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“
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this chapter 
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a legal writing 

professor, 

it made me 

consider dropping 

my textbook 

and assigning 

this guide 

instead . . . 
”
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Dreyer’s English is a surprisingly entertaining 
read for a book about grammar. I thought 
about ending my review there—as it fully 
summarizes my thoughts on the book. And, I 
think that Dreyer would approve of the concise 
summary.2 While there are many books that 
claim authority on all things related to writing 
style and clarity, few are presented with Dreyer’s 
level of humor and wit. Dreyer’s English manages 
to be a helpful resource and enjoyable to read. 

Benjamin Dreyer is a copy editor. Specifically, he’s 
the vice president, executive managing editor, and 
copy chief of Random House. He has been working 
in the editing business for nearly thirty years. In 
his capacity as a copy editor, he has learned and 
unlearned many rules of style. This guide presents 
his current3 thoughts on writing clarity and style. 
Dreyer clearly articulates that many of the views 
are his personal peeves or crotchets,4 but even 
when they are his personal views, he confirms 
the acceptability of the practice based on the 
work he’s done. As a result, this guide exudes an 
air of expert authority with a personal touch. 

1 Benjamin Dreyer, Dreyer’s English: An Utterly Correct Guide to 
Clarity and Style (Random House 2019).

2 Though, I am not as certain about his approval of my starting this sentence 
with And. To be sure, he wouldn’t overrule it outright, but he’d question 
it necessity. He might also question my nominalization of read in the first 
sentence. See id. at 9, 150.

3 It is clear in reading the book that Dreyer believes that writing style does 
and should change over time. 

4 His characterization, not mine. Id. at 147–65.

The guide begins with a chapter on tidying up 
your prose.5 As a legal writer, this chapter served 
as an affirmation; as a legal writing professor, it 
made me consider dropping my textbook and 
assigning this guide instead, due to its concise and 
clear articulation of suggestions for common issues 
of writing style.6 The guide moves quickly into a 
chapter about rules and “nonrules.” This chapter 
will likely offer members of our field fodder for 
debate. Dreyer pushes back on nonrules like never 
splitting an infinitive, never ending a sentence 
with a preposition, never using contractions in 
formal writing, and always dropping the “or not” 
after “whether.” The third chapter on sixty-seven 
things related to punctuation is the only one that 
dragged a bit—Dreyer makes punctuation as 
interesting as it can be, but there’s only so much 
that can be done to spice up that subject matter. 
The remainder of the book entertainingly glides 
through numbers, foreign-language words, grammar, 
fiction writing, misspelled words, pet peeves, 
easily confused words, proper nouns, redundant 
phrasing, and a handful of miscellaneous issues.

There are many things to like about this guide. First 
is its ability to provide comprehensive coverage 
while maintaining a relatively slim presentation. 
Dreyer suggests that this guide should be used as 
a resource that the writer or editor could easily 
grab for reference, but that it should coexist 
with other more comprehensive resources, 
which he helpfully suggests at appropriate points 

5 A contemporary nod to the Marie Kondo craze. See Marie Kondo, The 
Life-Changing Magic of Tidying Up: The Japanese Art of Decluttering 
and Organizing (Ten Speed Press 2014). 

6 Or at least assigning it as a recommended text. (I wouldn’t normally use 
a sentence fragment like this, but Dreyer would likely give it a pass. See Dreyer, 
supra note 1, at 15–16). 
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“
 . . . what this 

guide lacks in 

utility of use, 

it makes up 

for in utility of 

purpose.
”

throughout. Second is its emphasis on the use 
of plain English—and the author’s adherence 
to that advice. For the most part, Dreyer avoids 
jargon and terminology that the average reader is 
unlikely to recall (or may only dimly recall from 
their elementary education). When Dreyer uses 
these terms, he explains what they are so that the 
reader can easily digest the advice he presents. 

Third, and perhaps the most likable aspect 
of this guide, is Dreyer’s voice.7 His humor is 
evident from the first page and carries enjoyably 
throughout.8 For example, in Chapter 4, “Foreign 
Affairs,” when comparing the British and U.S. 
practices for using dashes, he states, “In British 
books you’ll often see feckless little namby-pamby 
freestanding excuses for dashes – something 
like this – where we interrupt ourselves—
definitively—with real dashes. Ours are better.”  

Finally, Dreyer offers a variety of anecdotes as 
illustrations—many pulled from his work as 
a copy editor for works by the likes of Shirley 
Jackson, Richard Russo,9 and Norman Mailer.10 
Each is used to highlight the problem or solution 
Dreyer is suggesting. He also sprinkles a number 
of pop culture references throughout the 
guide—from Downton Abbey to Wookiees11 to 
Guns N’ Roses.12 The guide is also surprisingly 
political—mining a particular twitter account for 
some fantastic examples of what not to do.13 

Aside from what felt like a bit of a slog through 
Chapter 3 (“67 Assorted Things to Do (and Not Do) 

7 Not surprising, given Dreyer’s emphasis on the importance of an editor 
understanding the author’s voice. This is most evident in Dreyer’s recounting of 
his efforts to edit a collection of works by Shirley Jackson that was published after 
her death. See id. at 114-16.

8 Hopefully, you’re a fan of conversing with footnotes, as Dreyer engages 
in this with great frequency throughout the guide and they are one of the key 
methods that the author employs for humor. 

9 His recommendation of Straight Man by Russo is particularly on point for 
academics. See id. at 121. 

10 He was actually a freelance proofreader in the Mailer anecdote. Id. at 99. 

11 This is the correct spelling. Id. at 235. 

12 To be sure, he doesn’t neglect those who might be more comfortable with 
pop culture references from earlier decades, including broad-ranging references 
such as Tinker Bell, Tolkien, and The Wizard of Oz (or The Wonderful Wizard of 
Oz, if you prefer the book to the movie). 

13 This could be a pro or a con, depending on your political views. 

with Punctuation”14), there were only a handful 
of quibbles I had with the guide. The first is that it 
may not be particularly handy as a guide—in the 
traditional sense. While there is a comprehensive 
index and Table of Contents, it is not easy to find 
a specific rule when needed.15 Second, if you are 
not a fan of Dreyer’s humor or turns of phrase, 
you may grow weary of his presentation of the 
rules.16 Third, from an academic standpoint, 
there are moments when the suggestions are very 
specific to fiction writing or are only interesting 
and applicable to those in the publishing 
world.17 However, Dreyer does acknowledge 
the differences in the use of certain rules in 
other contexts. Finally, while Dreyer carefully 
selected the typeface for the book,18 he uses small 
caps throughout the book and then regularly 
asks the reader to note something presented in 
lower case, which is easier said than done.19

In conclusion, what this guide lacks in utility of 
use, it makes up for in utility of purpose. From 
the perspective of a legal writing professor, the 
guide offers many helpful suggestions for better 
writing and tips for identifying and correcting 
writing issues.20 If my students could adopt a 
majority of these suggestions, I would be much 
happier while grading papers. As a writer, the 
guide was a fresh reminder of many things I 
already knew (with some I didn’t), but that I 
don’t always employ. All in all, Dreyer’s English 
disproves the notion that discussions of grammar 
and style are destined to be dull or stiff. Dreyer 
makes amusing what often feels tedious.

14 Dreyer even infuses humor here when he reveals in a subsequent chapter 
about numbers that there were only 66 things—he omitted number 38. 

15 To be sure, I thoroughly tested this while writing this review. 

16 To be sure, in addition to numerous conversations in the footnotes, he, 
arguably, overuses one of his (apparently) favorite phrases—to be sure (in case 
you were not sure of the phrase I was alluding to).

17 Did I need to know that frontispiece illustration is redundant because a 
frontispiece is an illustration facing the title page of a book? Id. at 246.

18 See id. at colophon.

19 E.g. Post-it—note the lower case i. Id. at 239. Also, “by zombies.” See 
infra note 20.

20 Personal favorite—add by zombies to the end of a sentence to identify 
passive voice. If it makes sense, the sentence was written in passive voice (by 
zombies). Id. at 14. 




