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Hi Levin,

I thought what I’d do to give you proper feedback is a blow-by-blow editorial reaction to the short story collection on a thematic and detailed level. Any proofreading edits are enclosed in the edited versions of the .doc itself; what follows here is a larger more expansive reformation on the collection as a whole.

First off, congratulations on bringing the collection together. It’s quite an unusual subject matter (for mainstream) but I do think that it will be of interest to readers. Much of the commentary here is directed towards you understanding and thinking about those readers, the genre your book is in and how to bridge the gap between your writing and the audience. 

The subject matter is, of course, as the introduction says, a type of meditation. Each story is constructed as a vehicle to convey deeper information of a magical/ spiritual / mystical bent, communicating some deep esoteric issues that might not otherwise be palatable to the reader. This is at the core of your writing and the ideas you want to get across, and it’s a great thing. What you have to be aware of, though, is the level of reader engagement with these ideas if it becomes apparent that that is what the stories are all essentially about. In this way the didactic or teaching nature of the stories may weigh down a larger audience appreciation of them. That is, sometimes the idea you are trying to get across overpowers the narrative itself, and you would do well to go gentler, more subtle, tease some more detail out and massage the idea into the narrative journey more.

I think you’ve got a great meta-structure going with the interconnected stories and the characters that overlap in them, and the idea that the collection is a meditation in itself. There were times, though, reading the collection as a whole that I felt the teaching nature of the stories overshadowed the flow of the story, structuring the story to the needs of the essence being taught versus fleshing out the characters or settings or action more. I’ll give more specifics on a story-by-story basis; but just to say you’re not doing anything wrong, per se, it’s just that the type of writing you are doing creates certain demands on the reader that may alienate the average audience you are also trying to illuminate. 

For instance: if a philosopher or someone interested in magical thought picked up the book they would already have an affinity with the subject matter (I liked it!). The average reader that really could benefit from the thoughts and concepts the book engenders, would not have that immediate connection, and would thus need to be woo-ed in with a more robust craftsmanship. I guess it comes back to who you think your audience is, not specifically, but as a demographic? What genre would you call yourself and what market would you aim at when sending the manuscript to publishers, et.al? If the sales and marketing team can’t get a handle on it, the publisher’s won’t buy it (seriously)…

There is a definitely a magical aspect to the writing, but it’s not the genre-friendly ‘magical realist’ popularised by writers like Isabelle Allende or Ben Okri. They have a more detailed, lush style that sets the tone before their metaphysical trickery begins. Part of me wants to see some more of that in your style, and the other half of me also realises that might not BE your style at all. Reading through this collection the phrase which came up as I read was “Suburban Borges”, which is a very good thing. I notice you mention Borges right at the end in one of the last stories, and I assumed you were aware of him and his style as this collection is similar to his high ideas. The difference though, is that Borges was very, very lean, and even more highly intellectualised. His stories were games and intellectual teasers and of the more literary persuasion. I don’t think any of this is necessarily bad, bad your style is, in fact, much more down to earth, hence the “Suburban Borges” tag. There is a slight clash, though, between the high-brow intellectual / mystical ideas in your work and the “suburban” down to earth tone of many of the characters etc. 

For instance, there are multiple instances where the author’s tone, your voice infuses the multiplicity of characters and sounds the same across the board, despite your broad patterning of representation and POVs. Sometimes they all sound like you. Having a resonance where we realise they are all in the same boat of wakefulness in the sea of Suburbia etc there is a commonality between the characters anyway, but I still feel they could be distinguished in the style you have through better dialogue and more individuality, then grow towards this understanding that all the characters are on the same journey of the soul and hence the similarities. 

There are elements of your style though that I would like to see refined. I say ‘suburban’ because the subject matter is very much so mundane as your starting point, and that’s fine. But there is often a breezy or plain skeletal attention to detail in describing this environment. Cursory or little description of exteriors, characters, etc etc. Again, part of me likes this as it adds to the dream-like atmosphere of the stories, and part of me as a reader feels slightly cheated that I’m not massaged more by detail to get a firmer grip of things, to see and feel the places more, to bond with the characters more. But again, Borges did none of that, or little of it, and I think your style most closely resembles his or Burroughs than Allende or Okri, etc.  Borges is described as not a writer of characters or emotions, but at home in a universe of big ideas, philosophy and speculation. So that lack of detail and emotion fits that style/ your style, and if that is your intention then I wouldn’t advise changing it, just refining it slightly with a new draft, making sure characters and environments are as defined as they can be without changing style.

If we run with the ‘Suburban Borges’ tag that helps identify who you are and what you’re doing to publishers and to their audiences. Borges is a top-shelf literary style with a small niche market, but at least it has a niche in reviews, the intelligentsia, and readers. There is going to be an element of overlap in the size and type of audiences you will attract, though again, you have a more down to earth style which may not connect as much with the literary/ intelligent market. I guess I’m just grappling myself on where you fit in and how to best market yourself. One way of doing this is to write a back cover blurb/ synopsis that you can use as marketing material and better condense down what you’re about. Thinking in this way about the audience will help temper the writing itself, either playing down or accentuating slight stylistic elements that cater to that audience. Here’s a rough idea of a blurb:

The Rooftop Sutras is a collection of short stories that pokes and prods at the surface of reality to uncover a sea of infinite potential. From the fractal, homogenised repetitions of Suburbia, where characters struggle to free themselves from their self-contained prisons, to the dream-like mazes of the City,  Diatschenko provides meditations in the form of stories to awaken the soul to the mystic geography around us. Imagine a suburban Australian Borges crossed with the spiritual allegories of Plato or Diogenes, and you have some idea of the intellectual provocation which awaits you in The Rooftop Sutras…

So what is your genre? It’s not quite magical realist, as I explained above, not quite fantasy or sci-fi, although it sometimes touches on all three. In Rooftop Sutras, especially, I really felt excited because there was more attention to detail, and it felt like a sci-fi story. Read alone, without the build up of the other stories, Friday’s tale felt like a spaceship / alien fallen to earth, and that resonated as a comprehensible story for a audience that they could understand. If you kept the same plot but tweaked the style slightly you could tease the audience with this recognition, snagging sci-fi/ fantasy readers as well as that narrow intellectual/ mystical readership. I’d like to see you submit this story to a few SF magazines and see where that goes: its experimental and lofty enough to be taken up, and yet it feels grounded in the classical idea of someone from “out there”. More notes on this in the individual stories. 

Also, a note on the idea of the collection as a meditation or meta-exercise. I felt that all the characters were essentially doing the same thing: awakening, and a lot of stories seemed repetitive. I felt as an editor that this was conscious and part of the meta-meditation of reading the stories as you intended, but even within their commonality I would have liked to see different angles taken, different experiences of their common awakening. I did like the shared content, the way a car has a dent in it in one dream like story, and the same detail appears in another, the way the current flows between them, etc. What I mean by difference is, well, I guess the process of awakening is the same all over, it’s just couched in the different dynamics of the individual. But it becomes tiresome to read the same type of experience just from different characters.

What I’m thinking of is something like the Animatrix series of cartoon shorts that was made after the Matrix movie. The Matrix movie is essentially a sci-fi virtual awakening movie, couching old spiritual truths in the new digital form. It knows it’s genre, but then within that it can communicate very powerful spiritual ideas, wrapped up for the audience in a wrapping they can understand. The Animatrix series was an interconnected lot of short stories, really. The process of awakening in the Matrix universe is the same for al the characters, but they took rapidly different angles to that same process to make the journey to that central place unique for the viewer. The overlap and interlocking nature of the stories world is like your stories: they stand alone, some characters overlap, but essentially you don’t need to have read one to make sense of the other, even though they are in a shared universe. 

I feel you are aware of this and to a large degree your stories do attempt this, it’s just maybe reading them as a whole in one sitting I became aware of the similarities to the point that at times I felt it was the same story being repeated in different ways, instead of different paths to the same story. Does that make sense? Like you say in the introduction, the stories are a type of meditation. Taken as a whole, they are pieces of the larger picture. Perhaps the mystical lessons and knowledge could be spread out across all of the stories more, instead of key concepts repeated throughout the same stories, so by reading the collection the teaching is transmitted, but there are only fragments in each story. Again, I know you mostly do this, like exploring the current in detail in one story and having it there as a plot point in other stories, so you’re almost there, and I think what I’m suggesting is just a slight re-arranging of the icing on the cake.

Is there a reason for the precise order of the stories? Are you following a meta-initiation of concepts that build upon each other? That would make the most sense, but at times I felt it was hard to see that path develop, and it often seemed random, with similar journeys by the characters into awareness. One of the most interesting aspects of the collection as a whole is the configurations of the stories and the shared space for environments and characters to overlap. I note one story, the Initiation, has many of the characters of the other stories in it, which solidifies that shared universe, and I think you could do this more in subtle ways, interconnecting and threading together the characters and settings. I’m sure you’ve thought of all this as elements of this seem to be apparent, I guess as a reader the slant of those elements is just a wee bit under developed, and I feel could be strengthened, with maybe less repetition but more layering, so everyone is on the same journey but we get different fragments of it throughout all the stories.

Anyway, onto the stories themselves:

