Burn, Which, Burn!

Of the millions of ways digtial technology has impacted on publishing, one which has not been noted to my knowledge is the signifcance of manuscript submissions online.  Only a few years ago, the only procedure for submission of manuscripts by authors and agents was US mail. Or, in urgent cases, courier or messenger.  Emailing manuscripts as attachments unless expressly requested by editors was a breach of protocol to say nothing of good manners.

Two or three years ago that changed.  Though unsolicited material was still prohibited, email submissions by recognized authors and agents was accepted, and today this practice is commonplace.  But until the introduction of the Sony E-Book Reader and the Amazon Kindle, editors receiving emailed manuscripts printed them out and read them in the traditional way -  on paper.  Agents and authors rejoiced because the cost and bother of printing and mailing manuscripts was shifted to publishers.  And though publishers bore these burdens stoically, the scramble for photocopier time, the expense of purchasing and maintaining highspeed machines, and the wasteful generation of paper were just further proof that publishing  was still stuck in a twentieth century brick and mortar/mechanical business model.

Last summer, an editor told me at lunch that her company had expermientally distributed Sony E-Book Readers to its editorial staff and encouraged it to download manuscript submissions into the device and read them that way.  She said she was deliriously happy; it solved a million problems from schlepping heavy manuscripts in backstraining briefcases and back packs, to shameful waste of environmental resources.  Some other benefits were the ability to read books on crowded buses and subways without having to shuffle pages.  

Since then, publisher after publisher has followed suit.  As a great many editors commute between Brooklyn and Manhattan, the subway line between the boroughs has been nicknamed the Sony Express.  (Some editors prefer to read submissions on Amazon Kindles.)

An unexpected byproduct of this innovation is that Word for Windows documents, the format of choice for most authors, display typograhpical and grammatical errors in the forming of glareing underlines, which I call Reddies and Greenies. Misspelled words elicit a squiggly red underline informing the viewer of a typo.  Incorrect grammatical usage elicit a squiggly green underline. Authors can call up correct spelling and grammar at the stroke of a key, and at another stroke substitute the correct usage for incorrect or overide the computer’s didactic but almost always correct remonstrations. Such as an oddly spelled proper name. Or a deliberate misuse of grammar for special effect.  The wordprocessing functions generating these corrections are known as SpellCheck and GrammarCheck, but I refer to them as those schoolmarm twins from Eastern Europe, Spelczek and Gramaczek.

Unfortunately, all too many authors ignore the finger-shaking of those schoolmarms and submit their manuscripts replete with reddies and greenies.  And if you are guilty of that sin I am here to tell you tomend your ways.  For one thing, the rainbow display of underlined words and sentences is  a serious distraction.  Editors are conditioned to spot and correct errors in manuscripts and will unconsciously  - or, even worse, consciously – stop reading to ponder some solecism beckoning for attention on their screen.  If they loaded your manuscript into their e-readers hoping for a pageflipping experience)as your pitch promised), they will instead find their eyes lurching from one red or green flag to another.

What’s worse, the display of all those flags may give some editors the impression that you  simply can’t write.

To demonstrate my point, this link will take you to this selfsame article, except that I have deliberately ignored spelling and grammar prompts and sprinkled it with a handfuls of errors.  Fasten your seat belts, it’s going to be a bumpy ride. It will also be an educational one;. You will become a better speller and a better grammarian.  You may even catch Spell Check or Grammar Check in an error! (I have a running quarrel with the latest version of Spell Check which insists on changing “dialogue” into “dialog”.  Bill Gates, where did you go to school?)

It is incumbent on every writer to review his or her manuscript for spelling and grammatical errors. Getting published is hard enough without saddling yourself with the excess baggage of being judged incompetent in the tools of your craft.  And shedding that bagggage could not be easier. On your Word for Windows taskbar, click on Tools to enable the Spelling and Grammar function, then following the prompts and either correct your errors or ignore and override them. When you come to the end of the manuscript there will not be a reddie or greenie in sight.  Hit Save and your all set.  Gazeing at a clean black and white page, you will experience pride and professionalism and will beable to submit your manuscript with confidence that whatever else may be wrong with it, slopy speling and gramar are not among its faults. 

As those twin schoolmarms Spelczek and Gramaczek would say – Neetness Countz!

 - Richeard Curtis

