregnancy
as a plot device suggests a rather disturbing trend in romance readership: the desire to see
independent, professional women brought into line.

Daphne Clair’s The Riccioni Pregnancy (2003) illustrates the degree of force
typically brought to bear on a pregnant heroine. Roxane and Zito are married at the
beginning of the text, but they have been living estranged for more than a year. When
Zito reenters her life, Roxanne refuses to resume their relationship; she is unwilling to
abandon her new life in New Zealand with “her increasingly interesting job and her
varied new circle of friends” (2305: 92). Roxane’s impression of married life certainly
reinforces this decision: “She tried to infuse into her words some of the remembered
helplessness and frustration, a growing fear of being totally smothered, of never having
the opportunity to develop into a fully adult human being. I felt ... I felt empty and

suffocated. As if I had no existence of my own’” (117). Discovering that she is
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pregnant, Roxane quits her job and returns to Australia. The prospect of a difficult

pregnancy makes her reconciliation with Zito
inevitable; Roxane’s state of dependancy
becomes indistinguishable from her state of
pregnancy, “a reality that she could not
ignore” (141).

Roxane’s pregnancy does not pose a
solution to her marital problems, but it does
deflect her attention away from them: “‘Right
now,” Roxanne confessed, ‘I don’t care that
I never get to make a decision of my own.
But I won’t be pregnant forever’” (158). The
text’s description of Roxane and Zito’s

relationship bares little resemblance to the

‘Daplme ( lair

THE RICCIONI PREGNANCY
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ecstatic parents-to-be depicted on the cover.'* Instead of coming “to terms with bringing

a new life into the world,”"> Roxane and Zito are living in denial. They are polite but

distant, and the couple await the imminent birth of their child with something akin to

dread, as if the event threatens to dissolve the truce they have declared:

Sometimes it seemed to be taking forever. Roxane grew bigger,

and the baby’s movements were unmistakable now ... They ate at the same
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table, slept in the same room, and almost every day took an undemanding

walk with her hand tucked into his arm ... Zito was watchful and

considerate and patient—and strangely aloof.

While she lived in a cocoon of pampering and preparation she was

aware that Zito was keeping an emotional distance between them. (158-9)

While the pregnancy forces Roxane and Zito into recurrent contact, it is clear that the
couple have outstanding issues that remain unresolved.

Once their son is born, Roxane undergoes a miraculous transformation. She
finally comes to understand Zito’s “overbearing” (178) nature and accepts her place in
the family hierarchy, now that she herself has someone to smother:

Roxane returned her eyes to the baby, and felt a piercingly familiar
sensation, a strange mixture of joy and terror and heartbreak. ‘Is this how

you felt about me?’ she asked Zito. ‘As if it was absolutely necessary to

keep me from the slightest hurt, and it was your job to know what I needed

and see that I got it, even if I didn’t know myself?’

‘Yes. Exactly.’

Softly, she said, ‘I think I understand.’

‘I didn’t take into account that you weren’t a helpless baby.’
‘I’m a mother now. Maybe it helps?’

‘Maybe.” (182)
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Zito seems less than willing to relinquish his role as patriarch. Indeed, the birth of their
child only solidifies the family structure. Roxane may be a mother now, but she can still
expect to be treated like the child of an overprotective parent. The resolution offered by
this text is not a change in hero’s behaviour, or an erasure of the events which threatened
their marriage; The Riccioni Pregnancy closes the text with the heroine’s integration into
the ideological structure of the institution of the family. Roxane’s previous bid for
independence is ruthlessly ignored.

Just as the other texts in the Harlequin Presents line are marketed with romantic
images that give no indication of the conflict that permeates the texts, The Riccioni
Pregnancy employs an iconography image of happy marriage and expectant motherhood.
The Expecting series is pushing Family with the same fetishistic fervour that the genre
dedicates to the idea of Romance: “the business of making babies brings with it the most
special love of all ..”'® This series can be branded with the baby rattle icon seen in
Figure 5, because Harlequin’s value-based marketing strategy is easily reducible to the
idea of Motherhood, or Family. In depicting the compliance of the heroine, the series is
presuming the compliance of the reader. The Expecting line invariably presents an image
of elated incipience, not because the heroine evinces pleasure at the prospect of
motherhood — although her compliance will be ultimately forced in the text’s resolution —
but because Harlequin assumes that its readership will correctly interpret and approve of

this image. The packaging of the text sells the idea of Family, even while the narrative of
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the Riccioni family is far from idyllic. While the hostile takeover of the heroine’s body
in a pregnancy narrative incorporates both the heroine and the reader into the ideology of
Harlequin’s brand, these narratives systematically recount an ambivalence towards

shifting the social landscape of family life that resonates throughout the series.

The Broken Body: Widening the Gap between Cover and Text

The disjunction between the body represented on the cover of any Harlequin
Presents and the heroine’s body as it is depicted within the narrative arises primarily from
Harlequin’s marketing strategy. As a series romance line, Harlequin Presents is marketed
in its totality and not in terms of the content of individual texts. As I discussed in my
introduction, the advertisements for Harlequin Presents and the packaging of the texts
implicitly construct a Harlequin reader. The different series (Harlequin Presents,
Harlequin Romance, Silhouette Desire, etc.) as well as the separate sub-series (Expecting,
Wedlocked!, Latin Lovers, 9 to 5, etc.) are designed to aid the reader in navigating her
way through the vast array of texts. The choice of text, then, is not based on content, but
is rather on a process of self-selection.'” The consumer identifies herself as possessing a
distinctive value-set and purchases the appropriate text. Ultimately, this process of
consumption has very little to do with the object itself. A gap arises between the images
and values employed in marketing the series and the ideas expressed within the text, and

from this space emerges a variety of forms of counter-representation. For the purposes of
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this chapter, I will be limiting my discussion to resistant constructions of the body.

The Phantom Lover (1994), by Susan

H .

‘ @S
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Napier, is a text that plays with this

distinction between cover and content within . HM@Q’Y&Q_ PRESENTS'

the narrative itself. The text buries the | N §USAN
NAPIER _

heroine’s body amidst multiple layers of

Phantom Lover

mistaken identity. As the narrative opens,
Honor, mistaken for an animal rights
activist/terrorist, has been arrested while
““lurking and skulking’” outside the hero’s
home (1707: 8). While he and Honor have
been exchanging letters for the past several

months, Adam is unable to identify the

“distressingly plain” (11) visitor as his
) Figure 8
correspondent, because the letters were, in fact,
addressed to Honor’s beautiful older sister Helen. The heroine's body is repeatedly
described, not as it is, but as it falls below the hero’s expectations:
By no stretch of the imagination could the unruly brown curls that tumbled

around her shoulders be described as spun gold. Or the oval face

sprinkled with freckles and rendered stern by the thick straight brows be
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considered beautiful. Her nose, rather pink from the spring cold she was

shaking off, was the only thing about her that was glowing. And no one in

his or her right mind would call her sturdy figure ‘delicate’ ... (14)
Adam could be forgiven for his mistaking his love interest; Honor’s “sophisticated sister”
(17) bears far more resemblance to the archetypal romance heroine. The reader’s
expectations are similarly thwarted. The heroine depicted on the cover of Phantom

8isa questionable representation of the “short and fat” heroine described in the

Lover!
text (55). While the cover art an individual Harlequin Presents is not always an accurate
reflection of the text, Napier exploits this disjunction, allowing a non-idealized body to
occupy the role of heroine; this opens a space of possibility, as the author accommodates
the romance structure to the deviant body.

Napier wedges Honor into the role of romance heroine with the same ironic force
that she squeezes Honor’s body into Helen’s cast off designer dress:

What looked elegant on Helen’s willowy size ten verged on tacky when

draped on a figure which hovered erratically between size twelve and

fourteen, even though the famous designer label claimed the figure-

hugging tube was of the ‘one size fits all’ variety.

It had undoubtably been a mini on Helen, revealing a startling

amount of long, slender leg. On Honor the length was more modest but

the fit definitely wasn’t. It was desperately tight across the hips and bust
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and although the stretchy, bubble-knit fabric hid a multitude sins there was

no getting away from the fact that it made her look disappointingly lumpy.

(66)
Honor is not the typical Harlequin heroine and — just in case the reader is unable to
recognize that fact — her difference is consistently reinforced through comparisons to
Adam’s original love interest, Helen. At the same time, the text repeatedly eroticizes
these images of fleshy over-flow, focusing on Honor’s “extravagant curves” (43), and the
way her breasts “swell” (162) over her clothing. Honor’s desire, like her collection of
provocative lingerie, captures the reader’s attention as it bursts forth from restraints:

He stilled, staring down at the contents, then lifted his head to cast a

taunting glance at her fiery face as he deliberately, slowly, stirred the

frothy, multi-coloured confection of lace until a violet suspender spilled

over the edge and dangled provocatively into space, swinging like a

brazen pendulum measuring out each long second of her embarassment.

(45)
This image of the overflowing underwear drawer encapsulates the heroine’s inappropriate
excess. Honor’s sexuality is located in the moment she escapes the confines of her ideal
counterpart.

While many Harlequin Presents heroines are not cognizant of their own physical

beauty, Honor’s imperfections are tangible. Napier challenges the modesty trope
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consistently employed by the genre by inserting a heroine whose body is an accurate
reflection of her own negative body-image. Honor’s awareness of her body, however,
seems limited to the extent to which her form exceeds the ideal. Just as many heroines
are unable to accurately comprehend their body, Honor seems to see only the fleshy
outline of where her body extends past the idealized heroine’s body. The hero, too,
appears fixated on this manifestation of her body: ““This lacing must be uncomfortably
tight ... he suggested softly, pulling it momentarily tighter, the compression delivering a
sexual jolt to her highly sensitised nerve-endings” (167-8). Yet, Honor’s distinct body-
identity allows her to express her desire in unusual ways. Honor’s discomfort with her
role as heroine renders her both awkward and versatile. She consistently misinterprets
Adam’s actions and responses:

Her chest puffed up in rage, an effect that he then had the gall to study

openly. It was very difficult to cut a man down with a glare when all his

attention was fixed on her breasts. No doubt he thought them too large...

She wished there were some physical flaw of his that she could stare

rudely at... (69-70)
Yet, emboldened by her success at masquerading as the heroine, Honor eventually tries
on other personas, as well. When the hero accuses her of attempting to extort money, a
typical romance heroine would angrily protest her innocence. Instead, Honor revels in

the opportunity to engage in “illicit” behaviour: “An image of herself as a dangerous
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villainess conquering the superior strength of her masculine prey with brilliant strategems
stalked across her brain, strongly appealing to her damaged ego” (97). Napier utilizes her
heroine’s deviance to play with generic constraints, infusing the space between the ideal
and the textual reality with its own sexual overtones.

In The Greek’s Virgin Bride (2004), Julia James uses a similar technique to
import a disfigured body into the role of the heroine. The packaging of this text gives no
indication of the crippling accident that Andrea endured as a child. The heroine on the
cover is standing comfortably in a long dress
which effectively obscures “the scarred,

runnelled tissue of her legs,... the twisted

julz'a]dmes

THE GREEK’S VIRGIN BRIDE

muscles of her thighs,... the knife-cut knees, ...

[and] the warped, lumpen line of her calves”

(2383: 125)."  Similarly, the back cover

neglects to mention the role that Andrea’s
disability plays within the text. James buries
her heroine’s physical flaws within the
narrative, hiding the imperfections of the
heroine’s body within the ironic construction
of a marriage of convenience. Nikos agrees to

marry Andrea, sight unseen, in exchange for a
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controlling interest in her grandfather’s company. A reader would expect Nikos’
determination to marry the heroine, “Whatever she looked like” (16), to serve as an
amusing counterpoint to the desire he will eventually feel for his beautiful wife.

Following this pattern, Nikos is relieved to discover that he will not be “shackled
to a plain wife” (40). However, as the couple begin preparation for their wedding, James
makes several allusions to the fact that there is something wrong with Andrea’s body.
When she first meets her Grandfather, Yiorgos cryptically mentions that Andrea can
“‘walk perfectly well’” (29). Andrea makes a point of wearing concealing clothing and
clearly believes some aspect of her anatomy to be repellent: “any initial sexual attraction
men showed in her would not last—not when they saw the rest of her” (21). The text
also hints at the debilitating effect of Andrea’s imperfections; she occasionally
experiences pain in her legs and is oddly grateful for being “a functioning adult in the
world” (21). Despite these references to her disability, Andrea effectively passes as an
able-bodied heroine; the reader, like Nikos, never directly sees Andrea’s injuries or the
effect they still have on her life.

The techniques of obfuscation that James uses to conceal the heroine’s body are
hardly unusual. As I discussed earlier in this chapter, texts frequently defer the moment
in which the heroine’s body is seen, infusing the instant where the body is unveiled with
significance. By preventing the reader from effectively seeing the heroine’s body until

the hero does, the text aligns the reader’s gaze with that of the hero, placing the reader in
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the eroticized position of voyeur. James plays with these expectations; she uses the
conventions of the genre to focus the reader’s gaze in a manner calculated to evoke
horror, pity and disappointment. While the reader has been forewarned that Andrea does
not possess the ideal heroine’s body, Nikos has received none of these cues. The author
relies on the reader’s familiarity with the genre to convey the impact that Andrea’s
deformed body has on Nikos, forcing the reader to share his defeated expectations:
Her hand moved on her thigh, sliding the silk away, letting it
slither from her thighs to the bedclothes on either side.
She looked at him. There was no expression in her eyes. None at
all.
There was silence. A silence so profound Nikos knew he could
hear his own heart beating.
Oh, dear God, dear God ...
He stared down, the twisted, pitted surface of her legs scarring into
his retinas as deeply as the scars that gouged and knotted her limbs from
hip to ankle, runnelling though her wasted muscles, winding around her
legs like some hideous net.
Horror dawned through him. She saw it in his face, his eyes.
(122)

A Harlequin reader has been conditioned to expect the same sexual pay-off that Nikos
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anticipates in the moment where the heroine’s body is revealed. Instead, the slow
panning gaze dwells upon a catalogue of deformity. By framing the reader’s access to
the heroine’s body according to generic conventions, James forces the reader to follow
this detailed inventory of imperfection. This scene becomes a grotesque parody of the
typical dynamic of gaze and desire: Nikos sees Andrea’s body, is seen seeing the
heroine’s body and his reaction of horror is duly noted. Ultimately the reader is
implicated in Nikos’ reaction because the reader’s response is always structured into the
gaze.

James uses the conventions of the genre to launch an attack on the reader’s
position within the system of consumption. In this moment where Andrea punishes
Nikos for his unreasonable expectations, James traps the reader through her identification
with the scopophilia of the hero. The impact of this attack registers on the hero’s gaze,
“scarring into his retinas as deeply as the scars that gouged and knotted her limbs,” but
the horror of the circumstances are equally felt by the reader. The emotional impact of
this scene, with its invocation of horror, pity, disappointment and embarrassment,
highlights the reader’s complicity with a generic structure that demands an idealized
heroine’s body and delivers sexual pleasure to the reader in the moment where that body
is revealed. Andrea purposely sets up her moment of disclosure as an attack on the
hero’s gaze, attempting to inflict her own sense of disappointment and inadequacy onto

the hero. Andrea decides to launch this attack in response to Nikos’ earlier conflation of
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visual and sexual pleasure:
Desire kicked through him, hard and insistent.
‘You’re so beautiful—’
His voice was husky.
Andrea heard it, heard the note of raw desire in it. Her breath
caught, and a shot of pure adrenaline surged through her. Then the words
he had uttered penetrated, and the rush died, draining away like dirty oil
from the sump of a wrecked car.
You're so beautiful...
Her mouth made a tight twist, and her eyes took on a strange
brightness. (120)
Andrea’s anger is clearly directed at the expectation of the heroine’s beauty, and she
extracts her revenge from the system that has burdened her with a role she cannot fulfill.
At the same time, The Greek’s Virgin Bride effectively punishes the reader for her
participation within this system. Caught in a moment of erotic voyeurism, the reader is
made to feel guilt and embarrassment at her capacity to derive sexual pleasure from this

generic trope.

Seduction and Passion Guaranteed!?’

We look more eagerly than we have ever done before for the real love
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which seems for the moment lost in the obsession of the media with sex.

This is not the romance for which men have fought and died over the

centuries. (Barbara Cartland, 4 Magical Moment)
It is in the graphic sex scenes of Harlequin Presents that the reader’s relationship with the
heroine’s body is at its most conflicted. The North American appearance of Harlequin
Presents, in 1973, coincides with a shift that was occurring in the wider romance market.
In the early seventies, the Gothic fiction market of the 50's and 60's was being replaced
by the Historical Romance, a longer, somewhat less formulaic genre that featured explicit
sexual content.’! The 32 women whoni Janice Radway interviewed in Reading the
Romance all “agreed that they found Harlequin’s new more explicit preoccupation with
male violence nauseating, and several even admitted that they stopped buying them to
avoid being subjected to this form of male power” (76). The criteria that Radway puts
forward for the “Ideal Romance,” criteria that allow the novels to replace the nurturing
environment of a mother-daughter relationship (151), do not apply particularly well to
Harlequin Presents, a line whose violent manifestations of romantic relationships extend
to stalking, sexual harassment, and rape. Nonetheless, the fact that Harlequin sold over
160 million books in 1999 suggests that a significant number of women understand their
reading practices in different terms. The romantic ideal that Harlequin presents us with
may not be “the romance for which men have fought and died over the centuries”

(Cartland “Author’s Note™), but it is the romance that more than 50 million women
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purchase for less than half the price of a standard paperback novel.”> Barbara Cartland’s

distinction between sex and romance both demonstrates the disjunction created within the

genre by the introduction of erotic content and suggests the possibility that the standard,

historically generated formulation of “real love” does not account for this new “obsession

of the media with sex.”

It would be difficult to fully examine
Harlequin Presents without considering its
graphic sexual content, a feature which clearly
distinguishes it from the more traditional
Harlequin line, Harlequin Romance. Mills and
Boon, the British incarnation of these
same texts, has used differing shades of roses on
the front cover to obliquely advise readers of the
explicit material in particular texts. While
Harlequin Presents has no qualms about taking
the reader past the bedroom door, this brand of

Harlequin has never employed a consistent

warning system. Instead, the series relies on the

Mﬁrmww
mammamamdeamsmr

Figure 10

reader’s understanding of the branding system to determine which line they should

purchase. In 1999, Harlequin Presents introduced a Passion miniseries, designed to offer
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the reader “a little extra spice.” While these “stories that sizzle®® have recurred
periodically since their introduction in 1999, the most notable feature of this sub-series is
its lack of consolidated identity. There is little to distinguish the warmer, spicier Passion
line from Harlequin Presents, in general.

If anything, the Passion series seems to be a marketing ploy designed to test the
tolerance of readership for the idea of sexually explicit narratives. The back cover of The
Seduction Project (1999), is unusually

cryptic in its description of the text.?*

Apparently, the title phrase “The wanting ...” The wanting...

. . : When Molly transformed herself into a
needs no further clarification and the words | striking redhead, the entire mal¢ population
; of Sydney stood up and took notice! But

; her new Jook was for Liam Delaney'’s

I3 : 2 . . benefit alone; she loved him and she
passion,” “desire” and “seduction?” are wished he felt the same about her.
However it was passion that Molly mspim‘f:“d
ighli i in Liam! And the fact that he thought she
highlighted in red. As the content of The another male admirer only made him desive

her more. Though Mally had never rushed
1 ; : - into a physical relationship with any man,
Seduction Pr oject 1S entlrely perhiaps the time had come for seduction?
Madeover Molly might be, but deep down
inside she was fust an inexperienced vingin....

undistinguishable from the narrative of any

other Harlequin Presents, we must look to the

HARLEQUIN®
packaging of the texts to discern the purpose ®  HMabes oy time specal -

ISBN D-373-12003+h

‘l. 12003
o "R8537370037

of these distinctions. The texts in the Passion

UpC

line call attention to themselves as erotica in

WS N 03N

1

a manner that other Harlequin Presents books
Figure 11

rarely do. Randomly marking the occasional
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text as more sexually explicit seems to serve two functions: first, the Passion series is a
mechanism for tracking the popularity of the concept of “passion”; and second, this line
can directly advertise the sexual content of these texts without branding the rest of the
series as too “spicy” (read sleazy) — this might be a strategy for acquiring new consumers
without offending the existing readership.

Despite the detailed, explicit descriptions of sex ubiquitous throughout Harlequin
Presents, the packaging of these texts steer clear of the “s” word. Seduction and passion
may be guaranteed, but the word “sex” is extremely rare. The guidelines for Harlequin
Presents advises prospective authors that: “the central relationship in a Presents novel is a
provocatively passionate, highly charged affair, driven by conflict, emotional intensity
and overwhelming physical attraction, which may include explicit lovemaking” (Writing
Guidelines). Sexual tension is consistently, deliberately written into the series. The
anomalous marketing surrounding a small selection of otherwise indiscernible texts only
highlights the fact that Harlequin does not market the remainder of its series in this
fashion. The conspicuous absence of references to the “explicit lovemaking” that
distinguishes this line of romance novels suggests that perhaps Barbara Cartland was
right — sex might be a threat to romance.

Sex can be a useful, motivating plot device, but it clearly carries connotations that
threaten to undermine the value system established by the narrative. The main characters

frequently have sex, but the word itself remains taboo. The word is a gauntlet thrown
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down in the midst of an argument: “‘Sex!” she snapped, tugging out clumps of grass
without being aware of what she was doing. Sometimes he got her so angry!” (2262:
164). Sex is a looming spectre that threatens to undermine any romantic relationship:
“after this morning’s—what? Scene? Seduction? Sex?” (2344: 143-4). Sex is both
necessary and insufficient; it forms an integral part of the plot, yet in isolation, is a
horrifying prospect:

‘Ellie, I know there’s nothing between us but sex ..."

Oh, he was nothing if not blunt, Ellie thought wretchedly,

wrapping her arms around herself to protect herself from the pain. (2232:

183)
In isolation, sex is seen as a threat to the value system of the series. Heroines rarely see
themselves as particularly interested sex:

Suddenly all she could think about was sex and she dragged her eyes away

from his, just mortified by her own thoughts. What was the matter with

her? She never thought about sex. She thought about love and marriage

and babies, and of course sex was part of that, but she never thought about

sex on its own. (2453:21)
While “explicit lovemaking” falls under the larger rubric of romance, “sex on its own”
only points to the terrifying absence of romance. The heroine of a Harlequin Presents

book inhabits an indeterminate space between ‘just sex’ and romance. The heroine enters
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into “a provocatively passionate, highly charged affair,” (Writing Guidelines) but unlike
the reader, the heroine has been given no guarantees of a romantic outcome. The idea of
sex, without romantic love, encapsulates all of the heroine’s fear and uncertainty.

In Miranda Lee’s The Seduction Project, Molly is required to navigate this
interval between ‘just sex’ and “explicit lovemaking.” Frustrated with her friend Liam’s
lack of sexual interest, Molly decides to change her appearance. She sees this decision to
attract the hero’s attention as a dangerous, but necessary exercise:

She blushed in the darkness, her blood pounding through her body,

her head whirling with a wild mixture of shame and excitement. Was she

wicked to think about such things?

She didn’t feel wicked. She felt driven and compelled, oblivious

to everything but wanting Liam with a want that had no conscience, only

the most merciless and agonising frustration. Oh, how she wished she

were dazzlingly beautiful, with the sort of body no man could resist!

(2003: 31)

The rather insignificant alterations to Molly’s visible aspect — she dyes her hair red and
dresses more provocatively — have a profound impact on her life. The text presumes an
immediate correlation between identity and appearance. In seeming seductive, Molly is
understood to be in danger of embodying ‘just sex’. Molly views this prospect with “a

wild mixture of shame and excitement” because she recognizes the indeterminacy of the
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role she is about to adopt: having “the sort of body no man could resist” may be the only
way to achieve her goal, but this new form has the capacity to overwhelm her. Molly’s
dilemma illustrates the fundamental ambiguity of the role of the heroine’s body. The
heroine’s body, like the text itself, functions both as a caveat, proscribing female
sexuality and a commodity that offers the reader a formulaic experience of female
sexuality. Molly’s fraught relationship with her own body stands in for the reader’s
anxiety towards the text.

Liam certainly notices the changes to Molly’s appearance, but he seems to find
Molly’s new identity similarly threatening: “you’re 1o longer the Molly I knew and
loved. You’ve turned into a bloody monster. A sarcastic, stroppy sex-mad monster”
(153). Just when Molly appears to be losing herself in this new role, the author redeems
Molly’s actions by shifting the context. The reader is presented with a foil; Liam’s
previous girlfriend, Roxy, appears as a grotesque example of an excessively sexualized
body. In the end, the contrast between Molly and Roxy establishes Molly’s identity as
qualitatively different from a truly “stroppy, sex-mad monster”:

She actually sashayed into the room, utterly unabashed at her
nudity. Her long blonde hair shifted in sensual disarray across her
shoulders, her melon-like breasts undulating sensuously, bringing
attention to their lush size, plus their very pink, very pointed nipples.

Molly would not have put it past her to have painted the damned
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things, then iced them to their presently stunningly erect state. (166-7)
Roxy’s timely interruption makes ‘“‘Moved-on-Made-over Molly’” (179) appear
substantially less threatening. The gap between Roxy’s uninhibited behaviour and
Molly’s self-conscious attempt to attract the hero is very evident in this scene. Molly is
still capable of being shocked at Roxy’s inappropriate display. Molly’s lingering sense of
restraint signals that her changes are only superficial. The evidence that Molly’s value
system remains intact is what makes it possible for the hero to fall in love with her,
despite her new, threatening appearance: “‘She’s still there, hiding underneath your new
red hair and your newly found assertiveness. I think that’s why my feelings for you are
different to what they were with any of those other girls. Different, and deeper’” (180).

In the end, the relationship between the Harlequin Presents reader and the
heroine’s body demonstrates a discomfort with the manner in which these texts are
consumed. As an instrument of the reader’s gratification, the heroine’s body threatens to
uncover the base, sexual underpinnings of the experience of reading. There is a tension
between the values presented in the text — values like family, romantic love, appropriate
behaviour in polite society and modest femininity — and the way these objects exist in the
world. The Presents line may guarantee seduction and passion, but it remains very leery
of implying anything about the sexual proclivities of its readership. As the most likely
avatar through which the Harlequin Presents reader is expected to “Live the Emotion,”

the heroine’s body forms the locus of the relationship between reader and text. Hence,
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thé heroine’s fraught relationship with her own body becomes a metaphor for the reader’s
discomfort with her role as consumer. After all, Harlequin sells romance — not porn — so
it must be the last bastion of defense against the “obsession of the media with sex.”

The Harlequin Presents heroine inhabits a space of indeterminacy. The multiple
demands placed on the heroine’s body overlay the corporeal existence of the heroine with
contested meanings. Any individual reading of the heroine’s body provides only a
provisional insight into the complex function that this space serves throughout the series.
At any given moment, the heroine’s body is structured in resistance to, or is employed in
the consolidation of, any number of competing ideological perspectives. The separate
functions of the heroine’s body illustrate the variety of ways that readers relate to the text.
Across the series, the identity of the Harlequin Presents heroine emerges out of this
tension between separate value sets. Through a close examination of these moments of
ideological tension, we can catch glimpses of the complex relationship that readers have

with the contemporary serial romance novel.
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Notes

1. Note that the phrase “Live the Emotion” is registered trademark of Harlequin

Enterprises Limited. See Figure 2.

2. See Figure 1, front cover of Sara Wood’s The Greek Millionaire’s Marriage (2004).

3. See Figure 2. This advertisement is taken from the back pages of Julia James’ Bought

By Her Latin Lover (2004).

4. See Figure 3, front cover of Cathy Williams® His Virgin Secretary (2004).

5. See Figure 4, back cover of Cathy Williams’ His Virgin Secretary (2004).

6. Virginity, as marketing tool, operates quite differently from the way it typically
functions in the text. Frequently referenced in the titles of Harlequin Presents, virginity
(an aspect of textual packaging) needs to be distinguished from virginity (a facet of the
heroine’s identity), and virginity (a plot device). For further discussion, see Chapter 1,

pp. 26-8.

7. 1 am using scopophilia here to refer to “pleasurable structures of looking” (Mulvey
325). For an interesting discussion of the scopophilic gaze in film, see Laura Mulvey’s
“Visual Pleasure and Narrative Cinema.” While I have not directly integrated this essay,

Mulvey’s discussion has provided me with an analogous understanding of how the gaze
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is constructed within a different medium. As I discussed in my introduction, I have
avoided using psychoanalytic models for reading the romance novel, as I feel that it

would be too complicit with the marketing strategies that Harlequin employs.

8. This is not to imply that the events in the text are particularly ambiguous. Yet, to
describe Cathy and Muir’s interaction as “rape,” without qualification, would be
misleading in a text that insists that “Truth was never black and white, it was a grey cat
walking in the shadows” (159). In selecting this text, I am to some extent entertaining a

range of ideas which I personally find offensive.

9. MacKinnon argues that, unable or unwilling to discern the intricacies of a victim’s
experience of rape in order to determine whether or not consent took place, the legal
establishment has systematically shaped sexual relations according to the experience of
men. As a result, the current definition of rape has become limited to: “a strange (read
Black) man who does not know his victim but does know she doesn’t want to have sex

with him, going ahead anyway” (51).

10. Clearly, there is more happening in this quote, but I will come back to it later.

11. I should note that this comment passes completely unexamined. I can only suppose

that the reader is meant to accept this distinction without question.
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12. Baby rattle icon in Figure 5 is taken from the spine of Carole Mortimer’s 7o Mend a

Marriage (2001).

13. See Figure 6. This “Expecting” advertisement is taken from the back pages of Sara

Wood’s Husband by Arrangement (2003).

14. See Figure 7, front cover of Daphne Clair’s The Riccioni Pregnancy (2003).

15. See Figure 6.

16. See Figure 6.

17. Here, I am drawing loosely on Bourdieu’s ideas of consumption and subject

formation in a differentiated class society, as articulated in Distinction.

18. See Figure 8, front cover of Susan Napier’s Phantom Lover (1994).

19. See Figure 9, front cover of Julia James® The Greek Virgin’s Bride (2004).

20. This is the standard ad-line of Harlequin Presents. See Figures 2, 4 and 6.

21. For a more detailed account of this shift in publishing practices see John Markert’s
“Romance Publishing and the Production of Culture” and pages 19 to 45 of Radway’s

Reading the Romance.
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22. As Stevi Jackson argues in “Women and Heterosexual Love: Complicity, Resistance
and Change,” the “shifting patterns of sexual relationships™ (59) have not significantly
hurt the romance industry: “purveyors of romantic fiction are not suffering a
contradiction of their markets. Rather they are adapting their plots to suit shifts in sexual

mores — but their more assertive, less virginal heroines are still seeking Mr. Right” (60).

23. Both references taken from advertisement in back pages of Miranda Lee’s The
Seduction Project (1999), see appendix 1. The same ad-lines are employed in later
advertisements. See Figure 10, Passion advertisement taken from back pages of Helen

Bianchin’s The Husband Test (2001).

24. See Figure 11, taken from the back cover of The Seduction Project (1999), by

Miranda Lee.



151
PhD Thesis — K. Downey / McMaster — English

The Stuff of Nation:
Fetishizing Ethnicity in the Global Village

There can be no love between strangers. (Anne Hampson, Gates of Steel)!

In May of 1973, Harlequin republished Anne Hampson’s 1970 Mills & Boon
novel Gates of Steel as the first in their new Harlequin Presents line. Gates of Steel tells
the story of a English secretary who travels to Greece as the paid companion of two
children whose Greek father is dying in a hospital in London. Unwilling to abandon
Fiona and Chippy to their new guardian, who “doesn’t seem to care very much for
children” (6), Helen Stewart marries the brooding uncle and settles in Cyprus. By the
third chapter, Helen’s paid holiday is beginning to look more like a story of migration.
Yet, at no point in the text does Helen ever identify with her new culture. She maintains
the perspective of a tourist throughout the novel, and, at the same time, serves as the last
bastion of Englishness for the two children, protecting them from complete assimilation.
This first book, Gates of Steel, sets the tenor for the remainder of the line.

Despite the liminal status of the texts — these are, after all, predominantly English
novels repackaged for a North American audience — the female English tourist/immigrant
abroad is a recurrent theme throughout the Harlequin Presents series. This chapter will
investigate the varied and often conflicting ways these texts construct national identity. I
will examine how the fluid movement of these texts and their narratives across the

borders of nations superimposes multiple layers of ethnicity and national identity onto
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both the heroine and the hero. Ultimately, these myriad subject positions are marketed as
commodities produced for the voracious consumption of the Harlequin Presents reader.
How do these narratives of tourism, immigration, and citizenship in a larger global
community impact the sexual politics of nation? Harlequin Presents is an amorphous
mass of texts that constructs nation as a fluid category. In order to understand the
ambiguous space of nation, we need to approach this cultural object in terms of its
capacity to simultaneously challenge and reify ideological structures. The concept of
nation is developed throughout the series in a discontinuous fashion; ethnicity is only
ever obliquely addressed. Using the theoretical models developed in previous chapters, I
will attempt to map the divergent construction of national identity across the series.
Harlequin Presents is an amalgam of texts, from a variety of mostly first-world
countries, marketed as a unified, homogeneous product. While most of the authors in the
series are English, books from Australian, New Zealand, South African, Canadian, and
American authors are occasionally featured in the line. Generally, the heroine of the text
exhibits the same nationality as the author, although there are rare examples of authors
who choose to position their heroines within one of the other countries listed. As a
whole, the texts represent heroines from this set of nations with little differentiation. As
Alan Middleton observes in Richard Blackwell’s article, “Harlequin slump causing
heartache,” the serial romance novel is not marketed according to traditional publishing
practice: “‘Harlequin’s product ‘is not a book, it’s a packaged good’” (Blackwell). Most

Harlequin Presents novels are marketed to their North American audience as a uniform,
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branded commodity. The national identity of the Harlequin Presents heroine, then,
emerges from the absence of a discernable national affiliation. The willingness of
Harlequin to market these diverse texts as a single series without comment or distinction
conveys the general impression that these nationalities are interchangeable. The success
of the Harlequin Presents brand in North America, a success that rivals the popularity of
Mills & Boon in Britain, Australia, and New Zealand, suggests that the reading practices
of these countries are also interchangeable.”

The production of the heroine as belonging to this singular, undifferentiated
category is immediately suspect. On the one hand, it portrays nationality within Western
culture as homogeneous identity — blank, undifferentiated stuff that need not be labelled
and that can be sold en masse in any marketplace, to any consumer. The marketing, or
lack thereof, of the national identity of the Harlequin Presents heroine is reminiscent of
many mass-produced objects in consumer society. Individual bars of soap are not

marketed for their distinctiveness.’

As a strategy of ethnic identification, however, the
presentation of national identity as a uniform commodity suggests that Harlequin
Presents is engaged in the larger project of the consolidation of Western whiteness.
While it may serve as an effective marketing technique for a mass-produced product, the
presentation of Western, national identities as interchangeable has the effect of creating
an inviolable category of whiteness.

In “The Unexamined,” Ross Chambers argues that “whiteness” produces itself as

an singular, indivisible category in order to escape scrutiny. As an “aparadigmatic”
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(142) category, whiteness employs “the differential structures that mediate social
relations ... to distribute certain privileges to unmarkedness—the privileges of normalcy
and unexaminedness—while marked categories acquire characteristics (of derivedness,
deviation, secondariness and examinability) that function as indices of disempowerment”
(142). The blank whiteness of the Harlequin Presents heroine is all the more pronounced
in comparison with the frequently marked ethnicity of the hero: Helen Stewart’s
Englishness, in Gates of Steel, is salient only as it is distinguishable from the Greek
“otherness” of the hero. As Chambers describes, whiteness produces itself as unmarked
through this contrast with the other:

Whiteness— like other “blank™ categories—is the denial of its own

dividedness through the production of its other(s) as examinable, because

splitting; and examinability, (producing the separation of the unexamined

and the examined), is the scapegoating device through which the

distinction between the in(di)visible (those whose whiteness is

simultaneously invisible and undivided) and the (di)visible (those groups

whose visibility is a function of their split identity as others, and produced

them as examinable) is enforced. (149)
The predominance of narratives of tourism and migration throughout Harlequin Presents
reinforces this dynamic. The story of the English heroine abroad is reproduced in a
variety of settings. Consequently, a splitting of the hero’s identity between an extensive

array of visible, exotic ethnicities is in direct contrast to the heroine’s consistently blank,
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unmarked English whiteness.
The depiction of other (Non-White) ethnicities in Harlequin Presents advertising
as divisible and “examinable” has become more pronounced in recent years. As the

series has begun marketing individual lines, many of these sub-series have focussed

exclusively on the ethnicity or nationality of the hero. The ethnicity of the hero in the

Latin Lovers advertisement opposite is under

intense scrutiny.® His “Latin charm” is
presented as innately distinctive, making him

“special kind of lover.” The Latin Lovers
line, like other of its kind (Greek Tycoons,
Italian Husbands, International Doctors etc.)s,
shamelessly exploits ethnic stereotypes,
relying on the reader’s acceptance of these
groupings of text as natural and meaningful.
These sub-series derive their coherence from
the consumer’s understanding that ethnic
distinctiveness is not only salient, but can be

split off and marketed as a commodity.
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Figure 1

Readers are invited to experience Latinness, as if

this feature of the hero’s identity were independent of its production in the text.

This systematic grouping of texts according to the ethnicity of the hero creates
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meaning. Harlequin readers desire texts based on the Latin, Greek, or Italian nationality
of the hero because that is how the books are placed in relation to each other. As Jean
Baudrillard observes in For a Critique of the Political Economy of the Sign, objects in
consumer society derive meaning from the code of signification erected between objects:

This object does not assume meaning either in symbolic relation with the

subject (the Object) or in an operational relation to the world (object-as-

implement): it finds meaning with other objects, in difference, according

to a hierarchical code of significations. This alone, at the risk of the worst

confusion, defines the object of consumption. (Baudrillard 64)
While these marketing techniques rely on the reader’s acceptance of these categories as
self-reflexively consistent, Harlequin Presents is a closed system that cannot be
extrapolated outwards into the world at large. The desire for Latin Lovers does not refer
to any ethnic characteristics embodied by real people, and should not be seen to reflect
how the reader relates to anything other than the object of consumption. Instead, this
advertisement constructs a relationship between the reader and the text that is internally
coherent — it fits into the “hierarchical code of significations” created by the series.

The reader is effectively taught her position within this system of signification.
The Latin Lovers advertisement represents the desire for heroes with “Latin charm” as
extant in the readership. The qualities of the Latin hero are stabilized as an archetype by
attributing them to a singular figure: “Whether he’s relaxing in denims or dressed for

dinner, giving you diamonds or simply sweet dreams, he’s got spirit, style and sex



157
PhD Thesis — K. Downey / McMaster — English

appeal!” There is an expectation in the advertisement that the reader comply with this
understanding of Latinness as a category. The reader is assured that she will “find a
special kind of lover” within the series, as if the search anteceded this advertisement.
Yet, the qualities of the Latin hero and the desire to consume the experience of “Latin
charm” emerge from this arrangement of the texts. As we will see, this grouping of texts
is as much about the consolidation of English/Commonwealth identity as it is about the

consumption of the fetishized ethnic identity.

The Harlequin Reader as Sex Tourist

Your dream ticket to the vacation of a lifetime! (Foreign Affairs)®

One of the most enduring examples of the consumption of ethnicity is the travel
narrative. Tourism and romance are strange bedfellows. The romance plot almost
always ends in marriage, and the tourist is supposed to return home. Diane Negra has
characterized the tourist romance depicted in late-twentieth-century film as a form of
“thrill-seeking tourism,” one that ultimately results in expatriation, characterized by the
fact that the heroine does not return to her original culture, “rejuvenated” (82-85).
Interestingly, Negra does not describe these narratives as stories of migration. Instead,
she considers the de-assimilation of the heroine as an interesting side-effect of
contemporary tourism. Complete integration into a foreign culture may be a logical
extension of the tourist’s search for an authentic foreign experience, but as an expression

of national identity, these stories of exodus from centres of Western civilization to exotic
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locales are a relatively recent form of cultural expression: “one of the most striking
features of these texts is that, in stark contrast to the assimilationist credo of earlier
Hollywood films, they de-assimilate their heroines” (Negra 88).

According to Negra, these narratives articulate the inadequacy of the heroine’s
country of origin: “tourist experience is now most frequently positioned as an opportunity
for integration and stimulation that will make up (implicitly or explicitly) for the
deficiencies of daily life” (83). One of the most significant differences, however,
between the films that Negra describes and the typical holiday romance of the Harlequin
Presents series is that the films end in marriage. In these films, marriage and expatriation
are presented as a resolution to the social problems that the heroine encounters, whereas
in the Harlequin Presents series, marriage frequently occurs at the beginning of the novel.
In this series, expatriation is not posited as a solution the deficiencies of British life.
Instead, the Harlequin Presents heroine exhibits significant resistance to the process of
assimilation: ““I’m staying British’” (2312: 141).

Helen Stewart, the heroine in Anne Hampson’s Gates of Steel, does marry her
Greek employer, but she is remarkably unwilling to surrender her Britishness.
Assimilation is not presented as an appealing prospect. In fact, Helen views the
foreignness of her husband with trepidation: “She would come to regret the marriage, for
to live with this dark foreigner, whose way of life and customs were so different from her
own, could not possibly be pleasant” (41). The heroine clings to her nationality, seeing it

as protection from her husband’s patriarchal authority: “‘I’'m sorry to go against your
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wishes, Leon, but I’'m not being dictated to. I’m English, remember’” (50). The threat of
integration into Greek culture looms over Helen and her half-English charges. Through
his interaction with the local children, the young boy is eventually infected with the
misogynist perspective of ““eastern men’” (45): ““Chippy is fast becoming a true Cypriot.
He considers the female to be inferior” (44). It is difficult at this point to parse the
separate ideological perspectives of the two main characters in order to discern where the
reader’s sympathy is meant to lie.” This polarization of nations systematically blurs the
line between feminism and cultural imperialism (the hero may be sexist, but the heroine
is beginning to sound rather racist). The texts subtly alludes to some common ground in
between these two perspectives that is less ideologically distasteful than either extreme,
as we know that the two characters will eventually be reconciled — this is after all a
romance novel.

At the same time, Helen seems to view Leon’s perspective as dangerously
appealing. Leon’s arguments against such cultural innovations as the equality of women
carry sexual connotations: “‘In your country the woman is equal, but in gaining this
equality she appears to have lost something far more precious ... she is not treated with
care by the male sex — is not cherished’” (45). The text suggests that equality, in
removing the distinctions between the sexes, has somehow de-eroticised male/female
interaction in English culture. Leon’s gaze follows Helen throughout this discussion,
watching intently as she completes small domestic tasks: “He turned his head, watching

her as she reached up to place the glass on a high shelf. Her dress came up and when she
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turned he was glancing at her legs” (46). The implication of Leon’s gaze is that Helen is
somehow more feminine while engaged in this activity and, therefore, more attractive.
Helen seems to agree that the gender equality attributed to English culture inhibits sexual
expression. When Leon later implies that all people have sexual needs, Helen responds
that ““Women are different, especially English women’ (86). Consequently, Helen
views any concessions to Leon’s “‘eastern’” point-of-view as tantamount to
“complicating her life by running the risk of awakening any desires in her husband.”
Within the hierarchy of eroticism constructed by the text, the English begin to
look rather inferior. Helen’s unwillingness to consummate her marriage fits neatly into
this structure: the general understanding that the English are innately frigid permeates the
text. Even Leon’s elderly aunt refers obliquely to the sexual incompatibility of the
couple: ““English, eh?” His aunt shrugged. ‘Oh, well, I expect you know what you're

29%

doing’ (115). The hero is positioned as the superior practitioner of sex: “with all
Greeks, whether they be Cypriots or not, love was an art, an art in which they knew they
excelled” (97). The implications of this erotic structure for the unfortunate English man
is explicitly spelt out: ““The Englishman’s a novice by comparison®” (97). Helen,
however, is in a more enviable position. These comments regarding the relative sexual
prowess of the two ethnic groups are structured in terms of Helen’s capacity to
experience or enjoy their efforts. Leon is described as an artist, but Helen is depicted as

the connoisseur. This superior position is mirrored in the Harlequin Presents reader, who

is given the opportunity to select and appreciate the artistic endeavours of a wide variety
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of ethnic groups.
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1994.” Nonetheless, the intent to position the

reader as a middlebrow, European traveller is clear. The Postcards from Europe
advertisement produces the reader not as someone who wants to travel, but as someone
who does travel. At the same time, the photo album offer makes no overt reference to the
romantic elements of the texts. In removing the desire to read a travel romance and then
replacing it with the subject position of the traveller, this advertisement collapses the

experience and the object into a single, unified need. Baudrillard observes that consumer

culture frequently operates in this fashion, glossing over the object’s position in the
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relations of production: “Desire is abstracted and atomized into needs, in order to make it
homogeneous with the means of satisfaction (products, images, sign-objects, etc.). And
thus to multiply consummativity” (Baudrillard 83). The traveller needs to travel in order
to realize her identity. The books in this series become interchangeable in their capacity
to satisfy this need. The tourist is an ideal consumer for a mass-produced, homogeneous
series because she does not require a particular experience, she only requires more
experiences.

This fascination throughout the Harlequin Presents series with the holiday
romance provides the opportunity for the realization of other identities as well. As John
Urry observes in The Tourist Gaze, travel narratives can provide us with insight into the
culture of the travellers themselves to the extent that any such explicit articulation of
difference “is a good way of getting at just what is happening in ‘normal society’” (Urry
2). The experience of foreigness consolidates the national identity of the tourist. The
movement of a traveller mirrors the dialectic of other/self that Homi Bhabha describes as
a fundamental part of the process of nation building: “The difference of space returns as
the Sameness of time, turning Territory into Tradition, turning the People into One. The
liminal point of this ideological displacement is the turning of the differentiated spatial
boundary, the ‘outside’, into the unified temporal territory of Tradition” (Bhabha 300).
Only in moving across the borders of nations and recognizing the otherness of separate

territory can national identity be realized.
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The Politics of Difference:
Ordinary Heroines and the Extraordinary Men Who Love Them

We return, then, to the question of national identity in Harlequin Presents. If a
national identity is being articulated through these travel narratives, what nation is
emerging? Englishness, as a category, seems little more than a neutral backdrop for the
brilliant distinctiveness of other ethnicities. When the hero in Fiona Hood-Stewart’s The
Brazilian Tycoon’s Mistress redecorates his English country estate, the reader is given a
brief glimpse of quintessential English style as it is contrasted with the flamboyant
display of the hero’s ethnically marked taste:

Gone were the drab, musty Adam green brocade wall coverings, the

drooping fringed curtains and the gloomy portraits of Sir Edward’s none

too prepossessing ancestors. Instead she was greeted by soft eggshell

paint, white curtains that broke on the gleaming paraquet floor, wide

contemporary sofas piled with subtly toned cushions, and the walls— the

walls were a positive feast of the most extraordinarily luminous paintings

she’d ever set eyes on. (2429:14)

The drabness of Sir Edward’s English decor is described in meticulous detail in order to
highlight the difference of the hero’s alterations. Englishness is seen, here, only to mark
the hero as distinct: ““it’s so unexpected, and bright, and so— well, so un-English’>” (15).
The heroine is positioned in this scene, not only as the arbiter of taste, but as the

representative of all that is normal: the hero’s decorations are “‘un-English’” because
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they are not what the heroine expects.

Similarly, the ethnicity of the blank, featureless Harlequin Presents heroine is
difficult to fix. In general, the series recounts stories of independent, yet ordinary,
heroines thrust into unusual circumstances in “sophisticated, glamorous, international
locations” (Writing Guidelines). The normative identity of the heroine, however, is never
explicitly articulated. It emerges only in moments of contrast with the other. The
heroine in Michelle Reid’s The Sheikh’s Chosen Wife (June 2002) only makes reference
to her own ““ordinary’” ethnicity through her characterization of the hero’s deviance:

‘What is it with you people that you can’t behave in a normal, rational

manner?’ she threw at him, eyes bright, hurt and accusing ...

The you people sent Hassan’s spine erect; the mention of divorce
hardened his face. “You are one of my people,” he reminded her curtly.
‘No, I am not!” she denied with an angry shake of her head. ‘I am

just an ordinary person who had the misfortune to fall in love with the

extraordinary!’ (2254: 75)

Place has no effect on the ascendancy of the English observer. Even outside of her native
country, Leona maintains her ethnocentric position of cultural superiority, complaining of
the inability of other “people” to “behave in a normal and rational manner.” Despite her
marriage into the foreign culture, Leona continues to assert her ordinary status, insisting
that she is unmarked by her husband’s ““‘extraordinary’” ethnicity.

The Harlequin Presents heroine lays claim to her English identity despite travel,
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marriage, and expatriation because her national identity is grounded in the broader
context of the series. While any individual character might venture past the secure
boundaries of “Territory,” Harlequin Presents continues to assert the unity of “Tradition”
through sheer volume. The outward movement of travel is undercut by the recurrence of
origin. The normative place from which the texts consistently begin forms a singular,
consolidated national identity. Heroines traverse the treacherous space of difference with
the solipsistic certainty that their normal identity will remain untouched. In fact, the
normative state of the heroine is so singular and inviolable that she is frequently
represented as entirely isolated, belonging to a nation of one. In The Italian’s Demand
(October 2003) by Sara Wood, the heroine agrees to move to Italy in order to provide her
half-Italian nephew with access to his “heritage”: “She contrasted it to the life Lio would
lead with her in England. And found it wanting. No family. No loving community. Just
her” (2354: 153). Verity may consider her nephew’s English life to be “wanting,” but her
own identification with this virtually empty category is clear. Lio’s Englishness is
insufficient for his development of a national identity because England has only one
citizen, “Just her.”

The half-English offspring of the heroine and her English relatives are often
unable to claim any affiliation with the heroine’s normative nationality: “She was married
to a Brazilian, the child would be a Brazilian” (2405: 135). Englishness distinguishes
itself from the other ethnicities presented in the series by requiring an entirely unmarked

national identity. These texts do not seem to advocate a English diaspora. Some
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heroines of the Harlequin Presents series are less than willing to contribute to the
Imperialist project of seeding the world with half-English progeny. In fact, such dynastic
pursuits are generally characterized throughout the series as un-English. The English in
Harlequin Presents are not a prolific race. The heroines do not see themselves as having
an obligation to go forth and multiply; they do, on the other hand, believe that other
nationalities cherish this goal. Indeed, the heroine in Michelle Reid’s The Morning After
(January 1997) aligns the hero’s violent aversion to the idea of an abortion with his old-
world ethnicity:

“You are the result of too much interbreeding from your vengeful Spanish

side, that’s what you are!’

‘Marriage? Babies?” She shrieked. ‘I would rather rip this
hypothetical child out of my womb myself than be a party to bringing
another of your kind into this w— !’

The stinging slap issued to the side of her face silenced her. The
hands gripping her shoulders and pulling her hard against him made her
gasp. The eyes, when she managed to focus on them, were aflash with
rage. He looked bigger, darker, more alien than he’d ever managed to
look before. (1859: 107-8)

Cesar is described as “more alien than he’d ever managed to look before” in the moment
where he asserts his desire to procreate. Annie’s “‘hypothetical’ offspring retains none

of its mother’s Englishness. Cesar’s dark, alien difference carries forward into the next



167
PhD Thesis — K. Downey / McMaster — English

generation and their union promises to produce only another of his “‘kind.””

The cultivation of ethnicity coincides with the plot devices commonly used to
enforce the two-parent family structure.” Ultimately, the manner in which nationality is
constructed throughout Harlequin Presents serves a structural purpose, one that regulates
the ideological agenda of Harlequin’s brand identity. Half-English children are
understood to have a distinct heritage that needs to be fostered and developed. There is
never a correlating expectation that these children need to learn about their English
heritage. Englishness escapes scrutiny. We must conclude that either it is presumed to
be an innate quality that does not need to be learned, or that these hybrid children have no
claim to a English identity. Hybridity places an extra burden on the half-English child:
“This is the best thing for Liam. He is part Italian, he has a heritage and a way of life to
learn about” (2346: 11). As part of this process of self-realization, half-English offspring
are summarily expelled from the country. A side-effect of this construction of ethnicity
is that half-English children inevitably leave England to learn how to be “other.” This
diasporic movement serves two functions: it removes the threat of miscegenation from
the sanctity of English territory, and compels the English heroine to venture out into the
space of difference.

As narratives of English diaspora, these storylines are unusual in that they trace
only the initial exodus from the country of origin, and continually erase this movement
by resetting the narrative with each text. The explicit non-Englishness of hybrid children

is a side-effect of this erasure. The travel narrative does not detail the expatriation of the
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English heroine; instead, it depicts the experience of a foreign culture from the
unassailable perspective of the English tourist. The heroine is never lost to this exotic
environment: the Harlequin heroine is always a tourist, and she symbolically returns to
her place of origin through the repetition of the series. Her Englishness passes through
the experience unscathed, the text ending before the heroine is completely assimilated.
The serial format of the texts lends itself to a cyclical definition of English identity.
Harlequin Presents does not provide a narrative of emigration; rather, it offers the reader
the recurrent experiences of a English tourist/consumer. The indirect, ambiguous
construction of national identity in Harlequin Presents dictates that we see the nationality
of the heroine only through the repeated delineation of the extraordinary ethnicities and
deviant cultural practices that she observes with impunity. The heroine herself may
consistently avoid assimilation, but at a larger structural level, anxieties surface
concerning the disappearance of so many Harlequin Presents heroines into these cross-

cultural marriages.

The Lost Heroine:
Coping with a Tarnished Image of Western Womanhood

Many of the ethnically distinct heroes have parents whose inter-cultural marriages
were fraught with conflict. The English mothers and stepmothers of Harlequin Presents
heroes do not reflect well on the nation as a whole: ““She had very little time for her

baby, but he was her stake in the Verdi fortune. After the birth she had no time for her
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husband either — only for spending his money and flirting with other men. After the
divorce she returned to England with what she wanted — a fat settlement’ (2263: 50).
Throughout the series, the landscape of Europe and South America is littered with
avaricious English divorcees; and it is from such experiences that many heroes form the
opinion that English women are calculating and promiscuous. Similarly, the hybrid
offspring of the heroine’s relatives are generally born into extremely dysfunctional
families. In Penny Jordan’s Marco’s Convenient Wife (April 2003), the marriage of
orphaned infant Angelina di Vencenti’s parents is described as entirely unviable:

‘I have to admit that Aldo was perhaps a rather spoiled young man. I

counselled him not to marry Patti, they were too different!” He paused,

his expression grim. ‘But Aldo was a very headstrong man. They had

very different aspirations, but neither of them were prepared to listen to

any voice of reason or caution; they had fallen in love... Or so they

claimed.” (2314: 97)
It is easy to see, from the tone of Marco’s commentary, that even if Patti and Aldo had
not had their young lives cut tragically short, Angelina’s home-life would have been far
from idyllic.

These shadow narratives of cross-cultural marriages-gone-wrong threaten to
destabilize the resolution offered by the text. While the heroine within the narrative is
never fully absorbed into her new culture, the threat posed by emigration (the prospect of

being trapped within a foreign, incompatible culture) is manifest in subtle references to
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previous generations of English heroines. These cautionary tales bear an ominous
resemblance to the primary narrative. Romantic love is the only resolution offered by the
series to the problems encountered in inter-cultural marriages. Aldo and Patti seem to
have begun their marriage with as much chance of success as any other hero and heroine,
and yet, their love did not last:

‘Love is always important ... but their interpretation of love would not be

mine, and if it was “love” then I regret to say it was a love of only a very

short-lived duration, although it gave me no pleasure when Aldo

confirmed that my prediction that this would be the case had proved to be

correct. By then Angelina was on the way ...” (97)
The disastrous results of Aldo and Patti’s attempt to bridge the gap of “‘different
aspirations’” cast a pall over the burgeoning relationship between Alice and Marco. The
text is acutely aware of the potential difficulties that the couple face: “Cross-cultural
marriages were always, by the very necessity of their nature, bound to be more of a risk
than those between people who shared the same background and upbringing” (22-3).
These caveats are juxtaposed with the overt differences between Marco and Alice. While
Alice herself continues to represent English normalcy, these reminders of difference
provide us with a brief, indirect glimpse into Englishness as a category of cultural
identification.

Alice reveals her understanding of her own cultural identity in the moments where

she describes Marco’s different background and value-system. Alice carefully aligns
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herself with the romantic ideology asserted by the genre:

“Well it’s obvious that a man like you— a man in your position, with your

family background,” she amended hastily when she saw the ominous way

he was frowning at her, “would think of marriage in different terms to

someone like me. I expect that you are used to the kind of marriages

where it’s more about... about position and wealth, than two people who

love one another...” she finished. “I suppose it’s all about having different

values.” (113)
As she articulates Marco’s difference, Alice indirectly describes herself as someone who
believes that marriage should be “‘about...two people who love each other.’” Alice
constructs their relative value-based subject positions as the result of socio-economic
status and ““family background.”” This correlation of Alice’s cultural identity and the
romantic ideology of the text suggests that Alice’s nationality is meant to serve as a site
of identification — or, at the very least, empathy — for the reader. The shadow narrative of
Patti and Aldo’s unfortunate marriage, however, combines with the misinformation that
was fed to Marco by Alice’s previous employer'® to form an alternate definition of
English national identity as less traditional and more promiscuous than its Italian
counterpart: ““I have it on good authority, your values, unlike mine, are very modern... I
know about your... affair with your previous boss’” (113-4). While Alice’s reputation is
eventually cleared, Patti’s character is given no chance of redemption; consequently, the

image of English women as shallow, mercenary, and sexually promiscuous is never
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completely dispelled.

A lingering discomfort with the issues raised in the text is evident in the desperate
reassurances offered at the end of the book. Jordan asserts her resolution by repeating it
three times, making multiple attempts to close the narrative and attaching an epilogue. In
the final chapter, Marco’s insistence that the couple’s love is imperative supports the
assumption that it will endure despite the “risk” posed by their difference: “‘I have to
love you, Alice, because it is my fate; my destiny...”” (182). The insufficiency of this
assurance is evident in the repetition of narrative closure, where the couple further vows
to never again question the romantic resolution offered by the text:

‘Promise me that you will never, ever doubt again that I love you.’

‘I promise,” Alice assured him. (185)
Just in case the reader possesses any remaining doubts, Jordan appends a two-page
epilogue that depicts the couple five years later, coping happily with the problems of
cultural difference:
If someone, anyone, had tried to tell her five years ago just how
her life was going to turn out she would never have believed them, never
have dared to believe she could be so loved or so happy ...
But she was, and according to Marco he fully intended to make

sure that she remained so for the rest of their lives together! (187)

This reiteration of the assurance that Alice and Marco remain happy and in love

highlights the threat that these shadow narratives ultimately pose to the genre as a whole.
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of the Harlequin Presents heroine. These texts

go to great lengths to collapse the seemingly incommensurate identities of reader,
heroine, English citizen, romantic idealist, and genre (in so far as the heroine is
interpellated into the ‘natural’ outcome of the text) into a singular, inscrutable,
homogeneous subject position. In this Harlequin Presents Plus advertisement, for
instance, the intention that the reader identify with the travelling English heroine is so
transparent that the advertisement prompts the reader to speculate on an entirely

collapsed identity.!' The question, “What would you do if you were Beth or Kelda?”

both clarifies where the reader’s empathy is meant to lie in this interaction with the exotic
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and offers a very literal integration into the text. This advertisement conveys the
expectation that the reader will be able to simultaneously occupy the positions of
romance reader and English heroine. Any alternative depiction of English womanhood
potentially undermines this identification. The ‘other’ heroines populating the series
promise to split this collapsed subject position of heroine/reader. The ‘other’ woman has
the potential to pull apart the category of Englishness, separating the reader from the
heroine and exposing the process of reading to scrutiny.

The hero’s step-mother in Diana Hamilton’s The Italian’s Bride (July 2002) is
described as a sexually promiscuous, “‘mercenary, cold-hearted mother’” (2263: 50) who
showed little interest in either of her sons. Ascribed to her Englishness, these unfortunate
traits are genetically passed on to her half-English offspring:

The charming, feckless, utterly faithless Vito had had many affairs— a

gene he had inherited from the English girl his father had married five

years after his first wife, Lucenzo’s mother, had died. A year later

Christine had given birth to Vittorio and, her duty done, as she’d seen it,

she’d embarked on a string of unsavoury affairs. (16)

It is hardly surprising, given this construction of English womanhood, that Lucenzo
initially believes Vito’s English mistress, “who got pregnant by a wealthy married man
and wielded the coming child like a weapon” (61) must be “a mercenary little tramp”
(60). While Lucenzo’s impression of the heroine is eventually dispelled, Vito’s mother’s

character has been maligned beyond recovery. Two interpretations of “the English girl”
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inhabit this text, creating competing sites of identification for the presumably English
reader. The characters in The Italian’s Bride take every opportunity to expostulate, in
great detail, on the negative traits of Christine, Vito’s mother. Christine’s version of
English womanhood is, if not ascendant, then at least more clearly articulated than
Portia’s national identity.

The memory of Christine’s perfidy seems to drive the heroine’s actions. Needing
to redeem the category of “the English girl,” Portia personifies a variety of virtues: she is
innocent and trusting, hard-working, a devoted mother, kind to the elderly, etc.. The
narrative of Vito’s scheming, avaricious mother combines with the patent inadequacies of
Portia’s home-life — where her “‘domineering, cold’” (76), unnaturally distant and
judgmental parents are only too happy to ship her off to Italy — forming a very
unflattering backdrop of English life. Portia’s need to separate herself from these
negative portrayals of Englishness makes her actions appear involuntary and pre-
determined: “‘I feel trapped... I feel like a puppet. People are pulling my strings and I'm
making the right movements because I don’t have any choice in the matter’” (164).
Portia consistently makes the “‘right’” choice as it is defined in opposition to this
alternate site of English identification. The burden of redeeming the category of
Englishness severely limits the scope of the heroine’s actions.

In fact, Portia’s embodiment of these altruistic characteristics eventually threatens
the romantic agenda of the text. Portia agrees to marry the hero, despite the absence of

any romantic assurances, out of a pragmatic recognition of the insufficiency of her
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English lifestyle:

Like every Italian family, they adored the new arrival...

Back in England his life would be bleak by comparison. Her

parents made no secret of the fact that they resented the intrusions of a

baby into their quiet, boring and rather joyless lives. And her earning

power was low so it could be ages before she could save enough to afford

to rent a couple of rooms. Then there would be the question of proper

childcare. She would manage it somehow, she knew that, but it would

always be second best. (152-3)
The life that Portia’s infant son faces in England certainly suffers in comparison to the
loving acceptance he has received in Italy. England is depicted so negatively in The
Italian’s Bride that Portia, the devoted mother, could not possibly subject her child to
such an upbringing. Unable, or unwilling, to integrate herself into this cold, joyless
vision of England, Portia sees herself as isolated, ostracized, and impoverished within
this setting. The England that Portia recalls is not sufficient — it “would always be second
best” — because it offers no community or national affiliation. The blankness of English
identity may exempt it from scrutiny — separate it from distinctive (Non-White)
ethnicities — but this featureless nationality ultimately offers little appeal.

Portia’s need to differentiate herself from this definition of Englishness
supercedes her role as heroine. In capitulating to this set of material concerns, Portia

refuses to assert the romantic ideology generally upheld by the heroine. Portia does not
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return to England to struggle in poverty; she is given no such opportunity to prove her
commitment to romantic ideals. Portia agrees to remain in Italy and marry the hero
because it is in the best interests of her son and the elderly, invalid father of Vito and
Lucenzo. Yet she does feel pressured to live up to her role are heroine: “To tie herself to
a man who couldn’t love her when she loved him to pieces would be the cruellest thing
she could ever do to herself” (151). Portia views her decision to enter into a loveless
union with the hero as innately self-sacrificing, as placing the emotional and material
needs of others above her own desires.

In the end, Portia is an extremely conflicted heroine who capitulates to the
demands placed on her as a representative of her nation despite her commitment to the
belief system supported by the genre. This internal turmoil is finally expressed when
Portia breaks down and pleads for a resolution to the competing interests of familial
obligations and romantic love:

‘I can’t marry you, Lucenzo!” she wailed. ‘I kept telling myself I could.

For Sam. For your father. And everything. I guess I’m being really

selfish... I'm thinking only of myself, and I know I shouldn’t, but I can’t

go through with it. Please try to see! Oh, Lucenzo, don’t you understand?

I might love you but it isn’t enough. I need to be loved!’ (183-4)

Portia’s textual role as the redeemer of English womanhood inhibits her identification
with her alternate role as heroine. Here, the two categories of Englishness and romance

heroine are separated and placed in competition with each other. Unlike other romance
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heroines, Portia is unable to simultaneously inhabit both identities. In this example,
where Englishness needs to be supported and clearly described, the heroine cannot make
any facile associations between romance and nation — she cannot, like other heroines
before her, claim to be a romantic merely by virtue of her nationality.

Generally, the texts in this series move seamlessly between the two categories.
This fluid expression of identity allows Harlequin Presents to naturalize an association
between English women and romance that has clear implications for the reader’s
identification with the text and her willingness to purchase other texts in the series. This
collapsed identity of heroine/citizen/idealist is too slippery to be questioned or examined.
The indistinctly British or White Commonwealth nation of the Harlequin Presents
heroine bears a striking resemblance to Harlequin’s undifferentiated target market. The
Harlequin reader is meant to recognize herself in this site of identification. The English
heroine’s alignment with romantic ideals sends the message that Western women want to
read romance novels, reifying Harlequin’s unassailable position in the romance
publishing industry. In the end, the narrative of the lost heroine upsets this dynamic. By
raising the possibility that Western women might not all be romantic idealists, these
stories suggest that perhaps the genre does not have universal appeal. In exposing the
category of Western womanhood to scrutiny, these narratives threaten to uncover the
reading practices of the Harlequin consumer. If the romance reader is not a naturalized
category identical to Western womanhood, then perhaps this category is being

strategically constructed by Harlequin advertising. The image of the mercenary, sexually
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avaricious Western woman needs to contained because it threatens Harlequin’s brand
identity.

Western Women and Eastern Men:
The Harlequin Reader and a Sexuality of Place

Don’t miss this opportunity to experience glamourous lifestyles and exotic

settings. (Foreign Affairs)'?

As we have already seen, Harlequin’s focus on the exoticism of place situates the
reader as a superior, normative observer of foreign cultures. The heroine as tourist
occupies the somewhat privileged position of a civilized, experienced connoisseur of
place. In adopting the position of traveller, the heroine comes to know the foreign culture
as external, fixed and objectified. The heroine’s role in the text fits in well with the
British discourse of Orientalism. As Edward Said observes, this construction of the
British subject as an authoritative, knowing observer situates the Orient as an object to be
dominated:

Knowledge means rising above immediacy, beyond self, into the foreign

and the distant. The object of such knowledge is inherently vulnerable to

scrutiny; this object is a “fact” which, if it develops, changes, or otherwise

transforms itself in the way that civilizations frequently do, nevertheless is
fundamentally, ontologically stable. To have such a knowledge of a thing

is to dominate it, to have authority over it. (32)

The travel narrative places difference at a safe distance and positions the English heroine
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as the dominant subject.

At the same time, all Harlequin Presents’ narratives are, ultimately, a vehicle for
romance. Within the sub-genre of the travel romance, Harlequin’s consistent focus on
travel as the means through which romance is experienced effectively obscures the series’
role as a romance delivery system. While the position of the tourist is only strengthened
by “multiple consummativity” (Baudrillard 83), the mass-consumption of romance is
inconsistent with the ideology of romantic love. The resolution offered by the texts
insists that romantic love is singular and enduring. The romance reader’s avaricious
repetition of the experience of romantic love suggests that this resolution is glaringly
insufficient. In marketing the romance novel as an experience of place, Harlequin opts

not to remind the reader of the more distasteful and somewhat problematic elements of

Figure 3
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her own practices of consumption.

The exotic settings promised in travel oriented advertisements serve as a gloss for
the eroticism of difference systematically reproduced in the texts. Rather than promising
romantic or sexual experiences with an exoticized man, travel advertisements describe
the texts as an experience of an exotic place. The advertisement for The Touch of
Aphrodite focuses on the cultural attractions and opulent accommodations of Cyprus,
making only an oblique reference to the novel’s Greek hero.'> The reader is expected to
decode the promise of romance buried within the advertisement in the same manner that a
romantically-minded recipient might read into a postcard from a friend. The
advertisement positions the reader as someone who identifies with romantic ideology but
is remarkably distant from the experience of romance within the text. The promise that
the reader will “Travel across Europe” and “Collect a new Postcards from Europe title
each month!” pointedly avoids reference to romance as a repeated experience.

In their multiplicity, the texts become objects of consumption. The romance
reader is depicted as a collector of things and not — it is hardly surprising — a compulsive
sexaddict. The strategy of the Postcards from Europe series indicates a discomfort with
this tension between the reader’s position within this system of consumption and her
identification with the romance in the text. Unlike the Expecting series, the Postcards
from Europe campaign is not organized around a singular, value-based concept. Just as
the tourist is expected to amass a wide variety of foreign adventures, the reader is urged

to collect a series of discrete experiences. The reader is being sold — not romance, not
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family — but her own role within the process of consumption. In conflating place and
romance, Harlequin is able to sell their texts as distinct and multifarious. The reader is
invited to sample from a broad spectrum of settings throughout the continent, but the
Postcards from Europe series relegates romance to the periphery. While the travel
experience comes equipped with romance and the series depicts a breadth of European
heroes, Harlequin ascribes the features of difference and repetition to the setting, leaving
the romantic elements of the text unsullied by these practices of consumption. By the end
of the nineties, however, Harlequin becomes less squeamish in their commodification of
exotic ethnicity, and their marketing strategy

undergoes a distinct shift.

Commodified Ethnicity:
the Exotic as a Floating Signifier'

) . nt at the sheikh’s pleasure. ..
The new ethnic hero is divorced from Spe P

Figure 4
his exotic locale. Difference is no longer relegated
to a distant place far outside English territory. Ethnically distinctive heroes now travel
freely between nations, and many do not even own an isolated Greek island or crumbling
Italian castello to which they can abduct the heroine. The exotic appeal of the travel
narrative is distilled down into the sexual appeal of an exotic hero. The only connection

between the texts advertised in Figure 5 is the ethnicity of the hero."” This grouping of

the texts suggests that readers make purchasing decisions based on the understanding that
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this ethnicity possesses unique sexual capital. '
By placing the two texts in relation to each %&w&mm‘
- passion and provocative,

- tentalizing romance!

Join us in December for two sexy Ralian heroes
‘ From two of your favorite authors:

other, Harlequin asserts that these “two sexy
Italian heroes” have an identifiable quality

that can be extracted from the narrative and #2417

THE ITALIAN'S RUNAWAY BRIDE
- by Jacqueline Baird
#2219

marketed as a separate commodity.
In this separation, the commodity of Qﬁﬂ*%z"’:/%.;g(wjym ,
ethnicity is sold, not as a feature of the text,
but as a category that has been invested with
additional exchange-value independent of any
individual text. Harlequin no longer needs to
explain how these groupings are meaningful.
Unlike the Latin Lovers advertisement shown  Figure 5
in Figure 1, the sexy Italian heroes advertisement
makes no attempt to describe the ethnic category, or justify the connection being drawn
between the two texts. In fact, Harlequin tends to treat the coherence of these categories
as self-evident. The Arabian Nights icon, shown in Figure 4, provides no further
explanation. This icon does not covertly imply an exotic sexual experience that the
reader might encounter in a distant locale; it explicitly promises a sexual gratification

with is inextricably linked to the hero’s ethnicity.
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despite the familiarity of his geographical
location. In the London Playboys advertisement, Harlequin manages to incorporate

ethnic difference into the nation-state. Any threat of ethnic diversity is mitigated by the

commodity status of Khalim’s ethnicity.
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qualifier, “a sheikh,” as indecipherable

Figure 7
from the professions of the other two

heroes, suggests that this is merely a feature of Khalim’s identity — the characteristic that
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makes him a marketable hero.

This fetishization of ethnicity extends even further with the Hot- Blooded
Husbands icon depicted in Figure 7. This series is not marketed on the basis of an
individual ethnic category. The phrase, “Hot-Blooded Hubands,” refers indiscriminately
to all ethnic groupings that have been attributed sexual capital.'” This series appeals —
not to a particular stereotype — but to the process of fetishism that these ethnic categories
have undergone. This seemingly arbitrary grouping illustrates the racial assumptions
underpinning Harlequin’s depictiqn of non-English ethnicity. The “Hot-Blooded” pun
implies both a sexual and geographical connection: these “Husbands” derive their surplus
sexual appeal from their space of origin outside of, and to the south of, the central
position of England. This icon keys into the North/South dichotomy frequently
employed in colonial discourse to depict non-white races as less rational and more
sexualized than their English counterparts. Obviously, such Imperialist concepts are
apparent in virtually all of Harlequin’s fetishism of ethnicity. The Hot-Blooded
Husbands series is interesting because it does not bury its racist, geo-centric assumptions
within an existing stereotype. Instead, the icon shamelessly flaunts its Imperialist subject
position. The reader is expected to recognize the ethno-centric colonialism of their own
practices of consumption and purchase the text because the hero manifests any one of the

interchangeable ethnicities that have been sufficiently fetishized.
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This is not to say that the appeal of the non-English

hero is exclusively sexual. These narratives also bring a

variety of social stereotypes to bear on their ethnically
distinctive hero. The less civilized, socially backwards Figure$8

countries of southern Europe, Latin America and the Middle East are held up as
exemplars of a more traditional, less modern lifestyle. The appeal of the ethnic hero,
then, is due in no small part to the ease of his identification with a set of values that
Harlequin itself has come to stand for. These distant, southern spaces are depicted as
unaffected by the recent social changes that threaten a traditional definition of marriage
and family. The Mediterranean Marriage series projects a more old-fashioned image of
wedlock by seamlessly melding the classical decor surrounding the icon with the print

8 Conceptually, the

and phrasing generally employed in a wedding invitation.'
advertisement connects the space of the Mediterranean with traditional aspects of English
social life, such as the rituals and practices associated with a traditional wedding
ceremony. In so doing, however, Harlequin implies that these traditions are no longer
predominant in England but remain ubiquitous throughout southern Europe.

Harlequin Presents’s social mapping of Europe and the Middle-East consistently

depicts England and other northern/Western countries as modernized or socially

advanced. After all, the “liberation” of women was presented as a fait accompli within
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the first text of the series; according to Anne Hampson, women had achieved equality in
Britain by 1973: ““In your country the woman is equal’” (1: 45). In comparison, places
such as Cyprus and Sicily are depicted as untamed wilderness. The heroine in Margaret
Rome’s Castle of the Fountains (September 1982) interprets the Sicilian hero’s account
of his emigration to America at the age of ten as tale of civilization’s interference with a
“wild boy” in his natural state:

her heart ached for a wild boy of the mountains who, at an unruly age, had

been trapped, crated, labelled, then dispatched to an alien land to suffer

confinement within a succession of brick walls until he was suitably

tamed, tutored, and finally stamped with the mark of civilization’s

approval. (532: 118)

Upon his return to his native land, Silvatore quickly abandons the “living standards
accepted as normal by the people of more enlightened nations” (185-6). Silvatore’s
natural state, however, apparently lends itself to the patriarchal models of marriage and
family that England has allowed to fall by the wayside: “he will always be capoccio—
head of his household, expecting complete subjection from his bride” (168).

On the one hand, this recurrent structure of the modern English heroine thrust into
conflict with an “‘archaic’” (2388: 115) representative of the patriarchy further asserts the
ascendency of the English observer. In labelling the hero’s foreign culture uncivilized,
the heroine fixes these social practices as knowable and exposed to scrutiny: “machismo

flowed from him, barbaric as the golden buckle holding the belt around his waist—the
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buckle depicting a beast and a reptile from
which she was finding it impossible to raise
her eyes” (532: 180). At the same time, the
bestial barbarism of the ethnic hero is

presented as a more natural state of manhood.
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fears and desires: “she might rebel at times
against his masculine dominance, yet that in
Figure 9
itself was an intrinsic part of the attraction”
(2312: 135).

Harlequin Presents distances itself from older, patriarchal models of marriage and
family by locating them outside of the territory of the Commonwealth. Yet, it is clear
that this model of the institution of marriage still holds some appeal as this is precisely
the value-set marketed in miniseries such as Italian Husbands."® The advertisement

shown in Figure 9 clearly aligns the hero’s ethnicity with a willingness to enter into the

typic of medimdn§ THEerétahindesk ofitkierhadyesoi mthwersiticE remteriotie implpeationlas
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that English men are somehow more recalcitrant and evidently less “ready to marry” than
their Italian counterparts. Throughout the series, the English fiancé has become a
- somewhat maligned figure. Unable to lay claim to the overwhelming “machismo” of the
non-Western hero, English men are frequently described as “‘a bit dull... and a trifle
weak’” (2346: 65).

In Sara Craven’s The Forced Marriage (May 2003), the Italian hero evidently
presents a more appealing prospect than the English man to whom the heroine is
originally engaged. The speed with which Flora accepts the “attractive alternative”
(2320: 39) of an evening with the Italian stranger certainly suggests that her relationship
with her fiancé is far from perfect. Flora’s friend describes this original relationship as an
indifferent development arising from middling expectations: “‘I never felt that you and
Chris were the couple of the year. You met and liked each other, and it—drifted from
there... Maybe you both reached a stage where marriage seemed a good idea, and you
were content to settle for just all right rather than terrific. It happens a lot” (90).
Apparently, quite a number of English couples contemplate such a mundane union: after
all, ““It happens a lot.”” It would seem that English culture does little to foster the
ideology of romantic love, and the institution of marriage has been reduced to an empty
gesture resulting from the aimless drifting of disenfranchised subjects. In the absence of
older patriarchal models, marriage becomes something that just happens, for no particular
reason, divorced from any cultural context.

The patriarchy may have reduced women to objects of exchange but at least it
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offered clearly defined roles and drew from a wealth of cultural imagery. In Vendetta
Bride by Rebecca King (August 1994), the heroine briefly fantasizes what her life would
be like if her English fiancé were not a ““desiccated adding-machine’” (1678: 45): “Just
for a minute she thought of pistols at dawn, and had the image of James utterly
destroying this man then turning and taking her in his arms. But the, shoulders bowed,
she turned her head away” (1678: 35). Sadly, James’ modern subjectivity seems to
prevent him from enacting this heroic rescue. Clearly, the unprepossessing James cannot
possibly compete with the vibrant difference and patriarchal machismo of the text’s
Italian hero, Alex Baresi. In comparison with these foreign models of masculinity,
English culture offers such poorly defined gender roles that the English man seems in
danger of disappearing altogether. James’ masculinity is permanently compromised by
his unwillingness or inability to enact this violent, possessive archetype. Alex quickly
dismisses his English rival as entirely unworthy of notice: “Look at the way.... he has
given you up without a struggle. A real man would kill to keep a woman like you’” (46).
The unfortunate James is merely ““— a cypher, a nothing man’” (46). In capitulating to A
the civilizing influence of English society, the English man has allowed himself to be
erased.

This strategy of attributing patriarchal values to foreign, exotic spaces sets up a
covert critique of “existing” social practices. Harlequin Presents seems to believe that
Western society is drifting away from a core set of family values and the traditional

gender roles that accompany them. Locating the patriarchy in an external culture allows
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the series to explore the efficacy of modern and traditional social practices from a
relatively safe distance. At the same time, the traditional value-set of the ethnic hero
makes him more appreciative of the domestic qualities generally attributed to a Harlequin
Presents heroine. The unskilled, uneducated, rural heroine of Lynne Graham’s The
Italian’s Wife (March 2002) may find herself unemployed and homeless on London’s
streets, but she quickly interpellated into a two-parent family where her skills as nurturing
caregiver are highly valued.? Holly’s proportionate success within these two spheres
suggests that the categories of mother and housewife have been systematically devalued
in contemporary English society. It is hardly surprising, then, that so many Harlequin
Presents heroines flee to the relative security of “Italian Husbands.”

While the series looks outside of England for validation of traditional gender
roles, Harlequin Presents is careful to situate these values far from any English national
identity. The patriarchal values located in the ethnic hero are relegated to the status of
spectacle. Like the barbaric image on Silvatore’s golden belt buckle, from which the
heroine “was finding it impossible to raise her eyes” (532: 180), this exaggerated
depiction of patriarchal masculinity may hold the fascination of Harlequin Presents
readers, but it is never incorporated back into the nation state. Generations of Harlequin
Presents heroines may have abandoned the modern sensibilities of Western civilization to
holiday in the exotic space of Eastern patriarchy, but the serial nature of the texts dictates
that the central position of Western society is always recovered. For the last thirty years,

Harlequin Presents readers may have pondered the eternal question “What would you do
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if you were Beth or Kelda?” (Harlequin Presents Plus), but this identification with the
English/Commonwealth heroine has not shifted. The direction of the gaze outwards
towards these other spaces only solidifies the sense of nation emerging within the series:
“turning ... the differentiated spatial boundary, the ‘outside’, into the unified temporal
territory of Tradition” (Bhabha 300). The serial romance novel permits this movement
outwards only because it is always recuperated. The ironic structure of the romance
allows, in fact it necessitates, an exploration of the dangerous appeal of the Other without

compromising the integrity of the category of Western whiteness.
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Notes

1. This quotation is taken from the back cover of Anne Hampson’s Gates of Steel (May

1973).

2. In “Harlequin Romances in Western Europe: The Cultural Interactions of Romantic
Literature,” Annick Capelle launches a comprehensive analysis of the translation of
Harlequin Romances into French and Dutch, looking at the selection of texts, their
packaging and the translation of the narrative. While Capelle does note some alterations
to suit the unique cultural environment of both countries, the most striking thing about

this analysis is how uniform the final product remains.

3. In Merchants of Venus, Paul Grescoe describes the epiphany of one Harlequin
executive in 1969 as a realization of the utility of the company’s potential to sell
literature as a homogenous product: “Heisy saw at once that Harlequin was a product,
like soap or shortening. It had a brand name, even a logo with that little guy with the
diamond, and covers that virtually appeared identical, book after book... Harlequin, he
concluded, was nothing more or less than branded literature that could be promoted like

any other branded consumer product, like Tide or Crisco” (76).

4. See Figure 1, an advertisement taken from the back pages of Lucy Monroe’s The

Italian’s Suitable Wife (October 2004).
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5. See Greek Tycoons advertisement and Survey 2003 advertisement in Appendix.
6. Byline to a Foreign Affairs advertisement, see Figure 2, Chapter 2.

7.1 have to admit that I find some early Harlequin Presents novels (especially those from

the 70's) particularly difficult to approach. Thirty years is a long time in popular culture.

8. See Figure 2, Postcards From Europe offer featured in the back pages of Lilian Peake’s
No Promise of Love (November 1994). While the icon used most closely resembles a

postage stamp, this image still evokes the concept of movement across borders.

9. The argument that half-English children need experience and develop their ethnicity is
frequently employed to coerce the heroine into marriage. For a discussion of the plot
devices commonly used surrounding pregnancy and child-rearing, see Chapter 2 pp. 127-

36.

10. Throughout the majority of the text, Marco believes that Alice had an affair with the
husband of her previous employer. This supposition is only reevaluated when Alice’s

virginity is finally revealed. For further discussion of this element of the narrative, see

Chapter 1 pp. 35-36.

11. See Figure 3, Harlequin Presents Plus advertisement for Beth and the Barbarian and

Angel of Darkness taken from back pages of Susan Napier’s Phantom Lover (December
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1994).

12. This quotation is taken from a Foreign Affairs advertisement. See Figure 2 in

Chapter 2.

13. See Figure 3, Postcards From Europe advertisement for The Touch of Aphrodite
(September 1994) taken from the back pages of Rebecca King’s Vendetta Bride (August

1992).

14. Figure 4, Arabian Nights icon, taken from back cover of Penny Jordan’s One Night

with the Sheikh (July 2003).

15. See Figure 5, Sexy Italians advertisement taken from back pages of Helen Bianchin’s

The Husband Test (December 2001).

16. See Figure 6, London’s Most Eligible Playboys advertisement taken from the back

pages of Catherine George’s Husband for Real (January 2002).

17. Figure 7, Hot-Blooded Husbands icon, taken from back cover of Michelle Reid’s The

Arabian Love Child (December 2002).

18. See Figure 8, portion of A Mediterrancan Marriage advertisement taken from the

back pages of Catherine George’s Husband for Real (January 2002).

19. See Figure 9, Italian Husbands advertisement taken from the back pages of Lynne
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Graham’s The Banker’s Convenient Wife (March 2004).

20. For further discussion of the valuation of domestic labour in Lynne Graham’s The

Italian Wife (March 2002), see Chapter 1 pp. 18-22.
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Conclusion

...the substantial function of literature is to secure consent. To make individuals

feel ‘at ease’ in the world they happen to live in, to reconcile them in a pleasant

and imperceptible way to its prevailing cultural norms. (Franco Morretti, Signs

Taken for Wonders)

The contemporary serial romance novel is an example of women’s writing at its most
formulaic. In the past, Harlequin went to great lengths to standardize its product, circulating
writers guidelines that stipulated, chapter by chapter, the exact progression of the plot. While the
new writing guidelines are far less prescriptive than earlier Harlequin formulas, it does “advise
keeping in touch with current reader preferences by reading the most recent titles available in the
Harlequin Presents line” (Writer’s Guidelines). Harlequin’s emphasis on the repetition of form
allows it to maintain consistency across a vast number of texts produced by a decentralized pool
of authors. The writing guidelines, however, emphasize this predetermined structure in terms of
“reader preferences,” indicating that the series remains invariable because this is what readers
want. Certainly, Harlequin’s substantial foothold in the publishing industry is a testament to the
success of a formulaic approach to women’s fiction. At the same time, the homogeneity of
Harlequin’s product is precisely the aspect that renders it the most repugnant to middle/high-
brow literary taste. Churning out identically packaged texts designed to be placed on
supermarket shelves next to the latest edition of The National Enquirer, Harlequin seems to
encapsulate the most abhorrent aspects of mass-culture in a literary form.

The anxiety that the literary establishment feels towards this degenerative example of
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fiction manifests in colourful stories of Harlequin’s labour saving techniques and its general
perversion of a modernist model of authorial power: monkeys are said to be slotting adjectives
into preformatted sentences; graduate students are asked to generate books from pithy synopses;
and the same book is published multiple times under different titles. One remarkably persistent
rumour is that someone has written a computer program to randomly generate Harlequin texts.'
Each of these tales focuses on Harlequin’s mode of production, projecting the orator’s
discomfort with Harlequin’s existence as mass literature onto the manner in which the texts are
created. This idea of Harlequin as the product of a soulless, mechanized process displaces our
fear of a postmodern erasure of literary boundaries onto a devalued cultural object that can easily
be dismissed as beneath our notice. More disturbing than our desire to scapegoat Harlequin for
our anxieties over mass culture is the implication that Harlequin’s machinations pass undetected.
Narratives of Harlequin’s mass production gleefully imply that Harlequin readers are too stupid
to notice or too desensitized to care that their practice of reading has degenerated into the
consumption of a mass-produced object.

I would hope that it is unnecessary by this point to observe that Harlequin Presents is
probably not produced by either monkeys or a computer program (although I have yet to
authoritatively rule out the graduate student theory). I am also reasonably certain that I have not
read the same book under a different title, and I like to think that I would have noticed such a
development. As I have discussed, texts in the Harlequin Presents series do exhibit standardized
patterns. The epitome of mass culture, Harlequin’s style is a reflection of its mode of production
and distribution. Any attempt, however, to devalue a genre based purely on its formulaic

structure is grounded in an irrational nostalgia for a modernist ideal of artistic production. In
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“The Culture Industry,” Theodor Adormo and Max Horkheimer’s reaction to the standardized
products of industrialization expresses a general discomfort with a shifting definition of art:
“The great artists were never those who embodied a wholly flawless and perfect style, but those
who used style as a way of hardening themselves against the chaotic expression of suffering, as a
negative truth” (Adorno and Horkheimer 37). Harlequin Presents is an artifact of a postmodern
culture industry, and the series exhibits little desire to emulate “the great artists” of earlier
literary forms. Breaking away from style to express “a negative truth” is simply not the function
of the contemporary serial romance novel. Yet, literary sensibility dictates that by conforming to
generic structures, Harlequin novelists are, in fact, striving for inferiority: “the inferior work has
always relied on its similarity with others — on a surrogate identity”’(Adorno and Horkheimer 37).
Allowing such sensibilities to colour a study of Harlequin Presents prompts us to overlook the
possibility that the “surrogate identity” of the romance novel might be produced in response to
“reader preferences” (Writer’s Guidelines). We must overcome our distaste and consider the
eventuality that reading pleasure in late capitalist society may have little to do with great art.

As Franco Moretti observes in Signs Taken for Wonders, literary critics do tend to ignore
the ways that texts conform to the dictates of style. Genre studies have been marginalised simply
because this is not the way that literary historiography works. The focus on how ‘valuable’
examples of literature differentiate themselves from normative style makes any study of the
function of genre or form extremely difficult:

literary history has never ceased to be histoire evenementielle, where the events

are great works or great individuals. Even the great historical controversies, when

all is said, turn almost exclusively on the reinterpretation of an extremely small
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number of works. This procedure condemns the concept of genre to a subaltern,

marginal function, as is indicated most starkly in the formalist couple convention-

defamiliarization, where genre appears as mere background, an opaque plane

whose only use is to make the difference of the masterpiece most prominent. Just

as the ‘event’ breaks and ridicules the laws of continuity, so the masterpiece is

there to demonstrate the ‘triumph’ over the norm, the irreducibility of what is

really great. (Moretti 13).

Positioning genre as the “opaque plane” upon which “great works™ distinguish themselves may
aid us in the study of a ridiculously small number of canonized texts, but it will never give us
much insight into general reading practices. We need to consider how mundane texts fit into the
process of creating and stabilizing genre if we want to understand the cultural role of
contemporary popular fiction. As Janice Radway observes in 4 Feeling for Books, popular
fiction needs to be examined as “a counterpractice to the high culture tastes and proclivities that
have been most insistently legitimized and nurtured in academic English departments for the last
fifty years or so” (9-10). Traditional literary models are of little help to us because popular
fiction has constituted its own concept of literary value.

Harlequin Presents is not a medium that lends itself to distinctiveness. The contemporary
serial romance novel flourishes amidst its own bland replication. The form and content of
Harlequin Presents work in perfect synergy to mass produce a literary commodity capable of
exploiting brand loyalty to maintain a consistent consumer base. Harlequin Presents represents
precisely the unity of style and content that Adorno and Horkheimer distain as the inauspicious

product of the culture industry:
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The reconciliation of the general and the particular, of the rule and the specific
demands of the subject matter, the achievement of which alone gives essential,
meaningful content to style, is futile because there has ceased to be the slightest
tension between opposite poles: these concordant extremes are dismally identical;

the general can replace the particular, and vice versa. (Adorno and Horkheimer

36-7)

By focussing on the cultural function of high art, Adorno and Horkheimer fail to consider the
possibility that, in other cultural forms, style itself might be essential and meaningful. Harlequin
Presents does embody the circular logic of the cultural industry. As a literary form designed for
mass production and mass marketing, Harlequin’s structure is dictated by its means of
production. Therefore it manifests whatever ideology is necessary to reproduce itself: “[The
products of the culture industry] are just business is made into ideology in order to justify the
rubbish that they deliberately produce” (31). Having no pretension to high art, Harlequin has
always embraced this extremely effective means of cultural production. The style of Harlequin
reflects more than just the ideology of business; it articulates the status quo. In the business of
securing the consent of its audience, Harlequin Presents offers us valuable insight into
“prevailing cultural norms” (Moretti 27).

Rather than considering the cultural meaning of the romance novel despite its formulaic
structure, we should examine this cultural artefact as a fortuitous example of how popular fiction
actually functions in late capitalist society. We should not dismiss this opportunity to investigate
how popular, middle-brow fiction has “performed the necessary ideological labor” of carving out

its own class consciousness (Radway 351). My decision to study the romance novel in its most
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standardized form was deliberate. On the whole, contemporary popular fiction conforms to the
dictates of genre, working within these systems to express general cultural trends. Remarkable,
reactionary, or revolutionary literary expression does not fit into this particular model of reading
pleasure. Popular fiction is a comfortable medium that fulfills a particular literary function and
has little to do with challenging the reader: “Literature... indicates how deeply rooted is our
desire to make the ‘adjustment’ to the existing order coincide with some idea of ‘happiness’. It
makes us realize that ‘consent’ — feeling that we ‘want’ to do what we ‘have’ to do — can be one
of the highest aspirations of the individual psyche” (Moretti 40). Mass-produced and mass-
consumed popular fiction actively works to reconcile the subject to the social order that makes
possible its own means of production. As an ideological manifestation of late capitalism,
popular fiction has a vested interest in maintaining the status quo.

At the same time, delivering real, lasting satisfaction to its reading public would
obviously render contemporary popular fiction obsolete. Ultimately, these literary forms offer
only a provisional reconciliation. The artefacts of the culture industry only ever deliver partially
on their promises:

The culture industry perpetually cheats its consumers of what it perpetually

promises. The promissory note which, with its plots and staging, it draws on

pleasure is endlessly prolonged; the promise, which it actually confirms is that the

real point will never be reached, that the diner must be satisfied with the menu. ..

The secret of aesthetic sublimation is its representation of fulfilment as a broken

promise. The culture industry does not sublimate; it represses. (Adorno and

Horkheimer 38).
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My ambivalent reading of the dual functions of the contemporary serial romance novel describes
the conflicted interpellation of postmodern subjects under late capitalism. This dissertation
focuses on the ways in which Harlequin Presents works within generic conventions. It is the
recurrent features of the series — its plot devices and characterizations — that constitute the
Harlequin Presents reader through a process of ironic negotiation. As I discuss in my
introduction, the romance novel does not offer direct insight into the gendered fantasies of
western culture, but Harlequin Presents does show us how a group of texts can define its own
readership and create meaning independent of literary value. Like other examples of popular
fiction, Harlequin Presents both reifies existing social structures and resists the satisfaction of
social desires. The serial nature of Harlequin Presents makes this conflicted process all the more
salient. The formulaic elements that I have considered form a collection of seemingly
incommensurate impulses, resisting and complying with Harlequin’s stated ideological agenda.
Harlequin Presents makes no attempt to subvert its own formula because this ironic structure is a
necessary condition for the continuation of the series. If the romance novel delivered,
unconditionally, on its promise of an “An Emotionally Satisfying and Optimistic Ending” (RWA
National), romance sales would plummet. Harlequin Presents, like most forms of popular
culture, necessarily fails to satisfy the consumer. Resistance and dissatisfaction are, therefore,

structured into the texts themselves.
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Notes

1. Each of these literary urban legends have been related to me on more than one occasion by
multiple sources. Emerging quickly in casual conversations, such tales were framed as evidence
vital to my thesis project. Clearly, I had not yet grasped how poorly such texts fit into literary

models, and needed to be educated as to how inappropriate my choice of field was.
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Appendix

Passion Advertisement (1999) Greek Tycoons
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