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The Publishing Trade in London in the Early 16th Century
Andrew Pettegree
The anniversary that we mark today commemorates a signal moment in the careers of two of the greatest English minds of the Tudor century. Colet's entrance into the freedom of the Mercers' Company was undoubtedly connected with his plans for a new school at St Paul's.  Thomas More's admittance shortly after was a milestone in a burgeoning public career.  Both men were in the vanguard of the campaign to renovate English letters by importing the best of the fashionable European Humanist scholarship.  In 1509 they secured the valuable assistance of Desiderius Erasmus, who in this year returned from the Continent for what became his longest stay on English soil: five years until 1514.  It was while staying in Thomas More's house in 1509 that he wrote 1509 he wrote one of his most famous works, the Moriae Encomium, In Praise of Folly, a prestigious tribute to his friend More, and an explicit endorsement of the English Humanist programme.

 These were heady days for the small but dedicated English Humanist community, and these events also found their echo in the world of publishing.  In 1509 Richard Pynson, the King's printer, published his first book using Roman type, a radical visual break with the Black letter Gothic in which books in England had to this point been published.  And in this same year, 1509, Wynkyn de Worde opened a bookshop in Paul's Churchyard, close to the site of Colet's proposed new school.

 Wynkyn de Worde was England's longest established and most venerable printer.  He cut his teeth as assistant to William Caxton, England's first printer.  After Caxton's death de Worde inherited the business, and once legal issues had been settled, continued his output of vernacular books.  But in about 1500 de Worde moved his shop from Westminster, close to the Court, to Fleet Street, near the city of London. 

 This signalled a reorientation of his business towards a different sort of market.  The vernacular prose texts, mostly chivalrous romances, that had been the core of Caxton's business, receded in importance.  Henceforth he would cater for a new, professional clientele: legal, ecclesiastical, and increasingly, the market for school books.  The opening of the shop in St Paul's churchyard was almost certainly connected with Colet's new school, and marked the beginning of a new specialisation, in grammars and vocabularies for school boys.  Between now and his death in 1535 de Worde turned out several hundred editions of these texts, in Latin, English or in the two languages together.

All of these events seem to fit neatly into a confident narrative of the birth of English education, and the triumph of English Humanism, with Colet and More in the vanguard, and Erasmus as the benign guiding presence.  But if we look a little more closely at English publishing in these years, then all is not as it seems.  It is certainly the case that the publication of school books made up a major part of the business of London's printers during these years.  But these included many books hardly touched by the new Humanist scholarship.  English printers still continued to feed the demand for editions of Alexander de Villa Dei, and the Donatus, both Mediaeval works savagely criticised by Humanist intellectuals.  The most popular books on the English market were by a couple of local English authors, John Stanbridge and Robert Whittinton.  Between them their numerous grammatical compilations went through over 200 editions in this period.  In contrast the writings of the leading Humanists found less resonance.  Many of Colet's writings survive only in manuscript.  The influential Latin grammar of the first Headmaster of St Paul's, William Lily, was not printed in London until 1533.

And what of Erasmus'  Well, despite being a long term resident of England at this time, Erasmus provided remarkably little copy for the London publishers.  These were the years when Erasmus was becoming a European celebrity of the first rank, lauded by scholars and courted by Kings.  He, in return, was always generous in his praise of England and English scholarship.  But he was always careful that when he had something new for the market, he would make the journey back across the Channel to have it put to the press in Paris or Louvain.  Between 1500 and 1520 at least 520 editions of Erasmus's different works were published on presses around Europe.  Only five of these were published in England, where Erasmus had been living for much of this time.

The publishing history of the Moriae Encomium is in this respect particularly instructive.  Erasmus wrote the book while resting at the house of Thomas More in Chelsea after his exhausting journey from Italy.  His light but penetrating disquisition on the state of Christian society was a gracious tribute to More and to the English intellectual community that had made him so welcome since his first visit in 1499.  But Erasmus's fondness for his English friends did not extend to having his work printed in England.  When the text was revised and ready for publication in 1511 Erasmus journeyed back across the Channel to see it through the press: in this case to Paris.  The work was an immediate success, reprinted a total of eighteen times in five years in Paris, Strasbourg, Basle, Antwerp and Venice; but never in London.  None of the 42 Latin editions of the Moriae Encomium printed in Erasmus's lifetime were published in England.  The first edition of the text published in England was the English translation of Thomas Chaloner printed in 1549.  This was almost thirty years after the first translations into other vernacular languages, a French and a German translation, both published in 1520.

What lies behind this?  How do we explain the fact that the new Humanist educational agenda, so prominent in studies of the period, found so faint an echo in print'  To explain this were have to look deeper into the early history of the English book trade.  And we have to look beyond the borders of the small and rather self-contained London publishing world.

In some respects this is easier said than done.  Until very recently the book world of Continental Europe was far less well documented than the production of the English presses.  Thanks to the groundbreaking work of Pollard and Redgrave and subsequent generations of scholars we now had as complete a view of what was published in England in the 16th century as it is possible to create.  But although Pollard and Redgrave published their first edition of the English Short Title Catalogue as early as 1926, until very recently there has been no equivalent for the major continental centres of print: for Germany, Italy or the Low Countries.  Even now there is no full bibliography for France.

There are good reasons for this.  The English print world is, by European standards, very small.  Furthermore a high proportion of the total output can be located in a small number of libraries.  Between them the British Library and the Bodleian accounted for 80% of all the editions documented by Pollard and Redgrave.  For most European countries there is no equivalent.  Much larger bodies of material are spread between a far larger number of collections.  To create an Italian STC required a survey of over 2,000 libraries.  The print heritage of these countries also suffered far more grievously from the wars of the 20th century.  So it is only now, at the beginning of the 21st century, that it has been possible to envisage a complete survey of European print, bringing together, largely with the help of new electronic catalogues, the enormous dispersed output of the first great age of print.  This is work that is being done in St Andrews, and I want to present it to you here, before moving on to consider the implications for our subject today.

	
	Vernacular
	Scholarly
	Total

 

	France
	40,500
	35,000
	75,500

	Italy
	48,400
	39,600
	88,000

	Germany
	37,600
	56,400
	94,000

	Switzerland
	2,530
	8,470
	11,000

	The Low Countries
	17,896
	14,021
	31,971

	Subtotal
	146,926
	153,491
	300,417



	Percentage of Total
	81.99%
	92.48%
	87.03%



	England
	13,463
	1,664
	15,127

	Spain
	12,960
	5,040
	18,000

	Scandinavia
	873
	793
	1,666

	Eastern Europe
	4,980
	4,980
	9,960

	Subtotal
	32,276
	12,477
	44,753

 

	Percentage of Total
	18.01%
	7.52%
	12.97%

 

	Total
	179,202
	165,968
	345,170


 
TABLE ONE.  BOOKS PUBLISHED IN EUROPE BEFORE 1601

Through all of Europe in the 16th century there were published a total of around 350,000 documented editions.  The vast proportion of this output was concentrated in the three largest production zones, Germany, France and Italy, and two intermediary markets, the Netherlands and the Swiss Confederation.  Together, this central market place accounted for 87% of the total output of European print (calculated in terms of the number of editions).  Table one shows the breakdown of this publishing activity, by country or region. 

It should be said that this represents the best state of knowledge at the time of writing: further work will no doubt refine the totals, and may bring significant change to the individual columns.  But the broad outlines seem fairly clear.  Outside this central zone printing activity was far more restricted.  The dominant position of the central zone is even more striking when we consider only books published in the scholarly languages (Greek, but especially Latin).  Here the central markets were responsible for a full 92% of total output.   England has the smallest proportional output of Latin books of any of the European print zones: smaller even than Scandinavia and Eastern Europe.

The relatively underdeveloped state of the London publishing industry emerges even more starkly if we compare London's output with other major European cities.  For this comparison I have chosen the year 1508: the last complete year's output at the point Colet and More might have been browsing the book stalls of St Paul's Churchyard after their admission to the Mercers' Company.

 

	London
	  42

	Paris
	200

	Venice
	152

	Cologne
	  75

	Leipzig
	  73


 
TABLE TWO.  PUBLISHED OUTPUT OF MAJOR EUROPEAN CITIES IN 1508 (NUMBER OF EDITIONS)

It might seem that, although dwarfed by Venice and Paris, London?s output held up quite well when compared with Cologne and Venice.  But this was because production in Germany was dispersed between a large number of considerable centres of production.  In England, London stood alone.

	Germany
	390

	Italy
	291

	France
	290

	England
	  42


 
TABLE THREE.  PUBLISHED OUTPUT OF DIFFERENT PARTS OF THE EUROPEAN PRINT WORLD IN 1508 (NUMBER OF EDITIONS)

An initial search of the online ESTC gives a rather high figure for 1508: 64 editions.  This is misleading, however.  This year happens to coincide with the brief activity of the Chapman/ Millar press in Edinburgh.  It also includes seven editions published in France for the English market.

	ESTC
	64

	Edinburgh
	11

	Paris/ Rouen
	  7

	London
	42


 
 

TABLE FOUR.  SEARCH OF THE ONLINE ESTC FOR THE YEAR 1508.

This is itself revealing.  It was a measure of the degree to which the English market had been penetrated by larger continental printing houses that books of this sort should have been published abroad and then shipped across to England, rather than being undertaken in London.  The books published in Paris and Rouen in 1508 were typical of this import trade: missals and breviaries, books that required an expert hand and sometimes specialist skills: for instance two colour printing (which required a complex process of double impression) or the use of musical type.

What did that leave for the local London firms?  Not a great deal.  Of Richard Pynson's 17 works 8 were broadsheets: lucrative work, but commissions that would have occupied his press for no more than a day.  The total output of this year could be managed by two printers, each running a single press.  And even this would have been unlikely to have been operating continuously throughout the year.

Contemplating this bald, and rather lowering analysis, the switch in Wynkyn de Worde's production, away from the books that had made Caxton's reputation towards grammars and school books, appears in a rather different light. It appears not so much as a bold embrace of the Humanist agenda but as a conservative, defensive strategy.  Wynken was opting for short books with a reliable market, low production costs, and easy sales.

The books that de Worde had published with Caxton were of a different character, vernacular chivalric romances for a largely courtly audience.  These were large, lavish books, often illustrated, and expensive to produce.  By the first decade of the 16th century this market was no longer attractive for de Worde.  Firstly, it may have been sated.  Caxton's editions were carefully preserved, and many noble and bourgeois households already had the texts they desired.  But this market was also, after Caxton's death, raided by continental publishers.  It says a great deal for the confidence of these publishers, and their perception of the weakness of the English market, that printers in Paris and Antwerp should have published for sale in England English-language versions of the romances first published by Caxton.

When we consider that the large proportion of Missals and Books of Hours for the English market were also printed abroad, then the market opportunities for indigenous London publishers were deeply undermined.  The result was a pervasive and engrained conservatism that would prove enduring in the English book trade.  Even in the later 16th century London publishers tended to stick with safe categories of literature: sermons, catechisms and so on, a market that sustained a limited number of publishing houses in a good living.  And that is what they wanted.

 

The final question for us today is this: how did the limitations of this small constrained local publishing industry impact on the reading experienced of English scholars and book owners'  In some respects not very much.  One of the reasons that the English publishing industry found it so difficult to grow was that the importation of books from the Continent operated so smoothly.  This was a trade that pre-dated the invention of printing, but grew exponentially in volume as the trade in printed books became established. Even in the last decade of the 15th century it has been estimated that London booksellers were importing up to 1,500 books a year from the Continent.  English readers were supplied books from all of Europe's major markets, France, Italy, Germany, the Low Countries and Switzerland.  The closest connections were inevitably with Paris, Rouen and the Low Countries, but books moved around the whole European market so efficiently that it was possible to envisage publishing liturgies in the Sarum rite - that is exclusively for England - as far away as Basel and Venice.

English readers could and did build up impressive collections of scholarly and technical books, made up almost exclusively of imported books: necessarily so, since English publishers played little part in supplying the European Latin market and virtually none in the production of serious scholarly literature.

So if English readers could obtain books, did it matter that they were not made in England?  Indirectly it did, and for two reasons.  Firstly, because English printers could not command a section of the Latin market, then English publishing firms were destined to remain small in number and limited in the projects they could undertake.  Without a portion of the Latin trade they could not make the profit necessary to re-invest in other projects: translations of major scientific texts, for instance.  The telling contrast here is with the Netherlands, another part of Europe were the vernacular reading community (in Dutch) was small.  But publishers in the Low Countries developed a thriving export trade: they boasted some of the best financed printing firms in Europe.  They were able therefore to play a large part in the international market in serious books.

The size and conservatism of the English publishing industry helps explain why English was often the last major European language into which major contemporary works of literature were translated.  Plutarch, Boccaccio, Amadis de Gaule, Ariosto and Machiavelli all made their way into English very late in the day.

The other major consequence was that serious English scholars recognised that if they wanted their works to have an impact, they would have to be published abroad.  Here they took their cure from the honorary Englishman, Erasmus.  Thomas More completed Utopia in 1561.  But like his friend Erasmus, he sought out a European publisher to bring it to a wide audience.  It was published for the first time (in Latin) at Louvain, and other Continental editions followed before it was published for the first time in England - the English translation of 1551.

	Thomas More
	  49

	John Fisher
	  63

	William Lily
	  73

	Thomas Linacre
	154


 
TABLE FIVE.  CONTEMPORARY BRITISH AUTHORS PUBLISHED ABROAD DURING THE 16TH CENTURY (NUMBER OF EDITIONS)

As we see from this data, many of these English authors were able, following this publication strategy, to develop a serious European reputation. .But even here we must not get carried away.  These representatives of the new learning reached a wide European audience, but so did a number of British authors whose works do not fit so easily into the Humanist agenda.

	Bartholomeus Anglicanus
	  46

	John de Mandeville
	  69

	Duns Scotus
	  91

	Bede
	135


 
TABLE FIVE.  NON-CONTEMPORARY BRITISH AUTHORS PUBLISHED ABROAD DURING THE 16TH CENTURY (NUMBER OF EDITIONS)

The application of statistical analysis to intellectual history has long been out of fashion.  I hope this preview of the USTC may have persuaded you that it does have some value.  Certainly this presentation brings home the limitations of national bibliography.  If we look only at the figures of domestic production available from the English Short Title Catalogue then we get a very misleading impression.  England was always a part, usually a small and rather peripheral part, of the European book world.  To understand this we have to recognise the importance of Britain in Europe. 16th century scholars raised their eyes above the English Channel, and so should we.

16th century Humanists do not come unscathed from this investigation. The genius of Humanism, as Tony Grafton and Lisa Jardine have reminded us, has been to persuade us that what was to them an educational agenda is in fact a statement of historical reality.  We can now see that the texts they admired, praised and sometimes wrote were not always the ones people bought.  This was a pragmatic world of profit and loss, where almanacs and broadsheet ballads often generated more profit than educational theory.  Printers like Wynkyn de Worde understood that very clearly.  To understand the thought world of the 16th century we have to appreciate it as well.

This brings me finally to the issue of translation.  The knowledge that English readers were well, even copiously supplied with books from the Continent, should impact on our interpretation of 16th century movements of change rather than is presently the case.  It has become not uncommon in studies of English Humanism and the English Reformation to cite Erasmus in the English translations that began to be published in some quantities in the 1530s.  Though it is undoubtedly significant that publishers were keen to bring Erasmus to an English-speaking audience, English opinion formers would not have needed to wait for these vernacular editions: they would have read him in Latin.

The market for vernacular books existed within a trans-national Latin trade that was larger, long-established, and enduring.  In the sixteenth century as a whole, there were as many books published in Latin as in all other languages combined.  Latin was the language of school and university. 

The 16th century book world only makes sense if we see it as a trans-national, integrated market.  It is that which the St Andrews database, which it comes on line in 2011, will finally make possible.
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