AUTHOR'S RISE TO THE TOP
Jeff VanderMeer's route to success took him through the indie press

By Scott Miller
For the past 15 years , writer Jeff VanderMeer has been putting in the practice and hard work needed  to make it to the top
This spring, Bantam Spectra releases the paperback edition of American indie press icon Jeff VanderMeer’s cult classic City of Saints & Madmen. This follows several foreign language deals for the book and its release by Pan Macmillan in the United Kingdom. VanderMeer has come a long way since he put together his first collection, The Book of Frog, in the living room of his apartment in Gainesville, Florida, back in 1988.

“I remember I was cutting and pasting pages onto non-repo blue grid paper on the kitchen table,” VanderMeer says, “then turning to the couch, where we were putting together the next issue of the lit. mag we were publishing, with a nice mix of slackers, beat poets, and Pulitzer Prize winners. So it was the book of frog on one hand—a strange collection of frog-related fiction—and on the other, a bunch of poetry and surreal prose by writers with mainstream literary credentials.”


From 1988 until 2003, VanderMeer labored in the trenches of the U.S. indie press, funding and promoting literary events in Florida, and publishing and editing magazines, anthologies, books, and websites. Along the way, The Troika, a novel published by his company, won the Philip K. Dick Award – something no other indie press had managed to do. His publishing company racked up other honors, as well, presenting surreal, hard-to-classify fiction to the reading public. At the same time, VanderMeer sought out other indie presses to publish his own work.


“It wasn’t that I didn’t want my work to be published by big publishers, but that they weren’t interested in what I was doing. My fiction is kind of edgy, often visionary, and it’s sometimes disturbing. And I wasn’t interested in watering it down for anyone.”


VanderMeer’s work received almost continual praise from reviewers, but New York publishers still weren’t knocking on the door. 


By the time VanderMeer conceived of his most ambitious fiction project to date, City of Saints & Madmen, he was a firm fixture of the American indie press, and expected to stay there.


But a funny thing happened on the way to continuing obscurity—his biggest challenge turned into his biggest success. City of Saints & Madmen, a collection of interrelated surreal fantasy stories set in the imaginary metropolis of Ambergris, caught fire when it appeared in a 500-page deluxe edition from Prime Books, yet another indie press.


“It was pretty ironic, because the pre-production on the book alone took something like six months,” VanderMeer says. “We had three different designers working on it, and seven different artists. It was like we were working on the giant black monolith from 2001. It just kept growing and growing. And the year before, the publisher that originally took on the project had run off with all the money, so things weren’t looking too bright.”


However, when the book first appeared in the United States, it garnered over a hundred enthusiastic reviews and ended up on the year’s best lists of Amazon.com, Publishers Weekly, and dozens of other publications. Today, it is considered a classic of surreal fiction by many people in the industry. Influential reviewers like Nick Gevers wrote, “Jeff VanderMeer is one of the most remarkable practitioners of the literary fantastic in America today. His is a stylish, penetrating form of surrealism, with a deep emotional resonance; for all the elaborate formal tricks he plays, for all his flamboyant mastery of varied narrative voices, his work is profoundly felt throughout. He speaks from the inner recesses of the human mind and soul, and he speaks with uncommon power.”


The book sold well to a discerning audience of genre fans and mainstream literary readers who had been raised on Borges, Calvino, Mervyn Peake, Angela Carter, and other surrealist rebels of the 20th century.

“I think the scene changed a lot between the early 1990s and the early 21st century,” VanderMeer said. “There’s been a lot of cross-genre experimentation. People feel more comfortable with the idea of something that isn’t all fantasy or all mainstream realism. Mark Danielewski’s hugely popular House of Leaves helped. So did China Miéville’s Perdido Street Station. Even writers like Irvine Walsh, with their psychedelic, trippy realism helped. Suddenly, it’s okay to write visionary stuff that isn’t clearly one thing or the other.”


Because of City of Saints’ success, VanderMeer finally broke through into commercial mainstream publication in 2003 when Pan Macmillan bought City of Saints and his short, sharp shock of a novel Veniss Underground. Since then, City of Saints has sold to major Russian, French, and German publishers. It—along with Veniss and medical guide send-up The Thackery T. Lambshead Pocket Guide to Eccentric & Discredited Diseases, which he co-edited with Mark Roberts—has also been picked up for re-release in the United States and Canada by Bantam Books. His latest novel, Shriek: An Afterword, also set in Ambergris, is set for publication by Pan Macmillan in 2006 and by Tor Books in the U.S. And, in 2004, two major career retrospectives appeared in the U.S.: Secret Life (short stories) and Why Should I Cut Your Throat? (nonfiction).


“It’s pretty funny,” VanderMeer says. “This is the same work that publishers wouldn’t touch back in the mid-90s. I haven’t changed it at all. It’s nice to achieve success this way, rather than by altering your approach.”


But VanderMeer hasn’t forgotten the indie press. He has put back some of the money he’s received from big publisher contracts into projects due out in the coming years through smaller presses. He has also spent much of his time bringing indie press writers to the attention of larger publishers, with much success.


“Anyone who achieves any level of success in any field knows it’s in part because people helped you. One of the biggest helps to me around the time City of Saints came out was Michael Moorcock. He was so generous, I felt I had an obligation to pay it forward.”


Looking back, VanderMeer was never certain he’d make it this far.


“It’s been a long, hard slog for over fifteen years. I never set any earth-shattering goals,” he says. “I just wanted to make it another few steps up the mountain. I figured that was the best way to get close to the top.”


The good news? Despite being a veteran of the writer’s life, he’s only 37, with lots of time to enjoy his growing success. Not that he plans to slow up any time soon. He plans to complete another novel in the next year, and a short story collection. At the same time, he’s set an ambitious travel schedule, accepting invitations to appear at, among others, the Associated Writing Program conference in Vancouver, the Brisbane Writers’ Festival in Australia, East Carolina University, and several bookstores in the U.S. and abroad.
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