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 [Gutenberg’s movable type is 1440] 

p. 320 

Experimental phil and coffee arrived hand in hand.  

Staehl (Boyle’s “German chemist”) did experimental displays in coffee houses in 1660s in London.  

This club of gentlemen who participated became the RS. 

Coffee houses also attracted political discussion. 

p. 321 

By 1700 England, France and Netherlands importing 3,000,000 lbs of coffee annually. 

Along with coffee there was a lot of ink.  [rather stupid pun on black liquid.] 

p. 322 

In late 17
th
 c. there were ca. 150 bookshops in London, ca. 60 printers, and numerous illegal 

unregistered printers and vendors. 

p. 323 

By late 15
th

 c. printers were all over Europe.  A single press with two workers could feasibly 

produce 1000 pages per day.   

Book fairs between 1564 and 1649 list ca. 75,000 titles… amounting to maybe 60-100 million 

copies. 

[-interesting Annals of Science articles on Mathematical books…] 

Blue Notes taken fall 08 

p. 320 Coffeehouses in Oxford... one in particular run by Arthur Tillyard became the RS ca. 1660. 

p. 321: By 1700 coffeehouses were all over England, France, and Netherlands.  Meeting houses for 

idea exchange.  Along side coffee was printed matter. 

Reading became fashionable in these coffeehouses.   

p. 322: Johns sort of suggests that the pamphlet and journal was printed with coffeehouses in mind.  

bookshops and presses all over London. 

p. 323: 2 workers at 1 press could print perhaps 1000 sheets in a day.  [I assume 1000 of the same 

sheet, not new pages.] 

 



 
p. 324 [Gutenberg’s movable type is 1440] 

 



  

 
 

Interesting details to notice: 

above left: The type setter with the bins of type, laying out a page in a rack. 

above middle: The tools used for inking the type and other hard to identify stuff. 

above right: The alignment or registration system for the paper on the press with the stop arm 

attached to the ceiling. 

below: Notice the size of the press beams.  Maybe 8” or more, solid wood.   



  The ceiling supports that stabilize the press. 

 

 
 

[My addition to this section…] 



 
Here is a press from an etching by Dürer from ca. 1500. 

What is the operator doing? 

What is wrong with this picture? 

 

Gutenberg’s movable type is from 1440, but presses existed before Gutenberg, they just didn’t use 

movable type. Wood-block printing in Europe goes back into the Middle Ages and probably even 



further back.  You don’t need a press to make a woodcut print, but it speeds things up 

significantly and achieves a generally higher quality print. 

 
Block-cutter at work by Jost Amman 1568 

 



 
Japanese wood cut from the 19

th
 century. 

 



 



 
The Holy Family with Three Hares: Dürer – ca. 1500 Print on left and the block on the right. 

 



 



 
On the left is a detail of the block and on the right the printed detail.  Notice the crosshatching. 

 

The technology of the wood cut is hard to date in part due to the nature of its applications.  Cylinder 

seals used to impress an image on soft clay have been around since 3000 BC in Mesopotamia. 

 

 
 

 Fabric printing was an early technology which probably morphed into printing on paper.  Early 

examples of fabric printing in China date as far back as 200 AD and may be even older.  Egypt 



and India also have similarly very old examples of printed fabrics. The Byzantine world was 

printing on fabric in the 11
th

 c. and very likely much earlier due to trade and military contact with 

the Mesopotamian, Egyptian and Indian cultures.   Western Europe had contact with Byzantium 

due to Christian pilgrimages and the crusades (armed and violent pilgrimages) which certainly 

would have made this technology known and coveted. 

 

By about 1300 printing on fabric was common in Western Europe, suggesting that its history goes 

back further.   

 

It was not press technology that was lacking for the print industry to take off as it did in the 15
th
 

century, it was actually paper technology.  Presses had been around since the beginning of 

civilizations.  Olive, grape and nut presses using large screws or levers or a combination of the 

two were standard tech in the Greek and Roman world.  But paper was rare.  Papyrus (byblos in 

Greek… hence the word for…) was the standard Greek “paper” for writing.  It is made from 

papyrus, a reedy plant from Egypt, which has long fibers which, after peeling and softening by 

soaking, is laid crosswise and is then pounded together.  The soaking and pounding make a pulpy 

slurry form which binds the fibers together.  It is then dried in a press and buffed and scraped to 

smooth it for writing purposes.  This is expensive and not terribly flexible paper.  Never-the-less, 

it was what there was.  Tons of stuff has been written on papyrus. 

 
This is part of the Nag Hammadi collection of Gnostic Christian writings found in Egypt.  This 

example was written ca. 400 AD. 

 

Parchment is the next type of paper of note.  It first became popular in the first few centuries BC.  It 

is essentially animal skin that has been stretched and scraped and treated with various 

concoctions to make it smooth and white.  It is very much like a modern drum skin. 

This was the standard paper used in the Medieval times.  It was actually cheaper than papyrus and 

was smoother and could be used on both sides and with some scraping, it could be reused. 



 
 

 

Paper made from organic pulp (perhaps inspired by bee hives) was first produced in China as far 

back as the 2
nd

 c. BC and appears to have been used mostly for padding and packing.  The 

earliest writing on paper in China dates to 8 BC but it is commonly found starting in the 2
nd

 c. 

AD. 

Paper made from rice and straw was used as toilet paper in China in the 6
th
 c. and perhaps earlier. 

 

The Mayans of the 5
th
 c. even had a pulp-based paper, but southern Mexico is so humid that most of 

it rotted away long ago if it wasn’t burned by Bishop Landa in the 16
th
 c.  Ask for the story if you 

don’t know it. 

By the 8
th

 c. pulp-based paper was being used in Islamic lands including Spain.   

 

By the 13
th

 c. Europe had a small industry of paper making using mostly linen and hemp fibers.   
 

Linen comes from the flax plant which also is where linseeds come from, which is where linseed 

oil comes from which is where oil paint comes from which is also where linoleum comes from. 



       
 

 

 
Stages of refining the flax plant into yarn and thread. 



The fabric in the background is linen. 
 

Similarly, hemp makes an excellent fabric and was the main fiber for rope making.  It’s making a 

comeback of sorts but is facing all sorts of legal obstacles created by the War On Drugs. 

    
 

Hemp varieties used for fabrics are low in THC but the leaf is still the same shape making it hard to 

get this industry off the ground.  Illicit associations are hard to combat. 

 
 

 
 

Barak Obama admitted to having smoked it.   

When asked if he inhaled (a reference to Bill Clinton who claimed not to have inhaled) Obama said, 

“That was the point, wasn’t it?” [approx. quote from memory] 

 



 

The first paper used for printing in presses is actually more like fabric than paper as we know it 

today.  In fact the early paper is called rag paper, because it is made primarily from linen rags 

that have been soaked and beaten and smashed and turned into pulp and then this pulp is spread 

onto screens and pressed and dried.  Art-grade papers are still often made this way. 

Some historians have speculated that the plagues that ravaged Europe in the 14
th

 and 15
th

 centuries 

contributed to the availability of paper.  Instead of burning or burying the clothes of plague 

victims, their cloths were pulped and turned into paper.  This is not a fully vetted theory, but it is 

appealing. 

 

 
 

 

p. 325 

Della Porta’s Accademia dei Secreti, Cesi’s Accademia dei Lincei, Accademia del Cimento… etc.  

Academies were becoming places for science. 

Many of these academies wrote and printed reports.  The RS especially diligent.   

p. 326 

Bread and butter print jobs were local, small-scale stuff.  Pamphlets and periodicals (periodical 

pamphlets).  Larger scale jobs like Bibles had built in market, but math and geographic texts 

were risky. 

Literary property didn’t exist legally except for Royal approvals and the like.  State borders 

eliminated what little regulation there was.  Piracy was rampant.   

p. 327 

Printers and publishers tended to encourage nasty debate and attacks.  Good sales.   

Attack authors hired to make scandal and to create issues with the Bacons and the Harveys of the 

world.  This market driven situation lowered the status of print and also put up obstacles to the 

good stuff which might find it hard to get printed. 

Printers considered themselves the owners of the ideas they printed [this may explain Osiander’s 

preface in Cop.] 

Scribal (MS) traditions were maintained up to 1700, perhaps because the print trade was hindering 

serious stuff from getting a hearing.   

p. 328 

Because authors often had to work with printers far away, there arose a culture of intermediaries 

who would represent the author at the press.  Otherwise all sorts of problems could occur.  Bad 

proofreading, piracy, changes to meaning, editorial lunacy… 

p. 329 

The RS with some help from the crown (against the Stationary Guild) got involved in all aspects of 

printing to protect their stuff.   

p. 330  

RS certified all written material that came to its attention, making authorship more defensible.  

Letters were dated and copied into the record.  This made priority disputes better settled, but 

hardly resolved. 

Hooke was widely known to protect his experiments and ideas like a rabid dog.  But Newton, and 

Huygens and Wren were also very aggressive. 

In 1665 Philosophical Transactions was started, the published journal of letters and reports that 

were considered worthy of circulation. 

p. 331 

The RS protection of the author up until publication was a big deal. 



Henry Oldenburg (1618-1677): RS secretary.  Originally wanted to produce a Latin ed. of Phil. 

Trans. for Continental distribution… this never came to pass.  Soon everybody modeled their 

sciency journals on Phil. Tran.   

Sprat’s History of the RS (1667) mined the RS register and extracted mostly Wren stuff. 

The only book actually “published” by the RS in the 17
th

 c. was Historia piscium (History of Fish, 

1686), by Francis Willughby.  Richly illustrated.  Very expensive project.  A financial flop which 

crippled the RS for a while. 

Newton’s Principia was “issued under the Society’s aegis” not published by the RS. 

 

p. 332  

Halley given the responsibility of getting Principia up an running.  He nudged N and proofed and 

the like.  Halley originally wanted to publish the book himself, employing the printers directly, 

but he eventually went in halfsies with booksellers… [There is some suggestion that the name 

was more grandiose than N had in mind, but he allowed it since people were invested in its 

success.] 

Principia was printed in several print houses, not unusual in the day.  Joseph Streater was the main 

print contractor, known at the time for pirated material and pornography.  Samuel Smith was the 

international book dealer who set up Continental distribution. 

 

The RS claimed to be a stand-in for all of English society much like the Parliament was a stand-in 

for the society in political matters.  It claimed to represent the princes and the paupers.  This was 

a bit different from academies in more authoritarian governments like in France, where the 

academy was more strictly upper class.  [But the RS was basically that even with all its 

egalitarian bs.] 

p. 333 

The other place where all elements of English society were represented [or so our author states] was 

at the Coffee House.   

 

p. 324: Regiomontanus proposed that ancient mathematics should be full published. 

p. 325: Cesi and della Porta's academic editions.   

p. 326: periodicals were just pamphlets with a regular periodic printing schedule.... blogs.  The 

bread and butter of the press was periodicals and local stuff, not scientific treatises or even grand 

bibles. Those were risky ventures.  Basically no literary protection.  Cross the border and the 

laws were null and void.   

p. 327: Hack authors quickly became profit hogs and the presses went more often with them over 

more substantial works.  The printers also (due to guild law) held the rights to what they printed, 

not the author.  They could edit and change and reprint... whatever they wanted to do.  Hand 

written scribal work continued up to about 1700.. perhaps because that world was not so sleezy.   

p. 328: Good printers hard to find, and as a result an author might have to deal with a printer 100s of 

miles distant.  This made proofing difficult and resulted in intermediaries like Rheticus or 

Osiander. 

p. 329: The RS got directly involved in printing... this made them well known... they became a 

magazine of sorts.   

p. 330: priority disputes all the rage. The RS records called into play.   

p. 331: The Transaction of the RS became the standard to beat.  The RS has a special relationship 

granted by the king, to supercede the printers guild in some respects.  The RS didn't really 

publish many volumes, instead they had private rich guys sort of sponsor works... and take on the 

financial risks and deal with the printers.   



p. 332: Principia was printed by several printers (not unusual) overseen by Joseph Streater, known 

for pirated works and pronography. 

p. 333: Unlike the Parliament and the RS, the coffeehouse was truly representative of the society 

[excluding blacks and women and no doubt several other "minorities"]  Cliques formed... the 

Tory table or the Whig table or the subversive philosophy table.. Also some coffeehouses were 

theme oriented ... the physicians coffeehouse or the artisan coffeehouse.  Coffeehouses often 

abutted booksellers. 

 

   
 

Different tables in the Coffee House attracted different types. Political and economic and topical 

lines.  Also certain coffee houses catered to certain types.  So all this egalitarian speak is really 

not well born out.  But all coffee houses seem to have been places to read stuff and talk about it.  

In fact, many coffee houses were next door to book sellers.  [And now, Barnes and Nobel serves 

coffee and Starbucks has wi-fi.] 

p. 335 

Debates of “immaterial essences” or spirits, or politics, or conspiracy… Hobbes…  Even auctions 

of fine art like Van Dyke or Rubens… 



Trade and business conducted in coffee houses.  Cabinets of curiosities shown in coffee houses. 

p. 336 

Much of RS conversations took place at a coffee house… esp. Hooke.  Much of the crazy stuff 

associated with the RS took place or was exacerbated in coffee houses. 

p. 337 

Harvey drank coffee and in so doing suggested to some that it was good for you. 

Theories about what coffee did: aided circulation, made heavy parts less of a burden, …  

p. 338 

Johns theorizes rather vapidly on the connection. 

The point is [to me] that coffee houses had printed materials in them and people argued about it.  

Would the SciRev have happened without coffee?  Without movable type? 

 

 

p. 334: auctions too at the coffeehouse.   

p. 335: cabinets of curiosities might be shown... medicines hawked, etc. 

p. 336: descriptions of crazy RS experiments.... transfusions for immortality... 

p. 337: Hooke played the coffeehouse/RS scene like a fiddle.  Coffee thought to aid in thinking and 

writing... 

 

 

thyrsus 




