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   Louise Willder has been a copywriter at Penguin Books for twenty-five years. During this time, she estimates she has produced about 5,000 blurbs. She doesn’t follow people round bookshops, willing them to buy the books she’s written copy for. Really, she doesn’t.

  

  
   praise for 
Blurb Your Enthusiasm

   ‘Truly delightful… charming and gracefully learned… Louise Willder, a copywriter with decades of experience, brings so much joy and, indeed, enthusiasm to her book about books that anyone and everyone who revels in reading will find real enchantment here. I couldn’t have had more fun.’ 

   Benjamin Dreyer, author of the 
New York Times bestseller Dreyer’s English

   ‘Jammed with funny, curious and stylish thoughts and insights, Blurb Your Enthusiasm will be loved by absolutely everybody with an obsessive interest in books and their appearance.’ 

   Simon Winder, author of Germania

   ‘Uproarious, gossipy and utterly fascinating: a masterclass in how to judge a book by its cover. It makes words seem weird and wild again.’ 

   Henry Eliot, author of The Penguin Classics Book

   ‘For anyone who needs or wants to use words persuasively, this is the most enjoyable masterclass you’ll ever read.’ 

   Rob Williams, screenwriter of Killing Eve and The Victim

  

  
    


    [image: ]
   

  

 
  
   For my parents
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   Question any thinking person as to why he ‘never reads novels’, and you will usually find that, at bottom, it is because of the disgusting tripe that is written by the blurb-reviewers.

   George Orwell, 
‘In Defence of the Novel’

   Everyone engaged in publishing knows what a difficult art blurb-writing is.


   T. S. Eliot

   It’s just the blurb. You can have fun with it.


   Nancy McAvoy, 
my niece, aged seven

  

 
  
   
Introduction

   ‘Wonderful Imaginative Lying’

   Bloody hell. I’m sweating here. Roasting. Boiling. Baking. Sweltering. It’s like a sauna. A furnace. You could fry an egg on my stomach. It’s ridiculous. Tremendous. Fantastic. Fan-dabby-dozy-tastic.


   I could fry an egg on that script, too.

   Many books about books begin with beloved memories of childhood reading, or an evocative description of an ancient library. I decided this one should start with Ray Winstone in yellow speedos. The words above open the film Sexy Beast, as our hero lies, basted and basking, by a pool in the blazing heat of the Costa del Sol. They build and build like an incantation; a prayer offered up to the Spanish sun gods. I’m hooked, suckered, skewered.

   What about the effect of these words, from Shirley Jackson’s The Haunting of Hill House?

   No live organism can continue for long to exist sanely under conditions of absolute reality. Hill House, not sane, stood by itself against its hills, holding darkness within.


   Or these, from John Donne’s poem ‘The Sun Rising’ describing his annoyance at the dawn disturbing him and his lover:

   
Busy old fool, unruly sun,

Why dost thou thus,

Through windows, and through curtains call on us?



   Can a house be insane, or the sun unruly? How many ways can you describe being hot? There’s just something about the way the specific, well-chosen combinations of words in these examples make me feel: intrigued, unsettled, surprised, drawn into a world that I want more of. This book is all about that ‘something’: the power of words. How they persuade, shock, seduce, cajole, manipulate, affect and operate; how they create and capture desire.

   I’ve worked in publishing for twenty-five years as a copywriter, and during this time (in fact perhaps ever since encountering the word ‘soporific’ in Beatrix Potter) I’ve been fascinated by how words work, and how they work on us. I spend my days writing, rewriting, honing, shaping, trimming, polishing and tweaking words – like a linguistic beauty therapist – ostensibly to try and persuade people to buy books, but also to try and capture the essence of a book in a way that is instantly appealing; to dig out its unique qualities and make them sing. Put plainly, I write the blurb.

   If you’ve ever been into a bookshop, chances are you will have seen something I’ve written, although my name will never appear.1 Most of us will read – or at least glance at or skim – more blurbs than books in our lifetimes, even if we do treat them with caution, as something not quite to be trusted.

   There is, naturally, an element of deceit in what copywriters do. Writing ‘blurbs’, or the copy that appears on the back of a book, involves distorting the truth in some way. As the Italian writer and editor Roberto Calasso describes it in The Art of the Publisher, blurbing is like introducing someone at a party: ‘you must overcome the slight embarrassment that always exists in every introduction … respecting the rules of good manners that prevent you from emphasising the defects of the friend being introduced.’

   So, just as I wouldn’t present an esteemed colleague as someone who rambles on incessantly, sags in the middle and could do with slimming down, neither would I tell a potential reader this about a book, true as it might be. We concentrate on the good bits. There’s always something to love in a book, just as there’s (usually) something to like in a person.

   A decent blurb writer cannot just recite the plot or the contents of a book; there has to be some kind of sugar coating and, yes, lying. If we literally told people what happened, we could end up with something like this deliberately inappropriate TV listing for The Wizard of Oz: ‘Transported to a surreal landscape, a young girl kills the first person she meets and then teams up with three strangers to kill again.’2

   As Oscar Wilde put it, ‘All Art is lying, wonderful imaginative lying. Lying, the telling of beautiful untrue things, is the proper aim of Art.’ I wouldn’t dare to say that writing blurbs is an art; it’s a craft that can be learned and honed over time, like any other. But that element of ‘wonderful imaginative lying’ has to be at the heart of it.

   The manipulation of words can be far more nefarious and dangerous, of course. Take your pick from any recent political slogan or government communication – Care in the Community, collateral damage, world-beating test-and-trace – and you have instant proof of Orwell’s maxim that political language ‘is designed to make lies sound truthful and murder respectable, and to give an appearance of solidity to pure wind’.3

   I hope that what we do in publishing is more of a fib than a lie. I also think that, as readers, sometimes a small part of us wants to be seduced and sucked in. I once bought a book because the quote on the front said, ‘If George Clooney had walked into the room I would have told him to come back later when I’d finished,’ and I was glad I did.4

   Take the comforts of genre fiction. My husband reads everything from historical tomes to political diaries, but on holiday he wants wartime thrillers and only wartime thrillers. If he sees some copy beginning ‘Berlin, 1944’ – or ‘East Germany, 1963’ if he’s in a Cold War state of mind – it’s likely he’ll buy the book. Sometimes copy can be a clear, familiar signal that cuts through the noise.

   There are now more books published than ever, and more words and messaging vying for our attention, but there’s also nothing new under the sun. I don’t think we ever existed in some prelapsarian age of innocence. Writers have been eliciting words of praise from other writers for hundreds of years, markets have always been ‘crowded’ and the oldest known printed advert in English is from the fifteenth century – and is for a book.

   Almost as long as there have been books, they have been promoted by their authors and their publishers. The word ‘blurb’ made its appearance relatively late in literary history,5 coined in a 1907 advert by the American author Frank Gelett Burgess. It proudly states: ‘Yes, this is a BLURB! All the other Publishers commit them. Why Shouldn’t We?’ and features an image of an enthusiastic-looking lady, ‘Miss Belinda Blurb in the act of blurbing’. Blurbing she certainly is, describing Burgess’s book, Are You a Bromide?, as making you ‘want to crawl through thirty miles of dense tropical jungle and bite somebody in the neck’. Have I missed a trick all this time by not describing the physical feats a book will compel readers to undergo? Dancing across hot knives, or subjecting themselves to a controlled explosion?

   It’s easy and fun to deride cliché and mock the hyperbolic language that is often used to describe books, whether it’s Bridget Jones launching Kafka’s Motorbike with the tagline ‘the greatest book of our time’ or Edmund Blackadder’s magnum opus Edmund: A Butler’s Tale: ‘a giant rollercoaster of a novel in four hundred sizzling chapters. A searing indictment of domestic servitude.’ I wonder too, though, if most of the time we’re all in on the joke, and that’s okay?

   As someone who spends most of my days working with and worrying about words, and sometimes hammering them into submission (which the otherwise slightly naff moniker ‘wordsmith’ accurately conveys), I think copywriting is, well, fun. Ultimately we want to tell a story to the reader. D. J. Taylor says that ‘Of all the minor literary arts, none is quite so delicate as the production of jacket copy.’ A great deal of thought, care and attention goes into the making of a book, how it looks and how we describe it. Perhaps, sometimes, we really can judge a book by its cover.

   I’m intrigued by this tension between content and packaging, between the object and the description of the object, between serious purpose and frivolity. I read blurbs obsessively, not only on books, but also the copy on tube ads, posters, DVDs, catalogues, even sandwich packets, trying to calculate what is going on and whether it works: Who writes them? How do they decide what to say? Why do the film descriptions on Netflix never bear any resemblance to the film you’ve just seen?

   On one level a blurb is just a folderol; a frippery. It’s such a silly word, after all. When I told a class of five-year-olds what a blurb was, they thought it was the funniest thing they’d ever heard and fell about laughing on their little ‘bug spots’ on the carpet. But blurbs also tell us much about language. They require concision and concentration. Words have to work extra hard. According to Cecil Day-Lewis, the sonnet, the detective story and the blurb are all the most perfect crystallisation of literary form.

   I have become obsessed with certain questions while writing blurbs, and this book is my attempt to answer them, drawing on the lessons I’ve learned as a writer of blurbs, a blurber, a blurbologist,6 a blurbiste, or a Belinda. I have structured it as an A to Z for a pick’n’mix feel so that you can start where you wish, and it is divided into five parts.

   Part One is concerned with our initial impressions of a book. How do the things we first see – title, strapline, quotes, opening line, cover design – work together to make us want to pick it up? The second section stays with the bigger picture to consider the blurb’s literary history. Has the way we use words to sell books changed over time – when did the earliest blurb appear? What can great writers from Austen to Salinger, and a few lesser-known figures, tell us? Which authors really hated blurbs?

   Then we narrow our focus and home in on the rules of good copy. What is the best way to capture something in as few words as possible, while still making those words feel fresh and original? How do shape, structure, pace and style work together? Is it ever okay to swear, or give away the ending? (Spoiler: yes.) We stay focused in the fourth section, examining copy in different genres, from children’s books to bonkbusters.

   The final part of the book widens out again, encompassing what blurbs say about us, and how their lessons play out in our world. What’s happening in our brains when we read a piece of persuasive copy? Can blurbs be sexist? How does copywriting relate to language, culture, screenwriting, fairy tales, advertising and, yes, even musicals?

   This is the outside story of books. It’s all here, everything you ever wanted to know about blurbs and the art of words, plus some titbits on the eccentric, gossipy, brilliantly creative publishing world that has been my home for over two decades. I never thought I was capable of writing anything longer than 100 words after all these years blurbing, but it turns out that playing with many words is even more enjoyable than a few. I hope you enjoy them too.

   

   
    
     1 I tried to work out how many blurbs I’ve worked on in my career, and it’s something like five thousand and counting.


    

    
     2 It was created by writer Rick Polito in 1998 and went viral years later. He joked, ‘That line is going to follow me to the grave.’


    

    
     3 I still love the surprise of ‘wind’ at the end of this sentence every time I read it; it shows how clever and cunning Orwell’s own artistry is. 


    

    
     4 A Gathering Light by Jennifer Donnelly.


    

    
     5 I generally use ‘blurb’ to mean a paragraph of copy describing a book, rather than a promotional quote from another writer, its more common usage in the US.


    

    
     6 As far as I can tell, ‘blurbologist’ is first used in the 1999 romantic comedy Forces of Nature, starring Ben Affleck and Sandra Bullock. It is a terrible film (TIME called it a ‘reprehensible fiasco’) but redeemed in my eyes by its hero being a blurb writer, whose copy for the thriller Me and My Pharaoh describes it as ‘A scintillating tale of erotic mummification.’
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Alone in Berlin

   The Life-Changing Magic of a Title

   Have you ever heard of a novel called The High Bouncing Lover, a boast of gymnastic proportions? The patriotic-sounding Under the Red White and Blue? Or the extremely niche Trimalchio in West Egg? The last one is perhaps a clue.

   These are all ‘the ones that got away’: just some of the alternative titles that F. Scott Fitzgerald considered before his editor talked him out of it and he decided to call his novel The Great Gatsby. Thank goodness he did – although he was still lamenting his choice even after publication, writing to his editor Max Perkins, ‘I feel Trimalchio might have been best after all.’ Would his novel still occupy the hallowed place it does in literature today without its emphatic, and ultimately ironic, title? On one level it works because it plays with the idea of the Great American Novel and the country’s view of itself: according to Gary Dexter in Why Not Catch-21?, ‘the dreams of greatness, wealth and success that form the nation’s myth are brutally dispelled … Fitzgerald was gunning for America.’ But on another, more basic level, it just feels right.

   How else to open a book about literary persuasion than with the title: the piece of copy on the cover that grabs the reader before any other. If the blurb on the back of a book tells a story of sorts, then the title is the ‘once upon a time’, offering, as Raymond Chandler said, ‘a particular magic which impresses itself on the memory’. It asks a question, and the rest of the copy helps to provide the answer. Like all aspects of a cover, the title is one component of a harmonious whole, working together to persuade us that we need this book in our lives.

   Lost titles give us a tantalising glimpse of a parallel literary universe where now-famous works could have sunk into obscurity without that ineffable magic. The examples of what might have been are legion. William Thackeray was toying with the idea of calling his saga of Becky Sharp Pen and Pencil Sketches of English Society or A Novel Without a Hero, before Vanity Fair, taken from John Bunyan’s Pilgrim’s Progress, came to him ‘unawares in the middle of the night’. He then got up and ran around his room, Archimedes-style, saying, ‘Vanity Fair, Vanity Fair, Vanity Fair’ (although it’s not on record if he was naked like his Greek counterpart).

   Jane Austen’s Pride and Prejudice was originally called First Impressions when she began working on it in 1796, before settling on the brilliant alliterative smack of the title we know and love today. Dracula was The Un-Dead. Lord of the Flies was Strangers from Within. Moonraker was the unglamorous Mondays Are Hell. Nineteen Eighty-Four had the working title The Last Man in Europe, which Orwell was still hesitating over with his publisher Fredric Warburg right up to publication. They’re just, how can I put it… not as good, are they? In more recent years, Ian McEwan’s Atonement was intended to be An Atonement almost until printing, until a fellow writer begged him to drop the indefinite article because it was ‘clumsy on the tongue’.

   What about Every Man Dies Alone? It’s a sobering sentiment, whether you take it literally or metaphysically. It was also the original title of a novel by the German writer Hans Fallada, which had been all but forgotten outside his native land until its first English translation was published in 2010 with the new title Alone in Berlin. This obscure, grim story of an unheroic act of resistance by an unassuming couple in Nazi Germany became, against all expectations, a genuine worldwide publishing sensation, selling over three hundred thousand copies in the UK alone. This is extraordinary for most novels in English, let alone a work in translation.

   Why did the book work? Well, the words ‘Nazi Germany’ are a clue. It is also a visceral, gripping novel with a cat-and-mouse chase plot, set in a city under terror. It had a fascinating backstory, based on a real-life German couple who deposited anti-Nazi postcards all over Berlin before the Gestapo caught up with them. It had a tragic author, Rudolf Ditzen,7 who spent his life battling addiction and wrote the novel in just twenty-four days at the end of the war, dying a few months later. It was given a noirish cover by acclaimed designer Jon Gray, boasting endorsements from writers such as Primo Levi and Alan Furst. Yet these things alone are not enough to create a bestseller.

   While it’s true that, as Hollywood screenwriter William Goldman said, the first rule is ‘nobody knows anything’, I’m convinced that a large part of the reason for Alone in Berlin’s success was its title change.

   Every Man Dies Alone is, in itself, intriguing (the literal translation from the German would actually be ‘Everyone dies for himself alone’), but its mood is downbeat and bleak. Alone in Berlin conjures up something rather different. It is smoother and less verbally cluttered; open rather than final. It has a sense of place: one that conveys an atmosphere of danger or intrigue for many readers. Yet at the same time as being more specific and rooted, it also feels more universal – it could be any of us alone in that city (and not just men). If Every Man Dies Alone is the plaintive string of an arthouse movie soundtrack, Alone in Berlin is the ominous opening of a thriller score. It makes a promise, and that is what a good title should do.

   According to the book’s UK editor, Adam Freudenheim, who made the title decision, it came from some serendipitous borrowing:

   Including Berlin in the title seemed a good idea to signal to readers right away where the action takes place – and of course it signals much more besides. However, I can’t take all the credit for this title – much as I’d like to! It was actually inspired by the French translation, which was published a couple years before the English, and used the title Seul dans Berlin; it had worked for them and so we borrowed it for our edition. The hugely successful Penguin edition sold at least twice as many copies as the American edition … and I think the title undoubtedly had something to do with it.


   Many novels, and not just those in translation, have been published with different titles for international audiences. The original Swedish title of Stieg Larsson’s novel was Men Who Hate Women, until it was changed to The Girl with the Dragon Tattoo for the UK, becoming a smash hit and spawning countless ‘Girl with/on/in’ titles in the process. The first volume of Philip Pullman’s His Dark Materials trilogy, Northern Lights, became The Golden Compass for the US, and Harry Potter and the Philosopher’s Stone became Harry Potter and the Sorcerer’s Stone after, it’s rumoured, the UK version was considered too arcane. This is now less likely to happen in our age of online book-buying, when it can cause confusion on Amazon, but it shows how a publisher’s eye is always on a specific market when it comes to a book’s title.

   My own experience of trying to come up with titles as part of the creative process around a book means that there are plenty of ‘ones that got away’. I remember trawling through tabloid headlines seeking inspiration for the perfect pun to sum up the MP Tom Watson’s exposé of the newspaper hacking scandal. Dial M for Murdoch was the winner. The losers were Wapping Lies, Hacks Against the Wall, Up Yours News Corp and News of the Screwed (more on puns later). Incredible scenes. My list of alternative titles for this book was as long as Mr Tickle’s arms before I took a punt on a pun, and I know that, like many authors, I will still be worrying about it at the time of – and probably after – publication.8

   Titles matter, both to those who make books and those who read them. After all, you can’t have a word-of-mouth hit if you can’t remember its name. Ever since the boom in publishing in the nineteenth century, publishers have increasingly used intriguing, come-hither titles to try to stand out: think Can You Forgive Her?, The Strange Case of Dr Jekyll and Mr Hyde or Lady Audley’s Secret.

   Titles can be a clear signifier of what’s to come: Murder on the Orient Express or The Rats need no explanation. They can make an obvious promise and tie it up with a ribbon – Marie Kondo’s The Life-Changing Magic of Tidying being a recent example. Or, as is often the case with literary fiction, they can be more elusive, withholding their full meaning from the reader and instead teasing us with a sideways look or an evocative phrase, such as The Hare with Amber Eyes, One Hundred Years of Solitude or The Quickening Maze. They can be ironic: Normal People, say no more. And sometimes they’ve just got rhythm, or as Douglas Adams said of P. G. Wodehouse, ‘word music’: Extremely Loud & Incredibly Close; Pearls, Girls and Monty Bodkin; Wide Sargasso Sea. Titles are a mystery, and a game. They signify what kind of book we are going to get, and they help us to figure out what kind of reader we want to be through our choice of book.

   As Professor John Sutherland puts it in How to Read a Novel, ‘Once browsers have homed in on a particular section of the bookshop, titles play an important role – particularly if would-be readers are in the familiar situation of not knowing what they want but knowing they want something … In bookshops there is also the self-dignifying feeling that by your purchase you are, in a sense, making a statement about yourself.’

   What’s in a name, then? Everything.

   

   
    
     7 He based his nom de plume Hans Fallada on two Brothers Grimm tales, one of which involved a talking horse.


    

    
     8 It included Cover Stories, Everything is Copy, Blurb Perfect, Finding the Words, Playing with Words, Magic Words, My Words Are Just Wrapping, 100 Words and lots of other things with ‘words’ in them. And Unputdownable! 


    

   

  

 
  
   ‘It’s never safe to go back in the water…’

   In June 2020, when bookshops had just started reopening after the first lockdown of the Covid-19 pandemic, a strange phenomenon was reported in the media. Branches of Waterstones were displaying books with their back covers facing outwards, so that they could be read without customers having to touch them. The Piccadilly branch tweeted ‘apologies to all book designers’, but on the whole the reaction was positive, with the artist and designer Jon Gray saying stoically, ‘Our job is really to grab the reader’s attention and get them to turn over and read the amazing blurb, so Waterstones have saved us a job.’

   As for me, well, I was ecstatic. This was my moment! I envisaged my fellow blurb writers and I emerging, blinking and blushing, into the limelight, the unsung heroes of publishing finally getting their day in the sun. There would be applause, ticker tape. Possibly sequins.

   Then I started having doubts. Is it really the same experience to read the back cover of a book without having looked at the front first? Does it put too much pressure on the blurb to stand alone? I felt… exposed. It made me realise how much fronts and backs of books are part of a whole, speaking to each other as well as the reader. And sometimes there’s something so important that you have to shout about it before the reader has even turned the book over. It could be an amazing review quote, a Booker Prize win, the fact that millions of copies have been sold, or sometimes you just want to make some noise. This is where shoutlines, straplines, copy lines, taglines – whatever you want to call them – come in. They all appear on the front of a book and they all supplement or enhance the title in some way, and aim to get us excited.

   Genre fiction is where shoutlines really come into their own. It’s a way of making your book stand out in a crowded field and giving it that extra boost, like the pushy parent of a child actor.

   Thrillers often feature neatly balanced taglines, such as ‘Somebody’s getting married. Somebody’s getting murdered’ on the front of Ruth Ware’s In a Dark Dark Wood. (I imagine this line being narrated in the voice of Max from the 1980s TV series Hart to Hart: ‘when they met, it was moider’.)

   And of course there’s the wellspring of all great copy lines, Jaws. The movie poster of the sequel, Jaws 2 (a far inferior film, as it doesn’t feature Robert Shaw chewing the scenery before the shark chews him), featured the immortal line: ‘Just when you thought it was safe to go back in the water’. As homage and nod-wink to the audience, a recent Pan edition of Peter Benchley’s original novel echoes this with ‘It’s never safe to go back in the water’ on its front cover. How pleasing. For the record, my favourite film tagline is Alien’s ‘In Space No One Can Hear You Scream’, which instantly gets across that it’s both science fiction and horror without ever having to use those words.

   Numbers are a big thing in many thriller taglines. Just a few random examples include: ‘One house. Two families. Three bodies.’ (The Family Upstairs by Lisa Jewell.) ‘Five went out. Four came back.’ (Force of Nature by Jane Harper.) ‘Seven days. Three families. One killer.’ (The Holiday by T. M. Logan.)

   You could say this formulation is clichéd; of course it is. But clichés can be reassuring, and enjoyable. I only have to think of my favourite movie clichés – the family ‘breakfast bar’ scene before something terrible happens; someone sliding down a wall with their head in their hands upon hearing bad news (has a real person ever done this?) or alternatively sitting in the shower, crying, with all their clothes on; everyone standing up and clapping at the end, ideally in a courtroom; annoyed spouse pointedly scraping uneaten food into the sink/bin after a row – and I smile. Clichés on books work in the same way; they say, you know what you’re going to get, and everything’s going to be all right. As Cyril Connolly remarked, clichés ‘are not fatal’ as ‘the eye rests lightly upon them’.

   Young Adult books are fertile ground for nicely rhythmical taglines, such as The Hunger Games (‘Winning will make you famous. Losing means certain death.’) or Percy Jackson and the Lightning Thief (‘Half boy. Half god. All hero.’), while comedy books also mine a rich seam: Frankie Boyle’s Scotland’s Jesus boasts surreally that he is ‘The only officially non-racist comedian’, while Charlie Brooker’s I Can Make You Hate says, ‘The Potential All-Time No. 1 Bestseller’. Reader, I chuckled.

   Perhaps these examples aren’t essential to the overall package of a book, but they certainly add that something extra: a tease, or a promise, a joke, or words that fizz. They’re a nice accessory, a bit of book bling. And, whatever else happens, they can’t actively hurt, can they? Witness the endless variations on the quick/easy/simple/50 recipes formulations that adorn the front of cookbooks. We know these dishes can’t all be foolproof, and probably don’t care how many recipes there are, but the words soothe all the same: ‘In Mary We Trust’, or ‘Reassuring Advice’ on the front of Nigella Christmas. They’re a far cry from the headmistress-like tone of the copy on my ancient St Michael Casserole Cooking: ‘Economy-minded cooks appreciate the usefulness of the casserole…’ (In fact, ancient cookbooks are a treasure trove of questionable copy: ‘A man’s first choice for dessert? Pie!’)

   
    
     [image: ]
    


   

   Sometimes covers go even further, and have a kind of mini-blurb on the front, or a contents list of the treats to come inside, in the way that magazines do. I noticed the front cover of cleaning queen Mrs Hinch’s book The Little Book of Lists follows this magazine formula, proudly boasting that it includes:

   
• Hinch Lists

• Tadaa Lists

• Fresh’n Up Fridays



   
   
   I don’t know what any of these are, but they sound great. I wonder, however, if Mrs Hinch knows that her cover is harking back to a fine tradition of classic book jackets laying out their wares, as it were, right on the front. I present the 1942 Pelican guide Explosives, which is brimming with information: ‘Tells of Explosives, their Magical Creation, their Fierce Energy, their Sudden Disruption, their History and Romance, and their Uses in Peace and War.’9 Ah, the romance of nitroglycerine! But this beauty is nothing compared to the copy that adorns the front of New Biology from 1946:

   
CONTAINS

The Potato – Master or Servant?

The Measurement of Human Survival

Wireworms and War-time Agriculture

Malaria, Mosquitoes and Man

Photogravure Illustrations



   
   
   
   
   
   Haven’t we all wondered that about potatoes?

   I can’t help thinking that copywriters had a bit more fun in ye olden days. The taglines on books from times of yore are so often more outré and outlandish than today’s formulae, making them look rather arid in comparison. A rummage through tattered old paperbacks from a few decades ago (bookshelves in holiday cottages are particularly fertile ground for this, I find) reveals a juicy embarrassment of riches. M. M. Kaye’s 1978 blockbuster The Far Pavilions: ‘The great bestseller! A story of love and war as towering as the Himalayas.’ Georgette Heyer’s False Colours: ‘It’s double trouble for a beautiful heiress forced to choose between dashing twin brothers.’ The front cover of one edition of Flowers in the Attic, Virginia Andrews’s multi-million-selling 1979 novel of sibling imprisonment and incest (reviewed as ‘deranged swill’ by the Washington Post), even advertises the next volume: ‘The horror begins with Flowers in the Attic. The shocking fury continues with Petals on the Wind…’

   Going further back in time, the publisher Victor Gollancz was a pioneer of using book covers as advertising space, with their trademark bright yellow and red graphic designs. This was branding before branding. The Gollancz 1963 first edition of John le Carré’s The Spy Who Came in From the Cold proudly states, in a neat box on the front of its jacket: ‘This is, in our view, a novel of the first order – a terrible novel, of great actuality and political import. It is also immensely thrilling.’ The grand, flowery language makes me strangely happy, and it also really makes me wish that I had been a copywriter in the 1960s (minus casual office sexism).

   This more enthusiastic, somehow less knowing and more innocent way of writing was honoured to perfection by some recent retro cover designs for le Carré’s Smiley novels, created by David Pearson with words by the copywriter Nick Asbury. As Asbury told me, ‘The le Carré covers were a conscious attempt to revive the copy style of the type-only Gollancz covers from the early 1960s, when book covers were used as marketing vehicles, often written directly in the voice of the publisher. The language is high-flown but has an appealing authenticity to it – you feel the enthusiasm of the publisher for the work.’

   What about the subtitle, that slightly poor, dowdy relation amid all these snazzy shoutlines? It is certainly a different beast: less showy and more functional, generally imparting information on a non-fiction book (How, Why, What, When, ‘Essays’, ‘A Memoir’, etc.). Necessary, perhaps, but not that exciting. According to author Mary Laura Philpott,

   Naming a book is a bit like naming a child. The title is the book’s given name, what it goes by. The author’s byline is the book’s surname, which it has in common with every other book by that writer. And the subtitle? It’s the book’s middle name. That is, it’s not what anyone calls the thing, but you’re stuck with it forever, so you might as well pick something good … Once a book becomes popular, the subtitle typically disappears from our consciousness.


   Ben Yagoda in the New York Times agrees that the subtitle is the wallflower at the party. ‘Nobody really notices subtitles. They are a sort of lottery ticket in the economics of nonfiction book marketing. Publishers throw all kinds of elements in them – vogue words and phrases, features of the book the title didn’t get around to mentioning, talismanic locutions like “An American Life” – in the (almost always) vain hope that something will pay off.’10

   The literary critic Robert McCrum goes as far as saying that publishers should scrap subtitles, that ‘fig leaf of authorial shame’, altogether, following his apoplexy at seeing that a biography of William Golding featured the subtitle ‘The Man Who Wrote Lord of the Flies’ – I feel his rage on that one.

   It’s true that today, a lot of non-fiction subtitles can feel formulaic. They often start with a preposition (From, Beyond, Inside) or an introductory preamble such as ‘Tales from’, ‘Notes on’. And many will almost certainly try to convince you that their book’s subject shook the earth to its core, whether it is something that actually did, such as Spanish flu or the Wall Street Crash, or something more spurious, such as Cod: A Biography of the Fish That Changed the World. Did it? Really? It can all feel a little too pat – as one wag on Twitter remarked, if Adam Smith’s The Wealth of Nations had been published today, it would probably have been called something like Invisible Hand: The Incredible Story of How Markets Changed Our Lives Forever.

   There’s also a fashion, particularly in the United States, for extremely long, flamboyant subtitles, such as that on Silvana Paternostro’s biography of Gabriel García Márquez, Solitude & Company: The Life of Gabriel García Márquez Told with Help from His Friends, Family, Fans, Arguers, Fellow Pranksters, Drunks, and a Few Respectable Souls. It reflects a trend for an enigmatic, almost coy title, followed by a word salad of explanation. Why make the subtitle, which is almost certain to be forgotten, do all the heavy lifting?

   A Washington Post article from 2019 titled ‘Book subtitles are getting ridiculously long. What is going on?’ blames it on the internet: subtitles are larded with ‘selling’ keywords that will be picked up online. That’s certainly true, but I wonder if sometimes publishers just get scared to tell the world what their book is about?

   In the past a work of non-fiction would often have a straightforward, sensible kind of title – you certainly know what you’re getting with Engels’s The Condition of the Working Class in England – which did exactly what it said on the tin and required no subtitle, whereas it was more common for novels to feature some extra flourish, explanation, moral commentary or expression of irony. Frankenstein: The Modern Prometheus, Vanity Fair: A Novel Without a Hero or Tess of the d’Urbervilles: A Pure Woman are some of the most famous examples, but the fact that we would never use them when talking about these novels now supports the theory that subtitles are somewhat superfluous.

   I’m not sure we should write subtitles off completely, though. They can be great. A good, well thought-out subtitle can seal a deal or make a promise – the jab to follow up the punch of the book’s title. It can support, or contradict, or extend the title, such as Stupid White Men… and Other Sorry Excuses for the State of the Nation!, or The Establishment: And how they get away with it.

   It can reflect the tone of the book, such as the delightful subtitle on Very British Problems: Making Life Awkward for Ourselves, One Rainy Day at a Time, or the deliberately school teacher-ish Dreyer’s English: An Utterly Correct Guide to Clarity and Style. Feel the slap of that ruler. Susan Cain’s book Quiet was subtitled ‘The Power of Introverts in a World That Can’t Stop Talking’, which both amplified the title and flattered its bookish audience. By bringing the voice of a book alive, these subtitles give us a taste of what’s to come and reassure us that we are in good literary company.

   Subtitles might be forgotten in the end, but in the moment they can spark joy. Get them right, and, like all words on the front of a book, they will give it an extra lift and make us, the reader, feel something, whether it’s intrigued, comforted, amused or just a bit clever.

   A very wise person once told me that if it’s too hard to come up with a good subtitle for a book, the title probably isn’t right. And if it’s too hard to come up with a good title, the book’s probably a dud and the jig is up. Gulp.

   

   
    
     9 Founded in 1936 by publisher Allen Lane, and revived in 2014, Pelican books are accessible and authoritative introductions to topics ranging from ecology to economics, with the occasional byway into subjects like Space in the Sixties and The Strange Case of Pot.


    

    
     10 I’ve checked my notes, and I came up with thirty-nine, yes, thirty-nine, different subtitles for my book (if I was working for me, I would have fired me), before realising that I needed to follow my own advice and keep it simple.


    

   

  

 
  
   
King of First Lines

   Many people will tell you that the best first lines in literature are from Anna Karenina (‘All happy families are alike; each unhappy family is unhappy in its own way’) or Moby-Dick (‘Call me Ishmael’). But I wonder if that’s because they didn’t read much Stephen King as teenagers. I would like to make a case for King as the master of the opener.

   Exhibit A: the beginning of Needful Things. Just one line, printed alone on a single page: ‘You’ve been here before.’ I’ve been where, when? Tell me more.

   Exhibit B: the entire first paragraph of It: ‘The terror, which would not end for another twenty-eight years – if it ever did end – began, so far as I know or can tell, with a boat made from a sheet of newspaper floating down a gutter swollen with rain.’ Don’t you want to know what ‘the terror’ is?

   Exhibit C: Carrie, of course. The novel prefaces with a fictional newspaper article about a freak shower of stones in the town of Westover, but the first line of Chapter One is: ‘Nobody was really surprised when it happened, not really, not at the subconscious level where savage things grow.’ In the words of Maximus Decimus Meridius, are you not entertained?

   These lines give us a tantalising hint of what’s to come, and they also make us feel something – unsettled and curious at the same time.

   I would also like to propose Gillian Flynn, domestic noir doyenne, as Queen. Witness this, from Dark Places: ‘I have a meanness inside me, real as an organ.’

   Or the classic Gone Girl opener: ‘When I think of my wife, I always think of the back of her head.’

   They are quintessential ‘hooks’, or what author Richard Cohen calls ‘grabbers’, plunging the reader into a moment, and throwing up questions that demand answers: Her head, really? Every copywriter needs to know about hooks.

   But I think there’s more to it than that. It’s the atmosphere too: creepy, off-colour, wrong somehow. Stephen King sums it up brilliantly himself in an Atlantic article that has important things to say about connecting with a reader through words:

   I think readers come for the voice. A novel’s voice is something like a singer’s – think of singers like Mick Jagger and Bob Dylan, who have no musical training but are instantly recognisable. An appealing voice achieves an intimate connection – a bond much stronger than the kind forged, intellectually, through crafted writing … With really good books, a powerful sense of voice is established in the first line … that’s irresistible.


   There’s probably no better example of this than the start of The Catcher in the Rye: ‘If you really want to hear about it, the first thing you’ll probably want to know is where I was born, and what my lousy childhood was like, and how my parents were occupied and all before they had me, and all that David Copperfield kind of crap, but I don’t feel like going into it, if you want to know the truth.’ Right from the off you hear Holden Caulfield speaking in your head, whether you think he’s a troubled outsider (as a teenager) or an irritating little turd (as a middle-aged reader).11

   Different openings work in distinct ways at drawing the reader in through their author’s voice. Sometimes, a line works simply because it is funny, such as the confessional beginning of Erica Jong’s Fear of Flying: ‘There were 117 psychoanalysts on the Pan Am flight to Vienna and I’d been treated by at least six of them.’ (The next line is ‘And married a seventh’!)

   Often, they create an immediate mood of mystery, such as the beginning of Daphne du Maurier’s Rebecca: ‘Last night I dreamt I went to Manderley again.’ It’s the ‘again’ that nails it here: the narrator is looking back, and we are going to find out why. You can almost hear the fire crackling.

   A great first line can also be confusing or surprising: ‘124 was spiteful’ from Toni Morrison’s Beloved; ‘I write this sitting in the kitchen sink’ from Dodie Smith’s I Capture the Castle; and of course Gregor Samsa waking up one morning having been turned into a cockroach in Metamorphosis – although some translations of this notoriously ambiguous first line range from ‘vermin’ to a ‘monstrous insect’.

   With an opener by Graham Greene (‘One never knows when the blow may fall’ – The Third Man) or Robert Harris (‘The moment I heard how McAra died I should have walked away’ – The Ghost) there is reassurance that we are going to enjoy clear, smooth, swift writing – it’s no coincidence that both these writers were journalists before they became novelists.

   So first lines give us a clue as to what kind of book we are going to get, whether it’s comic, surreal or nostalgic, and how we are going to feel when we read it. In the words of William Goldman, beginnings ‘set up a world’. But they are also a way in for a writer. Robert Harris has said that ‘fifty per cent of the whole effort of a novel is the first paragraph’, while Stephen King describes how he composes the opening lines of a new novel in his head before he goes to sleep, reworking them for months, even years, before he is happy and knows that, finally, he can write the book. Iris Murdoch noted that ‘A novel is a long job, and if you get it wrong at the start you’re going to be very unhappy later on.’

   Opening lines have a huge amount of power, probably more than any other part of a text, and they are instructive for starting any piece of copy. But with the first line of a blurb, the stakes are even higher. If you’re reading the first line of a novel then the chances are you’re up for continuing – when you’re reading the blurb, you haven’t even bought the darned book yet. If those first few words don’t hook a potential reader in, you’ve blown it. They must convey important details – person, place, idea or set-up – as well as creating a mood readers want more of. As the writer Sam Leith says of good prose, ‘You are not only making a case or imparting information; you are cultivating a relationship.’ The aim is to connect.

   Over the years I have collected several books with excellent blurb openers. My crumbling paperback edition of Patricia Highsmith’s Ripley omnibus is a case in point. Its front cover has now completely detached itself from the rest of the book and is only held on by several years’ worth of Sellotape accretions, which have now formed a sort of lump of yellowing matter.12 But I will never throw it out. The reason is the copy on the back.

   It begins with a line consisting of three words: ‘Liar, psychopath, killer…’ And below that, in a strange red rectangle popping out from the left-hand edge, it says, ‘This is Tom Ripley.’

   It’s so simple, and so bold, and I love it. It’s something to do with the strong descriptors, and then the almost banal ‘This is’. It could have been ‘Meet Tom Ripley’, but ‘This is’ is so much more matter of fact, just like Highsmith’s deceptively simple writing. It also makes clear that the hero of our book is a very bad person. The blurb goes on to say he’s an ‘anti-hero’, but let’s face it, anyone who’s read the Ripley novels knows he is the hero. He only bumps off people who really deserve it.

   The first line on the back of my well-loved (for that, read virtually destroyed) Virago edition of The Handmaid’s Tale is ‘The Republic of Gilead allows Offred only one function: to breed.’ So much is packed into eleven words, with a gut-wrenching twist at the end of the sentence. My Virago Book of Fairy Tales begins: ‘Fairy tales are not for children, and neither is this book.’ It’s an excellent line, surprising and slightly chiding, true to the spirit of Angela Carter’s writing. The blurb opener for Craig Brown’s biography of Princess Margaret, Ma’am Darling, is: ‘She made John Lennon blush and Marlon Brando clam up.’ (This is followed by ‘She cold-shouldered Princess Diana and humiliated Elizabeth Taylor. Jack Nicholson offered her cocaine and Pablo Picasso lusted over her.’ Delicious.)13 Each of these examples uses short sentences, and they defy our expectations in some way, with a twist or a tremor or something that makes us start.

   Great blurb openings can, and in fact probably should, break the rules of grammar, such as this perky little number on the back of Jonathan Meades’s Pidgin Snaps: ‘What? It’s a box. A boxed set. A boxette.’ The first line of copy on Dawn French’s Because of You is just ‘Tick-tock, tick-tock, tick-tock … midnight.’ Nice. The blurb on Hallie Rubenhold’s superb The Five: The Untold Lives of the Women Killed by Jack the Ripper begins just with five names, in large, bold capital letters at the top of the back cover:

   
POLLY, ANNIE, ELIZABETH, CATHERINE AND MARY-JANE

are famous for the same thing, though they never met. They came from Fleet Street, Knightsbridge, Wolverhampton, Sweden and Wales. They wrote ballads, ran coffee houses, lived on country estates, they breathed ink-dust from printing presses and escaped people-traffickers.

What they had in common was the year of their murders: 1888.



   
   
   This copy is, like the book, a bit of a masterpiece. It makes these women human. Jack the Ripper is not named once on the back cover. It is an act of reclamation and a shout of life, rather than a ghoulish revelling in death.

   Questions are a useful way into a subject, but I think they should be treated like copywriting ammunition and only used when strictly necessary. If I don’t care what the answer to the question is, why should a reader? For example, the first line of copy for Jared Diamond’s epic history of humanity, Guns, Germs and Steel, asks: ‘Why has human history unfolded so differently across the globe?’ It’s an incredible book, but I don’t think this question – too big, too vague – does it justice.

   But what about this? ‘When you see your nation’s flag fluttering in the breeze, what do you feel?’ It’s at the start of the copy for Tim Marshall’s Worth Dying For: The Power and Politics of Flags, and it immediately makes me think about the answer. The question a copywriter should always ask themselves is: ‘Why should anyone care?’

   There are two formulations to be avoided at all costs. The first crime is to start a blurb with the words ‘In this book’. It’s already clear that this is a book, and that there are things in it. Other variations include formulations such as ‘In this necessary intervention’, or ‘In this ground-breaking study’ or ‘In this sensational debut’, which I’ve seen far too many times. A slightly less heinous sin (venial rather than mortal) is starting a blurb with ‘When’. I’m not always against clichés, but this feels too well worn; a slightly lazy way of trying to plunge readers into the action, but one that becomes redundant by overuse, much in the way the gravelly voiced ‘In a world…’ trope of cinema trailers does. It also means that a very long sentence with lots of clauses is on its way.

   With openers, it’s useful to think like a journalist and get to the point,14 but also to think like a novelist and say, come in and find out more.

   

   
    
     11 The same principle applies to rewatching Ferris Bueller’s Day Off as an adult. I am now firmly on Team Ed Rooney.


    

    
     12 According to the essayist Anne Fadiman, a book reader is either a ‘courtly lover’, revering every pristine page of the untarnished physical object, or a lustful spoiler, a breaker of spines, a (gasp) folder-down of page corners. I am the latter.


    

    
     13 Ma’am Darling also tells Princess Margaret’s story as a brilliantly entertaining ‘blurb’, on page 137.


    

    
     14 To quote Leith again, ‘You will never get more people reading the second half of your article than read the first.’
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