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THE RISE OF PRINTING IN THE WEST

Henri-Jean Martin

THE EMERGENCE OF PRINTING IN WESTERN EUROPE

In Western Europe, printing stemmed from a technological
advance that soon outstripped its initial goals and trans-
formed an entire civilization. It owed its success to an
increasing demand for written texts. The use of writing had
been growing since the eleventh century in response to the
increase in economic and intellectual activity, along with
the revitalization of towns and cities, all of which required
ever greater quantities of books and practical documents.
Above all, writing became an everyday affair starting in the
thirteenth century. By the end of the fourteenth century,
and even more so in the fifteenth. this trend—which had
begun in Italy—accelerated in Germanic lands, which
enjoyved great prosperity and boasted more and more
schools and universities.

Meanwhile, Spanish and ltalian merchants had intro-
duced paper into Europe in the twelfth century. The meth-
ods for making this new medium spread across the conti-
nent in the fourteenth century. The first German paper mill
appeared in Nuremberg in 1399, the year that Gutenberg is
thought to have been born in Mainz.

At the same time, people had begun cutting images in
relief on blocks of wood, accompanied by short texts.
These woodblocks would then be printed on paper. The
invention of the true printing industry nevertheless sprang
from advances in metallurgy then occurring in Germany.
The need for silver in this period of economic revival
spurred engineers to perfect methods of extracting it from
silver-bearing lead ore. Also, iron and copper mines were
actively exploited, and efforts were made to mass-produce

Fig. 1. The prologue to the so-called “424ine Bible”, attributed to Fust
and Gutenberg. Bibliothégue Nationale de France, Paris.

metal objects. notably in Nuremberg, whose municipal
forges largely contributed to the development of new tech-
niques.

The story of Johannes Gensfleisch, known as Gutenberg,
unfolded in this context. Gutenberg’s life, carefully studied
by German scholars and apparently well koown, still
retains a measure of mystery. He came from a patrician fam-
ily exiled by an urban uprising, and became an engineer like
many other men at the lime. He offered his services to
clients among the large merchant companies, proposing to
teach them new methods for cutting gemstones, for making
mirrors, and for “writing artificially.” Gutenberg was not the
only one of his kind—for example, a certain Procopius
Waldfoghel from Prague who had trained at the Nuremberg
forges seems to have helped to develop, on the shores of
Lake Constance, techniques for intaglio engraving on copper
plates even as he studied the manufacture of astronomical
clocks, Waldfoghel also sold an Ars scribendi artificialiter to
some Jews in Avignon, probably designed for tooling book
bindings, while one of his journeymen taught the art of
making cannon to agents of the duke of Burgundy.

The lack of an adeqguate technical vocabulary means
that nothing can be inferred from otherwise detailed doc-
uments concerning litigation over the printing invention
on which Gutenberg worked in Strasbourg from 1438 to
1444. Yet it appears certain that he managed to print, in
Mainz, a number of items in the years 1448-1453, thanks
to loans from a rich merchant, Johannes Fust. It also
seems that, once the invention was complete, Gutenberg
swiftly found himself ousted by Fust, who preferred to cut
a deal with Gutenberg's assistant, Peter Schoeffer, a for-
mer student at the University of Paris who became Fust's
son-inJaw and who probably perfected the mold used to
cast the characters.



THE IMAGE IN WESTERN WRITING

Fig. 2. A reconmstruction of an early printing press based on a fif-
teenth-century engraving. Musée Lyonnais de 1'lmprimerie, Lyon.

The members of this group printed small publications—
grammars by Aelius Donatus, astronomical calendars, and
letters of induigence—before undertaking what they
intended to be their masterpiece, the *42-line Bible" (Fig.
1). This large book was probably completed in 1454-1455
by Gutenberg in collaboration with Fust and Schoeffer.
After this the latter two alone produced a magnificent
psalter dated 1457. They thus set off to conguer a wvast
potential market that would soon inspire rivals and follow-
ers such as William Caxton, who probably learned the art of
printing when he was working in Cologne in 1471.

EARLY PRINTERS VERSUS HANDWRITTEN MODELS

The art of typography as it emerged in the West involved
simple technology that nevertheless implied certain forms
of standardization. It is worth recalling that characters
were made from a steel die on which a letter (or other sign)
had been carved, reversed, in relief. This die was punched
into a small block of copper—the matrik—where it left an

intaglio imprint, the right way around. Then the matrix
was set in a mold that could be used to cast endless num-
bers of characters from an alloy of lead, tin, and antimony,
which melted at low temperatures. Reproducing the given
character in reverse, these letters could be assembled
into the lines and pages (and later groups of pages) of a
“form.” Once covered with ink and applied with the cor-
rect pressure to a sheet of paper, the text appeared the
right way around.

The press used at the time was a simple, robust instru-
ment (Fig. 2) that could print a text correctly only if the
pieces of type were of the same height (known as “height to
paper”) and had the same body size (or “point size”). Only
the width could vary without creating problems. Moreover,
the typesetter had to be able to draw the characters he
needed from the case swiftly and easily. This also called for
a standardization of characters.

Now, great diversity reigned among manuscripts hence-
forth available for mass reproduction. First of all, this diver-
sity concerned the scripts, or style of handwriting, which
varied according to region and type of book. Church books
and certain bibles were written in the most solemn Gothic
lettering, known as letfre de forme (or Textura), character-
ized by large wertical shafts and multiple angles resulting
from the systematic elimination of curves.

Theological treatises, meanwhile, emploved a less
solemn, smaller and generally rounder hand (despite a
certain angularity) known as leffre de somme. Such books
employed a conventional, strikingly limited vocabulary and
systematically used a series of standardized abbreviations.
They followed the principle of a completely full page, no
space or indentation being allowed, although margins were
sometimes very wide. This layout made it difficult to get an
overall vision of a text, which mattered little given that the
methods of reasoning at the time were primarily anakyti-
cal—the argument would be divided into segments that it
into one another according to a stereotyped construction,
as meticulously stated at the head of each section of the
book.

Books in vulgate languages, designed to be read in small
groups of people, were laid out very differently. The text
was usually divided into short chapters preceded by a sum-
mary, everything contributing to the oral reading. The
script used to transcribe these works was generally a type
of Gothic hand known as leffre bdtarde (bastard) because it
was employed both for documents issued by chanceries
and for literary texts. Bdtarde waried irom land to land,
obwiously, since each chancery had its own script.
Punctuation, meanwhile, was usually highly limited, was
intended abowve all to guide the reader’s woice, and had
become somewhat fossilized.



Early printers strove to reproduce these various types of
seript (Fig. 3). They also initially attempted to print titles in
red, which represented a highly complicated task. They
were notably unable to dispense with rubricators who went
through the pages of every copy, adding the many pen or
hrush strokes of the rubrics that guided the reader; it goes
without saying that a growing number of volumes were
soon being isswed without this additional work, thus
rendering unreadable many theological texts that piled up,
unread, in [ibraries.

In wiew of these warious models of writing, early
attempts at innovation had been made in Italy well before
printing emerged. The Italians had always had difficulty in
accepting the angular, Gothic script. For their university
texts—notably for law books inspired by a school of jurists
in Bologna—they therefore adopied a round lettering of
rather large size that was markedly different from the
Parisian lettre de somme script. This hand became highly
popular in the Romanized lands of southern Europe and
was later widely disseminated through prlnting.'

It is well known, furthermore, that the g:a?d reform in
writing was primarily the work of humanists who promoted
scripts inspired simultaneously by the Roman capital let-
ters seen on the pediments of many ancient buildings and
by Carolingian minuscule script, itself more or less derived
from ancient Latin lettering. The great [talian printers of the
fifteenth century scon began imitating these magnificent
models.

Meanwhile, in a concern to obtain the best possible ver-
sions of major Latin texts, the humanists struggled to
develop coherent systems of punctueation. Paradoxically,
this trend took a long time to make itself felt on ltalian
typography. On the other hand, scholars who sought to
introduce the same texts outside Italy seemed particularly
concerned to make reading easier, as was notably the case
with Guillaume Fichet and Johann Heynlin in Paris, who
established a wery elaborate system of puncteation
designed to facilitate the understanding of certain works by
Cicero and Sallust. It might be wondered whether French
printers’ highly precocious concern to make ancient texts
more comprehensible came from the fact that their work
was monitored by scholars accustomed to a strictly analyt-
ical, scholastic way of thinking based on the principle that
an argument had to be divided into elements constituting
the units of a whole.

Fig. 3. Examples of fifteenth-century typefaces:

(2) Textura (fettre de forore]): The Bible (Gutenbers and Fust, Mainz)
() “Bolognese” rotunda: (Rugerius, Bologna))

(i) French Gothic bdtarde (Le Rouge, Paris)

{d) English Gothic bdtarde (Caxton, Bruges)

{e) Roman [MNicolas Jenson)
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THE TRIUMPH OF ROMAN TYPE IN WESTERN EUROPE

Right from the start, Italian-based printers published
ancient classics—as well as books by Dante, Petrarch, and
Boccaccio—in a humanist-inspired typeface. Two names
are worth noting: the Frenchman Nicolas Jenson, who
worked in Venice and developed, around 1469-1470, the
roman letters to receive future consecration, and the falian
Aldus Manutius, who cut roman letters based on propor-
tions established by artists and calligraphers using ancient
inscriptions and who also created the first italic typeface.
Italic type imitated the sloping, cursive hand used by the
Vatican chancery, on which the humanist Niccolo Niccoli
had drawn when developing a highly dense but neverthe-
less elegant book script. Furthermore, Aldus Manutius, who
specialized in printing the Greek classics, began using a
system of accents designed to aid the reading of Latin texts
by indicating stressed syllables.

Three dates stand out in the printing career of Aldus
Manutius. In 1494, he published Pietro Bembo's Aetna, the
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Fig. 4. The beginning of the “Georgics™ in Virgil's Works, published by
Aldus Manutins in Venice in 1501. This octavo volume was the first

book to use italic typeface {cut by Framcesco Griffo). Bibliothéque
Matiomabe de France, Paris.

Fig. 5. (fefi) Francesco Colonna’s Hyprersdomachia Poliphili (Dream of
Polyphilo), published by Aldus Manutins in 149% in a typeface cut by
Francesco Griffo. Bibliothigue Nationale de France, Paris.

first book to use roman type cut by engraver Francesco
Griffo. In 1499, he brought out Francesco Colonna's
Hyprnerotomachia Poliphili (Dream of Polyphilo), an allegor-
ical tale written in a language inspired simultaneocusly by
Latin and Italian dialects. Mustrated with figures of archae-
ological inspiration and highly pure in style, this book
employed a markedly refined typography—ior instance,
the typesetter disposed of several variants of certain lower-
case letters, allowing him to avoid the impression of visual
monotony on the page (Fig. 5). Finally, in 1501, Aldus
printed the Works of Virgil in a small format (octavo) and




italic type, for which he received authorization from the
Venetian Senate (Fig. 4).

Very soon, printers working elsewhere began using type-
faces inspired by the roman letters cut in Italy to reproduce
classical Latin texts. German typographers, howewver, who
long dominated the continent and were more accustomed to
the Gothic style, attempted to adapt the new typefaces to
the wertical thrust of their national tradition. Encountering
great difficulty in employing the new capital letters, they
sometimes tried to preserve certain features of the uncial-
derived capitals they had been using up until then. They
also retained certain aspects of their traditional lower-case
letters to produce “humanist-Gothic™ type.

Roman type was long used solely for texts in Latin. It
might have been expected that each nation would retain
the Gothic typefaces derived from the script used in the
local chancery for the publication of texts in the local lan-
guage. That, however, would have meant overlooking the
glamour of the classical culture and the writing that sym-
bolized it. Thus Claude de Seyssel, a scholar from Savoy
who was an adwviser to French King Louis XII. proposed to
his roval patron—in the preface to one of hiéiﬂmous trans-
lations from Greek and Latin—that French should be made
a language as ordered as Latin by following the example of
the ancient Romans, who themselves had looked to Greek
to endow their own language with a more regular form.

The manuscripts presented to Louis X1 by Seyssel were
of course copied by hand in the court’s Gothic script. But
a revolution was stirring in the entourage of the dauphin
Frangois, the future King Francis I: the first manuscript in
French to employ the new roman script was produced at
the instigation of the dauphin’s tutor, Frangois Demoulins.
This treatise praised Christian virtues {Fig. §), as a kind of
reply to the Hypnerotomachia Poliphili, which had glamor-
ized paganism. Later, after the wictory of Francis I at
Marignano, Demoulins composed a dialogue between the
yvoung king and Julius Caesar that was handwritten in
roman script. Above all, Demoulins presented his
patroness Louise of Savoy and her daughter Marguerite of
Angoul&me with a series of booklets, also written in a
humanistic script, explaining and defending certain
exegetical theses advanced by his friend Jacques Lefévres
d’Etaples.

These books were composed at a time when Francis |
hoped that one day he would rival the ancient Roman
emperors, being himself a candidate for election to the title
of Holy Roman Emperor. A further stage was reached in
1524, when the king’s lector, Jacques Colin, had Seyssel’s
translations published by humanist typographer losse
Bade and several printers close to the monarchy. Such pub-
lications were most timely—the royal government, as it
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Fig. 6. A treatise on virtue by Francois Demoalins, written in a hasd
inspired by the roman typeface used in the Hypoerofomachia Poliphili
{see Fig. 4). The paintings are by Guillaume Le Roy. Ms. fr. 12247, fol. 4w,
Bibliothégue Nationake de France, Paris.

moved toward an enlightened absolutism, felt the need to
unify the French language, basing it on the vocabulary and
pronunciation used at court and the parlement of Paris.
Robert Estienne was therefore pursuing this same line
when, in 1526, he published the first Franco-Latin grammar

349
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Fig. 7. Diacritical marks used to indicate French promunciation, cut for
Robert Estienne’s 1526 publication of fsagoge by the physician Jacques
Dubois. Typeface attributed to Claude Garamond. Biblioth&que
MNationale de France, Paris.

in France—lsagoge (Fig. T), written by a well-known
physician named Jacques Dubois—followed by a major
lexicographical work that gave the meaning and pronuncia-
tion of words and expressions.

This trend coincided with efforts made by type cutters
in the tradition of Colines, Augereau, Garamond and
Granjon, whose criteria were soon adopted all across
Europe. More important in this particular context, howewver,
were theorists such as Geofroy Tory, whose famous treatise
on the design of type, Champifewry (Fig. 8), not only pro-
vided a meditation on letters but also contributed to the
development of a series of new diacritical marks, such as
the cedilla.

Starting sometime around 1530, under the influence of
people close to the French court such as Clément Marot,

French literary works of the new school were published in
roman type with diacritical marks and, especially, accents
and punctuation. These were added to the ancient alpha-
bet in an effort to convey pronunciation better, therehy
facilitating both diction and comprehension. At the same
time, spelling began to be standardized despite resistance
from typesetters who wished to retain a certain autonomy
(particularly useful when justifying lines of type). Finally,
punctuation reached its current form. As discussed below,
this did not yet mean that pages had attained their mod-
ern appearance, because the concept of chapters
remained poorly defined and the principle of block-like
pages continued to dominate whenever prose texts were
involved.

The weritable graphic revolution represented by the
spread of roman typeface everywhere in France remains a
surprising phenomenon, especially since Gothic [efire
bétarde long remained the official hand used in the French
chancery. This revolution was nevertheless encouraged
and carried out by the royal entourage and by humanists
linked to the royal chancery. Encouraging writers and
printers to abandon the familiar path of traditional Gothic
lettering and ill-adapted diacritical marks led to a general
revision of French linguistic norms. The change made
French a “well-ordered™ language and turned spelling into
government business. This trend, backed by a strong cen-
tral government, prefigured French classicism. At the same
time, cutters of French type began imposing their norms
everywhere. Such was their influence on France's neigh-
bors that the English and Spanish adopted this type of let-
tering (which, it should be recalled, was used not only by
the French but also—and sometimes exclusivelv—by the
[talians).

Germany, meanwhile, took an opposite tack. Whereas
the French court adopted the roman typeface for political
ends, Emperor Maximilian did the contrary for similar rea-
sons. Wanting to fuel national hostility to everything that
came from Rome, and influenced by the aesthetic taste of
artists in his entourage, Maximilian had an Augsburg
engraver work in secret, under the emperor’s supervision,
to produce a Gothic type that was both elegant and refined,
directly based on the script used in the imperial chancery.
This typeface was used for a few private publications, the
most famous of which was Pflinzing's Teuerdank (Fig. ¥).
Because Luther's movement followed this new graphic line,
Germans henceforth used roman typeface only for Latin
texts. Germans simultaneously tended to maintain old tra-
ditions in terms of the layout, transcription, and punctua-
tion of printed texts. The Thirty Years' War exacerbated
this lag, which was only overcome at the end of the eigh-
teenth century.
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Fig. 8. Champfeuary by Geofroy Tory, published by Gourmont in Paris in
1529. Biblioth&éque Mationale de France, Paris.

TEXT AND IMAGE

M course, the emergence of printing also led to an
upheawal in the relationship between text and illustration.
Woodblock printing techniques, developed prior to typog-
raphy, had stimulated the spread of booklets in which image
and text were produced together in the same way and were
therefore intricately linked. Attention was naturally drawn to
the images; the few words engraved alongside them (or even
within them) played only an explanatory role, as seen, for
example, in picture bibles known as Biblia pauperum and in
enormously popular illestrated Apocalypses (Fig. 10). Inm a
way. it may seem regrettable that these woodcut pam-
phlets—rather plain in appearance yet inexpensive and easy
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Fig. 9. Page 15 of Melchoir Plinzing’s Tewerdank (Awgsburg, 1517
lkustration attributed to Beck Biblioth&que Nationale de France, Paris.

to understand—vanished on the arrival of typographical
printing. Initially, printers left spaces for illuminators and
rubricators to add their work to each copy. Later, engraved
woodblocks were incorporated into the typographical com-
position, so that everything could be printed at the same
time. llluminators continued to be used for a time to illus-
trate certain luxury editions, often printed on vellum, while
other editions might be colored in a production-line way,
often by using stencils. Little by little, however, engravers
became completely autonomous, executing black-and-white
illustrations that were totally accomplished, notably thanks
to increasingly sophisticated hatching technigues. Then,
using very hard wood, they began engraving small vignettes
with extremely fine draftsmanship.
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Fig. 10. An Apocalypse scene printed from woodblocks in the
Metherlands around 1450, Biblioth#que Mationale de France, Paris.

Hence it was once again possible to place an image at the
center of a page, turning text back into a kind of commen-
tary on it. A vast secular public became enthusiastic about
this type of publication, giving rise to books of emblems,
anthologies of heraldic devices (Fig. 11), and other biblical
imagery, all of which exploited visual interplay to bring alle-
gorical thinking to the fore. This fashion, which arose in the
years 15320-1530, lasted for over a centuryv. Moreower, the
popularity of copperplate engravings—which were finer
and more accurate than woodcuts, and became widespread
from the late sixteenth century—required that sheets with
illustrations be printed on a roller press as opposed to a
letter press, leading to the increasing use of frontispieces
presenting the content and meaning of the book in an alle-
gorical way (Fig. 1Z).

Engraving also made it possible to represent animal and
plant species—not to mention human anatomy—with
greater accuracy, thereby favoring the growth of natural
sciences and knowledge of the world (Fig. 13). Cartography
also benefited, notably in the latter half of the sixteenth

century and first half of the seventeenth. Readers thus
steadily learned to “decipher” images and “read” maps,
managing to grasp a page with a synthesizing gaze thag
could anafvze the elements of a discourse visually, rather
than slowly decoding it by “listening™ internally, as they
still tended to do.

THE EMERGENCE OF MODERN TEXT PRESENTATION

A simple glance at the pages of books from the sixteenth
and early seventeenth centuries makes it easy to measure
the progress made in the presentation of printed discourse.

The difficulty of the undertaking is reflected in the history
of title pages. In the early years of the sixteenth century, title
pages started becoming the rule. Yet the title itsell would
be drowned by laudatory phrases, themselves often
wrapped in a decorative framework apparently designed to
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Fig. 12. A copperplate engraving adwocating the bzgal restoration of dueling,
used as the frontispiece to volume two of Valson de la Colombidre's Mémoires historiques de la Noblesse,
published in folio format by A. Courbé in Paris in 1648, Biblioth&gue Mationale de France, Paris.



fill the entire page. Humanist printers reacted to the clutter

DE L& FRANCE ANTARCTIGVE. 45 by proposing simpler titles and plaving on contrasts
les auzhieurs. @rauzanjmzu:;cnmmcbd&sr;um_ between black and white. But even the most famous of
gcs,pniﬂ'nns,& oyleaux, noltre ille cn nourrit des meil- them were guided by purely aesthetic concerns—the idea
leurs,8 en autant bonne quitité qu'il eft pofsible. Dioy- of emphasizing key words did not even occur to them
{eauxen premict lieuen rc[:reﬁn:emns vn par figure, except in the case of the word “Bible,” which they would
fort eftrange, faircdme vnoylean de proyelebecaqui- py, 4 dramatically place alone in the middle of the page (Fig. 14).
lin, les aurcilles enormes,pendantes fur la gorge, le fom- fras o Meanwhile, throughout the sixteenth century many books
met de la tefte cleué en pointe de diamant, Ies pieds Sirange, continued to be set as dense pages with no white spacing,
8 iambes "-'ﬁ“:_'mtl': tefte du WTFS:E?“ velu, Ie tout no wentilation. That was the case, for example, with
de plumage tirant fus couleur argentine, hors-mis |a Montaigne’s Essays, the text of which contained no inden- |

tation or blank spacing for up to ten pages at a stretch,
except when it came to guotations. On the other hand,
printers and authors would often include marginal notes
indicating the date or subject of the passage opposite.
Sometimes illustrations might also lend breathing space
and help to pace a text.
Such page layout can be explained by the fact that many

texts were subdivided into nothing other than “books”

tefte & aurcilles tirans {usle noir. Celtoyfeau et nom-
= s

»

mé en la langue du pais, Pa, en Perficn, pi¢ ou iam-
be: & [cnourrit de ferpens, dont il y & grande sbosr
dance, & de plufiéurs efpeces , & d'oyleaux fembla-
blement , autres que les noftres de dega. De befles,.

m:

ST

Fig. 13. A parrot, fllustrated in Thevet's Singularitéz de o France amtone-
tigue, published in quarto by Héritiers de la Porte in Paris in 1556,

Fig. 14. Title page from a French bible published by Jean de Tournes in |
Lyon in 1557, folio format. Bibliothéque Nationale de France, Paris. !
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Fig. 15. An example of “barogque printing™—the title page of a typographical catalog by type-founder Simon-Pierre Fowrnier, 1742,
Biblioth&gue Nationale de France, Paris.

thus imitating the works of ancient authors for whom the
term “book™ meant one scroll of papyvrus. Occasionally,
however, a publisher would insert chapters, even in a clas-
sical work, which could vary greatly in lemgth, being no
more than a few lines in certain cases. Whatever their
tength, chapters were not yet broken into paragraphs; even
in the mid-seventeenth century, Madeleine de Scudéry and
her précieuse set in Paris salons were still writing novels
that had to be read for hours at a stretch in a murmuring
voice by a reader totally immersed in the text in order to
avoid losing the thread.

The siteation nevertheless began to change in the late
sixteenth and early seventeenth centuries under pressure

from editors and the last generation of humanist printers.
Wanting readers to be able to find their place in the great
works of antiguity, and above all wanting to provide refer-
ences that would be valid for all editions, editors began to
number verses and to divide prose inte numbered capituli
of several dozen lines. Thus emerged the presentation still
used today in scholarly editions. Great prose writers of the
day in both England and France soon followed this exam-
ple, as seen in Sir Philip Sidney’s Arcadia and Guez de
Balzac's Le Prince. The latter also preceded each section of
his book, already subdivided into chapters, with a short
summary. Then, when he had Le Prince reprinted, he
neglected to reproduce the Roman numerals that marked



PUBLII1
VIRGILII MARONIS

AENEIDOS
LIBER PRIMUS.

Anua, virumque cano, Troje qui primus ab oris
Italiam , fato profugus, lavinaque venit

Littora. Multum ille et terris jactatus ct alto,

Vi superum, s@ve memorem Junonis ob iram.
Multa quoque et bello passus, dum condéret urbem,
Inferretque Deos Latio : genus unde latinum,
Albanique patres, atque altz meenia Romee.

Musa, mihi causas memora, quo numine leso,
Quidve dolens regina Deum, tot volvere casus
Insignem pietate virum, tot adire labores,
Impulerit. Tantane animis ceelestibus jrae?

Urbs antiqua fuit, iyrii tenvere coloni,
Carthago, Italiam contra, tiberinague longe
Ostia, dives opum, studusque asperrima belli;
Quam Juno fertur terris magis omnibus unam
Posthabita coluisse Samo: hic illius arma,

Fig. 16. The “Didot style,” as seen on the first page of Virgil's Aeneid
publishied in folio format by Didot in 1791. BibEcthégue Nationale de

Franmce, Paris.

the various capituli, so that each capifulo assumed the
appearance of today’s paragraphs. Descartes adopted this
same presentation for his Discourse on Method, which was
printed in Holland and constitutes, to the best of my
knowledge, the first French text of philosophy printed in
modern form.

French typographers slowly conformed to this new lay-
out, which allowed readers to pause regularly and to reflect
on each unit of meaning before commencing again.

Subsequently, polemicists in the latter half of the seven-
teenth cemtury, notably the Jansenists, further enhanced
the visualization of their texts. notably by using shorter
paragraphs.

The seventeenth century produced no great engravers
of type—French classicism remained [aithful to
Renaissance typography. At the very end of the century,
engravers at the Royal Print Works in France finally pro-
duced a “royal typeface” of letters that were “corseted,”
so to speak, by stronger horizontal bars. Then, during the
Regency and early years of Louis XV's reign, skilled artists
lent & “rococo” look to the printed page by loading it with
ornamental details cast in relief from molten metal (Fig.
15). This period was followed—throughout Europe—by
one of simplification, associated with the names of
Baskerville in England, Didot in France, and later Bodoni
in Italy. The Didot family set the tone by imposing its rigid,
geometric typeface (Fig. 16), which emphasized the con-
trast between thick and thin strokes, giving the page a
quasi-military feel page perfectly suited to the illustra-
tions that Jacques-Louis David and friends produced for
certain grand, classical publications during the early
MNapoleonic years.

Prosperity during the previous cemtury had neverthe-
less enabled Enlightenment printers to issue extensive
series of documentary tomes such as the Encyclopédie
and Buffon's Natural History, whose texts were illustrated
by engraved plates that often held great appeal. At the
same time, although on another register—that of pure
book lovers—there flourished delightful little volumes
with vignettes produced by a galaxy of highly specialized
artists. The most famous examples of such books in
France were Dorat’s Les Baisers (Kisses) (Fig. 17) and La
Fontaine’s Contes (Tales).

At the same time, printers were greatly improving the
presentation of their books. The existence of intellectual
and commercial networks across Europe tended to impose
the same style on all, particularly when it came to “philo-
sophical™ works. The titles of books, for example, conse-
quently assumed their modern form, notably under the
infleence of British printers. Finally, the “reading frenzy”
that gripped Germany was accompanied by the growing
influence of roman typefaces there, halted however by a
nationalist reaction during the reign of Napoleon [

Such progress should nevertheless not disguise the fact
that less carefully printed books were being produced
throughout Europe. Such was the case notably with so-
called chapbooks whose typography could be so hard to
decipher that they were seemingly designed not so much to
be read as to be re-read by someone who already knew the
text perfectly well (Fig. 18).
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Fig. 17. The book as precicus object—pages 60-61, with copperplate engravings after Eisen, from an octavo volume of Dorat’s Les Baisers,
published by Delalain in The Hague and Paris, 1770, Biblioth#que Nationale de France, Paris.

PRINTING AND SOCIETY

Just Tooking at the books produced during each period is
not sufficient to appreciate the impact of the advent of
printing. The impressive rise in output sparked by the new
craft must also be taken into account. When it comes to
incunabula, although reliable statistics in this realm are
hard to offer {given all the vanished editions), several
hundred thousand early volumes survive, corresponding
to 27,000 to 30,000 known editions, which means that a
total of fifteen to twenty million books were put on the mar-
ket in the forty or so years between 1460 and 1500. Book
production then increased exponentially in the sixteenth

century, and 200,000 to 300,000 editions have been listed for
that period. Growth continued throughout a good part of
Europe in the first third of the seventeenth century, despite
the ravages of the Thirty Years’ War. Subsequently, the
decline in Latin publications led to a rupture in the interna-
tional book trade. Given a climate of recession, formats
tended to shrink and booksellers reacted by also lowering
the quality of their books. Nevertheless the “good years™ of
the seventeenth century in France—1640 to 1645 and 1660
to 1670—produced an estimated 2,000 editions. After a
period of deep crisis, publication grew once again, first in
Germanic countries in the early eighteenth century, then in
France starting in 1720. Output would reach dizzying
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Fig. 18. A little moralizing chapbook, just four pages in gquarto format,
published im France in the late eighteenth century. Le Béte du
Gévaudar, Bibliotheque Mationale de France, Paris.

heights in the years 1770 to 1820, when both Germany and
Britain matched and then outstripped France.

Measuring the impact of printing means considering, in
addition to the books that have survived, all the countless
fliers and other commercial work that occupied some 50
per cent of the presses in eighteenth-century France. This
figure was even surpassed in Britain with the advent of
advertising.

These increases in output corresponded to a growing
number of readers, as witnessed initially and most noticeably
by the sale of religious texts, and then by the number of
books peddled by traveling colporteurs to rural notables
and craftsmen of moderate resources. Reading habits con-
tinued to evolve, and it is generally acknowledged that in
the late seventeenth—and especially eightesnth—century
people shifted from an intensive type of reading (where a
small number of books were constantly re-read) to a more
extensive one (where novelty tended to be favored).

The profession of writer also changed. For a long time,
most new books were written by churchmen, jurists, or
authors supporied by patrons. a situation that weighed on
the choice of literary genre and the inclination of published
texts. In the seventeenth and eighteenth centuries, how-
ever, the sale of books began providing authors with rev-
enues that became substantial during the Enlightenment,
leading to greater independence vis-&-vis the establish-
ment. At the same time, censorship proved ineffective in
suppressing subwversive texts, though this in no way means
that such texts played a determining role in changing atti-
tudes—an issue that remains entirely open.

Despite undeniable progress, the reading public never-
theless remained limited. Initially comprising a highly
restricted elite of aristocrats, royal officers, and clergy, this
public grew to include, broadly speaking, all men having
obtained some sort of schooling, ples the wives and
daughters of the privileged. In the eighteenth century, when
literacy began to spread and self-taught readers grew in
number, readership began to reach wider circles, although
it remains to be established what those readers expected
and retained from books they read.

THE INDUSTRIAL REVOLUTION
AND THE BOOM IN PRINTED PAPER

There can be no guestion here of covering the whole history
of the second Gutenbergian revolution, triggered by a rev-
olution in communications in the nineteenth century.

A simple reminder should do: it all began with a revolu-
tion in the manufacture of paper, so essential to a society
that was writing more and more, which corresponded to
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Fig. I9. A mechanical press in a nineteenth-century printworks. Sketch by Paul Baudoin for a fresco in the Municipal Library in Rosen, France,
08l on wood, Musée des Beaux-Arts, Rouen.

another revolution in imagery sparked by new methods of
printmaking. Lithography—whereby drawings or writing are
transferred from stonme to paper, requiring no special
technique—constituted the first modern method of reproduc-
ing text and images in multiple quantities, and its rise was
linked to the rise of advertising. Then came mechanical
presses—printing machines that were more and more
productive—and the mechanization of binding. Photo-
mechanical processes that made it possible to print
photographs alongside text were finally perfected in the
late nineteenth century, as were the first automated type-
setting machines.

[t should be pointed out that this revolution did not
initially concern books. In the first two thirds of the nine-
teenth century, mechanical presses were used above all for

periodicals (Fig. 19), and sometimes for advertising. [t was
onky around 1850 that book production truly began to take
off, reaching dizzying figures by the end of the century, at
least in terms of the number of publications.

The new technology produced a complete upheaval in
intellectual output. During the reign of Louis-Philippe in
France in the 1330s, publishers began to assume new
power, calling the tune as books were “promoted” to rank
of industrial product. Efforts were made to diversify the
presentation of books and prices in order to reach the
widest possible public. On the level of presentation of text,
a new form of standardization arose. Potential readers
began turning systematically to the table of contents to
grasp the substance of a book, and authors duly offered a
more coherent plan of the main ideas—except, of course in
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Fig. 200 A prototype of 2 Lumitype machine. On hitting a key on the typewriter, the corresponding character is
photegraphed through an aperture in a spinning wheel. Today, siech machines are governed by computer disks containing
the text to be printed. Musée Lyonnais de lmprimerie, Lyon.

purely literary works such as novels, which raised different
problems. At the same time, typesetters—whose numbers
were increasing—had to respect stricter and stricter
guidelines. Typographical innovation nevertheless grew
apace during the nineteenth cemtury, largely aimed at
posters but also influencing the conception of books.
Furthermaore, the flexibility of new methods of illustration
favored a return to imagery that ultimately led to modern
comic books. The wisual revolution stemming from the
industrial, mass-manufacture of books went so far as to
trigger numerous reactions from conservatives who, not
without good reason, felt that a highly symbolic object was
losimg its sanctiby.

The spread of literacy, the ubiguitous presence of print
in society (Fig. 200, and social issues that required reflec-
tion all tended to broaden the book-reading public. Types
of popular reading material grew in the latter half of the
nineteenth century, then seemed to regress in the begin-
ning of the following century during a recession that
remains poorly understood. Books were still an elitist
object, their reading public not being as large as periodi-
cals, whose print-runs broke all records at the dawn of the
twentieth century.

WHAT NOW?

Other articles address the revolution in the manufacture of
printed documents in the second half of the twentieth
century, the explosion of communications, and the global-
ization of information.

So from this standpoint, how should we view the future of
books, at least in their current form?

Obviously, the recent emergence of worldwide informa-
tion systems of unlimited power will certainly alter the
parameters of the problem and challenge the role of books
and traditional printed documents. It should simply be
noted that dramatic declarations of the imminent demise of
paper have only led—for the moment—to an increase in the
latter: one only has to think of the reams of paper churned
out by computers, of mailboxes stuffed with advertising, of
fliers tossed away unread. Furthermore, in terms of sheer
numbers, books have never done so well. Indeed, now being
touted as a major advance is the imminent possibility of
producing a book at home, with limited equipment, by
putting into book form information drawn from the Internet.

As always when it comes to progress, in fact, the threat
of overload is more worrying than that of a vacuum.

fa



Conceived as the medium of communication par excellence,
keir to long and varied experiments and a glorious past, the
printed book—a sacred object if ever there were one,
where ideas set down on paper offered evervone a chance
to think criticallyv and self-reflexively, assuming the mission
of helping human thought to perfect itseli—only reigned, in
fact, during a relatively short period that began with
Gutenberg. It took a long while to reach its final form, which
distinguished it from oral discourse as far as possible. The
Enlightenment represented a high point in that effort, with
a final burst during the Romantic era. Already, however, the
rise of newspapers announced the decline of the book. The
thrust of innovation then shifted to other forms of printed
material and new modes of communication that employed
word and image to challenge the inventive power of books.
Mowadays, Descartes would probably be a telecom engi-
neer charged with designing ever more powerlul systems,
while Victor Hugo would devote at least part of his time to
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making television series. Consequently, today books seem
threatened not so much with extinction as with loss of
sanctity.
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