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Introduction


Once upon a time we were apes, and back then we shared a favourite occupation: we scratched each other’s backs. Occasionally this habit may be due to vermin or uncleanliness, but the apes in some tribes spend 20 per cent of their waking hours scratching each other’s backs. What can be the reason for this?


The evolutionary psychologist Robin Dunbar found the answer: apes cannot speak, so they have to express themselves in other ways. That is where scratching comes in. When one ape scratches another’s back, it is also saying, ‘I like you.’ The ape that is being scratched feels relaxed and secure – quite simply, slightly euphoric.


The apes that have not developed into humans are still apes. If they had been able to speak or write they would have asked what happened to those of us who became human. How have we managed to go so much further than they have? We know the answer: we learned to speak. That was a big step. Later we realised that it might be a good idea to write down our thoughts, opinions, ideas, observations, reflections, exclamations and questions. Then we progressed much further.


The apes, poor things, are still sitting up in the trees scratching each other’s backs to say I like you. We humans developed further, with the written language as the powerful driving force. The written word became truly refined 500 years ago. That was when punctuation entered the system and became standardised. This was not in order to make writing more difficult but to make reading easier, and today punctuation marks still ensure that words work effectively.


But are we nevertheless on our way back to the way apes communicate? Emojis are taking over written communication, and what do we do in order to express friendship ourselves? We often make do with a J or a 


Fastidious puritans with boxes full of red pens dislike changes to language that have taken place since they left school. The book you are now reading is written from the standpoint that language inevitably changes, and that this also applies to the written language. We use different words, acquire new words, combine words in sentences in new ways – and make adjustments to the way we punctuate. And we use the language in new channels, new situations and new genres. So language is a living organism that adapts to its times and comes into existence as we speak and write.


That is how things are: clever minds have contributed to the invention of ways of writing that ensure that what we write is understood quickly, efficiently and correctly by readers. The full stop, comma, exclamation mark and question mark are examples of this kind of linguistic aid. The way these marks are used also changes over the centuries. However, there is no reason to reject the basic principles of punctuation that have made the written word a superior means of communication for 500 years.


The purpose of this book is to sweep through the part of European cultural history that deals with the most important punctuation marks. Welcome to the story of signs of civilisation!


 


Harstad, June 2019


Bård Borch Michalsen










Part I


1494: It Was Finished










The World Before Writing


We managed very well without being able to write or speak but, as we know, once we become accustomed to something that we experience as making life easier, a real step forward, we are not keen to have it taken away from us again. Can you imagine life without smartphones, water closets and mains electricity? That is how it used to be with speech.


In the beginning, it was not the word, but when we first began to use our mouths for something more than eating and biting, we discovered the great advantages that came with the new development. We could report on threats of danger, we could tell spicy stories about the escapades of our neighbours in a strange tribe. We could also discuss how we would organise the next day’s hunting.


Who was the first person to talk, around 50,000 years ago? Nobody knows. And it is a nonsensical question anyway, as there is no point in being the only person in the world who can talk. We carry on our inner dialogue perfectly well without using our voices; we need speech when we want to be social – and humans are social beings.


Learning to talk was useful, practical and enjoyable. We made good use of the new opportunities. We had already stood up on two legs and begun to walk and run, which gave us an invaluable advantage in the competition with the animals that surrounded us. When people who could run also started to use their mouths to express their thoughts, we soon became superior to all the other species. None could reach a distant goal faster than we could, and because we could talk as we ran, we could also exchange experiences, tell others about dangers along the way, report on handy shortcuts and agree meeting places – and gossip about the people we had seen embracing among the trees where they thought no one could see them. When humans began to talk, we must also have used speech to gossip about anything and everything.


Other species before us had constructed something that could, with a small stretch of the imagination, be called a language but in most cases with sounds that were not articulated. Human speech soon developed into something much more advanced. In his book Sapiens, Yuval Noah Harari emphasises the fact that it was the ability to talk about what does not exist for our physical senses that became the truly unique feature of our language: ‘As far as we know, only Sapiens can talk about entire kinds of entities that they have never seen, touched or smelled.’ He shows how legends, myths, gods and religions arose as a result of the cognitive revolution, an important element of which was innovative speech.










6,000 Years of the History of Writing


However, man cannot live on religion alone. We also need bread, and what would be the best possible way to organise a more advanced system of cooperation, buying and selling? Increased trade brought with it a need to pin down arrangements, obligations and debts in something more durable than verbal agreements. As a result, some 3,500 years before the common era, some bright sparks in Mesopotamia made marks representing words and objects – the first written language! Or was it the first? Historians are unsure, but there are good grounds for believing that written language also came into existence at around the same time in China and Egypt.


The quantum leap made by Semitic peoples near the eastern shores of the Mediterranean was the transition to a system in which the characters no longer depicted objects but instead represented sounds. The alphabet arrived later. That was another big step, both for those who came up with the idea and for humanity in general. According to the media sociologist Manuel Castells, the alphabet is the indispensable infrastructure for cumulative, knowledge-based communication and the basis for western philosophy and science.


The alphabet made it possible to manage with fewer characters (now known as letters). The Semitic alphabet was the first to appear, but it contained only consonants. The Greeks took the next giant step by adding vowels. This also enabled us to read and write words we did not know, including words in foreign languages. The American professor Walter J. Ong devoted his life to researching the connection between language and our ability to think. In his book Orality and Literacy he wrote that it was this alphabet that gave Greek culture the upper hand in antiquity. Adding vowels democratised the written language; more and more people were able to read and write. Neurolinguistic studies suggest that a phonetic alphabet with vowels supports analytical, abstract thought. The Roman alphabet evolved from the Greek alphabet, via the alphabet of the Etruscans, who ruled over parts of Italy before the rise of Rome. The Roman alphabet is now the most commonly used in the world.


People found it expedient to begin to write. This was clever, correct thinking. Later, improvements occurred in the language system that enabled us to convey more and to do so with increasing speed and accuracy. The book you are now reading considers punctuation to be the finishing touch to the written languages in Europe; like dotting the i’s and crossing the t’s, it is the icing on the cake. Punctuation is the system and conventions that give letters and words greater precision and depth, colour and feeling, tone and rhythm. Indeed, the consequences are even more dramatic than this. Punctuation is not merely an important part of our language code; an advanced punctuation system has been nothing less than one of the driving forces in the development of our entire western civilisation.


The first punctuation marks were introduced 2,200 years ago in the ancient cultural capital of Alexandria. The marks were tiny and they were soon dropped by the civilisations surrounding the Mediterranean Sea. The more difficult it was to read, the greater the power of the few who had mastered the art. However, the marks were reinvented and during the Middle Ages many people in Europe realised that, if written languages were to achieve their full potential, they would need to be modernised. Spain, Germany and Ireland reinvented and improved a system of punctuation, thus preparing the ground for the Italian humanists.










A Motor For Our Civilisation


When Yuval Noah Harari in Sapiens sought to understand the unique development of the human race, he found two answers. The first was our ability to create imaginary systems of organisation, such as religion or limited companies. The second was written language. In his view, these two inventions filled the gaps in our biological inheritance. Lars Tvede came to the same conclusion in his book The Creative Society: Language codes are a prerequisite for successful civilisations. In his hefty standard work The History and Power of Writing, Henri-Jean Martin stresses the fact that the foundation of written language coincided with the beginnings of great civilisations, growth, prosperity and increasing communication.


Written language has indisputably been a condition for the growth and advance of civilisations, and this could not have happened without the involvement of commas, question marks and other punctuation marks. The development of punctuation that culminated 500 years ago was essential for progress towards European civilisation. Andrew Reamer of George Washington University wanted to collate the findings of all the research on the effect of technological inventions on economic growth. The innovations to which he draws particular attention are mathematics, critical thinking, methodical research and writing. He refers firstly to the opportunities for growth in trade and communication provided by the first written languages 5,000 years ago, but considers that the great revolution came about through changes in the way text was organised, for example the introduction of spaces between the words and punctuation. These innovations paved the way for silent reading, which allowed the reader to absorb the meaning of the text rapidly and efficiently. Standardised punctuation and other minor changes to the conventions of writing interacted with a truly major innovation – the invention of printing. The manuscript culture was on its way to becoming history.


Printed books were a gift for silent reading. Each one of us could establish a personal and private relationship with God, without the interference of his representatives on earth. Inspired by the wine presses of antiquity, Johannes Gutenberg developed the first printing press, and print shops soon appeared throughout central Europe. The art of printing was praised as a spectacular and truly earth-shaking innovation – and with good reason. Yet at the same time, printed books would have been completely unreadable, if the text had looked the same as it had until the late Middle Ages, namely like this: IFTHETEXTHADAPPEAREDASITHADDONEUNTILTHELATEMIDDLEAGES.


Visually, books needed to be laid out in a way that made them accessible; there had to be agreement on conventions for punctuation that allowed everyone to unravel the meaning behind the words. A language system in which each individual had his or her own rules for spelling, grammar and punctuation would have impeded the development that we now know happened. The modernisation of typography and punctuation is a less obvious innovation than the invention of a physical machine, but it was nonetheless a crucial requirement in order for the products of that machine to be significant. The grammar, punctuation and visual presentation of the text are what we now call software. Without it, the hardware is no more than dead metal.


The innovation gathered speed in sixteenth-century Europe. Innovation and creativity require individual thought that is independent of what authorities might think is true or valuable. The silent reading that had become established made such individual thought possible. The text no longer had to pass through the ears but through the eyes. However, for silent reading it was essential for the text to appear in a different way from previously, with spaces between the words and a fixed system of punctuation. So punctuation was not merely a result of this development but one of the reasons why it was possible for efficient reading to come into being. A common language standard, together with other factors such as exploration, migration and decentralisation, was a key element in a powerful evolutionary impulse that, 500 years ago, started a chain reaction of fast-moving processes. Standardised punctuation is an essential thread woven into the fabric of sixteenth-century Europe, which underwent a sensational technological, economic and cultural development. Lars Tvede summed up this development as follows:


 


• The Renaissance, which promoted artistic activity, humanism, individualism, empirical experiment and creativity.


• The Enlightenment, with ideals such as freedom, democracy, religious tolerance, a constitutional state, rationalism and sound reason.


• The Age of Discovery.


• The Reformation.


• The Scientific Revolution.


• The Industrial Revolution, when the introduction of machines and mass production led to an explosion of prosperity, urbanisation and cultural upheavals.


 


Could the French philosopher Descartes (1596–1650) have anything to add here? Nowadays people rarely chat about him over lunch, except possibly in corners where philosophers meet to dine. Nevertheless, there is one question we recognise from television quiz programmes: ‘Who is famous for the saying “I think, therefore I am”?’ That is Descartes and his thinking man – who is also a writing man! When he has thought, and while he is thinking, he writes, and thus confirms that he thinks. In Orality and Literacy, Walter J. Ong stresses the fact that written language is absolutely essential for advanced thinking. Oral culture is not well suited to such phenomena as geometrical figures, abstract thought, logical argument and definitions. These things are not produced by thought alone but through thoughts that are reasoned out and elaborated in text. Descartes might just as well have written: I write, therefore I am.


And yes, there has to be a comma in this sentence. Correct punctuation in the right place is worth its weight in gold.










The Greeks Had a Word For It


FORTHEFIRSTMILLENNIATEXTSWEREWRITTENWITHOUTSPACESANDWITHOUTPUNCTUATIONTHETEXTSRANFROMLEFTTORIGHTORFROMRIGHTTOLEFTANDTHEYWEREWRITTENUSINGONLYCAPITALLETTERS


The only thing that was reminiscent of punctuation was the long paragraphos, a horizontal line that was inserted to mark the beginning or end of a sentence or to indicate that a different character was speaking in a drama. Texts were written as scriptio continua, without spaces between the words, and they were difficult to access even for the few who were able to read. There was no division into paragraphs, NOPUNCTUATIONANDEVERYTHINGWASINCAPITALS


A reader could not begin to understand what was written until the text had been read aloud several times. No one considered the idea that the text could be read silently; it was written to be read aloud as a representation of the spoken word, not as something that could be read noiselessly. At that time, writing was not an independent, paying activity that established its own identity but merely a record of words spoken in poetry, debates or dialogues. Positive changes did not begin to take place until a few centuries before the birth of Christ.


Aristophanes: The forgotten innovator


Outside the Bibliotheca Alexandrina there is now a modest column just by the coffee bar where students from all over the world meet between lectures. The column is said to originate in the library of the ancient Mediterranean city of Alexandria, just a few hundred metres from the place where the new library was built in 2003. The modern library was designed by the Norwegian architectural consortium Snøhetta. It was built to be Egypt’s window on the world and the world’s window to Egypt, but the ambitions did not stop there. When the library was to be opened, the librarian, Ismail Serageldin, referred to the legacy from the ancient library, which he hoped would now be rediscovered. The Alexandria library is majestic and monumental, and a space not only for books but also for research, teaching and seminars.


The Macedonian Alexander the Great was aged only twenty-five in 332 BC when he conquered the city that was to bear his name from that time on. Alexander died a few years later, and not long afterwards a Greek royal house took over power in the city. The Ptolemaic dynasty, as it was known, initiated a golden age of Greek culture that lasted several hundred years, in which the original Hellas was no longer the most important element. During this period of Hellenistic culture the political, economic and cultural focus moved to Alexandria. The Ptolemaic dynasty’s large income from natural resources such as papyrus was used not least for the building of the centre of learning, the Museion, with its famous library, the purpose of which was to collect everything that had been written in Greek. Books were brought in from the whole of the Hellenistic world, and the library also sent its employees further afield to track down books. The librarians were interested in everything, though texts about language and literature were the first priority. Historians have suggested that, at its peak, the library may have contained almost 500,000 scrolls.


Alexandria was the cultural and intellectual centre of the ancient world and a place where ideas from Asia and Europe could meet. Academic stars appeared and were nurtured in the fields of literature, medicine, astronomy, geometry and mathematics. The most famous of them is possibly Archimedes, who discovered the principle of the buoyancy of a body in water.


The library was also famous for its many talented librarians. One of these was Eratosthenes. As well as looking after the books, he was interested in geography, mathematics and astronomy and he was the first to determine the circumference of the Earth. Eratosthenes calculated it to be 39,250 km, and this is not far away from what we now know to be correct – 40,075 km. So it is not without reason that he is held up as one of the library’s truly great minds. The librarians who followed Eratosthenes are usually mentioned only in passing in descriptions of the library’s history.


But not here! We must honour one of them, Aristophanes of Byzantium (257–180 BC), and provide him with the memorial he has not been given in the new Bibliotheca Alexandrina. He is almost unknown there, considered as no more than a side issue. Not even in the innermost offices of the Alexandria Center for Hellenistic Studies is there a trace of chief librarian Aristophanes and his contribution to our punctuation system. There are no researchers sitting absorbed over fragments of worn papyrus scrolls, awed by the use of the colon, no posters praising his contribution to the full stop, not so much as a faded drawing on the wall of the comma he introduced.
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