
G u t e n b e r g 
is unlikely to 
have known

of the far earlier printing methods in 
China and Korea; certainly he was 
the first to have mastered the prin-
ciples of mass production in Europe, 
and his innovations with casting 
reusable letters set the pattern for 
printing for the next five hundred 
years. After Gutenberg, the book 
became cheaper and more available, 
and what was once the sole prov-
ince of the church and the wealthy 

became in time a source of pleasure 
and enlightenment for all educated 
masses. What a dangerous tool he 
unleashed. The scale of Gutenberg’s 
achievement is inestimable. He 
advanced not only the printing press 
but also new oil-based inks (thinner 
water-based inks failed to adhere to 
metal). His role in the dissemina-
tion of debate, science, and dissent 
– printing as the dual mouthpiece 

of human sense and human folly 
– was already felt by the time of his 
death in 1468. By 1500, printing 
presses throughout Western Europe 
had produced more than twenty 
million volumes. As early as 1620, 
the English statesman and philos-
opher Francis Bacon could write 
that typographical printing has 
“changed the whole face and state 
of things throughout the world.”
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Gutenberg is unlikely to have known

of the far earlier printing methods in China and Korea; certainly he was 
the first to have mastered the principles of mass production 
in Europe, and his innovations with casting reusable 
letters set the pattern for printing for the next 
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book became cheaper and more 
available, and what was once the 
sole province of the church 
and the wealthy became 
in time a source of 
pleasure and en-
lightenment for 
all educated 
masses. What 
a dangerous 
tool he un-
l e a s h e d . 
The scale 
of Guten-
b e r g ’ s 
a c h i e ve -
ment is 
inestimable. 
H e  a d -
v a n c e d 
not only 
the print-
ing press 
but also new 
o i l - b a s e d 
inks (thinner 
water-based inks 
failed to adhere 
to metal). His role 
in the dissemina-
tion of debate, science, 
and dissent – printing 
as the dual mouthpiece 
of human sense and hu-
man folly – was already felt by the 
time of his death in 1468. By 1500, 
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ing has “changed the whole face and state of things throughout the world.”
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