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The IBM seLectric Composer
Type Font Compatibility

H. Pijlman

Abstract: Because of the large number of type fonts required to support the IBM seLecTrRIC Composer program, it would not have
been economical to manufacture separate type elements for each country in which the machine would be marketed. Also, because the
total of the standard alphanumeric characters and the typical basic language requirements for all countries is much greater than could
possibly be fitted on the Composer’s 88-position type element, special Composer fonts had to be developed for various language group
classifications. This paper describes the seLecTrRIC Composer’s development from a single-language system to a multilingual concept
and details the problems involved in achieving compatibility, and thus type font interchangeability.

Introduction

® Need for type font compatibility

Special orthographic symbols have been developed for al-
most all the basic languages in the world to indicate pho-
netic or semantic values and to symbolize the residual in-
fluences of ancient writing or printing techniques. A typical
illustration of the latter is the German f{ sign, which is a
combination of the Gothic “s” (f) and “z” (3). This symbol
is still very much in use for *“sz”’ or “ss’’ combinations in
Germanic printing. Diacritical marks are employed to dis-
tinguish letters or sounds which resemble each othertoindi-
cate their pronounciation, as &, 3, i, i, 1, ¢. These marks are
frequently used in the Latin languages—French, Spanish,
Portuguese, Italian—and those of the Germanic and Nordic
peoples.

In addition to these basic language requirements, the
printing industries in the various European countries have
developed needs for symbols that differ from each other,
i.e., currency signs; punctuation, quotation, and reference
marks; and fractions. Because the total of the standard
alphanumeric characters and the typical basic language re-
quirements of all countries is much greater than could possi-
bly be fitted on the sELEcTRIC Composer’s 88-position type
element, special Composer fonts had to be developed for
various language group classifications,

® Needs in terms of the mechanism

Since today’s communication and transportation systems
practically obliterate boundary lines, we tend to make less
distinction in the language needs of any one particular
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geographic location. For this reason a multilingual concept
was favored for the seLectric Composer. It was therefore
proposed that type fonts (which are unique in themselves
for any given language) should be made compatible, and
thus interchangeable, with all other language type fonts.

At first approach, the multilingual concept was partially
adopted by locating the characters which all languages have
in common in identical positions on each type element with
the exception of the question mark, exclamation point and
colon, whose location varies due to keyboard needs of the
individual country. These characters were: upper- and
lowercase of the alphabetics; the numerals, period, comma,
parentheses, diagonal, ampersand, and dash. The remainder
of the characters were positioned to comply with basic char-
acter usage and placement philosophy.! Design and hori-
zontal escapement allocations were made according to the
best judgment of the type designers.

The result of this was that the characters which are com-
mon for each type font were entirely interchangeable on all
machines; but an escapement and print velocity incom-
patibility was encountered in the other characters and sym-
bols. These were the very characters for which the type font
interchangeability was needed most. This incompatibility
was engendered by the fact that the number of escapement
units assigned to the “noncommon” characters varied on
each of the national type fonts. This could result, for exam-
ple, in a seven-unit character of a domestic (American) type
font obtaining a five-unit escapement on a Germanic ma-
chine; whereas the five-unit character of a Germanic type







