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Whom can we blame?

Let’s start with the students who helped with research: Kenneth Damann, Anita Chang, Christie David Duet, Jane Perrone, and Nicholas Kahn-Fogel. Bonnie Bauman, my graduate assistant during the most important period of writing this book, made significant editorial suggestions, unearthed obscure information, and tracked down pictures. I believe that Bonnie did a better job at the research than she does balancing her checkbook.

Les Phillabaum, Maureen Hewitt, John Easterly, Laura Gleason, Jean C. Lee, and Sylvia Frank at LSU Press got into the spirit of this venture and cheerfully offered valuable ideas. As the chief editor of this book, Sylvia Frank bears the most responsibility for it. Come what may, I enjoy working with LSU Press.

George Garrett at the University of Virginia vetted this book for the LSU Press. I appreciate his generous comments—and the fact that he surrendered his anonymity, thus ensuring he is implicated along with everyone else.

Many other knowledgeable professionals of one kind or another helped with odd facts and perceptive interpretations. I mention these people in the Notes on Sources to tie them as closely as possible to any gaffes for which they should be accountable.

With one exception, friends and colleagues happily made suggestions. Among the generous helpers are Lou Day, Meg Ross, Len Sanderson, and Jack Sullivan. Sullivan offered chapter-by-chapter criticism that typically began in this vein: “Since my tuba lesson is off because I got my lip caught in the breadmaker, I am able to render my judgments immediately and get the draft back to you.” Along with Ron Garay, he helped me make up the advance quotes for the book, which have been printed accurately on the back cover. The one exception was Mary Ann Sternberg, who refused to read the book or make any suggestions at all. She is a smart friend as well as a good one.

My wife Gina read several of the chapters, but wisely confined herself to saying mostly nice things about them. Drawing on his wide reading, our son Maxwell directed my attention to a number of useful anecdotes and quotations. He allowed that this is a book someone might want to read, not that he was risking his reputation on it.


Author’s Warning
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I have spotted a trend: authors inserting a warning in the front of their books. The leaden hand of the lawyer is apparent in many of these opening salvos. The “Important” notice beginning Donald S. Passman’s All You Need-to Know About the Music Business is full of language such as “The materials in this book represent the opinions of the author.... In addition, laws and customs change over time, and by necessity of the lapse in time between the writing and printing of this book, some aspects may be out of date even upon first publication....”

At first I dismissed these disclaimers as examples of our highly litigious society combined with really bad marketing judgment. On reflection, I changed my mind about the bad marketing judgment. These warnings can do the opposite of what they purport to do. Instead of putting people on notice that the book has weaknesses, they advertise its strongest selling points.

Here is Roger Shattuck in Forbidden Knowledge: From Prometheus to Pornography: “Parents and teachers should be aware that Chapter VII does not make appropriate reading for children and minors.” Shattuck can’t really think the little ones would plead for a copy of this scholarly tome full of sentences such as “Sade discovers a moral order based on the self-preservation of the bourgeois individual.” Let’s face it, very few parents would have an interest in this book. If they saw their kid reading it they would think they were blessed with a child prodigy. There can only be one reason for Shattuck’s warning. He draws attention to the dirty parts in hopes of tricking someone—parent or child—into buying the book. Not that I blame him. Scholars need to do a better job of marketing.

Hit Man: A Technical Manual for Independent Contractors gives instructions on how to bump off someone the way a professional would. A typical chapter is titled “The Direct Hit Is Not Your Only Alternative.” The book has been the object of a lawsuit. After allegedly reading the alleged book, someone allegedly killed three people. Palladin Press, the publisher, allegedly protects its interests by “Warning” readers that Hit Man is “For informational purposes only!” The legal and promotional departments are sometimes at odds over the best course of action. But here is wording that should have induced everyone at Palladin to break out the champagne, at least until the court case was settled in 1999. Palladin’s insurance company finally agreed to a multimillion dollar settlement with the victims’ families. Palladin itself is making annual contributions to two charities picked by the plaintiff. The publisher also agreed to take the book from the market. All of this goes to show that the only value of a warning is as an advertisement, not as legal protection.

Anyway, the warning craze leaves the rest of us authors desperate to appear dangerous, even if we are shooting blanks. Hence, I provide these safety instructions to readers who dare to venture farther into this book:

Warning
Wear gloves! Paper cuts are possible.


An Introduction to the
Proper Study of Mankind
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In which it is shown that the best way to
study books, reading, and people is not to
take them too seriously.
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The proper study of mankind is books.

—ALDOUS HUXLEY

Dear Friend, I believe, contrary to the fashion among our
contemporaries, that one can have a very lofty idea of literature,
and at the same time have a good-natured laugh at it.

—MARCEL PROUST

[image: image]

Early in 1990, I wrote a piece for the New York Times Book Review on the fatuousness of book acknowledgments and dedications. Only once before had an article of mine drawn so much attention. That was a profile for a Catholic magazine of an American missionary whom I met on a reporting trip to Venezuela. In an accompanying photograph, Father Mel Krumdick was shown at a beach near Caracas with a few young parishioners, among them a voluptuous, bikini-clad teenager. In the flesh, Father Mel was entirely priestly. The camera angle in the photo, however, did him no favors. He was wearing swim trunks, and an errant shadow made it appear as though he had squeezed something the size of a football inside them.

The unhappy mail that followed would have filled the Sistine Chapel. A writer from Manchester, New Hampshire, expressed shock over “a girl in a ‘swimsuit’?? talking to a priest.... Such style is surely the work of the devil. (Our Lady of Fatima warned certain fashions will offend Our Lord.)”

The difference in the response to the New York Times essay was that the mail was positive. People sent me examples of their favorite front-of-the-book dreck and wit. One reader, who was also a writer, mailed her own book, which was dedicated to her psychotherapist and contained long, sexually explicit disclosures involving a ménage-à-trois that would have made Father Mel lock himself in his confessional.

The episode revealed something I had not known. People who read books cherish them and are fascinated by the processes that produce them, no matter how humble or mean. We don’t care much about our plumber’s foibles and tribulations. We want him to fix the leak in the sink and move on. John Milton is another matter altogether. We love to know that Milton composed while lying in bed, that Vladimir Nabokov wrote on three-by-five-inch index cards, that John Keats dressed in his best clothes to write poetry, and that Thackeray reached the point where he could not write at home. “There is an excitement in public places which sets my brain working,” he said of his need to write in hotels and clubs. Somewhere, years ago, I read that Alexander Pope—I think it was Pope—could only write if he had a crate of old apples nearby; the rotting smell inspired him. This is not important. Nonetheless, the story has lodged in my memory. One of the successes of Brian Lamb’s C-SPAN program,  “Booknotes” is that authors reveal themselves, as when Forrest McDonald reported that he wrote naked on his porch in Alabama. We hunger to know about authors’ tribulations and foibles, expecting that they are every bit as interesting as their books.

This is not to say that all is well in the world of books. On the contrary. We have every reason to worry that the quality of writing has gone to hell. After renovation, the Algonquin Hotel reopened in 1991 and, to whip up a little nostalgia, published a service directory with an essay celebrating the hotel’s history as a literary hangout. The directory was full of misplaced modifiers, missing articles, and the like. The essay is symbolic of our times.

Corporate executives decry illiteracy. They spend large amounts of money on programs to train their employees. Yet, at the same time, they pay marketing experts big bucks to help their corporations violate all the rules of good writing. First National City Bank of New York turned itself into Citicorp, a word that has more things wrong with it than would seem possible with any combination of eight letters. Control Data is now Ceridian Corporation. Don’t bother to look it up; “Ceridian” isn’t in the dictionary. Before Levi Strauss & Company came out with its new brand of slacks, the marketing staff spent four months looking for a name without meaning, “an empty vessel.” Their name-that-did-not name was Slates.

A new store opens every day with signs over the door like one I saw in a small southern town: Ammo and Stuff. In a commentary on public radio, I once mused that a shop called Things ’N’ Stuff surely must exist. Sure enough, someone called in to say there was one in Garden City, New York.

Stephen Vincent Benét’s poem “American Names” should be required reading in corporate boardrooms:

I have fallen in love with American names,
The sharp, gaunt names that never get fat,
The snakeskin-titles of mining-claims,
The plumed war-bonnet of Medicine Hat,
Tucson and Deadwood and Lost Mule Flat.

We live in a Hallmark culture where we buy our loftiest personal feelings on manufactured cards sold in drug stores. Or if we have the money, we pay Love Letters, Ink (sic), a Beverly Hills, California, company, to write synthetic sentiments for us at the price of fifty-five dollars each. No surprise then that the polls tell us, as an Associated Press poll did in 1992, that 30 percent of families earning more than forty thousand dollars annually have no books at home. Other studies report that 21 percent of the adult population “had only rudimentary reading and writing skills” and that nearly half of all American adults “are not proficient enough in English to write a letter about a billing error.”

Nor is the United States alone. A 1995 survey by the Organization for Economic Cooperation and Development found that Americans are about average among industrialized countries. The percent of illiteracy in France, which is intent on keeping language pristine, was twice as high. The French spend twice as much on their pets as on books.

This illiteracy makes what I learned from that Times article all the more poignant. People who care about books care profoundly. What they lack in numbers they make up for in passion. A typical mid-1980s study illustrates the fidelity of readers to reading. Only half of the American public, the study found, had read at least one book in the past six months. Of those “readers,” however, almost one-third devoured at least one book a week. A 1997 Pew Center survey found that slightly more than one-third of respondents had read a book the day before outside of school or work; 77 percent of those people who had read a book the day before did so for at least thirty minutes and many for much longer. This reading intensity explains the rise of book discussion clubs, which according to some estimates now total 250,000. “Book festivals,” The Economist reported in 1999, “are multiplying almost as fast as espresso franchises. At the moment there are 148 in Britain alone.”

Books are like Swiss Army knives. They offer endless creative and revealing possibilities for those who like to interact with them.

Not only can we get even by writing a book, we can get even by reading a book. “There are few things I enjoy so much as talking to people about books which I have read and they haven’t,” crusty Edmund Wilson said, “and making them wish they had—preferably a book that is hard to get or in a language that they do not know.”

The story is told that Brian Courthorpe Hunt shot himself to death while in the venerable London Library. The proximate cause seems to have been the news that the second volume of some book he was reading was unavailable. This tells us something about Hunt. The story also tells us much about Thomas Carlyle, the Scottish historian, who was elsewhere in the library at the time. Unfazed by news of the suicide, he asked the librarian to bring him Motley’s Rise of the Dutch Republic and remarked, “There’s another of Thornton Hunt’s bastards gone.” Carlyle took the measure of people by counting the number of books in their libraries.

We can take the measure of Evelyn Waugh by his actions during World War II. During the London blitz, the literature-loving author ordered that his books be taken to a safe haven in the country. He told his son, Auberon, to stay in London.

Some years ago, while writing a biography of foreign correspondent Edgar Snow, who was viewed by many as an un-American pro-Communist, I came across copies of some of the actual books he had read. Leafing through a volume by Harold Laski, an English scholar and left-wing activist, I found a comment Snow had scribbled in the margin: “See Mark Twain on this.” Here in Laski’s book was a piece of evidence for my thesis: Snow’s leftist views sprang from an intensely American point of view, not in spite of it.

To love books is to write in them the way the Chinese, having acquired a painting, sometimes write their names right next to the artist’s. At least that is my view. In truth, there are many views on how to treat books. Charles Darwin went further. When someone sent him a book, he would cut off the spine with a knife, throw away the cover, and put the loose pages in a box. The sheets were easier to turn that way. On the other end of the spectrum is Salman Rushdie. As a boy he learned to kiss any book he dropped “by way of apology for the act of clumsy disrespect.”

One does not have to read books to interact with them. In the hands of an interior decorator, a book is like a throw pillow. It adds a spot of color here or there. It can dress up an entire wall. “The rich colors of bookbindings are made only the lovelier, when their setting is a paneled room,” Good Housekeeping advised in 1925. A southern woman I know doesn’t shelve books; she “hangs” them. As noted later in this book, Dallas Cowboys owner Jerry Jones and his wife, Gene, made a large donation in 1999 to help the Library of Congress reassemble Thomas Jefferson’s original book collection. They don’t go in much for reading, though. “We have a beautiful library. It’s one of the most important rooms in our house,” Gene Jones noted in earshot of a Washington Post reporter. At a Library of Congress event to celebrate the donation, Jerry Jones observed that Thomas Jefferson was author of those hallowed lines about Americans being entitled to life, liberty, and—oops—the “pursuit of property.”

In the pursuit of property, happiness, or whatever, people like the Joneses do considerable business with Levenger, a mail order company that sells “tools for serious readers.” There are statues of Shakespeare, special light bulbs, footrests, and wristwatches. Everything, except books. Other mail order companies offer those—with expensive leather bindings. A promotional flyer advertises “The 100 Greatest Books Ever Written: A Rich Addition to Your Home.” The brochure reveals all the merits of the books, except the titles. “Genuine-premium-quality leather,” it says; “. . . how surprised your guests will be to discover that the impressive foil edging serves an important purpose!” (i.e., to keep out moisture). Books, as poet Robert Southey said, are furniture for the rich.

The most passionate book readers share these acquisitive sentiments, although much more than crude materialism is at work. Well-displayed books, a sixteenth-century Italian scholar commented, “will form a complete library, which will ornament first your study, and then, to a much greater degree, your soul.” Dr. A. S. W. Rosenbach, a well-known bookseller, often could not bear to lose a special book, no matter how much profit it would fetch. The widowed wife of a famous British journalist decided to part with some of her old furniture but refused to sell anything to an interested young woman I know unless the would-be customer promised to read her late husband’s memoirs.

I was in Sarajevo shortly after the Serbian siege was lifted. Not far from my office stood the remains of the National and University Library. Serb bombing in 1993 had turned much of the Moorish-style building to charred rubble; more than 90 percent of the 1.5 million books burned. That had been big news around the world; the ordeal of a veteran Bosnian journalist I met was commonplace, unreported, and even more depressing. For years he had collected books, he told me in his husky cigarette-smoker’s voice. When he had run out of firewood in the winter, he burned more than five hundred books, about one-fifth of his library. First he chose “the big ones. They burn best.” Now, he said, he didn’t care about property anymore. “After you burn books, why would you care about a chair?”

After restoring long-packed-away books to shelves, German author Walter Benjamin reflected on the way readers become one with their personal book-sorting schemes. “For what else is this collection,” he wrote in a short essay, “but a disorder to which habit has accommodated itself to such an extent that it can appear as order?” Thomas Jefferson, who said he “could not live without books,” kept his Monticello library under lock and key. To keep track of his books, he created a classification system, divided into forty-four subject areas based on the Baconian structure of knowledge. Carlyle carefully shelved his books level with each other. One man I knew removed the dust jackets from each volume he had read. At a glance he knew how many books he had conquered. Another acquaintance challenged me to divine his private bookshelf formula. The answer: No two books of the same color were allowed next to each other. Carter Burden, a businessman and art lover, assembled one of the finest personal libraries in the country before he died in 1996. He fastidiously arranged his books alphabetically by author. When someone looked as if he or she might be moving a book from its proper spot, Burden would shout across the room, “What are you doing?”

Elitists often sniff at readers who enjoy simple romantic novels, Luke Short Westerns, and other easy reading. This is misguided on two counts. First, reading should be fun. Not everyone wants to run three miles on a hot Sunday afternoon. Sometimes a stroll through the park is in order. If some people never want to break a sweat, so what? We should rejoice that they are, after all, reading, not lying in front of the television all the time. Second, people’s diverse reading habits make books and people more interesting and more worthy of serious study. In Aldous Huxley’s words, “The proper study of mankind is books.”

The elitists, sad to say, have had such a strong grip on our thinking that, until recently, only a few scholars stood back to survey the vast panorama presented by books. One of these exceptions was Isaac D’Israeli, father of the colorful British prime minister and author, who wrote essays in the mid-nineteenth century about the evolution of literature. This has begun to change, thanks to creative historians such as Robert Darnton. He looks at the naughty books that people have read, at the sub rosa systems publishers and booksellers used to distribute books, and at the dirty tricks authors used to survive. He has found that booksellers during the Enlightenment wanted copies of Margot the Campfollower every bit as much as they wanted copies of The System of Nature.

Inspired by the response to my first article on acknowledgments and dedications, and intrigued by such histories, I have occasionally detoured from my work as a journalist, government bureaucrat, and now academic to explore the underworld of books. The fruits of these explorations have figured prominently in my teaching, for it has become clear to me that one cannot understand modern journalism and letters, or for that matter modern economics and politics, without appreciating the rich, quirky history of writing.

One of the more entertaining characters in this history is Giacomo Girolamo Casanova. We know Casanova best as the eighteenth-century lover of women, although we may not realize that he belongs to our politically correct age. He respected women, rather than took advantage of them, and they loved him in return. Less well known, but equally true, Casanova was an ardent book lover, an emblem of the raucous reality of books and literature. Like many of our best writers, Casanova had a Renaissance resume: minor orders in the Catholic Church, violinist, soldier, occultist, diplomat, theatrical producer, dancer, prisoner many times over, actor, silk manufacturer, con man, spy, and publicist. He helped start the first Parisian lottery with Abbé de Bernis. Writing was as ever-present in this exuberant life as were women. A Venetian police report noted that Casanova traveled “under the title of man of letters.”
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Giacomo Girolamo Casanova, a lovable symbol of the raucous world of books, had a Renaissance résumé: minor orders in the Catholic Church, violinist, soldier, occultist, diplomat, theatrical producer, dancer, prisoner many times over, actor, silk manufacturer, con man, spy, publicist, and, yes, book writer. A Venetian police report noted that he traveled “under the title of man of letters.“

Casanova, engraving by Johann Berka, 1788, copyright the British Museum

Casanova’s most famous incarceration was beneath the Leads, as the upper chambers of the Doge’s Palace in Venice were called because of their lead roof. The state inquisitors never held a proper trial, thus leaving Casanova uncertain which of his transgressions offended the authorities. Historians have concluded that he was imprisoned for atheism. If so, books figured prominently in the evidence. A spy had induced him to recite a sexually charged heretical poem, and the constables who came to arrest him found books on the occult in his quarters. His spectacular escape was by the book, too. He made plans with a fellow prisoner by writing notes in the books they exchanged, and he passed an iron bar to a conspirator inside a Bible. When he was a free man, Casanova wrote Flight from the Leads.

Casanova translated Homer’s Iliad into Italian. He created Opuscoli miscellanei, a monthly review devoted to his own writing, and another journal of dramatic criticism to stimulate interest in his theatrical productions. He scripted plays and may have helped revise Lorenzo da Ponte’s libretto for Mozart’s Don Giovanni. A partial list of Casanova’s books includes History of Unrest in Poland; The Philosopher and the Theologian; Critical Essay on Morals, The Science, and the Arts; Musing on the Mean Measurement of Time According to the Georgian Reform; and a utopian novel called Icosaméron, or The History of Edouard and Elisbeth Who Spent Eighty-one Years among the Megamicres, Aboriginal Inhabitants of the Protocosm Inside our Globe. At the end of his life, while a librarian in the Dux castle in Bohemia, he wrote the twelve-volume Historie de Jacques Casanova de Seingalt, Venetian, ècrite par lui-mème á Dux, en Bohè me. “His every word is a revelation,” the Prince de Ligne said of Casanova, “and every thought a book.”

The book you are holding in your hands does not seek to glorify writing or writers the way that so many books on the subject do. I assume the reader does not need to be persuaded that books are important. Instead of pounding on that familiar theme, I take a cue from Casanova. Some “fine ladies,” as he called them, criticized his earthy description of his loose bowels during his imprisonment in the Leads. “I would perhaps have omitted it in talking to a lady,” he said; “but the public is not a lady, and I like to be instructive.”

In that spirit, this book answers this question: Can writers make a living writing? (Rarely.) And this one: Do I have to buy my friend’s new book? (No, but you should.) And this one: Should I consider dropping dead in order to sell my book? (Absolutely.) This book explains why one of the greatest threats to good literature is the proliferation of writers, why books are an ideal way to market yourself, why librarians need to throw out more books, and why presidents should not write. It reports which books are most often stolen, a theme that in much shorter form was a second essay for the New York Times Book Review and also generated substantial mail (including the offer from one reader to give his edition of Abbie Hoffman’s Steal This Book to the Library of Congress, which I had reported was missing its copy).

Although I employed serious research techniques in this book, I confess to having made liberal use of the wonderfully weird information that lies everywhere waiting to be picked up. Like the day I was leafing through the Manila phone book and came across a local establishment called Jargon Publishers. Or the day I learned that someone designed a bulletproof New Testament, an invention that gives new meaning to the concept of a hardback book. The best place to glean insights on the real world of books is the daily newspaper. Carlin Romano, a literary critic for the Philadelphia Inquirer, disputes this. “Perhaps the most remarkable aspect of American newspapers in the 1990s,” he writes, “is their hostility to reading in all forms.” Romano is correct in the sense that book reviewing is half-hearted and feeble, which is the subject of another chapter in this book. But tidbits about books and authors appear in news pages all the time.

As a test of this proposition, I asked Anita Chang, a bright journalism student at our school, to look at one issue each of USA Today and the Wall Street Journal. The former is not commonly thought of as highbrow. She found mention of eight books in it. The Journal mentioned twenty-eight books. This is an unusually high number. Twenty-two of the books were connected to an article about the Booker Awards. Nevertheless, that left six books, one of which is mentioned on the front page. The article described the cutthroat competition among onion farmers in Vidalia, Georgia. One of the most entrepreneurial of these men of the soil sold 100,000 copies of the Vidalia Onion Lover’s Cookbook.

Perhaps the news is all about crime, terrorism, and mayhem. But those stories often involve books. One day, the New York Times reports that a Memphis judge punishes first offenders by making them write a ten-page essay on The Autobiography of Malcolm X. Another morning, we learn that the head of the National Endowment for the Arts has canceled a grant for a bilingual children’s book, The Story of Colors, published by a small press in El Paso, Texas. The author is Subcomandante Marcos, the renegade Zapatista guerrilla leader in southern Mexico. The subcomandante appears on the inside flap of the book jacket wearing ammo belts across his chest and a ski mask to hide his face. Yet another day, an online news service tells us that Chicano students at Michigan State University “took 4,500 university library books hostage for a day and presented the administration with a list of demands.” The demands included asking the university to inaugurate a Hispanic studies major.

So, as we set sail for the out-of-the-way literary islands, let’s agree that Casanova’s rationale for writing his memoirs should be a creed for all who truly love books: “I know that I am being unwise. But I need something to occupy me, something to make me laugh; so why should I deny myself?”


ONE

T. Roger Claypool’s Fish Store
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In which it is argued that the economics
of authorship have evolved without really
changing and that we should be glad
money is the ultimate writer’s block.

[image: image]

But just understand the difference between a man like
Reardon and a man like me. He is the old type of unpractical
artist.... Literature nowadays is a trade. Putting aside men of
genius, who may succeed by mere cosmic force, your successful man
of letters is your skillful tradesman. He thinks first and foremost of
the markets; when one kind of goods begins to go off slackly, he is
ready with something new and appetizing.... Reardon can’t do that
kind of thing, he’s behind his age; he sells a manuscript as if he lived
in Sam Johnson’s Grub Street. But our Grub Street of to-day is
quite a different place: it is supplied with telegraphic communication,
it knows what literary fare is in demand in every part of the
world, its inhabitants are men of business, however seedy.


—JASPER MILVAIN SPEAKING IN GEORGE
GISSING’S 1891 NOVEL, New Grub Street
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A. New Yorker cartoon that has hung on my wall for years depicts two types of “Writer’s Block.” In the first frame, the writer has risen from his typewriter and stares out the window. He is experiencing “temporary” writer’s block. In the second frame, he stares at the sign over the front window of his business, “T. Roger Claypool’s Fish Store.” Mr. Claypool suffers from “permanent” writer’s block. I’ve hung this cartoon within eyeshot of my desk to remind me that a person can’t be a writer if he or she doesn’t write. Yet I’ve come to realize that the cartoon overlooks a much more fundamental truth.

Writing dwells in the popular imagination as a romantic occupation. Authors do not punch in to the nine-to-five job that most people know. They pad around the house in baggy pants and roomy old sweaters. Their daily routine is one long coffee break, an endless sipping while thinking big thoughts. Even if they scribble away in cramped quarters, writers are free. This is a myth.

Anyone who thinks full-time authors are liberated because they wear comfortable clothes while staying at home might as well conclude that birds sit in trees and chirp because they are happy. “There is no difference between the writer in his garret, and the slave in the mines,” James Ralph wrote in The Case of Authors by Profession or Trade, Stated, 1758. As George Gissing showed in his minor classic about Grub Street, writing is a tough business. Very few make it as full-time authors. If they do, they generally possess Jasper Milvain’s entrepreneurial savvy. Meanwhile, the majority of authors pack a lunch pail off to work like everyone else, writing on the side, when their neighbors are asleep.

This category of part-time writers includes the pitifully small number of authors who rise above what Samuel Johnson famously called the “mean production” of Grub Street. Indeed, a discursive tour through the history of authorship arrives at that fundamental truth that a day job in T. Roger Claypool’s Fish Store is often the best place to produce good literature.

A Short Economic History of Writing: Part I

Historians have suggested that the capitalist economic system began in the mid-fifteenth century when Johannes Gensfleisch zur Laden gennant Gutenberg printed for the first time with movable type. The mechanized production system foreshadowed by Gutenberg’s press made a mass market economy possible. Not only did Gutenberg use movable type, but he also developed a method for casting type in large quantities and invented a new press and oil-based printing ink.

Gutenberg seems to have been one of those habitual experimenters who, if he lived today, would have been the first on his block to have an electric juicer—even if he didn’t really want any juice. When he wasn’t working on printing, he tinkered with polishing precious stones and making mirrors. Whatever aspirations Gutenberg had for his improvement to the printing process, he could not have foreseen it as a predecessor to a free-market economy any more than Henry Ford could foresee that his Model T would lead to suburban sprawl. If anything, Gutenberg was probably disappointed in his invention. As historian John P. Feather has noted, he “was not only the first printer, he was also the first printer to go bankrupt.” Much of what we know about Gutenberg comes from the financial litigation in which he was embroiled.

Nor could Gutenberg have foreseen that movable type would transform writing into a booming business with thousands of new book titles each year. He invented his press in order to crank out the religious manuscripts that monks formerly copied by hand. He and other early printers strove for a monkish look in their books. It was common for some time afterward to print books with wide margins that could be illuminated by hand. Readers considered printed books vulgar.

Original writing for publication at the time was a small province. Not yet invented—in Isaac D’Israeli’s words—was “that race of writers who have been designated in the modern phrase as ‘authors by profession.’” Rarely did authors strive to make money from their writing, for little money could be made. As uncertain about how to make the book system pay as we are today about making the Internet pay, authors and publishers experimented with a wide variety of financial arrangements. Sometimes an author helped with the printing chores and paid the printer to sell the books on commission; sometimes an author dedicated a book with the expectation of payback from the dedicatee; sometimes the printer paid the author. A sixteenth-century Dutchman, who had profited handsomely from writing, advised his nephew that “some authors, having seen that their work was beautifully printed, have presented [the printer] with a silver bowl.”

Chaucer, Shakespeare, and Milton are perhaps the three most important figures in early English literary history. Not one of these preeminent authors wrote books to put bread on the table.

Geoffrey Chaucer, who preceded Gutenberg, made his living as a career public servant. He began as a page in the household of Prince Lionel of Clarence. After the French imprisoned him in 1359, Chaucer served kings Edward III and Richard II as justice of the peace in the county of Kent, diplomat, controller of the King’s Custom and Subsidy of Wool and Hides, and clerk of the King’s Works, a demanding post in which he oversaw various building schemes. He also was a member of Parliament and ended his career as subforester in North Petherton.

Sir Geoffrey wrote on the side. He may have been thinking of himself when in “The House of Fame” the eagle chides the poet: “For when your work is all done and you have finished all your accounts, instead of resting or doing different things, you go home to your house at once and sit as dumb as any stone with another book until your eyes are completely dazed.”

Although his work was collected in books, Chaucer wrote for his amusement and the amusement of the elites he served or worked with. Storytelling was a common form of after-dinner entertainment. A famous illumination from a manuscript of Troilus and Criseyde shows Chaucer reading to a royal circle in a castle garden. No existing manuscripts of Chaucer’s poems date from his own day. Chapters from The Canterbury Tales circulated piecemeal well before he was done with what would become a whole book of stories. Because of its rarity, an early copy of The Canterbury Tales fetched a record $7.5 million at Christie’s in 1998.
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Geoffrey Chaucer, one of early English history’s holy trinity of authors, was not a book writer by profession. Among his many government jobs, Chaucer was controller of the King’s Custom and Subsidy of Wool and Hides, and clerk of the King’s Works. He ended up as subforester in North Petherton.

The Harvard portrait of Geoffrey Chaucer, Houghton Library, Harvard University. Bequest of Charles Eliot Norton to Widener Library in memory of Francis James Child and James Russell Lowell

And what of William Shakespeare? Suppose he actually wrote the material attributed to him; Shakespeare wasn’t thinking about selling books when he did so. A principal shareholder and actor in the Lord Chamberlain’s (later King’s) Men, he was expected to create new material to attract patrons. His colleagues wanted him to think like a television script writer. “Hey, Bill, you better come up with a revenge play, because that is what is showing down the street.” So, Shakespeare writes Hamlet. Just how much of his theater income came from writing is not clear, but a common method of payment for scripts was to give a playwright the box office proceeds, minus the company’s expenses, from the second performance. Shakespeare acted year round, but wrote only from November to February.

At the beginning of his career, Shakespeare arranged publication of his poems Venus and Adonis and The Rape of Lucrece with a friend from Stratford who had set up shop in London and remained in business when the plague had forced theaters to close. Money, though, probably was less a motive for Shakespeare to seek publication than the opportunity to enhance his name recognition in London. “Throughout his life, he had little to gain from seeing his name in a London bookshop,” concludes one of Shakespeare’s leading biographers, Park Honan.
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In the end what counted for Will Shakespeare was real estate, not book royalties. At the time of his death, he had the second largest house in Stratford, owned 107 acres of surrounding farmland, and was invested heavily in local agricultural leases. He also owned property in London.

The Chandos portrait of William Shakespeare, attributed to John Taylor. By courtesy of the National Portrait Gallery, London

Printers published a grand total of only five or six new plays a year in Shakespeare’s time. Because no copyright laws existed, they could avoid paying the playwrights a single shilling. Shakespeare’s first published play was a pirated version. When Shakespeare and his company sold play-books for Richard III and a few other dramas in the late 1590s, they essentially were doing the same thing as farmers who sell their seed corn for cash. The printed plays also advertised that the company was desperate, and who wants to see a desperate acting company? As for his sonnets, Shakespeare wrote those for his own pleasure, not publication.

In the end, what counted for Shakespeare was real estate, not book royalties. At the time of his death, he owned the second largest house in Stratford and 107 acres of surrounding farmland and was invested heavily in local agricultural leases. He also had property in London.

About half of his plays appeared in book form for the first time when two colleagues who outlived him published them “without ambition, either of self-profit, or fame: only to keep the memory of so worthy a friend and fellow alive.”

John Milton, the third member of our holy trinity of early English writers, was born to a rising middle-class family in 1608, eight years before Shakespeare’s death. After earning his bachelor’s and master’s degrees from Christ College, he lived off his prosperous father while writing and traveling more or less at leisure. Later, he tutored youngsters and became entangled in politics as a propaganda writer and activist on behalf of the Parliamentary government.
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At various times John Milton lived off his prosperous father, tutored youngsters, and, because he was a good propagandist, landed a political job in Cromwell’s regime. When it came time to seek a publisher for Paradise Lost toward the end of this life, Milton settled for a five-pound up-front payment.

Engraving of the Faithorne portrait of John Milton. Princeton University Library

Following the execution of Charles I in 1649, Milton was appointed Latin secretary during Cromwell’s regime. The post drew on his writing skills. One day he translated a letter of state from Parliament to Hamburg. Another day he examined the papers of John Lee, who was arrested on suspicion of dealing with the enemy. On yet another day the Council of State directed him “to make some observations” on affairs with Ireland. For this he received an annual salary of £288.13s.6V2d and lodgings in Whitehall. The position harbored other writers. George Rudolph Weck-lein and Richard Fanshawe—his predecessor and successor respectively—were poets. (Milton asked to have Andrew Marvell as his assistant, but the young poet ended up tutoring one of Cromwell’s proteges.) Milton stayed in Whitehall until the Restoration in 1660, although he lost his sight soon after taking the job.

Milton viewed himself as a spokesman for the Truth, whether writing polemics on the Reformation or penning poetry. He wrote his famous pamphlet on free speech, Areopagitica, to make trouble, not money. If he expected any reward, it may have been jail. He had not bothered to get the required license or registration for his tract against the evils of prior restraint against writing.

After Milton was ousted from Whitehall, his financial situation went to hell. He lost all the savings he had accumulated as Latin secretary. The house his father had left him burned down in the Fire of London. He sold off his substantial library to raise a little cash. His books were of less use to him as he grew older, and he realized that his three ungrateful daughters, on whom he had wasted much money for education, would not make good use of them. As he grew still older, booksellers saw a profit in reprinting familiar letters and academic exercises from his school days. He probably cooperated less out of interest in profit, small as it was, than out of pride. He wanted to preserve his literary legacy.

When it came time to seek a publisher for Paradise Lost toward the end of his life, Milton settled for a five-pound up-front payment and another five pounds for each of three printings, to be paid in installments when each printing of 1,300 copies was sold out. In exchange for the prospect of a whopping sum of twenty pounds, he had relinquished all future rights on the poem. The sale could hardly have changed his quality of life. As one Milton scholar has noted, five pounds was about the price of repainting a gentleman’s coach.

Well beyond Milton’s time, writing remained a by-product of leisure, which meant it was largely a pursuit of the nobility. Wellborn gentlemen, who had time and taste for the arts, became patrons of writers. This was the case on the continent as well as in England. Louis XVIII and Charles X gave Victor Hugo two thousand francs a year. If a gentleman chose to write, itself the mark of a gentleman, he sometimes would not sign his name to his work, take payment for it, or even consent to have it published formally. He distributed his scribblings discreetly among intimates. Some argue that Shakespeare did not author the work under his name; his learning and background were too humble for such great results. Most of those credited as the real authors belonged to the aristocracy: the earls of Oxford, Derby, Rutland, Essex, and Southampton. (Shakespeare dedicated poems to the earl of Southampton, and an active society celebrates the seventeenth earl of Oxford, Edward de Vere, as the real “Shakespeare.”) Money, according to the prevailing aristocratic sentiment, tainted art by forcing the writer to produce what others wanted instead of what should be written. Ultimately, however, the forces put in place by Gutenberg would not be denied.

The Industrial Revolution advanced the technology for mass producing books: presses powered first by horses, later by steam; typesetting machines; machine-made paper that came in rolls, not sheets; mechanical folders. Gas lighting, a by-product of industrialization, ended centuries of dark, gloomy nights. The growing middle class, with better educations and disposable income to spend on books and periodicals, could read at home after it had flipped the switch at work.

As industrialization steamed ahead, the aristocracy lost its hegemony over book writing. Reading and writing became important marketable skills for the armies of clerks that appeared. One such clerk, Benjamin Hayne, advertised himself as doing “the buisnesse of writeing for any person who will employ him.” As his “writeing” suggests, it would be some time before spelling and punctuation became as standardized as factory  products. Producing literature became a job, too. Responding to the idea that books were a product, countries agreed to copyright regimes ensuring royalties for authors. Increasingly the bookseller took over the aristocracy’s role of feeding writers. “Money has emancipated the writer,” pronounced Emile Zola, “money has created modern letters.”

The early professional writers sometimes felt ill at ease with their role. Oliver Goldsmith looked “to the bookseller for support, they are my best friends.” Yet, he also condemned the Grub Street “author who draws his quill merely to take a purse.” When reports circulated that Lord Byron was profiting handsomely from his poetry, he considered issuing a public statement that he never took money for his work. Although he did accept “brain money” as time went on, Byron nobly waved off a publisher’s advance later in life when he dearly needed it. A British magazine noted in 1847 the “unwillingness of literary men to own themselves professional authors; they almost all pretend to be barristers or gentlemen at large.”

But no amount of subterfuge could change the economic reality. The often acerbic Dr. Johnson, a friend of Goldsmith and a skilled writer for hire, pronounced his enduring credo for the profession of writing. “No man but a blockhead,” he declared, “ever wrote, except for money.”

But the economic history of writing does not end there.

A Short Economic History of Writing: Part II

United States book sales hit $23 billion in 1998, a 6.4 percent increase over the previous year, according to the Association of American Publishers. To say that the market for books is now greater than at any other time in history, however, is to leave much unsaid about the contemporary writer’s predicament.

Modern economic forces swooped down and freed writers from one set of circumstances only to chain them to new circumstances that have more or less the same result. One of the outcomes of industrialization is that virtually everyone in the modern economic system it created can read and write. Sometimes it seems as if the number of readers and writers is equal. This proliferation of writers divides the market into tiny shares that make it nearly impossible for all but a few highly popular authors to prosper by their books. In the words of Gertrude Stein, “In the eighteenth century not enough read to make any one earn their living and in the twentieth century too many read for anyone to make their living.”

Some 140,000 new books were published in the United States in 1998, according to Books in Print’s managing editor, Andrew Grabois. Using 1990 census data, that is one new book for every 1,264 American citizens over the age of twenty-four. And new authors poke up their heads each year. A wild (and probably conservative) guess is that 35,000 of those 140,000 books are by first-time authors. By this calculation, 455,000 different people—or one out of every 388 Americans—write at least one published book each decade.

Admittedly these are crude calculations. Each decade some authors die. Some authors listed in Books in Print are not Americans. These factors lower the totals. Many books have joint authors, which raises the numbers. And Books in Print does not list the many books published by small presses for non-bookstore markets.

Even as gross generalizations, these estimates should unnerve authors—especially when low literacy rates are also taken into account. A Department of Education study of adults found that 18 to 21 percent of those tested “demonstrated proficiencies associated with the most challenging tasks in this assessment, many of which involved long and complex documents and text passages.” Assuming that books are written by such people—a risky assumption perhaps—one out of every sixty-six to eighty-one highly literate Americans writes a book each decade.

The trend toward more competition shows no sign of abating. The Statistical Abstract of the United States reported only 125,000 “authors” in 1992, a ridiculously low estimate but a telling one insofar as it is a more than 100 percent increase over the previous decade. Writer’s Digest, a self-help magazine for writers, had an 81 percent increase in paid subscribers in the twenty-year period up to 1998. Its total circulation that year was 250,000. In the early 1980s, a New Yorker editor suggested the following odds against publication in his magazine: “novels, approximately 29,998 to 2; stories, 249,511 to 489.” He noted that his magazine received at least 25,000 poetry submissions a year. It is difficult to imagine the odds being more favorable today, and it is easy to imagine that they are far worse.

Statistics such as these, which show the number of writers growing faster than the overall population, cast a long shadow over what should be the good news of increased life expectancies. The longer people are around, the greater the possibility that they will start to write books. Consider the most common answer to the question “What will you do when you retire?” “Write a book” comes second only to “play more golf.” Many never get around to writing, but as more people live longer, more likely will. One of the popular enrichment programs for seniors is the writing workshop, in which they learn to put their thoughts on paper. Retired folk living off pensions do not need to worry if what they write sells.

Most others must worry that stiff book writing competition makes it difficult to earn a living. A depressing point of departure in assessing this dog-eat-dog climate is a 1994 Gallup study of readers’ habits. The study, done for the American Booksellers Association, found 106 million American adults purchasing an average of about 457 million books in any given quarter.

To take the brightest scenario possible, let’s make several assumptions dramatically in favor of an author who has just published a book. First, assume the book-buying Americans in the Gallup study bought only books published that year. That is to say, they did not buy classics or even books that were published the year before. Second, assume that only established, reputable houses published all the books bought in the Gallup study. Under these circumstances, our average author is competing with about 50,000 books, instead of the 140,000 books mentioned above or the more than 1.6 million books listed in the 1998–1999 edition of Books in Print.

The result? Each title averages 915 sales per quarter. Because respondents in the Gallup survey said they spent an average of $15 for each book, a book selling the average of 915 copies each quarter would earn $13,725. That comes out to $54,900 a year, a tidy sum until one delves a little further into the numbers.

Book publishing involves paper, printing and binding, editing, promotion, and warehousing, all of which must be paid for. Also, book distributors and bookstore owners want their share. From the point of view of authors, the magic of the marketplace is how much money disappears into other people’s pockets. Authors are workers whose wages are paid in royalties, a handful of free copies of their own book, and the privilege of buying more at a discount. Royalty scales differ depending on the book and the author’s prestige. A romance novel, often written under a pseudonym and sold by the truckload, may pay out only 4 percent on the first 150,000 copies and sometimes 2 percent, 3 percent, or possibly a bit more on sales after that. A serious nonfiction hardcover book generally pays 5 to 10 percent for the first 5,000 copies, and in the 10 to 15 percent range on increments thereafter. So, to continue our Gallup study example, let’s remain on the generous side. Suppose our average author receives 15 percent royalties for all sales. This brings the author $8,235 in royalties in a year.

In a world where a few authors do stunningly well, distorting the statistics wildly, most authors consider themselves lucky to reach the averages. Even if they do, they must buy their own paper and pencils, pay for Social Security and medical benefits, and cover the cost of research and travel to libraries. A literary agent, almost a necessity to securing a decent publishing contract, will take at least 10 percent of the author’s share and, more frequently, as much as 15 percent.

Ireland has made its writers tax exempt. Authors everywhere else I know about not only pay taxes but also find it difficult to take tax deductions. James Wilcox, a Reardon-type character if ever one existed, made $11,800 in 1985 and tried to deduct a third of the rent for his small apartment. “The auditor,” a New Yorker writer reported, “examined the table where Wilcox worked—which, given the size of the apartment, was close to the refrigerator—and accused Wilcox of eating there. Wilcox said he didn’t (’It’s much too depressing to eat next to the typewriter’), but the auditor argued that he could eat there, so the area wouldn’t count as an office. It also lacked a solid wall, which would have cut off his view of both windows.”

Money can disappear quickly even from a lucrative book. Rudy Maxa and Marion Clark wrote Public Trust, Private Lust, an account of congressional wrongdoing published in 1977. As Maxa recalls, “We got an advance of $30,000 to split. . . and after my agent’s 10 percent and my expenses, I had about $7,000. But I had taken off time from work, which cost me over $6,000 in salary. That left me almost $1,000 to the good. Then Marion talked me into having the book party, which we paid for (the publisher sent down twenty free copies of the book) at F. Scott’s in Georgetown, with an open bar featuring ice-cream drinks and Chivas Regal! The bill for the party came to more than $2,000.”

Although professional writers can supplement book income by writing articles, this is really a from-the-frying-pan-into-the-fire scenario. “Since these are confessions,” author Paul Gallico observed many years ago in Further Confessions of a Story Writer, “I will confess to you that from the time I resigned from the [New York Daily] News a quarter of a century ago up to and including this very moment I have never had a single moment of security.” A journalism school dean in the 1970s calculated that twenty-five thousand citizens call themselves freelancers but fewer than three hundred make a living at it. It is worse now, as the nearby table shows.

Many writers have seen article writing as a warm-up to book writing. John Updike questioned this practice when the commercial market for fiction shrank. “When I began, I could support myself and my growing family on the six stories a year I sold to the New Yorker. Now there’s hardly anywhere to sell stories, and without that it’s harder to establish a track record” that will impress book publishers. In the 1920s, the Saturday Evening Post published 250 stories a year and twenty to twenty-five serialized novels. It paid $5,000 for the former and $50,000 or more for the latter. The old weekly Saturday Evening Post is now out of business.

Writing for Free(lance)

The Decline in Freelance Magazine Rates in 1982 Dollars per Article
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NOTE: These numbers estimate typical payments per article at the high end of prevalent freelance rates. They are based on data from the Columbia Journalism Review (September/October 1981), the National Writers Union Guide to Freelance Rates & Standard Practice (1995), and interviews with editorial assistants at the magazines noted in the chart. As the interviews confirmed, what an author receives for an article is flexible, depending on a variety of factors, such as fame. These variables aside, it is clear that the rates overall are far less than they were thirty-five years ago.

Compiled by Kenneth Damann

Norman Mailer, who gets married the way everyone else dates, makes enough money to support a wife and five former wives, five daughters and three sons of his own, and one adopted son. But he is the exception. Battalions of struggling full-time writers cannot afford to get married unless their spouses have good jobs. Frank Sulloway toiled for years on Born to Rebel, which explored the relationship between birth order and intellectual creativity. Nearly fifty years old when the book came out in 1996, he had never owned a car or paid a mortgage. He wasn’t married. He had to use $3,000 of his own money to pay for the cover art he wanted.

The most definitive study of writers’ incomes, based on a 1980 survey of those who had at least one book published, showed that median writing income was $4,775 a year. Given that estimate, increased competition, the failure of publishers to keep up with inflation, and the fact that the money American households spent on reading in 1994 ($165 per household) was less than one-half annual household purchases of personal care products and services ($397), it is reasonable to assume that writers today are not doing any better in real terms and probably far worse.

Dr. Johnson stressed the importance of writing for pay, perhaps because he was always in debt. Most contemporary authors must have other jobs as Chaucer, Shakespeare, and Milton did. Or, if they write full time, they approach their work the way a factory executive does. To understand this aspect of the economics of authorship more clearly, let’s look first at the men and women who write on the bosses’ time.

Writing on the Bosses’ Time

Although we may be in the age of “authors by profession,” strictly speaking, authors aren’t professionals. Professionals must have special educations and review boards to establish minimum levels of competence. These do not exist for authors; neither do binding codes of ethics nor the seeming imperative that they speak mumbo jumbo as lawyers and doctors do. Their supposed goal is to be understood. While some authors show remarkable entrepreneurial instincts, they don’t like to be called business people. They can’t be called blue-collar workers either, although many like to wear denim. Skilled workers know how to organize themselves. Authors occasionally make common cause, but without much real enthusiasm. But the biggest reason authors defy categorization is that they are in every category.

Walk down the street, enter any shop, and an author may very well greet you. Writers do—and have done—everything to earn their living. They have been clergy (Horatio Alger), governesses (Anne, Charlotte, and Emily Brontë), school inspectors (Matthew Arnold), exterminators (William Burroughs), firemen (Larry Brown), tinkers (John Bunyan), oil company executives (Raymond Chandler), bank clerks (T. S. Eliot and Stephen Leacock), stockbrokers (Jules Verne), architects (Thomas Hardy), apothecaries (John Keats), longshoremen and truck drivers (Jack London and Arthur Miller), spies (Christopher Marlowe), advertising men (F. Scott Fitzgerald, Sherwood Anderson, James Dickey), tailors (Henry Miller), insurance men (Franz Kafka and Tom Clancy), physicians (Arthur Conan Doyle, William Carlos Williams, Anton Chekhov, Louis Ferdinand Celine), dentists (Zane Grey), pencil sharpener salesmen (Edgar Rice Burroughs), merchant seamen (Joseph Conrad), miners (Brett Harte), and farmers (J. Hector St. John de Crèvecoeur).

Even the guy who holds you up may be a writer. The sixteenth-century Englishman Robert Greene deserted his wife and entered a bohemian life “among cutpurses, rogues, and prostitutes, and died of a surfeit of pickely herrings and Rhenish wine.” When we die, a writer may be there with a shovel. Michigan poet Thomas Lynch is an undertaker. Is murder suspected? Before she became a popular mystery writer, Patricia Cornwell worked in the Richmond, Virginia, medical examiner’s office.

Working for the Barron Collier Advertising Agency, F. Scott Fitzgerald coined an ad slogan for a steam laundry in Iowa: “We keep you clean in Muscatine.” Next he fixed train roofs for the Northern Pacific Railroad. That job lasted two weeks. When This Side of Paradise was accepted for publication, he became a full-time writer.

Many other notable writers did not give up their day jobs to write books. Sir Walter Scott practiced law throughout his productive literary career. Charles Lamb clerked in the South Sea House for several years and after that at the East India Company for thirty-three years. William Carlos Williams was a doctor until the end of his life. His fellow physician, Chekhov, called medicine “my lawful wife and literature ... my mistress.”

Wallace Stevens, trained as a lawyer, went into the insurance business in 1908 and sat at his Hartford office desk well past mandatory retirement and almost to the day he died in 1955. When asked about poets in similar circumstances to his own, Stevens favorably noted the nineteenth-century poet Clarence Stedman. Stedman entered banking after his first book appeared and later opened a brokerage firm, where he worked most of his life. He devised a poetic telegraphic code: Keats meant “cancel order to buy” and Shelley meant “select and sell at discretion.” This is not to say that Stevens sought inspiration from his regular job. He wanted money.

“A writer faces the point of honor that concerns him as a writer,” Stevens wrote a friend. “He must apparently choose between starvation and that form of publishing (or being published) in which it is possible to make money. His problem is how to support himself while engaged in the most honorable capacity. There is only one answer. He must support himself in some other way.” In other words, he must get a steady, well-paying job. “I cannot accept one bedroom as being liberty in comparison with my present life,” said T. S. Eliot, who disliked his job at Lloyds Bank but relished poverty less.

“Most authors would find themselves in a state of virtual poverty if they had to depend solely on their writing income,” according to the 1980 wage survey mentioned earlier. While the median annual income reported in the study was just under 15,000, the total median income from all sources was $27,000 a year. Other surveys confirm that few writers live adequately by writing. A 1979 poll of the membership of the Authors Guild found that only about one-third held no job other than writing. The median annual income from writing for these full-time writers was a mere $11,000.

The New York Times’s book review is as good a standard as any for identifying the important books that come out each year. As such, it also offers an opportunity to categorize the employment patterns of our more important authors. With this in mind, one of my graduate assistants researched each American author whose book was reviewed during August 1996.

The result is the pie chart (page 31). The chart tells us some things we could guess. Predictably journalism nurtures a large number of book writers. Margaret Mitchell, Walt Whitman, and Ernest Hemingway left journalism. But H. L. Mencken continued to write a column for the Baltimore Sun until 1941, when he was older than sixty. The reason for staying is obvious. Real dramas play out daily for newsroom workers. The old French saying that journalism is a great profession as long as you get out of it doesn’t really apply if you want to be a book writer.

At the same time, the chart may be misleading about the number of full-time writers. That is to say that some of those full-time writers may not make enough money from their writing to support themselves, but rely instead on some form of coupon clipping. As she wrote in A Room of One’s Own, Virginia Woolf thought it far more important to inherit five hundred pounds a year from an aunt who died in a fall from her horse than to get the right to vote from suffrage-minded legislators. No more reading to old ladies or making artificial flowers for Woolf. William Burroughs, that writer of erotic and bizarre prose, was a grandson of the inventor of the adding machine, something the family needed to total up all its profits. Or one can fall in love with the right person. While Lord Byron was reluctant to take money for his work, marrying for money was quite all right. Actually, it was expected. The equivalent in our more class-free society is a hardworking spouse. No doubt spousal support explains the statistics in the Authors Guild study, which showed that full-time authors with a median income of eleven thousand dollars from their writing had enjoyed a family income three times as high.

Still, the majority of writers get by writing on the bosses’ time. That’s the ticket to high literary output and financial comfort. To understand how this process works, let’s look at five categories of work that have been especially attractive historically to the wordsmith who wants to tinker at someone else’s expense.


	How Writers Really Put Pie on Their Tables
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	Compiled by Kenneth Damann


	Few book writers live chiefly by writing books. As this pie chart shows, they typically do something else to keep food on the table.


	The chart is based on the books reviewed in the Sunday New York Times during August 1996. All authors whose books received substantial reviews were included, except for two long-deceased foreign writers whose works had come out in new translations. Authors of children’s books and authors of books reviewed in brief were not included.


	Contemporary Authors and other such sources consulted often describe authors as having double-barreled occupations (e.g., diplomat-writer). For the purposes of this chart, the job that appeared to account for the greatest share of the author’s income was considered the chief occupation. In some cases it was difficult to establish the primacy of one job over another. How, for instance, does one categorize a science fiction book writer who is a columnist for a monthly magazine (unless one actually looks at the book writer-columnist’s tax return)? Kenneth Damann, who did the research for this chart, gave the benefit of the doubt to full-time writing in such cases. It is possible, of course, that some of the “full-time” writers were not actually making a living from writing, but were supported by a working spouse, such as is the case of book writer James Trilling. His wife is a tenured professor at Brown University. The miscellaneous professional category included occupations that ranged from neuroanatomist at a medical institute to architect.



Vows of Poverty, Silence, and Writing

This trend started in Europe’s monasteries and continues to the present day. Monks who previously would have copied illuminated manuscripts now write books of their own. Instead of dank scriptoria, they have cozy quarters and computers—as well as that other essential convenience of the modern writer, an agent. Hotshot New York agent Mort Janklow, the same guy who handles Judith Krantz and Danielle Steel, sold Pope John Paul II’s Crossing the Threshold of Hope to Knopf for a reported $6 million.

But in thinking about the special enticements the Catholic Church offers writers, don’t concentrate on Crossing the Threshold of Hope, which in its various translations earned between $100 million and $200 million, and don’t focus on the fact that the pope-approved Catechism of the Catholic Church, which came out in the United States in 1994, had limited bookstore discounts because of the royalties required by the Vatican. Think, instead, about the vow of poverty. Better than any publisher’s contract, this self-denial ensures that priests and nuns always get what they need to live no matter how ungainful their daily work.

Praying does not interfere with writing. Sister Wendy Beckett, the buck-toothed English nun who has become an art critic, prays seven hours a day and writes for only two hours. She has more than a dozen books to her credit. Between rosaries, she has also squeezed in a delightful television series on the history of art. Both praying and writing require reflection that overlaps. A writer can get a lot of work done on God’s time.

The Church has always managed to generate intense hostility and angst. This wonderfully energizes writers, whose emotions roiled not long after Gutenberg’s invention. With mechanized printing, the church mass-produced forms that sinners could buy to lessen their sufferings after death. The corruption of indulgences, as these preprinted passes out of Purgatory were called, ignited heretical thoughts among people like Martin Luther. Luther has gone down in history as the renegade who nailed his ninety-five theses to the door of the Augustinian Chapel at Wittenberg on All Saints’ Day, October 15, 1517. In truth, he probably didn’t do any nailing at all. Even if he had, translation of the theses from Latin into German, and their printing and wide dissemination within a month of Luther’s writing them, stirred up far more trouble than a little hammering on a church door ever could. And Luther had only just begun his troublemaking in print. “I am publishing a book in the German tongue about Christian reform, directed against the pope, in language as violent as if I were addressing Antichrist,” Luther wrote to a pal later. Writing in vernacular irritated the church leadership, which preferred Latin, a language on which it had a corner.

Accustomed to having their way, church fathers in Rome foolishly thought that they could foil the upstart German cleric and other writers who challenged them. They burned books that questioned papal authority, which was a waste of time considering the large numbers of volumes that now floated around as a result of mechanized printing. They forbade the publication of new books without Vatican imprimatur, equally silly since the Vatican did not control printing presses the way it controlled monasteries. And in 1559, they issued a list of forbidden books, perhaps the world’s first consumer’s guide to literature. As the church found itself besieged by more and more doubters, it tried more creative approaches. In the nineteenth century, it unveiled the divinely revealed dogma that it was infallible in matters of religion and morals.

As the centuries have rolled by, this holier-than-thou attitude has remained both irritating and inspirational to authors. Father Tissa Bala-suriya, a Sri Lankan priest, has challenged church beliefs on original sin and the Virgin Mary, whom he believes is portrayed as too submissive and pious. His book Mary and Human Liberation describes her as a robust peasant woman. It also includes a special appendix of letters from the Vatican explaining why it excommunicated him.

Father Andrew Greeley writes catechisms and devotional books, articles for TV Guide and the Chicago Sun-Times, and novels with titles such as Thy Brother’s Wife, The Cardinal Sins, and Ascent into Hell. Crimson and flesh tones dominate the covers of his novels. A social scientist by training, Greeley conducted surveys that have found that Catholics have more sex than non-Catholics. He also polled his readers and came up with a happy conclusion that the sex in his books “is not overdone and that the mixture of religion and story in the books responds to both market and human needs.” Better yet, the Chicago Archdiocese in which Greeley works will not accept the prodigious royalties from his books. According to Greeley, church officials fear the Vatican’s disapproval for taking money from a priest who writes steamy novels (Greeley prefers the adjective “erotic”) and holds liberal views on homosexuality and the ordination of women. Father Greeley has the best of the secular and religious worlds.*

Going Postal and Other Public Service

In 1865, poet Walt Whitman lost his job clerking for the Bureau of Indian Affairs, part of the Department of the Interior. The Interior secretary, a staunch Methodist, wasn’t concerned that Whitman used government time to revise Leaves of Grass, but that the book and its author, in his consideration, were immoral. In any event, being fired made little difference to Whitman. He went to the attorney general’s office and got a new job. Besides, the news of his firing gave Leaves of Grass publicity.

William Charvat estimated in his valuable history of American authorship that from 1800 to 1870, 60 to 75 percent of all male American writers “who even approached professionalism either held public office or tried to get it.” Nor have cushy government appointments for writers been a strictly American phenomenon. Thanks to Napoleon, Henri Beyle (Stendhal) served in the war commissary and as inspector of Imperial Crown Furniture. The English dramatist William Congreve was at various times the commissioner responsible for licensing hackney coaches, commissioner of wines, and secretary to the island of Jamaica. Richard Steele was commissioner of forfeited estates; Joseph Addison, commissioner of trade and secretary of state; Edward Gibbons, a member of Parliament and lord of trade; Richard Brinsley Sheridan, also an MP, treasurer of the navy. The Duke Carl August appointed Johann von Goethe to his council in Weimar as a privy legation councilor, where he was responsible for the committees on war and roads. At length he became the chamberlain, the equivalent of finance minister.

Of all the public troughs, none has offered more to authors than the post office. The large and far-flung postal bureaucracy had many places to hide. (In the United States alone, it offered 78,500 patronage slots in 1896.) Mail sorting and other routine work required little concentration. Clerks could read the unclaimed periodicals, as William Faulkner did when he was postmaster at the University of Mississippi postal station. He called his part of the post office “the reading room.” *

In Anthony Trollope’s mid-nineteenth century, one plucked these plums by standing on the backs of patrons (he landed his job thanks to a close friend of his mother, who in turn lobbied her father-in-law, who was secretary in the post office where the nineteen-year-old Anthony went to work). One kept these jobs depending on whom one knew and not what one did. This nurtured a fine tradition of bureaucratic unresponsiveness. Says one historian of the postal system, “Many seem to have regarded their inability to support themselves at some other line of work as their primary qualification for a government job.” The inability to support oneself could be the textbook definition of a struggling but worthwhile bel-letrist.

Trollope, who worked in the post office for twenty of his thirty-five-year writing career, may have had the most successful literary experience. At his death in 1882, he had written sixty novels (many two or three volumes in length), five volumes of collected short stories, four travel books, four collections of sketches, four or five volumes of miscellaneous articles, two studies of classical authors, an autobiography, and plenty of polemic.

After Nathaniel Hawthorne unsuccessfully lobbied for an appointment as postmaster of Salem, Massachusetts, he settled for a job in a customs house, which, having a similarly bureaucratic routine, was almost as inviting. In an essay on the experience, he noted that in this line of work he was preceded by Chaucer, who was in customs work for twelve years in the Port of London, and Robert Burns, who became an excise officer after failing as a farmer and succeeding as a poet. Among the many others in the odious business of tax collection were: the Roman poet Horace (who previously turned down the job as private secretary to Augustus, possibly because it would have been too demanding); Jean de La Bruyère, who bought an absentee post in the Caen revenue department; poets Matthew Prior and William Wordsworth; novelist Daniel Defoe; and firebrand Thomas Paine.

The New York Customs House, the largest single federal office in the country in the 1870s and 1880s, was particularly rich in talent, as well as notorious for corruption. After years of episodic jobs, including setting pins in a Hawaiian bowling alley, Herman Melville finally cornered a customs position. He kept his job as deputy inspector of customs for nineteen years. Teddy Roosevelt, our most literary president, placed the poet Edwin Arlington Robinson in the New York Customs House.
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Here is the New York Customs House. Notice how the customers wait while the clerks work at their desks, head down, the way writers do. The largest single federal office in the country in the late nineteenth century, this customs house was a sinecure for such literary greats as Herman Melville and Edwin Arlington Robinson.

New York City Customs House. Franklin D. Roosevelt Library

In the old patronage system, what one politician gave, another could take back in a wink. Hawthorne owed his $l,200-a-year, three-and-a-half-hours-a-day job in the Salem Customs House to his allies in the Democratic Party. A “besom of reform,” as Hawthorne quaintly referred to the spoils system, swept him out when Zachary Taylor became president and put a Whig in the job.* Hawthorne wrote a campaign biography for Franklin Pierce, his close friend and classmate at Bowdoin College. When Pierce became president, he appointed Hawthorne the U.S. consul to Liverpool. During a housecleaning under the Hayes administration, two hundred employees were fired at the New York Customs House. Herman Melville survived, possibly because a Shakespearean scholar was a member of the review team, but he had to endure the indignity of increased working hours. Previously from ten-to-three, they were upped to nine-to-four.

As countries go through various stages of industrialization, good government types surface and eventually get around to civil service reform. When that happens, rules and regulations, not personal favors, decide who will have their noses in the government oat bag. Faulkner came to his postmaster job when patronage was waning. After about three years, he got the boot. A postal inspector’s report noted that “you mistreat mail of all classes, including registered mail; that you have thrown mail with return postage guaranteed and all classes into the garbage can by the side entrance.” Patrons had to go through the garbage to get their magazines.

Richard Wright had it worse. As a young man contemplating a writing career during the 1920s, the aspiring novelist desperately wanted a Chicago post office job. He scored a respectable 94 percent on the required written test, but did not meet another requirement that had nothing to do with literature or postal clerking. He was supposed to weigh a minimum of 125 pounds. He finally passed after gorging himself on buttermilk and bananas, but even then the post office showed no respect for his literary talent. It laid him off. Back on the street, he sold insurance and for a brief moment contemplated participating in a postal fraud scheme proposed by a friend who had also worked in the post office.

Today, as the earlier pie chart revealed, many “government-supported” writers work for activist organizations that exist to change government policy. These agitators write books as part of their jobs. All that is left from that golden time when Faulkner read in the back room of his little post office are postal facilities full of slow-motion clerks who languidly eye the long lines that snake their way to counters.

Throwing the Book at Them

Walter Scott and Wallace Stevens, mentioned above, are not the only authors to have practiced law. James Boswell was a lawyer. Henry Fielding, the father of the English novel, was a barrister, magistrate, and justice of the peace for Westminster and eventually all of Middlesex. Washington Irving was admitted to the bar after dawdling around as a law clerk for eight years. Edgar Lee Masters practiced law in Chicago. Anthony Hope Hawkins, a British novelist and a lawyer, came up with the plot for The Prisoner of Zenda when walking back to his office after winning a case and noticing two men in the street who looked alike.

In recent years, the law has produced bumper crops of professional scribblers. Louis Auchincloss began producing novels and collections of short stories, many of which had legal themes, soon after he began his law practice in New York City in the 1940s. When he was at the prestigious firm of Sullivan and Cromwell, his colleague John Foster Dulles complained Auchincloss was writing when he should have been doing the firm’s work. For a brief time, the young attorney tried writing full time. Ultimately, though, he preferred writing on the job. Critic John Leonard has decreed Auchincloss “the only serious writer seriously writing about the American business world—our ruling class, after all.”

More recently, Scott Turow, John Grisham, George V. Higgins, Steve Martini, John Martel, Grif Stockley, and William Lashner have turned law into literature. Ken Ludwig, who specializes in theater law, has written Lend Me a Tenor and other plays. Some attorney-authors don’t wait to become full-fledged lawyers before they write. Brad Meltzer wrote a legal thriller while studying law at Columbia, Dead Even.

The law is of increasing interest in our litigious society. If you haven’t been sued yet, you figure it is only a matter of time. But this is not the only explanation for the proliferation of attorney-authors. With the number of lawyers increasing faster than the number of writers, attorneys need outside work. Besides that, many young lawyers find themselves in the same predicament as Robert Louis Stevenson, hating their trade. (As an advocate at the Scottish Bar, he earned a grand total of four guineas, about .2 percent of what it cost him to go to law school.) Writing legal fiction and nonfiction is a lot more interesting than writing legal documents. John Grisham, who disliked brief writing as a lawyer, now hires assistants to do the legal research for his books.

Then, too, there is what we might call Grisham’s law: making a fast buck by chasing a book contract instead of an ambulance. First came Turow, a Harvard Law School graduate who reaped high financial rewards for his best seller Presumed Innocent in 1987. When Grisham’s The Firm appeared four years later, Grisham has said, many lawyers figured it was time to cash in on the books they were quietly writing on the side. “An epidemic of sabbaticals and leaves of absence hit law firms across the land,” Grisham said, “as budding writers left their offices to finish their books.”

The argot of the legal profession provides an endless list of catchy title possibilities. Already we have had Burden of Proof, The Runaway Jury, Compelling Evidence, Expert Testimony, Presumed Innocent, Hostile Witness, Conflict of Interest. William Bernhardt alone has had Primary Justice, Blind Justice, Deadly Justice, Perfect Justice, Cruel Justice, and Naked Justice, not to mention Double Jeopardy.

Lawyers who may not have thought much about writing a book get the itch to sit at the computer as soon as they land a legal case that receives attention from the public and publishers. When appealing his conviction for the Oklahoma City bombings, Timothy McVeigh asked to dismiss his attorney. McVeigh complained that his counsel had signed a $600,000 book contract before the sentence was rendered. The attorney countered that he had not kept his book aspirations secret from McVeigh and that McVeigh “asked me to find an agent for Jennifer, his sister, because he wanted her to write a book. I declined.”

As McVeigh’s attorney may have understood, criminals already have such vast opportunities to build writing careers, they don’t deserve any additional help from lawyers.

Serving a Sentence

Jail has a fine tradition of nourishing literature. Unlike the postal service, these advantages have not fallen victim to reform. Prison reforms have promoted writing. “By the late 1970s,” H. Bruce Franklin observed, “the river of prison literature was overflowing its banks, pouring out to the American public in mass-market paperbacks, newspapers, magazines, and major motion pictures.” PEN, a worldwide organization dedicated to promoting writing and writers, does its part by sponsoring an annual literary competition for prisoners.

The common view is that prison is unpleasant. And it can be. Sir Thomas More had to give up writing in the Tower of London when his jailers took away his writing tools. Oscar Wilde’s two years at hard labor broke his health. But better accommodations are possible. The best, as Robert Graves has noted, are like those Cervantes found himself in, that is, “an old-fashioned jail where the prisoner is not required to break rocks, pick oakum or sew mailbags, but where the turnkey will provide pen, ink, paper and a writing table—not to mention food—for a small fee.” Sir Walter Raleigh wrote his History of the World in the Tower of London without interruption.

The Bastille could be especially kind to French literature. One playwright described the food: “an excellent soup, a succulent side of beef, a thigh of boiled chicken oozing with grease; a little dish of fried, marinated artichokes or of spinach; really fine Cressane pears; fresh grapes, a bottle of old Burgundy and the best Moka coffee.” The marquis de Sade sodomized women and men, deflowered young girls, knifed whores when he wasn’t whipping them, and masturbated on a crucifix. While in the Bastille, where he secretly wrote The 120 Days of Sodom and other works, Sade had with him his finest clothes and elegant household furnishings. His wife supplied erotic novels to keep him amused when he wasn’t writing them.

The big advantage of writing in jail is that a writer need not worry about making money or fret about having to take time out for cooking or doing the laundry. A grant from the National Endowment for the Humanities covers some expenses. A life sentence covers everything, plus offers peace and quiet. “So much lovely time stretches out before you,” notes a modern prison writer, James Blake, “time to read, to write, to play, to practice, to speculate, contemplate.”


	Rogues Gallery of Writers
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	NELSON Algren: Lifted a typewriter from Sul Ross Teachers College in Alpine, Texas; spent month in the jug. Sometimes called “the poet of the jail and the whorehouse.”


	JIM BAKKER: Discredited televangelist; wrote I Was Wrong while serving time in federal pen. (The Reverend Richard Dortch, Bakker’s accomplice, served less time more productively. After sixteen months in slammer, he wrote three I-am-sorry books.)


	MIGUEL DE CERVANTES SAAVEDRA: Incarcerated first during war with the Turks. When imprisoned in Spain for fraud, a crime he committed while a tax collector, began his classic Don Quixote. Wrote another book Persiles and Sigismunda, upon release. It is forgotten.


	JOHN CLELAND: Thrown into Fleet Prison for debt. Completed Memoirs of a Woman of Pleasure, better known as Fanny Hill. Publisher paid Cleland’s debts in exchange for rights to book.


	ADOLF HITLER: Incarcerated for stirring up the 1923 Beer Hall Putsch. Dictated the first volume of Mein Kampf to two jailmates, one of whom was Rudolf Hess.


	RICHARD LOVELACE: Jailed when he sided with the king during England’s seventeenth-century civil wars. During first stint behind bars, he supposedly wrote “To Althea, From Prison.”


	THOMAS MALORY: The fifteenth-century author of Le Morte d’Arthur, went to prison at different times for church plundering, rape, extortion, etc. Buried close to Newgate, where he may have died a prisoner.


	NORIO NAGAYAMA: While in jail for killing four people, became award-winning author. His last words before being hanged at the Tokyo Detention House in 1997 were to donate the royalties from his last novel to poor children.


	CÉSAR VALLEJO: Peruvian poet who wrote part of one of his finest works, “Trilce,” while in jail on a false charge.


	FRANÇIS VILLON: French contemporary of Malory and, like him, often in jail. Wrote beautiful poem while awaiting his hanging. Reprieved at last minute and disappeared for good shortly afterward.



“I saw literary glory illuminate the walls of my prison,” one French writer mused. “Once persecuted I would be better known.” In addition to giving authors notoriety, prison gives them book material. Simon Linguet wrote The Bastille Revealed. Despite the difficult conditions, Oscar Wilde wrote De Profundis while in jail and afterward wrote The Ballad of Reading Gaol, which he dedicated to C. T. Wooldridge, a fellow inmate who murdered his wife and was executed. Wilde initially used C3.3, his prison number, as his author’s credit. This was his only major work based on personal experience. Poet Robert Lowell went to jail in 1943 because he refused to go into the wartime military. His Pulitzer Prize-winning book, Lord Weary’s Castle, included a poem on his jail experience.

Sade’s “passionately fixated hatred” of those who put him behind bars “helped to transform the early society dramatist and casual pornographer into something quite different,” notes one scholar. It made him into a great writer. Says Robert Darnton, Sade “has to some degree inspired nearly every movement of the French avant-garde.” After many ruinous financial ventures, including his stint with the taxation bureaucracy, Daniel Defoe went to Newgate. Defoe “was a busy, slip-shod journalist and a keen politician,” E. M. Forster wrote. “But something happened to him in prison and out of its vague, powerful emotion, Moll Flanders and Roxana are born.” Moll is literally born in Newgate to a mother condemned to hang for petty theft. Alexander Solzhenitsyn penned his first poetry while in a Soviet labor camp, which he described as “a spiritual birthplace.” Before going to jail himself, Wilde had observed that a merely “clever rhymer” named Wilfrid Scawen Blunt became “an earnest and deep-thinking poet” after going to the pokey.

Criminals whose only past writing involved bad checks often discover their vocation for the written word in jail. Jean Genet, the French writer whose works included Thief’s Journal, picked pockets, stole cattle, deserted from the military, lifted manuscripts, distributed counterfeit money, and trafficked in drugs. He said he “began writing in jail to clarify my ideas and amuse myself.” (Other times he said he began to write as a teenager in reform school.) With time on his hands, Malcolm X taught himself to read and write in prison, as did Eldridge Cleaver, who “started to write. To save myself.” The New York Times called Cleaver’s Soul on Ice one of the ten best books of 1968. “One of the things you need to get started [as a writer] is a lot of time,” said G. Gordon Liddy, a Richard Nixon henchman who felt that he had books inside of him that wanted to get out, “and in prison I had all the time in the world.”

A highly productive writer who goes to jail may find the change of scenery distracting. English author P. G. Wodehouse, who blithely stayed in France after the outbreak of World War II, was put in a Polish prison, which had previously been a lunatic asylum.* His output declined to three hundred words a day, compared with two thousand when he was free. After he was released, he foolishly agreed to broadcast over German networks to his American readers. This was a technically treasonable offense, which landed him in Allied custody after the war, this time in a Paris maternity ward. Nevertheless, by the time his prison days were over, he had written five novels, as well as a book about his internments.

In many more cases, getting out of jail is disconcerting. William Sydney Porter embezzled money from a bank where he worked as a teller and fled to Honduras. When he returned, he was sentenced to five years. A licensed pharmacist, he worked in the prison infirmary at night, a good, quiet place to write. An inmate’s sister helped spirit his work to the outside world, where it was published under the alias of O. Henry. He died less than ten drunken years later, broke. Pramoedya Ananta Toer, considered by many to be Indonesia’s greatest contemporary writer, composed the Buru Quartet while a political prisoner. He spent most of his fourteen years of incarceration on Indonesia’s remote prison island of Buru, where he did hard labor and foraged for food. After his release in 1979, he was under house arrest for a dozen years or so, during which time he reported suffering from acute writer’s block. His output since 1979 includes a recently published prison memoir, The Mute’s Soliloquy, a novella, and a few articles. Pramoedya, who reportedly spends five hours a day cutting stories from newspapers, says he is “overwhelmed by information.” In prison, he said, “there were not so many problems.”

The one drawback is that our judicial system frowns on miscreants profiting from their transgressions. In 1977, New York passed the Son of Sam law. Named after the alias used by murderer David Berkowitz, it barred criminals from earning money writing about their crimes. The Supreme Court overturned the law on First Amendment grounds, saying that it targeted expression. New York rewrote the law to include “all profits from a crime.” Other states have passed similar laws to ensure that prison writers stay poor.

If a criminal wants to make writing pay, the example to follow is Ronnie Biggs. One of the team of bandits in the famous 1963 Great Train Robbery, he escaped from jail, went to Australia, and ended up in Brazil. Having none of the dough from the heist left, he says, he’s made his living selling “Ronnie Biggs” T-shirts to tourists and writing his life story. He has also made a little money from autobiographical films and, as he reports in his book, Odd Man Out: My Life on the Loose and the Truth About the Great Train Robbery, several gentlemen of the press offered to pay him if he would wear a Princess Di T-shirt and comment on her visit to Rio.

The Writing Academy

In 1995, for the first time in its history, the United States spent more money building prisons than building universities. Conceivably, this marks a turning point in literature, but that is unlikely. Prisoners can chose between writing and making license plates. Writing on someone else’s time is part of the job description of a professor. As the pie chart on page 31 shows, professors dominate part-time writing.

The university culture is a more bookish culture than any other. Young men and women with an inordinate interest in books do best in school. They become the ones most likely to hang around and get a doctorate. I am unaware of any doctoral programs that require budding professors to pass a teaching competence examination. All require that doctoral candidates write a dissertation. This is quite a lot of dissertating. Some forty-seven thousand are done each year. It’s also quite a lot of publishing, since newly minted Ph.D.s are expected to turn that dissertation into their first book.* This interest in books has been so intense over the centuries that professors have convinced themselves that book publishing is the single most important measure of whether a professor should be given tenure in the humanities. They also try to convince outsiders that authorship is the most sublime expression of humankind. Alumni magazines often have a special section showing off recent books by graduates. None has a special showcase for “Life Insurance Policies Sold” or “Successful Employee Downsizing Programs.”

A general perversity characterizes academic life. Remember that this is the one endeavor in which the employee, the professor, is supposed to torment the employer, the student. More to the point, as far as this essay goes, writing without making any money is considered a virtue on campus. Prisoners are disappointed when elected officials try to take away their royalties. The university credo is that faculty members are expected to write books that no one wants to buy in order to keep their low-paying jobs. I have actually heard senior professors say that in considering tenure for a junior professor, they don’t count articles for which payment is made.

It should be no surprise therefore that a National Writers Union survey found that more than 60 percent of scholarly journals never pay a cent to authors. The writers union also found that nearly 20 percent of academic journals at least occasionally charge a “reading fee” to authors who submit a manuscript on speculation. Some scholarly presses require authors to help subsidize publication.

This is not difficult to understand in view of the writer-to-market ratio for academics. As an extreme example, consider an almost purely scholarly activity, philosophy. The Philosophy Documentation Center in Ohio reported in the mid-1990s that there were 184 journals in the United States devoted to philosophy and only 8,500 American philosophers. That is one journal for every forty-six philosophers. These publishers have no incentive to pay anything to the writers.

In this economically surreal academic world, book ideas often sound like parodies of themselves. Editors at Louisiana State University Press, publisher of this book, tell of authors who suggested books on Hitler’s retirement plan or gay generals who served with Stonewall Jackson. Nevertheless, many marginal titles get published. A single issue of the Chronicle of Higher Education announced these new books: Void Where Prohibited: Rest Breaks and the Right to Urinate on Company Time, which discusses “the legal struggles over... rest and bathroom breaks”; and Matters of Face: Reading Nonfiction Over the Edge, which “argues that the experience of reading and writing nonfiction fundamentally differs from even the most realistic fiction.”

Greenwood Press, which specializes in academic books, doesn’t bother to dress them up with a dust jacket or generally to promote them much. The editors know their books will appeal to a handful of academics and university libraries, who buy them based on scholarly reviews. University presses occasionally seek a wider market, although the American Booksellers Association estimates that only 1 percent of consumer book sales comes from university presses.

Not long ago, the New York Times reported that university presses, originally created to publish scholarly books, are becoming more market sensitive in order to remain viable. But while this is happening with the university press on one side of campus, professors on the other haven’t changed at all. The Times quoted a young scholar who was unable to find a university press publisher for his doctoral dissertation: “I was astonished that they explicitly cited sales [as] a criterion for considering a manuscript’s worth.”

A few academics, however, are like jujitsu masters, using perversity to beat perversity. Realizing that students are a captive market, they write textbooks. Robert Samuelson’s economics textbook made him rich, and one of his successors, Gregory Mankiw, received a seven-figure advance for Principles of Economics, published in 1997. Or they follow the example of John Kenneth Galbraith, the Harvard professor who has written popular books about economics as well as nonfiction books in other areas and novels. He once confessed that “faced with the choice of spending time on the unpublished scholarship of a graduate student or the unpublished work of Galbraith, I have rarely hesitated.”

One last virtue of writing on someone else’s time should be noted. When bricklayers are laid off, they are out of work. When write-on-the-job authors are laid off, they become full-time writers.

Niccolo Machiavelli did serious memo writing while working for the Medici in Florence. After being tossed out of office and into the torture chambers for a while, and not knowing what else to do, he wrote The Prince, Discourses on Titus Livy, The Art of War, poems, and a play, La Mandragola, which has been called the greatest Italian comedy ever. Restored to Medici graces, Machiavelli received a commission to write a history of Florence. At the end of his life he signed a letter “Niccolò Machiavelli, historian, comic author, and tragic author.”

Large gaps of joblessness in a bricklayer’s resume raise worrisome questions in employers’ minds. But a writer’s resume is always full. This makes it much easier to get a new job in which they hope not to break a sweat.

But enough of this. Let’s now talk about authors who write full time. They have to show up for work every day too. And unlike those postal workers, they can’t goof off for long or they will starve.

The Author-Industrialist

The discriminating reader may say, “Ha! Yes! But there is another kind of writer, like Milvain or, say, Stephen King. They write for a living and have no other jobs.” But they, too, are hyphenated writers. The Industrial Revolution created professional writers, and most who would succeed by that craft alone must be industrialists in their outlook and manner of production. They write on schedule, day after day. The late literary critic Maxwell Geismar told me that he made himself sit in his office every morning. If he didn’t have anything to write, he would clean his typewriter. He understood that writing is a job, and one cannot afford to get into slovenly habits.

James Fenimore Cooper was the first Jasper Milvain of American fiction. Cooper lived exclusively by his pen and described his work as “mere articles of trade.” In his thirty-one-year career, he averaged a novel a year and wrote twenty other books and several magazine articles. He did not wait leisurely for the muses to drop by for a visit. He wrote at a set time each day. In the interests of efficiency he revised little, leaving clean-up work to printers and proofreaders. He did not make improvements in published novels out of an intense desire to make them better. He improved them to make a little extra money with a new edition. Sounding like a car salesman drawing the customer’s attention to white sidewalls and leather interior, he told a publisher that a certain nautical tale he had written was worth more because it had “Indians intermingled.” He averaged $6,500 income a year in the 1820s, a hefty sum in those days.

With payment based on the final product, the quest began for increased efficiency in its production. In his autobiography, Charles Chaplin reported that he dictated about 1,000 words a day in rough dialogue, which later resulted in about 300 words of finished script. Always wanting to speed up production, he was interested in how the competition worked. He was impressed with Alexander Woollcott, who wrote a 750-word review in fifteen minutes, then joined a poker game, and especially impressed with Georges Simenon. Simenon completed an “excellent” short novel in a month writing in very tiny script. When Chaplin asked why he wrote so small, Simenon replied, “It requires less effort of the wrist.”

Simenon had other labor-saving techniques. When writing, he put up a “Do Not Disturb” sign, pulled down the shades in his office, and filled five or six pipes so he would not have to interrupt his work in order to keep puffing. Like a prize fighter, he weighed himself before and after writing each book. Between 1924 and 1931, he wrote nearly two hundred pulp novels. He slowed down as he matured, but in his case slowing down was relative. By the end of his life in 1989, he had more than four hundred books to his credit.

Other literary machines stand out. After giving up his job as a broker, Jules Verne pounded away at his writing day after day. He produced about one hundred books. Isaac Asimov, another writeaholic, typed ninety words a minute, wrote twelve hours a day, rarely went on vacation, and said he never experienced writer’s block. He wrote more than four hundred books and, counting his articles and stories, produced more than twenty million printed words. For him everything could be a story. He once wrote a novel about the annual meeting of the American Booksellers Association. Television interviewer Barbara Walters asked Asimov what he’d do if he had only six months to live. His answer, “I’d type faster.”

More productive still is Ryoki Inoue, a Brazilian pulp fiction novelist. In 1986, he left his medical career to write mostly Westerns. Ten years later, he had more than one thousand Portuguese-language books using thirty-nine pseudonyms. He is supposed to have written an entire book while waiting in a garage for mechanics to fix his truck. “Truthfully,” he has said, “I haven’t even read all the books I’ve written.”

Modern capitalism is the breeding ground of writer-industrialists. Wang Shuo, one of a new breed of Chinese, disdains Marxist dictates about serving the state. “I want to earn lots of money,” he says. His books have sold more than two million copies. Highly motivated by the market, he is becoming the Ryoki Inoue of China. He already has written two dozen novels about the seamy side of Chinese life.

“A very considerable part of the output of the literature industry in this country is not what somebody wanted to write,” Elmer Davis said in a 1940 New York Public Library lecture, “but what somebody wanted to get written.” This dictates that authors understand public taste and write to satisfy it. It also dictates that they remember that time is money and that they should always try to beat the clock with efficient routines. Inoue uses a formula that permits him to write as many as three books a day. A book must have a minimum of five killings and at least two romantic scenes; no more than twenty characters are allowed. What happens when the story gets complicated? “Dynamite resolves a lot of narrative complications,” Inoue told a Wall Street Journal reporter. Agatha Christie with her mysteries and Grace Livingston Hill with her romance novels recycled the same plots over and over again.

Taken to its logical extension, the owners of a formula should put others to work on a literary assembly line with them. This is called mass production. James Michener used as many as three secretaries and employed teams of researchers to help him write his mammoth books. Helpers commented on his draft manuscripts and made changes. He told an interviewer how he sent aides out to get books for him. “I don’t read them all, but I read indexes with a skill that’s frightening.” A reviewer of his book Centennial warned prospective readers not to deceive themselves about the book’s “proper genre. It wasn’t ‘written,’ it was compiled.”

The most recent edition of The Joy of Cooking carries the triple-barreled credit of its creator, the late Irma S. Rombauer, her late daughter Marion Rombauer Becker, and their living heir, Ethan Becker. “The revision ...” noted a New York Times reporter, “was actually the work of 150 chefs, nutritionists and writers (many of them accomplished cookbook authors) and others.”

“As oil had its Rockefeller, literature had its Stratemeyer,” Fortune observed of the “author” of more than thirteen hundred books. Starting in 1900, Edward Stratemeyer, a New Jersey author who looked like Dudley Do-Right, produced the Hardy Boys, Nancy Drew, the Bobbsey Twins, Tom Swift, and many other literary products under the made-up names of Franklin W. Dixon, Carolyn Keene, Laura Lee Hope, and Victor Appleton. At first he wrote the books himself. Then he wrote three-page outlines and gave them to hungry young writers who filled in the narrative. A quality control inspector, Stratemeyer reviewed the final product to ensure consistency.

Understanding that it was better to sell many copies for a modest price than a few copies for a high price, Stratemeyer convinced a publisher in 1906 to charge fifty cents instead of $1.25 for each book. He also sought low production costs by paying writers $50 to $250 for a book. He made $50,000 a year in an era when one dollar could buy a fine three-course meal.

Like a good capitalist, Stratemeyer was anonymous and wanted his writers to be as well. The authors signed an agreement with the Stratemeyer Syndicate promising not to divulge that they were the men behind the pen names assigned them. They never met each other. Stratemeyer had other writing rules: three books were written before a series was introduced; the first chapter of each new book previewed the previous books so young readers knew what good stuff they had missed; the last chapter temptingly foreshadowed the next book.

This formula worked so well that anyone could do it. When Stratmeyer died in 1930, his daughter inherited the factory and kept it going by producing still more books, using hired writers and rewriting old books that needed modernization. Long after she died in 1982, the Stratemeyer Syndicate was selling more than two million books a year.

Another tactic is what corporate moguls call horizontal integration. This means the writer compartmentalizes his skills to sell as separate, but related, services. A professional writer can work as a professional reader. Some go around reciting poems to highbrow groups, some seek smaller audiences. The French poet Paul Valéry wrote largely for himself at the break of dawn and went to work during the regular day as a reader to the director of the Havas News Agency, a task he did for twenty-two years. The director liked to hear and discuss seventeenth-century prose. William C. Davis, who writes on southern history and the Civil War, edits Civil War books and takes people on Civil War riverboat cruises, earning more money and building expertise in his subject. Also, he serves as a correspondent to media types and is one of the main talking heads on “Civil War Journal,” a television series.

From the time of its invention, the silver screen has been a haven for book authors, albeit a haven with frustrations. Writers had to check pride of authorship at the studio gate, because inside the producers treated screen writers no different from stunt men. Frustration, nevertheless, has had its rewards. Ben Hecht, one of more than a thousand writers in Hollywood in the mid-1930s, observed that “My own discontent with what I was asked to do in Hollywood was so loud that I finally received $125,000 for four weeks of script writing.” The average earnings for film and television writers in 1995 was $72,500, according to the Writers Guild of America, West. The Guild had 7,500 members on the West Coast; 40 of them earned more than $1 million in 1995. In addition, 200 earned more than $515,300 and 1,000 at least $176,560. Between screen writing gigs that gave him a financial cushion, William Faulkner wrote some of his best books. And a screen writer can receive a measure of fame. Anita Loos, the first writer to receive a movie credit, was listed as coauthor with William Shakespeare in the 1916 film adaptation of Macbeth. “If I had asked,” she later said, they “would have given me top billing.”

The only real problem with following the dictates of modern economic management is that inefficient writers are more likely to produce great literature than efficient ones. The production of Ulysses would drive the boys and girls at the Harvard Business School nuts. James Joyce spent seven years writing the book, investing twenty thousand working hours in some 2,500 eight-hour days. He rewrote some episodes nine times. Appropriately, the book prompted Ezra Pound to suggest a new system of time. The first year after its publication was 1 p.s.U. (post scriptum Ulysses).

Conclusion

Writers, like farmers, are their own worst enemies. Farmers earn more money per bushel of grain if they grow less and create scarcity. Instead, they are inclined to work harder and grow more. Farmers, a powerful political force, can lessen the ill effects of their hard work by lobbying the government to subsidize prices. Besides, the finite amount of tillable land limits the number of farmers. No such palliatives apply to writers. Anyone can aspire to write a book, and authors have no political clout.

Avid readers typically miss this point. They think that if the First Amendment is good for the nation because people can write as they please, the nation will be even better off if as many people as possible do write all that they please. “More speech, not less speech, is always what we should prefer in this society,” Cameron DeVore, a First Amendment attorney, told a television audience.

Authors perversely share this feeling. The owners of Coca-Cola would never sell the secret formula for their drink to Pepsi. Authors give it away for pennies. Novelist John Irving has argued that teaching creative writing courses is “an economic necessity for writers in this country. For the writers who teach them, they are essential to their lives as writers. And for those few students who truly benefit from them, they are a gift of encouragement and time; writers—young writers, particularly—need more of both.”

Marion Yule, the real hero of New Grub Street, is a woman capable of deep love and full of good sense. Milvain has a temporary romance with her, but his logic can never be hers. “I love books,” Yule says, “but I could wish people were content for a while with those we already have.”

It is not practical to suppose that publishers will take Yule’s advice to stop producing books for a few years. They need new titles the way Dracula needs blood. That said, we can at least recognize three laws that demonstrate that more is not better and that greater writing production hurts authors and the quality of the literature they produce.

Law Number 1: The more books that are produced,
the harder it is for any one to survive.

The habits of the modern bookstore are a metaphor for this truism. With more and more new books coming out, stores can handle fewer copies of each new title and must cram the volumes on their shelves so that few books appear front cover out. As a result, customers sweep a hurried eye over rows of thin spines and gravitate toward the handful of books featured in displays. Books that don’t sell quickly must be returned to the publisher to make way for the next wave of books to roll in. Bookstores have a great advantage in that they take books on what amounts to consignment. The author and publisher make no money on the returned books.

“The life of a book is one of the most terrifying phenomena of publishing . . .,” said O. H. Cheney’s report to the National Association of Book Publishers. “The most frequent length of active life is between four and five months.” Cheney’s report appeared in 1931, a tame time by today’s intensely competitive standards. Now, as one wag has put it, books have the shelf life of yogurt.

Law Number 2: A decrease in book production will not reduce the
number of good books that are written.

Quite the opposite is probably true. A decrease in book production would increase the total number of good books that come out each year. A new field of economics, sportometrics, found that running times in races are faster when fewer people compete. Runners in a smaller field recognize that they have a better chance to win, hence they try harder. If runners competed in the circumstances suggested by law number 1, they would walk around the track. As Cicero said, “Times are bad. Children no longer obey their parents, and everyone is writing a book.”

Law Number 3: Writers with second jobs have less time
to write, but may have more to say.

Franz Kafka abhorred working in the Statistical and Claims Department of the Workmen’s Accident Insurance Institute for the Kingdom of Bohemia. He hated running the family’s asbestos factory as much. He led, he said, a “horrible double life, from which madness probably offers the only way out.” But for Kafka everything was Kafkaesque. He only worked the 8 A.M. to 2 P.M. shift in the insurance business. Besides, as Leonardo da Vinci said, experience “has been the mistress of all those who wrote well.”

We are better off because Chaucer went on diplomatic missions as far away as Italy, all the while collecting experiences for use in the pilgrims’ stories in his Canterbury Tales. (In Florence, he also became acquainted with the writings of Dante, Petrarch, and Boccaccio, which directly influenced his work.) Because Melville went to sea for four years, gathering material for Typee (he lived for a month with the Polynesian Typee tribe), Omoo, Moby Dick, and White-Jacket. Because Hawthorne found a “rag of scarlet cloth ... the capital letter A” and a related story in a dusty file at the Salem Customs House. Melville and Hawthorne are considered better writers than their contemporary Cooper, whose living was made exclusively by writing. The list of examples is unending. Matthew Arnold’s thirty-five years as an inspector of schools formed his social criticism and lent passion to his poetry. Dickens’s experience in a blacking factory while his father was in debtor prison made Oliver Twist and Bleak House as poignant as they are.

“The poet,” Edmund Wilson observed, “would do better to study a profession, to become a banker or a public official or even to go in for the movies. What is wrong with the younger American poets is that they have no stake in society.” John Grisham continues to do legal work, even though he certainly doesn’t need the money. “There’s a kind of fear about getting totally cut off from the law because that’s where the ideas come from.”

“The worse the job is the better it is for your book,” novelist Ted Conover told a group at the University of Miami a few years ago. Steinbeck, who worked as a ranch hand, hod carrier, department store clerk, and steward on a ship, wrote movingly about working men and women. It didn’t hurt, either, that he wrote his first book, Cup of Gold, while a caretaker for two years at a wealthy estate on Lake Tahoe, which had a large library and the added advantage of solitude during the winter months. He believed that poverty fueled his creativity. The subject of money drove him crazy even after money was no longer an issue. When Steinbeck was in reality a wealthy man, a friend once reminisced, “He needed to think he was poor.”

Hawthorne sardonically said the customs house was “a good lesson” for someone “who has dreamed of literary fame, and of making for himself a rank among the world’s dignitaries by such means, to step aside out of the narrow circle in which his claims are recognized, and to find how utterly devoid of significance, beyond that circle, is all that he achieves, and all he aims at.” He was wrong. Too much is made of authors needing to be with other authors.

In Creating Minds, Howard Gardner argues that creativity hinges on being marginal. Belonging to an ethnic minority can help. Avoiding peers who hem one in is better. Albert Einstein noted his good fortune in not holding an academic post after graduation from the Zurich Polytechnic and finding a job instead at the Bern Patent Office as a Technical Expert III Class (located in the Postal and Telegraph Administration building!). He worked there for seven years, receiving a promotion to Technical Expert II Class. “A practical profession is a salvation for a man of my type; an academic career places a young person under a kind of compulsion to produce impressive quantities of scientific publications—a temptation to superficiality, which only strong characters resist.”

Coda

Poor old Edwin Reardon toils away at the British Museum or, as Jasper Milvain calls it, the valley of the shadow of books. He refuses to write books that will sell and is forced to become a low-paid clerk, a position that saps all his desire to write. As a result he loses his pretty wife who can no longer bear to live pitifully with him, sells off his precious book collection to feed himself, and dies for lack of food and medical care. Milvain, the full-time writer, cares more about being a financial success than producing priceless literature. He builds a reputation by methodical and mechanical writing. He marries Reardon’s widow after she comes into a substantial inheritance.

So, what is the lesson? That a writing life must end as inconsequentially as Milvain’s if it is to be tolerable? No, the best chance of true success and happiness lies with Reardon. He could have kept his wife, her inheritance, his books, and his writing life if only he had found the right job in the post office. 




End of sample




    To search for additional titles please go to 

    
    http://search.overdrive.com.   


ops/images/common1.jpg





ops/styles/page-template.xpgt
 

   

     
	 
    

     
	 
    

     
	 
	 
    

     
	 
    

     
	 
	 
    

     
         
            
             
        
    

  

   
     
  





ops/images/f0208-01.jpg







ops/images/f0041-01.jpg






ops/images/f0009-01.jpg






ops/images/f0031-01.jpg
Professional
9.5%






ops/images/f0129-01.jpg





ops/images/f0240-01.jpg





ops/images/f0223-01.jpg





ops/images/f0078-01.jpg
120

100

H
2
-]

<

Billion

so8

Billion

S13

1995

199

1997 1998
(est.)

1999
(proj.)

2000
(proj.)

Source: 1998 Kennedy Information LLC, Ficzwilliam, NH. Reprinted with permission from The
Global Management Consulting Market: Key Data Trends & Forecasts






ops/images/f0353-01.jpg





ops/images/f0114-01.jpg





ops/images/f0088-01.jpg





ops/images/0807125547.jpg
Casanova Was a
Book Lover « and other

Naked Truths and Provocative

Curiosities about the Writing, Selling
and Reading of Books

—ra—

John Maxwell Hamilton






ops/images/f0036-01.jpg





ops/images/f0193-01.jpg





ops/images/f0019-01.jpg





ops/images/f0250-01.jpg





ops/images/f0271-01.jpg





ops/images/t0026-01.jpg
Publication 1960 1994

Cosmopolitan $3,378 $2362
Family Circle 4223 2,699
McCalls 8,446 2,699
New York Times Magazine 1,014 2,024
Popular Science 1,351 1,687
Reader's Digest 6,757 2,699
Redbook 4,730 2,699

Woman's Day 2,250 2,699






ops/images/f0178-01.jpg





ops/images/f0171-02.jpg





ops/images/f0171-01.jpg
Witein Pesce





ops/images/common.jpg





ops/images/f0018-01.jpg





ops/images/pub1.jpg





ops/images/f0137-01.jpg





ops/images/f0207-01.jpg





ops/images/f0204-01.jpg
Gear Friend Fobin

A s the greatest mark of frindip and esteem afient
Frinds can Koo cack other in Wing and often
commanicating their toaghts to his follw companins
makes me endeaver to signalicc mysef in acquainting you
fpom time to tine and at all tines my sitaatin and
rpligments of Life and could Wi you would ke haff
e Fhins of contviving me @ Setter by an qppertunity as
you may Go well asssred of 45 mesting with @ very
wileeme recaption my Hice of Residonce s at present at
L Lvdihins whore T might was mp Koot diserngag
ass my tine very plosantfy as tores a oery apsecalle
A S S
Fiirlow's W' sista) fut as thats ony adding Siol s
foo it makes me the pore wncasy for by ofen and
nacoidatl hang in Corpany wih har recies my flomer
Fhiirele st oo vl sy mlones s iF o
oo move setired from yound Women S might in some
measire. alloiate my sorrows Gy Buying that hast and
valllsons Pissin ir tho grass of sltoin. o ctarnall
Sforgetfibess for as F am very welt asred that's the
f antidele o remody that F coer shall o reliivd by or
oy recess than can administer any awre or Kefp lo me as
I am will anvinced was I aer lo attenpt any hing
T doulil nly gt @ donind whiok woidl bo nfy adding

T






ops/images/f0277-01.jpg
222222222222227.






ops/images/f0017-01.jpg





ops/images/f0059-01.jpg





ops/images/pub.jpg
¥

LOUISIANA STATE UNIVERSITY PRESS

BATON ROUGE
MM





ops/images/f0143-01.jpg





