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  Foreword


  To the Second Edition


  



  Five years ago, the world was turning inside out. Publishing was in the middle of its great disruption, and that disruption was finally reaching the world of audio. Demand was growing faster than in any other segment of the publishing industry, with lots of room for expansion.


  For reasons you'll learn about later in this book, audio is my art form. Yes, I'm a novelist first and foremost these days, but I still produce at least six audiobooks a year—this year, I'm already scheduled for fourteen. It's my first love, and one I hoped to be able to give a good boost on its way up.


  Still, when I finished the book, I moved on. I'm a novelist, and like any professional writer, I look forward rather than back. In the meantime, Making Tracks became something of a phenomenon in its own little pond, and as the years went by I started getting notes asking my opinion on matters technological and business where my book had fallen out of date.


  Then, last in 2016, I attended an industry conference where I had a series of conversations with novelist JF Penn as well as several representatives of some major retailers and distributors that convinced me that it was time for a new edition. Deciding to produce an audiobook of your work (or hiring someone to produce it for you) involves a number of factors, and some of the information you need to make that decision has changed enough in the last five years that it would be irresponsible of me to leave Making Tracks as it was.


  So, here you are. This is the second edition. Inside you'll find significant changes to the sections on the business and on the technology. There are more minor changes elsewhere else, including new tips and techniques in the sections on performance, production, and post-production.


  The audiobook market hasn't stagnated or stalled in the last five years. It's still heading up. New players have entered the market, and several more are poised to. Audio is now the fastest growing segment of the publishing industry.


  And it's not too late to make it a thriving part of your business and career.


  Introduction


  The Voices In Your Head


  

  



  The human race began with words muttered around a campfire, and a deep part of us still strains to hear those firelight whispers through the din of the every-day. For me, the campfire voice was that of my grandmother, who lulled me to sleep with tales of adventure and danger in the Amazon rain forest. She delivered these stories to me on cassette tapes, which arrived in the mail with Por Avion scratched on them in vanishingly thin ball-point, straight from the headwaters of the Amazon river in Peru, where she lived.


  Hers wasn't the only voice around my campfire. Her daughter and son-in-law weren't above quieting a difficult and impossible-to-put-to-sleep boy with highly theatrical readings from Tolkien, Mother Goose, and Dr. Seuss. I loved those stories, but I never counted them as special. People just seemed to tell each other stories, and that's all there was to it.


  In 1981, at the age of 4, I fell in love with radio. I was hiding behind the living room couch, building a Lego fortress, and NPR was playing on the living room stereo set. At the top of the hour, the program changed, and the radio drama version of Star Wars burst in upon me. I found myself awash in a version of my favorite movie that was bigger and more spectacular than anything I'd ever seen on a movie screen.


  Until then, I hadn't known that words and sounds could do that.


  This love affair with the spoken word never slackened. I was the kid who stayed up late to record Classic Radio Theater at midnight on ABC, who played my read-along records till they wore out, who borrowed every audiobook in the library, who studied Foley and accents from the time I was old enough to know what those words meant.


  I recorded my first audiobook when I was 12: The Adventures of Sherlock Holmes. I read it for my brother who was battling a protracted sinus infection. Once I learned the knack, I couldn't stop. For the next several years, using Dad's old boom box, I produced comedy shows, sound effects, and readings from my favorite books.


  I lost interest when my abilities finally outgrew my recording equipment, but the interest re-awoke with a mighty roar when I discovered that I could do multitrack mixing on my PC. In 1998, I produced my first multitrack, stereo-mixed audio drama: the (thankfully) short-lived Internet sensation Bevis and Butthead vs. Darth Vader.


  A couple years and a few productions later, at 23 years old, I was marshaling forces for my first attempt at a feature film. I was fortunate enough, while standing in line for Jay and Silent Bob Strike Back, to meet one of the early pioneers of electronic musical instruments and his business partner, a sound mixer who'd earned her stripes mixing for the Benny Goodman Band and hadn't stopped since. The two of them agreed to produce the audio for my film, and teach me their craft in the process.


  For the next seven years, I ran my one-time hobby as a full-time production services business, producing films, stage plays, soundscapes, corporate video, and audio theater. In 2007, Scott Sigler convinced me to start producing my own content as well as content for clients. Since then I've produced a number of my own full-cast audiobooks, and performed in dozens more for other DIY producers and authors. Now, the kid who listened to stories every night gets to spend his life writing and performing stories for other people, and, as a bonus, I've been privileged to get a front-row seat to the biggest revolution in spoken-word audio since the invention of the wax cylinder phonograph.


   



  
How We Got Here


  Once upon a time, audiobooks were called “Books On Tape.” They were something that appealed primarily to truck drivers, long-haul commuters, and—the most reliable consumers of audio literature—the blind. They came in white plastic clamshell cases and pretty cardboard boxes, they were abridged recordings, and they were usually read (rather than performed) by people with clear—but often dull or harsh—voices.


  Starting in the 1930s, the audiobook was one of two forms of spoken-word narrative. The other, the radio drama, was a kind of theater performed live for audiences across the nation. From the 1920s to the 1950s, the so-called “Golden Age of Radio,” American airwaves were crammed with soap operas, science fiction plays, Shakespeare adaptations, mysteries, horror stories, romances, children's bedtime stories, broad comedies, and improv shows featuring the greatest voices, performers, musicians, and Foley artists working in show business. The result was a rich medium, painted in sound, bursting with the ability to tickle the imagination in ways that film and television still can't match. In America, the most famous single broadcast was the 1938 Mercury Theater production of The War of the Worlds by H.G. Wells, directed by Orson Welles in the style of a real-time news broadcast. Its vivid production convinced some listeners (who missed the opening credits) that they were hearing coverage of a genuine alien invasion.


  American radio drama died a long slow death between the 1950s and 1980s, but the art form survived in Britain and in the British Commonwealth—leading, incidentally, to the second most famous radio drama of all time: The Hitchhiker's Guide To The Galaxy (which came before the books, the TV show, or the film).


  During the 1980s, the cross-pond popularity of The Hitchhiker's Guide and other BBC productions, coupled with the continual late-night rebroadcast of Golden Age radio dramas, helped revive interest in the medium. But it wasn't until the early 21st century that things really started to pick up steam again in the United States.


   



  Note: the difference between a “radio drama” and an “audio drama” is how it's published. From this point forward, I will exclusively use “audio drama,” except when discussing a production in relation to radio broadcast.


   



  Throughout most of their history, the audiobook and the audio drama have been distinct beasts. Until the late 1990s, the audiobook was technically inferior (in every respect) to other contemporary spoken-word entertainment.


  Older audiobooks were lackluster for three reasons—one political, one technical, and one economic.


  First, the early audiobook industry was essentially a government program, established by an act of Congress, to give blind people access to more literature than that which was available in braille. Until the ubiquitous adoption of the audio cassette player in the 1970s, libraries for the blind comprised the bulk of the market. A negligible market supported by subsidies resulted in an audiobook landscape that was the artistic equivalent of standing in line at the DMV.


  Second, the low quality of older speakers and the lower fidelity of older tape and record players dictated that, for maximum intelligibility, a clear, cutting voice with sharp consonants was a must. Voices like this are often not pleasant to listen to, but you can't fail to follow a story read by one. This technical demand dovetailed nicely with the third reason for mediocre quality:


  Audiobooks are expensive.


  The expenses start with the voice actor, the studio time, the recording engineer, the director, the editor, the mixer, and the mastering—but they only start there. Until the 21st century, all audiobooks were distributed on vinyl, cassette, and CD. That means package design, printing and duplication costs, shipping costs, warehousing costs, and a retail distribution infrastructure.


  


  To ship audiobooks to market at a price that wouldn't drive the customers into bankruptcy, the recordings were often heavily abridged (which also incurred the cost of an abridging editor, though at far lower expense than the increase in distribution cost incurred for every additional tape or CD in a title). As the market grew through the late 1980s and in the 1990s, production quality at most audiobook companies went from mediocre to stunning. Celebrities and professional voice actors became regular readers, new performance standards moved in, and new recording formats (multi-voice, full-cast, and full-production) brought audible variety to the market.


  As consumer demand grew, so did demand for unabridged recordings. The costs, however, meant that only bestsellers were ever released in unabridged format—the label “unabridged” on an audiobook box became a premium mark, deserving of a premium price. As prices crept upward and CD ripping became common, audiobooks joined pornography and Top 40 pop music as the most common targets of pirates in the age of dial-up and low-end broadband Internet service.


  But what the Internet took away with one hand, it gave back with another. From 1999 through 2003, the Sci-Fi Channel sponsored Seeing Ear Theater, a streaming showcase of dramatizations of classic and new science fiction, fantasy, and horror stories starring the luminaries of the genres and written by such giants of the field as Jack Vance, James Patrick Kelley, Dean Wesley Smith, J. Michael Straczynski, Neil Gaiman, and Octavia Butler.


  Meanwhile, on the other side of the world, audio equipment companies sensed a market opportunity brought about by the fragmentation of the music industry. They brought advances in chip fabrication to bear on their products, driving down the cost of recording studio gear on a Moore's Law schedule.


   



  Moore's Law


  Moore's Law states that every eighteen months, the number of transistors on a processor doubles, while the price halves. Thus, the power and quality available at any given price point increases exponentially. Businesses that become subject to Moore's Law tend to experience radical destabilization and democratization, resulting in tremendous opportunities for small business and content creators.


   



  By 2005, a high end sixteen-channel recording studio (which cost $40,000 in 1995) could be had for as little as $3000. If you wanted to record a single reader instead of a rock'n'roll band, you could set yourself up in business as a voiceover artist for as little as $300 (assuming you already owned a computer).


  Then, these two technology curves (home recording and Internet) collided head-on with a third one: the iPod. In 2005, Apple included the Podcast—serialized spoken-word audio content—in the iTunes store. Not long after, three people—Scott Sigler, Tee Morris, and Mark Jeffrey—got the idea, independently, to start podcasting their own audiobooks for free. Releasing a chapter a week, Morris and Jeffrey used their podcasts to drive customers to their print books. Scott Sigler, on the other hand, released new content unavailable in other media as part of a long (and ultimately quite successful) campaign to build himself a devoted bestseller's audience. Their success had a few consequences:


   



  
    
      	
        Along with the authors they mentored (including myself and bestselling authors Nathan Lowell, Philippa Ballantine, Mur Lafferty, Seth Harwood, and others), they contributed heavily to a growing demand for author-read audiobooks.

      


      	
        The formation of Podiobooks.com (co-founded by Morris with social media pioneer Evo Terra), a donation-funded distribution hub for podcast audiobooks and the second major entrant into the online audiobook distribution market (after Audible.com, founded in 1999). Podiobooks has, at the time of this writing, just merged with Scribl.com to create a new platform for commercial and semi-commercial audiobook distribution.

      


      	
        Together with a handful of theater companies that helped revived audio dramas on the Internet, the birth of The Parsec Awards, one of the major industry awards in audio fiction.

      

    

  


   



  All these factors, coupled with ever-increasing customer demand, have created something even better than the Golden Age of Radio. We're now in the Platinum Age of Audio Fiction—never before in history have audiobooks been so easy to produce, so profitable to distribute, or so frequently enjoyed, and never before has the author's voice been heavily in demand.


  Once upon a time, audio rights were nearly worthless. Publishers bought them for a song and sold them on to production companies to help offset the cost of the author's advance. Now, they're gold—and when they're read by the author (assuming the author does a good job), they are the third biggest potential income stream you have at your disposal, which you can control for the rest of your life, and beyond (assuming you hang on to your rights).


  And you know what? It's fun, too.


  
Part 1


  The Business


  Chapter 1


  Time Is Money


  



  When someone seeks me out for advice on producing their first audiobook, they always ask me the same question: What kind of microphone should I buy?


  The trouble is, it's always the wrong question.


  The right question is: What does it take to put an audiobook together?


  The answer is not one that most first-timers will find encouraging. It goes something like this:


  In the beginning is the book—or the story—that you wish to record. Once you make the decision to bring those words off the page and to your audience's ears, you buy yourself a whole heap of decisions and a potentially massive to-do list.


  Under ideal circumstances, to produce a professional-quality salable product using the simplest possible production methods, your audiobook will cost you four to eight hours of effort for every hour of finished audio—two to four hours recording, two to four hours editing and mixing, giving you a production ratio range of 4:1 to 8:1. That's what happens with an experienced reader and an experienced sound engineer doing the editing and mixing. It's going to take you longer. Maybe a lot longer. This does not include the time you'll spend striking distribution agreements, wrangling your cover art, and doing whatever marketing you deem appropriate.


  Now, the second bit of bad news: At the proper reading speed, an hour of audio only eats up 8,000 to 9,500 words. That means that an 80,000 word novel is going to come out at between 8.4 and 10 hours, and that translates to between 33.6 and 80 hours of work that you'll have to put in. That's up to two full working weeks for a moderate length novel, and, because you'll have to rest your voice, it's going to take you longer than two weeks to actually produce it (assuming you're not writing or working a day job while you produce your masterpiece).


  I mention this now, at the outset, because the majority of people that have asked me for advice over the years never wound up finishing even their first project. Even in today's era of ultra-cheap equipment, ultra-cheap distribution, and ultra-accessible marketplaces, the investment in audiobook production is non-trivial. If you're a professional author who's expanding your business into the audiobook realm, you need to consider the costs before going in. If you're a hobbyist (i.e. no matter how passionately you love writing and recording, you do not now and do not intend to make your living from it), you need to make sure that the time required isn't going to drain the joy out of your hobby.


  That's the time investment.


  As far as money is concerned, producing your own audiobook could cost you as little as $250 (if you have a bare-bones studio and do all the work yourself) or as much as $10,000 (if you have a lavish production with hired performers, licensed music, and record in a rented studio or buy top-end equipment for your own). However, keep in mind that (unless you're renting the studio time) the price will drop with subsequent books, as you only have to buy the equipment once, and some of your other potential expenses are one-time deals.


  Now that that's out of the way, it's time to talk turkey about the business end of this business. Before you turn your mic on, you need to make a few decisions about your audiobook. Foremost among them: What kind of audiobook is this going to be?


   



  
Formats


  Your format determines everything else. When audiobooks were first invented, the formula was simple: one reader, one microphone, one recording. Now, there are options.


  Spoken-word audio productions exist along a continuum, with single reads at the simple end and audio drama on the complicated end. Here's how it breaks out:


   



  
Single Read


  A single read is as simple as it gets. One person reads the text of the book from end-to-end, without sound effects or incidental music. Musical interludes or transitional sounds appropriate to your story may be used for scene breaks or chapter breaks, and introductory music may be played over the title sequence, but these are strictly optional—just make sure your style is consistent throughout.


  Performance style in single reads can vary from the very, very simple to the highly theatrical. A simple read uses inflection and timing to pace dialogue and create mood, but doesn't perform different voices for different characters beyond subtle changes in vocal hardness and enunciation. Some excellent author-readers who work in this category are Douglas Adams, Neil Gaiman, and Nathan Lowell (who is an accomplished voice actor, but nevertheless chooses a very simple style for his own productions). In a very real sense, these books are read rather than performed.


  A more stylized performance can be seen in authors like Scott Sigler and Harlan Ellison and in books read by voice actors Peter Lawlor and Elizabeth Ann Scarborough, each of whom give their characters unique voices and accents—Latino characters get Latino accents, male readers pitch female characters up while female readers pitch male characters down, and the narrator uses pacing to evoke the story's distinctive “voice” (speeding up in urgent passages, slowing down in romantic passages, leaving moments of silence for moments of tension or reflection, etc.).


  While single-read is the simplest option, don't make the mistake of thinking it's easy—it isn't. Even a very simple production requires good vocal technique, solid engineering, and emotional investment in the material. A good reader, whether performing or simply reading, brings her subtext to the fore, and that takes practice.


  It is, however, the most straightforward of the available options.


   



  
Multi-Voice Read


  Sometimes, your story will benefit from more than one voice. A multi-voice read is often employed for tales with two dominant point-of-view characters of opposite sexes. A male and a female reader will trade narration duties depending on point of view, with each actor also reading the dialog spoken by characters of their respective genders. An excellent example of this technique can be found in the Star Trek audiobook Q-In-Law, written by Peter David read by John de Lancie and Majel Barret.


  Multi-Voice is also frequently employed with nonfiction audiobooks, where one reader will take the main narration duties and another will read the footnotes, sidebars, insets, and anecdotes. Richard Dawkins and his partner Lala Ward have teamed up to do just this with a number of his titles, but the best job they've done so far, in my opinion, was in The Ancestor's Tale.


  While no rule exists limiting the number of voices in a multi-voice book to two, using more than two is unusual for the simple reason that, the more voices you add, the more production time and cost you add.


  Cost? Well, yes. From this point forward you must also bear in mind the sticky problem of paying your talent. Once you step out of a one-horse DIY operation from end-to-end, you're incurring labor costs. Voice actors deserve to be paid for their work. If you're doing this as a hobby, you may be able to pay them in kind (I'll read for your book, you read for mine). If you're doing this as part of your business, or you intend to sell your book at any point in the future, you'll need to pay your talent. In either case, for many reasons, you'll need to get signed vocal release contracts from your talent—I'll cover those in Chapter 2.


  So, if you're considering adding that third or fourth voice, think about it long and hard. If they won't be adding something special, it might be best to leave them to one side. If they'll make the difference between a production that walks and a production that soars, and you can afford the extra time and cost, then by all means, bring them in.


  Multi-voice productions generally don't contain sound effects, soundscaping, or incidental music, though there have been exceptions. Be aware that these elements also add cost.


   



  
Full-Cast


  A full-cast audiobook is, quite simply, a production that uses a large cast to give each and every character in the book a unique, immediately identifiable voice. This doesn't mean that individual actors might not play a number of roles—in my experience, a good voice actor can often handle half-a-dozen roles or more in a single production—but it does mean that each character must sound unique. My book Predestination and Other Games of Chance, for example, had 68 speaking roles, which were covered by a cast of 33 actors. Many actors performed a single role, while others covered up to seven. In such productions, the author (if the author is involved) usually reads the narrator's lines (including the POV character if the book is told in first person) and may also take on additional roles if it suits the production.


  Full-cast books are not audio dramas, because they are not dramatized. Rather, they include the full text of the original book, with one exception: dialog tags. Phrases like “she said” may, at the discretion of the director, be cut from the book so long as they do not contain any information beyond identifying the speaker. The use of multiple voices render such tags redundant, and many directors choose to omit them. However, if the dialog tag provides pacing or contains action, author voice elements, characterization, or other additional information, it should be left intact.


  When you cross the line into full-cast, you open up the opportunity to create a true feast for the ears. Your actors, if well-chosen and well-directed, will give your story life in ways that may surprise you, bringing out nuances in your text that you might not be able to manage on your own.


  And, if you're already going to this much effort, you have another decision to make: Exactly how far are you going to take it?


  You could take the direct route, and just ramp up a multi-voice production to a massively multi-voiced production. With good actors, you can blow the ears off your audience with the performances alone.


  Or, if you're truly insane (like your humble narrator), you can opt for full-production sound and produce your book almost as if it were an audio drama, with environmental sound effects, incidental music, Foley, room-specific vocal treatments, active stereo imaging, digital FX, and other little touches that turn your book into a movie for your mind.


  I love full-cast. It's my medium of choice when I have the resources available. I can't tell you the satisfaction of QC'ing a properly mixed book and getting sucked so far in that I forget that I ever had anything to do with creating it. But it's not for the timid—some author-producers (such as Scott Sigler) have described the whole full-cast enterprise (and me in particular) as “batshit insane.”


  And he's right. Full-cast brings extra challenges, to put it mildly. It is, hands down, the most time-intensive of all the non-dramatized formats. If you opt for an opulent production, you're going to need a script supervisor, a casting director, a source of music (either original compositions, specially licensed music, or stock), a source of sound effects, a deep grasp of audio engineering, and you'll have to be more picky with your quality control checks. All of these, naturally, also add expense and/or time.


  Even if you keep your production simple, you're going to need a director. You may be able to handle the directing chores yourself, or you may need to bring someone in, but either way, your actors will need (and often expect) direction.


  In my experience, a seasoned voice actor will do a superb job with written directions. However, not all actors are capable of self-direction from context or written notes (indeed, many superb ones aren't), and not all seasoned voice-over artists are actors—an artist accustomed to reading commercial copy, for example, will require a more hands-on approach: You will need to live-direct them. I will cover techniques on how to do this both in person and remotely, as well as techniques for directing yourself, in Chapter 3.


  Since it doesn't have as long a tradition behind it as single reads, some segments of the audiobook audience don't like full-cast, so if you embark on it you should be aware that you're going to have to hit a very high standard in terms of production values. Where a single-read audience will often forgive merely-adequate audio quality for the sake of an excellent story, by putting the time and effort into full-cast you're signaling to the audience that you're a cut above. If your production matches the hype, you have a chance to really distinguish yourself. The audience for full-cast is an active and fast-growing market segment, and they are very vocal. Treat them right, and they will repay you with tremendous loyalty.


  Highbridge Audio and Full-Cast Audio, both of whom follow the traditional audiobook studio business model (i.e. they are not author-run operations), are production companies that produce largely or exclusively full-cast audiobooks. Their work—both in their triumphs and their failures—is worth checking out if you intend to tackle this challenging form. As the longstanding professional companies who created this market, they're your gold standard.


  Some author-run full-cast productions that you should also check out:


  
    
      
        	Imagine That! Studios' Billibub Baddings and the Case of the Singing Sword by Tee Morris


        	Christof Laputka's The Leviathan Chronicles



        	Chris Lester's Metamor City



        	Abigail Hilton's Cowry Catchers


      

    


    My own company, ArtisticWhispers Productions, also produces full-cast audiobooks with full-production audio.


     



    
Audio Drama


    Like a full-production full-cast audiobook, audio dramas are immersive audio universes. Unlike full-cast, though, an audio drama is, well, a drama. If the drama started life as a book, it must first be dramatized.


    To turn your book into an audio drama, you must adapt your text so that you eliminate most or all of the narration, shifting the narrative load into dialog. However, there are two important exceptions to this rule:


    
      
        	
          In a first person story, where your POV character is your narrator.

        


        	
          In a third person story, your narrator can sometimes be a distinct character with its own highly eccentric point of view. The classic example of this is The Hitchhiker's Guide To The Galaxy.


          

        

      

    


    However, even in these cases, you will still strip much of the narration. Exposition will stay with the narrator, but description and sensory details will be the responsibility of the characters, while sounds will be carried by your Foley artist.


    Dramatizing books is an art form in and of itself, and requires a lot of practice. A good basic primer on scriptwriting that covers the peculiarities of the audio drama format is J. Michael Straczynski's Scriptwriting, and I highly recommend you pick it up if you intend to pursue audio dramas.


    Aside from the script, audio dramas also frequently record actors in groups. Drama truly is a piece of theater, and actors tend to do better when playing off each other (it also saves you a lot of time in post production, as it's easier to record repartee live with natural timing than to create it artificially in the edit bay).


    For models of production and script quality, check out the BBC. They have long been—and still remain—the gold standard in the audio/radio drama world. Additionally, if you wish to work in this format, you'd do well to familiarize yourself with some Golden Age radio series, particularly Lights Out, X Minus One, and The Black Museum. While the acting is often stylistically dated, they feature masterful Foley work from which you can learn a lot. Some other contemporary radio/audio theater companies that have grown into truly gorgeous production houses are Decoder Ring Theatre, The Atlanta Radio Theater Company, and Prometheus Radio Theater.


    However, the single most sophisticated producer working in the format today is Dirk Maggs of Above The Title Productions. If you want to hear what can be done with audio drama using contemporary, off-the-shelf equipment and software that is within reach of a modest budget, pick up anything he's produced in the last fifteen years. His work has, hands down, the best production quality in the world.


     



    


    
      A Matrix of Rights


      As an author, you own the copyright to your work, and you can slice and dice that copyright any way you see fit. The above list covers the most common forms of audio productions—it's not exhaustive. There are currently thirty-six different possible permutations of the audiobook format, and someone will probably invent a new one tomorrow. Keep that in mind as you consider licensing proposals for your audiobook rights, and draw up your contracts accordingly.


      As a producer, do bear in mind that, so long as you have secured the rights from the author (if you're producing your own books the rights shouldn't be too difficult), you can do whatever the hell you want, the categories I've just outlined are not divine mandate. There are no firm rules, only industry norms, so you can mix and match these categories to your heart's content. I've seen people bring full-fledged audio drama production values to single-reads. However, such instances are unusual enough that this sidebar is the only places you'll see them mentioned.

    


     



    
Roles in an Audiobook Production


    As with a movie, an audiobook is a big job and requires the DIY producer to wear a lot of hats (or hire other heads to wear them for him). I'm assuming you already have a writer with a finished book (i.e. you). In addition to your writer, you're going to need:


    
      
        
          	
            Voice Talent

            No matter what format you pick, you're gonna need a voice. If it's a single-read, you may pick yourself or you may hire it out. If it's any other format, you'll need more talent, and to do that, you'll need to be (or hire) a...

          

        


        
          	
            Casting Director

            When casting, you're entering a world of subtlety. Not only are you looking for the actors that can embody your characters, you're looking for actors who sound different enough from one another that they won't create confusion in the ears of the audience. If you're casting one actor in multiple roles, be careful that those roles don't appear opposite each other in the same scene—or if they do, be careful that your actor can create voices distinct enough from one another that the audience won't be able to tell they're played by the same person. A good voice actor can do this: in one production I directed, I wound up with one actor playing three characters who all appeared in the same room talking to each other, and he pulled it off marvelously. If you do put an actor in this position, make sure you test them on the problem scenes first, don't just listen to their different voices in isolation.

          

        


        
          	
            Foley Artist

            Foley is the discipline of creating, editing, and timing sound effects. Named after Jack Foley, who invented the discipline, Foley artists create texture for movies and audio dramas to fill in the audible world left bare by recording in a studio. A wonderful visual demonstration of this art form can be seen in the film Radioland Murders.

            Once done in real-time as a live performance, the advance of portable recorders and digital editing means that pre-recorded Foley is de rigeur, while live Foley is a rarefied art. I'll cover a bit of both in chapter 12.

          

        


        
          	
            Music Director

            The music director is the person who picks, arranges, and edits your music. Many—though not all—modern audiobooks have music. In the opening credits/front matter, as in the opening credits for a film or a TV show, your music sets the tone for your listeners. This does not need to be the tone of the entire book, but it should lead your audience into the emotional space appropriate for the start of your story.

            We'll get into the ins and outs of procuring music in chapter 16.

          

        


        
          	
            Script Supervisor

            This is basically a fancy name for the person who formats your reading copy, adds direction notes to the margins, keeps track of what's been recorded and what's still to come, and prepares scripts for retakes (and trust me, there will always be some re-takes).

          

        


        
          	
            Director

            The Director is responsible for the performance(s) of your reader(s). She sets the timing requirements, makes sure the proper emphasis and nuance comes through in the performance, sets the emotional tone, pays attention to flubs and mistakes that the actor can't hear, and requests alternate takes of problematic passages.

            For tips on directing techniques, including self-direction, direction through notes, and remote-direction, see Chapter 3.

          

        


        
          	
            Production Engineer

            Of course, all this performing and casting and sound and music work doesn't mean much if you can't record good clean audio. A Production Engineer is responsible for the audio signal, from the selection and customization of the room to picking the cables and equipment to creating the signal chain. During recording, he keeps one eye on the V/U meter (which measures signal level) and the waveform to make sure that the signal is good and strong, but doesn't clip, and then he saves and backs up the files once recorded.

            No matter how good the performance(s), no matter how masterful the text or music or Foley, if the production engineer doesn't do his job properly you won't have a salable product. This is the make-or-break job in the production—so important that all of Parts 3 and 4 of this book are devoted to this job.

            Every other job in the production has a greater margin for error.

          

        


        
          	
            Post-Production Engineer

            This is where it all comes together. Post-production is everything that happens between asset acquisition (recording, sound effects, music) and your final product. Editing, special FX, noise cleanup, sweetening, mixing, balancing, panning, mastering to delivery formats, and tagging. For a detailed treatment of all these topics, see chapters 13 through 18 inclusive.

          

        


        
          	
            Art Director

            Once you've got a finished product, you need to package it for distribution. At the very least, this means cover art properly formatted for the online marketplaces where you distribute.

            For physical distribution—which you should consider, for reasons we'll discuss later—you'll need CD silkscreen art, box design, jewel case inserts, and other little touches to make your product stand proudly next to offerings from Simon & Schuster Audio and Blackstone Audio in bookstores, at truck stops, and in big box stores. If you're not a competent graphic designer and are intent on pursuing physical distribution, this is the one job that you really should consider subbing out.

          

        

      

    


     



    That's a big production team—nevertheless, with the exception of extra voices, all of the jobs above can (and often are) performed by an individual or a two-person team. As with anything else, practice in each area creates expertise. If you have Full-Cast or Audio Drama ambitions, but no background in some of the above areas, start simple and build complexity with each succeeding production. Doing it this way, you'll see (and hear) your skills improve and your costs drop with each project as you get better and faster at what you do. If you work very hard and get very good, you might even do what Nathan Lowell has done:


    Reduce your production ratio to less than 3:1.

  


  
 Chapter 2


  Bringing it to Market


   



  The big three book market segments are, in this order, paper and electronic (primacy varies by market segment), and audio. The fastest growing market segment is audio (21%, market growth in 2015, according to the Audiobook Publisher's Association).


  In the last few years, the markets opened up for audio like they did for ebooks in 2009. Like ebooks, worldwide Internet distribution means that anyone, anywhere, can buy and consume an audiobook so long as they have a smartphone or a data connection. And, like with ebooks, after a few initial years of out-and-out market monopoly by Amazon, other markets are beginning to appear, open up, and become viable venues for authors and small publishers alike.


  Ebooks, however, have two fundamental limitations that audiobooks don't: Literacy and language.


   



  
Who Listens? And Where?


  To consume a book, you must not only fluently speak the language in which it's written, you must read it fluently as well. With an audiobook, you do not need to read the language in which it's performed—and you don't necessarily need to speak it either. Audiobooks are a popular way for non-native speakers to acquaint themselves with colloquial English—as an author and producer it's not unusual for me to receive emails from fans using my audiobooks to up their colloquial facility (i.e. idiom and profanity. In the words of one fan, “I can finally fucking swear, goddammit!”). Around the world, the ability to speak English translates to economic power. As Africa and India come online with mobile broadband in the next few years, the international market for English audiobooks will explode.


  But we don't have to wait for Ragnarok to make audiobooks worthwhile—we've got plenty of adoption growth in the English speaking world. After all, anyone who owns a smartphone or an iPod or a car stereo or a computer can listen to audiobooks, and audiobooks offer a non-destructive escape from desk-work drudgery and long-haul commutes (in other words, you can enjoy them while doing other things). Audiobooks have long been a staple of truck drivers and road trippers, a major component of literacy programs for learning-disabled adults, and a go-to solution for the blind.


  People listen in the bath, on the commuter train, in the car, on airplanes, at work, at the gym, while gardening, while jogging, in the field on an archaeological dig, and in bed at night. Anytime the eyes are too busy, or too tired, it's an occasion where someone, somewhere is listening to an audiobook.


  Is it any wonder it's the fastest growing form of fiction today?


   



  
Commercial Markets


  The current audiobook market consists of a number of major online retailers and a number of major and minor offline retailers. Although I can't hope to provide an all inclusive list, here's a quickie rundown on the current state-of-play.


   



  The major online retailers are:


  
    
      	
        Audible

        In the world of audiobooks, there's nobody bigger. Audible is currently the single biggest audiobook dealer on the planet, both as a direct retailer and as the exclusive downloadable audiobook distributor for iTunes and Amazon (its parent company). Industry estimates I've seen (which are notoriously difficult to verify) are that Audible currently owns 70-90% of the domestic audiobook download market.

      

    


    
      	
        Amazon

        In addition to selling downloadable books provided by its subsidiary Audible, Amazon sells physical CDs (both CDs filled with MP3s and traditional audio CDs) from third party vendors and publishers.

      

    


    
      	
        Audiobooks.com

        The first also-ran in downloadable audio.

      

    


    
      	
        Barnes & Noble

        Sells downloadable and physical audiobooks through their online storefront.

      

    


    
      	
        Emusic.com

        One of the larger music stores on the Internet, they also carry a wide variety of spoken-word titles, including audiobooks.

      

    


    
      	
        SimplyAudiobooks.com

        The Netflix of online audio, they rent physical audiobooks through the mail. They also sell downloads and physical audiobooks through their website.

      

    


    
      	
        Scribd

        An ebook retailer that also carries audiobooks.

      

    


    
      	
        iTunes

        The deal that makes Audible the exclusive source of paid audiobook content on iTunes is scheduled to expire in the next year or two. Due to the deep and bitter rivalry between Amazon and Apple, the former strategic partners may decide to go their separate ways rather than renew the deal. If this happens, expect iTunes to open up to premium content from small audiobook creators in the same way that the iPhone app store is now open to small software developers. Keep your eyes peeled.

      

    


    
      	
        Gumroad

        A digital fulfillment service that allows you to sell downloadable and hard goods (i.e. distributed on physical media), including ebooks and audiobooks, on very favorable terms.

      

    


    
      	
        LearnOutLoud.com

        Another one of the big outlets specializing in spoken-word audio of all kinds. It's a site with some interesting windows into the broader market, worth browsing around on.

      

    

  


  That's a sampling of the online marketplace. It has grown enough since the first edition of this book that I can't include all the players here, so I've gone for the major and/or interesting ones. The offline marketplace, though it isn't as big as it once was, is still huge and should not be neglected. Major retailers include Barnes & Noble, Target, and Wal-Mart, but they are dwarfed in by the far-reaching minor retail culture. These include:


  
    
      
        	Indie Bookstores


        	Truck Stops


        	Hotel and Casino Gift Shops

      

    


    
       



      Bear in mind that this is the shape of things in the US, but the audiobook market is truly international. Canada, the UK, New Zealand, and Australia all have different market landscapes. If you're in these countries, or looking to push into these countries, you will need to research their markets and find your way in.


       



      
Commercial Distribution


      As a small publisher (which is what you become the minute you start producing and marketing your own audiobooks), you're going to have a tough time getting good distribution terms. The audiobook market was never as closed as the book market used to be, but like the traditional book market it's a retail business model. As a publisher working through offline channels (and sometimes with the online channels), the majority of your sales will be to retailers rather than to customers. The terms you can get out of a retailer depend entirely on how much value you bring to the table, and in this market that value is based on two things: the number of titles in your catalog and the sales profile of the authors in that catalog. Because of this, in the early days you may be well served to access these markets through a distributor that aggregates the catalogs of a number of companies. As your company (and your catalog) grows, you may reach a point where it's worth your time to make deals directly with retailers or major distributors on an a la carte basis, rather than going through channels set up for the small frys.


      In the online world, you may distribute both audiobooks on physical media and audiobooks that can be downloaded directly from the web. Your distribution options in the online world are as follows:


      
        
          
            	
              Android and iPhone App stores

              The market for smartphones depends on small-scale software developers building applications that let people do more with their phones. A lot of those developers are available for hire, and fairly inexpensively. Putting together an app that delivers a single audiobook—or a subscription to your audiobooks, ebooks, podcasts, blog, and anything else you can package as bits—is trivially easy from a developer's point of view. You can price these apps at any point you like, including recurring payments for subscriptions to serialized content. Just decide on your business model and set aside the money to pay the developer.


              Of course, if you're a developer yourself, you can do this without a cash outlay.

            

          


          
            	
              Music Distributors like Tunecore and CD Baby

              These services, and ones like them, will distribute both physical and downloadable audiobooks as “Spoken Word” titles. In their catalogs, they do not differentiate between lectures, stand-up comedy, audiobooks (let alone genre), or other kinds of spoken-word material. Needless to say, since the online world is search-engine driven, this is not an optimal placement strategy—however, both of these services have storefronts that you can get into without opting into their extended distribution channels, and these may be worth pursuing depending on your business strategy.

            

          


          
            	
              ACX

              Amazon's Audible Audiobook Creator's Exchange Service (ACX) is a marketplace designed to match actors and producers to audio rights holders with an eye toward getting the resulting productions into the Audible store. If you want to get your audiobooks produced, but are not interested in producing them yourself, this is the place to go. The talent there can either be hired on an hourly basis or can be had for a 50/50 split between the rights holder (that's you) and the producer.

              These choices do have consequences.

              If you opt to pay for hired talent, you're going to pay between $200 and $500 per finished hour for professional-level voice talent. If you hire the talent this way (or you read your own book) you will retain all rights to the production, and you can sell it or distribute it anywhere you see fit. With ACX, this will allow you to choose either an exclusive or a non-exclusive distribution contract.

              On the other hand, if you opt for the royalty split, ACX automatically gains exclusive worldwide distribution rights over the production, and they handle the bookkeeping. Because ACX acts as the fiduciary for this contract, the production can not be taken out of their ecosystem unless and until you make a separate deal with the producer (who retains the copyright to his or her work).

              ACX offers royalties of 20% for non-exclusive distribution rights, and 40% for exclusive distribution rights. Both ACX's exclusive and their non-exclusive contracts have seven year terms, and they auto-renew unless canceled in-writing before the renewal date. ACX's exclusivity claim covers the story, not the production, so by signing an exclusive deal with them (including a royalty-split deal) you forfeit your option to make other licensing deals with your copyright, or to make enhanced audiobooks or full-cast productions, or to make deals for broadcast rights, etc.

              Unlike the ebook market, which currently works on the agency pricing model (where the publisher sets the price), the audiobook market works on the traditional retail model (where the vendor sets the price). Although there has been some movement on this front in recent months, none of it has come from ACX or Audible. Audible prices by length of production, and they control the pricing.

              Because of Audible's relationship with Amazon and their current relationship with iTunes, going through Audible is the only way to get downloads into both stores. Since Audible will not deal directly with small publishers through normal channels, ACX is your only direct route into the Audible ecosystem. However, you should be aware that, in addition to the restrictions listed above, ACX claims that it will not accept any production that has ever been made available for free, in any form, anywhere on the Internet, and they require most-favored-nation pricing status.

              This claim is not quite true, as some of their star featured authors (such as Scott Sigler) sell versions of their books on ACX that are identical to versions available for free via podcast or through freemium sites like Scribl.com. Transgress this rule at your own peril—it works for some authors, and not for others.

              I said that ACX is the only direct route into the Audible ecosystem—it is not the only one, and some of the other routes in can sometimes bypass some of ACX's more draconian conditions and demands, though they are frequently more labor-intensive. Also, If you're not living in the US or doing business through a corporation based here, ACX has no obvious avenue into the store for you, so these other methods provide a path for you to get into Audible's distribution channel.

            

          


          
            	
              Overdrive

              Overdrive supplies audiobooks and ebooks to the lion's share of libraries in Australia and the United States. Now a part of the Rakuten empire, which also owns Kobo. Currently there are two ways into the store: Through the front door (if you have a few dozen titles) or through Author's Republic (below). Due to Overdrive's recent acquisition by Rakuten, and their Kobo division's history of aggressively courting independent authors, I believe it likely that this is a market which may open up radically to smaller players in the coming years.
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