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Foreword

by Oscar Hijuelos

E

very writing life begins at a certain moment of falling in love with prose, of entering inside literature, as one might a forest clearing at dusk. In my case, this happened while reading a few lines from Walt Whitman’s Leaves of Grass in high school. I don’t remember just which lines they were, but I do recall thinking that some kind of magic had been involved, for it had amazed me that so much of one’s universe could be captured in words. I may have then aspired to write poetry like Whitman, for a few weeks at least, scribbling down my own New York City teenage verses, but, for the most part, that first enchantment simply made me a more careful—and discerning—reader. Later, at City College, that same attentiveness blossomed into an all-consuming interest in literature by authors of every kind—from Rabelais, Cervantes, Shakespeare, and onwards. One day, while reading an especially wonderful passage by Jorge Luis Borges, I felt so uplifted by the grace and cunning of his prose, that, wishing to imitate him, I began my first attempts at writing fiction. They were, of course, awful, awkward, and crude. But, while doing so, to reconjure my earlier image of the forest, I began, perhaps naively, to see the act of writing as something akin to the lighting of a lamp in the window of a house somewhere deep within a woods, toward which one is always striving.

Or at least that’s what I once told an interviewer, years hence, during the prepublication phase of one of my novels. He’d actually concluded that I was going through a depression of some kind. “That’s what really comes into your head when you think about why you write?” he’d asked me incredulously. Well, yes, indeed it did. But I’d only intended that image to sum up my feelings about literature and writing and, to go a step further, to explain the wildly romantic, somewhat nutty dream that the writing life represents to blossoming authors—something that I still stand by now, especially given what experience has taught me: that writing—in whatever form it takes—is about as difficult a profession as any, and especially so if your dream, aside from the romance of the endeavor, includes making a reasonable livelihood from it.

And what an uphill struggle that is, particularly given this day and age when so much freelance and freebie writing of varying quality is floating about on the Internet. But even during my formative years as a writer, in the 1970s and ’80s, when the turnaround time from a final manuscript to publication date took at least a year, if not longer (in a way, a wonderful thing), learning how the business end of that profession worked remained a daunting, learn-as-you-go thing. Take one element from my own story: I published my first novel with a small New York press in 1983 without an agent, while working full-time for a transit advertising company. I had managed to negotiate an advertising campaign of poster ads for my book in some quite primo New York City routes, like the Fifth Avenue lines. Now, I do not know how many passengers were persuaded to seek out my book after seeing those ads, but I will tell you that one of the first lessons I learned is that to make a sale the book had to be stocked in the stores, which was not always the case. Though I often look back on that time now with amusement, I sometimes simply wish I had known far more about the selling, publishing, and marketing of books than I did.

Which brings me to this book: filled with the practical ins and outs of the publishing trade from about every perspective, with contributions from agents, editors, and publishers, as well as marketing and publicity experts, it’s the kind of book I wish had been around during my formative years as a writer. For it’s one thing to have a burning passion to write a novel or a book of essays or children’s tales, but it’s quite another to get it out into the world in the best way possible. And that is what this book seeks to help the young writer accomplish. With over thirty articles written by some of the most savvy folks in the business, this anthology of insights and helpful hints about the business of writing is the brainchild of agent extraordinaire Jennifer Lyons, who conceived of it as a response to the kinds of questions that aspiring young writers have often asked her at publishing conferences around the country. As an agent of unquestionable taste—one of her young authors, Jesmyn Ward, won last year’s National Book Award in fiction—and twenty-two years of experience, she has put between these covers the accrued knowledge and insights of some of the very best folks working in the publishing world today, and she has done so with the tender loving care of one whose own passion for literature has illuminated the way.

—Oscar Hijuelos

The author of eight novels, Oscar Hijuelos won the Pulitzer Prize in Fiction for The Mambo Kings Play Songs of Love. He has also written a memoir, Thoughts Without Cigarettes. He lives in New York City.
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Introduction

by Jennifer Lyons

O

ver the years I’ve visited many MFA (Masters of Fine Arts) programs, including those at Iowa and Michigan universities, and Sarah Lawrence College. I’ve spoken to undergraduates who are majoring in writing and to writers from a variety of backgrounds at symposiums such as the James River Writers Conference in Richmond, Virginia; the Philadelphia Writers’ Conference; and the Pikes Peak Writers Conference in Colorado. I have also taught a Business of Writing course at Sarah Lawrence College, in addition to creating and leading hundreds of informational conferences for potential clients. My conclusion—after speaking to all these writers and to some of my published clients—is that the industry is still shrouded in a lot of mystery, including what those of us “in the business” do all day, and what changes are occuring and how it will affect them. Writers rightfully feel as though they do a lot of waiting around, and they are not always sure what’s going on while they wait. Most of all, however, they want to know how to get their works successfully published.

In an effort to help demystify the publishing industry as much as possible, I started teaching a Business of Writing course. I invited a wide spectrum of industry professionals into the classroom to walk writers through the entire process—from how to get an agent to how to keep one. I invited a specialist in contracts, a publicist, fiction and nonfiction editors for both children and adults, and guests from The New Yorker and The New York Times, and smaller literary journals such as The Paris Review and Fiction. In addition, we always included published authors who, with their own testimonials, could shed more light on how to get published; what better source than writers who have been through the process and landed a publisher? True, we picked success stories, but not all had instant happy endings. On the road to getting published, there are often ups and downs, setbacks and roadblocks. You have to be prepared for the challenges that might come your way.

After twenty-two years in the business, I can say that the industry is clearly getting more complex. Recent changes in the economy, the emergence of the Kindle and e-books, and the shrinking advances and venues (given the consolidation of smaller houses into larger ones), all mean that there is an even greater need to help writers understand this process, and what the role of larger and smaller houses is today, including that of e-book publishers and outlets that help authors self-publish. Trade publishing has changed and the stakes and requirements for large houses to take on works are very high, so it is essential that emerging writers, especially, be open to being published in an e-book first, or small press, university press, or paperback. There are many new roads to publishing success that writers should be open to travel. And sometimes smaller places can “grow” a book and give you and it more attention.

Undergraduates in their final year of college and MFA candidates would greatly benefit from such a minicourse. It could be a four- to six-week course, taught just before the students graduate, with experts from different fields in the industry offering advice that would better prepare hopeful writers to face the realities of the business of writing. So many promising writers do not know how to find an agent, write a pitch letter (first off, do not write on colored or scented paper. Photos are also an annoyance!), or craft a proposal. Such a course could be of great use to anyone trying to publish.

These experiences all led me to the idea of organizing a book publishing workshop in book and Kindle form. This workshop consists of over thirty industry professionals generously sharing their perspectives on the nuts and bolts of publishing. As you will see, in spite of publishing’s changing landscape and the fear of the very extinction of the book, there is still a vibrant industry with many passionate people who got into publishing because they love to read and publish new voices. In fact, just working on the book with all of these dedicated professionals and seeing what they have written has reminded me that, in spite of a much-altered industry, there is still a strong publishing business. Every one of these individuals got into what they do because they want to work with words or authors.

I’m going to be the “moderator” as you meet each of these industry professionals, including an e-books editor, experts on books in translation, a magazine editor, an expert on self-publishing, and a poet, among many others. We all hope that by the time you finish reading this book, we will have given you some real tools to function in this business.

We put our thoughts down to help you develop better strategies for becoming a successful writer by introducing you to the people and the fields that are integral to the publishing industry. It is important for budding writers to remember that those of us in the publishing business live and breathe our work—a lifestyle that can be very full and like you writer, we need to have a lot of grit and patience. Regardless of our title or role, each one of us works long, long, long hours. While it is becoming more and more difficult to sell books, it’s still a wonderful profession and, at the end of the day, we all want you to succeed!

[image: Images]

At the beginning of my career, I walked into a large agency and there was a telex machine in the mailroom! The agent I worked for still had a dictaphone, but that was rare, even then. In those days, I spent my time at the office fielding calls from clients and prospective clients, and reading queries, proposals, and whole manuscripts. Gradually, I was invited to sit in on the “grown-up” agent meetings in which the industry was discussed. Then came the next step in my own education: a chance to have lunch with editors and personally pitch the work clients had entrusted to me. After that, I began taking multiple trips to domestic and international book fairs and “managing” writers’ lives, with the chance to help develop work and build up my client base. My passion for representing talented writers led me to eventually found my own agency. Two thousand eleven was especially exciting when my client Jesmyn Ward won the National Book Award. I met her at the University of Michigan MFA program. I read queries and proposals and edit them to varying degrees. Time is spent negotiating with publishers, dining with publishers, and pitching authors to publishers. I also read whole novels and work on submission letters, oversee foreign film rights, etc. Then there are the details of running a small business. There are tons of emails and packages and FedExes. It’s not all “doing lunch.” Every day is a long day for a literary agent. I’m sharing this so you know what many of us do all day, and often into the night.

Perhaps the most important part of attracting an agent is writing a great cover letter. Agents see hundreds of submission letters every week, so keep the letter brief (not more than a page) and focused. You might open by letting the agent know why you are writing to them in particular. Did you hear about them through a fellow author, writing teacher, mentor, someone at a conference? Or maybe you read the acknowledgment section of a book you liked, which mentioned the agent you are approaching, or you read the Jeff Hermann’s Guide to Book Publishers, Editors, and Literary Agents. Whatever the sources, know whom you are writing to and what they represent. Then pitch the book. In the last paragraph, you can add your credentials—where did you get your MFA (if you have one)? What have you published before? Were you in any journals? How are you uniquely qualified to write this?

Here is a query letter we received by email recently. (By the way, be sure to check an agent’s submission requirements.) It hits the points I mention. First, the author establishes a connection to me, then the pitch and the platform. I recommend being as specific as possible about any places your work has been published.




Dear Jennifer

I worked at Seven Stories from 2008–2011 in the editorial department, so I knew of you then. More recently, a friend from grad school, __________________ , suggested that I send you my manuscript. I hope you don’t mind that I’m contacting you via email.

______________________ is an effort to confront a series of questions I have about my relationship to Israel, where I was born, where I hold dual citizenship, and where my grandmothers still live. One thinks she is a sinner for having come there from South Africa in 1948. The other was a determined Zionist who arrived in 1967 from Argentina. The narrative is fragmented, split, and driven by personal and politically charged questions about identity, tradition, family, piety. I think the manuscript is timely and, inasmuch as it’s not polemical and is written by someone who knows parts of the U.S. as well as Israel from the inside, I think it offers an original and hopefully useful perspective.

Right now I teach expository writing to freshmen at Columbia, where I’m set to graduate from the MFA program in nonfiction writing this fall. I’m also under contract with Seven Stories to carry out the first English translation of Argentine author Rodolfo Walsh’s classic work Operación Massacre (1957), to be published in 2013.

Please let me know if you’d like me to send along the manuscript; it’s just over 41,000 words long. I sincerely appreciate any time that you can give to my work.





Be prepared to go with an agent if they offer you representation. Try to figure out who you want to work with, and, if you are submitting to multiple agents, it is good to let them know, so they, too, can decide if they want to compete for a book. Some agents may ask for an exclusive look, so be ready to answer if that is okay with you. Hopefully, you will find a great match.

Agents are often the “constant” in an author’s life these days. Your relationship with an agent is very important, so be sure to cultivate a good one that can grow into something long-lasting.

Now, a veteran agent and book packager walks you through a cover letter and the concept of a platform. He also includes a pitch he used to interest publishers. Agents may ask you to write a synopsis so they have one on hand to work into their cover or to give to the publisher. Go to any event featuring agents, such as panels, lectures, etc., so that you can learn more about how to submit your work.
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Queries and Cover Letters:
A Cosmic Approach

by Bob Silverstein, QuickSilver Books Literary Agency

N

owadays, agents and writers alike know that it is harder than ever to get a book published by a mainstream house, especially if you’re a new or unknown author. Look around: There are fewer bookstores, thanks in large part to Amazon, and most of the books that get attention are written by authors with proven track records and media clout.

Given the choice, I think it’s fair to say that most authors would want their books published by a commercial house rather than going the self-publishing route, although there is a clear trend towards authors publishing with smaller houses or putting out their own e-book editions. So, assuming you are among the noncelebrity authors, what then can you do to get the attention of agents, editors, and publishers? After all, they receive hundreds of query letters each week pitching every kind of project imaginable, and so what then is the best way to get an invitation to submit your proposal or manuscript for review?

For most unconnected authors, essential tool number one is the query letter: the door opener to make your dreams come true!

A quick search of Google using keywords “How to write a query letter” will turn up dozens of websites and blogs. The advice given is usually very valuable, and I heartily recommend that you utilize this vital resource.

But this is primarily a practical approach, whereas I would suggest that you go even deeper and search your own soul for answers. Therein resides hope and vision and a unique voice that, with a bit of fine-tuning, can stand out and be heard above the crowd.

Why go through the normal motions when within you is a powerful creative force?

So, to begin with, think with your heart as much as your head. We know you’re clever, but are you sincere? Can you convince us that what you have to say is authentic, original, and distinctive enough to make an impact in a world with a great many competitive options?

If you believe in something strongly enough, the first rule of writing an attention-getting cover letter is simple: Tell the truth. Let the words you use to describe your work—be it fiction or nonfiction—flow from your heart, the center of your being. The more centered you are on expressing the deep conviction you feel for what you have created, the more your words will resonate in the minds of those you wish to engage as allies in your quest for publication.

To state it another way: “Write what you know; write from the heart.” This holds true at every stage of the creative process. If you believe it and embody it as truth at a cellular level, your words will ring true, and I firmly believe that in time, and with perseverance, you will achieve your goals.
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Okay, that’s the inspirational part of my message. Now for some nuts and bolts.

Here are things to avoid like the proverbial plague in query letters. They are common mistakes of writers who rarely receive positive responses.

Don’t handwrite or use a typewriter for a query letter. It denotes a dated, faded mind-set and serves as an immediate turnoff. Use a computer and choose a lively font, usually Arial or Times New Roman. As the saying goes, you don’t get a second chance to make a first impression.

Don’t list multiple projects that cross over from one genre to another, e.g., novel number one is a suspense thriller; number two a Western; number three, sci-fi, etc. Unless you have sequels in mind, as in a fantasy/adventure trilogy, pitch only one project at a time. Otherwise you’ll come off as a complete amateur and will not be taken seriously.

Don’t be shy or vague. It’s imperative that you establish your credentials for writing about the subject. Storyline is important when pitching a novel, but be sure to also provide sufficient biographical information to show that you are credible, qualified, and prepared to market your book. Platform is especially crucial if you’re writing nonfiction. If you can’t stand up for your work via lectures, workshops, and media appearances, why should a publisher invest in you? It all comes down to this simple adage: “Publishers print. Authors sell.”

Never start your letter with “Dear Agent” or “To Whom It May Concern.” Instead, always write to a specific agent or editor. Make sure you know his or her name and spell it correctly. Do your homework and learn as much as possible about an agent’s areas of interest and preferred categories, otherwise your efforts are bound to backfire.

Please, no three-page query letters. One succinct page will do fine, thank you! More than that is asking an awful lot from harried agents and editors already up to their eyeballs in reading material. You can always include supplementary material, but don’t bury us in paper. Of course, many queries today arrive via email, so a few attachments are permissible, but kindly keep them relevant.

The key thing is to accentuate the positive, as if you were job hunting. I very much like it when authors tell me they belong to Pen International or the National Writers Union; or were previously published by Little, Brown or another mainstream publisher; or were referred by one of our clients or a well-known author. That always grabs my attention.

So, too, do reviews, news clips, flyers, copies of covers (preferably in color—it’s like a wake-up call), endorsements from peers, celebrities, etc.—in short, bells and whistles!

The bottom line is that publishing is a business and its objective is to make money, so in addition to being a writer, you also have to think of yourself as a super-salesperson. Authors today wear many hats. In this media age, that’s the new normal in publishing. Novelists don’t necessarily need the kind of platforms that nonfiction writers require, but let’s just say it helps to have some kind of professional or educational status, as well as a public persona, in addition to, of course, the raw talent you possess.

Now on to a query letter from an author to an agent.

Here’s a query letter that eventually landed me a client, a bestselling author, and a friend all at the same time:




Dear Mr. Silverstein:

As an author, psychologist, and executive coach, I’ve spent the past twenty-five years helping people get—and keep—the jobs they want. My last book, ___________________, was named “the best unsung business book of the year” by Fast Company magazine. I’m writing to ask that Quicksilver Books consider representing my next book, __________________________.





From there, the letter goes on to describe the book in two engaging paragraphs. The all-important marketing information came next:




In addition to my several well-received books related to women’s issues, I’ve also had numerous articles published in professional journals and have been interviewed for television, magazines, and newspapers. I am committed to being a full participant in the process required to ensure the success of __________________. It would be a pleasure to send you the complete proposal, sample chapters, and press kit. I look forward to hearing from you and thank you in advance for your time and consideration.

Sincerely,

_______________________





PITCH NUMBER TWO:
SUBMISSION LETTER TO A PUBLISHER

By way of example, this is what I would call a pretty decent submission letter. Most of its content was derived from the proposal and/ or the author’s original query letter. (Happily, we sold this book to a very good publisher.)




Dear __________________:

Once in a blue moon an idea comes along that, once heard, seems so obvious that you wonder why somebody hasn’t written about it before. __________________ presents a new paradigm for the twenty-first century—a philosophy that values receiving as much as giving and demonstrates that giving is enhanced when receiving is embraced. With the formula: Believe + Receive = Achieve, _____________ presents a wholly original yet easily accessible road map for people to follow, showing readers how to restore balance to their overextended lives and attract the life they desire and deserve.

________________ begins where The Secret left off. As many readers of the law of attraction literature have discovered, just because you know how to attract something, that doesn’t mean you know how to receive it. And while ________________ delivers huge benefits to these readers, this book was not written for only one audience. Countless individuals desperately want more reciprocity in their relationships and to experience a life where people give to them as much as they give to others. This is especially true of “women who give too much” and receive little in return.

____________ is a highly regarded consultant/coach in the areas of spirituality, empowerment, and self-improvement; has a loyal worldwide fan base; and has earned accolades from her peers. Best-selling author ______________ calls ____________________ “brilliant, elegant, profound, and enormously practical.” The author’s “__________” seminars have transformed the lives of thousands.

__________ has written numerous articles, columns, and website content for the self-help/new age markets. Her first book, __________ (Three Rivers Press, 2001), was written to help teenagers and young adults develop confidence and self-knowledge through the lens of their Sun sign.

We believe ___________________ has broad mainstream appeal and look forward to your timely, enthusiastic response.





Here’s yet another example of a dynamic submission letter to a publisher, once again largely drawn from the author’s initial query letter. (It’s good to work with smart authors. They make us look so intelligent.)




Dear _________:

I’m pleased to enclose for your consideration ____________ by ___________. This is a compelling new proposal from the highly regarded author of _______________ and _____________, both solid performers for ______________.

Hamilton and Madison were among the invited guests at Jefferson’s table, an occasion the author looks upon as the most important dinner party in American history, a single great evening that achieved the compromises that put the young nation on the path to power and respect and led to America’s mighty expansion. Excellent source material for the project has already been identified.

___________, the remarkable story about the men behind the Louisiana Purchase, with five printings so far and an appearance at #26 on The New York Times extended best-seller list, has been especially praised because its cast of characters were brought to life without sacrificing historical accuracy. (See starred Publishers Weekly and Library Journal reviews enclosed.) Likewise, _______________ has had contemporary relevance and success because the author dramatically recreated the events and key players at the Constitutional Convention, with references to thoughts and arguments among those men that insightfully showed how they would have felt about issues featured on today’s front pages and TV news.

_____________ is a master storyteller whose appearances on radio and C-Span have stirred great interest. _________________ is the kind of dramatic narrative nonfiction—focusing on a single significant event—that has widespread appeal nowadays. We feel that it will further Mr. ____________ reputation as a popular historian/raconteur. FYI, ____________ made a decent offer for this book, but for reasons other than money, we have decided to seek out a new publisher. Thanks for giving this outstanding proposal priority attention and for your timely response.





And finally this submission letter, elicited an immediate substantial offer without our agency having to submit a proposal. This is something that rarely happens in our business, and it exemplifies the power of a dynamic cover letter:




Dear ____________:

The best-selling book of all time is the Bible, and one of the best-known parts of the Bible is the story of Exodus. But what if there were more to Exodus than the ancient Hebrews’ escape from bondage in Egypt? What if, viewed through a new and different interpretive lens, Exodus revealed itself as a powerful road map for the spiritual journey—a timeless teaching tale with direct relevance to all our lives, right here, right now?

Written by psychiatrist _______________, _______________ reveals the deep, hidden structure of Exodus that comes to light when we recognize Moses, Pharaoh, and the Hebrews not just as historical figures, but as archetypal aspects of the human mind. Pharaoh represents the ego-mind: stubborn, arrogant, convinced of its own rightness, and resisting freedom to the point of death. Moses represents the deep, intuitive part of the mind that remains connected to the Spirit and its infallible guidance as it seeks to free us from the ego’s bondage; while the Hebrews, quite simply, are the rest of us in our confused striving as we journey through life. Although the Hebrews of Exodus never did make it to the Promised Land, __________________ will help the reader to achieve what they could not, or at least to get started down the right path toward freedom, abiding happiness, and inner peace.

_____________ is a psychiatrist and psychotherapist in private practice in the ______________. He has served on the board of the Foundation for Inner Peace, publisher of A Course in Miracles, since 1992. He is a former Assistant Clinical Professor of Psychiatry at ________ in Philadelphia and at the ________ School of Medicine. He is also a novelist and screenwriter. _____________ is his first work of nonfiction. Please see attached endorsements from other writers and spiritual figures familiar with Dr. ____________ and his work.

We hope that you’ll see broad appeal in this groundbreaking new book and look forward to your timely, enthusiastic response.
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I hope what I’ve offered here has been helpful. It’s a privilege to share this information with you and, to sum it all up, I’d like to leave you with one guiding principle in keeping with my cosmic approach.

It’s an old Sufi saying: “Trust in God and tie your camel.”

Bob Silverstein is president of Quicksilver Books Literary Agency, a former book packaging and publishing firm responsible for the creation of many national and international bestsellers, among them Last Tango in Paris, Chariots of Fire, The Dogs, Nice Girls Don’t Get the Corner Office, and Children Learn What They Live. Prior to opening his agency, Mr. Silverstein served as managing editor of Dell Books, senior editor of Delacorte Press, and senior editor for Bantam Books, where he worked with such authors as Rod Serling, Irwin Shaw, Melvin Van Peebles, Dick Gregory, et al. Earlier in his career, he worked as story editor for Anthony Quinn Productions and as a senior unit publicist for United Artists, MGM, Carlo Ponti, Harry Belafonte, and David Wolper on major motion pictures throughout Europe and the United States. For more information, visit www.quicksilverbooks.com.


If you are offered representation by multiple agents, be prepared to decide quickly and don’t take up everyone’s time or hold “agent auctions.” Try to cultivate good relationships from the start.

Once you have landed an agent, you will usually be offered an agency agreement, which will lay out the basic terms. This is an important document and worth having a lawyer look at or to ask questions about. Do not attempt to rewrite it, because no agent has the time or desire to rewrite his or her agreement. The publishing agreement is mighty important and you should be familiar with the basics of it. Now, a contract expert walks you through an agency agreement and publishing contract.
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God Forbid . . .
The Legal Stuff

by Paula M. Breen, Publishing Consultant

E

very writer’s main goal in his or her career is to become a published author. Writing and publishing a full-length book— whether it be fiction or nonfiction—is the pinnacle of a writer’s career. Unfortunately, many writers enter into publishing contracts without fully understanding the terms of these agreements and the meaning of the terminology used in these documents and later on experience the pitfalls and long-lasting effects of doing so.

Though the publishing process is a collaborative one involving the writer/author and the editor and publisher, writers need to protect their interests during the process. The editor and publisher are not your friends. As harsh as it may sound, these people are involved in a business transaction with you, the writer/author. Though writing and having a book published is a creative endeavor and a rewarding personal achievement for an author, the process remains primarily a business transaction for the publisher. While friendships may form as a result of working closely together, the publisher’s interests, concerns, and opinions about the book are often not the same as the writer’s and the business side will most likely prevail in decision making.

Okay, so you’ve written a book; now let’s get this book published! What are the next steps that a writer needs to take to accomplish that? First, find a literary agent to represent your interests. An author needs an advocate during the publishing process. Many publishers will decline to peek at your proposal, outline, or sample writing materials if you have no representation. Sure, you can submit your manuscript to an editor or a publisher for consideration. At most houses, these unsolicited materials are put in the “slush pile,” which are toiled through by the editorial assistants who then meet for lunch monthly (sometimes weekly) to discuss any interesting manuscripts they found. The odds of having your book actually published via this process are slim to none. A good literary agent will have contacts at publishing houses and know which editor at which house would not only be interested in your book, but also be a good match for you to work with on the book. A literary agent is an author’s first line of offense (and defense for that matter) in an author’s attempt to be published. In order to find a literary agent to represent you, you need to do some homework.

Check out the invaluable resource book Literary Marketplace (LMP), which you can likely find at your local library. There are both domestic and international editions published each year, and you can find most agents listed together with some information about the agency. The number of agency employees, email addresses, website information, types of books represented by the agency, and contact information can all be found in this terrific resource guide. And it’s free! Take some time to peruse the various sections of the LMP. Reading through it is informative and a good education for the uninitiated. Then make some phone calls and send some emails. Send some snail mail for that matter! Some agents may provide information about submissions on their websites. Agents and authors cannot survive in the publishing world without each other, but taking the time to find the right match is critical to a successful ongoing relationship.

Once an author and an agent decide to work together, an author should never proceed without signing an Agency Representation agreement with a literary agent. Each literary agency will have a slightly different form, but each agreement should incorporate similar provisions. A basic Agency Representation Agreement should be signed for each book/project on which you and your agent work together. Some agents prefer an agreement that covers multiple books on one agreement. If you have not worked with this particular agent before, I would advise that an Agency Representation Agreement should be signed between you and your agent each time around. Of course, if you are writing and hope to publish multiple books in a series, all of the books that will be on the eventual publishing agreement need to be included in the single Agency Representation Agreement.

An Agency Representation Agreement will cover the following basic details:

1.   A clearly stated list of the rights the agent will represent (i.e. try to sell) for you when submitting your book to publishers. The most important rights are the publishing rights in any and all formats—print and digital (e-book), book club, anthology, omnibus, large print, and so on. Also, a literary agent will represent the audio publication rights to your book. Traditionally, a literary agent will also represent the Performance Rights (movie, TV, stage play, video), Commercial and Merchandising, and Interactive Multimedia rights to your book. As the publishing world continues to change and evolve before our eyes these days, some of these rights may be retained by an author and not granted to a literary agent to control on behalf of the author. An author may hire a talent agent to represent these rights instead. In your Agency Representation Agreement, there may be a provision permitting the literary agent to engage the services of a talent agent who will work collaboratively with the literary agent. This is often the more desirable approach for an author since the literary agent and the talent agent will share a smaller commission percentage than if you had two agents working separately. Remember that if you allow your literary agent to find a talent agent, you should have approval over the selection of the talent agent.

2.   The geographic areas and languages in which the literary agent may sell these rights. Often, an agent will represent the book to be sold throughout the world and in all languages. Depending on what rights the U.S. publisher negotiates with your literary agent to acquire, these sales could involve multiple deals and contracts for each, which the literary agent will represent on your behalf. The literary agent’s commission is usually 15 percent for domestic rights, 20 percent for foreign rights (as two agents are involved), and 15 percent for performance (movie, TV, stage, video) rights. A writer might also need to hire the services of a lecture agent, and the fee for that agent will likely be 25 percent. The literary agent does not usually participate in this. A film agent is often hired by the literary agent to assist in selling film or other performance rights for the work. This is beneficial to the author as a film agent knows all the principals at the film and production companies in the same way that a literary agent knows all the book publishing professionals. Often, the total commission paid to your literary and film agents will be around 20 percent, with each agent taking a 10 percent commission on the monies payable for the disposition of such rights.

3.   The literary agent will communicate with you about all offers on your book and shall not agree to any deal or enter into any agreement on your behalf without your prior approval.

4.   The literary agent may incur any number of expenses in trying to sell your book. These expenses should be included in and paid by the agency commission percentage you pay to the literary agency from the proceeds you receive from any publishing contract. If the book is never sold, however, you may be responsible for reimbursing the agent, in part or in whole, for
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