FEATURE: PODCASTING

part of the book publishing contract,”
Kirby says. “Traditionally, I would
have said they’re not digital media
managers but several key publishers
have become very competent.”

However, Russell Galen, literary
agent at Scovil Chichak Galen Liter-
ary Agency in New York, says there
are benefits to authors retaining these
rights. He represents London-based
science-fiction author Cory Doctorow,
who has been actively podcasting fic-
tion and giving away PDFs of his sto-
ries and novels for years. Galen says
midlist authors can benefit most from
podcasting because they tend to be
neglected by publishers. “Publishing
is built around the model that 1% of
authors get 99% of the attention,” he
says. “An author like Cory owns the
website and owns the content so if he
switches publishers he doesn’t have
to leave it all behind.”

A difficult message

Jeremy Ettinghausen, digital pub-
lisher at Penguin UK, says the com-
pany has its own podcast, which
features interviews with authors
and fragments of audiobooks. The
publisher released a free podcast
version of Charles Dickens’ A Christ-
mas Carol in 2005. However, Etting-
hausen says it’s unlikely Penguin
would repeat this with a novel that
was still in copyright. “It’s a difficult
message for our retail partners if
we're trying to sell an audiobook
with Audible.com or another online
retailer—or even the print edition,”
he says. He says authors have more
scope to experiment with giving away
their work for free and although Pen-
guin retains audio and electronic
rights as standard, the publisher is
prepared to negotiate on this point.
Recently, Penguin supported UK
author Matt Mason in giving away
a PDF of his non-fiction book about
youth culture, The Pirate’s Dilemma.

The problem of negotiating for
the right to podcast only arises with
full-length books—the legalities
are much simpler for short stories.
Many authors choose to release
their short stories in podcast form to
build their profile and promote their
novels. There are also dedicated out-
lets for podcast short stories, such as
Escape Pod, Pseudopod, Podcastle
and Variant Frequencies.

Whether the books of tomorrow
continue to exist in physical, paper
form or whether e-books take off,
there is one trend that’s not going
away. Authors can no longer sit back
and expect the marketing depart-
ment to do all the work. Successful
writers are figuring out ways to forge
direct connections with readers.
Podcasting is a powerful tool to do
just that.
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CASE STUDY: MUR LAFFERTY

When American science-fiction writer Mur Laf-
ferty finished her first book Playing for Keeps,
she compiled a list of potential agents and duly
sent out query letters. Her vision for the novel,
which takes a sideways look at the world of
superheroes, was clear: she wanted to hold the
physical book in her hands.

Some 10 months and more than 60 rejec-
tion letters later, Lafferty concluded that a
traditional publishing deal was
not going to happen. Rather than
shove the manuscript in a drawer,
she decided to try something dif-
ferent—podcasting. “I believed in
Playing for Keeps and I wasn’t ready
to give up on it,” Lafferty says. “On

“She was so
successful that the print version. “It was completely

the book hit
number 16 on

“The only way people might
come across it [my book] is if
it's high on the charts at online

bookstores”
Mur Lafferty, author
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also released short stories through her other
podcast, “Geek Fu Action Grip”. Over sum-
mer 2007, as she hunted for an agent for Play-
ing for Keeps, she had written and released a
serialised novel called Heaven, also through
PodioBooks.com.

Yet the result of podcasting Playing for Keeps
took Lafferty by surprise. Last April she took
a phone call from Swarm Press, a small US
indie, who had come across the book
in podcast form and wanted to publish

unexpected. I pretty much thought the

book was dead,” Lafferty recalls.
‘When the book finally came out in

August this year, Lafferty ramped up

1st November last year, I did it as a th e Amazon. her marketing efforts. With the bless-
podcast and it ran through Febru- com bestseller ing of her publisher, she released a
ary. It was a great experience.” . free PDF of the novel dropped into the

Like most podcast fiction, it was list on the day feeds of various podcasts and avail-
a do-it-yourself affair. Lafferty pro- Of launch” able on her website. She exhorted

duced the audio version of Playing
Jor Keeps herself, which meant about five hours
of recording and editing for every half hour epi-
sode. She released it through PodioBooks.com
and worked hard to promote the novel, using
blogs, other podcasts, and social media such
as Twitter. Her hard work paid off as she drew
25,000 devoted listeners.

Lafferty was not new to podcasting. Since
2005 she has run “I Should Be Writing”, a pod-
cast for aspiring fiction writers, and she had

her listeners to buy copies of Playing
for Keeps from Amazon and was so successful
that the book hit number 16 on the Amazon.
com bestseller list—and number one in sci-
ence fiction and action-adventure—on the day
of launch. Lafferty explains that this was more
than just a nice ego-boost: “My book is small
press so you won't see it on the shelf at your
local bookstores. The only way people might
come across it is if it’s high on the charts at
online bookstores.”

Podcasts: the facts

@ Podcasts are audio or video digital files made available
online. A podcast is different from other online digital
media formats by its ability to be syndicated, subscribed
to, and downloaded automatically when new content

is added.

@ Listeners download them to play on a computer or
music player such as an iPod (the term “podcast” derives

from iPod and broadcast).

® A podcast feed can carry PDF documents as well as audio and video.
® Podcasts are syndicated through software with a feed aggregator element. By far the
dominant podcast software is Apple’s iTunes. Other software includes Microsoft’s Zune, Word-

press’ Doppleer and ZenCast.

@ Listeners can also access podcasts through websites such as PodioBooks.com and

Podbean.com.
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