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            About This Book

          

        

      

    

    
      Revised 2023 to include Hindenburg Narrator.

      Audio is the up-and-coming market, but the price of entry can be a horrific $300-500 per finished hour and up.

      M. L. Buchman has recorded and published over 30 audio titles—himself.

      Here he covers the basics you need to record your own audiobooks.

      
        	How to decide if it’s the best option.

        	When you should outsource the engineering.

        	Why you’re wrong when you “hate your own voice.”

        	Tools, techniques, and free studio space ideas.

        	A step-by-step guide to recording and engineering your own audiobook.

        	How to quantify direct, and most importantly of all, indirect costs.

      

      This simplified guide delivers the confidence to tackle the unique opportunity of “Read by Author.”
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      So, you think you want to tackle recording your own audiobook.

      Fantastic!

      It is fun and potentially lucrative. It can also be frustrating, expensive in unexpected ways, and may not pay out.

      This book was written to help you maximize the fun and profit and minimize all the other crap.

      Why this book

      There are dozens of ways to record a book and hundreds, literally, of possible settings to engineer your audiobook.

      This volume is intended to cut through all of the choices and lay out a single clear path that has worked for this author in narrating over thirty of his own titles. Are there better techniques? I like to think not. Are there other, equally good techniques? Absolutely.

      This is neither a technical treatise on audio recording nor an education in sound engineering. It is about the straightforward steps necessary to record a quality audiobook for public sale.

      Why me

      I spent over seven years as a live theater sound operator (among other roles). My mentors were two of the leading audio engineers in the Pacific Northwest. They were involved in everything from small productions that would eventually give birth to Seattle’s Fringe Theater movement to touring with major Seattle bands. They engineered recordings for the Seattle Symphony and live broadcasts of Seattle Opera performances.

      While I was never a truly brilliant sound man in the way that they were, I received a deep education that would stand me in good stead when I produced my first audiobooks starting in 2013.

      About this book

      This book is intended to serve two purposes:

      
        	Help make the decision about the whether or not recording your own audiobook is the right choice for you. (Chapter 1)

        	A simplified guide to the exact steps to doing so. (The rest of the book)

      

      In the course of the simplified guide we’ll discuss:

      
        	Basic and advanced techniques of giving your characters a voice.

        	Dos and Don’ts of audio narration.

        	Choosing software, computers, and a microphone.

        	Selecting a good recording space / booth.

        	How to record.

        	A simple guide on how to approach the complex task of engineering—or whether this step is best outsourced.

        	The crucial “The Listen” step.

        	Properly saving your files.

        	A few tips on markets and marketing.

      

      The 2023 Revision

      A year or so after the release of this title, a new product came onto the market, matured, and is utterly wonderful for the home audiobook narrator. It automates a wide variety of tasks and vastly accelerates others.

      This revision now includes information about using both:

      
        	Adobe Audition

        	Hindenburg Narrator

      

      A Few Essentials

      Nonfiction Narration

      While this book primarily discusses fiction narration, almost every single technique is equally applicable to nonfiction. Where there are differences, I’ll try to point them out.

      Per Finished Hour

      This is an essential concept in audiobooks; everything is based on the cost per completed hour of narrated audio. Depending on your skill and that of the engineer (which may also be you), the process can vary from three to ten hours of work to create one finished hour of audio. An audiobook is best narrated at about 9,000 words per hour. So, a 45,000 word book will be approximately 5 finished hours.

      Let’s plunge in.
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      A Little Vocabulary

      There are three major aspects to creating an audiobook:

      Recording – Like writing is placing the words on the written page, it is actually as simple a concept as it appears: recording the sound of your, the narrator’s, voice. In many ways this is also the easiest step of creating an audiobook. The words are already written. The characters are already complete in almost every respect except for the sound of their narrated voice. However, there is also a great deal of technique to be learned and, just like writing, the fun and challenge of learning never ends.

      Engineering – This is a two-stage process of mechanical cleanup of a file and proofing the recording for technical and recording errors. This is far and away the most complex and time-consuming part of the process. In fact, we’ll break it into another three parts: 1) Processing, 2) “The Listen,” and 3) Corrections.

      Marketing – Because of the rapidly changing dynamics of the marketplace (especially at the time of this writing), we’ll touch on this only briefly and in the most general of ways.

      Five Ways to Make an Audiobook

      There are presently five primary ways to produce an audiobook. Each has its own advantages and disadvantages. As you read the list below, consider how you feel about each of these factors and how they might affect your decision of what the best course might be for you.

      Of these five options, this book only addresses the first two.

      

      Record your own and engineer your own

      Costs: Minimal (as little as $300 to set up plus $30/month at this time).

      Effort: Time cost is highest (as high as 10 hours per finished hour until you get rolling). This book contains a number of techniques to reduce that to 3–5 hours per finished hour.

      Control: 100% yours.

      Profits: 100% yours.

      

      Record your own and hire out the engineering (this will be the best fit for most home narrators).

      
        	Costs: Minimal (as little as $300) plus $50–$125 per finished hour for engineering.

        	Effort: Time cost is moderate to low (2–5 hours per finished hour).

        	Control: Control of recording, not of engineering.

        	Profits: 100% to you.

      

      

      Royalty Share programs (such as currently offered by ACX).

      Costs: $0.

      Effort: Time required is typically 2–3 hours per finished hour.

      Control: You can accept or reject the narrator and request fixes.

      Profits: 50% to you, 50% to narrator.

      

      Pay for the narrator yourself.

      
        	Costs: Cost $150–$500+ per finished hour.

        	Effort: Time required is approximately 2–3 hours per finished hour.

        	Control: You can accept or reject the narrator and request fixes.

        	Profits: 100% to you. First it pays off the narrator investment, but then, if it is a sudden success, you own the recording and it continues to pay 100% to you.

      

      

      License the audio rights to a professional audio publisher.

      
        	Costs: $0.

        	Effort: Time required is approximately 1.5 hours per finished hour. (If the publisher even offers you a chance to perform a proofing listen to suggest changes and identify an problems. Mine didn’t.)

        	Control: Little to none.

        	Profits: 8%–12% typical. May not earn out the advance, assuming you got one. If it takes off, you’ll make significantly less money.

      

      
        
        Technical Quality

        There is a reason I didn’t list technical quality above. I listened to my first audiobooks in the 1980s sitting on my couch in front of my stereo system (it was major because I was a sound geek from when I built my first amplifier back in junior high). I spent hours sitting in the ideal position, appreciating the story and the quality of the recording. When they advanced from cassettes to CDs (as early as 1984), I advanced with them whenever my budget allowed.

        A professional publisher and the most expensive narrators will have truly exceptional studios and microphones. Most narrators, especially in the royalty share category, will probably be using equipment little better than you would.

        The key here is that today’s listener is in the car, out for a jog, or looking for a distraction over $15 earbuds. Any decent quality, error-free recording will be greatly enjoyed by the listener.

        Are there a few people who will be disappointed by a lack of technical quality while using their $400 studio-quality headphones? Probably not. The affordable tools today are simply so good that they will enjoy it as well.

      

      

      Some authors choose to record their own audiobook because they’re control freaks (a category this author absolutely belongs to). They spent all the effort to get the words on the page just right and now they want to make sure that hard work is honored in audio.

      Other authors start recording their own books for simple economic reasons—they can’t afford to pay a narrator, at least not early in their career. In the process of building their skills, they also discover how much fun it can be.

      Some wish to maximize their back end profits by ensuring 100% ownership but are unwilling or unable to afford a professional narrator.

      Alternatively, I have a friend who came out of radio broadcasting way back. She won’t record her own audiobooks because it would be a total rabbit hole for her—she loves the recording and engineering process and fears that it would consume all of her writing time.

      Knowing your reasons will help you plug this kind of information into your business plan and manage your ongoing efforts. Personally, I could easily lose myself in nothing but recording all of my back titles, but I know that would frustrate my audience awaiting new stories and so I strive to strike a balance. For me as a full-time writer? I aim to spend between six and eight hours per week on recording and marketing audio. I give the engineering tasks that creates, of an additional 15–20 hours, to my assistant.

      
        
        Abridged vs. Unabridged

        Abridged versions were created to keep costs down back when every 60–90 minutes cost an additional cassette tape or audio CD. Now we’re in the age of downloadable MP3s and these cost factors are no longer an issue.

        As a listener, I hate abridged versions. I’m not interested in a “Story in a hurry.” I want the full experience as the author intended.

        As a writer, an abridgment—especially a good one—is a difficult and time-consuming task to create. And they’re also less popular. I’ve spoken with a number of librarians (folks who track the listening habits of a lot of patrons) and they’ve simply stopped ordering abridged audiobooks because of their significantly lower popularity.

        Don’t shortchange your fans, give them the whole thing.
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      Let’s discuss three illustrative tales about a narrator’s voice before we talk about how to create your own narrator’s voice.

      Stephen King

      If ever there was an author who should not read their own books, it’s Stephen King. Bear with me for a moment on this. Better yet, go and listen to one of the audiobooks that he recorded. (Not On Writing, but rather a piece of fiction such as the Dark Tower series or watch an online video of him reading to a public forum.)

      He reads his book aloud. No characterization. Little emotion—almost monotone. He simply reads it.

      However, I will take a book read by Stephen King over many others, even though horror is not one of my preferred genres.

      Why?

      Because Stephen King is the absolute master of the written word. He and I write in the same language, English, and we use the same fourteen punctuation marks. (Twelve really, because how often do you see [square brackets] and {braces} in fiction?)

      With the addition of the intelligent use of paragraph, scene, and chapter breaks, he can control your heartrate—even whether or not you’re breathing.

      And in listening to him “read” one of his audiobooks, I get to experience every nuance of how he intended it to be. I’m going to repeat that: of how HE intended it to be.

      There is little drama in his narrations, but there is immense impact. That is the true power of “read by

      The Southern Belle

      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      The Production Geek

      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      Summary

      
      
      
        	The read-by-author experience of Stephen King no matter what the shortcomings.

        	The voice to be truly appropriate for the book, all other considerations aside.

        	A solo reading.

        	A two-person or full-cast reading of multiple voices.

        	A full production dramatic version.

      

      
        
        
        
        
        
      

      

      Studying Voice

      
      
      
      
      
      
        
        
      

      

      
        	How dramatic is the reading?

        	How distinguishable are the various character voices?

        	Is it a flat “King-ish” reading or is it rife with “Production Geek”?

        	Is the voice appropriate for the story or do you wish it had been told differently? Perhaps with the same narrator but read differently.

        	And my favorite question: Do I enjoy this particular narration? There are some narrators I really do, and some I really don’t. Ask yourself why you feel that way.
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