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The IBM seLecTtric Composer

G. E. Siemer

Dead Key and Dead Key Disconnect Functions

Abstract: Because diacritical marks are needed for the Latin and French-Latin type fonts, the IBM seLecTric Composer required a
means for printing certain characters without carrier escapement. This note discusses the ““dead key” and ““dead key disconnect” func-

tions designed to fulfill this requirement.

The need for a dead key function stems from the fact that
there are not enough positions on a typehead to accommo-
date all the accented characters found in certain languages,!
e.g., the umlaut, ', the accents grave, *, and acute, ’, and the
circumflex, *. If each of the vowel-symbol combinations
were to appear as a single character on the keyboard and
typehead, the total number of characters would exceed the
capacity of the seLecTric Composer. The solution, also
used on the basic IBM seLecTrIC Typewriter, is to place
the symbols on separate keys and to literally construct the
accented character, using two print operations. The accent
symbol is printed first and, since the machine is coded not
to escape on these symbol keys (i.e. “dead keys”), the
vowel which is printed next is placed directly under the
symbol. The four symbols require the use of two keyboard
positions (each of these uses upper- and lowercase positions)
to provide for the construction of all the accented charac-
ters required. Since this character construction technique is
needed only in the French-Latin and Latin type fonts
(others do not have the multiplicity of vowel-symbol com-
binations), a disconnect feature is added to enable the car-
rier to escape on the dead key positions when other type
fonts are used, for multilingual capability.

From Figure 1, it can be seen that the dead key does not
affect the keyboard selection of coded character width. This
is important, since the proper width coding for these key-
board positions can be built into the machine, insuring
proper operation with the other basic lingual type fonts
when the disconnect keybutton is operated.
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Figure 1 Block diagram of dead-key character selection.

The dead key mechanism utilizes an input signal from an
added bail?® in the Latin and French-Latin keyboards (Fig.
2). This signal is transferred to the escapement cam fol-
lower, and is used to disconnect the escapement trip link-
age. The cam follower forms the basis for the mechanism.
Since the escapement operation itself may not terminate
until after the succeeding print cycle has begun, and since
the input signal from the keyboard occurs early in each
print cycle, it is possible for an input signal to arrive at the
escape cam before the escape cam follower has returned to
its normal position. This implies a need for a double set of







