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[Editor's Message %7 *Zi

Nothing is invented and perfected at

the same time.
——An old proverb
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T oday, when we think of a book, we automati-
cally picture a printed book, of which there can

be hundreds, thousands, or even millions (think of

Harry Potter and the Goblet of Fire) of basically iden-
tical copies. But if you had asked a reader in 1450 or
1460 how a book was made, the answer would have
been, “It’s written, of course!” Today, we call such
books “manuscripts,” a combination of the Latin words
manu (“by hand”) and scriptus (“written””). From an-
cient Greek and Roman times down to the age of
Johann Gutenberg’s invention—more than 2,000
years—this is how all books were made. But at the
time, no one would ever have thought of calling them
manuscripts. They had no need for a special word to
explain how they were made: They were just books.
Suppose now that you lived in England in the
middle of the 15th century (1400s). You had heard
about the Canterbury Tales, which Geoffrey Chaucer
had written 50 years earlier, and wished to have your
own copy so you could read it any time you wanted.
If you knew that a friend or neighbor had a copy, in
manuscript, of course, perhaps you could borrow it.
Then you would be able to copy it yourself with pen
and ink, on sheets of paper or ve//m. Or, if you had
enough money, you might go to a booksellér, who
would, for a fee, hire a professional scribe to make
you a copy—almost certainly, in better handwritihg
than you could produce yourself. You would also have
to pay for the paper or the more costly vellum the text
was written on, and for any special deco-
ration that was added to it. Finally, you 4
would have to pay for a binding to hold
the leaves (pages) of the book together.
Looking back, we can see-how
slow, laborious, and inefficient this pro-
cess of making books was. For countless
generations, however, such hand-copying
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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 15th-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 ~ -
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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 manuscripts. It was

at t}us pomt that the pnnted book produced in
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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, whilé 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 pat-
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 hint
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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
survived in the city archives. Redis :
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At Odds with Maine

by Janet Ing Freeman




o records remain—if indeed they ever existed—

that shed light on Johann Gutenberg’s education
or training. Nor are there any documents that suggest
how and why he turned his attention to such mechanical
pursuits as gemcutting and the casting of type. Born
around the year 1400, he spent his early years in Mainz,
Germany, then one of the richest and most important
cities of the Holy Roman Empire. His father, Friele, was
a member of the elite patrician class that was made up of
merchants and officials from the court of the archbishop
of Mainz.

Like many of his fellow patricians, Friele also had
connections to the Mainz mint. Although there is no evi-
dence that he was involved in the actual production of
coins, it is possible that through him the young Johann
came into contact with men skilled in the working of
gold and other metals.

Gutenberg’s merchant father might have intended
that his son join him in his business or pursue a career in
the church. In either case, he would have sent Johann to
alocal church school to study Latin and
arithmetic and acquire a good
knowledge of the Bible.

Gutenberg’s family was
prosperous, but the political situ-
ation in Mainz was unsettled. The
authority of the patricians was re-
peatedly challenged by organized
guilds of craftsmen, such as weavers
and metalworkers, who wanted a
larger say in the government of the
city. In 1411, this unrest forced
Gutenberg’s father to leave Mainz for
several months, possibly taking his en-
tire family with him. Such turmoil continued throughout
Gutenberg’s teenage years, and gradually, the guilds
gained the upper hand. In 1428, the patricians’ civil rights
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were repealed. It may have been then that Gutenberg—  $XHUH . WVFRTESLRS, HEERTF TR
now almost 30 years old—Ileft Mainz for Strassburg. R, #3 TRTF R e, W E 2L
Today, Strassburg is in France, but at that time it FE| ML ZET,

was a thoroughly German city, where Gutenberg would AR E R THEE, 4
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come from Mainz,
but also entered
into business con-
tracts from which he
could profit, using
his special talents. He

seems to have devel-

oped closer ties to the 1 1444 SR —
guilds as well. B EERER AR

In a list from early L, HERENS
1444 of men eligible for FH A s—L NH) 44
military service, E fé == P FEE R, REX
Gutenberg is named § % o EARRITSHI
among those connected "-;:‘ s O d R, AMLE. W
with, though not members Z ’ B, O¥IERBE
of, the guild of master BLIETSE
goldsmiths, painters, EHR, LR FAH
saddlers, and glaziers. He MEFRBA: ETRE—NEBEABHRE,

seems to have been a man of two worlds: a wealthy pa- % H CHBEFEHE—ZB%GHNFZA.
trician by birth but, by inclination, a skilled craftsman.



