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Is it time for self-published, hardcover cookbooks? 
 
I explore Print-On–Demand publishers to find out 
 
By Dianne Jacob, from http://www.diannej.com 
 

Like many food writers, I’m curious about self-publishing and whether it makes 
sense for me. I like the idea of more control and keeping all the profits, but I’m unsure 
how much I’d have to fork over to get my cookbook published in the first place. In the 
past, I’d have to engage a vanity press or printing company, agree to a minimum order of 
anywhere from 100 to 5000 books, and pay thousands of dollars. Months later, I’d get a 
delivery to my garage, and then I’d have to figure out how to distribute and sell my 
cookbooks. 

These publishers still exist and people still hire them. Wimmer, for example, 
specializes in community cookbooks that raise money. You know, the spiral-bound ones 
with recipes using canned soups, chow mein noodles and fried onions.  

More recently, Print-On-Demand (POD) emerged, where a publisher prints a 
book only when a buyer places an order. This is a huge advance for those of us who 
aren’t sure we want to print more than a few books. I mean, just how many people want 
to read my family’s recipes for m’challella (pickled turnip) or cheese sumbusak 
(turnovers), besides a few relatives? It also solves the question of storage, and that of 
budget, theoretically. 

POD means less commitment. My assumption is that all I have to do is upload a 
software file to my publisher, who prints it and sends me a minimum of one cookbook. 
My file remains on the publisher’s website, where my relatives can order one book each.  

This sounds great, but at first, POD was not evolved enough. The technology 
could only handle black and white paperbacks. Like most burgeoning cookbook authors, 
I want it all: a big, hardcover, full color book, full of photos, on quality paper, with a dust 
jacket, just like the professionally published ones on my bookshelves. 

Enter phase two of the POD market. During my investigation, I’ve found four 
publishers who can publish hardcover, full-color books. Two, Blurb (www.blurb.com), 
and Lulu (www.lulu.com), say they specialize in cookbooks and that I can order my own 
full color cookbook, just one, for around $50. They will deliver it in 7-10 business days. 
And for a small price, one will help me sell it, if that’s what I want. The remaining two 
say that, should I desire to spend around $2500, they will design and publish my book for 
me. 

Now I’m excited! Can it really be done? Is the technical process is easy enough 
for a mere mortal like me, worth the time and effort, and delivers what they say? What 
I’ve found is that publishing a color hardcover book filled with images is much more 
difficult and expensive than publishing a black and white paperback of pure text. The 
question is how much suffering or expense I’m willing to endure.  
 
Lulu: Just upload a book I’ve designed, and print 
 

Lulu has a cookbook category on its website. “The perfect recipe for publishing 
success and mouthwatering profits,” says the title at the top of the page. At 
http://www.lulu.com/en/products/cookbooks/, I calculate the price immediately. I don’t 
see a dust jacket for the size I want, but for an 8.25 x 7.25–inch hardcover cookbook, the 
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price is $32 or $47, depending on which calculator I use. There’s a bulk discount if I 
order 25. 

Lulu’s process goes like this: I write my book and lay it out. What? Back up. Lulu 
offers no tools for layout, just a terse list of how the PDF must be formatted. I have 
hardly mastered Word, let alone the professional design programs real publishers (excuse 
me) use, such as Adobe Indesign, Publisher or Quark Xpress. My choices look like this:  

• Create an amateur-looking book in Word 
• Purchase expensive professional software and spend the next year figuring out 

how to use it 
• Hire a designer or hire a one of the other two POD publishers to lay out my book 

and design the cover (more about that later).  
Once I have entered my text and photos, laid out my book and upload a PDF file, it takes 
10 business days to receive my book. 

Would my cookbook fit in on Lulu? A search at the store revealed 1340 items, 
from the personal (Mary’s Favorite Recipes) to the general (Bobby’s Favorite Recipes for 
the Culinary Retarded), from diet books (Eat for the Cure) to the obscure (Your Dead 
Meat: A Guide for Preparing Game) to fundraisers (A Blogger’s Cookbook, recipes to 
benefit Doctors Without Borders).  

I could spend lots more money on many other parts of publishing. If I want to 
branch out further than the Lulu storefront, for $99 Lulu will get my book on Amazon, 
Barnes & Noble.com, and Borders.com. If I want to spend money on editing, marketing, 
self-promotion kits, illustrations and other goodies, Lulu provides a marketplace of links 
to all kinds of services. If I want a review on my Lulu page, even the trusted Kirkus 
Review, the name on so many online reviews, will review my book if I cough up $400. I 
can even buy an e-book that explains how to put my cookbook on an iPhone (not).  

By now I’m wondering how Lulu makes money, when, according to its website, 
80 % of all books sold through its store are for one book. The company, based in 
Norrisville, N.C., has been around for five years. Its business model takes a commission 
based how much authors choose to make on their books. Let’s say I want to make $4 per 
book, for example. Lulu adds a 25% commission, or $1 in this case. My $32 book will 
sell for $37.  

By comparison, I’ll get about $1.40 per book once I earn out the advance on my 
first book, Will Write for Food. But I got an advance, a nice check from the publisher. 
There’s no advance from any POD publisher, but payments start with the sale of the first 
book.  
 
Blurb.com: Free software, but you get what you pay for 
 

Blurb’s main advance over Lulu is its free layout software program I may 
download immediately, at no cost. Now it feels like it might really happen. I can design 
the book on my own computer, while sitting at my desk in sweats and slippers. I can drop 
in photos from my library or from last night’s dinner. I can write all the recipes I want, up 
to 200 pages. I can tell my stories. Best of all, I can fiddle with the design, photos, text 
and structure as much as I want, without charge or deadline. When I’m ready, says Blurb, 
I will upload my file, and in 7-10 business days, I’ll receive my own beautiful hardcover, 
full-color cookbook. Sound too good to be true? Stay with me now… 

For my first strategy, I call Joey Allen, a documentary filmmaker who published a 
cookbook through Blurb. He had read an article in the New York Times about advances in 
POD publishing and decided to compile his Italian grandmother’s recipes. He wanted a 
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hardcover, full-color cookbook, to present as a gift. “Italian food is how we understand 
our family, how we relate,” he explains. He wanted something professional, not a “spiral 
bound, Kinko’s” type book. 

He and his wife, Jasmine Juteau, a lawyer, began the book in summer 2006, and 
spent about six months on it from concept to finished file. Joey spent 2 ½ - 3 weeks 
cooking and photographing each dish. He converted the office in their apartment to a 
photo studio and took pictures with his single-lens reflex digital Minolta with a macro 
lens. Together, he and Jasmine read cookbooks to determine their language, and 
scrutinized their structure and layouts. His wife was in charge of writing, editing, and 
font selection. 

He downloaded the book layout software from Blurb, but decided it had too many 
limitations, so he created all the pages in PhotoShop and imported them into the software. 
Once the file was complete, they printed out the entire book and proofread it. Then they 

uploaded the file to Blurb. It took six hours! 
They ordered a short printed version of the first 
dozen pages or so, to check the layout and make 
sure it looked right.  

Joey made a small printing for his family, 
enough for everyone who contributed recipes, 
stories, and photos. His grandmother loved it, but 
it wasn’t too long before she started marking up 
the recipes to correct them. No problem. Joey can 
correct the recipes in his original file, upload it, 
and new books are ready to print.  

Joey’s 200-page, hardcover, full color 
cookbook cost $47.95. Granted, that’s no 
bargain. But if I just want to print a few books 
for my family and a few friends, around $50 is a 
deal.  

I got so excited that I decide to make a 
small book to test Blurb’s software. I‘m sticking with Blurb because it specializes in 
cookbooks and offers a custom template for fill-in-the-blank recipes, according to a page 
on its website, http://www.blurb.com/create/book/cookbook. (Beware. Both the 
cookbook spreads displayed on this page and the ones under “View Samples,” were 
designed in PhotoShop. Gourmet Gatherings was professionally designed.)  

On the company’s website, I select a 10 x 8-inch hardcover, full color book of 
about 120 pages. My base cost is $37.95 per book. Books can be printed in many formats 
and hold a maximum of  400 pages.The fee includes quality gloss paper, any color 
background I want, the ability to insert unlimited photos and a custom dust jacket. 

Next I download Blurb’s latest free BookSmart software. I save it to my hard 
drive, and now I can fool with it for as long as I want to create the book.  

 



4 

 
 
I open the application. It displays a window for creating pages. It also opens my 

iPhoto library (I have a Mac) and puts it up on the left to make importing photos easier.  
BookSmart assumes a 20-page book. Increasing the number is as simple as 

clicking on the “Add Page” button. On the pulldown menu called Themes, I choose 
“Cookbooks.” Nine possible recipe layouts appear in the left corner. Each template 
displays blocks to fill with text for the 
title, headnote, list of ingredients and 
method. Written prompts even 
suggest what should go in each block, 
such as “List your step-by-step 
instructions here so others can make 
your recipe!”  

I use the buttons at the bottom 
to scroll to my cover page. Sample 
cover layouts appear immediately 
where the cookbook layouts had 
been. I type in the title of the book 
people have been telling me to write 
for years: My Mizrahi-Jewish Table: 
Recipes for Jewish dishes from India, 
Iraq and China. I move the historic photo I want for the cover to the intended block over 
the title. No problem. The software even cropped the photo to fit. But it also gave me 
yellow triangle and a warning: “The resolution of your image is too low for this 
container. The image may display fine on the screen, but the quality of the printed image 
will not measure up.”  After getting my husband to work on it in Photoshop, the warning 
disappears. I create a few more pages of recipes and import more photos the software 
doesn’t like. 
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Food photography: Go for it or buy images? 
 

I decide to take a break and deal with my photography skills. Photographing a 
dish for each recipe now seems more daunting, considering the warnings I got from 
BookSmart. To find out how food photography works, I looked up two books on the 
subject:  

• Working the Plate, by Christopher Styler and David Lazarus 
http://www.amazon.com/Working-Plate-Art-Food-
Presentation/dp/047147939X/ref=pd_bbs_sr_3/002-1047298-
8069661?ie=UTF8&s=books&qid=1191264944&sr=1-3 

• Digital Food Photography, by Lou Manna 
http://www.amazon.com/Digital-Food-Photography-Lou-
Manna/dp/1592008208/ref=pd_bbs_sr_1/002-1047298-
8069661?ie=UTF8&s=books&qid=1191264944&sr=1-1 

Then I realized that cooking and photographing maybe 100 dishes is a ton of 
work. My other option is to find photos that are close enough. Hundreds of stock 
photography sites existon the web. I started at Flikr, www.flickr.com, a sharing site, 
because photos are free if I give a photo credit. I search on “pink turnip pickle.” My dad 
made them in mayonnaise bottles. The turnips turn pink because of the beets also 
included in the mix. Iranians call them torshi.  The results show a list of small photos. 
The first is a close-up of pink turnips, the second a trio of 3 large bottles filled with 
pickles. The third is perfect, a white plate of those same pink turnip pickles, plus a few 
green chilies and olives. That’s pretty close to what would have appeared on my parent’s 
dinner table.  

After poking around other photo websites and getting no hits or a few hits on 
“pink pickle,” I realized that I was lucky to have found the first one. Plus, there are 
several kinds of photo sites. Some are free, like Flikr. Here’s a list: 
http://pstutorialsblog.com/44/free-stock-photos/. When I search on “food photos” on 
Photostock, www.photostock.com, I get a huge list of links to research, including 
websites of food stylists and food photographers. When I conduct the same search on 
Bigstock, www.Bigstockphoto.com, I get a huge list of pretty images, not arranged in any 
order. Some sites sell photos by the CD, some charge by the month, some show photos 
with prices next to them. It’s going to be just as much work to find the right photo as it is 
to take it. Maybe more. Hmm. I’m feeling discouraged. 

I go back to the few pages I have already laid out in Blurb’s software, and notice 
that it automatically entered the name of my book on the spine and inside cover page. 
Nice. It’s coming along so beautifully that I throw in another photo on the next page. 
Oops. BookSmart hangs, struggling to keep up. After several minutes, it’s still 
processing. Eventually, it calms down and gives me back my page. I quit other 
applications to see if BookSmart will run run faster. It’s still slow, even though my Mac, 
while not the fastest, is only a year old.  

I’m having trouble using other parts of the software. When moving back and forth 
from Preview to Edit, BookSmart resizes the pages, so each time I have to manually 
make them smaller to see the entire page. When I try a background page color, then 
decide it’s not right, the software makes me manually undo the color on each page. I 
decide I wanted a different size of book. Can’t do it. Next I start a new page and look for 
the recipe layouts. Can’t find them.  

Now I’m ready to scream. My husband is ready to scream as well because I just 
asked for his technical advice four times in the last 20 minutes. And why is my book in a 
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square format (above) suddenly, rather than the 8 x 10-inch book I selected? After about 
10 minutes of searching, my husband discoveres that I have created four cookbooks 
instead of one. The latest one is this square photo format, more suitable for a photo book. 
I eliminate two cookbook files that have nothing in them. Now I have to move all the info 
and text from my latest book into the one I started first. I need a moment. I take deep 
breaths. 

I try to move the information but can’t figure out how to do it. More things 
happen that frustrate me. I see why Joey created the whole book in Photoshop and 
imported it into BookSmart. I don’t know Photoshop well enough to go that route. I 
decide not to go this route either.  

BookSmart software says “beta” when it launches. Beta means it’s okay to make a 
software product available to the public that doesn’t work well, as long as you don’t 
charge for it. 

I’m stuck. I’m not patient enough to use Blurb’s software, I don’t want to learn a 
professional design program and I’m not sure I want to pay a different POD company to 
design it for me.  I stall by investigating other publishers. 
 
POD publishers who will lay out my book 
 

I spoke with representatives at six POD companies to find the ones that truly 
publish hardcover, full color books. I found only two. Both require publishing a 
paperback version first, and both distribute the book through retail and wholesale 
channels. 

 BookSurge and XLibris charge for the process itself, then throw in a few “free” 
copies. I might send them a Word file and a disk with my digital photos on it, preferably 
at 300 dots per square inch resolution. In my Word file, I’d show where each photo goes. 
I could include a few scanned pages of cookbooks with designs I admire, to see if the 
designer can come up with something similar. It might take up to 6 weeks to produce a 
proof. Here’s the breakdown: 

 
BookSurge  
http://www.amazon.com/gp/help/customer/display.html?nodeId=13685731 
1-866-308-6235 

This Amazon company lets me set the price and earn monthly royalties. I filled 
out an online query form and got a phone call the next day from a representative, who 
advised me that I should stick to 100 pages maximum because of cost. He suggested I 
purchase the Total Freedom package, which includes custom cover and interior design, 
and input of up to 60 images. The price of $2099 gets me all this plus 20 books (that’s 
just over $100 per book). The price of any further books I wish to purchase would be 
$44.99 each, unless I order in bulk.  
 
Xlibris 
www.xlibris.com 
1-888-795-4274  

Random House is an investor. Xlibris prints hardcover, full color books called 
“picture books,” and targets people who wish to produce illustrated children’s books. But 
the capability for photo-based cookbooks is there. I need the Custom Package for $1599. 
It allows 75 images. First the book prints in paperback, then I pay an additional $299 to 
print it in hardcover. I receive 10 paperbacks plus 1 hardcover copy to proof. The retail 
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price for my book of 105-124 pages is $71.99. For an additional $249, the company gets 
the price down to $52.99 with something called Set Your Own Price. That comes to 
$2147 for 10 paperbacks I didn’t want and one book in the right format, probably with 
errors, meant for proofing.  

If this book sells on Amazon, I make $1. Xlibris sells marketing packages as well, 
including podcasts.  
 
Is it worth it? 
 

If I want to recoup my investment and think the book could sell outside of my 
circle, both publishers can get the book listed on Amazon, Barnes and Noble, etc. But it’s 
not pretty. Let’s say my hardcover, fullcolor book costs me $40 to publish. I decide the 
selling price is $50, because I don’t think anyone will pay more than that.  An online 
seller like Amazon charges 40 percent to sell the book, or $20. That leaves $30. I’ve lost 
$10 per book.  

I interview Blurb’s CEO, Eileen Gittins, who acknowledges that the cost for a 
book like Joey’s is high. She says Blurb’s primary market is professional books not 
intended to make a profit, such as books made for weddings and sales presentations. She 
outlines three ways to lower costs, however: print in soft cover, order in volume, or make 
a smaller book. Joey’s 10 x 8-inch cookbook goes down $10 to $37.95 in soft cover. A 15 
percent discount for a minimum of 400 books lowers it to $32 (but also costs $12,800 to 
buy them all). A shorter book at the same size, lowered from 200 pages to 160, has a base 
price of $39.95 rather than $47.95. 

There’s no denying that some have made money publishing their own cookbooks. 
Still, being the practical type, I can’t help but conclude that color, hard-cover publishing 
is mostly for people who do it for love, who have the funds to pay, and who are very 
patient.  

I’m going to be cautiously optimistic. I’ll write the recipes and stories, take 
photos of food and collect family photos. In the next few years, prices will fall as more 
POD companies offer hardcover with color pages. It will become more practical for not 
just those of us who wish to record food memories, but for authors who might actually 
profit from a self-published cookbook. 
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