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Bennett Cerf : At Random: The Reminiscences of Bennett Cerf  before purchasing it in order to gage whether or 
not it would be worth my time, and all praised At Random: The Reminiscences of Bennett Cerf: 

7 of 7 people found the following review helpful. Mind candy for former editors of a certain ageBy Ethan CooperThe 
entertaining AT RANDOM: THE REMINISCES OF BENNETT CERF has two narrative lines. In the first, Bennett 
Cerf (1898-1971), a cofounder and a longtime publisher of Random House, tells stories of his interactions with famous 
writers and cultural celebrities of his time, including Eugene Orsquo;Neill, James Joyce, Gertrude Stein, D.H. 
Lawrence, George Bernard Shaw, William Faulkner, Ayn Rand, and George Gershwin. Meanwhile, the second 
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narrative line follows the evolution of Random House, which began as a two-man shop with one product-line (Modern 
Library), and ultimately became a dominant American publisher of trade and childrenrsquo;s books. Bennett and other 
shareholders sold out to RCA in the 1960s for a then astonishing $40 million.Both narrative lines in AT RANDOM are 
rewarding although I favored hearing Bennett talk about his writers more than his business. Herersquo;s a quick 
sample as Bennett humanizes the greats who are now in the pantheon.o Joyce: ldquo;hellip;there was James Joyce 
sitting with a bandage around his head, a patch over his eye, his arm in a sling, and his foot all bound up and stretched 
out on a chair. He looked like one of those characters in lsquo;The Spirit of lsquo;76rsquo;.rdquo;o Stein: ldquo;She 
was the publicity hound of the worldmdash;simply great; she could have been a tremendous hit in show 
businesshellip; she was a great womanmdash;a woman of authority. When she talked, she talked as plain as a 
bankerhellip;rdquo;o Faulkner: ldquo;hellip;he always took time to answer even the most trivial question. Yoursquo;d 
say, lsquo;Nice day, Bill, isnrsquo;t it?rsquo; and hersquo;d stop and consider it as though yoursquo;d asked him 
something very important.rdquo;o Gershwin: ldquo;George took his painting very seriouslyhellip; At a memorable 
dinner, he said, lsquo;A man told me today that I need never write another note; I could make a fortune with my 
palette and brush!rsquo; lsquo;Isnrsquo;t that amazing,rsquo; said one awed lady, lsquo;that one man should possess a 
genius for two of the arts!rsquo; lsquo;Oh, I donrsquo;t know,rsquo; said George modestly. lsquo;Look a Leonardo da 
Vinci!rsquo;rdquo;Bennettrsquo;s story about the growth and success of Random House is also entertaining. Here, the 
reader hears how Bennett acquired the Modern Library, became the publisher of Faulkner and Dr. Seuss, discovered a 
booming publishing groove during World War II, dealt with reprint rights, royalties, agents, and advances, entered the 
paperback business, and merged with Knopf and Pantheon. This is a wonderful business story that shows the privately-
held Random House growing organically while its owners had a ball. I wish, BTW, that everyonersquo;s experience in 
publishing was so happy and rewarding. In my day, there was lots of competition, sharp elbows, bad 
judgmenthellip;but what does it matter? Bennett, a master salesman and a bit of an operator, does sell his point of 
view.Nonetheless, AT RANDOM, published in 1977, does have its shortcomings. Primarily, these are Bennettrsquo;s 
profound respect for authors of now forgotten or disregarded best-sellers, as well as for one-time literary 
lionsmdash;Irwin Shaw, Budd Schulberg, John Orsquo;Hara, Truman Capote and moremdash;whose reputations have 
declined. In overpraising such authors, Bennett, the publisher, seems more of a tout than a gatekeeper.Bennettrsquo;s 
publishing world is long gone. Those wishing to confirm this fact might look up the Wikipedia entry for Random 
House, which shows that all the companies that were Bennettrsquo;s competitors are now part of a single huge 
conglomerate. Certainly, all these once great and independent imprints now work together to keep costs down, focus 
on established markets, develop properties with Hollywood, etc. No wonder itrsquo;s harder than ever for an unknown 
writer to break through and get a novel published.AT RANDOM was my tonic to the disturbing DARK MONEY. 
Dated but still recommended.3 of 3 people found the following review helpful. A Delightful Personality A Delightful 
ReadBy CaroleBennett Cerf was an inveterate keeper of notes and diaries. He also was an extraordinarily happy, 
energetic, lucky man who loved meeting people, being before the public, and making his presence known in positive 
ways. At Random, a memoir of his years founding, running, and taking Random House Publishing Company to 
heights unimagined at its inception, was compiled by his family from those journals, transcribed interviews, etc. after 
his unexpected death in 1971 . Its readers are treated to his memories of authors such as Truman Capote, Eugene 
Orsquo;Neill, William Faulkner, John Orsquo;Hara, Gertrude Stein, James Joyce, and so many others who form a 
Whorsquo;s Who of Literature, as well as the business of the industry. A delightful read.0 of 0 people found the 
following review helpful. Loved this!By CustomerLoved this!! So many back stories about authors, famous people 
and how a publishing house was born and built from nothing. Cerf is very down to earth and an unabashed lover of 
talent and celebrity. He was a good person to boot, and found humor and decency in almost everyone! I highly 
recommend for baby boomers especially.

ldquo;Irsquo;ve got the name for our publishing operation. We just said we were going to publish a few books on the 
side at random. Letrsquo;s call it Random House.rdquo; So recounts Bennett Cerf in this wonderfully amusing memoir 
of the making of a great publishing house. An incomparable raconteur, possessed of an irrepressible wit and an abiding 
love of books and authors, Cerf brilliantly evokes the heady days of Random Housersquo;s first decades. Part of the 
vanguard of young New York publishers who revolutionized the book business in the 1920s and rsquo;30s, Cerf 
helped usher in publishingrsquo;s golden age. Cerf was a true personality, whose other pursuits (columnist, 
anthologist, author, lecturer, radio host, collector of jokes and anecdotes, perennial judge of the Miss America pageant, 
and panelist on Whatrsquo;s My Line?) helped shape his reputation as a man of boundless energy and enthusiasm and 
brought unprecedented attention to his company and to his authors. At once a rare behind-the-scenes account of book 
publishing and a fascinating portrait of four decadesrsquo; worth of legendary authors, from James Joyce and William 
Faulkner to Ralph Ellison and Eudora Welty, At Random is a feast for bibliophiles and anyone whorsquo;s ever 



wondered what goes on inside a publishing house.


