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SOMA

SIR,-It would be tempting to ignore the
contribution by Dr I J T Davies (2 April,
p 887) were it not for the fact that it contains a
great many inaccuracies of which potential
members of SOMA should be aware, so that
they are correctly informed before they make
up their minds as to whether to join the pro-
posed society or not. Your correspondent is
under the impression that most medical
books which see the light of day are submitted
by authors to publishers. This is far from being
so. In my own firm approximately 950 of all
books published are written by invitation from
us. The statement that if a book is rejected by
one publisher it is sure to be accepted by
another is without foundation. I have never
known of a case where we have rejected a
manuscript and seen it as a successful book on
another publisher's list.
Dr Davies suggests that it is difficult to find

out how many copies a publisher has to sell
of a book before he makes a profit. I would
have been glad to inform him. The figure he
quotes is far from the actual truth. The fact
is that a publisher has to sell around 1200 to
1400 copies of most books before he has
covered his costs and can begin to talk about
profits. Sometimes, when the selling price is a
very sensitive issue, the figure has to be very
much higher. No publisher will ever suggest
that the writing of medical books will often
provide a fair monetary return for the work
involved. Nevertheless, I can quote a great
many cases where the return to the author has
been well above the 25p per hour which Dr
Davies suggests. It should be remembered that
publisher and author are essentially in partner-
ship and that they both want the book in
question to be a success. The publisher can in

theory offer his author any royalty he likes
because it is not he, the publisher, who pays
the royalty-it is, in fact, the reader who pur-
chases the book, since the royalty is part of the
selling price. The publisher, in proposing a
royalty to the author, clearly has to bear in mind
the most advantageous selling price for the
book in question. Any responsible publisher
will offer his authors the best possible deal for
the goodwill of one's authors is the most
precious asset a publisher has.
The question of a fair return for sales to

the US has long exercised British medical
publishers and it is one which a number of us
are actually discussing at the moment. I believe
that before long a more satisfactory answer
will be found.

I would not agree with a number of other
statements which Dr Davies makes. I have
never heard that an author has been forced to
buy unsold copies of his book nor am I aware
that any publisher would refuse an author any
say in the presentation of his book. The
practice of payment for illustrations would
appear to vary from firm to firm. If Dr Davies
would be interested to meet a group of medical
publishers to discuss his views, I should be
very happy to arrange for him to do so.

PER SAUGMAN
Chairman and Managing Director

Blackwell Scientific Publications Ltd,
Oxford

SIR,-I write as a medical publisher frankly
dismayed at the vehemence of Dr I J T
Davies's article introducing SOMA (2 April,
p 887). It would require a very lengthy reply
to discuss fully all the assertions made, but I
would like to comment on just three points

which totally conflict with the experience, at
any rate, of one publisher.

(1) The statement "on virtually any medical
book publishers cannot lose financially" is
unfortunately just not the case. It would,
however, be true to say that an author receives
some royalty payment if his book is a failure,
but his publisher may not recover costs.

(2) I wish it were sufficient to sell 600 copies
of an average book to cover costs. This is an
exceptionally low figure that could apply to
the publication of only a very specialised
monograph or the proceedings of a congress
when the total number printed may be only
twice this number. The break-even figure for all
student textbooks and for the vast majority
of books for postgraduate readership is very
much higher.

(3) The size of the foreign language edition
and the published price of the book cause
translation fees to vary considerably, but Dr
Davies's £50-L100 gross as the author's share
is a very pessimistic assessment. A quick check
of my own company's translation contracts
for the last 20 books on which payment has
already been made in whole or part shows
that the author's average receipt will be in
excess of £500.

S A REYNOLDS
Publishing Director,

Bailliere Tindall
London WCI

Bloomsbury and illness

SIR,-I am grateful to Minerva for her birth-
day salutation (26 March, p 843), though I
have done nothing more remarkable than
choosing parents with longevity genes. I can
assure her that I do not "scorn the Bloomsbury
industry," though I do think it has been
overdone. At one time I lived on the fringe
of "Bloomsbury" through my brother's
association with these gifted and interesting
people, but I felt that I did not reach their
intellectual level and was anyway far too busy
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