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FOREWORD

My love affair with books began as most serious romances do, when I was least expecting to fall in love. I was ten years old, maybe eleven, and for years I had dutifully read the required books in school. But because they were required and because I was tested on my comprehension of them, I had decided that reading books ranked alongside long division and penmanship as simply one more bothersome educational duty.

Context is important here, for I was a young male in a southern town of the 1950s. In other words, that I would read a book just for fun was about as likely as my deciding spontaneously to knit a sweater for the football coach. It wasn’t done. At least not by any of the male role models who shaped my thinking at the time.

So when my mother deposited me at the public library that fall afternoon to get me out of her hair while she went about her downtown errands, she might as well have dropped me off in the middle of Death Valley. The gloomy building was one of those WPA structures built in the heavily ornate style of the Old South. That creaky battleship was piloted by a wispy, white-haired woman in a dark dress and thick glasses, a living cliché who floated noiselessly up and down the stacks, replacing volumes in their proper slots and leaving the dry dust of tedium in her wake. As a young boy who aspired only to muscular achievements on hash-marked fields or gymnasium floors, I was mortified. Frightened out of my skin that I would be spotted by one of my friends in such a place.

To make myself as invisible as possible, I moseyed down aisle after aisle, studying the titles of those musty tomes, bored to death by the prospect of spending an hour or two in that dismal room. When the passing librarian seemed to sense my discomfort and began to home in on me, a fit of panic spurred me to nab a random book from a shelf, pop it open to the first page, and feign deep interest.

As my eyes ran down the lines of print, I was suddenly breathless. Though my vocabulary was no larger than that of any average ten-year-old boy of my place and time, I did know the word nude. It was one of those special, cherished words, not quite a curse, but nonetheless a word loaded with magical potency. And lo and behold, that very word leapt out of the first page and seized my full attention. The fact that the word nude turned out to be an adjective modifying the word woman made my knees weak and put a wobble in my pulse.

I looked up, certain that the librarian was about to rip this smutty book from my hand, grab me by the collar, and toss me onto the street. By evening it would be all over town: “Little Jimmy Hall was caught reading that nude woman book in the library.” But magically, the librarian melted back into the stacks and I was left alone with my first murder mystery novel.

For the nude woman was dead, and it was her corpse that had been found in a field by a man chasing butterflies. How did she get there? Who was she? Who would have done such a thing? I was mesmerized. Weak of breath and nearly fainting from a preadolescent tumult of emotions, I located a private corner near a window. I looked around and planned my getaway should my mother suddenly reappear and find me reading such filth. Then I sped through as many pages as I could manage before she returned and called me away.

So this was why people read! Books were about adult things. Strong emotions, extreme behaviors, the inside stuff of a world I had never imagined existed. In this, my first recreational book, I suddenly realized that novels could fill one with heart-pounding fear as well as lip-smacking lust. That they could, in fact, suddenly expand the boundaries of the hillbilly town where I had always lived and where I imagined I always would stay.

Tramping across the bogs of the English countryside in pursuit of the heinous killer of that nude woman, I was suddenly freed of my homebound life. I was set loose in the world and allowed to know every crucial thought of that droll British detective and was just as stumped as he, just as frustrated, and finally just as delighted when the logic of his deductions led him to the surprising culprit.

It took me several more surreptitious visits to the library to finish that novel. Surely my mother and father were deeply puzzled by this new enthusiasm, but they had the good grace not to ask where it was coming from. That might have quashed it all.

The day I finished that first novel, I looked up to find the amiable librarian staring down at me.

I gulped.

“You like mysteries?” she asked.

I gazed at the book in my hand as though it had just materialized there.

“Oh, this?”

“Yes, that. That book you’ve been reading these last few weeks.”

“I guess so,” I said.

“Well, so do I.” She beamed. “I just love a good murder story.” And she gave me a conspiratorial look that still floats into my mind whenever I am feeling isolated from the human race. For as I have come to understand, reading is at once a private and communal act. While books are savored alone, they grant you membership into the most fascinating club I know: fellow readers. Fellow voyagers into the vast uncharted waters of imaginative literature.

That afternoon, the librarian gave me a private tour of that big dusty room and she showed me the best mysteries in the house. Hard-boiled, cozies, Sherlock Holmes. She made a pile, got me a library card, helped me fill it out.

“Tell me what you think,” she said.

“Okay,” I said uncertainly.

“Oh, don’t worry, this isn’t school,” she said. “There’s no test when you bring them back. I won’t take your library card away from you if you don’t read one all the way through.”

“I don’t know,” I said. “I don’t know if I’m smart enough to read all these.” I patted the stack of books.

“Oh, my,” she said. “No one starts out smart. That’s why we read.”

Over the next few years, I gradually expanded my reading list with Dickens and Hardy, and later I fell in love with Virginia Woolf, Lawrence Durrell, and John Fowles, Faulkner and Steinbeck, and the poets Sylvia Plath and Anne Sexton and Robert Frost. It came as a shock to learn that sports and reading were not mutually exclusive. In fact, when I discovered Hemingway and began reading about his intense competitive exploits, I started to picture the unspeakable—that I might someday learn the craft of writing well enough to create the very things I so dearly loved to consume.

Though that creaky library no longer exists in my small Kentucky hometown, and though I have fled her narrow streets and scrubby fields forever, the largest part of what I am today and what I know about the world and about the affairs of the human heart springs from that one autumn afternoon when I plucked a book from the shelf and encountered that nude woman lying in the grass and I began this long journey, year after year, filling myself beyond the brim with the great accumulated wealth of books.

School year led to school year until I’d accumulated all the degrees there were to be had in my chosen field, and in the process, the reading of books became not just my private passion, but my profession. As so often happens in any career, I began to specialize.

In graduate school, a certain kind of novel that was considered avant-garde caught my fancy and later became my area of concentration when I began to teach at the university level. Call them metafiction or postmodernist, these novels are experimental, fresh, and exciting, and best of all they require someone like me to help the uninitiated student fully comprehend and appreciate their esoteric beauty.

For the first ten years of my teaching life, I held up these challenging novels as the gold standard of literary achievement, and I touted them as superior in every regard to novels that still employed such old-fashioned techniques as plot and character development.

Then one afternoon I was exploring the reference stacks of the university library, trying to devise the course I would teach the following semester, when I happened on a collection of year-by-year lists of bestsellers from the past. I paged through the book with growing fascination as I came across novel after novel that I had read long ago, books that set off starbursts of nostalgia. And there were many more books on the lists that I’d always meant to read but had put off because of my academic studies.

Maybe it was time to take a break from my specialty. Oh, why not.

So I put together a course in popular fiction, and not just any popular fiction. For that initial class, I chose ten books that were the bestselling novels of their decade. These books were big. Bigger than big.

Though teaching such a course started out as little more than a whim, it proved to be the watershed moment in my intellectual and artistic life, and the truth is, I’ve had a lot more fun ever since.

We started with Gone with the Wind. I’d seen the film but never read the book, so I was unprepared for the full-bodied Scarlett O’Hara and how deeply she would move me. She was maddeningly silly, yet totally captivating. I was bowled over. Scarlett’s tale engaged me emotionally in ways I hadn’t experienced since my early days of reading. There was nothing to deconstruct, nothing to decode, nothing to distract the heart. Just fascinating people caught up in a rousing tale.

In the second week, we began to discuss From Here to Eternity. Same thing. Once again I was deeply stirred by the book. The novel’s scope and primitive power and its fabulous characters swept me up and took me to an emotional land I’d almost forgotten existed after all those years of cerebral study. I was a kid again, encountering Dickens and Hardy and Austen for the first time, mesmerized by these robust characters who magically migrated from the page and took up residence inside me, who became as real and gut-wrenching as any humans I’d ever met.

Without intending it, I had rediscovered the excitement I’d felt in that creaky old library in a small town in Kentucky, when I couldn’t turn the pages fast enough, when I disappeared into worlds more real than the one around me. I had returned to the wellspring of one of my great passions.

On that day over twenty years ago, I also began an odyssey to try to understand what makes a book “successful.” What makes us connect with it, what makes us fall in love the way I had.

It suddenly seemed obvious to me that when millions of readers, whether they are formally educated or not, have expressed their separate opinions by buying and delighting in a particular novel, there is some larger wisdom at work. Thus, it seemed self-evident to ask one simple question: What is it about this or that enormously popular book that inspires such widespread fervor and devotion?

I began to wonder what my students and I would learn if we reverse-engineered these novels, breaking them down into their component parts. Would we find any common features lurking in the most popular books of all time? Was it possible to figure out what made these books so irresistible?

WHY THESE TWELVE?


The term “best seller” was coined and came into common use because it filled a need. A term was needed to describe what were not necessarily the best books but the books that people liked the best.

—FREDERIC MELCHER, 1946



Before we begin, it’s important to understand that the twelve novels I’ve chosen to discuss aren’t your run-of-the-mill bestsellers. To spend a week or two on the New York Times bestseller list, a hardback novel could sell a hundred thousand copies or half that many. Depending on the other books it’s up against at any given moment, maybe a little more or a little less will be required of the average bestseller. Those are terrific numbers in the book business, but they fall well short of the sales figures for the bestsellers-on-steroids we’ll be examining.

In fact, one of the quirky features of the bestseller list is that appearing on it depends more on velocity of sales than on total sales. If Book A managed to sell ten or fifteen thousand copies in the first two weeks after it was published, it would almost surely appear on national bestseller lists, even if its sales dropped off to zero in the weeks after that. While Book B could sell many times more copies in the course of a year than Book A, if its sales were slow and steady, without the initial surge that Book A had, Book B might never appear on any bestseller list at all.

In any case, the novels I’ll be discussing in this book were spectacular megahits, selling in the multiple millions, and a few of them continue to show up on bestseller lists fifty years after their publication. To bend Mark Twain’s famous analogy, the difference between these blockbusters and an average bestseller is like the difference between lightning and a lightning bug.

The common features I’ve identified recur with such frequency, it’s almost as if these books have been spun out of identical genetic matter. I would go so far as to say that these twelve novels are permutations of one book, written again and again for each new generation of readers. True, these twelve novels have radically different settings, different characters, very different plots. But no matter which decade they were written in or what publishing vagaries brought them to the forefront, all have used strikingly similar techniques and themes to provide deep enjoyment to millions.

But it’s not the ingredients alone that create the magic of highly popular stories. If it were that simple, this book would be only a few paragraphs long and I could end the semester on the first day of class. It is how those ingredients are combined and the unique ways they intermingle and resonate that set a megabestselling novel apart and make it appealing to such a vast audience.

In the following pages, we will analyze these particular elements in detail and examine the ways they are employed, and we will puzzle out the reasons for their enduring appeal to so many millions of American readers.

Along the way, I’ll show how these recurring features in bestsellers spring from a single purpose: a desire to capture the uniqueness of the American story, its inspiring traditions and its bold idealism, its moral struggles, its violence, its contradictory values, and its extraordinary characters.

So without further ado, and before I say more about my methodology, here’s our reading list, with a glimpse at the publishing history of each.

1. GONE WITH THE WIND, Margaret Mitchell, 1936

Scarlett O’Hara is in love with the vapid Ashley Wilkes, but he shuns her and instead marries his cousin—a tradition in the Wilkes family. However, Scarlett will not give him up that easily and schemes constantly to win his heart. As the Civil War presses closer around her, Scarlett uses any means she can to save her family’s Georgia plantation, including entering into a series of increasingly lucrative but increasingly unhappy marriages, until she meets her match in the roguish Rhett Butler.

Number one bestseller for 1936. Six months after its release in December 1936, the novel had sold 1,000,000 copies. By fall of 1941, it had sold 2,868,200 copies. In 1946, authorized foreign sales of the book were estimated to be up to 1,250,000, and American sales had reached 3,713,272. In 1956, worldwide it reached the 8,000,000 mark; by 1962, it had grown to 10,000,000; by 1965, it was 12,000,000. In 1983, the number reached 16,000,000. During the 1980s, the novel continued to sell 100,000 hardbacks a year worldwide and 250,000 paperbacks a year in the United States. Estimates put the sales figures near 30,000,000 in the 1990s.

2. PEYTON PLACE, Grace Metalious, 1956

Conceived during an illicit love affair, Allison MacKenzie grows into an introverted and sensitive young girl who struggles to free herself from her overprotective single mother, Constance, as well as the narrow-mindedness of the quaint New England town of her birth. Just when it seems she has escaped and established a successful writing career in the city, she decides she must return to her hometown to cover the sensational trial of her old friend Selena Cross. While there, Allison finally comes to peace with the cruelty, kindness, and complexity of Peyton Place.

This was Grace Metalious’s first and most successful novel. According to Alice Payne Hackett’s 80 Years of Best Sellers, 1895–1975, Peyton Place sold a total of 10,670,302 in hardcover and paperback combined.

3. TO KILL A MOCKINGBIRD, Harper Lee, 1960

Scout Finch is bursting with innocent mischief as she starts first grade in her sleepy Alabama town. Soon after, her father, Atticus, a lawyer, takes on the legal defense of Tom Robinson, a black man who has been accused of rape by a white woman. The trial rocks the town to its core and forces Scout and her older brother, Jem, to wrestle with grim racial and social wrongs.

Published in 1960, To Kill a Mockingbird remained on the bestseller list for eighty-eight weeks. (Rose as high as number three on the 1961 year-end list.)

The paperback edition has had 135 printings, with well over 14,000,000 copies sold.

4. VALLEY OF THE DOLLS, Jacqueline Susann, 1966

Full of confidence, Anne Welles arrives in New York City just after World War II. She takes an exciting job in the entertainment business and soon has two new roommates, Neely O’Hara and Jennifer North, and a dashing suitor, Lyon Burke. But when the lives of her beautiful and talented friends begin to unravel, they take Anne Welles down with them into a tragic, drug-fueled spiral.

Number one in 1966. Approximately 30,000,000 copies sold worldwide, which puts it roughly in the same category as To Kill a Mockingbird and Gone with the Wind.

5. THE GODFATHER, Mario Puzo, 1969

After the head of the Corleone crime family, Don Vito Corleone, is shot by a rival, the empire he has devoted his life to building is in danger of dissolving, until Michael, his favorite son, a war hero and upstanding citizen, takes charge. Michael is a natural leader and quickly learns to navigate the inner workings, crude politics, and secret rituals of the Mafia, and by employing a series of swift and brutal moves, he attempts to restore power and respect to the family.

In the first two years after its publication, 1969–1970, The Godfather sold more than 1,000,000 copies in hardcover and 8,000,000 copies in paperback. By 1975, over 12,000,000 copies had sold in both hardback and softcover.

6. THE EXORCIST, William Peter Blatty, 1971

Chris MacNeil, divorced single mother and successful actress, is living in Washington, D.C., with her twelve-year-old daughter, Regan, while shooting her latest film. Regan, once a curious and happy girl, grows moody and strange. After numerous doctors and psychiatrists fail to diagnose her, Chris reaches out to a young priest, Father Karras, who realizes Regan is possessed by a demon. The battle between Karras, a religious man with shaky faith, and the devil that inhabits Regan’s body is a fierce and violent struggle that results in numerous deaths but ultimately in victory for the MacNeil family.

Four years after its publication, 11,702,097 hardback copies and 11,000,000 paperbacks had been sold.

7. JAWS, Peter Benchley, 1974

The resort town of Amity is preparing for the summer onslaught of beachgoers from the city when a young woman taking a late-night swim is killed by a shark. It is Police Chief Martin Brody’s task to decide whether to keep the beaches open for the big holiday weekend. Under pressure from town leaders, he lets them stay open, and as a result, a six-year-old local boy becomes the shark’s next victim. Driven to set things right, Brody teams up with Quint, a salty shark hunter familiar with local waters, and with Matt Hooper, an academically trained shark expert, and the three men head out to sea in Quint’s boat to capture the murderous creature.

The novel stayed on some hardbound bestseller lists for forty-four weeks, making it 1974’s longest-running fiction bestseller. More than 1,000,000 in sales in 1974.

By 1975, 9,275,000 copies of the Bantam paperback were sold.

8. THE DEAD ZONE, Stephen King, 1979

Johnny Smith is working as a high school teacher, an average guy in love with another teacher, Sarah Bracknell, when a serious head injury puts him in a coma. Years later when he wakes, Johnny discovers he has acquired the supernatural gift of foreseeing the future. He sets about finding ways to put his newfound ability to good use, solving crimes and helping individuals, until his path crosses that of Greg Stillson, a rising politician. After Johnny sees a vision of Stillson leading the nation to disaster, he decides he must do whatever is required to prevent Stillson from reaching his goal, even if it means risking his own life.

This was King’s first novel to break into the year-end top ten. His earlier hardback novels, Carrie and Salem’s Lot, had sold modestly. But when the film version of Carrie was released in 1976, King’s career moved into a higher gear. It has continued to shift ever higher with a prolific output over the last twenty years. Throughout the 1980s and 1990s, it was a rare year when one of King’s novels did not appear on the year-end top ten list, frequently landing at number one.

9. THE HUNT FOR RED OCTOBER, Tom Clancy, 1984

At the height of the cold war, submarine captain Marko Ramius, who is commanding the Soviet’s newest top-secret nuclear sub, decides to defect to America. Ramius’s intentions, however, are not clear to the Americans, who enlist the aid of Jack Ryan, a naval historian and part-time CIA analyst, to help the U.S. military plan an appropriate response. When Ryan discovers that the Soviets have apparently developed a new supersilent propulsion system that could shift the military balance of power between the nations, mild-mannered Ryan is thrust into the middle of an escalating confrontation that could very well result in World War III.

The hardcover edition of this first novel sold 365,000 copies, according to a 1987 article in the Washington Post “Book World.” Five to six million copies have sold in hardback and paperback. One million copies were sold in Japan alone.

10. THE FIRM, John Grisham, 1991

Mitch McDeere, a top Harvard Law School grad, is snapped up by Bendini, Lambert & Locke, a prestigious firm in Memphis. Mitch and Abby, his bride, are thrilled by the perks: the new house, the flashy car, the big salary. But they quickly realize the firm is working on behalf of a Chicago crime family, and members of the firm are perfectly willing to commit murder to conceal this fact. After Mitch is secretly recruited by the FBI to help with its investigation of the law firm, his snooping endangers his life and the lives of others. So Mitch devises a complex and risky scheme that is meant to satisfy the FBI and free him and Abby from the sinister grip of the firm.

The Firm spent forty-seven weeks on the New York Times bestseller list. Grisham’s publisher shipped over a million copies of his next novel, The Client, and two and a half million copies of the following book, The Chamber.

11. THE BRIDGES OF MADISON COUNTY,
Robert James Waller, 1992

In the mid-1960s, Robert Kincaid has been assigned by National Geographic to photograph the covered bridges of Madison County, Iowa. Shortly after arriving in Madison County, he meets Francesca Johnson, a farmer’s wife, who is home alone while her husband, Richard, and her children are away for a week’s visit to the Illinois State Fair. A brief and passionate affair between the seasoned traveler and the lonely woman ensues. After days and nights of wild romance, the pair realize they must decide their future before Richard and the children return. Both Robert and Francesca are heartsick at the prospect that they might have to part.

After selling poorly for a few months following its publication, the novel was rejuvenated when a section was published in Cosmopolitan, which attracted a large audience of female readers. Then word of mouth among independent booksellers began to spur more sales, until the book rose to become the number one bestseller in 1993, dropping to number nine the following year. Roughly 50,000,000 copies sold worldwide.

12. THE DA VINCI CODE, Dan Brown, 2003

When Jacques Saunière, head curator at the Louvre in Paris, is murdered, Robert Langdon, a highly regarded Harvard symbologist, is summoned to the scene and is immediately whisked away by Sophie Neveu, a French cop and cryptographer, who warns him that the police are trying to pin the murder on him. In trying to solve the murder of Saunière and absolve himself, Langdon embarks on a quest to expose a conspiracy that is centuries old and involves the Priory of Sion, the Holy Grail, intricate codes, and Jesus Christ.

The Da Vinci Code sold 81,000,000 copies worldwide, making it the top bestselling novel of all time.

(More detailed plot summaries of these novels can be found in the appendix.)

In choosing these twelve, I first consulted Alice Payne Hackett, the leading authority on which books sold the most throughout the twentieth century. Hers is the book I bumped into in the library stacks three decades ago that set me on this course to begin with. Although her 80 Years of Best Sellers is a bit dry, it is indispensable for anyone interested in popular fiction. With the zeal of an IRS auditor, Ms. Hackett spent years analyzing sales figures compiled by her employer Publishers Weekly, a magazine geared for industry insiders, and put together a master list of the most commercially successful novels of previous decades.

While Ms. Hackett’s work is the gold standard for book sales info, her commentary on popular novels is largely a recitation of publishing factoids, interspersed with a few dreary plot summaries. A far more lively account of bestsellers is Michael Korda’s excellent survey Making the List: A Cultural History of the American Bestseller 1900–1999. Mr. Korda relied on lists from The Bookman, a periodical that first began to publish a monthly bestseller list in 1895. The modern lists Korda used appeared in Publishers Weekly. (The New York Times didn’t begin to print its own list until 1942.)

Most of the pages of Mr. Korda’s slender volume are taken up by the fiction and nonfiction lists themselves, but what text exists is richly spiced with tidbits. Did you know, for instance, that Mark Twain never made the bestseller list in part because he found it more profitable to sell his books himself through the earliest form of book clubs, as well as through house-to-house sales? Knock, knock. Who’s there? Mark Twain with your new copy of Adventures of Huckleberry Finn.

Although Mr. Korda doesn’t try to determine what constants bestsellers might possess, he does a solid job of sketching out the general contours of bestseller land. He’s particularly good at presenting the history of publishing trends and demonstrating the book business’s symbiotic connection with major world events, such as war, the Depression, and the flower power era of the 1960s. Though the connection between book sales and popular fashion is a slippery subject, Mr. Korda is masterful at making the case that a novel’s success is often influenced by larger cultural forces in vogue at any given moment.

When it came time for me to formulate the basic structure of the reading list for this book, Ms. Hackett’s “combined list” (which adds together paperback and hardback sales figures) was the obvious starting place.

Here are Hackett’s bestselling novels between 1895 and 1975 (with the novels I’ve selected in bold).


1. The Godfather, 1969, Mario Puzo, 12,140,000 sold.

2. The Exorcist, 1971, William Peter Blatty, 11,700,000 sold.

3. To Kill a Mockingbird, 1960, Harper Lee, 11,120,000 sold.

4. Peyton Place, 1956, Grace Metalious, 10,670,000 sold.

5. Love Story, 1970, Erich Segal, 9,905,000 sold.

6. Valley of the Dolls, 1966, Jacqueline Susann, 9,500,000 sold.

7. Jaws, 1974, Peter Benchley, 9,475,000 sold.

8. Jonathan Livingston Seagull, 1970, Richard Bach, 9,055,000 sold.

9. Gone with the Wind, 1936, Margaret Mitchell, 8,630,000 sold.

10. God’s Little Acre, 1933, Erskine Caldwell, 8,260,000 sold.



It’s interesting to note that the decades of the 1960s and 1970s contain more than their share of the largest bestsellers of all times, while the 1940s is missing in action, as are the first two decades of the century. For those readers interested in such matters, Korda’s Making the List sketches out some of the historical, economic, and cultural factors that shaped these decade-by-decade differences in sales figures, but such considerations are not my focus here.

For the purposes of this book, I made some nips and tucks to Hackett’s master list. I’ve jettisoned two mushy books, Love Story and Jonathan Livingston Seagull, replacing them with the more recent (though, let’s admit it, equally mushy) The Bridges of Madison County. I’ve also dropped that ode to incest and small-town squalor God’s Little Acre, because those same subjects are already well represented by Peyton Place and To Kill a Mockingbird.

To flesh out the total to an even dozen, I included four more novels. I’m confident the authors I’ve added would be on any modern reader’s top ten list: John Grisham, Stephen King, Dan Brown, and Tom Clancy.

OUT OF PRINT

All the books on our reading list are still in print, but the same cannot be said for the great majority of bestsellers from the past century. Most of the smash hits of yesteryear can no longer be unearthed except by shopping at rare-book dealers. Such novelists as Warwick Deeping, Russell Janney, Ethel Vance, May Sinclair, and Harry Bellamann (whose Kings Row was made into a film starring Ronald Reagan) all had their fifteen minutes of literary fame, riding atop the bestseller lists of previous decades, but all are virtually unknown today. Which makes you wonder which of the huge bestsellers of our current age will still be around fifty years from now and beyond, and how and why one lives on and another doesn’t.

For instance, how about Lamb in His Bosom by Caroline Miller? Still in print, though no longer widely read, Ms. Miller’s 1934 novel, which is set in pre–Civil War Georgia and won the Pulitzer Prize, will always be a quirky footnote in American bestseller history. After witnessing the great commercial success of Caroline Miller’s novel, Macmillan editor Harold S. Latham went shopping for other books with similar southern settings and in the process discovered Margaret Mitchell. Would Gone with the Wind have been published and heavily promoted without Lamb in His Bosom nudging open the door? It’s one of those intriguing and unanswerable questions. But it’s entirely possible that Caroline Miller is as responsible for our knowing and loving Rhett and Scarlett and Ashley Wilkes as Margaret Mitchell was.

FIRST NOVELS AND BREAKOUT BOOKS

Successful first novels are more likely to reveal popular tastes than bestsellers written by an established author. Because of the brand-name effect, a tenth or twentieth novel by Danielle Steel or John Grisham or Stephen King is virtually guaranteed a spot on the bestseller list and as such is less an indicator of public tastes than an indicator of public habits—and therefore is not particularly useful in demonstrating the recurring features that helped make it popular.

When an author’s first novel does manage to overcome the incredible odds against it and turns into a commercial success, the student of popular culture needs to pay special attention. In such a case, readers and publishers had little reason to come to it beyond the appeal of the story itself. The combination of factors that sets apart that bestselling first novel from the hundreds of other first novels that remain in obscurity is exactly what my research was attempting to uncover.

After first novels, the next most instructive books are those that used to be known as a “breakout” novels—that is, the first book of an established author that cracks the bestseller list.

Back when publishers had the patience and the financial wherewithal to nurture a writer through the early, unprofitable stages of his or her career, it was not uncommon for a novelist to publish half a dozen books or more that didn’t make a profit without being abandoned by the editor or publisher, usually because the editor was convinced the writer’s work was solid and worthy and would one day find a larger audience. As a more tightfisted corporate model gradually replaced this charitable system, and publishers were buffeted by a succession of economic and industry upheavals, the patience required to wait for a “breakout book” all but disappeared. These days, if a writer does not succeed on the first or second try, his or her career is likely to flatline.

Of the twelve books on the list we’ll be examining, a surprising seven were first novels: To Kill a Mockingbird, Peyton Place, Valley of the Dolls, Gone with the Wind, Jaws, The Bridges of Madison County, and The Hunt for Red October. The rest appeared early enough in the writers’ careers to qualify as “breakout” novels. Grisham’s The Firm was his second attempt, while The Godfather was Puzo’s third book. William Peter Blatty wrote four comic novels before he circled in on The Exorcist. The Da Vinci Code was Dan Brown’s third try. Stephen King had already cranked out eight books before The Dead Zone finished as the year-end number six bestseller.

The Dead Zone is unique among the others on my list. At roughly 175,000 hardbacks sold, its numbers fall far short of The Godfather or Gone with the Wind or the others we’re considering. I included The Dead Zone because it was the first year-end bestselling hardback from one of the top commercial writers in history, a novelist who went on to publish dozens of number one bestsellers. How could any study of bestsellers omit Stephen King?

FEMALE SCRIBBLERS

Another factor I considered in fine-tuning my reading list was gender. Diversity is a tricky matter. As Leslie Fiedler wrote in “Literature and Lucre,” “The struggle of High Art and low has, moreover, been perceived as a battle of the sexes. Referring to the writers who had preempted the paying audience before he ever entered the scene, Nathaniel Hawthorne called them a ‘horde of female scribblers.’ ”

When more than three-quarters of the book-buying public are women, one would assume that female authors would populate the bestseller lists in greater proportion than men. But that’s not the case. Based on a quick and totally unscientific sampling, using the results for the year-end bestselling totals for the opening year of each decade, I found quite the opposite to be true:


In 1900 two of ten were women.
In 1910 five of ten were women.
In 1920 three of ten were women.
In 1930 four of ten were women.
In 1940 one of ten were women.
In 1950 three of ten were women.
In 1960 two of ten were women.
In 1970 two of ten were women.
In 1980 two of ten were women.
In 1990 five of ten were women.



So in the twentieth century, the average is somewhere around two or three women on the year-end list. Far less than half and not at all what Nathaniel Hawthorne so chauvinistically imagined. John Bear, in his collection of intriguing facts about bestsellers (The #1 New York Times Best Seller), graphs the gradual increase in female authors who have achieved the number one slot on the Times list. From the forties through the eighties, the percentage of women reaching the pinnacle of the bestseller list hovered around 20 percent, while in the nineties the percentage climbed to 27.9 percent.

For the purposes of this book, I’ve bumped that figure up to 33 percent. One-third of the twelve novels we’ll consider were written by women.

OPRAH, ADVERTISING,
AND OTHER CONSIDERATIONS

Inevitably, any discussion of bestseller lists must take into consideration the impact of marketing and Oprah Winfrey. How valid is it to draw cultural conclusions from the bestseller list if a great many book buyers are motivated to buy a book not by the intrinsic elements in the book itself, but by slick ad campaigns or a television celebrity who caters to a unique demographic base?

Well, first, the hard reality is that clever marketing campaigns tend to work only a few times before they are copied by other marketers, thereby neutralizing the advantage. For instance, it was once rare for a writer to hit the road to promote his novel. Mark Twain is a colorful exception. With his trademark white suit and bushy mustache, his catchy nom de plume, and his stand-up comic routine, he established himself on the rough-and-tumble lecture circuit, selling his books by hand as he moved from one small-town venue to the next. In the modern era, Jacqueline Susann is often credited with breaking new ground in book promotion. Dressed in her Pucci outfits and carrying her poodle, Josephine, under her arm, the indefatigable Ms. Susann went so far as to visit truck stops, buttering up the drivers who used to select which books to stock on the spinning racks in drugstores and groceries. Twain and Susann were pioneers of what has become commonplace with modern authors, tireless and often flamboyant self-promotion.

Over the last few decades, however, the practice of book touring has become so widespread that on any given night in any given bookstore across the land, an author can be found pacing up and down the aisles, waiting and hoping for his or her audience to appear. The novelty of actually meeting a living, breathing author face-to-face has long ago worn off.

Then, more often than not, the latest advertising bright idea fails entirely to produce the intended results. Even lavishing hundreds of thousand of dollars on a promotional campaign is no guarantee of a book’s success. Sometimes it works, sometimes it fails. Though they would wish it were otherwise, publishers are less in control of the destiny of individual books than the public (and most authors) often imagine.

My point is that knowing the historical details and the exact method a publisher used to promote a book to bestsellerdom would ultimately tell us very little, since the whole enterprise is fraught with unpredictability. Over the years, I’ve heard dozens of publishers or agents say some version of the following: “How the hell did that book make the List?”

“At least half the books on any given week’s bestseller list are there to the immense surprise and puzzlement of their publishers,” says Michael Korda, bestselling author and longtime editor. “That’s why publishers find it so hard to repeat their successes—half the time they can’t figure out how they happened in the first place.”

As for Oprah, well, bless her amazing heart. Starting in 1996, her book club brought enormous numbers of new readers into the marketplace and conferred on dozens of otherwise obscure writers a measure of fame and fortune that, while ephemeral in many cases, was surely deserved.

However, for the decade that her book club operated at its peak, her chosen books tended to skew the bestseller list toward a type of novel that might not be so heavily represented otherwise, and thereby her selections squeezed off the list (and out of view) novels that many people might have chosen using guidance from more varied sources such as book reviews, booksellers, and word-of-mouth recommendations.

In any case, I didn’t feel the need to include an Oprah pick on our reading list since at least two of the novels, To Kill a Mockingbird and Peyton Place, already stand squarely in her demographic promised land.

Finally, the five authors I’ve added to Hackett’s all-time bestselling list are all from the last quarter of the twentieth century, with a strong tilt toward contemporary novels. I’ve done this bit of updating for the simple reason that I wanted to make this study of bestsellers more germane to a modern reader.
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FEATURE #1

An Offer You Can’t Refuse


The most difficult thing in the world is to make things simple enough, and enticing enough, to cause readers to turn the page.

—HELEN GURLEY BROWN,
FORMER EDITOR OF COSMOPOLITAN

Some tricks of the trade that make our bestsellers unputdownable.



When Coleridge’s Ancient Mariner intercepts an impatient guest who’s rushing to a wedding, and grabs hold with his skinny hand and glittering eye, and proceeds to mesmerize the man with his haunting sea story, Coleridge has given us a nifty metaphor for the foremost mission of a bestseller writer. These books grip you and refuse to let you loose until they’ve finished their tale.

For the popular audience, first and foremost a novel must be entertaining. It’s a fact so painfully obvious, I shudder to say it. For a novel to rise to the sales level of these twelve blockbusters, it must be a page-turner. A book you can’t put down, that you want to read in a gulp. One that keeps you up all night. Gripping. Edge of your seat. Mesmerizing. Fast-paced. Spellbinding. A roller-coaster thrill ride. Unputdownable.

Novelist and historian Les Standiford, a university colleague of mine, is fond of telling roomfuls of aspiring novelists, “The only place people read books they are not interested in is college.”

The focus of this chapter is twofold. First I’ll share what my students and I came to call the “mechanics of speed.” Various ways in which writers initially engage readers, then keep them securely hooked while moving fast through a few hundred pages.

Then we’ll look beyond narrative devices at the other key ingredients that helped these twelve novels seize the attention of so many readers.

MOVIE-FRIENDLY

Hollywood filmmakers can teach us a thing or two about speed, for moviemakers have turned storytelling into a science, using certain formulaic devices that consistently accelerate the forward movement of the narrative.

It’s true that all twelve of the novels on our reading list were made into major motion pictures, and without a doubt some of their sales success as books was spurred by their filmic version. However, the common belief that a movie of a novel is the main factor in driving a book’s commercial success is not supported by the facts. For instance, Jaws sold around a million copies before the film even came out.

In the cases of Valley of the Dolls and The Da Vinci Code, which are two of the biggest bestsellers of all time, so many copies had already been sold by the time the movie hit the theaters that it was unlikely any movie ticket buyers had not already bought the novel. Indeed, they seemed to be drawn to the film because they knew and loved the book.

That said, the effect of a successful film on the novel’s long-term sales can be substantial. Gone with the Wind is the top-grossing domestic movie of all time, adjusted for ticket price inflation. Without a doubt, the film’s
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*“Fascinoting.. Every would-be wiie,ond every knowledgeobl reader, shoud e tis book.”
—MICHAEL CONNELLY
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