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The IBM SELECTRIP Composer 
Philosophy of Composer Design 

Abstract:  The IBM SELECTRIC Composer  is a new  kind  of  printing  machine,  much  like a typewriter.  This  paper  outlines  the  philosophy 
of design of the  significant  systems and mechanisms  within the  Composer  and  the  primary  elements  needed to satisfy  composition 
requirements,  i.e., good print  quality  in a variety of classical  type  styles and  sizes;  variable  vertical  line  spacing;  justification;  and  an 
output of final copy that can be judged subjectively by printing  experts  and  laymen alike. 

Introduction 
Equipment used in the offset printing industry has advanced 
significantly during the past twenty years; however, ma- 
chines designed for preparation of copy for camera  repro- 
duction have not  kept pace with this progress. Typewriters 
have been used frequently, and have served well, except for 
composing work requiring the styling and proportionality 
of classical type. 

Composer design has utilized the  IBM SELECTRIC Type- 
writer speed of operation and  has capitalized on  operator 
familiarity with keyboard  controls.  Most important, how- 
ever, the Composer has  adopted (almost intact) the SELEC- 

TRIC Typewriter’s excellent printing system, with its com- 
pactness, stability, and type font interchangeability. Pro- 
portional  horizontal spacing has been added, which per- 
mits  type designers the freedom to  adapt well-known de- 
signs to Composer use. A compact indexing mechanism 
has been developed for the paper feeding system to allow 
operator control of the line spacing from a very tight to 
a very loose fit, in increments of one point (1/72 inch, the 
printer’s measure). For “justification” two mechanisms 
have been developed, the justifier (read), and  the variable 
spacebar (write). The  operator  enters  the “read” values into 
the spacebar  controls  after  the first typing and is able to 
retype the line to its  correct (justified) length. 

Refinements have been made and new mechanisms de- 
veloped to enhance print quality and give greater flexibility 
to  the machine and, conversely, to give the operator more 
control over the appearance of the  work. The keyboard de- 
sign transfers  two and one-half times as many event signals 
as  the  IBM SELECTRIC Typewriter, yet retains the SELECTRIC 

Typewriter’s reliability and excellent subjective touch char- 
acteristics. Five modern languages may be typed on  the 

same machine (when an  optional component is added and 
different type elements are used), all having correct horizon- 
tal proportions and correct  print velocity. The  operator is 
able to backspace by character in order to correct errors- 
within the limits of machine memory, which is between 6 
and 20 characters and depends on  the width of the charac- 
ters stored. Other  operator aids available include provisions 
for centering copy, locating columns, and locating the first 
character  in  forms work, etc. An entirely new ribbon has 
also been developed especially for Composer applications. 

The development of composition  and  printing 
Eighteen centuries  ago the Chinese were printing texts on 
paper.  A  thousand years ago the Chinese were printing texts 
using movable type, but they gave this up  as impractical- 
too many characters in their language. In the fourteenth 
century movable type was again invented, this time by the 
Koreans, but they had  the same problems as  the Chinese. In 
the fifteenth century printing with movable type was in- 
vented for a third time; in western Europe of that time the 
happy combination of a relatively easy language, a will to 
learn,  strong  motivation, and a definite goal  produced 
Johann Gutenberg’s famous Bible. 

Hot  type  (letterpress) composition 
Gutenberg’s printing method was cold type printing. Type 
casting-hot type-machines, invented in the nineteenth cen- 
tury, use molten  metal and a casting technique to produce a 
single cast letter  or a cast line of type. (Cold  type and  hot 
type are catch-all names, but convenient at  the moment for 
a general kind of classification.) A hot-type typecaster is 
long-lived, reliable, and permits a  craftsman-operator to 
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