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      By Kevin J. Anderson

      

      I tried to be an artisan author a long time ago, but Trad publishing wouldn’t let me. They didn’t understand the concept, and to be honest, most of us didn’t. I was ahead of my time. (But I’m still here, thank you very much.)

      I published my first novel in 1988, a completely different era. I was always a fast writer, two novels a year, three novels, sometimes more. It was nothing like the insane rapid-release writers you’ll learn about in this book, but still it was enough that some snarks branded me a hack because “you can’t possibly write that fast and produce anything good.” But I loved writing, loved the stories I was telling, and I kept going.

      Unfortunately, Trad publishing just wasn’t designed for a writer who did more than one book a year, and so I had to go to different publishers to handle my output. One of my editors jokingly labeled me “Books R Us” and said I had no choice but to work with multiple publishers. (Is that called being “polywriterous”?) To this day, the publisher of a major line is still pissed off at me because I didn’t immediately drop all other work and only concentrate on the big fantasy trilogy he had bought. Yes, they had paid me a pretty decent advance, but they didn’t own me! I turned in the books on time and I gave them my absolute best work, but I had other stories to tell and I wasn’t going to ignore them for four years.

      I had different series, different types of novels, and I promoted them all, tried to get fans of one series to try another series. When I started writing for Star Wars, I got a ton of very enthusiastic fans who showed up at my signings in costume. Then I wrote for the X-Files (and yes, they showed up dressed as Mulder and Scully in FBI uniforms), then I wrote Batman and Superman novels, and then huge Dune novels with Brian Herbert. And I always wrote my own original series, too.

      Hey, Star Wars fans—you might also like my Dune books.

      Hey, Dune fans, you might also like my Saga of Seven Suns.

      The publishers never facilitated that, of course. I did. In fact, in the front of a book, you would always find a list of “Other Bantam Books by…” or “Other Pocket Books by…” As a fan and a reader, I wanted to read all the books by my favorite author. I didn’t care who published them. Nobody does. But they wouldn’t list the competition, even if readers never saw it as the competition.

      Early on, I realized that I was the brand—Kevin J. Anderson, the author of your favorite books—not [insert publisher here]. I built my fan base, and they came to my signings. Sure enough, the Dune and Star Wars fans did buy Saga of Seven Suns. Or they bought Terra Incognita, or Clockwork Angels. Or they would buy a book from their favorite series for themselves, then maybe pick up a signed copy of something else for their partner, or their dad.

      I remember one stubborn publicist from HarperCollins giving me a stern lecture when I was about to go on tour for a new Batman/Superman novel. “Now remember, you are on tour for us, not for those other publishers. I don’t want you signing or promoting any of your other books.” I refused. I crossed my arms over my chest and challenged him, “So, next time I’m on tour for Dune or Star Wars, I should refuse to sign any HarperCollins books?” He was indignant, and I didn’t follow instructions.

      If the Batman and Superman fans came, great. If the Star Wars fans came, I would serve them. If the Dune fans came, I would serve them. I wanted to earn the loyalty of the readers across the spectrum, not just specific flavors of readers.

      If you make the connection, the fans will come to see you, not just the book.

      In order to facilitate this, I started collecting names and addresses (yes, even before email). I went to science fiction conventions and comic cons. I hung out with fans, I had kaffeeklatsches. I would pass a clipboard around to ask people to sign up.

      And I had a quarterly newsletter—a printed newsletter, produced by the local quick-print shop. I had a bulk-mailing permit and had parties with friends to spend hours sticking address labels onto the newsletters. Eventually I graduated to electronic newsletters, but I still miss that concrete, tangible connection of sending a real paper publication to my fans.

      I connected with readers through social media. I would talk about my books, especially the works in progress, so the fans felt invested in a new story or novel long before it came out. But I also showed pictures of my cats, my hiking photos, shared recipes, made fanboy commentary on new movies or TV shows.

      I built up a pretty massive following on MySpace—14,000 people. Man, I loved MySpace. You could post animated banners of new projects, but most importantly, you could easily target specific fans. With a click of a button, you could identify all fans within, say, a 50-mile radius of Seattle, and send them a specific email, “Hey, I’m doing a signing at University Books in Seattle. Please come and say hi, and you’re welcome to go with me to the local craft brewery afterward to hang out.” It was great. I miss MySpace.

      But I made do with Facebook, or Twitter, and other platforms where I could share pictures, interact, get to know the people who liked my work enough to seek me out.

      My Trad publishers never did that. It was organic on my part, to train the readers and entertain them, to make them vested in the works I was creating, to feel like participants in the gestation and birth of a new novel or comic or anthology. Sometimes I used their names as minor characters. Sometimes I asked them to come up with titles. I always let them know what I was doing, where I was going, where they could meet me in person.

      I remember one incident that really proved how this was working. I had agreed to do a book signing at a Big Bookstore, but I knew they weren’t likely to do much promotion for the event. So I sent the word out to my True Fans, said I would make an announcement about a cool new project (a new comic gig I had) that night and I asked them to show up. Eighteen people came to the event—not a blowout, but not bad. I passed the clipboard around and asked them to sign up for my newsletter. The clipboard zoomed from seat to seat, and nobody put their name down. Disappointed, I asked why no one was interested. “Freebies!” I said. “Cat photos!”

      Turns out, 15 of the 18 people were already on the list. Of the entire crowd, only three had shown up because of the bookstore efforts. It would have been a pretty miserable evening if I had not sent out my call to action.

      Cultivate your own fans and readers, be a person to them, give them love and attention, give them news, give them sneak previews. When I ran my first Kickstarter several years ago, these were the people who backed it in droves. When I launched my Patreon last year, these were the people who came aboard right away.

      Two years ago I was at a writers conference, where everyone was agitated about how AI would churn out books so fast that all of us “real” authors would be lost in the noise. While I understood their concerns, I said, “I’m not all that worried because I’ve spent years building connections with my fans, giving them not just great stories but also time and attention, that extra secret sauce that makes me a person and a favorite author. Those fans will spend the money to buy an artisanal KJA book over an AI-written book any day.”

      That always stuck with me. And then Johnny B. Truant stole my term.

      Seriously, when he told me about this book, I instantly asked to read the manuscript. Even though I hadn’t codified it myself, the insights and advice he gives in The Artisan Author are exactly on point. I was nodding and grinning all the way through. Find your readers and treat them right.

      Make them see you as a storyteller, a person (preferably an interesting person), an author…no, an artisan author. But you have to treat them as more than just page reads. They are people, too. They are readers. They might become fans, or even True Fans. A thousand True Fans—and then you’ve got it made.

      Tell good stories. Pay attention to your readers. Be a good person. Become an artisan author.

      This book will put you on the right path.

      
        
        Kevin J. Anderson

        Colorado Springs, CO

        June 2025
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      I’ll bet you remember the day you realized you wanted to be a writer.

      Maybe it wasn’t one specific day. Maybe it was a year, or a season of life, in which the idea of writing slowly grew within you. Maybe, like many authors, books saved you at a time when you needed them most, and a deep part of you decided you wanted to do the same for others. You’d build fantasies for strangers to lose themselves in. You’d plumb the depths of the mundane with your words, trying to make sense of it all. You’d build worlds like sanctuaries: a refuge from the everyday; a pause button for the frenzy — or the difficulty — of your future readers’ lives.

      Maybe you’ve always had stories within you. Maybe, like a seedling finding its way through hard earth, a fragile idea struggled for years inside your mind — shaping and reshaping itself until one day, it broke free and became words on a page. Maybe that process took decades. Maybe it happened in a snap. Either way, a feeling came with it: You no longer had to accept the reality you were given. Now you were a creator, and could live in worlds of your own.

      You were free. And as soon as you figured out how to make some money selling your books, you’d be freer still.

      Speaking for myself, the dream of writing full-time was all that kept me sane for a while. I was in a job I hated, and the prospect of advancing in that job (thereby earning the right to do it forever) felt like sailing headlong into a storm. But I couldn’t see an alternative. I’d set my sails and was qualified for nothing else. Worse, it was 1999: a decade or so before the Kindle made digital self publishing possible. Back then, “becoming an author” meant submitting short stories to magazines that nobody read, then sending query letters to agents to trumpet those credits and hope they’d deign to represent you.

      It was a one-in-a-million shot. My odds of escape were not promising.

      Before ebooks and print-on-demand, there were only two paths to becoming a writer. One was to pay to publish thousands of copies of your book and sell them from the trunk of your car, and the other was to win the lottery by finding not just a good agent, but also a good editor. But it didn’t stop there. You also had to luck into a publishing deal big enough to buy more than ramen noodles … and even then, if your book didn’t sell as many copies as the publisher wanted, they’d pass on publishing your next book and send you right back to zero.

      My dream of writing for a living felt about as possible as being struck repeatedly by lightning, but I didn’t care. It was my only way out. My only way to do what I truly wanted, and enjoy my life instead of hating so much of it.

      If you’ve been at this a while, maybe you can relate. If you’re brand new, be glad the world has changed. Because it did change. After ebooks and print-on-demand became a thing, the draconian trad scene was no longer the only way to get published. Technology had given us new formats, and the internet had given us a voice. Writers  didn’t need permission anymore. Now we could reach readers directly, and deliver our books through sites like Amazon.

      The sun came out. Bunnies hopped through beautiful meadows. Unicorns blessed us all with the fertile magic of unlimited possibility, and writers’ dreams came true the world over.

      Maybe that’s where you entered the picture, or maybe you’re just entering the picture now. Whether you were a writer in the good ol’ days or just became one recently, you’re probably familiar with the dream that began in the late twenty-aughts and early teens. Suddenly, writers didn’t need permission to write, nor to publish. We could reach readers everywhere without middlemen! Unicorns rejoice!

      Well … not so fast.

      Let me ask a question. Is that how the writing world feels to you right now?

      If this is the first book about indie publishing that you’ve read, maybe it does still feel that way. If, however, you’ve read other books — or attended writers’ conferences, or lurked in author forums, or followed authors-talking-about-authoring on YouTube or elsewhere — you’ve probably gotten a very different picture.

      Yes, you used to be able to write whatever you wanted, but now everyone knows you really need to write to market. Research a genre, study the recurring elements, then write a book with all that same stuff and be sure to commission a cover that looks like all the others.

      Yes, you used to be able to put your book up for sale and people would buy it, but obviously you have to do more than that now. Have you chosen the right keywords? Picked all the right sub-genres? Is your description SEO-optimized? Oh, and what about social media promotion and advertising? You don’t actually think you can sell books without learning to run ads, do you? Well, don’t worry. Ad strategies change all the time, but if you join all the courses and spend a few hours a day staying current, your ad game might only be slightly behind the curve.

      Yes, you used to be able to sell your book for a decent price, but now we’re told readers won’t pay more than about $2.99. You could make your book exclusive to Amazon with the hope of earning more through Kindle Unlimited, but KU is hit or miss. You might do great there … or your books might earn almost nothing. Either way, you’ll be attracting readers who don’t actually like to pay for books because they’re paying Amazon for an all-you-can-read subscription. That’s cool, right?

      Yes, you used to be able to publish a book occasionally and do okay. Can’t do that now, though. You do have enough new releases lined up to publish at least one a month indefinitely, right? No? Well, then you’d better cancel your vacations and weekends and start writing yourself into burnout if you hope to survive. These days, “Rapid Release” is all the rage. If you can pump out books fast enough, you might outrun Amazon’s extraordinarily short shelf life. If not, good luck. Books older than about a month might as well be invisible. Nobody sees them.

      Yes, you used to be irreplaceable to your readers. Those were the good old days. Now, we’re told that if you don’t publish something new immediately, your readers will move on to someone else. They probably won’t remember your name anyway, seeing as you were just one more snack in their neverending book buffet. Oh, and don’t forget about AI. Some folks who’ve really dialed into writing with AI can produce a few new books a week. I guess you’re pretty replaceable after all.

      Doesn’t feel like unicorns anymore, does it?

      These days, with so many indie writers praying at the temple of so-called “Rapid Release publishing,” it starts to feel like there are only two options for authors, be they established or newbies. Choice #1 is to join the rat race and publish commoditized, written-to-market, coloring-within-the-lines fiction at a rate of one book every two to four weeks if you want a chance of success. Choice #2 is to write whatever you want however you want … but sell almost nothing.

      I was one of the early voices in digital self publishing — one of those excited souls who, starting in 2011, publicly sang this industry’s praises. When I returned in 2023 after three years away, though, the lose-lose dichotomy I’ve just described hit me like a hammer. I’m an art-first author, so Choice #1 felt worse than the most tedious office job. Choice #2, while creatively satisfying, wasn’t any better. Yes, I love writing and would do it for free … but how could I justify taking much time to write if I couldn’t earn money doing it?

      I stared out at those newly-foreign lands in 2023, wondering when someone had swapped my unicorns for a world of TPS reports and officiousness. When had writing become such a grind? All my old hopes fell away in a heap. I suddenly realized that the WOPR supercomputer from the movie Wargames was talking about authoring as much as global thermonuclear war when it said, “The only winning move is not to play.”

      More and more, what passes for “normal” among self-published authors is unpalatable to someone like me — someone who wants freedom in what I write, genuine connections with readers, to enjoy my work instead of burning out, and to actually make a living instead of selling my books for pennies. Maybe you’re like me. Maybe you’ve done your research, looked out into the wide world of writing, and decided it sounds no better now than it ever did — even back in the query-and-pray days.

      Maybe the “normal” way of doing things is unpalatable to you, too. Maybe once upon a time, you dreamed of being a writer. Maybe, against all odds, you actually became one. But maybe now you feel like I felt, and like the WOPR felt. Why bother writing if the only winning move is not to play?

      Well, don’t give up just yet. Don’t declare it all a loss just yet. This book might contain the breath of fresh air you’ve been waiting for.

      As it turns out, there is an alternative. There is another way to be a successful author — a way that almost nobody talks about in the faster-faster world we indies unwittingly find ourselves in. There is an alternative to the Rapid Release race to the bottom. There is a way to write what you want, charge what’s fair, court loyal fans who love you, and build a writing life in which you can start every day with the rainbow-loving unicorn joy you were promised.

      You don’t have to obey the rules that everyone else follows.

      You don’t have to rush.

      You don’t have to sell your heartfelt stories for pennies on the dollar.

      And you don’t have to worry, if you dare to live your life instead of working 24/7, that you’ll be left behind and forgotten.

      If what you’ve just read strikes a chord, then it’s time to buckle up, buttercup — because I’m about to share an evolutionary writing renaissance with you.

      Come with me, dear writer, into the way of the Artisan Author.

      You can’t possibly imagine the creative joy you’ve been missing.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            Double Down or Run Away Screaming

          

        

      

    

    
      Let’s get something out of the way: The Artisan approach is awesome for a lot of authors, but it’s not for everyone.

      Some writers genuinely enjoy pumping out books like machines under the aforementioned “Rapid Release” model, and do well selling them. For some, creative fulfillment isn’t super important — or they find fulfillment in things that don’t seem fulfilling to me at all. Some authors narrow their focus, write a billion words for a very specific audience, and absolutely kill it within their niche while enjoying the process. For some of them, forming long-term relationships with their readers isn’t that important. They’d rather work at arm’s length, keeping up with constantly-changing online tools and algorithms, selling at low prices and making up the difference with bulk, quantity, and speed.

      If you’re one of those authors, you should close this book now and pick up a different one. There are many to choose from. Information on how to do Rapid Release publishing is everywhere these days — enough that it’s often seen as the default. So much so, in fact, that a lot of the authors I speak to are shocked to hear there’s another option.

      But Rapid Release is not the only way to be an indie writer. There is another way.

      
        
          	
        This book is for you if you don’t want to have to publish a book every month in order to survive. You can publish a book every month as an Artisan Author (just ask my friend Katie Cross), but it’s not at all necessary. If you don’t want the obligation (if the idea of slowing down is more appealing), then you’re in the right place.
      

      

      

      
        
          	
        If you’ve been publishing fast but are now seeing diminishing returns and getting burned out, this book is for you. A lot of authors were dragged into Rapid Release slowly, and never would have chosen the writing life they’ve ended up with if they’d known what the future held. Maybe you were okay with where you were two years ago, but now you’re working twice as hard for half the reward. If that sounds familiar, read on.
      

      

      

      
        
          	
        If you have a high standard for your books — if quality really matters — this book is for you. Rapid Release moves too fast to produce superlative, top-tier, human-touch books … and, frankly, there’s no point in doing so. All-you-can-read “whale” readers don’t care about special touches. They churn through books super fast and just want the next story and the next story, usually in the cheapest form possible so they don’t go broke.
      

      

      

      
        
          	
        If you want to find readers who like and are loyal to you rather than to a genre or bookstore, this book is for you. Amazon readers — especially those who subscribe to Kindle Unlimited — aren’t loyal to you. They’re loyal to Amazon. Readers who will buy any cozy mystery probably aren’t loyal to you, either. They’re loyal to cozy mysteries. A key aspect of being an Artisan Author is finding and nurturing fans who think of you first when they’re ready for a new book. It’s the difference between worrying about competition (because you’re just another author) and never worrying about competition again (because only you can be you, and your loyal readers know it).
      

      

      

      
        
          	
        If you don’t like rushing your stories and would write better ones if the market didn’t punish you for taking your time, this book is for you.
      

      

      

      
        
          	
        If you don’t want to worry about losing half your income because you dared to go on vacation and broke your usual publishing schedule, this is for you.
      

      

      

      
        
          	
        If your books are closer to art than commodities, you might be an Artisan Author. You don’t need to write books worthy of hanging in the Louvre to be an Artisan, but you shouldn’t think of them as all-the-same and disposable like razor blades, either.
      

      

      

      
        
          	
        If you write unique, unusual, or eccentric books — or if you simply refuse to stick to one genre — the Artisan Author life is probably for you. Rapid Release only works if the algorithms can push all of your books to the exact same group of readers, and that only works if your books are very similar to one another: same genre, ideally the same series. Artisan Authors can write that way if they want, but they don’t have to. Personally, I have books in almost every genre there is. The single thread that unites them is simply the fact that I wrote them.
      

      

      

      
        
          	
        If you want to make beautiful books, you’re likely an Artisan Author. Looking to make that leather-bound, foil-stamped, slipcase-enclosed, die-cut-and-embossed special edition of your best series? KU readers won’t buy it. Only readers who appreciate the artistry of books will.
      

      

      

      
        
          	
        If you don’t like following rules or doing what you’re told, if writing is a passion for you as much a business, or if you like the idea of creating a passionate cult following, you’re definitely an Artisan Author. Nonconformists unite! As my favorite Artisan musician Bob Schneider (more on him later) says, “I’m an artist and I’ll do what I want.”
      

      

      

      You and I are also artists, and we should write what we want.

      The good news is that if you follow what’s in this book, you’ll actually be able to sell your books, too.

      Plus, There's No Downside!

      Well … actually …. the subhead above is slightly untrue.

      Okay, it’s a lot untrue.

      Come to think of it, there’s nothing true about it.

      In reality, every approach to writing and publishing you’ll run into has significant downsides. Taking an Artisan approach is no different. Anyone who says otherwise is either an idiot or trying to sell you something.

      Traditional publishing is not THE WAY.

      Writing to market is not THE WAY.

      Rapid Release is not THE WAY.

      Running Kickstarter campaigns, selling direct, doing pay-per-click advertising, and any other hot topic being discussed in the Facebook groups and subreddits and conferences? Those things are also not THE WAY.

      Similarly, Artisan Authordom is not THE WAY. It absolutely won’t work for everyone. Even for those it suits, it’s not a clear path full of sunshine and roses. I’m glad you bought this book, but if you expect nothing but smooth sailing and big, fast profits after reading it, you should leave now and get your money back. There’s too much self-serving bullshit in the self-pub world as it is, and I’d rather not add to it.

      We’re all adults, right? Deep down, we understand there’s no magic Easy Button that will get us everything we want without hassle or risk, don’t we?

      In truth, everything is a balance. Every strategy, tactic, approach, and philosophy in self publishing is an attempt to maximize pros while minimizing cons, given a specific author in a certain set of conditions. I’m not going to lie; Rapid Release is perfect for some authors and their unique conditions. I’m just not interested in those conditions for myself and career — and if you’re reading this book, you probably aren’t, either.

      If you’re willing to write and release very quickly, make books that look and feel similar to each other, and trade creative freedom for a chance at cash, Rapid Release honestly has some real advantages. You might (but also might not) get more readers faster that way, because algorithms can be powerful things. Your chances for quick, breakout success are higher — if you get lucky. It’s also possible, however, that you’ll contort yourself into Rapid Release, trade self-expression for a transactional business model, burn yourself out trying to keep up, feel like a sellout … and then fail entirely.

      Similarly, it’s possible that you’ll try this Artisan thing, put your heart and soul into the best books you can make, and flop. It could happen.

      Did you hear what I just said? It’s important that you do. This is not THE WAY. It’s A way, but not THE way.

      You’ll need to work hard and hands-on to build an Artisan career. You’ll sometimes have more on your to-do list than you can handle. You will, at times, be disappointed, frustrated, hurt, and angry. You’ll also have to forge your own path, because I can’t give you a blueprint. (That’s all true of all approaches, though. The difference is, I’m being honest about it.)

      Being an Artisan Author isn’t easy. It’s simple, but not easy. It’s fulfilling and fun and feels like you’re making a difference for readers … but it’s definitely not easy.

      Things won’t always go smoothly. You’ll have to pay more attention to your readers and spend time interacting with them, even when they don’t buy. You’ll have to watch with jealousy whenever a Rapid Release book explodes onto the charts while yours languishes, and in those moments you’ll wonder if you made the wrong choice. Art sucks, you might think. I want cash instead.

      In those moments, I’ll ask you to remember a few points:

      First of all, I’ll ask you to remember that in all things, we only notice the outliers. We notice when someone gets rich in this business, but we don’t usually see the thousands of others who fail doing the exact same thing. The internet acts like a magnifying glass, making outliers look like the majority. New authors start to think that breakout profits are normal … and if they don’t make the same breakout profits, they’re the weirdoes.

      The truth is exactly the opposite. Many authors who earn well from their books feel like failures because they compare themselves to the top one-tenth of one percent. Don’t do that. In this book, we won’t chase millions or superstardom, though it’s technically possible. Mid-list success is a far more sensible and normal goal … and the good news is that the Artisan approach (which is based on creating True Fans while ignoring flashy get-rich-quick schemes) makes mid-list success very achievable indeed.

      Second, I’ll ask you to remember that some of the authors who trumpet their success aren’t actually having as much success as they claim. Some, rather, are lying or delusional. I’ve known “six-figure authors” who’ve extrapolated one month at a six-figure pace into an annual income, when in fact their true annual income was much lower. I’ve known “seven-figure authors” who do, indeed, earn seven figures …. but spend that much or more on expenses and advertising. Some big-profit claims are legit. Plenty, though, are lies based on ego.

      And lastly, I’ll ask you to remember why you picked up this book in the first place. Remember the downsides of the other ways of doing things. Does the high-stress, low-profit, impersonal and career-insecure “normal” approach still sound bad to you? Do you really want to leap into it now that you’ve hit a roadblock, ignoring all the reasons the Artisan approach sounded so much better — like such a relief, and a way to write like you used to dream of writing?

      Yes, there are downsides to being an Artisan Author. Of course there are.

      But I’ll remind you that good things take time. That you’re strong and smart enough to understand that. I’ll remind you that when something seems too good to be true, it probably is. I’ll remind you of all the reasons “the usual way” didn’t appeal to your artist’s soul. And lastly, I’ll remind you that there’s a tradeoff between a tortoise and hare approach, especially where other human beings are concerned.

      If you take the time now to form real, lasting, time-tested relationships with your best fans, you’ll be building an asset that the profit right now crowd will never have … and in all likelihood, you’ll be around long after the impatient trend-chasers who only care about money fail.

      
        
          
            [image: ]
          

        

        * * *

      

      Soon, we’ll dive into what makes the Artisan Author approach fundamentally different from the way most authors currently do things — why it’s the opposite, really, and how essential it is to understand its oppositeness if you want it to work. After that, I’ll show you how to use the Artisan approach in the real world, including everything I’ve seen and learned from 13 years in the trenches as a leader in the self-publishing space, and as a prolific author myself.

      Before that, though, we need to talk about how we got here: why and how the indie publishing world evolved the way it did. Pay attention, because what follows isn’t just some boring history lesson. It’s a necessary deprogramming you’ll need before you get started … just like they do after people are brainwashed by cults.

      The self-publishing dream sounded so wonderful and reasonable at the beginning.

      Where did it all go wrong?
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      A lot of people don’t know this about me, but I’m an expert at song analysis.

      In M.C. Hammer’s song “U Can’t Touch This,” for instance, Hammer at one point rings the bell (because school’s in, sucka), then later says, “Ring the bell; school’s back in!” without actually dismissing school in between. What about all the scholars who’d never realized school was out, and they could have been taking a break the whole time? It’s not like they can rest now — not once school’s back in. Why is nobody thinking about Hammer’s poor students?

      Bringing this same expert analysis to “Once in a Lifetime” by Talking Heads, it seems to me to be about the vertigo of life and the way things just sort of happen when you’re not paying attention. I mean, there you are one day, living in a shotgun shack or in another part of the world, or maybe you’re behind the wheel of a large automobile. Or, hell — you may find yourself in a beautiful house, with a beautiful wife. And you may ask yourself, “Well, how did I get here?”

      We understand that, right? Especially as storytellers, we understand most people’s obliviousness to the forces that shape their lives. Our characters are pawns in our fingers, going where the plot takes them and reacting to each new set of circumstances — sometimes with delight, sometimes with alarm — without understanding how they truly got there. Good characters operate from an emotional wound at the beginning of a story, then heal and move past that wound by the end. When they’re in wounded mode, though, they don’t see the forces that led them where they ended up. Their internal programming makes them blind.

      And then, confused, they may wake up one day and suddenly tell themselves, “This is not my beautiful wife.” And they may tell themselves, “This is not my beautiful house.”

      That was me a few years ago. I’d found myself in a beautiful house called self-publishing, but one day I realized in a sudden gestalt leap that it was a different house than the one I’d moved into a decade earlier.

      The furniture had been rearranged. The paint colors had changed and the walls had moved. There were now weird stairways to nowhere and strangers living in the basement. While I wasn’t looking, someone had renovated my house with help from the mad architect behind the Winchester mansion. I swore my beautiful house had been sane and sensible back in the day — back when I’d fallen in love with it and moved in. I didn’t think I would have moved into a madhouse on purpose, but who could say for sure?

      And I may ask myself, “Am I right, am I wrong?”

      And I may say to myself, “My God, what have I done?”

      So I looked back in time, to the days when publishing had been different, to figure out how exactly I’d ended up living inside a monstrosity. The retrospective was enlightening. It showed me a clear path to follow: a path that led me away from crazytown with all the justification in the world.

      If you’re a new author — if the self-publishing “house” you see around you feels like it was always this way — you might not care about the past.

      You should, though. A quick trip down our industry’s memory lane will give you the grounding you need for the Artisan Author approach … and all the reasons why, given what happened in the past, what we’ll talk about in this book is a hell of a lot more sensible than the alternatives.

      The Ask-For-Permission Era

      Back in ancient times — and by that, I mean prior to about 2008 — authors needed the help of a gatekeeper to publish their work. If they really wanted to DIY it, they could technically pay tens of thousands of dollars to a vanity press and fill their garage with books to hand-sell one at a time, but the self-publishers back then were a different breed: sometimes clever souls with outside-the-box ambitions, but usually deluded suckers who’d fallen for a con.

      Mostly, you needed the help of a gatekeeper. Mostly, it was the era of asking for permission.

      To be clear, this “asking for permission” thing still happens for a segment of the writing population, but back then it was the only sensible option. It went like this:

      The first step was to write short stories, then contact literary magazines to try and get them published. Sometimes these magazines would pay you a little bit, but when you were new, you had to start on the ground floor. That usually meant you’d be paid only with a few free copies of the magazine.

      After you’d had a few things published in small literary magazines, you could parlay your so-far writing credits into publishing in bigger ones. Maybe you’d earn a few hundred bucks, if you were lucky, from those second-tier magazines.

      After accumulating a few decent pub credits, it was time to start contacting literary agents. You’d tell each agent which outlets had already published your stories, then try to interest them in your novel. This was done via a one-page letter back in the day, then moved to email later on. You’d look up agents in a huge book (now online) called The Writer’s Market, shooting almost blindly at agents who seemed to represent the sort of book you’d written. Maybe you’d go to a convention and meet a specific agent in the flesh, but more often than not it was scattershot at best.

      At that point, most writers would enter a phase of constant and unrelenting rejection and discouragement. It was awesome.

      In 1999, when I was pitching my first book, I tried to take back the power by pretending my rejections by literary agents were actually achievements. I put a sign reading WALL O’ REJECTION in my office, then covered that wall with all the thanks-but-no-thanks letters those agents sent back to me. It was supposed to allow me to laugh at all that silly rejection so I could still feel worthwhile as a writer instead of feeling like a talentless loser. It didn’t work.

      In theory, if you kept at this game long enough, you were supposed to eventually find an agent who wanted to represent you. I never did. A few agents requested the first three chapters of my book (the next step after querying), but that was just false hope. It simply delayed my rejection, which always came later.

      Cue more certainty that I was, indeed, a talentless loser.

      Most writers give up at this point. I certainly did. I completely shelved my ambitions to write for a living because it seemed downright impossible. I went back to work at my crappy job — which, by the way, was in a genetics lab, looking at fruit flies under a microscope all day.

      But if you were one of the lucky ones, an agent would finally say yes. Yay! You’d gotten your letter past the angry, failed writer interning at the agent’s office, and you’d gotten past the agent. They’d liked your first three chapters, then your complete novel. They might tear it apart at that point and have you rewrite it to suit their preferences, or they might try to shop it as-is.

      Either way, you’d then enter the next phase: your agent attempting to sell your book to an acquisitions editor at a publishing house.

      If an editor bought your book, they might tear it apart again, having you rewrite it to suit their preferences. You’d get an advance if the deal went through — probably a small one. Then, after a year or two of painfully slow administrative time, the publisher would order a print run, ship finished books to bookstores, and possibly send you out into the world to do all of their marketing and publicity work for them.

      Sometimes that first run would be successful and you’d stay with the publisher, earning an embarrassingly small percentage in royalties. If you were very lucky, it might even be the beginning of a fruitful author career. Other times, though, your book wouldn’t sell as well as the publisher wanted. If this happened, they’d fire you for future books. You’d have to start again … but this time, you’d be branded as an author that someone had taken a gamble on and lost.

      The Ask-For-Permission era created a few superstars, a lot of middling mid-list authors, and a ton of failures. It was more like a lottery than a career path, because you didn’t just have to write good books; you also had to catch exactly the right people in exactly the right moods at exactly the right times.

      Fortunately, digital self publishing came along soon after to save us.

      The Kindle Gold Rush Era

      In November of 2007, Amazon released the first Kindle e-reader. Ebooks, which had previously been limited to downloadable PDF files, suddenly became legitimate.

      It took readers a long time to warm up to Amazon-style ebooks, but there were enough early adopters in the late aughts to give reading a whole new life. There was only one problem: The world didn’t yet have enough ebooks to fill all those shiny new Kindles.

      Fortunately, Amazon had anticipated the problem. Following the Kindle, they launched Kindle Digital Publishing (KDP), which allowed authors to create and sell their own ebooks. Stuffy traditional publishers weren’t willing to sell anything digital … but the unwashed masses of self-published authors didn’t have the same hubris.

      And just like that, the great Kindle gold rush began.

      The late aughts and early teens were exciting times for authors, but it was a good news / bad news situation. The good news was that we could finally sell our books on a major platform without asking editors and agents for permission, but the bad news was that self-publishing had the stink of all stinks. Ebooks by independent authors were seen mostly as trash at the start: the unedited, incoherent ramblings of all the losers who couldn’t cut it in “real” publishing. And honestly? A lot of early ebooks were exactly that.

      Nobody knew how to do their own editing.

      Nobody knew how to make their own book covers, and it’s not like there were a lot of freelance cover designers around yet.

      And although the good news was that there were no gatekeepers, the bad news was there were no gatekeepers. The good news was that anyone could publish a book, but the bad news was that anyone could publish a book … even if their book was terrible, and they were completely delusional.

      This era birthed some real juggernauts. Amanda Hocking and John Locke (not the philosopher or the character on LOST, regrettably) come to mind, along with Hugh Howey, who’s still prominent today. The big thing back then was to price ebooks at 99 cents because readers during the dearth of ebooks would buy anything for a buck, just so they’d have something to read. John Locke had a great zinger about that, actually. He said that he no longer had to compete with traditional publishing, because even trad’s first ebooks were $10 or more. Instead of proving that he was as good as established authors, those established authors now had to prove that they were ten times as good as he was.

      It was solid logic, and in those first years, 99 cent ebooks sold quickly enough to make millionaires. They were the new pulp, hated and looked-down-upon by “legitimate” authors and publishers … but they were bestsellers just the same.

      The Maturing Era

      By the time I entered self-publishing in 2012, I felt like I’d missed the boat. 99 cent success stories were still happening, but they were declining in number
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