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In the mid-1940's Clint Murchison, 
th~ Texas oil magnate, began giving 
serious consideration to the future of his 
two sons, John and Clint Jr., both of 
whom were in college. 

He decided he would liie one of the 
two to become a newspaper publisher, 
and with this in mind called on his 
friend and financial advisor, Don 
Carter, to "put together a nice little 
chain of Texas newspapers" as a grad­
uation present for John. 

Carter, casting about for the right 
papers, was not satisfied. He did, how­
ever, learn that a thirteen percent block 
of Henry Holt common stock had just 
come on the market. He consulted 
Murchison, who agreed it was a good 
buy, although book publishing did not 
turn out to interest John. 

This purchase of Henry Holt stock 
must have occasioned considerable sur­
prise among business acquaintances of 
Murchison and Carter. Why would 
two such astute wheeler-dealers buy into 
a business like book publishing? This, 
remember, was 1945. Book publishing 
stock is now regarded as warm, if no 
longer hot, property. It was hot about 
four years ago, but it did not become so 
until the late 1950's, and it has now 
rather simmered down, although pur­
chase of publishing stock today is con-

sidered quite sound by Wall Street. 
Even so, it isn't big business. For 

1964, a peak year, sales came to slightly 
under two billion dollars. This is noth­
ing when compared with oil or plastics 
or cars. Even though certain national 
and international trends indicate that 
it will grow in years to come, it will 
probably never be big business. 

A primary reason for this lies in the 
nature of the product. There exists 
considerable doubt as to just what a 
book is. At the recent International 
Publishers Association meeting in Wash­
ington, a resolution was passed calling 
for recognition of a "special status for 
the book" and requesting UNESCO's 
aid and support in establishing this 
"special status".so t.f}at books could en­
joy certain governmental and kgal priv­
ileges. A minor e.xampk of such a priv­
ilege is lowered mailing rates. 

What makes a book different from 
other products? Ewry product-tooth~ 
paste, cigarettes, cars, dog food-is in 
varying degree the work of the human 
mind and imagination as well as of the 

machine. But books, to a greater degree 
than most, are products of the human 
mind, and frequently they are products 
of the human heart as well, although 
conf~onted with some of the obviously 
ghost~written or cut-and-paste nonbooks 
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vt:hich flood the market, , .. ·c may ,!'.ell acter and sales appeal, ~r lack of it, in . 
grow concerned as to the type of mind thousands of small, often improvished 
and heart that went into the making. retail outlets. Nobody knows what 

N eyertheless, certain types of books makes a book sell, nor, do they know 
are necessary and special products. For how much good advertising and other 
example-technical books and some forms of promotion do; or how many 
te.."(ts; sound works of fiction and non· copies to print and distribute without 
fiction which ""-plore and report the glutting the market with remainders 
world; classics which keep tradition selling far below cost.. Pretesting by 
alive. In spite of the enonnous bulk of market research is difficult and its re­
trash that clutters the marketplace, suIts uncertain. Furthe~ore, books are 
books are the best commodities we have made or broken on the marketplace 
to transmit knowledge and culture from their first year. Unlike toothpaste, et 
generation to generation. cetera, they are highly perishable, aI-

Thus, the book is special, and the though those which sunrive can far out­
legal and economic ramification revolv- last any tube of toothpaste. 
ing around its nature are. intric"te,_. _ But of the thousands published each 
Should it, for example, enjoy govern- year, relatively few do survive. Vet it 
ment protection as a special product? is necessary to go on publishing duds 
The United States Supreme Court says to keep the machinery of production in 
no, and refuses to exclude it from the operation. 1fore important, by tossing 
Sherman Antitrust Law. The premise is these thousands of titles into the market­
that to protect the book against price place we cull from them the best sellers 
cutting is restraint of trade and makes and the equally vital steady sellers which 
books less available to the public. The make up the backlist. 
industry claims that the publishers need All in all, it's a stra~ge business and 
protection from price cutting if the trade an unlikely one for a Texas oil magnate 
is to reach its full potentiaL On the with no interest in -lett~rs to invest in. 
other hand, Britain belie\"es the reverse And if he were bent to buy into publish­
and protects books .... 1th the Net Book ing, why a middle-sized firm on the . 
Agreement forbidding price cutting, doVYngrade like Henry, Holt instead of 
while Sweden, which had its Net Book an up-and-coming giant like McGraw­
Agreement for years, has this year swept Hill or Doubleday? In 1866, when' 
it aside. Henry Holt, recently graduated from 

Books further differ from other prod- Vale, had started his finn, he became 
ucts in their uniqueness. Cigarettes, a name to be reckoned with. He brought 
cars, dog food and toothpaste are pro- into the American ·book publishing of 
du~ed in bulk and promoted by brand that day a high sense of adventure, in­
name. In publishw..g, on the other hand, troducing readers to Thoma') Hardy, 
each book is different. Thousands of Robert Louis Stevenson, the contra­
separate new items must be marketed versial Darvvin, and, to Einstein with his 
each year, with their 0""''11 distinct char- theory of relativity. He brought out 
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John Dewey's Human Nature and Con­
duct and commissioned William James' 
Principles of Psychology, the first text­
book ever done on the subject. But as 
Holt aged, the firm lost its eminence. 
By 1945, it was mediocre. 

Publishing circles were as puzzled as 
business circles over 1!urchinson's in­
terest-with one difference. Book pub­
lishers were also concerned about what 
Murchison might do to publishing. Just 
"as we aren't sure what a book is, neither 
are we sure what book publishing is. 
Is it a business? Is it a profession? Is 
it an art? At some times, and for some 
books, it is a bit of each in varying de­
gree. All books, even th",,,, subsidized by 
universities and foundations and the 
government printing office, must par­
tially pay their way. (The sole excep­
tion is "vanity" publishing.) However, 
the amount needed by the publisher 
varies, and commercial publishers must 
make more profit than subsidized ones. 

But for a very high percentage of 
commercial publishers, profit is not the 
only motive. Examples of contempo­
raries who consider publisr.ing a public 
service and a public responsibility as 
well as a business are Alfred Knopf of 
the finn by his name, his son, Pat, who 
founded Atheneum, William Jovanovich 
of Harcourt, Brace and 'Vorld, and, in 
spite of his buffoonery, Bennet Cerf, 
who has remarked, "rve tried to com­
promise between making money and 
publishing good books. I think I've suc­
ceeded at it." These and many other 
commercial publishers feel a high sense 
of responsibility to introduce new and 
serious authors who may not sell well; to 
introduce provocative ideas that may 
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not prove popular or easy to compre­
hend; and to hand down knowledge and 
cultural tradition. 

Although technical and scholarly 
books help to fulfill this social role, es­
pecially with respect to the transmission 
of knowledge, much of the responsibility 
for the other functions rests with the 
trade book segment of publishing-a 
segment which is large in terms of num­
ber of titles but small in terms of sales 
volume. In 1964, it accounted for only 
seven percent of sales receipts. Yet, 
quoting Dan Lacy, managing director 
of the American Book Publishers Coun­
cil" "It is the economics of this small 
segment of the Industry that determines 
the character of the literature published 
in the United States." Not that trade 
books are always serious, or literary. 
This segment also includes most of the 
trash and ephemera-th"e warmedwover 
magazine articles that appear as coffee 
tahle books, the instant "anthologies that 
are cut-and-paste jobs, the ghost-written 
autobiographies of TV personalities 
which are nonbooks about non~people. 
In defense of this trash which litters up 
the mind of the reader if it touches it 
at all, it frequently subsidizes losses on 
more serious works of serious writers. 
In any case, to many commercial pub­
lishers, trade book publishing is the most 
venturesome and crucial portion of the 
industry. Without it there would be no 
paperback reprints, no" backlists, no 
variety of titles for the librarian to se· 
lect from. Dedicated publishers find 
it ti,e most fascinating and least profit­
able part of the business. 

Whatsoever interests Murchison had 
for buying into Holt, tl)ey did not lie 
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in the trade book department. Shortly 
after ~{urchison and his <l.&sociates began 
to get Holt off the ground he brought in 
a "·all Street man, Edgar Rigg, as presi­
dent. Rigg said he intended to run Holt 
U as a modern business instead of a lita 

erary tea party." And he did indeed 
make some much needed technical in­
novations like inventory control. "I ap­
proach publishing)" he said, "just the 
way I approach any other business. 
There is much more money in text­
books; it's a much safer proposition. 
There's a lot of romance but damned 
little profit in trade books, and I'm 
not interested in romance. Vvhy are we 
in trade books at all? Well, I wouldn't 
say we do it as a public relations front, 
exactly, but we do feel it builds a desir­
able corporate image for us." 

When Murchinson bought into Holt, 
there was speculation that he wanted 
a sounding board for his quite conserv­
atiye political ideas. But this proved 
unfounded. l\.!urchison has interfered 
only once with editorial matters, and 
in that case his interests were physiologi­
cal. For some time Murchison had been 
a disciple of a seventy-eight year-old 
Vermont doctor named DeForest Clin­
ton ] arvis, who advocated, among other 
things, honey and apple cider vinegar 
to aid vitality. Murchison wanted Holt 
to publish a book on Dr. Jarvis' theories. 
Against their better judgment the edi­
tors brought out Folk Medicine in an 
edition of five thousand. It became a 
runaway best seHer. 

~1urchison's real reason for buying 
into Holt was its strong textbook depart­
ment. He and his financial advisors 
were somewhat in advance of most of 
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the book publishers in foreseeing the 
results of certain trends which were to 
bring about an upsurge of book sales. 
I doubt tl,at he, or anyone else, foresaw 
all the future trends. What I suspect 
interested Murchison and company most 
were the population explosion that 
would create a big market for toxts and 
learning materials, and the increase of 
leisure time, which was also to have 
a marked effect on reading. 

Textbooks-and this holds true of ref- .' 
erence books as well-are a much surer 
thing financially than trade books. In-' 
stead of producing a few copies of many 
titles, you produce many copies of a few 
titles. Although these few titles are 
more expensive than trade books to pro-' 
duce, their sales are more predictable, 
they are easier to market, and further­
more, they have a captive audience. In 
short, rational merchandising is possi~ 
ble. Rigg took Holt's textbook respon­
sibilities very seriously. By stock acqui­
sitions and mergers he strengthened and 
expanded their line, and although he 
acquired, especially through the merger 
with Rinehart, a sound backlist of trade 
books, texts were primary. Some years 
ago he was asked whether or not he 
would have published Peyton Place and 
he replied that he would not. "What 
would teachers and school authorities 
who buy our textbooks think of a firm 
that published a book featuring incest 
and a school principal happily conduct­
ing a extramarital affair?" he added. 

Today the shape of the textbook in­
dustry is changing, but Holt is keeping 
up with it. It used to be a comfortable 
industry following definitely structu~ed 
lines that stuck closely to print. The 



APRIL, 1966 

change began with World War II when 
the government conducted learning ex* 
periments as to how soldiers might best 
be taught quickly, and came up with 
new theories and techniques, including 
programmed learning. Sputnik-which 
certainly was not foreseen-has further 
accelerated the demand for effective 
learning materials, both print and non­
print. Today, a tremendous problem 
lies \, in keeping texts up-ta-date. Many 
texts are too expensive to produce to 
be revised easily. A possible solution 
lies in the paperback satellite, as it is 
called-inexpensive paperbacks to keep 
the main text up-to-date. 

In spite of the fact that textbooks 
sales are steadily climbing, textbook 
publishers are feeling rather lost. Used 
to following, they now feel that they 
must somehow lead-and don't know 
how. There is demO- in some educa­
tional circles that university presses 
should publish texts, and they are doing 
a bit of it. Usually, however, they toss 
out trial balloons in inexpensive forms, 
and if the learning experiment seems 
successful, let commercial finns carry 
on. Nevertheless, commercial text pub­
lishers are distinctly nervous, and the 
American Association of Textbook Pub­
lishers is setting up research committees. 
Ho\vever, the new-fangled learning ma­
terials and methods have not dampened 
their profits. Many of the mergers 
which occurred so frequently in the late 
fifties and early sixities were a('" .. i.sitions 
of textbook firms by general trade book 
publishers. Holt, itself, is an ~utstanding. 
example. It is now, of course, Holt, 
Rinehart & Winston, and has 5lcquired 
other firms, which, if added to the name, 
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would make it so impossibly long that it 
might damage its delicate corporate im­
age. Other classic examples are Har­
court, Brace which has become Har­
court, Brace & World; and Harpers, 
which through acquisition of Row Peter­
son has become Harper & Row. 

The second trend-toward increased 
leisure-has been brought about by a 
number of causes-stronger unioniza­
tion, automation, and an increasing re­
spect for the rights of the individual, 
including his right to loaf. No one has 
proved that the individual has spent 
this additional time reading. Some men 
and women use their shortened work 
week to moonlight. Others, I am sure, 
sink into an easy chair, prop up their 
feet, reach for a beer can, and tum on 
TV. Interestingly enough, studies show 
that TV tends to cut into light, recrea­
tional .~eading rather than into serious 
reading. 

My personal hunch is that the sales 
of how-to books have been vastly in­
creased by new leisure. If you are 
unused to spare time-, it isn't easy to 
know how to spend it. Nonreaders don't 
automatically become readers just be­
cause they now have time to read. They 
are, however, likely to acquire hobbies, 
and here books can help. They start 
bird-watching and want books about 
birds; they start keeping pets and want 
to know how to take care of them; they 
start traveling and want to acquaint 
themselves with the places they plan 
to visit ' 

I suspect that the new leisure, too, is 
a factor in the rash of cookbooks. In 
fact, the leisure market-not just for 
books-is full of c.ontradictions, and 
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cookbooks are a prime example. These 
days, Betty Crocker, Stouffer, and any 
number of firms knock themsekes out 
freezing, pre· packaging and instantizing 
dishes as delectable and decorative as a 
debutante at her coming-out ball, yours 
for the frosting, the setting of the oven 
thermostat. And what do people do? 
They buy these goodies, but at the same 
time, they buy cookbooks full of intri. 
cate dishes that take hours, even days, 
to prepare. A prime example of such a 
cookbook is the very popular and expen· 
sive Art of French Cooking. 

In short, we don't "rant leisure to be; 
we want leisure to do. VVe must make 
something, we must buy something, we 
must go somewhere, we mllst entertain. 
And books help us build and buy and go 
and give parties. There are books tell· 
ing us how to prepare food that is 
bound to put on weight, and books tell~ 
ing us how to lose the weight, books 
telling us what and how to drink, and 
books telling us how to get rid of our 
hangover. 

Holt, Rinehardt & Winston have 
climbed on this bandwagon with their 
magazines like Field & Stream and a 
number of others which deal with hunt· 
ing and home building and decoration. 
These magazines account for thirty per­
cent of company sales. Practically all 
commercial trade book firms publish for 
this market; some of the titles are 
dreamed up by editors who contact au· 
thorities or free lance writers. And some­
where in their large leisure-time market, 
I am afraid that the serious book of fic~ 
tien or nonfiction-but particularly fic­
tion-is likely to get lost. If the editor 
doesn't lose it, the public does. 
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Another, entirely different trend 
which I doubt that Murchison or many 
other publishers foresaw in 1945 has 
been the importance of underdeveloped 
countries-new and old-as a book mar­
ket. Our exports to these countries have 
increased enormously. Technical books 
are particularly in demand, due some­
what to the use of English everywhere as 
a second language. Textbooks are also 
somewhat in demand, but our element­
ary and social science texts are not a1- " 
ways suitable. Science and math texts, 
however, can b~ used. 

Asian and African publishers in par­
ticular need their own texts, no matter 
in what language. They want to study 
their history and geography and politics . 
-not ours. They also need trade books, 
and buy many of ours, especially paper­
backs. The university press publishers, 
under the auspices of the Association of 
American University Presses, is helping 
Asian and African countries produce 
their own books. This can be very in· 
volved. They lack trained personnel; 
they often lack adequate printing facil· 
ities; their distribution systems-and fre­
quently their roads and transportation­
are poor. The Association of American 
University Presses has sent some of its 
leading publishers to help them at least 
blueprint possibilities for their own 
publishing houses, and is sponsor­
ing nationals who come here to learn 
the techniques of book publishing. 
UNESCO, too, has embarked on a pro­
gram of assisting the development of in­
digenous book publishing in Asia and 
Africa, as has the International Press 
Association. Many of the firms which 
emerge will he government-rather thaI?-
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privately controlled. 
In this connection, Franklin Book 

Programs, too, has been helpful in bring­
ing much needed books to undeveloped 
areas. A nonprofit organization financed 
partially by government, partially by 
foundations, it has done much to erase 
the image of the ugly American. Its 
primary aim is to translate English-lan­
gu~ge books into the native tongues of 
the 'countries in which it operates. It 
W"orks through a small American staff 
which travels to the various countries 
contacting nationals to learn what books 
the people wish translated. These run 
the gamut from texts and technical to 
literature, how-to, and children's books. 
Franklin will go further and help those 
countries desiring such to set up indig­
enous printing and publishing opera­
tions. Currently it is aiding Egypt and 
Iran. Thus far it he' }f!ices in Egypt, 
Iran, Iraq, Syria, Lebanon, East and 
West Pakistan, Malaysia, Indonesia, Ni­
geria, Afghanistan, and, very recently, 
Kenya. It also has a slightly different 
arrangement with Argentina and Brazil. 
The countries in which it operates con­
tribute partial funds. 

There is a further trend of an entirely 
different nature which influences struc­
ture rather than trade. By no means 
peculiar to book publishing, it has mani­
fested itself in trucking, in railroads and 
in many other areas. It is tied in with 
the population explosion, with interna­
tionalism and with technological ,devel­
opments, including automation, l'his is 
the general trend toward bigness, which 
has brought with it, in book publishing 
and other fields, public sales of stocks 
and a rash of new mergers, both of 
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which now seem to be leveling off to 
about normal as far as book publishing 
is concerned. 

Mergers and public sale of stock are 
not new to book publishing, but during 
the past decade they took on a new in­
tensity. Reasons are many and varied. 
Some are financial, as in the case of 
the merger of Macmillan with Crowell­
Collier; some are personal, as in the 
case of the acquisition of Knopf by 
Random House. Their eff eets concern 
us more than their reasons. In the re· 
sultant scuming, what has happened 
to the quality of the books produced, 
and particularly to the sensitive trade 
book segment? More specifical!y, what 
is the effect upon serious creative writ­
ing? Is bigness badness? 

You can make a case either way, 
which is much easier to do than to give 
a definitive answer. The remark made 
by a young Wal! Street broker after he 
had finished work on one of the larger 
publishing house stock sales in 1960, 
that blue-ribbon year for merges, seems 
especially apt. "The sale went real weI!, 
and I'm happy about that. But there's 
something that's been worrying me all 
week. I just can't see those Wall Street 
people having any enthusiasm at all for 
the kind of publisher who wants to put 
out a book because he thinks it has 
something to say, regardless of its com .. 
mercial potential." The rumor is that 
Bennett Cerf is finding his feeling of 
social responsibility hard to explain to 
his stockholders, and that he, having 
gone public ,,,,ith Random House, ,,,'ould 
now like to find a way to go back 
private. 

:r..1y own guess is that if the more sen-
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siti\'c publishers are astute businessmen 
as wt'll as book men, they may profit 
from bigness. Book publishers, whether 
large or small, need better business 
me-thods and innO\'ations. They also 
need a sense of daring such as Henry 
Holt had, and enough capital to carry 
through their ideas. Holt, now a large 
firm which does little to innovate as far 
as creative writing is concerned, was 
doing equally little before Murchison 
stepped in with his millions. On the 
other hand, another of the large firms, 
McGraw-Hill, is placing new and un­
expected emphasis on quality in its 
trade books, and in an effort to achieve 
it, has recently hired a stable of brilliant 
young editors. Although it has not yet 
come up with any startling literary dis­
coveries, this may be somewhat due to 
the fact that New American Library 
even more recently, in what must have 
been a spectacular raid, lured most of 
the young men away. In any case, Mc­
Graw-HilI's trade list will bear watching. 

Interesting developments are also oc­
curring at Doubleday, which teamed in 
September with the Paris Review in an 
effort to brighten its mediocre fiction 
image. David Dempsey, in a recent 
Saturday Review, quotes ''''alter Brad­
bury of Doubleday: "Paris Review has 
a reputation for discovering good, some~ 
what experimental new authors. 'Ve're 
counting on getting some first novels 
out of this arrangement-not just ordi· 
nary novels, but the kind that carry the 
imprimatur of a prestige literary pub­
lication. To get the attention of book 
dealers-even to get reviewed-first nov­
els need this sort of special hallmark. 
Vve're hopjng, too, to get the benefit 
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of the Review's popularity in intellectual 
circles by using the PR imprint on 
these jointly produced books." 

Turning to a newspaper for an ex­
ample, the New York Times is big with­
out being bad. Everything depends 
upon the men in control. Big firms have 
money to take risks. True, they also 
have a tendency toward conservatism, 
particularly when they must account 
to stockholders, hut too much caution, 
when dealing with books, can be poor 
business. 

Big firms are not always ideologically 
conservative, either, in what they pub­
lish. Three interesting books on Red 
China-all of which praise it and are 
critical of our attitude-have come out 
recently. One, Felix Greene's Curtain of 
Ignorance: How the American Public 
Has been Misinformed About China, 
was brought out by Doubleday, one of 
the biggest firms of all and one of the 
most undistinguished; another, Edgar 
Snow's The Other Side of the River: 
Red China Today, was published by 
Random House; a third, the photo­
grapher, Cartier-Bresson's China, is a 
paperback published by a large paper­
back firm, Bantam. Cartier-Bresson's 
photographs contrast China under 
Chiang Kai-shek with China today, 
to the detriment of the old China. An­
other book on an entirely different sub­
ject, Television and Society: An In­
quest and Agenda for Improvement, 
by Harry Skomia, which rips into com­
mercial television with no holds barred, 
was published by McGraw-Hill this fall. 
All four of these firms are very big and 
they have all four taken the unpopular 
side of controversial issues. 
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However, I don't think they are 
championing causes. I think they are 
merely publishing what they feel will 
sell. Red China and television are hot 
subjects, no matter which side the au~ 
thor is on. Both of these subjects, too, 
are likely to get large library sales. But 
whether or not these firms would pub­
lish a serious first novel-a borderline 

_ novel-by a new novelist of promise is 
another question. Whether or not they 
would continue to publish his novels 
even though they did not sell is an even 
more pertinent question. 

This leads to my last trend-the con­
stantly increasing role of government 
in book publishing. Government's hand 
has always loomed large, as \'\'itness the 
copyright law, mailing privileges (where 
magazines fare better than books), the 
Sherman Antitrust laws which permit 
prir_p Lcutting. On another level, the 
gov~rn;nent for over a century has op­
erated the largest publishing house in 
the United States-the GPO. And for 
years it has underwritten university 
presses, many of whose parent institu­
tions are tax supported. It adds to this 
subsidy by exempting university pub­
lishing from ta.xation. (Commercial 
presses, incidentally, are trying to make 
university presses pay taxes.) There 
is nothing new about the important 
part our government plays in book 
publishing. 

Today, however, government is tak~ 

ing on another role. All over the world, 
even in cal~ ,:istic countries like the 
United States, there is a growing trend 
toward socialization. A number of rea­
sons exist for this: better communica­
tions, greater literacy, even the Judeo-
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Christian ethic, although this socializa­
tion is taking place in parts of the world 
which are neither Jewish nor Christian. 

In the United States, the government 
has extended its role as producer. No 
longer does it merely publish through 
the GPO. Within recent years it has 
also poured millions into research at uni­
versities. Results of this research are 
frequently incorporated in books pro­
duced by commercial finns. 

More important, however, it has 
stepped up its role as customer. 
Through legislation, much of it very re­

cent, it has expanded the buying power 
of all libraries-public and those in edu­
cational institutions- until today librar­
ies are responsible for forty percent to 
sixty percent of all book sales. This gives 
the librarian a new power and respon ... 
sibility. 

On this point I would like to quote 
Dan Lacy once again. Mr. Lacy made 
these remarks last March before a spe­
cial subcommittee of the Senate Com­
mittee on Labor and Public Affairs in 
support of legislation to establish Na­
tional Foundations for the arts and 
humanities. "Most important of all the 
various forms of influence which gov­
ernment,. at all levels, has upon litera­
ture and indeed upon most of the arts, 
is in its role as a customer. It is start~ 
ling to realize that, setting aside text­
books, encyclopedias, and reprints­
that is, thinking of new general books­
well over half the books published in 
the United States are bought by tax­
supported libraries, public schools and 
colleges together. This is a new situa­
tion in our culture. 

"Far more than any other single fae-



tor in American life, the resources and 
purchasing policies of libraries deter­
mine the re\-',ards of creati\'e writing. 
What libraries can and will buy will 
prosper; \,"hat they cannot or will not 
buy will not prosper and indeed may 
not be published at all. It has been 
my e.~perience that libraries are deeply 
and profoundly committed to research 
and scholarship; to teaching; to adult 
education; to seIf~help; to reference 
sen'ice, in \\'a)"s that make them one of 
our finest and most indispensable insti­
tutions. But it has also been my ex­
perience that, with a few notable ex­
ceptions, they feel no such commitment 
to the processes of creative literature. 
To be concrete, libraries buy copiously 
in children's informative non~fiction 

works; in history and foreign affairs; in 
books on how to cook, play golf or 
bridge, or repair homes; and in dozens 
of similar fields. In all of these fields, 
it is now possible to publish several 
times as many titles as could be brought 
out twenty~five years ago. But libraries 
generally do not buy new poetry-only 
anthologies and the collected works of 
safely established poets. The direct con­
sequence is that the amount of new 
poetry published in book form, for all 
OUf culture boom, is declining, not in· 
creasing, and that which is still pub­
lished is increasingly brought out by 
university presses or with other subsidy. 
The economics of publishing poetry is 
so delicately poised that a very slight 
change in library acquisition policy 
could have a dramatic effect. A library 
could buy all the responsibly published 
poetry first appearing in book form in 
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the United States for well under $500 
a year. If a stimulant grant from an 
arts or humanities foundation enabled 
as few as ten libraries in each state to 
do this on a regular basis, the publish­
ing of poetry would be transformed, 
and poets would find-in however slight 
degree-a market and, more usefully, an 
audience, Very similar statements could 
be made about library purchasing of fic­
tion by new authors not previously pub­
lished and its relation to the opportun­
ity to develop professional writers in 
this field." 

A case here can be made-and has 
frequently been made-that novelists are 
themselves helping to kill the novel. The 
old-style grand novel of plot has gone. 
The tendency now is to reflect the world 
we live in, which to many novelists is 
confused, disorganized and absurd, de- c--. 
man ding confused, disorganized, absurd ,~ 

prose to reflect it. But it takes rare gen-
ius to bring this kind of book off prop­
erly. Although I may oversimplify the 
case, the fact remains that, for whatever 
reason, publication of serious fiction de­
clines each year. 

No matter how we, as librarians, may 
personally feel about new fiction-'-or, 
for that matter, about poetry or quality 
nonfiction of limited interest-today's 
librarians, because of their tremendous 
buying power, have a responsibility for 
book selection that goes deeper than the 
needs of the community. Publishers will 
pay us attention they have never paid 
before. World trends as reflected in 
book publishing have placed us in a new 
role as patrons of arts and letters. 


