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			Penguin Books

			The First Reader

			Luiz Schwarcz was born in São Paulo, Brazil, in 1956. He began his career as an editor at Brasiliense and later cofounded Companhia das Letras in 1986. In 2017, he received the London Book Fair Lifetime Achievement Award, and in 2024 he won the 2025 Cesare De Michelis International Award for Publishing. He is the author of the children’s books Minha vida de goleiro (1999) and Em busca do thesouro da juventude (2003), the short story collections Discurso sobre o capim (2005) and Linguagem de sinais (2010), and the memoir The Absent Moon (2023).

		

	
		
			For my colleagues and the writers who invented my vocation.

			For Lili, for everything.

		

	
		
			
				Epigraphs are often used in literary and scientific texts and university theses, helping to enrich the content. Few, however, know their true purpose…

				Federal University of Minas Gerais Law School website

			

		

	
		
			
				Introduction

				The Last and the First

			
			Back in 2018, when Brazil’s two main bookstore chains were facing bankruptcy, I wrote a public letter, called “A Love Letter to Books,” which was indeed a declaration of love, and a plea for others to declare their love for books too, at a difficult time for the publishing industry. When I first conceived of the book you are holding, I considered adapting that title. Given that the book is a series of dispatches on different subjects distilled from my career, it seemed to fit.

			But as the work came together, “Love Letters to Books” came to feel a little too sweet and also too narrow. Yes, this book is an expression of my love for books, but it is also an expression of my love for authors, and for readers; there is a great deal of overlap between these subjects, but they are hardly the same. The book has given me an opportunity to think through the editor’s relationship with these three entities—ideally and in all too messy reality. I alternate between sketches of particular authors and essays on more general themes. The separation between the chapters that deal with ideas and experiences is a way of organizing the volume, but ultimately they are all part of the same thing, since the sketches are infused with ideas, while experiences have always made me think.

			The selection of profiles was based on two main criteria. First, I didn’t want to talk about living Brazilian authors with whom I have an ongoing relationship. Choosing one writer over another who is still practicing his or her profession would be impossible and unfair. For this reason, I chose people who are no longer with us who played a significant role in my life and in that of my publishing house. Certain contemporary authors and figures are mentioned when they have to do with the profile in question, or because of their roles in specific situations.

			The idea of the editor as first reader appears in several parts of this text, and reflects my desire to seek discretion in my personal and professional life. What a huge contradiction it is to write something memoiristic in nature, while standing by an existential principle that values silence and seclusion. I have tried to balance those priorities here, but I’m not sure if I have succeeded. Can a book, even if it is only partially memoir, be discreet and modest? Perhaps not, although I sought these qualities with all my might.

			

			—

			These fragmented memories of an editor are also, in so many ways, a collective history. Once—I think at one of Companhia das Letras’s anniversary celebrations—I mentioned that everyone present was an editor: cleaning editors, sales editors, press editors, and so on. I wanted to emphasize the truly collaborative aspect of the profession, as well as to acknowledge the care given in every part of the book production line. As such, to represent all the colleagues I have been fortunate enough to work with in my professional life, in this book I mention only a few who no longer work with me. To all these great people and professionals, I offer my tribute and gratitude.

			

			—

			When I had chosen my title, a friend asked me, “Is it a tribute to Ricardo Piglia’s book The Last Reader?”

			Piglia was a good friend, and this particular book by the great Argentinean writer is one of my all-time favorites of those published by Companhia das Letras.[1] Nevertheless, the echo hadn’t occurred to me. As I revived my memories of The Last Reader, I realized that the title hearkened back to a beautiful image of Che Guevara reading in a tree, a respite from the persecution he was suffering in Bolivia. Literature existed, here, as a suspension of life, the opposite of war. But Che’s “last read” didn’t exactly take place in the tree, as real life moved toward a tragic end. It happened, says Piglia, in another situation, minutes before his death. The guerrilla had been shot in combat and taken to a classroom, where he was murdered. On the blackboard was the phrase “Yo se leer” (I know how to read).

			Other images from Piglia’s work struck me as particularly powerful. The first is a photograph of Jorge Luis Borges trying to read when he was already incapacitated by blindness; he holds the book close to his face, trying to decipher the words, his eyes practically touching the paper. The last reader is he who went blind from so much reading, along the way creating a world often described as a vast library.

			Two other metaphors in Ricardo Piglia’s book have Miguel de Cervantes’s famous character, Quixote, as their protagonist. The first is the scene where Quixote, who loves to read, picks up pieces of paper from the street so he will never run out of reading material. Quixote reads everything and experiences everything. However, he doesn’t read tales of chivalry in the story, except when poring over a novel about a false Quixote, by Avellaneda, which recounts adventures he never experienced. Picking up papers to read later, or, in the end, reading a false novel about himself, Quixote is another last reader. There is also the case of Robinson Crusoe, who salvages a copy of the Bible and books in Portuguese—since he once lived in Brazil—from the remains of the shipwreck to take with him to the desert island.

			This book of mine is much simpler. The profiles of these last readers, Borges, Quixote, Robinson Crusoe, and Che Guevara, written by a magnificent writer, give reading an epic dimension. What I’ve attempted here isn’t nearly as grand. The last reader is, ultimately, a hero. The first reader is just an ordinary man.

		

	
		
			
				1.

				The Book of Chance

			
			I often wonder how a person finds their vocation. At what point in our lives does destiny show its face? When does that part of our personal story begin to be drawn? Did I become an editor during my internship at the publishing house Brasiliense in the late 1970s, when I decided not to pursue my plan of becoming a professor of sociology, realizing I wouldn’t find professional fulfillment as a mediocre follower of Michel Foucault? Or did it all begin much earlier, in elementary school, when I heard a short story read aloud by a teacher at Colégio Rio Branco? That day, the teacher interrupted his reading mid-story, snapped the book shut, and announced that he would read the rest in the next class. I couldn’t do anything all afternoon, and that night I barely slept, my mind in the grips of the mystery. The next morning I learned that the title of the story was “The New California,” by Lima Barreto. It was a text that would later mark the beginning of my career as an editor.

			I also believe that a health issue in the family during my childhood contributed to my professional destiny. For many years, my mother would spend her afternoons in bed, trying to maintain a string of pregnancies, which invariably ended in miscarriage. She had promised me siblings and my father many children, but they eluded her, one after another. Seeing my mother always in a horizontal position, whiling away the time reading novels, I imitated her, sitting cross-legged beside her with a book in my hands. Sometimes I interpret this habit of reading while caring for my mother as a prelude to my choice of profession. Reading and glancing sideways, concerned with protecting a loved one, is no ordinary act. Reading and caring are verbs that go together in the work of editing. I learned this lesson at a young age.

			Chance plays a huge role in a publisher’s professional decisions, just as it does in life. Professionals who boast about their feats tend to play down more imponderable factors, so present in our lives. Tooting one’s horn instead of giving credit to others—or even to luck—is disrespectful, especially in the world of authors and books. A publisher’s “incredible savvy” is often far less incredible than the lottery of encounters that literature affords us.

			

			—

			
			The first book printed in the Western world dates back to the fifteenth century. Gutenberg and his Bible is the best-known example of all, but Aldus Manutius—who lived in the fifteenth and sixteenth centuries and was Gutenberg’s contemporary for a few years, though he outlived him—is considered by many to be the great pioneer of publishing. It was he who edited one of the earliest printed novels, Poliphilo’s Strife of Love in a Dream, which, according to Adelphi Edizioni’s legendary publisher Roberto Calasso, was the Finnegans Wake of its time. Calasso, using Manutius as an example, believed that editing is an artistic enterprise. Perhaps out of a well-founded awareness of his own genius, the Italian editor described the profession as an art. Once, we were both invited to a debate in Berlin on literary editing. Without knowing what the other was going to say, we presented opposing views on the subject. In his brilliant presentation, my colleague asserted that there is artistry in editing. He cited Manutius and Kafka’s first editor, Kurt Wolff, as examples. With a much simpler thesis, I argued the opposite. To this day, I still think I am right. Please bear with me as I make my case.

			First I’d like to share some stories from the early days of modern publishing, about a number of men and, unfortunately, very few women, mostly upper class, who decided to embrace the profession in the first quarter of the twentieth century—in many cases unconcerned with profit, blithely announcing that they would only publish books that appealed to their personal taste. This was the case with Alfred Knopf, a curious figure, as well known for his beautiful book covers as for his suits, impeccably cut but in colors that were a touch too bright. When he founded his publishing house, there were no mass-market paperback editions or book clubs, let alone digital reading devices. Books were set on metal Linotype, printed on nondigitized offset presses, and always stitched, never glued. There were no auctions or disputes between publishers over the acquisition of rights, not least because the manuscript would have to be completely retyped for there to be more than one copy. The publishing world was populated by upper-class gentlemen and, in keeping with the prejudices of the time, there were few women in management positions. If a Jew like Alfred Knopf wanted to rise to such a position, he would have to open his own publishing house. In the light of this fact, the apparent snobbery in the choice of Knopf’s first titles says less about his personality and more about the anti-Semitism that was prevalent at the time, when many authors refused to be signed by a publisher of Jewish origin.[1]

			Alfred Knopf’s love of typography and sophisticated bookbinding, and the friendships of his wife, Blanche Knopf, with European authors such as Thomas Mann and Albert Camus, would lend the publishing house an aura of strength and pave the way for one of the most enduring imprints in publishing history. Blanche, who was initially Alfred’s secretary, would prove crucial to the brand that bore her husband’s name. Among her future contacts would be the Brazilian writers Jorge Amado, Gilberto Freyre, and Guimarães Rosa, whose books she would publish, not always in good translations. Blanche and Alfred’s marriage, it’s worth noting, wasn’t as happy as their publishing partnership. Knopf was run for a century by just three men: Alfred Knopf, Robert Gottlieb, and Sonny Mehta, but today it is in the hands of Maya Mavjee, the first woman to head up the “house of the borzoi”—a slender dog that became the publisher’s trademark but which featured only briefly in Alfred Knopf’s life. The acclaimed publisher had no special love for the breed. Transformed into a logo, however, borzois remained forever in his life.

			By coincidence, seven decades later, in 1986, when I founded Companhia das Letras, I made a statement very similar to Alfred Knopf’s, unwittingly using the American publisher’s motto to define the criteria for choosing the books that would make up our future catalog: “I will only publish books that I enjoy reading.” I believed in this refrain, but, with time, I have consciously abandoned it. Unlike Knopf, I hoped to achieve acceptable sales results in the rather elitist Brazilian publishing industry of the late 1980s. I was criticized by one of the most important publishers of the time, Alfredo Machado, founder of Editora Record, who said, “Either this young man has very bad taste, or he’s going to lose a lot of money.”

			Few of the major publishers of the time believed in the discernment and sophistication of our readers. Alfredo always treated me well, but he didn’t spare me publicly. On another occasion, he said that I “laid eggs like a rooster and crowed like a hen.” To this day, I’m not exactly sure what he meant, but it didn’t stop us from being on friendly terms.

			The reality of today’s industry, however, is quite different from that of forty years ago. Nowadays, readers from less-privileged classes drive sales. In Brazil, this is due to fairer income distribution policies and initiatives to establish libraries and distribute books to the poor, both of which originated in the administrations of Fernando Henrique Cardoso, Luiz Inácio da Silva (Lula), and Dilma Rousseff, before the economic crisis began to be felt at the end of her first term, impacting on government book-related initiatives. A more diverse book market is a thing of beauty.

			The outcry when we decided to publish more “commercial” books under separate imprints, aimed at young adults and adults, some of whom belong to classes with little access to higher education, came not only from outside but also from within Companhia das Letras.

			It’s good that we have broadened our scope beyond my original motto, and that a publishing house that largely grew through sound choices for a more elite readership now publishes books for all kinds of readers, always with editorial quality. I have changed my old refrain, a fact that still shocks many people, but it makes me proud. The move toward being a less elitist publisher, with books aimed not only at would-be highbrow readers, was an important decision, and it caused quite a stir. It has, in fact, proved crucial to the expansion of our business. It was an exercise that helped us understand how much we had to learn from those who don’t usually frequent the circles of the so-called literary elite. Interestingly, many critics of the Companhia das Letras Group’s creation of popular and commercial imprints were people who voted for or were even members of political parties that represent the working classes. Unfortunately, cultural elitism can go hand in hand with progressive political ideas.

			Caio Graco Prado, my first boss at Editora Brasiliense in the 1970s, believed at the time that sending books to journalists was counterproductive. His assumption was that a person who read a review didn’t need to read the book. They would have gleaned enough of a notion to be able to make a good impression on someone or look smart at a party with a summary of the text from a newspaper’s cultural pages. This belief contained a good dose of prejudice against Brazilian readers. It didn’t take long, however, for Caio to change his mind.

			Before Companhia das Letras, other publishers already believed in readers’ intelligence—houses such as Zahar and Nova Fronteira, and certainly Brasiliense in its new phase. At Companhia das Letras, we decided to take that faith to its ultimate conclusion, repeatedly showing our respect for our readers with every detail, including the book cover, paper, font size, text block, and line spacing. We made sure that consideration for the reader was present in every editorial decision, from the seemingly smallest to most important.

			

			—

			What happened in the United States and Europe in the early days of modern publishing was somewhat different from what took place in Brazil. In North America, the pioneering publishers were largely members of the elite, graduates from well-known universities, some of whom knew each other and even enjoyed a certain camaraderie. Bennett Cerf, one of the founders of Random House, tells this story in the delightful book At Random,[2] compiled from recordings he made for the Columbia Center for Oral History program, and published after his death in 1971. Cerf, who was from a wealthy family, recounts how after graduating from Columbia University—the same university attended by Alfred Knopf—he took a job at Horace Liveright’s publishing house, which was famous for having created the contemporary classics collection, Modern Library. Cerf describes the atmosphere in Liveright’s office, with bottles of whiskey scattered about and sexual adventures after hours, in an era in which the lines between professionalism and revelry were blurred. Liveright, embroiled in all kinds of adventures, found himself insolvent and had to sell his best asset to Cerf, his independently wealthy employee. This was the first step toward the future creation of Random House, as Bennett Cerf and his partner Donald Klopfer decided, over time, that in addition to maintaining the collection of modern classics, they would also publish new books “at random.” And they named their publishing house based on this proposition. Random House, now part of the world’s largest publishing group—with which Companhia das Letras is also associated—was, in its origin, the House of Chance. The publisher’s name certainly reflected its owners’ dilettante intentions. But it might also unconsciously pay homage to the way the two partners met: While at university, they were random winners of tickets to a concert. They had never noticed each other before, but from that moment on, they became inseparable.

			The beginnings of contemporary publishing in Brazil were perhaps not as elitist—at least in the sense that a good number of our publishers were not millionaire dilettantes. Here, everything began with a strong connection to the book market. Many publishing houses had their origins in bookstores; a number of great publishers of our time—such as José Olympio and Jorge Zahar—began their careers as booksellers. Others grew out of magazines that published essays of a political nature, such as Caio Prado Jr.’s Brasiliense, which later moved into bookselling. Despite being from a wealthy old-line family, Caio Prado Jr. didn’t behave like a dilettante member of the Brazilian aristocracy. His habits weren’t typical of the upper bourgeoisie; he was an intellectual devoted to the oppressed classes and was a member of the Brazilian Communist Party. (His son, Caio Graco Prado, had a greater appetite for life’s earthly pleasures; some, perhaps unfairly, referred to him as a “left-wing playboy.”)

			Jorge Zahar is the best example I know, and perhaps one of the most beautiful. Born into a poor family, he was a voracious reader of French literature. The scene of young Jorge sitting beside his mother and reading Balzac’s Lily of the Valley on a train as his family moved from Vitória to Rio de Janeiro is well known in Brazil. Jorge says he couldn’t hold back his tears because of the book, not because of the long journey with his three siblings and mother, recently separated from their father, who stayed behind in Vitória. In Rio, Zahar worked as a street vendor and office boy for a goldsmith, until he eventually went to work with his brother, who had found a job in a bookstore and imported-book distributor owned by a Spanish anarchist. Years later, Zahar and his two brothers would set up their own bookstore and he would travel to Argentina in search of products to import, an activity that would later see him travel through many regions of Brazil. Zahar, however, was never strictly a merchant; he was always a publisher. His vocation came to him by chance, on the train that brought him to the city where he would settle and spend the rest of his life. His first mentor was Balzac.

			Also curious is the case of Ênio Silveira, for decades an editor at Civilização Brasileira, an important house in Brazilian publishing history both for the quality of its publications and for revolutionizing the design of book covers, led by Eugênio Hirsch. Silveira and Civilização Brasileira were no less important for their role in resisting the darkest years
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