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Sentenced to Death: Who did what (to whom)?

The key to grammar is the sentence.  Every sentence must contain two things: a subject (always a noun) and a verb.  Or, if we think of a sentence as a tiny story, it needs a protagonist and a plot.  The simplest sentence requires only two words:

Jane drinks.

Jane screamed.

Jane fled.

The verb may or may not have an object:

Jane drinks tea.

Jane screamed curses.

Jane fled Saltpetre Abbey.

This is the core of your sentence: Who did what to whom?
Then things can really get crazy with the addition of modifiers.  Modifiers can be words (adjectives and adverbs, for example) or even phrases and clauses.  Modifiers elaborate on the story of your sentence, but the core of the story -- who did what to whom -- remains the same.

Jane drinks Chinese tea laced with whisky and tears. 

Jane screamed vile curses into the night sky.

Jane fearfully fled crumbling Saltpetre Abbey.

Whenever you are struggling with grammar, find the core of your sentence -- who did what to whom -- and work from there.

And remembering that little mantra -- who did what to whom -- will help you remember that who is the subject form and whom is the object form.  Whom is grammatically the same as him or them.  If you could stick him or them in its place, you need whom.  If you could stick he or they in, you need who.


To _____ is Sir Basil married?

Okay, you have to chop this one  up and rearrange it a bit to apply the rule, but it’s not hard: 

Sir Basil (subject) is married (verb) to _______ (object).  

You could add them (well, maybe in Utah) or him (in Vermont, perhaps), so you know it must be whom.

Your subject and verb need to agree in number (singular vs. plural).  Most of the time this is simple:


Jane lives in Saltpetre Abbey.


Jane and Sir Basil live in Saltpetre Abbey.

But when the sentence gets complex, with lots of clauses and modifiers and other flotsam and jetsam stuck in, we sometimes lose our way:


Jane, along with her husband, countless servants, cats, dogs, ancestral ghosts, traveling salesmen who stopped traveling, and a mysterious woman in the attic, ______ in Saltpetre Abbey.

Though you may be sorely tempted to use the plural verb, live, the core of the sentence is still singular: Jane lives in Saltpetre Abbey. 

Commas: They Aren’t Just for Breathing Anymore

Our little friend the comma causes more confusion than any other punctuation mark.  The period is straightforward, the question mark unambiguous, the apostrophe irksome yet predictable -- but those commas seem to land willy-nilly just about anywhere.   Actually, the comma isn’t the wild and crazy character it appears to be.  There are fairly simple rules that apply to the most common uses.

Like a good bra, the comma lifts and separates.  Actually, unlike a bra, the comma can only do one of these at a time.  Knowing which function the comma serves will help you determine if you are using it correctly. 

A single comma separates words or parts of a sentence.


Sir Basil’s first wife is still alive, and she is locked in the attic!

 Never let a comma get between your subject and verb, or between your verb and its object.  This is one of the most frequent errors in punctuation.


The woman in the attic, is Sir Basil’s first wife.

The core of your sentence is broken.  Your sentence is dead.  You have killed it.  

Anything between a pair of commas (or, sometimes, a comma paired with another mark) can be lifted out of your sentence without changing the core sentence  (who did what to whom).


The woman in the attic, who is as mad as a bat, is Sir Basil’s first wife.

If you lift out the words enclosed by the commas, you find the core sentence: “The woman in the attic is Sir Basil’s first wife.”

A very frequent error with commas is to use only one comma when you need a pair -- to separate when you need to lift.


Sir Basil’s new bride, Jane has no idea what lurks in the attic of Saltpetre Abbey.


Always remember: two to lift, one to separate.

Here is a list (by no means exhaustive) of common uses for the comma.  Note that none of them have anything to do with respiration.

Use commas

· between parts of a compound sentences

· between items in a list

· between adjectives in a series

· when a character is addressing another character

· to introduce dialogue tags 

· around parenthetical statements 

· around interjections and similar words

· to set off nonrestrictive clauses

· to set off appositives

· around contrasting phrases

· to introduce questions, quotations, etc., in narrative

· to avoid misreading

Commas in Compound Sentences

A compound sentence is essentially two (or more) complete sentences joined together, usually by a conjunction.  Each part of a compound sentence must contain, at minimum, a subject and a verb.  In most cases, a comma is used between the two parts.  A simple example, with two subjects (Jane; she) and two verbs (jumped; fled):


Jane jumped on her horse, and she fled Saltpetre Abbey.

Note that the following sentence is not a compound sentence, because it has only one subject (Jane):


Jane jumped on her horse and fled Saltpetre Abbey.

A common error is to insert a comma into the above, as if it were a compound sentence:


Jane jumped on her horse, and fled Saltpetre Abbey.

Don’t do this.  Ever.  The comma is separating the subject (Jane) from the second verb (fled).  Think of the subject of your sentence as a mother bear and the verb as her cub; you don’t want to get between them.

Commas Between Items in a List

Separate items in a list of three or more with commas:

Jane fled Saltpetre Abbey with nothing but the clothes on her back, the passion in her heart, and a few cucumber sandwiches pilfered from the kitchen.

Sir Basil Blackthorne looked ravishing in his kilt, sporan, eye patch, and pink ballet slippers.

 Note that I have used the series comma before and.  Some people will tell you it is okay to leave this out.  These people are wrong.  Or journalists.  Either way, they will go to Hell.  Actually, this is a question of style, not grammar, and your publisher will ultimately decide whether you use series commas.  But if you don’t, you will go to Hell.

Commas Between Adjectives in a Series

Separate adjectives in a series with commas -- sometimes:

When the two (or more) adjectives modify the same noun and you could change the order or insert and between them without changing the meaning, use a comma.

         Sir Basil planted a sloppy, wet kiss on Jane’s trembling lips.

         She took one look at his scarred, unshaven, lopsided face and fell instantly into a swoon.

If the first adjective modifies the second, or if the noun and the adjective are perceived as a unit, you generally do not need commas.

        
His snappy Irish wit got him into more trouble than his fiery blue eyes ever could.

       
Leaping onto her dashing white stallion, Jane regretted dressing as Lady Godiva 

for the Halloween ball.

        
The blood-red harvest moon hung like a forgotten Gypsy curse over the decaying old abbey.

It is sometimes a judgement call.  When faced with this dilemma, ask yourself, is “Sir Basil’s sparkly new codpiece” a codpiece that is sparkly and new (comma) or a new codpiece that is sparkly (no comma)?

Whether you have one adjective or twenty, never allow a comma between the last adjective and the word it modifies:


Jane placed a trembling, lily-white hand on her husband’s scarred, tear-streaked face.

Not:


Jane placed a trembling, lily-white, hand on her husband’s scarred, tear-streaked, face.

Commas When a Character Is Addressing Another Character

In dialogue, when one character addresses another by name (or by epithet or endearment), the name is set off by commas.


“Kiss me, Jane, before I explode.”


“Never, you beast!  I would rather kiss a leprous toad.”


“That, my dear girl, can easily be arranged.”

A common error is failure to set the name off completely: “Kiss me, Jane before I explode.”  Don’t do this,  unless your heroine’s name is “Jane before I explode,” in which case you have bigger issues.

Commas To Introduce Dialogue Tags

Dialogue tags (he said, she said) are separated from the dialogue by commas.


“Good heavens,” Jane exclaimed.  “Is that a gun in your codpiece, or are you happy to see me?”


“That,” he said in a sinister whisper, “is for me to know and you to find out.”


She took his measure with a cursory glance and replied, “I’m not sure I want to know.”

Note that actions that are not speech related are not dialogue tags and are usually placed in a separate sentence.


“How peculiar.”  Jane fanned herself as an unfamiliar, unseasonal heat swept over her.  “Is it warm in here, Sir Basil?”


“I do not find it so.”  He turned to her, his one good eye glimmering in the candlelight.  “Perhaps you should disencumber yourself of some of this excess clothing.”


“Why, you rogue!”  Jane giggled.  “That seems to be your answer to everything.”

Commas Around Parenthetical Statements

Parenthetical statements are clauses or phrases that provide information that isn't essential to the meaning of the sentence.   I’m not going to get into the difference between clauses and phrases or adverbial versus adjectival clauses because, frankly, I don’t think you need to worry about all that.

A straightforward sentence can be embellished with all kinds of parenthetical information as long as the core of the sentence -- who did what to whom -- remains intact.


Jane lifted her skirts and ran from Saltpetre Abbey.


Jane, gasping for breath and fighting encroaching madness, lifted her skirts and ran from Saltpetre Abbey.

Jane, gasping for breath and fighting encroaching madness, lifted her skirts, heavy with dew and the blood of the late Sir Basil, and ran from Saltpetre Abbey.

Although we are calling them “parenthetical statements,” we generally wouldn’t use parentheses in a novel.  Instead, use commas or -- for a more dramatic separation -- em dashes.

Commas Around Interjections and Similar Words

Interjections, such as well, after all, ah, oh, oh my, oh dear, egad, however, indeed, in fact, good grief, no, yes, perhaps, and therefore, are usually set off with commas.  Like parenthetical statements, they are extraneous to the meaning of the core sentence.

“Oh dear, what a dreadful hat.”

“Indeed, it is hideous beyond belief.”

“It would, however, protect you from the sun.”

“But not, alas, from mockery.”

Commas To Set Off Nonrestrictive Clauses

Restrictive and nonrestrictive are confusing labels; I can never keep them straight.  I prefer to think in terms of essential and nonessential elements of our sentence.  Like the parenthetical material discussed earlier, nonessential clauses can be set off with commas, whereas essential information must not be.  

Note the difference in meaning that a few commas can make:


Women who have no morals cannot be trusted.


Women, who have no morals, cannot be trusted.

All servants who steal from their masters should be horsewhipped.


All servants, who steal from their masters, should be horsewhipped.

While we’re here, a quick word on that and which.  In American English (the Brits have a mind of their own on this issue), that should be used to introduce essential, or restrictive, clauses; which  is used to introduce nonrestrictive clauses.  Thus, which should always be preceded by a comma.

Commas To Set Off Appositives

The appositive is a word or phrase that repeats or redefines the subject.  Like the parenthetical or nonessential clause, it can be removed without changing the meaning of the core sentence. 

Can you see the subtle yet important difference in these sentences?


His wife, Jane, is a model of virtue and chastity.


His wife Jane is a model of virtue and chastity.

Given Sir Basil’s checkered marital history, either is possible.

For some reason, many writers get seriously wigged out by names.  They come to a name and they panic and start throwing commas at it.  Incorrect punctuation around names is probably the most common error I see in manuscripts and in newspapers and books as well.  The error comes in two forms:


The English writer, Jane Austen, invented the romance novel as we know it.

This sentence tells us that there is only one English writer in the world, and her name is Jane Austen.


The English writer, Jane Austen invented the romance novel as we know it.

This sentence tells us that the author has no idea and is just sticking commas in whenever she pauses to sip her tea (laced, no doubt, with whisky and tears).

Remember, a name is just a noun, like any other noun.  It can’t hurt you.  Other than being capitalized, it is subject to no special rules.  The correct punctuation is shown below.


The English writer Jane Austen invented the romance novel as we know it.

You’re just itching to stick a comma in there somewhere, aren’t you?


Commas Around Contrasting Phrases

Contrasting phrases are sentence parts that begin with words that are contradictory: not, though, but, if not. 


The beautiful, but quite mad, woman in the attic is Sir Basil’s first wife.
As always, if the phrase is essential to the meaning of the sentence, it is not set off by commas.


She is not so much mad as melancholy.
Commas to Introduce Questions, Quotations,  Etc. in Narrative


The question remains, who is the woman in the attic?


As a wise man once said, marry in haste, repent at leisure.

Commas To Avoid Misreading

Finally, sometimes a well-placed comma helps clarify a confusing construction.


She walked in, in a silk gown cut lower than propriety permitted.

Sir Basil eyed her ample bosom as she passed, and wished he were sixty again.

In both cases the comma prevents a possible misreading.  However, in both cases better results could be achieved by recasting the sentence.  Use the comma as a last resort.
If I Were a Rich Man . . .  Or I’m in the Mood for Love

English has three verb moods: the indicative, the imperative, and the subjunctive.   The first two are easy.

The indicative tells us what is or what something does, in any tense:

Jane slapped Sir Basil’s pockmarked face and bolted her bedroom door.


“I will leave in the morning.  Do not attempt to stop me.”

The imperative gives a command:


“Open the door this instant, Jane.”


“Go away, you bigamous jackanapes!”

The subjunctive communicates hopes, hypothetical situations, and nonfactual situations.   The subjunctive uses the past-tense form of the verb.  The most common clue that you may be encountering a subjunctive is the word if.  However, not all if statements are subjunctive, nor do all subjunctives begin with if.  

A subjunctive is a statement contrary to fact.


If he weren’t already married to the woman in the attic, Sir Basil would be quite a prize.


“If I were you,” Jane hissed at her would-be husband, “I would wish I were dead.”


“If she died, would you come back to me?” Sir Basil asked with a homicidal glint in his eye.


“I wish I were dead.  No, I wish I had killed you when I first met you.”

If statements that are not contrary to fact --that are possible or even probable -- are not subjunctive and take whatever tense is appropriate.


“If  you have another woman in the attic, Sir Basil, I shall be most annoyed.”


“If you leave, Jane, I will follow you to the ends of the earth.”


If Jane did not kill Sir Basil, then who did?  

Demonic Possession and Laborious Contractions: The Apostrophe

The general public seems to imagine that the apostrophe is grammar’s way of saying, “Look out, here comes an S!” Next time you are out shopping, you can get hours of harmless entertainment counting misplaced apostrophes.  

Puppy’s for sale! 

Apple’s 99 cent’s!

The apostrophe is NEVER used to indicate plural.  Even common constructions like the 90’s, straight A’s, and mind your p’s and q’s, are grammatically incorrect, though probably permanently entrenched.

The apostrophe serves two simple, limited purposes - to indicate possession or to indicate dropped letters in a contraction.

To form the possessive, add ‘s to the noun doing the possessing.


Jane’s heart thundered in her ample chest.

If the noun is plural, already ending in s, simply add an apostrophe.


The horses’ hooves clattered on the cobblestones.

Words and names that end in s but are not plural are treated like ordinary words, not like plurals: Bob Jones’s, not Bob Jones’.  Some people will tell you there are exceptions, like Jesus’ and Moses’, but there is no grammatical basis for these supposed exceptions and I oppose them on principle.

If two or more are possessing one thing, only the last noun gets the apostrophe.


Can Jane and Sir Basil’s love survive this crisis?

If possession is not shared, both nouns are possessive.


Jane’s and Sir Basil’s clothes were rumpled and askew when they emerged from the stable.

With a compound noun (a noun consisting of more than one word), the last word of the compound gets the apostrophe s.


The woman in the attic’s story is tragic yet surprisingly entertaining.


On the plus side, Jane thought, my mother-in-law’s criticism will be shared.

Use an apostrophe to indicate dropped letters.


“I can’t, I shan’t, and I won’t share you with another!” Jane wailed.


“It’s gettin’ confusin’ around here, ain’t it?” the chambermaid opined to the stableboy.

It’s is the contraction of it is and must have an apostrophe.  Its is a possessive pronoun, like his, hers, and theirs, and like them does not have an apostrophe.

A Word or Two Must Be Said About the Passive Voice

The passive voice is constantly criticized by editors, teachers, and writing coaches, and frequently misunderstood by writers, readers, and contest judges.  (Note the clever tie-in to this afternoon’s presentation!)  But what, exactly, is the passive voice, and why is it “wrong”?

In a passive construction, the subject of the sentence is being acted upon, rather than acting.


Words were said, knives were flung, and,  finally, Sir Basil was killed.

A frequent misconception is that all passive constructions contain was, or that all constructions containing was are passive.  (This is where the ill-educated contest judges tend to come in.)  Was (or any other tenses of the verb to be: am, are, is, etc.) is frequently used to indicate a condition or state of being.  The following, for example,  is not passive.


Sir Basil Blackthorne was a dark and stormy knight. 

As to why the passive voice is “wrong,” well, it isn’t.  It is a perfectly legitimate mode of expression.  The following sentences tell the same story, with very different emphasis and effect.

Jane’s father was eaten by wolverines while on an arctic expedition.


Wolverines ate Jane’s father while he was on an arctic expedition.


Jane was orphaned and forced to enter a loveless marriage of convenience.


Jane’s parents left her orphaned and forced her into a 

loveless marriage of convenience.

In both cases, I believe, the passive is the more natural construction and puts the emphasis where it belongs, on Jane, instead of on her unlucky parents and a few nameless, ravenous wolverines.

Excuse Me, Has Anyone Seen My Modifier?

In English, it’s not just what you say, it’s where you say it.  The position of the modifier determines what it is modifying.  If your modifiers are misplaced or left dangling out in the cold, you may end up saying something you didn’t intend.

Can you see how one of these sentences is open to interpretation?


“I only love you,” Sir Basil insisted.


“I love only you,” Sir Basil insisted.

Dangling modifiers often result in some comical images:


Fleeing Saltpetre Abbey, Jane’s cries echoed across the valley.

Having married two women, Jane had every right to kill him.


Raking her hair from her eyes, the abbey came into view on the distant hill.

While we’re on the subject of modifiers, a word or two about hyphens.  Hyphens are frequently used to unite the parts of a compound modifier when it appears before the noun it modifies.


Sir Basil’s out-of-tune bagpipes emit a hair-raising sound.

But if the modifier is after the noun, the hyphens are omitted.


Sir Basil’s bagpipes are out of tune, and their sound is hair raising. 

Your creativity is the only limit to the number of words you can string together in a compound modifier.


With her take-me-I’m-yours pout and her one-step-closer-and-I’ll-make-you-a-eunuch glare, 

Jane gave off dangerously mixed signals.

Note, however, the dangerously mixed signals: adverbs ending in ly are never hyphenated.

I’m not going to give you any rules regarding the hyphenation of nouns, because compound nouns are always undergoing evolution.  The busy-body of previous decades is today’s busybody, and last year’s man-eater may be this year’s maneater.  As a minimalist when it comes to hyphens (despite what my last name might suggest), I tend to avoid hyphenating nouns and use a light hand even when compounding modifiers.  

Exercises

Insert commas as needed:


“Damn it Jane” Sir Basil cried.  “I love you more than Lucinda the woman in the attic.”


Jane recoiled from his touch and ran from the room.


Dazed and confused Jane threw herself onto the bed which was soft and warm and wept.


She wept salty wet self-pitying tears then she got up wiped her face and went to confront her demons.


The woman who lives in the attic is beautiful but alas she is very very mad.


But the question remains who is she and what is she doing in the attic?


“Good heavens” Jane whispered to her reflection in the cracked dusty mirror.  “My husband Sir Basil appears to be a cheating lying wife-locking-up bigamist.”


“I love my wife Jane more than anything” Sir Basil swore.


“Well Sir Basil this is a fine mess.  Have you any more wives tucked away or is she the only one?”


As flames engulfed Saltpetre Abbey Jane leapt on her horse Black Beauty a gift from her late father and shouting a last fond farewell to Sir Basil rode into the dark stormy night.

Supply the correct form of the verb:


If he _____ his first wife in the attic, will he keep me in the basement?


I wish I ______ a man.  If I ______, I ______ fight him in a duel.


If he _____  a bigamist, what am I?  

Supply the correct form of the pronoun:


“To (who/whom) are you actually married, Sir Basil?  Is it (I/me) or (her/she)?”


“You promised your love to both (her/she) and (I/me).  (Who/Whom) has your heart?”

Useful Resources

Books

There are tons of books out there.  Some are good, some bad, but what matters is that you find a source that is user friendly for you.  What is clear as springwater to one person may be as murky as mud to another.  I recommend examining them carefully in the bookstore to make sure you find something that works for you before laying down any of your hard-earned cash.  The books listed below work for me, they are widely popular, and they have the dual advantages of being small and relatively cheap.

The Elements of Style, by William Strunk, Jr., and E. B. White.  Known universally as “Strunk and White,” this little book packs a lot of information in a compact, easy-to-use, clear format.  A little preachy, a little old fashioned, a little too focused on nonfiction writing, it is still the essential reference.  If you don’t own this book, run, don’t walk, to your nearest bookstore.

The Deluxe Transitive Vampire and The New Well-Tempered Sentence, both by Karen Elizabeth Gordon.  Sometimes a little technical and hard to follow, but massively entertaining.  The only grammar guides you will take to bed and read from cover to cover just for fun.

Websites

There are thousands of on-line sources available, and they are constantly changing.  Most university sites have writing guidelines, for example.  Here are a few sites I have found helpful as I prepared this presentation.  I make no guarantees that any of them will still be out there when you get home.

http://englishplus.com/grammar/contents.htm
http://etdguide.org/reslist.asp?Category=Grammar
http://www.ivcc.edu/roth/grammar_and_writing_guides.htm
http://www.bartleby.com/141/
