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A Publisher Talks
to a Bookseller

An interview with
SIR STANLEY UNWIN
by Blackwood Paul

now in New Zealand knows
more about publishing and
the book trade in general in every
country than any other individual,
and thus has a right to be heard
on all subjects connected with books
-_ their distribution; a right which heexercises with vigour and authority.In particular his knowledge of British
‘books abroad is extensive and peculiar.
Its foundations were laid before the first
Great War when he spent some time asa traveller selling books to German
booksellers. "I had to sell my books
on firm sale, whereas the German book-
seller was accustomed to getting his
stock on sale or return.. I had to be
very eloquent-in German." Since those
days in Germany Sir Stanley has found-
ed his own publishing firm and built upa vast list of books both scholarly and
popular. But he has found time to travel
too and there is scarcely a country in
the world in which he does not know
the bookshops. His knowledge of inter-
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STANLEY UNWIN who is

national publishing has been recognised
by the publishers of all nations who
elected him President of the Interna-
tional Publishers’ Congress. Scotland
recognised his services to learning with
a doctorate from Aberdeen and this was
followed in 1946 by a Knighthood.
Someone has called Sir Stanley the
Pontiff of British Publishing, and it is
a name he doesn’t favour. Indeed it is
unfair, so much grace and urbanity is
combined with his knowledge and auth-
ority. But there is some appropriateness
in the term: his impressive bearded pro-
file recalls an El Greco portrait of some
‘notable Pope.
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Britain’s Amazing Recovery
We spoke first of publishing in Eng-
land. The resilience of the British pub-
lishing trade, as described by Sir Stan-
ley Unwin, has certainly been amazing.
Its output in 1938 was valued at
£10,000,000. In 1948 it was over
£30,000,000. The export trade has in-
creased during the same period from
~£3,500,000 to £9,000,000. All this in
spite of the millions of books lost in the
blitz. ;It clearly emerges from these figures
that the consumption of books in Britain
itself has increased in even greater pro-
portion than the exports, and I asked
Sir Stanley if this increase was being
maintained in the absence of war con-
ditions (which pave many people special
opportunities for reading by making
other forms of entertainment difficult).
He replied: "The figures are not only
being maintained but further increased."I had believed that improvement in
educational standards was probably
largely ‘responsible for the increase in
reading and had often wondered whether
the increase in reading in Britain had
brought with it some relaxation of stan-
dards in quality. I mentioned the com-
ing of compulsory primary education
in Britain in the first years of this cen-
tury and the way in which newspaper
circulations were suddenly lifted from

hundreds of thousands to millions. This
revolutiom in the world of newspapers
Was accompanied by a decline in stan-
dards. Was the same process now affect-
ing the hook? Would circulations go up
but quality come down?
Sir Stanley was certain that standards
were not suffering. He instanced the
vast sales of, for instance, Bertrand Rus-
sell’s History of Western Philosophy
and of the Phaidon Press books on art
as examples of interest in serious books.
"The sales of my own firm’s publica-
tions, which do not include much fic-
tion, have increased threefold since 1938
and our list is not likely to share in any
boom in trash."
New Zealand Drops Behind
Knowing Sir Stanley’s encyclopaedic
knowledge of the markets for British
books, I asked him how we measured
up per head of population in our pur-
chase of British books. "You certainly
lag behind South Africa, which pur-
chased in 1948 about one-and-a-quarter
million pounds worth of books. And I
think you probably now lag behind the
British as well. Relatively your position
has declined. At one time you ranked
high as book*buyers, though not perhaps
as high as your own publishers have
claimed."
"Why do you think we have fallen
behind?"
"The main reason is your import re-
strictions on books. For there is no
other apparent reason why your com-
munity should be falling behind in in-
terest in the things of the mind, Re-
stricted imports -reduce the choice of
books which is put before readers and
this is most serious for the public. The
bookseller should be encouraged to show
and stock a wide variety of books of
all kinds. But the tendency of restric-
tions must be to encourage booksellers
to concentrate on best sellers."
"That may well suggest another ques-
tion. I remember an essay of yours
written about 12 years ago in which you
lamented the comparative lack of in-
terest in learned works shown by the
Australian market compared with the
British one. Would that lament still be
necessary? And did it apply to New Zea-
land too?"
"T think it does still apply, but less
than it did. And it applies to New
Zealand, but to a less degree than to
Australia. I remember (to take a case)
that we recently reviewed the sales of
an important scholarly work on
economics. Three-fifths of the copies
we distributed went on the home market,
nearly two-fifths to the Continent of
Europe, and a negligible number to the
Dominions."
"Take serious work on a more popular
level; for instance, some of the notable
works of popularisation which you have


