CSCW5013 The Business of Writing

Week 4: Book Reviewing
There are two broad approaches to book reviewing, which are often combined within the one review:

1. Descriptive: The descriptive approach typically involves an objective account of the book’s contents, its major themes or actions, and the perceived aims of the author. The reviewer may also quote one or two particularly striking passages from the text in order to give the reader a flavour of the writer’s style and quality, for it is a desire to provide information and general impressions in a condensed and accessible manner that motivates the descriptive approach to reviewing.
2. Critical: The critical approach sets out to evaluate the quality and accomplishments of the book in relation to particular criteria of literary and historical standards, and to develop a brief thesis on or interpretation of the work in question that will be supported with evidence from the text. In effect, then, a ‘critical’ review is rather like a brief critical essay, although here also the motivating factor is a desire to communicate impressions and opinions occasioned by the book under review to the reader both clearly and concisely.

Basic Requirements

1. Detailed knowledge of the book under review.

2. Some knowledge of the author, her background and, if relevant, her other works.

3. A good understanding of the genre and historical period to which the book belongs.

Essentials of a Book Review
1. A description, rather than an exhaustive summary, of the book.

2. Some well-chosen information about the author.

3. A critical or evaluative appraisal of the book as a whole.

Preliminary Steps before Writing a Review
1. Read the book slowly and with care. Perhaps read it more than once.

2. Note down your impressions as you read so that you can refer to them later.

3. Make a note of particularly effective or apposite passages for quotation.

4. Allow time for your thoughts to settle and your considered opinions to form.

5. Try to order the points you wish to make around a single ‘angle’ on the book, a particular thesis or interpretation that your review will set out to substantiate with textual evidence.

Task: write a review of c.500-1000 words intended for the Arts Review section of a major national newspaper (such as The Guardian or The Times) on one of the following:

1. Any book (fiction, poetry, biography etc.) published or reissued since 2000.

2. A film shown or theatre performance given this year. 
