
Tim Parks

W riter as sage; writer as 
self-promoter. Are the roles
compatible? A book comes 

out and immediately there’s the worry, 
what to do to sell the damned thing? It’s 
the Achilles heel of any would-be serious 
author. When I first got a novel into 
print, in 1985, I assumed the publishers 
would look after the commercial side.
I was busy with something else. I 
remember being delighted to hear that 
1,000 copies had been sold. It took a 
while to realize I wouldn’t be publishing 
for long if I didn’t sell more than that.

“Here’s the microphone. What we 
want you to do is buttonhole passers-by 
and ask what they think about Italian 
national character.” It was a busy street
in Milan. I’d been told that public TV 
would interview me about Italiani (1995), 
the translation of my Italian Neighbours 
(1992). Instead, the plan was that I wave 
the book in people’s faces and challenge 
them to read it, on live TV. I couldn’t.
The publishers weren’t impressed.

“Tim, we have a great opportunity 
for an op-ed!” To promote a novel,

Mr Geography (2024), in which two 
lovers come out about their affair and 
leave their respective homes to walk 
across the Alps, a Sunday paper was 
eager for me to offer “candid copy” 
about my divorce, set beneath large 
photos of the wedding day, then of us 
separate thirty years on. In the 
publicist’s defence, she was young and 
determined. “I’d be happy”, I said, “to 
write about walking across the Alps.”

It’s a question of who you are – which
is reflected in the kind of books you 
write. For Gabriele D’Annunzio, a fine 
poet and novelist, the writing was just 
one manifestation of a tireless vocation 
for self-promotion, to the point, in later 
life, of having a bell ring out from the 
tower of his mansion home every time 
he achieved orgasm. The world loves
a winner. Norman Mailer was another 
who turned authorship into spectacle, 
running for mayor of New York and 
getting into fisticuffs with glamorous 
antagonists such as Gore Vidal. I have 
only admiration for this happy alliance 
between narcissism and literature. 

More slyly, Mark Twain is sometimes
accused of having engineered the
library ban on Huckleberry Finn that

Afterthoughts
had him enthusing it would guarantee 
20,000 sales. Notoriety helps. The only 
time I came close was when the Bishop 
of Verona invited the faithful to burn the 
Italian edition of A Season with Verona 
(2002) for the many blasphemies that
I reported coming from the mouths of 
fans. Seven thousand copies went in
one week. I also saw an uptick in sales 
when Carmen Callil referred to Europa 
(1997) as “penis-waving” during 
television commentary on the shortlist 
for the Booker prize. 

Should I be paying people to attack
me? I get round-robin emails from
fellow authors begging their entire 
contact list to buy their book, please.
It’s demeaning. Also requests for puffs 
from marketing agencies whom
novelists have hired to tout their work, 
presumably after frustration with 
publishers. “When their reps arrive”, a 
book retailer once explained of a major 
publishing group, “they bring hundreds 
of titles, divided into four levels of 
promotional interest. If you’re on the 
bottom level, you barely get a mention.” 
And he looked me in the eye.

Behind this lies the question, do I 
write for the pleasure of getting the 
world into words, or out of the itch for 
celebrity, a morphing, maybe, of my 
clergyman father’s obsession with the 

Chosen Few? I know I always feel a 
vague sense of guilt when I publish a 
novel. One needs to sell, but one doesn’t 
want to pass round the collection plate. 

How enviable, then, are those who 
can turn their purity into a powerful 
promotional tool! Salinger, Pynchon, 
Ferrante. In 1951, Beckett had his 
partner, Suzanne, write to Les Éditions 
de Minuit to tell them not to enter his 
novel Molloy for prizes, since in the 
event of his winning there would be 
interviews and photos, “posturings” of 
which Beckett felt “wholly incapable”. 
But then comes a closing caveat: if, 
Suzanne writes, Beckett is mistaken and 
one could be a prize-winner without the 
posturing, he “would see no objection
to being one”. “You see”, she concludes, 
“it is not an aversion of principle.”

Yes, I do see. You have your cake and
eat it too. But, alas, I’m no more Beckett 
than I am D’Annunzio. Since my new 
book describes a walk across Sicily, I fall 
back on the pleasurable strategy of 
sticking up a photo gallery on the net. 
“And how are you going to get people to 
go and look at it?” the publisher asks.

Tim Parks’s latest book is Across Sicily 
with Garibaldi’s Thousand: An 
adventure in landscape and Italian 
memory, 2026.

Buy the book, please

20 Joint complaint in hearing for one 
who told tales (6)
22 Most opposed states (5)
25 Lord Jim is one in Scarlett’s 
plantation mostly (3)

16 Slippery as a snark in a state (8)
18 I wrote the book about Lawrence 
supporting revolutionary guard (2,5)
19 Publication about one retired 
detective (7)
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Across
1 In part, I stenographed The 
Entertainer (7)
5 Pale marine on end of docks in Oliver 
Tate’s city (7)
9 It’s a top US criminal or Dr Kay 
Scarpetta? (9)
10 Zorba’s character upset soldiers and 
old lady (5)
11 Carlisle Kennedy is one child you need 
to listen to! (5)
12 “His giant wings prevent him from 
walking” (The —, Baudelaire) (9)

14 This manual vice ruined hideous man 
of Wallace, perhaps (4, 10)
17 David Drumlin’s field or a stony road 
I’m travelling (5, 9)
21 Pal going around with a Paris Review (9)
23 Zola’s farewell address decidedly 
irked edgy union leaders (5)
24 Ignoring religious instruction, needle 
Irish writer (5)
25 Sharp writer, one using code to crack 
banker (9)
26 English poet swears regularly about 
writers 97)
27 Brown bear duke dispatched in a 
Conn Iggulden book (7)
Down
1 “Ben Battle was a soldier bold, / And 
used to war’s —: / But a cannon-ball took 
off his legs / So he laid down his arms!” 
(Thomas Hood) (6)
2 Ship shortly arriving at the front to get 
queen (7)
3 Queen saved by reformed Orpheus and
Batman? (9)
4 Those writing grave compositions sit 
happiest in grief (11)
5 Charles Bukowski’s one introduction to 
some books (3)
6 A group kidnapping foremost of spies 
Bond, perhaps (5)
7 Autograph on endless work by one 
group of Italians (7)
8 Toxic agent in plot seen trailing one of 
the Bedes? (8)
13 I thought posh medic at lunchtime 
bored Crash author (11)
15 Popular row about a wearing crime 
writer (3, 6)
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Solution to Crossword 1611
The winner of Crossword 1611 is Stephen 
Harrison, of Bristol. 

The sender of the first correct solution 
opened after June 22 will receive a prize of 
£40. Entries should be addressed to TLS 
Crossword 1612, 1 London Bridge Street, 
London SE1 9GF or emailed to 
crosswords@the-tls.co.uk
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