
DASH IT ALL
a tale of punctual extinction and resurrection

The 25 members of the Dash Family accessible to digital writers in 2020: Hyphen-Minus, Tilde, Armenian Hyphen, Hebrew Punctua�on Maqaf, Canadian Syllabics Hyphen, 
Mongolian Todo So� Hyphen, Hyphen, Non-Breaking Hyphen, Figure Dash, En Dash, Em Dash, Horizontal Bar, Double Oblique Hyphen, Hyphen with Diaeresis, Small Hy-

phen-Minus, Full-width Hyphen-Minus, Double Hyphen, Wave Dash, Wavy Dash, Katakana-Hiragana Double Hyphen, Presenta�on Form for Ver�cal Em Dash, Presenta�on 

Not Yet Dashed
To Extinction!
The Dashes live on in the 21st Century

The em dash ( — ) serves 
as copula (am/is/are) in 
Russian.

The quoata�on dash 
(slightly longer than the 
em dash) is used in Polish 
to open wri�en dialogue. 
There are no closing 
marks. However, new 
lines of dialogue begin 
with a hyphen.

The Canadian Syllabics 
wri�ng system uses a 
hyphen for punctua�on. 
It was developed in the 
early 1800s to help 
preserve Indigenous 
languages in the 
Algonquin, Inuit, and 
Athabaskan language 
families. Inuk�tut, Carrier, 
Cree, Ojibwe, and some 
Blackfoot languages are 
among these.

DASH

In the past century, editors have hindered the Dashes’ return to punctual prominence. 
Writers are encouraged to use dashes sparingly — certainly never in academic wri�ng!

However, the technological limita�ons are decreasing. Unicode works behind 
most of the world’s typing so�ware, and some will correct a succession of 
two or three hyphen-minuses into their an en or em dash, respec�vely. 

Addi�onally, we now have the ability to “ink” digital wri�ng with a 
mouse or stylus (such as I how represented da Signa’s virgulae).

Writers are regaining the freedom to use whichever punctua�on 
they feel best represents their voice. Will we see a resurgence in 

empha�c wri�ng? The return of the Dashtards?— Will the Dashes 
take back their cryp�c throne from the @$%!s and ****s?

Have no fear of Dashes. You are now well-versed in their uses and 
history from the 12th–21st centuries. And if there is a glyph that you 

need that does not yet exist — make a dash for it!
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Used to connect words 
that are directly related:

high-tech
one-quater cup

frog-killing fungus
Mr. Gordon-Levitt
merry-go-round

Can be used to connect 
things related over a span, 

like “to”:
May–August

And to connect a prefix 
with a proper open 

compound:
Pre–Information Era

Use to break up a 
sentence — empha�cally!

Use two to interrupt 
dialogue:

“What the ——”
In a bibliography, use 

three in place of a 
repeated authour’s name.

An “em” is a unit of measurement. Originally it was the width of 
the le�er “M”, but today it is defined as the height of a font.

In German, the em dash is called a Gevierstrich, from the word 
Geveriet, a metal spacer in le�erpress typese�ng (known as a 
Quad in English). The en dash is the halgevierstrich (hal means 

half).
In the prin�ng industry, the en dash is nicknamed the “nut dash”, 

while the em dash is called the “mutton dash”.

Their
names are
rooted in

typography

NOT A TRUE HYPHEN!

In their 1878 patent for the 
QWERTY keyboard, 

Christopher Sholes saved 
valuable real-estate by 

lumping all dashes into one 
symbol: the hyphen-minus!

The key in the upper-right 
may look like a dash, but is 

an underscore. You may 
have also no�ced the 

absence of an explana�on 
point — typists were 

encouraged to create their 
own by typing a period, 
then backspace, then an 
apostrophe (lower-right).

hyphen en dash em dash
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1880s

a Dashing
 History

12th

Century
Boncompagno 
da Signa pro-
posed pausing 
with the virgula 
sursum erecta     
and stopping with the 
virgula plana

Though debated, the 
la�er MAY be the 

beginning of the Dash!

1455 Gutenberg printed their iconic 
Bible. To achieve the perfectly 

jus�fied columns they dreamed of, 
they hyphenated words if they had too 
many le�ers to fit on a line. They also 

added blanks to the end of each line — 
over 30,000 addi�onal metal pieces! 

This made space for any 
hyphens to hang in 

the margins.

1622

DaShian
EXPLOSION

18

th Centurythe 

Possibly the Golden Age of 
the Dash, this century saw 

more prolific — and crea�ve 
— use of the dash than ever 

before!

Most notable was the use of 
the Dash to obscure 

informa�on (a use s�ll listed 
for the em dash in some 
grammar guides today). 

By the

19th

Century
It became such a  
regular prac�ce to 
obscure offensive 
language with a 
Dash, that the word 
“Dash” became 
synonymous with a curse 
itself!

Dash it all!

1879 W. S. Gilbert (of Gilbert and 
Sullivan) wrote the following 

lyrics in H.M.S. Pinafore:

“Bad language or abuse, 
/ I never, never use {. . . } I 
never use the big, big D."

DIGI
DASH
IT?

Richard Huloet 
wrote the earliest 
recorded defini�on 
of the dash:

“Dashe or stryke 
with a penne”

1552Richard Huloet 
wrote possibly the 
earliest recorded 
defini�on of the dash:

“Dashe or stryke 
with a penne”

1552

1991

The rise of 
the Dashtards

Some�mes a comma simply is not 
enough! Old copies of Shakespeare's 

Othello are evidence of the once proud 
lineage of the "Dashtards" (a term 

coined by Nicholson Baker). The 
Commash ( ,— ) Colash ( :—) and 

Semi-Colash ( ;— ) reigned over the 
(Western) Wri�en Word for nearly 200 

years.

1722 1797
Daniel Defoe used 
dashes to hide the 
iden��es of nearly 

all of the 
characters in Moll 

Flanders.

Jane Austen also 
used a great many 

dashes. In Pride and 
Prejudice,a dash 

masks the iden�ty 
of the regiment to 

which Mr. Wickham 
was assigned.

RIP 1906
The Chicago Manual of 
Style rules against the 

Dashtards.

,— 
:—
;— 

Typewriters become commonplace in 
offices. Their limited keys lead 
to a mass extinction of dashes in 

text.

August 2nd
1914Franz Ka�a wrote in their diary:

“Germany has declared 
war on Russia. — After-

noon, swimming school.”

1950s The em dash is 
reincarnated as 

double, unspaced 
hyphen-minuses -- 

in COMIC BOOKS

1978
mid

1990s
Hermann Zapf pushed 

digital typese�ng 
further with the 

hz-program. They wanted 
perfectly jus�fied text like 

Gutenber’s Bible, but without 
the hyphens. To achieve this, 

the hz algorithm minutely 
scaled glyphs to be�er fill a line 
of text. The patent was aquired 
by Adobe Systems a�er 2010, 

for use in the InDesign 
applica�on.

Donald Knuth was 
dismayed by the spo�y 
quality of the phototyped 

proof copy of their book,  The 
Art of Computer Programming.

In response, they built the TEX 
Typese�ng System. Its 

algorithm would compare  
paragraph arrangements and 

score them; marginal hyphens 
were penalized, as were too 

large of spaces between 
le�ers.

Unicode is released! It standardized how informa�on technology encodes, 
handles, and represents digital text, and is s�ll used by most digital wri�ng 

so�ware today. 
Unicode is capable of suppor�ng over one-million special characters. In 2020, it is 

at about 10% capacity, including 23 Dashes (in addi�on to the �lde and 
hyphen-minus on most keyboards).


