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FIV HUD D YEA OF PRINTI G 

"The printing press is either the greatest ble~sing or the gre&test cur of 
modern times, one ornetimes forgets ·which." 

By 
Dr. Abba Hillel Silver 

At 
The Temple 

On 
Sund y morning, March 10, 1940 



Five hundred years ago , the u e of movable type printing Vv c s introcuced 

in 1estern Europe . It changed the face of thee rth . It is gener lly accepted 

today that Johann gutenberg, of , is to be credited with the first 

eJ-.pert use of movable metal type hand press . Though others have claimed th t 

same honor ; a gentleman by the name of Coster, also France and Italy have 

claimed th t honor, the controversy as to who as first is o little moment really. 

In the history of science , many important inventions are frequently ma.de 

almost ~imultaneously by two or more people in different parts of the world . 

Vhen the time is ripe for the invention, when the precedent steps had b •n 

ma.de and ~hen the; e is an urgent demand for it , that invention will, as a rule , 

make its appearance in a few places almof t simul neously . 

Actually the honor of inventing orinting goes not to "estern Europe, but 

to China . Fifteen hundred years before the invention of mov ble type, the 

Chines ere already printing their classics . The Chines invented no~ only 

printing, but paper , also, just as they invented gun-powder , the compass, the 

telescope and many other important things . It is rather disconcerting to a Nordic 

to realize that the Orientals and the Asiatics were first to have invented these 

indispensable things . Geniu, of course , knows non ional or racial boundaries, 

and almost any great invention or discovery is a composite intern tional 

achievement . Passionate exoonents of racial superiority don ' t like to 

accept that and frequently are driv~n to consider intellectual dialectics to 

explain a,a the simple fact of this international inter-raci 1 c r Lcteristic . 

Thus, for example Os ald pengler, one of the great champions of Nordic 

r ce superiority in his book, "The Decline of the rest", goes to re t lengths to 

point out that the out~tanding characteristic of the ordic is his strength 

of will, and his direct de tiny . "The N)rdic possesses a unique gift to di~cover, 

robe into them tery of nature , to wrest ecrets in order to master . That is a 

unique ordic quality . " But Oswald pengler knows, because he is an educated 
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man, that some of the greate t scientists are not Germans . He sa s that 

scientists do not ~rest those things from nature. They wheedle it out. 

To factors were responsible for the inve tion of orinting, if you can 

call it that, in the Fifteenth Century. One was the availability of paper as 

• rintable material. Paper was fr less ex en ive as a medium for rinting than 

was parchment. That made a cheaper book. Second was the reviva1 of learning, 

beginning at the close of the Thirteenth Century, throughout the Fourteenth 

Century , reacing its climax in the Fifteenth Century, from Italy to North est 

Europe . en became intere ted again in the civilization of classical anticuity 

in Ancient Greece and Rome and the great things ich the minds and the hams 

of the Greeks nd Romans introduced. For a thousand years after the invasion of 

Greece and Rome by the Teutons , dark night lay over ~urope , and the mind of 

man was cut off from the intellectual and spiritual heritage of the ancient 

world . A nev intellectual ferment et in in the minds of the people of !estern 

urope, fir t of all , in Italy, the home of gre t Roman civilization. They 

began to turn eagerly to the reat texts, the works of great masters, the 

Classics. They began to seek eagerly for the manuscripts of Plato , Ari~totle, 

etc. tc. 

The mind of man was experiencing a new Spring . An interest in books increa ed 

amazingly. There wasa gre~t demanifor more books, cheaper books, o that more 

; eople could read. A manuscript was a very expensive business. Fir t of all, 

the parchment itrelf as ex ensive, and the ork, of course, as long and 

:tedious. 

In the fiddle of the Fifteen Century, after the fall of Const ntine, a 

great number of scholars fled in exile to Italy, and carried alon i th them 

their Greek culture .... Bec u e of the cont'ct of the st and ,est , th·t 
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intellectual ferment increased a hundred fold . This revival of l earning, t his 

interest in classic literature , spel led the emarci.pation of the intellect . Tha t 
it spread to the 

movement gained headway and by the middle of the Fifteenth Century,/the people 

of Germany and Northwest Europe , and a grea t demand aros e for books . Thus the 

availability of paper brought about the invention of the movable type for the 

printing of books . 

The first book was printed around 1453 , and by the close of th t century, 

more than ten thousand ed ~tions of books had been printed in western Europe , 

the greatest number of them, ofcourse, in Italy. In the City of Venice , alone, 

before 1500, two hundred printing pres ses , t wo hundred printing es t ablishments 

Viere brought into exis tence . Such was the great hunger and t hirst for books . 

It can be readily anticipated that the first book printed w s the 

Bible . The famous Gutenberg Latin Bible was printed in 1453-56 . It was 

famous because it was not only the first book, but because it was in t he full 

sense of the word , a masterpiece of printing . Like so many inventions , it was 

almost perfect in basic · rinciple . And them some other Bibles app ared in 

part arid in whole . The -Book of Psalms was a particul rly favorite book . 

The Bible came to be printed in the vernacular, not only in Latin, the official 

language of the Catholics , but in German, in French, Italian . The people 

wanted to ret d the Bible in the language which t hey could underf' tand . Up 

to now, ever r scholar in Europe wrote not in his native s peech , but in Latin . 

~ith the translation of the Bible in the lang ge of their native speech , 

and f r om this era of printing the way for modern national litaature is paved . 

For not only were Bibles , prayer books , religious texts of all kinds printed , 

but the Classics , grammars , dictionaries , textbooks of all kinds were 

printed . An the mind of man received a tremendous timulc,tion due to 

this sudden t ide of intellectual gre,~tness which poured in upon the mirrl 

and heart of Europe . 
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In this owrk of printing,our own people, the Jewish people, ere not fr 

behind . Inf ct it was a Jew who made possible the first f-) rinting press of 

Gutenberg in the same way as it wac the Jews who made possible the trip of 

Columbus to discover the orld . ithin ten years after the art of printing 

was introduced in Italy, the first Hebrew book was rinted in that count . 

An important Hebre Press, the oncino Pres, in Venice, in 1488, was the 

first printing establishment to complete a Bible in Hebrew . That was quickly 

follov,ed by the printing of numerous racts from the Talmud, prayer books, 

Ethical tratises and philosophical works . In fact, we have close on to 

one hundred seventy Hebre books printed before the year 1500 - Hebre 

Credo books. All books printed before the year 1500 were known as credo books. 

Not only were pain and Portugal interested in the printing of Hebrew 

books, but hri tian printers in other countries as well were intere ted 

as ther e was a great eagerness on the pa.rt of Chri tian scholars to become 

acquainted with Hebrew. There was a great revival of Hebrew and of the 

laguage. And Hebrey, schol rs and Rabbis were employed to help the Chri tian 

scholars read the original because they wanted to master the Bible in its 

original text . 

So we find in Venice early in the ixteenth Century, the printing 

establishment of Daniel Bomberg ho devoted itself to the printing of Hebrew 

books . First appeared the Talmuded printed b this Chri tian printer in the 

years 1519-1525 . Printing of the Hebre books stim r ted Jewish learning 

among the Jews, not to speak of hat it did elsewhere . 

Many Jews in those days fourrl it difficult to study becau e of the 

excessive cot in possessing a manuscript . any of these manuscripts were 

as precious as dimonds and pe rls. In many cla ses, the children ere 

taught orally because of the expense of the manuscripts . Now with the 

printing of che per books, Jewish schol rship received a tremendous impetus. 
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hat has the invention of printing done for mankind? Has it all been 

able sing? Carlyle said: "He who first shortened the labor of copyists by 

the device of "movable types" was disbanding hired armies and mos t 

Kings and ena tes, and creuting whole new democratic world: he had i nvented 

the .nrt of printing." The r e is a good deal of truth in wha t Carl le sa id, IOI 

although it is not all truth. It did make possible a ~hole nev· democratic 

world. Knowledge had been the orivilege of very few and only of a few priests 

and scholars, because not every priest could read and write. Many of them 

were shamefully ignorant. Kno ledge hich had been the orivilege of the few 

for hundreds a nd hundreds of years now became posser sion of the many. The 

monopoly of l earning was destroyed. To th t extent the printed book introduced 

democracy of l earning hich is a tremendously levellin f actor in life. 

The printed book also placed weapons in the hands of the :. any. Because 
a 

kno .leige is po 1er. And a man possessed of educa tion, l earning, isl fortified 

and trengthened individual in defense of rights. Printing ma.de po<sible 

public libraries, newspapers. In other words, it contributed much to the 

stamping out of illiteracy in the world. Many men began to think for themselves. 

At first the hurch welcomed the pr inted book because it mar e available 

for the masses of the people is sacred text. But after a while, the very 

r eading of the text by themselves and tr many Jeople made t hem individual 

inter reters of the text and made them challenge the tr· dit~onal interpreta tion 

which the Church had put upon the text. Men began to think for themselves 

so much so that the Church, after a time, began to clamp down on the reading 

of books. By 1559, we have the Index librorum p:rdlibitorum, which is a list 

of books rohibited to read. Even the reading of the Bible ·as discouraged 

for a while. The Church wanted its faithful to hear the Bible red by 

the competent heads of the hurch and accepted according to the raditional of the 

Church. 
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In fact, the whole struggle of the Protestant Reformation may be summed 

up as a struggle maintaining that the Bible itself as the living of a living 

God, and that the faithful should himself read the book, and himself recei ve 

enlightenment from the book, and that the book did not need the a uthoritative 

interpretation of the priests .... Not only did the Church come to be afraid 

of the Book, but lars were introduced to keep the people from reading it . 

But behind every revolution, my friends, behind every stru gle of men 

for greater justice and grea ter freedom, you will find t he issue, if you 

look closely enough, in the enkindling words of some great book. In fact, 

the first solaiers in the wars for the liberation of mankind l'ere these 

t wenty-six leaden soldiers of the printed album. "A book," Disr eli said, 

"may be as great a thing as a Battle." And fre ·uently, far gre, ter. And 

those who are the friends of human liber·tion re always eager to make more 

and more books available to more and more people. And thoce who are the 

enemies of human freedom are always eager to destroy books. 

The Nazis symbolized their coming into power b · an autoaafe on books, 

by burning of books. 

But the art of printing, my friends, has not been the Messiah of 

mankind as some people thl nk, nor has it been a blessing. This statement 

of Carl le which I have read, revealed the truth: "He who fir t shortened 

the labor of Copyists b. device of 'Movable Types' was disbanding hired armies 

and most Kings and enates, and creating a whole new Democratic 

··orld: he had invented the rt of rinting." 
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Here we re, in 1340, ,·thout .rinting presses turning out books, myriads 

of books and yet armies have not been disbanded, but multiplied, and much 

worse than kings, we have dictators . The menace today, my friends , is that 

. rinting is being used to re-enslave men . Dic tators are no longer intere ted 

in keeping their people ignorant, illitera te. They don't shut down the 

schools. They don 't stop the )rinting presses . ~uite the contrary. They 

establish many more µrinting presses , but to print the kin o books .,hich 

will befuddle the human mind , 1hich will undermine the intellect of the 

human being. They are now kee ing the lot of the masses no longer in the 

iron ring of ignorance, but in the iron ring of propaganda. The masses are 

taught to read, but only that which is allowed them to read by the bureaucracy. 

They are ta ht to read only the more ?~adily to be controlled and maneuvered. 

In othe words, education has become propaganda and books re used to undermine 

the urposes and objectives of Humanism and Hwnanity and Education, in tead of 

being dedic~ted to the free unshackled questing mind of man. Tha t is the 

menace today. The exploitation of the book to undermine t e purposes 

and object·ves of humanism. And if man i not to succumb, not to ignorance , 

but to th~t which is worse - lies, misinformation, falsehoods, if the mind 

of man is not to fall orey to this concerted attack which is being ma e pon 

him from so many quarters today, t e mind of man will have to be toughened 

to resist that kind of attack. In other words , one of the supreme tasks of 

this generation is to discover ways of keeping books from dest ying t emselves. 

Another t rowback in the art of printing , in the popularization of books 
ti 

is the fact tha t ua~y r·ther tan uality has become the measure in many 

fields of education. I red you t • t very challengi phrase : "Of making 

many books there is no end." The re are many books today which a e read 

who e intellect 1=tl and moral value are below their printi value, nd men 

and omen, many of them, have come to rade t emselves 1TJ the number of books 
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which they read r ather than by the quality of their reading . In fact , the 

eagerness to read more and more books ' ve been res>onsible for so many 

pre-digested books of all inds , of book revie s whose chief purpos e seems to be 

to tell stories of the book without taking the t rouble to read it . It 

is a substitute for reading . 

I think it ms St . Thomas Aquinas who was called "Homo Unius libri s" 

the man of one book, ~ho devoted his entire lifetime to the com l ete r e' ding 

of one book - the Bible . Tha t is an extreme , of course - the man mo knows 

only one book . But it is t r ue that most people tod y read too much , and 

s tudy too little . , you remember called it "a donkey that 

carries a lot o books on his fhoul ers . 

" ome books '"' re to be t a ted , ot hers to be swallowed , and some few to 

be chewed and digested" said Bacon , "tha t i, some r e to be red only in 

parts , others to be read but curi.ously, and some f ew to be re·d with diligence 

an a t tention ." 

One of the great tasks of educa tion today , I bPlieve is the 

r ediscovery of our rev rence for a few grea t books whom we want to make our l ife­

long com. anions , books which we read , digest and make part of the ex 1erience 

pattern and t ~ought pat tern of or lives . 

The early printers used to call t . eir work , holy York . The Hebrew 

scribe before setting about writing one oft e scr ol ls would first pray . 

Something of th t restricted reveren e for a grea t book is lot to us . 
tha t reverence 

Each of us ought to r ediscover/whether that book , be ilt the Bible or 1 ·; 

an ancient classic . Ther e are not many classics in the world . To re~d 

and digest a few books i n life is to make ourselves more firm . e will have 

firmer roots in life and will have finer sensitiveness for intellect 1 
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ands iritual values. 

There is a beautiful saying of the Rabbis: II The book and the ~word 

came down to them from Heaven." And that is the eternal conflict, my friends, 

whet er li e shall be controlled by the dsdom and the {nowledge v:hich comes 

from b oks, or whether- it be controlled by force and might which comes f rom 

the sword , whether our lives shall be terr rized by might, or directed by 

learning, whether we shall be driven or guided . 

There are some people who hold a book fundamenta lly in contempt. They 

use books me rely as a vehicle to achieve certain advantages for t . emselves. 

The Fascists, the Nazis , emplo red bo "J':s, the ,..>rinted word , in the same way as 

we would employ oison - to mai~e and s read confusion, to sprer.d terror. On 

the other hand, there are men who love liberty d freedom, men vho ant to 

establish the principle of dignity and who hold books in reverence. Therefore, 

1e, who believe in freedom, liberty, the rights of man , oug t to be very 

zealous in our defense of the book, in our free thought, free _)ress, free 
good 

s eech, in our reverence for the/book, the noble book. •e ought not to 

encourage the cheap book, the vulgar book. Thee are all too many of them in 

the world today . te ought not to encourage them by buylng t hem . re ought 

to encourage the great ·nd noble, elevating emancipating books of the iorld 

by reading them our'elves, by studying them ourselves and by enabling our 

children to read and to tudy them. 
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