ROMANCE, n. With any term, one must always take a moment to ask these two questions, if not more: According to whom? and During what time period? With the term “romance,” one must ask these questions especially. “Romance” has come to signify something easily dismissed, frivolous, feminine—a sense that maintains even today. In the eighteenth century in Britain, “romances” were those extravagant productions of the seventeenth century Continent, filled with noble young lovers of impossible strength and beauty, cruel witches, frightening giants, and armies of varying kinds. They were texts that gave their readers—most of whom, by the 18th century, were women of the middling sort—notions above their station. As William Warner has argued in Licensing Entertainment (1998), the legitimacy of “the novel” as an aesthetic form rested in large part on its status as “not romance.” Writers of novels sought to distance themselves from the imaginative feminine excess associated with romances; critics of these texts—like Samuel Johnson in The Rambler No. 4 “On Fiction”—sought to define a novelistic object of study that was valuable both morally and aesthetically. Critics tend to define the novel in terms of its “realism” and the romance in terms of its “non-realism.” Thus, the history of the “rise of the novel” has been invested in eviscerating romance from its story. Yet, as recent critics and scholars critical of Watt’s “rise” theory have argued, romance—in many forms—persists. Michael McKeon points out in The Origins of the British Novel the continuation of these detested qualities within the more legitimate novel. And Margaret Anne Doody, in The True Story of the Novel, reminds us that “novel” in many languages is spelled le roman, der Roman, or il romanzo. In short, a definition of “romance” is contingent upon its historical use; for our purposes, we will use the term as it would have been used in the eighteenth century—with an increasingly negative connotation, an increasingly feminine, aristocratic, fantastic (or fanciful) connotation. Romances, by this “definition,” would include the 17th century productions of Continental writers like de Scudéry (Artamène, ou le Grand Cyrus) and D’Urfé (L’Astrée), but also 17th and early 18th century productions of British writers like Manley (Queen Zara, The Adventures of Rivella), Behn (Love Letters between a Nobleman and His Sister, Oroonoko), and Haywood (Love in Excess). These “romances” are to be distinguished from the Romantic movement of the late 18th and early 19th century, though certain similarities exist (emphasis on emotion, distant and fantastic places). 
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