The “New” Guernica and the Changing Relationship Between Publisher and Writer

First, a qualification on my qualifications: I’ve been a writer for a lot longer than I’ve been a publisher. In fact, I began writing in antediluvian times while still in elementary school and only became a publisher less than four years ago. So I consider myself a practical expert in one and a quasi-novice in the other. Nevertheless, given a world where relativism reigns, the margins have moved to the middle and traditional canons of authority have misfired horribly, the asymmetry of experience isn’t going to stop me from pontificating on both and the relationship between them.

So what I’d like to do this morning is talk a little about publishing in the 21st century and my vision of what the “new” Guernica looks like – and then, with an eye towards that “new” vision, some notes on what Guernica sees as the ideal relationship between publisher and writer once a manuscript has been accepted.

Okay, let’s start with The New Guernica

Many people have told me I was certifiable for taking on the task of running a Canadian publishing house in the early days of the 21st century. And not just any publishing house, mind you, but Guernica Editions, which has been in existence for more than three decades, and has produced almost 500 books. What possessed me and my partner – the equally certifiable Connie McParland – to plunk down a hefty chunk of change in what many believe is a dying industry? They told us it was like climbing back onto the Titanic after the iceberg of postmodern technologies struck it broadside and administered the fatal blow. They told us that print was dead. Kaput. A virtual – and viral – stake driven through its antiquated Gutenberg heart by the likes of iPod, iPad, Kindle, Kobo, and what have you.

The truth of the matter is that, when Guernica became available, Connie and I decided to move forward because it was Guernica. Because of what Guernica had stood for during all those decades. Because of what the publishing house had achieved in terms of advancing certain ideas and principles that other publishing houses in Canada had not picked up on – or felt weren’t worth their while.

Among other achievements, Guernica (and yes it is named after Picasso’s famous painting of the bombing of the town of that name) was the first press in Canada to consciously feature a multicultural (the trendy term now is pluri-cultural) blend of Canadian and foreign authors. It was one of the first presses to create a broad-based translation system of French Quebec writers into English. And it was one of the first English presses in Canada to establish contacts with European counterparts in order to translate Italian, French, Swiss, German, Hungarian, Dutch, Spanish, Estonian, Lithuanian and Latvian writers. To mention but a few. These were often writers who had won major awards in their own linguistic universes but were scarcely known in Canada. Most importantly, it was the house where fringe or marginal voices, voices that would not normally get a hearing in the mainstream, were welcomed. Given a platform. An opportunity to make themselves known.

Under that mantle, Guernica has published every manner of book in every genre: poetry, short story collections, novels and novellas, literary essays, cultural and political treatises, interviews, biographies, memoirs and plays. And, although at present the focus is on English, it has also published books in French and Italian as well as bilingual editions, mostly French-English or Italian-English but also Estonian-English. Throughout, Guernica has been the recipient of numerous awards, its authors earning prizes from the GGs and Trilliums to U.S. National Book Awards and Bressani Prizes, the latest of these coming with two GG nominations this year (2013): the first for poetry (Austin Clarke’s Where The Sun Shines Best) and the second for French-English translation (Luise von Flotow’s translation of France Theoret’s The Stalinist’s Wife).
Not to boast but it’s easy to see that Guernica has a well-established and highly-decorated past. A history that any literary publishing house would be proud to include in the “About” section of its web site.

But the past is the past. The question now is: What’s in store for the future or new Guernica? How do we go about ensuring the survival of the publishing house amid turbulent waters and constantly springing leaks? In other words, aside from the day-to-day load, what’s our master plan?
If there is such a creature as a master plan lurking about, I look at it as three-pronged: 1. to expand Guernica’s publishing vision; 2. to increase its reach in the marketplace; and 3. to take advantage of the new ways of getting books out to the readers.

When it comes to the first prong, the expansion of the house’s publishing vision, we’ve opened up the press to more writers of fiction and gone far and wide across the country to be truly inclusive. We’ve also created a new imprint – MiroLand – which is open to manuscripts that don’t quite fit under the strictly literary. These include how-to books, memoirs, genre fiction, and possibly children’s books and cookbooks. Our first two MiroLand books are good examples of the breadth of the imprint: the first, Writing Poetry To Save Your Life, is a practical guide, complete with pointers to get the timid poet started on a life of soulful satisfaction and penury; the second, My Silent Pledge: A Journey of Struggle, Survival and Remembrance, chronicles the journey of a Jewish family in Nazi-occupied Poland and how they survived intact while living in barns and holes in the ground.

The second prong, under the auspices of increasing Guernica’s reach in the marketplace, consists of placing more emphasis on the publicity and marketing side of things. It’s one thing to publish a lot of books – and a lot of very excellent thought-provoking, soul-disturbing books; it’s another to make sure that the books get out there to the public. That people actually get to read what the geniuses and creative artists have written. The last thing any publisher wants is to have an ever-increasing pile of boxes in a warehouse somewhere. So we’ve hired a publicist and had a marketing consultant come in to give us tips on how to make ourselves better known. The things that need to be done to bring our books to the attention of the public. We try to work closely with the sales reps who are out there flogging our books to the booksellers, libraries and universities. We’ve also worked to improve our relationships with other publishers, especially those from Toronto. Because we feel that the small house publishing industry in Canada could use as much cooperation and collaboration as competition. And we’re doing the usual launches, readings, emailings, media review requests, and social networking via Facebook and Twitter.
The third prong, taking advantage of new ways to get our books to readers, is probably the most far-reaching and the most controversial – at least for traditional book readers. I must confess right off the bat that, as much as I love physical books, having owned thousands in my time and having spent way too many hours sneezing amid the dusty bins and slightly stale repositories of used book stores, I don’t have a manic belief that a bunch of paper with scribbles on it between two somewhat brighter and shinier pieces of cardboard is the only way to do things in the publishing world. I see physical books as simply one method of getting ideas across, one vessel among many. It is the ideas that count … the words … the patterns that reflect a thinking, emotional, exploring brain.

I have no problem with the use of eBook technology to get our books to the market. More importantly, if we want to survive as a publishing house, we have little choice. Proper use of  this technology will allow us to better reach areas such as libraries and universities which are moving more and more to eBooks. We can also reach those who don’t usually go to bookstores and who like the convenience of being able to download hundreds of books for their serious holiday reading. Those who consider their cell phone apps as the end all and be all.

In conjunction with this, we now have an eCommerce segment to our website. There, we sell both the print backlist (at prices comparable to Amazon) and two eBook platforms: one for the Kindle and ePub for other eReaders. By “the print backlist,” I mean any books not published in the current year. This is so we don’t compete with those independent bookstores struggling to survive. The eBooks, however, are up to date given that our competition is the likes of Amazon, Chapters-Indigo and Barnes & Noble.
As well, the new Guernica includes a greater awareness of the importance of marketing in the 21st century, the use of social networking as a way of spreading the message – in conjunction with some tried-and-true methods such as making sure our catalogues get done on time and into the hands of our sales reps so that bookstores can place their orders.

So, these are some of the things that Guernica is looking at technology-wise. Combining our traditional vision of a literary publishing house with the latest marketing and selling technologies is a win-win situation. It has to be as there is no fall-back position. Put another way: The leaks might still be there but at least we’ll be sailing higher in the water.

The Role Of The Writer Within This Vision

Why am I telling you all this? Because none of it will be easy or even possible without the help of the writers that Guernica has signed on to publish in the coming years. The days of the writer sitting back and thinking his or her job is done after a manuscript has been accepted are over. In many ways, it can be argued that today a writer’s task actually shifts into high gear after the contract has been signed.

Ideally, the relationship between publisher and writer goes from high priest and supplicant during the “courting” period to relatively equal partnership once the ink has dried on their signatures. I say “ideally” because there are always other factors that stand in the way of this ideal relationship. Time, distance, manpower, mutual abilities or lack thereof – all these things militate against a perfectly balanced relationship.

Nevertheless, at Guernica, the new administration is trying its best to give willing authors the opportunity to partner up. It starts with what I like to call an interactive editing process. This is where a writer and an editor work together to achieve the highest level of writing possible. Some writers don’t understand this. Or they’re not used to it, having experienced other publishers who would not accept anything that wasn’t already pristine clean, ready to go to press. Thus, some writers feel (or have been led to believe) that what they’ve submitted is at the acme of perfection – and don’t like being told there might be some acne to be removed instead. 

Some ask: “Well, why did you accept it if you now tell me we need to work on it?” The answer: Guernica’s policy is to try to bring a piece of writing as close to perfection as possible. So we work closely with writers to do just that while, hopefully, maintaining the writer’s original vision. It’s a delicate balancing act, no doubt about it. And it can often lead to the publisher playing referee between writer and editor. But, in the end, the vast majority of writers agree that their manuscript has been improved.

In fact, we have published poets who spent five-six months with one of our illustrious editors ensuring the best book possible. And we have novels, short story collections and poetry out with editors right now doing the old back-and-forth with the authors to make sure the writing glows. Naturally, this works better with first-time writers than with veterans. But the difference is really a matter of diplomacy and approach than in the actual editing process. In other words, telling a Len Gasparini or an Austin Clarke that his material needs sprucing up calls for kid gloves.

While the publisher-writer relationship varies depending on the publisher (and on the writer) when it comes to the acceptance and editing process, it is in the second prong, however, that this relationship has changed the most. This is especially true in how much authors get involved and interactive (or need to get involved and interactive) in the promotion and dissemination of their own books. And, thanks to email, the Internet and other instantaneous connections, it is becoming easier and easier. For instance, we set up a project that allows an author to password access his or her own web page on the Guernica site and add material to it: photos and images, bios, synopses, reviews, links to blogs, and so on. The writer is hands-on, in other words, and very much in the frame when it comes to marketing and promotion.

From the flogging and selling of books to the creation of blogs, from self-managing a writer’s own page on the publisher website to the more traditional book launches and reading tours, from the use of social networking channels such as Facebook, Twitter and YouTube to posting information on list-serves and other professional websites, the writer has to be prepared to be completely and absolutely committed to working with the publicist to make a book happen.

Some writers are natural salespeople: they know what it takes to promote themselves and their books. They have the contacts and know how to use them – or at least to pass their contact list to the publicist. Others need a bit of prodding and help to get them out of that garret. But that’s why Guernica brought a publicist on board: she can make the contacts, help set up the readings, show the writers how to create their own blogs, etc. No matter what, though, no writer can afford to ignore these promotional efforts. Unless the writer has already written a best seller, the chances are a book will fizzle out if this publisher-writer promotional partnership doesn’t exist. The publisher provides the means; the writer provides the input. In an ideal world.

As for the third prong, the new ways of packaging writing in the form of eBooks and other electronic channels, there is not much a writer can do that he or she isn’t already doing for the promotion of the physical books. It’s mostly technical stuff and the creation of a selling platform. However, it should be pointed out that this is one area where a writer can reap higher rewards than the typical 10% royalties achieved with physical books. At Guernica, we offer our writers a 25% split on the net price of the eBooks created from their manuscripts.

On Becoming a Guernica Writer
Okay, we’ve talked about the changing relationship between Guernica and its writers; how the writers are helping to formulate the “new” Guernica vision; and how new technologies can be of service. This might be a good time to mention briefly what it takes to become a Guernica writer in the first place.

What does Guernica look for in terms of manuscripts? How do you optimize your chances of having something published by the great and wonderful publishing house that recently earned itself a GG-award shortlist for its poetry? It all goes back to the vision I spoke of in the first part of this presentation. The closer your material comes to that, the better chance you have of being published.
Technically, the process employed at Guernica consists of (this is in an ideal world, of course):

1. sending a query by email explaining what your manuscript consists of and what you hope to achieve with it as well as why you think it fits Guernica’s mandate or vision (remembering always that we’re a literary press and don’t publish horror or speculative fiction – although one never knows)

2. including a brief bio as well as a list of significant previous publications (and any blurbs or quotes from other writers on your material).

3. if you get a positive response (and we try to respond one way or another as quickly as possible), then you’ll be asked to send the full manuscript as a Word document email attachment.

4. if this tickles our fancy, we’ll work out a contract

5. if you accept our contract, you’ll get matched up with an editor and the fun starts.

6. 18 months to two years down the road, your book will be in print and eBook-ed and whatever other technology is available to us at that moment. For which you’ll be paid handsomely. Or as handsomely as we get paid.

Which comes to about 10% for physical books. Yes, you heard right. The publisher gets about the same slice of a book that the author does. This is something that many writers don’t understand: “Hey, I did all the work and now you take 90%. That’s not fair.” It wouldn’t be fair if that were the truth. So who gets the biggest piece of the pie, you ask? The distributor, followed by the retailer (bookstore or amazon.ca). And then you need to include the publisher’s expenses. This formula changes with eBooks as I mentioned above.
It is a fact of life that publishers will tend to give more credence and will be more likely to lend an ear to writers who have a solid history of publication – even more so if the author has previously published with them. Guernica is no different when it comes to this. As much as we’d like to maintain a level playing field, the truth is that having heard a name before (or having been recommended by a Guernica writer) makes it easier to get in the door.

But Guernica also prides itself on the discovery of new voices. To that end, we have a First Poets Series, featuring the first collections of poetry by writers under 35. And a First Fiction Series, for first novels and short story collections.

The other thing that Guernica likes to do is to create and establish a long-term relationship with writers. This used to be the norm: a writer would sign with a publisher and then spend the rest of his or her publishing life with that house. They would have their own personal editors and be given some leeway when it came to having their next offerings considered. That doesn’t really exist any longer. Similar to what has happened in the outside working world where the once employer-employee loyalty bond has gone the way of auto manufacturing in North America, publishers and writers no longer feel obligated to maintain an ongoing relationship.

Guernica thinks that’s wrong and is striving to bring that type of relationship back. Of course, this means that Guernica will have to do more to encourage writers to stay. And we’re working on that. Making sure the writer’s work gets the widest possible exposure; preparing publicity and promotional materials well in advance so that the buyers have the opportunity to evaluate books; ensuring that books come out on time; and creating a buzz through the web site, word of mouth, and social networking channels as well as the actual book launching itself – these are some examples of what the new Guernica is trying to do for its authors.

It must always be borne in mind, however, that Guernica is a small, independent publisher and there is only so much it can do. Witness what happened with Gaspereau Press and the crap it took following the Giller victory for its author. They were even accused of holding back the writer from achieving her true sales potential. Ah, the joy and despair of winning a major award. To that end, however, it must be stated that Guernica would never hold back a writer who finds fame and fortune and decides the publishing grass is greener on the other side.

That brings me back to a question I’m often asked about my taking over Guernica: “So, is it fun, yet?” I don’t know, I say. Was it supposed to be? I tell myself as often as possible that running Guernica means being at the helm of a significant purveyor of a Canadian culture segment that is all too often marginalized, that we try to give a voice to those who wouldn’t otherwise have one, and that we are making a difference, especially when it comes to producing translations of Quebec writers, writers from other minorities, and important foreign writers.

Is it true? Well, it’s my story and I’m sticking to it. Besides, as George Bernard Shaw said: “What is life but a series of inspired follies? The difficulty is to find them to do. Never lose a chance: it doesn’t come every day.”

I found mine — thank goodness. Otherwise, I might have had to actually contemplate retirement!

Thank you and good luck in all your writing and publishing endeavours.
