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“Musings on ‘Amper’s And’” 
 
Thank you, Vice President Kelseyleigh Hepler! How fortunate am I that I learned 
the capacity and brilliance of F&M graduates in part by working closely with you, 
day after day. 
 
To the initiates of Phi Beta Kappa, congratulations! Some of you have a year to go 
at F&M, while most of you have completed your undergraduate years here, and 
done so with great distinction. 
 
We just heard a quick history of PBK, which is an American institution and 
phenomenon. My Canadian alma mater did not have a Phi Beta Kappa chapter. 
But I must admit that the first two terms of my university career were 
undistinguished at best, and it is unlikely that any Phi Beta Kappa chapter would 
have included me at the time, even if there had been one. It was therefore all the 
greater a privilege to be inducted into F&M’s Phi Beta Kappa chapter last year as 
an honorary member, and I know I am in outstanding company.  
 
I am proud to offer today’s oration, which is intended, as I understand it, to 
reflect on or model the motto, “love of learning is a guide to life.” The title I chose 
for my remarks is, “Musings on Amper’s ‘And,’” from which you will likely have 
intuited that I want to talk about that symbol in the middle of our college’s name. 
How will that topic lead us to the theme of learning as a guide to life? Well, it’s a 
nerdy topic. I have always been fascinated by how pieces of language fit together. 
Yes, I love grammar. Yes, I look up etymologies – word histories – all the time. Yes, 
I delight in the phrases and vocabulary that pop into my head in German or 
English or French. And of course, I had to learn enough Latin to understand where 
the family of Romance languages came from. Then I studied the syntax, 
morphology, and lexicon of Old and Middle French to help me understand how 
medieval French poetry works, how it delivers its message in a linguistic package 
that is half- or two-thirds of the way between medieval Latin and modern French. 
So I spend a lot of time thinking about language. 
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My research includes the luxury of poring over and deciphering 600-year-old 
books in libraries, and these days, I don’t have much time to do so. Imagine my 
delight to see that in recent years, the popular press, or at least the cross-over 
press, began to feature more books for the general reader on topics related to the 
mechanics of language. At Barnes and Noble, on Amazon, and in independent 
bookstores there are more and more books about punctuation, for example.  
 
You may know one of the classics in the field, a book called Eats, Shoots & Leaves: 
The Zero Tolerance Approach to Punctuation (Lynn Truss, 2006). It has a cute 
picture of a panda bear on the front. The book sold very well, not least because of 
the clever title, and caused many people to look at commas again, with more 
respect. 
 
More recently, you might have picked up a very elegant small book titled F*** 
Apostrophes (Simon Griffin, 2016). (Be careful with the results of the algorithm 
your web browser will use if you google this title!) 
 
Three years ago, we saw the publication of The Semicolon: The Past, Present, and 
Future of a Misunderstood Mark (Cecelia Watson, 2019). In case that title doesn’t 
grab you at first sight, you might appreciate the review that calls it, “A page-
turning, existential romp through the life and times of the world’s most polarizing 
punctuation mark” (Amazon website). 
 
All kidding aside, I sincerely recommend a very recent arrival, the book titled 
Hyphen, by Pardis Mahdavi (2021). The blurb on the publisher’s website gives a 
sense of the content: “To hyphenate or not to hyphenate has been a central point 
of controversy since before the imprinting of the first Gutenberg Bible. And yet, 
the hyphen has persisted, bringing and bridging new words and concepts.” 
(https://www.bloomsbury.com/us/hyphen-9781501373916/) One of the most 
compelling and topical aspects of the book is Mahdavi’s exploration of 
hyphenated identities, starting from her own vantage point as an Iranian-
America. 
 
My love for that kind of linguistic, semantic and grammatical detail inevitably 
drew my focus to that seemingly modest symbol for “and” in the middle of 
“Franklin & Marshall.” I couldn’t resist. Note that we are “Franklin AND Marshall,” 
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“F AND M”: already two historical names and two institutions founded 
independent of one another, conjoined by a short, everyday conjunction.  But the 
“and” isn’t spelled out. It’s not “A,” “N,” “D.” Instead, it is an elegant glyph that 
we all recognize to mean “and,” whose origins you may not have thought about if 
your intellectual curiosity pulls you in different directions than mine. I’ve been 
geeking out about the ampersand since the moment I arrived on campus almost 
four years ago. 
 
I gravitated to it immediately because I know that little symbol so very well. I fell 
in love with it when I started working with medieval manuscripts. Those 
extraordinary cultural artifacts, which I never tire of looking at, are treasure-
troves of information, enigmas, beauty, sensory discovery and pleasure, and, of 
course, are full of language. They are written on parchment, or animal skin, which 
is an exceptionally good vehicle for ink and pigment. (Consider our appreciation 
for the art of tattoos!) During the Middle Ages, parchment was a precious 
commodity. The scribes who wrote and drew on that parchment had to use the 
space with economy, to compress the text into something legible without using 
any more centimeters of space than necessary. And thus was born a whole set of 
abbreviations: space-saving abbreviations, a kind of shorthand. Nasal bars over a 
vowel to represent an “n” or an “m.” Shortened forms of proper names (think 
“Chas” as a short form of “Charles,” for example). The word “et,” Latin for “and,” 
was a high-frequency word, and short though it was, it lent itself to abbreviation. 
Those scribes wrote the “e” of “et” first, and then superimposed the “t.” Written 
on top of one another, those letters took up less space as one character than as 
two, and formed an elegant, powerful little figure. (For an introduction to 
medieval manuscripts, see, for example, the short and beautiful Scribes and 
Illuminators [Christopher de Hamel, 1992], or the more technical A Guide to 
Western Historical Scripts from Antiquity to 1600 [Michelle P. Brown, 1993].) 
 
Medieval scribes weren’t the first to come up with that composite form. Histories 
of punctuation, typography and design will tell you that the first documented 
evidence we have of the ampersand is from graffiti on a wall in first-century 
Pompeii (by 79 AD; see, for example, the online Merriam-Webster dictionary, 
https://www.merriam-webster.com/words-at-play/the-history-of-ampersand). 
Nor were medieval scribes the last to use the abbreviation. The ampersand took 
hold and persisted. It’s a big deal in computing and programming languages. 
Ampersands seem to be all the rage for weddings – you have only to check out 
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the range of ampersand offerings on Etsy. Even when manuscripts – the 
handwritten codex – gave way to the early printed book after the Western 
European printing press was invented in the middle of the fifteenth century, that 
little symbol of joining persisted in printed language when early printers designed 
typefaces for moveable type. For inspiration, those printers looked to medieval 
handwriting, but also back to Roman engraving and carving, and created their 
own stylized versions of that beautiful “et.” (For an introduction to the history of 
printing in early-modern Europe and beyond, see 
https://www.britannica.com/topic/publishing/The-age-of-early-printing-1450-
1550). 
 
So where does the name “ampersand” come from?  There are various 
hypotheses. If you look at histories of the symbol, you’ll find sources explaining 
that the ampersand – i.e. the character – was sometimes considered the 27th item 
in the alphabet. This is a bit complicated to explain. The argument is that saying 
the elements of that character and its meaning out loud – saying the phrase “and 
[&] per se and” (meaning the symbol in and of itself stands for “and”) blended 
into what sounded like “ampersand” (again, see the online Merriam-Webster 
dictionary: https://www.merriam-webster.com/words-at-play/the-history-of-
ampersand).  
 
To refer back to my title today, another, quite likely apocryphal, explanation is 
that one of the early printers in Germany designing his own type face came up 
with the elegant version of the symbol on which ours is based. The printer’s name 
was Amper, and so this version of the symbol would have become known as 
“Amper’s ‘and.’” [Alas, the website on which I found this explanation some years 
ago has disappeared.] 
 
Wherever the name came from, I’m no longer the only person talking about “our” 
ampersand. F&M alumnus Michael Blakeney ’86, for example, recently returned 
to campus to give the address at Lavender Graduation on April 24th. His address 
was titled, “The Power of Overlooked Words.” The overlooked word he focuses 
on is the ampersand. He uses a technical term when he describes the ampersand 
as a “ligature,” which, in the vocabulary of writing, paleography and typography, 
is defined as “a stroke connecting two letters” 
(https://www.oxfordreference.com/view/10.1093/oi/authority.20110803100105
260) to form what is known as a “glyph.” 
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Blakeney sees in the ampersand the intriguing potential for becoming, and, at his 
talk, he invited graduates think ahead to what they would do next, after leaving 
F&M. I’ll say a little more about his elegant remarks in a minute. But first let’s 
consider that even before graduating, each one of you has a long list of “ands” 
already accomplished.  
 
What would your list be?  
 
Let’s do a quick exercise in anaphora. That’s a literary stylistic device in which the 
same lexical item (a word, or phrase) is repeated at the beginning of a number of 
successive lines in a text.  
 
You could use “and” to start a series of statements about the many things you 
have done while at F&M. Here’s a made-up example: 
 

At F&M, I majored in Econ 
And I minored in French 
And I was president of student government in my College house 
And I founded a student organization 
And I volunteered at a social service agency in Lancaster 
And I worked as a preceptor 
And I made best friends for life 

 
Or how about this one? 

At F&M, I was a student-athlete 
And I studied abroad 
And I interned in DC for two summers 
And I sang in an acapella group 
And I double-majored  
And I worked as an EMT on the weekends 
And, by the way, I was inducted into Phi Beta Kappa! 

 
You each have your own version of that list of accomplishments, using the plain 
old, humble conjunction “and.” That accumulation of short declarative sentences 
can sound a bit like the elevator-pitch version of your resumé, while it also begins 
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to paint a picture of multiple forms of engagement, many accomplishments, and a 
broad range of skills – the profile of a well-rounded human.  
 
That said, the value of all those accomplishments isn’t only in the accumulation of 
many items linked with the conjunction. It’s also in the ligature, to get back to 
that word. 
 
There is another version of your F&M story that sounds more like the “ligature” 
aspect of our ampersand. Remember that “ligature” comes from the Latin root 
“ligare,” a verb that means to tie together, to bind, to connect. So, in that version, 
rather than a list of simple declarative sentences, your “ampersand” profile might 
sound more like this: 
 

I had no idea when I took a public health course out of curiosity that it 
would connect with what I am learning in behavioral economics. My minor 
in Chinese means that I know what to expect when I study abroad next 
year. I’m using the skills I got in my leadership-training program to pull 
together F&M and students from other colleges all going to Beijing, and 
we’re going to work with the program site directors to see if we can do 
some community service in neighborhoods near the school. I’m hoping that 
all of this will help me with my statement of purpose for applications to 
grad school in international relations.  

 
There’s the integrative aspect of the ampersand in action. It creates a 
constellation of activities and interests that inform and enhance one another, that 
ties them together into something with greater impact than the sum of its parts. 
Our alum Michael Blakeney was thinking along similar lines. To quote from his 
Lavender Graduation speech: “[The ampersand] is about bringing things together. 
It’s about choosing. It sets into motion the mechanics of decision-making to have 
a better life. Choosing ignites your potential.” [My appreciation to Michael for 
inviting me to quote from his speech.] 
 
So how do these musings on what you now know about that beautiful little 
symbol reflect on the Phi Beta Kappa motto, “love of learning is a guide to life”? 
 
You are sophisticated users of language. You are already experts at living the 
ampersand. Whether our ampersand as we know it had its start as the 27th item 
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in the alphabet or as “Amper’s ‘and,’” the creative product of an early printer, the 
F&M ampersand is your ampersand. I hope you embrace it as an approach to the 
world. I smile to think of how well you will negotiate all those myriad “ampersand 
moments” from today forward.  
 


