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BLOCK-PRINTING .

x l graphy or blo ck - print ing
,
the earliest and rudest

method of impre s s ing le tters or chara cters on paper , is now of lit

tle pra cti cal value in comparison with the modern pro cess by whi ch

a pie ce of writing once made may be multiplied . Yet it has played

a n. important part in the history of the art , conne ct ing the tedious

labor of the Roman slave writing from di ctation
,
or the mon k c opy

ing from the Open vo lume and the rapid work of the twentieth century

pri nter . As the forerunner , then
,
of movable type , blo ck- printing is

stil l of intere s t .

"ylography is the s c ient ifi c word for the art of makin g

engravings on a blo ck of wood , in high re lief , from . whi ch impress ions

are produced . The word is little used by engravers ,
with whom. the

pro ce ss is usually known as wood— engraving . It is commonly used ,

however
,
by bibliographers to distinguish books printed from types

and tho se printed from . engraved blo cks . In one respe ct , the two

me thods , xl graphy and typography are the same . In both
,
the des ign

is engremred in high relief , the printing surfaces are the same .

In typography the subj e c t is printed from a combination of type s

whi ch may be re arranged to form a new combination and used again .

In xylography
,
the subj e ct is engraved on a s ingle blo ck of wood ;

and
,
as the engraving is fixed on the blo ck

,
it can be us ed only

for the one subj e ct . This fixedne ss of de s ign on the blo ck is the

great feature whi ch separate s the two pr o ce sse s and whi ch has

g iven. typ0 graphy its superiority and per manency .





INVENTION OF BLOCK- PRINTING .

There is no re cord
,
nor even any tradition

,
concerning an

invention of blo ck - printing ; but some mode of engraving and pro

duc ing impre ss ions has been known f rom the earlie st period .

Some writers tra ce its origin back to the first barbarian king who

smeared his ha nd with red o chre or the soot from a burning lamp and

then made the impre ss ion of his palm beneath a grant of land . This

same princ iple is seen in the Egyptia n and Babylonian pra ctise of

cutting chara cters on wooden stamps
, with whi ch they impre ssed s oft

substance s su ch as wax or clay . . Their buildings were built of burnt

bri ck whi ch were sta mped with an ins cription a c c ording to the nature

of the edifi ce . In many instance s tho se impre ss ions sho w c learly that

the stamp was engraved in re lief and then applied to the plast i c c lay

The same idea i s evident in the Roman hand stamps used as early as

the fifth century and in the stamping of s ignature s on do cuments in

the Middle Ag e s . Though the se use s may have suggested the pro cess of

printing from engraved blo cks , yet the art did not really exist unti l

the printer laid his paper down on the blo ck and took off the impres

sion .

CHINESE BLOCV-PRINT ING .

It i s now generally be lieved that the Chine se were the

first to pra ctise the art of wo od- engraving and that they used it

for the purpo se of mult iplying copie s of an original writing . One

writer surmi se s that the invention of blo ck- printing may be due to

an a c c ident . Wh en the chara cters written on the wo oden tablet were

sti llwet ,
a pie ce of linen or other fabri c may a c c ident ly have been

laid upon them and the wet letters would r epeat thems e lves . This





would sugge s t to the Chine se the idea of cutting away the wood around

the le tters and le aving them in re lief , wh en they might be charged

with ink
,
and by pla c ing the linen over them , an i mpre s s ion could be

taken off .

This explanation of the orig in of ixylography is only con

j ecture ,but the use of the pro ce ss can be definite ly tra ced ba ck to

the s ixth century when the fou nder of the Say dynas ty ordered all re

mains of clas s i cal works to be engraved on wood and the text printed .

The pro ce s s of printing co lored patterns on different kinds of fab

ri c s was also known at an ear ly date and pra ctised mo s t ex t ens ive ly

in Chi na . It is difficult
,
however ,

to de ter mine whether the printing

of clo th or printing of blo ck- books was first attempted .

That the European nations did not hear of the Chine se

printing u ntil a late date is not to be wondered at when the ins tinct

ive di sl ike of that nation to fore igners is cons idered . Not until

the end of the thirte enth century did a European extend his trave ls

as far as China . Thi S
'

wa
* the I talian

,
marco Polo . It is improbable ,

however
,
that his ac count of the Chine se blo ck- books was ti e first

introduction of this me thod of pri nting into Europe . The art of print

i ng patterns on fabri cs had been known in this country s ince the

twe lfth century . The pra cti ce of stamping s ignature s on paper had

long been prevalent in Europe and from. thi s the people may have devel

oped the pri nti ng of fabri cs ; or from the custom of anc ient caligraph

i sts and illumi nators of manus cript who some t im e s formed the ir large

cap ital letters by means of a stenc il or wooden stamp . This pro ces s

could have be en extended to the impre ss ion of a who le vo lume
,
and

thus the earl ie st spe c i mens of wood- engraving may be but the same

princ iple applied on a larger s cale .





PIAYING CARDS .

Playing cards
,
of oriental origin

, were among the earlie s t

product ions of the European engravers . Some writers argue that b e

cause the ir manufacture was so universal at the time when intercourse

between the Chine se and vene tians was at its he ight
,
they

,
and the

art of engraving were first introduced at that period . It is more

probable that playing cards had been brought from the East long be

fore Marco Po lo ' s time and were already wide ly known throughout

Europe . At first they were painted by hand or produced with the sten

c il and brush De cree s prohibit ing card- playing are found in. France

and Spain as early as 1887 . That they were made at a later date by

the blo ck printing pro ce s s 1 8 proved by a pet ition dated l44l ,
b y

the Vene tian card makers asking prote ction for the ir trade against

the introduct ion of large quantit ie s of cards from fore ign countries .

From. the wording of the pe t ition , it i s evident that a form of Kylog

raphy was the me thod used and that prote ction was asked for a trade

long since e stablished . The fore igners referred to were the Germans

and Ho llanders . Probably they derived the ir knowledge of cards from

Italy , but in Germany and Ho lland the manufa cture of them was first

turned to a greater commerc ial profit and a larger num ber of spe ci

mens are found in tho se countrie s than in Italy . The earlie st German

cardemakers mentioned in town re cords are women . One of the se cards
,

entitled The Fo ol
,
repre sent s a boy in grotes que igostu me with his

drum and horn . Another , the Knave of the Be l ls
,
pi cture s in rude out

l ine a man and be s ide him his be ll . The se playing - cards were very pop

ular and the ir gre at demand probably led to the appli cation of a rude

form of x l graphy to the ir manufa cture . They repaid the engraver- for

his labor , for people who could not read or write could engoy the
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At the s ide of the figure is the date 1425 , and this is the firs t

authenti c date that can be as s igned to any Spe c i men of blo ck - printing

The engraver of the print is unknown ,
but some of his work is e qual

to that of skille d artis ts . The fo lds of the draper y and the figures

are we ll drawn
,
but the re lative prepor t ions of the different figures

in the p i cture are absurd . Thre e copie s of the print have been found .

One of the se is no w i n a private library at Manche ster , England , hav

ing been a part of Earl Spenser ' s large co lle ction .

Another pri nt
,
a cut of the Annunc iation , was found pasted

in the same vo lu me with the St . Chris topher . It 18 the same S l ZG as

the St . Christopher and the same paper and ink have be en used , but

the engraving is so different that it could not have be en done by the

sa me hand

The Brusse ls print
,
dis covered as late as 1848 fixed ih

s ide ah o ld che st
,
bears the date 1418 . This date ho wever , has been

tampered with and has no t b een_ estab 1ished as yet . The pi cture rep

re sents the Virgin and infa nt Saviour surrounded by saints , whi le

ange ls ho lding wreaths hover over the group . The de s ign is s tiff and

unnatural .

The print of the St . Bridge t repre sents the sa int writing

in a book while Christ and the Virgin look down from ab ove . The col

ors show the inferiority of the work ,
be ing a mixture of dull brown ,

gre en
,
ye llow ,

dark gr y
, with a border of mulberry .

The Flemi sh Indulgence print is in old Dut ch or Flemish ,

dating about 1460 . The Berlin print
,
now in the Cabine t of engravings

at Berl in is also of Flemi sh origin . Another print
,
undated

, repre

sents the cruc ifixi on . I t was found in a manus cript book of prayer

be longing to a monk , who had. pasted i t be twe en the leaves apparent y





with reference to an i llus i on , in the text of the Oppos ite page , to

the blood of Christ
,
whi ch is repre sented in the print by spots and

linespf ver mi ll ion ink . Many s i milar prints
,
both dated and. undated

have be en found
,
and new dis coverie s are fre quent ly made .

There is no po s itive knowledge as to the pro ce ss used in

mak ing the se anap i stographs ,
nor as to the engravers . There is little

evidence in the print s themse lve s as to the ir ori g in .A. great many of

them have been found in Germany and have been attributed to unknown

engravers of that country who pra ctis ed the art from 1400 to 1450 .

They have b e en found in a part of Germa ny famous as the home of early

wood- engravers . France
,
Ital; ,

0hina
,
and the Ne therlands also c la im

the first spe c imens ; but only Ger many and the Netherlands have prints

to sho w. The prints so far dis covered are all of a re l igious chara c

ter , and were wide ly s cattered among the peop le by the monks . In

Flanders
,
i t is said that on days of fe st ivals the monks walking i n

pro ceS S i on distributed thes e gayly co lored cuts to the children in

the stree ts

DEVELOPMENT OF THE BLOCK- BOOKS .

Thi s was but a rude beginning in the art of engrav ing ;

but its usefulne ss was to appear later when .men ,
eager for any means

by whi ch inte l le ctual knowledge might be extended
,
fir s t applied it

to the production and multipl i cation of copie s of books . The Chine se

had so appl ied i t at an e arly period
,
but in Europe the o lde st spe c i

mens do not date earlier tha n the beg inning of the fifte enth century .

To trace the conditions whi ch had so long hindere d and whi ch finally

led to the deve lopment of the blo ck - books is ne ce ssary to under

stand the nature of the se first example s of printing .

After the fall of the Roman. Emp ire ,
the re sult ing condi





tions were naturally unfavorable to t he advancement of literature .

Yet the demand for re lig ious works and copie s of the Bible continued ,

and the profe s s ion of copying manus cripts was still carried on in

the monasterie s . However ,
the monks spent so much t i me and labor on

the cal igraphy and illumination of the ir books that a small number

was produced and the pri ce s conse quently Jere high . Such books were

used only by the e c c le s ias ti cs and the realthy c las s . On the other

hand
,
the demand at that period was small . There were a lmost no

s choo ls
,
colle ge s

,
or l ibrarie s in Europe whi ch were open to the com

mon. pe0ple . The habit of reading was unusua l except among the c lergy .

Be cause of the se conditions
,
from the fifth to the twe lfth century

few books were in demand and no pro ce s s of rapidly multiplying them

was needed .

The case was different at the end of the four te enth and

the beg inning of the fifteenth centurie s
, when there was a revival

of learning and a proportionate ly greater call for books . Formerly ,

during s imilar revivals of literature among the Eastern nations ,
there .

had been a large number of s lave s who were s e t to copying the manu

s cript books . New ,
however

,
no such c lass of laborers existed in

Europe to answer the demand . Therefore a me chani cal substitute was

sought , first in the pr in t ing from . engraved blo cks and later in the

printing-pre ss .

The co stly manus cript books were all in Latin and of a

re l igious nature . They were not suited to the understanding of the

common people nor to the advancement of general learni ng . As the cal l

for e lementary and popular books
,
su ch as grammar and the common

books of devotion , increased the bus ine ss of copying manus cript grad

ually pas sed from. the hands of the churchmen to the laity
,
and the
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profe ss ional s
* ‘ib es .

BIRTH- PLACE OF BLOCK —PRINTING .

Although the Italians had for a long t i me engraved init ial

le tters
,
pri nted de s igns in co lors on woven fabri cs , extended the

manufacture of playing - cards and image print s , ye t they were not the

first to produ ce the blo ck- books . Blo ck - print i ng began with pla in

work and was adapted to the demands of a plain pe ople . The taste of

the Italia ns were refined ; they could not to lerate rudene ss . There

was no middle c lass i n Italy suited to the work of xylography .

In Spain
, there were librarie s and s choo ls , but the love

of books was not found a mong the common pe ople . The Hundred. Years War

was in progre s s i n. France and the intere s ts of the people were

devoted to war rather than t o learning . In Eng land , educat ion was

st ill suppre ssed .

In Holland
,
Flanders and Germany , the condit ions were

more favorable. In the se countrie s a greater liberty was enyoyed .

Schoo ls were e stabl ished for the poorer c lasse s . In the Netherlands ,

Philip the Good prote cted the com merce and industrie s of the country ,

and furthered the progre ss of l iterature
,
s c ience and art . Bibliog

raphers differ as to whe ther the new pro ce ss was first used in Ger

many or Holland and. Tlanders . It is reasonable to suppose that blo ck

books were first made at U l m, Nuremberg
,
Augsburg

,
and other German

towns , whi ch have the earlie st re cords of manufa c ture s of playing

cards , and in the di stri ct where o ld image - prints are oftene st dis

covered . However , the earlie st known block- books have been found more

abundantly in Holland. and. Flanders . Spe c imens of a later date are

doubtle s s of German orig in , but they were evident ly mode lle d after

Dut ch or Flemi sh patterns . At least it is c lear that in the





Ne therlands the art was brought to its highe st deve lopment at an

e arly date
,
and to - day this country ,

whi ch on a c count of so c ial con

di ti ons was .mo st l ike ly to be the birth—place of blo ck—
printing , i s

generally a c cepted as the home of the first b lo ck - printers .

The books thems e lves do not Show whether th , y were first

printed in Ho lland or Germany . The language of the books is often

Latin
, the la nguage of the chu rch and s cho lar , and give s no c lue to

the place Where they were printed . The paper marks ar e of no practi

cal value as a c lue
,
nor the shape of the le tters , as Germanlike

le tters are often found in Dutch books and. Dutch le tters in German

books . The de signs afford no evidence
,
as they could have been copied

from manus cripts or drawn in one country and copied in another .

There are few unbiased crit i cs on this subj e ct . To the German criti c

all blo ck- books are German
, and to the Dut ch criti c

,
they are Dut ch .

THE EARLY BLO CK PRINTERS .

The
'

early blo ck- printers were ne ither s cho lars nor men of

high l iterary standing
,
but men who could ne ither read nor write .

Probably the first blo ck- books were made by the printers of playing

cards and image prints
,
or by the se lf— taught copyis ts who had taken

up the work of the monks . There is no evidence that any of the b ooks

were printed in the monasterie s
,
or by the monks . .A few spe c imens

have be en found whi ch bear the seal of a monas tery ; but it is

thought that su ch books rere printed for
,
not in

,
a monas tery and

under the dire ct ion of the .monks . NOne of the earlier books bear the

printer ' s name . The re gisters of several German towns contain entrie s

whi ch mention the na me s of wood- cutters (form - s chne ider ) .

In a register of taxe s of Nordingen
,
a certain Wi lhelm. Kegeler is

mentioned as brief— stu cker ; later his widow 1 8 r e gistered as alt





brief- stu ckerin . Si milar entrie s are found in town reg isters of Ho l

land and Flanders
,
but none of the e arly blo ck —printe rs mentioned

seem to have been of e spe c ial prom inence and almo st nothing Ls known

about them .

O ther re cords whi ch have been found indi cate that the

books were not produced by a printe r who cut a se t of blo cks and

used them unt il they were worn out and then out another s e t . The mood

cutter was only the trade sman and he so ld
,
not the books

,
but the

blo cks . He cut set afte r set of blo cks and so ld them. to the pe ople

or to re ligious e stablishments who would employ s ome one to print the

impre ss ion .

DESCRIPTION OF THE BLOCK- BOOKS .

Bibliographers divide the blo ck - books i nto C JO c las ses

(l . ) Books of pi cture s W ithout text
,
in whi ch the JOT QS de s cribing

the p i cture are engraved at the foot of th e p a g e or in cartouches

pro ce edi ng fromthe months of the princ ipal figure s . Books of

p i cture s with text , in whi ch the explanat ions of the pi c tures are

g iven in the for m of a full page of text
,
usually pn inted on the

page oppo s ite the pi ctur e
. A third c las s might be added perhaps

, al

though not stri ctly inc luding blo ck - books . These are books printed

by the firs t typographers
,
in y hi ch the i llustrations are made from

engraved blo cks
,
but th e text is printed from movable type s .

The pro ce ss vhi ch the Chine se used in print ing the ir

blo ck—books and whi ch the printers of cards and image - prints doubt

le s s employed is pract i cally the sa me as that used by the firs t

European blo ck- printers . Some authoritie s maintain that in the me thod

first used ,
the t riti h

‘

7 as transferred to the surfa ce of the

blo ck and then the transferred line s were cut in be low th e surfa ce .





https://www.forgottenbooks.com/join




paper so eas ily . Again ,
the blo ck may have be en run in under a platen

whi ch ,
be ing a cted on by a lever

,
pre s sed the paper on to the raise d

line s of the blo ck and thus produ ced the impres s ion .

The earlier blo ck - books were printed in a dis temper ink .

lamp black mixed with gum. water had long been used by the ancients

for writing ; but how to thi cken ink s o as to make it suitable for

printing from a raised surface was for some time an important que s

tion with the xylographers . An ink of more substance was probably

obtained by the pro longed bo iling of o il and then mixing it with car

bon or lampblack . The later blo ck- books were evident ly printed in

su ch an ink . The blo cks may have be en inked by use of a brush , or by

be ating W ith the ro ller in the sa me manner as type is now charged .

With one except ion
,
the Donatus ,

all xylographi c books

were printed on paper . The paper was heavy and of an inferior qua lity

The she e t s used were not quired ,
but fo llowed each other s ingly .

In. many of them s ignature s have been found , each she et be ing s igned

with a le tter of the alphabet as a guide to the binder . The s ize of

the she et s var ied
,
some be ing thre e by s ix inches and others s ix by

nine or ten inche s . They were printed only on one s ide . From the

nature of the pro ce s s used
,
it was imposs ible to print on both s ide s .

The rubbing or hammering while making the se cond impre s s ion would

have spo iled the first impre ss ion . The marg ins are often uneven and

doubtle s s it was diffi cult for the printer to p la ce the sheets with

unifor m ac curacy upon the blo cks .

Few of the blo ck- books have a t it le - page or bear a print

er ' s mark . Some of the later one s give the date and in a few case s

the name of the printer and place of publi cation . The le tter pre ss in

the maj ority of the xylographs is cut in im itat ion of handewrit





ing and not of the s quare church - hand from whi ch printed type s HC TG

cop ied . Probably the xylographers soon found it use le s s to tr; to

compete W lth the typ .graphers in the regularity and neatne ss of the

t ext
,
and gave the illustrat ions the ir e spe c ial attent ion , putt ing

in the letters with as little trouble as po ss ible .

THE STOPY OF THE C UNII .

Though none of the blo ck —books yet found date e arlier

than the fifte enth century
,
MgPapi llon an eminent wood - engraver ,

c laims to have seen an Italian xylograph whi ch he be lieved to have

been engraved in the thirteenth century . while few bibliographers

credit the story
, sti lli t de serve s ment ion i n any ac count of the

blo ck- books .

The book is said to have been engraved by a twin brother

and sister
,
bearing the na me of Guni o.

'

M . Papi llon state s that he

saw the book about 1720 at a country house ne ar Paris . This was the

re s idence of a
'

Swi ss offi cer , who se grandfather had re ce ived the book

from. the de s cendants of the Cuni i . Like the earlie st blo ck- books ,

the illustrations are the main feature of the book . It had , however ,

an ornamented t itle - page and a prefac e in Italian Latin whi ch

M . Papil lon translate s as fo llows ;
"Heroi c a ct ions

,
repre sented in

figure s
,
of the great magnani mous Ma cedonian king

,
the bo ld and val

iant .Alexander ,
dedi cated and presented

,
and humbly offered to the

mo st ho ly Father Honorius , to the glory and support of the church
,

and to our illustrious and generous father and mother
,
by Alessandio

Alburio Cunio ,knight , and I sabe lla Cunio , twin bro ther and s ister
,

first imagined and exe cuted in re lief with a pen- knife on blo cks of

wood by this learned and dear s ister , finished by us toge the r at

Raven na , from e ight pi cture s of our invent ion
,
engraved and explained





by verse s and thus marked. upon. paper to perpetuate a nu mber of them

and to enable us to pre sent them to our re lat ive s and fri ends z all

this was done and finished by us when sixteen years of age "
. This

preface clearly shows the nature of the work .

Several facts seem to favor the truth of this story . The

Cuni i fa mily was we ll- known in. Ravenna . The date agr e e s with the

re ign of Pepe Honor ius IV. Marco Po lo had Just returned from. China

and may have brought blo ck- books back with him . A bibliographer of

Mo s cow c laims that in 1861 ,
in. Nuremb erg ,

he saw seven out of the

e ight page s de s cribed by Papillon . On the other hand , Pampi llon did

not write hi s ac count of the book unti l thirty years after he had

seen it , and it is very like ly that he made some mistake in re gard

to the date s . Title - page s
,
e spe c ially ornamentalones ,

and printers

s ignature s were not used until the c lo se of the fifte enth century .

It is probable that the book was we ll - known as a manus cript work of

the Cuni i fa mily
,
and at the end of the fifteenth century was copied

by the blo ck- printers , and i t was su ch a copy that Papi llon saw .

Leaving , then ,
the work of the Gunii twins out of question ,

mo st bibl iographers give the Biblia Pauperum as the o lde st blo ck-book.

Thi s book be longs to the first c lass
,
p i c ture s with brief tit les en

graved on the sa me blo ck . It had long been popular in manus cript form .

Ac cording to mediaeval chroni cle s
,
it was written by a monk , St .Ans

gar , who laid the foundat ions of the fa mous library of the monastery

of Cor vey . O ther writers suppose that the de signs i n the book were

copied from s culpture s of the Cathedral of Bremen or from. the painted

windows of a convent whi ch exhibit the same serie s of subj e cts . The

t itle , Biblia Pauperum , has be en trans lated as Bible for the Poor ,
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the gate s of Gaza and Jona h coming forth from the whale , while the

event typified i s the ro lling away of the stone from the sepul chre .

Another page is intended to dep i ct the ne ces s ity of re s training the

appetite . One p i cture repre sents the temptat ion of E ve ; another ,

Esau re ce iving the me ss of pottage from Ja cob , while the central de

S ign shows Christ tempted by the devil to turn stone s to bread .

The prephets avid and Isaiah are oftene st represented
,
but the same

people are se ldom repre sented W ith the sa me face s . many amus ing ana che

roni sms .may be se en i n the pi cture s ,
Gide on in plate armour ,

medias

val he lme t and visor ; David and Solomon in wide —brim me d hats ; EliJah

in. a modern farmer ' s hay- wagon ; t ch gable s and latti ced windows of

the lSt century Flemi sh re s idence .

THE APOCALYPSE OF ST . JOH N.

No date can be ass igned to the Apo calypse ; but many b ib li

ographers cons ider it o lder than the Biblia Pauperum ,
be caus e of the

greater simpli c ity of the engraving and rudene s s of the le tters .

The large number of cop ies found in Germany lead to the conc lus ion

that it was first printed in that country . In make -up , the Apo calyps e

i s S imilar to the Bibl ia Pauperum having the same paper , ink , and use

of s ignature s . The book cons ists of fifty page s , repre sent ing events

in the l ife of St . Joh n. In spite of the inferiority of the engraving

skill i s shown in the strong chara cter of the face s and in the group

ing of the figure s .

CANTICLES OM ITIOORUM .

Another blo ck - book ,
with no text except short explanatory

the Historia Virg ini e mariae ex Canti co Ganti corum ; or the

the Virgin Mary from the Song of Songs . There are s ix

of smal l folio s ize re sembling
,
in the main

,
the two books





just de s cribed
,
although the engravings are of a higher grade .

Shading i s used ,
the back- grounds are be tter put in and the field of

e ach cut is be tter filled . It is usually counted among the Dut ch

blo ck - books and i s of later date than the Biblia Pauperum. The two

.main figure s in the de s ign repre s ent the bride and bridegroom . The

bride wearing a crown typifie s both the Virgin hary and the church ,

while the bride groom
,
surrounded by a nimbus

,
typifies Christ . The

other figure s in the pi cture s are the attendants of the bride . In

ever y cut the female figure s are the sa me
,
the drapery and expre s

sions varying but little . A. b ook , bearing the imprint of Peter van

O s of Zwoll , 1494 ,
has for its front ispie ce the first page of the

Song of Songs .

THE EIGHT ROGUERIES .

Thi s book i s one of the earlier spe c i mens of blo ck- book

making . The text i s in h igh German , and the book was found in a South

German monastery . It consist s of e ight leave s , i llustrat ing the go

betwe en , the liar , the cheat
,
the counterfe it go ldsmith

,
the cheat ing

merchant , the blacksmi th that se lls iron for stee l
,
the church robber

and the cheat ing repe -maker . The cuts are rude but full of chara cter

and. meaning . It is one of the few blo ck- books of a non- re ligious

nature .

THE STORY OF THE BLESSED VIRGIN .

Thi s book is probably of German orig in
, with text in Lat in

It consi sts of s ixteen leave s with four i llustrations on ea ch leaf .

Probably all the editions were is sued after the invention of movable

type as the ink used is black and_ more like that used in conne ction

with the printing- pre ss . It is a good example of the re ligious liter

ature of the fifte enth century . The obj e ct of the book is to show the





reasonablene ss of the story of incar nat ion . The ins cript ions relatin

to bee s without fathers
,
ge e se born from tre e s , asbe sto s burning for

ever
,
show the real value of the s cho last i c philosophy of tha t period

BOOK OF THE AIPHABET .

Vl th re spe ct to the drawing ,
and engraving , the cuts of

this book are de c idedly superior to tho se of most blo ck—books . Sever

al cop ie s have b e en found da t ed 1464 . One copy in the British M useum

i s full of Engl ish writing , and the cut of the le tter L has London

written in . This has led bibliographers to think that the book is of

Engl ish origin . It i s diffi cult to se e the real obj e ct of the book .

The de s igns are too e laborate to be of use in teaching the alphabe t .

ABS MEMORANDI .

One of the o lde st and be st - known of the blo ck- books of the

se cond class , b ooks with explanator y text cut on a separate page from

the p i c ture
,
is the Ars memorandi . The text is in Latin , of very

poor gram mar and orthogr aphy . It is intended to aid in remembering

the important passage s of the Four Gospe ls
,
hatthew, Mark , Luke and

John . The different obj e cts in the p i cture s are numbered and corre

spending numbers are g iven to the explanat ions in the Oppos ite page s

of text . Five page s are devoted to St . Matthe w and three to each of

the o ther Go spe ls . The four Evange lis ts are symbo lized
, St . Matthew by

an ange l , St . John by the eagle , St . Luke , by the bull , and St . Mark

by the l ion . Ea ch symbol i s always surrounded by obj e cts having ref
t

erence to events re lated in the Go spe l repre sented by the symbo l .

One page ,repre senting St . Matthew
,
would be hard to unders tand with

OU b the aid of the text . In the left hand of the symbo li c ange l are

two obj e cts suppo sed to be the sun and moon
,
illustrat ing the passage
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Then out of this world
,
full of wre tchedne s s and tribulations , he may

go to heaven unto God and his saints , u nto Joy ever durable "
. In

mo st of the illustrations
,
the ange ls are pi c tured as V i c to rious over

the devil
,
and re ce ive the soul of the dead

,
repre sented by the sma l l

figure of a man whi ch the dying person seems to exhale Jith his las t

breath .

TH E CHIROMAOY OF DOCTOR HARTLIHB .

This is the c arliast Grr man blo ck — book with a date ,be ing

printed by George Schaff ,
of Augsburg in 1448 . It profe sse s to te ll

the s c ience of palmi st
'

y or te lling the fortune by the wrinkle s of

the hand . At that t i me
, chi romacy was cons idered a s c ience and this

book shows the inte lligence of the average reader It is printed on

both side s of the paper and is one of the first xylographs with a

separate title - page .

The Mirab lia Romae , or Tenders of Rome , is unique among

blo ck books for the greater nu mber of page s of text
,
but s ixte en of

the 184 page s be ing i llustrations . It was printed in Germany in 1480 ,

some time after the invention of movable type and is one of the most

arti sti c examp le s of x ; 1ography . It Jas probably intended for i llumi

nat ion and is e qual to some of the German manus cripts of that period .

The book is a guide to all the p rinc ipal shrine s in. Romc
, wi th an ao

count of the re lic s they contain . One illustration repre sents the se

called handkerchief of St .
V eroni ca . This ha ndkerchief ac cording to

t

he Roman legend , had b een. used by the saint to wipe away the blood

from the face of Christ and re ce ived a perfe ct impress ion of the

feature s of the Saviour . This re li c i s sti l l exhibited in h ome and





the adoration of it formerly ent it led the worshipper to many years of

indulgence .

The Donatus has a pla ce by itse lf a mong the blo ck - books ,

be ing the only spe c imen with no illustrat ions , It was written b

Aelius Donatus
,
a Lat in grammarian of the fourth century who taught

at Rome . The book had long been used in manus cript form in the pre

paratory s choo ls of the Middle Age s . The xylographi c Donatus was but

a n abrid g ement of the old. grammar ,
printed in the form of a thin

fol io and might be called a primer . When printed in its large st

le tters , it o c cupie s thirty- four pages ; in letters of small s ize , only

nine pages . It was a popular xylographi c work and met the needs of

the blo ck-printer , as it could be engraved at a small expens e and

could be sold in large quant itie s .

t was doubtle ss first printed from blo cks in Ho lland , as

~the engravings are sure ly of the s cho o l of van. Eyck . Ulri ch Ze ll , in

the Co lo gne Chroni cle
,
ass igns it pos itive ly to Ho lland . Furthermore ,

he state s that it led to Gutenberg ' s dis covery of cast movable type s .

If this be true there must have been some thing diff erent in some of

the Donatus from. other blo ck—books ; that is
,
some copie s must have

been printed from movable type . Ma ny writers as sert that laurens Cos

ter of Haarlem. was the one to print the .Donatus from type . Ac cept ing

thi s , it would seem. that the who le controversy over the re lative

c laims of Gutenberg and Co ster as the inventor of typography re sts

upon the que stion as to the pro ce s s by whi ch the Dutct onatus were

printed . If movable type s were used
,
then the invention might fairly

be assigned to Ho lland s ince the Donatus of that country are evident

ly of an earlier date than the first typographi c work of Gutenberg .





Nothing definite can be said on the sub Ject . Bibliographers who are

not e spousing the claims of e ither Co ster or Gutenberg , judging from

the invers ion of le tters in some copies of the Donatus , suppose that

a Holland printe r used a rude form of ty pe s cut from. wood or poss ib ly

me tal " and that from this Gutenberg got his idea leading to the cast

metal type s .

The Donatus is the only book not printed on paper , all

copie s be ing on parchment . This was se le c ted ,
perhaps , to adapt it to

the rough usage of s cho o l- boys . Almo s t no comple te C opy of a nylo

graphi c Donatus have be en found . Numerous fragments have be en di s cov

ered in the bi nding of o ld books
, waste leave s of the parchment be ing

used to st iffen the ba cks and covers .

For many year s xylographers and typographers competed in

the manufactur e of the Donatus , but at the end of the 15th centur y

the typo graphi c work was far superior . There are copie s of xyle

graphi c make that c lo se ly re semble the typogra phi c Donatus . The s e

were probably made from engraved transfer s of some typographic mode l .

The book was so small and in su ch. great demand
,
that it would be more

e conom i cal for the printer to engrave a se t of blo cks after one of

the typo graphi c books . The se would always be ready for use and the

type would not ne ed to be se t up ea ch t i me .

The Spe culu m Hu ma nae Salvationi s
,
Mirror of human Sa lva

tion
,
be longs to the third c lass of b lo ck- books

,
be ing printed partl

from. engrav ed blo cks and part ly from metall i c movable type s . It is a

port ion of a manus cript book long used by mendi cant friars
,
c ons ist

i ng of forty- five chapters of Lat in rhyme , that be gin with the fall of

Luc ifer and pro ceed with typ i cal inc idents of Tible story from the
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of John Veldener ,
printer at Culenb erg , who cut up the blo cks , us ing

portions of them for an edition reduced from fo lio to quarto s ize .

This cutting up of the blo cks to be used in a different combination

was plainly a step toward movable types and taken together with the

evident use of some kind of movable type in certain copie s of the

book , give s credit to the general a c ceptance of the Spe culum as the

firs t book dire ctly fore shadowing the later work of the typographers .

MINOR BLOCK-BOOKS .

It is imposs ible to make any e st imate of the nu mber of

blo ck-books . One authority state s that over 400 spe c i mens of dis tinct

works have be en found . Without doubt , blo ck print ing was extens ive ly

practised in Europe . Among the books of minor importance are the Exer

c ise on the Lord 's Pray er written in the popular form of the dialogue

the Life of St Meinrat , te lling the story of two men who killed St

Meinrat and were pursued by crews ; and the Anti christ , warning men

against the s in of here sy . Only one xylographi c copy of the Dance of

.Death has be en found . This book was very popular in. manus cript form

and later in typographi c for m. It is diffi cult to understand why it

was not a com mon work of the blo ck printers .

Many of the later blo ck books were published by typogra

phers . Sweinheym and. Pannarts , German printers
,
published an edition

of the Donatus in 1472 . .A copy of the same work in the Bodle ian

l ibrary bears a 0 0 10phon. stating that it is the work of Conrad. Dinck

mut , printer at U l m, 1482- 96 . Hans Sporer printed an edition of the

Ars Meriendi from wood blo cks in 1475 . The only French blo ck-book

date s after the dis covery of movable types . It cons ists of three

shee ts . The first shee t contains pi c tures of thre e champions of c las

s i cel time s , He c tor , Alexander and Cae sar . The se cond she e t repre





sents cha mp ions of the O ld Te sta ment , Jo shua , David , and Judas

Mac cebaeus . The third she e t pi cture s thre e warriors of the Middle

Age s
,
Arthur

,
Charlemagne and Godfrey of Boulogne . With the except ion

of a few S ingle leave s
,
no Spe c imen of blo ck- print ing can be as s igned

definite ly to England . The last entire blo ck - book , ent it led the Opera

Nova Contemplativa
, was produced in Veni ce in 1510 . The text is care

fully cut
,
and the who le work shows the use of too ls and pro ces ses

used by the typographer ‘

.

DECLINF 0T PLOOKePRINTIHG .

The period in which blo ck- books were printed cannot be

fixed within exa c t l i mits
,
1460 may mark th e ir origin ,

1450 the ir per

fection , 1460 the commencement of ' their de c line and 1510 the ir fall .

The growing demand at the end of the 15th century for printed work

could not be met by the blo ck- printers . weed- engraving was pra ct i ca l

ly limited to the production of pi ctu re s
,
and people were beginning

to demand more , In. supplying this
,
typography showed it s advantage

over xylography .

Weed cuts were obj e ct ionable to the early type printers .

The blo cks were liable to crack or varp when edged in with type s that

had to be washed or c leaned . To evade this the texa and il lustration

were often printed by different impre s sions ,
as in the case of the

Spe culum . On the o ther hand
,
the progre ss of typography

, was re garded

with j ealousy by the blo ck-

i rinters who fe lt that i t would ruin the

trade . Previous to the e stablishmen t of printing
,
they were formed

into guilds and now they clung to the ir exclus ive rights . Thus it is

like ly that the earlie st type - printers were forced to employ non- pro

fess ional blo ck- pri nte rs . This would a c count for the great superior

ity of the cuts in the late r blo ck- books to tho se in the first print





ed books . It was some t ime before the re was any c c - Operation bet we en

the wood- engravers and typographe rs .

Probably
,
many of the xylographers abandoned the i r trade

altoge ther and took up the new art of copper— plate printing . Others

began a new work
,
making prints , 60 - 40 inche s long

,
for the de cora

tion of interior walls . The se prints were known as Wand—Yalendars or

she et Almana cks . Several copie s of su ch almanacs
,
engraved about the

year 1500 have be en pre ser ved in lib rarie s on the Continent . Even

this branch was finally compe lled to be given up and the pr inting of

page s of text from engraved blo cks be came extinc
t

. Blo ck- printing b e

gan with a single shee t and with the s ing le sheet it ended .

BLOCK- BOOKS AS E"AMPLES OF FNGRAVING .

The origin and early deve lopment of wood- engravi ng is

identi cal with that of blo ck- printing . Blo ck—books were the firs t at

tempt ih the art of engraving . The cutting of the text in some of the

xylographs is almo s t too crude to be called an art
, whi le the cuts

were mainly in bo ld outl ine
,
not p i cture s

,
but ske letons of pi cture s .

They guided the co lorists who filled in the co lor by hand or use of

the stenc il . Engraved t ints of gray were unknown . Light and shade ,

nearne s s and distance were sugge sted by contrast of painted co lors .

In al l the blo ck- books there is a reali sm. whi ch sugges ts the work of

Van Eyck . In the German cuts
,
the me chani cal exce ls the artist i c

po wer , while in the work of the Ho llander s is se en the beginning of

the artisti c . More skill is evident in the later blo ck- books ; but

even the se , s imple wood- cuts obs cured by coars e coloring with the

expre ss ion often hard or exaggerated
,
were but the origin of an art

who se gre at t oss ib il i ties were to be revealed fifty years after the

invention of typography by Albert Durer and Hans Ho lbe in .
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teenth c enturie s t hen mo st of them were w
r itten . It is not s t range

that they were forgo tten as soon as the pe ople had outgro wn them .

Although blo ck- printing left but little sta mp upon the

history of literature ,
ye t it did a greater servi ce in giving print

ing to the world . The art of xylography and of writing differ wide ly

from. printing with movable type s . However ,
this last pro ce s s se ems

to have been a gradual trans ition from. b lo ck- printing and blo ck - print

ing a natural outcome of the many tria ls to produ ce books mor e rapid

ly than by hand—writing . T tra ce the deve lopment of pr inting is but

to trace the deve lopment of book -mak inc
. Typogr aphy can s carce ly be

regarded as an invention
,
but rather the gradual out come of a long

serie s of attempts all tending toward the rapid production of the

book .

Long befor e any me thod of writing was used
,
the deeds of

one generation were handed down to the next by oral tradition .

memory was a substitute for written re cords . Next
,
the i mportant

events i n the history of a people were cut in the s ide of mountains

and in walls of buildings
,
or on table ts of baked c lay . Engraved

seals and stamps were dis covered
,
by whi ch any number of impre ss ions

could be made . With the dis covery of parchment ca me the copying of

manus cripts and the work of the profe s s ional s cribe . In. the fif t e enth

century , the greater demand for literature called for a qui cker pro c

e ss . The e laborate de coration of manus cript s was g iven. up and the

me chani cal art of
'

printing from engraved wooden. b locks was adopted .

The xylograph was the re sult . Used centuries before in China and in

the thirteenth and fourte enth centurie s in
'

Europe for printing fab

ri cs and playing cards , it was but a natural advancement to apply it





to the multip li cation of books .

Owing to the diffi culty of cutting letters , the firs t im

pre ss ions were mere ly p i cture s
,
cons isting of one leaf or anapi sto

graph . Such was the image - print of the St . Christopher . Later , s ever

al of the se print s were bound togethe r
,
forming such books as the

Biblia Pauperum ,
il lustrations with explanator y titles . The next s tep

toward movable type s was the cutting of the p i cture on one blo ck and

its text on ano the r . Such are the Ars memorandi and the Ars Moriendi .

In. b ooks of thi s c las s the pri nter had to av o 1d all mistake s , be caus e

a blo ck once engraved was permanent . Doubtle s s this diffi culty of

corre ction and the wish to use por t ions of a blo ck in another combi

nation
,
led to the cutt ing up of the blo cks as se en in the Spe culu m.

This naturally led to the attempt to cut the le tters s eparate ly from

the wood . As the wooden type s beg in to break under pre s sure , the

printer looked for some thing stronger and adopted the me talli c type s .

From . the cutting of ea ch le tte r from the me tal , it was but a step to

the cast ing of the le tters in moulds . The re sult was pra cti cal ly the

art of typography as it is still used .

Thus , in tra c ing the history of the book
,
the real value

of blo ck - print ing l s se en . t was through the various attempts and

partial suc ce s se s of the blo ck- printers that the type - printers first

gained the ir ideas . "ylography was the forerunner of typography and

the blo ck- books form the conne c ting link b etween. the manus cript and

the type - written books .





QU ES
TIONS ON BLOOK- PRINTIN(

To what early _practi ces may the o rigin of blo ck-print ing be

attributed

De s cribe the anap i stographs . Give example s .

De s cribe the me chani cal make -up of the blo ck- books .

Name and de s cribe one important book in ea ch of the thre e c lass es

of blo ck- books .

What l iterary value have the blo ck-books"

Chara cterize the first example s of wood- engraving .

What conditions led to the deve lopment of blo ck- printing and what

to its de cline

Trace the deve lopment of the book from. the earlie st t ime s to the

introduct ion of typography .
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laborde , Henri
,

comte .

K l grat . (se e his Engraving ; its orig in
,
pro ces s and his t

ory . 1886 . p . 1

De s cribe s the pro cesse s of engraving
,
early forms of play

ing cards , the Donatus and the Spe culum.

Vinne , Theodor; Low .

Antique me thods of i mpress ion
,
Chine se blo ck- printing

,
playing

cards and blo ck- books . (se e his Invention of printing . 1877 .

p . 26- 28 , 171

Full authoritative a c count . Valuable from the te chni cal

po int of view.

Steps toward the invention of print ing . (s ee his
'

Early printe d

books . 1895 . p . 1

De s cribe s the Ars MOriendi , Biblia Pauperum , Apo calypse ,

and Canti cle s Canti corum .

wth of wood- cut printing . (see Scribner '
s .month1y magaz ine . April ,

1880 .

The trans ition from xylography to typography we ll treated .

hreys , Henry No e l .

Blo ck-books , the first books produced by a print ing pro ce ss .

(se e his History of the art of pri nting . 1868 . p . 26

De tailed a c count of the principal blo ck-books . Valuable

il lustrations .

Jackson , John Chatto , W. A .

Antiquity and pro gre ss of engraving . (se e the ir Treatis e on

wo od engraving ; histori cal and pra cti cal . 1861 . p . 40

History of W oodrcutting from. the t ime of the Babylonians

to the invention of movable type .





Knight
,
Edward Henry .

Me chani cal progre ss ; printing . (se e Harper 's magazine . March ,

1875 .

Useful for its de s cription of Chine se b lo ck- printing .

Marshall , David .

‘

Earlie st attempts at printing . (se e his Printing " an a c count

of its invention and of William Caxton . 1877 . p . l- l4 . )

Intere st ing ske t ch of the earlier forms of engraving .

MOrIey , Henry .

(The ) invention of printing . (se e his English writers . 1890 .

Popular a c count of the gradual gro wth of the art of print

ing .

Origin of printing . (se e Harper 's magazine . O ct . 1868 .

Devo ted mainly to the so c ial and literary conditions pre

ceding the invention of typography .

O ttley , WilliamYoung .

Of the early use of wood- engraving in Europe . (s e e his Inquiry

concerning the invention of printing . 1865 . p . l8o

‘

Full dis cuss ion of the different edit ions of the Spe culu m

to ge ther with an ac count of the book of Cant i cle s and the

Biblia Pauperum . Go od il lus trations .

Pearson , Emi ly C .

Blo ck- books . (se e her Gutenberg and the art of print ing . 1871 .

p . i4

Simplified a c count of the best- known blo ck- books .





So theb y , Samue l Le igh .

Princ ipia typographi ca ; blo ck- books and x ylographi c de linea

tions of Scriptural history is sued in Ho lland , Flanders and

Germany during the 15th whi ch is added an attempt

to e luc idate the chara cter of the paper-marks of the period .

5 v . Lond . 1858 . M c .Donald . 9 £ 9 s . o . p .

Standar d authority . Many later a c counts based on this .

Exce llent fa c - s imile s .

Southward , John .

Blo ck- print ing or xylography (se e Encyc lopaedia Britanni ca .

1888 .

ValuaLle for its de s criptive list of blo ck-books of German

and Dutch origin .

Woodberry , George Edward .

(The ) origin of the art of engraving and the blo ck- books .

(se e his History of wood—engraving . 1883 . p . 15

Wo odberry , George Edward .

Same arti c le . (s ee Harper ‘ s magaz ine . April
,
1882 .

Go od a c count of the earlie st forms of wood- engraving ,

image prints and playing- cards .

Il lus trated .
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Larned
,
Jo sephus Ne lson .

History for ready reference . Springfie ld , Mass .

1894 - 95 . Ni cho ls .

Marsha11 , .David .

Printing ; an a c cou nt of its invent ion and of Wi lliam Caxton .

Lond . 1887 . Guantin and co . 16s .

Morley , Henry .

English writers ; attempt toward a his tory of
‘

Engli sh literature

v . 6 . From. Chaucer to Caxton . Lond . 1890 . Cas se ll .

O ttley , Willia m Young .

(An ) inquiry concerni ng the invention of printing . Lond .

1865 . Lilly . 21s . o . p .

Pearson , Emily C .

Gutenberg and the art of printing . Bos t . 1871 . Noyes .

Woodberry , George Edward .

History of wo od- engraving . N. Y . Harper .


