
N o one road leads to 

becoming a pub-

lished author. Many 

writers eschew the 

agent route and submit 

directly to publishing 

houses or self-publish   

instead. 

But what if the desire to 

have agent representa-

tion never quite goes 

away? What, if after a 

few books, you have a 

brand new idea and 

want to wade back into 

the query pool? Well, 

here’s what some 

agents have to say. 

“The timing of this ques-

tion is a good one as 

I've just closed a deal 

for a previously self-

published book by a 

debut author with William Morrow,” says Priya Doraswamy of Lo-

tus Lane Literary. “However, I've also worked with authors who've 

been published by other houses before, and are looking to getting 

their new work published through an agent.”  

“For me, it's still first and foremost about their writing and the pro-

ject,” adds Suzie Townsend of New Leaf Literary. “So an already-

published but unagented author should still start with a pitch for 

their current project. I don't mind if that project is something new 

or something already under contract, and it's okay if that current 

project is only available as a proposal rather than a full manu-

script.” 

Use your experience 

No matter where a writer has previously published, they should 

use the information and savvy they’ve picked up being an active 

publishing author, agents say. 

Sandy Harding of Spencerhill Associates has some suggestions 

about how to use that experience. “In that regard, the next project, 

and the author’s ability to speak about how it fits into the larger 

market, would really speak for itself. Another thing that would 

help, I think, is if when I spoke to the author, which I always do 

before offering representation, they were flexible about things like 

the use of pseudonyms or taking e-only deals. It’s very tough to 

build a career from writing, but continuing to develop and strength-

en your craft, and staying abreast of what’s happening and work-

ing in the marketplace and how that fits into your own interests 

and strengths as a 

writer can be key com-

ponents that will help 

you succeed.” 

According to Priya Do-

raswamy, knowing 

your numbers is key. 

“The query letter 

should, in addition to 

their pitch, include info 

of their prior publica-

tions such as title of 

book(s), genre, two-

sentence description of 

the published book(s), 

name of publisher, 

year of publication, a 

brief mention of the 

number of reviews 

(e.g., 50 reviews in 

Goodreads, 1,000 in 

Amazon), and links to 

the Goodreads re-

views, Amazon re-

views, and any other reviews in trade publications such as Kir-

kus, Library Journal, PW, Booklist. I personally don't need to see 

sales data of their previous publications in the query letter, but I'd 

advise authors to keep those numbers handy, as I will ask for it if 

I'm interested in the new proposal.” 

Annie Bomke of AB Literary Agency agrees about the im-

portance of facts and figures. “Anytime an author has a previous-

ly published book, whether they self-published or were published 

by a traditional publisher (with or without an agent), the first thing 

I want to know is the sales figures for their previously published 

book or books. Publishers look to a previously published author’s 

sales figures as an indication of the potential sales figures for 

future books by that author, so as an agent I have to pay atten-

tion to them too. If the author’s sales figures on previous books 

are great, then I know it’ll be a lot easier to sell future books by 

them and I’ll pay extra attention to their query. If their sales fig-

ures aren’t great, then I know that will be an extra hurdle to sell 

other books by them.” 
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After years of working in the theater, Katherine Focke Pearson re-

turned to her first love, storytelling through the written word. She is 

querying her first mystery, a character-driven procedural, while 

working on her first YA novel. Now, she just needs to figure out writ-

ing in more than one genre.  

No matter where a writer has previously published, they 

should use the information and savvy they’ve picked up being 

an active publishing author, agents say. 



Annie also offers an exception. 

“One exception to this rule is if 

their previously published books 

were all in a very different genre 

than the one they’re currently 

querying, like if they published a 

lot of technical books on com-

puter repair and are now query-

ing a YA thriller. When their 

genres are like apples and or-

anges, the sales figures of their 

previously published books are 

irrelevant, because the books 

are for completely different au-

diences.”  

Numbers aren’t everything 

Townsend wants to look beyond 

the statistics to the kind of rela-

tionship an unagented author 

might be looking for. “Then they 

should include some infor-

mation about themselves—how 

many books have been pub-

lished, who's published them, 

what's the current status of their 

contract, etc. And, most im-

portantly, I want to know what 

are they looking for in an 

agent.” 

“What I would like to see is a 

query letter first,” says Carly 

Watters of PS Literary, “and at 

the bottom in the author bio paragraph information about their 

career to date: where they've been published (any awards or best-

seller lists) and possibly a mini-explanation if they've terminated 

with an agent before or the reason they didn't seek representa-

tion.”  

Watters wants to know about the past, but cautions to remain pos-

itive looking forward. “I don't like it when writers start off being 

negative (couldn't find representation in the past so I had to go 

alone) or make excuses for what happened. I'm concerned about 

the present and the future, not your past. I want to rep great 

books! If you have a great book then I want to see it—no matter 

what happened before.” 

But remember that number might not be everything. Annie Bomke 

points out, “Apart from sales figures, other things I look for are: 

awards their previous books won or were nominated for; other 

publications they’ve had (short stories in literary magazines, es-

says in nonfiction journals, etc.); good reviews of their previous 

books from major publications 

and/or blogs; and a good plat-

form, whether it’s a strong so-

cial media following or a busy 

speaking schedule.” 

Sandy Harding brings her ex-

perience and relationships 

from her career as an editor. “If 

I already knew the author quite 

well (maybe I’d worked with 

them as an editor), and I knew 

they had strong sales and were 

solid idea generators, I would 

consider taking them on as a 

client even if they didn’t cur-

rently have a new project to 

sell. Or, if I didn’t know the 

author but their previous work 

had quite strong sales, I would 

probably be more willing to 

take the author on, even if the 

author didn’t have a current 

project ready to sell—so in the 

query I would want the author 

to reference those sales.” 

However,” Sandy adds, “let’s 

face it. Most authors don’t fall 

into either of those categories. 

For authors whose work I don’t 

know personally, and for those 

whose sales are rather typical, 

I think having an excellent new 

project that is ready to go out is key.” 

It’s all about the writing 

As with just about everything, it all comes down to the writing. 

Good writing wins out. “Ultimately, though, the number one thing I 

look for is great writing,” Bomke says. “If I fall in love with an au-

thor’s book, any previous publications they may have is just one 

more thing I need to take into account when making my decision.  

And if my passion for the book is strong enough, that can usually 

overcome any hesitations I have about working with a previously 

published author.” 

Carly Watters agrees. “I am firstly concerned about the book, 

though. I need to sell their current book because I love it, not be-

cause they've been published in the past.” 
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“For authors whose work I don’t know personally, 

and for those whose sales are rather typical, I 

think having an excellent new project that is 

ready to go out is key.” 

—Agent Sandy Harding 


