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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

The development of the printing press from Gutenberg to today
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1450-1800 - The Wooden Printing Press Endures

During this period, there were very few changes to Gutenberg’s system of printing. All
books were still printed by hand using his invention of the wooden printing press and
movable type!

1800-1950 - Need for Speed
Iron Hand Printing Presses
It was during this time that many changes happened to help speed up the process of
printing books. In 1815, an American man called George Clymer created a printing press
made completely from iron. Clymer called it the Columbian Press and he decorated his
machine with symbols representing America, like the eagle. The Columbian printing
press worked in a similar way to Gutenberg’s printing press, but because it was made
from iron it was more durable and it could make a clearer and larger print. It could print
up to 250 pages per hour.

Mechanised Printing Presses
In the early 1800s, during the Industrial Revolution, many new printing presses were
invented to speed up the printing of books. In 1812, a German man, Frederick Koenig,
invented the first steam-driven printing press and it could print up to 400 pages per hour.
Soon after, in America, Richard Hoe invented the first cylinder printing press. Cylinder
printing presses were much faster than any other press and could print up to 4000 pages
per hour. In 1844, Hoe also invented the rotary press. This machine was great for printing
newspapers and could print up to 8000 pages per hour. In 1865, another American man
called William Bullock invented a printing press that could be fed by one long roll of paper.
It could print up to a whopping 30,000 pages per hour!

George Clymer’s Columbian Press

Hot Metal Typesetting
Setting movable type to create a page was the slowest part of the printing process. This
changed with the arrival of hot metal typesetting machines. In 1884, a German inventor,
Ottmar Mergenthaler, invented the first hot metal typesetting machine - the Linotype.
It did exactly what its name says - it produced a full line-of-type. A Linotype operator
typed lines of words on a keyboard and this formed rows of moulds of letters. Then hot
metal was squirted into the moulds to create metal lines of type. These lines were stacked
together to create a full page for printing.

Printing Books Today - The Computer Revolution
All of the above developments in the printing of books were processes that Gutenberg
himself would have understood. However, it is the big changes that happened after the
1950s, that would have left poor Gutenberg scratching his head. The printing of books
was completely revolutionised by the invention of computers. Computers are now used
in nearly every stage of printing a book. This makes the process much easier, faster and
cheaper. Today, anyone who owns a computer can be an author, editor, compositor and
printer all rolled into one!
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)
Science:
Strand Unit: Science and the environment

Ottmar Mergenthaler’s Linotype
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William Bullock was
killed by his own invention! A few
years after he invented his printing
press, his foot was crushed while he
was working on setting up a new
machine. His foot developed gangrene
and he died during the amputation.
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