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      First off, I want to say that I am not a professional graphics designer. In addition, this book is not necessarily about creating your own covers, though I’ll talk some about that.

      Why am I writing this book, then? What can you learn from me? What is this book about?

      This book is meant to teach you how to look at a cover, how to identify the elements of it, and how to judge whether or not a cover works for your story.

      There are a lot of pretty covers out there. Some are even stunning. However, no matter how eye-catching a cover might be, if it doesn’t suit your story, doesn’t instantly convey the correct genre and tone, doesn’t re-enforce your author brand, it will do you more harm than good.

      I am primarily focusing on covers from a marketing point of view, and will go through how to study your genre and how to determine if a cover is right for you.

      While I don’t have a degree in graphic design, I have studied art, both formally in college (umpteen million years ago) as well as informally on my own. There were periods of my life when I wasn’t writing much. I was still committing art, and I spent time sketching and painting. I got pretty good at it. I’ve also put together quilts, which means working with shades and hues of color, getting them to match or flow correctly.

      Plus, most graphic designers don’t have a clue about creating a good book cover.

      In addition, I regularly create covers, and I have been paid by other authors to create covers. I spend time studying covers, so I know what the trends are.

      This book is for publishers who are going to be regularly creating covers, or who are regularly hiring someone else to create covers. If you’ve only published a single book and have no intention of writing the next one for a while, this book may not be for you. (Particularly because the best piece of marketing advice I can give the one-novel writer is write the next book.)

      The reason this book is for regular (or even irregular) publishers is because I’m asking you to take the craft of covers seriously. You need to study genre and cover trends, and that isn’t something you can do in a single day. You need to start now, then keep at it, a little bit at a time, until you stop writing/publishing in sixty years.

      Covers change over time. Think about those silly science fiction covers from the 1970s compared to the covers of today. If you’re going to be a professional about your books, everything from the writing to the publishing and marketing, you need to continually learn and watch trends.

      Don’t fret. It can be fun. And spending the time now will hopefully make you more profitable in the future.

      Ready?

      Let’s go.

      

      
        
        Leah Cutter

        Ravensdale, WA

        June 2019
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      As I mentioned in the introduction, I am approaching cover creation as a marketing tool more than as a matter of art.

      So the first thing I want you to do is to take off your writer hat and put on your publishing/marketing hat.

      If you need to go actually purchase two hats in order to achieve this, it is worth the cost.

      You must get out of the writer’s point of view when you are creating your covers, otherwise you’re going to quickly run into what we call “the writer’s problem.” That is, the writer knows the story and is concerned about getting all the details correct on the cover, instead of being concerned about whether or not the cover indicates genre and tone correctly.

      The cover does not have to accurately portray a scene from the story. In fact, it’s better if it doesn’t. The cover is advertising. Genre and tone need to be conveyed. That’s about it.

      For example, the writer may insist that the color of the main elf-character’s hair is green, and you can only find pictures of a blue-haired elf fleeing through the woods.

      Guess what? The color of the hair isn’t important in terms of marketing. If the blue-haired elf conveys the right genre and tone your reader won’t even notice. It’s the writer problem. Not a marketing issue.

      So again, I’m going to say to you, take off your writer hat. Lift that fancy, feathery thing right off your head.

      Now, put on your publishing/marketing hat, perhaps the hardhat that you’d wear onto a construction site, or maybe the green visor of a sharp accountant, or whatever you need to put on.

      Covers are marketing material. They are only vaguely related to the writing.

      Got that?

      Let’s go.

      In Conclusion

      Covers are marketing material. Period. Get over yourself and don’t fall into the writer problem.
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      This is a book all about covers. One of the things that you need to start doing as a professional publisher is to research and learn about covers.

      So how do you research and learn about covers?

      The best way is to walk into a bookstore and look at modern covers in your genre. Not reprints from twenty years ago, or your favorite books from when you were a kid. Not even books you currently have on your shelf. No, you need to start looking at covers from today, published within the last two years. I will talk in a later chapter about what to look for in a cover, but in general terms of doing research, this is one of the best starting places.

      While there are a lot of indie books with great covers, the traditional publishers are still setting the trends for readers. This may change over time. However, right now, though the traditional publishers might not have as many titles in a genre as the indies, they are still considered the big dogs in the fight. Part of that is because they still spend the most money on their covers, so they tend to look the best. (Not always—traditional publishing has been coming out with more awful covers than they used to.)

      Therefore, one of the easiest ways to do cover research is to find which traditional publishers and imprints are publishing the genres you write in, then sign up for their newsletter.

      Once a week, the publisher will send you an email chockful of modern covers in your genre. It will take you a few minutes every week to go through these emails. You don’t have to spend a lot of time on it. However, it is a great introduction to the current cover conventions of a genre.

      After you’ve received these newsletters for a while, you will begin to notice trends. If you combine the newsletters with going to a bookstore regularly, you’ll see many trends, lots of covers that are “the flavor of the month” that all employ roughly the same elements.

      For example, there was a trend in YA for a while that listed three lines of text, interspersed with pictures. (Examples: “Every Last Word”, “Holding Up the Universe” and “Tell Me Three Things.”).

      Where are other places for doing research?

      I would CAUTIOUSLY tell you to look at the monthly cover awards from The Book Designer (https://www.thebookdesigner.com/2011/08/monthly-e-book-cover-design-awards/).

      Why am I so cautious about this site?

      In my opinion, the owner of this site is more of a graphics designer than a book cover designer. He’s bang on when it comes to genre, and you can learn a lot about what does and doesn’t work for a genre by going through the contest covers every month.

      But he also believes that a stripped down cover looks better. He’s right. It does. When you’re looking at a cover as a piece of art and not as a piece of marketing material.

      However, a cover that doesn’t have the book tag, author tag, or pull quote on it, to our currently trained eye, doesn’t look as professional or as complete. It won’t sell as well. Tastes change, but at this time, many of those elements are required for a book to look professional.

      So while I’ll recommend him for genre, I believe that he’s frequently incorrect when he tries to “clean up” a cover by stripping it down.

      Then of course there’s the three-thousand pound gorilla in the corner: Amazon.

      You can do cover research on Amazon. But this one comes with a whole heapful of warnings.

      First off, most indie publishers don’t know what genre they’re writing in. Or, worse, they do know, but they’ve done market research, and instead of accurately labeling their book, they put the book in a niche category, a sub-sub-genre that doesn’t have as many books published in it, thinking that they might attract more readers because they aren’t competing against as many books. They don’t understand that when a reader is looking in a category, or doing a search, it’s because they want a particular type of book. Just any old book won’t do.

      Secondly, there are a lot (and I mean a lot) of crap covers that are possibly selling anyway. I say possibly because there are many scammers running rampant in Amazon as of the writing of this book, and so these books are getting clicked on due to click-farms, and therefore rise higher in the ranks due to that and not because of actual readers.

      There are ways to get better results from your searches on Amazon, however.

      One of the best ways is to narrow your search to print books. Scammers tend to only create ebooks, not print books. In addition, many indie publishers haven’t bothered creating print books, though that’s changing.

      Another way to get more accurate results is to narrow your search to a sub-sub-genre. Search under books, then by department, and keep narrowing your scope. Once you narrow it down to your genre, keep looking in genres close to yours, for example, both epic and dark. See what books overlap, then start paying attention to whether or not those books actually fit that genre.

      For example, a post-apocalyptic vampire story may be under the category epic, but that’s not what epic fantasy as a genre generally means.

      Do your research. Figure out your genre. Figure out your sub-genre, as well as your sub-sub-genre. Then, and only then, can you move onto the next part of creating or choosing professional covers.

      In Conclusion

      Research and study covers on a regular basis. This will take time. You need to take that time. It’s that important.
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