
The Printed Book Week 3


Format and book structure

Advances in typography,


printing craft, trade and market

Hebrew and Arabic printing



WATERMARKS and FORMAT: “Format” describes how many times the paper 
is folded to make the gatherings that will make up the finished book. The 
visibility of the watermark in the finished book depends on the format. 



Gatherings of an octavo 
printed book that were 
never bound. One 
unfolded sheet top rear; 
one folded and lying 
down left; one folded 
and standing up right 
front.


An octavo has 8 pages 
printed on each side of a 
sheet, 8 leaves = 16 
pages in a gathering, 
and is folded 3 times.


(On exhibit at the Folger.)



Medieval manuscript binding structure, which remained the same

in its essentials until the Industrial Revolution: gatherings are sewn 
through the spine onto cords, which are in turn laced through the 
front and back boards. The whole thing is then covered with leather.



A 17th-century 
Dutch 
bookbinder’s 
shop


Jan Luyken, 
Boekbinder, 1694. 
Rijksmuseum, 
Amsterdam.



Printing in other 15th-16th-century  styles


• Roman and Italic types (imitating Humanist 
minuscule and cursive): rationalized character 
sets, different aesthetics


• Aldus Manutius


• The first Greek types



CHRONOLOGICAL ORIENTATION


Early 1400s: Poggio Bracciolini and Niccolò de' Niccoli invent Humanist 
scripts, the models for Roman and italic types, respectively


1450-55 Gutenberg working on printing Bible


1453 Ottoman conquest of Constantinople


1492 Expulsion of Jews from Spain


1494 Aldus establishes his press in Venice


1517 Luther posts his 95 theses



Sweynheym & Pannartz, Works of Lactantius, printed in Subiaco, Italy,1465. 

The first book in Roman type.



Detail of the Sweynheym & Pannartz Lactantius



For comparison: from the Cambridge University Library copy of the Gutenberg Bible



Mature Roman type: Jenson’s Eusebius (left) and 

Vindelinus de Spira’s Virgil (right), both Venice 1470



Details of Jenson’s Eusebius and Vindelinus de Spira’s Virgil



Pietro Bembo, 
De Aetna. 

Venice: Aldus 
Manutius, 1495


Typeface by 
Francesco Griffo



Vergil, Opera


Venice: Aldus 
Manutius, 1501


Typeface by 
Francesco Griffo


(The John 
Rylands copy)



Details from another copy of the Aldine Vergil sold at Sotheby’s



Right: Aldus’s edition of 
Aristotle, Venice, 1495-98


Typeface by 

Francesco Griffo.


Above: his printer’s mark



Synopsis of a 16th-century Roman font from Oxford University Press



Greek fonts of 
Aldus (1495) 

and Granjon (1565)



Two ways to print an alpha with smooth breathing: left, tie two punches 
together; middle and right: kern two pieces of type.



More formats, more books, falling prices

Price of books depended on: 

1. overhead: premises, equipment

2. labor

3. paper


Paper was cheap and paper was expensive: 1/6 the cost of 
parchment, by some estimates, but also the largest cost of any 
edition for a printer.


Smaller format (e.g. octavo) = more page/sheet = lower paper cost



Printing in Hebrew and Arabic



Left: The 
earliest printed 
Haggadah, 
Guadalajara, 
Spain, 1480


Right and in 
following slides: 

The Prague 
Haggadah, 

1526


Looking for 
chametz with 

candle and 
feather





The Prague 
Haggadah, 
detail of fol. 25r


Left: Judith with 
the head of 
Holofernes; 
inset: Elijah 
arriving!





The Bologna Pentateuch


Printed by Abraham ben Hayyim dei Tintori, 1482


The first printed Hebrew scriptures




The Complutensian Polyglot Bible

1514–1517


A project of Cardinal Francisco Jiménez de 
Cisneros, Grand Inquisitor



The Complutensian Polyglot Bible, detail of Gen. 1, top of page



The 
Complutensian 
Polyglot Bible, 

detail of Chaldaic 
(Aramaic) version



Book of Hours in Arabic, 
the first Arabic book 
printed with movable type. 
Gregorio de Gregori, Fano 
(or Venice), 1514.


Commissioned by Pope 
Julius II, completed under 
Leo X. Designed for Melkite 
Christians.



The first known printed first printed 
Qurʾan, Venice, Paganino and 
Alessandro Paganini, 1537-38


Printing Islamic books was forbidden 
by the Sultan in 1485 and again in 
1515, but printing Jewish and Christian 
books was allowed; hence the first 
press in Constantinople was a Jewish 
press, est. 1493 by a refugee from 
Spain.


The first Greek press in Constantinople 
wasn’t established until the 1620s, by 
a printer who had previously worked in 
London.



Printing the Bible

Otherwise-well-informed historian 
of Renaissance Italy, 2025:


Gutenberg went bankrupt because 
he poured all his resources into 
printing the Bible, which only 
clergy were legally allowed to read.

The most famous humanist 
bishop, soon-to-be pope, 1455: 


I saw the most marvelous 
invention in progress, but I can’t 
get a copy because they’ve all 
been pre-sold!

Leading historian of early printing:


Editions of the Bible printed between 
Gutenberg and 1500: 95


Up to 1474, they were lectern Bibles or 
giant editions w/commentary, large 
folios. 1480s: Chancery folios, the size 

of a piece of notebook paper, became 
normal. 1490s: Small quartos and 
octavos.


Well over 500 editions were produced in 
the first half of the 16th century.



Biggest printers by decade, 
15th-century presses, by 
number of editions 


(Maps by Nicole Chai, Tufts 
University)






