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FOREWORD



The Royal College of Physicians was founded, by Royal Charter, in 1518 by King Henry VIII. Few professional organisations have been in continuous existence for so long, and over its five-hundred-year history the College has been at the centre of many aspects of medical life. Its principal purpose is to promote the highest standards of medical practice in order to improve health and healthcare, and its varied work in the field is held in high regard. Currently, the College has over thirty thousand members and fellows worldwide. Over the years it has also accumulated a distinguished library, extensive archives and a collection of portraits and other treasures, and has been housed in a number of notable buildings. As part of its quincentennial commemoration, a series of ten books has been commissioned. Each book features fifty reflections, thereby making a total of five hundred, intended to be a meditation on, and an exploration of, aspects of the College’s work and its collections over its five-hundred-year history.


The College’s Dorchester Library houses an outstanding collection, especially of medical books, and is one of the best in Britain. It contains manuscripts, incunabula, pamphlets and printed books, at least one hundred of which date from before the Great Fire of London, and accessions continue. Books are the lifeblood of any academic institution, and the historical library, together with the College’s modern collection, express the continuous thread of scholarship in medicine and are central to the value and meaning of the College. Alastair Compston, as well as being a distinguished neurologist, is also a bibliophile. This volume on the topic of the medical book and the Dorchester Library is at once fascinating and beautiful, learned in content and lively in style. It describes not only the library and books, but also their significance and the how and the why of collecting. It is an original and brilliant addition to the five hundred years of College scholarship.


I must also offer grateful thanks to all who helped in the production of this book, and especially to Julie Beckwith, Head of the College Libraries. Thanks too are due to Linda Luxon, who has been intimately involved in the production of the series, and to the staff in the medical publishing department, and particularly to Karen Porter and the freelance designer, Sian Rance.
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Simon Shorvon


Harveian Librarian 2012–16, Royal College of Physicians


Series Editor
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Baron Munchausen raising the College of Physicians and its fellows at dinner in Warwick Lane on 30 September [1785] from Raspe’s The surprising adventures of Baron Munchausen (1930), page 72 (© Alastair Compston) (see also page 70)








THE MASTER PRINTER AND THE BOOK TRADE



The world changed when Johannes Gutenberg (c.1398–1468) first printed text using movable type. Print rapidly replaced the tradition of manuscript as the means through which the codex had been produced – and knowledge exchanged, archived and retrieved – over many centuries. Thereafter, despite the advent of wireless and television, print on paper remained the main medium for the communication of ideas until electronic transfer of information was introduced. Print reduced the cost of books. It promoted private ownership, expanded subject matter and stimulated the spread of literacy. Economic in its architecture, aesthetically pleasing and easy to handle, the well-constructed book is one of the great engineering feats of mankind.


Sometime around 1439, while living in Strasbourg, Gutenberg engaged in a new ‘art and adventure’. He made multiple copies of individual characters in metal suitable for re-use. Gutenberg borrowed the idea of the screw press from Rhenish vintners. He introduced oil-based ink that adhered to lead alloy type and imprinted handmade rag paper. Back in Mainz by 1452, Gutenberg borrowed 1600 guilders from Johann Fust (1400–66) ‘to finish the work’. Fust foreclosed on the loan and sued for return of his money and forfeiture of the printing tools and materials. Fust’s son-in-law, Peter Schöffer (1425–1503), appeared as a witness. Despite these tussles, the 42-line Bible appeared by 1456. Within a few years printing had spread to an estimated 250 towns in Europe.
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Johannes Gutenberg (c.1398–1468) (© Heritage Image Partnership Ltd/Alamy Stock Photo)
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House of Estienne: title page and printer's device from Cicero's Opera (1539)
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Jost Amman's woodcut illustration of the printer's workshop (© Ivy Close Images/ Alamy Stock Photo)





Economic in its architecture, aesthetically pleasing and easy to handle, the well-constructed book is one of the great engineering feats of mankind.


The master printer’s shop housed workers skilled in different trades. It was a hub of cultural and intellectual activity. The printer employed type founders, compositors, correctors, translators, copy editors, illustrators, indexers, artists and engravers. His shop was frequented by scholars, astronomers, physicians and priests; and it was a bookshop. Only papermaking and binding were trades plied elsewhere. It was not immediately obvious from examining early printed books who had written or produced the volume. The ‘incipit’ (‘Hier begynneth’) or first printed words of the text described what was to follow. The ‘colophon’ (‘finishing stroke’) contained details of the printer, place and date of production, and the patron. Additionally, the printer often identified himself with a woodcut device. Fust and Schöffer used a double shield hanging from a branch. William Caxton (1422–91) adopted a cryptic mark with ‘W74C’ as its central element. Aldus Manutius (1449–1515) used an anchor and dolphin. The device of Robert Estienne (1503–59) was an olive tree with a falling branch combined with the figure of a man. From the sixteenth century, the title page was used to name the book, its author and printer and the date of production. It might also promote the virtues of the volume and indicate where it could be purchased.


The punch-cutter carved and filed each letter or symbol in reverse on the end of a steel rod. This was then punched into a matrix fitted into a type-caster’s mould into which a molten mixture of lead, tin and antimony was poured to produce individual characters, once more in reverse. The hardened metal character provided the movable type for impression on paper. Taking characters from his upper or lower case, the compositor placed letters and punctuation marks in a stick adjusted to the width of the page to be printed. He used whatever came to hand; chipped type, and both swash and non-swash capital italics. Lines were made up into pages arranged in a frame or chase. The individual pages were secured with wedges or quoins. Together, these created the ‘forme’ comprising all pages to be printed on one side of the same sheet. The assembled forme was then transferred to the press for printing. The outer forme was dabbed with ‘ink-balls’, placed on the tympan, and the impression created by the pressman pulling the bar to bring down the platen. Ideally, all copies of the outer forme required for a given edition were printed in one session. With the ink dry but the paper still damp, the sheets were printed on the reverse side with text making up the inner forme. During the press run mistakes might be corrected leading to slight variations between pages printed as part of the same edition. Larger corrections required a replacement, the cancel leaf.
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Watermark, the fool's cap from Willis' Pharmaceuticae rationalis (1679): part 2, Tab VIII, opposite D2r, page 17 (© Alastair Compston)
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Arrangements on the forme, from Gaskell (1972)
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The printing press (© Deutsches Museum, Munich, archive, BN24741)
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Letters and numbers; Roman, italic and old English type; signature and catchword from Goodall's The Royal College of Physicians of London founded and established by law (1684) at E2r, page 27 (© Alastair Compston)





Once printed and dry, the sheet was folded according to the format of the book: folio (folded once), quarto (twice), octavo (thrice), duodecimo (a complex structure with two additional leaves added to a four-leaf gathering). Therefore the printer had to impose the type pages in each forme so that, when printed and folded, the pages aligned on the recto and verso of each leaf and appeared in sequence. Signatures were added at the foot of the printed page, using the twenty-three letter Latin alphabet (A–Z, omitting I or J, U or V, and W; and then Aa–Zz, Aaa–Zzz, etc.) to aid the binder in ensuring that the order was correct. Catchwords served much the same purpose. Pagination provided another check on accuracy in the sequence of bound leaves but this was prone to error. The method for making paper left traces of lines where the pulp was suspended and spread across a frame before drying. Each sheet had a watermark, which identified its source, imposed as part of the manufacturing process. Dimensions of the book varied somewhat depending on the size of the original sheet: in England these were royal, crown, imperial and foolscap.


Illustrations were produced separately from the text. Manuscripts were rubricated and illuminated with hand-painted miniatures. With the advent of printing, spaces were left in the text for figures, decorated initials and borders to be finished by hand.
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Heinricus Füllmauer (c.1505–46), Albertus Meyer (n.d.) [illustrators] and Veit Rudolph Speckle (n.d.) [block-cutter] from Fuchs’ Herbal (1542)
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Initial letter added by hand (and smudged): from Plutarch's Vitæ (1478)





But it soon made sense for the image also to be printed from woodcuts. Pear, apple or boxwood was carved so that the lines remained in relief on the block. This was then locked into the forme and inked with the text for printing. Intaglio involved engraving lines on the surface of a metal plate (usually copper or, in the nineteenth century, steel) directly with a burin or by etching with acid, and pressing the dampened paper onto the plate so that it was forced into the inked grooves. Engravings from metal had to be printed on a rolling press, different from that used to print text and woodcuts. They could either be placed within spaces left in the letterpress or printed separately as full leaves and bound in as a secondary process. Engraving improved the level of detail needed for illustrating works on science and medicine. Invented late in the eighteenth century, lithography involved drawing with a greasy pencil onto limestone and watering the remaining surface so that ink was repelled, other than from the greased lines, during printing. Photography was introduced into book production in the mid-nineteenth century. From these techniques evolved offset photolithography, the process used to print most modern books.
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Chromolithograph from Bright's Reports of medical cases (1831), Volume II, Plate XXV, for which the original watercolour survives [MS974/95]





The practice of distributing unbound printed sheets to several booksellers led to variant title pages and non-uniform binding of sheets originating from the same edition. Books needed a cover to hold the gatherings in the desired order and to protect them from damage. Sewing through the folds with cords across the spine held the text-block together. This was covered with paper, but it was logical to place boards at the front and back secured to the loose ends of the cords, thus creating a hinged joint. Having forwarded the binding to this stage, it was finished by tooling, either with a blind stamp or gold leaf pressed into the leather with a heated tool. During forwarding, the edges of the leaves were usually cut by the binder to tidy up the uneven deckle edges and to remove the folds. In the eighteenth and nineteenth centuries books were sometimes sold with the edges unopened so that the reader had to use a paper knife to separate the pages as he or she read.
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Sewing of folded sheets, with hemp cords
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Binders’ tools used for finishing. (Both images © Aquarius Book Restorers, Essex)





Book production changed with industrialisation. The manufacture of paper was mechanised and, with rags in short supply, wood was used. However, the need to treat the pulp with chemicals led to acidic paper that rapidly became brittle and survived poorly. Automated letter-founding culminated in the Linotype (line of type) and Monotype (each letter cast separately) systems that recycled type metal for recasting. Blocks of pre-set type were preserved by stereotyping for later reprinting of the same text. The steam-driven press was introduced for high volume work early in the nineteenth century. Perhaps more significant for the appearance of books and marketing strategies of publishers, binding cases of cloth over boards were made separately from the text-block, allowing the binding process to be automated and with all copies of an edition having a uniform appearance – often highly decorated. With the advent of electronic methods for typesetting and printing, these innovations were themselves adapted and replaced in the latter part of the twentieth century.
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