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Preface	
Little	attention	is	given	to	the	roots	of	the	printing	industry	and	its	impact	on	today’s	knowledge	and	learning.	
It	might	be	refreshing	to	many	to	sit	back	and	take	in	our	industry’s	history	to	understand	the	important	role	
that	printers	and	publishers	play	today,	because	it	has	not	changed	for	the	past	500	years,	and	may	not	
change	for	the	next	500	years.	It	is	for	this	reason	that	I	have	written	this	historical	piece.	It	is	so	printers	and	
publishers	today	will	take	greater	pride	in	the	contribution	that	they	are	making	to	our	greater	society.	If	it	
not	been	for	the	pioneers	of	printing,	our	great	institutions	would	not	be	what	they	are	today:	medicine,	law,	
education,	religion,	politics,	the	arts,	science,	architecture,	and	so	on.	–	Kenneth	Macro	
______________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________	
	
The	Harbingers	of	Knowledge—Advancing	the	
Human	Experience	

	
The	Printing-Press	that	a	Press-man	
works	at,	is	a	machine	invented	upon	
mature	consideration	of	Mechanick	
Powers,	deducted	from	Geometrick	
Principles;	and	therefore	a	Press-man	
indowed	with	a	competency	of	the	
Inventers	Genius,	will	not	only	find	great	
satisfaction	in	the	contemplation	of	the	
harmonious	design	and	Make	of	a	Press,	
but	as	often	as	any	Member,	or	part	of	it	is	
out	of	order,	he	will	know	how	to	remedy	
any	deficiency	in	it.	This	alone	will	intitle	
him	to	be	an	Understanding	Press-man:	
But	his	care	and	serious	industry	in	the	
Physical	and	Manual	performance	of	his	
Task,	must	give	him	the	reputation	of	a	
good	and	curious	Work-man.		 	
	 	

Joseph	Moxon,	16831	
	
Printers—Integral	to	Modernity	
For	over	500	years,	printers	have	been	the	
harbingers	of	knowledge.	However,	founded	upon	
the	technological	advancements	of	Gutenberg	and	
his	contemporaries,	so	little	acknowledgement	has	
been	given	to	our	industry	pertaining	to	the	

                                                
1	Joseph	Moxon.	“Mechanick	Exercises,	Or,	the	
Doctrine	of	Hanyd-Works	Applied	to	the	Press-mans’	
Trade”	in	Mechanick	Exercises	on	the	Whole	Art	of	
Printing,	Edited	by	Herbert	Davis	and	Harry	Carter.	
(Oxford	University	Press,	Oxford,	1958).	252.		

advancement	of	civilization,	innovation,	and	the	
evolution	of	modernity	(communication,	science,	
philosophy,	religion,	and	art).	As	we	look	back	to	
the	early	printers,	nestled	deeply	within	their	
dark,	smelly,	chaotic	rooms	filled	with	punch	
makers,	type	metal	foundries,	ink	makers,	velum	
and	paper	makers,	press	operators,	typesetters,	
and	the	vast	cabinetry	surrounding	them,	we	
forget	about	the	work	and	labor	afforded	by	them	
within	the	mysterious	production	systems	they	
experimentally	produced—all	for	the	expansion	of	
the	very	disciplines	noted	above—advancing	the	
human	experience.		
	
The	early	printed	books	emerging	in	the	late	15th	
century	well	into	the	17th	century	required	the	
acquisition	of	often-rare	hand-written	
manuscripts.	Thus,	printers,	requiring	the	ability	
to	read	and	understand	complex	scripts	authored	
in	Latin,	Greek,	Arabic,	French,	Italian,	and	
Hebrew	often	tasked	them	further.	And,	in	
uncovering	this	unique	and	embedded	content,	
opened	them	up	to	new	worlds	of	thought	and	
discussion.	Elizabeth	Eisenstein	wrote:	“The	
printing	press	laid	the	basis	both	for	literal	
fundamentalism	and	for	modern	science.	It	
remains	indispensable	for	humanistic	scholarship.	
It	is	still	responsible	for	our	museum	without	
walls.”2	If	not	for	these	unsung	heroes	of	the	past,	
would	the	Renaissance	experience	and	the	
formation	of	the	scientific	revolution	have	

                                                
2 Elizabeth	Eisenstein.	The	Printing	Revolution	in	
Modern	Europe.	(Cambridge	University	Press,	
Cambridge	UK,	2019).	309.		
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exploded	as	it	did?		Yet,	for	all	the	knowledge	that	
has	so	diligently	been	captured	on	the	page,	why	is	
so	little	accolade	placed	at	the	feet	of	those	trade	
workers	work	considering	the	intensive	processes	
required	to	produce	one	page,	let	alone	an	entire	
book?	And,	what	would	have	been	the	tangential	
reality	of	the	scientific	revolution	(and	modernity)	
had	this	socially	misunderstood	and	under-
appreciated	force	failed	to	exist?	How	would	have	
knowledge	been	codified,	transferred,	and	
improved?	
	
The	Printed	Book	Equals	Knowledge		
and	Power	
Elizabeth	Eisenstein,	quoting	Thomas	Kuhn’s	The	
Copernican	Revolution,	wrote,	“’Until	half	a	century	
after	Copernicus’	death,	no	potentially	
revolutionary	changes	occurred	in	the	data	
available	to	astronomers.’	But	Copernicus’	life	
(1473-1543)	spanned	the	very	decades	when	a	
great	many	changes,	now	barely	visible	to	modern	
eyes,	were	transforming	‘the	data	available’	to	all	
book	readers.”3	Since	Gutenberg	in	the	mid-
fifteenth	century,	the	timely	and	vast	production	
of	books	made	available	to	the	public	single-
handedly	contributed	to	an	intellectual	revolution	
that	promulgated	knowledge	that	stimulated	
thought	and	ideas	that,	and	in	turn,	became	the	
catalyst	for	innovation.	It	was	through	the	
publishing	and	dissemination	of	books,	that	the	
Scientific	Revolution	took	hold.	This	revolution	
was	manifested	upon	the	Baconian	mantra	that	
knowledge	is	power.	Logic	would,	therefore,	
deduce	that	knowledge	and	power	is	manifested	
within	the	printed	book.	And,	through	the	reading	
of	books,	thoughts	become	ideas,	ideas	become	
theories,	theories	generate	hypotheses,	
hypotheses	are	tested	through	experimentation	
and	observation,	and	the	knowledge	yielded	from	
this	process	generates	certainty	and	an	approach	
to	truth.	Thus,	a	book	published	within	a	
community	of	scientists,	perpetuates	
strengthening	within	a	paradigm,	exploring	
anomalies,	improving	processes,	and	eventually,	
yielding	a	quintessential	shift	in	newer	and	
innovative	truths.		
	
All	of	this	is	best	exemplified	during	the	mid-
seventeenth	century	Europe	when	science	
exploration	was	beginning	to	peak	amongst	the	
community	of	natural	philosophers	that	included:	

                                                
3	Elizabeth	Eisenstein.	The	Printing	Press	as	an	Agent	
of	Change:	Communications	and	Cultural	
Transformations	in	Early-Modern	Europe	Vols	1	&	2.	
(Cambridge	University	Press,	Cambridge,	UK,	2009).	
113.  

Copernicus,	Galileo	(earlier)	and	Boyle,	Hobbes,	
Hooke,	Halley,	and	Newton	(among	others).	Based	
in	London,	this	group	formed	a	community	of	
academics,	scholars,	philosophes,	and	scientists	
alike	to	push	the	Baconian	charter	to	make	
knowledge	applicable,	accessible,	and	powerful.	In	
1660,	this	community	was	created	as	the	Royal	
Society	of	London	for	Improving	Natural	
Knowledge.	As	such,	many	printers	were	called	
upon	to	generate	publications	in	the	forms	of	
pamphlets	and	books.	In	fact,	so	important	was	
the	printer	that	the	society	contracted	with	one	or	
two	local	printers	who	were	vetted	and	provide	
with	exclusivity	in	printing	any	content	generated	
for	of	the	society.	Robert	Hooke’s	Micrographia	
(1667)	and	Isaac	Newton’s	Philosphiae	Naturalis	
Principia	Mathematica	(1687)	were	both	
publications	of	the	Royal	Society	and	printed	by	
RS	printers	James	Allestry	and	Joseph	Streater	
respectfully.	Unfortunately,	even	then,	printers	
were	looked	upon	as	a	commodity	by	the	
academic	and	scientific	community	and	were	
often	not	casted	into	a	heightened	status	of	
respect	or	social	classification.	And,	not	to	forget,	
these	early	printers	were,	in	fact,	businessmen	
most	assuredly	driven	by	capital	gain.	

	
The	Influence	of	James	Moxon	Lives	Today	
One	prominent	printer	to	arise	during	this	time	
was	a	man	known	as	James	Moxon.	Born	in	
Wakefield,	England	in	1627	to	a	Puritan	family,	he	
lived	for	a	period	of	tie	in	Delft	and	Rotterdam,	
Holland.	Whilst	in	Holland,	his	father	learned	the	
craft	and	trade	of	printing,	along	with	his	two	
sons,	James,	and	Joseph.	Returning	to	England,	the	
father	and	sons	set	up	press	in	London	around	
1647	at	Bishopsgate,	London.	Wanting	to	distance	
himself	from	his	father’s	religious	and	political	
views,	Joseph	allegedly	returned	to	Holland	where	
he	learned	to	“make	globes,	spheres,	maps	and	
mathematical	instruments	which	were	to	form	a	
major	part	of	his	business	for	the	rest	of	his	
working	life.”4	Around	1654,	Moxon	returned	to	
London	(Cornhill)	and	set	up	his	own	shop	of	
sundries	including	a	printing	press	where	he	
authored,	translated,	printed	and	published	
various	works;	and,	he	crafted	globes,	spheres,	
maps,	(and	subsequent	engravings	onto	copper	
plates),	and	made	mathematical	instruments	
including	Gunter’s	Quadrants,	squares,	compasses,	
and	rulers,	in	addition	to	selling	mathematical	and	

                                                
4	Graham	Jagger.	“Joseph	Moxon	F.R.S.	and	the	
Royal	Society.”	In	Notes	and	Records	from	the	Royal	
Society	of	London.	49	(2).	193-194.	
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scientific	books.5	Moxon	set	up	his	shop	and	
identified	it	as	“At	the	Sign	of	the	Atlas.”	And	for	
thirty	years	he	branded	himself	as	“Joseph	Moxon,	
printer,	publisher,	author,	maker	of	globes,	maps,	
and	mathematical	instruments	residing	at	the	sign	
of	the	atlas.”	

	
It	is	apparent	that	Moxon	was	quite	advanced	
intellectually	in	the	budding	disciplines	of	
philosophy,	mathematics,	geometry,	architecture,	
and	astronomy.		He	authored	and	published	
several	books	in	the	form	of	student-centered	
tutorials	in	mathematics,	geometry,	astronomy,	
architecture,	and	the	usage	of	globes.	His	purpose	
for	such	works	was	to	bring	knowledge	and	
science	to	the	common	folk	of	the	community	
through	application	and	self-discovery	in	a	
vernacular	understood	by	them.	During	this	time	
of	Restoration	and	the	enhanced	scurry	of	
scientific	exploration	among	the	elite	academics	
and	scholars	within	the	Royal	Society,	Moxon	
strategically	aligned	his	interests	with	many	of	the	
mathematicians	therein.	As	a	result	of	his	strategic	
initiative,	Moxon	was	inducted	into	the	Royal	
Society	as	a	fellow	in	1678,	a	first	for	any	
tradesmen	and/or	any	printer	at	that	time.	It	was	
in	his	later	part	of	his	life	that	he	became	the	most	
productive.	According	to	Jagger	(1995)	“During	
this	period	of	his	life	he	was	involved	in	the	
production	of	almost	40	volumes,	as	printer,	
publisher,	translator,	or	author.”6		

	
Moxon	took	great	pride	in	his	induction	into	the	
Royal	Society.	And,	as	an	entrepreneur,	in	his	own	
right,	used	his	classification	to	sell	globes,	spheres,	
mathematical	instruments	and	tool,	and	books	
and	carried	the	distinction	as	part	of	his	brand	
until	his	death.	It	was	during	this	time	that	Moxon,	
decided	that	it	be	in	the	best	interest	of	the	
scientific	and	academic	community	to	
acknowledge	the	contributions	of	the	tradesman	
to	the	Baconian	mantra	of	applied	science.	It	is	
here	where	Moxon	began	his	magnum	opus:	
Mechanick	Exercises	for	the	Doctrine	of	Handy	
Works	Applied	to	the	Arts	of	Smithing,	Joinery,	
Carpentry,	Turning–Volume	I	(1678);	and,	
Mechanick	Exercises	for	the	Doctrine	of	Handy	
Works	Applied	to	the	Art	of	Printing	–	Volume	II	
(1683).	Volume	I	of	Mechanick	Exercises	was	
considered	by	historians	to	be	the	first	true	
Instruction	Manual	for	the	trades	and	a	necessary	

                                                
5	John	Laughton.	“Dictionary	of	National	Biography,	
1885-1900,	Volume	39	–	Moxon,	Joseph.”	
Wikisource.org.		
	
6	Graham	Jagger.	Ibid.	198.		

mode	for	preserving	and	standardizing	
mechanical	traditions	and	crafts.		

	
Upon	Moxon’s	release	of	the	first	edition	of	
Mechanick	Exercises	or	the	Doctrine	of	Hany-Works	
Applied	to	the	Art	of	Printing,	The	Second	Volume,	
by	Joseph	Moxon,	Member	of	the	Royal	Society,	and	
Hydrographer	to	the	King’s	Most	Excellent	Majesty,	
this	masterpiece	was	a	394-page	tome	complete	
with	35	copperplate	engravings.	The	book	was	the	
first	manual	of	printing	to	be	written	in	any	
language	but	cemented	in	the	traditional	
vernacular	of	middle-class	English	society.	The	
genius	of	Moxon	was	not	lost	on	this	opus,	for,	as	a	
printer	himself,	Moxon’s	enhanced	and	applied	
knowledge	of	the	craft	made	him	to	be	the	perfect	
author.	Moxon	understood	that	the	average	
person,	or	educated	aristocrat,	or	even	applied	
scientist,	did	not	truly	grasp	the	extended	talents	
and	intellectual	prowess	the	printer	possessed.	
When	reading	a	book,	for	example,	one	takes	for	
granted	each	individual	letter	placed	within	a	
word,	so	well-spaced	within	a	sentence,	stacked	
upon	one	another	and	equally	placed	within	
columns	upon	a	page,	strategically	arranged	into	
signatures	that	are,	like	a	puzzle,	bound	within	a	
book	that	is	so	easy	to	read.		

	
Because	of	Moxon’s	comprehensive	
understanding	of	the	printing	processes,	his	
contribution	to	details	pertaining	to	each	of	the	
components	executed	within,	were	extraordinary.	
His	familiarity	with	metals,	punch	making,	
typecasting,	matrix	construction,	typesetting,	and	
the	printing	process	itself,	complete	with	
pagination	and	binding	alike,	filled	pages	of	
extremely	meticulous	explanation	of	tacit	
knowledge	that	were	rarely	codified	of	these	
processes	in	explicit	and	detailed	formation.	And,	
because	of	Moxon’s	association	with	the	academic	
and	elite	communities	at	the	time,	knew	that	the	
very	books	collected	by	the	Fellows	within	the	
Royal	Society	were	the	output	of	highly	skilled,	
intelligent	and	gifted	tradesmen	versed	in	
mathematics,	chemistry,	metallurgy,	reading,	
writing,	and	often	theology,	philosophy,	
astronomy,	and	geometry.	Moxon	knew	
Typographie.	Moxon	knew	the	Typographer.	He	
wrote:	
	

I	mean	such	a	one,	by	his	own	Judgement,	
from	solid	reasoning	with	himself,	can	
either	perform,	or	direct	others	to	
perform	from	the	beginning	to	the	end,	all	
the	Handy-works	and	Physical	Operations	
related	to	Typographie.	Such	a	Scientifick	
man	was	doubtless	he	who	was	the	first	
inventor	of	Typographie;	but	I	think	few	
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have	succeeded	him	in	Science,	through	
the	number	of	Founders	and	Printers	be	
grown	very	many:	Insomuch	that	for	the	
more	easie	managing	of	Typographie,	the	
Operators	have	found	it	necessary	to	
divide	it	into	several	Trades,	each	of	
which	(in	the	strictest	sense)	stand	no	
nearer	related	to	Typography	than	
Carpentry	or	Masonry	&	are	to	
Architecture.7		

	
In	publishing	this	fine	work,	it	is	obvious	that	
Moxon’s	intent	was	to	create	a	comprehensive	
manual	that	would	“describe	methods	current	in	
printing	houses”	and	to	“offer	practical	guide-lines	
for	composing	and	printing.”8	Furthermore,	his	
“aim	is	to	describe	the	correct	techniques	and	
methods,	supply	‘Rules	that	every	one	that	will	
endeavor	to	perform	[these	Handy-works]	must	
follow.”9	According	to	Derick	Long,	in	writing	
Mechanick	Exercises	Volume	II,	Moxon	eloquently	
“described	with	great	care	the	tools	and	the	
skilled	movements	that	had	produced	
masterpieces	of	the	craft.”10	The	book	in	itself	
became	a	standard	textbook	for	the	trades	for	
over	a	hundred	years	and,	even	to	this	day,	is	
referenced	by	letterpress	printers	and	hobbyists	
who	print	using	these	tools	and	presses	of	past.		
	 	
For	Moxon,	Mechanick	Exercises	Volume	II	was	an	
attempt	to	establish	a	basis	for	operating	a	
printing	facility	that	effectively	generates	high-
quality	output	in	an	efficient	manner.	For	those	
familiar	with	setting	type	within	a	letterpress	
operation,	you	would	be	familiar	with	the	
California	Job	Case	(different	from	what	they	used	
in	17th	century	England).	As	such,	when	a	page	is	
successfully	set	and	printed,	the	type	must	then	be	
re-distributed	back	into	the	correct	compartment	
within	the	correct	drawer.	As	such,	the	cabinets	
are	designed	in	such	a	way	to	assist	the	
compositors	in	selecting	type-sorts	most	
efficiently	and	with	less	motion.	Moxon	explains	
this	in	detail	below:		
	

It	must	be	considered,	that	the	Fore	stiles	
be	of	a	convenient	height	for	the	pitch	of	
an	ordinary	Man	to	stand	and	work	at,	

                                                
7	Joseph	Moxon.	Mechanick	Exercises	on	the	Whole	
Art	of	Printing.	Edited	by	Herbert	Davis	and	Harry	
Carter.	(Oxford	University	Press,	England,	1958).	12.	
8	Janssen,	Frans.	“The	First	English	and	the	First	
Dutch	Printer’s	Manual:	A	Comparison”	Quaerendo,	
30:2.	2000.	154.			
9	Ibid.			
10	Derick	Long.	Ibid.	94.		

which	the	heighth	aforesaid	is;	And	that	
the	Hind	Stiles	be	so	much	higher	that	the	
Fore-stiles,	that	when	the	Cross-Bearers	
are	laid	upon	the	upper	Fore	and	Hind-
Rail,	and	the	Cases	laid	on	them,	the	Cases	
may	have	a	convenient	declivity	from	the	
upper	side	the	Upper-Case,	toe	the	lower	
side	the	Lower-Case.		

	
The	Reason	of	this	declivity	is,	because	
the	Cases	standing	thus	before	the	
Workman,	the	farther	Boxes	of	the	Upper-
Case	are	more	ready	and	easie	to	come	at,	
that	if	they	lay	flat;	they	being	in	this	
position	somewhat	nearer	the	hand,	and	
the	Letters	in	those	Boxes	somewhat	
easier	seen.		
	
If	the	Workman	prove	taller	that	
Ordinary,	he	lays	another	of	two	pair	of	
cases	under	the	Cases	he	uses,	to	mount	
them;	If	the	Workman	be	short,	as	Lads,	&	
he	lays	a	Paper-board	(or	sometimes	two)	
on	the	floor	by	the	Fore-side	of	the	Frame,	
and	standing	to	work	on	it,	mounts	
himself.11	

	
Moxon’s	Mechanick	Exercises	Volumes	I	and	II	
were	the	catalyst	to	perfecting	and	improving	
technological	discovery.	Based	on	seventeenth-
century	scientific	modeling,	Moxon	created	a	new	
way	to	perfect	and	standardize	the	use	of	
technology	for	continuous	improvement.	As	a	
member	of	the	Royal	Society,	Hydrographer	to	the	
King’s	Most	Excellent	Majesty,	Printer,	Author,	
Translator,	Maker	of	Globes	and	of	Spheres,	Maker	
of	Maps	and	of	Mathematical	Instruments,	
Engraver,	Entrepreneur,	Moxon	is	the	
quintessential	Renaissance	Man.	A	tradesman	
living	in	a	time	of	great	scientific	intrigue	and	
discovery,	Moxon,	acknowledged	by	few	mid-
seventeenth	century	historians,	rightfully	
contributed	his	scientific	discoveries	as	a	
testimony	to	all	printers	who	have	helped	in	the	
progression	of	the	Scientific	Revolution	and	the	
innovation	that	followed	therein.	For	without	
them,	books	would	not	have	been	printed,	
knowledge	would	not	have	been	shared,	and	
innovation	and	discovery	would	have	been	
possibly	retarded	and/or	stifled.	And,	the	printer	
would	have	never	been	recognized	as	the	good	
and	curious	work-men	(and	women)	that	they	are.		
	

	
	

                                                
11	Ibid.	33.	
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