PRF Publishing Seminar 2010
by Priscilla Keswani, President, PRF

A publishing seminar sponsored by the Princeton Research Forum (PRF) and hosted by Labyrinth Books of Princeton on May 8, 2010 from 3 to 5 PM offered a wealth of practical advice for would-be authors on how to write and sell a book.  Organized and moderated by PRF’s Program Chair Ashwini Mokashi, the seminar brought together a panel of five speakers, including PRF members Shelley Frisch, Linda Brown Holt, and Karen Reeds—all authors themselves, with a wide range of expertise in editing, translation, and journalism—along with Nina Ryan, a literary agent who specializes in works of nonfiction, and Markus Wiener, the founder of a small academic publishing house. 

One convergent message emerged from the diverse perspectives of the speakers: having a strategic marketing plan from the outset is as important as having a topic and the expertise to write about it.  This is a marketing plan based not on the corporate toolkit of focus groups and ad campaigns, but rather on answers to the fundamental questions of (1) why your  book is important and (2) who will read it. 
Knowing the answers to these questions will help an author both to structure the text and to prepare a formal book proposal  for a publishing house (or to find alternative venues of publication). PRF member Karen Reeds, an independent editorial consultant and developmental editor, advised authors to begin by asking themselves, “Is this book really necessary?” The author should consider why she or he is writing the book (public service? self-expression? ego trip?), whether the subject really needs to be a book rather than an article or essay, and whether it should be a work in print instead of a web publication or a print-on-demand book (a form discussed by PRF panelist Linda Brown Holt).  Next, Reeds suggests writing the ideal review of the book, minus the compliments, and tacking it up to serve as a continual reminder of what the book is about. Similarly, literary agent Nina Ryan noted that an author should be able to express in one sentence exactly what the book does and how it differs from others previously published on the topic. Maintaining a sharp focus and and a high degree of enthusiasm are crucial to writing and selling a book.
Before the first copies of a book can be purchased by the general public, the author (perhaps with the help of an agent) has to sell it to an editor, who in turn will have to pitch it to the business and marketing managers of the publishing house. Ryan gave the seminar audience detailed advice on preparing a book proposal, which should include several parts: a brief description covering the subject’s importance, the author’s approach, the potential readership (a definable audience, not just “everybody”) and approximate market size, what differentiates the book from similar or competing works, its proposed length, and the table of contents, followed by a brief chapter-by-chapter summary, the author’s profile, a sample chapter, and other examples of the author’s writing. The exercise of preparing  the book proposal sooner rather than later in the writing process may have the additional benefit of helping the writer sort out many problems of organization and content in advance—it can serve as the author’s project plan as well as a marketing tool.
Markus Wiener, founder of Markus Wiener Publishers, emphasized the importance of  keeping the proposal brief, given that some editors may handle more than fifty books a year. (One might take Karen Reeds’ advice: call the editor first, give a two-sentence capsule of your book, and if the editor is interested, ask what and how much more information to send.) As a publisher, Wiener coached the authors in the audience to “be visible.”  He noted that editors attend lectures and conventions in the disciplines that they cover, and such events offer good opportunities to meet them—in some cases, editors may actively seek out authors whose work fits in with their publishing program. To market your book successfully, it is important to work with a publisher who deals with similar subjects and can reach the appropriate readership. An  author can also help with marketing the book subsequently; Karen Reeds suggests keeping a file of relevant websites, journals, and listserves where your book might be publicized and also self-advertising it in the signature line of all your email messages.
Nina Ryan and other panelists mentioned a number of writers’ organizations that offer important information and resources for authors concerning publishers, writing awards, conferences, workshops, and industry news. Prominent among these organizations are PEN America (www.pen.org), the Author’s Guild (www.authorsguild.org), the Association of American University Presses, and several others (see list on PRF website). PRF member Shelley Frisch, who translates books from German to English, notes that some of these organizations offer model contract templates for writers and translators on their websites, making it easier to negotiate the business of writing once you have found a publisher.  She urged would-be authors to stand up for their rights with publishers and not to be afraid to voice particular contract demands before signing an agreement.
In some cases authors might also want to consider not only self-advertising but also self-publishing, a topic discussed by Linda Brown Holt, who as a scholar, novelist, and reporter, has experience with both this and more conventional publishing media. Holt observed that self-publishing was common in the nineteenth century; in fact, Henry David Thoreau self-published his very first book.  Commercial and subsidy publishers (the latter  requiring the author to pay part or all of the expenses of publishing) rose to prominence in the twentieth century, but in today’s environment of burgeoning electronic technology, print-on-demand (or “P.O.D.”)  publishing is growing in popularity. For a relatively modest sum ($400 to $1,000) authors can arrange with publishers such as ooligan.pdx.edu, lulu.com, iUniverse or XLibris to fulfill orders for their books “on demand.” Many P.O.D. books are assigned ISBN numbers and can be marketed through the major online booksellers.  P.O.D. may be a viable alternative for authors who know there is a market for their work but cannot or do not wish to work with conventional print publishers or the so-called “vanity” presses. 
After considering the marketing process, the process of writing the book itself may seem like the easy part of the whole project.  As many writers will tell you, this is not so, but fortunately for the publishing seminar audience, the panelists offered plenty of good advice on how to get the job done. Karen Reeds advised that even though it is important to have a clear definition of your objectives and a vision of the finished product at the beginning, you should also allow yourself some degree of  flexibility—make an outline, but put the sections on post-it notes, so that you can rearrange the content as you go along. Don’t try to write the introduction until you are sure you know what the book is about. Sustain your momentum by starting a new section as soon as you finish the current one—even if you don’t write much, having a beginning will make it easier to continue. Practice good housekeeping as you go along; keep track of references and drafts, and back up your work regularly. Reeds further exhorted authors not to aim for perfection until nearing the end of the writing process, so as not to get bogged down in details or matters of phrasing that ultimately prove to be insignificant. Network and commiserate with colleagues and friends who are also caught up in the travails of writing, she advised. Finally, both Reeds and Ryan emphasized the importance of enjoying your work, so that the reader—agent, editor, or member of the public—will catch your enthusiasm as well. 
The publishing seminar attracted a substantial audience of PRF members and people from the local community, along with one visitor who came all the way from Michigan to attend. PRF has sponsored two day-long publishing seminars in the past, one in 1986 and another in 1993. In view of the success of the spring 2010 event, Program Chair Ashwini Mokashi hopes to organize another symposium in the near future. Any PRF members who have program ideas should contact her directly with suggestions.
Panelist Bios and Weblinks
Karen Reeds is the founder of Editorial Consulting Services. She has worked both sides of the scholarly publisher's desk--as an acquiring editor for the University of California Press and Rutgers University Press, and as an author/coauthor/editor of four books of her own in the history of science and medicine. Currently she is an independent scholar, exhibition curator, and freelance developmental editor. Karen's specialty as a freelance editor is a "smash & grab" editorial consultation service for scholars who are struggling with a book proposal or an unruly manuscript. She provides a fast analysis of the problems and a concentrated dose of practical, individualized editorial advice. 
Linda Brown Holt is a writer and university instructor with a special interest in comparative spirituality, the life and work of Henry David Thoreau, and the fine arts. The author of many magazine, journal, and newspaper articles and reviews, she has published several books using both traditional and self-publishing venues.  Two of her novels (under the penname Simone Marnier), published via “print-on-demand” technology, are available at online and traditional bookstores, and one—White Tiger, Green Dragon—was translated and published by Spain’s leading New Age publisher.  She also published a book based on her doctoral dissertation, Viewing Meister Eckhart through the Bhagavad Gita, with iUniverse, and she printed a book of poetry locally. Her Web site is ReligiousScholar.com. 
Shelley Frisch holds a doctorate in German literature and is both an author (The Lure of the Linguistic) and a translator of books from German, including biographies of Nietzsche, Einstein, and Kafka, along with numerous other works. In 2007 she received the Modern Language Association Translation Prize for a Scholarly Study of Literature. Her translation of Stefan Klein’s Leonardo’s Legacy was just published by Da Capo, and her translation of Richard David Precht’s Who Am I? And If So, How Many? Will be published by Random House in January, 2011. She is now working on the second volume of Reiner Stach’s Kafka biography, to be published by Princeton University Press.
Nina Ryan is a freelance literary agent and editor who has worked in book publishing for 20 years. From her work with the Cowles-Ryan Agency (www.cowlesryan.com), The Palmer & Dodge Agency in Boston, and Random House she has substantial experience in developing and marketing books for mainstream publication. She has worked closely with a number of writers to develop book proposals and manuscripts for books published by Alfred A. Knopf, Henry Holt & Co., Doubleday, Macmillan, Walker Books, and other major publishers. (See also gillettandryan.com.) She received her M.A. from the Columbia School of Journalism and her B.A. from the University of Pennsylvania.
Markus Wiener is the founder of Markus Wiener Publishers, a press that specializes in books on world history and Middle Eastern, African, and Latin American studies aimed at both the academic and the general trade market. His website address is  www.markuswiener.com.
Web Resources
PEN America (www.pen.org): writer-centered organization concerned with literary and human rights

The Author’s Guild (www.authorsguild.org): advocacy and information on writer’s contracts and publishing industry standards and issues

The Association of American University Presses (www.aaupnet.org): maintains a directory of university presses

The New York Center for Independent Publishing (nycip.wordpress.com): sponsors an annual round table at which writers can meet editors and agents; website has information on small presses
Poets & Writers (www.pw.org): offers information on writing awards, conferences, and workshops, along with databases of small presses and literary magazines

For industry news, deals, and information on editors and agents:

Publishers Marketplace (www.publishersmarketplace.com)

Publishers Weekly (publishersweekly.com)
