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1
The Pitch

I.

1927. A letter of transmittal arrived at the offices of The Saturday Evening 
Post. It was sent by Paul Revere Reynolds, the first literary agent in the 
United States, addressed to editor George Lorimer.

Dear Mr. Lorimer,

I am enclosing a novel by Henry Kitchell Webster entitled 
The Man With the Scarred Hand. I will sell you the serial 
rights for $30,000.

Yours Sincerely,
Paul Revere Reynolds1

The fact of the letter hardly would have been noteworthy. The agent 
who sent it represented the leading short fiction writers of the day: 
Willa Cather, Dorothy Canfield Fisher, F. Scott Fitzgerald, George Ber-
nard Shaw, Ida M. Tarbell, Booth Tarkington, H. G. Wells, and P. G. 
Wodehouse, along with the lesser-known Mr. Webster. It was only natu
ral that he should submit to The Saturday Evening Post, the leader among 
the thirteen mass circulation magazines where short fiction was rou-
tinely (and profitably) published. The 1920s were a seller’s market for 
short fiction, and Reynolds’s writers had a good track record with the 
Post—by some estimates, he represented almost 25 percent of the writ-
ers they published. He could command the high price.2
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The content of the letter, likewise, would have come as no surprise. 
This was Reynolds’s mode of correspondence: a purely factual account-
ing of his client’s name, the work on offer, and an asking price. Under-
stated, dignified, direct; nothing so untoward as salesmanship.3 De-
scended from that Paul Revere, Reynolds studied under William James 
at Harvard and graduated in 1892 with literary aspirations. Or, maybe, 
more accurately, literary-ish aspirations. He did not want to be a writer, 
but, in that vague way of the twenty-two-year-old man of means, he 
wanted to be around books. He took a job with a British publisher, sell-
ing their rights to American publishers in New York. Gradually, he 
began making introductions on behalf of writers, placing their work in 
the mass circulation magazines for a small fee. And before long, he had 
a business. In this way, Reynolds inaugurated a grand tradition: he be-
came an agent accidentally.4

Though a new entrant to the literary field in the United States, agents 
had been operating in the UK since 1875. A. P. Watt is widely believed 
to be the first, though the chief functions of agents—making connec-
tions, negotiating deals with publishers, advising writers on both liter-
ary and business dealings—had long been conducted formally by other 
publishing professionals and informally by an author’s knowledgeable 
(or meddling) friends. But the excitement and anger whipped up over 
the emergence of this new middleman was one of the most heated de-
bates in literary circles at the turn of the century, a controversy through 
which the roles and functions of publisher, bookseller, and agent all 
solidified.5

As agents amassed power, other players in the field repositioned 
themselves uneasily, loath to cede ground to such professional upstarts. 
Editors employed by publishing companies felt that agents were un-
necessarily inserting themselves into time-honored relationships and 
creating animosity through the mere suggestion of competing interests. 
British publisher William Henry Heinemann made no secret of his 
opinion on the literary agent in 1897, calling him “generally a parasite” 
who “always flourishes,” and a “canker . . . ​eating itself into the very 
heart of our mutual interests.”6 With their focus on contract negotia-
tions and financial gains, agents supposedly disrupted an ethos of 
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collaboration—likeminded individuals, working together on a craft, a 
vocation. Of course, this rosy image of the industry benefitted publish-
ers, often at the author’s expense. The more that authors were discour-
aged from seeking capable representation, the more publishers could 
exploit their lack of knowledge while assuming the guise of caring pa-
trons.7 Desperate to see their work in print and grateful to the publish-
ers willing to make that happen, authors routinely found their work 
edited without their permission, were often made to pay publishing 
costs themselves, and ultimately received little to no money from the 
sale while publishers profited.8 The sense of mutual interest, commit-
ment to literature, and an intimate working relationship, though per-
haps genuine on the part of many editors, effectively masked the ways 
that the publishing industry was ultimately profit-driven, despite salu-
tary claims to the contrary.

It would take some time for the feelings of distrust toward agents to 
dissipate, but publishing begrudgingly learned to live with this new 
middleman. The agent’s reputation began to change, as with the rest of 
the publishing industry, after World War II.9 The industry was booming: 
the rise of mass market books and the trade paperback led to steep com-
petition, and escalating author advances, with Norman Mailer setting 
the record for a book at $35,000 in 1951.10 Book clubs developed to fill 
in the gap between readers’ high demand for books and publishers’ poor 
distribution mechanisms.11 As the number of would-be writers ex-
ploded alongside the MFA program, the agent became a useful gate-
keeper to author and editor alike, letting the right authors in (connect-
ing them to an otherwise opaque industry network), and keeping the 
majority out (running interference for the publishers).12 Agents were 
happy to take advantage of increased competition to improve their posi-
tion. Add to this a major innovation: the book auction.

In 1952, literary agent Scott Meredith broke with the genteel tradition 
instituted by Paul Revere Reynolds and did the unthinkable, sending 
the same manuscript to ten publishers simultaneously. It was common 
practice to submit manuscripts exclusively, to just one publisher at a 
time.13 Publishers would either offer their standard advance or return 
the manuscript with their regrets, and down the list the agent would go 
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“in leisurely sequence”—a lengthy and demoralizing process that often 
primed the writer to accept a low-ball offer.14 Instead of making the 
rounds, Meredith sent copies of the same manuscript around town in 
one afternoon. Soon, he began fielding competing offers. He would dic-
tate the terms of the deal—and why shouldn’t he? Without the quality 
writers he represented, publishers would have nothing to sell. Unsur-
prisingly, publishers were not happy with this development, the trades 
reported breathlessly, but Meredith’s sense of the shifting balance of 
power had been keen. Soon, other agents were following suit, and si-
multaneous submissions—if not full auctions—became standard prac-
tice. Though no one, not even Meredith, could remember the book that 
was sold, the auction solidified the agent’s position at the center of the 
literary field, capitalizing on their power as gatekeepers. With the auc-
tion, the modern literary agent was born.

By 1963, Esquire was calling agents not “parasites” but “the center of 
the literary establishment.”15 As the publishing industry consolidated 
and conglomerated, the agent’s structural significance only increased: 
copyright laws became more convoluted, the financial stakes of the 
book deal skyrocketed, and publishing contracts suffered from severe 
bloat. With expert knowledge and a keen eye for talent, the agent could 
both advocate on behalf of authors and scout talent for the ever-busier 
editor. By 1989, agents were, according to The New York Times, “the big-
gest fish in publishing.” Today, in 2025, it is virtually impossible for a 
writer to be published at a Big Five publisher or a major independent 
press without one.16 Though not without growing pains, the agent’s 
swift rise throughout the latter twentieth century transformed Ameri-
can publishing, and with it, American literature.

———

There are more than 1,500 literary agents in the United States.17 Most of 
them are white; most of them are women; most of them live in or near 
New York City.18 There is no special training required to be an agent, no 
requisite license or certification to begin to represent authors or open 
your own agency. Agenting, like the rest of publishing, is an apprentice 



T h e  P i t c h   5

industry, taught by supervisors to assistants who, in turn, become su-
pervisors of their own assistants and pass down the trade.

The composition of the field of agenting resembles the US book mar-
ket as a whole: more nonfiction is published and sold, on average, than 
fiction. Likewise, there are more agents who represent nonfiction than 
fiction, and more agents who represent commercial fiction than literary 
fiction. In the twenty-first century, the Big Five have published approxi-
mately 43 million adult titles; 19 percent of those adult titles are fiction 
and 81 percent are nonfiction.19 On average, adult fiction has accounted 
for 37.8  percent of sales annually, with nonfiction accounting for 
62.8 percent.20 The market share of fiction and nonfiction has fluctuated 
over the course of the twenty-first century, but fiction has never sur-
passed 45 percent; currently, adult fiction is the strongest selling cate-
gory, with five consecutive years of gains as of 2024.21

The division of the field of agenting follows the marketplace to a 
shocking degree: 37 percent of agents specialize in fiction and 63 percent 
specialize in nonfiction.22 Practically, it does not make much sense to 
speak of a “Fiction Agent” or a “Nonfiction Agent.” Most agents sell all 
types of projects, fiction and nonfiction alike. The simple reason for this 
is that agents represent clients, not books: if a Pulitzer Prize–winning 
investigative journalist has a novel in him, it’s very likely his longtime 
agent will sell it. That said, agents tend to be known for representing 
either fiction or nonfiction. Within fiction, they tend toward either com-
mercial or literary, with an even starker divide; approximately 77 percent 
of agents represent commercial genres compared to 23 percent literary. 
And, finally, within commercial fiction, agents specialize by genre.23 
(This, too, follows sales: within adult fiction, approximately 70 percent 
of the deals made each year are for expressly commercial genres, such 
as romance, thrillers, science fiction, and the like.)24

Agents with literary aspirations face long odds, as the field is domi-
nated by very few: only twenty-five agents are responsible for represent-
ing half of the authors short listed for major American literary prizes in 
the twenty-first century.25 Likewise, agents who aspire to an especially 
profitable list face a challenge: testimony from the August 2022 Anti-
trust Trial revealed that only about 1,200 authors win advances over 
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$250,000 each year, out of tens of thousands.26 These deals represent a 
subset of approximately 2 percent of books acquired and published an-
nually, according to trial testimony. This book focuses on the agents 
who sell that 2 percent, who represent those prizewinners, and those 
who aspire to do so (and stand a fighting chance).27

As someone who has never formally worked in publishing, I knew 
agents only by their stereotypes (or, at least, the stereotypes of their 
Hollywood counterparts): they go to lunch, make deals, and take their 
15 percent. The women are sour, shrewish types who chain-smoke; the 
men have winning smiles and a tendency to yell. And I had been 
steeped in the tired academic generalization—that those who work in 
publishing are the English majors who couldn’t hack it in academia or 
those who cared more about money, either only marginally intelligent 
or sell-outs. These stereotypes could not have been farther from the 
truth.

Despite the differences among the agents that I spoke with for this 
book—their career stage, the type of agency they work at, the city they 
live in—each spoke about “sit[ting] down and curl[ing] up with a 
book,” and the pleasure they find in recommending books to friends. 
(They were also self-conscious about their tendency to speak in cli-
chés.) These agents identify as members of the literary community first. 
They conveyed both an allegiance and responsibility to the literary 
world, framing their work as a great privilege. “There aren’t that many 
people carrying on the literary tradition, in terms of people that are at 
the nexus of writers in the world,” as one told me. “I feel a sense of duty 
to posterity, to the present, and the future.” They framed their work as 
a matter of cultural production.

To be sure, these agents are all too aware of their bad reputation, and 
may very well have been overcompensating, eager to connect with—
and, perhaps, impress—their (admittedly) captive audience. Yet, while 
the agents were reflective about their contributions to the literary mar-
ketplace, they often resisted my efforts to analyze their work. I would 
have to follow up and prod and coax to get them to provide an answer 
beyond, “It depends.” I spoke to one very well-established agent on 
three separate occasions—I’ll call him Mark.
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“Have you found any strategies especially successful for pitching 
short story collections?” I asked him.

“I don’t have any, Laura,” he told me, not unkindly. “It really all de-
pends on the book, and on the author.” I pushed back—how could 
someone get to his level of seniority and success without having picked 
up some tricks of the trade? But, no, he insisted, as did every single 
agent I spoke with: it really all depends.

I do not believe that Mark has no strategies when pitching any given 
type of book—debuts, short stories, memoir, narrative nonfiction. But 
I do believe that Mark is genuine when he tells me that “it depends.” 
Whether or not Mark’s statement is true is less important to me than 
his belief in, and his reliance on, that statement, and what it can tell us 
about the profession and contemporary literature. Statements like “it 
depends” are a part of the game—a professional necessity.28 Sociolo-
gists call this the Thomas theorem: if agents believe the situation is 
real, it is real in its consequences.29 It doesn’t matter if Mark is bluffing 
or hedging about trusted strategies; what matters is that Mark ap-
proaches the representation of each client and the sale of each project 
as though it were singular, or at least feels that it is necessary for a good 
agent to do so.

In these moments of dissonance, we see that agenting is built on 
performance, projection, and perception. And in these statements, we 
might glimpse the larger system of symbolic capital that is the con
temporary literary marketplace. Consider the junior agent, just begin-
ning to build her list, who maxed out her credit card to buy a Prada bag 
before attending a literary conference filled with client meetings: she 
needed potential clients to see a symbol of her success—even if she 
wasn’t actually successful yet. It doesn’t matter whether the brand-new 
agent could afford both her groceries and her designer purse; what 
matters is that potential clients see that she owns it. A Prada bag may 
have set this agent back $3,000, but what she gained from its symbolic 
capital is something else entirely. Agents trade in this symbolic capital—
their own, and that of their clients. My interest is less the cost of the 
Prada bag than its imaginary worth, less the veracity of any individual 
statement than the symbolic system of belief in which that statement 
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accrues value. What agents say does not need to be true in order to be 
illustrative. I believe that Mark believes that he doesn’t have any 
strategies—but I do not believe that there are no strategies.

II.

“Is everyone here?”
For the past two minutes, small black squares have been popping up 

on my laptop screen, as agents scattered around the country log on to 
Zoom. I sit at my desk in my Philadelphia suburb, a mug of coffee within 
arm’s reach. One by one, the black squares are replaced with images of 
assorted offices, all filled with books, as the agents who work for the 
Opus Agency (a fictional name for a real agency) assemble virtually. As 
a group, these agents resemble the profession as a whole—mostly 
women and mostly white. They smile and exchange waves and make 
jokes, until a partner calls the meeting to order. It’s time to look through 
the slush pile.

If ever there were a publishing cliché, it is the slush pile: an agency’s 
mailbag, open to unsolicited submissions from would-be writers from 
all over the country. (Once referring to a literal pile of mail, the slush 
pile is now purely digital.) Scott Hoffman of Folio Literary told Poets & 
Writers that he received an estimated 11,000 unsolicited submissions a 
year; Susan Golomb of Writer’s House told the same publication that 
she receives approximately 20–30 daily, adding up to around 10,000 an-
nually. (This, on top of the manuscripts they solicit and those sent by 
their existing clients.) If each of the more than 1,500 literary agents in 
the United States receives the same amount, that’s between 15 and 
17 million slush pile submissions each year. No wonder that “slush” is 
something a writer is “rescued” from or “discovered” within—a path, in 
other words, for a writer with no connections or better options. It is rare 
that a well-established agent still reads the manuscripts that are submit-
ted this way; perhaps their assistants read for them. However, on occa-
sion, agents with full client lists will open to unsolicited queries, whether 
meant as a well-meaning nod to meritocracy, or in pursuit of the same 
sort of thrill that sells lottery tickets—you never know.
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The Opus Agency has opened to unsolicited submissions for the past 
month, and the partners have agreed to let me observe as they sift 
through the query letters together. Each agent has read all of the submis-
sions and marked those that they find promising. They’ve received 937 
submissions, all of them fiction. Of those, the group estimates that ap-
proximately 40 to 50 are any good. This, in itself, is shocking consensus—
not only that so few have potential, but that they can be agreed upon 
almost unanimously. Of these 50, agents at Opus will take 10–15 calls 
with authors; from that group, they will make about 8–9 requests for 
full manuscripts; and, finally, they will make between 2 and 4 offers of 
representation, collectively, meaning they’ll sign 4 clients, max, out of 
937 queries: very long odds. Offering representation to a writer is per-
haps the most consequential decision that an agent can make. In signing 
a client, the agent essentially grants a writer entry to (but not necessarily 
success within) the literary field. Considering client queries, agents 
exercise both aesthetic and market evaluations about a book’s potential. 
Judgments about style, commerce, and capital coalesce. This is what 
the Opus Agency has given me access to, the question that I hope to 
answer through my slush pile observation: How do agents think about 
books?

The Opus Agency begins with the fifty promising submissions, with 
each agent “claiming” the writers they want to contact. There is some 
friendly competition between the agents, but by and large, this is a col-
lective endeavor of mutual affirmation. Some of this is cut-and-dried—
agents specialize, becoming a “native reader” in different market or ge-
neric categories, and flatly refusing to represent others. The agent who 
specializes in gauzy rom-coms, for instance, will not be a good fit for an 
esoteric work of autofiction. Because these agents know one another 
well, there is little conversation as they claim the writers. Everyone in 
the (virtual) room can sense the fit between a manuscript and a col-
league’s taste. As well they should: agenting is a profession built on taste, 
determining how they select their clients, their interventions in a book’s 
production, and their position within the industry.

“Taste is everything,” one agent told me in an interview. “You stand 
on your own taste,” said another. To be successful, a third explained, 
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an agent has to “believe in [their] taste” so that others—editors—will 
believe in it, too. The collective belief in an agent’s good taste is so 
strong that authors want to work with them, and publishers compete 
to acquire the books they sell. Moreover, taste becomes the basis of a 
reputation. Agents can identify their colleagues by the books they like: 
“I worked for [Agent Name] for a while. I think his favorite book is Jude 
the Obscure. [The books he represented] were kind of twee, the prose 
was slightly overwrought. A bit sensational.” They can describe their 
own reputations readily by assuming the point of view of potential 
clients: “I think that those who come to me see me as a champion of 
things that are a bit more challenging.” And they also imagine how 
publishers view their taste: “Publishers think of me for something new 
and different. Which I think has always been kind of my M.O.” In a 
cultural field like publishing, good taste—literary taste—distinguishes 
an agent, setting her apart from the rest. As they sorted the slush pile 
submissions, the Opus agents reinforced these reputations and posi-
tions: “You know how I love my ghost stories!” one of them would say. 
Or, “That’s a little too commercial for me,” while their colleagues would 
nod their heads in assent, as if to say, “Ah, yes, we thought so too.” There 
are some groans of disappointment or mock cries of dismay when an 
agent loses out on a query, and fist-pumps of success or gentle gloating 
from the winner, but the vibe is playful, collaborative. They know what 
they like and they know what everyone else likes too—a foregone 
conclusion.

While personal taste may help the Opus agents determine if they 
want to rescue a query from the slush pile, it is not a good enough rea-
son to sign a client. The Opus agents will only request full manuscripts 
or take meetings if they have a sense that a project is marketable. The 
agent’s taste is carefully calibrated to the marketplace; they may know 
instinctively what they like, but they have learned through experience 
what can sell. Manuscripts, even the most hostile experimental work, 
must reach a minimum threshold of commerciality for an agent to take 
it on. This is not to say that a novel must be “commercial fiction,” to be 
deemed worthy, or that agents are disinterested in all but the work with 
the widest mass appeal. But, because agents work on commission, a 
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manuscript must be worth enough money to a publisher to justify the 
agent’s time. (There are important exceptions, of course, such as short 
story collections, the subject of chapter 3.)

The descriptors “commercial” and “literary” are often opposed in 
the industry, as though on two ends of a spectrum. In overly simplistic 
terms, “commercial fiction” is said to be driven by plot, appealing to a 
mass audience; “literary fiction,” by contrast, is sustained by charac-
ters, and appeals to the smaller, specialized audience who appreciates 
artful language.30 Between the two, we find “upmarket,” artfully telling 
a commercially appealing story, using more elevated language, and, 
hopefully, attracting audiences from all points on the spectrum. For 
agents, culture and commerce are not opposed; one is not pursued at 
the expense of the other; these are not mutually exclusive categories, 
but continuous, varying by degree. These two ideas and priorities are 
always held in tension. Seen in this light, all contemporary fiction—at 
least, as published by the Big Five and major independent presses, and 
as represented by literary agents—is commercial fiction, and is evalu-
ated according to the same standards.31

Regardless of the genre or category, the Opus agents evaluated a 
book’s viability according to three interrelated but distinct criteria: the 
author, the project, and the market.32 The Author: At the Opus Agency, 
whenever a slush pile submission warranted a longer conversation, the 
agents would talk about the author’s background first. “She has all the 
right credentials,” they said about one prospective author: the right 
training, the right networks, the right expertise. “I think I met her at 
Bread Loaf,” they would say, or, “Oh, I see that she was at RWA [Ro-
mance Writers of America]; I’ll reach out to my friend there,” while one 
member of the group scrolled through the writer’s social media ac-
counts to see who she followed. Publishing is a closed social network—
we will learn just how closed in chapter 4. Though I’d long since stopped 
being scandalized by such a reliance on social and educational networks, 
I was surprised to find that this attitude persisted in the slush pile evalu-
ation, which was designed precisely in the hopes of finding someone 
without an inside track. Still, personal connections and assurances are 
useful, even in the open market, because while agents read queries for 
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books, they represent authors. And, as we will see in chapter 2, the au-
thor and the book are mutually reinforcing products. One agent who 
represents fiction explained to me, “Part of my thinking is, Could this 
author get on a talk show and talk about these things? Or could this 
author be part of a larger article on this cultural phenomenon?” These 
queries are just the beginning—when an agent offers representation to 
a client, she enters into a long-term professional (and, very often, per-
sonal) relationship with a writer. The Opus agents refuse to do so 
naively—too much is at stake.

The Project: When it came to the queries under consideration, the 
Opus agents tended to focus less on the writing or the style than the 
structure, the plot, and the genre. Partly, this is practical: they have only 
a query letter and sample pages to guide their decisions, not a full manu-
script. A query letter, as any of the hundreds of resources for aspiring 
writers will tell you, is a genre of its own, with key structural elements 
that guide an agent’s process of evaluation. One key feature of this genre 
is comp titles—comparative or comparable titles. Authors list books or 
other writers to whom their work favorably compares. Comp titles are 
used at all levels of the industry, and do different work at different stages 
in a book’s life. As a result of the industry-wide reliance on comps (and 
by virtue of the sheer, unreadable volume of books published each 
year), comparison provides the basis for aesthetic judgments.33

When reading queries, the Opus agents would use comparison to 
well-known authors as a shorthand for discussing style, in hopes of 
capturing the affective sense of what it feels like to read and projecting 
a potential audience. “I see this as, like . . . ​a low-budget Sally Rooney,” 
one of the agents said, and was met with vociferous nods. Immediately, 
this phrase conjured up a stylistic tendency or an aesthetic experience: 
one imagines a dialogue-driven book, sparing in its punctuation, about 
young people who can’t sort their confusing interpersonal relationships 
from their confusing political investments or nascent class conscious-
ness. “Low-budget,” meanwhile, bespeaks the book’s quality—a deriva-
tive, middlebrow novel, less than challenging intellectual fare. This sort 
of comparison dictates which editors an agent might pitch, who might 
acquire a book, and how it might be handled in-house (i.e., how much 
money to pay the author in an advance, what sort of advertising 



T h e  P i t c h   13

campaign might work best, how and where to sell the foreign rights). 
Likewise, comparison drives recommendation algorithms (both com-
putational and human), helping readers sift through the hundreds of 
thousands of books available to them at any given moment to identify 
those titles that they will love. “If you liked Sally Rooney, you might 
also enjoy . . .” While the agent’s aesthetic judgment certainly be-
comes more nuanced and capacious when evaluating a full manuscript, 
at this first-pass evaluation, comparison is paramount.

The query letter is accompanied by sample pages, selected by the 
author to accompany their letter. The Opus agents have requested ten 
pages of sample material with each query. Within those ten pages, 
they’ll know if an author has the potential to deliver on the promise of 
the query. Though agents take different approaches to sample pages, 
they described the ability to discern rather quickly if a book would be 
“right” for them. Often, this was a simple matter of wanting to continue 
reading. Talking with another agent, “Angelica,” I express my shock at 
her ten-page barometer for new submissions. I wonder aloud, How could 
she possibly know after only ten pages?, remembering that some of my 
favorite novels are slower burns. “I’m going to push back with you,” she 
said. “I think you would know too. If someone is not capturing you 
enough to want to keep going after ten pages, then it’s not good enough.” 
Most agents described a similar experience in more positive terms: not 
knowing when to reject a writer, but knowing when to extend an offer 
of representation. They would tell me about the experience of reading 
a manuscript they just had to represent in visceral terms—hair standing 
on end or a punch to the gut. Typically, agents specialize in represent-
ing the sort of work that they enjoy reading for pleasure—one agent 
used the phrase “native reader” to describe her affinity for a certain 
genre and her fluency in its conventions. Experienced agents can be well 
assured that, if they find themselves bored by a project or if they physi-
cally ache to possess it, readers will feel the same way.

The Market: When the agents considered the market for a given 
project, they thought primarily about the immediate buyers for a 
book—that is, acquiring editors.34 Even at this very first, early stage of 
evaluation, agents are imagining which editors might be attracted to a 
project. In one of my favorite moments with Opus, one agent said of a 
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query, “Somewhere, Christie Turner can hear little bells going off in 
her head!” “Christie Turner” is a fictional name for a vice president and 
editor well known for acquiring upmarket women’s fiction, just like the 
query under consideration. As I detail in chapter 4, this sort of “match-
making” is a key component of literary agenting, with significant con-
sequences beyond personality alignment. Placing the book with the 
right editor at the right imprint, in turn, positions the book in a certain 
market for a certain audience. Literary agents sit at something of a re-
move from the reading public; their ideas of readership are filtered 
through editorial priorities. Does an agent think that an editor can be 
convinced of the existing readership for a given project? Making this 
case is the agent’s work.

This is not to say, however, that agents are interested in marketability 
alone, or that a robust market might supersede personal taste for an op-
portunistic middleman. (“But do they actually think this is good?” I’m 
routinely asked by academics and critics, in reference to an agent repre-
senting what they see as the schlock du jour.) Though I have spoken 
with agents who represent extraordinarily commercial works of genre 
fiction, as well as those who represent the hyper-literary, I have not yet 
spoken with an agent whose approach to literature is purely opportu-
nistic. (That most agents represent work that spans the commercial and 
the literary, fiction and nonfiction, testifies to this fact.) Becoming a 
“native reader” in any given genre or market requires deep knowledge 
and appreciation. Yes, in other words: they think it is good. The stan-
dards for quality, however, vary contextually and agents train them-
selves to evaluate a work on its own terms. One agent, mentioned by 
several other participants as someone with excellent taste in literary 
fiction, reflected on a work of commercial fiction she’d sold that might 
perhaps seem out of place on her list. “Every now and then, I’ll find 
something that’s really funny. . . . ​Really funny, really great story. Every
one feels better after they read it. . . . ​That’s just a good thing, you know?” 
Would this agent compare the prose of this bestseller to that of her Na-
tional Book Award winners? Unlikely. But as a humorous book, as a 
work of entertainment, as a book designed to appeal to the commercial 
reader: it was excellent.
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No matter how much they’d like to be known for their tastes, they 
also sell books with an eye toward the bottom line. “Most everything I 
do is of literary quality, but I’m also about to sell a book by [a popular, 
offbeat band],” one agent admitted, with a wry shrug. Another told me 
a self-deprecating story of her first big commercial sale, a “cozy lifestyle 
book. . . . ​It had so much charm and it was well written, but there was 
really no point to it.” A third described an early sale, “a fun pop science 
book,” with a tinge of regret and a shrug of resignation: “I sold it in like 
hundreds of different territories and . . . ​teenage boys read that book, you 
know? And it did pretty well. It’s not changing the world, but it’s okay.” 
Even in these contexts, when personal taste gives way to marketability, 
they assert the value of the projects: the band is beloved, the lifestyle is 
charming, the pop science is fun. In other words, even when an agent 
signs a project with an eye toward the market over individual taste, they 
still believe in the book and its potential for success.

———

A phrase recurred as the Opus Agency evaluated the submissions: “this 
feels like it could be something.” Agents sell books, but they receive 
queries—a finished book, let alone a finished product is still a long way 
off. In performing their role as gatekeeper, agents exercise significant 
influence over the process of developing manuscripts, well before an 
editor acquires and begins the work commonly associated with book 
publishing. Said differently, in the twenty-first century, agents edit:

“I do a ton of editorial work. As much as I want to.”
“At least half of the books I’ve sold, I do more editorial work before 

the sale than the editor does afterward.”
“Good agents are editing agents.”
“We all edit. We all edit, and we think about not just the book as a 

piece of art and working on it for its own sake, but also how it will be 
most appealing to the audience that it’s intended for.”

Early editorial oversight is necessary in today’s industry, as editors 
face a number of noneditorial demands and are increasingly unlikely to 
bid on an unfinished novel: “There’s a greater expectation that the 
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material that is submitted to publishers will be closer to finished than 
not,” one agent told me. There is also a financial incentive: “[It’s] easier 
to create excitement and competition around an almost perfect work 
than it is an obviously flawed but very, very promising work,” said an-
other. Of course, editors still edit, despite lamentations to the contrary. 
But, anticipating the response of the next reader in the chain, and aware 
of the pressures those readers are facing, agents develop and edit manu-
scripts to make it easier for an editor to say “yes” to a submission.

So important is the agent’s editorial oversight that the decision to 
represent a new client often rests on the potential to develop the manu-
script. One agent told me that with each new submission, she asks her-
self, “ ‘How much can you shape a book with an author? How much can 
you not do?’ If I don’t know how to fix it, then I shouldn’t take it on.” 
“Fixing” a book: transforming a manuscript from flawed-but-promising 
into what an acquiring editor will deem almost perfect, what publishers 
will greenlight, what marketing departments will be able to sell, and 
what book reviewers will cover.

This degree over the shape of the manuscript is historically specific. 
Lynn Nesbit explained that editors today “expect the book to be almost 
perfect when they buy it. That certainly wasn’t true when I started in the 
business.”35 In the 1960s, Sterling Lord fought with publishers to leave 
Jack Kerouac’s punctuation alone, and in the 1980s, Candida Donadio 
told her junior agents to leave the editing up to the editors. Even now, 
veteran agent Esther Newberg, who got her first job as an agent when 
Nesbit hired her in the 1970s, tells her junior colleagues, “That’s not your 
job,” as she watches them toil over manuscripts, but knows she is fight-
ing a losing battle.36

Beginning in the early 1990s, as publishing continued consolidating, 
many editors became agents. Knowing firsthand how editors think, this 
group of agents became much more invested in developing clients on 
the page, and trained their assistants accordingly. By 2017, sociologist 
Clayton Childress estimated that about two-thirds of all agents had 
worked elsewhere in publishing before becoming agents, a good many 
in editorial.37 Consequently, most agents edit in some capacity, with the 
eventual sale guiding their editorial suggestions. And while their edits 
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are merely suggestions, they control if and when a book is submitted to 
acquiring editors in the first place.

Despite the necessity and prevalence of editorial work, when I asked 
agents for specific examples, they were either unable or unwilling to talk. 
Typically gregarious and sociable, agents became guarded, their language 
circumspect, on the topic of editing. A good agent will not take credit, even 
under the cover of anonymity, for an author’s prose. It’s bad business to 
even hint that authors were influenced by anything other than creative 
genius. And, once again, “it depends”: the way that an agent edits varies by 
client, depending on the author’s experience, their commerciality or liter-
ariness, or their creative process. “I have some clients who I just wouldn’t—I 
mean, I wouldn’t touch their sentences. They might ask, ‘Should this be 
positioned here or there?’ Or I might say, ‘There’s some inconsistency here,’ 
but I wouldn’t really get in there. And I’ve got other clients who I’d mark 
up,” one agent explained. She would not name names.

Though reluctant, when agents offered me examples, their editorial 
work spanned everything from close line editing to large-scale position-
ing. On one hand, agents edit for length (“This book would be great if 
only it were a hundred pages shorter”), characterization (“Why did this 
character do this? It didn’t make sense,” or “Making a character more 
believable”), plot structuring (“Making it tighter,” or helping an author 
to “land the ending”), and pacing (“Making a book take off faster”). On 
the other, agents edit at “the 30,000-foot level,” thinking with their client 
about positioning their book in the market and making appropriate tex-
tual decisions during the development process.

“When I’m editing,” a senior Opus agent I’ll call Erica told me, “I 
want to make the lines better and all of that—the kind of classic stuff—
but I’m also thinking about how I’m going to pitch it, and I’m making 
sure that the book fits that pitch.” Editing a book with the pitch in mind 
has significant implications, including for its form and content. Erica 
continued, “If I’m pitching a book as a thriller, I want to make sure that 
it has the thriller voice and that often means short chapters and tons of 
pacing and the right kinds of twists and all of that. And obviously I don’t 
care about twists if the book is, you know, a romance or whatever. It 
depends on the pitch.”



18  C h a p t e r  1

In other words, when “editing for the pitch,” Erica asks, What does 
this book need in order for me to sell it well? For Erica, this may lead to 
formal interventions related to chapter length, voice, pacing, and plot—
all not-so-subtle reinforcement of generic conventions. For one book, 
for one client, these changes may be insignificant. But for an agent’s 
entire list, for an agency’s entire list, for all agented authors, the conse-
quences escalate quickly.

While editing to fit the pitch can have formal consequences, the pitch 
itself is more than the simple act of trying to sell a book. The agent’s 
pitch kicks off a series of cascading effects: it directs the book to a spe-
cific editor at a specific publisher, which will then lead to a specific mar-
keting and promotional approach, which will, in turn, reach specific 
readers, and shape the book’s reception. The stakes for such decisions 
might seem minor, even too obvious to mention, for works of genre 
fiction like those that Erica referred to—no agent would send a legal 
thriller to Berkley, for instance, an imprint at Penguin specializing in 
romance (whose website boasts, as I type this, authors “Emily Henry, 
Carley Fortune, Ali Hazelwood, and Jasmine Guillory”).38 But for fic-
tion that is challenging to categorize, whether genre bending or genre 
blending, the consequences can be significant. What if Berkley, instead 
of Farrar, Straus and Giroux, had published Sally Rooney? What if sci-
ence fiction and fantasy imprint Orbit, instead of Doubleday, had pub-
lished Zone One?39 How might these novels have been read and received 
if they had been packaged as romance or science fiction?

Consider, for instance, the story of a novel as told by the agent who 
sold it (I’ll call her Sarah, mid-career and well-established), and an agent 
who passed on it (I’ll call him Caleb, younger, but at a reputable agency). 
This novel, Sarah told me, represented her “best taste.” She loved this 
book and the author. It was also quite successful. After she sold the book 
to a reputable literary publisher, she was asked to intervene in the cover 
selection, as the author and editor could not agree. After fifty cover sug-
gestions (“they weren’t right”), everyone in-house finally agreed, only 
for the fiction buyer at a major bookstore (“the biggest account”) to 
express displeasure. “We don’t like this,” the buyer said, threatening to 
reduce their order significantly, effectively shorting the book’s debut. 



T h e  P i t c h   19

The buyer went so far as to make a suggestion: “We want a person on 
it.” Sarah scoffed at the memory of the proposed cover: “We saw several 
jackets . . . ​that looked like either YA or addiction memoirs. A young 
woman walking into a bar, from the back, in peril.” (I’ve read the 
book—there’s a woman and a bar, but no peril.) A fight ensued: the 
editor, writer, and agent—all demographically similar to the book’s 
target audience—pled their case. “We spent all Sunday writing a letter 
to [the publisher], the head of publicity, and head of sales, as three 
women who are the audience for the book, and we won! And that 
cover’s been written about. It was part of [think pieces about trends in 
cover art]! We were just like, ‘Instagram!’ That was our argument.” The 
book did not win awards, but it was well reviewed and the author was 
profiled in major outlets; it was optioned for adaptation as a limited 
series. I hadn’t read it before my interview with Sarah, but her enthu-
siasm won me over—I read and enjoyed it, and recommended it to 
friends.

Later, I heard about this book and its remarkable cover story in an-
other interview. Unprompted, Caleb mentioned the book, but he had 
a different take. He, too, had been queried by the writer when she was 
looking for representation. He passed, but the book clearly made an 
impression on him. “I liked it,” he told me, but it wasn’t right for him.

In my opinion, it’s commercial women’s fiction. But her agent sold it 
as literary fiction and [a prestigious literary imprint] put it out as 
literary fiction. They put a literary cover on it. So it’s literary fiction! 
And that book worked because people felt that they were smarter 
because they were reading it, and because it was from [the prestigious 
literary imprint], and because of its cover . . . ​it looked like the next 
big literary thing. But if [the prestigious literary imprint] didn’t put 
it out? If Berkley put it out? I mean it may not have done the same 
business, but it would have fit there, too. But you know, [Sarah] was 
the agent on that. She had a vision for that book and it worked! So. 
Good for her.

Editing for the pitch involves determining at a very early stage how to 
position a book in the market and helping the writer to develop it 



20  C h a p t e r  1

according to those specifications. For Sarah, that meant seeing what could 
be in the manuscript, and setting it on a certain trajectory. She made some 
crucial choices—how to pitch the book (as literary fiction), which editors 
to query (another woman in the target demographic), and at which pub-
lishers (specializing in literary, not commercial). The cover reinforced 
those choices. And so the book garnered a literary reception: it was re-
viewed in major outlets, including The New York Times, where the author 
was also profiled. The book was taken seriously by critics; it could have 
been a contender for major awards (though it wasn’t nominated, in the 
end). It is shelved in the “literary” section of the bookstore. The agent’s 
pitch isn’t a singular document, but a first step in defining a book that will 
follow it through the entire field of production, that will govern the deci-
sions made in the editorial process, which will ultimately shape how the 
book is positioned (and reviewed) in the field of reception.

Editing “to fit the pitch,” finally, tells us something about both the 
pitch as a genre, and the work of the literary agent. A pitch should be 
accurate and believable. Despite claims to the contrary—and their 
sometimes rotten reputation—agents are not all hype and bluster. To 
be sure, their work involves performance, but the agent’s word matters, 
even in a context where showmanship is expected and rewarded. One 
agent I’ll call “Leila” reported to me that some agents write pitch letters 
that are all swagger, but those agents have no credibility. “Their pitch 
letters notoriously go unread,” Leila said. By contrast, she told me, “My 
pitch will end up on the jacket, because I got it right.” This isn’t only a 
matter of writing accurate descriptions of books or writers, conveying 
the appropriate reading experience to a potential editor. It’s about main-
taining credibility, both for the sake of professional reputation and for 
the sake of all of the authors on the agent’s list. “Your word is every
thing,” a veteran agent named “Lucille” told me.

Your taste, your word, and your list. Throughout my interviews, as 
agents cast about for language to describe their taste, their eyes would 
drift to their bookshelves. They would pick up a book or touch a spine, 
pointing out a recent client or two whose work could stand in for some 
aspect of their taste. One agent handed me a galley that had been dis-
played proudly on her desk, saying, “He represents my best taste.” The 
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agent’s bookshelf, containing the body of work that she and her clients 
produce together, is the physical symbol of the writers she represents, col-
loquially referred to as a list. The list is not only an expression of an agent’s 
taste—the clients to whom she’s gravitated—but also proof of her ability 
to sell a book, to turn the symbolic capital of her good taste into financial 
capital for herself and her clients. Her list might be extremely prestigious, 
filled with literary prizewinners or the estates of the already canonized. 
Her list might be extremely commercial, filled with bestsellers and beach 
reads. It might be a mix of both. Regardless of its composition, the agent’s 
list is her resume, the success of her clients ultimately reflecting on her. 
“An agent is only as good as the clients he or she represents,” Gerry How-
ard told me. “That’s the acid test.” The agent of prizewinners might be 
known for her excellent literary taste; the agent of bestsellers, known for 
her tough negotiation and dealmaking. These are two different modes of 
agenting, but both will be met with recognition and respect.40

Just as the writer’s reputation and prestige reflect on the agent, so too 
does an agent’s taste precede the author. The list becomes leverage for 
every new writer an agent takes on: the agent who discovered Jonathan 
Franzen, the agent who is entrusted with the literary interests of Jhumpa 
Lahiri, the agent who built Percival Everett from an academic at an indie 
press to a Pulitzer Prize–winning writer—that agent also believes in this 
unpublished author. As an editor told sociologist Clayton Childress, 
acquiring editors are also “using the agent as a piece of information that 
describes something about the author and the project.”41 For an author, 
signing with a prestigious agent is tantamount to an invitation to join 
an elite club. Before the author debuts—before their book can be pur-
chased at your local bookstore—they have been categorized, a horizon 
of possibilities set forth. They might not have a reputation yet, but their 
agent does, thanks to her other clients. And all of those reputations 
pave the way for the debut author.

Good taste is necessary but insufficient when it comes to selling a 
book. It is in the gap between personal taste, on the one hand, and very 
obvious commercial viability, on the other, where the work of agenting 
is most crucial. The agent’s ability to close that gap, whether by develop-
ing a manuscript, generating buy-in, activating her network, or 
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presenting a “bulletproof ” argument, distinguishes good from great 
agents. This is how agents exert influence over contemporary litera
ture—how agents might become tastemakers.

———

Late one September morning at the beginning of the twenty-first 
century, an email arrived in an editor’s inbox. The sender: a literary 
agent. The topic: a new novel.

Dear [Editor],

I’m going out today with a novel I’m extremely excited about, 
and hope you’ll want to consider it.

Please find attached THE TITLE OF A NOVEL by 
AUTHORNAME. AUTHORNAME is the author of num 
highly-acclaimed novels published by PUBLISHER. Their new 
novel is their most inventive and their best yet. Simply put, I’m 
crazy about it.

[Redacted: two paragraphs of detailed plot description.]

STATION ELEVEN considers questions of memory, 
immortality, our obsession with objects, what it means to 
devote a life to art, the fragility of civilization, and the 
consequences of violence. The novel follows the interlinked lives 
and fates of xxxxxxxxxxxxxxxxxxxxxxxxxxxxxxxxxxxxxxx
xxxxxxxxxxxxxxxxxxxxxxxxxxxx
xxxxxxxxxxxxxxxxxxxxxxxxxxxxxxxxxxxxxxxxxxxxxxxx

This elegant, remarkable novel is high concept, character-driven 
literary fiction in the vein of Karen Thompson Walker’s The 
Age of Miracles. The beautifully crafted structure—the 
various characters’ stories ultimately link up—is reminiscent of 
Dan Chaon’s Await Your Reply.

Please find attached the manuscript for THE NOVEL TITLE, 
along with an author bio and reviews of their previous books.
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I look forward to hearing from you, and hope you’ll love this 
novel as much as I do.

All my best,
[Agent]

The fact of the email is unsurprising; an editor might receive a dozen 
of these per week, sometimes more in the busy fall season. The form 
evolved considerably since Reynolds’s day, in terms of both length and 
relevant details (and one, very telling omission: an asking price). The 
early twenty-first century was not a seller’s market; the primary product 
exchanged was not short fiction. Beyond the essential details, Reynolds 
likely would not recognize this as an agent’s pitch.

As pitches go, the email is unassuming. Devoid of exclamation points, 
relatively light on the rhetorical jazz hands, the pitch focuses on the 
novel’s plot details more than on hype. The adjectives are either non-
specific (“remarkable”), or hackneyed by over-use (“beautifully 
wrought”). With the specifics redacted, the pitch could be describing 
any novel—questions of “memory” and “immortality” and “what it 
means to devote a life to art” are hardly unique. To an unpracticed eye, 
this pitch seems to say very little of substance at all. But beneath the 
email’s apparent restraint are a series of critical disclosures, signaling to 
the knowing editor that this novel is worth their serious 
consideration:

The author is experienced, with previous books to their name. (A 
professional.)

But this book is better. (It could break out.)
The previous books were critical ly acclaimed. (Awards 

potential.)
They were also successful. (There is a proven, receptive market.)
It is trendy, like other successful books. (This turns out to be an un-

derstatement; it will, in the end, far outperform both.)
The story has global appeal, raising questions about “civilization” it-

self. (And the timing, of course—early fall, in the run-up to the Frank-
furt Book Fair.)
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Its structure is complex, with an ensemble cast of interlinking char-
acters. (Read: easily adaptable.)

And, above all, charisma: the agent herself, and her affective connec-
tion to this novel. She is “extremely excited” about the novel. No, she’s 
“crazy about it.” In fact, she “loves it,” and wants the editor to love it as 
much as she does. And not just any editor, but this editor. Sure, “beauti-
fully wrought” may be somewhat blasé; “remarkable” is a lukewarm 
aesthetic category, at best. But these adjectives have weight behind 
them, for they have been selected and written by this agent. Her 
reputation—for selling this and other clients’ books well, for her eye 
and taste—precedes her. No matter how light her touch, when this 
agent promotes a book, editors believe her.

And they were right to believe her, though the magnitude of the out-
come couldn’t have been predicted. An auction ensued, and the book 
was purchased for a modest sum by a publisher with a literary reputa-
tion. The book would go on to become one of the bestselling novels of 
the early twenty-first century, selling well over one million copies. It 
would win several major awards, while being nominated for many more. 
It would be translated into more than thirty languages. It would be 
adapted into a limited series, which would, in turn, be nominated for 
several major awards. There are vanishingly few readers in the United 
States (if not the world) who have not heard of this book or its adapta-
tion. And, just as certainly, there are vanishingly few readers in the 
United States who have heard of the agent who sold it. This is where our 
story begins.



267

Abish, Walter, 72
Achebe, Chinua, 169
Adichie, Chimamanda Ngozi, 196
advance reader copies (ARCs), 46, 101
advances, 3, 5–6, 12, 27, 44–46, 79, 133, 144, 

149, 160, 165, 186, 231n47, 235n51; payment 
schedules of, 238n38

agents: beginning of, 1–4, 162; client lists of, 
21, 39–40, 146, 169–70; of color, 123–57; 
commissions for, 10, 40, 44, 57, 143–44, 
158, 165, 238n38, 243n51; current number 
of, 4, 226n17; debut novels and, 39–44, 
53; dislike of, 2–4, 20, 90, 121, 123, 132, 212, 
225nn7–8; editing by, 15–20, 94, 135, 
222n3; evaluative criteria of, 9–15, 60–61, 
112, 238n39; finding, 55–56, 230n38; 
functions of, vii–ix, 2–3, 15, 95, 104–5, 147, 
150, 161–62, 201, 249n48; good vs. bad, 
105–7; influence on modern fiction of, 
vii–ix, 22, 68, 88, 120, 122, 175, 198, 202; 
jargon of, 146, 189–91; pitch strategies of, 
18–24, 107, 151, 182–85, 211; power and 
influence of, 4, 15, 22, 175; qualities and 
stereotypes of, 4–5, 6, 9–10, 17, 20–21, 70, 
121, 227n29; romantic metaphors and, 70, 
71, 103, 104, 238n39; short stories and, 56, 
58–59, 61, 72–73, 75–87; social networks 
of, 11–12, 108–15, 119–22, 181; strategies of, 
for “books about race,” 126–57, 245n68; 
subagents and, 169–70, 186, 248n44; and 
“superagent” term, 71; tastes of, 9–10, 
14–15, 18, 20–21, 28, 50, 59, 62, 88–90, 
96–97, 100, 114, 117, 182; as unplanned 

profession, 2, 123, 126, 225n4; whiteness 
of, 125, 132–33, 206, 223n9. See also 
advances; auctions; foreign rights; 
women in publishing

Aikman, Ann, 35–36
Aitken, Gillon, 158, 170
Alameddine, Rabih, 117, 118, 120
Albee, Edward, 62
Alexie, Sherman, 85
Algren, Nelson, 88
Alighieri, Dante, 192–94
Amazon​.com, 223n5, 227n31
Amis, Martin, 168–69
Angell, Roger, 66–67
Angelou, Maya, 132, 134
Antitrust Trial of 2022, xii, 5–6, 44, 

199–202
Aragi, Nicole, 117–21, 240n54, 249n48
Asian American literature, 52, 154, 165, 

246n81
Association of American Literary Agents, 

214, 226nn17–18, 227n23, 241n7
Astor, Caroline Schermerhorn, 108–9, 112
auctions, 3, 4, 41, 44, 50, 146, 149, 200, 210
authors: poor judgment of, 106; track 

record of, 42–43, 70. See also advances; 
Black writers; specific authors

Baldwin, James, 129
Barnes & Noble, 137
Baraka, Amiri, xiii, 129
Barrett, Loretta, 127–28
Barth, John, 68, 72

I n de x



268  i n d e x

Barthelme, Donald, 54–55, 58, 62–71, 72, 
86–87; “The Big Broadcast of 1938,” 54, 
62–65

Batuman, Elif, 56, 74, 81
Beattie, Ann, 66–68, 71
Bellow, Saul, xiv, 62, 68
Bennett, Tina, 72
Berens, Kathi Inman, and Rachel Noorda, 

148, 243n60
Berenstain, Stan and Jan, 39
Bernheim, Kurt, 163
Besant, Walter, 225n8
Best American Short Stories, 55, 73, 74, 85, 233n4
Big Five publishers, 4, 5–6, 11, 101, 125, 153; 

members of, 226n16. See also Antitrust 
Trial of 2022

bildungsroman, 48, 51, 52
Black Arts Movement, 123, 129
Black writers, 116, 123–57, 240n4, 244n66, 

244n67
Blackstock, Peter, 76
Bogle, Donald, 135
book clubs, 3
book reviews, 20, 28, 46
book tours, 46–47
BookScan, 41–42, 231n44, 242n38
Borges, Jorge Luis, 169, 171, 188
Bourdieu, Pierre, 167, 203, 214, 224n13, 

227n28, 228n40
Bourne, Nina, 94
Bradley, Jenny, 247n18
Brann, Helen, 132
Brooks, Cleanth, and Robert Penn Warren, 58
Brooks, Daphne, 139
Brouillette, Sarah, 153, 166, 172
Brown, Dan, 191–93, 250n80
Brown, Marie, xiii, 123–25, 126–42, 144, 147, 

149, 150, 152, 153, 157, 203
Buford, Bill, 67, 85
Bullins, Ed, 129

CAA (Creative Artists Agency), 71, 178
Calvino, Italo, 169, 170, 188

Campbell, Maria B., 164
Camus, Albert, 170–71, 188
Carroll, Lewis, 250n84
Carter, Jimmy, 55
Casanova, Pascale, 175, 190
Cather, Willa, x, 1
Chabon, Michael, 48, 49, 52, 85
Chaon, Dan, 22
Cheek, Chip, 45
Cheever, John, 66, 68, 71, 88, 95
Cheney, Elyse, 41, 200, 202
Childress, Clayton, 16, 21, 125, 228n32
Childs, Faith, 117, 136, 140–41, 157
Christie, Agatha, 30
Circana. See BookScan
Clegg, Bill, 82
Cline, Emma, 52, 82–83
Clinton, William “Bill,” 100
Colbert, Stanley, 29
Cole, Johnnetta, 135
Collinsworth, Eden, 237nn9–10
commercial vs. literary fiction, 11, 19–20, 37, 

73, 158–59, 167, 198; translations of, 190. 
See also genre fiction

comp titles, 12–13, 22, 46, 113–14, 151, 245n68
content analysis, 213–14, 245n68
Coover, Robert, 68, 72
copyright protection, 162, 163
Cottenet, Cécile, 246n12
Council on Books in Wartime, 163
cover designs, 18–19, 46, 168–69
Cowley, Malcolm, 28, 31, 33, 35, 36
Crane, Stephen, x
Crichton, Michael, 55, 71
cultural capital, xvi, 188
cultural imperialism, 187–88, 191

Damrosch, David, 167
Dante Alighieri. See Alighieri, Dante
Danticat, Edwidge, 85, 117, 118, 119–20
Daugherty, Tracy, 69, 237n9
Davis, Angela, 129
de Kooning, Willem and Elaine, 69



i n d e x   269

deal announcements, 46–47, 48–49, 52, 70, 
213–14, 232nn67–68, 239n47, 245n68

debut phenomenon, ix, 25–53, 228n2, 
231n56; agents and, 39–44, 47, 53; and 
debut narratives, 47–51, 53; and 
“debut-novel” term, 28, 35–36; multigen-
erational family sagas and, 52. See also 
deal announcements

Dial Press, 32
Díaz, Junot, 48, 51, 52, 83, 85, 117, 118, 119–20
Didion, Joan, 55, 84, 86
Dijkstra, Sandra, 164–65
distribution systems, 3, 136, 171, 224n12, 

240n4
diversity, 128, 130, 134, 146–47, 150, 153, 

241n7
Donadio, Candida, 16, 88–100, 102, 109, 114, 

115; Heller and, 88, 92–94, 96, 97; 
Pynchon and, 88, 96, 97–99; Roth and, 
xiii, 88, 158, 160–61

Dos Passos, John, 196
Doubleday and Company, 18, 68, 123–24, 

127–31, 134, 136, 147, 148, 241n11, 241n17
Driscoll, Beth, 178
Dunne, John Gregory, 84

editors, viii, 13–14, 15–17, 21, 23, 90–91, 
238n39. See also lunch in publishing 
industry; specific editors

Egan, Jennifer, 44, 82
Eggers, Dave, 41, 48
Ellis, Bret Easton, 48, 190
Ellison, Ralph, 30
English, James F., 203, 212–13, 224n18
Ephron, Nora, 91, 93, 97
Esquire, 4, 33, 35, 66, 94; literary establish-

ment charts in, 95, 109–11, 140
Etgar, Raphie, 168–69
Eugenides, Jeffrey, 52
Everett, Percival, 21, 155, 156

Farrar, Straus and Giroux, 18, 74, 160
Farrow, Ronan, 100

Feldman, Gayle, 80, 165
Ferlinghetti, Lawrence, 38, 39, 229n11
fiction vs. nonfiction statistics, 5
Fisher, Dorothy Canfield, 1, 57
Fitzgerald, F. Scott, 1, 49, 57
Floyd, George, 124, 144, 207
Foer, Jonathan Safran, 48, 117, 118
foreign rights, 13, 160, 161–98, 246n12, 

250n69
Frankfurt Book Fair, 23, 164, 176–90, 197, 

209, 249nn64–65
Franzen, Jonathan, 21, 44, 75, 85, 196
Friedman, Bruce Jay, 95
Friedrich, Molly, 132, 139
Fuller, Charles, 129

Gaddis, William, 72, 88, 95, 96
García Márquez, Gabriel, 169
Gass, William H., 72
Genette, Gérard, 224n17, 231n53
genre fiction, 5, 14, 18, 118, 154, 167, 184–85, 

197, 211; as “genre turn,” 118, 184, 228n39; 
227n31, 231n54

Gessen, Keith, 41, 52
Giddings, Paula, 137
Gilman, Priscilla, 67, 68
Ginsberg, Allen, 28, 36–37
Giovanni, Nikki, 129
Giroux, Robert, 30
Gladney, Gerald, 131–32
Glass, Loren, 68
globalization, 176, 191
Gobetti, Norman, 173–74
Goethe, Johann Wolfgang von, 190
Golomb, Susan, 8, 75
Gordone, Charles, 129
Gottlieb, Robert, xi, 92–96, 102, 104, 109, 

237n9
Greenburger, Sanford J., 163
Gregory, Blanche, 68
Grosvenor, Vertamae, 129
Guillory, John, 58
Gyasi, Yaa, 44–45



270  i n d e x

Habib, Alia Hanna, 211
Haggard, Edith, 66
Haley, Alex, x, 196
Harbach, Chad, 41, 47, 48, 52, 75, 81
Harris, Charles, 127
Harris, Zakiya Dalila, 155, 156
Harte, Bret, 27
Harte, Jessamy, 27
Hawkes, John, 72
Hawthorne, Nathaniel, 61
Heinemann, William Henry, 2, 225n7
Heller, Erica, 94
Heller, Joseph, 88, 92–97, 104; Catch-22, 88, 

92, 94, 95, 96, 97, 114, 115
Hemingway, Ernest, 34, 120
Hemon, Aleksandar, 117, 118, 120
Hepburn, James, 225n8
Herman, Luc, and John M. Krafft, 238n32
Hills, L. Rust, 95, 109
Hird, Mildred, 164
Hobbs, Ronald, xiii
Hoffman, Scott, 8
Howard, Gerald, xiv, 21, 88, 98
Hsu, Hua, 50
Hudes, Karen, 96, 237n9
Huggan, Graham, 166

ICM (International Creative Management), 
55, 71

immigration, novels about, 153–54
independent presses, 4, 11, 21, 223n5
interns, 125, 209, 240–41nn7–8
Iowa Writers’ Workshop, 74, 75, 205
Italian Pavilion (now Michael’s), New York, 

89, 93, 95, 96, 100, 107

jacket copy, 20, 100, 231n53
James, Henry, 105, 162, 196
James, Marlon, 120
Janklow, Morton, xi, 55, 71–72, 161, 223n11, 

235n51, 248n44
Janklow & Nesbit, 55, 71–72, 84, 86
Jones, Edward P., 82, 196

Jong, Erica, 229n11
Joshi, Priya, 224n12, 247n20
Joyce, James, 224n17
Jung, E. Alex, 49–50

Kavanagh, Patricia “Pat,” 168
Kerouac, Jack, xii, xiii, 16, 27, 30, 48, 62, 66; 

On the Road, 25, 28, 31, 32–39, 52, 61, 92, 
230n23; other novels by, 36, 38, 229n17

Kesey, Ken, 39, 229n11
Kingston, Maxine Hong, 154
Kissinger, Henry, 188
Knopf, Alfred A., and Blanche, 162–63, 

247n18
Korda, Michael, 67, 89, 95, 97, 237n9
Krafft, John M., and Luc Herman, 238n32
Kuang, R. F., 155–56
Kundera, Milan, 172
Kushner, Rachel, 75

Lafitte, Priscille, 174
Lahiri, Jhumpa, 21, 83, 84–86; Interpreter of 

Maladies, 83, 85; The Namesake, 85; 
Unaccustomed Earth, 86

Lantz, Robert, 92
Leavitt, David, 48
Lee, Chang-Rae, 85
Lee, Hermione, 174
Lee, Min Jin, 153–54
Lee & Low Diversity Baseline Survey, 112, 

125, 147, 206, 223n9, 239n45
Leilani, Raven, 155
Lerner, Ben, 78–80
Lethem, Jonathan, 85
Levine, Ellen, 75, 120
Lish, Gordon, 66
London Book Fair, 45, 177
Lord, Sterling, xiv, 16, 25–26, 27, 28–39, 40, 

54, 60–62, 66, 161, 229n17, 230n23, 
234n20; Nesbit and, xiii, 62, 65, 70, 71, 
229n11

Lorimer, George, 1
Lowell, Robert, 61



i n d e x   271

Luiselli, Valeria, 117, 118
lunch in publishing industry, 90–91, 93, 97, 

100–108, 128, 209

Mackall, Lawton, story by, xi, xii
MacManus, Patricia, 28, 35–36, 230n23
magazine industry, decline of, 56–58
Mailer, Norman, 3, 169
Makkai, Rebecca, 41
Mandel, Emily St. John, Station Eleven, 

193–94
Manshel, Alexander, 84, 154
Marbury, Elisabeth, x–xi
Matthiessen, Peter, 88
Max, Daniel T., 137
Mbue, Imbolo, 53
McDonald, Erroll, 148
McGurl, Mark, 67, 81, 118, 227n31
McInerney, Jay, 48
McKinney, L. L., 45
McMillan, Terry, 132, 134, 136, 137–40; 

Mama, 137–38; Waiting to Exhale, 138, 139
McQuilkin, Rob, 50
Menand, Louis, 72
Meredith, Scott, xiii, xiv, 3–4, 161
Messud, Claire, 43, 231n46
MFA programs, 3, 45, 54, 55, 58, 68, 74–75, 

125
“middleman” term, x, 223n7
Millington, Steve, 100
Millstein, Gilbert, 28, 34
Mitford, Jessica, 95
Moeran, Brian, 250n65
Morrison, Toni, xiii, 55, 129, 132, 134, 140, 

141, 153
multigenerational family sagas, 52, 154
Multiple Correspondence Analysis, 214, 

232n69
Murakami, Haruki, 44

National Book Award, 14, 84, 118–19
“native readers,” 9, 13, 14, 185
Nault, Jean-François, 125

Naylor, Gloria, 82
Nesbit, Lynn, 16, 39, 40, 54–56, 58, 62–72, 

84, 100, 101, 132, 202, 229n11; Barthelme 
and, 54–55, 62, 65–72; Wolfe and, xiii

New Criticism, 58, 61
New World Writing (magazine), 33, 54, 65, 

92, 93, 94, 98
New York City: importance of, 29, 97, 

108–9, 113, 151, 171, 206; percentage of 
novels set in, 113

New York Times, The, 20, 26, 28, 34, 39; 
bestseller list of, 242n38

New Yorker, The, 33, 50, 58, 75, 81, 85, 120, 158, 
233n4; Barthelme and, 54–55, 66, 71; 
Beattie and, 66–68; Lerner and, 78–79. 
See also Angell, Roger

Newberg, Esther, 16, 71, 101
Nguyen, Viet Thanh, 120, 154, 246n80; The 

Refugees, 76–77; “War Years,” 76–77
Nielsen. See BookScan
Nishikawa, Kinohi, 244n66
Nobel Prize, 172, 249n48
Noorda, Rachel, 225n4; and Kathi Inman 

Berens, 148, 244n60
Norrick-Rühl, Corinna, 177

Oates, Joyce Carol, 52, 68
Obreht, Téa, 52
O’Brien, Tim, 82, 83, 84, 86
O’Connor, Flannery, 81
Olson, Neil, 89–90, 92, 96
Orange, Tommy, 52, 117, 118
Otsuka, Julie, 117, 118
Overseas Editions, 163, 247n20

Pamuk, Orhan, 169, 172
Pan, Florence, 200–202
Pande, Ayesha, 149–50, 200
Parris-Lamb, Chris, 41
Penguin Random House (and imprints), 

xii, 18, 148, 199–200, 202
Perkins, Maxwell, x, xi, 30, 221n1
Peters, Torrey, 52



272  i n d e x

Peterson, Sidney, 33
photocopying, advent of, 226n13
Poe, Edgar Allan, 61
Pohlman, Tina, 117
Poovey, Mary, 231n54
postmodernism, 72, 88, 90, 97, 100
Powell, Adam Clayton, Jr., 127, 128
Publishers Marketplace, 47, 152–53, 180, 191, 

204, 226n17, 226n27, 231n47, 232n67, 
239n47

Publishers Weekly, xiii, xvi, 27, 29, 32, 34, 45, 
71, 80, 125, 164

Pulitzer Prize, 5, 85, 119
Pym, Barbara, 30
Pynchon, Thomas, xii–xiii, 72, 88, 96, 97, 115, 

196; The Crying of Lot 49, 99, 115, 116, 
238n34; V., 99–100, 115, 238n32

query letters, 8–9, 10, 11–12, 13, 15

racism in publishing industry, 45–46, 51, 125, 
128, 130, 133, 135, 142, 143, 147, 149, 150–56, 
207, 244n67

Radcliffe Publishing Procedures Course, 
59–60, 128, 140, 234n18

Radway, Janice, 204, 224n18
reader demographics, 56, 81–82, 139–40, 

147–49, 150, 151, 202, 244n64
Reynolds, Paul Revere, Jr., xiv, 57
Reynolds, Paul Revere, Sr., x–xi, 1–2, 3, 23, 

57, 60, 162
Rice, Anne, 71
Ringgold, Faith, 135
Robinson, Marilynne, 75
Robinson, Randall, 135
Rooney, Sally, 12–13, 18, 53, 197
Ross, Gail, 200
Roth, Philip, xiii, 88, 158–61, 169, 171–75, 190, 

198, 249n56; American Pastoral, 173, 
195–97; “American Trilogy,” 174, 195; 
Goodbye, Columbus, 158, 174; Portnoy’s 
Complaint, 158, 160, 173

Roussel, Violaine, 227n29

Row, Jess, 51
Rushdie, Salman, 169, 172
Russell and Volkening, 92

Saha, Anamik, and Sandra van Lente, 147
Sale, Faith, 164–65
Sanchez, Sonia, 129
Sapiro, Gisèle, 187–88, 250n74
Saramago, José, 169, 171
Saunders, George, 83, 85
Savigneau, Josyane, 174
Schulz, Bruno, 172
Sebald, W. G., 171
Shakespeare, William, 194, 250n84
Shange, Ntozake, 129
Shaw, George Bernard, x, 1
Sherrod, Tracy, 140
Shin Kyung-Sook, 190–91
short stories, 54–62, 65–67, 72–87; 

“Americanness” of, 80, 236n72; 
collections of, 7, 11, 48, 56, 58, 75, 76, 78, 
80–87; and “novel-in-stories” genre, 82

Silver, Janet, 84
Simon, Paul, 100
Simon & Schuster, 92–94, 199–200, 202
Simonoff, Eric, 72, 83, 84, 86, 120
simultaneous submissions, 3–4, 226n13
Sinykin, Dan, 118, 222n3, 235n51
Sittenfeld, Curtis, 52, 112
1619 Project, 145
slave narratives, 44–45, 117, 118, 136, 153, 

154–55
slush piles, xiii, 8–11, 88, 91
Smith, Corlies “Cork,” 97–99, 238n32
Snyder, Richard, 165
So, Anthony Veasna, Afterparties, 48, 49–51
So, Richard Jean, 218; and Gus Wezerek, 152
Sobel, Nat, 76, 120
social media, 11, 27, 45
Society of Authors, 225n8
Sontag, Susan, 169
Squires, Claire, 178, 238n39
Stein, Gertrude, 196, 247n18



i n d e x   273

Stein, Anna, 78–79
Steinbeck, John, 30
Steiner, Ann, 167
Stewart, Jeffrey C., 135
Stockett, Kathryn, 155
Stone, Robert, 95
Straus, Roger, 90, 158, 160, 161, 165
symbolic capital, xiv, 7, 56, 79, 84, 172, 

224n12

Tan, Amy, 52, 154, 164–65
Taraborrelli, J. Randy, 132
Tarbell, Ida M., 1
Tarkington, Booth, 1
Taylor, Helen, 33–34
Taylor, Susan L., 135, 136
Tebbel, John, 225n9
Thomas theorem, 7
Thompson, Hunter S., 84
Thompson, John B., xiv, 44, 203, 223n11, 

226n17, 235n51
translations, 24, 119, 120, 163, 164, 166, 169, 

171, 173–74, 176, 191, 250nn73–74
Trump, Donald, 144–45, 153, 181, 206–7

universality, 143, 165, 182, 190–94
unsolicited submissions. See slush piles
“upmarket” fiction, 11, 14, 184, 188
Urban, Amanda “Binky,” xv, 40, 71, 119, 132, 

208, 240n54
Uris, Leon, 96

Valdes, Marcela, 145, 157
van Lente, Sandra, and Anamik Saha, 147
Venn, Helen, 59, 60
Viking Press, 33–35, 36–37
Vonnegut, Kurt, 50, 72

Walker, Alice, 132, 134
Walker, Karen Thompson, 22
Walkowitz, Rebecca, 166
Wallace, David Foster, 48, 85, 231n56

Walsh, Jennifer Rudolph, 200
Ward, Jesmyn, 45
Warren, Kenneth W., 152, 244n66
Warren, Robert Penn, and Cleanth Brooks, 58
Wasserman, Harriet, xiv
Watt, A. P., 2, 225n8
Weber, Carl, 135
Webster, Henry Kitchell, 1
Weil, Wendy, 132
Wells, H. G., 1
Welty, Eudora, 80, 120
Wesley, Richard, 129
Wezerek, Gus, and Richard Jean So, 152
Whitehead, Colson, 18, 153, 154–55, 249n48; 

The Intuitionist, 115–17; The Underground 
Railroad, 117, 118

whiteness of publishing industry, ix, 4, 8, 
45–46, 51, 52, 112, 113, 123, 125–27, 146–49, 
150–52, 156, 211, 235n45

Wilde, Oscar, x
Williams, John A., 129
Wilson, Victoria “Vicky,” 67, 70, 95
Winslow, Thyra Samter, 80
Witherspoon, Reese, and “Reese’s Book 

Club,” 156
WME (William Morris Endeavor), 180
Wodehouse, P. G., 1, 57
Wolfe, Tom, xiii, 55, 84
women in publishing, x–xi, 4, 8, 59–60, 67, 

112, 206, 223n9, 235n45
world literature, ix, 166–67, 175, 190–91
Wright, Richard, 123, 129
Wylie, Andrew, xi, 119, 158–61, 167–75, 178, 

180, 188–90, 194, 197–98, 200, 223n11, 
240n54, 246n5, 250n84; on advances, 44; 
poaching reputation of, 160, 168, 175, 
249n48; subagents and, 169–70, 248n44

Yiannopoulos, Milo, 207
Yıldız, Hülya, 172, 250n73

Zuckerman, Albert “Al,” xiv




