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Nothing is invented and perfected at
the same time.

—— An old proverb
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seemed to work well for all readers. There seems
to be no record of an early book-user writing any-
thing like: “This book-making business is way too
slow; we need something faster and better.”

We really cannot say why a new form of book-
making—the use of individual letter-types to print
multiple copies—was invented in |5th-century Eu-
rope and not, say, in the 13th, when all the specific
technologies Gutenberg used were already widely
known to European craftsmen. Even if we cannot
explain the timing of the invention, certain factors
suggest why, when the invention was made, the
readers of Europe were quick to accept it.

Shortly before 1350, the super-deadly Black
Death, a bacterium carried by fleas, arrived in Italy,
probably via rats on a trading ship from the eastern
Mediterranean or Black seas. Within a tev years,
it had spread across most of Europe,
reaching even as far
as Greenland. It is
estimated that as
much as 30 percent ~
of the Eu_rﬁpﬂm._ ——
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population died during the first plague cycle of
1347-51. Further cycles occurred periodically for
more than 300 years.

Yet, there are indications that, during that

same period, the number of readers increased. We

might say that despite the population decline, the
value of literacy became more widely accepted.
New universities were founded in Prague, Vienna,
Heidelberg, Cologne, Erfurt, Leipzig, and
Louvain. In the decades after Gutenberg’s
inventions, all these towns became homes to print-
ing shops.

Another strong hint of increasing readership
in the 1400s comes from dated manuscripts. A re-
cent survey of nearly 9,000 dated manuscripts
shows a steady increase, from 1400 to 1450, in
the number of surviving dated manuscripls. It was
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A Ithough Johann Gutenberg is widely celebrated as the
first person in Europe to develop a method of printing
with movable or reusable metal type, we know very little about
either the events surrounding his invention or the man himself.
What we do know comes almost entirely from legal and finan-
cial documents. While these records are often unexciting, they
do hold clues to his family background and circumstances, his
movements from his native Mainz in Germany to Strassburg
and back again, and his business operations in both cities.

The records of a lawsuit brought against Gutenberg in
1439, while he was living in Strassburg, are among the most
intriguing. In the testimony of the various witnesses we can
catch a glimpse of his remarkable technical abilities.

Yet, it is only a glimpse. Those who knew the details of
Gutenberg's business were careful not to reveal
more than was necessary. In an age when pas-
ents and copyrights were unknown, such se-
crecy was essential if an inventor wished to
benefit from his invention, or if someone wanted
to make money by teaching others a potentially
profitable craft. So, although there are tantalizing hints in the
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1439 testimony regarding a wooden press, the
purchase of metal, and a puzzling device made
up of four parts, we cannot say for sure that
these were in any way connected with experi-
ments in casting type or printing. Further, not
one of the earliest pieces of printing in Europe
can be dated to before 1454. There is no evi-
dence that any of them were printed in
Strassburg. In fact, surviving pieces all point
to Mainz.

We do know that while Gutenberg was in
Strassburg, he was involved in the practice of
one or more mechanical crafts, such as
gemcutting, and had found partners who were

willing to invest substantial sums of money if

he would share his secrets with them. A five-
year contract had been drawn up sometime in
1438, but one of the men died suddenly before
he could sign it. It was this death that led to the
lawsuit against Gutenberg. The dead man’s
brothers hoped either to recover his investment
or to take his place in the partnership. Unfortu-
nately for them, the court decided that
Gutenberg owed them only a small sum, F
tunately for historians, the records of th#
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