TOR BOOKS: A REVIEW

Overview and Mission

Tor Books, an imprint of and publisher for Tom Doherty Associates (TDA), is a New York based press that claims to “publish what is arguably the largest and most diverse line of SF and fantasy…produced by a single English-language publisher.”
 Yet Tor is not limited to those genres, and publishes general fiction, westerns, historical novels, and thrillers.  Since its inception in 1980, the company has grown steadily, though not without having to overcome significant obstacles and crises. 
 Tor’s mission as a publisher can be easily and succinctly stated: “To publish good books.”
  In this, Tor is not different from most other publishers, though the philosophy that subsumed its inception is probably unique for publishers and businesses in general.  Tom Doherty, the press’s founder, came from a publishing background (more on this below) and felt the typical impersonal bureaucracy and monetary focus of publishers was contrary to what publishing should really be about.  When creating Tor Books, therefore, Doherty sought a more personal organization, less structured, less formal, and more focused on the quality of the product than the bottom line.  

In a sense, this was one man’s attempt to get back to the historical root of the industry, which was the conception of publishing as a “gentleman’s business.”  Typically, publishing was for wealthy sons, for men of means, a way by which they could be creative and make a statement at the same time, in a fashion that was considered respectable.  Tor Books was and is a modern product of this very old approach to the book industry, and one that has been spectacularly successful.

History

Doherty began as a magazine distributor in the seventies.  Later he moved into books as a sales representative for Simon & Schuster, and still later became a sales manager there.  He did the same at Ace/Grosset after leaving Simon & Schuster.  At Ace/Grosset he even had his own imprint, named Tempo, and eventually gained the position of publisher.

In 1980 Doherty took the plunge and with the help of investors was able to form a corporation with the legal name of Tom Doherty Associates, Inc.  Doherty’s next move was to create the imprint Tor Books.  TDA was (and remains) the actual company, but was primarily an accounting and record keeping device.  The designation allowed new imprints to be created without having to establish a new company for each imprint.  Tor Books though, in addition to being an imprint, was the name of the actual publisher.  Future imprints created under TDA would be published through Tor Books.

Why “Tor”?  During his stay at other companies Doherty had noticed that the most memorable imprints were those whose names were short words conveying a sense of superiority and quality.  He followed the same pattern with his own company; “tor” is the old Anglo-Saxon word meaning “summit” or “peak.”
  Later imprints continued this tradition, and allowed Tor Books to broaden its niche and reach more readers. 

The company’s first book, by fantasy master Andre Norton, was published in April 1981 and entitled Forerunner.  In the years that followed, about half of Tor’s titles were fantasy and science fiction, the rest being, as noted above, general fiction and other genres.  Most of the books were mass-market paperbacks, though by the mid-eighties the company had begun to produce hardbacks as well.  Pinnacle served as Tor’s distributor.

  For five years the company did a brisk business and expanded steadily.  Then, lightning struck.  In 1986-87 Pinnacle declared bankruptcy while owing Tor Books a hefty sum of money—enough such that without the money Tor would also be forced to near bankruptcy.  To save the company, Doherty sold it to Macmillan UK with the understanding that he would remain president and that Tor would retain much of its autonomy.  This move effectively saved the company.  Macmillan placed Tor under the supervision of St. Martin’s Press which became its distributor, and there it remained until 1998.  The Pinnacle case is, more than ten years after the fall, still in court. 

In 1992 TDA created a new imprint named Orb Books in response to customer complaints that many of their favorite science fiction and fantasy books were no longer in print or available.  This imprint issued books in the slightly more expensive trade paper format.  The following year yet another imprint, Forge, was launched.  The name was chosen because “it sounds kind of strong and powerful, which is appropriate for a list of this kind.  But also because it suggested this nifty logo of a flaming anvil which would look really nice on the spine of a book.”
  By this time as many as or more than half of all Tor’s books were mainstream fiction and other genres besides science fiction and fantasy, and the company realized some customers simply assumed Tor was an SF and fantasy publisher and so avoided books with the Tor label altogether.  To broaden their reach and shed this narrow public perception, Forge was created as the imprint under which all non-science fiction and fantasy books would be published. 

In 1995 Tor became a pawn in one of the industry’s typical 1990s merger-takeover deals.  In April of that year the Holtzbrinck Publishing Group (which also controls the publishers of Scientific American as well as Henry Holt and Farrar Straus Giroux) acquired a controlling interest in Macmillan, the owners of TDA.  However, because Tor Books has been so consistently profitable, the company’s management was left alone and it was separated from St. Martin’s Press and named an independent company under Holtzbrinck in 1998. 

Personnel Structure

Perhaps the most remarkable thing about Tor Books in this regard is its relative lack of structure in comparison to many companies of its size.  Not that all is chaos, of course; the company has officers and departments like any other.  (See below, Table 1)  However, there is less management, less bureaucracy to wade through than is usually the case.  This style is not just a holdover from the early days when the full staff amounted to only six people and “questions and answers were shouted out between cubicles.”
  Rather, true to Doherty’s original vision, the company has consistently eschewed a rigid, formal, hierarchical structure.  In the words of one Tor editor, Jenna Felice:

We don’t have weekly editorial meetings, for instance, like most publishing houses; until recently, we didn’t have yearly reviews (that’s been added by Holtzbrinck); and basically, as long as we’re getting our work done, we can approach it however we want.  (For instance, our office hours are 9:30-5:30, but many of us get here later and leave later—a few actually come in earlier and leave earlier—and taking work days at home is acceptable.)

The result of this style has been a more personal, informal feel, with more employee autonomy and a greater premium placed on individual initiative and creativity instead of seniority.  Employee morale is high and there is a low turnover of staff.  Felice says

I think Tom [Doherty] would let the janitor buy a book if he presented him with a sensible deal structure and publishing plan…  Basically, what Tom wants out of everyone, for every book, is enthusiasm.  It would be entirely possible for someone at the assistant level to have a larger list than, say, Patrick [Nielsen-Hayden, the Senior Editor]; it just depends on the individual, and Tom likes to encourage that kind of individual behavior—all for the good of the house, which is not to be forgotten.

Table 1: Tor Books Corporate Structure




 









Imprints

As has already been hinted at, the actual structure of the company’s various imprints is somewhat complex, but if it were diagrammed it might look something like this:
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Actually, there are two different types of Tor imprints: fantasy and science fiction, and Tor has been extraordinarily successful in both.  Many of the best known writers in the field today are published through Tor, including Orson Scott Card, Gene Wolfe, Greg Bear, Poul Anderson, Jerry Pournelle, Robert Silverberg, Piers Anthony, Robert Jordan, Fred Saberhagen, and Terry Goodkind.  Tor has been nominated by the readers of Locus, the magazine of the professional SF and fantasy fields, as the best SF and fantasy publisher every year since 1988.  That’s twelve years straight!  Obviously, this is a press commanding respect and considerable clout within its field.

Add to this, Tor Book imprint titles have won the Hugo and Nebula awards eight times.  These are the top awards in the science fiction field.  Eight titles have garnered the World Fantasy Award.  Best novel awards (in some category or other) have been won twenty-nine times.  Tor Book editors, who have obviously been doing their jobs well, have been awarded the Science Fiction Chronicle Reader Award for Best Editor of the Year eight times.  In all, some eighty-six awards have been  garnered by Tor Book imprint titles. (See Table 2) 

Table 2: Tor Book Awards

Hugo Award

Best novel 



3x

Best novelette



1x

Nebula Award


Best novel



5x

Best short story


1x

World Fantasy Award

Best novel



4x

Best anthology/collection

4x

Locus Award

Best SF novel



1x

Best fantasy novel


5x

Best first novel


3x

Best anthology/collection

4x

Best publisher


          12x 

(from 1988-present)

James Tiptree, Jr. Memorial 

Award 



4x

Philip K. Dick Award


2x

John W. Campbell Memorial


Award



2x

Theodore Sturgeon Memorial


Award



1x

Arthur C. Clarke Award

1x

Science Fiction Chronicle Reader Award

Best novel



4x

Best editor



8x

Aurora Award



4x

IAFA/Crawford Award

4x

Mythopoeic Award


3x

Lambda Literary Award


Best SF novel



4x

Compton Crook Award

1x

Prometheus Award


5x
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The second imprint, Orb Books, consists, as noted earlier, of trade paper reprints of classic SF and fantasy works.  Due to the sheer volume of books Tor is putting out every year (200-250 annually)
, it is difficult to keep older titles in print, and Orb is TDA’s effort to to keep the best available to loyal fans.  Some of these were previously issued by Tor as mass market editions, such as Pat Murphy’s Nebula Award winning novel The Falling Woman and Gwyneth Jones’s Tiptree winning White Queen.  Others are classics that readers have insisted remain in print, like Michael Bishop’s Philip K. Dick Is Dead, Alas, and Bruce McAllister’s Dream Baby.  Other books were not originally published by Tor but went out of print and are being reissued by Tor.  These titles include books such as Book of the New Sun by Gene Wolfe, and Jack Vance’s Planet of Adventure series.  Books published under the Orb imprint must be the only editions of these titles in print.  Once a book becomes an Orb Book, it stays in print as an Orb trade edition.

Forge Books is less genre specific.  Anything non-SF and fantasy is published under this imprint.  The first Forge title was Zero Coupon, a financial thriller by Paul Erdman which appeared in the fall of 1993.  Forge titles were at first hardcover only, but in 1994 they began to be issued in paper as well.  Among books currently appearing under the Forge imprint are the New York Times bestseller The Relic, a horror novel by Douglas Preston and Lincoln Child, historical novels by Judith Tarr, and biographies such as Deke! by Deke Slayton and Michael Cassutt. 

Competition

Tor Books competes primarily in two worlds: the world of SF and fantasy, and that of mainstream fiction.  Under the Forge imprint, Tor’s thrillers, westerns, historical novels, romances and general fiction titles have to go up against giants such as Berkley Books, Ballantine (Random House), Signet (Penguin Putnam), and Dell.  If this was all Tor had as a publisher, its hopes of competing might be small, irregardless of how good its titles were.  It simply would not be able to publish the big books by the big authors, because it wouldn’t be able to offer them more money than the other, larger houses.  

Fortunately for Tor, it has another realm to live in, that of SF and fantasy, a quite different place from the mainstream publishing world.  Whereas competition between such houses as Dell, HarperCollins, Penguin Putnam and others in the mainstream fiction fields is often cutthroat and acquisitions and takeovers are commonplace, among publishers of SF and fantasy there is almost the spirit of friendly rivalry one might find between siblings or friends.  The SF and fantasy community tends to be highly social—editors from the different houses attend the same conventions, often consult on projects, and have often worked in each other’s companies.  Rivals even try to cooperate with one another to a degree, sometimes scheduling book releases so as to complement as opposed to conflict with one another.  This is not, however, to downplay too much the fundamentally competitive nature of the business: for example, auctions for major titles, when they occur, can become very heated, and when an author leaves one house for another it often results in hurt feelings. 

Tor is currently the first rank publisher in the field in the number of titles released each year, but is also arguably the best in terms of quality, if such awards as those from Locus Magazine mean anything.  (And in this field they definitely do.)  At second rank might be Del Rey, an imprint of Ballantine (which is in turn a division of Random House).  Other major players include Eos (Avon), HarperPrism (HarperCollins), Ace (Penguin Putnam), and Daw (Penguin Putnam).  These five publishers, together with Tor, carry almost every single major writer in the fields of SF and fantasy working today.  (See Table 3)

Table 3: Tor Book Competitors and Their Main Authors

Del Rey (Random House)

Larry Niven

Julian May

H.P. Lovecraft

Philip Jose Farmer

Philip K. Dick

Piers Anthony

Harry Harrison

David Eddings

Terry Brooks

R.A. Salvatore

Daw (Penguin Putnam)
C.J. Cherryh

Tanith Lee 

Tad Williams 

Ace (Penguin Putnam)
Alan Dean Foster

Patricia McKillip

Gardner Dozois

Brian Jacques

Robert Asprin

Frank Herbert

Eos (Avon)

Raymond Feist

Sharon Green

HarperPrism (HarperCollins)

David Brin

Anne McCaffrey

Robert Silverberg

Terry Pratchett

Margaret Weiss

Greg Egan

Greg Bear

Clive Barker

William Shatner

Guy Kay

Lead Titles

Perhaps the two most successful series of books for Tor have been Robert Jordan’s Wheel of Time series and Orson Scott Card’s Ender’s Saga.  This can be seen simply by looking at their Amazon.com sales rankings.  (See below, Table 4).  Eye of the World, the first book in Jordan’s medieval fantasy saga, is, even six years after publication, in the top one thousand—quite a feat when one considers that several million books are represented on Amazon.  The last four titles of the now eight volume series have wound up on The New York Times bestseller list, and first printings run into the hundreds of thousands—book five, The Fires of Heaven, had a first run printing of a quarter million!
If one examines fan response to the books by reading Amazon.com reviews it is plain that Jordan’s work is wildly popular.  Tor is undoubtedly happy to have him on board.  But disturbing trends can be detected.  Having read the first volume, Eye of the World, I would argue that Jordan’s inspiration is less than totally original—the influence of J.R.R. Tolkien is too obvious to be excused.  As a result, I read no further than book one.  Even for those who have stuck with the series and who don’t seem bothered by charges of imitation, there are increasingly problematic issues.  
For example, how much of Jordan’s story is just an attempt to keep an increasingly labyrinthine plotline going for more books?  How much of the typical six hundred to one thousand page installments is inconsequential details and subplots?  Which does Jordan care more about, quality or quantity?  One reader from Colorado expressed his (or her) misgivings this way: 

Just Getting to Vol. 6 An Accomplishment!
Enough is enough already.  There have been so many plot lines introduced [sic] and so many loose ends exposed that I really think it is about time Jordan started tying a few of them up.  It really is beginning to look as if the series will just go on forever now, and the monotony of reading them now is beginning to make the entire series seem like just a marketing ploy to keep people buying books indefinitely until they die.  If you think the series will end with Jordan's death, think again.  They did it with James Bond, they can find another writer, some protégé [sic] of Jordan's, to pick up the series with very little effort at all.

The Kirkus Reviews echoes this same feeling:

As noted before in these pages, Jordan is not untalented; certainly he displays an active if tortuous imagination.  But long ago he abandoned all attempts to stay in control of his material.  Overwhelming, then—in sheer bulk if nothing else.
 

I cannot help but concur; Jordan has penned seven thousand plus pages in about seven years.  How humanly possible is it to conceive, outline, write, rewrite, edit and polish a work of nine hundred pages, then get it off to the publisher, to the press and into the stores all within one year and maintain quality?(
This trend apparently started around book four, as other reviewers on Amazon note.  It has only gotten worse and book eight was negatively received by a larger number of fans than any previous, for the reasons cited above.  While none of this is likely to hurt Tor’s bottom line, it may well be signs of a slippage in quality control. 

The problem facing Tor, I think, is the same as that facing publishers of authors like

Stephen King and Tom Clancy.  Having read works by both authors, I know that each frequently 

suffers from verbosity, inconsequential subplots and other writerly self-indulgence—all the common faults of authors who are working for quantity as opposed to quality and of editors who no longer have control over what they are editing.  Financial success tends to create its own literary downfall, for while an author who is unknown feels the greatest pressure to bring his work up to the highest quality, those who are as fantastically successful as Clancy, King and Jordan inevitably—it seems—lose the focus on quality.  Once an author is earning tens of millions for a house, how can a puny editor nay say anything the writer does?  Unless the writer has the conscience of a true craftsman, the quality of the work will inevitably suffer.  

With the Ender Saga—now five books—Tor definitely has a more original and thoughtful writer on its hands.  Although not selling so massively as Jordan’s tomes (140,000 copies in three printings for the first book, Ender’s Game), Card’s work is highly original and thought provoking.  Ender’s Game is universally acknowledged as one of the finest science fiction novels ever written, and won both the Hugo and Nebula Awards.  Moreover, its influence has extended well beyond the bounds of ordinary SF readers:  

Captain John F. Schmitt, the author of the Marine Corp’s Warfighting…found Ender’s Game to be a useful enough story about the nature of leadership to use it in courses he taught at the Marine University at Quantico.  Watauga College, the interdisciplinary studies program at Appalachian State University…uses Ender’s Game…to talk about problem-solving and the self-creation of the individual.  A graduate student in Toronto explored the political ideas in Ender’s Game.  A writer and critic at Pepperdine has seen Ender’s Game as…religious fiction.

  While even Card has come in for criticism by fans as having carried the series on too long, I would argue that it is original and intelligent work such as that written by Card that is truest to Tor’s original purpose as a publisher.  While Tor, like any house, likes to tout books on The New York Times bestseller list, works that offer not only a financial reward but are also representative of high literary merit are probably best for the long term health of a press.  This is especially so for Tor, who’s founding philosophy was one of quality over commercialism.  Tor has benefited enormously by this way of thinking, and we can only hope that the success of writers such as Jordan will not become an excuse to depart from it. 

Business Profile

  Tor Books is not a public company.  Hence I was not able to obtain any record of its revenues or profits—not even approximate figures.  My source person at Tor Books was also unable to help me in this regard, though Ms. Felice did provide me with an estimate about the relative sales of the three TDA imprints:  

Tor and Orb publish more titles per year than Forge; [Tor] also [has] more NYT bestsellers…  However, aside from the bestsellers, the average Forge title probably sells more copies than the average Tor title.  Then there’s backlist to take into account, which is the main function of Orb, which is a steady yearly sale.  But, if I had to give a straight answer, I’d say that Tor and Orb represent roughly 50-65% of our yearly sales, depending on the selection of titles that year.
 

Trying to make the best of this information, I came up with the following guesstimates for the relative revenue size of each imprint:

Tor Books: 35-50%

Forge Books: 35-50%

Orb Books: 10-15%

Prognosis For the Future

It should be plain from all of the above concerning Tor’s commercial strength in the science fiction and fantasy book industry, and from its qualitative evaluation by those who read and write the books, that Tor is a very successful company.  Both of its major imprints, Forge and Tor, are, in the words of editor Jenna Felice, “highly profitable,” and Orb Books exists in the first place because of the demand of fans.  Orb’s positive contribution to Tor’s business picture can thus be assumed.  

Of course, no company’s position vis-à-vis the competition is ever static or assured.  But at least for the near future, Tor seems headed for expansion, and one of the unpleasant prospects Tor’s employees will have to face is the increasing bureaucratization of the company structure.  The requirements of managing increasing sales and numbers of different titles will necessitate this.  If founder Tom Doherty—now sixty-five years old—retires, this process will be hastened, as he has been the most insistent and powerful voice for maintaining the company’s informal and loose structure.   

Concomitant with this trend will be, I grimly suspect, an increasing “Jordanization” of Tor’s book list.  Blockbusters are likely to be more often sought out at the expense of smaller, mid-list works, and mega-book titles that are part of multi-volume chronicles will probably take up an increasingly large portion of the total number of books signed.  This has been a general industry trend for the past decade, one that Tor has managed for the most part to sidestep but may not be able to much longer.  

Hopefully, whether Doherty remains at the helm or no, the worst effects of this can be avoided and the company will be able to stay true to its original inspiration.  This would be best not only for the world of science fiction and fantasy literature—for its authors and readers—but also, I think, for Tor itself.  Judging by Jenna Felice’s statements to me, it seems that the personal, individual style of Tor’s company culture has been a major ingredient in its success.  If this style can somehow be maintained, I would guess that Tor and its employees will be able to look forward to a long and happy future.
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( By way of contrast, Tolstoy sank four years into War and Peace, and about two and a half into Anna Karenina.  It should also be noted that not one of Tor’s numerous awards has come from a Jordan title.
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