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Genre Worldsand Popular Fiction: The Case of Twenty-First-Century Australian

Romance

Popular romance fiction is the most prolific and profitable popular genre globally, a robust
counter to narratives in the media and academia about the death of the book. Like all genres
of fiction, romance has multiple dimensions. Popular romanaesector of the publishing
industry, a saocial formation, and a body of texts. To date, research has focused
overwhelmingly on the third dimension, largely because of the dominance of the conceptual
frameworks and analytical techniques of literary critiegsadcount for the genre’s size and

growth, its dynamism and diversity, popular romance studies must not privilege a single
academic discipline. Instead, the study of romanaed of popular fiction more broadly
shouldstraddle literary and cultural studies (Butter 201), as well as publishing studies and
book histaory.

ThiS.article proposes a new theoretical framework for the study of popular fittion.
introduces the centrabncept of a “genre world,” an adaptation of sociologist Howard S.
Becker’s definition of an “art world,” and models the use of this concept through three
interview-based.case studies that reveal key characteristics of popular romance in twenty-first
century Australia. First, the genre world is both national and international. It is attuned to
these different contexts, particularly the permeable boundary between small and large

publishing centers. Second, the genre world is highly professiedatidzented towards the
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GENRE WORLDS AND POPULAR FICTION 2

accumulation of Wat we call “genre competence.” Popular fiction is a sector of the broader
literary field that operates explicitly as a training ground for developing the knowledge and
skills required by its members. Third, the romance genre world is built on a dynamic real-
and-imagined-sociality; therefore, people from its past and from its imagined storyworlds are
routinely included in accounts of the romance commurfhity.concept of the “genre world”

and the"me&thods it invitesreading the texts alongside interviéwsth authors and
intermediaries,and with the support of publishing dataus yield new insights araffuller,

richer understanding of how genre fiction operates.

Towardsa Theory of Genre Worlds

Howard S. Beeker’s Art Worlds (1982 offers a sociological study of how art is produced,
circulated, and enjoyed. For Becker, art is the result of collective activity, decentralizing the
“gifted” individual and reorienting study towards the “radiating network” that surrounds them
(14-15). Hexdefinessuch networks as “art worlds,” whose “cooperative activity, organized

via theirjoint:knewledge of conventional means of doing things, produces the kind of art
works that art world is noted for” (xxiv). Everything that the artist does not ‘daust be done

by someone_else” and wherever the artist relies on someonm fitas “cast of characters”

(xvi) “a cooperative link exists” (25). The artists, as well as the others in the radiating

network, embody knowledge about how things are done within the art world via
“conventions” which are “known to all or almost all well-socialized members” (42). Becker

only accounts obliquely for the world of books and publishing, but his conceptualization is
particularly-apposite for the study of genre fiction, which is organized by highly networked
communities with a strong orientation towards professionalization and industry (conventional
behavior) focused on fiction that reproduces and reconfigures well-known tropes

(conventional texts).
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Building on Becker’s theory, a “genre world” describes the collective activity that
goes into the creation and circulation of genre texts, and is particularly focused on the
communities, collaborations, and industrial pressures that drive and are driven by the
processes ofthese soainistic formations. Becker’s work, then, provides a methodology for
a better understanding of popular fiction: the analysis of the interrelated parts of the genre
world that can be achieved by identifying the “cast of characters”; examining the
“cooperative Jinks” between them; and investigating what influence they exert on the final
work of art, that'is, the genre fiction text: Becker holds thavarks “always shows signs of
that cooperation’’/(1). Conceptualizing popular fiction as a genre world leads to a rich
understanding of how some of the most widely enjoyed texts in the world come into being
and gain newrinsights into their cultural meaning.

While the “genre worlds” approach is new, it builds on and extends significant prior
research on popular fiction. For example, we share Ken Gelder’s commitment to studying
popular fictien_on its own terms, elaborated in his influential monograph, Popular Fiction:
The Logics.and.Practices of a Literary Field, whigjeaks up for the reputation of popular
fiction” (11). Gelder argues from a Bourdieusian analysis of popular fiction as a “field,”
rather than aworld:World” is a more central concept in Scott McCracken’s Pulp: Reading
Popular Fictionin which “the world, the text, and the reader,” are identified as the three
main elements of the “total experience of reading popular fiction” (16). McCracken uses
“world” to describe the “social context” (2) of texts and genres: popular fiction is “a
quintessential product of the modern world” (6) and thus offers readers a vehicle for
negotiatingsand responding to “social conflict” and provides critics with a gauge by which to
measure those rfesponses.

The frequentise of the word “world” in recent studies of popular fiction to chart the

ideological currents of genrdsffers from our concept of the “genre world,” because we do
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not see the world as something separate to the text and its creation. For example, Jayashree
Kamblé offers an ideological account of contemporary romance based in textual analysis,
using the term “world” throughout in a sense that chimes with McCracken’s

world/text/reader triad and advocating anadythat read romance “as a barometer of the

ethos of its'times’’ (21). Romance merits scholarly attention, for Kamblé, because it presents
conflicting'narratives about hegemonic ideologies of class, gender, sexuality, nationality,
race, and religion. Gelddrowever, is critical of any contention that the “success” of genre
novels depends on their engagement with the social contradictions of the modern world,
which he rightly points out “would be news indeed to many popular novelists” (Popular

Fiction 100).McCracken’s and Kamblé€’s approaches are versions of what Matt Hills terms

the “decisionist>approach to popular culture, which holds that the role of scholars is to read
texts or cultural practices politically to decide where they fit on a scale from reactionary to
progressive (‘Media Academics” 39). The decisionist paradigm is most overwhelming in
debates about popular romance. Almost without exception, major studies of the-genre
whether'speaking for or against its aesthetics, pleasures, or-effexgs with the question

of the meanings texts produce for (or impose on) their readers.

The idea of a genre world is, in part, an attempt to move beyond decisionist accounts
of popular fietion, especially romance, which overemphasize the textual dimensions of genre
in their attempts to evaluate the feminist credentials of the genre and its readers. While close
reading genre texts is an important part of understanding their cultural meaning, a broader
view is enabled by attending to the collaborative networks in which they arise. Like Becker,
during theresearch for the case studies offered below, we “have been more concerned with
patterns of cooperation among the people who make the works than with the works
themselves or with those conventionally defined as their creators” (Becker xxiii). Robert

Cluley provides a pithy summation of Becker’s key insight for the study of text-based
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cultures and ingbtries: “Cultural texts allow people to interact and are produced by people
interacting” (209). By examining genre texts as part of an interactional world while

remaining sensitive to field-wide structures (see Bottero and Crossley 114), we have
uncovered some of the key ways in which popular novels function in terms of industry, craft,

and community.

The Genre World of Romance in Twenty-First Century Australia
We chose Australian texts for our case studies partly for pragmatic reasons: we are Australian
researchers/But it is also important to appreciate the transnationalism of contemporary book
cultures and industries. An Australian perspective “reveals both the mobility of books, genres
and authorsgrand'the barriers to that mobility” (Carter, “Beyond the Antipodes” 349).
Moreover the descriptor “Australian romance fiction” for a body of texts that are routinely
set far from,Australian shores, or for a sector of the fiction industry highly dependent on
foreign publishers and marlsehighlights important questions that are often left unasked
when the genresis approached as a textual formation best analyzed hermeneutically.

Popular fiction is a dramatic growth sector in Australian trade publishing. Garter
study of thesaumber of Australian novels published between 2000 and 2013 finds that
“fiction publishing—and reading and writing culturesare in a period of growth, indeed of
multiplication” (“General Fiction” 14). The data that Carter has mined from the AustLit
electronic databasewveals “a growth in genre fiction rather than a decline in literary
publishing” (11). The speed and scale of this growth is most marked in romance (Carter
“General Fietion” 12-13; see also Driscoll et al.). Our study of the recent publishing history
of Australian-authored popular fiction has revealed that the number of romance titles
published per year has increased from less than two hundred titles per year in 2000-01 to just

under nine hundred in 2015-IBhese findings are at odds with many commentaries on
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Australian literature, both within and beyond the academy. The rhetoric of the death of
literature in the twenty-first century has become a commonplace in Australian literary
journalism (see, for example, Knox; Neill). These grim accounts, however, fail to
acknowledge the burgeoning of popular fiction by Australian authors in the national market
and globally; for'the most part they consider only literary fiction, one small wedge of the
publishing"pie for Australian authors. This may be less a collective oversight on the part of
cultural commentators than it is symptomatic of a powerful prejudice against popular fiction
in Australiansliterary culture, operating nowhere so strongly as against the Australian
romance community. On the one hand, popular figio'frequently thought of as those

books that everyone reads” (Glover and McCracken 1)—and romance is the most “popular”

of populargenres (Regis xi; Roach location 158). On the other, romance novels lgre near
invisible in the review sections of newspapers and journals, their authors rarely feature on
long+unning book programs on radio and television, and “literary festivals ignore them more

or less completely” (Gelder and Salzman 168).

The.relative invisibility of romance from some perspectives is not, however, our
starting paint for investigation ofihgenre world. Instead, we begin with the standpoints of
those who aresactive participants in the geOre. of the first tasks when “we have found an
art world to study” is to ask, following Becker, “where should our ‘observation post’ be?”

(Cluley 206). In broad terms, this researedponds “to the need to be ‘in the game,’” to use
Gelder’s phrase by seeking and reporting the perspectives of genre world participants and by
acknowledging our own positions as academics who find pleasure in reading romance
(“Fields of Popular Fiction” 14).

Romance fiction is more than a commercial phenomenon. Industry data that shows its
economic significance and growth and our three case studies proddpth, fine-grained

knowledge of the texts themselves and the roles of the people involved in their production
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and circulation. The three texts for the case studies were selected to provide a meaningful
cross-section of the textual, social, and industrial dimensions of contemporary Australian

romance in its international context:

Table 1
Australian Romance in International Context

Text Subgenre Author Profile Publisher and Format

The Winter Bride™| historical Anne Gracie; established author; Berkley US (ebook,
(Book 2 of romance seventeenth novel; past president of RWA pbook); Tantor (audio);
Chance Sisters) (Australia); national & international award- | Penguin Australia (ebook,
2014 winning; widely internationally published pbook); Thorndike (large

print)

Darkening Skies | romantic Bronwyn Parry; mid-career; fourth novel; Hachette Australia (ebook
(Book 3 of suspense national and international award-winning; and pbook)

Dungirri) some titles internationally published

2013

Chaos Born paranormal Rebekah Turner; early career; debut novel Harlequin Escape (ebook
(Book 1 of romance only)

Chronicles of

Applecross)

2012

This selectiop=a Regency by an established and multi-award-winning historical romance
novelist, a romantic suspense by a mid-career author, and the first book in a paranormal
romance series’by a debut auth@nables investigation of the breadth and diversity of
Australian romance without claiming comprehensiveness. Given the interconnectedness of
each author and text with international networks, the findings here also lead to conclusions
about how genre worlds work more broadly. In terms of methodology we identified key
members of the.“cast of characters” for each text and conducted interviews that explored the
cooperative links to reveal both the operations and the specific complexion of the popular

romance genre.world.

National and International Genre Worlds
Questions of Australian national identity are not the organizing concern of Australian-
authored romance fiction, and this is especially the case for those novels that have found

success in the United States, the largest marketplace for the genre. However, the twenty-first

This article is protected by copyright. All rights reserved



GENRE WORLDS AND POPULAR FICTION 8

century has seen a growth in interest in the domestic market in Australian rural settings in
romance. This growth is most visible in the subgenre of rural romantuRo” (Driscoll
et al. 75), but has also influenced the output of romantic suspense writers such as Bronwyn
Parry and Helene Young, arids relevant to a newly emergent growth in Australian-set
historical romance by writers including Tea Cooper and Darry Frasee.Gracie’s novel
The Winter Bride reveals the more typical model of interaction between the national and
international centexts of Australian romance fiction. Gragiemary publisher is Penguin
USA which helds world rightso her work. Her books are written for, edited for, and first
published into the American market, where her Regency-set historical romances find a large
readership. For Gragi“Australia is a bonus market” (Gracie, Personal interview). Quantities
of mass market"American editions of Gracie’s books used to be imported by the Penguin
Australia office and supplied to bookstores. Then in 2010, Sarah Fairhall, a Penguin Australia
editor working,in commercial fiction, acquired Australia New Zealand rights for some of
Gracie’s novels. As Fairhall explains, this involved re-packaging them for the Michael
Josephimprint:.with new covers and a larger format designed to appeal to bookshops and
department stores and to reach a new Australian readership:

Often when we’re publishing someone like Anne Gracie here in Australia

we're trying to reach new readers, because all of the people here at this

[RWA] conference who want The Winter Bride would know that they could

get it for $8 from Amazon... So with the $30 edition, for example, you’re

reaching new readers and people who don’t necessarily consider themselves

part of the romance community, but who actually enjoy that fiction. (Fairhall)
In an industrial'sense, then, Gracie can be thought of as an American writer whose books are
licensed into Australia; her presence/residence in Australia helps catalyze the local marketing

of those booksFairhall’s influence is an example of the “signs of cooperation” visible on an
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art work. Her expertise is in publishing, understanding the interplay between national and
international factors and connecting them to relevant industrial imperatives such as format,
retailers, and pricing. She also shows a knowledge of the conventions of the genre world,
predicting thesbehaviors of readers both inside and outside of it.

Parry's career trajectory illustrates different flows between the Australian and
American marketsParry’s career break came in 2007 when she won an American award, the
Golden Heart, for an unpublished romantic suspense manuscript. That manuscript was As
Darkness Fallghe first of Parry’s Dungirri trilogy set in regional Australia. The judges of
the Golden,Heart are acquiring editors working in romance fiction, and so they occupy the
role of taste-shapers in the genre world both in terms of what is valued and what is eventually
published Mediacoverage of Parry’s award led to her being contacted by Bernadette Foley
from Hachette Australia, who was expanding their local romance list. Foley brought her own
awareness,of international trends and national markets to the Baoks3s publisher, then,
is the Australian office of a multinational company.

In‘the.werds of her friend and menddalerie Parv, “Bronwyn definitely has a strong
Australian yoice.” Parry suspects that one of the reasons her books have not been picked up
by an Ameriean publisher is that her descriptions of Australia aréhwstereotypical
outback... thatthe American audience is necessarily familiar witin As Darkness Falls,
the only kangaroo is a dead cgh@/hile Parry is passionate about Australia, she is also
realistic about developing her careéthen asked if she would consider herself an Australian
writer, she said,

Yes, 'm an Australian writer, because I’m Australian and obviously these six
books have been set in Australia. Those books in particular have been
influenced by my Australian experience and my life in the Australian

landscape. Careevise, I’'m published by an Australian publisher, so yes, [ am
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Australian. But | am working, occasionally, in between other pressures, on a

novella that’s set in the UK in 1815 ... where my career trajectory goes from

here, I’m not entirely sure. (Parry, Personal interview)
Parry’s statusras'both a member of the Australian literary community (citing her nationality,
influence, ‘and the booksetting) and as a member of an international genre world are
revealed here."Hexknowledgement that an “American audience” may not be familiar with
her descriptions of Australia is evidence that she views her work within a frame that accounts
for the expeetations of the genre world. Her new project also shows this awareness: the UK in
1815 indicates a Regency setting, and Regency romance is a staple subgenre. Several of
Australia’s most internationally well-known and successful romance authors write Regency,
including Graeie'and Stephanie Laurens. In Regency romance, Australian-ness is not
stumbling block for an Australian author seeking an international market. Parry is aware of
the textual,industrial, and social conventions of the genre world and of how they might be
inflected by=her Australian context.

The.career of our third case study author, Rebekah Turner, reveals yet another set of
interactions between the national and international contexts of the romance genre world.
Turner’s debutmovel, Chaos Born was acquired by Harlequin Escape, an Australian, digital-
first imprint'ef:a multinational publisher. Chaos Born is not set in Australia, though: it mostly
takes place'in the fantasy realm of “the Weald.” Turner told us that she “wanted to appeal to a
wide audience so | thought | would make it neutréiirner’s aspirations are international,
but her sense of being an Australian author came through when she reflected on her
professional‘associatiarat is, the “radiating networks” around her and her art work:

I'never [identified as an Australian writer] until I got into a writers group and
then they were discussing more about genre, being an Australian writer and

these are thingsd never really thought of. | thought, being an author you just
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transcend boundaries. And since joining the Queensland YWr@entre |

think, you know, okay | am an Australian writer. But I still like to write books

that aren’t necessarily in Australia or with that Australian theme or setting.
When viewedas a text-based phenomenon, the romance genre world sometimes appears to
function transnationallyspecially for early career authors. However, as Turner’s story
shows, close engagement with the processes of professionalization and industrialization can
reveal to the writer that she is not an entirely autonomous agent but part of a network of
cooperatingiindividuals in which national boundaries are releBaiks are not
straightforwardly global products. Instead, the publishing industry is organized into
territories, with awnership of intellectual property rights, marketing, and distribution
processesdarranged separately for key markets such as North America, the United Kingdom
(which sometimes includes Australia and New Zealand), and the rest of the world. Publishing
a book means, negotiating these transnational barriers and flows.

Turner’s publisher, Kate Cuthbert, is highly aware of the significance of Turner’s

book forthe.national market. Chaos Born was one of the launch titles for Harlequin Escape.
Cuthbert told us that Escape “really wanted to broadcast the diversity of writers that were
coming out of-Australia.” Part of this is about building new markets for romance in Australia:
“we knew thatithere were more opportunities going on and there were more chances for
books that'were a little bit more niche or wétext leasthot’ in the Australian market at the
time.” Yt the fact that the launch titles were chosen to ensure a spread of subgenres, rather
than for their Australian conteritighlights Cuthbert’s role as a genre world curator (“I
desperately'needed a good paranofjnahd her awareness and focus simultaneously on
international markets; Harlequin Escape takes world English rights and publishes its ebooks
globally. Like the two earlier case studies, Chaos Born participates in dynamic interactions

between the national and international contexts of the romance genre world.
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Professionalizing the Genre World
Knowledge about the craft of writing and the business of publishing is developed and
transmitted-betweethe genre world’s members, in one of the clearest examples of
cooperation in romance. Our case studies trace the production of works of genre fiction as
“collective action,” or as “something that a lot of people do together” (Becker qtd. in
Plummer 24, 25). While genre fiction texts are usually published under the name of one
author, therevis always a collaborative network that supfiertsithor’s capacity to
contribute'to/the genre.

There are several key ways in which authors acquire their writing skills in a genre, or
what we call'theif'genre competence.” Genre competence version of Jonathan Culler’s
“literary competence,” describes a member of the genre world’s ability to comprehend a text
in relation te storytelling conventions that have been learned through reading. Just as we all
approacheemmunication aethwith a competence formed of “implicit knowledgé and
“internalised.grammatso do we also approach literary works with a literary competence. As
Culler states, “literary works have structure and meaning because [they] are read in a
particular way”«(113). To this we would add that literary works are also written, published,
and distributed’in a particular way. To apply Cubdheory to popular genres, we might
usefully imagine the development of genre competence as an experiential model where
repeated encounters with genre texts informs future responses to texts. This literary
competence equips people to recognize, respond to, and reproduce conventions specific to
genres.

A lifetimeof reading romances is the most common way of gaining romance writing
skills. Gracie speaks of “growing up on Georgette Heyer novels”; Parry explains that she

“learned a lot” from the romance books her mother had around the house; while Turner
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actively analyzed similar stories to hers, even making matrices of chapter events to make a
“mud map” of how such a novel should play out. (Turner’s use of the term “mud map” in our
interview is also an apposite remindéithe nuances nationality can add to writers’ accounts

of their creative'process, since this is an Australian term that derives from outback travellers
drawing sketch maps on the ground). Genre competence is also acquired and enhanced
through'structured learning. Turrard her “writing buddy” (a common term within the

genre world), Charlotte Nash, remember meeting at the same novel-writing course, and Parry
speaks of learning “a lot” from RWA roundtables. The genre world offers many of its own
structured'learning opportunities, as evidenced by the programming for the Romance Writers
of Australia’s annual conferences. Gracie recalls presenting a workshop at the 2002

conference S“focused on writing techniques for encouraging active reading and for writing a

page turner” (qtd in Fletcher). She is running a ondey “boot camp” on the craft of writing

romance at.the #Bannual confeence in 2017 for “aspiring and emerging authors.”
Structuredtlearning can also come in the form of howxite books Kelly Hunter, who is a
“writing/friend’ef Gracie’s, tells of writing retreats where authors bring a recommended

craft book: ‘it goes on the table for that week. it’s like a little library.” The genre world of
romance appreciates the ways in which craft develops in a network and its participants create
and seek opportunities to build new ties and strengthen existing ones.

A genre world is a social entity defined by interaction between its participants. This
kind of interaction includes (but is not limited to) discussions and feedback with writing
buddies and writing groups, mentors, and editors both pre- and post-publication, discussions
and panelssbetween authors and readers, and reader feedback given to the author directly (via
social media or “fan mail”) and indirectly (via reviewing sites such as Goodreads). Genre
worldsalso “distinguish between significant and peripheral participants” (Becker 35), and an

author is less likg to be influenced by a single reader than to be influenced by an editor or
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peer. Much of the interaction our interviewees described took place between authors, a type
of cooperative link about which Becker has little to say. Across the course of our interviews
we became interested in the interaction between writing buddies, that is between two writers
in a roughly“equal relationship, who agree to share and discuss works in progress. These
relationships struck us as a crystallizing example of the collaborative work of a genre world.
Our interviews suggest that the kind of feedback writing buddies offer each dithéntta
two categories: development and refinement.

Development enconapses what Hunter calls, “throwing spaghetti at the wall.” This
refers to diseussions authors have about ideas, rather than words on the page. As Gracie’s
writing buddy, Huntefvas involved in early conversations about Gracie’s Chance Sisters
series (of which*The Winter Bride is Book 2). This involved asking open-ended questions
“What about, what if you do thi$2-to support a process during which possibilities are
explored, dissected, and adopted or discarded. Hunter points out that in no way is this process
“a collaboratien,” but says that“it’s really freely given,” revealing the generosity and
sociability-that.eften underpins the cooperative links & genre world. Our interviews
show, too, that writers talk with each other about their works in prodressto get them
written, and-hew to meet deadlines. Hunter offered us the amusing image of a group of
romance writers'working out how to keep sex scenes fresh: “we’d done our sums and
between us.. maybe three hundred books six or seven hundred sex scenes were out there
collectively?This highly conventional aspect of genre craft is part of the professional
development that gives the genre world of romance its distinctive character.

Thesother kind of peer assistance with the craft of writing is refinement, which
encompasses direct feedback on what has already been written. According to Turner, Nash
read multiple versions of Chaos Born and gaate‘really good pointers” on how to develop

aspects of the romance craft. Nash cites the specific éxaffithe story’s love interest,
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Roman the fallen angel, who in the original version of the manuscript pined for a dead wife.
Nash advised against thiseaerio: “very unsexy. ... It doesn’t suit him. ... So... he
became ... brooding, no one has touched my heart” Nash told us that she knew this would
work betterbecause Ofwo things, knowledge of genre and also my reaction as a reader.”
The version of Roman that was eventually published provides an explicit example of the
passing of genre competence from one writer to another within a genre world. As with this
example, cooperative links frequently change the shape of the finished work.

Beckerases the term “editing” to refer to the work of people who “make (or help the
artist to make) the choices whiglve the work its final shape” (194). It is significant that
Becker identifies the “literary editor” as the “prototypical nonartist participant” in the making
of artistic choices. The (high) literary art world provides the frame of reference for his
contention thatitis not unreasonable to say that it is the art world, rather than the individual
artist, which makes the woitK198).Becker’s insight is even more pertinent to the genre
world of contemporary Australian romance, in which a range of people, including other
authorsyact.as.editors to support and develop the genre competence of the author and shape

the final text.

The Cast of Characters: The Real-and-Imagined Romance Genre World

The third characteristic of the Australian romance genre world illustrated by our case studies
requires'a majodeparture from Becker’s sociological theorization of an art world. Becker

writes of “flesh-andblood” and “real people” (374, 379), emphasizing the materiality of
connections'and work. The romance genre world is a living social formation that corresponds
readily withBecker’s model. It is also, however, an imagined social world where indirect
connections-especially with past and living authors and even with some iconic fictional

charactes—are valued alongside tli@rect connections with other people or genre “workers’
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that produce romance novels. The phraast of characters,” which Becker takes from his
mentor Everett Hughes, is clearly metaphorical. Thinking of the people in this world as
“characters” helped us to recognize that an account afworld of popular romance that
considered onlysits living “personnel” (as Becker might term them) would be to miss
something fundamental about the logics and practices of that world. Becker admits, after all,
that the*division of labor does not require that all the people involved in producing the art
object be under. the same roof, like assembly-line workers, or even that they be alive at the
same time” (28). Our interviewed authors were pphrtially “under the same roof” as the
other members.of the genre worlgkacie’s references to Georgette Hey@arry’s
recollection of learning from romances by Lucilla Andrews and Essie SummerBuard s
close study'ef'novels by Laurell K. Hamilton and Jim Butcher all show that the genre world
includes cooperative links beyonadthors’ own embodied social interactions. Moreover,
even people who have never lived can become influential or contested figures in the genre
world: thinkwef Scarlett O’Hara, a fictional creation who casts an enduring shadow over
headstrong:hereines and historical romances. The way that authors and other intermediaries
speak of fictional characters reveals their importance to the genre world, for example
Hunter’s memeory of Gracie’s own Merridew sisters, or Gracie’s revisiting of the characters
of Pride and*Prejudice to write the Chance sisters and their heroes (see ¥letcher

Every work of genre fiction reproduces conventional elements and seeks to be
original; Gracie describes this as the “tension between predictability and freshness” (qtd in
Fletchej. One of the appealing aspect8Becker’s theory is that he attaches conventionality
to the people who make art rather than to the work that they prodlieeartistic process is
so conventionalized” (203). There is a productivension in genre fiction’s dual commitment
to originality and to the requirement of conventionality. Becker offers an acknowledgement

that the dialogism of familiar and new elements in a genre text can be best appreciated as a
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social encounter, between past and present authors, between authors and characters, the
author and her imagined readers, and so on.

Gracie explains that her biggest challenge when writing The Winter Bride was to
make Freddy*Monkton-Coombes, a girl-shy dandy introduced in the first book in the series,
“into a romantic hero.” She says that she “wanted someone a bit different from the ...
granite-jawd type hero that everyone writes.” Graci€s familiarity with and fondness for the
character types pioneered by Heyer is evident in her portrayal of Freddy, who even borrows
his name fromhe hero of Heyer’s 1953 novel Cotillion. Nevertheless, when writing The
Winter Bride; Gracie was also aware that the girl-shy dandy is not a staple figure of twenty-
first century Regency romance. Her friend and fellow Regency writer Mary Jo Putney had
called Freddy*“quite a silly man,” in response to the first book. Gracie “loved” Freddy, but
the key was to make “everyone else love him.” “Love” is the key word in Gracie’s account of
how she appreached writing Freddy. She recalls that her goal was a convention of the genre
worlds: to'make Freddyinto a real hero, someone who people ... will love. Romance
writing in-pasticularis 100% about ... readers’ engagement, readers loving the books, loving
the characters and wanting more of the world. That’s the name of the game.” This
commitmentite,readers is paralleled by a strong investment in heroes and heroines as
imagined participants in the genre world. Th®Bist on Gracie’s website, for instance,
includes the name of the hero and heroine for each title. This is a gesture to the priority
readers often grant to characters avidence that the genre world of romance involves
social transactions with both real and imagined people.

It makes sense that the médiaeourse of a genre in which “love” is “the name of the
game” privileges ¢haracters and their relationships. When the people we interviewed for our
case studies speak of characters and connections between characters, they are clearly

describing the delight in intertextuality that undergirds what Gelder might term the romance
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genre’s “attitude” (Popular Fiction 64). For Paritmemorable characters” are the first

measure of what makes a “great romance.” Both Parv and Parry stress‘believability” in their
discussion of the characters in Darkening Skies. Creating a romance involves working with
texts, authorsypublishers, and other intermediaries who share an awareness of the high value
the genre places on facilitating connections between and with characters. Roman, the
character discussed by Turner and her writing buddy Nash, became significant in the
publication_.and.marketing of Chaos Born. After it was revised and submitted to Harlequin
Escape, Cuthbert singled out the character of Roman as onebobkiieunique selling

points. As'far as brooding paranormal male leads go, the fallen ang@&ongthing that

wasrit over—the market hadhbeen saturated in that yet, so we put [the proposal to publish]
up on that@rlet:Cuthbert, like Gracie, emphasittthe importance of a compelling hero:
“romance readers respond quite viscerally to the kind of hero that they want to read about

this is the kind.of story that's going to b&lt around [a] man that they’re interested in

reading [about].” In the examples of Roman and of Freddy Monkton-Coombes, we can see
how fiction.characters are part of the networks of genre worlds, functioning as imagined
“support personnel” (to repurpose one of Becker’s preferred terms for nonartist participants)

for writers.

Conclusion

This research reveals new information about how one genre world, that of romance fiction,
operates in contemporary Australia. Our interviews, close textual reading, and use of industry
data have.shown some of the on-the-ground workings that affect how romance texts are
created and distributed. The romance genre world as configured in twenty-first century
Australia has at least three defining characterisicsmultaneous national and international

orientation; a professionalizing function; and an embrace of historical, living, and fictional
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participants. Moreover, these three characteristics have a common plasticity: the borders of
the genre world of Australian romance are not strictly defined or fixed but expand or contract
depending on how the world’s connections (and disconnections) are activated. These findings
underscore-thewvalue of romance fiction as an adaptable and dynamic sector of the publishing
industry, as well as a source of social connection and creative nourishment for its
participants.

Further, this pilot studgffers a “proof of concept” that shows how the theoretical
framework ofithe genre world can be followed to reframe and re-energize studies of popular
fiction. By 'seeing genre texts as embedded in genre worlds, we chart routes beyond limited
modes of hermeneutic analysis to include sociological and industry perspectives, providing
multifaceted"acecounts of genre fictiofhe concept of a “genre world” lays the foundations
for further research which acknowledges the particularity and distinctiveness of selected
authors and texts at the same time as opening up the operations of genre as an industrial,

social, and«textual system.
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