




hand in very accuratecopy" and very "carefully perusethe Proof,
sheet".50

It usedto be the Law of Printing that a "Compositorshouldabide
by his Copy, andnot vary from it, that he may clearhimself, in case
he shouldbe chargedwith having madea fault". But that conceptis
now obsolete,and most Authors expect both the Compositorand
the correctorto spell, point, and "digest their Copy":51

Else many good bookswould be laid aside, becauseit would
require as much patienceto read them as books did, when
no Points or Notationswere used; and when nothing but a
closeattentionto the sensemadethe subjectintelligible.

He then recommendsto the correctorwho is knowledgeablein the
languageand field that he shouldfreely (yes, freely) makealterations
in the text "so as not to postponehis business"and to amendthe
infelicities "especiallyif they are of no real signification; suchas far,
fetch'd spelling of Words, changingand thrusting in Points, Capi,
tals, or any thing elsethat hasnothingand (perhapspettish)humour
for its authority and foundation". On pain of physical injury, no
happy,go,luckyauthoror beeryprinter would havewishedto wander
into this irascible gent's shop without first having built up an un,
quenchablethirst for punctuation. "He who will not endeavorto
place a Commaproperly, will not know where to put a Semicolon,
or otherPoint; and thereforeought to learn it by dint of a Bodkin."
(Mr. Smith is serious.)52

Of the semicolonhe saysthis:

The Semicolonis a Point of great use to enforceand to il,
lustratewhat hasbeenadvanced,and digestedby the comma.
It serveslikewise to concatenatesuchpartsof a periodas are
to be supportedby a Point of moreelevationthana Comma,
which helpsto relatethe mattermoredistinctly; whereasthe
Semicolonkeepsthe partsof an argumenttogether.

50. JohnSmith, The Printer's Grammar(London: W. OwenandM. Cooper,1755),
273.
51. Ibid., 200.
52. Ibid., 92-93.
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Of the colon:

The Colon is a Point, prior both to Comma and Semicolon.
It shews where the first part of a paragraph has been digested
by Commas and Semicolons, for making observations, objec,
tion, or enlargement upon it, before the Full,point puts a
stop to it.

Thus, the comma digests whatever it can get hold of; the semicolon
digests the comma; and the colon, advancing in full gape, digests the
lot.

Not only for his staff does Mr. Smith require the highest standards
of pointing proficiency, but for his stupid authors as well. And why
not? Since we have a sufficiency of points whereby to express the
construction of a "subsect", pointing should be considered as crucial
to all who write, for the precise expression of their statements. 53

For since Pointing is become a mere humour, which is some,
times deaf to rule and reason, it is impossible for a Compos,
itor to guess at an Author's manner of expressing himself,
unless he shews it in pointing his Copy: and if he would have
the Reader imitate him in his emphatical delivery, how can
a writer intimate it better than by Pointing his Copy him,
self?

Just so. But if through carelessness or poor intelligence (both, in
fact, quite likely) the author has failed to indicate his sense, then
the compositor must assert his wisdom. As all of us know, it is no
fun asserting wisdom when there is no one around likely to appreci,
ate it. For this reason, the compositor's happiness has an unfortu,
nate, ephemeral quality and comes but rarely-when he is working
for true, gentlemen authors who take care over their copy and wh0 54

have regard to make the reading of their Works consonant
with their own delivery, point their Copy accordingly, and

53. Smith, Printer's Grammar, 86.
54. Ibid., 89.
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abide thereby, with strictness: which, were it done by every
Writer, Compositors would sing, ]ubile!

And so by the middle of the eighteenth century, the book world
had begun to mature into what we know it to be today. The good
writers were charging themselves with the responsibility of commu,
nicating as truly as possible, in the now settled language, to the now
literate public. No longer so trustful of the ego's scope, they checked
their imaginations against scientific realities. The good printers were
proud men and proper craftsmen, the interpreters of authors to their
public. As for punctuation, though never a hero, it continued to
acquit itself well. In an era of immense achievement, the modest
stops and points played a role in the visual organization of the writ'
ten language. Where a need was descried, they proceeded to the
task. With the passage of decades, all the efforts of invention, all
the fiddlings and fussings and fumings would absorb into the embrace
of literature, the struggles forgotten. What was printed in Samuel
Johnson's era is easily assimilable today. For that, let us join with
Smith's chorus of compositors and gratefully sing ]ubile.

Farewel.
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