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INTRODUCTION

Even a casual study of popular taste in fiction

reveals that the reading public which buys best seller fiction

is either an astonishingly small part of the total fiction

reading public, Dut with a varied an catholic taste, or it is

composed of a number of groups with different tastes. The

latter premise is probably the more nearly correct of the two.

It may be accepted as such with the additional observation that

occasionally a book is written so universal in its appeal that

the interests of these groups overlap and a "super" best seller

is born. The elements which must be taken into account in any

endeavor to determine the reasons for the individual popularity

of books of fiction are complex, for a book of fiction may be

read because of interest in its plot, or in its characteri-

zations, jr in its style, or for other reasons quite apart from

the kind of life it depicts or the motives which actuate its

characters. In spite of these difficulties a best seller list

presents a challenge to interpretation. Wherein lies the magic

quality of popularity which maKes one of a dozen similar books

a temporary favorite? How does the public decide on its read-

ing? What part aoes salesmanship play in stimulating public

demand? How much does a best seller owe to external circum-

stances? How much to intrinsic worth? What influence do the

events of the times have in making a best seller? Are the

events of the times reflected in best seller fiction? What

does a reader want from his fiction?

It is with these questions that this discussion is

concerned. If exact analysis or convincing conclusion is not

possible due to the complexity of the elements which produce

cest sellers, the effort will not, however, have been in vain.

Such an inquiry will serve to orient and crystallize the

fragmentary notions concerning such best sellers which the

advent of each best seller brings forth.
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CHAPTER I

BEST SELLER LISTS DURING THE DECADE

A Lest seller may be defined 1
as " a book

whose sales are among the highest in its class . . . .
" This

definition does not, however, include any indication of time,

and it is around that point that much of the discussion of the

meaning of the term revolves. Does the definition imply that

a book selling steadily since its publication, thus accumulat-

ing an impressive total of sales over a somewhat extensive

period of time, is a oest seller, or is the term descriptive of

the book which leads in sales during a somewhat restricted

period of time? An examination of best seller lists shows that

they are regularly compiled weekly, monthly, and yearly, but

seldom for a longer period of time. This brinp-.s one to the

conclusion that the latter interpretation is the one commonly

used in the Dook trade and accepted by the public at large. It

is this interpretation of the term which is used in this dis-

cussion.

It has been pointed out^ that if best seller lists

were truly representative the leading volumes would be The

Bible, the standard dictionaries, and Fannie Farmer's Boston

Cook Eook, lor they are perenially the best selling books in the

United States.

XWebs te r's New International Dictionary of the English
Language. T2nd. ed

. ,
unabridged; Springfield, Massachusetts:

Q and C Merriam Company, ±9^1)

.

2
Time , XXXI (March 7, 1938), 74-75.
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Following these are the newer bocks, the ephemeral favorites,

which are for convenience sake called "best sellers. The sales

of these new books rise and fall with the tide of popular fancy,

and periodic checks of their popularity disclose frequent dis-

locations and annihilations. The most widely used best seller

lists of today exclude such books as cookbooks, dictionaries,

Tne Bible, textbooks per se
,
reprints, and children's books, and

list leaders in fiction and non-fiction in separate categories.

While the method of compiling today's best seller

lists still may be open to criticism, these lists are a con-

siderable improvement over those in common use at the beginning

of the last decade. Late in nineteen thirty-one the findings

of the Economic Survey of the Book Industry 1930-1931 were

published. 1 This report disclosed that best seller lists were

compiled from wholesalers' reports, or were the statements of

leading booksellers, or were the hunches of the compilers of the

lists, and that they were often catalogues of books for which

large sales were hoped rather than lists of those books which

actually sold most widely. Under such conditions there was

little agreement among best seller lists. Bewilderment existed,

both in the public mind and among booksellers. Lack of confi-

dence in the announcements and advertisements of publishers

and booksellers ensued. Condemn&.t ion of best seller lists be-

^'Sconom jc Su rve y o f the g oo fr Industry. 193Q- 19 3 V '

,

Orin H. Cheney, director, (New York: National Association of
Book Publishers, 1931).
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case bitter, leading eventually to public criticism of the

metnods used in compiling Dest seller lists from within the

book selling ousiness itself. In nineteen thirty-two the

New York Times 1 reported Mr. M . Lincoln Schuster of the firm

01 Simon Schuster, book publishers, as declaring,

"current crpcedures for compiling and dissem-
minating the so-calleo. ^best seller lists have led
to many abuses. The publishing and book selling
fields as a whole must take steps to correct them
immediately or the term 'best seller 1

, now hap-
hazardly and vague xy used Ln a confusing and mislead-
ing way, will soon become utterly meaningless."

He advised the formation of a representative trade committee to

define the phrase "best seller" and to codify some systematic

procedure for the truly representative preparation and issu-

ance of best seller lists. In the same statement he averred

that in addition to the immediate news value of best seller

lists and the legitimate incentive they furnish to the book

buying and book reading impulse, an impartial nation wide and

corroborated best seller list has a historical function as an

index of public taste, a function impaired by the prevailing

unsystematic procedure of compiling such lists.

The New York Evening Post^ earlier in the year had

discontinued the publication of Dest seller lists and explained

its action in the following statement :

"By every ordinary use of the English
language a oest seller must mean a book which heads
some list of books the sales of which exceed all

1New York Times , July 19, 1932, p. 15.

^New Yora Evening post , January 19, 1932, p. 11.





others. Jn the theory that the public is interested
in purchasing and reading those cooks which have been
approved in general popular taste, newspapers are in
the habit of publishing these best seller lists ob-
talnea from various retail and wholesale sources.
Most best seller lists provide an inaccurate reflection
of actual sales. Publisher s records of sales do not
always represent actual sales. Booksellers charts often
represent local conditions and are often inaccurate.
The appearance of a title on a oest seller list may
depend upon a single clerk's enthusiasm, or upon an
arrangement whereby the book publisher tells the book-
sellers what books are supposed to oe selling best.
£3e cause I (William Soskiri, literary editor) have found
that a number of best seller lists circulatinc; in New
York City may oe objected to for some of these reasons,
and because I have come to agree with the Cheney esti-
mate of most of the features of 'best sellerism . the
Evening Fost will hereafter discontinue the Dublication
of best seller lists from individual retail and whole-
sale s ourcea

.

Of the improved lists which were developed in

response to the very apparent need for a revision in methods of

compiling best seller lists, three are widely known and used;

namely, those of The New York Times, The New York Herald

Tribune, and Publishers Weekly. The New York Times chart is a

check of the ten leading favorites of the moment in both flctior

and non-fiction, as reported by leading booksellers in each of

fourteen cities every week. The order in which they are listed

is based upon the number of cities which report them as among

the test sellers. The Herald Tribune list is a weekly chart of

fifty best sellers compiled from reports of about seventy lead-

ing bookstores in the country who report each week the sales of

their first six titles, both fiction and non-fiction. Only

titles reported three or more times are charted. The Publishers

Weekly report of the ten leaders, in both fiction and non-

fiction, is based on the tabulation, on a percentage basis, of
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the results of montnly ques tionairres ssnt to two hundred book-

stores throughout the country. The figures reported in these

lists are actual retail sales. Book club distributions are not

included, since such books are distributed through wholesale

channels. A comparison of these lists reveals that they usually

agree on the leading titles, although they often disagree on

the relative popularity of a given title. Such lists wij.1 not

agres with lists issued by publishers, since their lists are

based on wholesale figures and include bookclub sales. In

addition, these figures may include Dooks sold to retailers

which have not oeen resold to the ultimate consumer.

Certain ambiguities are inherent in these lists due tq

the methods of compilation. In the Herald Tribune survey, for

example, each bookstore reporting is given an equivalent rating

regardless of the number of sales of leading titles. A title

is given a place on the list if three bookstores report it as

leading: thus, a title may gain a place on the list oy virtue

of being reported as leading by the three smallest stores while

it may not be reported- at all by the stores doing the bulk of

the business represented by the survey. Therefore, while this

list may give evidence of the relative popularity of new books

in different parts of the country, the popularity as indicated

by total sales throughout the United States is not shown. This

tends to give some best sellers too high or too low a place on

the list, or even to exclude books which deserve to be included.

Another ambiguity is inherent in the fact that yearly

best seller xists are compiled at the close of the calendar
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year. Thus, the book which ranks highest in any calendar year

nay not be the best selling book appearing that year. A book

published late in the year may have phenomenal sales but will

not, within that calendar year, have the same opportunity to

establish its popularity as will a book published early in the

calendar year. A total yearly sale great enough to justify a

place on the best seller list must be divided between two

calendar years; thus, the book may fail to achieve its repre-

sentative place in the popularity scale, or perchance fail en-

tirely to gain a place amoung the top ten. A book which sells

on and on over a period of years may accumulate a total sale

equal to that of a book which won a place on the best seller

list for only a single year, but because there is no commonly

used cumulative best seller list, such a book fails of recog-

nition as a best seller.

The best seller list upon which this study is based

is the yearly best seller list compiled by Publishers Weekly.

It is a mathematically compiled report based upon the monthly

best seller lists of the year. Covering as many retail book-

stores as it does from all sections of the country, it repre-

sents a most comprehensive report of best sellers from a retail

bookseller's point of view.
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CHAPTER II

EXTRANEOUS FACTORS INFLUENCING- THE POPULARITY OF BOOKS

The popularity of a book may be influenced by one or

more extraneous factors none of which is concerned with the in-

trinsic appeal of the book itself. A book nay reach best seller

proportions merely because of the previous reputation of the

author

.

Such an unhappy accident as that the time of publica-

tion of a volume and the prevailing fashion in books does not

coincide may prevent an otherwise eligible book from reaching

the best seller lists. Conversely, when the public is weary of

the vogue for a particular type of writing, a book in a

radically different mood may soar to best seller heights.

Such a seemingly minor item as the choice of a title

for a book may be a factor in creating the public interest

necessary to place a book on best seller lists. Titles diffi-

cult to pronounce, or to remember, or titles in which words

conveying ai. unpleasant connotation occur, are less apt to be-

come best sellers than titles In which these factors are not

present

.

Even the amount of eye appeal of the jacket of - a book I

has a share in the varied list of elements making for a best

seller. Competition in this area is tremendous, and in the mad

scramble to attract the passer by or the browser, one wonders

if more rather than less confusion is not created by jacket





designers. The point is open to speculation.

Prize awards often help to make a best seller.

Usually, however, the book which wins such an award has already

become a best seller, but the spurt given to sales by the

announcement of the award may place a book several steps higher

on the cest seller list.

The selectxon of a title by the Book of the Month Clut

or a similar organization, may start a book on its way to Dest

seneraom. Tne Boo* of the Month Club, at the present writing,

hat over six hunared thousand members, ana, wnile it aoes not

follow that each member Duys the book selected by the judges

each month, an average of one hundred to one hunared twenty-

live thousana copies of each monthly selection is distributed.

These sales are not included in those upon which best seller

lists are compiled; therefore, they ao not influence the

position of a title on such lists, but the distribution of so

many copies throughout the country serves to get the book read

and talKea about, and serves as a means of testing the appeal

'of a particular volume. Publishers who were once suspicious

of trie intentions of booK clubs are now delighted when one of

their books is cnosen, for it represents an assured sale. A

flat lee of twenty-five thousand dollars is paid for the first

one nunarea thousand copies which, after the author's share has

oeen deducted, provides a suostantial sum immediately avq.ilable

for promotion purposes if the response accorded the book seems

to warrant it. Su^seo.uent sales may be expected to bring in

another sixty thousand dollars. In addition, a book club recom-

8





mentation tends to accelerate saxes tnrough regular book store

channels. The average DooKstore sale of a Club choice is twice

that 01 tne average saie of other titles by the same authors.

Competition among dooks is keen. It has been esti-

mated that normally there are about four times as many titles

clamoring tor public attention as can be properly marketed.

The ingenious methods aevisea Dy the advertisers in promoting

a oook so as to capture the public iancy , either alone, or in

comoination with the confidence the publisher has in a title as

reflected in the size of the allotment made for advertising it,

may oe influential in starting a booK toward best selierdom.

At one time bast sellers were a pleasant accident of the

author's genius and the publisher's skill, but today best

sellers are, or seem to be, artificially created. Someone has

said that best sellers are the progeny of promotion out of

reputation, whether this reputation oe earned by previous

achievement, or made by some favorea critic's enthusiastic

approval, or ae pendent on irrelevant notoriety. It is estimated

that pucllshers toaay spena ninety percent of their advertising

allotment on less than ten percent of their titles. This con-

centration on a few titles sets up an artificial excitement

about them, allowing them to dominate the popular market, not

only to the disadvantage of the general line of substantial

books, but also to the disadvantage of tnose candidates for

the popular market whicn tall to break into the charmed circle.

Only a few hundred authors out of some ten thousand who are

writing for the public market ever see their books on Dest
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seller lists.

The enthusiasm ol retail DooKsellers as reflected in

the publicity they give certain cooks is a potent factor in

getting readers interested in certain titles. Displays are

designed to catch the attention the the passer-by ana to whet

nis interest. The bookseller further feeds the interest of a

prospective customer by oiscussing the talking' points in a book,

that is, tne punch lines, quotable items, or anecdotes. En-

thusiastic personal recommendation by retail booksellers often

crings a book, which woula have otherwlsed been passed by un-

noticed, to the attention of the public, Word of mouth adver-

tising is procably the strongest lactor in creating sales. With

four times as many Dcoks for sale as can be properly marketed,

it is small wonaer that retail booksellers as well as publishers

tend to concentrate on a few titles. Booksellers are interested

in profits, and if publishers are spending large amounts of

money to push a few titles, booksellers can reasonable expect

larger sales or these books. The life span of a book in

America toaay is short. It has been saia that it is an ex-

ceptional Dook whicn is not torgotten two months after its

publication. It is estimated that ninety percent of the books

published do not exceed this time limit, ana, as a rule, fiction

1RIcnard B. Fuller, "A Bookseller Counts His Books",
Atlantic Monthly, CLDC (January, 1S07) » b8-60

.

^Richard B. Puller, Ibid.
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Is apt to be shorter lived than non-fiction.

The enthusiasm of the reviewers and the tenor of

their criticism often give impetus to a book which otherwise

I might not reach best seller proportions. It is well known that

certain commentators need only to praise a book in their daily

columns to sena a flock of followers to the bookstores. There

are periodicals which can start a nation wide demand for the

booKs they commend. Occasionally, a prominent person outside

literary circles creates a vogue in reading by public reference

to, or outright recommendation of, a certain book. If a book

arouses a difference of opinion among reviewers, to which tongue

is given in the public press, the sale of that book will in-

crease if aue oniy to curiosity on the part of the reader to

find out what all the furor is about. The "panning" of a book

by a reviewer, the denouncement of a Look by the clergy, or by

an organized group, will often arouse interest and increase

sales for the same reason. The greatest blight to a book's bid

for popularity from a bookseller's standpoint is that the

reviews it receives are non-commital

.





CHAPTER III

CRITICISM AND THE POPULARITY OF BOOKS

The influence which the reviewers exert in creating

best sellers has evoked much discussion. It is generally

agreed that in the realm of hooks instantaneous widespread

popularity is not the rule, for the majority of hooks make

their way comparatively slowly by gradual infiltration from

the critical majority to the larger number indifferent to

learned Judgment but curious about the latest hit. It is

recognized that hundreds of books are raised to the skies by

"puffs" only to drop with a hard thud on an unresponsive

market. It La also recognized that many popular books hold

their readers without benefit of critical sanction. There is

a certain class of writers whose works are largely ignored by

reviewers, or when they aeign to pronounce Judgment, it is in

condemnation. Yet the influence of the reviewer on the popu-

larity of books is very great. Johan J. Smertenko^ pursues

the point that best sellers are not written but made. He

declares that Americans are ruled by herd instinct in literary

matters; not only the semi-iiterate mass of whom this accu-

sation might De presumed to be most applicable, but even more

so the groups which he labels the "better educated aristocracy"

and the "minority of intellectuals." The groups may differ,

Dut they are alike in allowing themselves to be led bell

wether fashion. Pudishers recognize this peculiar herd

^Johan J. SmertenKo, "What Makes Popularity",
Saturday Review of Literature . V (April 20, 1929), yl8.
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instinct of the American public and exploit it. Many and

varied are the means they take to impress the different

classes in the reading public with the imperative of reading

a particular book, and although they may be as ignorant of the

nature of popularity as of electricity, they have learned "how

to turn on the current" • Proceeding on the premise that a

book must first have an essential appeal, that intrinsic

quality of being interesting, the American reading public will

then accept a guaranteed article. These guarantees are pro-

vided by the professional reviewers, each of whom has a follow-

ing. The reading public on the whole is astonishingly humble

minded. It admires what it is told it ought to admire, reads

books prescribed for it, and accepts debunked biography and

disillusioned fiction meekly. The desire to be "up" on the

latest books and to have read what "They" say is good may

create for a book a sales figure quite out of proportion to

the real difference in popular appeal between it and its

rivals in the same class. Public pressure passes for critical

judgment, for many a guaranteed book is far less suited to the

individual taste and temper than many an equally accessible

volume.

Additional condemnation of professional reviewers

comes from the pen of Arthur Gleason S. J.1 who labels them

Arthur Gleason S. J., "Distorted Standards",
Catholic World , CXL (February, 1935) 577-82.
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sycophants and holds them largely responsible for a situation

in which books by the dozen are acclaimed as "the year*s best

seller". Many of these, he feels, are devoid of real merit,

but they achieve unstinted popularity because of fulsome

reviews. The fact is clear, he writes, that

"Professional reviewers either have no definite
standards to judge good writing and good morals,
or, having them, supress their real convictions and
express false eulogies of whatever flubdub the
popularists produce and advertise. Yet to these
sycophantic reviewers millions of buyers and read-
ers of books ordinarily look for guidance in curr-
ent literature."

Journalistic criticism, when really criticism and not merely

book gossip and literary reporting, helps readers to appre-

ciate the changings winds of intellectual doctrines and

the veering currents in the aesthetic seas. At its worst

journalistic criticism merely reflects the book fashions of

the hour.

From another point of view the influence of the

reviewer is not as great as it might seem. An examination of

book review periodicals reveals that the taste of many pro-

fessional reviewers has become too subtle and sophisticated,

if not outrightly academic, to render the best service to the

general reading public. Under such conditions best sellers

become such through the grapevine. system rather than through

the influence of reviewers.

The reviewers are in turn influenced by certain

critics. Mr. Smertenko 1 deplores the tragic failure of

Johan J. Smertenko. op. cit.
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American reviewers, attributable less to their appalling ignor-

ance of literary values than to their truckling dependence

upon the literary judgments of a few critics. Henry Hazlett, 1

writing on the subject of standards in reviewing, points out

that there are an increasing number of critics who imagine

that the higher they place their standards the better their

criticism will be, but warns that such lofty standards applied

inappropriately may lead to deplorable results. Truly high

achievement is relatively rare. The critic who compares every

new literary offering with the standard set by Sophocles or

Homer is forced to condemn much of what is being written by

contemporary authors, if for no other reason than that present

day writing bears little resemblance to older forms of writing.

The application of the "touchstone" theory finds it wanting by

comparison. The use of a specific touchstone as a means of

evaluation leads a critic into the common error of denying one

sort of excellence because it does not resemble another. If

the touchstone test were used as the basis of judgment, it

might tell us v/hether a contemporary work were in the same

class as that of Homer or Dante, but if such a work failed to

rank among the immortals, there is no way of giving it value

as second, third, or fourth class. It is with these more

1Henry Hazlett, "Standards (Loud Cheers)" fhe Nation ,

CXXXL (December 3, 1930), 613-14.
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modest orders of achievement that the critic deals in greatest

numbers. A critic's standard may be low, it may shift with

every review, but he does have a standard in the sense that

every piece of writing is judged by comparison with some set

of criteria, ./hen accepting a critic's judgment, one should

know what these criteria are. The criteria by which a piece

of writing is judged should be relative to the pretensions of

th*=t work ?.nd to the purpose of the criticism. Much ill-

natured abuse in criticism results from an overweening concern

with the defects of a work to the exclusion of any positive

achievements it may possess. Another consideration in accept-

ing a critic's judgment is the fact that there is no external

or objective standard which can raise the judgments of a

critic above the limitations of his knowledge and tastes.

Other things being equal, a broad knowledge and sense of what

is excellent will enable a critic to make adequate judgments,

for standards in literature are not essentially different

from standards in life.

In the present situation it seems necessary to have

some sort of a preliminary sifting of the mass cf writing

offered for publication, a function which is performed by

literary editors. Such a practice places the reading public

at the mercy of the editors. It lends reasonable authority

to the accusation that the public is allowed to choose only

from a field predetermined by the editors. What they think





the public will like is what the public gets; thus, it is

editorial policy which shapes popular taste rather than

popular taste which determines editorial policy. T. S.

Matthews 1 has a quarrel with editors on this score and

characterizes them as "the swineherd editors who feed the

public trough". Michael Kent2 pursuing the comparison points

out that pigs prefer corn, if and when they can get it. In

his book, "The Art of Reading", A. R. Orage3 raises the

question of the responsibility of the four parties to current

literature: the author, the publisher, the reviewer, and the

reader. He concludes that of readers it is useless to complain

they are as God made them. Authors are dependent upon some

publisher for appearing in print at all, and then upon some

reviewer for the prestige they acquire. They are as completely

in the hands of those two as land is in the hands of a farmer.

At any time there exist authors of every degree of excellence.

It is not altogether their fault, still less the fault of the

reading public, if more of the best of their work is not

selected for publication. The real culprits, he says, are the

publishers and the reviewers, and neither have been blamed

enough. Vriters are as good as they ever have been, but

critics ere the worst ever known in any world of letters. The

1T. 3. 1.1a tt hews, "The "Writing Game", New Republic ,

XCVIII (March 29, 1939), 226-7.

2Michael Kent, "Pigs Prefer Corn", Catholic World ,

CLV (August, 1942) 585-9.

3A. R. Crage, The Art of Reading , (New York: Farrar
and Rinehart Inc.. 1930).
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real charge against them is not that they do not praise

enough, nor is it that they praise too much, but that they

distribute their praise and blame with no respect for the

established laws of literature; their criticism is ignorant.

The value of criticism is lost to a writer who knows that

praise and blame are both poured on by the bucketful and are

devoid of any discernable guiding principles. Mary Colum\

in commenting on modern writing, concludes that a hardening of

literary standards is needed among publishers and editors, for

the standards of that portion of the public which reads is

quite high, probably higher than in most countries.

Albert Guerard2 speaking before a group of bookmen

described them as a conscious minority who act as guides to

the public in literary matters, acting as shapers, therefore

as makers of public taste. He warned,

"It is you, men in the book business, who may
ultimately and justly be blamed for the state of
our culture. If your sold desire is to secure the
largest market in the laziest fashion and with the
quickest return, then our democratic civilization
is hopelessly vulgarized. The common tastes of the
common man will prevail. If, on the contrary, you
realize your responsibility, there is hardly any
limit to the good you may do. I do not mean to
force on the public unpalatable books, that would
be poor leadership and disasterous business, but
by using your experience of what the public wants,
give them the best of wha t they want, popular books
that will not cause you to blush. It is through
you alone that the artists and the public can meet.
It is up to you to make the introductions. The
fate of American literature is largely in your hands."

^R'ary Colum, "How Trivial Are Modern Books?" Forum
XC (November, 1933) 265.

Albert Guerard. ''Makers of Literature " Publishers
Yeekly. CXV (April 27, 19&9) 1997-2000.

*




































































































































































































































































































































































































































































































































































































