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Alessandro Gallenzi on Bestseller…  
 
Why should a publisher take up a pen and write a novel? Aren’t there enough writers 
already? Every week I receive dozens of submissions by post, by email, even by 
phone, from aspiring authors the world over – full-length novels about vampires, 
werewolves or aliens, turgid historical romances, war memoirs, family stories of loss 
and grief, crime capers, gory thrillers, teenage romps, experimental tales and 
collections of haikus. Yesterday I even received a blank diary with a short note on the 
first page written by a girlish hand in glittery ink: “Fill this book with Love”. 
 
 I have always been fascinated by what prompts people to write. I once read in 
a national newspaper that publishing a novel and becoming a best-selling author are 
the most widespread dreams among the British people. Is it because of the commonly 
held belief that “everyone has a book in them”? Does it have anything to do with our 
times’ obsession with celebrity and fame? Or is it the allure of an easy life of 
unbridled creativity, partying and boozing? Perhaps a bit of each. 
 
 Considering that hundreds of thousands of new titles are published every year, 
the odds of making it to the top are – from a sheerly statistical point of view – 
extremely slim. Today’s publishing world, far from being the gentlemanly trade 
imagined by outsiders, is a fiercely competitive environment, and any aspiring writers 
who want to fulfil their ambition must be prepared to “swim through a stinking slime 
of agents and editors”, as the hero of my novel – a frustrated, unsuccessful writer, puts 
it.  
 Everyone gets excited about the few winners, the chart-topping authors who 
sell their books in their millions worldwide, but what about the thousands and 
thousands of losers, the writers who never make it into print, or those who get 
published but never become really famous or are only moderately successful? 
  

I remember a few years ago there was an unpublished author who called us 
every other day to check on the status of his submission, convinced that we were the 
perfect publisher for his twenty-seven works of fiction. Another writer, who had 
enjoyed some success early in her career but had later been dropped by her publisher 
and agent, kept sending us synopses and manuscripts of new novels faster than we 
could read them. People such as these – who sacrifice everything in life, including a 
family and a normal day job, to pursue their elusive dream of literary stardom – are 
not rare at all. 

 
 All of this, as well as other aspects of my own ten years’ experience as a 
bookseller, translator, literary publisher and writer, has been the inspiration for my 
first novel, Bestseller, which is coming out in a mass-market edition in March. Every 
character and situation in it will be familiar to anybody who’s had the good fortune, or 
the misfortune, to be involved in publishing: the Machiavellian aspiring writer, the 
idealistic publisher, the unsavoury exec, the sharkish finance consultant, the six-figure 
deal, the ruthless takeover, the rediscovery of a lost manuscript. But why would a 
literary publisher write a Devil Wears Prada kind of novel rather than a more literary 
one, à la Kingsley Amis? The answer is simple: I see today’s publishing as a farcical 
business – as a circus. It’s entertaining, it’s full of clowns and crackpots, and it’s the 
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ideal setting for a comic book. Some people may call Bestseller a satire, but for me 
it’s everyday reality. 
 

Can the book appeal to people outside the publishing industry? And (since the 
book is to be translated into other languages) will this satirical portrait of the British 
publishing industry work in another country and culture? Early feedback from readers 
and critics suggests I may have just about managed to get the balance right. 

  
 In any event, the title is supposed to be ironic – it is not meant to be a self-
fulfilling prophecy. And then, for someone who has made a small bestseller out of a 
book called Remainder (by Tom McCarthy) it won’t be heartbreaking to know that 
his own Bestseller has been remaindered or pulped. I have seen and heard worse 
things in publishing, I promise you. 
 

- Alessandro Gallenzi 
 

  


