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considerably bigger than we could
have aff o rded a year or two back.” Fu-
t u re Waywiser titles include a collec-
tion of literary essays by Mark Ford, a
novel by Matthew Yorke, poetry col-
lections by Jeff rey Harrison and Ian
Parks, as well as Wi l b u r ’s six-hundre d -
page Collected Poems 1943–2004, which
was published in the United States
by Harc o u rt last December. 

B e f o re G e rm s was published, Wa y-
wiser and B T L s u rvived with the help
of a grant from Arts Council England
in 2002, small donations, and unstint-
ing moral and financial support by
H o y ’s hardworking girlfriend, arc h i-
tect Evelina Francia. So far, Wa y w i s e r
and B T L have stayed afloat in a di-
minished U.K. poetry market, when

other unsubsidized small pre s s e s —
Michael Hulse’s Leviathan Press, An-
thony Rudolf’s Menard Press, and
David Perm a n ’s Rockingham Press, to
name three—have called it quits. 

Hoy expected an easier path to fi-
nancial security when he started pub-
lishing books in 1998. “I fondly
imagined that all we’d have to do was
a d v e rtise the B T L books in one or two
places, and we could then rely on the
reviewers to do the rest. After all, here
w e re in-depth interviews with some of
the world’s finest poets, accompanied
with bibliographies I thought most aca-
demic libraries would give their eye-
teeth for, along with care e r- s p a n n i n g
lists of quotes from reviewers and crit-
ics. The combination would be irre-
sistible. All we’d have to do is sit back
and wait for the orders to roll in. I was
badly wrong.” 

But he didn’t turn his back on the
poets whose work he values, includ-
ing those on the far side of the ocean.
“I’m not a gentleman publisher, in-
dulging a whim. I want to publish
l i t e r a ry works I truly believe in and to
make a living from it. To many peo-

ple that will sound quixotic or just
plain crazy.” To the authors he pub-
lishes, it sounds heartening. Mark
Strand is grateful for Hoy’s eagern e s s
to publish his work: “I still doubt that
t h e re is any interest in my work in
England, which makes Philip Hoy’s
d e s i re to publish me both amazing and
endearing.” 

D
AV I D Godine entered the world
of independent publishing by
rolling up his sleeves, setting
metal type by hand for hours on

end, then standing, ink-covered, at a let-
t e r p ress. In the late 1960s, after re c e i v-
ing degrees from Dartmouth College, 
w h e re he studied bookmaking and 
typography with the printer Ray Nash,
and Harv a rd Univer-
s i t y, Godine went to
work at Gehenna Pre s s
in Northampton, Mass-
achusetts. Using t h e

skills he learned at Gehenna, where he
worked with its founder, Leonard
Baskin, and master printer Harold Mc-
Grath, Godine opened the doors of his
first printing shop in 1970 to publish,
a c c o rding to the slogan of David R. Go-
dine, Inc., “books that matter for peo-
ple who care . ”

To d a y, Godine sounds almost sur-
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“My single greatest challenge as an in-

dependent publisher in 2005 is fin d i n g

new readers. When I’m not editing, I

work as a professor at a state univer-

sity in rural Missouri. Each day, I teach

classes filled with intelligent, well-

meaning intro literature students, many

of whom cannot name a single Amer-

ican poet and don’t open so much as

a newspaper for pleasure. It is teach-

ing, a job I love, that also makes me

understand the very small value our

c u l t u re places on poetry and writing.

At Pleiades Press, our print run for

each book is fifteen hundred, which

is not bad by small-pre s s - p o e t ry stan-

d a rds, but insignificant compared to

the big New York publishing houses.

While we receive a staggering number

of submissions, we have no full-time

employees, a tiny advertising budget,

and a staff made up almost entire l y

of volunteers. We just can’t aff o rd any-

thing more. Since few poetry books

get more than a handful of re v i e w s —

almost never in the mainstre a m

p re s s — i t ’s very difficult for us to bring

news of our books to possible re a d-

ers. So, like most small literary pre s s

editors, my ongoing struggle will likely

be finding new readers on very limited

re s o u rc e s . ”

—Kevin Prufer, Pleiades Press

(www.cmsu.edu/englphil/pleiades)

“My single greatest challenge as an in-

dependent publisher in 2005 is try i n g

to manage the physical number of

hours necessary to keeping an ever-

expanding workload under contro l

while also keeping the press perform-

ing at the highest level. After all, this is

a labor of love, and considering how

much we all really do love it, we could

easily work every last hour of the day

a w a y. This is, of course, dangero u s .

Hence the need, or I should say desire ,

to forever protect and pre s e rve our

original inspiration, excitement, and

love for what we do.”

—Jennifer Chapis, Nightboat

Books (www.nightboat.org)
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prised that his small press has lasted as
long as it has. “Just surviving thirt y - fiv e
years as an independent is reason enough
to rejoice,” he laughs. The Boston-based
company has survived, in part, because of
G o d i n e ’s iconoclastic nature: He pub-
lishes what he likes and doesn’t chase fads.
“If you publish good books and keep your
expectations within the bounds of re a l i t y
and run a fairly tight ship, you’re going
to make money. There ’s no way not to,”
he says. “But if you build a house of trash,
some day it will burn.” 

G o d i n e ’s list is eclectic: There are ti-
tles in poetry, fiction, history, art, arc h i-
t e c t u re, typography, photography, and
c h i l d re n ’s literature. He insists that much
of the pre s s ’s success is due to the mixed
list, which grows by twenty to thirty ti-
tles each year. “We’ve been lucky that fans
of each genre become interested in the
other genres,” he says. But readers who
know Godine and his work are often
drawn to a l l of his books—no matter
the genre. 

By their appearance alone, Godine’s
books stand apart. “We still produce our
h a rdcovers in full-cloth with real head-
bands,” he says. “There are n ’t many
houses doing that anymore.” He insists,
too, that the pages of a Godine book
a re more carefully laid out than anything
that commercial houses are pro d u c i n g
t o d a y. If he sounds proud of the appear-

ance of his books, it’s because he con-
siders it his own responsibility to ensure
their quality. “They have my name on
them,” he says. “You care about the
books; they’re your children. You like to

think that they’re going to be around for
at least fifty years.”

G
O D I N E, along with Lance Hidy
and Martha Rockwell, founded
the press in a renovated barn in
B rookline, Massachusetts. The

t h ree friends, all in their early twenties at
the time, used fifty thousand dollars fro m
G o d i n e ’s trust fund to purchase equip-
ment, and they began printing books
on a letterpress and binding them by
hand. They quickly picked up ord e r s
f rom the Bostonian Society, the Massa-
chusetts Historical Society, the Gro l i e r
Club of New York, and the Metro p o l i-
tan Museum. 

During the next few years, however,
Godine began questioning his role as
a fine printer (one who is concern e d
with the minute details of book design,
from typesetting and paper to illustra-
tion and binding), as opposed to a small-
p ress publisher (one who also considers
marketing, publicity, and sales). David
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“My single greatest challenge as an in-

dependent publisher in 2005 is fig u r-

ing out the best way to turn the Owl

P ress into a collective. I’d like to make

the press more inclusive and get out

of this lone-publisher paradigm.”

—Albert Flynn DeSilver, Owl Press

(www.theowlpress.com)
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R. Godine, Inc. outgrew the barn in
B rookline and moved to an office on
D a rtmouth Street in Boston. Rock-
well left the press to focus on cro s s -
c o u n t ry skiing, participating in the 1972
Olympic Games and eventually work-
ing as an Olympic coach in the sport .
Hidy went on to his own career in de-
sign (and has designed a number of
stamps for the U.S. Postal Service). 

By 1975, Godine was splitting his time
between the press in Boston and the
Book-of-the-Month Club in New Yo r k
C i t y, where he ran the Quality Paper-
back Book Club (Q P B C) division. When
he arrived, the Q P B C had roughly thirt y
thousand members. By the time he left,
t h e re were nearly a hundred thousand.
Godine says his time there was the gre a t-
est education he ever got in publishing.

“It wasn’t really until I came back fro m
the Book-of-the-Month Club, in 1976,
that I perceived our role as being pub-
lishers first and printers second,” he says.
Many printers were making the jump
f rom letterpress to offset technology, and
Godine decided to opt out of printing al-
t o g e t h e r. “There was just so much cap-
ital involved in offset,” he says, “and I felt
like my future didn’t lie in being some-
one who manipulated machinery.” Go-

dine still keeps an old Va n d e rcook let-
t e r p ress in his barn, but he says it’s used
m o re for pleasure than business now. 

P e rhaps the most influential editor-
ial presence at Godine during the 1980s,
after the shift from printer to publisher,
was William Goodman. A former editor
at Harc o u rt and Harv a rd University
P ress, Goodman acquired books for
David R. Godine, Inc. and was re s p o n-
sible for publishing such writers as the
Irish novelists John Banville and Bene-
dict Kiely.

With the help of Goodman, Godine
built a list that he says he knew was “not
the kind of list that a major house would
consider buying. It’s so quirky.” Godine
says the press staggered along and admits
that he made some mistakes along the
w a y. But he could aff o rd them at the time.
“Paper was cheaper…thirty-two cents a
pound compared to today’s seventy-two
cents,” Godine says. “Libraries still had
big budgets, and most bookstores would
buy directly from the publisher. Distri-
bution wasn’t such an issue.”

At the time, Harper & Row distrib-
uted Godine’s titles, taking care of ware-
housing and shipping the books. But in
the mid ’90s, Godine purchased a ware-
house in Jaff re y, New Hampshire ,
s t a ffing it with three full-time employ-
ees, and started handling his own distri-
bution. “We do all the picking, packing,
shipping, and billing now,” Godine says.
“I think we’re quite unique in that.” 

Almost every other detail of a book’s
j o u rney from manuscript to fin i s h e d
p roduct is handled at Godine’s main
o ffices in Boston. With a staff of four
full-time and two part-time employ-
ees, in a small but comfortable office just
a round the corner from the Boston
Common, the press handles its own pro-
duction, publicity, and marketing. 

Several years ago, Godine expanded
his list by adding the Black Sparro w
Books imprint. In 2002, Black Sparro w
Press, an independent publisher based
in Santa Rosa, California, went out of
business after thirty-six years. John
M a rtin, the pre s s ’s founding dire c t o r,
sold the rights to his biggest bre a d-

winners—Charles Bukowski, John
Fante, and Paul Bowles—to Ecco Pre s s ,
an imprint of HarperCollins. Martin all
but gave away the rights to nearly two

h u n d red of the remaining Black Spar-
row titles to Godine.

“I paid a dollar for the stock, goodwill,
and name,” he says. It was quite a bar-
gain, but Godine says he’s not sure that
the Black Sparrow titles have been fi-
nancially beneficial. “If you look at the
sales of Black Sparrow Books, compare d
to Godine, it’s a very small tail on a much
l a rger dog.” Godine guesses that the
books that went to Ecco Press must have
accounted for as much as 80 percent of
M a rt i n ’s sales. 

“ We’ve done an honorable job with it,
though,” Godine says. “The books in the
catalogue are available, and we’ve kept
our promise to publish all the books that
John Martin had already accepted.” He
says that the future of the imprint is in
good hands under the direction of
Christopher Card u ff. 

Most books from the general Go-
dine list—fiction, nonfiction, history,
or translation—are released in print
runs of three thousand to five thou-
sand copies. Poetry titles are issued in
lesser quantities: fifteen hundred to
t w e n t y - five hundred. There are, of
course, titles that far exceed expecta-
tions. New American Poets, an anthol-
ogy edited by Jack Myers and Roger
We i n g a rten and originally published
by Godine in 1991, has sold over
t w e n t y - five thousand copies and is
now in its seventh printing.
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“My single greatest challenge as an inde-

pendent publisher in 2005 is the same as

it is every year. The challenge is not in get-

ting enough short stories by original and

profound writers to publish in the Fish An-

t h o l o g y—because we get plenty—it’s get-

ting the public to read and buy the books

in great numbers. I have been amazed

when certain writers of short stories tell me

they don’t read short stories themselves.

Perhaps they have an insight into why the

general reading public doesn’t either. Per-

haps we need a new type of short story

that will capture the imagination and put

anthologies up there with novels on the

bestseller lists. My task for the year is to

find this new form.”

—Clem Cairns, Fish Publishing

(www.fishpublishing.com)

“My single greatest challenge as an in-

dependent publisher in 2005 is mak-

ing choices among the number of

excellent manuscripts that we re c e i v e .

Like other small presses, Apogee

P ress receives far more manuscripts

that deserve publication than we can

possibly bring into print.”

—Edward Smallfield, Apogee

Press (www.apogeepress.com)



The largest print runs, from five to ten
thousand, are given to childre n ’s books.
Although they account for only 25 per-
cent of the pre s s ’s titles, Godine estimates
that childre n ’s books bring in roughly 60
p e rcent of its income. These titles re c e i v e
the same rigorous attention to detail as
the other books on his list. “Childre n ’s
publishing has traditionally aimed at the
lowest common denominator,” Godine
says. “We try for the highest.” 

The press publishes updated editions
of childre n ’s classics like Longfellow’s
The Childre n ’s Hour and Dylan Thomas’s
A Child’s Christmas in Wa l e s, as well as
what some would consider modern clas-
sics, such as The Man Who Lived Alone,
a collaboration between poet Donald
Hall and woodcut artist Mary Azarian.

G o d i n e ’s fiction list includes titles by
Walter Abish, William Gass, Benedict
K i e l y, Harry Matthews, and Wi l l i a m
Maxwell. One of the most prestigious au-
thors on the list is Andre Dubus, who
died in 1999. Godine has published eight
titles by Dubus, all of which remain in
print, but the publisher says he is sur-
prised that Dubus’s work is not better
read. “Even with the two films based on
A n d re ’s work [In the Bedro o m and We
D o n ’t Live Here Anymore], there ’s been
practically no jump in sales,” Godine says.

“His son’s success has helped, though.” 
A n d re Dubus III, the author of H o u s e

of Sand and Fog ( W. W. Norton, 1999),
says that, after his father discovered the
s h o rt fiction of Anton Chekhov and ded-
icated himself to the short story in the
1960s, it was nearly impossible to find a
p u b l i s h e r. “This was pre–Cheever and
C a rv e r, and my old man couldn’t find a
publisher to save his life,” he says. When
Godine published Dubus’s S e p a r a t e
F l i g h t s, in 1975, it answered his father’s
prayers. 

For that publication, and for Godine’s
commitment to keeping all of his titles in
print, Andre Dubus remained with the
p ress for twenty years, even as offers came
f rom larger houses. Godine continued to
publish Dubus until the accident, in July
1986, in which the writer was struck by a
car while helping a disabled motorist near
H a v e rhill, Massachusetts. His left leg was
amputated above the knee and his right
leg was shattered. The long re c o v e ry that
followed necessitated his taking the
money off e red by Knopf in the ’90s.

“ P e r s o n a l l y, I see a real benefit to the
‘slow burn’ that Godine gave my dad,”
Dubus III says. “My dad went to his
grave grateful to David.” 

Fiction writer David Huddle says Go-
d i n e ’s publication of his first book, a col-
lection of short stories titled Only the
Little Bone, in 1986, was a life-changing
experience. “No one was interested in
those connected stories,” Huddle says,
“and David finally took a chance on
them.” Godine published three books by
Huddle, the last being I n t i m a t e s, in 1993.
To d a y, Huddle remembers the beauty of
that first book. “It was just gorgeous,” he
says, “and David got it re v i e w e d — a n d
reviewed in places that mattered, like the
New York Times Book Review.” 

Huddle, who has since published with
bigger houses, such as Houghton Mif-
flin and Chronicle Books in San Fran-
cisco, says that he enjoys Godine’s
personal approach. “You can call the
o ffice, and David often answers the
phone.” 

“ I t ’s quite a personal operation,”
Godine says. “I still write thank-you

notes to everyone that purchases books
f rom us.”

Despite the success of his backlist,
today Godine is somewhat cautious
about publishing fiction. “I’m not sure
w e ’ re the right house to do it now. Fic-
tion seems to be hopeless. It’s just so
expensive and risky,” he says, citing the
d i fficulties in launching a book without

a big publicity and promotions depart-
ment. But if his list of new and fort h-
coming books is any indication, Godine
h a s n ’t given up on fiction just yet. 

Recent books include In the Flesh, a
novel by Christa Wolf, translated fro m
the German by John S. Barrett, pub-
lished in March; The Golden West: Hol-
lywood Stories by longtime scre e n w r i t e r
Daniel Fuchs, with an introduction by
John Updike (May); and H e re & Else-
w h e re: The Collected Fiction of Kenneth
B u r k e (June). Forthcoming fiction in-
cludes The Ta rtar Steppe, a novel by Dino
Buzzati, due in November; and A f t e r-
shocks: Seven Stories by Grete Weil, due
in March 2006. 

While there is much to look forw a rd
to, Godine continues to keep his ex-
pectations “within the bounds of re a l i t y, ”
and his view of the pre s s ’s future re fle c t s
this. “I don’t think it would be bad if [the
p ress] just ended with me,” he says. In
the publisher’s note to Godine’s latest
sales catalogue, he writes, “But if we leave
any tracks in the sands of time they will
be the books themselves, some memo-
rable, some forgettable, but all an-
nouncing, in one way or another, that
h e re are ‘minds at work,’ producing, more
often than not, books that matter for
people who care.” 
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“My single greatest challenge as an in-

dependent publisher in 2005 is plan-

ning for expanded activities in both

publishing and marketing as Ve r s e

P ress changes over to Wave Books

at the end of 2005.”

—Matthew Zapruder, Verse Press

(www.versepress.org)

“My single greatest challenge as an in-

dependent publisher in 2005 is re a c h-

ing readers. My favorite times as a

publisher are when I hear someone say,

‘I didn’t think I liked poetry, but I l o v e

this!’ That’s when I know I’ve found a

new re a d e r, someone who doesn’t sub-

scribe to Poets & Writers Magazine,

who will never see my ad on P o e t ry

D a i l y, who is taking her first step to-

w a rd poetry. These new readers are

who I believe should be reading the

books Perugia Press publishes. Cer-

t a i n l y, if I had more re s o u rces, if I were

a better fundraiser, if my wallet were

full, I’d have access to more venues

outside the usual poetry circles for in-

fluencing readers. And I could pub-

lish more worthy books each year. ”

—Susan Kan, Perugia Press

(www.perugiapress.com)


