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Foreword









There are countless books that can teach you the alphabet, but almost none 

that focus on the tiny designs that run interference among the letterforms: 

those easily overlooked punctuation and typographic symbols. These symbols, 

as Michael Arndt proves in this beautiful and endlessly fascinating book, are 

absolutely indispensable to communication: punctuation turns words into 

sentences and language into meaning. How hard they work! The simple period, 

for instance, is a tiny dot that not only ends sentences (a role it began playing 

for Greek orators in the second century bce), but also crucially governs both 

the digital dot-com universe (in the form of domain names) and the world 

of ﬁnance (ask any accountant who’s ever misplaced a decimal point). And 

they’re fascinating, too: Did you know the @ symbol—blandly called the “at 

symbol” by English speakers—has a fantastic name in almost every other 

language on earth? It’s an elephant trunk in Danish, a little duck in Greek, 

a strudel in Hebrew, and a cinnamon bun in Swedish. It turns out that each 

piece of punctuation has its own tale to tell, and together they have found the 

perfect storyteller in Michael Arndt. This lovely book is a glorious celebration 

of those little marks that make a big difference. From commas to semicolons, 

from slashes to asterisks, from guillemets to octothorpes (named, perhaps, 

after athlete Jim Thorpe), you’ll never look at punctuation the same way again. 

—Michael Bierut, partner, Pentagram, and author of How to use graphic 

design to sell things, explain things, make things look better, make people 

laugh, make people cry, and (every once in a while) change the world
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My father’s father was a self-taught hand letterer who painted signs in 

New York City in the 1930s and 1940s. Fifty years later, I studied graphic design 

at the University of Cincinnati in Ohio, although I didn’t make a connection 

between our professions at the time. Much later I realized that my work was a 

modern iteration of his. While he made deft strokes with his red sable brushes, 

oil-based paints, and pungent turpentine, I struggled not to make a mess with 

my chalky plaka and temperamental ruling pens. You see, I had really wanted 

to be an illustrator, not a designer, but during my second year of college I fell 

in love with letters, logos, symbols, and the idea that simple shapes could be 

both beautiful and capable of communicating meaning. That year I took Italian, 

which led me to rediscover much about my mother’s Italian roots, so after 

college, I moved to the design mecca of Milan, where I continued to learn the 

language while I taught English. My love of both design and language led me 

there; those two passions led me to create this book.

Snails & Monkey Tails is an exploration of the fourteen standard punctuation 

marks in the English language and its most commonly used typographic 

symbols. To me, these marks and symbols are the jewels that sparkle against 

the little black dress of typography. This book shows how they dazzle across 

typefaces and the fascinating ways in which their names and shapes evolved. 

Some of these origins are speculative, but they’re intriguing nonetheless. Also 

included are sample grammatical uses of each mark. My wish is that this book 

will be the beginning of discovering…or rediscovering with fresh eyes…the 

beauty, function, and yes—even joy—of punctuation!
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Punctuation has not always existed. In ancient…

as lower case did not exist yet. Furthermore, there…

were written left to right then right to left…
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Greek writing, everything was written in all caps

were no spaces between words. The sentences

 in alternating ox-plow rows called boustrophedon.
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