FROM PREVIOUS PAGE

to receive it graciously. It’s valuable
advice theyre giving you gratis.
Agents and publishers bear the cost
of reading manuscripts and of giv-
ing editorial feedback, so have con-
sidered your manuscript carefully.
If you take the time to acknowledge
the feedback, they’ll probably take
the time to seriously consider the
next manuscript you send in. This
does not mean you have to agree
with them, but an email to say
‘thanks’ goes a long way, particu-
larly if you want to submit to them
in future. This could be the start of
a relationship with the agent rather
than the end of one.

7. Just because an agent
wants to represent you,
don’t automatically accept.
Sometimes—especially if you've
been trying to find an agent for a
while—any offer of representation
makes you feel like you should
say yes immediately. But it’s an
important business relationship
you're about to form, so you should
take your time. Meet the agent if
possible, ask any questions you
like about which books have come
out of their agency recently and
where they think they could place
your book. And don’t forget your
instinct—if you don’t really feel
like this is the right agent for you,
it probably isn’t. No agent is better
than the wrong agent.

The NZ Society of Authors has been offered a unique opportunity for
an established writer to spend two weeks at Lake Ohau. The aim of
the retreat is to provide the writer with an opportunity to spend time
enjoying the solitude and grandeur of the best the South Island has to
offer. It is expected that the writer will have a project they
intend working on while at the retreat.

THEIR VIRTUES AND DRAWBACKS

»amuel Taylor Coleridge once said he knew of
Y nothing that surpassed the vileness of deciding on

o=t the merits of a poet or painter. So what'’s the use of
a book review, RAE MCGREGOR wonders, and should an
author even bother to read them?

THE PURPOSE OF a review is to give a
critical insight into a book and encourage
other readers to pick it up. Many believe
that criticism isn’t reviewing, but
(according to the OED) one definition
of criticism is the investigation of the
text, character and composition of a
work. A review is the assessment of
the readability of a book. Has the book
informed, entertained, and changed
the reader’s opinions or ideas? How has
the writer achieved that? Is the craft of
writing apparent, or is it so well under
the author’s control that the crafting of
the book is invisible?

In Britain’s Literary Review several
columns are devoted to most books, which
gives enough space for the reviewer to be
witty and erudite. But in New Zealand
it’s difficult to find any publication that
allows room for a long, well-written and
well-balanced review. We have to make

do with a sketch of the plot with a couple
of the reviewer’s ideas tagged on. On-air
reviews are even more tightly controlled,
with sometimes only a few minutes to
talk about a 500-page book.

It isn’t only a shortage of space that
constrains reviewing. Another problem
is the size of New Zealand’s literary
community; to review a book by one of
our own can be amoment of foolhardiness
akin to a death-wish. But I want to
review New Zealand books and—maybe
I am perverse and foolish—give time and
space to the work of our authors.

What value the review?

Reviews help to give books a profile. 1
believe reviews are an important part of
the production process. Let’s be honest,
every New Zealand writer needs their
book pushed in front of the public. Not
every reviewer will necessarily like the

CREATIVE WRITING AT VICTORIA

Graduates of the acclaimed International
Institute of Modern Letters are among NZ’s
leading contemporary writers.

Situated in sub-alpine high country south of Mt Cook and on the edge of
the tussock grassland wilderness of the Mackenzie Country, Lake Ohau is
known for its hot summers, and overwhelming calmness and tranquility.
Beech forests, red mistletoe, bell birds and tuis, rapidly changing
light and shadows, and sparkling stars in the clear sky are
much loved characteristics.

Apply now for 2009 courses in scriptwriting,
fiction, poetry, creative non-fiction, children’s
and environmental writing.

International Institute of Modern Letters

Phone 04-463 6854
Email modernletters@vuw.ac.nz
Website www.victoria.ac.nz/modernletters

Available from 1-15 May 2009, the retreat is open to mid-career and
senior writers of any genre who are members of the
NZ Society of Authors. A grant of $2,500 is offered
towards travel costs and living expenses.
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book they're reading, but that doesn’t
mean the critic should dump on it so
hard that the work is crushed. I also
don’t believe that a reviewer should say
a book is good if it isn’t.

If abook is worth reviewing, it’s worth
giving it the best attention you can and
pointing out what you believe to be its
attributes. If you find the book so poor
that you wonder why the publisher
decided to print it, it’s better to refuse
to review it. What’s the point of only
rubbishing the work?

Where a book has some defects the
reviewer thinks should be pointed out
so as not to deceive the readers or
listener, you have to be truthful and
clear in your opinions.

I reviewed a biographical book some
time ago in which the authorial voice
intruded until I wanted to throw the
book across the room. There were,
though, some threads of a good story
and I collected some information [ would
not otherwise have found. For that I
continued to read, and when I reviewed
the book I said I had found the authorial

voice intrusive but also that I had been
interested in some of the facts.

Reviewing will always be subjective;
an objective review is likely to be dreary.
What we're trying to do as reviewers is
to encourage and

course we read reviews. It’s also true
that it’s the bad reviews we remember.
There may be three good reviews, but
it’s the rotten review that lies stinking
in the box of cuttings.

A bad review doesn’t

excite readers to
pick up the book.

I don’'t believe
people who say
they never read
their reviews.
Anyone who
has worked on
a manuscript,
sweated through
the publishing
process, seen
the book arrive
in the bookshop
(always—to  the
author’s mind
at  least—poorly
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Aln New Zealand it’s
“difficult to find
any publication that
allows room for a long,
well-written and
well-balanced review
We have to make do
with a sketch of the plot
with a couple of the
reviewer’s ideas
tagged on.

necessarily have a
negative outcome,
however. One author
told me he sold more
books bad
review because it drew
people’s attention to
his work, and he had
letters from readers
who argued with the
reviewer.

The more reviews
you get for your book
the better. It’s good for
your sales and better
for the literary health
of our country. And if

after a

displayed) is

you do get a bad review

almost certain
to read, memorise and record forever

another’s opinion of their work. Of

you can always do what
Joanne Harris did: laminate it and put it
in the bottom of the cat’s litter box.

Award-winning Paula Morris is the lafest writer to join the Buddle Findlay

Sargeson Fellowship’s list of literary falent. For the past 11 years, Buddle Findlay

has been working with the Frank Sargeson Trust to give talented Kiwi writers a

place to live and write, supported by a $40,000 grant.

Applications for the 2009 Fellowship are now open, and close on Friday

7 November 2008.

Visit www.buddlefindlay.com for an application form.

For further information contact Barbara Clarke:
DDI: 04 462 0414
Email: barbara.clarke@buddlefindlay.com

BUDDLEFINDLAY
Sargeson Fellowship
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