
THIS MAY SEEM like a strange question to ask, but what are
you doing when you read this sentence? Are you looking at
every letter in it? Every word? Did you notice the comma after
the word ask or the question mark following the word
sentence?

The act of reading is actually an act of decoding. When
you think about it, the letters printed on this page are
nothing more than ink strewn around in particular shapes.
Language is a code. In English, our code consists of 26 letters,
ten numerical symbols, and a handful of punctuation marks
that function like conductors for a symphony orchestra. When
we read, we don’t focus on single letters nor do we see every
individual word or punctuation mark unless wwweeeee
sssssslllllllloooooowwwww dddddooooowwwwwnnnnn.

In actuality, our eyes flicker about a page of type, stop-
ping and starting on a word here, another there. In most
cases, we recognize common words by their shapes, and infer
a lot of the meaning of a sentence or paragraph through the
use of a small number of key words, context, and a reliance on
language patterns. For example, in English, we expect and
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do find our adjectives in front of our nouns as in “red apple.”
In French, adjectives arrive after the noun in a sentence as in
“pomme rouge.” And once we’ve mastered the code of our
written languages, we rely on writers, editors, and publishers
to serve up our reading material in a manner that adheres to
that code.

What happens when we come across a book that doesn’t
adhere to these standards? Let me give you an example by
telling you a story about my friend Carol.

Carol is not a writer, not an editor, not involved in the
world of book publishing at all except in her capacity as a
voracious reader. One day, I ran into her outside a local book-
store where she had purchased an obscure volume on an
obscure topic that was of great interest to her. She was
excited by her find, couldn’t wait to get home and read it.

About a week later, I saw her again. “How was the book?”
I asked.

She flew into a fury as only a disappointed reader can. “It
was awful, full of misspellings, no captions under the pictures
so you had no idea what you were looking at. The margins in
the middle of the book were so small, you had to constantly
tilt it to see a word. Nothing at the top of the page to tell you
what the chapters were about, missing page numbers. I
brought it to the bookstore and got my money back.”

Carol’s book did not adhere to the commonly accepted
standards of editing and design that we rely on for under-
standing what we read.

So where did these standards come from? Mostly from a
printer named William Caxton.

WILLIAM CAXTON

William Caxton has a lot to do with your ability to read
and write the words on this page. He brought the first
printing press to England. He printed the first books in
English, and many of the norms we expect to find in our books
were developed by him and other printers of his time. 
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Caxton (c. 1415–1422 to 1492) was born in the county of
Kent not too far from London. He was apprenticed at about
the age of 14 to a wealthy textile trader named Robert Lange.
Caxton became a successful merchant, and in 1453, he settled
in Bruges, Belgium to ply his trade. On one of his business
trips, he stopped in Cologne, Germany where he saw his first
printing press.

Impressed with the invention’s business potential, Caxton
decided to learn the new craft of printing for himself. At the
same time, he worked on translating a well-known courtly
romance from French into English. Published in 1475,
Caxton’s Recuyell of the Historyes of Troye became the first
work—fiction or non-fiction—printed in the English
language. 

It was also a bestseller, seriously, and this was the point
that convinced Caxton to switch from buying and selling cloth
to manufacturing and selling books. So in 1476, he arrived in
Westminster, England with that country’s first printing press.
He went on to translate several more books, one of them the
first non-fiction book printed in the English language, a how-
to on playing chess. He also printed the works of Geoffrey
Chaucer and Malory’s tale of King Arthur, Le Mort d’Arthur.

What does this early printer have to do with spelling and
the English language? 

Everything, as it turns out.

HOW DO YOU SPELL APPLE?
If you’re in a conversation and say the word “apple,” it

doesn’t matter how you spell the word. You could spell it
appel, appyl, appelle or appill while your listener could spell
it upil, awppell or opell. As long as a transfer of information
is oral, spelling counts for nothing.

But as soon as you put a word on paper, its writer and its
reader must agree on how it is spelled so that it can be under-
stood. Not only that, writers and readers need to agree on the
use of punctuation, and of conventions such as paragraph
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indents. Even among those who love to text, Tweet or chat
online, conversational norms abound so that folks can under-
stand one another in print.

If you have any doubts about this, if you think this
grammar stuff is just so many silly rules, try this experiment.
Below are two examples of a short excerpt from David
Copperfield by Charles Dickens, originally published in book
form in 1850. The first example appears as Dickens wrote it.
The second example is the same passage without commonly
accepted standards of spelling and punctuation. Note how the
few changes made in these three sentences affect your
reading speed and comprehension. Then multiply that impact
by the length of a novel, and you might be ready to admit that
spelling and punctuation matter.

FROM DAVID COPPERFIELD BY CHARLES DICKENS

The thought passed through my mind that in
the face of my companion, as he looked upon
her without speech or motion, I might have
read his niece’s history, if I had known nothing
of it. I never saw, in any painting or reality,
horror and compassion so impressively
blended. He shook as if he would have fallen,
and his hand—I touched it with my own, for
his appearance alarmed me—was deadly chill.

THE SAME PASSAGE, WITH A FEW CHANGES

The thot—passt through my mind—that in the
face of My Companion, as He looked upon Her,
without speech or motion I might have read his
nieces history, If I had known nothing of it. I
never saw in any painting—or reality horror
and compassion—so impressively blended. He
shook (as if he would have fallen) and his hand
(I touched it with my own) for his appearance
allarmed mee, was deadly chill.  
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When Caxton arrived in Westminster with his printing
press, he faced a muddle of English spellings and usages. So
in addition to becoming his country’s first commercial printer,
Caxton also became its first editor. Along with other early
printers such as Richard Pynson, Caxton set language and
type design conventions that we use to this day.

But why go to all that trouble?

BECAUSE IT’S GOOD FOR BUSINESS

Caxton could have copied the spelling and punctuation of
whatever writers brought into his print shop. It certainly
would have been easier. So why did he choose to set standards
for the books he printed? Why did subsequent printers choose
to follow the standards he and a handful of other early
printers set? The answer lies in the story I just told you about
my friend Carol. Readers want and need their reading mate-
rial to adhere to accepted standards of spelling, punctuation,
design, and clarity so they can concentrate on what its author
is communicating. They buy books that do this. They don’t
buy books that don’t.

Having standards is also good from a bookseller’s point of
view. Can you imagine the chaos involved if booksellers, even
the digital kind, had to stock books in London English and
Boston English and Sydney English and Toronto English?
Can you imagine, as a reader of English, how hard it would
be if you wanted to read the latest Harry Potter novel but it
wasn’t available in your particular brand of English? 

SELF-PUBLISHING AND THE LOSS OF STANDARDS

You’ve probably tripped across your fair share of
misspellings in books. But the fact that they stand out indi-
cates that misspellings are uncommon. For centuries, book-
sellers and readers had the luxury of judging books by their
content without worrying about their spelling or grammar.
So it came as something of a shock in the late 1990s when
the market was flooded by the first wave of volumes put out
by companies that call themselves “self-publishers.”
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Why? Because self-publishing companies do not require
authors to purchase editorial services so in order to save
money, authors often skip this part of the process. As a result,
many self-published books are full of misspellings and gram-
matical errors. 

In addition, the interior design services sold by self-
publishing companies do not equal the quality we’ve come to
expect in our books. (See Chapter XX for more details about
interior design and quality standards.) 

When books with these low-quality standards were placed
on the shelf next to high-quality books, booksellers quickly
discovered that readers chose the high-quality books. It didn’t
take long for most bookstores to refuse to stock self-published
books and for libraries to refuse to buy them. The Library of
Congress still refuses to catalog them.

This failure to recognize the importance of editorial and
design standards is part of the reason that the term self-
publishing has such a bad reputation. And because self-
publishing companies use digital print technology—they
market it as print-on-demand—that form of printing earned
a sour reputation. 

To this day, many bricks-and-mortar stores as well as
libraries avoid books published by the more well-known self-
publishing companies.

Independent publishers, on the other hand, understand
that quality makes a difference. A good independent
publisher understands the same thing that William Caxton
did—you can sell more copies of a high quality book.

LEVELS OF EDITING

Traditionally, there are three levels of editing a book:
developmental, copyediting and proofreading.

• Developmental editing: This takes place before a manu-
script is considered finished. Developmental editing is akin to
sculpting clay with an author’s words substituted for the clay. 

In fiction, a developmental editor is concerned about char-



acter development, honing plotlines or clarifying parts of an
author’s work. If we’re talking about non-fiction, a develop-
mental editor is concerned about the depth of an author’s
research or the overall organization of a book.

Nowadays, it is very rare for a traditional publisher to
invest the time and money in developmentally editing a book
because of the cost.

• Copyediting (also called line editing or, sometimes,
simply editing): This is the form of editing that most people
associate with correcting text. But good copyediting is more
than just catching a misspelled word or a missing comma.

Copy editors fact-check books where possible to make sure
that recipes are accurate, that the years of someone’s birth
and death are correct, that a cited title is right, that Abraham
Lincoln’s first vice president was indeed Hannibal Hamlin.

Copy editors also check for consistency within a book. If a
character has a scar over his left eye on page 27, is it still over
his left eye when it’s mentioned again on page 171? Are place
names spelled the same throughout a book? Most readers
assume that writers keep all of these details in their heads
but considering how long it takes to write a book—anywhere
from a few months to a few years—details can and do get lost
down the memory hole.

• Proofreading: This type of editing happens after the
interior design of a book has been applied to its text. At this
stage, often called first pages (see definition in the Glossary
at the end of this book), a proofreader’s job is to check the
work of the typesetter as well as conducting a final check for
spelling and punctuation errors.

EDITING = BEING STRIPPED NAKED

I can usually tell how often a writer’s been published by
the vehemence he or she puts into the words “I don’t need to
be edited.” To new writers, the thought of anyone finding
something to correct or change among their carefully selected
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words or (horror of horrors) uttering a word of criticism about
their work feels a lot like being stripped naked in public.

One of the best ways to get over this fear is to do some
editing yourself. Here are two examples of actual cover letters
sent to a traditional publisher. Before you read them, put on
your editor’s hat and pretend it’s your job to decide whether
your publishing company would agree to take on these works.
How long does it take you to make that decision?

(Author’s note: a few personal details in these letters have
been changed but their tone and quality has not been
touched. And honest, I didn’t make them up.)

EXAMPLE ONE

Another Query letter from a silly boy who likes
to take pictures and make up elaborate stories.
The book I am proposing is a trilogy, with a
continuous story line but the order and format
of the stories are not important, each can stand
on there own. It takes place in a mythical land
where the quick and the dead can exchange
gifts. It attempts to marriage good and evil and
shows the consequences of this struggle over
power. It is full of visual imagery that twist
and turns constantly. I am interested in a story
with written text and visual imagery layered
together and multiplying the meanings in a
variety of ways letting the reader compound
the meanings according to the readers own
experience. I would like to keep each book from
20 to 30 pages.

EXAMPLE TWO

I am at my wits end. I have completed two of
the many Samuel Gambone mysteries; the
third and fourth are in progress. But I wonder
why I bother.
Can I get a publisher to at least read them,
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either one? No! I have written to 14 publishers
and the answers are usually the same. ‘It
doesn’t fit our lists.’ Or, in three cases, ‘We
usually deal with agents; please look at the
writers’ guide for a listing of agents.’
So I send a dozen letters to agents. One was too
busy, another said our philosophies do not
agree, most said. no, but three said send the
manuscript and money ($250.00 in one case)
and they would read and critique the manu-
script. And those three said that this critique
did not mean that they would represent me or
my books.
Is the entire publishing industry, and the
agenting business filled with people like this?
I read the Writer’s Market and selected only
publishers and agents who claim to handle
murder mysteries. My books are that: there is
murder, there is suspense, there is mystery,
there is crime. Maybe my books are too
complex for the small minds of this industry to
comprehend.
Maybe the books are just no good; that my
writings are infantile or incoherent. (my lover
of forty one years used to accuse me of that but
I have gotten even.)
If this attempt meets with the same failures as
my previous efforts, I shall quit writing and
open a house of ill-repute. Many men think
that that is the only thing women are good for.
They may be right. At least, that business
would supplement my small income.
Thank you for your consideration.

OK, how long did it take you to decide whether your
publishing company would take on either of these books? Not
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long, I’d bet. But did you once consider either of these writers
on a personal level before you made that decision? My guess
is that you based your decision purely on their words, not
their personal characters.

My point is this—editors care about the impact of words
on a page. If someone points out a better way to write some-
thing or corrects your grammar, please do not take it as a
personal attack. One of the primary jobs of a good editor is to
make sure writers do not make fools of themselves in public.

There are a couple of other considerations to take into
account before we leave the topic of editing. Nowadays, many
traditional publishers comb the ranks of self- and independ-
ently-published books looking for titles to add to their offer-
ings. When they do this, they consider the subject matter of
a work, the author’s marketing efforts, and the quality of the
finished product. If having your book picked up by a tradi-
tional publisher is a possibility you like to entertain, you
enhance your chances of success with good editing.

When looking for an editor, choose one with book editing
experience. I realize your high school English teacher was a
stickler for spelling and grammar but that does not translate
into good book editing.

One more consideration—editing is akin to a dance
between an author and an editor. I have heard horror stories
about professional authors with great writing credentials
being reduced to near tears by editors who confuse critiquing
with disparagement. No one has the right to trash your hard
work or denigrate your efforts. With this in mind, I recom-
mend that when shopping for an editor, you ask for references
from other writers and check them.

There are a great number of terrific editors out there who
can and will work with you to make your work sparkle. Don’t
settle for anything less.


