DRAFT   Los Angeles Review of Books
Hello friends, fellow writers, book reviewers, and lovers of the printed word:
As newspapers wither around us, and print book reviews slowly disappear, we’ve decided to launch a new website to fill part of the gap.  The Los Angeles Review of Books will, like its most obvious namesake, The New York Review of Books, feature both serious reviews of books as well as occasional essays on other forms of local, national, and international culture and social issues.  But it will do so in a new, and I think important and exciting new format. 

The website, since it will be free from the costs of paper and distribution, will allow us to publish extensive content.  Long form essays will be welcome, of course, but more significantly, LARB will publish multiple reviews of the same book, reviews of varying length from various perspectives.  Thus reviewers will be at liberty to take on Pynchon’s Inherent Vice, say, not as we might if it were a piece in NYTBR or LATBR, where we feel a responsibility to cover the text for potential readers; instead we can write a piece on a single vignette in the novel, or an examination of whether or not it manages, for instance, to be funny.  Since a reader of LARB will be able to find a dozen reviews of the novel, as well as links to essays on and reviews of his other work.  
Reviewers will have their own page as well. If Michelle Huneven writes a review of Susan Straight’s new novel, for instance, clicking on that review will bring up links to Michelle’s other reviews on the site as well as to reviews of her own novels and to essays which discuss her fiction either in depth or in passing.
Each review will also have, as a standard feature, a series of links and ad spaces available to the writer of the review, which will allow the writer to direct readers to the reviewer’s own blog or website, to the reviewer’s own books on Powells.com or amazon.com, to their publisher’s website, or elsewhere.  

We will pay our select reviewers (those of you getting this introductory email) soon, but as we get started, this token payment in the form of free advertising will have to do.  If we can generate enough interest I trust that we will be underwritten by publishing house advertising, other advertisements, grants and endowments, and begin to pay our professional reviewers more than the pittance we now receive from print outlets (no offence, David).
As a way to encourage engagement with the site we will have standard comment threads after each review, and we will also accept many unsolicited reviews from nonprofessional readers.  I plan to publish both professional reviews—that is reviews written by those professional writers we have invited to contribute—and reviews by the common reader, with these easily sortable.

In both cases the reviews will be ‘user generated’ in that there will be little editorial intereference.  Once we have invited writers like you to be reviewers we will give you a password and instructions so that you can upload your own reviews directly to the site.  Reviews written by others will be submitted directly to the editors for acceptance (in almost all cases) or rejection.
We will of course function as a timely review space, offering as many reviews as possible at publication (or even prepublication), but I also hope to have reviews of any and all fiction, poetry, or nonfiction from any year or century.  As Janet Fitch’s book club reads Ulysses or The Sound and the Fury perhaps three or four pieces will get written and uploaded.  As we read the Sunday reviews and think oh, no, that’s all wrong, we can work up our own take and send it in as a corrective instead of, once again, just ranting at the poor soul stuck across from us at the breakfast table.  Such pieces, again, needn’t feel the full responsibility of a standard review, since readers looking for a full review will have them there, waiting.  We can provide simply a gloss, an intervention, a comment.  Those of you with literary blogs can mount any pieces from your archives you’d like, or, for instance, pieces of those pieces with links to your full review.  Others of you, having run out of other ways to procrastinate, might want to dust off some unplaced or unfinished pieces on this or that book, or those editorials you took too long to finish, or presentations worked up for a class, and polish them up for your friends and fellow readers to see.  Those pieces that you thought you might write but couldn’t figure out where to send them and so never got around to it—now they will have a home; write them, upload them.
I am talking to programmers now about ways to have pieces appear on our webpages based on some combination of the traffic they are generating—we can assume, for instance that any review Steve Erikson or Chris Abani writes will draw more readers than my musings on William Dean Howells—and the ratings that our readers give them:  maybe a simple thumbs up or thumbs down, maybe something a little more discerning.  The reviews with the most traffic and highest ratings will rise to the front of each page.  Our invited reviewers will also receive a bump from the editors which will assure excellent placement and exposure.
In addition the home page will feature a dozen or so pieces each day, chosen by the editors.  It is our dream that a selection of these will become, with enough funding, a ‘best of LARB’ print edition.
I’ve talked with many of you about this over the past year, enough to feel that the interest is there, at least among our small community in LA, and as we get started, LARB may serve primarily as a community project, but of course the hope is that this will have a much wider readership and impact.  I hope to have a working mock-up for you to see soon, but in the meantime, can you respond to this email and let me know if you’d like to be part of this project?
All the best as the New Year approaches,

Tom

