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INTRODUCTION

 


The world is abuzz with talk of e–books and
about the upheaval the e–book revolution is causing in the business
of publishing. The Internet is becoming a vast bookstore and its
shelves are full of cheap self–published books. The old structure
of publishing houses, distributors, and bookstores is crumbling and
fading away.

This is the revolutionary change everyone is
talking about. It is revolutionary, but it’s also self–limiting.
The new business model that is now developing will eventually
stabilize and endure. It will become the way things are and the
excitement will dissipate.

I think that a different, more lasting, and
much more important revolution is underway. In the long term,
self-published e–books will bring about a far more important and
fundamental change. The very nature of published fiction will
change, in unpredictable ways, and it will keep on changing. The
excitement and vitality connected with this change will be
enduring.

E–books published by traditional publishing
companies are limited, constricted in the same way that printed
books are. Self–published e–books are the burgeoning, unstoppable
force that will finally liberate fiction from Mrs. Stifle’s dead
hand.
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GATEBLOCKERS

 


As far as I can remember, my first encounter
with a gateblocker took place when I was around nine years old.
Give or take a year.

When I was eight, we moved from a small town
in South Africa to Chicago (culture shock!). Two years later, we
moved back to South Africa, to another small town (culture shock!).
During those two years in Chicago, Mrs. Stifle was one of my
teachers in public school. (That’s not her real name, which I don’t
remember. I’ll call her Mrs. Stifle because it’s so
descriptive.)

Mrs. Stifle’s class was English. At one
point, she gave us an assignment to write a short story. Before we
began writing, we had to hand in a synopsis of our
proposed story. Mrs. Stifle would then approve or disapprove of the
synopsis, or suggest changes to make it acceptable.

My synopsis had something to do with two boys
trespassing on the grounds of a scary house, upsetting its owner,
who screamed that he was Napoleon, the Emperor of the Universe.
Much zany and fantastical stuff ensued, which I thought was
hilarious and had a ball writing. I think the synopsis was quite
long and had a lot of dialog and action and weird happenings in
it.

Mrs. Stifle hated it. She pursed her lips and
told me I was not writing for the funny pages. This was a very
serious assignment and I was not being serious. I argued with her.
She was immovable. That’s the only story I have in me, I said. Why
don’t you write a serious story based on your experiences in South
Africa? she said.

Despite my denials, my fellow students were
convinced that I had grown up surrounded by lions and
spear-wielding natives – Hollywood Africa. For some reason, I
thought that pretending that that really was my background would
embarrass her and show her the error of her ways. Kid logic, but
that was the only kind of logic I knew. So I concocted a tedious
story about a hunter in Africa facing off against a wily,
intelligent, particularly dangerous lion. The man won in the end by
being even wilier than the lion.

Much of my story probably came from
the boys’ adventure stories I loved to read. I thought it was dull,
dreary, clichéd, dumb, silly, pointless, and flat. I didn’t enjoy
writing it at all. Mrs. Stifle loved it.

Or at least she approved highly of it. She
smiled down at me and verbally patted me on the head. This was the
kind of story she expected a boy to write. None of that awful
funny-pages stuff.

Later, as my desire to write professionally
grew, I assumed that Mrs. Stifle was an anomaly.

I was wrong. I learned that when it comes to
book–length fiction, her type is common. In the publishing
industry, the Mrs. Stifles take the form of agents and editors.
They consider themselves gatekeepers, arbiters of good writing.
“Good” usually but not always means commercially successful—i.e., a
book that sells a lot of copies. Sometimes it means artistically
elevated or important. Whatever these supposed gatekeepers mean by
the word, they’re not qualified to make that judgment.

They don’t seem to recognize, and they
certainly don’t admit, that just like Mrs. Stifle, they’re not
gatekeepers at all. They’re gateblockers. Their function in modern
publishing is to make sure that the reading public never encounters
writing that doesn’t adhere to their rigid set of rules. Those
rules have to do with subject matter, structure, style, political
and social attitudes, marketing niche, and so on.
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RULES AND STRICTURES

 


“There are three rules for writing a
novel. Unfortunately, no one knows what they are.” — W. Somerset
Maugham

 


How do the gateblockers know that their rules
are valid? They don’t.

A small percentage of published books are
bestsellers. Does that prove that the gateblockers know what
they’re doing? That they have chosen wisely which books to let
through the gates? After all, they chose the season’s bestsellers.
Doesn’t that prove that they know which books to choose and which
ones to reject?

No, it doesn’t prove that at all.

Most books published in any year sell
modestly, which is a polite way of saying that they sell a
disappointingly low number of copies. Of the remaining books, a few
are bestsellers and a few sell extremely badly, horribly badly,
devastatingly badly, badly enough to destroy their authors’
careers. This indicates to me that the gateblockers have not a clue
about what they’re doing and that the few bestsellers are random
luck. In reality, they’re throwing books out into the marketplace
and then crossing their fingers. If they knew what they were doing,
there’d be no modest sellers and no extremely bad sellers.
Publishing companies would publish fewer books, and the books they
did publish would all sell from very well to spectacularly
well.

Every now and then a book is published that
significantly bends the rules and achieves commercial success.
Sadly, these cases don’t cause the gateblockers to realize that
their rules are silly. The author of the anomalous book is deemed a
literary genius uniquely blessed with the ability to ignore the
rules that bind everyone else but nonetheless succeed—i.e., sell
lots of copies. He is therefore allowed to continue to bend the
rules with future books. That is, he is given that freedom until
the novelty of his writing wears off and his books no longer sell
lots of copies. At which point he is thrown on the trash heap along
with other commercially unsuccessful authors.

For everyone else, the rules still apply.
Despite those occasional successful rule–benders, the gateblockers
continue to look for books that are just like the books that sold
well during the preceding year.

Not that that’s a reliable rule, either. If
being like last year’s commercial success were a guarantee of
commercial success this year, then once again fewer books would be
published and all of those would sell from very well to
spectacularly well.

How do we know that the rule–breaking genius
whose books sell well is an anomaly, a unique genius whom the
public accepts despite the unusual nature of his writing? We don’t,
for the very reason that he’s treated as an anomaly. If the
gateblockers were to step aside and let more rule–breaking books
through, perhaps many of them would also sell well. We don’t know,
and the gateblockers are determined not to let us find out.

Writers do have rules they abide by. Some of
those rules were beaten into them by the Mrs. Stifles in their
past. Some they formulated after analyzing books they considered
successful. Some are based on their own reactions as readers. Some
emanate simply from their instincts. Those rules may be valid or
not, and the rules to which any writer adheres tend to evolve over
time. Sometimes, especially in the case of the rules implanted by
some Mrs. Stifle, there’s a religious aspect to a rule: it’s
received wisdom and must always be followed because … because if
you transgress it, something awful will happen. Which in this case
means that no one will read what you have written. Mrs. Stifle’s
dead hand still weighs on our souls and our writing.

The reason for having such rules is an
ancient one: the desire to make lots of money. You shape your
writing in ways that you think will appeal to readers. The first
people to read your book will praise it to their friends, their
friends will buy your book and will like it and will tell their
friends, and so on for many repetitions, and you’ll end up being a
very happy writer.

At least, that’s why we think we follow those
rules. For example, we’ve heard it said so often that readers are
repelled by the passive voice that we sedulously avoid using the
passive voice. We sneer at writers who use passive voice a lot and
consider them to be clueless newbies.

But is it true? Are readers really repelled
by the passive voice? Did the previous sentence repel you?

Have you ever heard of a reliable study done
to determine whether readers are repelled by the passive voice? Of
course not. Why then do we follow that rule?

Most of what we believe to be true about
reader reaction masquerades as wisdom hard won by experience, but
beneath the mask it’s simply received wisdom. We’re back to Mrs.
Stifle.

The baseless rule against the use of passive
voice is not unique. There are numerous such rules.

Some of them are punctuation, usage, and
spelling rules, mandated to achieve uniformity across a publisher’s
line. For example, suppose a certain word can be properly spelled
in two different ways. Standard dictionaries give both spellings as
correct. However, at Craven House Publishing Company, that immense
New York corporation, only the first of the two spellings is
acceptable. If you sell a novel to Craven House, and you habitually
use the second spelling, the Craven copyeditor will insist on
changing it to the second spelling in every case.

Craven House doesn’t have a high opinion of
its customers’ intelligence. If Craven is your publisher, avoid
unusual words and constructions in your manuscripts. In your novel,
you wrote, “And so, sneering all the while, the erstwhile postman
ascended to the chairmanship of the House Committee on
Agriculture.” Immediately the Craven copyeditor changes that to
“Sneering, the former postman became the chairman of the House
Committee on Agriculture.”

Craven House also mandates the use of
so–called non–sexist language. Your sentence becomes, “Sneering,
the former letter carrier became the chair of the House Committee
on Agriculture.” You didn’t realize that you were writing a story
about a man who becomes a piece of furniture!

At Craven House, editors are firmly convinced
that readers can only identify with protagonists who are basically
good guys. Protagonists can have some flaws, although not too many,
but their hearts should be made of gold. Or at least a fairly
high–carat alloy. This requires considerable rewriting of your
manuscript.

Finally, after all the changes, friends and
family members to whom you give free copies of your freshly
published novel read this: “Wearing a sunny smile, the former
letter carrier became the chair of the House Committee on
Agriculture.” Certain cousins will sneer at some of the book’s
sentences. In vain you’ll insist that that’s not the book you
wrote.

Craven House has done something much more
insidious than embarrass you, however. It has committed a crime
that has gone largely unnoticed: it has contributed to the
ossification of our fiction and our language.

The English language and fiction published in
it still have vitality and are still growing and changing, despite
the best efforts of Craven House. But it’s a far cry from earlier
ages. The robustness and energy of previous centuries have faded.
Rather, they haven’t faded; they’ve been stifled. Mrs. Stifle is
alive and well in the form of the editors at Craven House and the
agents who want to sell books to Craven House. Thanks to them, our
language and our fiction are in a sickly state.
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CAUTION AND PANIC

 


“Freedom of the press belongs to the man
who owns one.”— A. J. Liebling

 


It’s ironic that major publishers attained a
position of power and control that enabled them to block the
gateway between authors and readers. It was natural and inevitable
that this happened, but it’s ironic nonetheless.

In the dim and dusty past, storytellers told
their stories directly to their audiences. Later, with the
invention of writing, a certain distance was introduced between
them. Even so, the stories passed from writer to reader fairly
directly. Unfortunately for writers, the cost of paper, hand
copying, and distribution, combined with the rarity of literacy,
meant that the readers were the educated wealthy few, not the
masses.

The printing press changed all of that.
Unfortunately, it also moved control over what the reading public
got to read into the hands of
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