The Comma

The comma was invented to help readers.  Without it, sentence parts can collide into one another unexpectedly, causing misreadings.

Confusing:	If you cook Elmer will do the dishes.
Confusing:	While we were eating a rattlesnake approached our campsite.

Add commas in the logical places (after cook and eating), and suddenly all is clear.  No longer is Elmer being cooked, the rattlesnake being eaten.

Various rules have evolved to prevent such misreadings and to speed readers along through complex grammatical structures.

Rule #1: Conjunctions

When a coordinating conjunction connects two or more independent clauses - word groups that could stand alone as separate sentences - a comma must precede it.  There are seven conjunctions in English: and, but, or, nor, for, so, and yet.

A comma tells readers that one independent clause has come to an end and that another is about to begin.

Ex:	Nearly everyone has heard of love at first sight, but I fell in love at first dance.

Exception:	If the two independent clauses are short and there is no danger of misreading, the comma may be omitted.

Ex:	The plane took off and we were on our way.














Rule #2: Introductory word groups

The most common introductory word groups are clauses and phrases functioning as adverbs.  Such word groups usually tell when, where, how, why, or under what conditions the main action of the sentence occurred.

Ex:	When Irwin was ready to eat, his cat jumped onto the table.

Ex:	Near a small stream at the bottom of the canyon, we discovered an abandoned shelter.

Exception:	The comma may be omitted after a short adverb clause or phrase if there is no danger of misreading.

Ex:	In no time we were at 950 metres.

Sentences also frequently begin with participial phrases describing the noun or pronoun immediately following them.  The comma tells readers that they are about to learn the identity of the person or thing described; therefore, the comma is usually required even when the phrase is short.

Ex:	Knowing that he couldn’t outrun a car, Kevin took to the fields.

Ex:	Excited about the move, Alice and Raoul began packing their books.


Rule #3:  Items in a series

When three or more items are presented in a series, those items should be separated from one another with commas.  Items in a series may be single words, phrases, or clauses.

Ex:	For breakfast the children ordered cornflakes, English muffins with peanut butter, and apple juice.












Rule #4: Adjective phrases

Prepositional or verbal phrases functioning as adjectives may be restrictive or non-restrictive.  Non-restrictive phrases are set off with commas; restrictive phrases are not.

Non-restrictive phrase:

Ex:	The helicopter, with its bright spotlight illuminating the area, circled above.

The with phrase is nonessential because its purpose is not to specify which of two or more helicopters is being discussed.

Restrictive phrase:

Ex:	One corner of the attic was filled with newspapers dating from the turn of the century.

Dating from the turn of the century restricts the meaning of newspapers, so the comma should be omitted.


Rule #5: Appositives

An appositive is a noun or noun phrase that renames a nearby noun.  Non-restrictive appositives are set off with commas; restrictive appositives are not.

Non-restrictive appositive

Ex:	Margaret Atwood’s third novel, Lady Oracle, was a great critical success.

The term third restricts the meaning to one novel, so the appositive Lady Oracle is non-restrictive.

Restrictive appositive

Ex:	The song “Fire It Up” was blasted out of speakers four metres tall.

Once they’ve read song, readers still don’t know precisely which song the writer means.  The appositive following song restricts its meaning.





Rule #6: Quotations

Use commas with expressions such as he said to set off direct quotations.

Ex:	Naturalist Arthur Cleveland Bent remarked, “In part the peregrine declined unnoticed because it is not adorable.”

Ex:	“Convictions are more dangerous foes of truth than lies”, wrote philosopher Friedrich Nietzsche.

Rule #7: Dates, addresses, titles, and numbers

In dates, the year is set off from the rest of the sentence with a pair of commas.  Commas are not needed if the date is inverted or if only the month and year are given.

Ex:	On July 2, 1885, Big Bear was arrested.

Ex:	The recycling plan went into effect on 15 April 1993.

Ex:	January 1994 was an extremely cold month.

With addresses, the elements of an address or place name are followed by commas.  A postal code, however, is not preceded by a comma.

Ex:	John Lennon was born in Liverpool, England, in 1940.

Ex:	Please send the package to Greg Tarvin at 5321 3rd Avenue, Delta, British Columbia V4M 1B8.

If a title follows a name, separate it from the rest of the sentence with a pair of commas.

Ex:	Sandra Barnes, M.D., performed the surgery.










Rule #8: Prevent confusion

In certain contexts, a comma is necessary to prevent confusion.  If the writer has omitted a word or phrase, for example, a comma may be needed to signal the omission.

Ex:	To err is human; to forgive, divine.

In this case, the comma replaces the word is.

If two words in a row echo each other, a comma may be needed for ease of reading.

Ex:	All of the catastrophes that we had feared might happen, happened.

Sometimes a comma is needed to prevent readers from grouping words in ways that do not match the writer’s intention.

Ex:	Patients who can, walk up and down the halls several times a day.


Exercise A:	Insert the commas in the following sentences.

1. Bauer a sporting goods manufacturer was bought out by Nike many years ago.

2. Gertrude de La Rossignol the lovely lady who just walked in was born on May 1st 1973 in a barn in Belle-Vallée a small village in Northern Ontario.

3. Please go to Canadian Tire and pick up the following items:  toilet paper a screwdriver a gas can some party balloons and a cooler.

4. Ever since I was a little girl I’ve wanted to become a fairy princess; now that I’m 30 years old the market for fairy princess opportunities is starting to dwindle.

