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The IBM SELECTRIC Composer 
The  Evolution of Composition  Technologyt 

Abstract: In this  paper a discussion is presented  on how the IBM SELECTRIC Composer  fits into the  evolution of composition  tech- 
nology-from the  calligraphers  of the Middle  Ages to the modern  photocomposers.  The  advantages  and  limitations of the machine are 
discussed  briefly  with  emphasis being placed on their  meaning for  the  typographer. 

Introduction 
The  return of simplicity to composition through the use of 
the  IBM SELECTRIC Composer is a significant new develop- 
ment  in  the  evolution of composition technology. The fu- 
ture of this  method of composition is based on simplifying 
the composition process. 

While the IBM SELECTRIC Composer was still in develop- 
ment the Universf type font was adapted to  the machine in 
various point sizes and weights. A discussion of typo- 
graphic quality will relate  the Univers and other type fonts 
to the IBM SELECTRIC Composer. 

Evolution of composition  technology 
The evolution of composition technology can  best be de- 
scribed with the  aid of a graphic illustration.  With  reference 
to Fig. la,  we observe that  the calligrapher of the Middle 
Ages wrote his books  with  a  quill or pen. Expressing one’s 
thoughts through one’s own written  word is the most direct 
means of communication other  than  the spoken word. Thus, 
the  authors of the Middle Ages made  their own books. 

The need  for thought diffusion prompted the invention 
of wood engraving by writers in the Middle Ages. Figure 1 b 
illustrates the process of wood  engraving and printing on a 
hand press. The volume and dissemination of the written 
word was thus increased, but the  author could no longer 
produce his bodk alone-he had  to engage the services of 
an engraver and a printer. 

Figure IC illustrates how the printing process was further 
complicated by the innovations of movable engravings, 
foundry  type, composing, paging, and printing. These  addi- 
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Figure 1 The  evolution of composition:  (a)  handwriting; (b) 
wood engraving and hand press; (c) movable  type and flat press; 
(d) modern hot-type  composition  and  letterpress; (e) photo- 
composition  and  offset printing; (f) cold-type  composition using 
the IBM SELECTRIC Composer. 

tional steps between the author’s  written  manuscript and 
the printed form introduced still more specialists and  further 
removed the  author  from  the preparation of his book. How- 
ever, these  innovations greatly increased the volume of 
printed  material and any loss of typographic  quality  was 
more than justified. 
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