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As a books editor, I am asked relatively often: ‘How do
you judge which books you will send out for review?’ I
answer, only slightly abashed, with the truth: ‘By their

c ove r s .’ You might think that som e one with the gra n d -
sounding job title of literary editor would make a different
boast – but how could it be otherwise? It’s not a question of
high-handedness: it’s a question of maths.

Let us say that the average newspaper books desk gets 300
books a week sent for possible review. I don’t know the actual
figure, but it is of roughly that order of magnitude. You may
hear noises about the demise of the book, but they are the
purest nonsense. There’s plenty that you can argue is wrong
with the industry – to do with the monopsonistic powers of the
big booksellers; the disproportionate influence of celebrity; the
dwindling willingness of publishers to nurse careers rather than
seek big hits and so on and so forth – but it’s certainly not that
too few books are published. Every day brings a slow-motion
avalanche of Jiffy bags.

That needs to be considered against a general tightening
of resources across the newspaper industry. The job of the
newspaper literary editor is done not atop a tower of Olympian
c on t e m p l a t i on , but haru m - s ca ru m , in a poky ro om amid
teetering piles of padded envelopes and perpetual crises of space
and deadlines.

A N Wilson once wrote something to the effect that
when he took over the literary editorship of the Evening
Standard, he nursed fantasies of having the finest writers on
earth reviewing the most important books – that his pages
would be a shining beacon of literary excellence. After a couple
of years, he said, all he cared about was that copy would come
in on deadline, in English, and to length.

Not long after I took over at the Telegraph, I had lunch
with Nicholas Shakespeare, one of my predecessors in the job
and someone I was lucky enough to inherit as a reviewer. ‘You
have the most wonderful job in the world,’ he beamed at me
with a malevolent twinkle. ‘And one in which you will make
three new enemies a week.’

I hope and believe that both Andrew and Nicholas were
being cynical for effect: but they both touched on something
real. It is true that the experience of being reviewed can be a
bruising one; that the job of the reviewer is often done in haste
and sometimes sloppily; and that authors who are reviewed
badly frequently feel hard done-by. Sometimes they feel so with
justice. So it seems to me sensible to tr y and set out here
roughly what things look like from our end, on the off-chance
it will be helpful to somebody.

The Daily Telegraph books desk has – including me – a
staff of three; a figure roughly half what it was ten years ago.
This is not intended as a complaint – many of my colleagues on
other newspapers make do with much less.

Between us, we need to commission and edit full-length

reviews of roughly eight non-fiction and four fiction books a
week, seven capsule reviews of paperbacks, a handful of genre
reviews, as well as overseeing columns, a weekly feature or
interview, some involvement in serial rights, meeting with and
fielding calls from publicists, overseeing the production of our
pages, proofreading, adding facetious headlines and so on. It is
great fun, an immense privilege, and a job that we do take very
seriously.

I’m surprised by how often people regard – or affect to
regard, because they imagine it confers an aura of sophistication
on them – book - rev i ewing as corru p t ; l i t e ra ry editors as
pursuing vendettas and log-ro lling for their fri e n d s ; a n d
reviewers as ‘never reading the books’. Instances of all the above
exist – but they are not the norm. On the whole, I and my
opposite numbers do our jobs in good faith.

The two chief grievances authors tend to have with books
desks are being reviewed badly, and not being reviewed at all.
Let’s start with the first. The instinct of many people in receipt
of a bad review is to assume either that the reviewer hasn’t read
the book, or that they are the victims of a conspiracy. This is
understandable – egos are at stake and it must be mortifying to
conclude that an intelligent person has carefully, patiently and
open-mindedly read your work, and found it bad. But that, nine
times out of ten, is what has happened.

If I ever found conclusive evidence that someone writing
a full-dress review for me had not read, and read properly, the
book in question, I’d never use them again. It’s of course true
that strong, let alone conclusive, evidence of that kind is almost
impossible to come by. But my suspicions are far more likely to
be aroused by blandly enthusiastic praise than a scalding
dismissal: what sort of idiot would you have to be to attack a
book you hadn’t read, given the likelihood of the author
responding? 

Second, we never ‘commission hatchet jobs’. That is not
how it works. Any self-respecting critic would regard it as a
bloody cheek if I told them what to write. Indeed, I often find
a book I reviewed favourably in another organ comes in for a
kicking in my own, or vice versa. I admired J. G. Ballard’s
Kingdom Come in the Literary Review, for example, only to see
Lionel Shriver attack it in the Daily Telegraph.

It would be impossible to do my job were I to make
exceptions. I have a couple of good friends who are writers, and
a number of friendly acquaintances – but far from doing them
special favours, I dread sending their books out for review. If
they come under attack I know my pages are going to be
responsible for ruining their day.

The idea that a books editor controls who gets a good and
who a bad review is naïve, but there is a more sophisticated
question about the propriety of the commissioning process to
be answered. Should people be allowed to review the books of
their friends, of their enemies, or of their rivals? 



Broadly, the answer is no. If I have reason to believe a
critic has more than a nodding acquaintance with an author –
or, having been reviewed in turn by them, reason either to detest
or be grateful to them – I won’t make the commission. Very
often, I make a point of checking. The line is not absolute,
though. The literary world is quite a small one, and it goes to
parties; a huge number of writers are acquainted at a cocktail-
party level. If a reviewer can put hand on heart and say that,
though he’s exchanged pleasantries with the author, he’d have
no fear writing honestly about the book, I see no problem.

Other worlds are smaller. Sometimes, there is a trade-off
between finding a writer qualified to do the review, and one
who can claim to be disinterested. If you’re a British specialist
in Indonesian politics, you are likely to know the author of the
big new book on the subject, or to have a competing book out
yourself. I have to decide: do I give the book to someone who
knows nothing about the subject and risk doing the author a
disservice that way, or do I give it to someone who may have an
axe to grind? How much do I trust the integrity of the potential
reviewer?

Often we’ll go for the generalist. Our pages are, after all,
aimed not at academics but at intelligent average readers.
Scholarly journals will, quite properly, interrogate in detail what
contribution a book makes to the advancement of knowledge in
the field, or pick up its minute errors. We’d very much hope to
have reviewers who can do that, but we are also concerned to
know whether a book is boring, or well-written; what the
average reader will learn from it; whether it justifies its cover-
price – all subjects more or less irrelevant to an academic
reviewer.

This, or some form of it, is the answer I’d tend to offer to
the aggrieved author who asks: ‘What the hell does X know
about the subject?’ J ohn Irv i n g, on the radio last ye a r,
complained that his latest novel had been panned and asked, in
effect, what right has a critic, who spends a few hours reading
the book, to pronounce on it when it took Irving hundreds of
hours to write it? The answer is that Mr Irving is offering it for
sale to a public each of whom will only spend a few hours
reading it. The critic is entitled, as their representative, to say
whether it’s worth their money and their time.

A vicious review can be, God knows, entertaining to read.
But we don’t seek them out. Ideally, we try to find a reviewer
who will be in sympathy with a book’s project, and will find in
it something to praise. Given the number of books published, it
makes more sense to highlight the good ones than to warn
people off the bad. And we purposely don’t attack first novels:
if our critic thinks they aren’t any good, we ignore them.

Books editors are often accused of cliquishness by writers
frustrated they don’t get reviews. We are charged with letting
wonderful first novels wither on the vine, or of being snobbishly
prejudiced against self-published work. In both cases, it comes
down to the brutal mathematics of the books cupboard.

It is annoying that the area where we could arguably make
the most difference – in picking out the best debuts and giving
them a huge show – is the one in which it is hardest to do so.
Why, people ask, are we lavishing a big review on already-

famous Zadie Smith when still-unknown Jody Smith is the one
it would make a difference to? They have a good point.

In part, it’s because our readers will want to know about
Zadie’s new book; and in part, it’s because if we’re getting 20
Jody Smiths a week, we can’t commission reviews of them all.
We can on ly listen out for publishing buzz (often ve ry
deceptive), skim their pages, and hope that the one Jody we do
pick out turns out to be the coming superstar. Our record in this
is very mixed, and often downright dismal. We missed Kiran
Desai altogether.

A re we prejudiced against self-published book s ?
Dogmatically, no. Snobbishly, no. But if I’m asked, as I am
daily, to guess quickly which of two books is most likely to be
good – one of them self-published and very probably much-
rejected; the other having won the approval of a reputable
publisher and having benefited from the attentions of an editor
– I’m likely to plump for the second. And though there are self-
published books that shine out like diamonds in a dunghill, I’m
more often than not going to be right.

So when I stand there in the cupboard judging a book by
its cover, what am I asking myself? I am asking whether the
author (and indeed the publisher) has a reputation that suggests
it will be good. I am asking whether, if it is non-fiction, it deals
with an intriguing subject or looks like it will tell us something
new. I shuffle the pages to see whether it seems well written or
originally treated. I am asking how many of our readers will be
interested in it – I don’t much care for military history,
personally, but a huge number of the people who do are
Telegraph readers – or interested in an account of it.

And I am, sincerely, trying to give everyone a fair crack of
the whip. If I fail, all I can plead is that I fail in good faith.
You’ll think so, next time round, when your book is the lead
review.


