CLOSE-UP ON CONTROVERSY

A Victim of the Blockbuster Syndrome?


Critics believe that one effect of the Blockbuster syndrome is the freezing out of young talent.  An early example of this was the case of John Kennedy Toole, who wrote a novel called A Confederacy of Dunces. Toole submitted the manuscript to a long list of publishers, but none of them thought the novel, about a group of oddball characters in New Orleans, had commercial potential.  After years of rejection, Toole lost hope and committed suicide at the age of 31.  His mother, in despair, decided that she would take up her son's cause.  Over a period of ten years she sent the manuscript to eight different publishers, all of whom rejected it.  She then heard that there was a novelist, Walker Percy, teaching at a nearby university.  She took the book to him and asked him to read it.  Percy, like most successful writers, is asked for this type of favor all the time.  Authors are usually able to read only a page or two to dismiss the work being thrust upon them.  But this book was different.  Percy read the first pages, then the first chapters, and before he knew it, he had read the entire book.  He loved it, and he convinced the Louisiana State University Press to publish it.  Like most university presses, LSU had little money for promotion or large printings, but A Confederacy of Dunces became a best seller anyway.  It also won the 1981 Pulitzer Prize for fiction, and eventually was translated into a dozen foreign languages--far too late to be of any use to its author.

