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‘What an Agent Does’
by Becky Ayebia Clarke
What does an agent do? The saying ‘a good agent has a sharp nose’ refers to the ability to sniff out a good story. Principally, an agent is a conduit between the writer and the publisher - the connecting thread and a midwife to birthing the book.
How does one find a literary agent? Those who have internet access can use a search engine such as ‘Google’ to pose the task ‘find literary agents’ and a plethora of information will pop up. Some of the best in-roads include the Literary Agents Directory, Firstwriter.com et al. I can also recommend the Writers’ and Artists’ Year Book 2005 with a foreword by Maeve Binchy which can be purchased from Amazon.com. A glance at the table of contents will reveal a long list of key topics (which include essential tips) by writers and media people with an intimate knowledge of the publishing world and how it functions.

Why do you need a literary agent? Today’s major publishers are inundated with manuscripts which their editors are unable to cope with and therefore advise new writers to approach them via a literary agent. Some have even expressed an unwillingness to accept unsolicited work unless it has been commissioned by them. However, navigating your way through the choppy waters to find the right literary agent to represent you can often seem a daunting task. 

The literary agent should be the first port of call for writers seeking publication. An agent provides expert, market-informed editorial advice to writers at any level. An agent will provide the developing writer with critical feedback and suggestions based on experience that, if incorporated, can improve the chances of a writer being published. Most literary agents have a background in publishing and firmly established links with publishing houses. So what you will be getting is an insider’s knowledge of the workings of the industry and the best possible approach to placing your work.

Supposing you are not quite sure whether your manuscript is in a format that you would be proud to show a second let alone a third person—what to do?

Firstly, it will be helpful for you to give the agent an outline or a synopsis of the overall hang of the narrative structure. A good synopsis is a blueprint of your work and should occupy no more than one A4 typed sheet, one and half line spaced, with a description mapping directions of the plot. A few sample chapters, including the first, to give the agent a feel for your writing style, should accompany the synopsis.

Writers have done little to clarify the role of their agents and/or editors. If editing in-house in publishing is in decline, that is bad for literature because history suggests that while some writers work alone, more or less unaided, the majority benefit from editorial advice—and a few utterly depend on it.
When the experience of being guided works well, they are grateful but the more publicised cases are when the experience goes wrong.  Henry James once remarked that editing is ‘the butcher’s trade’ and John Updike famously referred to it as: ‘being a little like going to the barber’, adding, ‘I have never liked haircuts!’
My experience of working with writers (and among them some of Africa’s best) is that a writer regards his/her work as their baby and no parent would want you to tamper with it too much. In this regard, it is important that the agent emphasises their midwifery role. The agent’s approach should be to recommend ways of improving the overall outcome rather than presenting the author with a fait accompli.  However, in certain situations the agent should not be afraid to discuss, challenge and question the nuances of the text.  

The role of the author:  Do’s & Don’ts

· Do remember that most publishing houses do not accept unsolicited manuscripts—agents often do the first sifting and selection. 

· Do give the agent more signposts. 

· Don’t over-populate your plot with characters. 

· Do - like the good parent, the good author neither abandons its offspring nor seeks wholly to control or shape their development. 

· Do be prepared to learn to let go and trust the instincts of your agent. The agent is on your side and will only recommend what will improve your work. Aim for more breadth, more depth and more character development. 

· Don’t parade your research - integrate it!

· Don’t tell – show! Get in and out of scenes more quickly and ask yourself, is that simile really working?

· Do use the spell-checker and the thesaurus on your computer and invest in an Oxford English Reference Dictionary. 

· Do allow your work to sit for a few days for reflection after completion —re-read it and correct any errors before you send it for assessment.

· Do ask about the criteria for submitting your manuscript as most publishing houses and agents do not accept discs and prefer a hard copy.

· Do keep the original copy as most publishing houses operate a policy of not returning submissions.

For guidance and inspiration, I can recommend The African Writers' Handbook edited by James Gibbs and Jack Mapanje (ISBN 0-9521269-6-6). Two other excellent books that also come highly recommended for the informative and humorous way they tackle the author's working relationship with their agent are Diana Athill’s Stet (ISBN 1862074402) and Jennie Erdal’s Ghosting (ISBN 0-385-51426-3). Another useful book is Lynne Truss’s Eats, Shoots & Leaves (ISBN 1-86197-612-7) and its Zero Tolerance Approach to Punctuation. For further advice on presentation of your manuscript, please visit Sara Maitland’s Feature Article (Crossing Borders Edition 1) entitled ‘Professional Development Article on Presentation.’

The role of the Agent

Far from squashing and coercing writers, the agent’s role should be the exact opposite, to elucidate and draw the writer out or when exhausted and on the point of giving up, coax them to go the extra mile. When people talk of a writers’ block, one instinctively thinks of the writer bent over a blank page, or throwing scrunched-up bits of paper from numerous false starts into a waste paper basket. But there is another kind of block, which is structural, when you have written tens of thousands of words, but can’t figure out which are superfluous and what goes where. It may be obvious, but the writer so tied up with the creative process, may be completely oblivious to it. The agent approaching the work with a fresh pair of eyes may suggest ‘why not lose that, or move that there?’ The writer can then go back and fix it for themselves. The agent’s most important role is to nurture and inspire confidence.

 Going that extra mile
The nature of contemporary publishing—with the frequency of mergers and takeovers means publisher’s editors have become increasingly nomadic and move from house to house. The agent thus provides stability and a final filter—achieved through exchange of ideas which works only if it is based on mutual trust and respect.    

The home run

When your work is accepted for publication, the agent’s role is to negotiate advantageous terms for an advance, royalties and foreign language rights. The agent will draw up and sign a contract with you. The writer will also sign a separate contract with the publisher. The agent will work with the publisher to publicise and promote their work and liaise about such matters as author tours and selling the next book.

Fees for assessing manuscripts and agents’ fees vary—it is best to negotiate terms with each agent. It may be worth your while to do a little research before you sign on the dotted line. Good luck!

Becky Ayebia Clarke

Editor
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