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A AARRGH. That is the sound
of another author being
rejected or seemingly ignored
by a publisher. While the
rejection is bad enough, it’s
the silence that can have 

you feeling as if your manuscript has been lost 
in some alternate universe — but hopefully 
being read and enjoyed. 

It takes a huge investment in time, energy 
and soul-searching to write a novel, with no 
way of knowing if the investment will pay off.

The long list of rejected authors who went 
on to best-sellerdom would, let’s face it, fill 
a book. J.K. Rowling was famously rejected 
by 12 publishers before finding a home, while 
Stephen King had to wade through 30 rejection 
slips before someone thought he had a book 
that would sell.

Matt Dunn, a journalist working on a local
paper in South Gippsland, had to rely on luck 
and a chance encounter on social media to find 
his perfect partner in publishing. But it came 
at the end of a trail that seemed to lead from 
his Leongatha home to nowhere.

Dunn, as with all authors, spent hours, days,

months perfecting something for which he 
might have been the sole audience. 

When you start a novel, there is no way of 
knowing if you’ll ever get to the end, and having 
got there, no way of knowing if anyone will like 
it — let alone invest money in having it 
proofread, edited, typeset, a cover designed, 
printed, promoted, reviewed in newspapers and 
magazines or talked about on radio, social 
media and TV. 

Even then, enough bookshops have to stock
the book to get a return on the investment, some 
of it, hopefully, trickling down to the author. 

While all this is happening, the author has to
make a living because, unless you are one of a 
select few, there is no upfront payment. If you 
totted up the amount of time it takes just to get 
your book written, let alone rewritten, the 
hourly rate would be nowhere near the 
minimum wage. In fact, you could well starve
in your artist’s garret.

Dunn started his football-based book Red 
Time (“When life, love and premiership glory 
are all on the line”), at the end of 2016 after
“I found myself between jobs”. 

“It took me four months of solid writing to

do the first draft and when I felt it was kind of 
the way I wanted, I gave it to a friend who was 
in a local book group,” Dunn says. “I probably 
had 10 people read it. I asked for feedback as 
a reader, not as a critic.

“It got to a point where I thought it was 
publishable and started to send it off. That’s the 
frustrating thing. The writing was difficult but …”

And here the frustration is even more evident
in Dunn’s facial expression than his voice. 

“I tried a couple of agents but I didn’t have
a lot of luck,” he says. “I was sort of inspired 
by those stories of first-time authors sending 
books off to a publisher and suddenly you 
have mega-success.”

But then, as with most first-time authors, 
reality bites and all you can picture is your work 
sitting at the bottom of hundreds of other first-
time manuscripts, the publisher’s slush pile. 

And when he did get through to an agent 
or publisher, Dunn found all they seemed 
to be interested in was whose book it could 
be compared to, not what made it different, 
unique to its author. Some small presses 
seemed to like his work and express interest 
in it, but then asked him to get back in touch 
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in 12 months because they were 
swamped in work. 

“It gives you confidence but it gives you 
a kick in the guts in a way,” Dunn says. 

But just as the thought of becoming a 
published author seemed remote, luck turned, 
in Dunn’s case on a Linkedin contact request — 
from Caroline Mullarkey, of the newly formed 
Feather Knight Books — that had nothing 
to do with his book. 

“So I sent her a message saying, ‘By the way,
I’ve written this book, would you like to have 
a look?’,” Dunn says. “She got back to me in 
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Being a great writer or storyteller is no golden ticket to fame and fortune 
as an author. Be prepared to be patient as you take an often arduous 

and frustrating journey from manuscript to published work. Of course, 
that’s if your words of wisdom make it past the rejection pile
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to a publisher until they’re happy with their 
suggested rewrites.

“It can involve a year of re-editing just 
for the agent, who may or may not be right 
in the things they want,” Goldin says. 
“A publisher may have been perfectly happy 
to have gotten it (as it was). 

“I think it is just as hard getting an agent 
as it is a publisher. It’s like pushing a boulder 
uphill. Getting an agent it is just really tough. 
It’s a gatekeeper to another gate. I got really 
impatient with the whole thing.”

But then Goldin decided to try to contact
a publisher directly, a situation she compares
to being “the innocent abroad”.

“I gave myself a couple of years to break 
through,” she says. “I got impatient with the 
whole thing and I just had to see if this could 
work or not.”

In hindsight, she says she should have done
more research into agents and publishers and 
been a bit more “strategic”. But then she sent an 
email to Penguin Random House, where — and 
here again, luck paid a great part — it landed 
on the right person’s desk at the right time.

“At the end of the day, Penguin have been 
wonderful to work with,” Goldin says. “I was 
lucky in that regard … the whole editorial 
process has been wonderful. I’m really enjoying 
working with them. ” 

Yet even when the book was accepted and
the rewrites worked through, there was still
a lot of waiting around for publication … and
to see whether it was going to pay. 

“This is part of the whole frustration, the 
lead times are so long,” Goldin says. “If you 
actually take the incredible amount of hours 
that go into writing and editing, and worked 
out a per hour value, unless you really break 
through, it is questionable about how 
lucrative it is.”

There is also the problem of trying to fit 
in a 12-hour writing shift around the usual 
domestic chores and looking after three 
children.

“It’s not a cushy job by any stretch of the 

imagination,” Goldin says. “The writing is 
so intense … and I don’t really see people, 
I barely talk to people. 

“Then suddenly you’ve written the book and
it’s come out, and then you’re doing interviews 
or giving talks or whatever. You’ve been locked 
up in the house for six months and you really 
haven’t had a chance to go out for a coffee. 

“It’s kind of weird turning on and off the 
different parts of your brain to do different 
things.” 

Michael Heyward sees the business from 
the other side of the desk. The Melbourne-
based publisher at Text, which brings out more 
than 100 titles a year, admits life for authors 
can be extremely frustrating in understanding 
“the process they have set in train”.

“It is difficult, that yawning silence of 
submitting a manuscript and not hearing … 
it’s disabling,” Heyward says. “Authors 
become paralysed. That’s a powerfully 
upsetting thing for an author.

“But the fact is that very, very few people 
have a book in them that others might like
to read.” 

Once you submit a manuscript to an agent
or a publisher, they have to decide whether 
it is worth making the large financial 
investment in bringing the book to the public. 

“And it can take time to get the answer,” 
Heyward says.

Authors need to do their research before 
sending their manuscripts to a publisher or
an agent — not all accept every genre.

“For instance, if you want to send a self-help
manuscript to Text, we do so little, if any, so 
you’ve gone to the wrong publisher,” Heyward 
says. “On the other hand, if you are a literary 
genius just waiting to be discovered, then Text 
publishes a lot of debut fiction and a lot of 
literary fiction. We have launched literary 
careers that we pride ourselves on.”

Award-winning Victorian writer Jock 
Serong is one author who sent his first 
manuscript directly to Text.

“I thought something was there and handed
it on to an editor here, Mandy Brett, who has 
now edited four of his books,” Heyward says. 
“He’s a wonderful writer.

“We just want to publish really good books,
and we don’t mind how they come to us.”

The Australian Society of Authors fields 
more than 50 calls a week from authors about 
various concerns. And it is something its CEO 
Juliet Rogers knows from both sides, having 
been a publisher until she took up her position 
with the society.

She reiterates Goldin’s view that agents are
just as difficult to get as publishers.

“One of the things that drives authors nuts
is that everybody wants something different,” 
she says. “There’s no standardisation, so they’re 
all asking for slightly different versions.”

But when a manuscript is rejected, Rogers 
says it is impossible for the publisher to give
a critique and answer the author’s plaintive: 
“But why?”

“That would be a very short road to hell for 
a publisher to explain that,” she says. “But in 
this day of automated emails, for you not to 
give the courtesy of, ‘Sorry, we cannot proceed 
with your manuscript’, I can’t see that that 
is a difficult thing to do. I think for an author 
to at least know it’s done, I’m out, at least 
they’d know where they stood.”

Rogers suggests it is imperative that new 
authors have their manuscript professionally 
assessed before it is sent anywhere.

“I think a lot of heartache would be saved 
if people really did understand where their 
manuscript fits in,” Rogers says. “It’s a cost 
that I think is worth it, particularly if they’re 
not a member of a writing group or if their 
only feedback is Mum and Aunty Meryl.

“We do our utmost to educate and help 
where we can, but it’s equally as difficult for the 
publisher because they are swamped. One 
of the problems is that so many people who 
enjoy writing now equate it with publication.”

But one thing is clear — while publishers 
need to spend time making informed decisions 
on where to spend their money for a decent 
return, authors will always have to endure 
an agonising and frustrating wait. 

The last word should go to the person who
rejected Louisa May Alcott’s Little Women, 
which remains in print more than 150 years 
later: “Stick to teaching.” 

READ THIS — TIPS 
FOR AUTHORS
■ Research the publisher or agent 
you want to send your work to. 

■ Find out if publishers accept 
unsolicited manuscripts and read 
their submission instructions.

■ Go to the websites of agents and 
have a look at their strengths and 
what areas they concentrate on.

■ Think about how your novel 
is different and why someone 
would publish it.

■ Have the manuscript 
professionally assessed, such as 
at the service offered by Writers 
Victoria at writersvictoria.org.au

a couple days after I sent her the first three 
chapters. She liked it and pretty much the 
deal was done.”

Dunn is now going through the rewriting 
process with a publication date set for early 
next year. 

Mullarkey, a musician and former English 
teacher who wrote a novella at 12 and has 
qualifications in professional writing and 
editing, also started out as yet another frustrated 
writer before venturing into publishing.

“I’ve always loved writing since I held 
a pen in my hand,” she says. 

But it wasn’t until she quit teaching that she
finally had time to attack her writing, and after 
six months she had her book. Then, she turned 
her attention to finding an agent or publisher.

“I contacted a literary agent and sent them 
a synopsis … but they were looking for 
a particular genre,” she says.

The implication in her voice is that this is far
from a one-off experience. After the setback 
of finding submissions were closed in many 
places, she was finally offered a deal … only 
to find the royalties were amazingly low. 

At this point, she and her partner decided 
they needed to start their own publishing 
house. 

“There’s a lot of blood, sweat and tears 
that goes into writing a book,” Mullarkey 
says. “It felt as if I was giving ownership 
of my work to someone else.”

The business was registered last year and the
website is up and running, with Mullarkey’s 
own book Corrupted Innocence available to buy. 
(And Feather Knight? They appear on the 
Mullarkey family coat of arms.)

“I was just about to open the website when
Matt sent me a message through Linkedin … 
saying he had something we might be 
interested in,” Mullarkey says. “I asked him 
to send me the first three chapters of the book 
and it was a page-turner. His book was just 
unbelievable.”

Which begs the question: what did 
Mullarkey see that others had missed?

“It has hooks all the way through it, 
his characters are interesting … and we fell 
in love with his novel. We’re very excited 
about having him on board, so we’ve named 
him our Gippsland Gem,” she says.

“We’re now looking for writers who think 
outside the square, who are not afraid to bare 
their souls — stories that are both meaningful 
and memorable. We don’t want to follow 
trends, we want to create them.”

Megan Goldin, a former ABC foreign 
correspondent, now has two published books — 
The Girl in Kellers Way and The Escape Room 
— but she too found the going tough when 
looking for an agent.

But even if she had found one early on,
the worry is that you may not be a priority 
and they may not pass the manuscript on


