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About the Instructor:  
 

I'm an experienced writer who likes to help other writers learn the trade and, therefore, 

spend about half my time teaching writing to beginning Arizona writers. I began my 

writing career by obtaining a degree in English. Over the ten-plus years since my 

graduation from Arizona State University, I've worked as an editor; published numerous 

articles in local and national newspapers; edited five books by Arizona authors; 

ghostwritten several more; written and published book reviews of books for writers and, 

presently, of fiction for Romantic Times Magazine; published short stories and poetry in 

several little literary magazines, including Story Magazine; and taught creative writing 

courses at Phoenix College. 

 

My business, Gerry Benninger Editing & Writing Services, and my own writing keep me 

busy full time. My income depends on continuing to edit for various clients, presenting 

including Thunderbird, the American Graduate School of International Management, 

Eskuadan Press and TrebleHeart Press, plus writing books-for-hire. Under my own 

byline, I'm presently working on a book which discusses the symbols embedded in 

romance novels, how to recognize them and what they mean to the genre and also 

completing the last year required for my liberal arts master's degree.  

 

 

The Book Reviewer's Craft  
 

There's a difference between criticism of a novel and a book review, but, like the 

difference separating the entertaining writer and the literary artist, it's difficult to define. 

The history of public opinion toward many writers demonstrates the impossibility of 

strictly separating entertainment from literary art: Shakespeare, Charles Dickens, Edgar 

Allen Poe, Jane Austen, Charlotte Bronte, Hemingway. All considered artists now, but all 

writers of popular, entertaining fiction in their own times, and all experienced good, bad, 

even ugly, reviews. Criticism changed the literary place of these writers, the kind of 

critical examination that's a function of scholarship and only comes long after the book's 

published, sometimes long after the artist is dead. Some analysis has been done of 

romance as a type, but individual romance writers rarely have critics. The whole genre is, 

and has long been, widely dismissed as unworthy of the serious reading, let alone the 

serious study, necessary for serious literary criticism. That's a shame because the world's 

probably lost the writings of a female Dickens or Poe. We can only hope that the recent 

elevation of women's studies might change that attitude someday. Book reviewing is a 

barebacked horse of a different color. Reviews are a service to readers of a given 
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publication. How well informed a reviewer must be, and what kind of scholarship is 

required depends on the publication and on the expectations of its readers. The 

publication and its editor(s) will also determine what books are chosen for review, and 

how much the reviews amount to advertisement for readers. Some element of 

commercialism always exists in book reviews because that's what the readers want; they 

mainly want a reviewer to tell them in advance what a book is about, whether it's 

interesting, and what others (often only one other) thought of the book after taking the 

time to read it. This is the number one point writers need to remember: a book reviewer's 

job closely relates to readers of the review, not to writers of the books or to the literary 

value of the work. As a reviewer, I talk to other romance readers about books I've read 

and how much I liked the story. I'm expressing personal opinion as a reader, and I've 

never met a reader who didn't understand that. They read reviews as a kind of window 

shopping trip. However, as a reviewer, I must be aware that, although the review isn't the 

point of decision to buy or not to buy, hell hath no fury like a reader who buys a bad book 

based in part on a glowing review. If readers find they're entertained by and often agree 

with my reviews, they return to shop here again. If they find they often disagree, they 

stop reading the reviews, not the books. 

 

The poet Pablo Neruda believes two things make a story; the net and the air that falls 

through the net. That's a writer's point of view. For the reader, the whole circus and its 

ability to sustain wide-eyed involvement make the story. A reviewer begins by looking 

for the same things readers like to find in a romance novel. In general and oversimplified: 

Likeable characters who have a problem and are doing something interesting The 

promise of a love story Emotional content that helps the reader care about the characters 

and the main story events -- usually referred to as internal conflict A plot, meaning the 

characters actively seek a solution to the difficult situation which gets more and more 

complex -- usually called the external conflict A satisfying, plausible high point to the 

story A happy ending for the love story. 

 

Most reviewers, but not all, also consider aspects of the novel that readers are affected by 

but don't notice, the net under the high-wire act that must be there but never draw 

attention. Things like theme, pacing, tone, dialogue, resonance of place and time, all the 

tools of storytelling including that elusive air falling through the story structure, the 

feeling of involvement of the reader, in other words, this story works. 

 

Sometimes a writer can learn from a reviewer's comments on these story skills. As likely, 

some relatively unimportant detail, or minor structural problem or scene bumped the 

reviewer out of the story and garnered a less than stellar review. The review that puzzles 
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the writer probably puzzles most readers, too. Misunderstandings happen and should be 

dismissed just that easily. Knowing what makes the novel work is often as mysterious for 

the reviewer as the process of writing it was for the writer. A good reviewer considers the 

work through the writer's eyes to some extent, but, ultimately, (with apologies to Wallace 

Stevens) what a reviewer must do is throw away the lights, the definitions, then share 

with other readers what's sensed in the dark. 

 

First: review editors and reviewers have nothing to do with advertising. Most of us know 

absolutely nothing about RT policies in that regard and can't even answer questions. We 

aren't told anything about ads bought or not on any of the books. 

 

At most newspapers and magazine, authors or publishers send a galley or book directly to 

the review column writer. At Romantic Times Magazine, copies of the romance novels 

need to be read at least two months before the month in which the reviews will be printed 

-- and the magazine does hundreds -- So, publishers, or authors, send galley proofs or 

manuscripts two or three months before the release month of the book. 

 

Publishers who worked with RT before have arrangements in place to send directly to the 

appropriate editors. Authors, usually, send a copy to the magazine at 55 Bergen St., 

Brooklyn, NY 11201. Mark "Review Copy" on the outside of the envelope and include a 

cover letter with enough information to identify the type of book--usually the publisher's 

marketing department can help you here because the book will be marketed as Historical, 

Contemporary, Mainstream, Mystery, Regency, Science Fiction, Inspirational or Time 

Travel. E-books are a special case, still and that's the category right now. 

 

The reviewers meet at the annual conference, when they can attend. We also chat with 

readers, booksellers and authors at the conference. E-mail and letter exchanges take place 

during the year -- most reviewers like to receive postcards about new releases, and/or 

letters from authors and readers. Several authors have sent me a copy of the cover after 

the review and that's nice because we don't usually receive that with the galley or 

manuscript.  

 

Most of the reviewers prefer a simple unbound manuscript or galley. The spirals, and 

other types of binding, make the pages difficult to turn -- authors whose publishers don't 

send a galley can send a photocopy, printed on one side or on two, always with pages 

numbered, and held together with a large rubber band. In a padded envelope to protect a 

bit, but that's up to the sender.  
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Other information that's important to give in the cover letter: month and year of release; 

number of pages expected in finished book, if known; price; access information for 

customer, especially if it's unusual, like POD, offline, mail order only, etc. A phone call 

or FAX or e-mail to the magazine to obtain detailed instructions is never out of line and 

always a good idea. Phone is (718)237-1097 ask for Lauren Spielberg; FAX (718) 624-

4231, Attn Review Editor; e-mail is <info@romantictimes.com> 

 

All Review Editors and all Associate Reviewers live outside New York and are only in 

the RT offices on rare visits. If you want to send comments or thanks to and editor or a 

reviewer, send it to the magazine. All our mail is forwarded to us unopened. 

 

The Star System and What Gets a Good Review 
 

It's a constant problem that the RT definition of the ratings and the perception of the 

ratings by readers, and apparently by some of the newer reviewers (I hope that's why 

your reviewer got it wrong) are so different.  

 

5 1/2 stars = extraordinary, meaning the book is rare, groundbreaking in its genre, 

transcending the genre;  

4 1/2 Gold Metal = exceptional, worth special mention;  

4 1/2 = exceptional;  

4 stars = Excellent;  

3 stars = Very good (and because lots of readers and authors think this is low, RT asks 

reviewers to give their reasons, mostly because those at RT must answer phone calls 

asking about that);  

2 stars = good (also with reasons in reply to questions) and  

1 star = acceptable (also with reasons).  

 

For me, a three is a very good review, but with a major, or several minor reservations, 

and I always work those reservations directly into the review so that readers who aren't 

inclined to call know why. I've gotten comments that readers like that, and lots of 

comments that readers agree or disagree -- which means that a 3 does keep the reader 

from buying the book. But you can see how hard it's been to develop ratings that allow 

reviewers a reasonable range of choices.  

 

Personally I wish reviewers didn't have to choose a rating, but could allow the review to 

express the opinion on its own -- but RT gets feed back that readers like the ratings 

summary page -- they don't take the time to read EVERY review. in the Sept issue, there 
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was one book rated as acceptable (1) and two people have told me they can't agree -- they 

bought the book and read it in order to disagree.  

 

Seems like a 5 rating or a 1 is pretty rare in RT and we reviewers use that range of 4s 

most often because we want to indicate reading the book was a clear positive experience. 

The 3 rating indicates a positive with rather mild reservation, and so on down the line to a 

1 which reviewers use to indicate major reservations. Kathryn Falk's commitment, from 

the very beginning of RT, is to support the whole romance genre, never to slam a book or 

author, but at the same time to balance that with honest response. That's a unique outlook 

for book reviewing (for movie reviewing too). This isn't meant to be a 'grading' system 

where the top 'grades' must have the same number as the bottom and the rest fall 

somewhere into the middle as average -- but having said that -- the magazine's biggest 

problem with ratings since I've been writing reviews (1991) is explaining that to 

reviewers and, especially, to readers. Seems like your reviewer (a relatively new one, I 

hope) considers a 4 as average because that's the rating most of the books get, somewhere 

in the 4 range -- Not so!  

 

Most of the romances published are carefully screened by editors and certaintly since 

about 1993, because the competition for a published spot is so intense, most of the books 

available on the market really are excellent in the genre. So any writer who gets a 3 need 

only ask what was the element that made the reviewer have reservations about the book. 


