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BRIVATE LINE

NOW THAT The Timés and
its satellites are six months
into their long sleep it

appears that what many of

their readers most lament is
the loss of The Times
obitu page, a loss that by
deepening oblivion adds
another new terror to death,
as well as diminishing the
Schadenfreude of the break-
fast table.

But here I speak not of
things dying but pf things
new born—of all the new
books that don’t get reviewed.
They form quite a large class:
they are the books thar have
too small a public, or are just
not lucky enough, to get
noticed in the book pages
of the weekly and Sunday
papers, but would almost cer-
tainly have been reviewed in
the Times Literary and the
Times Higher Educational
Supplements. Their best hope
is that more specialist jour-
nals will take a Iook at them
a year or two hence, when
nohody will buy them.

Authors and publishers of
forthcoming books are now
much exercised about -this
problem, and part of my
reason for meditating upon 1t
is precisely that I have a book
due out soon. Unlike most
authers I find that the date of
publication invariably coin-
cides with the moment when
my loathing for my book
reaches its maximum inten-
sitv ; T should prefer every-
body to ignore it, and this
time it seems prohahic that |
shall get what 1 want. But
real writers prohahly do not
have, and in any case rouldn’s
aford, this kind of siage-
fright.

Nor can publichers. Mine
came to see me the other day

to discuss ways of drawing
people’s attention to the fact
that they were placing a com-
modity on sale. It was even,
though not altogether seri-
ously, proposed that copies
might be given away by the
dozen. _

Something clearly needs to
be done. There is a prece-
dent: the American news-
paper strike of 1963 brought
forth the New York Review
of Books, a charismatic ven-
ture, started with a smallish
loan ; it is now a profitable
institution. Yer even NYRB
is of less vital importance,
especially here, than TLS.
Its coverage is less complete ;
and although some of its
reviews have great authority
and timeliness, it cannot sys-
tematically cater for minority
interests.

Since the need is even
greater, why can’t something
of the sort be done here?
The answer is presumahly
that nobody would dream of
putting up the money. Yet
anybady who knows anything
aboul the British hook warld
could rattle off a list of pub-
lishers who, given an admit-
tedly improbable measure of
enlightenment in their att-
tude to costing, could justify
spending qguite a lot of money
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on a London Review of Books.
They should “allow not only
for the losses theéy are now
incurring but their future

.consequences : higher prices

(just as we were getting used
to the present monstrous
levels), smaller print runs,
fewer good books. :

The lapse of six months
without the slightest visible

stir ‘of enterprise is very de-

pressing, The idea of doing
something about it must
surely by now have crossed
somebody’s mind: Lord Good-
man’s ? Brigid Brophy’s and
Maureen Duffy’s ? (They can
do anything) Has anybody
tried to persuade Stephen
Hirst that Radio 3, the
descendant, for all its sad
mutations, of the Third Pro-
gramme, might at this time
have rememhered the copi-
ous book veviews of its
ancestor, and found snace for
some of its own, even at the
cost of nostponing its literary
chat-shows and not very
urgent short stories ?

But perhaps energy and
imagination are as hard to
come hy, these days, as
money. Some vears back T
was chairman of the Litera.
tore Panel of the Arts Coun-
cil, and we had occasional
meetings with publishers and
journalists to consider how

we could hest be of service.
The. ‘question of reviewing
was oné that often came up.
There ,wasn’t ‘enough of it,
even with the contributions
of Times Newspapers Ltd. -1t
was feit, and rightly, that
fiction~ was'_ particularly
under-reviewed, four noveéls,
perhaps, in eight hundred
words, and goodness knew
how many of his batch the
reviewer had simply left out
altogether. More space was
needed; and space for book
reviews often varies directly
with the volume of available
adverrising, so that in 2 thin
week even more books would
go unnoticed to the knacker’s
yard in Chancery Lane.

All agreed about this state
of affairs; but the sug.
gestion that reviewing space
(not specific reviews, of
course) should be subsidised
was rejected as dangerous to
our liberties, though why it
was thouglht to be more dan-
gerous than advertising' I
don’t know. Arts Council
money has been used in ways
I regard as much less happy
and useful than those I sug-
gested : hut even if the world
could be seen to want it I
don’t think the Council is
about to subsidise a tem-
porary TIL.S.

And as authors (always
excepting Brophy-Duffy) lack
the power to act, the only
remedy for our ?.resent evil
rests with the publishers; pre.
sumabhly they can’t counten.
ance for much longer a situa-
tion in which so few of the
books addressed to the
serious reading public have
much hope of being reviewed
or discussed.
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