
	  

23  Commas 
 

There are about as many rules for commas as there are commas, which is to say, 
too many.  In truth, many of the comma rules are more like suggestions, matters 
of style.  This freedom is both liberating and irritating.  Commas are like 
Romance—they rely a great deal on tradition, yet there is a certain spontaneity 
that personalizes the experience.  I am, by the way, the only teacher who will 
ever equate commas with Romance, and I’m doing it largely because I’m drunk.  
Um, drunk on love and grammar.  Yeah, that’s it. 
 
Here are two generalizations that address the most forceful of these suggestions:  
Use commas after introductory material, and use commas in pairs to separate 
nonessential information. 
 

 
                         
Speaking of love, last summer on Vancouver Island, Hastings fell in love, but 

it didn’t work out.  I don’t think it was because she was Canadian.  
 I think it was because she was made out of bronze. 

 
Commas and introductory material 
 
We’ve already discussed your always using commas after introductory adverb 
clauses, participial phrases, and appositives.   
 

Before the deluge wiped out Kane’ohe, we used to enjoy the Windward Side. 
 
The rule with introductory prepositional phrases is less rigid—you follow long 
introductory prepositional phrases (four or more words) or a series of introductory 
prepositional phrases with a comma.  For short introductory prepositional phrases (two 
or three words), the comma is optional. 
 

Before the dawn of a new and glorious day in the life of our writer,  
he finally got to the subject of the sentence. 

 
Before noon he finished the second sentence. 

 
After noon, he finished his third sentence. 

 
 



	  
The writer also has some latitude when the introductory material is a single 
word.  For some—well, yes, no, why—the convention is to use a comma.  For 
others, typically adverbs like today, occasionally, or often, it becomes a style call. 
 

Why, do you have a problem with the way I use commas? 
 

Occasionally I eat dinner in the morning for variety. 
 

Often, I find breakfast is better in the evening. 
 

The best advice I can give you is to be consistent. 
 
Commas and nonessential material 
 
Again, we’ve covered much of this already, but I’ll review.  Nonessential 
adjective clauses, participial phrases, and appositives are separated on both 
sides by commas. 
 
Dr. Wally, who never actually went to med school, gave out M&M’s as medicine. 

 
Sometimes it’s difficult to tell if the information is essential or not, and the 
commas determine that in the reader’s mind. 
 

My friend, sitting near the ocean, is always pleasant to whales. 
 

My friend sitting near the ocean is always pleasant to whales. 
 

The first example assumes we both know the friend to whom I refer.  Oh, and by 
the way, he’s sitting near the ocean.  The second example assumes I have many 
friends, which I do, and the one sitting near the ocean is always pleasant to whales.  
The others, for all we know, might be jerks to whales. 
 
Nonessential prepositional phrases are again a style call.  Look at that last 
sentence: 

The others, for all we know, might be jerks to whales. 
 

The prepositional phrase for all we know is unnecessary.  It adds to the overall 
tone of my writing, but it doesn’t really contribute to the meaning.  I separate it 
with commas.  Again, it’s not always an easy call. 
 

Odell showed up in the middle of my dream. 
 

Odell showed up, in the middle of my dream. 
 

While both say the same thing, the tones seem slightly different.  And both seem 
correct to me. 
 
We also occasionally throw unexpected (to the reader—I assume the writer 
expects them to show up) words into our writing.  Interjections are separated 
from the rest of the sentence with commas. 
 

When he looked at me, oh my God, I thought I would die. 
 

 



	  
 
Or, if you’re an idiot, 
 

When he, you know, looked at me, OMG, I thought, like, I would die. 
 

We also use commas to set off nouns of direct address. 
 

I was wondering, Mr. Ako, if I could tie-dye my kihei. 
 

You know, Mom, I like your cookies more than life itself. 
 

And we use commas to set off parenthetical expressions, notably 
 
after all 
by the way 
consequently 

for example 
however 
incidentally 

in fact 
nevertheless 
therefore 

on the other  
    hand 
 

 
Kamehameha was, after all, established for Hawaiians. 

 
I cannot, for example, eat a Cadillac. 

 
He’s naked, and, therefore, he’ll receive detention. 

 
In keeping with the theme of commas as the Bad Boys of Love, Love’s being 
unpredictable, and Women being as fickle as the next fad (Whoa!), let’s mess 
with this rule a bit as well.  Single-word, adverb parenthetical expressions 
(consequently, incidentally, therefore) often go comma-less.  Yep, it’s a style call.  
That last example could just as easily read 

 
He’s naked, and therefore he’ll receive detention. 

 
Let’s just say this:  If you put a comma on one side of the word or phrase, put one 
on the other side. 
 
Introductory and nonessential material covers most comma rules.  There are, 
however, a few more comma situations you should recognize. 
              

 
 

Hastings points out, Odell, that when HE fell in love,  
at least the statue looked like a dog, and not a bag of ice.  

 



	  
Commas and compound sentences 
 
When you connect two independent clauses with a coordinate conjunction (but, 
or, yet, so, for, and, nor), place a comma before the conjunction, unless the two 
clauses are very short. 
 

Frank was raised in Frankfurt, but now he calls Franklinville home. 
 

I’ve fallen and I can’t get up. 
 
Commas and items in a series 
 
Use commas to separate items in a series.  The comma before the coordinate 
conjunction is optional.  It’s called the Harvard Comma in America, the Oxford 
Comma in England, and the Manoa Comma in Hawaii.  I made that last one up. 
 

I voted for Larry, Curly, and Moe. 
 

I voted for Larry, Curly and Moe. 
 
Commas and two adjectives 
 
The rule I used to share with my kids was that you place a comma between two 
polysyllabic adjectives preceding a noun.  Kids pretty much ignored me, and I 
realized nobody in the world uses the word polysyllabic but me.  I like the word 
polysyllabic.  It sounds, I don’t know, exotic.  If I ever had a daughter, I’d name 
her Polysyllabic Slagel, which might explain why Mrs. Slagel and I never had 
kids.  Anyway, polysyllabic means having two or more syllables.  In brief, place a 
comma between two long adjectives.  It’s a style call.  You wouldn’t place one 
here: 
 

The little red fire truck was engulfed in flames. 
 
You would place one here: 
 

The diminutive, burgundy fire truck was engulfed in flames. 
 

Other Comma rules 
 
There are other comma rules, but I’m not going to talk about them.  That’s life.  
Get used to disappointment.  At least it’s not too late for you to have children.  A 
little Hawaiian Polysyllabic running around the house.  I need a drink.  Um, a 
drink of Love and Grammar. 


