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To cull from books what authors have reported is exceedingly dangerous. 

Julius Scaliger, quoted on the title page of Sir Thomas Browne, 
Pseudodoxia Epidemica (1646).1 

ELIZABETH EISENSTEIN'S STRONGLY FELT ARTICLE provides us with a chance to 
reassess how best to think about the invention, development, and consequences of 
printing. The opportunity is both timely and welcome. For more than two decades 
now, Eisenstein's own approach to these topics, definitively set out in The Printing 
Press as an Agent of Change (1979), has dominated discussion. But the advent of 
electronic communications is inevitably casting the era of print into a new light, and 
at the same time historians' own approaches have evolved in unpredictable 
directions. Both developments encourage us to ask questions that her classic work 
could not possibly have been designed to address. A comparison between the 
different approaches now available can therefore be instructive and usefu1.2 We 
should be grateful, then, to Eisenstein for taking the initiative to mount that 
comparison here. 

Eisenstein's remarks take their shape from a critical reading of my own work, 
The Nature of the Book (1998). She makes a number of specific charges about this 
work in the course of her article, some of them significant, others less so. To 
respond to them all seriatim would make for an article of unforgivable dullness. So 
I shall restrict myself to rebutting a representative sample. For the most part, I shall 
instead try to address the broader issues at stake-issues that may be of interest not 
just to historians of printing but to historians in general. In particular, I wish to 
focus on two major points of difference between Eisenstein and myself. The first is 
the degree of autonomy that historians should or should not ascribe to readers of 
printed works (or, for that matter, to manuscript ones). The second is the character, 
potency, and even existence of something called "print culture." A consideration of 
these two points-which prove to be deeply intertwined-will help both to 
characterize the real issues at stake in this debate and to resolve them. And 
resolving them is a worthwhile objective, since we do need to be clear about our 

1 "Ex Libris colligere quae prodiderunt Authores longe est periculosissimum." The edition I used 
was actually that of 1650. 

2 I am indebted also to a number of colleagues who have read this response in draft and made 
valuable suggestions, especially Steven Pincus, Peter Dear, Bob Richards, Bob Hatch, Steven Shapin, 
and Simon Schaffer. Responsibility for the result rests entirely with me. 
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How to Acknowledge a Revolution 107 

approach to what is, Eisenstein and I agree, one of the most important of all 
episodes in Western history. 

To UNDERSTAND WHAT IS AT STAKE TODAY, we need to return to first principles-to 
the concept of print culture, in particular, and to that of the printing revolution that 
supposedly ushered print culture into being. Both derive principally (though not 
exclusively) from Eisenstein's Printing Press as an Agent of Change. Eisenstein's 
two-volume work impelled these concepts into the everyday currency of historians, 
and they have retained a prominent place in historical explanations ever since. 
Today, appeal to them can be found in works of political, social, and religious 
history, as well as in literary studies and the history of science. Like all works, of 
course, Eisenstein's cannot be held responsible for these subsequent uses. None­
theless, in the course of 794 pages, she could hardly fail to invest her key notion with 
some distinctive characteristics. These characteristics proved central to its subse­
quent employment by historians, anthropologists, and sociologists, and they are 
what she wishes to uphold in our own exchange. 

Briefly, The Printing Press as an Agent of Change advanced a small set of 
assertions describing the core elements of a "culture" brought about by the 
press-elements principally consisting of increased production rates, textual stan­
dardization, and preservative power-and then a long list of suggestions as to the 
effects of those elements on various aspects of early modern life. Its thesis was that, 
by remembering these elements, scholars could more properly "set the stage" for 
the events of the Reformation and Scientific Revolution. As that implies, the 
central message was a very simple one. What Eisenstein wanted to insist on above 
all was the starkly "revolutionary" character of print itself. In bringing about the 
advent of print culture, she maintained, the press created a fundamental division in 
human history. Yet, she also wanted to insist, this profound revolution had been 
overlooked by the historical profession. Indeed, in a strong sense, The Printing Press 
as an Agent of Change was more about that profession than about the early modern 
period itself. Remarkably for a work on its purported subject, the two volumes cited 
very few books made during that period, and told the history of none. (Partly as a 
result, it found a mixed response from historians of printing and the book-the 
people who deal with such objects on an everyday basis.)3 By contrast, Eisenstein 
confronted virtually every modern intellectual of note who had worked on the era, 
from Philippe Aries and William Bouwsma to Max Weber and Edgar Zilsel. In 
effect, these, and not the books of the fifteenth through eighteenth centuries, 
became her primary sources. She charted at length the extent to which they 
"acknowledged"-or, more frequently, failed to acknowledge-the unique role 
played in Western history by the invention of the press. By this means, she mounted 
a relentless, cumulative indictment of the profession's alleged failure to come to 
grips with the impact of 10hannes Gutenberg's invention. Nor, it turns out, has her 
vigilance in this regard declined. Two decades after Printing Press, its author still 
stands ready to resist vigorously any possibility of backsliding. 

3 See, for example, David Shaw, in The Library, 6th ser., 3 (1981): 261-63. 
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Eisenstein's problem is that in recent years she has been able to identify an awful 
lot of backsliding. As she ingenuously concedes, what she is really responding to in 
her article is not just my own work but a whole generational shift of which my work 
is a specimen. Her principal complaint is that historians today are once again in 
danger of failing to "acknowledge" the printing revolution. That complaint 
embraces cultural historians such as Roger Chartier, scholars of reading practices 
such as Paul Saenger, and even, it turns out, intellectual historians such as Anthony 
Grafton and Lisa J ardine. Literary scholars such as Michael Warner and historians 
of science Steven Shapin and Simon Schaffer get caught in the barrage, too. If 
nothing else, such an eminent list serves once again to confirm the sweep and 
impact of Eisenstein's own work-one can think of few academics who would lay 
claim to as much generality of relevance. But for all her success, it nevertheless 
seems that a remarkable diversity of scholars-whatever their own questions, 
whatever their own foci of attention-remain worrisome to her. Why? 

The example of Roger Chartier that Eisenstein herself cites is suggestive of the 
answer. Chartier proposes that we try to see the invention of printing in long-term 
historical context. It seems an inoffensive enough suggestion. But apparently we 
should not take it up, because in Eisenstein's view even this modest initiative would 
mean reducing the printing revolution to the status of a historical "blip." It would, 
she thinks, return that revolution to the "unacknowledged" status it had before she 
herself appeared on the scene. The fear is on the face of it simply unfounded. After 
all, to be fair to him, Chartier himself urged that the reason to appreciate the 
development of print in a longer context was precisely to comprehend something 
that "overturn [ ed] the whole culture" of the time.4 To understand how Eisenstein 
can react in such an apparently exaggerated way, it is therefore necessary to ask a 
rather different question. What can she mean by the "acknowledgement" of a 
revolution, such that a proposal merely to place that revolution into a longer 
context risks its acknowledgement being seriously denuded? The answer turns out 
to reveal a peculiar definition of her subject, and a no less idiosyncratic view of its 
historicity. 

Eisenstein repudiates criticisms of The Printing Press as an Agent of Change in 
part by maintaining that her argument should not be "framed by" the history of the 
book. It is a remarkable declaration of autonomy, given that her work is, after all, 
centrally about the history of books. Twenty years ago, she was more candid still. In 
The Printing Press itself, she averred flatly that the printing revolution was "sui 
generis" -something "to which conventional models of historical change cannot be 
applied."5 A different, unconventional, model was therefore called for, the most 
evident characteristic of which was its virtually exclusive reliance on secondary 
sources. The reason for this, as Eisenstein once again confirms here, seems to have 
been that her real subject was one synthetic by its very nature. "Western 
Civilization" is, by the standards of those who beaver away in archives, a 
stratospheric subject-where would you look for it?-so it seemed to demand a 

4 Roger Chartier, "Texts, Printings, Readings," in Lynn Hunt, ed., The New Cultural History 
(Berkeley, Calif., 1989), 154-75, esp. 174-75. 

5 Elizabeth L. Eisenstein, "An Unacknowledged Revolution Revisited," AHR 107 (February 2002): 
88; Eisenstein, The Printing Press as an Agent of Change: Communications and Cultural Transformations 
in Early-Modem Europe, 2 vols. (Cambridge, 1979), 168. 
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How to Acknowledge a Revolution 109 

correspondingly synthetic approach. In addressing something that was largely a 
creature of surveys and textbooks, her polemic itself ended up as a survey built 
largely on textbooks. This was in some ways a very powerful strategy, since it 
allowed for emphatic verdicts free of pedantic qualification. Their status as 
apparently tested hypotheses further endeared them to social scientists in particular 
(although it is worth recalling that her central hypothesis has never, in fact, been 
subjected to test). But an exclusive reliance on secondary authorities also had 
drawbacks. Not least, the method was implicitly circular, since Eisenstein relied on 
the same sources not only for evidence about the early modern period itself but also 
for her account of modern views about that period, and for her critique of those 
views. It all had an uneasy sense of eliding historians' representations of the past 
with the past itself.6 

Eisenstein's target was thus as large as could be imagined. It was axiomatic that 
this subject be the printing revolution-that in the end there could be only one print 
culture, its nature and effects appreciable only on a civilization-wide scale. In 
principle-although this was not something that Eisenstein herself attempted­
other societies could then be situated on a scale representing the extent to which 
they achieved the same "shift." Hence, by acknowledgement of Gutenberg's 
achievement, she naturally came to mean acceptance of this holistic concept. (Less 
logically, but very clearly, she also came to mean explicit acclamation of it.) So 
studies that focused on primary materials, that looked at longer periods, or that 
called attention to the peculiarities of different regions were by definition detract­
ing from such an acknowledgement. However much light they threw on print, they 
still diverted attention from this synthetic, universal character. Histories of reading 
are exemplary in this respect, since their impulse has in fact been so culturally 
centrifugal. That is, historians of reading have largely devoted themselves to 
micro historical studies, articulating diversity rather than hailing a shared culture 
centered on a machine.7 So to that extent, Eisenstein's point about neglecting the 
printing revolution is well taken. Nobody is about to relegate the advent of printing 
itself to the status of Perkin Warbeck or the War of Jenkins' Ear. What really stands 
to lose its acknowledgement is something much more specific: the particular 
concept of a revolutionary shift to a unitary print culture. 

Eisenstein believes that a vast amount is at stake in this exchange. She may well 
be right. But I want to argue that what is at stake is a different kind of issue from 
the one that so exercises her. Consumed by whether we acknowledge the printing 
revolution or not, Eisenstein never once addresses the possibility that we could 
acknowledge the importance of print in a different way. Yet this, I would maintain, 
is precisely what recent work in the history of the book and of reading is seeking to 
do. A work like The Nature of the Book is not designed to replace The Printing Press 
as an Agent of Change in terms of scope-as Eisenstein rightly remarks, its 
geographical focus is far too restricted for that. But it is designed to supplement it 
in terms of approach. As I shall explain more fully below, the deepest difference 

6 William J. Bouwsma, AHR 84 (December 1979): 1356-57; Donald R. Kelley, Clio 10 (1981): 
213-16. 

7 The exception is Guglielmo Cavallo and Roger Chartier, eds., A History of Reading in the West, 
Lydia G. Cochrane, trans. (Amherst, Mass., 1999). 
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between us lies in the questions we ask. Where Eisenstein asks what print culture 
itself is, I ask how printing's historic role came to be shaped. Where she ascribes 
power to a culture, I assign it to communities of people. Most generally, where she 
is interested in qualities, I want to know about processes. Both of these last are valid 
interests, and deciding which is preferable is not an empirical matter. But the 
decision does have to be made, and which side we choose will have real 
consequences. In light of this, we should not get too bogged down in arguments of 
detail. We ought instead to be arguing over the very shape and character of a history 
of print. We should especially be debating whether a cultural history of print­
which is a different thing from a history based on print culture-is either possible 
or desirable. This article is an attempt to spark that debate. 

ONE OF THE MORE PROFOUND CHANGES to have occurred in the historiography of 
print since The Printing Press as an Agent of Change appeared in 1979 is the rise of 
the history of reading. Historians such as Grafton, Chartier, and Robert Darnton 
are turning what would otherwise be a mere critical truism about the manifold 
character of interpretation into a researched historical enterprise.8 It is potentially 
an immensely important one, too, simply because reading is among the most 
powerful of all human activities. It may be that no author can hope to determine 
what future readers will make of his or her work-and still less to do so by means 
of the text alone-yet we are slowly developing the techniques to track how readers 
have in fact made meanings out of the works they have encountered.9 Inasmuch as 
The Nature of the Book challenges Eisenstein's print culture, it does so partly by 
endorsing this perspective. 

In this light, it is instructive to ask how The Nature of the Book is itself read. For 
an answer, we can look to Eisenstein's article. Reading plays a central if tacit role 
in her poh!mic. Indeed, the critique itself is represented as emerging out of 
readings, and, whether or not that representation is faithful, it is significant. As I 
shall indicate, however, hers are readings that exemplify the active power of the 
critic to frame meanings out of what is on the page-a power that is very much part 
of the world of the book but is not an emergent property of the press itself and 
hence has no clear place in Eisenstein's notion of print culture. An examination of 
her critique in terms of those readings consequently permits us to do two things. 
First, we are led to address the question of whether (and to what extent) readers are 
truly autonomous or are constrained by the texts before them. This is the question 
most often pressed by critics of the history of reading who adopt Eisenstein's own 
model of print culture, with its primary emphasis on the power of print itself. It is 
therefore a key point between Eisenstein and myself. Secondly, it invites us to ask 
how successfully Eisenstein's own argument can accommodate this, the fate of a 
specific printed book at the hands of an unusually expert reader. If Eisenstein's line 

8 For an informed survey of this burgeoning field, see Kevin Sharpe, Reading Revolutions: The 
Politics of Reading in Early Modern England (New Haven, Conn., 2000), 3-62. 

9 The best example is J ames A. Secord, Victorian Sensation: The Extraordinary Publication, 
Reception, and Secret Authorship of "Vestiges of the Natural History of Creation" (Chicago, 2000). 
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cannot accommodate this example very well, then we may well ask what it can 
accommodate. 

I intend to sketch here a general, taxonomic survey of the reading techniques 
that seem to be implicit in Eisenstein's article. The point is to get beyond 
"quibbling," to use her word, and penetrate to what seems to be the practical basis 
for her critique.lO One should note first of all, then, that some of her readings are 
straightforward by almost any standard one can conceive of. No book is perfect, and 
I am happy to admit some of the points she makes about mine. In particular, this 
applies to omissions. Certain topics are indeed under-represented in The Nature of 
the Book, given their potential significance. I should indeed have said more about 
the events of the fifteenth century, about English writers' negotiations with 
continental houses, about proofreading, and about errata sheets. None of these 
topics is neglected with quite the completeness she implies, but nonetheless they all 
deserve greater attention. l1 Similarly, although it is not true to say that libraries are 
at present ignored altogether, there would certainly be room for a more substantial 
analysis of them, too. The principal reason that they are under-represented in The 
Nature of the Book lies in the work's focus on experimental philosophy-since 
historians have not yet explored how library culture and experimentalism cohered, 
it remains a fascinating topic for investigation by others.12 

But not all of Eisenstein's readings are so readily intelligible. Altogether more 
interesting are those occasions on which she construes what she sees in distinctly 
creative ways. These provide excellent examples of what historians mean when they 
say that readers actively "appropriate" books rather than being dictated to by them. 
Two examples will have to suffice. One gives rise to her repeated accusation of a 
surfeit of methodological individualism. This complaint seems to derive chiefly 
from her reading of one passage at the end of my Chapter 4. There, she writes, I 
hold a single printer (John Streater, to be specific) responsible for "shaping 'the 
kinds of knowledge-and hence the kinds of social order-available in early 
modern England.'" She quotes accurately enough but neglects to note that the very 
next sentence runs as follows: "he was not alone."13 In principle, obviously, this 
could still be reconciled with methodological individualism. But in context, it would 
be a stretch. It looks much more like an avowal that printers were flesh-and-blood 
people trying to work within, and sometimes to reshape, a culture and a society. 
Moreover, in the book as a whole, it is expressly clear that appeal is being made not 
so much to individual actions as to social conventions-"social" because shared 
within communities, like that of the Stationers' Company. The example matters 
because from it Eisenstein builds a consistent distinction, not between the intrinsic 

10 Eisenstein, "Unacknowledged Revolution Revisited," 93. 
11 See, for example, Adrian Johns, The Nature of the Book: Print and Knowledge in the Making 

(Chicago, 1998), 181 and 424-25 for exemplary uses of errata in contexts of scholarship and piracy, 
514-21 for continental houses, and 90-91 and 595 for proofing. 

12 In fact, the most remarkable thing about Sherman's analysis of John Dee's library at Mortlake 
(for which I share Eisenstein's general admiration) is that it explicitly abstains from describing any 
relation between laboratory and library practices: compare the comments on alchemy in William H. 
Sherman, John Dee: The Politics of Reading and Writing in the English Renaissance (Amherst, Mass., 
1995), 89-90, with the reconstruction in William R. Newman, Gehennical Fire: The Lives of George 
Starkey, an American Alchemist in the Scientific Revolution (Cambridge, Mass., 1994), 115-69. 

13 Eisenstein, "Unacknowledged Revolution Revisited," n. 18; Johns, Nature of the Book, 323. 
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powers of machines and human actions but between those powers and individual 
human actions. 

Eisenstein's discussion of the term "piracy" is even more elastic. In this example, 
she reads the "taxonomy of practices labeled piratical" given in Chapter 1 of The 
Nature of the Book as a claim that these practices-and in particular, translation­
were intrinsically piratical. Her interpretation is implicitly rebutted in the very 
passage she cites, which refers consistently to "practices labeled piratical," to 
"allegations of impropriety," to the "apparent ubiquity of such allegations," and to 
"claims that such practices had been pursued." In short, the text itself is about 
attributions to books, not inherent properties of them. Where this example 
improves on the previous one is that it illustrates the futility of an author's 
attempting to preempt certain readings as illegitimate. Here, the opening pages of 
The Nature of the Book tried to do just that for construals like Eisenstein's. To 
reiterate those pages, the point was never that translation per se was piratical but 
that some translations might be taken to be piratical in some circumstances. A large 
part of the book's purpose was, then, to elucidate how, in practice, this happened. 
That was why it provided such a large amount of evidence for all those assertions 
about labeling, claims, allegations, and attributions. Reading as she does, Eisen­
stein does not so much repudiate this task as fail to spot its existence. This is 
therefore an unusually clear demonstration of the inability of a text to constrain its 
future readers even when it attempts explicitly to do so.14 

Another of Eisenstein's techniques is to read a modern account of past opinions 
as though those opinions were held by their modern reporter. For example, she 
cites me as believing that gentlemen were capable of "soaring above the commercial 
fray." She says that I assert that only virtuous people could produce veracious 
printing, and adds for good measure that I endorse "with approval" arguments in 
favor of privileges,15 Quite a lot of interpretative autonomy is involved in these 
verdicts. The best way to show this is by quoting the relevant sentences from The 
Nature of the Book: 

Supporters of the patents regime, on the other hand, retorted that the security associated 
with privileges enabled the production of worthwhile texts that would never appear at all in 
other circumstances. They had a point. The making of elaborate folio volumes demanded 
substantial investment, which without due protection would only be ventured by the 
extremely foolhardy. But they further averred that gentlemen patentees, soaring above the 
commercial fray, could produce works of higher quality and fidelity than would be possible 
in an environment of ruthless competition between mercenary Stationers. They explicitly 
and consistently identified virtuous people with veracious printing.16 

Note that the opInIons are presented explicitly as those of "supporters of the 
patents regime." There is little sign of approval (or disapproval, for that matter) on 
the author's part of those views, beyond the elementary observation that publishing 
substantial volumes required a sizable investment and therefore some security, the 
form of which is left unspecified. This is not a controversial view on any account, let 
alone Eisenstein's (she never descends to such nitty-gritties). The passage is surely 

14 Johns, Nature of the Book, xx-xxi, 33 (my italics). 
15 Eisenstein, "Unacknowledged Revolution Revisited," 101. 
16 Johns, Nature of the Book, 258. 
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describing what seventeenth-century patentees themselves thought, and attempting 
to reconstruct how they themselves argued. Its purpose, I would suggest, is not to 
endorse their views but to render their motivation comprehensible to modern 
readers for whom they will inevitably be rather alien. Even that, moreover, is 
followed by the word "but" -implying, if anything, that the patentees' subsequent 
arguments went rather too far. In short, what is displayed here is an attempt at 
explication resting on an aspiration to evenhandedness. Eisenstein's reading shows 
how ineffective such an aspiration can be.17 And that reading, like those mentioned 
above, is worth recalling because it plays a central role in the development of her 
more general critique. Specifically, it ends up as the foundation of her insinuation 
that I am myself somehow in favor of censorship-a charge that rests entirely on 
her elision between my own views and those of the sixteenth and seventeenth­
century writers I cite.18 

Many other examples could easily be cited, but to continue in this vein would be 
otiose. By now, we have built up a simple but sufficient taxonomy of one reader's 
responses to a printed book. The reading practices they reveal incorporate 
remarkable interpretative flexibility. They add up to a sustained exemplification of 
the freedom of readers to make new meanings out of even quite closely argued 
texts. To the original author, these may seem tortuous construals, bizarre wrench­
ings out of context, and elementary confusions between actors' categories and 
modern opinions. But in this context, the author is simply another reader, and no 
doubt to their perpetrator these readings look like straightforward reportage. It is 
probably inevitable that these readings, whatever their merits, will become part of 
the historiographic field, to be rehearsed and further qualified by future writers for 
their own purposes. 

My point is not that readers are anarchic. They are not. There are consistent 
conventions in effect in such situations, and they impose effective limits on those 
interpretations that last. What is noteworthy about this case, accordingly, is that 
many of Eisenstein's criticisms seem to be facilitated by a relatively simple and 
constant underlying practice. She consistently treats short remarks as self-sufficient 
entities. They can be torn out of context and appraised in isolation; they can be 
treated as equivalent to programmatic declarations, or even to fully realized 
arguments. Her spinning of that line about Streater into a general statement of 
methodological individualism is an obvious example. So is her essentialist reading 
of the passage about piracy. So, too, is her re attribution of beliefs about regulation. 
She even applies the same technique to her own work, repeatedly quoting individual 
dicta from The Printing Press as an Agent of Change in synecdochic fashion, as 
though such isolated statements were straightforwardly representative of the whole. 
An outstanding instance is her claim to have maintained all along that the press of 
itself was "of no more consequence than any other inanimate tool," so that how it 
was used was really the most important issue. The statement is indeed present, of 
course, in her 1979 text. But it is utterly isolated there, with neither a chain of 

17 Johns, Nature of the Book, 258. For an example concerning a modern author, compare Eisenstein, 
"Unacknowledged Revolution Revisited," n. 13 above, with Adrian Johns, "Science and the Book in 
Modern Cultural Historiography," Studies in History and Philosophy of Science 29 (1998): 167-94, esp. 
175. 

18 Johns, Nature of the Book, 37-38. 
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reasoning leading toward it nor conclusions drawn from it. In fact, it is immediately 
dismissed as "counter-factual speculation," since, as she then !Jut it, "the trans­
forming powers of print" did indeed "take effect."19 Eisenstein's representation of 
that passage now, though literally accurate, virtually reverses the original's mean­
ing, which was that print did have "transforming powers."20 A reading practice that 
is applied to its own practitioners' words as much as to others' is one that may 
reasonably be regarded as entrenched. 

The interesting thing is that this practice exhibits a pronounced similarity to 
early modern reading habits, in particular that of commonplacing.21 Commonplac­
ing was the standard reading practice of Renaissance scholars. It involved poring 
over texts for memorable snippets, which could then be lifted from their argumen­
tative context and made available in notebooks for deployment in future arguments. 
Commonplaces thus need not be consistent one with another, and any chain of 
reasoning in which they initially participated rarely survived the commonplacing 
process. There were limits to this liberty, of course, and English writers tended to 
call the improper manipulation of commonplaces-improper as judged by the 
standards of learned conversation-"wresting." But even when properly pursued, 
commonplace methods tended to be poor tools for systematic criticism. They were 
good for identifying piecemeal omissions but less good for confronting arguments, 
which they tended to reduce to fragments. They often gave rise chiefly to new forms 
of old truths. What is striking is how uncannily Eisenstein's procedures mirror all 
these traits. Her readings display the stand-alone character of commonplaces, and 
like commonplaces they seem to be immune from elimination on grounds of 
inconsistency. Her claims themselves consequently inherit the strengths and 
weaknesses of the commonplacing method, not least its inefficacy as a tool for 
critically examining received views. So not only does Eisenstein's article illustrate 
the vulnerability of printed books to readers' skills in general, it shows their 
vulnerability to a reader whose habits reflect those most prevalent in the early 
modern period itself. It is tempting to applaud the whole thing as a virtuosic display 
of verstehen. 

The reason that this matters is that it is the consistency of these readings, more 
than any objective content, that gives Eisenstein's claims their confident cast. The 
best demonstration of this admittedly counterintuitive point is provided by Eisen­
stein herself, in an episode that plays a prominent part in her own argument. Her 
core case against The Nature of the Book is that its focus on local labors 
fundamentally misrepresents the very nature of print. Print, she feels, must be seen 
from a "cosmopolitan" perspective. I shall say more about this in the next section. 
But as proof she tells the story of a printed letter sent by Pierre Gassendi to 

19 Eisenstein, Printing Press, 703. 
20 Compare also Eisenstein's remark about the term "scientist" and her use of the same term 

throughout Printing Press; and her equating of my own comment about print being hard to analyze 
historically because it seems so self-evident with her own remark that the effects of printing are "by no 
means self evident." Eisenstein, "Unacknowledged Revolution Revisited," 89. 

21 There is now a large literature on commonplacing, but see in particular Ann Blair, "Humanist 
Methods in Natural Philosophy: The Commonplace Book," Journal of the History of Ideas 53 (1992): 
541-51; Blair, The Theater of Nature: Jean Bodin and Renaissance Science (Princeton, N.l., 1997), 
65-81; and Ann Moss, Printed Commonplace-Books and the Structuring of Renaissance Thought (Oxford, 
1996). 
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European astronomers exhorting them to observe a transit of Mercury in 1631. 
Gassendi, she affirms, initiated "a collaborative effort in simultaneous observation 
that was made possible by print and had been impossible in the age of scribes." His 
letter thus set in train an exercise in data collection that exemplified print's 
revolutionary effects. The episode was "scarcely 'local in character,'" and as such 
gave the lie to my own approach. The argument is on its face a strong one. It clearly 
matters to Eisenstein, as it was accorded an equally prominent place in The Printing 
Press as an Agent of Change (and it has also been taken up by Bruno Latour in his 
anthropology of science).22 Yet, thanks to its foundation in these reading tech­
niques, it proves on examination to be entirely fictitious. 

There is no evidence that Gassendi ever wrote a letter like the one Eisenstein 
describes, let alone that he printed it. In all probability, it never existed at all. What 
she actually cites for the story is, as always, a secondary source-in this case, one 
that reports a reading of a seventeenth-century work by the Tiibingen astronomer 
Wilhelm Schickard that itself reports a reading of Gassendi, who had in turn been 
reading Johannes Kepler.23 This reading of a reading of a reading of a reading of 
a reading leads her a long way from reality. There is, however, a story to be told 
here, albeit one that lends little support to Eisenstein's argument. It begins not with 
Gassendi but with Kepler. Kepler added an Admonition to Astronomers and Students 
of Celestial Matters to one of his ephemerides, which was published in 1629 and then 
again, at the hands of Jacob Bartsch, in 1630. This admonition warned of the 
coming transit. Its purpose was not to request feedback, nor did it get any. Its real 
object was to secure the credibility of the ephemeris itself, and by extension that of 
Kepler's Rudolphine Tables. But Gassendi noticed it, observed the transit in Paris, 
and announced his achievement in a manuscript letter sent to Schickard. Schickard 
later printed this letter along with his own response. Far from exhorting a 
Europe-wide series of announcements by the new means of print, Gassendi's text 
was handwritten, followed the transit itself, was not printed until even later, and in 
the end proved the only authoritative observation of the phenomenon to be 
published. Yet in reducing this to a commonplace, Eisenstein has conjured up what 
has become a significant myth in the received historiography of scientific printing.24 

The moral is simple. Historians of reading are often told that they go too 
far-that textual content ultimately has the dominant effect on the construal of a 
work. This is very much the position implicit in Eisenstein's notion of print, which 

22 Eisenstein, "Unacknowledged Revolution Revisited," 95; Eisenstein, Printing Press, 631; Bruno 
Latour, Science in Action: How to Follow Scientists and Engineers through Society (Cambridge, Mass., 
1987), 226-27. 

23 J. L. Russell, "Kepler's Laws of Planetary Motion, 1609-1666," British Journal for the History of 
Science 2 (1964): 1-24, esp. 10-11. 

24 See Johannes Kepler Gesammelte Werke, vol. 11 (Munich, 1983), 475-82; Petri Gassendi Opera 
Omnia, 6 vols. (Leiden, 1658), 6: 45; 4: 499-510. The definitive discussion of the transit is A. Van 
Helden, "The Importance of the Transit of Mercury of 1631," Journal for the History of Astronomy 7 
(1976): 1-10. I am most grateful to Michael John Gorman, whose detective work has ferreted out what 
seems to be the truth behind this story. His paper is available on the World Wide Web at 
www.stanford.edu/group/STS/immutablemobile.htm. I am also indebted to Robert Hatch for advice 
and information on this matter-his remarkable researches on Gassendi's correspondence will make it 
possible for future scholars to decide the issue once and for all. The interpretation, of course, is my own 
responsibility and is subject to correction. Incidentally, far from hailing the press as the enabler of this 
whole episode, Gassendi laments its ability to misrepresent astronomical data. 
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speaks exclusively of its impact. A synthetic concept of print culture can do little to 
accommodate a multiplicity of readings. Despite herself, Eisenstein provides an 
exemplary rebuttal of that logic. What she shows is that, in certain cases at least, 
readers are so powerful that they can make meanings even where no texts exist at 
all. 

EISENSTEIN'S APPARENT READING PRACTICES reinforce the contention that books need 
to be seen as embedded in history through and through-not just in their creation 
and distribution but in their use. Yet her own recommendations would leave us 
ill-equipped to do that. I want now to return to the point introduced in my first 
section and address the question of how best to understand print in this light. 

There are broad issues raised by the phenomenon of print that deserve 
consideration by cultural historians in general. In Eisenstein's terms, they center on 
three grand dichotomies. These are the distinctions between "impersonal pro­
cesses" and "personal agency," between the localism of The Nature of the Book (and 
in particular its focus on England) and the "cosmopolitan" perspective that she says 
print demands, and between the status of the printing revolution as a "discursive 
construct" and its objective reality as a "historical development."25 I am broadly 
content to begin my discussion according to these distinctions, although I shall 
make the case for qualifying the first and third of them significantly in what follows. 
It is clear, at any rate, on which side of each she herself stands. Her concept of print 
culture captures a perspective that is relatively impersonal, cosmopolitan, and 
objective. Nonetheless, the existence of such dichotomies implies that we have a 
choice. Is a history couched in terms of print culture really what we need? Or should 
we seek something significantly different, giving causal weight to the representa­
tions, situations, and actions of participants? The latter might be called, by contrast, 
not a history of print culture but a cultural history of print. It is the character and 
advantage of this approach that I want to explore briefly here. 

Our first two dichotomies, those concerning place and process, concern the 
much-vexed issue of the attribution of agency in explaining past events. A cultural 
history of print should, I submit, be broadly constructivist about its subject. For all 
Eisenstein's insinuations of postmodernism, this is not a particularly radical 
position; it resembles nothing so much as traditional empiricism. It amounts to 
holding that one should account for the very character of print historically, by 
telling how it was shaped by communities of printers, booksellers, readers, and (for 
want of a better term) censors. This means taking what seem to us the most 
self-evident elements of the subject as demanding historical explanation. The aim 
is then to arrive at a different kind of understanding-one building on "the complex 
social processes by which books came to be made and used." What needs to be 
stressed in that formula is the term "social." The development of print should not 
be ascribed primarily to individual actions but to collective practices. (To adopt 
Eisenstein's idiom for a moment, an apt slogan for the approach might be 
something like "guns don't kill people, society kills people.") In broad terms, this 

25 Eisenstein, "Unacknowledged Revolution Revisited," 90. 
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kind of investigation is what I had in mind when I remarked that we could try to 
explain issues in the history of communication by means of the historian's craft. 
Specifically, what emerged from this inquiry in The Nature of the Book was a focus 
on the link between print and knowledge, or between print and veracity. In the end, 
the book became largely a history of the processes by which that link was forged. 

If a history of print should be broadly constructivist, then the best way to 
proceed is to adopt a local focus, for several reasons. Not least, the decisions and 
actions that sustained the world of the book not only occurred in specific situations 
but took their character from their peculiarities. For example, the development of 
uniform impressions depended on printing-house practices that were in fact quite 
complex; they involved not only the machinery of the press but relations between 
master and journeyman, the transfer of skills, and the rituals of artisanal life. Of 
course, such a focus implies a relative neglect of other locales; that much is simply 
analytic. But if one's concern is to understand processes, then a concentration on 
the places where they occurred is nevertheless appropriate. Mter all, to argue that 
the cosmopolitan nature of the book was the result of labors shaped by many 
different settings is no mere truism when the settings were as distinct as Venice, 
Frankfurt, and Paris. Proponents of Eisenstein's print culture begin by asserting 
these distinctions to be accidental. But her own protestations belie that assertion, 
since one finds that her objections to a local approach end up furnishing evidence 
for it. For example, she complains that England was a "very special case." 
Granted-but that means that a major European power developed a print culture 
with essential differences from others'.26 Similarly, her objections to my interpre­
tation of press regulation hang on differences between urban and regional printers. 
In each case, a local approach is imperative not only to understand these 
differences but to realize how cosmopolitan uniformities could have come into 
being out of them. It leads not to a neglect of the achievement of cosmopolitanism 
but to a proper appreciation of its character as an achievement. 

Perhaps the interesting question to emerge from all this is simply what we mean 
by "place." Like print, place needs to be historicized. Eisenstein may say that her 
aim is to comprehend print "as a historic development firmly grounded in a certain 
time and place," but in practice she means by this nothing more specific than early 
modern Western Europe.27 Yet Western Europe was scarcely a place at all in the 
early modern period. It was becoming one, in that people were beginning to call 
themselves "European," but it had relatively little cultural presence. By contrast, 
every country, every province, every city, every ward and parish was a coherent 
cultural reality in at least as firm a sense.28 An ambition to understand the printing 
revolution as "firmly grounded" in place therefore ought to imply understanding it 
in terms of these kinds of places. That being so, there are then good reasons for 
focusing on England, not least those to do with its special importance in the history 
of knowledge. It was, after all, the site for the development of experimental 
philosophy and the advent of Newtonianism. In terms of print, early modern 

26 Johns, Nature of the Book, 636. 
27 Eisenstein, "Unacknowledged Revolution Revisited," 91. 
28 See, for example, J. R. Hale, The Civilization of Europe in the Renaissance (New York, 1994), 

3-50. 
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England saw the development of practices of authorship, reading, freedom of the 
press, and intellectual property that have proved immensely influential. And above 
all, as the location for the earliest scientific journal of international repute, London 
was uniquely successful in making its local print culture effective on a European 
scale. In other words, if we are seeking a solution to the problem of how print's 
cosmopolitan consequences resulted from situated labors, then here is a good place 
to look for it. 

But is that problem a real one? One view has it that the notion of dissemination 
or diffusion is sufficient to deal with it. This view inherits our tendency to speak of 
dissemination as though it were equivalent to distribution-as though, in other 
words, the distribution of printed materials equaled the diffusion of knowledge. It 
seems a little question-begging. Early modern natural philosophers and mathema­
ticians had to deal with print on a daily basis, as both readers and authors, and they 
could not afford to make that elision. It was hard enough to publish books. That 
depended on social and economic conditions that were difficult to secure. Still 
harder was it to ensure that, when a printed book reached a distant city, it would 
be accorded the same reading as that it received locally, in an institution like the 
Royal Society-or, at least, a tolerably commensurable one. Historians have 
pointed out many times the difficulty of transmitting experimental skills by print. 
Hence my recommendation to avoid recourse to notions like "the dissemination of 
knowledge," especially when talking about printed science. The point is simply that 
the distinction between the distribution of books and that of knowledge is a real one 
that such notions conventionally obscure. Or, put another way, we need to ask how 
practices of reading came to be shared, such that knowledge could be transferred 
(to the extent that it was) with the help of printed materials such as the 
Philosophical Transactions. 29 Writ large, a similar point ought to hold for the 
universality of print culture itself. 

Two examples may suffice to indicate the consequences. The first concerns 
science and religion, the second censorship. The Nature of the Book in fact appeals 
a good deal to religious history, couching many explanations in terms of partici­
pants' ideas about such things as Providence, godliness, and priestcraft. Yet it is 

29 Since my original point was historiographical rather than historical, it had not occurred to me to 
make this an issue of linguistics, and Eisenstein is quite right to upbraid me accordingly. But her 
argument is vitiated by the fact that she relies on a modern English translation ("disseminate") of a 
modern French translation ("diffuser") of a Latin original-and in that original, the verb employed is 
in fact publicare, which rather makes her point moot. The trajectory denoted by this sequence of 
translations is precisely what I meant to draw attention to. In general, it seems that while the Latin 
usage disseminare may be old, in English "dissemination" came to refer to ideas only during the 
mid-eighteenth century: a fascinating tidbit, if the Oxford English Dictionary is correct. Furthermore, 
the word seems to have had a decidedly negative connotation up to the end of the handpress era, being 
largely applied to the spread of ignorance or error by analogy to that of disease or infestation. In this 
light, it is interesting that when Lambert does employ disseminare later in his book, it is to lament 
printers who spread not sound knowledge but spurious prophecies and heresies. See Guglielmo Cavallo 
and Roger Chartier, eds., Histoire de la lecture dans le monde occidental (Paris, 1997),248; the English 
translation in Chartier and Cavallo, History of Reading in the West, 213; and Franz Lambert, 
Commentarii de prophetia, eruditione et linguis (Strasbourg, 1526), tractatus V, chap. 31, fol. 12Ov. I am 
very grateful to Ann Blair for taking the trouble to look this up when I could not find a copy in Los 
Angeles; I alone am responsible for the interpretation. For the negative connotation of "dissemina­
tion," see Andrew McCann, Cultural Politics in the 1790s: Literature, Radicalism and the Public Sphere 
(Basingstoke, 1999), 114. 
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accused of neglecting religion. When Eisenstein explains what would count in her 
eyes as not neglecting religion, it turns out that what she is looking for is simply the 
great divide between Catholicism and Protestantism. In her opinion, this grand 
division "affected" scientific publication.30 Hardly a startling revelation, one would 
have thought; yet she evidently finds it sufficient, because here she stops. She has 
never provided a coherent account of how it did so, and to what effect. The 
difference between our approaches is that I think we must at least ask these 
questions-questions about processes constituting a culture, as well as about 
properties of a culture. To answer them, we need, quite simply, to look at what 
people actually thought and did. Only then can we understand how a scientific 
publication system emerged in the later seventeenth century. This problem (it is 
worth noting) is as fundamental as any based on the postulate of print culture, but 
it demands an approach that resolves that culture into its constituents. 

Eisenstein's view of restriction is similarly exalted. She asserts that censorship 
created a sweeping asymmetry in European culture, and in particular it stymied the 
development of Italian science after Galileo. Censorship considered thus plays a 
key role for her in explaining how a single print culture could give rise to different 
scientific cultures: the effects of print were simply restrained in much of Europe. 
But this is problematic on several grounds. Not least, early modern Catholicism was 
not as united, or as secularly powerful, as such a Manichaean view would require. 
Authorities differed widely in the rigor with which they policed the press-in 
France, for example, the Index was effectively ignored.31 (This variability operated 
even in Rome itself, where it was another major reason why Galileo miscalculated 
so badly.) Nor was Catholic natural philosophy so evidently backward. Publishing 
restrictions may have helped change the direction of Italian science-toward 
natural history, perhaps-but they are implausible candidates to explain an alleged 
dec1ine.32 At the same time, I can think of no Protestant state before 1695 that had 
no regulatory regime governing its press, so the contrastive appeal to censorship 
involves an appeal to a null set.33 We therefore need to move on. Instead, we must 
examine regulation itself, again resolving the catch-all topic of "censorship" into its 
constituent practices. Only then can we hope to preserve something of the historic 
impact of restrictions, by looking to differences between those practices rather than 
simply to their presence or absence. Contemporaries themselves saw substantial 
differences between licensing and other procedures that constrained authorship. 
Not least, licensing was part and parcel of the regimes of privilege and registration, 
which were designed to protect good works as well as to hinder bad. In that light, 

30 Eisenstein, "Unacknowledged Revolution Revisited," 90. 
31 See, for example, Virgilio Pinto Crespo, Inquisici6n y control ideol6gico en la Espafia del siglo XVI 

(Madrid, 1983); Alfred Soman, "Press, Pulpit and Censorship in France before Richelieu," Proceedings 
of the American Philosophical Society 120 (1976): 439-63; Paul F. Grendler, The Roman Inquisition and 
the Venetian Press, 1540-1605 (Princeton, NJ., 1977). For my own views on the Index system, see 
Adrian Johns, "The Invention of Print," in Derek Jones, ed., Censorship: An Encyclopedia, 3 vols. (New 
York, 2001). Galileo's role as martyr of repression is described in Johns, Nature of the Book, 264. 

32 Michael Segre, In the Wake of Galileo (New Brunswick, NJ., 1991), 103, 137-40. 
33 The Dutch in particular did have such a regime. More broadly, Eisenstein's attempted criticisms 

on this subject again have the unintended effect of reinforcing the importance of locality: she finds 
herself reliant on the profound differences between London Stationers, Paris guildsmen, and the Dutch 
and Swiss entrepreneurs who exploited the restrictions on local markets. 
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seventeenth-century writers would have seen the lack of regulation as a restriction 
on authorship. After all, Marcello Malpighi himself made use of a Royal Society 
whose powers for creating and distributing books lay in privileges and licensing. In 
other words, those powers lay in the very system that Eisenstein is so keen to have 
us decry. 

Yet the strongest argument for positing a unitary print culture operates at an 
altogether simpler level. It is intuitively compelling to attribute textual standard­
ization, a massive increase in output, and the quality of fixity to "technological 
effects" independent of "personal actions." These are precisely the elements that 
The Printing Press as an Agent of Change so successfully articulated. Surely the 
technology of the press is sufficient to explain these constituents-and therefore to 
underpin a singular concept of print culture itself. 

There is in principle no major problem with positing textual standardization or 
uniformity as a consequence of printing. On first pass, we can agree that they were. 
But once we get beyond introductory generalizations, we need to become a little 
more discriminating. We soon find that the claim to uniformity is easily exagger­
ated, for example, as is the degree of discontinuity with manuscript production.34 

This need not matter if it can be shown that readers ignored such variations, but 
that was not necessarily the case. Moreover, we will further want to know how 
standardization, multiplication, and distribution came about-not just in the 
abstract but to the extent and in the way that they were in fact achieved. The trouble 
with resorting to print culture as an explanans is that it has nothing to say on these 
topics.35 Eisenstein's attempts to show the contrary merely reinforce the point. 
While "ignorant" craftsmen could multiply errors in print, she points out, learned 
masters could always work to reduce them.36 True enough (although the attribution 
of ignorance seems a little condescending), but this amounts to conceding the point 
at issue. For in a world in which both "ignorant craftsmen" and masters were at 
work, a reader might need to work, too, in order to discern the differences between 
their respective products. A central part of that work had to be identifying which 
workers were ignorant and which knowledgeable. In other words, attributing credit 
to a printed book might involve knowing about its conditions of production-which 
is exactly what The Nature of the Book spent so long arguing. This task might not be 
an easy one. It could not be short-circuited by direct appeal to the appearance of 
a book, since it was and is notorious that the most lavishly produced volumes of the 

34 Others more expert than I have found Eisenstein's descriptions of manuscript culture wanting: for 
example, Michael T. Clanchy, "Looking Back from the Invention of Printing," in Daniel P. Resnick, ed., 
Literacy in Historical Perspective (Washington, D.C., 1983), 7-22. I myself would add that since scribal 
copying remained a vital part of intellectual life until at least the eighteenth century, print needs to be 
seen less in terms of a radical break than in those of an environment combining speech, manuscript, and 
print in mutual interaction: Harold Love, Scribal Publication in Seventeenth-Century England (Oxford, 
1993); D. F. McKenzie, "Speech-Manuscript-Print," in Dave Oliphant and Robin Bradford, eds., New 
Directions in Textual Studies (Austin, Tex., 1990), 87-109; Adam Fox, Oral and Literate Culture in 
England 1500-1700 (Oxford, 2000). 

35 "The idea that simply printing a text could make it more accurate or more credible strikes me as 
absurd," Eisenstein writes; "Unacknowledged Revolution Revisited," 92. But her argument in Printing 
Press and elsewhere proceeds on the basis that "ancient and medieval scientific traditions were 
transformed by the capacity of printing to transmit records of observations without any loss of precision 
and in full detail" (p. 470). 

36 Eisenstein, "Unacknowledged Revolution Revisited," 92. 
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time were full of variants. Some of those variants mattered a great deal. Historians 
familiar with early modern debates about scriptural hermeneutics, for example, will 
recall countless lamentations in the correspondence, private manuscripts, and 
controversial writings of the time. They were just as prevalent among astronomers 
and mathematicians. Eisenstein asks in what world people worried about non­
uniformity; the answer is, in both the modern world and the early modern one.37 We 
would therefore do well to ask, as early moderns themselves did, how standardiza­
tion could be achieved and how it could best be secured. 

Once again, the problems inherent in taking standardization at face value as an 
attribute of printing are poignantly present in the very evidence that is often cited 
to support it. What such evidence really shows is that the uniformity exhibited by 
printed materials was as much a product of social actions as of the inherent 
properties of the press. The Book of Common Prayer's remark that the whole realm 
could now use "one bible," for instance, reminds us that the whole realm was not 
in fact using one bible. Impression after impression-from royal printers, Statio­
ners' Company members, patentees, foreign interlopers, Catholic agents, and 
others-contained variations that might or might not prove consequential. The 
fifteenth-century missal cited by Eisenstein is an even better example. The 
quotation she gives seems emphatically to endorse the idea that printing created 
fixed, identical texts.38 But a closer look reveals a different story. When he had such 
missals printed, the bishop of Freising would order every single copy of the 
impression checked individually against a single, manuscript original. Far from 
being an effect of printing, uniformity was a result of this unusual practice-a 
practice directly modeled on measures taken in manuscript workshops to detect 
copying mistakes. The bishop's statement therefore testifies to the power of 
strategies designed to make print reliable, rather than to any intrinsic reliability 
print might itself possess.39 He knew well that if he relied on the attributes of the 
press and did not exercise some "personal processes," then standardization-and 
its consequences-could not be relied on at all. 

Even the apparently most basic elements of the posited print culture are, then, 
amenable to analysis by the historian prepared to pursue the task. So we should 
indeed pursue it. A key component of that analysis has to be an attempt to 
understand actions like the bishop's in terms of what participants themselves 
knew-or guessed-about the printing, distribution, and reading of books. Hence 
the caution at the beginning of The Nature of the Book about "forgetting that we 
ourselves 'know' what printing is" in order to reconstruct "what printing was."40 It 

37 Eisenstein, "Unacknowledged Revolution Revisited," 93. 
38 Eisenstein, "Unacknowledged Revolution Revisited," 93. 
39 F. Geldner, "Zum attesten Missaldruck," Gutenberg-Jahrbuch (1961): 101-06; see also lan-Dirk 

Miiller, "The Body of the Book: The Media Transition from Manuscript to Print," in Hans Ulrich 
Gumbrecht and K. Ludwig Pfeiffer, eds., Materialities of Communication (Stanford, Calif., 1994), 
32-44, esp. 42-2??? On the various Bibles available, and the different readings to which they were 
thought to give rise, see Evelyn B. Tribble, Margins and Marginality: The Printed Page in Early Modem 
England (Charlottesville, Va., 1993), 11-56; and Christopher Hill, The English Bible and the 
Seventeenth-Century Revolution (London, 1993). It should also be added that historians of art too have 
recently begun to see things a different way: for example, W. B. MacGregor, "The Authority of Prints: 
An Early Modern Perspective," Art History 22 (1999): 389-420, esp. 392-93. 

40 lohns, Nature of the Book, 5 (italics in original). 
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is scarcely a new conceit: as Sir Thomas Browne remarked of the received views of 
his own day, "knowledge is made by oblivion; and to purchase a clear and 
warrantable body of Truth, we must forget and part with much we know."41 By 
doing what Browne recommended, we can hope to approach primary sources like 
Eisenstein's missal with a perspective that is informed by existing approaches but 
not in hock to existing assumptions. This simple proposal is what underlies the 
prominence that a cultural historian of print should give to representations of the 
craft of printing itself. We are never going to arrive at one such representation­
that kind of unanimity is a chimera. So it is vital to comprehend the range of 
possible perceptions and their practical implications. These were the wellsprings of 
the world of print. 

As it happens, evidence for those perceptions is readily found in arguments over 
the invention of the press. Such arguments raged incessantly. People wrote about 
the topic at great length and with much passion, and in doing so they articulated 
what became key ideas about print's history, character, and consequences. The 
persistence in their histories of a theft narrative, for example, carried over into 
debates about the importance of protecting authorship in the realm of print. And 
it is possible to show that such arguments were current not only among scholars but 
among the very printers and booksellers who made the realm of print what it was. 
The Nature of the Book traced some of those arguments. Among its conclusions was 
that the specific concept of a printing revolution came about late in the day, arriving 
around 1800 and achieving the status of an orthodoxy only in the mid-nineteenth 
century. 

Of course, this begs the question of how to read the sources for such a story. It 
is true that the account in The Nature of the Book gave greater attention to writers 
like Richard Atkyns and Samuel Palmer, all of whom were at odds with what we 
might think of as orthodoxy, than to those like Francis Bacon, who hailed the press 
in relatively familiar terms. The main reason for this was simply that those terms are 
so familiar. Moreover, Atkyns and Palmer created coherent and influential histories 
on the subject; Bacon and others did not. It is clearly important to ask why they 
bothered to do so-to understand their occasions for writing, the questions they 
were addressing, and their intended and actual readerships.42 Moreover, we should 
not measure their arguments solely by their approval or disapproval of print. Of 
course, writers like John Foxe did hail the significance of the press. But they 
differed substantially on how to understand and represent that significance.43 

Calibrating their statements according to a single index of "acknowledgement" 
amounts to a lamentably one-dimensional reductionism (just as does calibrating 
modern historians' views according to that index). It ignores what such writers 
thought they were praising, how they expressed that praise, why, and to what effect. 

41 Browne, Pseudodoxia Epidemica, sig. A2r. In fact, the opinion is ancient. 
42 In The Nature of the Book, 5, I remarked that early printers often praised the press's accuracy by 

contrast to scribal practices, but I cautioned that the identification of that contrast was "partly a product 
of interest." I did not dismiss the view as false, let alone on ad hominem grounds, but warned that it 
might not be the whole story and that its articulation, as well as its content, deserved explanation. 

43 Eisenstein's own authority lists at least five distinct kinds of response, ranging from awe at the 
cheapness of printed books to surprise at the craft's employment of the ignoble art of metallurgy: Paul 
Needham, "Haec Sancta Ars: Gutenberg's Invention as a Divine Gift," Gazette of the Grolier Club 42 
(1990): 101-20, esp. 106-08. 
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In sum, it ignores their meaning. For, contra Eisenstein, it is far from clear that such 
writers endorsed a printing revolution at all. Do modern historians really believe 
that printing was a gift from an apocalyptic God, for example? If not, then they are 
in stark disagreement with Foxe, who never meant what he said more than when 
speaking of Providence.44 Nor is this a trivial or inconsequential distinction. An act 
of Providence is a profoundly different thing from a technological revolution. 

The notion of a printing revolution became a far more viable interpretative 
category in the era of the political and social revolutions of the late eighteenth and 
early nineteenth centuries. (It is only after this point that we find many other 
proclamations of revolution in the early modern period, too: the scientific, the 
commercial, the financial, and the military spring to mind.) Standing as it does at 
the end of a long process of debate, Condorcet's history produced in that era is very 
unlike Foxe's written two centuries before. It has no Christian providentialism, no 
Protestant millennium, and no martyrology. In their place, it portrays secular stages 
of historical maturation, punctuated by revolutions. The historiographic frame­
work-the meaning itself-is as different as could be imagined.45 As a result of such 
work, the history of print and its impact was reconstructed, with the figure of 
Johannes Gutenberg taking center stage afresh as the heroic personification of 
progress. The chronology of the process is simple: Turgot developed a crude 
outline, which was then expanded by Condorcet, and the notion of a secular 
revolution became orthodox in the mid-nineteenth century. Eisenstein's confusion 
on this seems to arise from her commonplacing, since she apparently considers 
"elements" of a complex concept like that of a printing revolution to be equivalent 
to the concept itself. At any rate, while J ames Watt became the secular icon of an 
industrial revolution, and Isaac Newton that of a scientific revolution, Gutenberg 
joined them as the symbol of a printing revolution.46 In each case, the transition was 
marked by books, public ceremonies, and monuments-as well as by fierce 
controversy. 

It should be clear at this point that to describe the printing revolution as a 
construct in no way means negating the historical importance of printing itself. 
Indeed, the very point of showing how central representations of print were to 
practices in the printing and bookselling community is to demonstrate the 
inseparability of social reality and cultural understanding. When a printer such as 
John Streater decided to try to monopolize the printing of law, this was the kind of 
knowledge on which he based his decision. When the Stationers' Company objected 
to royal power intruding on the book trade, this kind of history was the basis for its 
complaint. When John Locke and others argued over licensing, this was the 

44 On this subject, see now Alexandra Walsham, Providence in Early Modem England (Oxford, 
1999), 249 and passim. 

45 Eisenstein asserts that "historians have long noted a resemblance between Condorcet's treatment 
of printing and that of John Foxe." Apart from begging the question of precisely what resemblance she 
means, it transpires that the evidence for this consensus consists of a lone aside voiced back in 1948. 

46 Christine MacLeod, "James Watt, Heroic Invention and the Idea of the Industrial Revolution," 
in Maxine Berg and Kristine Bruland, eds., Technological Revolutions in Europe: Historical Perspectives 
(Cheltenham, 1998), 96-115, esp. 108 (where the comparison to the invention of printing is made 
explicitly); Richard Yeo, "Genius, Method, and Morality: Images of Newton in Britain, 1760-1860," 
Science in Context 2 (1988): 257-84; Henri-Jean Martin, "Comment on ecrivit l'histoire du livre," in 
Martin, Le livre fran~ais sous ['ancien regime (Paris, 1987), 11-28. 
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foundation on which they built their characterizations of printed books. Contem­
poraries knew better than to rely on any intrinsic virtues printing might have in 
order to make such far-reaching decisions. Conventional practices and accepted 
representations provided a firmer basis for action. The case in point is what 
happened when those practices and representations were most seriously challenged. 
If the Stationers' protocols were really so stable and so important, why did the 
world of the book not collapse with the end of licensing in 1695? Eisenstein asks the 
question rhetorically, but it should be posed seriously. The answer is that it did not 
collapse precisely because contemporaries feared that it would. They therefore 
worked hard to avoid the possibility. John Feather has recounted in detail how their 
efforts-pursued doggedly over almost fifteen years-led to the development of the 
first copyright law in 1710. In other words, the creation of copyright was a result of 
a polity contemplating almost exactly the possibility that we are invited today to 
dismiss as self-evidently ridiculous. Without their fears seeming credible, many of 
the quarrels raking the media world in our own day would, at least, have been very 
different.47 That seems a fairly good indication of the importance of representations 
in constituting reality. To understand where our own situation comes from, we 
surely have to comprehend both. 

Is HISTORY CONDITIONED BY PRINT, or print by history? I have argued that the latter 
is the case. At least, we get a richer appreciation of the historical importance of 
printing if we adopt this as our starting point. Elizabeth Eisenstein may agree, but 
in practice her approach is different. She prefers to postulate a distinct "culture" 
that can only be characterized synthetically. This culture seems to emerge directly 
from the press itself, to the extent that the characteristics of print and those of its 
putative culture-characteristics like fixity or standardization-often seem indis­
tinct. The advent of print culture amounted, she insists, to a printing "revolu­
tion" -a radical "shift" away from all that had gone before, and that took place 
independent of contemporaries' perceptions of it. Cut loose from its past, print 
culture thus acted far more as an influence on history than as an outcome of it. It 
should be hailed as the engine of modernization on a continental scale. 

Eisenstein's has been a hugely influential account, and she has defended it here 
by means of a critical reading of my own The Nature of the Book that is in many ways 
perceptive. But it is also revealing. In particular, it proves to be a reading that her 
own interpretative recommendations would leave us ill-equipped to understand. As 
such, it exemplifies shortcomings in her approach that are not easily remedied from 
within. By contrast, I have tried to present here something of a draft manifesto for 
a different way of understanding the importance of print-one based on the 
premise that print is conditioned by history as well as conditioning it. Its' major 
proposal is that we explain the development and consequences of print in terms of 
how communities involved with the book as producers, distributors, regulators, and 
readers actually put the press and its products to use. The best way to do that, I have 

47 John Feather, "The Book Trade in Politics: The Making of the Copyright Act of 1710," Publishing 
History 8 (1980): 19-44. 
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argued, is to adopt a local perspective, at least in the first instance. This will help 
us attend to how such communities sought to understand the new craft in their own 
terms, and to exploit it according to that understanding. In one sense, there is 
nothing new about this; it is merely what historians of the book and historical 
bibliographers have always done. My contention, however, is that we need to 
appreciate the greater implications of such local researches. In other words, 
adopting these recommendations should become the best way to appreciate the 
achievement of printing as just that: an achievement. It is, I think, how best to 
acknowledge what most needs acknowledging. 
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Center for Conceptual and Historical Studies at the University of Chicago. He 
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