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Imagine for a moment that you have just completed your great work.  You know it is good. You want it to be published. You send it off.

This is easy to imagine.  Now try something more creative: imagine you are a young agent or commissioning editor.  You do want to discover talented new writers. A brilliant and successful new writer will enhance your professional standing and give you real job satisfaction. However you are frantically busy: you have a life beyond the office; you have a grumbling Market Director who keeps rejecting brilliant new writers on the grounds his reps could not sell enough copies. Your boss – who is, of course, in the volatile world of publishing – no longer the person who hired you, is dissatisfied because you never come up with a usable brilliant new writer. He says, in a disagreeably sarcastic voice, that he will be grateful if you can bring some decent ideas to the meeting on Tuesday. It is a wet Friday morning.

Imagine you go into your office and there on the desk are 25 new manuscripts.  You reckon you can read two of them over the weekend.  You shuffle through the pile. The first folder you pick up has seven crude spelling mistakes and three serious typing errors on the first page. Another is single-spaced, printed on both sides of the page – and all the pages have been inserted into individual plastic sleeves and bound tightly into a spiral binder. Another is accompanied by a semi-hysterical letter, which is both pleading and threatening, but actually gives you no information about the MS it is offering you. Another is on paper so flimsy that just opening the package is enough to cause two of the pages to drift across the floor, and when you pick them up you see that none of the pages are numbered. However, the next one you look at seems properly laid out and punctuated, in a clear, easy-to-read font with double spaced lines and nice wide margins. It has no stupid mistakes on any of the pages you glance at (all of which are numbered) and it is accompanied by a tight, interesting synopsis and a mercifully brief description of the writer’s claims to your attention.

Which of these manuscripts are you going to take home?  With which of these authors will you feel most optimistic about achieving a professional relationship?

It is as simple as that. Presentation matters because you need the people who read your manuscript to want to work with you and your writing.  They have plenty of choice. It will not take you very long to read and correct your work, compared to the effort you put into writing it; it will not cost much more to present it properly. Treat your own work with the same professional respect that you want it treated by other people. 

So, here is a list of presentation points that professionals will expect from any manuscript: 

Standard spelling.  Professional readers are trying to gauge the degree of pleasure an MS may ultimately offer. Eccentric and careless spelling will distract them and this will diminish their pleasure (unless, of course, the unusual spelling is part of the designed pleasure). Use a spell check. Check the spell check, which can only do what it can do – it cannot for example distinguish between “there”, “their” and “they’re” or between “of the” and “oft he”, even if one of those makes no sense at all.

Effective punctuation. Unlike spelling, punctuation is not (usually) a matter of correct or incorrect. It is part of the writing itself – it matters in the same way that the right adjective matters. Think about it and make sensible choices. For example, in dialogue the punctuation helps readers know who is speaking and which parts of the sentence are also parts of the conversation. Some contemporary writers have started using different conventions, but they will follow their own rules throughout. The important things are consistency and clarity.

Competent but appropriate Grammar. Grammar is part of style, but it is also part of communication. It should help your readers understand what you are saying, not get in the way.  If you have any doubts about what this might mean – and even if you don’t – you should read Penny Rendall’s detailed article in The Creative Writing Handbook.
Reader friendly text.  Use a sensible font (Times New Roman or Ariel are the usual professional fonts. Reading more than about a page in comic sans or monotype Corsiva is wearisome) in a reasonable size (12 or 10 point). You also want wide margins – top, bottom and sides – and double spacing between the lines. Do not ‘justify’ your text (make it all line up on the right hand side of the page as well as the left). You might think it looks more professional that way, but actually it is much harder to edit. 

Sensible paper. Keep it simple – A4, white, neither absurdly flimsy (it tears, crumples and you can’t write comments on it), nor massively thick (it makes the MS unwieldy). Print on one side of the paper only and don’t put it into a binder, or staple anything.  Number the pages.

Covering material. You need a synopsis that actually tells the reader what the book is about, ideally on one, at most on two, sheets of paper and a cover letter that is neither grovelling nor arrogant. It should explain who you are and why you have chosen this particular person to read your writing.

I can feel a bossy tone creeping in. I sort of apologise. But I also sort of don’t. I have to read a lot of manuscripts – believe me, it makes an enormous difference if it is pleasant and convenient to work with. I feel more warmly towards the writer as a fellow professional. They have treated me courteously and respectfully, and I find myself responding in kind. Your writing deserves the best chance you can give it to make friends out there, in what is not always a kindly and generous world.
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