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Writers and publishers depend upon one another, but it often seems 
as if they don’t speak the same language. In the decade since this book 
was conceived the disconnect between writers and publishers remains 
a signifi cant issue in the academic community. Getting It Published is a 
book about scholarly publishing written for authors. The fi rst edition was 
written by an editor. The second edition is written by a former editor of 
scholarly books—one who sometimes feels like a recovering editor—
whose current profession is professor and academic dean. Deans and 
editors, I discovered, both have to nurture big- picture judgments, make 
quick decisions, and live by them. Both live lives shaped by the world 
of scholars. In the years since Getting It Published, and later From Dis-
sertation to Book, appeared in print, my work with academic authors has 
continued in dozens of faculty development workshops across North 
America, in Europe, and in New Zealand. Each is a chance to teach, 
which is a chance to learn.

I’ve kept the word “serious” in the subtitle of this book. I’m less wor-
ried now than I was then that the gesture might be misinterpreted. No 
cat calendars or pop star biographies here—just the books on which 
scholars depend every day of their lives.

Why aren’t we as serious about writing as we are about getting pub-
lished? Visit your campus bookstore or any surviving independents. Or 
browse the writing and publishing section at Barnes & Noble or Borders. 
The shelves are crammed with guides for writers. All fall into a predict-
able pattern: how to write your book (general, fi ction, screenplay, mur-
der mystery); how to write well (Strunk and White, as well as longer, 
 college- style handbooks); how to publish what it is you’ve written well 
(books on fi nding publishers and editors and agents, mainly for trade 
books). What’s missing is a book to help graduate students, professors, 
and independent scholars, in other words, serious writers, for whom 
publishing—and a special kind of publishing—is essential.

During an almost  thirty- year career in scholarly publishing I worked 
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 x :: preface to the second edition

as an editor helping writers get published, fi rst at not- for- profi t Columbia 
University Press, and then at Routledge, a commercial scholarly house 
now an imprint of Taylor & Francis. Most of my authors were scholars, 
but not all. Over the years I’ve known and worked with many talented 
people in publishing, but from the authors themselves I’ve learned what 
no one else could teach. Each book is a puzzle an editor has to solve. 
If you can spend hours with pleasure over the Sunday crossword you’ll 
have an idea what it’s like.

Writing and professionalization remain enigmas for many  present- day 
scholars, and this book is a modest attempt to help move those conversa-
tions forward.

Getting It Published has three goals—

to explain how publishers select manuscripts and publish them;• 
to help the serious writer best present her or his work so that its • 
chances for acceptance will be signifi cantly increased; and
to show how the process from submission to publication can be • 
made to work, and work well, for both publisher and author.

Getting It Published is intended for any writer of academic work or 
serious nonfi ction who may be thinking about publishing a book for 
the fi rst time, or the second, or the third. A graduate student or recent 
PhD will, I hope, fi nd it useful, but it might just as easily interest anyone 
who has stumbled through book publication once already, disappointed 
and even mystifi ed by the course of events. What went wrong? How 
can I keep that from happening a second time? Even the author whose 
publishing arrangements have been serene may fi nd that this book will 
explain just what’s making that happy experience work. I hope, too, that 
it will be useful for the writer working on the fringe of the academy, that 
territory occupied by the country’s swelling army of part- time faculty. 
And fi nally, it’s for the independent writer who isn’t part of the academic 
community at all but wants to be published by a university press or other 
house best known for scholarly work. This new edition addresses more 
directly the issues of electronic publishing, which not surprisingly is no 
single thing at all but another set of opportunities and issues.

How to Use This Book

You might consult Getting It Published piecemeal, thumbing through 
pages until you hit upon a familiar problem. Authors are impatient for 
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information. Find what you need in the index and check out what this 
book can tell you about the reader’s report you’ve just received or what 
a fi rst serial clause is. But if you can take the time to read the book from 
start to fi nish you’ll get a much bigger picture—of what you will likely 
encounter, where the bear traps lie, how the pieces fi t together. You’ll 
also learn something about the business you are not in, but upon which 
an academic’s career in part depends. Getting It Published explains what 
makes scholarly publishing a business, because—as I will say repeatedly 
in what follows—whether the house in question is commercial or not-
 for- profi t, it’s still a business. And as a business, book publishing isn’t for 
the faint of heart. Knowing more about what your publisher does isn’t 
simply a matter of making you a more cooperative author. It puts you in 
a better position to ask your publisher the right questions, and to know 
what you’re talking about when you do.

Above all, this is a book to save you time. As any scholar knows, the 
clock ticks loud and fast. No writer wants to eat up months, even years, 
searching for a publisher. It’s my hope that Getting It Published will bring 
you—to borrow James Joyce’s expression—swift and secure fl ight.
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First Things First

You need to publish. And there are editors—at university presses and 
other not- for- profi t houses, at commercial scholarly publishers, even 
within large trade houses—who want to publish what you have to say. 
Chances are you’re already teaching at a college or university. Or you 
might be a graduate student looking ahead with more than a little anxi-
ety. You might also be an independent scholar with a full- time job out-
side the academy and a wonderful project brewing on your dining room 
table. You all have one thing in common: You want to fi nish the book, get 
it accepted, and see it out in the world.

How much of this is in your control? There’s no guarantee that what 
you’re writing is going to make it into book form, at least as you’ve fi rst 
planned it. It may turn out that what you’ve got isn’t a book at all, but 
bits of several projects. Fortunately, getting it published doesn’t depend 
entirely on the whim of the gods.

Start with these questions:
Why did I write this book?
Whom did I write it for?
What part of my academic training explained how to get my book 

published?
If you’re like most academic authors, you’ve never needed to ask the 

fi rst question. “What do you mean, ‘Why did I write this book?’ Isn’t it 
obvious?” In one sense, it is. Your dissertation is your fi rst book- length 
writing assignment. After that, you’re on your own. You know the drill: 
you need a book to get tenure, perhaps even to get a job, and in some 
cases even to get the interview. Book 2 should be in the works if you’re 
planning on sticking around. Writing books, after all, is what academics 
are expected to do.

“Whom did I write it for?” It’s not a trick question. If you wrote it in 
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the fi rst place as a dissertation, you wrote it because it was a require-
ment. You wrote it for a committee. And you wrote it for yourself. It’s 
sometimes hard to keep in mind that any book you write is a book you’re 
writing for yourself. But it’s surely true that if you don’t believe in your 
book, nobody else will. Plenty of manuscripts are good enough to squeak 
by as dissertations, demonstrate research and analytical skills, and earn 
the student a PhD. But if a book’s going to work as a book, you need 
something that will be of value to others and yourself, something you’re 
proud of and want to share.

You’re writing to share your ideas among a community. And there is 
a community of scholars. In the world of scholarly publishing, you’re 
writing for a defi nable readership. In fact, one of the things that makes 
it possible for scholarly publishing to work is that your publisher can 
reach a very particular body of readers. I’ll talk more about this later in 
the book. But for now, the question “Whom did I write it for?” should 
conjure up a set of concentric circles, like ripples forming around the 
pebble you cast into a pool of water.

The pebble is yourself and your book. The smallest circle is your most 
devoted readership. It’s a very small circle. It’s probably Mom, Uncle Al 
(who always thought you’d make a great teacher), and the twenty people 
you know will buy anything you write. (You’re wrong about this: Mom, 
Uncle Al, and those twenty people will probably expect free, inscribed 
copies of the book within hours of publication.) I call this your freebie 
readership. It’s not a reason for a publisher to give you a contract.

The next, bigger circle is the core professional readership in your 
fi eld. Writing on Wittgenstein? This circle is other people writing on 
Wittgenstein. Some are unpublished graduate students who need to 
keep up on the latest work just as they’re fi nishing their own. Here 
you’ll also fi nd people who study Wittgenstein, or teach him, or have 
published on him. I don’t mean, though, that everybody who teaches or 
studies or writes on the subject will be lining up to buy your book. Still, 
they’re your core buying readership.

There’s a bigger circle outside this one. It’s full of people who don’t 
work on Wittgenstein, but who are interested in related subjects. 
 Twentieth- century German culture. Intellectuals and their bodies. Theo-
ries of language. They’re less tightly bound to your book than are profes-
sional philosophers, but you’d love to reach these people, too. Think of 
this circle as a looser,  cross- disciplinary readership. We might call it your 
supplementary readership. Of course not all books by academic authors 
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make this big a splash. You might be writing a book that 
doesn’t cross any boundaries and will work well in only 
one fi eld. But you might just have a project for readers in 
literary and cultural studies, philosophy, and history. That 
can be a real challenge for your publisher. And it can also 
be a wonderful opportunity for your publisher to sell more 
books, and for you to speak to people in other fi elds.

Back to the pool. As the ripples die away there’s a faint 
trace of an enormous circle. Here—maybe—are those 
people you may think of as the “general educated reader.” 
Be tough on yourself: this is your wishful- thinking read-
ership. Today it’s harder than ever before to depend on 
the general educated reader, though the phrase turns up 
every day in an editor’s submission pile. It always makes 
me think of Gloria Swanson at the end of Sunset Boule-
vard when she turns to the camera and thanks all those 
wonderful people out there in the dark. Gloria was going 
mad, you know.

The general educated reader doesn’t have much free 
time. Think instead about your project’s core readership, 
or core readerships. A scholarly book for “anybody” is prob-
ably a scholarly book for nobody.

Feeling puzzled? If no one’s explained this to you, you’re 
not alone. If you’ve just completed your graduate work, 
chances are you’re tens of thousands of dollars in debt, de-
gree in hand, and you’ve had the strong recommendation 
that you publish your book—fast. But how much time 
was spent on showing you how to make that happen? You 
may fi nish this book asking some tough questions about 
graduate training.

Publishers have systems of evaluation, just as univer-
sities do when they make job o≠ers. There are ways to 
approach a publisher, just as there are ways to apply for a 
job. In the following chapters you will learn how to

make the best case for your project,• 
choose and contact a publisher,• 
keep the conversation moving forward,• 

Jack Miles, the 

 award- winning author 

of God: A Biography 

and a former  editor 

at the University of 

California Press, made 

what I think of as 

one of the savviest 

observations about 

scholarly writing. He 

said that a scholar 

wanting to write for 

a broader  readership 

should aim to ex-

plain the subject to 

a scholar in another 

fi eld. There’s an im-

portant distinction 

here. He’s not suggest-

ing you dumb down 

your writing so that 

someone who’s never 

heard of Wittgenstein 

can read your book. 

He’s recommending 

that if you’d like to 

reach readers outside 

your fi eld, imagine 

them as having some 

scholarly training, 

but not in your own 

 department.
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consider your options,• 
understand a contract,• 
work with an editor,• 
survive the publication process,• 
develop a scholar’s approach to electronic possibilities,• 
work with your publisher to promote this book, and• 
think about the next book.• 

For those who work as editors and publishers, nothing could be better 
than for you to have this information at your fi ngertips. Remember that 
what editors do is fi nd books that they themselves can get excited about; 
books that bring together imagination, and passion, and ideas; books 
that help us all to understand the world or rethink what we thought we 
already understood; books that give the pleasure of discovery and that 
connect us to our own time and culture as well as to others; books that 
aren’t afraid of hard questions and di∞cult materials but that are brave 
enough to explain them clearly.

Scholarly publishing is a big, noisy conversation about the ideas that 
shape our world. Here’s how to make your book part of that con ver-
sation.



The term “publishing,” like “editing,” gestures at so many activities that 
it’s not surprising if writers aren’t clear just what a publishing company 
actually does.

There are all kinds of publishers. Most deal in hard copy. Anything 
printed and disseminated can be described as a publication—a mimeo-
graph handout, a 500,000- copy- a- month magazine, a scholarly journal, 
a book. Anyone who produces any of these might describe himself as 
a publisher. Today you can self- publish. In fact, you always could. In 
the 1620s Johannes Kepler not only printed his own work, he disguised 
himself as a peddler and traveled to the Frankfurt Book Fair to sell it. 
Four centuries later you can disguise yourself electronically and pub-
lish online. Inside Higher Ed, Slate, and Postmodern Culture are online 
publications. The Chronicle of Higher Education and the New York Times 
provide abbreviated versions of their texts online, with more extensive 
resources deeper into the Web sites. The great scholarly publishers o≠er 
an increasingly sophisticated array of electronic “product,” a term so 
complex it earns the right to be a singular rather than a plural. Yet de-
spite the expansion of the electronic universe, academic publishing is 
still in many important ways solidly connected to the world Gutenberg 
made: books printed on paper and bound for repeated readings. The 
book is the form in which we scholars tell our stories to one another. 
Articles do other things: test- drive a portion of a book’s ambitious proj-
ect, or deliver cold, hard data. Even when a publisher o≠ers the choice 
of a physical or electronic edition of a work, or supplements a physical 
book with electronic ancillaries, or produces a physical book only on 
demand, it is the form of the book, that precious  thought- skeleton, that 
holds a project together.

Twenty- fi rst- century book publishing is dominated by a few very large 
and powerful corporations. Many well- known imprints are satellites 
within conglomerates. Scribner, for example, is part of Simon & Schus-
ter. Knopf, Crown, and Doubleday are all parts of Random House, which 
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is owned by the Bertelsmann corporation. (Norton stands as one of the 
few remaining independents in New York.) Smaller trade lists include 
FSG, Pantheon, and Holt, but they are part of larger organisms. Palgrave 
(Bertelsmann), Blackwell (Wylie), and Routledge (Taylor & Francis) 
are large commercial academic publishers owned by still larger enti-
ties. Alongside them are other midsize and small fi rms, commercial and 
not- for- profi t, the giant Anglo- American university presses Oxford and 
Cambridge, as well as the archipelago of university presses that stretch 
across North America.

Publishing companies continue to imagine themselves as reasonably 
independent entities, presenting each season a collection of works that 
cohere in some way—either through their intellectual or entertainment 
value, or through the sheer force by which they are marketed to the 
world. Editors like to think of themselves, as they long have, as working 
at houses, though the label “house” is a charming compensation for a 
suite of o∞ces either crowded and shabby or crowded and sterile. Yet 
“house” is both functional and stylish, with more than a soupçon of 
couture about it. Coco Chanel and John Galliano; Max Perkins and your 
editor of choice. Fabric and designs may be di≠erent, but these crafts-
men all wield the same tool: a pair of scissors. An editor’s job is, in part, 
to cut your manuscript and make you look good.

Who They Are

It is easy to imagine the critical distinction in modes of scholarly dis-
semination as print vs. electronic, and easier still to imagine this as 
the latest battle between ancients and moderns. In practice, electronic 
scholarly publishing is bound in many ways to the forms and institu-
tions of physical print culture. Much electronic scholarship is dependent 
on carefully prepared hard- copy texts. The publisher considering your 
work in digital form is still likely to be dependent on trees and ink for 
its daily business.

We can group publishers into fi ve major categories. The digital envi-
ronment, now one of the scholar’s homes, might represent a sixth cat-
egory, but at this stage in the life of “publishing,” it’s perhaps more useful 
to think of “digital” as a means of operating, or of delivering content, 
that in varying ways infl uences the recognizable categories of publica-
tion. The corporate organization of knowledge can still be diagrammed 
in terms of these fi ve:
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1. Trade. Trade publishers, the big commercial houses 
based largely in New York and owned largely elsewhere, 
are what most people think of when they think of pub-
lishers at all. Trade houses are the source of more than 
half of the books published in the English language, and 
most conspicuously those on the best- seller list. When 
people talk about books, it’s likely they’re talking about 
trade books. Trade books are the ones most people—in-
cluding you—read for pleasure and information. While 
no trade publisher is reluctant to have a backlist of titles 
that continue to sell year after year, the industry’s trends 
are toward signing up only books that will be very prof-
itable, and very profi table right away. Trade publishing 
thrives on precisely what scholarly publishing does not: 
the one depends upon reaching the greatest number of 
people quickly, while the other depends upon reaching 
enough of the right people over time, an objective made 
more complex by the electronic revolution. Trade houses 
do publish some scholarly books, but scholarship isn’t the 
reason these publishers are in business. In the era of con-
glomerates, there are fewer independent trade publish-
ers and more divisions, imprints, lines, and series within 
larger trade houses. Trade publishing isn’t the focus of 
Getting It Published, simply because few scholarly writers 
will begin their publishing careers with trade.

2. Textbook. The book you’re writing may wind up be-
ing used in a college course, even as required reading, 
but that doesn’t necessarily make it a book that a text-
book publisher would want. Textbook publishing is of-
ten called college publishing. College publishers produce 
genuine textbooks—the introductions to macroeconom-
ics and panoramas of American history that are the staples 
of large college lecture classes.

Textbook publishing can be the most profi table part of 
the publishing industry—and is, when the books work. 
The publisher who produced the Psychology 101 text 
you’ve assigned in your lecture class won’t be selling it to 
anyone other than students, but they will buy it because 
it is a requirement of the course—and usually a require-

One defi nition of 

a text is a book no 

 student would  possibly 

want to keep and that 

is useless even to the 

professor two years 

after publication.
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ment of that course semester after semester. Textbook publishers don’t 
get their books into Barnes & Noble or your local independent, but they 
happily supply the textbook counter at your campus store once an order 
for your course has been received.

Textbook publishers expend considerable e≠ort in providing teachers 
exactly what they need for specifi c courses—and then in revising the 
material on short cycles. Textbook publishing addresses real curricular 
needs, and attacks those needs with all the powers at its disposal—high-
 quality production, prestigious authors and advisors, sales reps who 
knock on professors’ doors urging them to adopt a particular title, and a 
painstaking review process. A well- reviewed work of serious trade non-
fi ction may earn you a bit of money, as well as professional kudos. But 
will a textbook? Universities rarely grant tenure to someone on the basis 
of having authored a textbook, and few scholars devote their early ca-
reers to this type of project alone. Why devote one’s e≠orts—as publisher 
or writer—to college publishing? Many textbook authors are genuinely 
motivated by a desire to shape a fi eld and to excite beginning students. 
But beyond that, as Willie Sutton said of bank robbing, that’s where the 
money is.

3. Scholarly or academic. The heart of any academic’s publishing life 
will be the scholarly publishing community. Most scholarly publishers 
are university presses, particularly in the United States and Canada. 
Beacon, Island Press, and the New Press are unusual not- for- profi t pub-
lishers with trade book lists. There are also important not- for- profi t 
scholarly publishers, those connected, for example, with museums—
the Metropolitan, the Getty, and so on. But there are other scholarly 
and  scholarly- trade publishers in America whose readerships and author 
pool overlap with those of university presses.

For most of the past century, scholarly publishing has been devoted 
to exactly what the term describes, scholarly publishing. The term mono-
graph persists as a description of the kind of book published by a schol-
arly press. Not that many years ago, a scholarly house might refer with 
pride to the monographs it was about to publish. “Monograph” isn’t a 
term heard quite so often these days, but that doesn’t mean that this kind 
of book is no longer crucial to learning and research.

A monograph, forty years ago as now, is a specialized work of schol-
arship. All university presses continue to o≠er some monographs, and 
some commercial houses have found creative ways to publish them, 
too. Monograph publishing is about hardback books at high prices, mar-
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keted to a few hundred key purchasers, most of which are libraries. 
Generations of scholars were trained to produce their fi rst monograph 
and encouraged to seek its publication. The most traditional academic 
publishers continue to support the monograph as part of their publish-
ing programs. For three decades the death of the monograph has been 
repeatedly proclaimed, but the monograph may have merely been nap-
ping. Digital technologies are transforming the means of producing and 
disseminating the monograph, giving new life, or its  cyber- equivalent, to 
works too specialized to sustain traditional printing methods. A  fi rst- rate 
monograph in Renaissance literature, published by a leading university 
press, might enjoy worldwide sales of four hundred copies. The pub-
lisher may fi nd electronic paths to other readerships, but there is no 
magic cursor pointing to an easy solution. Fundamentally, the number 
of people who need to know about maritime law in the 1620s is an 
inelastic fi gure. The  fi rst- rate monograph tells that inelastic readership 
something they want to know because they need to know it and are 
willing to pay to learn.

4. Reference. Like “textbook,” “reference” is a term that can be used 
too loosely. Your book on Brecht might be so detailed that it could act 
as a frequent reference for theater historians. That is, people will con-
sult your long and thorough index and bibliography. You might think 
your project would make “a handy reference,” but that doesn’t make it 
a reference book. Let’s distinguish hard reference from trade, or soft, 
reference. Soft reference may show up in bookstores or at a discounted 
price from an online bookseller. There are lots of soft reference books, 
from paperbacks on spelling demons to handy manuals on repairing sink 
traps. The Penguin Guide to Recorded Classical Music is soft reference, as 
is, on a more scholarly note, The New Princeton Encyclopedia of Poetry and 
Poetics (at 1,400+ pages it’s soft, but heavy). In other words, things you 
might buy, usually in paperback, and keep around the house.

Traditional printed dictionaries and encyclopedias were at one time 
the heart of hard- reference publishing, and librarians their key purchas-
ers. The very largest reference projects are often cooked up by the pub-
lishers themselves or by “packagers,” basically independent companies 
that think up big or complicated book projects and take them as far as a 
publisher would like, even all the way to printing them.

Reference publishing has long ceased to be about physical books 
alone. Reference works continue to appear in traditional printed form, 
but many are also accessible electronically—on CD, on a publisher’s 
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 subscription- based Web site, in the databases of online 
“aggregators,” and in formats and combinations bound 
to expand our understanding of what “information” and 
“book” will mean in the  twenty- fi rst century. Despite the 
experiments and advances of the past decade, discus-
sions of electronic publishing today still recall some of 
the excitement of the fi rst manned space launches in the 
1960s.

5. Self- publishing. The prefi x “self” speaks volumes. At 
odds with his publisher, Friedrich Nietzsche took the text 
of Beyond Good and Evil into his own hands and published 
an edition of six hundred copies. In recent years, corpora-
tions have self- published manuals and other projects for 
their own use. Some business best- sellers, like The One 
Minute Manager, began as self- published projects and 
went on to sell millions of copies. Sophisticated packagers 
are available to help the ambitious writer move an idea to 
market without knocking on the doors of trade houses.

For writers of academic nonfi ction, however, the siren 
call of self- publishing drifts forth not from the o∞ces of 
book packagers but out of the Web. In the age of the Inter-
net self- publishing appears easier than ever. Create your 
text, build a Web site, slap up your document, and voilà. 
You’re an author with a work only a few keystrokes away 
from millions of readers. Putting one’s work on the ’Net 
is always an option, and while it has been pooh- poohed 
by serious scholars, trends in the culture of publishing are 
bringing about a rethink of these attitudes toward elec-
tronic dissemination. There will be more in this book on 
the subject of electronic publishing, but for now let’s say 
that print publication remains the dominant form of schol-
arly communication and the basis for almost all professional 
advancement.

Once one isolates self- publishing, there are four broad 
categories—trade, textbook, scholarly, and reference. For 
most academic writers, the principal choice is, of course, 
“scholarly.” But the neatness of the categories conceals the 
messiness of most publishing houses. Some houses, like 
Norton, have trade and textbook divisions. Others, like 

Remember that 

 publication is a way of 

validating your work. 

A book that is pub-

lished by the author 

has all the authority 

the author brings to it, 

but little else.
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Palgrave, have trade and academic divisions, including Bedford Books, 
an imprint that specializes in anthologies and other materials for course 
adoption. Random House has a small reference division, but it’s primar-
ily a trade house. And many trade paperback houses see their books go 
into classrooms in large adoption quantities—think of all the Penguin 
paperbacks you’ve used in courses.

If publishing houses are sometimes messy organizations, some books 
really do fall into more than one category. The Encyclopedia of New York 
City is genuinely a reference work suitable for public collections and a 
trade book that can be sold to individuals for home libraries. So is that 
venerable vitamin pill, Strunk and White’s The Elements of Style. Books 
can also change category over time. Take, for instance, Toni Morrison’s 
Beloved. Like every work of literature taught in a classroom, this novel 
began as a trade book, but has moved up the cultural scale to the status 
of “modern classic,” now earning money for its author and publisher in 
part because it has become a widely adopted text. Tony Kushner’s Angels 
in America and Michael Frayn’s Copenhagen made meteoric transitions 
from play text to adoptable text. Like Beloved, these very writerly works 
also became teaching tools.

Like the tiny protomammals scurrying about in depictions of the Cre-
taceous era, university presses may be the most versatile, and resource-
ful, of all publishers. A press like Columbia, for example, produces a 
reference program alongside a more familiar list of academic titles and 
a selection of trade o≠erings. A small university press may highlight 
one or two  general- interest titles as its trade o≠erings in a given season. 
Oxford University Press publishes a vast list of specialized scholarship, 
as well as a distinguished list of reference and trade titles. (Oxford’s 
scope is so broad that it has a special division for Bibles. As a professor 
once said to me, Oxford signed up God as an author in the seventeenth 
century.) In a single season, a university press might o≠er a trade book 
on gardening, the memoir of a Holocaust survivor, a study of women in 
African literature, a workbook in Mandarin Chinese, an illustrated atlas 
of dams and irrigation, and the twelfth volume in the collected papers 
of Rutherford B. Hayes.

A word of caution: authors sometimes make the mistake of present-
ing their work as a combination of trade, scholarly, and reference, with 
a dash of text thrown in. You can understand the motivation—the all-
 singing, all- dancing academic book that might appeal to every segment 
of the market. But publishers are wary of authors who claim too much 
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for their progeny, and marketing departments will be skeptical of any 
proposal envisioning a book for student use that will also be of interest as 
a trade hardback. No editor wants to take on a manuscript with multiple 
personality disorder.

This brief map of the publishing world is meant to demonstrate the 
range of publishers that exist, and the kinds of works they produce. But 
the point is to help you focus on what it is you’re writing, and how to 
match it up to who’s out there.

May I Speak with an Editor?

In a publishing house, an editor may do a number of things. An acquisi-
tions editor is the person with whom you’ll fi rst come into contact, since 
this is the person with the primary responsibility to recommend projects 
for publication consideration. Some houses call this position sponsoring 
editor or commissioning editor.

Beyond that, your acquiring editor (the person you will quickly come 
to call “my editor”) may line edit your book. Even if a given manuscript 
doesn’t get a thorough line editing, the acquiring editor will need to make 
decisions about your manuscript that can include cutting big chunks out, 
insisting you rethink parts, or requiring you to add something you’ve 
never thought of before.

If this weren’t confusing enough, many publishing houses establish 
rankings within their organizations that assign di≠erent job titles to 
acquisitions editors at di≠erent salary or seniority levels. Some houses 
have adopted rankings for editors that mirror the academic distinctions 
of assistant, associate, and full professor. You may fi nd yourself reading a 
letter from an assistant or associate editor, or perhaps someone whose title 
is simply editor. Don’t be distracted by this. The person who has expressed 
interest in your work is the fi rst person with whom you want to bond, whether 
or not she has been promoted to the highest ranking at her press. Obviously, 
there can be advantages to working directly with a very senior editor. 
But if you fi nd yourself chatting with the associate editor for politics, 
don’t sit there wishing you could meet the real politics editor—it’s likely 
you already have.

A manuscript editor or copy editor will be responsible for correcting 
style and punctuation, and may raise questions about clarity and inten-
tion. Sometimes a piece of writing will be subject to only the lightest 
cosmetic adjustments, while other times the manuscript will be substan-
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tially reworked. Once, manuscript editors were housed 
in a publisher’s o∞ces, but increasingly manuscript edi-
tors work freelance, and are managed by someone in-
 house. The manuscript editor will be the person responsible 
for  querying anything unclear or missing from your text. You, 
however, are responsible for the fi nal version of your book.

A developmental editor isn’t an acquiring editor, but 
may be assigned to an important project, lending the au-
thor or volume editor crucial assistance. Developmental 
editors are common at textbook houses, but are rare in 
other branches of book publishing. Sometimes develop-
ment means taking a chaotic project and organizing it, 
while in other cases development might mean taking on 
myriad details (such as permissions and illustrations) for a 
complex volume initiated by the press itself. Authors who 
have heard about developmental editors sometimes won-
der aloud why the press can’t provide one to help them 
through the last rewrite. But a developmental editor’s time 
is precious, and those work hours will be committed only 
to projects for which the publisher sees the possibility of 
signifi cant return.

You might also work with someone described as a line 
editor. A line editor is someone who, as the title suggests, 
combs through a manuscript line by line, not only read-
ing for sense but listening for rhythm and euphony as 
well. You might even get some fact- checking thrown in. 
Though line editing and manuscript editing are closely 
related jobs, a “line edit” is frequently reserved for trade 
books. Line editing is expensive.

A managing editor usually oversees copy (or manuscript) 
editors, and sometimes supervises further elements of the 
production process. Managing editors manage not only 
the copyediting process, but much of the scheduling your 
book will require. Increasingly this means that the man-
aging editor must juggle the schedules of freelance copy 
editors, proofreaders, and indexers, while keeping an eye 
on the printing schedule, The managing editor will likely 
not manage the acquisitions editors, however.

Di≠erent kinds of editors perform di≠erent functions. 

Diane Baker to Brian 

Aherne, playing a 

high- powered trade 

editor in The Best of 

Everything: “Oh, no 

wonder you’re an 

 editor! You know so 

much about people!”
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All, however, are grouped under the editorial umbrella of the publish-
ing house, which embraces two functions: acquisition, or signing books 
up; and manuscript development, or making them better. Some acquiring 
editors spend all their time “editing a list”—that is, bringing in proj-
ects—and no time at all developing or enhancing the author’s words. A 
specialized monograph publisher may operate this way. More commonly, 
acquiring editors both bring in projects and, perhaps selectively, spend 
time on detailed shaping and rewriting. On the other hand, a develop-
mental editor may spend all of her time on shaping a manuscript, and 
have no acquisitions responsibilities at all.

Adventures in Marketing

Editors like to think that the editorial department is the brain that drives 
the publishing house, which is true as far as it goes. Marketing, then, is 
the muscle that moves the ideas. It’s got to be smart muscle, too. Mar-
keting departments may include two large spheres of responsibility—
promotion (sometimes also called marketing) and sales. In some houses, 
sales is split o≠ into a separate department. Broadly speaking, marketing 
will embrace promotion, publicity, advertising, sales to chains, sales to 
individuals, book clubs, subsidiary rights, and translations—all the ways 
in which a publisher brings your book to its readers and brings in cash. 
If you’re publishing with a small house, you may have the luxury of call-
ing one person who is responsible for all these marketing activities. At 
larger houses, however, you may need to bond with several di≠erent sta≠ 
members. This is a thumbnail sketch of what they do.

In publishing parlance, advertising is the placement of expensive print 
ads in newspapers and magazines. There’s little agreement among pub-
lishers about what advertising does, other than make the author and the 
author’s agent feel better, and demonstrate that the house is capable of 
spending money on ads. Advertising promotes the author’s book and the 
publishing house itself.

Many people in scholarly publishing doubt that advertising sells 
books, or that it sells them in as cost- e≠ective a way as direct mail or 
by having the author lecture widely—and compellingly—on the subject 
of his latest book. It is not uncommon for scholarly publishers today to 
devote less of their marketing resources to print advertising than they 
might have even a decade ago. Nevertheless, almost all scholarly houses 
still buy advertising space in journals and conference programs, if less 
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frequently in magazines, and more rarely still in newspapers. Every au-
thor thinks his book should be advertised in the New York Times Book 
Review. Every publisher crosses her fi ngers hoping the Times will review 
the book, thereby promoting it more e≠ectively and more cheaply than 
an ad could hope to. Hardly any scholarly book can generate enough 
income to justify the expense of an ad in the Times Book Review, where 
a full- page ad costs as much as a very nice car. What has changed most 
signifi cantly in the past decade is the proliferation of electronic market-
ing opportunities. Open your Gmail account and you may fi nd that a 
scholarly publisher has sent you an e- blast, basically an advertising page 
sent by e- mail  chock- full of important scholarly book news.

Frequently confused with advertising, publicity is the “Hear ye! Hear 
ye!” department of a publishing house. Publicity departments work with 
radio and TV, and get review copies and press releases out to the media. 
Publicity departments are also responsible for parties and tours, though 
in most scholarly publishing houses all but the most modest parties are 
reserved for the biggest books of the house’s season. So, too, are tours. 
Sometimes publicity departments will be able to work with an author 
to support an event, perhaps arranging for a local bookstore to sell cop-
ies of the author’s latest when she is giving a guest lecture on campus. 
But big publicity—getting an author on Oprah, for example—is di∞cult 
work, and despite the widespread belief to the contrary, a scholar’s ap-
pearance on a major talk show doesn’t translate into overnight success 
for the author’s entire oeuvre. Television book talk has become yet one 
more endangered species.

Depending on the book, a publisher may put very little e≠ort into 
publicity. There’s little that can be done to interest the media in, say, a 
work of descriptive linguistics. On the other hand, most scholarly pub-
lishers bend over backward to fi nd something tasty in the most erudite 
tome, and with an author of appealing grace, it just might be possible to 
get a reporter or scout interested in your book on the War of the Span-
ish Succession.

Like advertising, publicity is an expense that a publisher will under-
take for two reasons: to sell the book, and to sell the house. The publisher 
will certainly want to move copies of your book on bias in educational 
testing, but if your book is particularly important to the house, advertis-
ing and publicity for your book will be an investment through which the 
publisher can show that it is interested in educational issues, or that it 
is capable of promoting timely books vigorously.
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Publishers often set a limit of some percentage of a book’s total antici-
pated earnings as the amount of money that can be spent on advertis-
ing and on publicity. These fi gures are, however, in one sense entirely 
fi ctitious, as the publisher is obligated to spend the specifi ed percentage 
before the books are even sold. For example, if your book, fresh o≠ the 
presses, is expected to sell enough copies to bring in $100,000, and your 
publisher is willing to invest 15 percent of that income in marketing, the 
book will then have an allocation of $15,000. This sum, however, will be 
spent early on in the book’s life: advance page proof, fl iers or brochures, 
advertising space (often reserved months before the journal or magazine 
goes to press). If your book sells only half the expected amount, your 
publisher will have spent most of the $15,000 marketing allocation. It 
can’t be done bit by bit.

This gamble is one of the things that make trade publishing risky. 
In trade, every book is aimed at the general reader, and so every book 
should, at least in theory, repay publicity e≠orts by the publisher. Each 
political  saber- rattler, each romantic potboiler, each diet book or memoir 
should be strong enough for a lecture tour, bookstore appearances, and 
photos in the glossies.

Scholarly publishing is a  lower- yield industry, but it’s also lower risk. 
In scholarly publishing, the author is writing for a much smaller but 
more targeted community. Less money is made available for marketing, 
even if percentages may not be so di≠erent from trade. If your scholarly 
book is expected to generate sales of $25,000 rather than $100,000, 
and if the percentage allocations remain the same at both houses, your 
marketing budget will be $3,750. This sum might be enough for an ad 
or two (though not in the New York Times), or for several other less vis-
ible pieces of promotion. But your publisher is likely to rely on a more 
complex mix of promotional initiatives: conference displays, targeted 
fl iers to members of your professional association, scholarly advertising, 
a solus ad (an ad featuring your book all by itself) in a less expensive and 
less general publication (the New York Review of Books, the Times Liter-
ary Supplement, or the Nation, for example), and increasingly a welter of 
electronic marketing strategies.

Publicity is only partly the result of what your publisher spends and 
where. Who you are counts. A well- known novelist brings to publication 
her fame and achievement, a  fi rst- time novelist only the enthusiasm 
of her supporters and her publisher. A scholarly author has something 
else: she has a fi eld. Whether you are a  fi rst- time author in sociology or 
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a senior scholar in the discipline, as a member of the academy you are 
writing within a defi ned arena, and that will make it possible for your 
publisher to promote your work.

In other words, the parts of a scholarly author’s network—colleagues, 
institution, and discipline—are key elements in the promotion of the 
book. It is fair to say that in the world of academic publishing an inde-
pendent scholar, or anyone writing serious nonfi ction outside the uni-
versity, may in at least this regard be at a disadvantage.

Marketing departments issue all kinds of catalogs to promote books—
ones you see and ones you won’t unless you’re a librarian or a book-
seller. The trade catalog is a publisher’s principal tool for making sales 
to bookstores. Like countries that have only two seasons, wet and dry, 
most of scholarly publishing divides its year in half. (Some larger houses 
now issue three catalogs; their weather is more complicated.) Publishers 
with two trade catalogs bring out one per season. The fall season usu-
ally begins in September and continues through the winter. The spring 
season begins in February or March, and continues through the sum-
mer. Books to be announced in a catalog must be securely in place at 
the publishing house up to a year ahead. The book you hope to have 
published in September will be announced in a catalog printed the pre-
vious spring; the copy for your book will be written during the winter. 
It isn’t uncommon for a house to expect the manuscript to be delivered 
and through its review and revision process a year prior to publication 
date. Certain kinds of books can’t be well published in certain months. 
Scholarly publishers avoid launching serious trade books in December, 
since the outstanding study of world famine won’t compete with holiday 
fare (unsold copies will be returned to the publisher before the tinsel is 
swept away). It’s most desirable to stock textbooks by January or Febru-
ary, since teachers will need to see examination copies in the spring to 
order texts for fall classes.

To marketing and publicity also falls the task of arranging author 
tours. If an author tour conjures up images of red carpets, limousines, 
and chilled champagne, think again. A scholarly author on tour may 
be staying in friends’ guest rooms, speaking in near- empty bookstores, 
and wondering if there aren’t easier ways of selling books. And yet most 
authors are delighted by the request to make appearances. After all, it 
means that the publisher thinks this is a book that can reach beyond a 
core readership.

An author tour can take various forms. Two weeks of travel, fl ights from 
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city to city, an author appearance every day, twice a day if 
possible. The  phone- in radio show in the morning, the mall 
bookstore in the afternoon, the campus speaking engage-
ment just before dinner, a quick stop to sign a pile of copies 
at the campus bookstore, where your book has the prime 
window display. All this takes the author’s time, and can 
cost the publisher a tidy sum. At the other end of the scale, 
the tour might be rather less elaborate. (Do you know any-
one in Chicago who could put you up? Do you mind driving 
there?) If you are publishing a book with a very small house, 
there may simply not be a budget for any sort of touring. 
Many scholars overcome the limitations of their publishers’ 
budgets by using their own speaking engagements as book 
promotion opportunities. If you’re going to give a lecture 
anyway, contact your publisher well in advance to see if a 
book event might be scheduled around it.

Medium- size and larger academic houses will usually 
select one or more authors in a season for special promo-
tion. Publishers often make their choice on the basis of 
three factors:

the book can sell in quantity in bookstores;• 
the book can be reviewed in newspapers, not • 
simply journals;
the author is presentable.• 

Some books can be successful without ever selling a 
single copy in a bookstore. These are textbooks—if you’ve 
written one, don’t expect to tour. Your publisher will send 
you on tour only if bookstores think you’ll draw a crowd. 
If bookstores are behind you, chances are your book has 
enough appeal to garner reviews in the media.

“Will I be getting a party?” asks an author breathlessly, 
having just turned in his overdue manuscript on the his-
tory of childhood illnesses. Publishers throw parties re-
luctantly. Parties make authors feel good—to which your 
publisher won’t object—but the publishing business is 
primarily about getting books sold. Unless you can deliver 
the movers and shakers of the media, or of your academic 
discipline, your publisher’s marketing budget is better 
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spent on advertising and direct mail than on renting a restaurant for 
catered snacks and dancing. Of course, it might be nice to have a little 
do for your close friends on campus. Think warm white wine in plastic 
cups in the faculty lounge. Next question.

Your publisher may budget anywhere from fi fty to several hundred 
“free and review” copies of your book. These are copies on which you will 
receive no royalties because they’ll be given away or used in pro motion.

Books are given away to people who may review the book or in other 
ways do the book some good. A publisher with a book hot o≠ the presses 
will want to get it as quickly as possible into the hands of the most power-
ful people in the fi eld. The publisher who has just brought out a book on 
the ethical treatment of animals may want Peter Singer, for example, to 
have a copy as early as possible, in the hopes that Professor Singer will 
(a) like the book and spread the word; and (b) respond eagerly if a book 
review editor contacts him about reviewing it.

It’s important to remember that book reviews are assigned by book 
review editors (at newspapers, at magazines, at journals). Since almost 
anyone could plausibly be a book reviewer, publishers have become 
hard- nosed about sending out review copies to unknown persons. Your 
publisher will have an A- list of preferred review sites, and will auto-
matically get copies of your book to the people at these publications 
and organizations. If your best friend Louise wants to review the book 
but isn’t a book reviewer, don’t be insulted if your publisher won’t send 
her a free copy. Louise should try contacting a journal where she might 
review the book. Chances are your publisher has already put that journal 
on the A- list and a copy of your book is waiting, alongside hundreds of 
others, in the o∞ce of the journal’s book review editor. If not, have that 
journal send your publisher a request—on letterhead.

Remember that promotional copies are not about promoting you. 
Or about your promotion at State U. Don’t expect your publisher to send 
a copy of your book to your dean or to Betty who typed the manuscript. 
These are your responsibilities. Your contract will stipulate a number 
of copies given to you at no cost. Beyond that, you’ll be expected to pay 
for further copies of your own book. (But at least you’ll get an author’s 
discount.)

Publishing scholarly books involves several distinct but interlocking ac-
tivities. Your publisher fi nds manuscripts, improves them, gives them 
defi nitive shape, casts them in physical or electronic form, provides them 
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with good company, tells the world about them, protects an author’s in-
terests, sells books, takes in some money and shares it with the author, 
and tries to do this without going into debt. Publishing is about

selection,• 
production,• 
dissemination.• 

These three goals collide and join up during the publishing process, con-
necting and dividing departments and sta≠. The practical work involved 
might be explained in terms of these activities.

Selecting the Project

Researching a market for its needs. An editor at a publishing house doesn’t 
simply decide one morning that the history of technology is an area in 
which to publish. Or if he does, someone at the house will stop him. 
Before launching into a new fi eld, a publisher will study the size of the 
market, the number of competing publishers actively engaged in the 
discipline, the house’s current contacts in this area, and the potential for 
making a contribution—both in scholarly terms and in fi nancial terms. 
If the fi eld is one in which the house already publishes, the editor will 
be able to go on the evidence of recently published books. Did our book 
on the history of refrigeration do well?

Selecting candidates for publication. An editor entrusted with a com-
missioning area contacts potential authors and also receives submissions 
directly from authors themselves. Some editors, particularly at the larg-
est houses, will have the luxury—and the onus—of reviewing hundreds 
of projects a year. Other editors at smaller houses may spend more time 
on each of a more limited number of projects. Unfortunately, no editor 
can consider every project submitted.

Evaluating projects for quality. An editor at a scholarly press has a re-
sponsibility to assure that a manuscript meets the standards of excellence 
set by the house and by the discipline. While a trade editor evaluating 
a novel will depend on her own expertise and taste, perhaps along with 
that of colleagues at the house, a scholarly editor usually depends upon 
the advice of outside scholars. Readers’ reports are the most common 
way of assessing the scholarly value of an academic manuscript. But 
editors also trust their own instincts and experience.

Assessing competition. Having a good manuscript in hand is only the 
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beginning. An editor will need to make a case that the book fi lls a market 
need. And to do that, the publishing house will look carefully at what’s 
out there. Is the competition a recent publication? Does it have similar 
scope? Is it widely available? Sometimes a book that should be competi-
tion isn’t (it’s poorly marketed) or a book that shouldn’t be is (it’s not very 
good, but the author is established and dominates the fi eld).

Budgeting a title. Editorial, marketing, and production expertise will 
each contribute to the creation of a budget for a book. The house needs 
to know what a particular project will cost to edit, design, and manufac-
ture, and how much e≠ort and cost will go into its marketing. It is impor-
tant for authors to understand that even projects intended primarily—or 
even solely—for electronic publication incur expenses. Paper, printing, 
and binding—the publisher’s trinity of manufacturing expenses—form 
only part of the costs of making a good idea a published good idea.

Presenting books for approval. University presses and other scholarly 
organizations usually o≠er contracts to authors upon the approval of a 
publication board composed of faculty members. At commercial schol-
arly houses, the decision to publish will require the approval of some-
one—it might be a publisher or publishing director or vice president, 
or a series of such people, or an internal committee. Securing approval 
to publish may be purely an internal matter, but from the perspective of 
an author, it’s a key internal matter.

Negotiating with authors. Having determined what it can do with and 
for a book, a publisher will o≠er a contract to the author. The publisher 
must be fair, the author reasonable. More frequently now than only a 
few years ago, publishers of scholarly books are also dealing with agents, 
a development that adds another layer of complexity to the process.

Making a Book

Editing. Your editor undertakes any of a series of functions to make your 
book as strong a project as it can be. Copyediting usually takes place 
elsewhere in the house, and often under the watchful eye of a managing 
editor.

Design and manufacture. Your book is designed, inside and out, and 
then manufactured. Trim size, cover design, typeface and layout, the 
choice of paper stock, the inclusion and selection of illustrations, charts, 
and graphs, even the color of the binding are all decided by the produc-
tion department of the press. Authors are not usually involved in design 



 22 :: chapter two

decisions. In the case of monographs, electronic editions usually follow, 
and replicate, the layout of the print edition.

Marketing and promotional planning. A publisher doesn’t take on a proj-
ect unless it’s clear the house expects to be able to promote it e≠ectively 
and sell the copies it plans to print. Sometimes the marketing plan for 
a book is fully laid out prior to the book’s completion; sometimes this is 
done just as the book is about to arrive at the warehouse. In any event, 
book sales don’t just happen. The marketing of scholarly books more of-
ten than not concentrates more heavily on the “invisible” tools of direct 
mail and exhibits than on advertising. But however the plans are made, 
good marketing plans involve the author.

Pricing and discounting. The publisher decides how much to charge 
for the book, and at what discount to sell it. The discount is granted to 
booksellers and wholesalers, and determines how widely the book will 
penetrate bookstore markets. To stimulate sales through Amazon.com, 
the publisher may discount a given title exactly as if the book were in a 
store. Sadly, the $20 trade paperback on fl y fi shing is more likely to be 
discounted than the $120 monograph on Devonian fi sh fossils.

Warehousing. All physical books must be housed and cared for (no one 
will buy damaged books). Your publisher will keep your book on shelves, 
sometimes for years, ready to fi ll orders. Warehousing costs money.

Accounting. The publisher must keep records of everything sold, given 
away without charge, or damaged and unsalable. Once a year, or in some 
houses twice a year, an author will receive a report indicating what has 
been sold, and what royalty payment, if any, is now due the author on 
the book’s sales or subsidiary income.

Spreading the News

Selling the book. A publisher sells a book in many ways: fi rst, by creating 
the right package (an attractive presentation of the best version of the 
author’s work), then by pricing it to market, laying out e≠ective mar-
keting plans, and pitching it well to booksellers and individual buyers. 
Many publishers are exploring ways to reach former and potential buyers 
through e- blasts—tasteful messages in your inbox reminding you of new 
books or author appearances.

Managing subsidiary rights. In the case of most scholarly books, the 
publisher will manage subsidiary rights on behalf of the author and share 
the income from these licenses. Basic subsidiary rights for scholarly 



 what do publishers do? :: 23

books include translation into foreign languages, reprint of selections by 
other publishers, and photocopying. Your American publisher may also 
license your book to a British house for separate  English- language pub-
lication in the United Kingdom and the world outside North America. 
If you publish with a British house, the publisher may elect to license 
your book to a scholarly house on this side of the Atlantic.

In other words, your publisher is responsible for the life cycle of your 
book, from its gestation through its selling life until that somber moment 
when it’s put out of print. Publishing a book and watching its life cycle 
is a bit like having a pet. Every once in a while a book turns out to be a 
tortoise, destined to outlive its author by many years.

Why Publishers Still Exist

A generation ago, few writers seriously believed they could reach more 
readers on their own than they might by publishing with a traditional 
book publisher. The Internet has changed all that. As we are endlessly 
reminded, publishing in the electronic age is undergoing the most im-
portant changes in the way it conducts its business since the fi fteenth 
century.

But have the Internet and desktop publishing completely changed the 
ground rules? It’s true that one touch of the Send button can transmit 
your text to anywhere a computer is prepared to receive it. What you 
create on a computer can be designed and printed out, even bound up 
in a way that can come close to what a professional publishing house 
might manage. Desktop publishing is a thriving industry. Thousands of 
publications produced annually take full advantage of inexpensive tech-
nology, generating just what the author wants and the author’s audience 
may need. Manuals, memoirs, reports, poetry, fi ction—anything can be 
produced in a desktop format.

So why is traditional publishing still around?

Scholars depend on publishers to validate their work. Scholarly • 
houses do this either by soliciting outside evaluations by expert 
readers or, in more commercial environments, by adding the 
author’s title to a program already distinguished by excellence in 
the area, whether or not expert readers have been involved in the 
selection process.
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Publishers possess the considerable capital needed to develop, • 
manufacture, promote, and sell books.
Publishers can get books into bookstores, classrooms, and other • 
places readers can be found.
Publishers select, and the selection process adds value to the • 
works they bring out.
The Web is proudly impermanent—anything can be changed at • 
any time or deleted completely.

A lot—too much, even—is written about publishing, but when the 
parties and book prizes and megabuck contracts have been factored out, 
the industry is essentially about selection and marketing. Publishers choose, 
and in doing so they make some people very happy and others very 
much not. Like universities, publishing houses extend their prestige to 
individuals by admitting them, and they draw their own prestige in turn 
from the people they admit and the work those individuals produce. 
Knopf was once a great independent house, and is now the most famous 
division of Random House, but even Knopf’s greatness is only equivalent 
to the authors it has published.

From an author’s perspective, the way publishers select books, taking 
some on and turning many more away, is a separation of the goats from 
the sheep. What is less apparent, but certainly as true, is that publishers 
select books in order to stay in business, and, on a more abstract plane, 
to determine what the house’s identity is. The publishing house selects 
books through the mechanism of its editorial department and dissemi-
nates its books through its production and marketing divisions. But the 
publishing house is also fi guring out, book by book, contract by contract, 
who it is and what it wants to be.

Why Do Publishers Choose What They Do?

Publishers select books for several reasons.

The book will make a lot of money and appeal to many readers.• 
The book will only make a small amount of money, but it requires • 
little investment and involves small risk because it fi ts with other 
titles on the list and is easy to promote.
The book is by an author whose presence on the list will • 
enhance the publisher’s reputation and so increase the house’s 
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attractiveness to other authors and agents, some of whose 
projects will make the house a lot of money.
The book is by an author who is already on the publisher’s list and • 
whose loyalty will be rewarded.
The book comes highly recommended by someone on whom the • 
publisher in some way depends.
The book, fl awed or not, is great.• 

At a scholarly house, there are other, more particular reasons for se-
lecting books. Academic prestige is one. Is the book so strong that it 
will win awards from scholarly associations? For some houses, this is a 
distinct and important reason to take a project on. Is the project likely 
to become backlist, that is, sell and be reprinted again and again, year 
after year?

No house will reject without serious consideration a project that is 
likely to generate an enormous amount of sales income. Surprisingly, 
there are reasons—even good ones—for not accepting a book with con-
siderable sales potential. Is the work scurrilous? Would its presence on 
the list alienate a substantial number of the house’s authors and sta≠? 
Would the acceptance of the work monopolize limited resources at the 
house, so that the many other, smaller titles on the list would su≠er? 
Every experienced editor knows of cases where each of these scenarios 
has come into play.

Backlist is a typically odd publishing word. In the publisher’s ac-
counting department, all it means is that a published book isn’t part of 
the current year’s budget. The alternative is frontlist, which describes 
the books in the current fi scal year. If, for example, a press’s budget 
follows the calendar year, a book published on December 1, 2011, will 
be frontlist for just one month, becoming backlist in January 2012. So 
is being backlist good or bad for you? You want your book to be kept 
in print by your publisher, and that means you want to become back-
list. After all, you’ve spent a lot of time writing the thing, and it can’t 
make any money for anyone if it isn’t in print. Sometimes, however, 
an author will worry that the press isn’t paying attention to her title 
any longer. And in most cases, a year after publication, if not sooner, you’re 
probably not going to see any more advertising. The author who feels an 
unsuccessful book’s failure is attributable not to the book but to its 
marketing might be forgiven for thinking that such is the fate of back-
list. But when a publisher talks about backlist it’s not to describe the 
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unsalable volumes of yesteryear still gathering dust in the warehouse. 
It’s to point with satisfaction at books that continue to sell in some 
quantity year in, year out. While most trade houses publish books for 
immediate consumption, most scholarly publishers take a somewhat 
longer view, hoping to win the impossible race against time, obsoles-
cence, and insolvency.

Academic publishers need backlist titles to exist. A book, even an 
indi≠erent book, will sometimes be accepted because its editor is con-
vinced the title will sell year after year, that is, that it will (it’s now a 
verb) backlist. To backlist, in other words, technically means to sell for 
more than one year. But in standard publishing usage, it means to keep 
on selling for three, four, fi ve, possibly ten years or more. Classic works 
of literature may be the best backlist of all, but few works of serious 
nonfi ction will ever enjoy the sales of The Great Gatsby or The Crucible. 
Do you think your manuscript has backlist potential? It might, if it’s the 
standard history, the ultimate introduction, the revisable overview, the 
unaccountably brilliant and accessible one- o≠. A study of market forces 
in the Philippines probably won’t, though. Or the best book yet written 
on Princess Diana as cultural icon. You may have a view about your 
book’s chances in the longevity sweepstakes, and an author who thinks 
that his manuscript will sell year after year should say so. Such words 
charm the most savage of editors.

The backlist titles that sell year after year are the ones that generate 
the best income for authors, and not coincidentally pay the advertising 
bills for this year’s frontlist. Such backlist titles can keep a house afl oat 
and permit it to take risks, publishing imaginative but narrower books. 
The best backlist are those titles that seem to sell themselves because 
they are simply so useful or give so much pleasure.

Financial pressures in trade publishing have forced the largest houses 
to emphasize books that will sell very well in their fi rst year, and to 
pass over projects that will sell moderately well over a number of years. 
(This generalization may not be true everywhere or for all projects, but 
as a  broad- brush observation on the state of trade publishing, it’s true 
enough.) Scholarly presses operate with less aggressive sales targets. This 
is in part a function of smaller royalties advances, and in part smaller 
marketing department overheads. A work of serious nonfi ction at Simon 
& Schuster will be expected to do a great deal more in its fi rst year than a 
lead book at, say, Cornell University Press. Moreover, Cornell will prob-
ably have taken on that lead book with an eye to keeping it in print for 
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many years, and generating sales income from it season after season. 
This isn’t to say that Simon & Schuster won’t do well by the book. S&S 
may sell many more copies, and in a shorter span of time. But the two 
houses’ priorities are di≠erent, and from that di≠erence emerge two 
distinct publishing programs.

Gatekeeping

In the world of scholarly publishing, much is made of the university 
press’s function as gatekeeper. Trade publishers need not be concerned 
with abstract notions of intellectual quality, since the market’s response 
to what they publish—the “facts on the ground” of publishing—are eas-
ily measurable. University presses, on the other hand, take seriously a 
charge to serve scholarship and the intellectual life of their communi-
ties. More to the point, university presses are structured to require a 
systematic evaluation of projects, title by title, so as to ensure what at any 
automobile assembly plant would be called quality control. That books 
are unique products, and not at all like Fords, is the source of most of 
the anxiety in the publishing biz. How much easier it would be for every-
one if a publisher’s readers’ reports could check with absolute certainty 
the structure and quality of the manuscript, determining that its rivets 
were all in place. But the evaluation of a manuscript is an unrepeatable 
experiment (it’s art, not science), even if the same manuscript is read at 
two di≠erent houses or twice at the same house. Readers, the responses 
of a faculty board, the workload, habits, taste, and energy level of the 
acquiring editor, all subtly alter the conditions under which a project is 
read and the report is analyzed.

Publishers of scholarly books and other works of serious nonfi ction 
seek advice in ways that fi ction editors need not. What is being pro-
posed is a work of fact or learned opinion, all tied up with an author’s 
reputation and with it that of the house itself. As gatekeepers, scholarly 
publishers act to protect

the reputation of the house’s imprint,• 
the reputation of the other titles and authors on the press’s list, and• 
the author’s own reputation.• 

Gatekeeping isn’t just a matter of turning away projects that don’t 
make the cut. Mediocre scholarly books weaken a press’s list and do 
nothing to enhance the author’s reputation. And while a humdrum book 
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on Song pottery may do little damage to the general reader, a work lend-
ing academic legitimacy to racist ideas, for example, is something else 
again. Scholarly publishers are rightly proud of their role in advancing 
knowledge, writing history, reinvigorating the classics, challenging re-
ceived opinions, and promoting positive social change.

Value Added

Some publishers like to talk about what a publisher does in terms of 
added value. This is just a fancy way of saying that a manuscript is worth 
more on the market after it’s been published—reviewed by colleagues 
or an agent, copyedited, well designed and manufactured, and then is-
sued under the imprint of a known and respected fi rm—than it was 
when it was written or unpublished, or than it would be if you were to 
self- publish it.

Added value is a nice metaphor, in which the manuscript, practically 
valueless when it comes from your o∞ce printer, gains in luster and 
monetary worth as it passes from department to department, a sooty 
Cinderella passed down an assembly line of good fairies. The  added- value 
idea is of course at the heart of the business of publishing, since by smart-
ening up your pile of paper the publisher can now command a good price 
for it in the market and share the rewards with you, the author. What I 
don’t like about this metaphor is that it suggests that the author’s work 
doesn’t inherently have much value at all. And that puts the priorities 
in the wrong order.

The value of everything an academic publisher has to sell lies in what 
you submit. All the publisher can do is burnish your treasure through 
academic review, thoughtful and attentive editing, design, and market-
ing, and responsible author relations. While it’s true that a publisher is 
better placed to make money from your work than you are all by your-
self, an academic publisher isn’t in the business of silk purses and sows’ 
ears. There’s probably less value added, in the strictest economic sense, 
in academic publishing than in other parts of the industry, but that’s 
because you as author are bringing so much.

If you think about the publisher’s three main responsibilities you’ll 
see that there isn’t much space for making a  million- copy best- seller out 
of a cocktail napkin’s worth of diet tips. It can be done, and probably 
has. That’s real added value—but that’s not what scholarly publishing 
is about.



Scholarly books are sometimes better than the prose in which they ap-
pear. Sometimes not. It’s fortunate that academics are trained to read 
di∞cult material, since so many of them produce just that. But denial 
and despair won’t help you. Let’s sort out the issue of the writing, the 
idea, and the market—and what it is that your proposal o≠ers.

The Good, the Bad, and the Utilitarian

One of my favorite New Yorker cartoons shows an editor at his desk, fac-
ing an author of a thick manuscript. The editor beams, “Turgid! I love 
it!” In one breath the cartoon editor is acting out the author’s wish and 
the author’s worst nightmare: every writer wants to be published, and 
for your work to be published an editor will have to love it. But no writer 
wants to be told that his book is badly written, much less an impassable 
tract of mucky prose. In real life, an editor won’t come out and say, “Your 
writing is turgid. Sorry.” But one likes to think editors would say it—at 
least to other writers.

Readers of academic books—which means all academics as well as 
some part of the broader reading population—might be forgiven, how-
ever, if they believe that “Turgid! I love it!” is what editors actually say. 
Why else would it be that so many works of scholarship are so unwel-
coming?

Academic writing isn’t a kind of textual beauty contest. After all, the 
ability to engage in sophisticated scholarship doesn’t carry along with it 
a guarantee that the researcher is a prose stylist. Academics write com-
plicated and abstruse work, and much of it is written in prose that could 
only be called serviceable. Does it have to be so hard to read? And does 
hard to read mean badly written? It may sometimes seem as if America’s 
relation to its universities is one great town- and- gown struggle, where 
the professors’ bad writing is proof that the ivory tower puts little value 
on clear thinking or the desire to communicate. Even within the scholarly 
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publishing community, there’s no easy consensus on the 
question of writing. Publicity directors want to get more 
books reviewed by the daily newspapers, more authors 
placed on radio and television shows. Marketing depart-
ments aspire to place large orders with major chains, and 
that won’t happen if a book is written with only academics 
in mind. Editors—the people who inaugurate a house’s 
romance with an author—tend to be the most indulgent 
about writing, either seeing the manuscript as better writ-
ten than it might be, or optimistic that the thin blue pencil 
can discipline a fl abby argument into fi ghting shape.

Some academics can, and do, write for newspapers and 
other general media at the same time they are producing 
academic books. To be able to do both—well, and at the 
same time—is an enviable skill. This ability to focus on 
two kinds of readerships—a scholarly bilingualism—is an 
important part of academic life, or should be. Part of that 
skill, however, is knowing what voice and level of detail, 
what density of idea and argument and reference, will be 
appropriate to the venue. Journalistic clarity may be just 
what you want to read in the morning paper, but in an 
academic book it can look undernourished and glib.

Academic institutions reward intellectual seriousness, 
not stylish prose. A good thing, then, that academic edi-
tors, however they may wish for clear, simple, powerful 
writing, are patient folk. Every manuscript benefi ts from 
editing, and if a badly written manuscript can be made 
into a less badly written manuscript by means of edito-
rial work, wouldn’t more of the same attention make it, 
fi nally, something beautiful? Maybe. And yet, publishers 
would argue not entirely cynically, would beautiful prose 
really increase the readership for a scholarly study of de-
forestation in the Amazon basin?

Even if you know that you’re not a skilful writer, you 
can make what you have to say clearer and sharper. One 
way you can improve your academic prose is by focusing 
on openings. Opening sentences, opening sections, open-
ing paragraphs. It’s not a coincidence that openings—and 
closings—are what your editor will be giving the most at-

Write as clearly as 

the complexity of 

your argument will 

permit. Be aware of 

the general reader-

ship’s low threshold 

for dense writing and 

obscure vocabulary, 

but don’t undermine 

the value of your own 

 scholarly work.
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tention to. So here’s the rule: When revising your manuscript into its fi nal 
form, set aside time for fi rst page, fi rst paragraph, fi rst sentence. Each new 
beginning in your book should accomplish something. For academic authors, 
this often means risking simplicity. Complexity can follow, if it is needed, 
but begin as clearly as you dare. Your readers will thank you.

Writing Basics

When you’re writing a work dependent on hard data or historical fact, 
you focus on your ideas, your argument, your evidence. If your work is 
speculative or impressionistic, your ear may be more closely attuned to 
cadences, vocabulary, and color. But both the reverie on Proust and the 
introduction to cladistics share common dilemmas. The author of each 
wants the manuscript accepted by a publisher, yet a publisher’s decision 
isn’t merely about the quality of ideas, the subtlety of thought, or the 
strength of argumentation. It also involves elements that can easily be 
dismissed as superfi cial—length, the readability of the printed copy, spell-
ing and the use of jargon, the clarity of illustrations, and the author’s ability 
to summarize the project.

Don’t just write. Plan. It’s too easy to imagine oneself in front of a key-
board, letting the ideas fl ow, as if one were a brilliant  nineteenth- century 
novelist scratching away with a quill while lightning fl ashes across the 
heath. Most scholarly books, especially fi rst and second ones, are likely 
to need a clear structure in order to succeed. It may seem tedious, but 
an outline will give you a map of what you want to do and how you want 
to get there. It can also tell you how much you are expecting to write. 
Manuscript length is one of the repeated concerns of the book you are 
now reading, and the earlier you have a view as to how much space 
you’ll need, the faster your project will move along. The word proces-
sor exerts a curious e≠ect on writing: it makes everything you peck out 
look neat, and neat rapidly becomes convincing. The computer makes 
storage so easy that nothing is wasted; chapters can grow beyond their 
needs, frequently augmented by bits the author has reinserted with the 
cut- and- paste function. Are word- processed manuscripts longer than 
those from the Typewriter Era, or does it just seem that way? Fortunately, 
the same word processor that records each of your thoughts in 12- point 
Times Roman also counts your words for you. Know how long your 
word- processed text is.

Some books are long, and should be. But think about length early on. 
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And often. You can take stock of how your book is progressing as you 
write it. Are the chapters swelling beyond your original plan? Are you 
writing more and enjoying it less? The best way to prevent your editor 
and a press’s review system from recommending cuts is for you to get 
there fi rst, think hard about what you need and what you don’t, and 
shorten the text. Be brave. It’s not merely university press publishers 
who are looking for shorter manuscripts, either. A Knopf author was 
featured in a New York Times article on the basis of his having written a 
history of the world in 250 pages.

Space and print clearly. There’s no point in spending two years writing 
a book and then printing out a cramped text, or photocopying your mas-
ter on a photocopier that makes the manuscript look as if it had wrapped 
a grease monkey’s lunch. If the departmental machine is putting racing 
stripes on each page, pay for the copying yourself and have it done out-
side. If you have a stylistic preference for 10- point type  single- spaced, 
get over it. Open the fi le and change the settings. What you want is a 
 double- spaced 12- point document, photocopied on one side only. There 
is an argument about saving trees, but you will have plenty of opportu-
nity to save paper in the writing and revision phases of the book. When 
you print out the thing itself, use the fi fty extra sheets.

Spelling. As you reread your work, be unforgiving in matters of spell-
ing and grammar. Everyone else will be.

Jargon. Jargon’s a sensitive issue. Only you will know what specialized 
terms are essential to your argument and presentation. Like politics, 
scholarly writing is the art of the possible—can it be said clearly and pre-
cisely without recondite terminology? If not, then use the terminology. 
But remember: editors fall into catatonic states when faced with several 
hundred pages of  jargon- laden prose, and they reject these manuscripts 
the moment they wake up.

Illustrations are useless unless they are viewable. Since it can be 
di∞cult to produce all your illustrations at an early stage, aim to show 
an editor some good illustrations rather than many terrible ones. When 
it comes time to print the book, however, remember that what shows 
up in your fi nished book cannot look any better than what you deliver. 
If you are working from previously printed halftones, the images in your 
book will be signifi cantly less good than they are in your (previously 
published) “originals.”

Clarity of topic. Think often about the question that will be raised 
repeatedly as your project is considered fi rst by an editor and then by 
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the editor’s marketing department: What is this book about? The ques-
tion never goes away, and the answer to it may even change over time. 
But the ability to summarize a manuscript, and do it well, often makes 
one good project jump out of a pile of submissions just as good, and 
sometimes even better.

Revising the Dissertation

Caterpillars turn into butterfl ies, but dissertations don’t turn into books, 
at least not the same way. Many tears are spilt over this point. What an 
editor is looking for—and sometimes does fi nd—is the book you hap-
pened to be writing as you were writing your dissertation. Some disser-
tations are simply so good, and so close to book form, that a publisher 
will be able to o≠er a contract for what is, after all, the last work of one’s 
student writing.

How di≠erent publishers approach dissertations, and how disserta-
tions actually get revised in ways that will appeal to scholarly publishers, 
are questions that call for a great deal more space than can be given to 
them here. What follow are a few broad guidelines. I’ve o≠ered a more 
detailed treatment of revision and other issues relevant to the author of 
the newly completed dissertation in From Dissertation to Book (University 
of Chicago Press, 2005).

Turning the dissertation into a book requires concentrated attention. 
Nerves of steel also help. First, take a deep breath and cut the long in-
troductory section that shows how what you have to say can be fi t into 
the history of what others have had to say on the subject. The notorious 
“Review of the Literature” is the easiest chapter to eliminate.

Dissertations frequently cite far more than anyone other than a com-
mittee is interested in seeing; block quotations from the great, good, 
and tenured of your discipline may go a long way in demonstrating your 
research skills, but overkill is a frequent problem.

Dissertations usually have too many notes. Beginning scholars need 
them to demonstrate how widely they have read and studied the lit-
erature. Beyond that, dissertation writers use notes as a place to argue 
further or to fi ne- tune a point in the text. Even experienced writers can 
fi nd it hard to weed the notes section.

Many dissertations play out the  thesis- plus- four- applications format, 
or some variant on it—an introductory chapter articulating a theoretical 
model and laying out the goals of the investigation, and then proceeding 
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to test the thesis in a series of encounters. The role of the monster in 
 nineteenth- century English fi ction, followed by readings of four exem-
plary texts. The e≠ectiveness of humanitarian aid to military govern-
ments, followed by four international case studies. This format may be 
tried and true, but in most cases it’s too schematic to appeal beyond a 
strictly monographic readership. If your dissertation follows this format, 
there may be little you can do other than try your luck with the publish-
ers of your choice. But a serious overhaul would require you to look for 
a bigger canvas, a fresher presentation of your material, something un-
usual in the staging of your argument. The  thesis- plus- four (or fi ve or six) 
format usually also has one other serious failing: it lacks a conclusion. 
It’s amazing how many dissertation manuscripts simply stop. A book 
manuscript, however, needs shape. Consider writing a last chapter that 
brings your readings to a close, or summarizes your points, or looks be-
yond them to what you could not explore in the present work. Of course, 
many fi ne books have no concluding chapter per se, but are instead so 
fl uidly written and convincingly presented that when the writing stops, 
the reader is satisfi ed. In revising a dissertation, your goal will be to read 
your work as if it were a book manuscript, granting yourself no special 
allowances because it’s a “fi rst book.”

Finally, remember that a dissertation is an argument that requires a 
defense. A book should be engaging and persuasive, but not defensive.

The Trade Trade-Off

The scholarly writer is most often not writing, in the fi rst instance, for a 
general audience. Academics who set out to write for the wider audience 
can easily see the upside of the transition: more readers, more copies, 
more publicity and attention, and very likely more money both up front 
and over several years. What is less clear is the downside an academic 
will confront in writing for the trade.

Academic institutions, as well as fellow academics, do not always look 
kindly upon popular success. A trade book might make you famous, but 
have a less than positive e≠ect on your professional aura. Erich Segal 
was teaching classics at Yale in 1970 when he published his best- selling 
novel, Love Story. Classicists did not cheer.

If you suspect that what you’re working on is a book for a general 
readership, be tough on yourself. Can you give up the detailed footnotes 
or the discussions of John Locke in chapter 1? If you can’t, you may still 
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have a  fi rst- rate academic book—but a publisher will have a hard time 
marketing it as a trade book if it begins with thirty pages more appropri-
ate for an academic journal. Academic writers must often struggle to fi nd 
the “trade voice.” Though it may sound perverse to say so, most scholars 
know too much to write well for a trade readership. Specialist knowledge 
encumbers the writing, making it almost impossible for the writer to 
keep in mind someone who is happy to get on with the story, whatever 
the subject may be. To make a book work for the widest potential audi-
ence, an academic writer may need to be held fi rmly by the collar and 
yanked back from his theme. In other cases, the  would- be trade writer 
needs to jettison all but a few major arguments or points. More than one 
publishing wag has remarked that a real trade book makes one point, 
and makes it over and over. It’s easier for a nonacademic author to write a 
trade book than for a scholar to do so.

Strictly academic writing is the safest place to stow your research and 
your arguments. There they will be pondered by specialists, and you will 
risk little exposure in the wider media. But set your sights on the bigger 
book for the bigger audience and the calculations change. Newspaper 
reviewers are pitiless when it comes to academic writing. Even the small-
est dose of theoretical language or specialized vocabulary may elicit a 
book critic’s invective. Clear that hurdle entirely—produce a book that 
any chain store may be happy to stack in piles and, what may be worse, 
a book that earns glowing reviews—and your fellow academics may 
wonder if you’re serious enough for the profession. It may be safest to 
tackle the very popular book once you’ve got tenure.

The Fifty- Page Rule

Once you’ve decided what you’re writing and for whom, have planned 
out the writing of the project, completed the fi rst draft, and checked 
it thoroughly for mechanics, you have one extremely important task 
left. Reread—and plan to rewrite—the fi rst fi fty pages. It’s not a happy 
revelation, but editors have too much to read, and as a matter of self-
 preservation they need to eliminate what is just not going to work. 
Practically speaking, most editors—whether they know it or not—have 
a  fi fty- page rule: If the manuscript doesn’t work in the fi rst fi fty pages, 
it’s out.

Think of the fi rst fi fty pages of your manuscript, then, as the reception 
area of your book. Does it make a good impression? An author who wants 
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to write about race and American religion may have a considerable store 
of factual information at his fi ngertips. But nothing will discourage an 
editor faster than fi nding a statistical table on page 3. A good editor is 
going to read a lot more than the fi rst fi fty pages, but she’s not going to 
read further if those fi rst fi fty are a bore. Revise them last. Polish them. 
Make them shine.

What’s true about editors is also true about book reviewers. The 
di≠erence is that book reviewers see even more projects, though they 
have the advantage of seeing them nicely printed and bound instead of 
in boxes of manuscript. A book reviewer or book review editor needs to 
cut to the chase fast. Is the book worth spending review time on? In the 
case of the trade media, such as the book review sections of major news-
papers, the fi rst concern will be “Can it be read and enjoyed by readers 
outside the academy?” Book review editors at major papers have a fi erce 
ability to sni≠ out academic language, even when the book in question 
isn’t really very di∞cult at all. Scholars and scholarly publishers may 
whinge about how little attention academic books get in the national 
media, but book reviews are a stark reminder that specialized language is 
forbidding to nonacademic readers. Sometimes just one drop of Jacques 
Lacan can render a book suspect.

The  fi fty- page rule is crucial to overcoming a book review editor’s 
resistance. It’s always possible that he or she may well page through the 
entire book and then decide not to assign the book for review. But if the 
fi rst fi fty pages fail to please, that reviewer will quickly go on to the next 
candidate. Your fi rst fi fty are your most important fi fty.

Titles

Many authors forget that the title of the proposed manuscript is the 
face it fi rst shows to the publishing house. The title may be a superfi cial 
element in a work that has consumed years of writing. One doesn’t like 
to think that a great manuscript has failed to see publication because 
the author gave it an outstandingly bad title, but why take that chance? 
Books are sometimes judged by their covers (the old admonition aside)—
and manuscripts by their titles.

An editor comes between an author and the author’s title only with 
great care. Editors know that writers can be devoted to their titles, even 
in earliest drafts. Sometimes an author will hold fast to the proposed 
title as if it were the only stable thing about the manuscript. But when a 
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manuscript is fi nally submitted to a publishing house, the title is often 
one of the fi rst things that have to go.

what to name the baby
Why is a title wrong for a project? An editor (a marketer, too) will have 
several reasons for being disinclined to accept the name the author has 
given the book- to- be. While millions of prospective parents have turned 
for help to What to Name the Baby or any of its contemporary descen-
dants, there aren’t any comforting tables to help authors name the infant 
manuscript.

An editor will want a title that does two things. First, it has to de-
scribe the subject of the book. Whether or not your project is published 
electronically, information about it—including its name—will be stored 
in many electronic archives. It’s easier to search for a half- remembered 
title if it contains words that hint at the book’s content. One might 
conclude that a successful title might emerge from a concatenation of 
searchable terms. But there’s a hitch. The other thing the title has to 
do is lure the reader. The balance between these two concerns will vary 
from house to house, from discipline to discipline, and even within a 
single fi eld from the most specialized to the most general project. For 
example, a collection of essays on international trade regulations or a 
quantitative study of the demographics of multiple births will likely be 
titled “straight” (International Trade Regulations since NAFTA or Multiple 
Births in Retirement Communities: Understanding the New Demographics). 
In the humanities, however, authors have long preferred the oblique 
or allusive title, and often resist an editor’s attempt to make the title 
describe the contents. The more academic your project, the more de-
scriptive the title should be. The more your book is for a general trade 
readership, the more it can support a metaphoric or simply decorative 
title. Admittedly, this is mysterious stu≠. The author and the editor 
view the same manuscript with di≠erent eyes, yet both are working to 
make the book as strong as possible—not merely strong on the page 
but strong in the market. Should your title be short or long? Some 
seasons it seems the loquacious title is in fashion, while for a period 
there seemed to be an unusually high number of two- word titles. Con-
centrate on what’s best for your own book, and try to avoid the most 
frequent pitfalls.

The following are common problems with book titles as authors sub-
mit them.
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when bad titles happen to good manuscripts
1. The title is a quotation. “Reader, I married him” or “And I alone sur-
vived” are famous lines in English and American fi ction, and it’s easy to 
feel the author’s rush of association as the manuscript is suddenly caught 
up in the backdraft of Jane Eyre or Moby Dick. But a book with such a title 
fairly screams “This manuscript will read closely—which isn’t surprising, 
since it’s my unrevised dissertation.” And if you’re submitting an unre-
vised dissertation (which you shouldn’t be doing), that’s the last thing 
you want an editor to suspect even before the title page has been turned. 
Save the literary quotation for the title of your article in a specialized 
journal. For the book itself, think in broader, less clubby terms.

2. The title is general—very general—and only the subtitle reveals what 
the book is about. Consider The Black Writer in America followed by A 
Comparison of Nella Larsen and Alice Walker. Or The Renaissance in Italy 
and then, hurriedly, Florence, May 1488. Academic writers like this  titling 
strategy—the move from the grand unifying theory down into the micro-
scopic—because it allows them to show o≠ both a command of a big 
picture and the patience for detail work. Yet a busy editor may grumble 
at this academic bait- and- switch.

A comparison of Larsen and Walker is a limited monograph and 
may not even sustain traditional print publication at all. One month in 
 fi fteenth- century Italy is a more promising idea for a book, but it requires 
real skill to bring o≠ this sort of thing. If your subject is narrow, don’t 
be surprised if an editor suggests you mine the one really good chapter 
and build a new book around it. Your current manuscript may be just an 
overgrown essay—a respectable piece of thinking and writing padded 
out to fi ll two hundred and fi fty pages—but not a book. Yet.

3. The title depends on exhausted vocabulary. Like all forms of fashion, 
tastes in titles change. When words are cheapened by overuse, they need 
bed rest. So it is with titles, where words and phrases can easily be over-
exposed and, at least temporarily, lose their power. There aren’t any fi rm 
rules here, except that no word magically guarantees your title will work. 
An academic generation ago when they appeared infrequently in titles, 
the words “woman,” “subject,” “queer,” or “other” almost guaranteed that 
a book received attention. But these and other entries in the big- concept 
lexicon can’t be depended upon to act with the same force forever. Work 
in postcolonial studies, for example, may continue to command the at-
tention of readers and publishers, but simply loading the word “other” 
into your title isn’t going to land you a contract.
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Other linguistic maneuvers should be retired. Don’t add the prefi x 
de-  (or un-  ) to a word in order to make it more provocative. Punctua-
tion in titles is usually cute and annoying. Worse is punctuation within 
words themselves. Many editors would welcome an academic covenant 
outlawing the use of parentheses and virgules—those zippy slashes that 
show up “unexpectedly” in the middle of words. I doubt anyone ever 
needs to see another title that’s a visual joke on the order of When the 
(M)other Is a Fat / her.

4. The author has never spoken the title aloud before submitting the manu-
script. Far from being an exaggeration, this is the only explanation for 
the many unpronounceable word combinations that show up on the 
covers of book projects. Speak the title aloud. If you can’t say it easily, 
get rid of it. If you hear yourself saying, “See, it’s a reference to . . .” or 
“It’s a pun on . . .” get rid of it. If you have to take a breath in the middle 
of the title, it’s too long. Sects and Sex among the Sikhs is a tongue twister, 
not a title.

5. The title may be about something—but what? Many writers succumb 
to symbolic or poetic titles, often for sturdily unpoetic books. No editor 
has explained why so many authors of academic studies want to give 
their books titles more appropriate for fi ction. The title A Distant Mir-
ror, had it not been a best- seller for Barbara Tuchman, might be made 
to describe just about anything—paleontology, the history of any period 
whatsoever (the Babylonians,  nineteenth- century Sudanese culture, the 
Hoover administration), maybe even a career in hairdressing.

A publisher will draw your book closer to a descriptive title to the 
extent that it’s written not for a general readership but for members of a 
discipline. A book for archaeologists isn’t likely a book for everyone, and 
if it’s important that it reach archaeologists before anyone else, it should 
have a title that will appeal to people who study old rocks and artifacts. 
If your book is written for the classroom, either as a required text or as 
recommended reading, a descriptive title will seem to be right.

6. It’s just too cute. Sometimes an author comes along with a title that 
is good, even arresting, but just a shade too clever to command respect. 
A serious study of pro- Nazi sentiment in 1930s England could, one sup-
poses, be called “What a Swell Party This Is” but, the homage to Cole 
Porter notwithstanding, this title is de trop. (Actually, it might caption 
the review of the book; as a throwaway journalistic parry, it’s not bad.) 
It can be tough to fi nd that fi ne line between cute and witty. Keep your 
ears open. Your editor probably reads more book reviews than you do, 
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and certainly looks at more book titles. If your editor thinks the title has 
bad karma, trust her instincts. Your title needn’t be lively if your book 
is grave.

Many authors hope that the one- two punch of the title and subtitle 
will give them a chance to be creative. Let’s borrow from Barbara Tuch-
man again. A Distant Mirror: Life in a  Nineteenth- Century Sudanese Village 
isn’t an irresponsible title, but it could present drawbacks. Some editors 
worry that online search engines might fail to consider a subtitle, which 
would mean that your book wouldn’t turn up if a browser were looking 
for books on Sudan. Any catalog or bibliography short on room or am-
bition might list only a title, not a subtitle, making the subject of your 
book hard to determine.

If you are a famous person with high name recognition, and if your 
books sell in impressive quantities, your publisher will permit you 
greater latitude in naming even a scholarly project. This isn’t entirely 
a matter of most- favored- nation status, though a successful author is a 
publisher’s favorite life form. If your book is going to be sold largely on 
your name, its title may be secondary. On the other hand, if you’re not 
famous yet, your publisher may insist that your book’s title explain what 
the book’s about.

One way to think about your title is to return to one of the themes 
of this book: is the work you are writing destined to be an obligation or 
a pleasure? Something a reader will need to study with care? Then it’s 
scholarly nonfi ction. Or will it be a source of delight? An entertainment? 
A thumping good read? If you can answer yes, it’s trade nonfi ction. The 
kind of title you attach to your work says a lot about how you perceive 
the book’s intentions. The descriptive title announces a book to be used; 
the poetic title a book to be enjoyed. True, you might possibly cancel 
your plans for Saturday night in order to read the fi rst, and you might 
require your students to read the second, but as generalizations go, this 
one’s pretty valid.

What does a title have to do with a book’s success? Ask di≠erent de-
partments in a publishing house and the answer will be everything—
and nothing. Let’s jump three years into the future. Your book has had 
respectful scholarly reviews, but its sales never broke out beyond your 
core readership. Inevitably, someone in marketing will suggest that the 
book fl opped, if it did, because of the title. What was the author think-
ing? How could the editor go along with it? Or the happy version of this 
game: your book is a great success. The publicity director is delighted 
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to report that it was the title that made it impossible for reviewers not 
to pay attention. Who is right here?

You can title your book almost anything you want. Choose wisely. Yes, 
you can even call it A Distant Mirror (there’s no copyright in book titles, 
which explains why you can fi nd two books in print with the same title). 
But you probably don’t want to give your manuscript the same name 
as that of a widely read and admired book. And a good editor won’t let 
you. Your editor, once again, is there to save you from mistakes, even 
mistakes in titling.

Selling your idea—and that’s what you’re doing when you contact 
a publisher—is partly a matter of packaging. Even brilliant ideas bril-
liantly argued will benefi t if you can present them in the right shape, 
at the right length, and with a title that makes a reader sit up and take 
notice.



Why does one writer submit her manuscript to the University of Califor-
nia Press and another to Beacon? What’s the di≠erence between the two? 
Why does another writer contact fi ve publishers simultaneously—four 
leading houses and then one smaller press, as if the last were the safety 
school on her list of college applications? Which house is most likely to 
take your book on? Edit and produce the book well? Get you tenure?

Getting the right publisher isn’t the same as getting published. It may 
feel the same, at the moment you’re holding your fi rst book contract, but 
author’s remorse—like buyer’s remorse—can be deeply unnerving. This 
chapter will help you focus on the kinds of publishers and decide which 
are right for your book.

A Fine Romance

Selecting a publisher is less like proposing marriage and more like cadg-
ing a dinner invitation. You’re choosing the publisher you hope will want 
to choose you. To follow this analogy a bit, having an agent represent you 
is like having a social secretary. But few scholarly authors can use agents, 
and so most academic writers search for publishers on their own.

What you’re looking for is the best possible house for your work, as 
well as the house most likely to accept it. It doesn’t make any sense to pur-
sue a trade house for a manuscript that is clearly a specialized scholarly 
project, and if you insist upon doing so you’ll simply eat up valuable 
time while your manuscript gets older. In the same vein, it may be that 
you dream of being published by, say, Princeton, but if your project is 
on Willa Cather and the landscape of the American Southwest, you may 
be much better o≠ publishing your book with a house on the other side 
of the Mississippi.

In deciding which house to contact, keep in mind that you’re looking 
for three things:

Selecting a Publisher 4
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a publisher capable of bringing your book out well and selling it • 
ably (a publisher you will want);
a publisher that is likely to want your manuscript—and perhaps • 
even o≠er you an attractive advance against royalties (a publisher 
who will want you); and
a publisher whose imprint will have a positive e≠ect on your • 
academic career (a publisher who will make others want 
you, too).

If this sounds rather like a romantic triangle—publisher meets author 
meets dean—you’re not far o≠. Editors are aware of their tacit roles not 
only in shaping what a discipline will read and debate, but also in who 
will be hired or promoted. It can be a distracting realization.

Selecting a publisher means more than knowing a few names and ad-
dresses. You fi rst want to understand the basic categories of publishing 
houses, and the ways in which their interests do—and don’t—coincide 
with your own. Before you’ve fi nished your selection process, you’ll have 
decided the type of publisher you need and the size of house with which 
you feel most comfortable.

Getting Advice

How do you go about deciding which houses might be right for you? If 
you’re working in a very specialized fi eld, there may be no choice. You’ll 
just be contacting the house or two that handle what you do. But if you’re 
working in one of the major disciplines, or if your project crosses the 
boundaries of fi elds, there’s more to think about. To focus only on the 
university press community, a project in American history might fi nd its 
way onto lists at literally scores of houses. Some have clearly published 
more of a certain type of history book than have others, but that may 
not be the basis on which you’ll decide where you want to publish. Good 
sources for information and advice include

your mentor or advisor or colleagues in your fi eld,• 
your own research—the evidence of your own bibliography, • 
library, and your local bookstore,
professional guides,• 
the Internet,• 
the book exhibit of your fi eld’s annual meeting.• 
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mentors, advisors, and others
You might be fortunate and have a mentor or dissertation advisor who 
knows a great deal about today’s publishing world. On the other hand, it’s 
also possible that he doesn’t know very much about publishing at all, and 
recommends that you contact the publisher where he brought out his 
own study a few—or many—years back. The house might be the right 
one for you, after all, but you’ll be better o≠ if you do some homework 
of your own. No one person should be your only source of advice here. 
If your mentor has published recently with the house he recommends, 
ask these questions about his experience:

Was the process clear and reasonably prompt?• 
Was the book well treated in terms of editorial and • 
manufacturing? in terms of marketing?
Would the author publish there again? If not, why not?• 

Negative responses should prompt further questions, not a line 
crossed through the press’s name. If you’re early in your career, you don’t 
want to eliminate any publisher simply because your advisor thought 
the press was slow but otherwise very good. And if your advisor sug-
gests he wouldn’t publish there again but doesn’t give you any details, it’s 
probably best to respect the confi dence, make a note of one dissatisfi ed 
customer, and continue your homework. Perhaps your mentor’s book 
didn’t sell very well.

If your advisor’s response is overwhelmingly positive, you can still 
ask useful questions. Just what was it that made the experience so 
good? Keep in mind that your mentor or advisor may not have been 
a  fi rst- time author. Perhaps he was already established professionally 
by the time he contacted the house. Or he might even have been so-
licited by the house to propose the work in question, a condition that 
goes a long way in making an author happy about a relationship with 
a publisher.

In short, treat your advisor as a resource, not the resource. Your advisor 
might speak of publication as a painless process. Easy for him to say. In 
fact, it isn’t painless. But publishers are always looking for wonderful 
new authors, people with whom they can build fresh, new relationships. 
You may be a new face on the scene, but you might also be just the person 
your publisher is looking for.
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your own research
Your own research begins at your bookshelves. Which 
publishers’ books are showing up in your bibliography? 
Whose books have you recently read with pleasure and 
interest? What books, published by whom, are cited in 
the journals in your fi eld? You should be able to assemble 
a list of interesting houses just from the evidence of your 
recent research. A few caveats, however. This trick will 
favor the larger publishers, whose wider o≠erings may 
garner more entries in your bibliography. If you work 
in philosophy, Oxford and Cambridge are likely to loom 
large in your bibliography. At the same time, although 
you might greatly admire Alasdair MacIntyre’s After Vir-
tue, published by the University of Notre Dame Press, 
you might not cite other titles from that publisher. Keep 
your options open.

Some presses have high visibility in certain disciplines. 
The MIT Press for its work in architecture and design. Ari-
zona for its work in the cultures of the Southwest. NYU 
publishes books on, among other things, New York City. 
Some matches of project to press are easy. But some are 
less so. At many a regional university press a cookbook 
nestles among the monographs. Columbia has published 
books on food, and so have Illinois and Nebraska. Your 
manuscript, “Banjos and Blini,” may have a number of 
possible destinations.

Word of mouth is key. Talk to people who have pub-
lished books recently. Were they happy with the experi-
ence? Did they fi nd an acquiring editor who was enthu-
siastic about their project? Was the publishing process 
steady? Cooperative? Was the fi nished product a book 
you yourself would want to have published? These bases 
for evaluation all work together. Once you’ve spoken with 
others and consulted the evidence of your own research, 
you’ll have a core group of houses you may want to con-
tact. A handful of publishers’ names isn’t enough, how-
ever. You need contact information.

The evidence of your 

bookshelves should 

exert a powerful draw 

on your attention. 

But check publication 

dates. A publisher 

who brought out the 

most important work 

in your fi eld a decade 

ago and nothing in 

recent years has prob-

ably  undergone some 

change of staff or 

 direction.
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professional guides
 Whatever guide to publishers you may pick up, turn fi rst to the copyright 
page. Don’t waste your time on any listing of publishers that’s more than a 
year old. Remember that editors and their areas of responsibility may 
change; sta≠ leave or are replaced; publishers terminate or slow down 
their acquisitions in a given area or begin working in a new list. What 
you might read about a publishing house in a tour d’horizon of the in-
dustry may give you a good general idea of who publishes what, but the 
details may be fuzzy or simply wrong. As a reality check, remember that 
what you’re reading in a guide to publishers might be assembled from 
the grudging responses of harried editorial assistants in big o∞ces. And 
check when the press’s Web site was most recently updated. 

For publishers, one essential annual is the massive Literary Market 
Place (known in the business as LMP), an expensive paperback volume as 
thick as a telephone directory and segregated into  color- coded sections. 
(There’s also ILMP, or International Literary Market Place, its even more 
ambitious sibling.) LMP gathers information on editors, publishers, and 
agents. But LMP is essentially a professional reference. It’s of little practi-
cal use to the author looking for help in publishing a fi rst book. Imagine 
reading the Yellow Pages to fi nd an orthopedist—it might be a helpful 
way of remembering the name of a recommended physician or for fi nd-
ing his telephone number, but not a fi rst stop to shop.

My favorite tool for academic authors is the excellent and under-
utilized AAUP Directory, an annual publication of the Association of 
American University Presses (aaupnet.org). It’s a paperback volume, 
available direct from the o∞ces of the AAUP (71 West 23rd Street, Suite 
901, New York, NY 10010) or through the University of Chicago Press, 
which distributes the directory on the association’s behalf. Page for 
page, the directory has the most useful information available for an au-
thor seeking to contact American university presses. The directory lists 
other organizations, too, such as the Society for Biblical Literature and 
the Modern Language Association and think tanks like RAND. Remem-
ber that the criteria for membership in the association exclude many 
houses that might interest you. Member organizations must, in the fi rst 
instance, be not- for- profi t publishers. You won’t fi nd well- known trade 
imprints like Basic Books or Pantheon, or smaller academic and profes-
sional houses like Ashgate or Stylus. Still, for most scholarly authors, 
the AAUP Directory o≠ers much. An alphabetically arranged series of 
descriptions of the member presses lists the o∞cers and sta≠ of each 
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press, its year of incorporation, the number of titles it published in 
the last year, and some description of the house’s publishing program. 
This is often presented in terms of the press’s series (Studies in Archi-
tecture, Studies in Ethics, Studies in Political Economy), the names of 
which provide some clue as to what historically has been of interest to 
a particular house.

Beyond the listing of series names, the AAUP Directory sometimes 
provides a thumbnail sketch of what the house currently seeks. A listing 
might read “American studies, American and modern European history, 
business and economics, musicology, bats and other household pests 
of the Midwest.” The sequence gives a quick overview of this univer-
sity press: its interest in history, matters fi nancial and economic, one 
aspect of the arts, and regional publishing. Don’t snicker at the bats, 
which might be the successful line that pays for the musicology list. Or 
vice versa.

For an author, these descriptions give good, general views of pub-
lishing programs, house by house. But don’t get comfortable quite yet. 
A listing of what a press has published is not a guarantee that this is 
what the press is currently looking for. Though editorial positions in 
the scholarly end of the publishing business are generally more stable 
than those in the glamorous world of trade publishing, editors do move 
around, or leave, or are replaced. Even where press sta≠s remain stable, 
new administrations may steer editors into new fi elds or subfi elds, or 
away from others. A complete listing of all series does say something 
about what the press has been up to, but it doesn’t tell anything about the 
press’s current commitment to building those series, or how successful 
they have been. What’s more, many books on a press’s list are published 
outside a series.

The most important information in the AAUP Directory is its listing of 
editors for each house, usually followed by an e- mail address, a telephone 
number, and the fi eld or fi elds in which the editor works (psychology, 
business). Even if you’d never admit to owning a yellow highlighter, use 
one now to identify the editors in your fi eld. They know one another, 
and you want them to know about you.

using the ’net
Web sites are now essential tools for potential authors. Even very small 
scholarly publishers have their own pages, and many university presses 
have blogs. Web sites are expensive to create and maintain, so it’s under-
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standable that their fi rst function is to sell books and bring in cash, not 
to solicit proposals. The fanciest sites trumpet the press’s o≠erings and 
marketing muscle. And even the simplest are likely to put online catalog 
sales ahead of FAQs for prospective authors. Still, the publisher’s Web 
site o≠ers several things you can use:

details of the press’s list, usually including access to an online • 
catalog;
contact information of some sort, usually including the names, • 
telephone numbers, and e- mail addresses of acquisitions editors;
statements of press policy or philosophy, and often a brief history • 
of the house; and
guidelines for submitting projects.• 

Di≠erent houses have di≠erent kinds of sites. Many presses provide 
online guidelines for submitting manuscripts and queries. Some also tell 
you useful things about the press itself, including what they won’t con-
sider, how they feel about multiple submissions, and what they consider 
to be the press’s philosophy.

A good Web site can give you a sense of a press’s personality. As a 
bonus, if you’re working on new media, you might fi nd that a publisher 
with a good site inspires confi dence that the book you’re planning would 
be marketed well online.

book exhibits
One of the best ways of researching publishers in your fi eld is provided 
by the book exhibits at your discipline’s annual meeting. Even if you’re 
not yet ready to shop an idea, the book exhibit is an opportunity to learn 
about di≠erent publishers’ lists. Book exhibits give publishers a chance 
to show o≠ new titles and give editors the opportunity to meet with cur-
rent and prospective authors. Large academic meetings—the American 
Historical Association or the Organization of American Historians, the 
American Sociological Association, the Modern Language Association, 
the American Academy of Religion, the American Philosophical Asso-
ciation, and so forth—will have the largest and best- stocked exhibits. A 
publisher’s cost to exhibit at these shows quickly mounts into the thou-
sands of dollars—exhibit fees, shipping costs, airline tickets, and hotel 
expenses make every book exhibit a major investment for a publisher. 
Few book exhibits bring in enough money through sales or orders to 
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cover the publisher’s costs, but there are other reasons why publishers 
show up.

The book display is a marketing and sales tool. Publishers will often 
sell single copies (at a discount, yet) to interested individuals, but they’re 
even more interested in courting the holy grail of academic publishing: 
the course adoption order. Thirty copies for one class is not only thirty 
times more money than a publisher can make by selling one copy, it’s 
also cheaper to ship thirty copies at once than thirty copies individu-
ally. The graduate student who buys a single copy of Caroline Walker 
Bynum’s Holy Feast and Holy Fast may not buy another, but a professor 
who orders thirty copies this term may well order it again the next time 
the course is taught.

The book display also works for the publisher as an acquisitions tool. 
An exhibit shows what the house can do, and gives the press’s editor a 
place from which to conduct business. Editors who attend academic 
meetings are there—in part—for you to meet them and discuss your 
work. But they’re not there only to answer questions from passersby. An 
editor will attend sessions, meet with current authors, trade shoptalk 
with other exhibitors, hold meetings with advisors, and sell books. For 
you the book display is a chance to see what’s new and to meet editors 
for an informal chat about your work.

Informal though it may be, you can still do some advance planning. 
You might try to make an appointment with an editor a month or so 
before the convention. You can also take your chances once you arrive. 
The largest houses will be known to most people, and editors at those 
presses may not have a moment to spare by the time you waltz by. Be 
warned that many editors are busiest on the last day (often a last morn-
ing) of an exhibit. If you do come upon an editor feverishly taking book 
orders in the waning moments of a meeting, don’t even think of asking 
“Is this a good time to talk about my dissertation?” It isn’t. You’re too 
late. Follow up by e- mail or snail mail.

If you do meet with an editor at an academic meeting, keep these 
tips in mind:

Think of a meeting at a book exhibit as a polite, introductory exchange, 
not an exhaustive session on your favorite topic. Every editor knows the 
moment when the editorial eyes glaze over and a complete stranger 
launches into a numbing summary of chapter 8.

If someone known to the editor has recommended the house, say so. 
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It breaks the ice. It might also help the editor get a quick fi x on your 
work.

Don’t plan on handing an editor a packet of manuscript. Ask whether the 
editor would like to see electronic or hard copy. Then e- mail or mail it 
as a  follow- up to your chat.

Accept a fi rm “It’s not for us” as graciously as you can. An editor may 
know immediately that your project doesn’t fi t that press’s list. But by all 
means feel free to ask for suggestions where you might next turn.

If you’ve had an encouraging conversation at the exhibit, follow up with 
a note within a week. Most editors have far too much to do after an aca-
demic convention. Writing promptly will help keep your name in the 
editor’s mind. An e- mail is good manners. An actual note on paper makes 
an even bigger impression.

Get an editor’s business card. Even if you’re unable to wangle an ap-
pointment, you can walk away with contact details and follow up quickly 
to the right person at the correct address.

What about Series?

It’s possible that you already know the editor of a press series in your 
fi eld. Professor Smith edits a series on environmental disasters for 
Coastal University Press. Professor Brown edits a series on education in 
the developing world for Highlands University Press. Neither Coastal 
nor Highlands will publish a work in its series without the approval of 
the series editor. But a series editor’s enthusiasm, though necessary, usu-
ally isn’t su∞cient. Most often, a project proposed for a university press 
series will be subject to the same procedures and requirements faced by 
any other proposal at the house: the proposed series volume will have 
to be economically feasible, fi ll a need on the press’s list, not duplicate 
or compete with a similar press book, be marketable by that press, and 
secure the approval of the press’s editorial committee or faculty board. 
Sometimes the series editor’s stamp of approval will stand as the reader’s 
report, which can speed up the evaluation process.

A series editor is like a dish antenna for a publishing house. In ex-
change for providing a publisher with leads, a series editor usually re-
ceives a small royalty on books published in the series. Sometimes the 
series editor may be paid a small sum for each contract signed. The 
series editor’s job is to get the fi rst inkling of new  works- in- progress by 
established scholars, and to gather distant signals from emerging schol-
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ars. Like Lily Tomlin, the series editor is looking for signs of intelligent 
life in the academic universe. As a specialist, the series editor is better 
placed than a press acquisitions editor to hear early about new faces and 
their research. By being a visible and infl uential specialist, the series edi-
tor may be more persuasive than a press acquisitions editor in wooing 
established scholars to the house. Sometimes it’s the publisher who tips 
o≠ the series editor about a great prospect, then prods the series editor 
to follow up. If it’s an e≠ective partnership, the result can be a lively and 
valuable collection of books.

Here are advantages of being published in a series:
1. A series editor is usually an academic, not a publisher. This may 

give the prospective author confi dence in common language and goals. 
The enthusiasm of a series editor for one’s work means that the author 
has an ally even before the publisher has seen any of the author’s work. 
A good thing.

2. An established series will most likely have built itself on one or 
more works by important fi gures in the fi eld. Publishers encourage se-
ries editors to start o≠ a series with strong work. The new author may 
benefi t from the refl ected glory of earlier series volumes and authors. 
Another good thing.

3. The existence of the series is clear evidence of the press’s interest in 
and commitment to the discipline. In practical terms, this should mean 
that your book, published as volume 6 in Studies in Phrenology, should 
reach its target audience through e∞cient promotion and marketing. 
After fi ve volumes on head bumps, the publisher will know what works 
for the series and what doesn’t.

4. If the series has a design template—a consistent look to its covers 
and interiors—the prospective author will have a chance to examine 
earlier series volumes and get a sense of what her own book would look 
like. Fewer surprises at production time.

5. As their book budgets shrink, librarians may more readily order 
books that are numbered volumes in a series.

But series also have limitations, if not exactly disadvantages.
A uniform series design may hide the glories of your project, or at 

the very least prevent you from requesting your favorite Matisse for 
the cover. Established marketing strategies for the series might mean 
that your book can’t be pulled out of the pack and given an extra push 
for a wider, additional market you think it can reach. In most cases, a 
numbered series volume generates little electricity in a general book-
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store—assuming the bookseller even chooses to stock it. 
It’s probably the case, however, that the pull exerted by 
a distinguished series editor working with a good pub-
lisher most often squelches any such reservations on the 
author’s part. Authors like being published with, and with 
the support of, scholars and writers they respect.

Publishers with few or no general trade titles in their 
programs may rely heavily on series as a means to acquire 
projects. Other, smaller houses may have some disciplines 
entirely driven by series editors, while other fi elds at the 
same house may be managed without the series editor’s 
hand. But most books aren’t published in series at all. In-
stead, publishers and editors talk about their list or their 
lists. An editor in psychology might acquire thirty titles 
a year in the fi eld, fi ve of which will come in through 
the e≠orts of Professor Quilty, the distinguished abnor-
mal psychologist, whose extensive contacts have enabled 
her to build the respected series Narcolepsy Today. The 
fi ve projects she is sponsoring have been accepted by the 
press and will be published as part of her series. Internally, 
the press’s acquisitions editor for psychology will man-
age these fi ve books. But the other  twenty- fi ve psychology 
projects the editor signs up are part of the house’s list in 
psychology.

Though it’s unlikely anyone would publish a series as 
specialized as Narcolepsy Today, many are very specifi c. 
Yet other publishers have series that are very broad. Why 
such extremes?

A focused series is economical, since the books can be 
marketed together. The focused series is subject- driven, 
and is often most appropriate to stable or more conserva-
tive fi elds (politics and economics come to mind). The 
wide- open, what- is- this- about? series might serve as a 
lightning rod, a place for new energies and projects to 
come together, without too much concern for  series- wide 
cohesiveness. A series with a title like Sexuality Tomorrow 
would seem to be biting o≠ more than it can chew. But 
a series of this kind is often edited by a  strong- minded 
scholar whose tastes and opinions quickly give a distinct 
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profi le even to the most uncertain series title. And sometimes a series 
is editor- driven, simply a showcase for a brilliant and well- connected 
scholar, someone of international reputation—someone to whom it 
would be impossible for a prospective author to say no.

Europeans are often confused by the concept of the series, at least as 
American publishers use the term. In American publishing, and indeed 
in much of British publishing, the term “list” refers to the entirety of 
the house’s publishing (as in “We’ve got a terrifi c list this season”) or, 
when modifi ed, to “our list in anthropology.” A series is usually a specifi c 
collection of books within a discipline. The statement “She’s editing a 
series in anthropology for us” means, in the  English- language context, 
that she (most likely a professor of anthropology) is selecting and rec-
ommending to the publisher manuscripts that will make up a portion of 
the anthropology list, but one might infer that the house publishes other 
titles in anthropology as well. Europeans often understand the above 
statement to imply that the editor’s series in anthropology is the house’s 
anthropology list. This could be an important misunderstanding if, for 
example, the house’s new series is on the anthropology of urban life 
and you’ve just completed a brilliant manuscript on rural development. 
When encountering a series that is in your fi eld but that’s outside your 
subspecialty, don’t despair. Take the existence of the series as evidence 
that the house is committed to your discipline, and press your case. Even 
if the publisher hadn’t thought about your subspecialty, the existence of 
the series might help the house consider taking on your excellent rural 
development project.

Size Matters (But How?)

Not that many years ago, it might have been tempting to assume that 
the larger the press the better the service you would expect. You would 
have been wrong even then. With the mix ’n’ match rearrangement of 
commercial publishing during the past several years, many an author is 
concerned that his book will disappear, or at least that his editor will be 
vaporized and all her contracts with her. Certainly, big houses have more 
resources than small ones, allowing them to devote time and energy 
to promoting and marketing your work. Norton and Knopf books are 
reviewed continually, and with good reason. They are good books.

At a cocktail party years ago I met the director of a small university 
press. At the time, I was working for Columbia University Press, then as 
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now one of the larger houses in the university press com-
munity. When I introduced myself the director rolled her 
eyes. “Minnows and whales! minnows and whales!” she 
exclaimed. So the size of presses did make a di≠erence—
and it still does.

But just what is that di≠erence? A big press can buy ad 
space, create beautiful promotional pieces, put up conven-
tion exhibits, get more copies out into bookstores, and 
work hard to get you on NPR. A tiny press might be able 
to do all of these things once a year for one book. A big 
press can expect to sell more copies of a given work and 
so a≠ord to pay a larger advance against royalties. A small 
press may bid competitively and even pay a handsome 
advance, sometimes, for a special project. A big press may 
also lose interest in your book sooner, and relegate it to a 
 second- tier status on the basis of sales that would quicken 
the pulse of everyone at a small house. Small houses 
sometimes reissue books that big houses —or other small 
houses—have let go out of print. Susan Stewart’s On Long-
ing was a Johns Hopkins book later reissued by Duke.

This book can’t choose a press for you. But some gener-
alizations may help you come to the right decision:

The larger the house, the greater its resources.•  The 
greater the resources, the greater the publisher’s 
expectations. This can work for or against your 
book.
The more important your book is to that house, the • 
more attention it will receive. The small pond may be 
perfect for your book. Or it may be too small to do 
the book justice.
An enthusiastic editor is your champion.•  But an editor 
can’t make it all happen by herself.
A highly targeted book has been known practically • 
to sell itself. But help from the publisher would be 
deeply appreciated.

Editors, catalogs, Web sites, anecdotal advice, adver-
tising, books in bookstores, books on your own shelves, 
prestige, speed, money: all will exert a pull on you. Finally, 
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however, you will make a decision as to which press or presses you want 
to see your work. You can contact one, or more than one. You can make 
it a fi rm submission, or a preliminary inquiry. But there are rules.

Simultaneous Inquiry and Simultaneous Submission

When you’ve done all your homework, you’ll make a choice either to 
contact one press at the very top of your wish list, or to make simultane-
ous inquiries to several houses.

Let’s distinguish a simultaneous inquiry from a simultaneous submission. 
Simultaneous inquiry is just fl irting. Simultaneous submission is bigamy. 
In a simultaneous inquiry the writer is contacting several publishers at 
the same time in order to see who might be interested in the project, 
or else to assess the degree of interest each of the potential publishers 
might express. Not every author wants or needs to send out simultane-
ous inquiries. But if you do, be sure to make clear the purpose of your 
letter. And always, always address the letter to a specifi c person, never to 
a function. There’s nothing unethical about sending out multiple letters 
at the initial inquiry stage.

With a simultaneous inquiry you can narrow down the fi eld of candi-
dates, winding up with a small pool of editors who have expressed some 
preliminary interest. Meanwhile, you can be ruminating on which house 
you think would be best for the book. Once you have your responses, 
however, be prepared to act. Nothing cools an editor’s ardor more than a 
year of silence between her polite letter of interest and your package fi -
nally materializing. The editor may suspect that the book’s been rejected 
at six houses before reaching her, and she may be right about that. She 
may even have found something else on your topic.

Multiple inquiry can take time, but the upside is considerable. At the 
very least you can save the postage from mailing many thick packages all 
over the publishing world to editors who may not want them.

Simultaneous submission—also called multiple submission—is seri-
ous business. It announces that there will be a race, and a competition, 
for your attention. It could be rapid and advantageous. But on the other 
hand, if no one thinks your project is worth the extra e≠ort, there may 
be no players. As a rule, a manuscript sent out on a multiple submission 
simply must be one notch stronger and more attractive than the book 
that is submitted to an editor as an exclusive. Publishers know that mul-
tiple submissions are looking for the best o≠er, as well as the fastest. This 
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can heighten an editor’s enthusiasm for an extraordinary project. But 
what if it’s just defi nitely above average? Faced with a competitive situ-
ation, an editor might well pass on the project altogether. Why expend 
all that extra e≠ort and time on a project that is perfectly solid but not 
outstanding?

It’s in a publisher’s interest to insist upon exclusive consideration of 
your project. An agent will usually balk at this practice, and you might, 
too. But a publisher’s reasons aren’t simply about shutting out the com-
petition. A scholarly editor needs time to consider a history of the cotton 
trade, for example, and will send your manuscript out to the best and 
most appropriate reader she can fi nd. Placing manuscripts with review-
ers is a delicate business. An editor knows that asking for a review from 
a busy academic is using up a magic bullet. If one is frittered away, the 
editor can’t use it again. No editor wants to waste the time of an impor-
tant scholar, and nothing is more frustrating than to have done so on 
a book that, unbeknownst to an editor, has been under consideration 
elsewhere.

So can you actually submit your project to two or more houses si-
multaneously? Maybe. But ask fi rst. Many editors will tell you that you 
can’t. In that case you will have to decide where you most want to be 
considered. Can you submit to one house and then, four months into 
the consideration process, succumb to the blandishments of another 
editor and submit to that house as well? You shouldn’t. If you feel that 
it’s what you really want to do, discuss it with the editor who has been 
working on your project at House A. You might be asked to withdraw 
your project at House A before you can send it out to House B. Or you 
might send an electric jolt to the editor at House A and get a decision 
in only a few more weeks. Asking questions is always worth the e≠ort. 
Staying in touch always lessens the risks of embarrassment later on.

Now you’re ready to write a letter.



The manuscript is done. Or maybe not; maybe all you’ve got are two 
key chapters or less and think it’s time to seek an advance contract. 
Only you can decide when you’re ready to test the waters. It’s a delicate 
and crucial step in a book’s progress, but it happens every day. Eighty 
thousand new books every year, just in America, are proof enough. In 
chapter 4 we’ve looked at how you can choose a publisher. Now you’re 
ready to make contact.

Popping the Question

Some authors canvass the fi eld by telephone. Reaching busy editors, they 
try to explain the fi ne points of the manuscript while the editor sits hos-
tage at his desk. Not all editors mind this, but some do. Not many people 
are good at “cold calling,” the brutal and subtle art of telephoning out of 
the blue and still getting what you want. Besides, even if you do get an 
expression of interest, you’ll still need to follow up with a good letter.

Other authors inquire by e-mail. Di≠erent editors feel di≠erently on 
the subject of e-mail inquiries. When I worked as an editor I almost 
always replied to an unsolicited e-mail inquiry with a formal response 
saying that we didn’t accept them, and please would the author follow 
up by mail. Other publishers are more fl exible.

The Internet is good for many things, but the faster we type out 
messages—and the faster we hit the Send button—the less carefully 
we write. Think of how often you’ve sent o≠ an e-mail message only to 
freeze with regret because of what you’ve just said, or forgotten to say, or 
because you’d copied in one or more inappropriate persons. Some time 
ago I received an unsolicited inquiry from an author. The only thing that 
sticks in my mind is the list of other recipients in the Address box of the 
message: the author had sent his inquiry to half a dozen editors, and 
kindly let each know who the others were. On one hand, this was full 
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disclosure. On the other hand, it was a bit like a mass 
mailing asking for a date on Saturday night.

There’s no substitute for a good letter. Not every bril-
liant book began with a great inquiry letter, and not every 
great letter won the author a contract. But if you don’t 
get your letter right you may not get a second chance—
at least at that house. Sending o≠ a bad letter of inquiry 
isn’t the end of the world, but it might be the end of your 
book’s chances with that particular publisher. While it’s 
possible to resubmit an inquiry, or send along crucial bits 
you forgot to include in your mailing, you’re gambling 
with your book’s future.

Many young scholars assume that e-mail is the pre-
ferred method of communication with publishers. Some 
editors agree. But even if you are invited to make e- contact 
with a publishing house, order your information as if it 
were being sent in hard copy.

The Stupid Mistakes Smart People Make

Bad inquiry letters drone on, in great detail, about some 
aspect of the project, forgetting to mention the most im-
portant feature of the book. Sometimes they’re so caught 
up in explaining a theoretical point that they forget to say 
exactly why the letter’s being sent. Expertise can get in the 
way of common sense.

Fortunately, what you need to include, and how to word 
it, needn’t be a mystery. Think of approaching a publishing 
house as getting a one- time chance to present everything 
you want an editor to know. You will need

the name and address of the editor,• 
a clear and well- written description of your • 
subject, and
a brief summary of your qualifi cations.• 

Beyond that you’ll need something else: a spark that will 
set your project o≠ from the many, many others in your 
fi eld.

The most important 

thing you’re writing is 

your book. The second 

most important thing 

is the letter of inquiry 

you’ll send off to 

your publisher.
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Organize these pieces of information simply and 
clearly. You can do this most e∞ciently by arranging them 
into three documents:

a letter of inquiry,• 
a brief project description, and• 
a curriculum vitae or resume.• 

Think of these three documents as a package. Always 
mail them together. If you’ve been invited to e-mail your 
material, e-mail the documents as three separate fi les in 
a single posting.

The letter of inquiry doesn’t go into pages of detail, but 
o≠ers a few key facts about the project and the author, 
then closes. Get in, get the job done, and get out. That’s 
all your editor needs.

Next comes the project description itself. Try several 
drafts, and test them out on colleagues and advisors. Can’t 
summarize it in a page? Fine, then take a few pages to 
describe your book. A separate project description gives 
you room to fl ex some muscles, warm to your subject, 
and demonstrate your gift not only as a prose stylist but 
as someone who can structure an argument.

The curriculum vitae or resume is a telegraphic way of 
showing why you’re qualifi ed to write the book.

Your CV will tell the publisher who you are and 
where to fi nd you. This is important if, like many a new 
author, you’re not widely known in your fi eld. It may 
also save your editor from the embarrassment of asking 
about your accomplishments. And no matter how well 
regarded you may be, no editor should be expected to 
know your professional history. Sometimes a CV doesn’t 
include an important part of your training or experience, 
such as fi eldwork. If there’s something lacking, make a 
space for it. Authors who don’t put a CV in the submis-
sion mailing put themselves at a signifi cant risk of being 
ignored. If it’s likely you will be unknown to an editor, 
the CV provides the basics about your education and 
professional experience. The CV’s list of courses you’ve 
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taught reinforces your credibility as the author of the 
book you propose.

Now back to that letter of inquiry.

How to Write a Letter

The letter of inquiry may not be your book, but it’s you on 
the page. Writing a letter isn’t as easy as it looks (if it ever 
looks easy—which, after all, is exactly how it’s supposed 
to look). A letter can be an imposing task, but that’s largely 
because we’re out of practice. Who writes letters these 
days?

The need to avoid using complex academic language 
is part of the challenge, but it’s also true that writing to 
your prospective publisher can bring to the fore all of your 
anxieties about the work at hand. When you’ve spent years 
completing a book- length manuscript it’s understandable 
you might have di∞culty trying to describe it succinctly, 
in readable prose, and with enthusiasm. But that’s exactly 
what you’ve got to do.

When correspondence reaches a publishing house, 
someone has to decide whether it’s worth anybody’s 
time to read more of what this author has to say. At some 
houses, an editor may see every piece of mail addressed 
to her. At other houses, an editor’s assistant may screen 
inquiries from unknown authors. Don’t worry too much 
about this: the assistant will have been trained to keep an 
eye out for what the editor, or the house, is likely to con-
sider, and he will probably err in your favor when passing 
projects on to the editor for consideration.

So how much should be included in the letter of in-
quiry? Should it be written for a specialist, or for someone 
to whom the subject is entirely new? Do you assume that 
the reader knows what Pickett’s Charge was? What if the 
letter is sent on to a specialist in Civil War history?

Keep in mind that an editor receives an enormous 
amount of correspondence, hard copy and electronic, 
and much of it is a lot like yours. It’s a matter of survival 
for the editor to fi nd ways to eliminate what doesn’t need 
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to be considered. Editors read mail fast and e-mail faster. They have 
to. And an editor won’t have time to tell a writer that the letter was 
in e≠ective.

A prospective author’s letter of inquiry should accomplish three 
things:

1. identify the author and her or his credentials;
2. describe the project—its title, its nature, its audience, and its 

degree of completion; and
3. express interest in publication.

Let’s start at the top. If you have a job, say so. If you have letterhead, 
use it. A letter should tell the recipient something about the author. 
An academic a∞liation is usually the key element here, and letters on 
letterhead are the norm. If you are not a∞liated with an institution, 
do not use its letterhead. This will only lead to embarrassing questions 
later.

What else might an editor want to know about you? Don’t assume 
that the CV will be studied if the letter’s a disaster. If you’ve already pub-
lished a book, mention that in your letter, particularly if the book won 
or was nominated for a prize in your fi eld. If your book was particularly 
successful for its publisher, you might mention casually that it sold ten 
thousand copies or that it went through four editions. But be prepared 
for the inevitable curiosity as to why you aren’t going back to that pub-
lisher with this new project.

Now describe your project, and its state of completion. Is it a vague 
but enthusiastic idea? Six essays that might become a proposal if some-
one would only share your excitement for the subject? A much- revised 
prospectus? Or more? If you haven’t fi nished your manuscript it’s im-
portant that you let the editor to whom you are writing know this. Make 
clear what you have that’s ready to be shown.

Some editors will want to know if you have already published pieces 
of the work, and whether you’re planning to publish more. Some editors 
will want to look at a prospectus right away, while others may prefer 
to wait for the complete manuscript. It’s of no use to contact an editor 
and say that you will have a prospectus in about a year, or that in six 
months you will want to send a letter inquiring as to the press’s interest 
in your project. Write when you’re ready to initiate a conversation with 
a publisher, not before.

If you’ve already completed your manuscript, waste no time in say-
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ing that the book is done and what it’s about. (Keep in mind, however, 
that an unrevised dissertation may be a book- length manuscript but not 
a book- quality manuscript.)

Tell the publisher what you want. This is the easiest part of the letter, or 
should be. You’re writing to inquire if the house would be interested in 
considering your book. An author who can tell an editor honestly that 
she has admired a press’s list in psychoanalytic theory, say, and would 
love to be published in the same program may have gained some points 
and risked very little. No random sucking up.

Conclude by asking whether the editor would like to see more.
All this can be done in a page. Two, tops. A cold letter isn’t the place 

to explain the beauty of your theory of natural selection, or to express 
your amazement that no one before you has thought to examine Zola’s 
lycée compositions. Do not confuse your letter of inquiry with an essay 
for the New Republic or Signs. Don’t open with a  scene- setting drama. 
(“It was a cold October 18 when young Émile Zola walked to the cafe 
with a tattered cahier under his arm.”) This isn’t a movie treatment, it’s 
a question: would you be interested in considering a book on Émile Zola 
that examines previously unknown juvenilia? Keep it simple, and keep 
it short. Figure 1 shows a typical letter of inquiry.

Here’s what this brief letter gives an editor:

an intriguing title,• 
a succinct description of the book,• 
the briefest possible summary of the author’s qualifi cations • 
(a∞liation, rank, course specialty, relevant publication),
the status of the manuscript (it’s done),• 
the state of play (this is a multiple inquiry), and• 
the purpose of the letter (are you interested in seeing the • 
whole thing?).

The letter doesn’t go into detail. It doesn’t say whether or not this is a 
revision of the author’s dissertation. (An editor may check the author’s 
CV to see how the subjects compare.) The letter also doesn’t discuss il-
lustrations. If you’re writing a fi rst book and it doesn’t require pictures, 
so much the better. If your editor loves the project and thinks the press 
can a≠ord to enhance the text with images, let the editor make the sug-
gestion. If pictures are in fact not essential to the project, don’t demand 
them from the get- go.
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And How Not to Write One

Now here are some of the ways authors’ letters go very, very wrong.

ten warning signs of a bad letter of inquiry
1. The letter opens “Dear Editor.” Never do this. It’s not di∞cult to fi nd out 
who the editor at a house might be. As a last resort, though, it’s better 
to have the name of the wrong editor at that house than none at all. If 
you’re stuck, place a call to the publishing house and ask a receptionist 
or assistant the name of the editor in your area.

Ms. Ellen Jenkins

History Editor

Eastern University Press

118 South Comfort Avenue

Asphodel, Maine 03919

Dear Ms. Jenkins:

I am seeking a publisher for a manuscript I have just completed. The project, 

which I am calling The Cultural Life of Goldfi sh, is a history of small household 

pets in America. I am currently an assistant professor of history at the 

University of Colorado, where I teach American history, from the Civil War 

to the present. I specialize in the history of the family.

I’ve tried to write The Cultural Life of Goldfi sh for an audience interested 

in childhood, material culture, and animal rights. One chapter has been 

accepted for publication in Representations and will appear in the next issue.

As this is my fi rst book I am contacting several houses to assess the degree 

of interest in my project. I am enclosing a copy of my CV and a two- page 

description of the manuscript. I would very much like to have Eastern 

University Press publish my work, as I have long admired your list in cultural 

history. Would you be interested in seeing the entire text?

Sincerely yours,

Figure 1. Inquiry letter
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2. The letter opens with a  fi rst- name address to an editor 
the writer doesn’t know personally. “Dear William” might 
arrest William’s attention, but some formal distance is a 
better bet. Overfamiliarity is common in publishing and 
tedious. Besides, William might actually go by his middle 
name, which could be Tom.

3. The letter is addressed to the editor you wanted to reach, 
but you’ve sent it to the wrong publishing house. Reading 
another editor’s name on the letter indicates either that 
the inquiry is being submitted simultaneously to several 
houses, or that the book was already declined, or that the 
author is deeply confused as to who works where.

4. The letter is poorly typed, and on plain paper instead 
of letterhead. Publishers expect that a letter of inquiry 
will be well written, or at least accurately typed. If you’re 
employed at a college or a university, you have access to 
letter head. Publishers expect you to use it.

5. The subject of the letter is disclosed in paragraph 4. Get 
to the point in paragraph 1.

6. The purpose of the letter is unclear. Some letters never 
say outright whether the writer is submitting a proposal, 
requesting permission to submit a proposal, or merely 
soliciting the press’s interest in the writer’s fi eld of study. 
Be as clear and direct as circumstances permit. A letter of 
uncertain intent will merely annoy.

7. The letter is accompanied by an entire, unsolicited 
manuscript. Not properly an error within the letter itself, 
but rarely is this a good idea. Often the sender of the 
completed manuscript is a scholar unknown to the pub-
lisher. In this case, the writer is gambling on the chance 
that one look at the work will melt the publisher’s heart. 
Unfortunately, a large and unwelcome box in the in- tray 
doesn’t win friends. Avoid this pitfall through some pre-
liminary correspondence or conversation with the house. 
Would the editor be interested in a book on the subject? 
A letter to that e≠ect will be your manuscript’s introduc-
tion. Never send a completed manuscript unless invited 
to do so.

8. The letter is accompanied by testimonials. You are not 

Wallace Stevens 

wrote on Hartford 

Insurance stationery 

and got away with 

it. Of course, he was 

Wallace Stevens at 

that point, and if 

you’re that famous, it 

really doesn’t make 

any difference what 

you write on. One 

philosopher writes 

on blank index cards 

and crams them into 

an envelope. Don’t 

try this.

A two- page letter is 

sometimes one page 

too long.
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applying for a job; you’re trying to interest someone in investing capital 
in your ideas. Inexperienced writers will often send along letters that 
attest to some aspect of their competence, letters from members of their 
institution or dissertation committee, or from better known fi gures 
with whom the writer has struck up a passing acquaintance. These 
sometimes impress an editor, but such letters often betray desperation, 
as if the writer were seizing the publisher’s lapel. Far better to indicate 
somewhere in the letter of inquiry that you are acquainted with Profes-
sor Johnson, who would be happy to write on behalf of the project, or 
that among those familiar with the author’s work are Professors Jackson 
and Jones, doubtless known to the house.

9. The letter complains about another publisher’s slowness in consider-
ing the work, but doesn’t indicate whether or not the work is still under 
consideration at that house. Very tacky. Don’t do this. If your dalliance 
with Publisher A has turned sour, you may be tempted to inquire else-
where. But fi rst, make it clear to the house where your book is still 
under consideration that you need to look elsewhere. Ask whether a 
simultaneous submission would be permitted. Might the suggestion 
of your doing so hurry House A up? It might just do that. But don’t be 
surprised if you’re handing House A an opportunity to decline your 
manuscript at last.

10. The letter invokes some anniversary as reason for the editor to be en-
thusiastic. A big trade publisher has the marketing muscle to get media 
attention for an important anniversary. A scholarly publisher less so. 
Don’t count on anniversaries turning your book into a success. Whether 
it’s the two hundredth anniversary of the Congress of Vienna, or the 
fi ve hundredth since Machiavelli composed The Prince, there’s probably 
only a slim chance this will make much di≠erence in your publisher’s 
decision.

Most letters of inquiry miss entirely the point of timing: it’s useless 
to tell a publisher that your manuscript is of interest because this very 
year is the hundredth anniversary of the day Oscar Wilde lost his battle 
with the wallpaper. Even if a publisher is intrigued by an upcoming an-
niversary, it will have to be at least eighteen months o≠. Remember that 
most academic publishers will take at least twelve months to decide on 
your project, indicate necessary revisions, and take the book through 
to publication. If you’re lucky, you could have the fi ftieth book to be 
published on Wilde’s last days in the rue des Beaux- Arts. But that’s not 
what you had in mind.
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Your Curriculum Vitae

Unlike the other two documents you’ll be sending, a CV is something 
you already have on hand. Take a moment to review it again. You might 
need to reformat and shorten it for the purposes of contacting a pub-
lisher. Unlike your dean or a tenure committee, your publisher doesn’t 
need to know about each occasion on which you delivered your talk 
“Food in Henry James.” But whether you redesign it or not, a CV sent 
to a publisher should be as up- to- date as a CV sent out for a job applica-
tion. Date your CV.

E≠ective curricula vitae organize their information to deliver—
quickly and clearly—what’s important for a publisher to know about 
you: your current position, your employment history, your graduate 
training, and your publication history. If you’ve had a book published 
already, make it easy for an editor to fi nd the title, the year of publica-
tion, and the name of the publisher. If it came out in paperback at a 
later date, give that information. If it won prizes or was translated into 
other languages, say so. The cover letter will tell what you’re working 
on now, but it’s not a bad idea to have your CV give some indication 
of your research interests, too. Academic curricula vitae sometimes 
include details of the author’s life that have no bearing on the publi-
cation review. “Children: two” or “Health: excellent” won’t make any 
di≠erence to your editor. Don’t waste space on anything that doesn’t 
establish your credentials as a scholarly writer capable of undertaking 
the book you’re proposing. If you can, put everything that’s really im-
portant on the fi rst page.

Your Project Description

Not only can few scholars do this well, many approach the question with 
a mixture of chagrin and defensiveness, as if the idea of summarizing 
a manuscript in simple language jeopardized the nature of academic 
research. Stout- hearted academic editors are used to complexity, but it 
simply isn’t true that the complex work must always resist summary.

Keep the description of the project as clear as possible.• 
A summary of chapters is not necessarily a project description. • But 
do use the structure of your manuscript as the basis for that 
description. If the manuscript is four hundred pages long and in 
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eight chapters, it’s fi ne to say so, but there’s no rule 
that the description must include eight little chapter 
summaries. The purpose of a project description is 
to persuade an editor that you have a book, not just 
a handful of articles or chapters. Sometimes the 
emerging conditions of the electronic publishing 
environment can o≠er mixed signals: an editor at 
a publishing house might ask for a description of 
a book as well as descriptions of each individual 
chapter in your study of Shakespearean tragedy 
against the possibility of the press licensing 
 purpose- built compilations of work on King Lear. 
There’s no harm in having such descriptions at the 
ready, but the idea of a book is about the longer arc, 
not the little arcs of separate chapters. The book—
especially the fi rst book—is a long narrative, even 
if it contains short ones. If you’re writing a project 
description and thinking book, think big.
Never substitute a skeleton outline for a project • 
description. You may be proud of that outline 
consisting only of phrases and words arranged 
in a tree. Send it on if you like. But even if you’re 
working in a discipline that demands the sharp 
contours of a skeleton outline, remember that a 
prose description tells di≠erent things about your 
book. Your editor will be impressed that you can 
speak about your subject in more than one way.
Avoid complex and specialized language.•  If you’ve 
written a monograph in descriptive linguistics or 
Devonian paleontology or subatomic physics, the 
editor to whom you’ve written will expect to see 
terms known only to the initiated. But as a rule, try 
to keep fancy words to a minimum.
Keep it to fi ve pages.•  Of course it may be desirable, 
and even seem necessary, to spend twice that 
amount of space detailing what your book’s about. 
But if this is the fi rst and unsolicited contact with a 
publisher, there’s an advantage in keeping it simple 
and direct.

Short summaries 

of your work will be 

required at several 

stages of the publish-

ing process. Practice 

digesting your project 

into descriptions of 

one thousand, three 

hundred, and even 

one hundred words. 

Editorial and market-

ing departments 

often need to create 

these summaries for 

catalogs, ads, and 

other copy.
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The Originality Problem

Here’s a tip more academic authors could heed: don’t make “originality” 
your only goal. If there is one common failure in letters from  fi rst- time 
authors it’s the suggestion that nothing like this manuscript has ever 
been attempted. If you’ve found a dark corner of the fi eld to mine as your 
own, you might have lucked into something valuable and overlooked. On 
the other hand you might simply have spent three years working on a 
manuscript good enough to get you a PhD—but not of su∞cient interest 
to sustain book publication.

Being original isn’t easy. And originality, of course, is a lot to ask. 
The good news is that editors aren’t really looking for what’s radically 
original. Even the most experimental works of fi ction are experimental 
within a recognizable context and history. What editors do look for is 
the new angle, the new combination, the fresh, the deeply felt or deeply 
thought. Of course, an editor won’t mind opening her mail and fi nding 
the magisterial, the last- word- on- the- subject, the summa. This doesn’t 
happen very often, though, and rarely with a fi rst book.

And Finally, Common Sense

After the letter is thought through and written, step back and read it 
over. Several times. It’s probably not true that everything you need to 
know about publishing you learned in kindergarten, but some lessons 
were taught early in your professional career:

Spelling counts. See that Speller function on your word- processing 
program? Use it. Don’t let anything out of your sight you haven’t proof-
read twice.

So do grammar and sentence structure. If your command of English 
grammar is weak, get help. From Strunk and White’s Elements of Style 
on up to the several longer writing guides, there are many tools to help 
you navigate through the laws of punctuation and subordinate clauses. 
The grammar and style functions in my word processor are too cranky 
and willful to be of any real help, but if you’re desperate you do at least 
have them built into your WP program. Start there.

And so does print quality. If your printer needs toner or a cartridge, 
there’s no better time to make the investment than before you’re printing 
out your letter (or chapter or manuscript). Geniuses may be famously 
sloppy, but a faint or blurry letter won’t win you any points.
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Before You Put It in the Mail

You’ve fi nished your letter. Your CV is shortened from ten pages to three, 
and newly printed out. Your project description actually describes your 
book and is comprehensible to a colleague not working on the same 
subject. You’ve reread it, changed a few infelicitous phrases, correctly 
placed the z in Nietzsche. You’re ready to send the letter o≠ to one or 
more publishing houses. Check these last- minute details:

1. Does the letter include your current postal and e-mail addresses? Do 
you want a response at your institution or at home? If you’re on leave, 
is home better?

2. Is your contact information valid for a period of up to three months? 
While you may not wait that long to hear from the publisher, make it 
as easy as possible for an editor to fi nd you once there is something 
to report. Your fi rst letter may well be fi led into a burgeoning folder 
of inquiries, out of which any number of hands besides those of your 
editor may need to extract information concerning your whereabouts. 
Make it easy for your publisher: put full contact information on each 
letter you send, with dates if your address will change. Be sure that 
no letter indicates an address where you won’t be picking up mail, a 
phone number at which you cannot be reached, or an e-mail account 
you don’t check at least every other day. Remember that e-mail is no 
longer a luxury. Refusing to use e-mail makes a statement (either about 
technology or ego), a statement perhaps motivated by deeply held con-
victions, but probably not a statement a beginning scholar should be 
making. Have at least one e-mail account that you check daily.

3. Are you ready to act in a timely manner should you get a positive re-
sponse? There’s no point in writing to a publisher if you’re not ready to 
move. Getting a fi rst book published is a particularly competitive situ-
ation, and you will waste precious good will if you’re not actually ready 
to plunge ahead.

4. Enclose a stamped, self- addressed envelope. Yes, publishers have their 
own supply of stationery and postage. But an SASE is a subtle challenge 
not to mislay this particular inquiry. It’s my hunch that such letters are 
answered more quickly.

5. Seal it, mail it, and wait. Now for the virtue of patience.
If you don’t get an answer within a month, it’s permissible to send a 

 follow- up. At this point you can even e-mail or pick up the phone.



Pick up a book and read its acknowledgments page. Often the author 
will thank her editor, and if she has an agent she’ll thank the agent as 
well. But what exactly did the editor do? What does it mean to edit a 
book or, on the other side of the pencil, to have one’s book edited? It’s 
hard not to think about Maxwell Perkins, famed “editor of genius,” as 
A. Scott Berg’s biography calls him, working away on the likes of Scott 
Fitzgerald. Or about the sort of dream editor who takes a manuscript left 
unfi nished by Hemingway or Ellison, cutting, trimming, reorganizing 
it into something publishable. An editor for a best- selling author might 
be so closely connected to the writer that when the editor leaves a trade 
house, the author’s agent arranges for the contracts, and the author, to 
follow to the editor’s new home.

Trade writers may depend very heavily on their editors. But for the 
most part, a publishing house allows an editor to work heavily only on 
books that are going to bring in a lot of money. No house will let an edi-
tor devote two solid months to reorganizing, and even rewriting, a book 
that is expected to sell a thousand copies.

And the academic terrain is the Land of a Thousand Copies. If your 
sense of what an editor does is formed by what you might read or hear 
about a famous novelist spending a strenuous week with her editor in 
the Hamptons, forget it. This isn’t what editing scholarly nonfi ction is 
about.

Editors who work on academic and scholarly trade titles—the kinds 
of editors who will read your work—perform three important, and dif-
ferent, jobs.

They decide which projects should be o≠ered contracts and • 
which shouldn’t.
They work to improve what they sign up.• 
They act as managers, cheerleaders, artistic consultants—even • 

What Editors Look For 6
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therapists—fi rst during the course of the book’s production, and 
then in that key fi rst season of the book’s life.

Fingerspitzengefühl (or, Instinct and Experience)

How does an editor know what’s right for the house? A successful au-
thor has an idea for his next book. All an editor has to do is to keep the 
numbers in line and encourage Successful Author along. An established 
working relationship is a gift—to the editor and to the writer. No schol-
arly editor subsists entirely on such a diet, though. Most books come 
from nowhere—new authors (some agented, most not), unanticipated 
ideas from established authors, even an editor’s own idea fi nally brought 
to the writer able to execute it.

Editors take advice, study the competition, read journals, absorb topi-
cal material from the mass media, attend conferences, surf the ’Net, 
lunch with agents. Yet all this could add up to nothing if the editor 
doesn’t have an instinct for picking books. At large trade houses, it’s 
common for an ambitious junior editor to win her wings by bringing 
in a Big One. Sign up someone whose book becomes a best- seller, and 
you’re on your way to a career—though it will likely be a career based 
on the assumption that you’ll keep on picking best- sellers. At academic 
houses, the stakes are di≠erent. Those publishers are looking for books 
that will bring in money, certainly, but also books that will win prizes, 
garner laudatory reviews, impress local faculty, attract other outstand-
ing scholars to the house. Editors at an academic house want books 
that will sell at least as well as the editor is projecting they will sell. But 
no academic editor is going to expect a book to sell 100,000 copies of 
anything in its fi rst year.

Fingerspitzengefühl (literally “fi ngertip feeling”) is a wonderful Ger-
man word. It’s exactly what a successful editor has, the ability to translate 
her varied and long experience reading, sifting, and planning into that 
moment of instant decision. When criticized for the prices he set on his 
artwork, Whistler shot back that he charged not for the few days he took 
to paint a certain picture, but for the lifetime of experience he brought 
to the canvas. An editor, too, makes a key decision in a few days or a 
few minutes, but it’s a decision that’s propelled by years of experience 
with books.

What an academic editor does isn’t necessarily anything like what 
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an editor might do with a new novel. The academic editor may cede all 
qualitative evaluation to outside readers. You might be startled to learn 
that an academic editor doesn’t necessarily read every word of every 
manuscript she takes on. This would be heresy, and bad publishing, if 
the editor were working in a trade house, acquiring ten books a year; 
those books are gone over line by line, in a process that has come to be 
what most people think of when they imagine an editor working on a 
manuscript. But in academic publishing, part of an editor’s training will 
lead her to see where she can add value, and where she can’t. An editor 
might sign up a manuscript on Salic Law, but it’s likely to be at a level of 
scholarly detail such that her personal interest and experience can be 
of no use to the author. Scholarly reviews will be of use, however, and 
so the editor makes sure that experts vet the facts.

Yet even without reading every single word of the manuscript, an 
experienced editor can make useful suggestions. She can know that 
chapters are too long, or out of logical order, or that the competition for 
this book has features that appear to be missing from the text in hand. 
There are basic editorial skills that can be exercised on any manuscript 
whatsoever. In fact, some pundits assert that a great editor can edit any 
discipline. It’s all in the fi ngertips, anyway.

Let’s take a further look at what I’ve described as the editor’s three 
functions.

Gatekeeping

To a faculty advisory committee at a university press, an editor’s fi rst 
duty might well be gatekeeping. Let in only those projects good enough 
to meet our standards. (And in practice, the press discovers what its 
standards are partly by looking at what it has already admitted.) There 
aren’t SATs for authors, or any other comfortingly simple way of measur-
ing the achievement of your new inductees. Universities admit freshmen 
every spring, but in at least one way that job is easier than an editor’s. 
There’s an application deadline, and candidates can be evaluated against 
one another. A waiting list is readied, and declined invitations to enroll 
can be swiftly papered over from the second tier of candidates. When it’s 
over, a university won’t have applications for the following year trickling 
in months before the next application deadline. This routine, familiar 
to any academic, is the antithesis of what an editor faces. Authors write 
for admission at any time of the year, yet often with no defi nite plan for 
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the date of matriculation, as it were. (“Provide me with 
a contract,” writes the applicant, “and I’ll fi nish my book 
in two—or three—years.”) This makes it di∞cult for a 
publisher to budget production and marketing expendi-
tures. Worse, however, is that an editor must judge each 
application more or less independently. An editor might 
decline your project on the politics of prenatal care, in 
part because it isn’t nearly as strong as an entirely di≠erent 
project—say, the butterfl ies of Northern California—also 
on her desk. Yours may be a perfectly publishable book 
on prenatal care. What an editor can’t do is shelve your 
project for a year in order to evaluate all her submissions 
on prenatal care and only then choose the one that seems 
strongest.

An editor will occasionally pursue projects that are too 
expensive or too high- profi le for the house. These books 
are rarely signed up, either because the publisher draws 
the line at an advance beyond the house’s purse or be-
cause the author, or the author’s agent, simply decides 
on a larger or richer company, or a house with more aca-
demic prestige. Some editors want only books that they 
can’t actually land. For that matter, some authors disdain 
o≠ers from the presses that want them, all the while pin-
ing for acceptance by presses that don’t. Remember Grou-
cho Marx’s dictum about not wanting to belong to any 
club that would have him as a member?

Here are a few things that can make an editor’s pulse 
race:

A completed manuscript on a  current- events issue.•  
Complete manuscripts have many advantages. An 
editor can see what’s there. Both publisher and 
author will be racing the clock when dealing with a 
topic on the evening news.
A magisterial work of the highest academic quality. • 
A manuscript that represents a lifetime of research 
will likely have no rivals. Time isn’t of the essence 
here. There are fewer of these around than you 
may think.

If publishing is part 

mystical rite, part 

game show, the game 

show in question 

is Let’s Make a Deal, 

where the manuscript 

submission an editor 

has in hand might be 

better, or much, much 

worse, than the one 

behind the curtain. 

Sometimes an editor 

will stay with your 

project, even if it isn’t 

the most desirable she 

can imagine, instead 

of waiting for the one 

around the corner. 

After all, yours is at 

least in the works.
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A beautifully written book on any subject.•  There aren’t many of 
these, either.
A book even better than the one the editor has just reluctantly • 
declined. The editor was right!

Making It Better

Once an editor has a project under contract, his second task begins. 
Though he may spend months or years waiting for delivery of the manu-
script, it needn’t be empty waiting time. Many authors want and need 
contact as the work proceeds. If you’re an author who needs reinforce-
ment, feedback, even a  tongue- lashing for tardiness, that’s what your edi-
tor is (in part) there for. Stay in touch. Most editors develop active e-mail 
relationships with their authors. When your editor contacts you, reply. 
Even if you’re on the road and using expensive hotel Internet minutes, 
you can respond quickly and promise more in a few days.

Once the manuscript is in, the editor will turn to it as quickly as pos-
sible. That doesn’t always mean the same day or week, however. Most 
editors need to travel to campuses and conventions as part of their job. 
Some even take vacations. When you deliver your manuscript, be pre-
pared to wait for a reply.

Editors read for clarity, argument, and persuasiveness, as well as for a 
tone, style, and method appropriate to the audience the writer is trying 
to reach. This is the part of an editor’s task that authors usually recognize. 
Editors also read for a≠ordability—those perennial problems of length, 
illustrations, permissions, or simply the total cost of the entire project 
in relation to the size of its audience. This part of the editor’s task isn’t 
as visible, yet it’s just as important. An editor has to be convinced that 
the project can be made a≠ordable before making the time- consuming 
commitment to strengthening a promising manuscript.

However complicated or specialized a scholarly manuscript may be, 
there’s a level of clarity and straightforwardness to which it will be held 
accountable. As an author, you want your editor—not the book reviewer 
of the TLS—to be the fi rst to call you to account. Editors read in di≠erent 
ways, and look for di≠erent things. Some editors, for example, will look 
at a bibliography right away. How recent is the scholarship? If an author’s 
references stop six years back, an editor will wonder if the project has 
been sitting in a desk drawer all this time. (Has it taken six years to make 
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the rounds from publisher to publisher?) These are questions you don’t 
want on an editor’s radar screen.

Finally, editors shape. If your book is too long for its own good, an 
editor is going to recommend, or even require, that it be shortened. 
One editor might propose taking out whole chapters (or in multiauthor 
works, whole contributions), while another might work through a proj-
ect, page by page, indicating where ideas are repetitive or arguments 
slacken. In practice, most editors will do both kinds of cutting, choosing 
the means best for the project at hand.

My Editor, My Therapist

Whatever else an editor is, he or she may also be your personal advisor, 
guide, shoulder, cheerleader. While your book is going through the pub-
lishing process, you may fi nd that you need your editor for all sorts of 
functions. Fortunately, editors are used to this. Keep in mind, too, that 
one of an editor’s key roles is to maintain enthusiasm for your project 
in- house. Once your book is under contract, an editor is your advocate. 
No other connection to the marketing or publicity department—not 
even a call from you—is as persuasive as your editor’s support for the 
book. You may think of your editor as your good friend, as well as the 
person who nags you to do what you know you should do. Your editor 
is also your fi rst salesman, since he is usually the person who presents 
your book to the house’s internal editorial committee or to the faculty 
board. When the manuscript is delivered, it’s the editor who makes the 
case for what the book needs in order to succeed. Later, when the book 
is to be listed in a catalog, it’s often the editor who has the last review of 
the copy, checking that the marketing handles sell the book accurately 
and persuasively. Finally, it’s usually the editor who will pitch the book 
to the sales force at a sales conference.

Even after publication, your editor will remain a lifeline to the pub-
lishing house. You’ll probably fi nd yourself calling your editor more than 
once in that fi rst six months after the book comes out, wanting reassur-
ance. How is the book doing in relation to the house’s expectations for 
it? What did your editor think of last week’s pan in the San Francisco 
Chronicle? Will the rant in a well- known pundit’s blog help or hurt?

Editors know they will hear from authors. But editors don’t do every-
thing within a publishing house. When you call your editor asking about 
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advertising or jacket design, expect to be passed along to a colleague in 
marketing or production.

Managing You (and Everyone Else)

An editor plans a list, maintaining a balance between commitments 
made and resources available. In a sense, what editors do, especially 
in an increasingly commercial environment, is portfolio management. 
An editor at a university press or a commercial academic house thinks 
about how much time a particular project, or author, is going to take. 
Not only that editor’s time, but time out of the workday of the editor’s 
assistant. If the editor is a thoughtful and caring individual, she’ll also 
be thinking about how much time this book will require in other depart-
ments of the house.

I sometimes divide authors into high- maintenance and low-
 maintenance. No editor wants only high- maintenance authors, but if 
they’re all low- maintenance, things might get a little dull. An editor 
might also take the pulse of her list by looking at the professional rank-
ings of her authors. How many are senior professors? Midlevel scholars? 
Beginners? Most editors like some mix. Senior scholars add luster to a 
list; midlevel professors are attractive in part because they hold out the 
promise of further manuscripts; assistant professors, and even graduate 
students, can act as a kind of  early- warning system, giving an editor a 
lead on what’s of interest in a fi eld. It’s always a source of pride for an 
editor to publish the fi rst important book by a new face.

Your fi rst book is part of an editor’s list management, and your edi-
tor wants it to be a success for lots of reasons. Will it be the beginning 
of a long list of successful publications? Of a beautiful friendship? The 
ideal author comes back to the same editor again and again, with ever 
stronger projects. That’s not always possible, of course. One defi nition 
of a devoted editor is someone who will take on an author’s very spe-
cialized book, one with a trifl ing sales projection, because the author is 
particularly valued. In scholarly publishing, it can still be possible for an 
editor to do this, taking what can pass today for the long view. It’s a risk 
in favor of scholarship and ideas and an ongoing working relationship. 
But every successful editor has internalized the academic landscape and 
the publishing business so that the risks are sensible. What you want an 
editor to see in your work is the potential for a sensible risk.

Finally, what an editor looks for is what that house wants the editor 
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to look for. Editors look all the time, and look fast, working through 
piles of projects and proposals. Maybe a dozen a day, crammed into the 
fraction of an editor’s work week not already committed to meetings, 
correspondence, copy writing, and so forth, not to mention the neces-
sary labor on projects already under contract.

The fi rst decision—read it or not? invite the submission or not?—
takes place in the blink of an eye.



Writing a novel? The editor who reads your manuscript may take advice, 
but it’s likely to be from colleagues in the house’s editorial or market-
ing departments. Serious nonfi ction is another matter. If you’re writ-
ing a book for scholars, or if you’re writing a book for general readers 
and publishing it with a scholarly house, prepare yourself for a reader’s 
report.

Readers’ reports are specialist evaluations of scholarly work. Not gen-
eralist evaluations. They’re there to struggle with arguments, pick nits, 
keep you from looking like a fool (a disaster of one), and keep the pub-
lishing house from looking like a group of fools (a disaster of many). 
This is why readers’ reports are essential to the operation of university 
presses and other scholarly publishing organizations. A university press 
uses the reader’s report as part of the press’s gatekeeper function. Only 
manuscripts good enough to warrant the press’s imprint shall receive 
it. Outside the university press arena, commercial academic publish-
ers will often seek readers’ reports, as well. Even certain kinds of trade 
nonfi ction—medical self- help for example—won’t be put into print 
before the publisher has subjected it to careful professional scrutiny. 
Readers’ reports are the means by which a publisher can determine that 
the project is, fi rst of all, academically sound. There may be other rea-
sons for an academic publisher to solicit a report on your project, but 
academic soundness is the most important—both for your publisher 
and for you.

The Basic Drill

No one really likes readers’ reports. There’s nothing pleasant about 
subjecting yourself to review, whether it’s a manuscript evaluation or 
a trip to the dental hygienist. There may be little comfort in being re-
minded that it’s good for you, but it’s good for your book. And it’s part of 
a  three- stage process from submission to contract: interesting an editor, 

Surviving the Review Process 7
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passing muster with readers, and fi nally convincing a faculty board or 
publications committee.

Readers’ reports can be secured at more than one juncture in a manu-
script’s life.

Upon submission of a complete manuscript, partial manuscript, or • 
proposal. If your editor likes your project, whatever its stage, a 
report is the next step.
Upon delivery of the completed manuscript.•  If you have a contract 
for a book you haven’t completed, expect to have the fi nished 
manuscript sent to an outside reviewer.
Upon delivery of the revised completed manuscript.•  And if you 
have been required to revise your manuscript to accommodate 
concerns voiced by the fi rst reader’s report, expect that the 
project will again be sent out for review—either to the reader 
who reviewed it initially, or to yet someone else.

Books submitted for a series will probably go fi rst to the series editor. 
Professor White may immediately decide that this is a project for her 
series, and may write an evaluation of the project herself. Or she may 
decide that it looks promising, but would like your editor to secure a re-
port from another scholar. She may suggest that Professor Green read it 
for the press, and that a copy of the report be sent on to Professor White 
as well. If it isn’t a book for a series, the editor will select a reader for 
your materials. Some houses have advisory systems, by means of which 
a designated scholar advises an editor on all the projects in a particular 
area. This kind of relationship between editor and scholar is intended to 
move the review process along smoothly and to avoid fl oor fi ghts at the 
faculty board meeting. Other editors may informally cultivate the advice 
of a particular specialist in a fi eld, using that scholar as a resource for 
all projects submitted to the press in a given area. At some presses such 
advice may count as a su∞cient reader’s report in itself.

If there’s neither a series editor nor a regular advisory editor in place, 
it’s up to the editor to choose a reader for your work. A good match 
yields an invaluable report. A poor match can waste precious time, or 
result in a book being declined for the wrong reasons. The editor se-
lects one, two, or sometimes more readers to comment on the project. 
Although the time actually spent on a review may amount to no more 
than a long weekend or parts of several evenings, the reviewer will be 
sandwiching the task into an already busy schedule. It’s reasonable to 
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allow anywhere from four to eight weeks for a report to 
be completed.

Some university presses have a more fl exible relation-
ship with their governing bodies. At least one press is 
permitted to enter into contractual agreements with au-
thors, and merely report to its faculty board, at specifi c 
intervals, what the press is doing. This freedom, which 
increases the press’s competitiveness, is a privilege to be 
both prized and responsibly husbanded. At several other 
presses, the director may be empowered to o≠er a limited 
number of contracts without the prior endorsement of a 
reader’s report or the blessing of the faculty board. These 
special maneuvers were developed as a means of allow-
ing university presses to compete with commercial houses 
(and with other university presses similarly encouraged to 
compete with commercial houses). No pokey evaluation 
process, no cumbersome docketing procedure, just a swift 
and aggressive o≠er for a highly desirable project. Yet even 
these books are routinely subjected to evaluation when 
the manuscript is fi nally delivered. If you have such a proj-
ect, you’re in the catbird seat. But most writers aren’t, 
and won’t be the obscure object of a publisher’s frantic 
desire. It’s safest to assume that your project is going to 
be vetted in the traditional way: an editor’s preliminary 
reaction, then a reader’s report (often two), an in- house 
consideration, and fi nally a request for the approval of a 
faculty publications committee.

The review process can be e∞cient (a single report 
swiftly procured) or convoluted (sequential reports, and 
then a re- review after you’ve rewritten chapters 4 and 9). 
But when it’s over, your editor will either decline your 
project or agree to take it to the next stage. That stage 
is presenting the book to some validating mechanism 
within the house. A commercial publisher will require 
that the project be approved either by a senior executive 
or by an in- house committee, usually representing the 
interests of the marketing, fi nance, production, and edi-
torial departments. At a university press, an editor will 
similarly need to make a case for the book, either to her 

The more commercial 

a house, the more in-

dependence an editor 

will have to recom-

mend a project for 

publication. The more 

traditional a univer-

sity press, the more 

strictly the review 

process will depend 

upon the advice and 

consent of a faculty 

committee.



 surviving the review process :: 81

director or to an in- house committee, and then in almost all cases to 
the faculty committee as well.

When you submit your manuscript to a university press, you’re hop-
ing that the project will fi nally make it to the faculty board. At some 
university presses, the board meets every month or so, at which meet-
ing the members are presented with the projects the press has already 
determined it would like to pursue. If the faculty board grants its assent, 
an o≠er to publish may then be made. If the board demurs, the project 
may be killed instantly. In some cases, the press management can steer 
the board decision away from the brink, sometimes deferring a debated 
project to the review of a particular board member or set of members. 
Or the project may be sent out for further review in order to answer 
questions that arise at the board session.

The faculty board of a university press is usually composed of profes-
sors from disciplines in which the press publishes or hopes to publish. 
If you’ve written Hello, Finland?, a sociological study of mobile phones, 
you may wonder exactly what a professor of French literature or Mexican 
history or invertebrate paleontology, all sitting on the publications com-
mittee, can add to a discussion of your book. In practice, most scholars 
outside the fi eld of the manuscript defer to the colleague whose work is 
closest to the matter at hand. Be optimistic. Busy faculty who volunteer 
to serve on a press board do so because they like books and enjoy the 
chance to engage with material and ideas most of their fellow specialists 
will never pursue.

Commercial houses don’t have campuses, or faculty, and so their rules 
are di≠erent. There is a misconception that the absence of a faculty 
board means that a publishing house has no means of determining what 
it should publish. Commercial houses regularly operate without a fac-
ulty board, and they do so by insisting that editors function with wider 
authority and responsibility. Projects that must make a profi t, of course, 
need to be supported by the other wings of the organization: marketing 
must agree that it can bring in enough money from sales; production 
must agree that it can produce the book without spending more than 
the budgeted sum; and fi nance is supposed to keep everybody honest. 
The impetus for accepting a manuscript, however, comes from the edi-
tor whose project it is. It’s up to the editor to take whatever steps are 
necessary to make a strong case for the book. And, as we’ve already seen, 
that can mean contacting exactly the same people the editor would be 
calling if the project were with a university press.
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Mechanics

Many houses supply the reader with questions. These questions may 
look like this:

Does this manuscript make a signifi cant contribution to the fi eld?•  
(Or more directly, will people pay attention to this book?)
Does the author demonstrate a mastery of the scholarly literature?•  
(Does the author know the subject? Know it well?)
What are the particular strengths or weaknesses of the manuscript?•  
(Particularly the weaknesses. Every manuscript can be improved.)
What is the project’s intended audience?• 
What books are the project’s competition in the market?• 

Some presses present their academic questions on printed sheets, 
obliging the reader to give succinct replies. Other houses ask the reader 
to check boxes with numbers or other codings, so that the fi nal report 
looks a little like those evaluations that hotels ask you to complete on 
checkout. (Were you satisfi ed / very satisfi ed / completely satisfi ed with 
the author’s prose style?) Some presses stress academic soundness; 
others temper scholarly considerations with market savvy. It’s an open 
secret that scholars are better at evaluating academic soundness than 
evaluating the market. Still other reader’s report templates are free- form 
a≠airs, putting the burden on the reader to provide all the necessary 
responses. Some presses reserve this option for their most accomplished 
and most frequently consulted reviewers. Still other report formats con-
tain both compulsory and freestyle sections, sort of like an ice- skating 
competition.

A reader’s report is usually more than one page long and less than 
fi ve. Some reports are remarkably detailed, while others may be abrupt. 
It’s hard to blame the reader whose attention fl ags when it’s clear the 
manuscript is simply too weak to be considered further. That reader 
might think twice about o≠ering her services again to an editor whose 
judgment she may now fi nd in question. Other reports—often the most 
enthusiastic—convey not only analysis of the manuscript but pages of 
corrections, even down to common typing errors.

Once your editor has received the reader’s report she will study it. And 
not only for what it tells her about your project. Negotiating the reader’s 
report between author and reviewer can be tough sledding. Usually your 
editor can send you a carefully edited version, eliminating anything that 
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might provide clues to the writer’s identity and deleting any chatty asides 
to the editor, less- than- evenhanded criticisms, or even nasty moments. 
The editor’s purpose is always to determine whether the project is good 
enough for scholars and strong enough for the market.

The Reader

Who reads manuscripts? Readers aren’t faceless academic police; they’re 
scholars like yourself, though if you’re a recent PhD they tend to be older 
or at least more widely published than you yet are. A good reader is a 
scholar in your fi eld, usually known to the publishing house, willing and 
able to evaluate your manuscript in terms of its intellectual soundness, 
its scholarly contribution, its competition, its audience, its marketabil-
ity, and maybe even the price it could bear. Many readers for scholarly 
houses are press authors. Some are academics known to the acquisitions 
editor at the house. It’s often the case that the person evaluating your 
manuscript has reviewed projects for that house on many other occa-
sions. Editors like using readers on whom they know they can depend 
for timely reporting, and whose acumen and taste they trust.

People who read for scholarly publishers fall into one or more of the 
following categories:

They are deeply committed to their fi elds, and to the • 
development of young writers’ careers.
They fi nd reading unpublished manuscripts on subjects within • 
their specialties a means of keeping abreast of new developments, 
and a way of spotting new talent.
They read for the modest earnings of the honoraria, or for the • 
free books that publishers may o≠er them in lieu of cash.

Consider, though, that reviewing a completed manuscript requires 
reading three to fi ve hundred pages of typescript, taking notes, and pro-
ducing an analysis meant to be useful both to the publisher and to the 
writer. It’s a weekend’s work for a fast reader. Now consider that an hono-
rarium may be $150 or, famously, “twice that amount in books,” as many 
publishers quickly suggest. Twenty hours of work for $150 comes out at 
a princely rate of $7.50 an hour. If there are unsung heroes in academic 
publishing, they are the scholars who, for a paltry honorarium, devote 
days to reviewing the work of a colleague, often someone younger and 
frequently unknown to the reader.
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Your editor knows many scholars, including the press’s authors, who 
contribute their time to the review process. These readers may seem like 
faceless ogres, particularly if your project is declined. But to a scholarly 
publisher, outside readers are national—and sometimes international—
treasures. What’s surprising is that some of the best known scholars 
do actually read manuscripts for presses. It’s their academic pro bono 
work.

A good editor will know her faculty committee and her review pro-
cess inside and out. She will understand whose opinion will count, and 
who can be counted on. More than one faculty committee has sni≠ed at 
reports from a mere assistant professor. Some readers are extravagantly 
conscientious, taking days to review a manuscript and preparing a cogent 
and detailed analysis of the project’s strengths and its weaknesses (even 
down to catching—and commenting on—the misspelling of Nietzsche 
in chapter 8). Other readers are content to bless a project. At a faculty 
board meeting I attended some years ago, one professor examined an 
admittedly brief evaluation and responded dryly, “That’s not a reader’s 
report. It’s an autograph.” And so it was. Choosing a reader is a minor 
art. There’s nothing for a publisher to gain by submitting your project to 
a scholar who shreds everything he reads, or to someone whose schedule 
means that the report can’t be expected for six months or more.

When a publisher chooses the wrong reader everyone loses valuable 
time. A house can’t learn anything from sending your project to the Attila 
the Hun Professor of Sociology for a guaranteed annihilation, but your 
editor won’t learn anything useful either from the Little Mary Sunshine 
Professor of Literature. A good editor will quickly learn to avoid readers 
who see the evaluation process as a simple matter of signaling thumbs 
up or thumbs down. This shouldn’t become gladiatorial combat.

Some editors, though not all, will welcome suggestions for potential 
reviewers. You should give careful thought to this issue, and have an-
swers readily at hand. Scholars who make good reviewers will be well 
versed in your subject and perhaps even be familiar with your scholar-
ship. (You needn’t have published a book before—an article, a lecture, or 
even an exchange of papers by mail might have brought you to a senior 
scholar’s attention.) More often than not, your editor will be looking for 
the name of a reader whose own credentials will lend authority to the 
evaluation. A chaired professor at a major university is always a welcome 
candidate, but you don’t need a  brand- name reader in order to secure a 
book contract. What you do need is someone able to demonstrate both 
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her command of the fi eld and her grasp of your work, and 
to o≠er comments that convince your editor, and your 
editor’s board, that this is a book the press should take 
on—and can a≠ord to.

Who is a good reader? Often it’s a midcareer scholar 
actively engaged in his or her own work. A busy author 
and researcher is frequently eager to know what else is 
going on in the fi eld and may even enjoy taking on the 
task of writing evaluations. Editors often go back to the 
same readers time and again. Why? Because publisher and 
scholar develop a relationship that permits the editor to 
ask complex or speculative questions pertaining to the 
project in hand. And because working with a reader over 
a period of time gives an editor an opportunity to judge 
the nuances of a report.

Among the advantages available to the commercial 
scholarly press, the optional nature of reader’s reports is 
the most controversial. A commercial house has no faculty 
board through which to validate the scholarly soundness 
of a project. A commercial publishing house, scholarly or 
not, is by defi nition in the book business in order to make 
a profi t, and many projects that achieve a high standard of 
scholarly excellence will be unavailable to a commercial 
publisher for the simple reason that their market is too 
small.

Remember: editors are believers. And yet . . . an edi-
tor might love an author’s manuscript and be ready to 
put it into print, but he won’t want his author to mistake 
editorial support for professional expertise in the author’s 
fi eld. It can be helpful for author and editor to develop 
a list of readers who could review the fi nal manuscript. 
This review—a combination of some fact- checking and a 
reassurance that no egregious errors remain—is di≠erent 
from an initial review of a proposal or a manuscript.

When I moved from a university press to a commercial 
environment, I found myself calling some of the reports 
I solicited “safety net” readings. This is what I meant: 
I might respond eagerly to an author’s scholarly work, 
and even be able to make detailed comments on argu-
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ments and theories. But what I couldn’t do was let my 
enthusiasm, and even some limited expertise, present 
itself to the author as an expert critique. In other words, 
I might roll up my shirtsleeves and engage an author’s 
book on  nineteenth- century opera, but I still wanted a 
musicologist to check the facts (“What’s this about the 
Faust ballet music not being by Gounod?”), and indeed 
to comment on the author’s interpretative stance and 
arguments. The  safety- net reading functions best when 
it is a cooperative venture. If the book has already been 
commissioned, and if the editor still believes in it, both 
the press and the author will benefi t if the fi nal text is 
as strong as it can be.

The Report

How many readers does it take to answer a publisher’s 
concerns? According to a long- standing tradition in the 
university press world, a manuscript must have two posi-
tive readers’ reports. Inevitably, a wag once defi ned a 
publishable book as a book two people liked. So why two 
readers’ reports? Why not three? If one, like the much-
 maligned Bulgarian judge at the Olympics, votes against 
you, wouldn’t the two positive reports carry the day? From 
time to time, an author might suggest asking an editor to 
get three reports, “just in case.” The biggest projects—
multivolume reference works or bona fi de introductory 
texts—are always reviewed by many readers. It isn’t un-
heard of to have thirty reports on a prospectus and the 
work- in- progress.

The reports should o≠er you real benefi ts. Two reports 
should double the chance that you and the publishing 
house will learn something useful. An editor commission-
ing readers’ reports will sometimes place a manuscript 
with a reader precisely to draw out a clearer assessment 
of one specifi c aspect of your project. One reader may be 
more interested in the theoretical underpinnings of your 
work, one in the empirical research. Or one reader may 
be more attuned to the political dimensions of the project, 
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while the second may have a better ear for the economic 
arguments.

Sometimes two readers’ reports will yield nothing 
more than two or three useful observations. “I hate the 
subtitle.” “Lucretia Mott was born in Nantucket, not Fall 
River.” “The Tlingit do not eat chard.” Some readers’ re-
ports are hasty and banal, and like the tepid and rapidly 
written letter of recommendation, they do little harm and 
hardly any good.

If you’re lucky, your reports will make your book even 
stronger. They can also save you from embarrassing errors 
or bring to your attention a useful, or competing, book on 
your subject. If you’re fortunate enough to get a thought-
ful, complex reading of your manuscript, take it to heart. 
It may be the fi rst full- blown critique you will ever have 
seen of your work. Take the praise as genuine, and take 
the criticisms seriously.

The specifi c questions an editor puts to a reviewer 
can infl uence the content of that review, and thus have 
a signifi cant impact on the shape of what you eventually 
publish. An editor who has selected your manuscript 
for review is already on your side. But that editor has to 
play his best guess about how to make the book work. 
Sometimes this means being direct with the reader. For 
example, an editor facing a manuscript he feels certain is 
too long may specifi cally request from the reviewer sug-
gestions for reducing the project’s bulk. You may not have 
told your editor your book was too long, and you may not 
think it is. But your editor may see the manuscript as a 
brilliant project endangered by its own verbosity. It’s the 
editor’s hunch that if it isn’t cut, it can’t be published. And 
so the reviewer may be asked whether the fi rst chapter 
can go, and indeed whether any of the other chapters can 
join it.

It seems almost impossible to publish a collection of 
essays all of which are genuinely uniform in quality. An 
editor may reasonably direct the reviewer to fi nger the 
weakest links in the chain, even if length is not an im-
mediate concern. So, too, a collection of a single author’s 
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essays will often admit of the same tightening. “Can we live without his 
classic essay from 1976?” an editor might wonder. Even the completely 
new,  single- author manuscript may, if written to indulgent length, be 
grilled. Whatever its genre or format, a book that’s too much of what it 
is will invite cutting.

A good reader’s report will engage fully the entire manuscript, and 
will respond to any particular questions put by the editor. The best read-
ers are both coaches and judges. (Weak readers want only to coach, and 
never judge. This sort of reader can’t bear to recommend that the press 
decline the manuscript and fi nds something useful in everything. Edi-
tors really don’t want readers who do this.) The best readers are tough 
and fair, enthusiastic and engaged. They aim to help the author get the 
most out of the project she has undertaken, even if this means telling 
her where something has gone terribly wrong. The very best readers 
don’t shirk from cleaning up the messy little errors that creep into any 
piece of scholarly writing. A good reader has the courage to say that a 
project is truly misconceived, saving the writer from embarrassment and 
the publisher from both that and fi nancial failure. And when informed 
praise is due, good readers are unafraid to o≠er it.

More and more frequently, scholars evaluating manuscripts—
whether for a commercial house or a university press—are asked to 
comment on the project’s potential market. This poses a dilemma for 
academics: what does an academic know about marketing? Isn’t that 
the publisher’s job? Yes—and no. The publisher and the professor have 
complementary expertise. Each knows something the other doesn’t, 
and yet each has a view of the other’s fi eld of specialization. The pub-
lisher and the editor know more about how books are to be shaped, 
packaged, presented to readers, and promoted. The professor is the 
academic authority. And yet a good editor must have antennae for qual-
ity scholarship, while the professor—who buys books, assigns them, 
and even writes them—will have useful views on the material aspects 
of the publishing process. Don’t confuse the  reader- editor relationship 
with the Cartesian mind- body split.

So what can a reader usefully say about the market for a project, 
and how might that be of use to you and your publisher? The reader 
can name the competing works, summarizing their strengths and weak-
nesses. Perhaps your project is too narrowly focused to reach enough 
people. Perhaps it’s too general to appeal to the audience you envision. 
If you are lucky you will encounter the following:
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an editor able to recruit an informed and passionate reader for • 
your manuscript,
a hard- nosed report that fi nds the weaknesses in your book and • 
gives you guidance as to how you might correct them, and
a publishing house (and faculty board) able to see that your • 
book will now be stronger for the revisions you’ve undertaken in 
response to the evaluations.

Working with the Pain

Once your editor has a reader’s report in hand, it will be sent on to you. 
The evaluation should be candid, and may be structured in response to 
a set of questions posed by your editor. The report will be anonymous, 
although rendering a report anonymous is sometimes hard work. It’s 
easy enough to remove a reader’s name from the report, but sometimes 
the reader has left clues as to his or her identity, my favorite being the 
moment in which the reader fulminates about the omission of his book 
in the manuscript’s review of the literature. (“The fi nest discussion of 
the Shakespearean romances can, of course, be found in the work of 
Northrop Frye and Herman Schmidlapp.” It will occur to you that Profes-
sor Schmidlapp just may be the author of the report.) Of course, in some 
academic fi elds there are simply very few specialists qualifi ed to judge 
your project, and you may be able to fi gure out who the reviewer is on 
the basis of prose style or frame of reference or a signature concern.

If you do fi gure out the identity of your reader, resist the Aha! E≠ect 
(readers of William Safi re’s On Language column will know the Gotcha 
E≠ect, to which this is a close cousin). The object of study should be 
the contents of the report, not the identity of its (anonymous) author. 
You may in fact receive a report actually signed by the reviewer, and 
inviting you to contact him or her to discuss the manuscript or points 
in the report.

When you receive your reader’s report, study it promptly. You will be ex-
pected to reply. And while your reader may have been given guidelines 
in preparing the evaluation, you won’t have any simple rules to guide 
you at your end. Here’s a set of suggestions.

1. Resist the temptation to fi re o≠ an e-mail response. You’re 
likely to become defensive, even before you can fi gure out what 
the reader is saying. Take at least  twenty- four hours before 
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responding to your publisher. But don’t disappear—a month 
is too long.

2. Take notes as you read the report. What are its main points? 
Even if the reader has structured the evaluation in numbered 
paragraphs, you might benefi t from reorganizing it in terms that 
refl ect better how you see your own project.

3. Take the report seriously. If you feel you were misunderstood, 
it may mean you need to be clearer.

4. No matter what’s in the report, don’t get angry.

What happens after you’ve received the report depends in large part 
on the degree of the report’s criticisms, and to a lesser extent on the 
temperature of the praise. If there’s nothing negative in your report and 
all you’re left with is an endorsement that says, “I recommend publica-
tion,” you won’t have much to work with. And neither will your editor. 
Preferable by far is a report that says, “This is what the author needs to 
fi x” and then goes on to detail the weaknesses, but fi nally, and unam-
biguously, concludes, “With these changes I strongly endorse publica-
tion of this manuscript by the press. It will be not only the fi nest study 
of the subject, but a book that will change the way we think about it for 
years to come.” In a slightly di≠erent publishing house the  longed- for 
words would be, “Make the changes I recommend and this book will 
be adopted in every introduction to oneiromancy, a subject enjoying an 
enormous increase in enrollments throughout North America and in 
selected overseas localities.”

The reader’s report on your manuscript is one- half of a conversation. 
It’s now up to you to supply the other half. It can feel terribly awkward—
you chatting with an anonymous fi gure who has nothing to lose and 
who—more to the point—has been empowered by your prospective 
publisher to judge your work. It’s also fair to assume that if this is your 
fi rst book, or even your second, and you are in early or mid career, your 
reader may be someone you and your editor would consider an intel-
lectual star. But as a tabloid astrologer used to intone, “The stars impel, 
they do not compel.” When dealing with academic stars, consider that 
experienced advice is still advice, not a command. Your book is your 
book.

If your editor sees that the report is critical but that the project is one 
he or she would like to take further, you might be given some tips on 
how to write a response to the evaluation. This response will likely be-
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come part of the fi le on your submission; treat it as a serious document. 
The typical “response to evaluation” letter begins with formal courtesy, 
thanking the reader for the careful attention spent on the manuscript, 
then takes an opportunity to repeat the positive remarks in the report 
(see fi gure 2).

A negative reader’s report is another matter. A bad report can take 
many turns, and not all of them mean your book is toast. The report 
might present all the holes in your argument, or call you on the carpet for 
not knowing the very latest literature. What to do next? In many cases, 
the matter is taken out of your hands. Your editor receives a report so 
negative she knows it is either unlikely you can fi x the project or unlikely 
that, even with repairs, her committee will give her the green light. She 

Dear Jim:

Thank you for forwarding the report on my manuscript, Late Keats. I was 

of course pleased to see how carefully the reader studied my book, and 

I’ve been thinking hard about how to incorporate the most useful of the 

suggestions in the evaluation. The reader has clearly been teaching Keats 

for more years than I have, and brings a wealth of experience to his / her 

encounter with my project. If the reader is Professor McGillicuddy, as I 

suspect, I am particularly pleased by his positive response to my theoretical 

chapter even though he himself so clearly “resists” theory in his own work. 

The specifi c criticisms that constitute pages 2 through 5 of the report cover 

very different points. I very much appreciate the details concerning Leigh 

Hunt’s lost years, a period previously unknown to me, and will plan to 

incorporate a discussion of them into my fi nal draft. I regret that I failed 

to put the last version of the manuscript through a spelling check. I do, of 

course, know that Nietzsche has a z.

I can complete the next version of the manuscript within two months, and 

am certain that the book will be stronger than it had been before the review 

process. Do you have enough information from me to take the book to your 

board? Let me know soon.

All the best,

Figure 2. Response to evaluation letter
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decides not to take the project further, and writes you with the bad news. 
A fatal reader’s report is often Exhibit A. Editors almost never back down 
from this position. One exception, though, is when the sensibility of 
the reader is so far removed from the author’s that there’s no common 
ground at all. This isn’t so much a bad reader’s report as a report by the 
wrong reader. Note, however, that though this does happen, it’s a less 
frequent occurrence than rejected authors believe.

A negative report not accompanied by a rejection leaves the door 
open. Study the report carefully. Are there reasonable criticisms? (If you 
can’t fi nd any, you’re not looking hard enough. Put it aside and read it 
again in a day or two.) Then sit down and sift. Make a list of the points 
you feel can be tools for improving your project, and another list of the 
points you think are ill- conceived, inattentive, malicious or—as you will 
describe them in your response—subjective. Contact your editor and 
discuss the practicalities of going forward. Does the editor believe there 
is enough strength left in your submission to justify your spending more 
time on it? Is another reader’s report due in shortly? And what are your 
editor’s own thoughts about the usefulness of this review?

If your editor suggests you respond to the criticisms in the report, sit 
down and quickly sketch a repair plan for the project. You may well be 
able to rewrite and resubmit the manuscript to the same house. Some 
readers will volunteer to have their identities made known to the author. 
Some will go further, encouraging the author to get in touch directly. As 
long as the report isn’t so bland as to be useless, this o≠er can be a boon 
to you. You might want to take advantage of the opportunity to discuss 
your work with an informed, specialist reader.

And fi nally, like the urban legends dear to folklorists, there is that 
fabled report, the steaming document poised to eviscerate the poor 
manuscript. The innocent editor sends a manuscript o≠ to an eager 
reviewer—eager, that is, to exact retribution for a professional slight at 
the water cooler a decade ago. Or perhaps the reader is the author’s fi rst 
husband. Who knew? In most cases, your editor will have a chance to 
commission another report. But all this takes time.

Second Chances

A good reader’s report from House A can be used at another press, at 
least as ancillary testimony to the value of your work. Of course, the 
editor at House B will face that house’s evaluation hurdles, which may 
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well mean yet another reader’s report. A glowing report from another 
house, however, particularly if written by an infl uential scholar, can 
sometimes work wonders.

Some editors might not welcome evidence of a previous rejection; 
others won’t mind at all. When do the drawbacks outweigh the losses? 
Before sending on a reader’s report from the last house that rejected 
your manuscript, ask yourself if you know why the book was declined. 
Market size? You might try a smaller house, one where a slightly smaller 
print run may not be unwelcome. Certainly if you have a good report on 
a scholarly book from a commercial publisher, yet fail to land a contract, 
it’s sensible to try a university press. A not- for- profi t house may be able 
to make your book work.

Remember that no matter how bruised you might feel by a reader’s 
criticisms, you want to hear these comments now, not in the printed 
reviews of the published book.



A publisher I worked with some years ago kept two pictures over her 
desk to remind us of the  author- publisher relationship. One was a Bot-
ticelli Madonna and Child. The other was Goya’s Saturn Devouring One of 
His Children. She captioned the fi rst “The Publisher’s View,” the second, 
“The Author’s View.”

There are a lot of confl icting ideas about how authors and publish-
ers work together. Some authors regard a contract with a publisher in 
strictly fi nancial terms, others as a relationship tinged with a romantic 
haze—a cold exchange of manuscript for a small amount of money, 
versus an expression of love. It’s neither, even if you do want to make 
money and your editor likes you very much indeed. But that doesn’t 
mean you shouldn’t take some trouble to understand what a contract 
gets you—and gets you into. A contract is, after all, a legal document 
that binds two parties. It must be fair to both. Yet a contract to publish 
a book isn’t like a contract to buy a house. In most cases the publisher 
isn’t “buying” you or your work, so much as renting it from you until the 
publisher can’t make any more money out of doing so.

It’s my hunch that most authors who read contracts (and not all do) 
look at fi ve provisions roughly in this order: the amount of the royal-
ties advance, whether the copyright is in the name of the author or the 
publisher, the royalties percentages, the due date for the manuscript, 
and the expected length. These are all important details, but there’s a 
lot more for you to ponder.

Getting It Published isn’t a work of legal advice. If you have serious 
legal questions you’ll need to consult a lawyer. That’s what publishers 
do, too. This chapter will take you through the most important features 
of a scholarly book contract.

What a Contract Means 8
: : : : : : : : : : : : : : : : : : : : : : : : : : : : : : : : : : : : : : : : : : : : : : :
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The Almost Two- Way Street

A book contract is a written agreement, signed by both par-
ties, that provides for the author to deliver a manuscript 
on a given subject, at a given length, and by a given date, 
and for the publisher to undertake the costs and e≠orts 
of publication. Book contracts are wordy documents, 
sometimes dauntingly so. But despite their verbiage, book 
contracts are largely prefab structures. All the interesting 
details—money, copyright, timing, and so on—sit atop 
standard provisions, uniform throughout a given publish-
ing house and reasonably similar among similar houses. 
Publishers call the standard language for the most basic 
provisions of an agreement “boilerplate.” This colorful 
term translates roughly as “we can’t change this, so don’t 
ask.” Agents and authors’ lawyers might argue any num-
ber of contractual points, but most publishers will have 
a set of clauses, provisions, and guarantees to which you 
will have to subscribe if you want to do business with the 
house. For example, boilerplate may include the language 
of the warranty clause, by which you agree that the work 
is yours and doesn’t infringe upon any copyright. Some 
contracts require the author to guarantee that the work 
contains no information, such as chemical formulas or 
truly inept cooking recipes, that would cause bodily harm 
should a reader decide to act upon it. It’s unlikely that a 
publisher will let you eliminate this clause.

A contract is an exchange of sorts. An author gives the 
publisher

a manuscript (or a promise of a manuscript),• 
the rights to publish that manuscript, and• 
a set of guarantees (without which the publisher • 
wouldn’t be able to put the work into print).

The publisher gives an author

a promise to publish,• 
a share in the future earnings, and sometimes a • 

“Boilerplate n (1897) 

1: syndicated mate-

rial supplied esp. to 

weekly newspapers 

in matrix or plate 

form 2a: standardized 

text b: formulaic or 

hackneyed language 

(bureaucratic ~)” 

(Merriam- Webster’s 

Collegiate Dictionary, 

11th ed.).
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royalties advance, which is a nonreturnable loan against those 
earnings, and
the publisher’s protection of the author’s rights, through • 
registration of copyright, in the name of either the author or the 
publisher.

There are lots of details in a contract. You have a right to have your con-
tract explained to you if you don’t understand it. If you have questions, 
ask; your publisher should want its authors to be informed.

Contracts can happen at di≠erent points in a book’s life. For many 
years, university presses enjoyed the luxury of considering completed 
manuscripts, only rarely needing to make a decision based on a proposal 
and the author’s reputation. But over the past  twenty- fi ve years much 
has changed, and today’s university presses compete as vigorously as 
commercial houses do for the titles they most want.

This state of a≠airs brings about the rise of the advance contract. (In 
commercial publishing, nonfi ction projects are committed to so fre-
quently ahead of the project’s completion that the phrase “advance con-
tract” is almost redundant.) In practice, it’s a promise to publish when 
the work is completed, as long as it meets the publisher’s criteria. Yes, 
there is a catch. This kind of agreement is sometimes also referred to 
as a “provisional contract.” Both terms can mean the same thing. The 
publisher will require that your fi nished manuscript be subject to exter-
nal review and, in the case of most university presses, then submitted 
along with those reviews for fi nal approval by the press board or faculty 
advisory committee. Before approving this kind of contract, the faculty 
board might require that any advance agreement be o∞cially called “pro-
visional,” triple underlining the point that there’s one more hurdle before 
the book can be accepted.

A contract o≠ered for a fi nished manuscript, on the other hand, usu-
ally avoids these pitfalls.

If you’ve never before signed a book contract, you might expect it to 
bind the publisher to your project with hoops of steel. This isn’t always 
the case. Most publishing agreements set out qualifi cations that per-
mit the publisher to step away from its obligations without penalty. For 
example, no publisher is obligated to wait forever if an author cannot 
deliver a manuscript, nor must the publisher issue the work if it fails to 
meet objective standards of quality. Very rarely, a publisher will cancel a 
contract and forfeit the advance paid if an overdue manuscript no longer 
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appears to be one the press can a≠ord to take on. These 
qualifi cations make the contract something less than a 
two- way street but, as publishers will admit, sheepishly 
or not, the cash investment is theirs.

Understanding Your Contract

A contract in the mail isn’t an unanticipated event. It’s 
likely your editor has called you in the weeks ahead with 
the good news that the project has been accepted by the 
publisher, or maybe that it’s at last been blessed by the fac-
ulty committee and so is fi nally fi nally accepted. No longer 
provisional, now real. Your editor may have already told 
you something about the terms of the agreement—the de-
livery date and length requirements, the royalties, and any 
advance. These needn’t be surprises you uncover when 
you unfold the contract for the fi rst time. Although to a 
publisher of academic books contracts are fairly standard 
arrangements, if this is your fi rst book—or your tenth—
no one will be surprised if you ask a lot of questions.

When the contracts arrive, read them. They may be ac-
companied by a letter from your editor explaining some 
part of the agreement. If so, read that, too. This—not two 
months after you’ve signed—is the moment to review 
your obligations and what you’ll be getting in return. 
E- mail your editor with questions. Can you realistically 
deliver the manuscript on October 1? If not, discuss the 
delivery date now and ask if December 1 might be pos-
sible. Is there any chance of improving the terms? Your 
editor might not have much room for subsequent nego-
tiation, but there’s no harm in asking. Before you call the 
publisher, though, you can familiarize yourself with these 
basics of money and copyright, two of the most common 
sources of questions.

The Royalties Advance

This may be the easiest part of the contract to read and un-
derstand, and if the money hadn’t been expected it might 

A book contract 

should lay out what 

both you and your 

publisher believe 

and are willing to 

 perform.
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be a pleasant surprise. It needs to be said, however, that many scholarly 
books are given no royalties advance at all. Advances are usually paid in 
parts, one portion on signing and another on publication, with perhaps 
a third slice doled out on delivery and acceptance of the manuscript. If 
money is due on delivery, the phrase “delivery and acceptance” will usu-
ally appear. That means you won’t receive your payment until the house 
approves (“accepts”) what you’ve delivered.

A royalty advance is your money, a loan against your book’s future 
earnings. That loan is nonreturnable as long as you fulfi ll your part of the 
deal. If you are paid $500 on signature of contract but don’t deliver your 
manuscript, the publisher can ask you for that money back. Advance pay-
ments made on delivery and acceptance, or on publication, are a safer 
bet. You’ve already done your part.

The Copyright Question

Your contract conveys to the publisher the right to publish your work. 
Or better, the rights—di≠erent rights for di≠erent situations. One of 
the most misunderstood elements in this handover is the question of 
copyright. Isn’t my work copyrighted already when I write it? If I give 
away my copyright what do I have? What will my publisher do with the 
copyright, anyway?

Copyright is an immensely complicated area of publishing law. Here 
are a few points that summarize some, but not all, of the issues:

Copyright is perhaps most usefully thought of as a bundle of • 
rights, not a single right.
Copyright is a means of legally protecting a work so that the • 
author and work may be defended in case of piracy or other 
infringement.
Your publisher undertakes to register your work with the • 
copyright o∞ce, whether the copyright is fi led under your or your 
publisher’s name. This enhances your publisher’s ability to seek 
the full protection of the law should it be necessary to defend 
your work in a court of law against unlawful use or reproduction 
by other parties.
Copyright doesn’t give the publisher the right to publish. It’s the • 
transfer of publishing rights that does this. Your contract must 
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transfer rights to the publisher, no matter in whose name the 
work will be copyrighted, or there can’t be a book.
Many scholarly publishers register their works in the name of the • 
publisher. All agents will negotiate for a contract that registers 
the work in the name of the author. Some authors do this on their 
own, as well. Each party believes that there are advantages to 
holding the copyright. Yet it’s amazingly di∞cult to get anyone to 
spell out exactly what advantages are believed to be held.

An author may believe that a work registered in the author’s name 
gives him ownership, or real control, though he would be hard- pressed 
to defi ne what that might be. That author may think that holding the 
copyright will keep the publisher from getting into mischief. The pub-
lisher may believe that holding the copyright will keep the author from 
getting into mischief. Many publishers believe that keeping the copy-
right in the name of the house will provide them with greater control 
over future technological developments of the work. The electronic 
possibilities inherent in your project, either on its own or in some re-
duced or augmented form, stand before publisher and author as a blank 
canvas, or at least a blank canvas on which dollar signs may or may not 
fl icker.

Should you or your publisher hold copyright in your work? Each posi-
tion is a little hazy, and neither is without merit. From the publisher’s 
perspective, one practical result of holding the copyright is that it dis-
courages the author from inadvertently violating the contract’s transfer 
of rights. Professor Green signs a contract with the University Press and 
keeps copyright in his name. A month later, Professor Green gets a call 
from Professor Blue, asking for an essay for a volume she’s assembling. 
Professor Green graciously provides a chapter from his contracted manu-
script, assuming this is within his rights. But it probably isn’t. Unless he 
has a special arrangement in his contract permitting this use, Professor 
Green has stepped on his publisher’s toes. Even if the author holds copy-
right, the contract has transferred publishing rights to the publisher on 
the author’s behalf.

In other cases, an author who holds copyright will negotiate transla-
tions, unaware that the contract has transferred  foreign- language rights 
along with the other publishing rights. “But I have friends in France!” 
says the author. “I know someone who knows someone very important 
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at Gallimard!” And in fact, the author may succeed in placing his book 
with Gallimard. But if the author’s contract conveyed translation rights 
to the originating publisher, it can be an awkward situation. The press 
has already listed this work as available for French translation, and may 
have optioned it, say, to Éditions du Seuil. If you have foreign contacts 
or questions about rights, including translation rights, discuss them with 
your editor. Your publisher should be happy to hear about your contacts. 
It’s sometimes also possible to negotiate a contract that withholds one or 
more languages; you could then, say, sell Spanish rights while consigning 
all the others to your publisher.

Assume, though, that any publisher wants to control all the rights. 
Holding the copyright is the easiest way to make that happen.

Nonetheless, di≠erent publishers have di≠erent views about copy-
right. It’s true that most fi ction is copyrighted in the author’s name, 
while much scholarly nonfi ction is copyrighted in the name of the pub-
lisher. Fiction is usually agented, scholarly nonfi ction not. The issue 
of in whose name your book is copyrighted may ultimately not be that 
important. But what is important is who is controlling what rights dur-
ing the period that the work is in print.

Copyright matters dovetail with out- of- print status and the reversion 
of rights. When your work is no longer available, or sold out, it will be 
declared out of print. Agents and many authors understand this to be the 
point at which the publisher relinquishes immediately all rights to the 
work. If the publisher isn’t going to use them on the author’s behalf, why 
should the publisher keep them? It’s common for a contract to provide 
for a reversion of rights to the author when the book is out of stock and 
not scheduled to reprint. But—and this gets complicated—a publisher 
won’t have to revert rights to you if your book has been licensed for re-
print to another publishing house. Your biography of Kurt Cobain may 
be going out of print with Duke University Press in its hardcover edition, 
but Duke may have licensed the paperback rights to Penguin and the 
paperback edition may still be available. Duke may tell you the hardback 
is now gone, but don’t expect any reversion of rights, not even for the 
hardback edition, until the paperback is gone. At that point Duke may 
decide to keep the work on its list, reissuing it as a Duke paperback.

If your book is being published well and vigorously, it’s not going to 
be in your interest to get rights back from the publisher. It’s only when 
your book is unavailable in English in trade channels that reversion is 
normally an issue. This means that no  English- language edition is avail-
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able, either directly or by license from the publisher, and that someone 
interested in buying it can’t actually get copies. Now is the point at which 
rights would be reverted to you. The reversion, however, will be made 
subject to outstanding obligations—those French rights sold to Éditions 
du Seuil, for example.

Authors and agents generally believe that when the work is fi nally 
declared out of print they will get the rights back faster if the copyright 
is in the name of the author.

Royalties

Your royalty, or royalties payment, is the amount paid to you on each 
copy sold. Royalties are payable on either list or net, and your contract 
will stipulate one or the other. A list royalty is paid on the list price of the 
book, what you would pay for it if, say, you were buying it in a bookstore 
and it weren’t on sale. If your publisher sets $25.00 as the price of your 
book and you’ve received a 10 percent list royalty, you will earn $2.50 
on each copy sold, no matter whether it’s sold for $25.00 or for less. 
Although list royalties are common in trade publishing, most scholarly 
publishers avoid them. List royalties are usually o≠ered only for projects 
with outstanding bookstore potential.

A net royalty is a bit harder to defi ne. “Net” refers to the monies actu-
ally received by the publisher from the sale of the book. For me it always 
conjures up bills being caught in a net while the change falls through. 
Most academic books earn the author a net royalty. On a hardbound 
book, a net royalty of anywhere from 5 to 12 percent is in the ballpark, 
and 10 percent of net is common. But if your book is narrowly focused 
or very long, a lower royalty might be proposed. In unusual cases, your 
publisher might o≠er you a contract specifying no royalties at all on the 
fi rst hundred copies or even on the fi rst printing.

What a publisher actually receives from the sale of a book—the basis 
for your net royalty—depends on the discount at which the book is sold. 
When a book is published, its discount is set by the publisher. This is a 
percentage o≠ the list price that the publisher extends to bookstores or to 
wholesalers in order to encourage them to stock the book. A bookstore, 
whether of the  brick- and- mortar variety or Amazon.com, lives on the 
di≠erence between its selling price and the discounted price it pays to 
the publisher. If a book listed at $25.00 carries a 30 percent discount, the 
bookseller pays the publisher $17.50 for it. If your royalty is 10 percent 
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net you’ll earn $1.75 per copy. At a 50 percent discount the bookseller 
pays $12.50 for the book. Good news for the bookseller, who may have a 
hot title on his hands. But if your royalty is paid on net receipts, you will 
now be earning only $1.25 per copy. A book discounted 10 percent o≠ers 
a bookseller very little incentive to carry the title, while a discount of 40 
percent or more gets books on shelves. If your book is o≠ered at a large 
discount, chances are good it will show up in stores. If your royalties are 
paid on net receipts, you will make less per copy, though you should sell 
many more copies than if your book were cautiously discounted at 20 
percent and sold only to libraries.

Royalties from sales of a book aren’t the only source of an author’s 
income. All contracts will lay out terms for subsidiary rights sales. If your 
book is quite scholarly, it’s unlikely there will be opportunities to sell 
excerpts to magazines or to grant options for theatrical adaptation. But 
there may still be subsidiary rights income; even deeply academic books 
are translated into foreign languages, for example. A  fi rst- time academic 
author isn’t likely to pay much attention to the subsidiary rights clause 
in her contract, yet it’s worthwhile taking the time to understand what 
the terms mean and what they cover. “First serial,” though it sounds like 
baby food, means selling an excerpt of a book before publication. “Sec-
ond serial” is an excerpt sold after the book is published. Ask your editor 
about any other subsidiary rights clauses that are unfamiliar to you.

Money and copyright issues are important. But the heart of the contract 
is the set of obligations incurred by both parties.

Your Six Obligations

Date, length, illustrations, delivery format, permissions, warranty. These are 
the six key obligations to which the contract holds you. Of course, it also 
obliges you to write the book you said you were going to write.

1. Date. The delivery date for your work may be arbitrarily fi xed by you 
and your editor in a series of e-mail or telephone exchanges, but once in 
the contract, it takes on a publisher’s Higher Reality. If your book is deal-
ing with a time- sensitive subject—London’s preparation for the Olym-
pics for example—your publisher will understandably be distressed if 
you deliver your manuscript a year late. It may be a better book, even 
a more timely one incorporating fuller and richer up- to- date analysis, 
but none of this may matter if your publisher has canceled your book 
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for late delivery. A scholarly publisher doesn’t often do this, but here’s 
why it might. An editor who o≠ers you a contract for a manuscript to be 
delivered on June 1 is expecting to publish your book in the following 
year. The publishing house anticipates spending sta≠ time and produc-
tion money on your book in the period roughly between your June 1 
delivery date and the following June. It’s also counting on the income 
from the sales of your book in at least the fi rst two years following the 
publication date. Your book’s anticipated delivery may also have some 
e≠ect on your publisher’s decisions to attend relevant academic exhib-
its, or to take advertising space in particular journals. Further on, the 
money to be derived from sales of your book will help pay the salaries of 
the publisher’s sta≠. Of course it would be the rare book that required 
a publisher to attend an exhibit solely for that one title or to reserve a 
specifi c line for sta≠ salaries. But in the aggregate, this is exactly how 
publishing houses work. Publishers look at their need for sta≠, their 
exhibit programs, their production budgets, and so on as part of a roll-
ing forecast of what will need to be spent on which projects due when, 
and what monies will come into the house from those projects as they 
are brought to market.

If your work is time- dated, be sensible about deadlines. Don’t commit 
to delivering a book on a  current- event topic when you know it’s unlikely 
you can fi nish it on time. A realistic discussion of your constraints—the 
need to consult newly unclassifi ed fi les, your move from Central State 
to l’Université- sur- Mer—should, if at all possible, take place before your 
signature goes on any agreement.

If your work isn’t about the next presidential election or some equally 
hair- raising subject, don’t relax quite yet. It’s true that some projects 
are timeless—a biography of the medieval composer Pérotin might be 
an example, or a history of Italian food in America—but no project 
is timeless forever. Even if you’ve got a contract for what you think is 
an inviolable subject, sooner or later there will either be another book 
su∞ciently like yours to create competition, or your editor will retire, 
or your timeless subject will go out of favor and the publisher will begin 
cleaning out the overdue contracts from the fi les. Meet your deadline. If 
you can’t meet your deadline, let your editor know as soon as you know 
it. At some houses, contracts can be extended only by formal letter from 
your editor or from someone in charge of administering contracts within 
the publishing house.

Above all, don’t succumb to hit- and- run notifi cation. This is the prac-
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tice of calling the least likely member of the publisher’s 
sta≠—an editorial assistant, the receptionist, perhaps the 
fellow in the mail room—and informing her or him that 
you’ll be six months late with the manuscript. Call your 
editor, and only your editor. If you’re able to negotiate an 
extension, expect to be asked for evidence of progress on 
the project and your promise that the new deadline will 
indeed be kept.

2. Length. Length, word count, extent—these terms all 
mean the same thing. But why is length an issue? Doesn’t 
the publisher understand that Mrs. Gaskell’s novels re-
quire more than four hundred pages?

If you’re planning a project you’ve yet to write, make 
projected page length part of your ruminations. A history 
of Buddhism in the West might be a wonderful project 
for a number of publishers. It might also be a book that 
can be written within a thousand pages, or six hundred, 
or three hundred, or even less. The length of your project 
has a direct relation to the audience you’re trying to reach. 
More specialized studies would seem to justify the extra 
page length. Surely a thousand pages of manuscript isn’t 
too much for a life’s work on a vast theme? But if you can 
do it in six hundred pages you may increase the number 
of publishers capable of considering it at all.

When it comes to page length, as with so many other 
details of the publishing process, generalizations vapor-
ize if the author is a Great Name. If you’re already the 
acknowledged master of your discipline, you’ve earned 
some privileges. Still, the last word on the Great Vowel 
Shift might be important for linguists but not for anyone 
else, and this will limit the number of publishers capable 
of considering the project.

When planning a project, think hard about how long it 
must be, not about how much you think you can write or 
how many examples you might wish to include. A manu-
script that exceeds fi ve hundred pages in typescript simply 
has to be a stronger, more persuasive project than one that 
clocks in at three hundred and fi fty or four hundred. Most 
books are longer than they need be. If you’re unconvinced, 
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ask yourself when you last fi nished a book and regretted that it didn’t 
go on for another hundred pages. (Fans of Proust, Gibbon, or Will and 
Ariel Durant are exempt from this question.)

To an editor screening submission after submission, the promise that 
your study of psychiatric testing in Holland will, when completed, be 
eight hundred and fi fty pages long is a clear opportunity for that editor 
to pass on to something else. The project may be outstanding, but an 
editor’s nose will make a summary judgment about how long is long 
enough.

The completed manuscript is a di≠erent matter. You already know how 
long this version of your work is. It’s four hundred pages on  inner- city 
drug rehabilitation programs, and it uses fi ve American cities as case 
studies. If accepted, your contract will limit you to something around 
that length, the fi nal page count having been determined by you and 
your editor. You might be asked to make some revisions, to drop a case 
study, to create a more extensive, more risky set of concluding observa-
tions, and to append a more synoptic bibliography. You might be asked 
to do all that and still bring the fi nal version in at a page count close to 
your original.

Length is important because setting type costs publishers money. But 
that’s not the only reason. An experienced editor will have a sense of just 
how much your audience will want to read on the subject, or conversely 
just how small the core audience will be for a work as full- throated as 
yours.

It may seem tedious to confound discussions of ideas and the value of 
your project with the technicalities of page- setting costs, but this is what 
publishers have to do. Editors are so concerned about the cost of typeset-
ting and manufacture that contracts will often limit you to a fi nished 
book length—256 pages, 320 pages, 608 pages—that can seem painfully 
specifi c. The explanation is practical. Each of these three page lengths is 
divisible by 32, the magic number of pages in a signature. A signature is 
the number of book pages resulting from folding and cutting the large 
sheet of paper on which printers lay out your words. Your publisher will 
want a 288- page fi nished book rather than a 295- page volume because 
of the additional cost and wastage.

If your contract is for a work not yet completed, the length of the 
fi nal manuscript is very much an issue. Among the cosmic laws govern-
ing scholarly writing there seems to be one mandating that books rarely 
come in under the contracted length. When a manuscript is delivered 



 106 :: chapter eight

beyond its contracted length, bad things can happen. Better by far to 
bring your book in under the word limit. You’ll surprise your editor, and 
with the money you’ve saved her she might just possibly be able to give 
your book something else you’ve been asking for.

How long is too long? As little as 10 percent over your contract length 
may be too long. Sometimes an editor can fi nd ways of tweaking costs to 
support an additional 20 percent of text. But manuscripts that arrive 50 
percent or more over length—and they do, usually without the slightest 
acknowledgment from the author other than delight that the project is 
in—present immediate problems. To remedy the situation, an editor 
can do any of the following.

Hold you to your contract. Your editor can send the manuscript back to 
you and politely ask that you cut it to meet the contractual requirement. 
Your contract may even have some special language governing this pos-
sibility and giving you a certain period in which to fi x the problem. If you 
can’t do it, the editor reserves the right to cancel the contract.

Cut your manuscript for you. Your editor may have the leisure, inspira-
tion, and courage to reduce your project to its planned length. But don’t 
count on this. Few editors have the time to do what they can legitimately 
expect authors to take care of. And what you’ve written isn’t a bodice 
ripper with too many subplots; it’s a work of research. It may not be easy 
for a nonspecialist to cut it.

Seek the advice of outside readers as to how best to cut the project to size. 
This maneuver provides your editor with an authoritative stick with 
which to beat the manuscript. On the positive side, you could garner 
essential advice from a specialist in your fi eld. On the negative side, all 
this will take time and delay your book, and after all, the result is that 
someone else’s views will likely take precedence over your own.

Seek fi nancial remedies. If the book is going to cost the publisher a 
great deal more than expected, the editor will be saddled with the task 
of fi nding ways to o≠set those unforeseen costs. Corners can be cut in 
production—reducing or eliminating illustrations, producing an all- type 
jacket, setting pages more densely, printing the book on slightly less 
expensive paper. But often these are insu∞cient measures. One possibil-
ity is to renegotiate the terms of your royalties. An editor might ask you 
to waive any royalties on the fi rst one thousand copies of your book, or 
all copies in the fi rst printing. If, however, you’ve already been paid an 
advance, this maneuver is pointless unless you repay the money you’ve 
already got. Few authors want to do that. What is rarely an option is 
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to take some specifi ed sum out of future royalties beyond the advance 
paid. A publisher who has already given an author $2,000 as a royal-
ties advance can’t hope to recoup  excess- length costs out of the author’s 
theoretical earnings beyond the $2,000 mark. The publisher’s goal will 
be to fi nd immediate relief for an unforeseen and immediate problem. 
At a not- for- profi t house you may be asked to raise funds to make up 
the di≠erence between planned page length and your fi nal version. Be 
prepared to knock on your dean’s door, hat in hand.

It’s often asked why the publisher can’t simply raise the price of the 
book in order to o≠set the costs of a manuscript that’s longer than an-
ticipated. It’s likely that the editor who has proposed your book in the 
fi rst place has already shaved the numbers as close as possible, charging 
as much as the market will bear and expecting to sell even more copies 
than the editor’s experience and instinct would advise.

A publisher’s costs rise, page by page, at one rate. The book- buying 
market’s expected page / price ratio rises less steeply. In other words, 
you might be willing to pay $50.00 for a four- hundred- page book on 
the Brooklyn Bridge, but if a publisher must print a fi ve- hundred- page 
book, increasing production costs by 25 percent, you might think $62.50 
is too much to pay, though that would be what the publisher needs to 
charge. And indeed the publisher may determine that $50.00 is this 
book’s ceiling—the most you would pay before deciding to rent a movie 
instead. Price increases are usually only partial remedies for overly long 
manuscripts. Page length—more than delivery schedules or messy man-
uscripts or author tours or book parties—is the most frequent problem 
in  author- editor relationships.

3. Illustrations. Your contract may or may not require you to provide il-
lustrations, but they should never be a casual afterthought. You’ll be hap-
pier if everyone begins with the same understanding of what you believe 
your book requires. Ten  black- and- white photographs. Twenty diagrams. 
Sixteen pages of color, on coated stock, inserted between chapters 4 and 
5. You don’t want this left to chance, or to a postcontract argument with 
the production department.

The key here is to think of your project’s needs—not what you’d like 
in order to make the book prettier. Like page length, illustrations should 
be thought of early on. And get something into your contract. If editors 
change or a long time passes before you’re actually due to deliver your 
manuscript, it will be useful to have contractual language guarantee-
ing that your publisher understands this project to include images. In 
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practical terms, the absolute number of images in the contract may be 
negotiable further down the road, but if there’s no mention of them at 
all you’ll have a much more di∞cult time persuading a new editor that 
pictures were intended all along.

4. Delivery Format. This should be the easiest of your contractual ob-
ligations. Plan to deliver two hard copies of your manuscript along with 
an electronic fi le. (In chapter 11, you’ll fi nd a checklist of everything 
you’ll need.) Contracts usually stipulate that the manuscript’s electronic 
fi le be delivered in a format compatible with the publisher’s systems. 
There’s nothing mysterious about this—just ask whether Word 2007 
(or whatever you’re using) is acceptable. Ask early enough in advance 
of your delivery date so that you’ll be able to have your text converted 
into another program if necessary.

5. Permissions. Your contract will require you to clear permissions 
for the use of any material not your own. There are di≠erent kinds of 
permissions, among them permission to reprint, to quote poetry, to use 
images. Chapter 10 will tell you more about them.

It’s essential that you understand how your obligation to secure per-
missions a≠ects your project. If you are planning to write a cultural his-
tory of images of Asians in American photography since World War II, 
you will likely be anticipating a signifi cant number of photographs, and 
may want them to be printed on glossy stock. A publisher would assess 
the impact of the expensive paper on the overall cost of the project (it 
may be a great book, but can it be produced within a reasonable bud-
get?). It will still be your job to assess the impact of those photographic 
permissions. Typically, a scholarly publisher will not pay for the photo 
costs. You might get some fi nancial help in the form of a grant (an out-
right gift, returnable perhaps if you don’t fi nish the book on time, but 
not a loan against your earnings), or in an agreement to share the costs 
of permissions according to one of several arrangements. More typically, 
a publisher will expect the author to take care of all permissions costs 
out of her own pocket. The author’s royalties advance might very well 
not cover the total outlay.

Permissions for photographs are among the most expensive addi-
tional costs an author may be required to bear. Poetry can be another 
source of signifi cant permissions expense, rarely benefi ting living poets, 
by the way, but enriching the estates of the masters of the early and mid-
 twentieth century.

Your permissions may lumber you with a heady bill for use. And the 
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bill will be yours, not your publisher’s. Contractually, how-
ever, there’s another point to be made: your permissions 
releases—the documents from those who control the 
rights you require—must be delivered to your publisher 
at a specifi ed date. Sometimes that date is as early as the 
delivery of the fi nal version of the manuscript. At other 
times your publisher may extend you additional weeks 
to fi nalize the permission documentation. It’s reasonable 
to expect that all your permissions paperwork must be 
turned in to your editor no later than the point at which 
the manuscript would pass into copyediting.

6. Warranty. Your publisher can undertake your book 
only if it’s yours, and not anyone else’s. If by mistake you’ve 
sent your publisher a manuscript under your own name 
but written by someone else, now is the time to stop. Don’t 
sign the contract. More often problems arise when an au-
thor uses research undertaken by another (unacknowl-
edged) party. Or when a scholar takes notes so sloppily 
that entire paragraphs of a writer’s work fi nd their way 
into someone else’s new manuscript. Most contracts ob-
ligate the author to warrant, or make a legally binding 
promise, that the work under consideration is entirely 
the author’s, except as clearly acknowledged, and that 
necessary permissions have been secured. How serious 
is the warranty clause? From a publisher’s perspective, 
very. The warranty makes you liable should it be discov-
ered that you’ve stolen someone else’s work. Although this 
may sound like a grave responsibility to assume merely to 
have your study of Babylonian wax seals see the light of 
day, it’s the sine qua non of the publishing agreement. No 
warranty, no contract.

Your Publisher’s Six Obligations

A publisher has an ethical obligation to do the best job 
possible with and for your work. Publishers can cut cor-
ners, and sometimes do. They shouldn’t. If a book is rid-
dled with typos it’s irrelevant that the author agreed to 
proofread and didn’t. Ultimate responsibility lies with the 
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publisher. Publishers can cheat on paper, using inferior stock instead of 
the acid- free paper recommended by librarians and archivists. As you 
search for a publisher you’ll consider what they have produced in the 
past and draw your own conclusions.

The book should be well edited, well manufactured, and produced 
in a timely manner. The book should be marketed to the audience for 
which it is written and which the publisher can reach. The author should 
share in the profi ts, if there are any, and should be informed regularly 
of the book’s sales. Publishers should treat books with care and respect, 
keeping a work in print for as long as possible, looking out for the best 
interests of author and book. This, after all, is where the best interests 
of the publishing house itself will lie.

Your contract, however, usually describes your publisher’s responsi-
bilities rather more briskly. Publication, royalties, copyright registration, 
reporting, access, out- of- print notifi cation. These terms indicate the six key 
obligations to which your contract holds the publisher.

1. Publication. Your publisher agrees to publish, usually within a 
specifi ed time. Eighteen months might be a standard provision, though 
 twenty- four months is not unusual. The contract implies, and sometimes 
makes explicit, that publication will be in hard copy. Some authors re-
quest that there be no ambiguity on this point.

2. Royalties. Your royalties provisions and subsidiary rights clauses 
should state clearly the rates of earning. Some books will sell a large 
number of copies over time, and it would be in the author’s best interest 
if a royalties rate provided for a higher percentage should the total sale 
pass a particular threshold. These so- called stepped or graduated royal-
ties give you a larger percentage of the sale if your book is a success.

Publishers pay royalties on one of two bases: net or list. Most con-
tracts for academic books specify net receipts. It’s very unlikely that a 
publisher will alter an o≠er for net receipt royalties to one for list roy-
alties. If you ask, and your publisher agrees to alter the royalties base, 
expect that a 10 percent net royalty will be refi gured as something like 
6 percent list. The money you earn will be just about the same.

Remember that publishers don’t pay royalties on books for which they 
receive no money. So the copies sent out to book reviewers, or that are 
damaged after years on a bookseller’s shelves and returned, unsold and 
unsalable, will not earn you a penny. On the other hand, they don’t earn 
the publisher a penny, either.

Besides establishing the basis on which royalties will be calculated, 
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your contract will specify just what your royalties will be. The percent-
age might range from zero (on all or a specifi c number of copies, say, 
the fi rst thousand) up to as much as 15 percent. Royalties rarely exceed 
this fi gure. The contract will usually specify royalties for hardback copies 
separately from paperback copies, and may go further to specify di≠erent 
royalties for books sold in the United States or North America, and books 
sold abroad. In the case of scholarly books originating in the United 
States, the cost of selling books outside North America, and indeed the 
price of your book outside North America, makes a simple net receipt 
royalty the preferred means of calculating the author’s share.

Your work can earn royalties through either print or electronic for-
mats, though the calculation of royalties from electronic access is a bit 
more complicated. It is increasingly possible for a publisher to sell or 
license only a small portion of one author’s work to create a larger, mul-
tiauthor, composite work; in this case what the author earns may de-
pend on either the percentage of the composite work that is her own, or 
the number of hits the larger work receives, or both. Subsidiary rights 
income is the money your publisher receives from secondary sources—
licensing a paperback edition to another house, arranging for your work 
to be a book club selection, granting photocopies for a course pack, or 
selling Steven Spielberg the fi lm rights. Typically, you and your publisher 
each get half of the income from these deals. The subsidiary rights clause 
can be very long and involve many paragraphs. This isn’t because it’s the 
most important part of a contract for an academic book—it’s simply 
because several di≠erent contingencies must be addressed.

3. Copyright registration. Your publisher takes on the obligation of reg-
istering your book with the United States Copyright O∞ce. This involves 
a fee, paid by the publisher, and some paperwork. It gains you some 
legal advantage if you should ever need to prosecute another party for 
infringing on your work. Copyright is registered either in the name of 
the author or in the name of the publisher.

4. Reporting. It’s not enough for your publisher to specify what royal-
ties you will receive. You need an account of sales activity and an ex-
planation of what earnings are due you. Most publishers account for 
sales once a year, usually a few months after the close of the accounting 
period. If royalties are accounted on a  calendar- year basis, don’t expect 
a check on January 15. March is more in keeping with accounting prac-
tice. Some publishers account for and pay royalties twice a year, which 
is attractive if you have a book that will sell many copies.
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Agented contracts often request what is called a pass- through clause. 
This means that if Steven Spielberg does option your study of the War 
of the Spanish Succession, your publisher will send your share of the 
income to you, or your agent, within a matter of days of its clearing, 
rather than make you wait up to a year to see the check.

5. Access to the publisher’s accounts. It’s common for contracts to pro-
vide you with the opportunity to examine the publisher’s records. But 
don’t think you can drop in on your way across campus or during a trip 
to New York. These examinations are typically undertaken by accoun-
tants working for the author (you will have paid them), and only in cases 
where the author believes there is a problem that author and publisher 
have been unable to resolve in less cumbersome ways. Still, it’s an obliga-
tion the publisher undertakes. The language for the access clause typi-
cally provides that if there is an error in the author’s favor in excess of a 
certain percentage (for example, 5 percent), the publisher will then pay 
for the fees of the author’s accountants. In practical terms, examinations 
of this type, like hurricanes in Hampshire, hardly ever happen.

6. Out- of- print notifi cation. The author should expect to fi nd her book 
available for sale at all times. Inevitably, the rate of sale for any book 
will decline to the point that the publisher can no longer keep it alive. 
It’s the publisher’s duty to let the author know promptly when the work 
is out of print. The publisher should inform the author in advance of 
the fatal day, and permit her to purchase some last copies before they 
evaporate. Sometimes, however, the book doesn’t dry up—it’s pushed 
over the ledge. Consider a book for which the publisher has fi ve hundred 
copies in the warehouse and has sold ten copies a year for the past three 
years. Such a book will eventually appear on a list of titles to be declared 
out of print. The publisher will plan either to remainder the stock on 
hand—sell remaining inventory for a fraction of the published price to 
a discount bookseller—or destroy it. It’s good manners for the publisher 
to contact the author fi rst, and in some contracts it’s a legal obligation. 
The author will have the chance to buy as many copies as his garage will 
hold. (The publisher’s last unsold stock may be shipped o≠ for recycling.) 
If like most authors you’d prefer to see your book remaindered rather 
than shredded, keep in mind that Witchcraft in Hungary might have a 
remainder market, but no publisher will be able to remainder Michael 
Dukakis: Our Next President?

Once a book is no longer available for sale, and your publisher has 
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determined that it isn’t profi table to reprint it, the title will be out of 
print. An author has a right to request a reversion of all publishing rights. 
Rights to the book itself are a relatively simple matter. But some rights 
may have already been sold. An inexpensive paperback edition may have 
been licensed to Penguin. Mondadori may have published an Italian 
translation. Kodansha may have signed an agreement for a Japanese 
translation but not yet published it. There may be a multiyear electronic 
license that authorizes nonexclusive use of your original tables and dia-
grams. If your rights are reverted to you, you’ll need to know exactly 
about these outstanding obligations. It’s a bit like selling your house, 
and then buying it back years later without knowing what liens are now 
attached to it. Getting a complete report on this information isn’t easy. A 
publisher who is putting a book out of print and reverting rights usually 
wants to be rid of it, so be prepared to ask questions about what you’re 
getting back.

In the electronic era, a book has a complex afterlife. Some publish-
ers o≠er the choice of having your rights reverted to you or managed on 
your behalf by the publisher, even though there are no copies of your 
book in their warehouse. Or even any  English- language copies in any 
edition in anybody’s warehouse. You might be o≠ered the opportunity 
to have your publisher continue to answer requests for translation, for 
photocopying, for reprinting pieces of your work, and so forth. The split 
between you and your publisher would continue to be just what it is in 
your contract, and usually you retain the opportunity to cancel this ar-
rangement with an appropriate warning period. Why would an author 
do this? Because managing subsidiary rights well isn’t something an 
author can do from his o∞ce. You don’t really want to be answering 
faxed urgent queries from Kinko’s in Missoula about the twelve copies 
of your preface needed for next week’s seminar on bimetallism. If your 
book is going out of print with your original publisher and you think you 
already have a publisher lined up to reprint the book, then by all means 
get all your available rights back pronto. But if you’ve got a less resal-
able project and no prospects on the horizon, you’re probably better o≠ 
letting your publisher’s subsidiary rights department carry on. At least 
until something better turns up.

Electronic storage and retrieval are no longer subsidiary issues for 
scholarly publishers, or for you. The vita electronica of scholarly books 
is the subject of ongoing controversy, and it’s not easy to see a simple 
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resolution of the questions. Both entrepreneurs and saintly idealists perk 
up at the prospect of having all in- print scholarship captured electroni-
cally and made available through what would be the mother of all search 
engines. It’s the dream of universal access. Both publishers and authors’ 
advocacy groups raise concerns about what that kind of access would 
mean: how would a publisher keep the business afl oat? How would au-
thors have their work protected and how would they get paid? For the 
moment, it’s enough for you to be alert to the issues (chapter 13 contains 
a larger discussion of them). Arrangements like those managed by NetLi-
brary and others make it possible to capture the data from your book 
and produce electronic fi les or on- demand print copies one at a time. In 
theory, this means that a book need never go out of print. That may be 
good news for an author happy to have her work made available by Press 
A forever, but not such good news if Press B would eagerly pay her an 
advance and o≠er to revise the work if only she would retrieve her rights 
and sign up. She can’t if the rights aren’t available. And that’s only the tip 
of the fuzzy electronic iceberg. As yet there is no consensus as to what 
royalty percentage is a fair author share of income from electronic rights. 
Your contract will certainly say something about electronic storage and 
retrieval. It’s perfectly fi ne to ask what your publisher has in mind.

Author’s Copies

Beyond these obligations, your contract will stipulate some other impor-
tant things. It will tell you, for example, how many copies of your book 
you will get for free, and in what edition. If your book is to be published 
simultaneously in hardcover and paperback you might be o≠ered only 
two hardbacks but a dozen paperbacks. You might want more hardbacks 
instead, or just want to negotiate for more copies. Author’s copies disap-
pear quickly. I’ve never known an author who hasn’t invested heavily in 
buying copies of her or his own book. Your contract should also stipulate 
the discounted price at which you can buy those further copies. (It’s 
often around 40 percent o≠ the list price.) Plan on buying at least a 
dozen hardbacks, however expensive the book. If it’s in paper, plan on 
buying at least twice that. If yours is an edited volume, your contribu-
tors might receive one or two free copies upon publication, and perhaps 
the option to purchase more copies at a discount. The contract should 
make this clear.



 what a contract means :: 115

Revisions

Many contracts include a revisions clause. This can be an uncomfort-
able paragraph for an author, since it lays out the publisher’s options 
should the author be unwilling or unable to revise the work according 
to a mutually agreed schedule. Designed for expensive and complicated 
textbooks, this clause prevents a busy or recalcitrant author from block-
ing a new edition of the work. Under some forms of this clause, a pub-
lisher can commission another person to execute the revisions of your 
book. Ask your editor about this. Like many contractual points, it may 
be negotiable.

The Option Clause

Last but certainly not least, there is the option clause. An option clause 
is just what it sounds like: language in your contract that promises you 
will o≠er the publisher of your current book the fi rst look at your next 
project. Some publishers consider the option clause to be boilerplate. 
Others don’t insist on an option clause at all. It seems like a good thing 
for the publisher, but is it good for you? The option clause implies that 
you are su∞ciently valued by the publisher of your current book that 
the house wants you back and sees you as a long- term investment. This 
is meant to be fl attering, and is. But many authors are uncomfortable 
committing to a publisher a work not yet dreamed up. Option clauses 
are sometimes deleted and often modifi ed. A writer of nonfi ction who 
is also a poet may well ask that the option exclude her poetry. Option 
clauses may also be hedged about in fi nancial ways. For example, option 
language may be modifi ed to ensure that the publisher does not accept 
your next project on terms “less advantageous” than those for the cur-
rent project. (“Less advantageous” is an elastic concept. Does it mean 
less money? Lower royalties? Or does it mean that the publisher would 
constrain you to a shorter manuscript or permit fewer illustrations?) 
Option clauses are most important when there is something at stake. 
An editor who knows that the author’s next project is more desirable 
than the current manuscript may agree to take on book 1 in exchange 
for an option on book 2. A trade publisher who pays a large advance 
for a writer’s new book may write that check with lots of zeroes only if 
an option is part of the deal. But for many writers—and most don’t get 
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checks with lots of zeroes—there’s a strong argument that option clauses 
make sense only when the author and publisher want to work with one 
another in the fi rst place.

A chapter on contracts wouldn’t be true to its subject if it didn’t con-
clude with two views. View 1: On the one hand, everything’s negotiable, 
though not to everybody all the time. There are things in your inter-
est, and things that may be very important to you. You needn’t give up 
either without asking, and even if you don’t get them all, you’ll know 
you did more than sign your name. View 2: On the other hand, don’t 
burn bridges. There aren’t enough of them, and the water’s getting more 
treacherous all the time.



Editing a book—any kind of editing, any kind of book—is di∞cult work. 
No one believes this before they do it, but it’s true. Writing a book may 
be hard and lonely, but editing a collection is very public labor. Although 
you need to “produce less” when you’re the editor (no need to extract an 
entire manuscript from your brain), you promise instead to mastermind 
a collective enterprise. Prepare yourself to be diplomat, cheerleader, 
both good cop and bad cop, therapist, and Rewrite Central. After all 
that, you may still wind up writing an important part of the volume. But 
even if you contribute nothing more than a one- page foreword, you’ll be 
wearing a lot of hats.

What a Volume Editor Does

In Italy, the responsibilities of the editor are indicated on the title page 
by the label a cura di, which translates roughly as “in the care of.” It’s 
always struck me as a terribly elegant phrase, with its overtones of medi-
cal assistance. An editor of a volume performs many functions with and 
on behalf of her contributors, and medical assistance is sometimes not 
far from the truth. Your contributors, as well as the volume itself, are 
entrusted to your care, and how you manage them, and it, can make the 
entire project either a well- organized collaborative e≠ort or a chaotic 
misadventure.

“Editor” can be a confusing word when referring to someone at a 
publishing house, and “editor” can mean di≠erent things when applied 
to the person at the other end (the author end) of the transaction, as 
well. A bibliographic reference to “Jane Smith, editor” doesn’t make 
immediately clear what function Smith has taken on in relation to the 
work. Smith may have performed the work of a textual editor, establish-
ing the best possible text for the document that constitutes the book’s 
core, perhaps adding an introduction or an afterword, a bibliography 
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or an index (The Captivity Narrative of Abigail Feather-
stone, edited by Jane Smith). Or she may have selected or 
abridged materials by another writer, arranging and anno-
tating them (A Featherstone Reader, edited by Jane Smith). 
She may have gathered together work by many hands, all 
published here for the fi rst time (The Featherstone Narra-
tive: New Perspectives, Jane Smith, editor). Or fi nally she 
may have brought together material by many hands, all of 
which has appeared in print before (Interpreting Feather-
stone: Ten Classic Essays, selected with introductions by 
Jane Smith).

Textual editing is demanding and specialized work. 
Scholars who prepare editions, weighing the claims of 
confl icting manuscript texts or sifting the evidence for 
the hand of Compositor B, don’t undertake their work 
lightly. Think half monk, half surgeon. But chances are 
that if you’re thinking of “editing a book” what you have 
in mind isn’t a new text of Ulysses. This chapter will map 
the most frequent editing scenarios and o≠er you some 
survival tips.

Each year, thousands of edited volumes are published. 
Let’s impose some order on the possibilities and use the 
term collection for a gathering of new or mostly new writ-
ing. An anthology, then, becomes a gathering of previously 
published, or mostly previously published, work.

A collection aims to present the newest research or 
thought; an anthology aims to present the best of what 
has been thought and said—and already published. Put-
ting together the collection depends on your networking 
ability, since what you can deliver is dependent on whom 
you already know or can get to know quickly. The anthol-
ogy, on the other hand, is limited only by your imagination 
and your bank account—or your publisher’s. A celebrity 
scholar could make an ideal editor of a collection, but in 
the case of the anthology—which doesn’t require asking 
people to write for you—an excellent volume could be 
put together by a hermit with a fax machine. Collections 
cost little to assemble, since scholars usually receive only 

One collection best 

to avoid is the cele-

bratory gift known 

as the festschrift, 

that doughty volume 

more schrift than fest. 

The festschriftee is 

 always a distinguished 

scholar, but as no 

one buys such books 

 anymore, publishers 

rarely want them.
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token honoraria for their essays. Anthologies are high- calorie products, 
their contents leased piecemeal from the rights departments of publish-
ing houses or from authors’ agents. Both collections and anthologies 
involve more  paper work than does a  single- author book.

Whether it’s a scholarly edition, collection, or anthology, all editing 
projects have some features in common. You, the editor, function in 
most of the ways that an author does. As an editor you will be arrang-
ing text or herding contributors, but the process of seeing a volume 
through press means that you will also be handling all the messy bits 
that an author will normally encounter. Plan on adding these tasks to 
your editing schedule:

ensuring that all parts of the manuscript are formatted according • 
to your publisher’s needs;
reading proof of the entire manuscript, not simply the pieces you • 
yourself might have written;
providing the marketing department with an author’s • 
questionnaire or other materials necessary for promotion and 
publicity; and
acting as the project’s contact person for consultation on • 
descriptive copy, design issues, and unforeseen eventualities.

Energetic and ambitious junior faculty often propose edited volumes. 
So do some highly motivated and foolhardy graduate students. Though I 
don’t expect to be heeded in this, I record here a warning: editing a vol-
ume is time- consuming, laborious work, requiring not only an endless 
source of polite ways to ask for manuscripts, but the persistence to prod 
one’s professional betters into delivering on promises they made to you 
in incautious moments. So should you take the task on at all?

Most edited volumes are proposed with noble intentions. The au-
thor—publishers usually think of someone editing a volume as the 
book’s author—has an enthusiasm but little time for a full- scale study, 
or may be encouraged by a fellow academic to share the labor of assem-
bling a timely collection. She wants to collect the important new work 
on volcanoes, or education in prison, or the oral formulaic tradition. 
Sometimes the motivation is a conference where several papers on the 
subject were well received. Other times the project grows out of casual 
conversation around the photocopy machine —Wouldn’t it be great to 
do a volume on insanity in the nineteenth century?
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Ten Reasons Why You Shouldn’t

1. Time spent editing a volume is time taken from writing your own 
book. Can you spare it?

2. Tenure committees rarely treat edited volumes as seriously as 
 single- author publications.

3. It is di∞cult to manage contributors more august than oneself.
4. Volumes of previously published material often incur signifi cant 

permissions bills. Since you’ll likely be expected to pay these fees, 
it may be years before you see a royalties check.

5. Edited volumes are the books least frequently reviewed by the 
major media.

6. Working with contributors means ceding control of the project’s 
pace. You may see your book delayed and have little ability to 
speed it along.

7. The standard dilemma of an overlong manuscript becomes 
signifi cantly more di∞cult when the work is by hands not 
your own.

8. A coeditor is often someone who is unable to commit to even 
half the workload.

9. Last- minute problems—incomplete references, incompatible 
electronic fi les, inadequate translations, permissions crises, 
proofreading—will usually land on your shoulders, not your 
contributors’.

10. Financial details may be either embarrassing (if contributors 
are involved) or onerous (anthologies can mean substantial out-
 of- pocket costs not just for your publisher but for you, as well). 
If your contributors make changes that push your book beyond 
its allotted budget for author alterations, it’s you—not your 
contributors—who pays.

Gloomy caveats aside, edited volumes—both collections and anthol-
ogies—are an important feature of the academic landscape. They’re just 
more di∞cult to pull o≠ than they seem. Let’s look at how to make them 
work.

Editing a Collection

Some collections are planned, some congeal, and some spring to life 
at conventions. Conferences are the forums of academic life, and the 
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co≠ee klatsches, too. If you have ever been involved in the work of 
planning and executing a conference, or a group of related sessions at 
a large annual meeting, you already know the temptation to believe 
that the proceedings will be worthy of publication. And why not? The 
subject of the gathering is su∞ciently compelling to bring speakers to 
campus. You might have managed to secure funding from the co≠ers 
of your administration. The conference fl ier is beautiful. You’ve even 
written to your speakers suggesting, not too obliquely, that they with-
hold publication of their papers until the matter of a conference vol-
ume is fi nalized with one of the several publishers to whom you have 
made overtures.

You will have selected brilliant, prompt, and cooperative speakers 
who arrive on campus with fi nished versions of their talks. The papers 
are delivered to a rapt hall. At the end of the session, the manuscripts 
are turned in to you, and the next morning you awake to fi nd a complete 
book- length work on your desk, lacking only the introduction you’ve 
been drafting during the course of the conference. Note: this never 
happens. With the best of intentions your speakers will want to make 
changes in their papers, or will need to rethink some aspect of the talk 
in response to questions from the audience or from other panelists, or 
will be unable to contribute to a conference book because the paper is 
otherwise committed. It is a rule of conference life that eminent persons 
are least likely to be able to contribute to the conference book without 
careful advance negotiation. If your conference hangs upon a keynote 
by an eminent person, make certain you understand whether the talk 
might be available for inclusion in any publication stemming from the 
meeting.

What kind of conference makes for a viable volume? A conference 
that consists of two or three formal papers and several roundtable discus-
sions may be di∞cult to forge into a readable and cohesive manuscript. 
Transcripts of ordinary dialogue are less than gripping reading and usu-
ally require substantial editorial work, even full- scale rewriting. A con-
ference that has dozens of short presentations may be too fragmentary 
to make sense in book form. Similarly, a conference consisting of one 
 three- hour presentation and subsequent responses is likely to make an 
ungainly book. And very long conferences, whatever their quality, are 
problematic merely because there may be too much material.

The conference best suited to book publication will have these fea-
tures:
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a clear focus,• 
star power in its list of participants,• 
fi nished hard copy of the presentations shortly after • 
the end of the meeting, and
consistent quality.• 

With rare exceptions, however, a volume is not in the 
original plan when a group of sessions or a conference 
takes place. The idea of putting together an edited vol-
ume often emerges, in fact, only after a conference is over 
and the participants have dispersed. Sometimes it is the 
entirety of a conference that is proposed for publication. 
Sometimes the germ for an edited volume is buried in a 
panel or an interlocking set of panels. On occasion, the 
person interested in editing such a volume will contact a 
publisher even in advance of the conference (“The next 
Anthropology meeting will feature four panels on left-
 handedness and the announced speakers include X, Y, and 
Z. As chair of panel A, I would like to propose that I edit 
these papers into a coherent, timely, and useful volume”). 
But it isn’t in the writer’s power to guarantee that the pan-
els will be successful, or that X, Y, and Z will indeed all ap-
pear and deliver new work, or that the panel participants 
will be amenable to such a publication. More frequently, 
the prospective volume editor contacts publishers imme-
diately after the conference, where the papers in question 
have been received warmly. Sometimes the prospective 
editor, fl ush with the victory of the panel presentations, 
approaches editors at the book exhibit of the conference 
itself, days or hours after the papers have been delivered. 
The limitations of this maneuver are obvious: without the 
opportunity to sit back and assess the quality and coher-
ence of the papers, a prospective editor may expend time 
and energy on a project that turns out not to be viable, 
however well- attended the talks and however much they 
may have been the focus of attention at the cash bar.

Whether your idea for a collection grows out of a 
conference or out of a dark night of the soul, the basic 
mechanics will be much the same. Editing a volume is 

glendower : I can 

call spirits from the 

vasty deep.

hotspur : Why, so 

can I, or so can any 

man, / But will they 

come when you do 

call for them?

—Henry IV, Part 1
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10 percent inspiration—if that much—and 90 percent  follow- up. It’s 
not di∞cult to come up with a wish list, the ten or twenty outstanding 
specialists in your subfi eld. It can even be rather easy to imagine which 
particular aspect of the topic you might request that each specialist ad-
dress. Most scholars are used to this mode of dissemination and will 
not be surprised by the request for a piece for your book. Now the fun 
begins.

What you are likely to do next is to reach for the phone, or for your 
e-mail directory, and begin contacting the great and the good, hoping 
they may be interested in contributing to a project about which you are 
enthusiastic. But what you should be doing next is stopping to assess 
how much time this is all going to take, and whether your institution is 
likely to smile on this undertaking or chide you for not making further 
progress on your own,  single- author book. Many authors contacting 
publishers with a proposal for an edited volume tip their hands with 
the telltale admission that they are coming up for tenure, and therefore 
that an early response to the prospectus would be much appreciated. 
(It’s a grim truth of the business that your career needs don’t add up to 
a persuasive argument for publication.)

If you do go ahead with an edited volume, keep in mind that many 
institutions will not view an edited collection as the equivalent of a 
 single- author work. If you haven’t yet published your own book, consider 
whether editing a book is something you can a≠ord to take on. If you 
are extraordinarily well organized, however, and can see your own book 
taking shape and striding forward, you may also be able to take on the 
duties of a volume editor.

From your publisher’s point of view, the edited volume has its pluses 
and minuses. Edited volumes can often be assembled rapidly. If the pub-
lisher is able to take the fi nished manuscript to publication within a rea-
sonable period (for example, one year), a collection on a timely subject 
may appeal to both teachers and retail bookstores. Some edited books are 
successful in large part because they are fi rst to market, the fi rst books 
out on their topics. Lists or houses that are considered  cutting- edge (or 
fashion forward, as they say in the rag trade) are especially attracted to 
the fi rst collection on whatever it may be. More conservative publishing 
programs may prefer what they consider the best, and may be willing to 
wait some years until such a volume materializes.

If you do consider editing a volume, prepare yourself for these famil-
iar hurdles:
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Your publisher wants you to include more established names in the fi eld. 
Over the past couple of decades, the number of edited volumes pub-
lished has increased signifi cantly, and booksellers have responded by 
being more selective in choosing edited books for their stores. The 
composition of the contributors’ list is a key factor in persuading fi rst a 
publisher—then a publisher’s sales reps, then bookstores, and ultimately 
the consumer—that this edited volume stands out from the crowd. If 
you are publishing a volume on African American culture, for example, 
a bookseller may expect you to have several of the best- known names 
in the fi eld. It would be no small feat to assemble the talents of Patricia 
Williams, Michael Eric Dyson, Cornel West, Toni Morrison, K. Anthony 
Appiah, Henry Louis Gates, Jr., Houston Baker, bell hooks, Manning 
Marable, Hazel Carby, and Barbara Smith. No publisher would set the 
bar that high for all its edited volumes, but test- drive your Rolodex and 
your Gmail contacts list before setting out. You might face another di-
lemma: the subject of your volume is one in which the best and most 
interesting work is as yet being produced by graduate students. You press 
the case as best you can with your publisher. If you prevail, expect that 
you and your editor will have an uphill battle with the sales force.

Your publisher wants you to present only new work in the volume. One 
way in which sales reps and booksellers decide which books to take 
seriously is by identifying those edited volumes entirely composed of un-
published writing. There is a logic to this. Your dilemma: the collection 
you are assembling hangs on the inclusion of two pieces by established 
names who are, unfortunately, otherwise committed and unable to give 
you  brand- new essays. You want to include them because the authors are 
famous, but your publisher wants work that is new. If you prevail, your 
editor will need to be persuasive that this collection of “almost entirely 
new” work will best fi t the needs of the target market.

The most eminent person in your table of contents is late. Very late. The 
best- known person in a collection is often the busiest, and therefore 
most frequently tardy delivering his or her contribution. To make your 
torture more exquisite still, you don’t know this from the beginning. 
What can ensue—and often does—is a war of nerves in which you as 
volume editor must placate both your publisher and your  civic- minded 
contributors (all of whom have delivered their contributions precisely 
on time), and your outstanding EP, whom you cannot a≠ord to alien-
ate, either in terms of the present volume or in terms of your larger 
professional horizon. A series of phone calls, faxes, and e-mails, frazzled 
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nerves, and if you are lucky, you get what you need from the EP in time 
to meet the (renegotiated) deadline for delivery of your manuscript to 
your publisher.

You don’t get what you want. You read the delivered essays with expec-
tation, and then with dismay. Some of the essays fail to measure up. One 
is on a subject entirely di≠erent from that proposed by the contributor, 
who, moreover, is uncomprehending when you raise the matter so very 
politely. Could you possibly refocus the piece away from Tibet and back 
toward Imperial Rome? The contributor is actually much more inter-
ested in Tibet these days.

Another essay is precisely on the subject of the volume. But it is a very 
bad essay indeed. And by someone you know and admire. In fact, it is 
by the person with whom you share an o∞ce. Your dilemma: since you 
cannot possibly tell the author that the essay is dreadful, you must fi nd 
some way of making the author rewrite or withdraw the piece. At this 
point you will have frantically telephoned your publisher and explained 
that one of the pieces is completely unsatisfactory. What to do? In such 
cases, a frequent gambit is to explain, as patiently and as sympatheti-
cally as possible, the shortcomings in the essay along with strategies for 
remedying those shortcomings. Don’t even think of outlining the faults 
without suggesting the Band- Aids, or your o∞ce mate will be fi xing you 
with a basilisk eye in the morning.

Another contributor, who has run out of time and inspiration, deliv-
ers not the new essay promised, but a “revised” version of a piece he has 
published only six months ago in Critical Inquiry. Upon closer inspection 
it appears that the essay is revised only to the extent that the author has 
written a new foreword in which he assails his critics. Your publisher is 
likely to view this as a republication, not as a new essay. You will have 
taken on the further complication of needing reprint permission from 
Critical Inquiry, and if a fee is charged it will need to be paid.

A word on the Case of the Disappearing Contributor. Nothing will 
be more frustrating to the enthusiastic volume editor than the con-
tributor whose line goes dead. Nothing will rouse the contributor: not 
e-mail or voice mail; FedEx packages all reach their destination with-
out comment. The holdout, the one contributor who cannot deliver 
but who will not withdraw, is a common feature of the  edited- volume 
experience. Those contributors who have delivered on time deserve 
to see their work proceed to publication. The holdout inconveniences 
many. When all that can be said about editing a collection has at last 
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been said, what fi nally matters is whether you are a persuasive indi-
vidual, able to articulate your goals and get others to join you in your 
e≠orts.

Many a volume editor has been tempted to conclude an acknowledg-
ments page with a word about Jim, whose work would have appeared in 
the present volume had he not fallen afoul of extraterrestrials.

You get what you want. And much too much of it. One of the prin-
cipal hazards of assembling collections is the di∞culty of controlling 
the length of the contributors’ essays. Even if you have explicitly told 
your ten contributors that they have ten thousand words each, you may 
discover that your fi nished manuscript is not one hundred thousand 
but one hundred and fi fty thousand words long. While you may judge 
the manuscript to be stronger (at least in the sense that there is more 
of it), your publisher may well not see it that way. Publishers pay for 
paper, typesetting, and editing, all of which increase signifi cantly when 
a manuscript is over length. Fifty percent is very much over length, 
but even 10 percent is sometimes more than the project can bear. Your 
dilemma: either call your publisher and explain the problem, or hope 
that your enthusiastic cover letter will, upon delivery of the manuscript, 
distract your editor from noticing that the book is half again as long as 
contracted. A surprising number of authors opt for the second course, 
sending what is sometimes an immense manuscript (a disk and the tradi-
tional two sets of hard copy) along with a letter expressing great pleasure 
that the project is as strong as it is, then wait. You will only enhance 
your editor’s respect for your professionalism if you discuss the problem 
before sending on the manuscript.

When you and your editor have talked it over, expect to face one of the 
following options. As you will see, these are just a variant on the options 
you would face if your own,  single- author book were unaccountably to 
run well beyond the agreed length.

1. A number of the essays are over length. You decide to ask those 
contributors whose essays are most egregiously over limit to 
go back and cut. When the perpetrators are your most valuable 
contributors this can be especially awkward.

2. While some essays are longer than others, all are over length. 
You contact all contributors and ask each to cut by a third. You 
sit back and hold your breath. Be aware that you will need to 
negotiate not only the nature and extent of the cuts you require, 
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but a tight schedule within which to secure the tightened 
manuscripts.

3. All of the essays could be cut, but it is simply too di∞cult, 
logistically and politically. Your dilemma: what goes? At this 
point, a discussion with your editor is critical. A reader’s report 
on the proposal may help guide you in deciding which essays 
to drop. But what may be needed is another outside reading of 
the manuscript, commissioned by your editor, having among its 
goals the identifi cation of your weakest essays.

4. You try to persuade your editor that the book can work at the 
increased length. Despite the cautions and potential solutions 
articulated above, it is sometimes possible that your editor will 
actually agree to a considerably longer manuscript. Be aware, 
however, that such a decision by your editor will likely be made 
only after consultation with sales and marketing, the twin deities 
of modern publishing houses, who must consider what price 
and print run the project could sustain at a higher page count. 
It is usually your editor who then has the task of measuring 
costs against revenue and recommending a decision one way 
or another.

A single contributor’s investment in your project is small, while your 
own is great. To manage your contributors, plan on setting—and re-
peating—deadlines. Often. Leave no room for ambiguity (the plea “by 
November” will be heard as not a moment before November 30, and 
more likely right after Christmas). Expect to reinforce length and per-
missions matters whenever the wayward contributor surfaces. Though 
some publishers might not put this quite so directly, never tell contribu-
tors exactly when you have to deliver the fi nal manuscript to your publisher. If 
you face a March 1 deadline, plan on gathering up your contributions six 
(or at least two) months earlier. You’ll want time to study and comment 
on the pieces, and even if they arrive in perfect shape you still need a 
cushion against the one author who has gone on sabbatical in a galaxy 
very much like our own.

keeping it legal
Every piece of writing not authored by yourself expressly for the project 
you are now engaged in will require some sort of release or permission. 
Your contributors will each need to sign a document, provided by your 
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publisher, empowering the house to publish the contribution. Some 
publishers refer to this as a contributor’s agreement, others as a release. 
It’s a concentrated version of the contract between your publisher and 
yourself as volume editor. The bare bones of this document will do three 
things, similar to those in an author’s contract

1. It will assert that the writer is the sole author of the contribution.
2. It will warrant that the contributor has not violated any law 

or copyright in issuing the work, and that it is not libelous or 
obscene or dangerous. The point of the warranty is to promise 
that the work is legally the author’s to give away and that it will 
harm no one by being published, and to protect the publisher 
from blame should the writer’s promises prove false.

3. It will grant permission to include the work in a specifi c volume 
and for it to be copyrighted, usually in the name of the publisher.

Contributors invariably agree to the first point, but will occasion-
ally demur on the second. Publishers, however, hold the warranty 
clause sacred. A writer who refuses to sign a warranty clause will be 
suspected of some dark secret, and the contribution will most likely be 
declined. The recalcitrant contributor may fi nd herself peddling an essay 
elsewhere.

The third point—the grant of permission—is worded variously from 
house to house and sometimes from author to author within a single 
fi rm. One house may require that all contributions be copyrighted in 
the name of the publisher, and that rights be assigned by the author 
for all languages and all editions. Another house may request only 
 English- language rights and be willing to register copyright in the name 
of the contributor. It isn’t unheard of to have di≠erent arrangements for 
authors within the same volume.

Note that money isn’t an essential item of the release form. Editors of 
academic books often solicit and publish contributions without o≠ering 
any fi nancial compensation at all. However you and your publisher ar-
range things, a permissions document is the enabling legislation for 
your volume. Since publishing someone’s work without permission is 
frowned upon in courts of law, publishers are strict on this point. Even 
if you have turned in a complete manuscript in perfect shape, don’t be 
surprised if missing release forms bring your enterprise to a screeching 
halt. Get them done early. Keep copies. Deliver a complete set, in one 
mailing, to your editor. See fi gure 3 for a sample permission letter.



 collections and anthologies :: 129

Authors are sometimes surprised to learn that they will also require 
permission to reprint something they themselves have published else-
where. Reprinting your own work from a journal may cost you nothing, 
and may be as simple as getting back your request with a signature at 
the bottom and the note “Good luck, Helen!” scrawled beneath. Other 
journals may be more formal. But reprinting anything of your own that 

Dear Professor Jones:

We are delighted that you will be part of our forthcoming volume. This 

letter shall convey your formal permission for us to publish your essay Life: 

What It Means (henceforth “the Contribution”) in the volume Questions Worth 

Avoiding (henceforth “the Work”), edited by Arthur Black and Carol White, to 

be published by West Central University Press. By signing and returning this 

letter you agree to the following terms:

1. You grant permission to publish the Contribution in the Work. This 

permission is for all editions and all languages.

2. You warrant that the Contribution is entirely your own work, that 

it is neither libelous nor obscene, and that it does not infringe on 

any copyright.

3. Copyright in the Contribution shall be registered in the name of 

the publisher.

In compensation for the use of the Contribution, you shall receive, upon 

publication, an honorarium of $100 and one copy of the Work. You shall 

further have the opportunity to purchase additional copies of the Work at 

the publisher’s prevailing discount to contributors.

Please sign both copies of this letter and retain one for your fi les. The other 

should be returned to us.

Once again, thank you for your participation in the project.

Sincerely,

Arthur Black and Carol White

Figure 3. Permission letter to contributor
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has already appeared in published form requires the same care and per-
sistence that you would expend on a selection by another hand.

Among publishers there is an agreement, gentle or not, that an author 
may reprint his contribution without charge if it is to appear in a volume 
solely written by the author. If your essay on Busby Berkeley and modern-
ism appeared in a collection of essays on thirties musicals published by 
Southern University Press, you can expect to receive permission without 
charge should you want to republish it in a volume entirely of your own 
writing. Should you wish to reprint the piece in a collection by several 
hands, however, whether edited by yourself or not, Southern UP may 
reasonably charge a fee for that use.

Whether you’re publishing a collection of your own essays or a sub-
stantially new work incorporating something you published elsewhere, 
plan on clearing the permissions hurdle. Your publisher can provide you 
with the formal language. It will resemble this: “I am preparing a volume 
of my essays, Circular Reasoning, to be published next season by the Uni-
versity of Eastern California Press. I am requesting permission to reprint 
my essay “What Comes ’Round Goes ’Round,” which originally appeared 
in Essays in Phenomenology, edited by Joan Gray (Peninsular University 
Press, 2000). My publisher requires rights in all languages, for all edi-
tions, and for all formats, including electronic storage and retrieval.”

financial matters
In most instances, contributors to an edited collection receive a small 
honorarium for their work. “Small honorarium” is a redundancy, but in 
these postclassical times it may be necessary to remind a contributor 
that the $50 check you are sending on couldn’t possibly repay the four 
months of work that went into the essay. Contributors to trade press 
volumes will have none of this and expect to be paid the market rate for 
their work, whether that is $500 or $5,000 for a single essay. Academic 
publishing operates on a more modest scale

But what about the contribution that contains permissions problems? 
The essay that analyzes a poem (and quotes it at length) or the essay 
that includes art? If you’re submitting a project to a publisher, be clear 
what you think its art requirements will be. Then plan on holding your 
contributors to whatever you have stipulated in your proposal. If you’ve 
proposed that your project will require ten halftones, it won’t do to de-
liver forty. If you’re already under contract, be sure you understand ex-
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actly what your publisher is expecting you to deliver. The most helpful 
contract is one that lays out how many illustrations will be part of the 
fi nal manuscript. If your contract is silent on this point, though, it’s saf-
est to assume that no illustrations are in the plan. An essential part of 
your role as a volume editor is to make clear to your contributors what 
will and will not be acceptable to your publisher. Do this early. Repeat 
as necessary. You don’t want surprises when you receive a contributor’s 
essay, with a dozen unanticipated photographs and the text of Frost’s 
“The Road Not Taken.”

So who pays? Most book publishers, just like journal publishers, 
expect the contributor to assume all fi nancial responsibilities for per-
missions fees. The contributor who can expect an honorarium of $100 
may understandably balk at the expense, and paperwork, of fussing over 
all those photographs and clearing permissions from the Frost estate. 
Sometimes a contributor will have access to special monies (a faculty 
development fund at the university, for example) that will underwrite 
an extraordinary permissions fee. In any case, it isn’t your job unless you 
take it on. If you fi nd yourself with a  permissions- riddled contribution, 
you may need to talk your writer out of pictures and poems or call in 
your publisher to do the same rather more forcefully.

As the editor of a collection, you can expect that all contributors’ 
honoraria will be paid out from the royalties that the book will earn, 
royalties that would under other circumstances go entirely to you. If 
you are o≠ered a contract with a royalties advance for an edited collec-
tion, expect to have those monies parceled out to your contributors. (It 
is extremely rare for academic publishers to pay contributors out of the 
press’s own pocket.) Only after your collection earns back the total of 
those honoraria, as well as the cost of any excess alterations to proof, 
will you begin seeing any money yourself.

Remember that the strength of the collection is that the work is new, 
and contributors who wish to participate are likely doing it for the pub-
licity, the good company they will keep on the table of contents, and 
as a favor to you. (Expect to repay that favor some day.) The collection 
can come about because scholars need a venue for their thinking, not 
because they expect adequate payment for this use. Who would spend all 
that time and e≠ort to produce an essay for a $100 honorarium? Waiting 
tables pays better.

Let’s summarize what the  author- turned- editor will be expected to do.
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Select contributors.• 
Keep contributors on track.• 
Ensure the quality and suitability of contributions.• 
Negotiate special concerns, such as illustrative material or • 
permissions for poems within contributions.
Ensure uniform formatting of all contributions.• 
Take responsibility for the review of copyediting and of proof.• 
Undertake all general “author” functions, such as author • 
questionnaires, liaison with marketing and publicity, and so on.

Editing the Anthology

In recent years, the anthology has made a comeback. The term is unfairly 
regarded with some disdain, as if the anthology were in itself a middle-
brow enterprise, crafted to eliminate the di∞cult or the provocative. 
Anthologies may be divided into two categories: the anthology of pri-
mary texts, and the anthology of secondary material (criticism, analysis, 
readings, and so forth). For decades Norton has been the preeminent 
publisher of anthologies of literature. While the very idea of an anthol-
ogy of literature causes some academics to break out in a rash, these 
are indispensable books whose principal fault is the inevitable sense of 
crowdedness that all those poems and stories and novels and plays create 
for the user. Each of the Norton anthologies is a bit like a subway car at 
rush hour, except that all the passengers are very, very smart, which will 
make you feel either very smart as well or just overwhelmed.

Some anthologies are published for a general reader. Few are nonfi c-
tion, and fewer still scholarly compilations. A book whose title begins 
with the words Best- Loved won’t be fi nding its way into many classrooms, 
though it may be stacked in piles by the cash register. If you’re consid-
ering editing a nonfi ction anthology, keep one eye—if not both—on 
the classroom. For academic publishers, almost all anthologies are by 
defi nition teaching tools. If you teach a large course at the 100 or 200 
level you are in an excellent position to evaluate what is currently avail-
able. It may be possible to produce a new anthology for use in courses 
such as yours.

During the 1970s and 1980s, many professors found that rapidly 
changing classroom needs left them without adequate teaching tools. 
New and nontraditional courses required di≠erent readings and texts. 
The photocopy pack quickly became the classroom reader, into which 
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a professor could pile exactly what was wanted for that term. Permis-
sions to photocopy were hazily managed, and before long, publishers 
bridled: their materials, and their authors’ rights, were being taken for 
granted. After legal rulings clamped down on unauthorized photocopy-
ing, course packs were constrained by a simple if tedious rule of play. In 
order to photocopy an essay for your course, your copy shop must secure 
permission, and a fee will have to be paid. In recent years, an organiza-
tion called the Copyright Clearance Center has acted as a broker for 
publishers, screening thousands of queries from copy shops and profes-
sors and taking a percentage of the fee in exchange for its administrative 
assistance.

It happens that a professor who has successfully taught from such a 
course pack may want to pursue the possibility of turning this home-
 grown anthology into a real book. There are two points of warning here:

1. What makes a selection of readings successful in a classroom may 
depend heavily on the personality of the particular professor, the kind 
of students at her institution, and the shape of that course. A course 
called “Introduction to Literary Modernity,” for example, might mean 
very di≠erent things in two di≠erent settings, or in a dozen. Many an edi-
tor has been intrigued by a proposal for a reader (e.g., Essential Essays in 
Eschatology) only to face the fact that every professor teaching the course 
has her or his own preferred essentials. Authors often recommend that 
the reader simply become larger to cover every possibility, but covering 
every possibility is the last thing an editor has in mind.

2. Photocopy packs usually contain more high- profi le material than 
a comparable published anthology. A reader on postmodernism, for ex-
ample, might be a≠ordable for your seminar, but a publisher might reject 
the same selections if proposed as an anthology. Unfortunately, a book 
publisher would be unable to contemplate reprinting this material owing 
to the enormous permissions cost these high- calorie selections would 
entail. Politics won’t give you an assist, either. It is unlikely that previ-
ously published snippets of feminist theory or speeches by great con-
servative economists will be available at bargain rates to a like- minded 
editor.

financial matters
Where collections are usually inexpensive to assemble, every anthology 
needs a budget. How much you can spend will determine how extensive 
your anthology can be, or conversely the size of the anthology may limit 
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immediately the number of publishers likely to undertake 
such an investment. If the anthology you are proposing 
will consist entirely of selections from books published 
by university presses, consider that a permissions charge 
of $25 or more per page is not unusual. Reprinting two 
hundred pages of material, then, would cost $5,000. An 
anthology reprinting six hundred pages could require 
$15,000 in permissions. If your material isn’t at the schol-
arly level but culled from trade houses, or if your project is 
planned for a large and visible market, you’ll pay more.

Expect that the job of securing permissions will fall to 
you. While it’s possible to make this a negotiating point 
before you sign the contract, many  fi rst- time authors sim-
ply aren’t in a position to demand that the publisher clear 
the permissions. If you will be doing the permissions leg-
work, you’ll need to know the details of your publisher’s 
plans for your project. Ask your editor. How long a book 
will it be? How many copies is your publisher printing? 
For what market? The standard letter requesting permis-
sion provides particular information, usually presented 
as seen in fi gure 4.

Note that in this request, the writer has stipulated that 
the book will be published only in the United States and 
Canada. The  English- language market traditionally being 
divided into American and British territories (more or 
less), you should expect to pay more for world rights than 
for North American rights only. When dealing with trade 
house permissions requests, it’s critically important that 
you ascertain whether you have been granted the permis-
sion for the territory you actually need. A request to Knopf 
will usually cover only North American rights, since the 
Knopf author will have a di≠erent publisher in England. 
In the case of trade authors, in other words, expect your 
paperwork to double.

The expense involved in securing British rights cur-
tails many anthologies. In the example above, the writer 
asks only for North American rights, presumably because 
writer and publisher determined early on that it simply 

It’s best to think 

of an honorarium 

as a symbolic offering, 

like a pigeon or a 

 perfect rose.
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wasn’t worth the investment to secure British permissions. Before mov-
ing ahead with acquiring the licenses for that territory, the publishing 
house would have to have been convinced that it would actually be able 
to sell the project in su∞cient quantities in Britain.

Aside from the paperwork and the question of territory, there is, 
bluntly put, the matter of paying for it all. Unless your publisher im-
mediately suggests an alternative arrangement, plan that all permissions 
fees will be paid out of your royalties advance. That is, if you want to 
produce a volume that requires $5,000 in permissions and your contract 

Permissions Manager

Piedmont Plateau University Press

Dear Permissions Manager:

Next spring Eastern California University Press will publish my anthology, 

Ideas for Everyday Use. This will be a collection of essays for undergraduates. 

ECUP plans to print 400 copies in hardcover and 1,500 paperbacks, and 

to distribute it only in the United States and Canada. The price will be 

approximately $90.00 in hardback and $35.00 in paper. The volume will 

be approximately 400 pages long.

We are requesting nonexclusive  English- language rights to the following 

material published by Piedmont Plateau University Press:

“What’s Wrong with Monotheism?” by Konrad Felsenstein, published in 

Felsenstein, Theology in the Present Tense (1996), pp. 75–98.

My publisher will, of course, provide full acknowledgment of author, source, 

place, publisher, and date of publication. Please provide the appropriate 

credit line.

If you do not control the rights to this material, kindly inform me where 

I may pursue this request.

Yours truly,

Figure 4. Request for permission to reprint
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provides for a $3,000 advance to be used expressly for permissions, you 
will need to fi gure out where the rest will come from, or you will need 
to scale down the book’s scope.

Sometimes a publisher will o≠er to share permissions costs with the 
volume editor. The contractual language for such arrangements can be 
plotted in various ways—a  fi fty- fi fty split up to a specifi ed amount; the 
fi rst $5,000 paid by the publisher, with the remainder from the advance; 
all costs borne by the author; and so on.

Sensible contracts will specify the limit the publisher is willing to pay 
out. That is, even when a publisher will pay permissions fees against your 
projected royalties earnings, no publisher will give you a blank check for 
any permissions fee whatsoever. Cash maintenance is always on a pub-
lisher’s mind. So too, most publishing agreements will pledge to make 
good on permissions payments at a point as late in the process as pos-
sible, frequently upon actual publication of the book. If you encounter a 
hard- nosed rights holder unwilling to wait a year for payment, you may 
well fi nd yourself writing a personal check and asking your publisher to 
reimburse you when the project fi nally appears.

The anthology avoids the pitfall of the collection: there are no sur-
prises in regard to quality, length, or schedule. The writings are previ-
ously published, and all you need to do is count words in order to know 
how long the pieces are. (Forget about counting pages here—it’s the 
word count that your editor will need.) As long as you know who actually 
controls the rights to the selections and give yourself enough time, you 
shouldn’t run into scheduling problems.

Many publishers will require you to secure, in writing, the agreement 
of the author of that selection. And even if the publisher to whom you 
are applying for reprint permission does not obligate you to contact the 
original author, it’s wise to do so. Who would want to reprint the work of 
a famous writer without her knowledge merely because someone at her 
publishing house stamped your request “Granted for a fee of $ xxx.00”? 
When in doubt, write the extra letter; keep the contributor apprised of 
your intention to reprint her work in your forthcoming anthology. She 
might be pleased. Then again, she might hate the people you’re planning 
to include and express serious displeasure. It’s better to learn of any 
problem before you reach page proof.

Beyond the matter of reprint fees there are several other steps (all 
right—they’re really chores) to compiling an anthology.
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Decide whether you want a smaller number of • 
complete selections, or a broader range of extracts. 
American anthologies tend to favor the former, 
while British ones are more indulgent of the 
latter.
Consider whether your selections stand alone or • 
whether you will need to prepare headnotes or 
other ancillary material to make the book usable. 
Anthologies that are not usable—however that 
criterion may be applied—sink quickly, and 
expensively, into publishing’s abyss.
Prepare a set of backup selections in case you • 
simply can’t get what you most want. The pieces 
you seek may be una≠ordable, or withheld by the 
publisher, or even denied at the last minute by the 
author.
When seeking more than one selection from a • 
single publisher or  rights- holding authority, submit 
all requests to that entity at one time. House A 
may not agree to let House B assemble a volume if 
more than 10 percent of B’s book comes from A’s 
publications. Trying to outwit this system will put 
your book in jeopardy farther down the road.

Like the editor of a collection, the anthology’s editor is 
the linchpin of the project. You may not be talking anyone 
into writing an essay for you, but you will nonetheless 
be spending your time combing through the literature 
on your topic, choosing selections, and sometimes even 
working to abridge the wordy treasures you uncover. You 
may well need to write to the authors of the selections 
you hope to use; many publishers grant permission to 
reprint contingent on the  permission- seeker doing just 
that. And no means no. Some authors will decline reprint 
permission, either because they want to limit the number 
of appearances of a key essay, or because they are uneasy 
with the idea of appearing in a book whose contents they 
cannot control.

It isn’t permissible 

to secure permission 

and then decide to cut 

an essay by a third. If 

you plan to make any 

changes in previously 

published material, 

specify what those 

changes are at the 

time you write your 

permissions letter.
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How you submit what constitutes the “manuscript” of an anthology 
can be a sticky subject. In a world where almost all documents travel 
electronically, a pile of photocopied articles may not be enough. Key-
boarding your materials can be an expensive part of the process, and 
you will need to know whether you or your publisher will be paying for 
this and arranging for it to be done. Talk to your editor early on. Be sure 
you know what you need to do and when. Even more than the editor of 
a collection, the anthology’s editor will need to schedule ample time for 
checking the editing and for proofreading. Even reprinted materials will 
generally pass through some sort of editing process within a publishing 
house. As for all the remaining functions normally performed by the 
author, in the case of an anthology you won’t be able to palm some o≠ 
on your contributors. It’s all yours.

Mixed Genres

Finally, it’s fair to point out that not all edited books are either collec-
tions or anthologies. Some fall between stools. An edited volume may be 
entirely new work, except for the classic essay by Professor Green. Or an 
anthology may be entirely previously published work, except for Green’s 
new essay, specially commissioned for the present volume. In emerging 
fi elds, where the editor is keen to put together the very fi rst book of its 
kind, there is a tendency to combine the three groundbreaking essays 
already in print with a dozen new pieces by younger scholars.

There are no special tricks to assembling books of this kind, and they 
are no less work than a straightforward collection or anthology. In selling 
your idea to a potential publisher, however, bear in mind that a volume 
that’s mainly new is just that. It’s like saying that the car is brand new, 
except for the tires and the transmission. Discuss the details with an 
enthusiastic editor before mixing up your editing genres.

Whether your editing project is a collection, an anthology, or some-
thing in between, remember that you’ve taken on responsibility for work 
not your own. Treat the book you are editing as conscientiously as if it 
were a book you were writing.



First there’s the manuscript. Then there are the little nightmares: the 
permissions to reproduce Elizabeth Bishop’s “The Fish.” Several Rothkos. 
An Eisenstadt portrait. Several excerpts from a book- length critique of 
postmodernism. A map of desertifi cation in North Africa. A transcrip-
tion of your personal telephone conversation with the head of MI5. Two 
microphotographs of diatoms. A table representing the annual rates of 
infl ation during the Weimar Republic. Frame enlargements from Birth of 
a Nation. A promotional still for Valley of the Dolls. The recipe for Coca-
 Cola. And footnotes in Hebrew and Greek.

Each one of these elements is a hurdle on the way to publication. They 
appear here, lumped together in an imaginary book that would surely 
be a classic of some sort. Together they underscore an often overlooked 
point: the use of others’ work requires permission.

Let’s begin with some of the big ones. Professional trade secrets are just 
that. If you happen to know a soft drink’s secret recipe you can’t simply 
print it. It belongs to a company, has value, and is fi ercely protected. 
Personal conversations and communications are something else again, 
and rather more likely to turn up as questions for an author. Invasion of 
privacy is a serious matter with legal consequences. While you probably 
wouldn’t consider tapping a phone conversation and printing what you 
heard, you might not stop to consider whether you can legitimately cite a 
remark made to you, either in a personal letter or verbally, by a colleague. 
If you’re not working from published sources or archival material for 
which an institutional authority has granted you explicit permission to 
quote in print, you have a responsibility to pursue the permission to use 
the material. Without the permission you may be violating the rights of 
others. Betty in the o∞ce next door may have shared with you a portion 
of her research into pre- Columbian archaeology. Would you like to cite 
it? Seek her permission, and get it in writing. 

Quotations, Pictures, 
and Other Headaches 10
: : : : : : : : : : : : : : : : : : : : : : : : : : : : : : : : : : : : : : : : : : : : : : :



 140 :: chapter ten

Want to use her photograph as well? A publisher might 
ask you for permission in writing for that, too. Unpub-
lished doctoral theses may be quoted once deposited, 
but should be given the same full credit a published book 
would require. Unpublished letters are trickier. Both the 
sender and the recipient may lay claim to the contents, 
as the auction of J. D. Salinger’s letters to Joyce Maynard 
made clear. A purchaser could not have published the let-
ters without permission. Many a literary biographer has 
benefi ted from access to unpublished documents, only to 
be forced to paraphrase rather than quote them.

Of the ordinary permissions issues, these are the most 
common:

permission to reprint material, abridged or in its • 
entirety, authored by someone else;
permission to reprint material authored by • 
yourself;
permission to print unpublished material;• 
permission to quote short excerpts, such as fewer • 
than three hundred words, from a prose source;
permission to quote poetry;• 
permission to reproduce a photograph or other • 
work of art;
permission to reproduce a map or diagram;• 
permission to reproduce an advertisement; and• 
permission to reproduce a fi lm still, or a frame • 
from a fi lm.

Somewhere above and beyond all these, there is the 
concept of fair use. Fair use plays an important role in 
scholarly communication, but it is poorly defi ned, like 
many precious things.

Fair Use

“Fair is foul and foul is fair,” chant Macbeth’s witches, and 
permissions advice on this point can sometimes sound no 
clearer. The doctrine of fair use exists as a means of help-
ing writers understand the acceptable limits within which 

The Golden Rule 

of permissions: 

Anything you don’t 

own or didn’t produce 

probably belongs to 

someone else.
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work created by someone else may be used without permission. Having 
been trained since college to document quotations, all academic writers 
understand the basic principles of citation. Quote fully, accurately, and 
follow one of the standard formats (Chicago, MLA, APA) for complete 
bibliographic details. But how much can you quote? Getting It Published 
takes a somewhat conservative view of fair use on the assumption that 
new scholarly authors are better o≠ fair and safe than fair and sorry. 
These are fl uid and complex issues on which any particular publisher 
will have to take a view when faced with a particular manuscript’s per-
missions issues. Talk to your publisher early on about how to proceed, 
and remember that another author’s experience isn’t necessarily going 
to be the precedent that lets you do what you feel like. For one legally 
vetted, current take on the subject, see Susan Bielstein, Permissions, A 
Survival Guide: Blunt Talk about Art as Intellectual Property (University of 
Chicago Press, 2006).

The practice of fair use permits book reviewers, for example, to quote 
from the latest John Updike novel without violating the author’s rights. 
A few well- chosen passages enliven the essay and make the reviewer’s 
point. Academic writing depends upon fair use in a di≠erent way, but the 
principle is the same: the author’s rights trump your desire to quote. The 
same principle will, of course, protect the book you’re writing. In short, 
if the prose you are quoting runs to most of a page, write for permission. 
Fair use, remember, is a practice in place to facilitate the development 
of your own ideas, not the clandestine borrowing of what others have 
said better elsewhere.

Volumes have been written and copyrighted on the question of fair 
use. The courts have avoided creating hard- and- fast rules as to what 
may be used without permission. The Chicago Manual of Style provides a 
succinct explanation of current copyright legislation and what it means 
for you as quoter and as quotee. Fair- use rules aren’t codifi ed anywhere; 
they are built up from practice over years. Some publishers and authors 
have interpreted fair use to mean that a quotation of more than fi ve 
hundred words of prose from previously published material still in 
copyright requires written permission from the publisher. But in the 
thorny terrain of fair- use doctrine, the number of words quoted is not 
an ironclad gauge for protecting an author against claims of unfair use. 
What needs to be considered is whether the use of previously published 
prose amounts to taking the heart of the original and putting it to the 
service of another text—regardless of how many words that entails. One 
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free space for responsible authors: works issued by the United States 
Government Printing O∞ce are not copyrighted and so may be quoted 
without permission.

Quoted materials need not be consecutive to require permission; that 
is, you can’t simply interrupt the quotation with a paragraph of your own 
thoughts and then continue. The fair- use rule applies to your entire 
volume. For example, a volume of essays on Rachel Carson’s Silent 
Spring may contain many brief selections from that work. It will be 
your responsibility as volume editor to see that the fair- use limit is not 
exceeded, or else negotiate a permissions fee with Carson’s publisher.

Fair use is most easily interpreted and applied in the matter of prose. 
Writers are often surprised to discover that fair use is awkward in the 
quotation of poetry. Two lines of a  fi fty- line poem are 4 percent of a 
work, comparable (it might be argued) to quoting twelve pages of a 
 three- hundred- page book. The classic case is Ezra Pound’s two- line 
poem entitled “In a Station of the Metro,” the one about the subway and 
branches. One line would be half the poem. I won’t quote it here.

What’s true of poems is true of lyrics. If it’s in copyright and it’s verse, 
you probably will need to seek permission in order to republish it in 
your own work. That said, you’re likely to fi nd published books that 
quote poems and popular songs for which the author and publisher may 
not have secured written permission. You may know someone who has 
done just that. But writing your own book, you may want to play it safe. 
Publishers of song lyrics are famously strict on unlicensed exploitation 
of their property.

The Division of Labor

Permissions take time and e≠ort and money. Don’t spend any of the three 
before you have a contract in hand. It will be wasted e≠ort if your project 
doesn’t fi nd a home in its present version. Your editor may have a quite 
di≠erent view of how many images you need, and which they should be. 
Unless you’re an experienced hand with permissions, you’re better o≠ 
waiting until you and your editor are working closely together.

Before you plow into the permissions work or reach for the aspirin, 
check with your editor to see what the press sta≠ can take on and what 
you need to do by yourself. Help with permissions is a point you might 
be able to negotiate, though probably not with your fi rst book. But ask: 
your editor may fi nd a way of giving you some assistance. At the very 
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least, you can expect that the house will provide you with permissions 
forms. See fi gure 5 for a sample permissions form.

Your letter explains that you want to reproduce the painting in 
 black- and- white, and to run it within the body of the text. Art sources 
usually want to know how many copies will be printed, and what they 
will cost. Remember that a permissions department is dealing not only 
with your request for an 800- copy run, but rush quotations from fi c-
tion houses with 250,000- copy fi rst printings, from magazines, and 
from advertising agencies with big budgets. You don’t need to grovel, 
but do make clear just how specialized your project is. This is not the 
moment to enthuse about all the people who will be interested in read-
ing your book.

Art is generally much more expensive when used on a cover or a 
jacket, and you’ll be expected to make clear what usage you intend. Any 
museum’s letter granting you permission will strictly limit you to the 

Director of Permissions

Offi ce of Photographic Reproduction

Museum of the Painted Image

Dear Director of Permissions:

This autumn Central University Press will publish my book, Sunfl owers: 

The Unnatural Natural World of Vincent Van Gogh. I would like to reproduce 

Perpignan, Nasturtiums (1881) by Louis Pourboire from the museum’s 

permanent collection. My publisher will require nonexclusive world rights in 

all languages, as well as a  black- and- white print for reproduction purposes. 

I will run the illustration in the text of the book.

Central UP is setting an initial printing of 800 hardback copies priced at 

$85.00, with a planned paperback printing (at approximately $30.00) of 2,000 

copies within two years of hardback publication. Please let me know as soon 

as possible whether I may reproduce the Pourboire painting in my book, and 

what your fee will be.

Yours truly,

Figure 5. Sample permissions form letter
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terms of your request, and if you are quoted a fee for interior repro-
duction you can’t simply use that image on the cover instead. A letter 
granting permission may require that a fee is paid before art is delivered 
to your publisher, but in any case you can expect that an art source will 
want payment no later than the date of publication of your book. The 
print or slide you will be sent by the museum is, unless otherwise stipu-
lated, a loan. The art will need to be returned to the museum. When 
you deliver art to your editor, ask how long the press needs to keep it. 
It’s usually possible for art to be scanned immediately, burned onto a cd, 
and the original returned to you or directly to the art source. The longer 
art is out, the more likely it will be lost or damaged, and you don’t want 
to be handed what can be a sizable bill.

Pictures

“Can I have pictures?” asks the author. Pictures might—and do—mean 
anything. Photographs. Paintings. Engravings or woodcuts. Film stills. 
Each are di≠erent creatures in the wild kingdom of illustrative material. 
If you’re thinking about a picture for your paperback cover or for your 
hardcover’s jacket, that will be a special request.

Pictures might be divided into three groups: color images,  black-
 and- white halftones, and line drawings (including charts and graphs). 
Color is self- explanatory. A halftone is basically a photograph of some-
thing—it could be the reproduction in your book of another photograph 
or of a work originally executed in another medium (fresco, gra∞ti, a 
page of manuscript). A line drawing is a simpler image, its lines heavier 
and sharper, such as a woodcut or a diagram.

A photograph may be a work of fi ne art by an internationally known 
photographer, or it may be more humble snapshots you took during your 
fi eldwork in Tierra del Fuego. If you took a photograph yourself, it’s yours. 
You should be able to reproduce it in your book. Your editor will tell you 
how to deliver it, but an author is usually asked for a  black- and- white 
3� × 5� or 4� × 6� glossy print or a high-quality scan. If you will be using 
color images in your book, you may be asked to submit a transparency. 
Your publisher may also be able to print a  black- and- white image from 
your color slide. But if it’s a Mapplethorpe or a Cunningham photo you 
want to use, expect to pay a fee.

At the point that you contact a publisher, you should know what 
your book requires. Negotiating about illustrations isn’t like buying a 
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car—you shouldn’t be wondering whether you need, or want, or can 
have the DVD player or the Dolby stereo. With a car, of course, you’re 
paying, and you can have whatever you like. Sometimes authors treat the 
issue of illustrations as if they were the extras on the dashboard. Maybe 
we could do some pictures, a frontispiece. There’s nothing wrong with 
this, of course, but di∞culties arise when the question of art becomes a 
surprise to your editor.

Here’s a typical nightmare: the manuscript is delivered and accepted, 
copyediting has begun, and now the author telephones to say she’s found 
the perfect set of pictures to illustrate the book. Her editor papers over 
exasperation with cordiality—how will the book make its schedule? 
What will happen to its fi nancials? Or worse: the project is one inher-
ited by Editor B, but signed years ago by Editor A. The fi le has noth-
ing in it about pictures, except maybe a letter in which Editor A chirps 
that the press will make this book a knockout. Author informs Editor B 
that this means her original editor had agreed to—well, to everything 
Author will now describe to Editor B. All along, says Author, this book 
was planned with a four- color jacket and sixteen pages of illustrations. 
Did I mention the headbands? the endpapers that reproduce Lincoln’s 
signature? And so it goes.

While it’s true that illustrations are less expensive than they once 
were, they add cost. Your editor needs to know—at the beginning of 
your discussions if possible, but certainly by the point you’re negotiat-
ing a contract—what the project requires. You can make this easier by 
deciding early on what’s essential and what’s not. For example, if you’re 
writing an ethnography of carnival barkers, you have a strong case for 
including some photos of amusement parks. A photograph of yourself in 
front of a marquee for Carousel probably won’t make the cut.

The essential illustration is one keyed to the text: you explicate it, or 
you make such signifi cant use of it that to exclude the image would be 
coy. Your editor wants your book to work as well as it possibly can. Be-
lieve this. Tell your editor early that the book will need four maps and six 
photographs. If you have them, submit photocopies of the images (not 
your good glossies) when you o≠er the project for consideration. If you 
don’t know which images you will need by the time you’re submitting 
a manuscript, it’s likely that images aren’t crucial anyway. There are, 
of course, times when illustrations are purely decorative, and there’s 
nothing wrong with that. You and your editor may decide, for example, 
that your book on the Delphic oracle is so nicely done it can reach a 
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larger audience than was fi rst thought. Pictures do dress 
a book up, and an  eight- page glossy insert has frequently 
persuaded a reader, or sales rep, that this is a book for the 
elusive “general reader.” What’s important to keep in mind 
is that the last- minute addition of unplanned art is a rarity 
in publishing, and you are liable to be disappointed if you 
expect it to happen.

There are some common misconceptions about the 
inclusion of art in scholarly books.

1. New technologies mean that it costs no more to print 
 black- and- white pictures than a page of text. Actual printing 
costs may be similar, but what this equation omits are the 
various ancillary costs that the image attracts: the photo 
must be sized and placed, permissions may need to be 
secured, mailing or messenger costs may apply, and above 
all, additional sta≠ time will have to be spent on phases 
of the process, including discussion with the author and 
with other departments of the press.

2. All books in my area have pictures. If you’re working 
on Monet this is probably true. If you’re working on any-
thing else, it may not be exactly as you see it. The fact is, 
even books in fi lm studies can be successfully conceived, 
written, and published without pictures. Doing so doesn’t 
necessarily make you virtuous, but if you’ve written such 
a book your editor will be saving certain costs and may be 
able to o≠er you some blandishments in return: a better 
royalty rate, more copies for your mother, even an extra 
twenty pages of text.

3. Printing in Asia is so inexpensive, color should be pos-
sible, right? Many publishers print overseas, particularly 
if they are doing lavish color work, and those who do of-
ten report that it takes longer but is cheaper. But how 
important is color to your book? Important enough that 
you’re willing to state fl atly “No color, no contract”? Think 
always in terms of the necessary, and keep it separate from 
your “wouldn’t it be nice” wish list. Any editor acquiring 
books in fi ne art will be used to the need for color re-
production. But few scholarly books will support what is, 

Once you write for 

permission, you’re 

acknowledging that 

the recipient controls 

whatever it is you’re 

interested in using. If 

you don’t like the fee 

quoted for use, you 

can’t then claim that 

you will print the ma-

terial anyway, without 

payment, under “fair 

use.” Discuss your per-

missions needs with 

your editor before 

beginning. You can’t 

unrequest permission.
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after all, an extravagance. To put it another way, the cost of color can 
only mean that something else has to give.

4. My book is as good as Florence’s, and she got pictures. Forget about 
Florence. She’s not writing your book. You are.

5. My publisher has a large sta≠, and will be able to get permissions more 
easily than I can. Your publisher has a sta≠, but they are handling dozens 
if not hundreds of projects simultaneously. Brace yourself for the respon-
sibility of securing permissions and reproducible images.

Thinking about what kind of illustrations your book needs will make 
it easier for a publisher to assess your project. It will also make your 
project move along faster.

Once you know what pictures you need, you will fi nd it easiest to 
work with an outfi t that can grant rights to images. One such is Art Re-
source, which licenses art on behalf of a number of collections and mu-
seums. Art Resource can tell you almost immediately whether they have 
the image you’re looking for. You can also contact a museum directly, 
and in some cases this is exactly what you will have to do. Museums can 
be unpredictable, and they can be hemmed in by the terms under which 
they have received an artist’s work. Some museums reply quickly and 
impose few restrictions, while others will obligate you and your pub-
lisher to submit a color proof during the production stage. Whether you 
contact a museum on your own or ask an agency to do your hunting for 
you, keep in mind that lent transparencies are valuable objects. Keep an 
eye on each one, and have them returned the moment your publisher’s 
production sta≠ can send it o≠.

One last point about images: if your publisher requests that you se-
cure permissions for all languages, all editions, and all formats, you’ll 
essentially be asking your rights holder to let that image attach itself 
to your words wherever those words may wander. The Internet is the 
deep end of the permissions pool, and while the water may be imaginary 
the sharks are real. Consider a few potential developments: a particular 
stretch of fi ve pages from your book on the Spanish Civil War happens 
to encompass a detail from a famous Picasso; another publisher wishes 
to reprint these fi ve pages. A Spanish publisher wants to translate your 
book, and doesn’t want your text without your images. Your original 
publisher has a Web page o≠ering samples of this season’s newest titles 
and wants to include your beautifully illustrated chapter on Picasso; two 
years down the road, your publisher intends to put the entirety of your 
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book online through a third party and license access to your text and im-
ages. A rights holder may be happy to grant you permission to reproduce 
the Picasso in question within the confi nes of the hard- copy edition, but 
granting wider permissions becomes complicated. It is customary for a 
rights holder to specify that permission is granted “for this edition only.” 
If another use is planned—reprinting in an anthology or translation into 
another language—the original publisher may require the other one to 
clear the very same image permissions you had to clear. 

Few rights holders will, however, grant you (or your publisher) per-
mission to put images online indefi nitely. The Wild West of cyberspace 
is a scary space, and the owner of Blue Harlequin with Tapas doesn’t want 
to see his expensive painting available for anyone to download and copy 
simply because he allowed you to use it in your book. All the features of 
the ’Net that make it easy for you to search and copy images that were 
once expensive and di∞cult to fi nd are the same features that make 
the wary owner of an image unwilling to grant use in all formats. Once 
again, remember that cyberlaw is changing as technology, industry stan-
dards, and legal precedents change.

Sheer Poetry

You likely won’t be able to quote modern poetry in your book without 
explicit permission —either as part of the text or as an epigraph (the 
fi ddly little quotations at the beginning of the book or below a chapter 
title). People and projects di≠er. There are many books on the subject, 
and they contain innumerable discussions about how much poetry may 
be quoted without permission. Two lines might be all right, unless the 
poem is short.

Authors often ask editors if this rule about poetry actually applies to 
them. It does. A few contemporary poets may fi nd their work requested 
with great frequency, and it’s nice to think that you are providing a small 
fee to a living poet. But you’re just as likely to be paying fees into the 
Auden estate, the Eliot estate, and so forth.

In the United States, poetry published more than  seventy- fi ve years 
ago should be in the public domain. You can quote as much Tennyson 
as you like. But some pre- twentieth- century poets’ work wasn’t actually 
published until the past few decades. This creates the odd situation of 
having poetry by the English poet John Clare still in copyright, though 
Clare died in 1864. Emily Dickinson’s poetry was fi rst published in a slim 
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volume in 1890. That text is out of copyright and can appear anywhere. 
But the standard edition of Dickinson, published in 1955, is actually the 
repository of most of the poems, and all the material that appeared for 
the fi rst time in that volume is still in copyright.

Song lyrics fall under the poetry rule. You can’t quote big chunks of 
Ira Gershwin or Paul McCartney without getting permission.

Maps

Mapmaking is a complex and expensive process, and the publishers of 
maps don’t want you to reproduce one of their images without their 
permission. Like a poem or a work of history, a map is subject to the 
limitations of the copyright period. So if you are using a map published 
a long time ago, you’re fi ne. In practice, of course, the usefulness of maps 
depends on their currency. Maps issued by the United States Geological 
Survey (USGS) and other government o∞ces are in the public domain. 
You’re free to use these. In other cases, expect to pay a fee to include a 
map in your book. You’ll fi nd an excellent discussion of copyright for 
maps in Mapping It Out by Mark Monmonier (University of Chicago 
Press, 1993).

Charts and Diagrams

Charts and diagrams, like maps, are the product of someone else’s hard 
work and research. Contact the publisher of your source material. Per-
mission for charts and diagrams is sometimes granted for free, but you 
still need to ask.

Strange Type

You don’t need to get permission to reproduce Lacan’s symbolic for-
mulas. But you do need to alert your editor that you want to include 
these elements in your book. In the case of nonroman alphabets and 
writing systems—Greek, Russian, Hebrew, Bengali, and so on—your 
editor may ask you to substitute English translations or transliterations. 
Setting  foreign- language text is expensive and perilous, since you may 
be the only person on the project able to catch an error in Cyrillic. Non-
roman alphabets are essential in some books, but not many. Do you 
really need this?
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The Big Screen

Illustrations from movies—particularly Hollywood movies—seem to be 
creeping into books that range from gender studies to history to literary 
criticism to . . . fi lm studies. If your book analyzes an image from a fi lm, 
talk with your publisher about house permissions policy.

Many scholars talk about fi lmic images in their manuscripts rather 
generically as “fi lm stills.” Keep in mind that a fi lm still is technically 
a publicity shot. A studio posed its stars on the set and photographed 
them, creating a still for publicity purposes, even though that shot never 
appears in the fi lm itself. A frame enlargement is an actual image from 
a fi lm, and is now most frequently secured by printing from a DVD, 
though fi lm scholars will prefer to print from actual 35 or 16- mm fi lm. 
Your fi rst hurdle is simply fi nding the images you want. Then there’s the 
permission to reproduce them. 

Film stills are more di∞cult to locate now than they were a decade 
ago. The Museum of Modern Art Film Stills Archive, long an important 
resource for researchers, no longer makes its collection easily available 
to scholars. Writing directly to a Hollywood studio can result in noth-
ing more useful than a strongly worded no from a Tinseltown lawyer. 
The Academy of Motion Picture Arts and Sciences and the British Film 
Institute house vast fi lm stills collections, and are better options for the 
researcher.

What you do with that still, however, isn’t the responsibility of a mu-
seum or an archive—it’s yours. A fi lm stills archive doesn’t grant permis-
sion to reprint. You can choose to contact the fi lm studio or corporation 
that may now own the image, wait, and pay the required fee. But some 
scholars, and publishers, elect to reproduce images in a scholarly work 
without permission, understanding this use to fall within fair use. Many 
of these images are grabs from a DVD. On this ticklish subject the So-
ciety for Cinema and Media Studies prepared a set of guidelines. That 
fair- use report was published in the Winter 1993 issue of Cinema Journal. 
It has been supplemented by a 2007 statement on fair use in teach-
ing (http: // www.cmstudies.org / documents / SCMSBestPracticesforFair
UseinTeaching-Final.pdf). As with many fair- use issues, remember that 
context is extremely important. If you’re not going to get permission, 
you’ll be on safer ground if your work is demonstrably scholarly, not a 
four- color  co≠ee- table book.

Hollywood can raise unanticipated permissions questions. A studio 
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that has recently released Unspeakable Violence III, starring the darling 
of the day, might object as only lawyers can to your using an image from 
Unspeakable Violence II. The ordinary work of scholarly writing is small 
potatoes in the view of the big studios, but it’s surprising how annoyed a 
studio can be when it feels its stars have been violated or profi t has been 
sought from their project. If you are planning to use a still or a frame 
from a fi lm as a cover illustration, your publisher will almost certainly 
require you to seek permission from the studio. A fi lm archive is not 
likely to facilitate this for you, and you will have to enter the strange 
world of studio permissions departments.

It shouldn’t come as a surprise that studios will decline permission for 
use of their trademarks on the covers of books they suspect will subject 
them to criticism or ridicule. If you are writing a critical analysis of the 
Disney Corporation’s far- fl ung media holdings, it’s unlikely you will get 
permission to depict Mickey and Goofy sitting atop the ABC logo read-
ing Das Kapital. More reasonably, you might want a still from one of Ted 
Turner’s vast movie holdings as a cover illustration for your book on 
fi fties American fi lm. You might think that by using the still you will be 
encouraging people to see the movie. But the Turner Corporation will 
likely view the still as helping you sell your book more than your helping 
the fi lm. Expect to pay a fee for this use.

Writers working on more detailed analysis of fi lms won’t be satisfi ed 
with famous shots or publicity stills. Analyzing the famous sequence 
in Buñuel’s Un chien andalou where an eyeball is slit with a razor may 
require reproduction of dozens of individual frames. For this, the au-
thor will need access to equipment that will print the sequence frame 
by frame. Can you claim fair use and print these without permission? 
The evidence suggests that some scholars and their publishers think so. 
Consult your editor.

The small screen presents the same problems. If you’re writing about 
television you may well want to include some images from current 
shows. Books on television are sometimes produced without any im-
ages at all, an acknowledgment of the relative di∞culty of securing good 
shots from a TV. But other books do exactly that: reproduce images from 
the television screen, just as they were photographed by the author with 
a 35- mm camera. The quality is rarely good.

Everyone ducks the question of permission to reproduce images from 
television. There has been some murmuring that not- for- profi t houses 
are less likely to be attacked for doing so. It seems plausible that a pub-
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lishing house making a profi t from sales may be on thin ice if it claims 
that scholarship demands free access to any broadcast image. But the 
courts have yet to decide these points. Meanwhile, fi lm and television 
images creep into scholarly books, season after season.

Covers and Jackets

The object of a book cover is to attract book buyers. It plays exactly 
the same role that color plays in fl owers. That the fl owers are pretty 
or complicated or unusual may be of interest to you and me, but we’re 
not the intended audience. Your publisher needs to produce a physical 
object that will appeal to its readership. You can now think of your Aunt 
Gladys as a honeybee.

The more important a trade bookstore readership is for the project, 
the more the publisher needs to think about an alluring design. It’s also 
true that a handsome cover can inspire confi dence (as well as book lust) 
in online browsers. If on the other hand sales aren’t really going to de-
pend upon discretionary purchasing, the publisher has little reason to 
invest the considerable extra cost in producing a four- color jacket for 
your book.

As you contact sources for permission to reproduce images, don’t 
forget that any image planned for the cover or jacket will be viewed as a 
selling tool, not simply an element in a scholarly argument. In your his-
tory of American hygiene, you may want to use a frame from the shower 
scene in Psycho. Your editor may suggest that fair use will permit you 
to print the image in chapter 8. But if you want to make this the cover 
image, it probably will be argued that you’re asking Hitchcock’s fi lm to 
enhance your book, and for that privilege you must pay.

Permissions to reproduce art for a cover or jacket may be accompa-
nied by the cryptic statement “No crop, no bleed, no typeover.” This 
 triple- barrel limitation is common for paintings, and not infrequent for 
other works. No crop means that the designer must use the entire image. 
No bleed means that the image, even if used in its entirety, cannot be 
printed to one or more edges of the page. No typeover means just that—
no printing can be set on the image itself. In other words, “no crop, no 
bleed, no typeover” use would limit the designer to placing the image 
squarely on the page with a border clearly set around it, and type either 
above or below but not on it.

If what you want is a smaller portion of a picture (the head of one 
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saint from a sacred conversation), make that clear in your request. Mu-
seums will sometimes grant permission for the use of a “detail” for cover 
use, although your publisher may be required to print the entire image 
somewhere within your book.

What makes a good cover? Wherever you publish your book, chances 
are you will want to have something to say about what the cover looks 
like. It’s often the case that an author’s fi rst question about plans for the 
cover is “Can I have color?” Not black and yellow, but “full color,” what 
publishers call “four color” (magenta, yellow, cyan, and black—the four 
basic colors of the printing process from which all of the others can rea-
sonably be approximated). There’s no point in running a Monet on the 
cover in black and white, of course, and if the author has set his heart 
on one of the water lilies, a conversation about color is bound to ensue. 
Color is expensive, which is why scholarly publishers can rarely use it 
for books that are printed in the short runs that are their specialty. A 
dazzling design in full color can be thrilling. But there are at least three 
drawbacks of getting that four- color cover:

1 The additional cost of color printing will mean either raising 
the book’s price or enlisting your help in o≠setting the 
manufacturing cost through some sort of subsidy.

2. Reprinting a book with a color cover costs more, so that each 
subsequent printing carries an additional fi nancial burden. It’s 
quite possible that a book with a color cover will go out of print 
earlier than it might had it been designed with fewer colors.

3. There are many bad four- color cover designs. (Authors don’t 
believe this, but it’s true.) Color doesn’t make a design bad, but it 
doesn’t make it good all by itself.

Do share with your editor your ideas about cover and jacket. But 
your contract will probably stipulate that the design of the book is the 
publisher’s right. Your editor wants to keep you happy, but there are 
limits. If you want to be ahead of the game, avoid making these sugges-
tions for cover art:

1. Personal photos of your family. Aunt Pearl is a great gal, but your 
shot of her reading in bed may not mean much to your publisher, or to 
browsers in a bookstore.

2. Complex images that convey many of the thematic elements of your 
book. The cover cannot be a puzzle. It complements the text, but doesn’t 
explain it. No cover design that requires explication can be of any use in 
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selling your book. Some authors propose collages or various images as 
a way of refl ecting the multiplicity of the volume’s perspectives. Editors 
often shun these suggestions as unworkable.

3. Anything drawn by your child. Your family and friends needn’t be 
banished entirely, however. Many a perfectly good author photo is sup-
plied by signifi cant others and children of authors. Your publisher will 
be happy to use a good photo of you, and even credit Uncle Al.



Delivering a sloppy manuscript will have unpleasant consequences. It 
slows your book up, antagonizes the people who are working on your 
project, results in errors, and costs you serious money in last- minute 
corrections.

The simplest way to deliver a manuscript correctly is to read what 
your contract says you’ve already agreed to do. Whatever is in the agree-
ment is part of a legal obligation. There may be some fl exibility on cer-
tain points (you will know what they are by now), but your contract asks 
you to deliver the manuscript according to specifi c instructions. You may 
be invited to supply your manuscript exclusively on disk. But if you’re 
asked to send along hard copy, do it professionally.

Following these guidelines should keep you in your publisher’s good 
graces.

How to Type

Use standard 8 ½� × 11� paper. Print out your document on one side of 
the page only.  Double- space everything. Use good margins. Number all 
pages of the manuscript consecutively. Start a new chapter on a new 
page. These rules may be falling into disuse at some houses, but you 
won’t go wrong following them.

Environmental concern may prompt you to employ two- sided copy-
ing. A two- sided manuscript is useless to a publisher. Find other ways of 
saving paper (you might edit more of your text on- screen, for example, 
rather than print out each slightly di≠erent variation, day after day).

Double- spacing is a necessity. Most writers have no problem complying 
with this rule, except when it comes to notes, quotations, and excerpts. 
The word processor has made the physical production of manuscript 
immeasurably easier, but it’s brought a few problems along with the ben-
efi ts. Word- processing programs encourage you to make your document 

How to Deliver a Manuscript 11
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look as if it had been designed and typeset. As I write this I fi nd myself 
changing the way a subhead looks: 10- point small caps Times New Ro-
man? 11- point large and small caps bold Arial? It’s tempting to present 
block quotations  single- spaced, in smaller type than the rest of the text. 
Don’t do this. Even if you’ve done it for your own personal satisfaction, 
your editor may want the fancy fi xings removed. If your  smarty- pants 
word processor insists upon setting block quotations in single space, 
fi ddle with the program’s defaults and undo that command. Funny type 
sizes are hard to read, and if your copy editor is working with pencil and 
paper, simply printed text will make editing easier. Even digital texts 
benefi t from clear layout.

Don’t use the hyphenation feature of your word processor to break 
words at the end of a line. Hyphens that appear in your manuscript may 
appear in your work. Adjust the word- processing program to do what 
you need, not what it thinks you should like.

Indent your paragraphs. Otherwise, the editor can’t tell whether 
a block quotation or a list is in the middle of one paragraph or be-
tween two.

Don’t use all caps or small caps for heads and subheads. If the designer 
specifi es caps and lowercasing, typesetters will need to know which 
words are supposed to be capped.

Don’t insert extra line spaces between paragraphs. (If you indent, you 
won’t need the line space.)

Notes are a particular source of spacing trouble. Word- processing pro-
grams often allow you to put notes at the foot of the relevant text page. 
It’s easy to plop your footnotes below a rule, set them in reduced type, 
and  single- space them. But like your block quotations, your notes need 
to be physically accessible. Whether you want footnotes or endnotes 
in the fi nished book, put your notes either at the end of each chapter 
or contribution or at the end of the entire manuscript. Don’t set your 
notes in a discreetly smaller face than the rest of the manuscript. Don’t 
quadruple space between notes as a compensation for  single- spacing 
within them. Double- space everything. A copy editor can’t edit notes she 
can’t mark up clearly.

The only time when you should indulge in all the bells and whistles 
your word- processing program allows is if you are producing real cam-
era copy—text that will not be edited but merely photographed or set 
directly from your disks without any text designer’s intervention. Many 
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specialized projects see the light of day only because the author is will-
ing and able to deliver camera copy—a  letter- perfect, tidily keyboarded, 
sequentially numbered text that the publisher can simply shoot and bind 
up. Real  camera- ready copy, though not common, can still be found in 
scholarly publishing these days. The word processor makes it easy to 
produce a handsome, visually sophisticated page—a plus if your book 
is a  small- run monograph that isn’t going to be subject to any editing 
or design at all. But if your text is going to pass through all the conven-
tional processes of book publication, it’s more important that your manu-
script is clear and spaciously presented, instead of mimicking a typeset 
book page. Undo all your word- processing enhancements. No switching 
typefaces. No hard returns other than at the ends of paragraphs. No 
dramatic contrasts in point size. The hardest thing to do, it seems, is to 
 double- space an entire manuscript.

Your contract will probably instruct you to deliver two or three copies 
of the manuscript: count on two hard copies and one electronic copy. 
The hard copies should be clear and identical. If you have to make any 
changes by hand, be sure to make them on all copies. You’ll also need to 
alert your editor that these changes are not on the electronic version. 
Better still, make all your corrections before printing; failing that, make 
them before photocopying the hard copy.

Number your manuscript beginning with page 1 and continuing 
through to the end. (Don’t begin at page 1 for each new chapter.) Once 
again, this may require you to manipulate your word processor’s print-
ing instructions.

How to Prepare an Electronic File

There are a few handfuls of scholars who don’t use word processors, and 
while they may sustain a unique somatic connection to the typewriter or 
the ballpoint pen, those same scholars aren’t ignorant of word process-
ing. In most cases they simply hire someone else to keyboard their work. 
Almost every manuscript will reach its publisher in some electronic 
form. It’s easy to deliver to your publisher an electronic version of the 
entire text. Most writers use one of the common programs. The e- world 
is still divided between the partisans of Mac and the partisans of the 
PC. Each platform has its advantages, and some academic disciplines 
fi nd one of wider utility than the other. Check with your editor to be 
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sure what you send can be read at the other end. If you’re working with 
specialized scientifi c or musical programs, use rare fonts, or have numer-
ous illustrations stored in electronic formats, you’ll want to consult with 
your publisher’s production department to determine whether what you 
have will be readable.

Since your electronic fi les will almost certainly be edited in a word-
 processing program other than the one you are using, be aware that 
some things might not convert well. If you format bullets or paragraph 
numbering with a word- processing feature rather than type them in 
manually, the features can disappear when the fi les are converted. If you 
have time, clean up your manuscript electronically. Remove all multiple 
hard returns, multiple tabs, tabs before hard returns, spaces before and 
after tabs, spaces before and after hard returns, etc.

Do not submit your entire manuscript as a single document. Save 
each chapter as a separate fi le. Save your table of contents, preface, after-
word, bibliography, and any appendixes as separate fi les. Arrange these 
fi les by number or other coding so that they will appear on the disk in 
the order in which they are to appear in the printed book. And as a fi nal 
precaution, take an electronic leaf from the software manufacturers’ 
handbook: include a fi le named README telling your editor what’s on 
the disk, fi le by fi le.

Keep a backup of the electronic fi le. If the backup is on the hard drive 
of your word processor, keep another backup in a separate repository—
and don’t keep that one in the drive of your computer. I worked with 
two authors whose computers were stolen. One had stored his text only 
on the hard drive; the other had made a backup disk, but left it in the 
computer. Both authors had to recreate their entire books from notes, 
research fi les, and memory.

Label your memory stick or disk with your name, the date, and the 
word- processing program. Unlabeled electronica all look alike, in your 
o∞ce or in your publisher’s.

What Your Manuscript Should Include

When you deliver your manuscript, it must be complete and in what you 
consider its fi nal form. What is a complete manuscript? Exactly what it 
sounds like. The book is not complete if it is missing an essay by your 
sixth contributor, or if your introduction will be along in a month’s time. 
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Sometimes an author will submit a complete manuscript that the author 
knows isn’t the fi nal version, merely to meet the publisher’s deadline. 
The manuscript moves through the system, and six months later the 
author turns in what he knew all along would be the fi nal manuscript. 
There are two good reasons not to do this. First, it wastes your publisher’s 
time, eroding the store of good will toward you and your book. Second, 
more errors occur when a manuscript circulates through a publishing 
house in more than one version. The contributor who resubmits her 
essay midstream runs the risk of having one version copyedited and 
another one typeset. This can be disastrous.

“Complete,” then, means the text of all the chapters of your book 
(in order), fi nished notes, your introduction, and whatever ancillary 
material you expect to appear in the printed version—tables, charts, 
appendixes, illustrations. It’s acceptable to work with photocopies of art 
prior to the fi nal delivery of manuscript, but by this point only your best 
images will do. The only parts of your book you can fudge are the dedica-
tion and the acknowledgments page—your publisher will let you add 
your thanks to all those wonderful people at a later stage in the process. 
The index is prepared after your book has been typeset, not before.

Here’s the list of what a complete manuscript will include (follow it 
and impress your editor):

Front matter. “Front matter” describes all the pieces of a book that 
precede the main event. For slow readers who might be puzzled as to 
where they should begin reading, publishers helpfully number the front 
matter in roman numerals, thus suggesting that all this can be skipped 
and the reader can begin on arabic page 1. Front matter includes:

The half- title page. This is usually the fi rst sheet you see on • 
opening a book. It presents the title only—no subtitle or author.
The title page. Include title, subtitle, author, publisher, and place • 
or places of publication.
The copyright page. Don’t worry about this; your editor will • 
supply the copy.
The (optional) dedication page.• 
The table of contents.  Double- spaced.• 
The foreword or preface. A foreword is usually a brief piece • 
of writing by someone other than the author of the book. A 
preface is also a brief piece of writing, less full- blown than an 
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introduction, but is usually by the author of the book that follows. 
Both a foreword and a preface count as front matter, the series of 
appetizers that precede the main course.
Your acknowledgments. You can update this later on.• 

The body of the text. This is your book. It includes:

The introduction. An introduction is usually written by the • 
author. It’s an essential part of the book, and should be numbered 
in arabic fi gures.
The text itself. All elements, in order. Most  single- author books • 
are composed of chapters. If your volume is a collection or an 
anthology, number the elements sequentially, but don’t call them 
chapters.

Remember that as the editor of a collection, you are responsible for 
delivering to your publisher a disk or set of e- fi les in which each of the 
writers conforms to the same rules you would face if the book were 
entirely your own.

If you are editing an anthology, or any project that involves the re-
publication of previously printed material, consult your editor before 
submitting a fi nal manuscript. While every publisher wants a complete 
keyboarded text, anthologies are sometimes set from nothing more than 
a pile of good photocopies of selections. The photocopies must be read-
able, complete, and reproduced so as to make them usable for editorial and 
production purposes. Suppose you are submitting a photocopy of a journal 
article and can easily fi t the entire two- page opening onto the copier. 
Don’t. Instead, copy each page separately, so that what you submit is 
journal page 1106 on one 8 ½� × 11� sheet and journal page 1107 on the 
next 8 ½� × 11� sheet. You’ll need to have a larger white sheet to place 
on top of the page you are photocopying. Without a backup sheet the 
image of your photocopied page will fl oat on a black fi eld and will leave 
no room for a copy editor’s marks or queries. The backup sheet will set 
your page on a white fi eld instead. Now the press’s proofreader or copy 
editor can insert queries or mark the text for resetting. You’ll also ap-
preciate this layout if you’re abridging the original selection or inserting 
changes on the author’s behalf.

The illustrations. All illustrations—every last one—should be deliv-
ered with your manuscript. It won’t be enough to send in photocopies 
of images you like. By the time you reach this stage, you and your editor 
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should have discussed which illustrations will work, which of you is 
getting them, and what formats are required by the production depart-
ment. Assume that you need good  black- and- white glossies for every 
photographic reproduction, and at least a clear photocopy for every line 
drawing or diagram. If you anticipate problems securing images by sub-
mission date, discuss the matter with your editor at least a month prior 
to delivering your manuscript.

Put your original art into an envelope labeled “Original Art.” Remem-
ber that your contract absolves your publisher from any responsibility 
for loss or damage to your manuscript, including the art. Make a pho-
tocopy of every illustration and place the photocopy in the manuscript 
where you want it to appear. All your photocopies should be numbered 
in order throughout the book, and a callout placed in the text for each 
one: <Figure 3.2 near here>. Unfortunately, you can’t always dictate 
exactly where a fi gure will appear, so avoid references to locations like 
“See fi gure 2.1 below.” Figure 2.1 might appear above.

Label all illustrations. Either a∞x typed labels to the back of each im-
age, or label the reverse of each piece with a marker, crayon, or soft 
pencil. An art label should provide your name, the title of your book, and 
the illustration number. It’s permissible either to number your images 
in one continual sequence or, if you prefer, to identify them in order 
within chapters: fi g. 11, or fi g. 3.2 (the eleventh fi gure being the second 
in chapter 3). Slides should be identifi ed briefl y on the mount. Abstract 
art, technical images, and other potentially misread visuals should fur-
ther include a directional arrow (“This way up”). What is obvious to the 
author isn’t necessarily clear to a designer working on a dozen books 
at once. Be sure that permission has been cleared for everything that 
requires it.

Include an art log. This can be a list of all illustrations, identifi ed by 
subject, keyed to the text. Be sure to provide captions and permissions 
credits, noting where your permissions sources require a credit to appear 
with the image itself instead of on a separate permissions page.

No matter what kind of book you have written, include with your 
manuscript a good and recent photograph of yourself. If you don’t have 
a photo you like, have one taken professionally, or by a friend whose 
camera skills you trust. Don’t submit blurry shots or vacation snaps. 
Group photos are usually unsatisfactory. Even good shots may be marred 
by “antenna syndrome” (the tree in the background that appears to be 
growing out of the subject’s head).
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Author photos are sometimes used on book jackets, as 
well as in seasonal catalogs. If your book is considered for 
review by a major newspaper, a photo may be essential 
(the daily New York Times, for example, requires an author 
photo in order to run a review). Whatever the purpose, 
when publicity departments need photographs, it will be 
an urgent need. There won’t be time to contact you and 
ask if you have an excellent photo you somehow forgot 
to send on.

It’s likely that more authors have come to grief over 
a book’s art than over any other part of the manuscript 
submission process. Do not use a ballpoint pen to label 
art; the tip’s pressure will damage the photograph. Never 
use  water- soluble markers that can smudge or run. Don’t 
stack labeled images on top of one another before each 
label is dry.

Back matter. Though it sounds like the leftovers, this is 
where you put:

The notes. Notes that follow each chapter in a • 
contributed volume are part of the body of the text, 
but footnotes and endnotes are considered back 
matter. However you arrange your notes, be sure 
to  double- space.
The bibliography. If you intend to include a • 
bibliography—and some reference styles require 
that you do—deliver it with the manuscript, not 
at some later date. A fi lmography, discography, or 
Webography would also go here.
Appendixes. The appendix is the organ of the • 
body we’re told we can live without. The appendix 
of a book is often the element of the text the 
editor says you can live without, except you don’t 
believe her. An appendix is the repository of extra 
research, or further technical information, or the 
documentation that supports the argument of the 
book. Be sure that any appendix is delivered with 
your manuscript.

An author photo is 

art. Don’t neglect to 

label yours with both 

your name and the 

title of your book.
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And fi nally, the index. This is the one piece of the manuscript you • 
can’t actually deliver up front. You could, of course, create a list of 
entries and let your editor see it, but this could be more trouble 
than it’s worth, particularly if you’ll need to rewrite. Better to let 
the indexing work rest until later. When the time comes, it will 
have to be done fast and well.

Every work of serious nonfi ction should have an index. Librarians like 
indexes, since books with indexes are obviously more useful to readers. 
Faced with strapped library budgets, a librarian might well choose the 
one that’s indexed over the one that simply ends with its last page of 
text. It’s true that a fully searchable electronic index makes possible an 
instantaneous answer to specifi c queries. But the printed index at the 
end of a book, or the electronically reproduced version of that print 
index, does more: it o≠ers a kind of analytic snapshot of your book, 
specifying a chosen level of detail in which the reader can examine the 
things you’ve talked about and, now that you’ve fi nished talking about 
them, see at a glance which ones you think could matter to a reader. The 
index is another narrative about your work. If you don’t already possess 
tools to help you make that narrative as useful to your readers as it can 
be, get some. Ask your publisher for specifi c guidelines. The Chicago 
Manual of Style o≠ers a detailed chapter on index preparation. Nancy C. 
Mulvany’s Indexing Books (2nd ed., University of Chicago Press, 2005) 
provides a comprehensive guide.

Permissions

Your completed manuscript should include, in a separate envelope, pho-
tocopies of all permissions documents necessary for the project. Keep 
your original permissions correspondence, sending your publisher du-
plicates only. Note that the art log mentioned above entailed a listing of 
permissions, which is di≠erent from the permissions documents them-
selves.

Outstanding permissions can slow down your project, or simply stop 
it cold. Among managing editors, the strict constructionists may sim-
ply pronounce your project incomplete and wait for your last permis-
sion to be sent in before proceeding. Sometimes, though, a permission 
isn’t forthcoming, despite all your attempts to clear it. If you’ve made 
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three written attempts to contact a rights holder and have 
reason to believe that your messages have been received, 
discuss the particulars with your publisher. Under some 
conditions, you might be able to proceed without every 
last permission letter. Forget about reprinting a chapter 
from a current best- seller without permission merely be-
cause you failed to rouse any response in its publisher’s 
subrights department. But having made an honest e≠ort 
to contact a small press that has gone out of business, you 
might be able to persuade your own publisher to let you 
run the quotation you need without permission but with a 
note in your acknowledgments page. The note should say 
something like “Every e≠ort has been made to contact all 
rights holders whose work has been cited in this volume. 
Appropriate credit will gladly be run in the next printing 
of this book should the rights holders be made known to 
the publisher.” If your work also exists in an electronic 
format, your publisher may take the opportunity to up-
load that correction to your e- text. Implicit in this call for 
information is, of course, your intention to compensate, 
as well.

The Author’s Questionnaire

Di≠erent houses may call this document by di≠erent 
names. Yet every publisher will need you to provide es-
sential information about yourself and your project. The 
form asks for a lot of information you don’t want your 
publisher to be without.

How do you want your name listed on the book and in 
promotion? What is your mailing address? Which phone 
number, if any, may be given out to the media? If you’ve 
provided some of this data on your CV, repeat it here. 
This form will be standard throughout your publishing 
house, and the sta≠ will need to refer to its information 
about you. Expect to be asked what the competition for 
your book may be, whether it has course potential (and 
for what courses), the names of persons who might be 
called upon to o≠er a promotional comment, the names 

The most important 

information on the 

questionnaire will be 

your contact numbers 

and whereabouts 

for the next twelve 

months. Be as specifi c 

as possible. If you will 

spend next summer in 

Rome, let your editor 

know that now. Will 

you be contactable 

then, or will your 

book’s schedule need 

to be built around 

your  three- month 

 absence?
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of journals, magazines, or other venues that might review your book, and 
bookstores where you are personally known. You will certainly be asked 
to summarize your book: you will be of most help to your publisher if 
you do this in language aimed at booksellers, not at your dissertation 
committee.

The author’s questionnaire isn’t to be taken lightly; everything you 
know about your book needs to be digested here. Even if you have pub-
lished with the same house in the past, your publisher will need a new 
questionnaire. Fill it out promptly, and deliver it no later than the sub-
mission of your manuscript.



A fi nal, revised manuscript has been prepared and sent o≠ to your pub-
lisher. Turning in your box of typescript and disks entitles you to a tre-
mendous sense of relief. Elsewhere in this book you’ve been reminded 
that there’s something you’ve left unfi nished, or that you should im-
mediately begin thinking about the next stage. Not here. Relax, and let 
your publishers work a bit.

Letting Go and Keeping in Touch

Sometimes, though, it’s hard to do just that. Boarding the dog for the fi rst 
time or putting the six- year- old on her fi rst school bus is bad enough. 
Delivering your manuscript into the hands of strangers can be just as 
di∞cult in its own way. You now need to trust not only your editor, with 
whom you have carefully built a productive relationship, but sta≠ in 
other departments, people you may never meet or even speak to: copy 
editors, designers, managing editors, advertising coordinators, sales-
people, order entry operators.

Publishers will do many di≠erent things for your book, but they can 
do it only if you let go of the manuscript. From this point on, the book 
becomes a cooperative venture. You might have the opportunity to com-
ment on jacket design, even on typeface. You might be asked whether 
you prefer white paper or cream. You may be asked to recommend jour-
nals where your book could be promoted, or conferences where it might 
be displayed. But many decisions will be taken without your direct ap-
proval, and publishers couldn’t do their job if this weren’t so.

You should receive an acknowledgment of your package once your 
manuscript reaches the press. If anything is missing, you should be asked 
for it promptly. Then expect some weeks of silence. Work on your golf 
game. Clean out the garage. Within a month of delivering your manu-
script, you may be itchy for some news. Hasn’t your editor fi nished read-

And Then 
What Happens to It 12
: : : : : : : : : : : : : : : : : : : : : : : : : : : : : : : : : : : : : : : : : : : : : : :
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ing it yet? Will it need to go out to yet another reviewer, or is it now 
o∞cially accepted? Call or e-mail your editor.

Schedules and Real Life

Once your manuscript has cleared the last hurdles for approval, it begins 
its journey through the publisher’s system. At its most basic, the pub-
lishing process is a series of steps—some mechanical, some interpreta-
tive—that must follow in a particular order. Without schedules, none 
of this can happen. When your editor picks up the phone or sends o≠ 
an e-mail, what you most want to hear is “It’s terrifi c.” What you next 
want to hear is the production schedule. The average production time 
of one year may not apply to you—your book may be complicated, or 
short and timely. Your publisher needs to establish schedules in order 
to bring your book out. And that means that you need to be prepared to 
meet schedule deadlines.

Authors and schedules are held in a mysterious bond. Strangely 
enough, you might be able to deliver a much- wanted manuscript a year 
or more late and still have your editor eager to take it on. Every house has 
stories of manuscripts that were delivered many years—even decades—
late. Maybe it’s understandable that an author who is cheerfully forgiven 
for being so dilatory can’t submit to the discipline that follows. But pub-
lishing operates on two separate timetables. The fi rst can be fl exible, 
capable of giving you the time to fi nish your work. Yet from the moment 
the manuscript is delivered the clock ticks out a second timetable, and 
that one is inelastic. Once your book is in, it—not you—becomes the 
center of attention. It’s something like discovering that your child has 
a life of his own.

Within a month or two of acceptance, you will get a schedule, formal 
or informal, telling you what is going to happen. Some eager authors 
are very much aware of the scheduling challenges. The moment the 
manuscript is turned in they ask, “Can you give me an idea when the 
copyediting will be ready for my review? And when will I be doing my 
index?” You will soon have the details on all your obligations. Either your 
editor or a production manager or a managing editor will be in touch 
at various stages, telling you exactly when you will need to return the 
copyedited manuscript or the index.

Publishers understand that authors have real lives. Editors of schol-
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arly work are very much aware of the complex rhythms of academic 
schedules: the stop- and- go availability of authors who prepare classes, 
give new courses, and travel to lectures and conferences. Even authors 
who aren’t academics are subject to the quotidian problems of health 
and family, job instability, and relocation. It’s only the very determined 
author who can conduct all the bits of her relationship with a publishing 
house in utter disregard of her private and professional responsibili-
ties. An anthropologist doing fi eldwork in the Remote Somewhere may 
be unable to receive a package of manuscript for the next six months. 
The historian on sabbatical may be traveling abroad several times in the 
course of the year, leaving only sketchy contact information. A naturalist 
who breaks her leg may be in one place for weeks, but not able to consult 
the materials she needs in order to answer copyediting queries. Editors 
understand that life happens.

Actually, big scheduling problems are rare. It’s the small ones that 
come up frequently and cause most of the di∞culties. Your publisher 
may have built a little fat into the schedule, but unreliable authors can 
use up all the fat by the time the second deadline comes around. The 
most important deadlines are those toward the end of the production 
process. Not surprisingly, it’s the last release of the manuscript, the last 
chance to proofread the pages, that’s the most di∞cult for many authors. 
But by this stage in the process, the deadlines are fi ercer than ever. By the 
time your book is in page proof, your publisher is arranging for its print-
ing, scheduling press time with a commercial printing fi rm. (Almost 
no publishers own printing operations any more.) Should you decide 
to take an extra month or two to deliver your index, for example, your 
publisher is likely to miss the printing date. That’s a bit like booking a 
hotel reservation six months in advance, showing up two months late, 
and being surprised that there aren’t any rooms. Your publisher doesn’t 
want to miss a print date, because it may not be a simple matter to get 
another one soon.

Missing a printing date almost always means missing a publication 
date, the month the publisher has announced that your book will ap-
pear. The stronger your book’s appeal to a general readership, the more 
dependent your publisher will be upon reviews, media interest, and 
bookstore support. All those elements are also dependent on schedul-
ing. If your book is late to and from the printer, it will be published late, 
and sometimes miss publicity and sales opportunities as a result. (One 
of the deeply held truths of publishing: you don’t get a second chance 
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at publicity.) In all these convolutions you can only do your small part. 
But keeping to whatever schedules your publisher requires will at the 
very least give you a clear conscience if anything is delayed further down 
the road.

Copyediting

Once approved, the fi rst major step for your book is copyediting. There’s 
a useful book by Elsie Myers Stainton with the noble title The Fine Art 
of Copyediting. It’s a book no author will read, of course. If it had been 
written for authors it would have been The Fine and Misunderstood Art 
of Copyediting. The truth is, copy editors are smart and hardworking, but 
they aren’t charismatic healers. A copy editor cannot make a badly writ-
ten book sound like a work of great prose. A copy editor can, however, 
improve the clarity of sentences and paragraphs, correct spelling and 
grammar errors, and catch inconsistencies.

The more complex a project, the greater the opportunity for incon-
sistencies. Take a typical scholarly book, with three hundred footnotes 
and several pages of bibliography. A copy editor will labor to bring all 
the references into harmony, so that C. Wright Mills is not Mills in 
one place and Wright Mills in another. In the course of three hundred 
manuscript pages, the copy editor will endeavor to catch repetitions of 
wording, the recurrence of an anecdote or quotation, and larger redun-
dancies. To do this, and to do it well, a copy editor essentially carries 
the entire manuscript around in her head for the period of time she’s 
working on it. It may occur to her on page 285 that you’ve made a simi-
lar point earlier. But where was it? If it’s a matter of a repeated word, a 
search engine will help locate the earlier occasion. Sometimes, however, 
the earlier instance is less a repetition than a close variant. Much paging 
back ensues, and if the author is lucky, the copy editor has found the 
same point made with a di≠erent example and entirely di≠erent vocabu-
lary. In the electronic age, it’s easier than ever for an author to cut and 
paste his way into redundancy, but there can also be more subtle forms of 
repetition—places where the author makes the same point with di≠erent 
tools and does so without adding value to the manuscript. These mo-
ments call not only for a keen eye but a deep involvement in the entirety 
of your project. For a copy editor to be e≠ective it’s necessary that the 
whole thing, notes included, be available—mentally—all at once. If you 
insist upon delivering the fi gure captions or a new appendix a month 
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after the manuscript, the copy editor working on your book may have 
moved on to another project, or at the very least may have released 
that part of her brain where your entire manuscript had been carefully 
stored. It’s just not possible to do a  fi rst- rate job copyediting additional 
material at any later point. As an author it’s in your interest to make it 
possible for a copy editor to get it all done right the fi rst time out. 

Your copy editor will edit your manuscript, correcting errors and 
inserting queries. Answer all queries. Any you leave unanswered will 
either cause delays or be resolved by others, and you may be unhappy 
with the result. The heart of darkness for most copy editors is the notes 
section of the manuscript: here places of publication are absent, dates 
are strangely given as 20??, and the most important note number con-
nects to a blank space and the words “to come.” Publishers don’t have 
research departments available to complete your notes for you. If you 
cannot provide a bibliographic entry, you may need to rewrite your text 
to drop that note and renumber the rest. Better by far to complete your 
notes before submitting your text—but it’s essential to clear up such 
details while reviewing the edited manuscript. Doing so at page- proofs 
stage will be expensive.

If you are the editor of a collection, handling the copyedited man-
uscript can be a complicated matter of chasing contributors who are 
reviewing editing, or a just as burdensome job of reviewing the entire 
volume by yourself. It’s important to know what’s expected of you as a 
volume editor at this stage, when you’re sent a dozen contributors’ es-
says, duly edited, which are expected back in three weeks, all with the 
authors’ blessings.

Instead of sending the edited manuscript on paper, your copy editor 
may send an electronic version. The “Track Changes,” or “redlining,” 
function on your word- processing program has had a deep impact on 
the process of copy editing. Electronic copy editing permits the editing 
hand to remain a permanent part of the editing process, visible as long as 
necessary in the electronic document. You may submit your manuscript 
on disk, each of your chapters having been saved as a separate fi le. Your 
publisher may pass that disk to a managing editor, who then assigns it to 
a copy editor, who then opens and saves the fi les, reads the manuscript, 
and gets to work. What you may get back is an electronic text that looks 
very much like the one you submitted. Except that when you open this 
fi le you will see nicely typed comments in the margin or at the foot of the 
page, along with proposed additional words, deletions, and corrections 
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marked in red in the text itself. If you fi nd yourself working with a house 
that encourages on- screen editing, you will likely be swept up in the 
electronic aura of the whole process; it’s very di∞cult not to respond in 
electronic terms, making your own further comments on the proposed 
changes, comments that will be marked in yet a di≠erent color.

Is this a better system than the handwritten notes and corrections 
editors have used since the invention of graduate school? Maybe not, 
but it’s a di≠erent system, able to neaten, record, and share the views 
of editor and author as to the state of the manuscript on the operating 
table. As in every other stage of the publishing process, if you’re asked 
to respond electronically to proposed edits, do so promptly. Read the 
electronic fi les your copy editor has sent you, and respond to the que-
ries electronically. Remember that this is the last moment in which to 
introduce those substantive last- minute changes.

Tracking changes isn’t di∞cult, but it takes a while to get the hang of 
it. If you know that you’re not going to be comfortable with electronic 
editing, alert your editor before you submit your fi nal manuscript. The 
press will fi nd a way to work with you.

Proof

Proof is the fi rst typeset version of your work- in- progress, the evidence 
that all is going ahead as planned. Proof is a dry run for your fi nished 
book. Working alone on your word processor, you’ll print out several 
versions of your manuscript, and your copy editor may print out another 
version that displays her editing. These are manuscripts, not proof. Proof 
stages exist only when the publisher sends your manuscript for typeset-
ting. Typesetting is computerized, and will most likely be done from the 
same computer fi le from which you printed out your drafts at home. But 
only now, when the copyedited text is formatted according to the design 
and layout, will a version of your words exist in proof stage.

Usually you’ll see one typeset version of your book and be asked to 
proofread it. If there are extremely complex further changes, you may 
be given an opportunity to review second proof.

Don’t be confused by the names publishers use for proof. As technol-
ogy roars ahead, the terminology for the proof stage keeps changing. 
Thirty years ago, an author was sent galleys—long sheets of text, type-
set but not made up into the page- length units as they would appear 
in a fi nished book. From the corrected galleys, page proofs were then 



 172 :: chapter twelve

composed, with the text and illustrations laid out in the page lengths 
of a fi nished book. Computerization made it easier to do many things, 
including laying out text as it would fi nally appear, and the galley stage 
was eliminated for all but the most complicated books. Someone work-
ing at your publisher’s might remark that your book will be in pages 
next month, or that you will be sent proof. Both expressions mean the 
same thing. If your book has been through its fi rst round of pages, you 
might be told that it’s now going into fi nal pages, and no further changes 
can be made without incurring considerable expense and delaying the 
publication date.

Proof is serious business. Oddly enough, authors who understand that 
they are reading proof sometimes don’t quite get it that they are meant 
to be proofreading. Proof is your last chance to correct typos and other 
errors, and insert a few other last- minute changes you simply have to 
make. It’s not a time to rewrite anything, add pages of manuscript, drop a 
chapter. If you can’t proofread your own work, hire a proofreader to help 
you. Some publishers do no proofreading at all. Some merely perform 
a cold proofreading, in which the proofreader reviews the typeset text 
but without reference to the original manuscript. Whatever the arrange-
ment, treat the proofreading burden as your own. A book is a thousand 
tiny accidents waiting to happen. Catch all you can.

Once your proof copy is returned to the publisher, your corrections 
will be reviewed by your copy editor and sent to the typesetter. Publishers 
divide changes into three groups: PEs, AAs, and EAs. A PE is a printer’s 
error, a mistake made by the typesetter in setting the copy your publisher 
has sent on. With electronic manuscript storage, there are far fewer PEs 
than a generation ago. Projects that require a typesetter to decipher your 
handwriting or rekeyboard previously published material become more 
complex undertakings, for which typesetters charge a higher rate. In 
any event, neither you nor your publisher pays for printer’s errors. AA 
stands for author’s alteration, a euphemism that covers everything from 
your substitution of a single word to your rewriting of chapter 6 in proof. 
Your contract provides you with a small allowance for these changes, 
typically 5 and never more than 10 percent of the cost of typesetting. 
That’s a small allowance. Beyond this, you will be paying for the changes, 
either by being billed directly or through a reduction of your advance 
due on publication. Change more than a few words, then, and you may 
be into serious money. EAs are editor’s alterations, or changes that the 
house introduces in proof stage (basically changes the editor agreed to 
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make for you but which somehow didn’t get made), the cost of which is 
borne by the publisher.

Responsibility for errors and their correction in proof can be a con-
tentious point. Strictly speaking, the manuscript you turn in should be 
fi nal and accurate down to the very last keystroke. The copyedited manu-
script will necessarily introduce changes (improvements, you trust), but 
these changes are your responsibility not merely to approve but to check. 
When you return your copyedited manuscript it must again be fi nal and 
accurate, down to the last red pencil mark. Be aware that once you ap-
prove the edited manuscript, all remaining errors—even those that may 
have been introduced by the copy editor—become your responsibility. 
The copyedited manuscript is the base from which printer’s errors and 
author’s alterations will be counted. Extra care at this stage can save 
you grief when the proof pages arrive. In some cases, particularly where 
there is complex material or an unusual number of corrections, your 
publisher will order a revised set of proof. But don’t count on having 
this one extra chance to review your footnotes. And don’t even think of 
rewriting the book in proof.

Indexing

Eager authors may want to begin work on the index before the manu-
script has been typeset. It’s di∞cult but possible to do so. You could, 
for example, make a list early on of all the proper names in your manu-
script, or of the concepts you will want to include. But most publishers 
discourage that practice. Better to wait until you have the proof pages 
themselves and throw yourself into the task.

Plan to prepare your index in about two weeks. To do that well you’ll 
need to cancel your social plans: indexing requires a serious investment 
of time. No one but the author can do the index the way the author wants 
it. If you can’t do it—or won’t—hire a professional indexer. An index is 
a search tool for the user, but it’s also your chance to guide the reader 
through your book. Indexes usually contain either proper names only 
or proper names plus concepts. Anyone su∞ciently attentive to detail 
can provide a  proper- name index from well- set proof. The conceptual 
index needs either a professional indexer with a special interest in your 
subject, or you yourself.

Some projects of unusual complexity will support more than one in-
dex. For example, a history of the ancient world might justify an index 
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of place names and an index of people. If you think you need more than 
one index, call your editor before beginning.

The Enigma of Design

Book design is best left to designers, but most publishers are happy to 
listen to what the author hates or adores. Just don’t count on designing 
your own book. Books are often designed in two parts, the interior and 
the cover or jacket, and the two tasks may be farmed out to di≠erent 
designers.

It is unlikely you will be asked for advice on the interior of your book. 
Reasonable requests, however, aren’t out of court, as long as they are 
made early. From time to time an author will ask his editor if his book 
can be set in the same type as another book on that press’s list. This sort 
of request is manageable. What isn’t likely is that you will be shown 
samples of your book in various fonts and type sizes.

Not all books have jackets. Monographs are often published in hard-
cover without jackets. Books published as simultaneous editions appear 
both in paperback, which will feature a cover design, and in hardcover, 
which may be unjacketed. Trade hardback jackets and paperback covers 
are the main objects of jacket designers’ labor; and bookstore appeal, 
whether that bookstore is virtual or just across from the mall, is the 
crucial consideration in the fi nal design. Marketing departments may 
rightly have a lot to say about your jacket or cover if your book’s primary 
market will be Barnes & Noble, but any book that is in some sense a 
discretionary purchase (which is practically everything except for a text-
book) requires and deserves attention to its packaging. A good marketing 
department working with a good design department knows more than 
most authors about what sells a trade or crossover book.

Even at the level of the more academic title, cover and jacket design 
can be heated ground for disagreement as personal preferences—yours, 
your editor’s, the designer’s—come into play. Your publisher may or may 
not show you the cover design for your book, though this courtesy is of-
ten extended to important or particularly loyal authors. If you are shown 
a cover design that you dislike, explain carefully why you feel it doesn’t 
work. Oddly, your not liking it isn’t a helpful response. The designer will 
not have read your book, just a page or so about it. If the design mis-
represents your book, explain how. If the design emphasizes the title at 
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the expense of your carefully worded subtitle, explain why the subtitle 
is important. It’s fair to say that you hate green, of course, but it’s most 
useful if you let your editor know this early on.

Authors, particularly their fi rst time out, often confuse the cover as 
a selling tool with the cover as a symbol of the book. A successful cover 
will be eye- catching and appealing, clearly presenting title, author, and 
any other verbal tools (words of praise; the stellar list of contributors) 
that your publisher needs on the outside to sell what’s inside. A cover 
design needn’t be complex to be e≠ective. It’s often harder to design a 
simple cover than a cluttered one. Do not expect a cover design to rep-
resent the fragmentation of hegemonic discourse in the wake of post-
colonial theory. Simple works better. If you’re fortunate enough to be 
working with a house known for its covers and jackets, put your trust 
in its designers.

Catalog Copy and Other Semi-Truths

What your publisher has to say about your book will be based on what 
you’ve said about it yourself. Your publisher’s job is to say it better, and 
with more enthusiasm. The fi rst place in which that enthusiasm will be 
on display is in a catalog.

Most publishing houses produce a trade or seasonal catalog twice 
a year. Traditionally, publishing houses launch a fall list (roughly Sep-
tember through the winter) which is sold to bookstores beginning in 
the early summer, and a spring list (from February or March on) which 
is sold from the beginning of the year. To do this, publishers send cata-
logs and sales reps out into the world. The catalog may be seen by the 
particular authors whose work is being presented in that season, but it 
isn’t a catalog for the general reader. Even a veteran purchaser of Ox-
ford University Press’s music titles won’t automatically be sent a massive 
seasonal catalog. Publishers produce discipline catalogs (just music) or 
targeted brochures (the Baroque) and mail them to people interested in 
the subject. It’s a more e∞cient way of selling books by mail.

The seasonal catalog is written primarily for booksellers. Its language 
should be crisp and informative, its layout handsome and confi dent. This 
is not di∞cult for the publisher of, say, Even More Names for Your Cat. But 
academic writing, and even trade academic writing, begs for more care 
and thought in order to get it sold. Academic books are often described 
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in language that an author may fi nd too simplistic, too willing to please. 
You may not warm to a description of your book on the history of sewage 
treatment as “lively and accessible,” but the marketing department is try-
ing to persuade booksellers that yours is a book the right reader will be 
able to use, and even enjoy. The seasonal catalog will also describe you, 
though even more briefl y. If this is your fi rst book, your bio may simply 
say where you teach or where you did your graduate work. If you have 
published anything that booksellers have sold successfully, expect to see 
that title listed prominently.

Beyond the seasonal, you will also fi nd your book announced—with 
breathtaking succinctness—in other venues: a discipline brochure, a 
group ad in the program for your discipline’s annual meeting, a fl ier, 
Amazon.com, the press’s Web site. Don’t be disconcerted by the terms 
in which your book is described. One sentence may have to do all the 
heavy lifting. (“This provocative work brilliantly reimagines what the 
American West would be today had the Gadsden Purchase never oc-
curred.”) Never mind that your study is four hundred pages long and 
took fi ve years to complete.

The jacket or cover of your book may present a slightly di≠erent 
story, with copy written to appeal more directly to the reader (that 
person some publishers refer to, grimly, as the end user). The Gads-
den Purchase afi cionado won’t mind a bit more detail here. If your 
project has su∞cient drawing power, and if your connections or ap-
peal is su∞ciently strong, your publisher may be able to secure some 
promotional comments to splash across the back—and occasionally the 
front—of the book. Pre publication comments are referred to as “blurbs” 
(a good nonsense word) or “pu≠s” (after Mr. Pu≠, a foolish character 
in Sheridan’s The Critic).

It’s a strange business. The most distinguished scholars your publisher 
can muster are invited to exclaim briefl y about your work. The results 
can be so evasive that they don’t sound like anything much in particular 
(“No one but Melanie Saskatoon could have written this book!”) or sug-
gest they were stitched together unconvincingly from another source 
(“Sunny, breezy, warm!”). It’s di∞cult to sound original and convincing 
in a few lines. But authors love blurbs, and publishers like the a∞rmation 
they provide.

Getting blurbs is your publisher’s job, but not every book will repay 
the e≠ort. It’s doubtful that weak blurbs will help your project. When they 
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are good, however, they sell books. Edward Said’s memoir Out of Place 
carried real blurbs from Nadine Gordimer, Kenzaburo Oe, and Salman 
Rushdie. If you have similar friends, be sure to let your publisher know.

On Press

Once your index has been completed and turned in, you may have one 
last encounter with proof. Index pages, once set, can be faxed to you for 
checking, or they may be reviewed in- house if they need to be turned 
around very quickly. At the same time that your book is going through 
its fi nal stages, your cover or jacket will be in preparation. You’ll be asked 
to proofread the jacket or cover copy. Enlist extra pairs of eyes for this 
small but essential task. Ask to be shown the copy not just for the front 
and back of the book, but for the spine as well.

When everything is proofread and returned, the press’s production 
department delivers all materials to the printer and signals the go- ahead. 
Printing takes several weeks.

The First Copy

The last and best stage of publishing a physical book is waiting to see it. 
Once it’s on press and you’ve provided everything marketing and pub-
licity could reasonably want, you’ve fi nished. This part is like having 
cookies in the oven.

Your editor will send you a fi rst copy about two months after you 
turn in the last set of proof. There’s rarely anything like a fi rst copy, by 
the way; the printer will send the publisher a small number of advances, 
maybe two, for checking. If nothing awful has occurred—gremlins work 
overtime in the publishing business—one of the advances will be sent to 
you, the remainder usually going to the marketing department. It’s natu-
ral to wonder when your book will be in stores. But fi rst your patience 
will be tested one more time. The good part of having an advance copy 
is that you see it fi rst; the bad is that everyone else will have to wait. 
Uncle Al won’t be able to go to the local store, or even order the book 
online, until the publisher’s stock has made it from printer to warehouse, 
been counted in, and shelved. The time between your fi rst copy and the 
general availability of your book might be as brief as a week or two, or 
it may be a month. If your book was printed outside the United States, 
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your fi rst copy will come by air mail, while the bulk of the stock will 
travel by sea. Add a few weeks more.

When books are fi nally available, your publisher will fi rst fi ll all ad-
vance orders—bookstores, wholesalers, and individuals will have their 
copies mailed out. Everyone who reviewed the manuscript for the pub-
lisher will receive a gratis copy. So will everyone to whom a copy is due 
as a condition of granting permission. Review copies will be sent. And 
suddenly, after a year in production and your years writing it, the book 
is out.



For generations, Plato’s cave has been the academic’s favorite philosophi-
cal metaphor. But in the digital age scholars live in Heraclitus’s stream, 
that famous waterway into which none of us can step twice. Everything 
about the electronic world of academic publishing is in a state of fl ux. 
This isn’t necessarily a bad thing, but it’s a complicated thing, often 
yielding more outrage or utopian dreaming than substantive analysis. 
Everything a scholar now does is touched by the digital in some way that 
will change six months from now. O≠ering guidance about electronic 
publishing is a bit like writing words on the surface of a stream, but there 
are things a scholar needs to know.

E-Book, E-Author, E-Publisher

First rule of the via electronica: journals are not books. Both may exist 
in the same library, but increasingly they do so in di≠erent forms. The 
world of journals has embraced the digital environment, a development 
that has freed us from endless bound copies of Studies in Eclecticism 
gathering dust on unvisited library shelves. Some scholarly journals 
now exist only in electronic form, while most o≠er an electronic ver-
sion as well as a print product. Academics who once subscribed to, 
and received, a small cartload of scholarly journals every quarter now 
spend their time at computer screens, poring through digital issues. 
Electronic initiatives such as Project Muse and JSTOR bring collections 
of journals together, making them available by subscription. Major li-
braries provide their readers with access to hundreds of journals that 
once occupied acres of library space. So completely has the process of 
electronic journal subscription been naturalized within academia that 
we complain when a subscription service does not o≠er the most recent 
years of a particular publication. Technology teaches us to be impatient 
with what it can do for us.

Scholarly journals are a major part of a scholar’s career, but in the 

The Via Electronica 13
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pursuit of tenure, the book still trumps the article. The 
electronic journal is the role model many libraries would 
like book writers to adopt. But this is a not uncomplicated 
wish. With books, the situation is trickier, and for good 
professional reasons. The form of the book, the means of 
disseminating what’s in the book, even the idea of “the 
book”—all are now subject to  technology- driven change. 
The  twenty- fi rst- century scholar is awash in electronic 
developments. Handheld devices promise to increase 
accessibility; advanced search engines permit us to fi nd 
needles in archival haystacks; and calls for open access 
invite visions of boundless information boundlessly avail-
able. What’s less clear is how those changes will a≠ect the 
academic system of tenure and promotion. Universities 
still expect peer- reviewed work in hard copy. (If you think 
you’re at an institution where that’s an exception, get it in 
writing.) Whether you’re an enthusiastic convert to digi-
tal thinking or a certifi ed digital native, don’t count on 
institutional change so rapid that you gamble away your 
chances of a secure professional life.

Scholarly publishers are still very much concerned 
with physical books. This is true even of those publish-
ers talking a good game about their electronic programs 
and their commitment to work that is “platform neutral.” 
That phrase describes work that can be developed not 
only in traditional bound book format but in new forms 
as well: the e-book, the audio book, your work turned 
into a text stream that can be reformatted into smaller 
units for encyclopedias and anthologies, even rewritten 
for di≠erent reading levels—scholarship usable in every 
conceivable print and electronic way. Much of the enthu-
siasm for electronic dissemination comes from scientifi c 
quarters, where data and results rightly demand timely 
availability. Science journals and reports thrive in an elec-
tronic environment. But for bibliocentric disciplines—the 
humanities and the  narrative- driven social sciences—a 
di≠erent calculus applies. Here the book remains the real 
coin of the academy’s imaginary realm. This isn’t entirely 
because humanists love eternal verities and hate change. 

In the world of 
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a digital book still 

doesn’t have the 

gravitas of a print 
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can wander far from 

that reality.
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A far better explanation is that our friend the codex is a 
hard worker. As a vehicle of ideas, the book has succeeded 
thanks to its ease of access and its portability. From a for-
mal perspective the success of the codex is in part due to 
the pleasures and possibilities of limitation—the sense of 
focused attention on the part of creator and receiver—
which is in turn related to the rewards and e≠ectiveness 
of sustained argument.

Critics of the academy complain that the conserva-
tive tenure system shores up an otherwise indefensible 
monograph culture, that much work now consigned to 
hard copy should rightfully be available only in electronic 
format, and that the truly creative scholar should be en-
couraged to think postbook. It seems to me that there are 
other, sounder reasons than professional safety to think 
and write bookwise. Learning to craft  large- scale, complex 
arguments based on extensive research makes better writ-
ers and better thinkers, and that skill will invigorate the 
most elaborately nonnarrative digital project. We learn 
from making books, even if what we turn to next is some-
thing quite di≠erent.

If you are writing a book, you may fi nd yourself invited 
to become the author of an electronic text, an e-author, 
if you will, or at least the author of an e-book. Publishers 
have developed e-book programs for at least two reasons: 
fi rst, because the limited size of the monograph market 
might, in many cases, be satisfi ed most economically by 
digital editions; and second, because academic readers 
and academic libraries want the online availability of 
scholarship anytime anywhere one has a computer. For 
publishers, it’s economically parlous to produce books 
exclusively in the digital environment, so e-publishing is 
usually one part of what a house does, or one division of 
a much larger corporation. Many publishers enter into 
 third- party arrangements with digital partners such as 
ebrary, which in turn license their treasures, usually by 
subscription. Such arrangements are increasingly com-
mon ways for book publishers to capitalize on robust 
marketing initiatives in the digital environment. This also 
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means, of course, that the book you’re publishing now with Upside Uni-
versity Press is probably going to be available digitally before too long, 
even if you—or your publisher—hadn’t foreseen that eventuality when 
you exchanged contracts.

Searching and Researching

But the digital environment is about more than getting a book out in 
electronic form. The idea of the digital expands and enhances the means 
of scholarly research and production, and publishers are responding to 
this fact of academic life. Scholars already live, work, and think digitally, 
certainly in terms of research. Scholars are readers. Now more than ever, 
publishers know that readers read in many di≠erent ways. Most of us 
want to read the books we borrow or buy, at least most of those books, 
at least much of the time. Simply holding a book in one’s hands is a kind 
of handshake. The on- screen document, however, is something else. We 
access an electronic text, and the neutrality of that term can act to keep 
our relationship on a strictly professional level. Spend a moment with 
the accessed text, or an hour, or bookmark it and return to it day after 
day. Search it for a term. Copy paragraphs wholesale into another docu-
ment (and remember to cite properly). These are all ways of reading.

Now turn the question around and consider how—digitally—a scholar 
does not read a book, or rather the special ways one reads—partially, 
focused, looking for that one important detail—in the course of explor-
ing what an author put between covers. The electronic environment is 
about searching, and searching is reading’s dark side. Major libraries 
catalog their online resources, but select any fully searchable text and 
you will encounter ample opportunity not to read the book the author 
wrote. Searching for the thing he knows he is looking for, a researcher 
locates and extracts references to Giotto’s Arena Chapel or the sermons 
of Increase Mather. Or the researcher can look even more precisely, 
hunting up Giotto + Mather to see if anyone else may have compared 
eschatological vision in Colonial New England and  fourteenth- century 
Italian painting. Grateful though we may be to have this digital option, 
“Advanced Search” narrows possibilities in two senses: it homes in on 
the researcher’s subject, but it also turns reading into looking for.

The habitus of the scholar has always incorporated skimming or 
browsing or using indexes to locate something. But the modern rep-
ertoire of electronic search mechanisms now enables prodigiously ac-
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celerated, highly selective reading—a random search re-
turns 45,000 Google hits in .01 seconds—and what the 
technology enables it also endorses. The kind of reading 
I’m describing—today’s ordinary,  lightning- swift, schol-
arly browse in a digital environment—is purposeful, goal-
 oriented; yet the technology’s availability reframes the 
very idea of reading. In the electronic universe, to look is 
to read. It may be purposeful reading, but reading with a 
purpose isn’t always reading for the plot, or reading with 
an appreciation of your book’s hard- won architecture.

The electronic marketing of physical books further ex-
tends the invitation to surfi ng, a term we readily use as 
the online equivalent of browsing (maybe because cows 
browse and suntanned youth surf). There’s something car-
nivalesque about Amazon’s “Look inside!” feature, which 
o≠ers the viewer access to selected pages of a book. Within 
a click or two you can usually reach the table of contents, 
the backboard’s descriptive copy and endorsements, and 
often a few pages of the text itself. It isn’t a core sample 
exactly; it’s more like the deli man o≠ering you a nibble 
of lox as he slices away, but you get some sense of what’s 
in the book. Often it tells you enough to know that this is 
not a book you need.

More sophisticated versions of “Look inside!” are “Search 
inside!” and Google Book Search. Each is a method of sam-
pling that puts the reader in control of considerably more 
material. This search function allows you to drop in almost 
anywhere within a book and read consecutive pages up 
to a prescribed limit. Publishers have expressed concerns 
about the e≠ects on sales. If a reader is looking for a dis-
cussion of intentionality in Beckett’s novels, a  fi fteen- page 
window isn’t likely to substitute for a weekend with the 
complex arguments in a university press monograph. But 
if the reader is looking for a particular volume’s table of 
foreign aid allocations to Burkina Faso, then a  fi fteen- page 
window might do the trick. By cooperating with these 
search projects, publishers are gambling that the user will 
become a purchaser.

As a writing scholar in the  twenty- fi rst century, you 
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cannot avoid thinking about how digital technology will determine the 
ways in which your own work will be read. Will an unseen researcher 
confront your book on the Montgolfi er brothers, inventors of the hot 
air balloon, and subject your carefully argued study to a full text search 
(fi rst + balloon + passengers)? The answer is almost certainly that more 
readers will do that than step aboard the balloon with you, the duck, 
the rooster, and the sheep, and stay along for the full journey. Search 
technologies will fi nd things. But writing—really writing about your sub-
ject—requires that you think fi rst about journey and destination, and the 
long arc of history, argument, and conclusion. The digital environment 
is not, in the fi rst instance, about that long arc, but its virtues of speed, 
economy, and versatility are commanding the publishing industry’s full 
attention. Care of the arc may increasingly be entrusted to the author.

Via Electronica, Vita Electronica

As writers, we use the via electronica in a lot of di≠erent ways. Some of 
those ways are peer- reviewed; others just make words appear on screen. 
You can have a blog and spend weekends editing entries in Wikipedia’s 
group hug, but as a professional academic you’re likely to get credit only 
for peer- reviewed online journals or for other electronic projects under 
the auspices of a recognized scholarly publisher.

The digital universe isn’t just an open space of possibility; for a schol-
arly author, it’s a pathway, too, and a not completely unfamiliar one. 
Everything true for submission of a manuscript destined for hard copy 
is true for the manuscript destined for a scholarly publisher’s cyberspace 
department. Be scrupulous; take responsibility; have beautifully pre-
pared and organized electronic fi les; stay on schedule. Almost anything 
can go up on the Web (and does), but in the world of scholarly publishing 
certain kinds of undertakings seem ideally suited for electronic dissemi-
nation: academic journals; encyclopedias and similarly unwieldy works; 
projects derived from dissertations; hypertext extravaganzas.

Major reference works are now regularly made available in electronic 
format. This is in part a matter of economy. The cost of physically produc-
ing a multivolume giant such as the Oxford English Dictionary is reason 
enough to consider virtual alternatives. Libraries may still have the OED’s 
famous vertebra- displacing hard copy, but Oxford now sees the primary 
market for this standard reference to be the electronic version, which 
it licenses to both libraries and individuals on a subscription basis. The 
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open secret of a major online reference work is, of course, its dynamic 
state. The OED can be continuously expanded and updated, catching 
new knowledge from the tidal wave of words we write and speak. That 
principle of dynamism—the electronic current racing through one’s vir-
tual text—is central to the whole concept of electronic publishing.

Some publishers see electronic publishing as of obvious benefi t to 
monograph publishing. Several university presses and other scholarly 
publishers have initiated programs within which a manuscript, duly 
subjected to scholarly review and editorial scrutiny, is made available 
exclusively, or at least primarily, in electronic format. It’s not unusual for 
a publisher to make arrangements for such a work to be issued in hard 
copy upon request, so that it becomes possible to secure the physical 
copies necessary for one’s dossier, even as the primary e≠ort is made to 
sell access to an electronic text.

Making your dissertation available electronically is, in fact, an option 
you will have even without contacting a university press. While fi ling 
one’s dissertation is a requirement of the doctoral degree, universities 
have perceived advantages in outsourcing the dissertation archive to a 
commercial venture. Most scholars can fi le the approved dissertation 
digitally. ProQuest, the depository of choice for electronic dissertations, 
is able to systematize the process (which continues in more e∞cient 
form the photocopied archive of its predecessor, UMI) and, with the 
expansion of technological options, o≠er the scholarly author a choice 
of access arrangements. One can, for example, elect to deposit one’s dis-
sertation and make it accessible either for purchase or, in open- access 
mode, for free. If you select the latter, anyone with a computer will be 
able to access full PDF fi les of your dissertation on  eighteenth- century 
fi gurative fi gurines, “Of Meissen Men: Gender and Representation in 
Rococo Porcelain.” When you revise your dissertation for submission 
to a publisher, however, you’ll need to think about that electronic text 
fl oating gratis in cyberspace. If your new manuscript isn’t appreciably 
di≠erent from its free digital ancestor, your publisher may wonder what 
market remains. Count at least on your publisher asking that you with-
draw electronic access of your not- so- di≠erent earlier study.

As with journals, the via electronica for books can result in either 
a supplement to or a substitute for print format. The supplementary 
electronic version of a bound book may be produced at the same time or 
later than the print publication. For example, House A may plan to issue 
your study of endangered spiders simultaneously in hard copy and an 
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electronic edition, while House B may want to issue it only in hard copy, 
reserving the electronic version as an alternative to reprinting physical 
copies when the current stock is exhausted. In either case, once your 
work is available in electronic form there would seem to be no reason for 
it ever again to become unavailable (though that is a not simple assump-
tion). On the other hand, a publisher may decide that your manuscript 
should be made available in electronic form—and only in electronic 
form—right from the start. This is often the case with highly specialized 
works, those for which there is a strictly limited market, as well as for 
works whose physical requirements may entirely preclude the possibility 
of print publication at all.

The digital environment may be, by defi nition, dynamic, but not ev-
erything that gets published electronically is refreshed and updated on 
a continuous basis. Inevitably, this is disappointing news for the author 
who expected his digital monograph to be given the attention lavished 
on, say, a newborn panda. The scholarly e-book is usually issued in static 
form, and more or less left on its own. Once released, that document 
normally does not change, except as necessary alterations are made by 
the publisher to accommodate emerging platforms. Sometimes a sin-
gle work is given company; monographs are bundled by a publisher to 
form a suite of related o≠erings, as for example a collection of electronic 
works in Native American studies. The publisher may issue your study 
of Pueblo foodways electronically with a dozen other works on Native 
American culture, licensing this suite to libraries, and then expand the 
suite with a half dozen additional titles in the following year. The suite is 
dynamic, while the individual texts remain fi xed. If this were a collection 
of physical books sold as a set, there would be no question of allowing a 
single volume’s author to update a few pages of a book after publication. 
Manipulating electronic fi les may not use paper, but it takes time and 
sta≠ resources, and though you may regard your project as a precious 
but tiny gem, your publisher may resist your e≠orts to update the fourth 
recipe in chapter 6.

The digital project can, of course, embrace many genres and forms. 
A collection of letters with links to images, audio recordings, and vid-
eos of site- specifi c performances, for example, is not only impossible 
to publish in traditional book form; it’s conceived against the grain, a 
project deliberately “inconceivable” as a book. The beauty of electronic 
publication is that it embraces both—the electronic thing that could be 
a printed book as well as the electronic thing that could only be a suite 
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of documents, images, and acoustical tracks—and acts to 
dissolve the di≠erence between them. A cautionary note, 
however: you can do things with an e-book that you can’t 
do with a b-  (as in bound) book. But while the possibili-
ties of electronic dissemination are endless, or seem so, 
choices have to be made by your publisher in order to 
exploit those possibilities. Even though it has been created 
in the  cyber- realm, your publisher won’t be able to explore 
every possibility you might think up for your electronic 
creation. Design cost, complex links, server demands, 
download times, di∞culties in securing rights, fi le- size 
issues, maintenance and upkeep, as well as the expense of 
appropriate marketing and promotion can weigh heavily 
against taking on even a project the whole house loves.

The Shape of Things to Come

The electronic future of scholarship dazzles even as we 
wait impatiently for the full impact of its arrival. Elec-
tronic behemoths like the  Chadwyck- Healey archive, 
to name one from the fi eld of English literature, make 
available in a matter of minutes what would have taken 
a scholar weeks if not years to locate only a generation 
ago. Increased access accelerates the rate at which we can 
locate materials, documents, and data.

Some foundations have given particular attention to 
supporting electronic initiatives. The Andrew W. Mellon 
Foundation, for example, has funded electronic projects 
at Columbia University Press and elsewhere. The Ameri-
can Council of Learned Societies has its E-History project 
and its E-Humanities project, basically suites of electronic 
texts that consolidate out- of- hard- print works from lead-
ing scholarly publishers. New manuscripts may also be 
added to these projects, eliding the distinction between 
print and reprint formats.

Back in the dim world of the 1970s, when scholars 
still wrote with typewriters, word processing dangled 
before the academic scribe not only a  labor- saving luxury 
but the vague idea of some sort of advantage. New tech-
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has soft boundaries. 
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nologies promise that you will do something faster or cheaper, and 
you will use this superiority to triumph over the competition. It’s less 
clear, however, how technologies deployed in scholarly research give 
anyone an advantage over anyone else. Or to put it in military terms, 
if everyone has the same new technology, no one has any advantage 
over another. Today all scholars have the same electronic access. The 
Early English Books Online (EEBO) database o≠ers every professor, 
graduate student, and undergraduate the same immensely rich col-
lection of early English printed books, and those of us who work with 
these texts have passed over the peak of surprise and gratitude; we 
accept access to these documents as part of what we can do and what 
we are expected to do. For scholars of the Early Modern period of 
English literature, the universal availability of these electronic texts 
opens new questions and new approaches based on the examination 
of multiple copies of a single work, collating variations to understand 
printing history, and combing through archival copies for evidence of 
how readers long ago might have made sense of these strangely beauti-
ful and mysterious objects. In the humanities and social sciences new 
technologies permit new questions and increase the pace of access 
and exploration, but most of the time they don’t create competitive 
advantage. Nor, perhaps, should they. Scholarship, we tell ourselves, 
is fundamentally a collective project.

But the oncoming electronic future can be a dangerous distraction. 
Unbounded, unboundable scholarly production sounds wonderful, but 
it can mean that a writer loses a project’s contour, or even its purpose. 
The wonderful thing about the b- book is its physical limitation and the 
uniqueness of what happens within its walls. Those boundaries are an ar-
chitecture, and much of the book you’re reading has attempted to instill 
an obligation to professionalism, clarity, and shape. These three ideals 
of scholarly writing all have their place in the e-book, just as they do in 
the b- book, but sometimes the very form of the e-book can threaten the 
shapeliness intended within the author’s architecture.

Some professional obligations become particularly onerous in the 
digital environment.

If you have “print only” rights to photographs of drosophila, Claude 
Debussy, and downtown Durango, your publisher won’t be able to post 
the images on a Web site or include them in the e-edition of your Story 
of the Letter D. This problem—the  print- only permission in a publish-
ing environment clamoring for all rights in all formats—is a publisher’s 
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headache. In a world where anyone over the age of ten can download 
practically anything and repurpose it in novel ways regardless of copy-
right restrictions, few rights holders are eager to release, even for a fee, 
an electronic image.

The restrictions on photography in museums is a good example of 
the problem: in the 1950s, so the lore went, one couldn’t use a fl ash 
camera for fear that the little disposable bulb would pop out and damage 
the Monet. Rumors circulated that fl ashing could exhaust the painting’s 
colors, as if it were a fragile work on paper. But in our digital universe, 
the best explanation for the ban on museum photography is the institu-
tion’s desire to control images of its works. Phyllis’s fl ashless digital shot 
of the water lily in question can be on her Web site before she leaves 
the museum, and from there it can drift anywhere, leaving the museum 
without an image to codify, to control, and to sell. The Monet may be a 
key illustration for your book on vision and old age in Western culture, 
but however noble your intentions, don’t be surprised if you can’t secure 
permission “in all formats and for all editions.”

That phrase used to mean hardback, a subsequent paperback, and 
whatever  foreign- language editions might come about. It’s clear that 
the “all formats” question now trumps the “all editions” issue: what 
publishers most want beyond rights to print your work in your own 
language is the opportunity to release the work in electronic formats—
“repurposing,” some publishers call it. That ambition may well be in your 
best interest as an author, but don’t be surprised if it proves di∞cult to 
deliver to your publisher the permissions documents you once imagined 
would be easy to secure. Publishers and rights holders know—or think 
they know—that digital formats are gold mines. In actual practice, it’s 
still early days for electronic publishing, despite all the jabber in the 
media. But as long as the suspicion that money is being made looms over 
scholarly conversations about texts, images, and audiences, there will be 
no easy solution to the problem of electronic images.

What then can the scholarly author do to make refereed electronic 
publication work? Here are a few points that can keep you, the author, 
alert to possibility.

Understand how your manuscript will be published. If your • 
project doesn’t immediately have an electronic component, it’s 
almost inevitable that what you conceived in book form will be 
augmented or revived in digital form within a matter of years.
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If your contract o≠ers you an electronic edition as the primary • 
form of the work, fi nd out what that will mean. Will it be a  stand-
 alone, in an edited series, or bundled into a suite of electronic 
o≠erings?
Be even more scrupulous about what you turn in than you • 
might be were your manuscript going to be printed on acid- free 
paper and bound for the ages. Assume that a monograph being 
disseminated electronically may receive no proofreading other 
than a quick jog through Spell Check. Authors—especially digital 
authors—are responsible for their words. Don’t let the fl ux of the 
digital environment become an excuse for a sloppy manuscript.
If your project is being published digitally ask your publisher • 
to clarify options, and prices, for hard- copy versions of your 
work. Anticipate that the most  forward- looking university 
administration may still ask, perhaps quietly, for bound hard 
copy. Administrators remain fond of the ocular proof.
Know whether you will be allowed to update the document, and • 
if so when and how.
Create your own Web site and use it to support your electronic • 
project. Be careful not to compete with the manuscript you have 
entrusted to your publisher. Find ways instead to augment your 
e-book.
Remember you can even put a note in your printed book directing • 
the interested reader to your URL.

Perhaps the greatest challenge of electronic publishing, at least from 
an author’s perspective, is fi nally this: to imagine one’s work both as 
static and dynamic at the same time—set in fi nished form, just as if 
it had been a print copy, but also in some continuous state of devel-
opment. Like those Webcams positioned in Antarctica (best viewed in 
northern winter from most of the world) that show you an image and 
invite you to click a Refresh button for the most up- to- date (static) view, 
your electronic book is a picture of your subject that freezes your ideas 
even while those good thoughts continue to grow and change. Some 
publishing arrangements will give you an easy opportunity to refresh 
your text, but whether you are given that choice or not, the technology 
is always there to make updating and correction possible. In this sense, 
the electronic environment permits what we all do anyway—it allows 
you to keep thinking about the writing you’ve just completed.
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Every scholar’s writing life is a combination plate. 
There’s the writing and publishing bit (which is more or 
less static, once the print version of a work is out there) 
and the life bit (which is by defi nition dynamic). Elec-
tronic publishing is a tool for thinking, and like most tools 
this one can cut you if you handle it the wrong way. The 
danger in the soft- boundary universe is to perceive one’s 
work as unconstrained and constantly in a state of cheer-
fully creative fl ux so that you never have to impose order 
on your thoughts. If for better or worse a book is a frozen 
image of your thinking, the soft- boundary electronic text 
is the ice cube that has melted on the tablecloth.

The monograph is a way of disciplining and shaping 
ideas, presenting them in a form whose tradition situates 
the writer within the structure of the academic guild. 
Structures do that. If the scholarly monograph continues 
the work of the  eighteenth- century novel, asking that the 
ideal reader accompany the author from fi rst page to last, 
from another perspective, the monograph is performa-
tively an oration, a continuous, highly structured talking 
out of the author’s subject. These models of writing and 
speech, the novel and the oratio, each ask for the reader’s 
ongoing attention. Grab that attention, even if you’re writ-
ing for an electronic reader.

“So does that mean,” the young academic asks, “that 
I can get tenure on the basis of my Web site?” Maybe 
sometime in the future. But for now, the answer to that 
question is straightforward, and it isn’t philosophical or 
aesthetic, it’s professional: if the university wants a hard-
 copy document, then that is what the young scholar must 
produce. That question may elicit an answer no di≠erent 
or no clearer in 2010, 2015, and 2020. Once again, the 
point for a young scholar is not to confuse electronic pos-
sibility with institutional predictability: just because you 
can conceive of a multimedia extravaganza on James Gar-
fi eld doesn’t mean that the history department at State 
U. doesn’t want the book on Garfi eld instead. The young 
scholar who writes a scholarly book may go on after ten-
ure to write trade books as well as or instead of scholarly 
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works, but the beginning academic, however eager to ex-
plore hypertextuality, may fi nd it more judicious to pro-
duce traditionally shaped scholarly work—at least up to 
tenure. And even after tenure, there will always be reasons 
to let one’s ideas take shape in the form of the codex, even 
if it’s a codex of bits and bytes.

Isn’t it possible to conceive of a project as a digital na-
tive, as someone who has grown up in a digital environ-
ment and speaks the language of postprint culture? A 
great project can take many shapes, including the shape 
of no shape at all. But the work of publishing is bound by 
material limitations just as surely as the Aldine codex is 
bound by animal skin. The digital environment may look 
free and unbounded, but in an important sense it’s nei-
ther. A work of digital scholarship has costs of acquisition, 
scrutiny, and formatting, as well as the long- haul expense 
of upkeep. A digital project costs a publisher money, even 
if the author is willing to provide a nicely keyboarded 
Word document. As for being unbounded, that’s a larger 
philosophical question. But consider that what makes an 
argument convincing, or makes a narrative appealing, or 
makes it possible for us to receive any kind of scholarly 
communication at all, is the set of rules that govern the ar-
ticulation. An excellent though specialized scholarly work 
may well fi nd its best home in the aether, part of Central 
University Press’s e-list. But it’s likely that the editor who 
signed o≠ on the project, and the board that approved it, 
thought it worked because the invisible book had visible 
bones: a shape that held thoughts together and let them 
speak.

Imaginary Books with Real Ideas in Them

Marianne Moore’s  tongue- in- cheek defi nition of poetry—
imaginary gardens with real toads in them—nicely echoes 
the paradox of electronic publication. I don’t want to 
suggest here that the fl uidity of the Web is a problem in 
need of resolution. But it is important to acknowledge 
that these vigorously dynamic conditions of writing and 
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dissemination can inevitably color one’s understanding of writing as a 
linear articulation of thought. From a formal perspective, the book is 
vastly more conservative than the Web site, both in terms of the book’s 
unidirectionality and physical closure and in terms of how the writer’s 
mind works through it, grappling with analytic and narrative problems 
imposed by these physical conditions. If you’re writing for book publica-
tion you need to think in disciplined ways that may not be necessary in 
exactly the same way if you are writing for an electronic environment. 
Books want structure; Web sites rejoice in their technological ability to 
push against those structures.

Throughout this book I’ve been suggesting that the name for that 
environment is “narrative.” The scholarly book, replete with ideas and 
information, is a narrative environment. What does it mean to locate a 
fact or a single page of argumentation within a book- length electronic 
document? Maybe nothing more than a minor eureka moment. But it 
may also mean that the author’s wider range of ideas and references 
will escape the reader’s notice. Since their invention a century ago, the 
academic humanities and narrative social sciences have relied on this 
distinction. Books are ideas written out in lexical  space- time requiring 
a temporal investment by anyone who approaches them. In return, the 
reader is brought into the presence of the writer. It is, of course, true that 
this model of  through- reading is fundamentally novelistic. Ever since 
Clarissa Harlowe made a world out of a series of letters, the novel in 
English has insisted that one read for the plot, which is to say for the 
temporary recreation of an imaginative working mind within our own. 
We may resist the idea that the books we use as scholars are novelistic, 
but in insisting that they make narrative sense that’s exactly what we are 
doing. And in requiring that they make a contribution to the fi eld—that 
is, that they acknowledge a genre and within it o≠er some hard- earned 
“novelty”—we reinforce the connection between the history of the Eu-
ropean novel and the history of the scholarly monograph.

The digital environment o≠ers a giddy array of nontraditional for-
mats for scholarship. They are wonderful opportunities for the right 
kinds of projects. But I have argued here for the model of the codex, as 
a valuable heuristic and as way of building skills in the arts of writing 
and teaching. Even when the physical book takes back seat to its virtual 
cousin, it’s the residual form of the long- honored, long- abused, physical 
academic book—the ghost in the digital monograph—that haunts and 
shapes scholarly electronic texts.
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In any case, conceiving one’s scholarly research within the parameters 
of journal and book is still a more certain path to tenure than assuming 
technology will outrun and outfox the tenure machine. Think, then, 
of a scholarly manuscript destined for electronic publication much as 
you would a work destined for print. Consider the table of contents as 
a cogent guide to the material that follows it, the chapters as chapters, 
the narrative impulse as important on screen as it is on the page. Even 
if a reader is likely to encounter your project through a “Look Inside!” 
window or go shopping for proper nouns with a full- text search, write 
as if the book will be read. Imagine ideal readers. Write for them, with 
care and attention, for they are the best friends your book will have. Let 
your disseminated, disarticulated, disembodied e-text, wherever it may 
be downloaded or hotlinked, display the marks of your own, very real, 
writing hand. The toads will thank you, too.



What makes a book successful? Who decides how that success is mea-
sured? Is it word of mouth or a citation index? Amazon rankings or 
copies sold? If you’re an academic, success may fi rst mean professional 
advancement and security. Not surprisingly, however, even the author 
whose new book clinched tenure is an author who wants that book to 
be read, reviewed, sold, and kept in print for years.

Most academic editors have worked with all kinds of writers—direct, 
easy- to- read authors as well as intellectuals whose deeply complicated 
prose can stimulate and bewilder all on the same page. Amid this welter 
of prose styles, subjects, and approaches, what can be said about success-
ful academic writing? What correlation is there between writing style, or 
writing skill, and the number of copies that go out into the world? The 
following generalizations seem to lie behind much of what’s said about 
the publishing business, yet there’s another side to each.

1. Writing clearly will guarantee that your book will be a success. Clarity 
is a laudable goal. But even a clearly written manuscript may still fail to 
fi nd a market, or may have very little to say, though it says it in acces-
sible language.

2. All right then: writing obscurely will guarantee that your book will be 
a success. While writers hostile to theory, for example, may complain 
that books they consider poorly written are unreasonably represented 
in publishers’ catalogs, there is no guarantee that a densely argued, un-
fathomably obscure tome will win a readership. Though you will know 
some that have.

3. Books that make a signifi cant intellectual contribution will always be 
recognized. Perhaps in time, but not necessarily at publication. Every 
editor can point to handfuls of outstanding projects that failed to meet 
their readership and disappeared. Every scholar can point to a great book 
in his fi eld that remains underread and underappreciated. There are 
great books that never click, and only the unsmiling gods of publishing 
know why.

This Book — And the Next 14
: : : : : : : : : : : : : : : : : : : : : : : : : : : : : : : : : : : : : : : : : : : : : : :
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If not quality of thought and clarity of expression, what then, asks the 
exasperated author (and the author’s exasperated editor), does make a 
book successful? Here are some ingredients.

What the Author Brings

Reputation. The author herself, and the work for which she has previ-
ously been recognized, provide the springboard for a book. In academic 
terms, that visibility may be limited to only a few thousand readers, but 
success may also be measured in terms of a few thousand copies.

Clarity. An author who presents his ideas cogently, and in attractive 
prose, welcomes the reader. Books that aim for a real readership will be 
held to a higher, or simpler, standard and demand clearer writing. No 
jargon, or at least nothing that might be perceived as jargon by a general 
book reviewer. The author who writes clearly is the author who plays 
well with others.

At Least One Great Idea. It’s been said that a successful trade book is a 
book with one great idea in it, repeated over and over. Academic read-
ers are a subtler breed, tolerant of more complexity perhaps, but still in 
need of nourishment. One idea over and over may not quite do, but a 
book without at least that will have a tough row to hoe.

A Story to Tell. Anthologies and collections can only gesture toward a 
story, but the successful  single- author book will have the inner line that 
pulls the reader through from fi rst page to last. “Story” is meant loosely 
here—it might be a genuine narrative, but it should be possible even 
for a theoretical argument to unfold in a way that propels the reader. 
Whatever your subject, however scholarly, there is a sense of pleasure 
that should be part of the reader’s experience.

Timeliness. It’s a little bit of luck when your subject fi nds itself on the 
crest of a cultural wave. It’s a great stroke of luck when a toppled gov-
ernment makes your book the only authority on CNN’s late- breaking 
story. Timeliness can’t be planned, but datedness can be avoided.

Self- promotion. Nothing helps an academic book as e≠ectively as an 
author who promotes it. The author who “couldn’t possibly” take part 
in promoting her book frustrates her publisher’s e≠orts on her behalf. 
If you refuse to adopt your textbook in your own course, don’t tell your 
publisher. It’s that painful.
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What the Publisher Brings

Careful editing and good design. These are the invisible virtues. People 
probably don’t buy a book because they know it’s been well edited, but 
they will know it when they read it. It’s like fi nding no sand in the salad 
at a good restaurant. Good design, inside and out, draws the reader to 
the book, stages the author’s brilliant ideas, and makes the act of read-
ing a pleasure.

Energetic promotional e≠orts. Really big books get that way because the 
house is able to gamble precious promotional dollars on advance proof, 
tours, author signings, and ingenious publicity events. Getting the book 
out, however, isn’t enough if the book can’t make its own persuasive case 
to reviewers, booksellers, and fi nally to individual purchasers.

E≠ective Marketing. That is, whatever type of marketing might be 
best for the particular book: direct mail for professional books or course 
adoption material, ads for general interest books, some combination of 
the two for books that fall in the middle, conference displays for all.

To the question “What makes a book successful?” it seems the only 
prudent answer will be “All of the above” plus luck. Authors whose books 
succeed are rarely concerned with why it all worked. Publishers, on the 
other hand, want the same happy outcome again and again. Trade pub-
lishing is forever falling over itself, trying to replicate the author’s last 
success (hence all those books with chicken soup in the title) or to posi-
tion a new author as an exciting combination of, say, Stephen King and 
Frank McCourt. Academic publishers aren’t any less interested in having 
the author’s next book be a success, but academic books are driven by 
research interests. There isn’t much room to position an academic work 
in the same way.

Authors, and particularly  fi rst- time authors, often have unrealistic 
expectations about their work, particularly when it comes to media at-
tention. If you’ve written your book with a scholarly audience in mind, 
you can count on waiting months, sometimes more than a year, to see 
a review appear. On occasion, a scholarly book may continue to be re-
viewed as late as fi ve or six years after publication, by which point there 
is a chance the book may have already slipped out of print. On the other 
hand, if your book is on a topic that is in the news, or if it is otherwise 
capable of drawing the immediate attention of the media, your book may 
receive dozens of reviews in the fi rst month or so.

The worst case for an author isn’t that a book gets bad reviews, it’s 
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that nobody notices it at all. David Lodge, trenchant observer of homo 
academicus and member of that species, depicted every author’s worst 
nightmare—a book whose review copies never go out—in his hilarious 
Small World. On the page it’s high comedy. In life it isn’t quite as funny. 
Some books aren’t going to be widely reviewed, no matter how many 
review copies the publisher sends out, although I know of at least one 
widely taught work of literary theory that received few reviews, and yet 
has sold very well. Anthologies and collections are the banes of newspa-
per reviewers; these volumes are too complicated to be written about for 
a general reader and in an interesting way. Nothing destined primarily 
for the classroom will make it past a book reviewer’s fi rst cut. A collec-
tion of a single writer’s work will take backseat to an equally good book 
that’s written as a book. Only a fraction of what could be reviewed—what 
should be reviewed—ever garners the column inches.

Publishers are known to say that any review helps to sell books, since 
it puts the title and the author into the reader’s mind. To some extent 
this is just the way publishers cheer themselves up after a rotten review, 
but there’s some truth in it. Unless a bad review says that you should be 
locked away and kept from writing paper, every bad review can have a 
useful function. One proof of this is the publisher’s trick of culling from 
a printed review the one sentence, the one phrase, even the single word 
that casts the book in a good light. That tiny snippet is then promoted 
with all the energy the publisher can muster. Tangerines at Twilight, says 
the paper of record, isn’t very good; the  fi rst- time author has stumbled 
upon an unusual and unhelpful approach to social history, and the book 
is startling for its poor research into the labor conditions of citrus fruit 
growers. Yet the next morning this book is reborn as an unusual, star-
tling book. (“Tangerines at Twilight is . . . unusual . . . startling.”) Respon-
sible publishers won’t be this duplicitous, unless of course it’s absolutely 
necessary.

Most academic books do receive attention from their respective schol-
arly journals, of course. But this takes time. In fact, your second book 
may be published before the reviews are all in for your fi rst.

Authors, and not only  fi rst- time authors, are known to contact their 
editors asking how the book is doing. It’s a reasonable question. But 
the sales numbers don’t tell everything about a book’s success, espe-
cially in the fi rst months after publication. Books may be “gone” from 
the publisher’s warehouse, but still unsold in stores and in distributors’ 
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warehouses. A book that sells out its fi rst printing in less 
than a year will probably be described as a success by its 
editor, and its author will justifi ably be delighted with the 
news. If that book was fi nally sent to the printer wildly 
over length and saddled with other unforeseen expenses, 
however, it may be that the project won’t earn back its 
costs even if its second printing sells out. Nothing points 
up the di≠ering interests within a publishing house quite 
like the question of “how the book did.” To the publicity 
director, a success is a book that garnered national reviews 
and  prime- time television coverage. To the sales director, 
it might be the number of copies placed in the chains. To 
an editor, success may mean not only reviews but also the 
kudos the title brings to his developing list, the awards 
the book may win, and even his own pleasure in commu-
nicating with this author. The number of copies sold, the 
revenues the book produces, the gross profi t, the bottom 
line, these are the accounting department’s standards for 
judging a book’s success. An editor knows the quantitative 
ground rules, but shares the author’s delight in the qualita-
tive triumphs as well.

The Morning After

Between the book you’ve just published and the project to 
follow there’s work for you to do. If you’re well organized 
by nature, skip to the next page. The rest of us might need 
to be reminded that a book’s archive is best curated by 
its author. Publishers have hundreds, even thousands, of 
titles to look after, which means that some years after a 
book has fi rst appeared some records may go missing, or 
space consideration may result in your book’s ample fi le 
being put on a crash diet. Do you want to depend on your 
publisher having the only copies of your reviews a decade 
after publication?

Plan ahead. Keep a fi le on the book you’ve just pub-
lished, and put into it everything that’s important to the 
project:

Your publisher also 

has a  worst- case 

scenario, or maybe 

several of them. An 

academic publisher 

who gets good reviews 

and wins prizes for a 

book that doesn’t ul-

timately sell will take 

comfort in the praise 

of the academy and 

the luster it lends the 

press. That might not 

be enough to get you 

an advance contract 

on your next, even 

narrower, project, but 

it’s hardly the worst 

outcome. Worse by far 

is the discovery that 

the book is plagiarized 

or contains actionable 

allegations, in which 

case the books must 

be recalled and de-

stroyed. Of course, you 

will take every care 

at your end that this 

doesn’t happen.
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Save a copy of your contract.•  It remains a valuable tool, even when 
your book may no longer be in print.
Save your reader’s reports.•  Each is a book review unencumbered by 
a need to speak to a general audience, as a published review often 
must do. Nuggets about your work may be buried in a report, 
and you might fi nd something that provides an idea for your next 
project.
Save all your reviews.•  Electronic fi les are fi ne if you can get them. 
More likely you’ll receive reviews by mail. Keep photocopies, as 
newspaper clippings crack. Date everything. A decade from now 
your publisher might not be able to fi nd that quotable review 
in the Frankfurter Allgemeine, or the rave from a distinguished 
scholar in a now- defunct online journal.
Keep a fi le of any information you receive from your publisher about • 
foreign editions of your book. It may not sound like much now, but 
when you publish the second book, your publisher, whether new 
to you or not, will be interested to hear which  Spanish- language 
house took your fi rst project, and which Korean publisher may 
have your work in press. The publishing industry has long ceased 
to be a safe haven for careers that would last for decades. Sta≠ 
change. Files are pruned. There’s no guarantee that the person 
who sold the Japanese rights in your fi rst book will be on the 
payroll when your second book comes out, or that anyone will 
know that your book was sold into another language at all. 
Consider adding to your full CV information on any translations 
of your book.

The Next Book

Does every writer eventually know what he did wrong the fi rst time out? 
Maybe. One of the mysteries of writing is that some weaknesses aren’t 
clear until the book is published and read by others. From writing style 
and structure to argumentation and length, a published book can have 
some feature that its author recognizes as not quite what he had hoped 
for. The next book is always an opportunity to write a book better than 
your last.

It’s a shame that for many scholars, getting the fi rst book out is so 
much about professional security there’s little time to think about enjoy-
ing what publication brings. It shouldn’t be so. If you’re an academic, 
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publishing is a way of being heard outside your department. It’s a means 
of giving permanent shape to your research, your discoveries, your con-
cerns—even the hunches and suspicions that mark your engagement 
with the world. Serious nonfi ction permits writers to share refl ections 
with our not very refl ective society. One could mount the argument that 
academics have a social obligation to publish—not because many have 
jobs that taxpayers support, but because the scholar’s pledge to the ad-
vancement of learning must be to a public advancement. And publishing, 
down to its etymological roots, is about making ideas public.

Thinking about a next book yet? If you’re a young academic, you 
needn’t be reminded of your institution’s gentle interest in your next 
project. Most scholars have more than one topic up their gown’s sleeve, 
and sometimes they work on two or even three projects at the same time. 
If you’ve edited a book as your fi rst published work, your  single- author 
project will in many ways be a di≠erent adventure. What will remain 
the same, though, is the structure of the  author- publisher relationship, 
something that you will have learned about by doing.

For many scholars, the next book is the fi rst publication after the 
much- revised dissertation manuscript. The next book may be the proj-
ect that has been dear to the author’s heart since graduate school. Next 
might be an edited collection that grows out of the fi rst book. It may 
even be something for a general readership, and not an academic book 
at all. You might have an idea worth trying out with an agent in the 
hopes of securing a larger house and an advance for book 2. Nothing says 
that a professor of history can’t write a fi eld guide to a national park or 
a refl ection on American fi lm. Or perhaps nothing more than another 
outstanding academic work of history. Whatever it is, the routes and 
hurdles to publication will be the same.

Envoi

A book for writers is only as useful as the advice it o≠ers. You can use 
this book the way you might use a car repair manual, fl ipping through 
to fi nd out what to do about the rear defrost. If you’ve read it through, 
however, you will now have more tools at hand. And if you began read-
ing this book before you began writing your own, you may be in the best 
position of all to avoid the traps ahead.

Books are often written in a kind of fl ashback: the opening pages you 
read are the ones the author fi nished last. I rewrote the fi rst part of this 
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manuscript just before I sent it o≠ to my publisher. The closing pages 
of my book, however, put you at the start of your own project. Whether 
you begin your fi rst book, or your fourth, getting your book published 
will take you through the same procedure. This book ends here. Now 
begin yours.

Five Books to Keep at Your Elbow While You Write

1. A good dictionary.
2. A good manual of style. I prefer The Chicago Manual of Style, but 

each professional group has its own amanuensis of choice (the 
MLA style sheet, the APA style sheet). Strunk and White may be 
saints, but unless you’re Beckett, Dickinson, or Hemingway you 
might need something more detailed as you work.

3. A great book in your fi eld. It will serve you as inspiration or 
be the Oedipal father you need to knock o≠. Unless you have a 
 bullet- proof ego, you won’t be productive faced with the entirety 
of outstanding scholarship in your discipline. One god at a time 
on the shelf. Rotate as their spiritual power wanes.

4. A damn good piece of contemporary writing. Academic writers 
are intellectuals fi rst and writers second. Put something 
contemporary, beautifully written, and not necessarily academic 
next to your dictionary. When you feel your own sentences 
clotting up, stop. Reading a page of something you admire—
aloud—may do wonders.

5. This book. When you no longer need it, get rid of it. Keep the 
others.



Put down the pen, turn o≠ the computer. Writing a book is only the 
fi rst part of becoming an academic author. In a climate where academic 
publishers fi nd themselves increasingly squeezed fi nancially, today more 
than ever you have to become not only an author but your publisher’s 
partner.

It’s easy to imagine what that might mean while the book is still cook-
ing. But the real work of promotion begins when the book is done. This 
isn’t the moment to be tired of your subject—you’re the only one to 
whom your book is old news. Here are a few things authors can do. Some 
require plane fl ights and hotel stays; others you can do from home.

Talk to your publisher’s publicity department. Get its take on your 
book’s potential. If it’s a trade book, can you get a breakfast appearance 
or an autograph session at BookExpo, the massive booksellers’ jamboree? 
Can you get on Fresh Air? A local cable outlet? Network TV? For most 
academic authors, those aren’t likely prospects, but it’s always worth 
asking politely. If you’re not big media fodder, there are plenty of other 
ways you can take part in your book’s career. Be sure you’ve fi lled out the 
author’s questionnaire that the publisher sent you to guide its promotion 
e≠orts. Fill it out completely. Your strongest e≠ort here will help your 
publisher sell your book in all its potential markets—and it will also 
begin to point up the ways you can be involved in its promotion.

Make the Internet work for you. If you’re a blogger, you already have 
a platform. If not, maybe you’ve been a lurker on an e- mail discussion 
group. Now is the moment to step into the cyberspotlight and say some-
thing about your exciting new project. Don’t be afraid to e- mail friends 
and acquaintances. Spam fi lters and institutional protocols may set lim-
its on what you can and may do, but an e- blast is a good way for you, or 
you and your publisher, to reach carefully selected lists.

If you have a Web site, use it as a way to reward the curious. O≠er 
more information (for example, visuals) about your project than what 
is in the book. Make the URL part of your e- mail signature. If you don’t 

Afterword: Promoting Your Work
: : : : : : : : : : : : : : : : : : : : : : : : : : : : : : : : : : : : : : : : : : : : : : :
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want to mix holiday snaps with your professional writing life, consider 
creating a separate Web site dedicated to your subject.

Watch Amazon. Be sure your publisher has put the cover of your 
book up with the correct copy, advance blurbs, and good reviews as they 
come in. Go out and dramatize. Most authors lecture on their subject. 
Plan on speaking about your book, and plan on reading some of it aloud 
when you do. Keep a public reading copy, and keep it safe. Mark up pas-
sages that take no more than ten minutes to read. Don’t just settle on 
the three pages you like best. Edit them down for maximum speakerly 
e≠ectiveness. That means taking out clauses or descriptive words that 
don’t work as well out loud as they do on the page. Dickens took a heavy 
pencil to his own novels to produce gripping renditions of stories his 
audiences already knew. Your study of oil spills in Antarctica might not 
read like Sykes’s murder of Nancy, but then again, with a bit of editing, 
it could.

It’s no accident that some scholars wind up speaking about their 
recent books at academic conventions. Plan ahead. Arrange to be on 
programs related to your current work. Propose a special session on 
Antarcticana.

Have things to say, or at least one important thing to say (in the end, 
one thing may be better anyway). Some authors work with media con-
sultants who coach them not to fi dget and explain that they need to fl oss 
before going on camera. A friend of mine calls them “people trainers.” 
If you’re invited to appear on camera—anywhere—you might consider 
getting  people- trained, too.

Having spent our entire lives in and around academe, and much of 
it in front of students, many of us fi nd it sobering to learn that our 
presentational skills can do with some sharpening. Watch a successful 
academic speak with a television interviewer. Take notes on what works 
and what doesn’t. You’ll discover that most successful interviewees have 
something they want to say. Take a leaf from the politician’s handbook: 
Know what your message is before they clip the lapel mike on. Then 
stay on message.

Hand out fl iers. Your publisher will be happy to e- mail you a PDF fi le 
of a fl ier for your book. You can print up a stack of fl iers and distribute 
them in connection with your conference talk. If you’re uncomfortable 
being seen passing out advertising for your own book, leave a stack of 
fl iers at a conspicuous spot in the conference hotel’s corridor. At many 
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conventions there will be a natural space for placing promotional materi-
als, calls for papers, and other academic curiosa.

Be seen. In the year around publication—roughly two months before 
your pub date and ten months following—you should be out and vis-
ible. Get invited to give a talk or be a respondent. If your travel plans 
will bring you near a university or college, ask if there might be an op-
portunity to speak on the subject of your new book. Don’t be the fi rst to 
mention money.

Don’t get fl ustered, get coherent. If your project is controversial, ex-
pect your audiences to include people with views opposed, sometimes 
strongly, to yours. Unless you really enjoy yelling in public, plan to make 
calm, clear statements about what you are arguing—or about what you 
believe. Spend time with your publicity department working through 
answers to di∞cult questions. If you have a project that is complex rather 
than controversial, work on simplifying your message so that nonspecial-
ists will understand and other specialists might fi nd it refreshing. Don’t 
think of these refi nements as feeding o≠ that undernourished media 
creation, the  sound- bite. Think of them as ear protein.

If you’ve had a less than ideal experience with a publisher, avoid 
the opportunity to grouse when speaking in public. Your audience will 
sooner remember a dissatisfi ed, grumbling academic than his argument 
about adjudicating responsibility for pollution in international waters. 
Right now your job is to support your book, which means supporting 
this particular publisher even as you might be looking for a new house 
for the next project.

Inscribe, dedicate, thank. People like to meet authors and have them 
ink the title page. Always be happy to sign extra copies for a bookseller. 
Signed copies are not returnable to the publisher (returns being among 
a publisher’s least happy realities). Be gracious to your own institution’s 
 public- a≠airs sta≠, to the student group that invites you for a lunchtime 
chat, even to the incorrigible interviewer who hasn’t read your book.

Consider trading your labor for books. Perhaps you’re invited to speak 
somewhere and o≠ered a small honorarium; a little money is nice, but 
after taxes it’s really not that much. Some authors ask that the host in-
stitution purchase books instead. That maneuver is particularly useful 
when you’re speaking to an audience already interested in your subject. 
The Armchair Explorers Club of New Heidelberg, Ohio, has invited you 
to talk about pollution and Antarctic development, and can o≠er you 
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$500, plus expenses. See if your publisher will make a bulk sale to the 
Explorers and turn your speaking fee into twenty or thirty copies of 
Penguins with Dirty Faces, which the group might give away to the fi rst 
people who come to your talk.

Be realistic about sales potential. Nothing makes an author and the 
author’s publisher unhappy more easily than big dreams for a small 
mon o graph. If you’ve written a small monograph, be proud of it; small 
mon o graphs are where most of academe gets its thinking done. The 
next book can be bigger.

Stay in touch. Keep a rolling diary of speaking engagements, media 
events, and conference appearances. Bond with your publisher’s public-
ity department, and keep your publicist abreast of your planned activi-
ties. Remember that the press needs lead time to contact your host and 
inquire about getting books or fl iers to the right place. Provide your pub-
lisher with the important information about your talks: when, where, ti-
tle, and e- mail and phone contact for the person who has invited you.

Keep talking. Your book shouldn’t be the last thing you have to say—
or write—on your topic. Every author gathers more information about 
a topic than can, or should, wind up between covers. When you speak, 
have your book’s most important points down cold. Then have at least 
one other goodie for your audience, something that’s not in the book.

Seek out opportunities to write about your work. An opinion piece 
on the dangers posed by penguins to tour operators is an opportunity 
to run a byline identifying you as the author of an important new study. 
Find ways to spread the news about your book, as well as its message, 
to a larger audience than you or your publisher might have imagined as 
its primary readership.

Look to your institution’s  public- programs division. Give a talk to a 
 continuing- ed class or o≠er a public lecture. Speak to the editor of your 
institution’s alumni magazine and suggest that you write a piece for 
alums about your subject. Since most scholars have been nurtured by 
several natural and surrogate institutions, including undergraduate and 
graduate schools as well as your current place of employment, contact 
the alumni magazine at each of them.

Sometimes you have an opportunity to publish an excerpt from your 
work either before the book is published or after (that’s the fi rst se-
rial / second serial business discussed in chapter 8), but it’s more likely 
you will be asked to provide something similar, but not identical, to 
what you have already written. Take a deep breath and do it. People 
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rarely want to read in an article what they can simply read in your book. 
You’ve got to reinvigorate yourself, keeping your eye on broader audi-
ences. Articulate the same thoughts in a di≠erent dialect. Talking to be 
understood is not merely an opportunity: at an important level, it’s a 
scholar’s obligation.

Open up. Every academic author—without exception—should be 
able to talk about his or her work to an audience of nonspecialists. They 
might be academic nonspecialists, or they might be ordinary readers, 
those people whose hard- earned money makes publishing possible at 
all. No man is an ice fl oe: when you speak to people who aren’t other 
academics exactly like yourself, you’re not simply promoting a book or 
getting the word out, you’re giving back.





There are many, many books on writing and publishing. Few are crucial. Here 
are some recommendations.

Bielstein, Susan. Permissions, A Survival Guide: Blunt Talk about Art as Intel-
lectual Property. Chicago: University of Chicago Press, 2002.

The Chicago Manual of Style: The Essential Guide for Writers, Editors, and Publish-
ers. 15th ed. Chicago: University of Chicago Press, 2003. The gold standard.

Directory of the Association of American University Presses. New York: AAUP, 
2008. Distributed by the University of Chicago Press. The single most im-
portant tool for a writer who wants to be published by a university press. 
The directory includes selected other not- for- profi t publishers.

Germano, William. From Dissertation to Book. Chicago: University of Chicago 
Press, 2005.

Kachergis, Joyce, and William Kaufmann. One Book / Five Ways: The Publishing 
Procedures of Five University Presses. Chicago: University of Chicago Press, 
1994. Paperback reprint edition. An old standby.

Luey, Beth. Handbook for Academic Authors, 4th ed. Cambridge: Cambridge 
University Press, 2002.

Monmonier, Mark. Mapping It Out: Expository Cartography for the Humanities 
and Social Sciences. Chicago: University of Chicago Press, 1993. See partic-
ularly pp. 138–46, which cover copyright issues pertaining to cartographic 
material.

Mulvany, Nancy C. Indexing Books. 2nd ed. Chicago: University of Chicago 
Press, 2005.

Stainton, Elsie Myers. The Fine Art of Copyediting. 2nd ed. New York: Colum-
bia University Press, 2002. A book that will help you understand what a 
copy editor is trying to do with—rather than to—your manuscript.

Strong, William S. The Copyright Book: A Practical Guide. 5th ed. Cambridge: 
MIT Press, 1999. A standard overview of copyright, useful for professional 
and lay readers.

Thompson, Kristin. “Report of the Ad Hoc Committee of the Society for 
 Cinema Studies, ‘Fair Usage Publication of Film Stills.’” Cinema Journal 
32.2 (Winter 1993): 3–20. See also: http://www.cmstudies.org/documents/
SCMSBestPracticesforFairUseinTeaching-Final.pdf.
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and book length, 105–7; and 
choice of title, 36–37; and readers’ 

reports, 79–81, 87–88. See also 
acquisitions editor;  author- editor 
relationship; copy editor; develop-
mental editor; managing editor; 
volume editor

editorial correspondence: letter of 
inquiry, 57–69; “response to evalu-
ation” letter, 89–92; and simulta-
neous inquiry, 55–56

editorial meetings, at academic con-
ferences, 49–50

editor’s alteration, 172–73
electronic fi les: delivery of, 108; prep-

aration of, 157–58
electronic product, 5, 22, 99, 111, 

113–14, 179–94
electronic publishing, 9–10, 187–92
electronic storage and retrieval, 114
e- mail, 57, 69, 74. See also contact 

information
encyclopedias, 9
endnotes. See notes
epigraph, 148
errors, noted by outside readers, 88. 

See also fact- checking; grammar; 
spelling

fact- checking, 13
faculty boards, for scholarly publish-

ers, 21, 80–81, 85
fair use, 140–42, 146, 150–52
fall season, 17
FAQs, for prospective authors, 48
festschrift, 118
fi fty- page rule, 35–36
fi gure callouts, in manuscript, 161
fi lms, permissions for, 150–52
fi lm stills, 150
fi nal manuscript, outside readers 

for, 85
Fingerspitzengefühl, 71–72
fi rst copy of book, 177–78
follow- up, for book proposal, 69
footnotes. See notes
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foreign- language rights, 23, 99–100, 
200. See also subsidiary rights

foreign- language text, 149
foreword, 159–60
four color, 153
frame enlargement, 150
frontlist, 25–27
front matter, 159–60

galleys, 171–72
gatekeeping, 27–28, 72–74. See also 

readers’ reports
Google Book Search, 183
graduated royalties, 110
grammar, 32, 68

half- title page, 159
halftone, 144
hit- and- run notifi cation, 103–4
Hollywood studios, permissions 

departments, 151
honorarium: for contribution to col-

lection, 130–31, 134; for outside 
reader, 83

“house,” 6
hyphenation, in manuscript printout, 

156

illustrations, 62, 107–8, 144, 153; 
for book cover, 152–54; delivery, 
160–62; permissions, 142–44; 
selection, 32, 144–48

index preparation, 159, 163, 173–74
indexer, professional, 173
indexes, multiple, 173–74
in print. See backlist
Inside Higher Ed, 5
International Literary Market Place 

(ILMP), 46
Internet, 147–48, 183, 203–4. See also 

digital environment; electronic 
publishing; search capability; Web 
site, publisher’s

introduction, 160
invasion of privacy, 139

jacket, of book, 152–54, 174–77
jargon, 32, 67
JSTOR, 179

Knopf, division of Random 
House, 24

labeling, of illustrations, 161–62
length: of contributions to collection, 

126–27; of letter of inquiry, 62; 
of manuscript, 31–32, 104–7; of 
project description, 67; of readers’ 
reports, 82; of title, 37

letterhead, use of, 64
letter of inquiry, 57–69
letters, unpublished, 140
libraries, as book purchasers, 9
licensing, for UK or worldwide pub-

lication, 23. See also subsidiary 
rights

line drawing, 144
line editor, 12–13
list, 52–53. See also backlist; frontlist
list management, editor and, 76–77
list price of book, 101–2
literary agent, 99–101
Literary Market Place (LMP), 46
Lodge, David, 198

managing editor, 13
manuscript: of anthology, 138; “com-

plete,” 158–63; delivery of, 155–65; 
fi nal, 85; multiple versions, 159; 
unsolicited, 64. See also electronic 
fi les

manuscript development, 14
manuscript editor, 12–13
maps, permissions for, 149
marketing / promotion, 14–20, 22, 24, 

51–53, 67, 88, 174–77, 197; author’s 
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role, 203–7. See also advertising; 
publicity; sales

market research, 20–21
media consultant, 204
memory stick, 158
mentor, and choice of publisher, 44
Miles, Jack, 3
monograph, 8–9, 174, 185, 191, 193
monograph culture, 181
monographs, bundling, 186
movies, 150–52
multiple inquiry. See simultaneous 

inquiry
multiple submission. See simulta-

neous submission
multiple versions of manuscript, 159
Museum of Modern Art Film Stills 

Archive, 150
museums, 8; photography in, 189; re 

questing artwork from, 143–44, 147

name recognition, 40, 104, 124–25
narrative, 196
narrative environment, 192–94
negotiations, between publisher and 

author, 21
NetLibrary, 114
net royalty, 101–2, 110–11
new work, in collection, 124
New York Times, 5
New York Times Book Review, 15
Nietzsche, Friedrich, 10
“no crop, no bleed, no typeover,” 152
nonroman alphabets, 149
notes, 33, 156, 162, 170
not- for- profi t publisher, 8, 46. See also 

scholarly publisher
novel, and monograph, 193
numbering: of illustrations, 161–62; 

of manuscript pages, 157, 159–60

online booksellers, 183
online publishing, 5

on- screen editing, 170–71
openings, as focus in writing, 30–31
option clause, 115–16
original art, 161
originality, and book proposal, 68
outline, use of, 67
out- of- print notifi cation, 112–14
out- of- print status, 100–101
outside readers, 20, 56, 72, 78–93; 

and recommendations for 
cuts, 106, 127. See also readers’ 
reports

overfamiliarity, risk of, 64
overseas printing, 146
Oxford English Dictionary, 184–85
Oxford History of the United 

States, 52
Oxford University Press, 11, 52

packagers, 9
page proofs, 171–73; revised, 173
paper quality, 110
paragraphing, of manuscript, 156
pass- through clause, 112
PDF fi les, 185
Perkins, Maxwell, 70
permanence, of published work, 24
permissions, 108–9, 139–54; for 

anthology, 134–36; artwork, 142–
44, 147–48; charts and diagrams, 
149; for collection, 127–31; com-
pleteness, 161; fair use, 140–42, 
146, 150–52; fi lms, 150–52; “in all 
formats and for all editions,” 189; 
and manuscript delivery, 163–64; 
maps, 149; missing / unobtain-
able, 163–64; poetry, 142, 148–49; 
 print- only, 188–89; requesting, 
142–43; song lyrics, 149; televi-
sion, 151–52

personal communications, 139
photocopying, 23. See also subsidiary 

rights
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photocopy pack, for classroom use, 
132–33

piracy, 98
plagiarism, 199
platform neutral, 180
poetry, permissions for, 142, 148–49
Postmodern Culture, 5
preface, 159–60
press releases, 15
prestige, academic, 25
pricing, 22, 101–2, 107
printer’s error, 172
printing, 177
printing date, 168–69
print- on- demand, 114
printout, of manuscript, 32, 155–57
print publication, as dominant form 

of scholarly communication, 10
print quality, 68
production process, 20–22, 24, 

167–69
professional guides, and choice of 

publisher, 46–47
profi tability, and trade publishing, 7
project description, for book proposal, 

59, 61, 66–67
Project Muse, 179
promotion. See marketing / promotion; 

tenure and promotion
proof, 171–73
proofreading, 109, 138, 171–73; cold, 

172
proposal, author’s, 57–69, 122–23
ProQuest, 185
provisional contract, 96
publication date, 168–69
publicity, 15
publicity department, publisher’s, 

205–6
publisher: and author’s initial contact, 

57–69; and book series, 51–53; and 
collection, 123; and contract, 109–
14; as copyright holder, 99–100; 
and electronic publishing, 179–82; 

and review process, 78–93; and 
selection process, 24–27; and 
simultaneous submission, 55–56; 
and success of book, 197–99. See 
also  author- publisher relationship; 
editor; scholarly publisher; trade 
publisher; university press

publisher’s records, author access to, 
112

publishing industry, 5–6, 15, 19–20, 
28; categories, 6–12; changes in, 
46–47; and digital environment, 
6, 9, 15, 23–24, 179–94; size of 
house, 53–55. See also electronic 
publishing

publishing rights, 98–101
puffs, 176–77
punctuation, in title, 39
purpose of writing, 1, 8, 207. See also 

repurposing

quality control, 27–28, 125–26. See 
also gatekeeping

questions, for outside readers, 82, 
87–88

quotation, 140–42; in book review, 
141; as book title, 38; dissertation, 
140; poetry, 142, 148–49; prose, 
141–42; song lyrics, 142, 149; 
unpublished letters, 140. See also 
fair use

reader: “general educated,” 3; ideal, 
194

readership: core buying, 2–3; defi n-
able, 2; freebie, 2; supplementary, 
2–3;  wishful- thinking, 3

readers’ reports, 20, 78–93, 200; 
negative, 91–92

reading aloud, 39, 182–84, 204
README fi le, 158
recall, of book, 199
redlining, 170–71
redundancy, 169
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reference publishing, 9–10
reference works, 9; in digital format, 

9–10, 184–85
rejection, following negative reader’s 

report, 92–93
release, for collection, 127–30
remainders, 112
renegotiating terms of contract, 106
repetition, 169
reprint, 23, 100, 113, 129–30. See also 

subsidiary rights
repurposing, 189
reputation. See name recognition
research, and choice of publisher, 45
“response to evaluation” letter, 89–92
resubmission, of revised manu-

script, 92
returns, 110
reversion of rights, 100–101, 113
review copies, 15, 19, 110, 178, 198
“review of the literature,” 33
revision: of dissertation, 33–34; of 

manuscript, 115
revision cycle, in textbook publish-

ing, 8
revisions clause, 115
rewriting, 35–36, 109
rights. See copyright; publishing 

rights; subsidiary rights
Routledge, 52
royalties, 101–2, 110–11, 131
royalties advance, 97–98, 106–7, 131, 

135–36
royalty payments, 22, 50

safety- net reading, 85–86
sales, 14, 48, 198–99, 205–6
sales accounting, 111–12
sales discount, 101–2
sales fi gures, for monographs, 9
sales potential, 25–27, 206. See also 

backlist
sales strategy, 22. See also 

marketing / promotion

Salinger, J. D., 140
SASE, sent with book proposal, 69
schedule, 13, 17, 167–69
scholarly journals, 179–80
scholarly publisher, 8–9, 16, 26–27, 

48–50. See also university press
search capability, 37, 40, 182–84
seasonal catalog, 175–76
seasons, in publishing, 17, 175
Segal, Erich, 34
selection process: for acceptance of 

manuscript, 20–21, 24–27, 73–74; 
for choice of publisher, 42–56; for 
outside readers, 83–86

self- promotion, author’s, 196
self- publishing, 5, 10
series, 47, 50–53, 79;  editor- driven, 

53;  subject- driven, 52–53
series editor, 50–51, 79
simultaneous editions, 174
simultaneous inquiry, 55
simultaneous submission, 55–56, 65
Slate, 5
slush pile, 60
Society for Cinema and Media Stud-

ies, 150
software, specialized, 158
song lyrics, permissions for, 142, 149
speaking engagements, 18, 203–7
spelling, 32, 68
sponsoring editor, 12
spring season, 17
stepped royalties, 110
Stevens, Wallace, 64
story line, 196
subsidiary rights, 22–23, 99–100, 102, 

111, 113–14, 147–48
success, of book, 195–200
summary, in book proposal, 66–67

table of contents, 159
telephone, for initial inquiry, 57
television, permissions for, 151–52
tenure and promotion, 180–81, 191
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testimonials, 64–65
textbook publishing, 7–8
textbooks, 7, 132–33
thesis- plus- four- applications format, 

for dissertation, 33–34
Thinking Gender series (Rout-

ledge), 52
timeliness, 196
timing: of book project, 103; of book 

proposal, 61–62, 65; of readers’ 
reports, 79

title of book, 36–41
title page, 159
“track changes,” 170–71
trade books, 7, 34–35
trade catalog, 17, 175–76
trade publisher, 7, 26–27
trade secrets, 139
“trade voice,” fi nding, 35
transfer of rights, 98–100
translation rights, 99–100. See also 

 foreign- language rights; subsidiary 
rights

two- sided copying, 155
typesetting, 149, 171
typographical errors, 172–73
typography: special elements, 149

uniqueness, of book, 27, 73
United Kingdom, 23
United States Geological Survey, 149

United States Government Printing 
Offi ce, 142

university press, 8–9, 11, 45, 54; and 
faculty board, 21, 80–81, 85; and 
gatekeeping, 27–28; and govern-
ing body, 80; and readers’ reports, 
78–93; and series, 50–53

unsold copies, destruction of, 112
updating, of electronic product, 186

validation, as benefi t of publication, 
10, 23

value added, 28
via electronica, 179–94
volume editor, 117–20, 160, 170; for 

anthology, 132–38; for collection, 
120–32

W. W. Norton, 132
warehousing, 22
warranty, 109, 128
Web site, author’s, 203–4; publisher’s, 

46–48
word count, 104–7, 136
word of mouth, and choice of pub-

lisher, 45
word processing, 31, 155–57, 170–71
writers’ aids, 202
writing skills, 29–33, 195–96; for let-

ter of inquiry, 60–65. See also aca-
demic writing; copyediting
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