
Punctuation	  Matters	  
The importance to meaning of the pause or stop that punctuation signals 
	  

	  
	  

	   	  	  	  	  	  	  	  
	  

	  	   	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	   	  
	  



	   	  
	  

 
The Code of Writing: Punctuation As Signs of Voice 
	  
An	  experiment	  in	  reading.	  	  
	  
What	  follows	  is	  the	  same	  text,	  but	  in	  three	  different	  versions.	  Read	  each	  version	  in	  turn	  and	  
notice	  your	  experience	  in	  understanding	  the	  text	  and	  what	  is	  helping	  or	  harming	  your	  
ability	  to	  make	  sense	  of	  the	  text.	  
	  



	  
Version	  #1	  
	  
thesecretsofpunctuationaremanymorethanyouguessthesesecretsareasancient
assmokesignalsorjungledrumsinplaintermsthetruthsignificantlyliesintheconn
ectionbetweensignsandsoundsthatalittledotwithacurvedtailmightrepresentap
auseinspeechmusthavebeenarevolutioninwritingnocuneiformclaytabletposse
ssedquestionmarksmusthavebeentotallyradicalwhenpunctuationdawnedmea
ningarosetoo	  
	  
**********	  



Version	  #2:	  
	  
	  
the	  secrets	  of	  punctuation	  are	  many	  more	  than	  you	  guess	  these	  secrets	  are	  as	  
ancient	  as	  smoke	  signals	  or	  jungle	  drums	  in	  plain	  terms	  the	  truth	  significantly	  
lies	  in	  the	  connection	  between	  signs	  and	  sounds	  that	  a	  little	  dot	  with	  a	  curved	  
tail	  might	  represent	  a	  pause	  in	  speech	  must	  have	  been	  a	  revolution	  in	  writing	  
no	  cuneiform	  clay	  tablet	  possessed	  question	  marks	  must	  have	  been	  totally	  
radical	  when	  punctuation	  dawned	  meaning	  arose	  too	  
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Version	  #3:	  
	  
	  
The	  secrets	  of	  punctuation	  are	  many.	  More	  than	  you	  guess,	  these	  secrets	  are	  
as	  ancient	  as	  smoke	  signals	  or	  jungle	  drums.	  In	  plain	  terms,	  the	  truth—
significantly—lies	  in	  the	  connection	  between	  signs	  and	  sounds.	  That	  a	  little	  
dot	  with	  a	  curved	  tail	  might	  represent	  a	  pause	  in	  speech	  must	  have	  been	  a	  
revolution	  in	  writing	  no	  cuneiform	  clay	  tablet	  possessed—question	  marks	  
must	  have	  been	  totally	  radical!	  When	  punctuation	  dawned,	  meaning	  arose	  too.	  
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-‐-‐continue	  to	  the	  next	  page	  to	  see	  all	  three	  versions	  close	  together	  
	  



Three	  Versions	  of	  the	  Same	  Text:	  What	  a	  Difference	  Punctuation	  Makes	  
	  
thesecretsofpunctuationaremanymorethanyouguessthesesecretsareasancient
assmokesignalsorjungledrumsinplaintermsthetruthsignificantlyliesintheconn
ectionbetweensignsandsoundsthatalittledotwithacurvedtailmightrepresentap
auseinspeechmusthavebeenarevolutioninwritingnocuneiformclaytabletposse
ssedquestionmarksmusthavebeentotallyradicalwhenpunctuationdawnedmea
ningarosetoo	  
	  
**********	  
the	  secrets	  of	  punctuation	  are	  many	  more	  than	  you	  guess	  these	  secrets	  are	  as	  
ancient	  as	  smoke	  signals	  or	  jungle	  drums	  in	  plain	  terms	  the	  truth	  significantly	  
lies	  in	  the	  connection	  between	  signs	  and	  sounds	  that	  a	  little	  dot	  with	  a	  curved	  
tail	  might	  represent	  a	  pause	  in	  speech	  must	  have	  been	  a	  revolution	  in	  writing	  
no	  cuneiform	  clay	  tablet	  possessed	  question	  marks	  must	  have	  been	  totally	  
radical	  when	  punctuation	  dawned	  meaning	  arose	  too	  
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The	  secrets	  of	  punctuation	  are	  many.	  More	  than	  you	  guess,	  these	  secrets	  are	  
as	  ancient	  as	  smoke	  signals	  or	  jungle	  drums.	  In	  plain	  terms,	  the	  truth—
significantly—lies	  in	  the	  connection	  between	  signs	  and	  sounds.	  That	  a	  little	  
dot	  with	  a	  curved	  tail	  might	  represent	  a	  pause	  in	  speech	  must	  have	  been	  a	  
revolution	  in	  writing	  no	  cuneiform	  clay	  tablet	  possessed—question	  marks	  
must	  have	  been	  totally	  radical!	  When	  punctuation	  dawned,	  meaning	  arose	  too.	  
	  


