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ABSTRACT

This introduction to this special issue of Visible
Language examines why, and in what circumstances,
punctuation may become visible: when especially does
it come into view and demand our attention? While
punctuation marks are, of course, visible signs, when
they are functioning according to our expectations
(and sometimes even when defying them), they can be
barely noticed. The essay begins with discussion of a
passage from Charles Dickens’s Little Dorrit in which

a character’s punctuation is referred to. This serves as
a starting point for identifying a number of questions
raised by such visibility, matters that are developed
further, and variously, by the essays that follow. These
include: punctuation’s roles in articulating grammar and
suggesting orality; what punctuation may tell us about
views on education and literacy; defining punctuation;
its historical visibility or invisibility; its variation
according to technological change; and its iconic and
figurative potential.
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INTRODUCTION

In Charles Dickens’s Little Dorrit, we meet Flora Finching, the former sweetheart
of Arthur Clennam who has returned from working abroad in China after almost
twenty years. Flora proves not to be the woman Arthur remembers, instead the
narrator tells us of his vertigo in the presence of her coquettish volubility. Flora
chatters and goes on chattering: she “never once came to a full stop,” “pointing”
we are told “her conversation with nothing but commas, and very few of them.””
In the second encounter between Arthur and Flora, when she visits his new place
of business, the garrulousness has worsened, expressing something that can be
read both as pain and comic petulance, occasioned by her sense of being slighted

by her former love:

‘Pray say nothing in the way of apology,” Arthur entreated. 'You are always welcome.’

‘Very polite of you to say so Arthur — cannot remember Mr Clennam until the word is out,
such is the habit of times for ever fled and so true it is that oft in the stilly night ere slumber’s
chain has bound people fond memory brings the light of other days around people — very polite
but more polite than true | am afraid, for to go in to the machinery business without so much as
sending a line or a card to papa — | don’t say me though there was a time but that is past and
stern reality has now my gracious never mind — does not look like it you must confess.’

Even Flora's commas seemed to have fled on this occasion; she was so much more

disjointed and voluble than in the preceding interview.?

The more and faster Flora speaks the more punctuation diminishes into invisibility:
the depiction of her language is characterized, first, by a relative paucity of full-
stops and then even her commas seem to have fled the scene. In this instance,
Flora is not described as “pointing” her own speech; instead, punctuation is
anthropomorphized, escaping, as poor Arthur, fixed in her presence, cannot.
Punctuation is the subject of this special issue of Visible Language and the central
preoccupation that its essays seek to explore is the ways in which punctuation is or
may become visible to us as readers. While of course, in literal terms, punctuation
marks are inherently visible signs—intrinsically more visual than any breath they
may represent—and yet to devote a special issue of Visible Language to the subject
of punctuation has something of a paradox about it, because when punctuation is
functioning as it should, it remains largely unnoticed: “Inconspicuousness,” as

1.Charles Dickens, Little Dorrit (London: 2.Charles Dickens, Little Dorrit, book I,
Bradbury & Evans, 1857), book I, chapter 13. chapter 23.

-
/ /seemg punctuation - toner



Adorno has written, “is what punctuation lives by.”3 The purpose of this special
issue is to examine how, and in what circumstances, punctuation may especially
come to, or demand, our attention. Through a range of analytical approaches, the
contributions to this issue suggest how attention is rewardingly directed towards
these (commonly) smallest of textual signs.

In this example from Little Dorrit, for instance, punctuation is conspicuous by
its very absence: it is its failure to appear that makes it noticeable. There is, with
respect to punctuation, as this example shows, a relationship between aberrant
usage and awareness. First, the absence of marks of punctuation occasions their
translation into verbal terms as Flora’s unusual “pointing” of her speech finds
itself deserving of narratorial comment, and eventually further neglect of marks of
punctuation conjures them to life (upping and leaving the text); Dickens’s narration
gives them agency and volition because, paradoxically, they are not there. But this
passage from Little Dorrit provides us with even further insights into the workings
of punctuation and our apprehension of it. Dickens’s articulation of Flora’s commas
here raises matters of both historical and contemporary interest that will be picked
up in various ways by contributions to this special issue.

First of all, to describe Flora as the producer of her own marks of punctuation—
her commas and full-stops—isn’t accurate. In suggesting this, Dickens presents
us with something of the complex set of relations between spoken and written
forms of language that we are encouraged to meditate upon. Flora, as a speaker,
doesn’t use commas as she utters, rather to ‘point’ seems synonymous with to
pause; we are asked to imagine in a visual form, as marks on the page, the aural
and invisible rests in speech. As such, Dickens draws primarily on the elocutionary
function of punctuation marks, to indicate where we rest and may draw breath,
while at the same time emphasizing, through the very reference to commas, that
this is, inevitably, a textual depiction of the spoken word. Over time, theories of
punctuation have variously (or concurrently) emphasized the elocutionary or the
grammatical values of punctuation,*the latter being prominent, for instance, in the
prescriptive grammars that began to proliferate in the eighteenth century, following
which grammatical thinking became more securely established in the nineteenth

century by means of John Wilson’s work 4 Treatise on Grammatical Punctuation;

3. Theodor W. Adorno, Punctuation Marks, in 4.Malcolm Parkes, The impact of printing:
Notes to Literature, volume one, Shierry Weber a precarious balance between logical and
Nicholsen, translator (New York: Columbia rhetorical analysis, in Pause and Effect: An
University Press, 1991), 96; ‘Satzzeichen’ first Introduction to the History of Punctuation in the
published in 4kzente, 1956. West (Aldershot: Scolar Press, 1992), 87-92.

See also, Alan Cruttenden, Intonation and
the Comma, in Visible Language, 25.1, (I1991),
55-73-
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designed for letter-writers, authors, printers, and correctors of the press; and for the use
of academies and schools (1844) which became a standard guide for printers.S This
passage from Dickens makes vivid how intrinsically inseparable the elocutionary
and the syntactical are, as punctuation articulates the syntactic relations between
parts of speech, helping us to distinguish grammatical sense on the page, as well
as articulating pausing in any putative oral delivery. Dickens in fact maintains a
syntactic cohesiveness to Flora’s speech: its written form seems to aspire to, but
doesn’t quite capture in a verbatim sense, the disorderliness of spoken utterances:
and certainly at no point does the passage lapse into complete incomprehensibility.
Nevertheless it is as disorienting, according to our expectations of written language,
to read Flora, as it is apparently to Arthur to listen to her.

The imagined co-existence of speech and writing in this instance (Flora’s
metaphorical marks), suggests something of Dickens’s own history as a journalist
and parliamentary reporter. Another of his characters, David Copperfield, like
Dickens himself, learns the art of transcriptive reporting by means of shorthand.
Small (and large) shifts in communication practice and technology—in this case,
popular developments in modes of transcribing speech for parliamentary process—
can have a permeating and transforming influence. In the popular novels of
Dickens, we see a new and influential aspiration towards the replication of informal
and idiosyncratic dialogue. Dickens, as Steven Marcus has put it, becomes the

“stenographer of his characters,”

though in the case of Flora he seems outstripped
by her. According to Thomas Gurney, whose manual of shorthand, Brachygraphy,
Dickens studied, punctuation has no place in shorthand, as it would “impede” and
“confuse” the writer’s “dispatch,” and instead breaks in an utterance are to be
marked by a “vacancy,” or gap on the page.” The relative absence of punctuation
marks in Flora’s discourse draws attention both to spoken and transcriptional
rapidity. But the shorthand writer must nevertheless translate shorthand back

into longhand, and a speaker’s utterance will be imagined, to some degree, or

at some stage, in punctuational terms, even if this is to leave such marks out. In
Pickwick Papers, Dickens’s first full-length novel, he imagines the character Jingle as

speaking according to a “system of stenography,” and Jingle’s “rapid and disjointed

5. Park Honan, Eighteenth and Nineteenth
Century English Punctuation Theory, in
English Studies (1960), 92-102.

6.Steven Marcus, Language into structure:
Pickwick revisited, Dedalus, 101 (1972),
183-202, 192. See also Ivan Kreilkamp, Voice
and the Victorian Storyteller (Cambridge:

Cambridge University Press, 2005), chapter 3.
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communication” is marked, contrary to Flora’s, by a proliferation of dashes:® the
vacancies prescribed in shorthand are translated into this textual sign of absence

and abruptness, which in turn become a visual signature of Jingle’s elliptical self:

‘Terrible place — dangerous work — other day — five children — mother — tall lady,
eating sandwiches — forgot the arch — crash — knock — children look round —
mother’s head off — sandwich in her hand — no mouth to put it in — head of a family
off — shocking, shocking. Looking at Whitehall, sir? — fine place —9

Flora’s, like Jingle’s, failure to speak with conventionally placed full-stops
and commas signals the rapidity of her utterance, but this also casts some implicit
aspersions on literacy. Flora’s failure to speak decorously is presented by means of a
failure of written judiciousness, even though she’s not writing. In Dombey and Son,
Dickens does something similar with another female speaker, Spitfire who “made
use of none but comma pauses; shooting out whatever she had to say in one sentence,
and in one breath, if possible.””® However, in the same novel Dickens identifies
a corresponding male pomposity that similarly, but by means of an aspiration to
inordinately lengthy classical periods, fails to reach a full-stop.” In these examples,
the speakers themselves don’t misuse punctuation marks, but readers are asked to
imagine them doing so through their speech, or, rather, failing to use them when
expected. A current-day example of error facilitating visibility and comment is
the misplaced apostrophe, sometimes described as the ‘greengrocer’s apostrophe’
(draft addition to OED, 2002, defined: ‘an apostrophe used irregularly’), which
in turn makes visible the issues of class and education that still, and seemingly
inevitably, govern punctuational orthodoxy. Grammatical rules and consistency of
usage have quite obvious benefits for our mutual understanding, but we might also
acknowledge that punctuation rules, rather than being historically absolute, evolve
and change over time. The apostrophe, for instance, was originally introduced into
English as a sign of elision and although in the eighteenth century it was being used
to mark possession, grammarians still tended to acknowledge alone its earlier role.”

Commas that flee, that are attributed with human characteristics, are familiar

to us today in an age where we have seen the emergence of the emoticon: the

8.Charles Dickens, The Posthumous Papers of 11.Dickens, Dombey and Son, chapter 12.
the Pickwick Club (London: Chapman and 12.Vivian Salmon, Orthography and

Hall, 1837), chapter 7. Punctuation, in The Cambridge History of
9.Dickens, The Pickwick Papers, chapter 2. the English Language, vol. 111, 1476-1776,
10.Charles Dickens, Dombey and Son (London: Roger Lass, editor (Cambridge: Cambridge
Bradbury & Evans, 1848), chapter 3. University Press, 1999), 48.
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assemblage of punctuation marks that make faces at us on our pages and screens.
Punctuation is not so unusual a candidate for anthropomorphism as, perhaps, we
might expect.” John Harris’s illustrated Punctuation Personified of 1824 demonstrated
how for children it can serve as an important mnemonic aid. Punctuation marks
also provide important information about the contours of the human speaking
voice. In many English grammars, especially early ones, the simple primary
marks of punctuation (, ; : . ) were described emphatically in terms of pausing
and intonation, as well as being commonly compared with rests in music, each
signaling a rest of a differing length.™ It is the exclamation mark and the question
mark, however, that may suggest even more of the thought and the emotion that
lie behind, and in, a speaking voice: the exclamation mark communicating, for
example, “exultation, indignation, joy and burning rage” (according to Chekhov),
as well as, more generally, volume and inflection.” In 1551 John Hart personified
the exclamation mark as the “wonderer”;™ in 1919, George Summey, in Modern
Punctuation: Its Uses and Conventions, described it in a crescendo of personification,
as “the note of admiration, the shriek of surprise, the representation of an excited
gentleman jumping skyward.””7 Some punctuation marks thus act as shorthand to
human emotions, bypassing laborious verbal descriptions, though usually relying
upon interpretative support through context. They can provide vividly human
characteristics to text that is in essence divorced from the human being who speaks
and they do so in informal modes of writing especially, as we seek to imbue our
texts with something of our human presence.

In 1948, the psychologist E.L. Thorndike published in the dmerican Fournal
of Psychology a short, intriguing, article entitled, The Psychology of Punctuation.
Thorndike was interested in examining the extent to which punctuation can
provide insights into the psychology of customs, which would be of import for a
range of disciplines. That is, how, by means of the history of punctuation, we are
able to trace the ways in which codes of practice are initiated and perpetuated.
But he also wished to gauge the extent to which punctuation may act as an index

to the psychology of authors. He thus provides punctuation counts across a range

13.See for instance, in this issue, Diirrenmatt 15.Anton Chekhov, The Exclamation Mark,
quoting Adorno on this subject. Also Jennifer Rosamund Bartlett, translator (London:
DeVere Brody, Punctuation: Art, Politics, and Hesperus Press Limited, 2008).

Play (Durham & London: Duke University 16.Salmon, Orthography and Punctuation, 22.
Press, 2008), 6. 17.George Summey, Modern Punctuation: Its
14.For example, John Hart in his 1551 The Utilities and Conventions (New York: Oxford
opening of the unreasonable writing of our University Press, 1919), 189.

Inglish toung; see Salmon, 22.
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of writers, seeing punctuation marks as “symptoms”—in a sense, as Dickens does
with respect to his characters—and seeking a diagnosis of authorial characteristics,
though he admits that punctuation reveals little of a “total personality.”™

In the course of his punctuation surveys, Thorndike came across a mark
that hadn’t previously registered on his consciousness, though clearly he had

encountered it many times:

I myself read all of George Meredith’s novels and many of H.G. Wells’s without acquiring any
meaning whatever for “.... Nor did a wide reading of other books that | now know contained
thousands of “..." attach any meaning to it. Not until | found it abounding in my counts of

punctuation, did | ever think anything about it."

It is hard to know whether to weight the cause of this occurrence to the inherent
unnoticability of marks that lurk in between words, because meaning is primarily
attributable to verbal semantics; or whether we might say, slightly differently, that
readers can suffer from a conditioned form of obliviousness to non-verbal elements
of textual experience. The latter is something from which Thorndike recovers, for
once “..” is perceived by him, it is transformed from invisibility to excess, seen in
vast quantities and occasioning some anxiety—previously unexperienced because
unnoticed—due to its unorthodox and innovative nature: “Among many recent
writers there has been a veritable mania for ‘... What they mean by it and what it
means to their readers I have not been able to discover.”?® Such bafflement sits oddly
alongside appreciation. Furthermore, attributing the introduction of ‘...’ into high
quality fiction to the English novelist George Meredith, Thorndike still fails to see a
much longer and broader continental history for “..” which rests behind Meredith’s
predilection for the mark. In spite of Thorndike’s optimism regarding the tracing
of developing codes of practice for punctuation, the history of punctuation, and of
individual punctuation marks—its lines of influence, its accumulating connotations,
the connection between one usage and another—can be enormously difficult to
bring into view. Choosing to follow one trajectory may only obscure another.

While demonstrating so clearly how, with regard to punctuation, we may fail
to see what lies before us and what lies behind its most familiar uses, Thorndike’s
essay does also reveal a new twentieth-century visibility to punctuation in terms

other than the prescriptive. Thorndike admired and drew on the work of George

18.E.L. Thorndike, The Psychology of 19. Thorndike, The Psychology of
Punctuation, American Journal of Psychology, Punctuation, 225.
61 (1948), 222-28, 28. 20.Thorndike, The Psychology of

Punctuation, 223.
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Summey who desired to move away from the study of punctuation as a tyrannically
rule-bound practice, governed by printers and writers of school-textbooks whose
“method has been prescription”;*' instead he reflected on punctuation in practice in
contemporary American writing. For Summey in 1919, punctuation is, as he repeats,
“an art,” not a “code,” nor “a matter of mechanical correctness”?* and it serves as a
conduit of cultural information. Juxtapose with this Jennifer DeVere Brody’s 2008
book Punctuation: Art, Politics, and Play where such a desire to eschew “prescriptivist
rules” in the analysis of punctuation is repeated.”® Thus we see here another strong
strain at work in the history of punctuation, one in which writers, critics and

artists more generally, seek to liberate punctuation from contextual expectation and
pedagogic dogmatism.

Brody doesn’t just see punctuation as an art, but draws our attention to
punctuation as an art form, a performance, including even material manifestations
of punctuation marks in contemporary sculpture. The concretization of punctuation
displays in Brody’s terms “[pJunctuation’s increasing ability to stand on its own—
without a sentence to make sense of it.”?4 But that’s not to say that punctuation
hasn’t always had the potential for visual and figurative autonomy. In Percival
Leigh’s 1840 Comic English Grammar the pun in punctuation is displayed, as
grammatical punctiliousness is pictured as a ballerina, on her own, standing on her
points, even though it is “both absurd and inconvenient” to do so0.?s Or, to return to
the art of Dickens, we see punctuation not only escaping grammatical constraints
to facilitate characterization, but Dickens also identifies its ability to exist alone
as an imagined gesture, a communication of affect, an independent performance
of personality. When Stephen Blackpool approaches Bounderby’s home in Hard
Times, the door is described as having “a round brazen doorhandle underneath it
like a brazen full stop.”?¢ The imagined full-stop has no need of a sentence in its
prohibitiveness, proclaiming itself brazenly as an icon of character.

In Little Dorrit, when Flora holds the floor with her monologue, not only do
commas flee but there is also a noticeable diminishment of narratorial interjection—
the narrator, like Arthur, seemingly finds it difficult to get a word in—and, therewith,
any description of environment, movement or gesture. Language becomes oddly
disembodied and unmediated. Brody describes punctuation as performing “somatic

gestures.”?” Punctuation is certainly revealed in this passage of Little Dorrit—again,

21.Summey, Modern Punctuation, 4. tongue (London: Richard Bentley, 1840), 218.
22.Summey, Modern Punctuation, viii and 6. 26.Charles Dickens, Hard Times. For these
23.Brody, Punctuation, 22. Times (London: Bradbury & Evans, 1854),
24.Brody, Punctuation, 26. book I, chapter 11.

25.Percival Leigh, Comic English Grammar: 27.Brody, Punctuation, 76.

a new and facetious introduction to the English
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by means its absence—as a space for performance, a gap in which we may reflect
on tone, in which we (and the author) may visualize the movements of the body,
the momentary closing of the lips. Instead, we experience here a form of narrative
stasis as Flora returns repeatedly to a past that has gone and we witness a form of
somatic stasis, occasioned by such verbal excess. When imagined gesture returns
in the movement of Flora’s head, it is accompanied, tellingly, by more conventional,

expressive punctuation, in the two instances of an exclamation mark:

‘But | do deny it, Flora. | should soon have made you a friendly visit.’

‘Ah!" said Flora, tossing her head. ‘| dare say!" and she gave him another of the old looks’ 2%

At this point the narrative moves on, to the more interesting topic, for Arthur, of
Little Dorrit.

In the eighteenth century, Thomas Sheridan was keen to promote an
understanding of the paralinguistic elements of communication in his Course of
Lectures on Elocution. In his chapter on ‘gestures,” he describes our extensive range
of bodily gesture—especially that of the hands and the eyes—as a “visible language”
that he believed sufficient “to every purpose of social communication,”?? while
earlier in his lectures lamenting that “there are no visible marks to serve as guides”
to the non-verbal.3° He was certainly correct to point out that our written language
does not by any measure match the “extensiveness” of gesture,3” however, that is not
to say that punctuation hasn’t been, and continues to be, a locus of inventiveness
for notating tonal and gestural elements of communication. In comprising an issue
of Visible Language, the essays that follow suggest some ways of thinking about
punctuation in the terms of the journal’s title, an expression, as we have seen, that
is common to Sheridan’s writing about fundamental, performative principles of

communication.

This issue of Visible Language brings together writers working in a range of
disciplines: literary criticism; linguistics; education; typography and lexicography.
The majority of the essays attend, though in rather different ways, to historical

moments of change within punctuation practice. In the first essay, Jacques

28.With many thanks to those students 29. Thomas Sheridan, 4 Course of Lectures on
with whom I have had the opportunity of Elocution: together with two dissertations on
discussing Flora’s punctuational predicament language; and some other tracts relative to those
in Little Dorrit. subjects (London: by W. Strahan, [1762]), 147.

30.Sheridan, 4 Course of Lectures, 10.
31.Sheridan, 4 Course of Lectures, 148.
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Diirrenmatt investigates the deployment of punctuation marks in comic books,
including their emergence as isolated and autonomous signs, taking examples

that range from the 1830s to the early 2000s to trace how punctuation marks

can serve elocutionary, emotional and ideological purposes (without, necessarily,
accompanying verbal text). The comic book’s combination of the verbal with the
pictorial facilitated the punctuation mark, which is both a linguistic and iconic sign,
to emerge as a marker of the genre. E.L. Thorndike, when describing the “veritable
mania” for ‘.. noticed that while it might well be popular with highbrow writers
such as Meredith, “the most extreme devotion” to the mark in his experience was

in Superman where ‘... appeared with three times the frequency than in the work

of H.G. Wells.3* Diirrenmatt similarly testifies to the popularity of certain marks of
punctuation in the comics, with suspension points (or ellipsis), the question mark and
the exclamation mark—all of which are especially useful in providing paralinguistic
and emotional information—becoming prevalent often to an excessive degree.

The tendency to multiple use of particular marks of punctuation is also of
interest to Naomi Baron and Rich Ling in their essay on punctuation marks as
used in electronically-mediated communication, as they consider how punctuation
practice is changing in, and because of, such media and in doing so they challenge
some popular misconceptions about language use in an electronic age. Their
primary focus is text messaging: in the first part of their study they examine
whether gender has an influence on punctuation usage, concentrating on a sample
of teenage users; and in the second part, they examine text messages as produced
by older, university students, comparing punctuation use in this medium to more
traditional forms. Their findings display some clearly defined principles at work
in the punctuation choices made by these students. In both their case studies we
see, among other things, the emotional and socially-interactive work to which
punctuation is put: again there are noticeably popular marks used for the purposes
of informal and orally-inflected exchange, but, crucially, this is not necessarily at
the expense of understanding more formal expectations of pointing.

In the next essay we stay with young users of punctuation, as Nigel Hall and
Sue Sing investigate children’s comprehension of punctuation marks, in particular
how seven and eight years olds understand and employ speech marks. Their
research is positioned alongside relatively new attention given to punctuation in the
English national curriculum, as schools are provided with targets in the teaching
of English, including ages for the correct use of particular marks of punctuation

32.Thorndike, The Psychology of
Punctuation, 226.
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and of a designated terminology relating to these marks. To use speech marks is

to identify accurately on the page the boundaries between one speaker and another,

a complex matter for young children; furthermore, Hall and Sing point out the
typographical range for marking speech that children are presented with in
children’s books, as well as the extensive range of terms that refer to marks of
speech. When the children, especially the younger children, involved in this study
discuss punctuation, they are clearly most responsive to terminology that stimulates
a visual image. With little extended research having been done into the pedagogy
of punctuation, Hall and Sing express their intention to make children’s own views
on punctuation visible.

Speech marks are also the subject of Nick Blackburn’s essay, though he
investigates early users of the mark in another sense. His interest is the emergence of
‘speech marks’ in print: that is, the mark [“] that evolves into the inverted commas
that we now use to demarcate speech. He traces the mark from early manuscript
culture in the second century BC through to the print culture of England in the
sixteenth and early seventeenth centuries, focusing on literary and dramatic
composition. These marks develop their association with quotation from their
early-modern usage of marking sententious comments in books: that is, aphoristic,
memorable phrases of the sort that might be excerpted into a commonplace
book. One of the major concerns of Blackburn’s essay is the relationship between
manuscript and print cultures: how marks made by a particular reader, or group
of readers, are captured in the pages of printed book. It is for this reason that in
printed texts, these marks can seem strangely enigmatic and devoid of context. Our
encounter with such fossils is one of alienation from an original reading context and
yet, on the other hand, we have a momentary insight into a particular moment of
textual engagement and reflection, preserved from the past seemingly arbitrarily. By
means of such textual emphasis a trace of some person’s private reading experience
remains visible.

Common to the essays of Blackburn and John Lennard is the writing of Sir
Philip Sidney (as well as, in Lennard’s words, both doing “the past the favour of
understanding that it punctuated things differently”). Both authors refer to different
works by Sidney that pose punctuational problems to the modern reader. Lennard’s
focus is Sidney’s Defence of Poesie, as he observes that in one of the two early printed
versions of the text and in at least one early manuscript the argument of the entire
Defence is contained in a single paragraph. The edition posthumously printed in 1595
for William Ponsonby is commonly used as the copy-text for modern editions, but its

67-page single paragraph is almost invariably divided into lesser paragraphs in these
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later editions. In light of this, Lennard reflects on the possible purposes of the single
paragraph, as well as the assumptions of modern editors in relegating its original
form to invisibility. This example follows and exemplifies a theoretical discussion
of the ways in which punctuation can be understood as invisible, with Lennard
suggesting throughout the means by which technology facilitates punctuation’s
appearance to view.

The first of Lennard’s categories of ‘invisibility’ is ‘denial,’ in which he points
out that standard definitions of ‘punctuation’ imply punctuation marks and thus
fail to acknowledge much broader systems of punctuating, such as spatial features
of the text, including the paragraph. In the final essay of this issue, we turn to
the punctuation of dictionary entries, as Paul Luna investigates ‘punctuation’
in its more expansive, typographical forms, including, as well as graphic
symbols, paragraphing, indenting and changes of font. Luna charts the history
of the typography of dictionaries from the sixteenth century to the twenty-first,
demonstrating an increasing complexity of typographic coding over time, largely
occasioned by the demands of space. In compact dictionaries, say, the spatial means
of displaying entries and their component parts, has to be minimized, making
the entry more dependent upon typographic cues. Likewise, the varying kinds of
information supplied in any given dictionary have to be negotiated. Technological
change has occasioned such changes. The development of bold styles of type in the
nineteenth century allowed greater variation within entries, while mechanical and
photomechanical typesetting put economic constraints on the number of fonts that
could be used at any one time, a restriction to be removed by digital text. It is fitting
that Paul Luna ends his own entry to this special issue by reflecting on the new
possibilities offered by online dictionaries in which “a return can be made to text
articulated by space.”

From voice to page, manuscript to print, print to digital and all of these
translating back again to voice, we will see, throughout these essays, attention to
the ways in which shifts in media impact upon punctuation and how punctuation
is responsive to, and articulates, those very changes. Punctuation is notoriously
vulnerable to editorial interference, yet extraordinarily resilient in maintaining its
forms and functions amid long histories of orthographic and technological change.
It is a tool of logic, a notation of the voice and a graphic sign that may metamorphose
imaginatively before our eyes. The essays collected together in this issue present us
with many ways in which punctuation articulates and visualizes: ‘visible language’

captures its versatility well.

-
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ABSTRACT

In a literary form such as comics that combines images
and texts punctuation is due to play a specific function.
From its invention in the beginning of the 19th century,
creators like Topffer or Doré played with it, especially
the expressive signs, imitating what happened at the
same time in numerous novels. The habit of overloading
the images, with exclamation and interrogation marks
or dashes, leads however progressively to saturation in
the golden age of superheroes comics and therefore to

a sort of punctuation crisis. Questioning increased on
the ideological meaning of such signs, which lead to
rethinking what punctuating meant. Nowadays graphic
novelists tend to invent new uses of the signs which
question the way making language visible can produce
interesting meanings.
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INTRODUCTION

During the late 1950s, when punctuation was a matter reserved for printers and
grammarians who had set increasingly rigid rules, Adorno chose to devote several
pages to the subject, prompted by the new practices that he spotted in newspapers
and modern literature which promised to simplify the system greatly, to the
advantage of the “simplest” signs such as commas and points. It is no surprise to see
this great thinker of the image beginning his analysis with a willful naivety, taking

into account a possible iconic interpretation of the signs:

The less punctuation marks, taken in isolation, convey meaning or expression and the more
they constitute the opposite pole in language to names, the more each of them acquires a
definite physiognomic status of its own, an expression of its own, which cannot be separated
from its syntactic function but is by no means exhausted by it. [...] An exclamation point looks
like an index finger raised in warning; a question mark looks like a flashing light or the blink of an
eye (1990, 300).

In an art form such as comics, in which the legibility of the drawings and the
visibility of the text are continuously called into question, punctuation was to
become a site of experimentation due to its uniqueness as a symbolic system that is

both linguistic and iconic.

BIRTH OF THE COMICS:
FIRST EXPERIMENTS WITH VISUAL PUNCTUATION

By inventing, around 1830, what he calls “literature in prints,” Topffer is very

clear on the necessary complementarity of image and text in this new form of art:
“This little book is of a mixed nature. It is composed of a series of autographed line
drawings. Each of these drawings is accompanied by one or two lines of text. The
drawings, without this text, would be obscure in meaning, the text, without the
drawings, would mean nothing” (Kunzle, 2007, 60). The text is to accommodate
itself to the drawing, which explains why it has to be very clearly written by the
same hand that draws the images, separates them, frames them, often without
hesitating to embellish the whole with tight networks of curls. Therefore, the
punctuation is thought of as a mid-way point, because it is a system of signs that can

easily be used in other ways than as indications of respiratory pauses or intonation
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patterns or as syntactic organizers; this is especially the case when the marks are
repeated, since one mark is normally enough to provide the necessary semantic
and prosodic information. We can therefore say that the way T6pffer presents his
characters’ speeches, not in balloons but under the images, shows a continuity with
medieval manuscripts where “speech tends to be represented as a scroll rather than
a cloud or bubble, and it emanates from the gesturing hand of the speaker rather
than the mouth; language seems to co-exist in the same pictive/scriptive space—
hand-writing emanating from hand-gesture—instead of being depicted as a ghostly
emanation from an invisible interior” (Mitchell, 1994, 92).

An obvious symbolic game with the number of punctuation marks takes place
at the beginning of The Loves of Mr. Vieux Bois. The original manuscript of 1827
contains no trace of the expressive punctuation that will appear a decade later
when it is edited by autography, a process in lithography by which copies of text or
drawing are produced in facsimile. On the first page of the album, “Mr. Vieux Bois’s
encounter.” becomes “Mr. Vieux Bois’s encounter.....!!!!!” followed by a more neutral
sentence with one simple period before the return of the former marks but fewer:
“Mr. Vieux Bois feels through his inner fire that it is for life....!!!”. By contrast, the
next page begins with a sentence without punctuation: “Mr. Vieux Bois is trying to
distract himself by studying” In caricaturing such romantic effusions, exclamation
is used here to display the beginning of a passion, which was not betrayed by a very
neutral first caption. The shortening of the number of points until they vanish,
moreover, visually suggests the painful disappearance of the “beloved Subject” and
the relapse into banality.

In Mr. Pencil (Topffer, 1840), we move from “The Doctor exclaims: Inhabited!
inhabited! (the planet)” (12) to “The Doctor ran crying: Satellite!! Satellite!!” (13).
Doubling the number of exclamation marks simply helps the reader to feel the rising
excitement. In Dr. Festus (1840), a game on the height of the marks is added, which is

not allowed by common typography:

Long live the King!!!!!!!1.... (55)

The gradual reduction in size of the exclamation points which follow the word
King leads to their final transformation into periods and symbolizes the gradual
decline in sound level of a useless cry whose nationalism is slammed by the Swiss

writer who wrote in his manuscript a more explicit “Long live the Bourbons!” and
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in the novel published in parallel to the album: “Long live the Barbons.” The irony
becomes obvious as the name of the French reigning family is distorted and becomes
a pejorative word that designates grey beards. Moreover the rest of the passage is

written as:

“A huge planet!.... opaque!.... elongated!.... heavily populated!! Three satellites!!! [...]
The whole Institute, by a spontaneous movement, stood up and shouted: Three satellites!
(Topffer, 1840, 123).

As for the increase in the number of exclamation points, it follows the graduation of
the three successive discoveries and finally echoes the “three satellites” (which are

themselves the misinterpretation of three blown off wigs).

i Gl ~ i ofaitles,

Figure 1: Mr. de Vertpré, 1840

Topffer never tries to give autonomy to punctuation marks. This will be done
by one of his Parisian followers, the forgotten Forest, in his Mr de Vertpré (1840):
four exclamation points are used as a caption to a picture showing the housewife’s
expression of terror when she is told to prepare a dinner without the necessary
ingredients and is therefore left literally speechless (figure 1). Until then the signs
could only accompany an interjection such as ab or oh, which constituted the most
basic form of expression of strong emotion. Alone, they intensify the impression
made by the open mouth and clasped hands of the female figure. In this they

correspond to the image that J. DeVere Brody gives of the exclamation point: a
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sign that some call a “screamer” “performing in a singular gesture the “unity of the
gramme... [the] attempt to recapture the unity of gesture and speech, of body and
language [given that its body is its language]” (2008, 150). It is interesting to note
that in the literature of the same time, the signs tend to be viewed as independent of
the content of the statement for which they are somehow metonymically substituted.

Here are two examples:

1) Balzac: Modeste Mignon (1845)
Six millions, voila le prix d’'un ami; I'on ne peut pas en avoir beaucoup a ce prix-la !... » La Briere

entra dans le cabinet de son ami sur ce dernier point d’exclamation (1976, 600).1

2) Hugo: Les Misérables (1862)

Mile Gillenormand était remontée dans sa chambre trés intriguée, et avait jeté dans I'escalier
ce point d'exclamation: C’est fort! et ce point d’interrogation: Mais ol donc est-ce qu'il va?
(1951, 657).2

In fact, as written by M.B. Parkes, “in Stop ! Stop !! Stop !!! the punctuation might

be interpreted as representing an increase in decibels; but in ‘Stop !’ she whispered
such an interpretation of the exclamation mark is not possible. The writer employs
the symbol here to encourage readers to draw on their own experience so that it
may contribute to the assessment of the message of the text. By invoking behavioral
experience in this way, punctuation becomes a feature of the ‘pragmatics’ of the
written medium. In spoken language such contributions to a message can be
conveyed in various ways both linguistic and paralinguistic—such as a repertoire of
intonations, or gestures and facial expressions—which can be employed because an
interlocutor is present” (1992, 1-2). This latent visibility of the exclamation point can
also be found in question marks or suspension points (usually to represent silence)
and explains the everlasting success of these three signs in comic books and strips,

sometimes so excessively that they can become unbearable.

1.Balzac: Six million is the price of a friend, 2 Hugo: Miss Gillenormand had gone up to her
you cannot have a lot at that price!... La Briere room quite puzzled, and had thrown down the
entered the office of bis friend on that last stairs this exclamation point: It is hard! and this
exclamation point. question mark: But where is he going?
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Figure 2: Pogo, 1958, Walt Kelly

EXCESS AND INVISIBILITY

With the arrival of balloons the isolated signs were assigned to characters and no
longer supported by narrative and graphic authority, as these two strips (figure 2)

by Walt Kelly (Pogo, 1958) humorously show. There are two opposing conceptions of
the question: a brutal one expressed by the question mark alone and without oral
equivalence, the other more specific thanks to an interrogative word (what), closer to
the oral reality. What is at stake is the obvious visual impact of the signs, whether they
can replace the text to express all the emotions (which leads to a more visual reading
and gives ammunition to those who accuse comics of diverting children from serious
reading), or support it by stressing the way it must be modalized. Inflation, in fact,
will soon threaten the two dominant forms of the comics: the comic ones where all
speeches need to be read as excessive, grotesque or at least more or less witty, and
the action ones where intensity has to be almost constantly maximal. In the 1920s,
Saint-Ogan colors some of the many exclamation points and question marks that

dot its series Zig et Puce in orange to give them greater visibility in pages saturated
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with punctuation. An example of this inflation can be seen in a page that the young
Hergé, heavily influenced by Saint-Ogan, published in the journal Le Sifflet in 1928
(figure 3).3

The comic facial expressions are not considered enough to express surprise
or questioning: Hergé chooses to stress them by using isolated signs in bubbles.

He even combines marks in the last image although the codified movement of the
character falling backward could have easily been enough to mean astonishment.
The speeches of the owner of the restaurant end up being punctuated with three
exclamation points that now express the strength of his contentment, and now
ironically support his dishonesty to give more strength to the final joke. Even the
time indication, that is nothing extraordinary and that articulates the two moments
of the narrative, is equipped with an exclamation point. Later on Hergé will
moderate his use of the “screaming” signs and find other ways to express visibly

the intensity he wishes to convey.

The same desire for maximum expression explains the gradual invasion of
superhero comics by exclamation points that will be made increasingly visible by
means of flashy colors, thick lines and dynamic shapes. “By the late 1940s [in] DC
Comics [...] most remarks in speech balloons became exclamations! Everything
was dramatic! Even the most mundane remarks! And if a speech really didn’t call
for an exclamation point or question mark... then it ended with an ellipsis—or two
hyphens... (Or three hyphens, or one, or four dots [...]). One sign that American
comic books were maturing in the 1980s was that they welcomed back periods”
(Bell, 2008). A persistent story has it that this extensive use of the marks in question
was due to the poor quality of the paper and ink used for the first publications:

a period might disappear in the printing process used at the time, whereas an
exclamation mark would likely remain recognizable even if there was a printing
glitch. The previous Hergé example shows the reality to be different since these
habits were already in place in comic strips and one-page comics published in the
newspapers.

In any case, the main question is to determine if, confronted with such a

pervasive use of emotional points, the reader perceives them to any greater degree

3.The customers don’t want oysters! The day after!

Give me your fake pearl necklace, Zoé 120 dozens at 100 francs!!!

Youw’ll be a customer, Fules Sir! My jeweler claimed that this pearl was

Ok! Sir! JSake....

Youw’ll be a pearl expert: Feroboam Aahslach That’s awful! Who can be trusted nowadays.....
This pearl is 3,000 francs worth at least. ... if the oysters themselves begin to make fake
Oysters / Here, Sir / At last!... / Boom! Here pearls!!!

they are! / Oysters! / Waiter! Oysters! It’s half
an hour since... / Here! / 100 francs the dozen!
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as signs with a specific value. It is easy to doubt it: most of the time the signs are
only used for emotional charge, whether to emphasize the pragmatic function of the
injunctions and warnings of the characters or to indicate their surprise when facing
a reality that constantly eludes rationality. They share the same logic as the use

of bold characters. This permanent intensity should allow effects of contrast with
passages using a more neutral punctuation, but this is hardly the case. The variation
between exclamation point and period is rarely significant. The exclamation point
quickly became so tightly associated with comics that some authors eventually
incorporated it into their pen names, like Elliot S! Maggin and Scott Shaw!. When
many “serious” writers criticized the “crude” effect of such marks in their writings
and got rid of them (DeVere Brody, 2008, 149-150), comics showed them off. Was

it somehow naively or to demonstrate a form of refusal to submit oneself to the
tyranny of good taste?

In the early 1970s, the great writer Stan Lee, at the time Editor-in-Chief of
Marvel Comics, sought to ban the exclamation point without much success and
with the paradoxical result of texts without punctuation, as reported by Cronin:
he “decided that exclamation points were too juvenile, so he decreed that no
Marvel Comics were to feature exclamation points from then on! Well, the problem
was, most of these issues where he decreed would be without exclamation points
were already getting ready to be sent out. So the solution was to just remove the
exclamation points from the issues as they lay. The problem with that is that it
only worked with exclamation points at the end of the word balloons (whether
that was because they literally couldn’t or because they didn’t feel like it, I don’t
know). [...] You’d have silly stuff like exclamation points in the middle of a long
piece of dialogue but nothing at the end” (2010). Stan Lee was not followed. Was
this due to the unwillingness of the printers? Authors didn’t really understand
what was at stake and the ‘purification’ of the exclamatory was a failure. Nothing
really happened until the arrival of new and more literary adult comics that began
to exploit all possible sorts of nuances (narrative, ideological as well as stylistic). In
Watchmen by Moore and Gibbons (1987), in particular, the suspension points and the
bold characters only remain. Even interjections are devoid of exclamation points,
which no longer appear alone in the balloons. However, in many other comics, old
habits remain as shown in the commentary that Piekos makes in his normative
“Comic Book Grammar & Tradition” on the use of the question mark / exclamation
point combo: “This should only be used for a shouted question. It’s a loose rule that

the question mark should come first. Marvel insists on it, and I agree, since the
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text is probably already bold or enlarged (indicating shouting) so the only visual
clue a reader has that it’s also a question, is the question mark—giving it priority”
(2009). The usual redundancy between exclamation points and bold characters is
highlighted, while the question finally appears as the only interesting information
in this type of combination.

In a recent work, inspired by Queneau’s Exercises in Style, Matt Madden tries
to propose 99 Ways to Tell a Story (2005) by using 99 one-page comics that are all
variations from a minimum script. One of them consists of a “Calligram” which
takes the form of a large question mark made from a series of words and which
highlights the fact that the short story is based on two questions made evident in
the “template”: “What time is it?” and “What the hell was I looking for, anyway?”
Another one, entitled “Reframing (Hands and Punctuation Marks),” isolates the
question marks and exclamation points by a simple process of reframing, as if to
emphasize the uniqueness of the comics, the only form capable of isolating and
making sense of the punctuation marks on their own. Many continue to highlight
ironically the pervasive (in)visibility of expressive signs in contemporary art forms,
in the manner that Artschwager has proposed since the 1980s with his sculptures
in the shape of question marks; these force the viewer to question simultaneously
their legitimacy as sculpture, what they ask us to attempt in terms of interpretation,
as well as the meaning we are used to giving to the signs (see DeVere Brody, 2008,

18-22).

SIGNS AND POLITICS

In 1964 Charles M. Schulz makes fun of the domination of the exclamation point in
the comics in two Peanuts strips (figure 4). The “way out groups” represented by the
minor (comma) or rare (the ampersand, asterisk, pi) signs express their willingness
to discard the dominant sign, which is actually drawn bigger. During the conflict
between the representatives of the exclamation point and the comma, the dialogue
takes place only by signs: if the avalanche of points is immediately comprehensible
as a mark of angry or, more broadly, violent emotion, the lonely comma remains
perfectly mysterious (What is “that”?) since there is no symbolic meaning
associated with its use as an isolated sign. Yet that last discourse triumphs: syntactic
punctuation over emotional punctuation. Revenge of the text on the image but

also of the smallest on the strongest, of the dominated on the dominant, of the one
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Figure 4: Peanuts, 1964, Charles M. Schulz

Figure 5: Histoire dramatique, pittoresque et caricaturale de la Sainte Russie, 1854,
Gustave Doré

who was marginalized and rendered invisible by the mainstream on the one who
became the representative of an entire art form, of the comic strip on the superhero
comic book?

The ideological value associable with isolated punctuation appears very early in
the history of comics. Gustave Doré chooses to end his violent and extraordinary
satire against Russia, Histoire dramatique, pittoresque et caricaturale de la Sainte Russie
(1854) in two stages (figure §): by a huge question mark crowned with laurels, which
seems to represent the glorious uncertainty of the fate which awaits the military
sent to Crimea to fight against Russian troops in the year of the book’s publication
(« en attendant Pépreuve, ils se complaisent a interroger un avenir plein de gloire
et surtout 'HONNEUR. »), but also by an epilogue with a quote from an obscure
corporal: «.....Quon dit comme ja, que si on arrive, nous aut’Frrrancés, a leux y

brosser leur czar, on leux y donnera plus le fouet comme a des bétes; c’est alors que

solemnity of the question mark accompanied by an ironically emphatic text and
the very familiar speech from the poor soldier, whose emotion is exhibited by the
accumulation of exclamation points, expresses the political message of Doré who

was strongly committed to the reconciliation of all nations, once rid of their tyrants.

4. “waiting for the confrontation, they indulge in “.....Let’s say that if we, Frrrenchmen, succeed

questioning a future full of glory and especially in defeating their tsar, they won’t be whipped

HONOR” any longer like animals; we’ll all be good friends
then!!!NII”
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HISTOIRE DE LA SAINTE RUSSIE. 181

Maix quelques an‘res esprits moins cosmopolites pent-étre, mais sans doute plus avancés oti, en attendant I'épreuve, ils se complai-
le sont de¢ja jusqu’a Warna, sent & interroger un avenir plein de gloire
et surtout A’HONNEUR,

MORALE ET KPILOGUE.

Si ta waison debvoit ruiner, falloit-il que en sa ruine, elle tombast sur les atres de celui qui 'avoit aornée? La chose est tant hors
des bornes de raison, et tant abhorrente de sens commun que A poine peult elle étre par humain entendement concene : et jusques & ce
mourera non croyable entre les estrangers que l'effect asseuré et témoigné lour donne & entendre que rien n'est ni sainct ni sacré & ceulx
qui se sont émancipés de Dieu et raison pour suivre lenrs affections perverses, voyre orthodozes,

(F. Rabelais, Histoire de Russie, ou Vie de Gargantua. )

..... Qu'on dit comme ja, que £ on arrive, nous aut’ Freraucks, 4 leux ¥ brosser leur czar, on leux y donnera plus Je fouet comme a
des bétes ; clest alors que nous vons étre de: Lons amis 1111 (Achille Champavert, caporal au 23¢ de ligne.
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The dominance of the capitalized question mark on the crowd of the other lowercase
signs will not last insofar as the text already provides the individual soldier with the
last word.

Sign of the relative authority of one who can expect in the future and question,
and therefore exercise power, the question mark can instead easily become the
symbol of a weakness to understand things or express oneself. This is the case in
some comics published during the heyday of colonialism and white power. The first
Hergé gives fine examples of this even before his controversial Tintin in the Congo
and Tintin in America. On the one hand, the character of Boy Scout Totor facing
the savagery of Redskins (1927), on the other, the black Popokabaka submitted to
European power (1928). In the first case (figure 6), the position of the big question
mark at the center of the square is symbolic of the absolute impossibility of the two
characters meeting, finding a common exchange. In the second (figure 7), the black
question mark appears as an emanation of the character, wide-eyed in front of the
mysteries of the civilized world and thus witness to the need of civilizing through
a colonial presence. At the time “Belgium harbors a culture that could pass for a
caricature of normalcy and respectability, though not without its dark side. Hergé
was comfortable in the most banal backwaters of this culture, never questioning
its prejudices (something he looked back on, late in life, with a sort of rueful self-
contempt.) He attended a Catholic school, and upon graduating at age 18 went to
work for a Catholic newspaper, Le Vingtieme Siécle. The brand of Catholicism that
embraced him was deeply reactionary, royalist, violently anti-Communist, strongly
anti-Capitalist (Moscow and Wall Street being seen as two sides of the same Judeo-
Masonic coin), unthinkingly imperialist. “Hey, the Belgian Empire allowed the
missionaries to convert all those benighted pagan Blacks” (Buchet, 2010). Once
these embarrassing anti-humanist influences are recognized, the whole work of
Hergé will never stop trying hard to rebuild the relationship with the Other and
to make the question mark the transitive sign that it should always have been and
that Uderzo, playing with mock hieroglyphs, reinvents significantly in Asterix the
Legionary (1967) in the mouth of the Egyptian Ptenisnet: with a sickle to separate
known from the unknown and one eye to search but also to come into contact, the

two key dimensions of the sign are thus highlighted.
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Figure 7: Popokabaka 1928, Hergé. Permission by © Hergé/Moulinsart 2011
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HOW TO MAKE VISIBLE THE INVISIBLE

If, as we have seen, the immediately expressive signs have always enjoyed a real
success in the comics, what about the “lower classes” of the signs that are used
to organize discourse and seem at first sight incapable of representing anything:
comma, semicolon, period, parentheses. Do they have a claim to autonomy? And
if so what for? The examples are indeed very rare outside the purely experimental
scope. We will take three contemporary ones, which appear as complementary.
The first one is the very special use that Chris Ware makes of dashes and
periods in some passages of Fimmy Corrigan (2000). In the story of the nightmare
(figure 8) in which the abstract word gets material through the form of a night
mare as in the famous painting by Fuseli, the text makes use of the symbolic value

of different types of calligraphic letters but also of the delaying effects produced

“SOUND| HOOF S

Hop

GOING UP
A STAIRCASE

(T L]
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by dashes which progressively shorten as the presence of the mare in the house
becomes more obvious: “THE SOUND— / THE SOUND / OF—/ OF -.” In the next
page, punctuation disappears, which leads to the appearance of white balloons
and strangely “naked” interjections (“HA HA”) while the narrative indications
are, conversely, overpunctuated with periods, including the strange “BUT.” The
disruption of the code helps to build a world that is both mute and awfully noisy,
where images are extremely tight and at the same time cut one from the other by
the authority of the written punctuation marks. It participates in the desire to make
sensible by all means, and not just those traditionally allowed by the image and the
narrative text, the very special unease and helplessness that one can feel during a
nightmare.

The second one can be found in 99 Ways to Tell a Story (figure 9). Imitating the

style of some action manga, Madden uses above the predictable exclamation points,

HOW DID YOU
(vET UP HEH!,
HA HA YOU
CRAZY HORSE 3

||||| | == ||||
y s

“THE INDELIBLE
REASSURANCE
of CHAPPED FINGERTIPS
SMODTHING HiS
HAIR,

GET UP YOU
GODDAMN LITTLE
SON of A BITCH

Figure 8: Jimmy Corrigan, 2000, Chris Ware. Permission by © Chris Ware
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Figure 9: 99 Ways to Tell a Story, 2000, Matt Madden. Permission by © Matt Madden

rows of dots that are difficult to interpret immediately: they are usually two and
replace the expected text without giving any clue of what it could be, so that the
well-known autonomy of the expressive signs seems imitated, but without any
effect. The very hyperbolic style of the majority of mangas thus allows the use of dots
as a substitute for a text that does not need to say. The dot appears as the last step
before a form of literature that would be wholly visual!

A third and final interesting example is provided by a sequence of the
autobiographical Yukiko’s Spinach (2001). Frédéric Boilet takes advantage of a special
effect available in Japanese photo booths to place the couple he momentarily makes
with Yukiko within a manga image (figure 10). The choice of the girl with glasses is
due to a T-shirt similar to another worn by Yukiko and allows Frédéric to tell his
girlfriend she would make a good comics character, accentuating her transformation
into a two-dimensional figure. But what is yet more interesting is that the shade of
a punctuation mark determines the organization of the representation. The freezing
of the image gives the feeling that both characters are somehow locked inside
parentheses consisting, left, of a script that mixes isyllabic kafakana characters and
alphabetic ones and, right, of a drawing which is both alien (since it was imposed
by the machine) and close (through the fetish T-shirt). Parenthesis perfectly
summarizes the temporary love situation that is depicted by an album that combines
writing, drawing and photography. It is to be noticed that the text contained in the
rudimentary manga scene refers to “battle” and “parties” as an ironic echo of what is
at stake in the narrative and the form of the book. The very word parenthesis is used

by Boilet after three balloons which reformulate, in an increasingly deteriorated
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Clest a toi
de décider.

J'ai décidé!

belle histoire d'amour

On peut vivre une
en dix jours...

Peut-étre plus,

Une parenthese...

s'il ne te rappelle pas

tout de suite...
qui ne concerne
personne d'autre...

Quelque chose
entre toi et moj,

Figure 10: Yukiko’s Spinach, 2001, Frédéric Boilet. Permission by © Ego comme X
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way, the possibility of a lasting love affair: “a beautiful love story,” “something
between you and me,” “a hiatus,” while, concomitantly, the text occupies less and
less visual space. On the opposite page, the composition of the page makes use
again of the idea of parenthesis by enclosing a central mute image between two
images with text. From the top balloon to the bottom one, the verb decider (to decide)
changes from the infinitive, mood of all possibilities, to the indicative past tense,
used for the accomplished, but goes also from the left to the right of the page. In
between, the artificial pose that the two characters strike looks like a suspended
moment.

The image that follows and takes the form of a calendar page (figure 11)

reformulates the idea of parenthesis in four ways:

- by repeating it in the form of a synonym (“limited duration”);

- by drawing it through the Western punctuation mark: ();

- by translating it (the Chinese ideogram itself appears to reproduce three times
the sign of Western parenthesis);

- by containing it in the zigzagging of the “real” bookmark that crosses a figure of

Yukiko, herself caught between two palm trees as a parenthesis.

This saturation is indicative of the willingness of F. Boilet to make use of all the
possible resources of image and writing to beautify the commonplace of romantic
interlude and subtly make appear the inevitable failure of the meeting which gives
its form to the album. Cinema needed to affirm the singular power of editing to get
rid of the patronage of theater and photography; F. Boilet, because he is nourished
by the example that the long tradition of Japanese manga provides, shows how the
comics need to think about the problematic status of the sign, in all forms including
punctuation, to become something other than “literature in prints” and play a real

part in the contemporary aesthetics debate.
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Figure 11: Yukiko’s Spinach, 2001, Frédéric Boilet. Permission by © Ego comme X
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CONCLUSION

In a text entitled “PONCTUATION ;p (or) 1, g-uo-i!” Laetitia Bianchi (2002) bases

her work on a study made with pupils to try to understand the literary uses of

punctuation:

D'ordinaire, les écrivains comme il faut italiquent bien les mots importants, soulignent a

I'occasion. Le 1?7 parait familier, malpoli, réservé a un emploi humoristique...

— Siquelgu’un ici veut que je tombe raide mort, il n'a qu’a me parler de cette question. Elle

me rappelle la plus effroyable période de ma vie...

— 17?711l nous écridames-nous simultanément. [Alphonse Allais, La logique méne a tout]

...0u a la bande dessinée :

[Eléve] n°3 — parce que dans la bande dessinée Tintin il y a une fois ou il y avait Tintin

il mettait une bombe une bombe atomique et alors Tintin il a un cheval il est dans le désert il

craint et tout a coup la bombe atomique elle explose et

Professeur — et alors il y a un point d’exclamation la

n°3 — ben oui ils mettent toujours ¢a*

The visibility of punctuation clearly appears here: it is spotted by children, without

interpretation. But if the exclamation point partakes now, somehow, in the “comics

effect,” it is time to try other things with other signs, as it is the case in poetry or in

graphic arts. The attempts, still rare, of some major authors show the way: a whole

area of creation remains to be explored.

5.Usually, proper writers italicize properly
important words, underline on occasions. The
122 sounds familiar, rude, limited to a h