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In German printings of the early 18th century, the shift from the hitherto dominant sentence-
dividing punctuation mark, the virgule, to the comma, takes place astonishingly rapidly. It is 
also astonishing that until recently, research has barely devoted itself to this phenomenon, even 
though it is at least a turning point in the history of the highest-frequency punctuation mark in 
German writing (pleasing exceptions cf. references).

On the basis of different types of text and usage domains, the talk examines to what extent 
the transition from the use of the virgule to the comma is carried out in a phase-specific manner. 
Previous samples have indicated the influence of the font choice on the choice of punctuation: 
Printers or typesetters in the early 18th century set the comma especially in the environment 
of the Antiqua script, which is used to graphically label non-native words or syntagms. Is this a 
kind of „gateway“ to the comma?

By means of a corpus analysis in micro-diachronic sections, the status of the virgule / com-
ma variation will be associated with the typographic variation in terms of the use of Latin Anti-
qua type and the German type.

References:  Kirchhoff, F. (2017). Von der Virgel zum Komma. Die Entwicklung der Interpunktion im Deutschen. Heidelberg, 
174–176, 180, 199. Kirchhoff, F. & B. Primus (2014). The architecture of punctuation systems. A historical case study of the 
comma in German. Written Language and Literacy 17(2), 195–224. Killius, C. (1999). Die Antiqua-Fraktur Debatte um 1800 
und ihre historische Herleitung. Wiesbaden. Rinas, K. (2017). Theorie der Punkte und Striche. Die Geschichte der deutschen 
Interpunktionslehre. Heidelberg, 180–181. Ringlstetter, C. (2019). Von der Virgel zum Komma. Ein korpusbasierter Vergleich 
verschiedener Textsorten im 18. Jahrhundert. ForAP 2/2019 (Forschungsergebnisse von Absolventen und Promovierenden 
der Fakultät für Sprach-, Literatur- und Kulturwissenschaften der Universität Regensburg), 205–222. Rössler, P. & T. Frosch-
mayer (2019). Wie die Virgel im 18. Jahrhundert aus den Texten verschwand – eine Devariation. Germanische Beiträge der 
Gakushuin Universität 23. Tokio, 101–120. 
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