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Jeremy Fisher, executive director, Australian Society of Authors

I n 1950, M iles Franklin w ro te , 'W ith ­
ou t an ind igenous lite ra tu re  pe op le  
can remain alien in the ir ow n soil. An 

unsung country does not fu lly  exist or en­
joy  adequate in te rna tiona l exchange o f 
the inner life. Further, a coun try  must be 
portrayed by those w ho  hate it o r love it 
as the ir d w e llin g  place, fam ilia rly , o r re­
m ain dum b am ong its contem poraries.'

A n in d ig e n o u s  lite ra tu re  has been 
d e ve lop ing  in the 55 years s ince these 
words were w ritten . It is an essential part 
o f o u r cu ltu ra l id e n tity  w ith  an im p act 
w id e r than s im p ly  those w h o  read books 
fo r pleasure.

As G ill ia n  A rm s tro n g  in d ic a te d  to  
those assem bled fo r the  p re se n ta tio n  
o f the 2005 M iles  F ranklin A w ard, from  
the  f irs t w in n e r, Patrick W h ite 's  Voss 
in 1957, to the present, the w inners have 
p rov ided  a rich  vein o f stories fo r f i lm ­
m akers. Films such as A rm strong 's  My 
Brilliant Career and Oscar and Lucinda 
have th e ir  genesis in s trong A us tra lian  
w orks o f f ic tio n . Even an o r ig in a l f ilm - 
sc rip t such as tha t fo r Ray Law rence 's  
Lantana ow es m uch to  the  im agery  o f 
Eleanor Dark's Lantana Lane.

U n h a p p ily ,  ho w e ve r, w e  are s t ill 
large ly an unsung country. Recently, w e 
seem to have lost the sm all appe t-ite  w e 
had fo r A ustra lian  film s. They earned a 
p a ltry  $1 1 878  014  in 2 0 0 4 , o n ly  1.3 
per cen t o f box o ffice . The s itua tion  im ­
proved s ligh tly  in 2005 w ith  the success 
o f film s such as Little fish and The prop­
osition. But ne ither in film s nor books do 
A ustra lian  narratives d o m in a te  po pu la r 
cu ltu re , as w e m igh t expect them  to do 
at th is  stage o f o u r c u ltu ra l d e v e lo p ­
m en t. Even on te le v is io n , A u s tra lia n  
content on Australian te lev is ion am ounts 
to o n ly  24 per cent o f the to ta l con ten t 
b roadcast. In con tras t, 96 pe r cen t o f 
the con ten t broadcast on US te lev is ion
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is p roduced in that cou n try  and likew ise  
91 per cent o f the con ten t broadcast on 
B ritish  te le v is io n . C anada m anages to 
broadcast 75 per cen t Canadian con ten t 
on its te lev is ion  services.

Sales o f  A u s tra l ia n  f ic t io n  fe ll 
in 2 0 0 3 -2 0 0 4 . A uthors are w o rrie d  that 
A ustra lians are no longer in te rested in 
the ir ind igenous lite ra ture . This w o rry  is 
supported by anecdota l ev ide nce  from  
agents, w rite rs  and pub lishers that o n ly  
books that guarantee sales above a rela­
tive ly  high baseline are offered contracts. 
This m eans tha t n e w e r w rite rs  have a 
greater d iff ic u lty  in be ing pub lished  and 
publishers requ ire  established w rite rs  to 
p roduce  'm ore  o f the same' rather than 
exp lo re  d iffe ren t themes and subjects.

But are sales fa llin g  because pu b lish ­
ers are not pub lish ing w hat readers want? 
O r is it because readers no longer w ant 
to  read fic tion?  The ju ry  is s till ou t. It's 
true tha t sales o f n o n -fic tio n  are b o o m ­
ing. Som e o f th a t n o n - f ic t io n  is very  
c h a lle n g in g . It m ay be tha t, in f ic t io n , 
pub lishe rs  are not c h a lle n g in g  readers 
s u ffic ie n tly  to  ensure engagem ent. The 
f ilm  indus try  p rov ides  suppo rt fo r th is: 
Look both ways, Little fish and The prop­
osition are c h a lle n g in g  m ovies, none 
d e lib e ra te ly  p itch ed  at the m ainstream  
m arke t, yet a ll are p e rfo rm in g  w e ll.  In 
m usic too, independent Austra lian artists 
are ou tpe rfo rm ing  the m ainstream  artists 
in sales and m arket penetra tion .

These issues and m ore are canvassed 
in de ta il in a new  research paper from  
the A us tra lian  Socie ty o f A u thors , Cur­
rent Publishing Practice ($5 fo r m e m ­
bers; $15 fo r m em bers). The paper ex­
am ines the p u b lish in g  industry  from  an 
author's v ie w p o in t. It reveals tha t estab­
lish ing  a m ed ia  presence fo r an author, 
and thus som e m ass-m arket c re d ib ility , 
m ay cost m any tho usan ds  o f d o lla rs . 

This sort o f exp e n d itu re  is not v ia b le  
fo r a pu b lish e r a n tic ip a tin g  a m oder­
ate return on a new  novel o r scho la rly  
b iography. A u th o rs ' rep u ta tio ns  have 
th e re fo re  te n d e d  to  d e v e lo p  in c re ­
m en ta lly : th rough w o rd  o f m ou th , by 
w in n in g  lite ra ry  prizes, favourab le  re­
views, appearances at w rite rs ' festivals 
and appearances in n o n -co m m e rc ia l 
o r fringe  m edia , yet, as lite ra ry  agent 
Jenny D a rlin g  notes, there is 'am nesia 
in the indus try  tha t m ost au thors are 
not an ove rn igh t success.'

The c re a tio n  o f a recogn ised  au ­
th o r is a s lo w  process th a t does no t 
f it  w e ll w ith  p u b lis h e rs ' desires fo r 
im m e d ia te  pro fits . A  'w r ite r ' w ith  an 
im m e d ia te ly  recogn isab le  p ro file  —  a

sports star, perhaps, an errant po lit ic ia n , 
or a te le v is io n  star —  is a safer o p tio n  
in guaran tee ing  sales. F lom ogene ity  in 
pub lish ing  decis ions is a surer course o f 
action for publishers rather than p ro m o t­
ing new, un tried  voices. For this reason, 
most p u b lish in g  decis ions are reactive, 
ra the r than  p ro a c tiv e . As businesses 
d riven  by the need to  m ake p ro fits  fo r 
shareholders o r partners, publishers as a 
m atter o f course seek to atta in the great­
est return on th e ir investm ent.

In practice, however, th is conservat­
ism o fte n  trans la tes  in to  'fo l lo w  the  
leader'. P ub lishers are a lw ays chasing 
the  last successfu l b o o k , ra the r than 
lo o k in g  fo r som eth ing  new  to cha llenge 
and enterta in readers. Sales and m arke t­
ing strategies encourage this, even when 
e d ito r ia l a ttitud es  m ig h t veer tow a rds  
reco gn isab ly  d iffe re n t w o rks . So, w ith  
the  D an B row n 's  The Da Vinci Code 
h a v in g  so ld  ove r 1 m il l io n  cop ie s  in 
A ustra lia  in 2 0 0 4 -2 0 0 5 , w e can expect 
to  see a range o f books a tte m p tin g  to 
e m u la te  th a t success, m uch  as books 
s im ila r  to  J K R o w ling 's  'H a rry  Potter' 
series em erged a fte r its success, even 
though there w ere m any in teresting va ri­
ations a lready ava ilab le  in a flo u rish in g  
fantasy genre.

Publishers take whatever in fo rm ation 
they can gain from  the ir lim ite d  m arket 
research to  attem pt to  m in im ise  the ir risk 
and exposure and guarantee sales. This 
research is essentia lly  reactive as it fo l­
low s from  p u b lish in g  decis ions a lready 
m ade. But the sales o f D an B row n and 
) K R o w lin g  cam e as a surp rise , th e ir  
extrem e success not envisaged by the ir 
publishers. R ow ling  had her manuscripts 
re jec ted  t im e  and  aga in  be fo re  be in g  
su cce ss fu lly  p u b lis h e d . Jenny D a r lin g  
m akes the p o in t th a t D an B row n  was 
not an ove rn igh t success.

C u r r e n t  P u b lis h in g  P r a c t ic e  is available 
($5 for members; $15 for non-members) 
from the Australian Society of Authors,
PO Box 1566, Strawberry Hills NSW 2012. 
http://www.asauthors.org

The Book Quiz
Ever wondered which book reflects 
your personality? This site, by 
BluePyramid InterActive, features 
a light-hearted quiz that matches 
titles to personality types. Not to 
mention several other quizzes. It's 
as addictive as reading your horo­
scope. http://bluepyramid.org/. ■
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