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Between You & Me: Confessions of a Comma Queen is a delightful exploration of the
intricacies of language, punctuation, and the nuances of grammar penned by Mary Norris, a
celebrated copy editor for The New Yorker. In this engaging memoir, Norris shares her
experiences in the world of editing while providing insights into the often-overlooked
aspects of writing that can elevate prose from mundane to magnificent. Through her witty
anecdotes, keen observations, and deep appreciation for the English language, Norris
invites readers to reconsider their relationship with words and the rules that govern them.

Mary Norris: The Comma Queen

Mary Norris, affectionately dubbed the "Comma Queen," has spent over three decades at
The New Yorker, where she has honed her editing skills and developed a distinctive voice
that resonates with readers and writers alike. Her passion for grammar is evident in her
writing, as she deftly navigates through the complexities of punctuation, particularly the
comma—a small yet mighty mark that can change the meaning of a sentence entirely.

A Journey Through Language

In Between You & Me, Norris takes readers on a journey through her life and career,
weaving personal stories with lessons about language. Her journey begins in her childhood,
where a love for reading and writing sparked her fascination with words. This early passion
ultimately led her to pursue a degree in English and a career in editing.

Norris’s experiences at The New Yorker, working alongside some of the most talented
writers and editors in the industry, shaped her understanding of language and its subtleties.
She highlights the importance of collaboration and how the editorial process can enhance a
writer's work, making it clearer and more impactful.

The Art of Punctuation

Punctuation is a central theme in Between You & Me. Norris dedicates considerable
attention to the comma, dissecting its role in writing and the common pitfalls that writers
face when using it. Her insights are both practical and humorous, illustrating the challenges
of punctuation through relatable examples.

Common Comma Confusions



Norris identifies several common comma-related issues that plague writers. Here are some
key points she emphasizes:

Oxford Comma: Norris advocates for the use of the Oxford comma, which is placed1.
before the conjunction in a list. She argues that it clarifies meaning and prevents
ambiguity.

Comma Splices: One of the most frequent mistakes writers make is the comma2.
splice, where two independent clauses are improperly joined by a comma. Norris
explains how to fix this issue by using a semicolon or creating separate sentences.

Introductory Elements: Norris emphasizes the importance of using commas to set3.
off introductory phrases or clauses, which can help guide the reader through the
sentence.

Nonessential Clauses: She discusses the role of commas in separating nonessential4.
clauses, which provide additional information but are not crucial to the main point of
the sentence.

Through these discussions, Norris not only teaches readers the rules of punctuation but also
encourages them to think critically about their writing. She believes that understanding the
rationale behind punctuation can empower writers to make informed choices.

The Joy of Language

Beyond the technical aspects of grammar, Between You & Me celebrates the joy of
language. Norris shares her love for words and the delight of discovering their origins,
meanings, and nuances. She believes that language is an ever-evolving entity, and her
passion for it is infectious.

Words in Context

Norris illustrates the importance of context in understanding language. She provides
examples of how the same word can convey different meanings depending on its usage.
This exploration of context underscores her belief that language is not just a set of rules but
a living, breathing thing that reflects culture, society, and individual expression.

Humor and Anecdotes

One of the standout features of Norris’s writing is her use of humor. She infuses her memoir
with witty anecdotes from her career, including interactions with authors, the challenges of
editing, and the humorous misunderstandings that can arise from miscommunication.



These stories not only entertain but also serve to humanize the often-serious world of
grammar and editing.

Practical Advice for Writers

Throughout Between You & Me, Norris offers practical advice for writers seeking to improve
their craft. Her insights are grounded in her extensive experience as an editor and her love
for the written word.

Writing with Clarity

Norris emphasizes the importance of clarity in writing. She encourages writers to:

Be concise: Avoid unnecessary words and phrases that can cloud meaning.

Use active voice: This makes sentences more direct and engaging.

Read aloud: Hearing words spoken can help identify awkward phrasing or unclear
passages.

By adopting these practices, writers can enhance the readability and effectiveness of their
work.

The Editing Process

Norris also sheds light on the editing process itself. She explains how a good editor can
elevate a writer's work by providing constructive feedback and suggesting revisions. She
advocates for a collaborative approach, where writers and editors work together to refine
ideas and enhance clarity.

Conclusion: A Love Letter to Language

Between You & Me: Confessions of a Comma Queen is more than just a guide to
punctuation; it is a heartfelt ode to the beauty and complexity of language. Mary Norris’s
passion for words shines through every page, inviting readers to reflect on their own writing
and the ways in which language shapes our understanding of the world.

Her blend of humor, personal anecdotes, and practical advice makes this memoir an
enjoyable and enlightening read for anyone interested in the art of writing. By demystifying
punctuation and celebrating the joy of language, Norris empowers readers to embrace their



inner "Comma Queen" and approach writing with confidence and creativity.

In a world where communication is constantly evolving, Between You & Me serves as a
reminder of the power of words and the importance of mastering the tools that help us
express ourselves. Whether you are a seasoned writer, an aspiring author, or simply
someone who loves language, Norris’s confessions will resonate with you and inspire you to
cultivate your own relationship with the written word.

Frequently Asked Questions

What is the central theme of 'Between You & Me:
Confessions of a Comma Queen' by Mary Norris?
The central theme of the book revolves around the importance of punctuation, particularly
commas, in writing and how they can change meaning and clarity in communication.

How does Mary Norris blend personal anecdotes with
grammar advice in her book?
Mary Norris uses her experiences as a copy editor at The New Yorker to share personal
stories that illustrate grammar rules, making the book both informative and engaging.

What unique perspective does Mary Norris provide
about the use of commas?
Norris offers a unique perspective by treating commas as not just technical elements of
writing but as tools for expressing personality and style in prose.

Why is 'Between You & Me' considered a humorous take
on grammar?
The book is considered humorous due to Norris's witty writing style, playful anecdotes, and
her ability to find humor in the often dry subject of grammar and punctuation.

What audience is 'Between You & Me' aimed at?
The book is aimed at a wide audience, including writers, editors, and anyone interested in
improving their writing skills, as well as those who appreciate a lighthearted approach to
grammar.
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