
1

Gatecrash:

Liberating Creativity In The Age 
of Boilerplate Fiction

by Kevin Brennan



2

© 2016 by Kevin Brennan

All rights reserved. No part of this document may be reproduced or transmitted in any form 
without the express written permission of the author.



3

Introduction

Recently I picked up a favorite old book of mine -- gobbled whole when I 
was young and lingering in my mind ever since -- Zen And The Art of Motorcycle 
Maintenance. Maybe it seems a little dated now, but the ideas author Robert M. 
Pirsig works through in the book haven’t faded in the years since its first printing: 
quality, meaning, method, consciousness, and how to live in understanding and 
appreciation of them. They’re the kind of thing human beings are always, and 
have always been, grappling with.

In the first few pages I was struck by the metaphor of the road, 
appreciating how Pirsig and his son prefer the country two-laners and back 
highways to the interstates on their motorcycle journeys. The winding, 
unpredictable route, the route on which you might actually get lost, is always 
superior to the straight shot. And this reminded me of the year I spent in London 
when I was a student, when I’d purposely walk through the maze-like lanes and 
alleys with the intention of getting lost. It increased my chances of seeing 
something rare and remarkable, or at least unexpected. Something to write home 
about. 

Why, I’m wondering nowadays, doesn’t this instinct to seek out new and 
unpredictable directions extend to our literature? Why are our stories always (it 
seems to me) variations on the same boilerplate, with minor differences that 
amount to not much more than splashing a little color on a black-and-white 
photograph? 

That’s what I’d like to dig into in this little broadside. 

—

Publishing has changed immensely over the years. The traditional 
approach, in which an editor at a staid old New York house found diamonds in the 
rough and polished them up for modest dissemination (we’re talking literary 
novels), was always a conservative, low-margin enterprise. Back in the ‘40s, 
though, at the dawn of the paperback age, the suits realized they could peddle 
certain kinds of books like candy or cigarettes -- on racks in drug stores and bus 
stations -- and it didn’t matter so much what was in the books but instead what 
was on the covers. A mass market was out there, promising sales in the seven 
figures rather than three or four. And while a literary author might still be 
discovered and groomed for the canon, the vast majority of titles became nearly as 
disposable as razor blades, used for as long as they held up and then tossed. 

What the people wanted was now what the publishers mainly dished out. 
Maybe a handful of “serious,” boundary-stretching books appeared every year, as 
they still do, but for the most part the model morphed into one of assembly lines 
and replaceable parts. Books became commodities.

A culture of sameness has grown out of it.

http://www.newyorker.com/magazine/2015/01/05/pulps-big-moment
http://www.newyorker.com/magazine/2015/01/05/pulps-big-moment
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Now, with e-publishing and an explosion in self-published titles, sheer 
volume renders whole categories of writing more or less generic. Emphasis on 
selling the maximum number of copies has created a marketplace in which quality 
isn’t always the draw and can’t really be distinguished anyway, since the tens of 
thousands of books with essentially the same story are hard to tell apart. 

This doesn’t mean that all self-published books are poorly written, or that 
all traditionals are Pulitzer-worthy. Only that, by and large, indie writers seem to 
have fallen into the trap of copying rather than innovating. And this is a real 
shame because, among other things, self-publishing offers something that the Big 
Five grant only rarely: genuine artistic freedom. 

There are more writers out there than ever before, but they’re writing a 
million versions of a few threadbare stories. Our literature has become a branch of 
the fast food industry.

—

The problem is that we’ve left the two-lane country roads in favor of the 
interstate. We don’t seem to seek out the interesting detour these days. We want to 
get there as fast as we can. As writers we rely on trusty formulas -- a kind of code 
-- and as readers we want to recognize the code and get through books in a hurry. 
Even a respectable venue like Goodreads encourages members to post outlandish 
reading goals for the year that would force the average Joe to speed-read his way 
through every minute of his free time. Quantity over quality. 

The series has taken over. A lot of authors strive to publish multiple books 
a year so they can keep their core readers hooked. Worse, the installments of 
many series no longer honor structural conventions that would give them the feel 
of “complete”; instead they are divisions of a larger narrative that is merely 
divided up into digestible pieces so they can be spread out over a year. 

And readers have come to embrace this trend. They’re addicted. Getting 
there fast has become the standard, gobbling up books like Chips Ahoy cookies, 
accepting the smallest variations on a theme as distinct works and hardly pausing 
between the end of one and the beginning of the next. 

Even more baffling: To a large degree, readers are now writing and 
publishing their own books, presumably books they’d like to read. Problem is, 
they’re all clones of the popular stuff that clogs the plumbing throughout the 
marketplace. (Writer Michael Lind has noted, aptly, that “When arts die, they 
become hobbies.” I hope we’re not approaching that stage yet.) This new cohort 
of writers isn’t using the openness that’s so obviously at its disposal. 

As a novelist, and one who has always tried to find different stories to tell 
(or at least different ways to tell a more familiar tale), I struggle these days with 
the fundamental idea of creativity and how it fits into our new culture -- our 21st 
century culture of generic consumption. 

http://www.thesmartset.com/article/article01201501.aspx
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Is it even necessary to be creative today? Or are creativity and innovation 
in fiction now viewed as flaws, shortcomings that aren’t rewarded by publishers 
or appreciated by readers? 

More exactly: Why write, if the only thing you’re expected to do is repeat 
the familiar patterns over and over and over and over…?
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I

What is creativity anyway?
We all probably have different definitions, ranging from “the act of 

creating something” to “making real something derived from the imagination.” 
For me there’s also a component of making something that’s new. 

Children are creative, after all, because they don’t know the existing patterns. The 
only way art progresses is by breaking the existing patterns in favor of new ones.

In fact, most art is meant to be perceived as new. It extends our 
understanding of the world by making connections that we haven’t thought of 
before, by forcing us to look at life, society, and culture from a new angle. 

That, in my opinion, is what’s missing from fiction today. 
My theory is that fiction has become detached from art in a way that other 

media might not have -- probably thanks to technology. It has become the most 
democratized creative pursuit, allowing anyone with the desire to tell a story to 
produce and sell it online. There is no need any longer for a degree in creative 
writing, or for a specialized education of any kind, really. (Not that an MFA was 
ever really required for publishing success.) All you need is the passion to do it, 
and passion is something our culture pumps out like bottled water. Fiction writers 
today -- most self-publishers, anyway -- have educated themselves by reading, 
mostly by reading extensively, deeply, and obsessively in their chosen genres. The 
truth is, unfortunately, that this democratization has allowed the book market to 
expand like an infinite balloon.

Other disciplines, like painting, dance, music, sculpture, filmmaking, and 
even computer graphics and game programming, do in fact require a pretty high 
level of education to perform competently, competitively. And, once armed with 
the education, the artist can apply creativity to the process of practice and 
performance in order to make something new, something that extends the breadth 
of the discipline. We’ve heard it before in terms of a Picasso or a Jackson Pollock 
or a Miró or any other abstract artist, that you have to know how to draw before 
you can do what they do. The same is clearly true with something as complex as 
music: if you don’t know your scales, you can’t write a symphony. (You might be 
able to write a halfway decent pop song, though, and no one will notice what you 
don’t know.) 

It’s important to acknowledge that there is a market for the novels and 
stories being written and published by the passionate layperson today. Self-
publishing has created a kind of samizdat literature, akin to that in Soviet Russia 
which was disseminated one copy at a time by individuals. Readers are writing 
and writers are reading, and they exchange their wares with enormous enthusiasm 
and commitment, often generating significant sales on Amazon while they’re at it. 
They review each other’s work, usually approvingly (then again, this isn’t very 
different from the traditional blurbs that appear on book jackets), pumping each 
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other up on blogs and social media, creating in the process a large community of 
dedicated wordsmiths. 

What happens, though, when the works they create by the millions (as the 
state of the market is right now) are almost indistinguishable from one another? 
Where is the value? Even the covers -- especially in the realm of romance, 
fantasy, and thrillers -- have a dizzying sameness that tells prospective readers, 
“You’ll get what you expect to get from this.” 

The reader, in other words, must not want to be surprised or shocked by 
the books she reads. Or at least the books she buys. Maybe, when money is 
changing hands, it’s better to deliver the goods the consumer hopes to be getting. 

Clearly this in no way absolves traditional publishing of the same sin of 
mediocrity. Year after year go by in which the top sellers are variations of the top 
sellers from recent years, or mash-ups: Gone With the Wind Meets Dracula. Not 
that long ago, the Jane Austen zombie phenomenon and Abe Lincoln: Vampire 
Killer books hit the scene, but they are not just parodies; they’re reflections of a 
market that doesn’t want to stop mining the mother lode until it’s exhausted. 
We’re fracking our readership. This is also why established writers in a particular 
genre have nothing but trouble trying to break out into something new. J. K. 
Rowling could tell us all about that, after her non-Harry Potter project three years 
ago, The Cuckoo’s Calling. Under the pseudonym she used, the book floundered, 
but even after it was revealed that she was the author, readers complained about 
the departure from her bread and butter.

How do we encourage groundbreaking creativity in fiction without 
risking, in the traditional publishing world, widespread rejection, or, in indie 
publishing, obscurity? 

Recently, Canadian/English novelist Rachel Cusk published her latest 
novel, Outline, to enthusiastic reviews. In it, she breaks all the usual rules of 
narrative, mostly by having her protagonist tell the reader almost everything that’s 
conveyed in the book. The sacrosanct dictum, “Show Don’t Tell,” has been 
relegated to the dustbin, where, frankly, it has belonged for decades. And, truly, 
writers who break ground in storytelling almost always destroy stale rules as they 
go along, just like Picasso destroyed the old conventions in painting, Frank Gehry 
in architecture, Ornette Coleman in jazz. The problem for Ms. Cusk will be the 
deafening silence that follows the first blast of hype. Unless a movie deal is 
announced starring Emma Stone and Benedict Cumberbatch, I think it’s pretty 
safe to bet that Outline won’t sell in the six figures. So often, critical praise 
doesn’t translate into sales, and that’s because the great mass of readers aren’t 
interested in writers who don’t deliver the expected product. One two-star 
Amazon review begins: “I found this book a little strange to say the least and it 
seemed more like a vehicle for the author to showcase her writing skills than any 
sort of story.”

Says it all. 
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Popular, however, doesn’t have to be bad. Much of the time, it does mean 
mediocre, sadly, and that’s something that only writers can alleviate. Delivering 
the expected is a recipe for mediocre -- by definition -- so setting out to scratch 
the reader’s itch might yield higher sales but does nothing for the art of fiction. 

As I often like to do, take the example of Jennifer Weiner. She’s 
immensely popular. Her books sell millions of copies. She has a multitude of fans, 
yet she can’t seem to garner the critical kudos she longs for. She’s not a bad 
writer, and I’m not sure she’s even a mediocre writer, but there’s no getting 
around the fact that she’s in no way cutting edge and isn’t contributing to the 
progress of literature. And there’s nothing wrong with that, except in that she 
seems to hope that her popularity will equate (something like Donna Tartt’s good 
fortune in 2014) to major recognition as an artist. 

It’s the Rachel Cusks who are taking the chances. Writers like Denis 
Johnson, Heidi Julavits, Michel Faber, Rachel Kushner, and many others, who 
take the elements of narrative and remold them, manipulate them, turn them in on 
themselves like a Möbius strip and somehow make a new paradigm work, are the 
artists who will be remembered. If there’s any justice, that is.

My fear is that Stephen King is our Dickens, which says more about us 
than about King.
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II

One pillar of the temple of creativity, to get Greek about it, is that the 
boldest practitioners dare to be different. 

And it takes όρχεις (as in cojones) to be different these days -- or to be 
different enough. 

In a book bazaar where the reader has to be pleased with the product or 
she jettisons it, an intrepid author takes enormous risk in even attempting to 
stretch the limits of that reader’s tolerance. Too much interior monologue, not 
enough action, not enough dialogue, too much jibber jabber, not enough sex -- it 
doesn’t take much to piss her off. And the worst thing you can do as a writer is 
bore her. 

Guess what. She’s easily bored. 
Often it seems to me that some of the best -- and even most popular books 

-- of the past would never be published now because today’s reader is such a 
fussbudget. Maybe in the late ‘20s, when William Faulkner published The Sound 
and the Fury, readers were a more amenable bunch, but the challenges of that 
particular book would never be accepted today. Forget about James Joyce, or 
Gertrude Stein, or any writer who tried to expand the conventions of how 
language is used, as well as typography and white space on the page. 

The intolerant reader is so plugged into the familiar that only modest 
deviations from it are acceptable. And if these deviations don’t at least refer to the 
usual, attention lags. The way the familiar is manipulated is much more ham-
handed than it has to be. For instance, writers will feature a female hero, rather 
than a male, who slays magical dragons. Or they’ll set a thriller in 18th century 
Scotland instead of modern L.A. But the elements of the genre still rule the day, 
and our petulant reader will notice if you’re not honoring them. 

As record producer and musician Daniel Lanois says, “If something is 
very familiar, we likely have had enough of it.”

It would be nice to imagine that talented writers who want to do 
something different could do it on merit alone, but for the most part the formulas 
are ingrained. Literary fiction is where most restless authors try new things, but 
this isn’t easy either because literary novels sell in such low numbers that 
publishers don’t invest many resources in them. Certainly not in decent advances 
or promotional dollars. The competition for precious few literary slots in each 
season’s list is ferocious, which, in turn, encourages most writers to hold back on 
real innovation in favor of trying to anticipate what the publisher wants. Most 
innovative novels come from a stable of established academic fiction writers -- 
i.e., those ensconced in tenured professorships and MFA programs, represented by 
influential New York agents -- or the occasional dark horse who happens to 
impress an editor at just the right time. Innovation is one thing, but if the 
publishers’ sales teams can’t figure out how to push it, there’s no deal. 
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Another facet of all this is that we often don’t know what is truly 
innovative until later, when perhaps it no longer has quite the shine. Innovations 
must survive long enough to influence the form, so flashes in the pan burn out and 
the train keeps lumbering along until something appears that really sticks. Much 
later, when it’s all analyzed and recapped, we understand that so and so changed 
everything when he [fill in the blank].

The question is how to innovate, how to shove the paradigm into the 
future, without sacrificing your reputation and chances for success. 

You can think of dozens of ways to be different, but it’s not as easy to be 
different in a way that doesn’t seem gratuitous, random, or bizarre. We’re stuck 
with certain linguistic necessities, of which grammar is only one, forcing 
whatever innovation we hope to achieve inside a box. It might be a large one, but 
it does impose its limitations on us so that we’re not free to use language in a way 
that’s incomprehensible, that can’t be digested and analyzed. Our characters, even 
in experimental literature, have to behave in ways that make a certain degree of 
sense, at least in the context of the world those characters live in. Kafka’s souls 
act believably in the situations they find themselves in, yet that universe isn’t 
recognizable to those of us inhabiting “reality.”

What we can do, though, is take the ingredients of fiction -- down to the 
level of the sentence, even the word -- and play with them. Some very successful 
and famous writers manage sentences hundreds of words long and pull it off 
convincingly. Some write strictly in tagless dialogue, and it works. Still others get 
into the heads of madmen, children, animals, or inanimate objects and make us 
believe we’re in there with them; we can understand what it feels like to be mad, 
or a can o’ beans (as in Tom Robbins’s Skinny Legs And All). 

We can write novels from different, competing points of view or using 
ambiguous narrators. Or we can put ourselves in our own books as characters. 
Scenes can morph into dreams and dreams into realities, because the world of the 
fictional being is completely artificial. You’d think the possibilities are so great 
that they might as well be endless and there should never be repetition on any 
level. And yet the same stories keep getting told in more or less the same way. At 
the risk of getting repetitive myself: Patterns cause repetition, and repetition 
makes patterns. 

Still, what a great writer can do with a pretty familiar story is striking. We 
all know the tale of Ulysses, but it took a genius like Joyce to turn the ancient 
story into an unrivaled monument to modernism. Robert Coover tossed the legend 
of Noah on its head. Good writers never have a shortage of material to work with 
because the trove of literary treasure that can be modified, manipulated, 
reconstituted, dressed up, and reshaped is pretty much infinite. We’ve seen, for 
instance, a number of Shakespeare plays and Jane Austen novels molded into 
modern stories set in everything from a high school to navy ships, so the 
possibilities are there to be plucked. 
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Another technique is to shake up the chronology. Linearity is an easy path 
to write and to read in, but a skillful hand can broaden a narrative by telling it in 
pieces arranged for maximum drama or thematic punch. Harold Pinter wrote a 
backwards play. Laurence Sterne gave us a book that was all over the map, time-
wise. More recently, David Mitchell’s Cloud Atlas is a striking example of how 
playing with time can give a book additional dimensions it wouldn’t have if told 
in the usual, front-to-back way. One of my favorite novels -- The Good Soldier by 
Ford Madox Ford -- achieves something profound in its non-linearity the 
traditional approach would have failed at. 

In a sense, this can be seen as a more sophisticated or elaborate use of the 
flashback, which in itself can have strong modern effects when handled well. 
Most first-person narratives, when you think about it, are actually long flashbacks, 
since the narrator is telling the story from a point beyond the action. And coupled 
with present tense, as many first-person stories are written in, the concept of time 
becomes quite fluid and distorting, like looking through a telescope the wrong 
way. 

I remember my excitement a few years ago, learning about the novel, The 
Unfortunates, by English author B. S. Johnson. What’s unique about that book, 
which hasn’t enjoyed the critical enthusiasm it really deserves over the decades 
since its 1968 publication, is that it’s told in any order the reader wants. How did 
Johnson pull that off? By writing the book in many small pieces that are 
individually bound, like pamphlets, framing them with a fixed beginning and 
ending, and delivering the whole thing in a box! What an extraordinary idea, and 
what an extraordinary feeling for the reader as she spreads all these leaflets out to 
reassemble in any number of ways. I’ve gone through the book a couple of times, 
in different orders. Each reader can have very different experiences coming from 
different chronologies. To my mind, this is a concept that should have caught on.

My copy of The Unfortunates, by B. S. Johnson 
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Why didn’t it? Probably because readers, and publishers, are simply too 
rigid about what a novel is, or should be, rather than what it could be. 

You’d also have thought that the ebook would invite experimentation, but 
nothing interesting has panned out on that front either. I can envision -- and have 
begun some notes on -- a novel that has alternative story lines that readers could 
select by clicking on hyperlinks embedded in the ebook. They might interweave 
or sometimes contradict one another, but the idea would be to have them 
complement in a way that enlarges any single one of them. There could be, for 
example, a protagonist who has a moment of truth, and two story lines branch out 
from it, following each possible choice. The reader might be able to toggle 
between the two to see where the protagonist would be at that moment on the 
other road. It would, at times, feel more like a game, though the writer would 
always be in control of the narratives, rather than a participant-reader. 

Who wants to step up and write the first novel in the new paradigm?
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III

For people who make a living, or at least have the talent for, creating 
worlds from nothing but the contents of their heads, fiction writers today are 
taking the easy route. Writers are often lauded for their fresh characters, 
situations, settings, and great dialogue, but while these have always been the 
mainstay of new fiction, they don’t usually bring about a paradigm shift. 

Where will the next paradigm come from? How will it emerge in the 
context of a paralyzed industry and a self-publishing wave focused on genre 
writing? 

Let’s brainstorm. The first thing I start thinking about in terms of 
something new is how to mash up two or more elements/approaches/media. It’s 
not unreasonable now to think in terms of multimedia treatment of fiction, as a 
matter of fact, and there have been some attempts at ebooks with a variety of 
graphics, music clips, videos, and interactivity that make for an entirely new 
experience. Like I mentioned earlier, the ebook allows for plenty of options, yet 
one huge drawback is the expense of adding these materials to a “book.” The 
concept quickly becomes a production rather than a manuscript, so that the writer 
will need an art director, a designer, a music coordinator, a rights manager, and, 
probably, actors to put together a product that doesn’t feel shabby. That means a 
big budget. That means fundraising, Kickstarter campaigns, pounding the 
pavement for contributors, investing as much in the infrastructure of the thing as 
in its creation. 

Yet, there could be something less elaborate instead, which might use 
images and other kinds of graphics that are not so hard to produce. Our culture is 
becoming more visual by the day, it seems, so that attracting a new audience to 
this kind of reading wouldn’t be difficult. 

But there are other kinds of mash-ups that are possible, and perhaps we’re 
already seeing some of that in literary fiction. More and more novels incorporate 
snippets of emails, texts, and other kinds of “source” documents that writers use 
to move the plot rather than the traditional scene. The journal has been a long-
time tool for novelists, allowing the insertion of first-person segments within a 
third-person narrative (see Town Father, for example), but use of emails lets us 
see how a character is presenting herself to a particular person, to compare her 
approaches to different people, and to read between the lines of her emails in 
contrast to her dialogue. Characters can become more multidimensional this way. 

There’s already been at least one novel written in nothing but email 
exchanges (The Boy Next Door by Meg Cabot, Avon Books) -- an epistolary novel 
for modern times. Tweets, text messages, Facebook entries, and other electronic 
footprints are popping up a lot in fiction as technologies evolve.

Rachel Cusk’s Outline shows, too, that autobiography is fast becoming the 
fuel of modern fiction as the writer’s persona is actually the thing being sold, 
possibly more than the books themselves. There will probably soon be ebooks in 
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which the writer features selfies, short videos, sound clips, photographs of settings 
-- any variety of elements that would help support the text -- giving the reader 
what feels like a one-on-one glimpse into the writer’s life. Of course, the art of 
fiction is to take autobiography and smear it with the paint of creativity, so that 
what seems like autobiography is really a well-designed, only half-true narrative. 
The multi-media approach makes it seem more real, even though it’s mainly 
fabricated. 

Like many writers, I often collect photographs and songs that relate to my 
work-in-progress. Why not plunk some of these into the electronic text, where, 
especially if the author took the picture, enhancing the reader’s experience need 
not cost very much. Songs are another matter, obviously, since reproduction rights 
are horrendously expensive. They do help to plunge the writer into the time and 
place of a book though, like my own developing project set in the summer of ‘73. 
My ongoing playlist includes Pink Floyd, Steely Dan, The Moody Blues, Wings, 
and a Hoagy Carmichael flashback to 1946, “Ol’ Buttermilk Sky.” 

Ambient sounds from the world of the book -- say a street scene -- could 
also be recorded by the writer and used like the soundtrack of a Ken Burns 
documentary, for instance, providing a subtle foundation for the scene. Snippets 
of speech, maybe voices that seem to be having the conversation the reader is 
seeing dialogue, would make the moment seem authentic in a way that plain text 
can’t. 

In a way, this kind of approach would be a throwback to the old CD-
ROMs of the ‘90s. They seemed like a nice idea at the time, but the technology 
wasn’t developed enough to make them a seamless or convenient experience. 
Producers didn’t appear to consider them a good medium for fiction either. 
Instead, they came to be seen as a way to deliver niche material to enthusiasts of 
whatever stripe: home-brewers, movie buffs, comic book collectors, vintage TV 
fans. But the idea of images and other media used in concert with text is certainly 
still a viable way to extend the appeal of fiction. Creativity allows for 
experimentation, though it will probably happen first in the indie world rather 
than in traditional publishing. 

A backlash to the ebook is also possible, causing a resurgence of limited-
edition texts that are as much art objects as books. I can remember the impression 
made by the Griffin & Sabine series twenty years ago -- compelling narratives but 
also remarkable conversation pieces. Each volume had a fascinating array of 
hidden artifacts: letters tucked into envelopes, real stamps, postcards, all 
seemingly handwritten by the characters. There’s no doubt that something like 
that would be prohibitively expensive today for an indie writer, and might be seen 
as nothing but a novelty. But the idea is to find ways to make the world inhabited 
by the characters overlap with the one we live in. The reader gets an immersive 
experience, a place to poke around in instead of being strictly led through by the 
usual rules of narrative. 

https://youtu.be/fOgrjd9NKF0
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Things can be done with the physical book that can’t be done in the ebook. 
It is, after all, an object that offers shape and texture, scores of options for 
typography, and design opportunities that don’t exist for the ebook. One 
provocative sample is A Life in Books: The Rise and Fall of Bleu Mobley by 
Warren Lehrer (Goff Books), in which Lehrer uses design and illustration to tell 
the story of a fictional author. A physical book can also be turned around and 
upside down, and there’s been at least one novel in the early 2000s (which I can’t 
locate, unfortunately, though Lehrer describes something like it in his book) and 
several children’s books that require the reader to turn them upside down at the 
halfway point and read from the back until he reaches the halfway point again. An 
innovative writer with a flair for the tactile, and who’s a little bit playful, might 
come up with a book whose pages need to be folded back on themselves to reveal 
important messages or plot points, a bit like the old back covers of MAD 
Magazine. Or one could have marginalia scrawled on the pages with a separate 
plot (that of the invisible “reader”) implied by what’s revealed in the margins. 
(And just recently I was made aware of the 2013 "novel, S., by Doug Dorst and J. 
J. Abrams, which does exactly that!) Why not send your reader to a mirror to be 
able to read a page printed backwards?

We’re just brainstorming here. Inspiring, though, isn’t it? 
Ask yourself: What did The Beatles do to change pop music? They didn’t 

reinvent rock and roll; their songs generally used the same blues and R&B 
foundation everyone was playing. Instead, they messed around with the 
conventions of pop, changing the kinds of sounds that could be used, adding 
layers, trying different instrumentation, and manipulating the tools of recording. 
How about Talking Heads? They changed pop music by applying world music 
sounds to a funk foundation. 

Someone needs to take “pop fiction” and turn it on its head. 
Then there’s the language itself. From Finnegan’s Wake to A Clockwork 

Orange to Everything Is Illuminated, the way the writer uses language has been a 
hallmark of innovation. English is a stunningly malleable language, with a 
massive vocabulary, influences from all over the world, rhymes, puns, layers of 
meaning, and much more flexibility than many others. We can make words up if 
we need to, like Lewis Carroll’s “portmanteau” words; we can write in dialect; we 
can sprinkle the text with foreign phrases and transcribed sounds; we can even, 
God forbid, abandon the rules of grammar and rhetoric if the effect is potent 
enough. Most great and remembered authors are known for their use of language. 
Not enough is being done with it in commercial fiction. 

Let’s turn to the more typical elements that writers use to put a fresh stamp 
on capital F fiction. Characters, for instance. 

One of the most restrictive ideas in publishing is that readers like to see 
themselves in novels. This has had the dampening effect of encouraging writers to 
rehash the same kinds of protagonists, shelf after shelf of gals looking for love, 
gals dealing with family problems, gals trying to balance career and children, 

http://www.eyemagazine.com/review/article/unravelling-pages
http://www.amazon.com/S-J-Abrams/dp/0316201642
http://www.amazon.com/S-J-Abrams/dp/0316201642
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families dealing with disease and misfortune, professors screwing students, lovers 
killing cheating lovers, wandering men with deep dark secrets. There’s an 
everyman quality about the characters because readers are looking for 
recognitions: That could be me, I’m glad that’s not me, If I were her I wouldn’t do 
what she just did, God I wish I could have that guy! Male readers often look for 
vicarious experiences in sports, military adventures, sexploits, and business (I’m 
giving myself permission to generalize here), while women seek to relate or 
empathize with the main character in matters like family, career, sexploits (again), 
and self-worth. 

This is the cookie-cutter approach to writing, though, and because there 
are infinite ways to vary the themes, we have an infinite number of similar books 
on our hands. 

Every now and then, though, someone writes about a character you 
wouldn’t think to focus on. Rachel Kushner in The Flamethrowers gives us Reno, 
a motorcycle-racing female artist in 1975, who inadvertently falls in with Italian 
revolutionaries. Michel Faber, in The Book of Strange New Things, gives us a 
preacher trying to spread the gospels on a distant planet. Looking further back, 
Nabokov put us in the brain of a brilliant pedophile, O’Connor paints the cynical 
Hazel Motes, Faulkner confronts us with the disconnected thoughts of Benjy 
Compson, and Atwood horrifies with Offred, a “handmaid” in an evangelical 
dystopia. 

The possibilities -- the great ones show us -- are as endless as the 
hackneyed roster of heroes and heroines we’ve been spoon-fed for years. 

Though I do believe that innovative characters are not enough to change 
the form, they are certainly part of the artist’s toolkit and can be used with some 
of the other elements noted above to work at getting off the beaten path. Again, 
Picasso took representational painting and boiled it down to its basic forms -- 
geometrical shapes, colors, and spatiality. In music, composers like Schoenberg 
altered the guiding conventions and created a different kind of sensibility, and in 
fiction, the development of stream-of-consciousness changed the direction of 
literature for good. It can be done. History is a litany of examples. 

It’s been said, however, that there are only seven kinds of stories, so if 
that’s true, what’s the point in fussing around the edges? Will the next paradigm 
create a new kind of plot? 

Maybe, with the new millennium well underway now. In our post-9/11 
world, where mass surveillance is not only possible but practiced and where 
social media has already changed our concept of identity, new stories can emerge. 
Before technology made it possible for our privacy to be violated without our 
knowing it, self-definition was an easier idea. We put ourselves out there but we 
couldn’t control what the world made of us. Now, we can fabricate an identity 
online and ensure that it’s our “brand,” the avatar of self that we want perceived. 
Fiction should be able to do something compelling with the notion of self that is 

http://www.amazon.com/Flamethrowers-Novel-Rachel-Kushner-ebook/dp/B008J4NBHI
http://www.amazon.com/Book-Strange-New-Things-Novel-ebook/dp/B00K4C3QWS
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hologram more than human. A new category of plot, akin to rebirth or tragedy? 
That depends on what the most creative among us can come up with. 

Let’s face it -- alienation is going to become a big theme in this society (as 
it does on a predictable cycle), and our literature will have to start dealing with it 
instead of dishing up a thousand and one thrillers each month. The plots that come 
from an overwhelming sense of aloneness in a crowded world might very well 
depart from the seven usuals, especially when we begin to work in the idea that 
everyone isn’t what he seems to be. Kafka might have been on to something...

There are always tried and true structures to be relied on, of course, and 
the Greek rules of rhetoric still apply, but I think we can anticipate stories 
emerging that feel different from quests, journeys, comedies, tragedies, strangers 
coming to town, rags to riches, and beating the big bad monster. The journeys 
could become inward and cease to be what we think of as journeys. The monsters 
could be invisible. The stranger coming to town may not be a stranger after all but 
a familiar in disguise. What kind of world would this feel like, and what kind of 
character would help us explore it? 

Or what kind of tone would be right for the world of alienation in which 
“nothing is real”? Think of music again and how Kurt Cobain’s anger and angst 
ushered in a new sound -- how raw and primal it felt. Or David Byrne’s strange 
timbre that he used to depict personas who don’t know who or where they are 
anymore. (Not to mention Isaac Brock of Modest Mouse.) How do we get tones 
like that into novels without driving away readers who are used to transparent 
prose that doesn’t get in the way of the story? (Another restrictive idea in 
publishing!)

The material will come to dictate the tone, just as now there’s a fairly 
generic sound to most novels -- that sound that lets the plot and characters do their 
unsurprising things without interference from the writer. It’s a little like the way 
plays are still performed on the proscenium stage; the stage doesn’t literally get in 
the way of the play, but it does limit what the play can do. There’s a theater group 
in San Francisco, as a matter of fact, that performs in unlikely venues like a Civil 
War era fort or a World War II troop ship. The effect can be disorienting, but it 
produces a completely different kind of experience than the traditional stage, and 
that’s what we need in fiction: the technical equivalent of performing a play in a 
different setting. The fictional voice has to change to open up possibilities for a 
new experience. 

Yes, many have tried. Many have succeeded too. Donald Barthelme. 
Robert Coover. A.M. Homes, David Foster Wallace, Annie Proulx, Stephen 
Dixon, Ali Smith, along with lots of others. But the paradigm never seems to 
change as a result. Instead, tiny niches are created where what’s typically called 
“experimental” fiction can be practiced without injuring anyone’s sensibilities. 
Mainly because hardly anyone reads experimental fiction. The new paradigm may 
well be hiding inside some of these works but they’re like bottom-dwellers in the 
ocean: no one ever sees them. They don’t hurt anyone. They just do what they do. 

https://youtu.be/QECJ9pCyhns
https://youtu.be/I1wg1DNHbNU
https://youtu.be/I1wg1DNHbNU
https://youtu.be/P0YTYFcRbUE?list=PLVKXUV0dJqqkqGCJQzmG3G8biJzAKoqkB
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Because success breeds success in our culture, it’s hard to introduce 
something new without going through a very slow evolution, almost by changing 
things subliminally until the new thing feels acceptable. But by then it’s not new 
any longer. 

This means we practice nearly invariable imitation. The fallacy is that 
imitation is the sincerest form of flattery, but no real artist will be satisfied with a 
career based on nothing but that. Artists have “influences,” and even the best of 
the best have influences. It’s a matter of what we do with the materials and 
methods handed down by our influences. It’s how we take the clay they used and 
find new shapes to mold out of it. It’s how we take the story-telling brilliance of 
Dickens, for example, and adapt it to the themes and aesthetic character of our 
own day. We should be taking the most innovative writers of the 20th century and 
extrapolating what they did into the near future, paving the next few miles ahead 
of us. Otherwise what they did were just detours, or appendages on a larger, 
sedentary art form. 

I’ll be the first to admit that I don’t have the vision or skill to do what I’m 
suggesting. I’m not adept enough -- despite my best efforts -- and I’m not daring 
enough either. It will take a nearly mad creator, or at least a brazen one, to bust 
through the wall of conformity. Someone like a Van Gogh or a Robin Williams, or 
another David Foster Wallace, for that matter. And he will do something so 
different and revolutionary that big publishing has to take notice and embrace it. 

The change has to come eventually, or the novel stagnates and dies.
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IV

Clearly, our crisis is an artifact of the profit motive, even though so many 
writers do what they do as a labor of love. On the corporate level, where the high 
priests and priestesses decide what we get to read, there’s nothing as important as 
what kind of money any given title will bring in. Even when an editor “falls in 
love” with a book -- as they all claim they have to in order to sell it successfully -- 
the promotion and sales staff determine what kind of push the title will get in the 
marketplace, and if there’s any doubt they’ll cut their losses and abandon it. 
Maybe you’ve heard, as I have, that it takes seven mentions of a book in the 
media, whether in print ads, radio, television, or reviews, to trigger the average 
reader to buy. That’s a lot of exposure, and most books don’t get it. The books that 
do are the ones that already have the highest chance of succeeding, either because 
their authors are well-known or the publishers have committed hefty promotional 
resources to it. Obviously, getting noticed is an almost impossible goal for a first 
novelist who doesn’t already have a marketing support system in place. 

It used to be the case, or so I was told by my agent years ago, that 
publishers didn’t expect new writers to achieve robust sales until their fourth or 
fifth books. They had the philosophy that it was their job to build up a writer, 
patiently, laying the groundwork with the early books for the ones that would hit 
the bestseller lists later. After all, writers are evolving creatures, always 
developing, always learning, so it stands to reason that they will become better 
writers as they mature. Now, instead of that pretty reasonable (and apparently old-
fashioned) approach, publishers demand that writers hit home runs in their first at-
bat. 

Not very many pull it off. 
If the profit motive continues to dominate -- or maybe I should say the 

short-term profit motive -- we can expect publishing to resemble a huge, smoke-
belching factory that takes writers in the front hopper, chews them up, and spits 
them out the back end into a smoldering heap. Soylent Green is writers!

And one reason this is feasible for them is that there is an enormous pool 
of talent out there. Probably more than ever before in the history of letters, a large 
segment of the population consider themselves writers, and plenty of them have 
enough talent to succeed. If one novelist won’t play the game the right way, there 
are thousands in line behind her to step up and take a shot. No doubt, agents and 
editors don’t see it quite this way, since it seems to them that everything in the 
slush pile is substandard. Most of what they “love” comes from referrals and so-
called discoveries who are really insiders, or relatives of insiders. Nepotism is a 
natural impulse. It’s just easier that way. 

(New York is overrepresented too. Brooklyn, anyway. Even if a writer 
grew up in Omaha, you can bet that the jacket copy shouts out that he now lives in 
Brooklyn. There are probably enough talented novelists in Brooklyn alone to 
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sustain the book business for the next twenty years, if the execs are cynical 
enough to try pulling it off.)

Publishing needs to return to its traditional role as the grower of careers 
rather than the cherry picker. The classic author/editor relationship has been lost 
for most writers, mainly because the new megalithic companies are constantly 
merging and cutting staff. Editors have become dead weight because their role is 
no longer to develop talent but to practice strategic marketing. There’s a great 
story about the brilliant novelist, John Gardner, waltzing into an editor’s office 
with a grocery bag full of his manuscripts, dropping them off, and leaving. 
Naturally, the editor “falls in love” with the work, and a dynamo of a novelist is 
born. Suffice to say, this doesn’t happen anymore. For one thing, you can’t get 
past security to get up to the editor’s office. For another, if you did manage to get 
face time with the editor, she’d tell you to come to her table at the such and such 
conference and leave a sample there. It’ll set you back a couple grand to attend 
the conference, of course. And she’ll probably advise you to query agents and  
“keep writing”! Meanwhile, she has the latest Cokie Roberts book to whip into 
shape….

Small presses operate on a different model. Take a labor of love and add 
dedicated admirers of great writing who are also tireless, ambitious, and immune 
to failure -- that’s the typical small press. Usually they’re focused on a particular 
genre or type of writing, sometimes a particular region, but more often than not 
they seek out excellent writing over stuff that sells. How do they get ahead? I 
have to think getting ahead isn’t really the point. Breaking even is nice. Still, for a 
writer hoping for some kind of career, getting published by a small press doesn’t 
usually spell renown. You can groom your reputation, you can put out a series of 
respectable titles, and you might even be able to lay the groundwork for speaking 
engagements and readings, which will in turn help sell your books. Odds are you 
won’t be noticed by national critics, though, nor by the reading public. Like small 
magazines, the small presses -- with a few exceptions like Milkweed, Soft Skull, 
Two Dollar Radio, and Tin House -- are mainly read by aficionados and other 
writers -- though every now and then something breaks out. As with so much 
writing today, if no one knows it exists, it can’t take off. 

So it’s up to the Big Five to change the model, and that doesn’t seem 
likely near-term. Unless they start breaking themselves up into their constituent 
parts again and welcoming back the committed editor of yore, I don’t see the 
drive for short-term profits easing up. 

The battle with Amazon last year is a great example of the dysfunction. 
Hachette, as a proxy for the other big houses, revealed a certain prehistoric 
mindset in its strategy, in effect cutting itself off from the largest retail spigot 
there is nowadays. Its authors suffered the brunt of the loss when Amazon made it 
nearly impossible to buy their books. We don’t know very much about the 
settlement’s details, but it’s a pretty good bet that Hachette found a way to lean 
toward Amazon’s way of doing business without having to admit to a complete 
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surrender. (Not that Amazon is blameless in all this. Their business model takes a 
page from Vlad the Impaler.)

Just as the music business failed to adapt in time to the digital model, 
publishers seem to think they can apply old strategies to a new retail universe and 
come out whole. It won’t work. 

Yet, publishers are in business to make money. Business always boils 
down to moving widgets, so romantic notions about how it used to be and how 
writers and their editors had lifelong symbiotic relationships are charming but 
irrelevant now. 

Why can’t publishers succeed at selling the innovative? 
The truth is, they probably could if they took the plunge, but the relentless 

consolidation of the industry over the past twenty years has caused the gears to 
freeze up. Whereas a Random House or a Simon & Schuster, as an independent 
company, would have taken risks on certain revolutionary texts back in the 
halcyon days, they’re now divisions of large media corporations like CBS and 
answer to the top brass. Taking too many risks causes bad year-over-year 
numbers. Heads will roll. 

But a strategy that emphasizes the obligation of publishers to contribute to 
cultural progress -- that is possible and involves leading the consumer rather than 
letting the consumer be the arbiter of taste. Naturally it also involves some risk, 
but rather than pumping promotional funds into Twilight or The Hunger Games 
novels, why not highlight a series of novels each season called The Cutting Edge 
or Extreme Reads? Make it sound like X Games for books. New readers will be 
attracted to the idea that books can be radical, they can break out of the glass cage 
and challenge you, open you up to new things. You can’t tell me that a competent 
marketing team couldn’t come up with an irresistible campaign that focuses on 
key demographics and pulls in millions of new eyeballs that will make novels as 
popular as video games. 

Not long ago, the New Yorker ran a piece by Louis Menand about the rise 
of the pulp paperback in the 1940s. These things sold in the millions, bought 
mainly on the basis of the cover art and brash tag lines, and while most of them 
were throwaways, pulp editions of 1984 and Catcher In The Rye sold like Mickey 
Spillane potboilers. When the average consumer who hasn’t made a habit of 
reading literary novels overcomes the feeling that he’s being talked down to, he’ll 
take a chance on something new. 

This can be done today. The only reason it’s not happening is that 
publishers are too timid. 

Literature doesn’t have to be stuffy. People love the movies that are 
occasionally made from highbrow novels, and that’s because the movie business 
does a better job of marketing than book publishers do. They aren’t afraid to put 
out The House of Sand and Fog or The Remains of the Day. They know they can 
put butts in the seats. 

http://www.newyorker.com/magazine/2015/01/05/pulps-big-moment
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So when I call for innovation, I don’t mean just in the realm of writing the 
books. I mean in marketing strategies too, and in the way publishers engage 
readers. The current model is broken. If we’re going to break the cycle of 
mediocrity, we need a new battle plan.
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V

One thing that has developed over the last few years that could be an 
elemental game changer is self-publishing. 

In its present form, it doesn’t quite answer the call, but I think that’s 
mainly because writers of literary fiction are, for the most part, steering clear. 
Instead, it has become the go-to platform for writers of almost every popular 
genre, from sci-fi to romance to YA to Bigfoot Erotica. In a way, it’s something of 
a cross between the old vanity press and fanfic, attracting authors -- and readers -- 
who are into their genres in a big way. But in the vanity press days, authors had to 
pay a huge sum of money to produce their books, and there was no convenient 
distribution channel. You ordered five hundred copies and stored them in your 
garage, shlepping them around wherever you went to sell on a catch-as-catch-can 
basis. Now, with Amazon for Kindle books and Barnes & Noble for Nook titles 
(along with Apple and a number of other outlets), writers can, in theory at least, 
reach readers directly without the middle man of the traditional publisher getting 
between them and without paying a vanity press for the privilege.

The advantages are clear and have been outlined over and over. They 
include, perhaps most significantly, authorial control. From conception of the 
story to cover design, the author makes all of the decisions, for better or worse, 
and answers to no one but her readers. It’s possible to experiment, to change text 
or cover image, to manipulate pricing to accommodate market conditions, and to 
risk failure. The readership is so large and diverse that there’s almost no fear of 
alienating a significant portion of it, which means that writers can be bold if they 
have the inclination. 

So far, though, as this essay has suggested, it seems as if most writers are 
playing it torpefyingly safe. 

It’s the perfect time, then, for literary writers -- or writers of any stripe -- 
to use self-publishing platforms like Amazon’s Kindle Direct Publishing to try the 
things that traditional publishers are afraid of. 

 Unfortunately, there remains a stigma on self-publishing, and to a lesser 
extent on the ebook format, that is making literary authors reluctant to use it. 
There’s also the sense that traditional publishing, in its role as gatekeeper, serves 
to brand a writer with something like a badge of quality or seriousness that’s 
missing from self-published books. When FS&G publishes a novel, it means the 
book is art and potential readers can trust that it meets certain high standards. A 
self-published novel, maybe even one by the same FS&G writer, carries in the 
reader’s mind a risk that it doesn’t rise to those standards -- otherwise it would 
have been published by a big house. 

In the last couple of years, writers like David Mamet have dabbled in self-
publishing as a way of retaining more control over their work and keeping more 
of the money as well. Traditional publishers are famously stingy with advances 
and royalty rates, especially for unknown or mid-list writers, so going “selfie” is a 
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way of circumventing the old system. On top of that, as in indie music where 
artists often form their own labels and release their work on the internet, the 
author becomes the complete brand -- a small self-contained corporation that 
projects whatever image the author wants. For writers who already have a strong 
reputation, it would seem that the risk isn’t very great that they’ll lose their 
cachet. More well-known writers should take the plunge. Only when the general 
perception changes and readers on a large scale understand that self-publication 
isn’t synonymous with bad will innovative work begin to show up. 

But here’s the real problem. We have to admit that so much self-published 
stuff is just plain bad. Truth-telling Chuck Wendig has preached it, and we can’t 
deny the truth. Much of this stuff has the mark of the amateur, like thrift store 
paintings. It’s rushed into virtual print before it has been fully fleshed out and 
revised, often before it’s had decent editing. Typos are rampant, but worse than 
that, a preponderance of self-published writers have no apparent understanding of 
story structure, scene-making, pacing, thematic motifs, or other more esoteric 
devices. Many authors are also obsessed with the idea of publishing four or five 
or six books a year in order to keep their name in front of readers hungry for titles 
in whatever genre, who devour series like so many Ho Ho’s. It means more to 
them to have a bunch of covers on their Amazon pages, screaming out to readers, 
“I’m prolific enough to satisfy your appetite!” They think quantity is more 
important than quality, in part because their readers reinforce that. 

Yet there are plenty of writers out there -- like me, frankly -- who may 
have had their shot at traditional publishing and got bad breaks, didn’t understand 
the stakes, or simply beat the odds once and couldn’t do it again. They, we, have a 
lot of books in us. We’re capable writers, we have talent, we’re driven, and as 
you’ve heard many times and will hear again and again, we can’t not write. Why 
shouldn’t we take advantage of the new technology and try to have an impact on 
readers if not on literature at large? 

I’ve found, in my own trek through the land of self-publishing, that it isn’t 
geared toward literary fiction, making it difficult to categorize my books in a way 
that represents them accurately but also offers opportunities for good sales. More 
often than not, “literary” is missing from the list of genre choices on promotional 
sites, and I’m forced to select something like general or commercial fiction. In 
marketing my novel, Occasional Soulmates, I usually had to pick between 
romance or chick lit when it’s really neither of those. Women’s fiction is a basket 
that includes so many different types of books that it doesn’t fill the bill either. 
Sure, I’m partly to blame too -- for writing a book that’s hard to classify -- but this 
is the nature of work that traditional publishers have turned away from. They 
don’t know how to sell it.

Odd, because publishers have found innovative ways to market everything 
from Thomas Pynchon to Go The Fuck To Sleep, so it’s not that they don’t know 
how. It’s just not as easy as selling a market category like YA dystopian. 
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But self-publishing can be so much more flexible and independent -- that’s 
why it’s called indie -- and there’s no reason why category-busting books can’t 
find eager audiences.  

The personal costs to the writer can be easily affordable, so hesitation on 
that front isn’t reasonable. Instead, I’m afraid that the combination of traditional 
publishing’s prestige and self-publishing’s (current) low esteem in the eyes of 
many prevent talented writers from testing the waters. They’d rather go through 
the time-tested but usually futile process of querying agents, re-crafting their work 
for the marketplace, accepting a small advance in the hopes of breaking out and 
earning royalties later, and essentially promoting their own work with their own 
money. Most agents accept less than one percent of submissions, and the rate at 
publishing houses is equally dismal. The odds might be better than those of 
winning the lottery, but in a practical sense they’re not; it takes a ridiculous level 
of legwork and perseverance and immunity to lame criticism to get through the 
gates the sanctimonious gatekeepers have erected. All to achieve the publication 
of a book that’s soon lost in the crowd and more or less forgotten. 

A lot of writers have good reason to believe they’ll succeed this way. 
Some of them will. Unfortunately, the vast majority of them will grind away 
during what could be the happiest and most productive days of their lives, wishing 
for something that happens to a painfully minute segment of the population. It’s 
not good for anyone to fail, but it’s worse when writers with genuine talent and 
unique vision are excluded from participation in their chosen art form. 

They should take matters into their own hands and show the world what 
they can do. Publish their work on their terms.
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Next

I keep waiting to hear about a self-published literary novel that makes 
waves. For that matter, I’d like to hear of a whole raft of self-published literary 
novels other than my own! Maybe they’re out there, but they need our help to get 
noticed. 

Because most writers still crave traditional publication, I suppose that any 
significant work that might change the game to any extent would get plucked out 
of self-publication and hyped by one of the big houses. It’s like the boxer or 
ballplayer who claims he’ll never forget his old neighborhood, but once the big 
money comes along his buds never hear from him again. Most of us were 
groomed to pursue traditional publication. We can’t get it out of our heads, so that 
the idea of being offered a contract by one of the Big Five is an agreed-upon 
measure of success. It’s hard to replace it with something like “Hey, I have 50 
reviews on Amazon!” The truth is, most writers who take their craft seriously are 
longing to see that hardback with their name on it, displayed on the front New 
Releases table at the best independent bookstore in town. We can’t help it. The 
money’s not that great, but prestige goes a long way. 

But since traditional publishing is fossilized, writers with tenacity and 
unique imagination need an outlet for their work. They need to take the spirit of 
samizdat and the commitment of chapbook poets and get their stuff into the hands 
of people who will appreciate it -- readers looking for something new, something 
different and exciting that breaks through the limits of genre and print publishing 
and punches a hole in the effing roof. 

This presupposes, obviously, that Amazon and the other major indie 
platforms keep things as they are now. It’s not hard to picture Jeff Bezos 
concocting a way to extract more profits from his multitude of self-publishers, 
most likely by introducing a new fee structure, cutting royalty rates, or requiring 
authors to use Amazon design and marketing packages in order to access the wide 
audience available. It would be bad news if that happened, because the freedom 
afforded by the current system and the modest costs of it are the high-octane fuel 
of the indie movement. Better if it becomes even easier to publish. But also if 
there evolves a better way to rate and review self-published books so readers can 
trust the content. It would help if big-name critics and national publications would 
review indie books occasionally. Their seal of approval would elevate some indie 
writers to a level that catches the attention of mid-list and literary readers. A well-
publicized movie deal would be colossal. 

Once it sheds the stigma, self-publishing can become a launching pad for 
authors who don’t want to write what the publishers are selling. Plenty of us are 
out there. We don’t want to write inside the confines of a particular niche or 
category; we don’t want to use stock formulas that offer no opportunity for 
experimentation or true self-expression; we don’t think catering to a large 
readership by giving them nothing but what they want is productive or satisfying; 
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and we don’t want to play the same old game anymore. As Hugh Howey, self-
publishing advocate extraordinaire, has suggested, writers who were raised on 
digital technology (“digital natives”) are coming of age and trying new things that 
would either intimidate or trouble the old-school types. They’re going to create 
new things, and they’re going to seek out readers wherever they can find them. 
It’s not something that can be corralled. It’s happening.

Says Howey: “Digital natives… might post the entire work on a blog. 
They might text the entire work to strangers, one line at a time. They could craft 
these works on WattPad for public purview. They might typeset the work at a 
book crafting workshop and bind the pages into a jewel of stitched leather to be 
read by no more than one person at a time. They might distribute their 
masterpiece on thumbdrives. But they will write. It’s what we must do.”

Watch Ursula K. Le Guin’s speech at the 2014 National Book Awards. She 
sings the truth. We need a revolution, and the profit motive doesn’t usually 
produce revolutions. The spark often comes from -- writers. 

Exciting work can be produced with the tools we have at hand today. It 
can, and must, have a massive effect on the culture and the direction of our 
literary evolution. 

Why wait for permission from the Big Five? 
Write your creative truth and put it out there to be discovered. 

http://www.hughhowey.com/self-publishing-will-save-literary-fiction/
http://youtu.be/Et9Nf-rsALk

