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Did you know that without the printing press,
books like the ones we read today would not exist?
This Primary School Teacher’s Fact and Activity Pack will take
your pupils on a journey of discovery through the history of
books, where they will learn how the invention of the printing
press changed the way books were made so that everyone can
enjoy them today!

suitable for 4th - 6th Class
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Inventing the printing press
Johann Gutenberg, Movable Type and the Wooden Printing Press

Early Printing

So what is ‘printing’? Printing is the transfer of words or pictures with ink onto
paper, using a wooden block, a printing press or another similar machine.
Printing was invented in China sometime in the 8th century AD. The Chinese
way of printing was simple and worked very like a stamper and inkpad. Letters
and images were carved onto a wooden block and the block was then covered
with ink. A piece of paper was then placed on to the block and rubbed so the
image would transfer to the paper (remember paper was invented in China too!).
The wooden block could be inked up again so that many copies could be made.
People in different countries, like China and Korea, experimented with different
ways of speeding up printing. However, the person who invented printing, as we
know it today, was a German man named Johann Gutenberg.

Johann Gutenberg

During the 15th century in Europe, there was an increase in the number of
people wanting to learn about the world around them. This led to a big demand
for books. Many scribes now worked in towns and cities, copying hundreds
of books, to try to meet this increased demand. One such town was Mainz in
Germany and it was here in 1440 that Johann Gutenberg had an idea that would
make it possible to produce lots of books much more quickly than having to
write them out by hand.
Johann Gutenberg was born in Mainz sometime around 1400. At an early age,
Johann worked with metal and gold and made fine jewellery and souvenirs.
Gutenberg saw how difficult it was to make books, so he decided to use his
experience as a metalworker to invent a way of making books at a faster speed.
Gutenberg decided to work in secret, as he did not want anyone to steal his idea!
Johann Gutenberg

Did you

know

?

In the 11th century,
a man named Bi Sheng in Korea
invented an early form of movable
type, using clay blocks. Gutenberg
did not know about Bi Sheng and his
invention when he invented his metal
movable type 400 years later!
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Inventing the Printing Press

Gutenberg did not just invent one thing, but three - movable type, a new ink and
the wooden printing press.

Movable Type - What is that?

Did you

Movable Type

know

?

Movable type is simply letters of the alphabet made out of metal. To create
movable type Gutenberg carved
of the alphabet onto the top of a thin
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piece of metal. This was called a punch. He then took the punch and hammered
the letter end into a softer metal to create a mould (this looked something like
a mould used for making cookies!). Gutenberg then poured hot liquid metal into
the mould. When the metal cooled a piece of movable type was cast. When all the
letters of the alphabet were cast, Gutenberg used the movable type like jigsaw
pieces and fit them together to make words. He then put the words together to
create a whole page of a book.
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New Ink
Gutenberg developed a special ink that was made from plant oil and soot. This
new ink stuck to paper in a much better way than previous water based inks. He
then rubbed the ink onto the movable type using a big sponge-like object called
a dauber. Gutenberg now needed something to help transfer the ink from the
movable type onto his paper, so he invented the first printing press.

The Wooden Printing Press
Gutenberg got the idea for his printing press from the large wooden presses used
for pressing wine from grapes in his hometown. So how did it work? Gutenberg
placed the movable type into the bed of the printing press. He then covered it
with ink and placed a piece of paper on top. The printing press had a lever that
operated a platen (a large flat piece of wood). When Gutenberg pulled the lever,
it pushed the platen down on to the page, ink and movable type. The pressure
transferred the ink onto the page to create a print. He would then insert a new
piece of paper and repeat the same steps. Once he had made enough copies of
one page, Gutenberg rearranged his movable type to make another page and
printed this page in the same way. This was much quicker than having to write
the whole page out again by hand.

A wooden printing press
similar to Gutenberg’s invention

The Gutenberg Bible
The first book Gutenberg printed was the Bible. A few copies were printed on
vellum (calfskin) but most were printed on paper. The Gutenberg Bible has
1,272 pages and each page has 42 lines. That is why it is sometimes known as
the 42 Line Bible. Gutenberg worked on his secret project for 15 years and the
Gutenberg Bible was completed in 1455. Gutenberg borrowed a lot of money
to get his print shop up and running from a businessman called Johann Fust.
When he began printing his bibles, Fust demanded his money back. Gutenberg
did not have the money to pay him, so he gave Fust his printing press and print
shop to pay off his debt. Sadly, it was Fust, not Gutenberg, who became rich
from selling the 42 Line Bible!
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A print workshop during
Gutenberg’s time

History:
Working as a Historian: Time and chronology, Change and continuity, Cause and effect, Using evidence.
Strands: Story, Continuity and change over time, Life, society, work and culture in the past, Eras of
Change and Conflict
English:
Strands: Competence and confidence in using language (Units: Reading: Reading for pleasure and
information; Developing interests, attitudes, information retrieval skills and the ability to think;
Responding to text)
Visual Arts:
Strands: Print
Science:
Strand Unit: Forces
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