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For centuries, the residents of Haarlem

(and the Netherlands) believed their own

Laurens Janszoon Coster was the inventor

of printing. There is even a huge statue 

of him on the Grote Markt (town square)

in Haarlem. However, the story of Coster

appears to have been a romantic invention.

In reality, it was Johannes Gutenberg in

the German city of Mainz who invented

the printing of books with moveable 

type in around 1455, when he printed 

the world-famous Gutenberg Bible.

(Incidentally, a type of printing existed 

in distant China as early as the eighth

century.)

The predecessors of Gutenberg used a

printing method known as block printing,

in which one complete page was carved

into a block of wood and then printed.

However, carving each block took a great

deal of time and the blocks had to be 

discarded after the printing of only one

book. Gutenberg discovered how to set 

a text using loose lead letters. Once the

letters were made, you could set a new

page quickly, and after printing the same

letters could be reused. 

Books could now be produced much

more quickly than in the past. Whereas

copyists needed months to copy a single

book, now hundreds of copies could be

printed in the same amount of time.

Books were still expensive but were no

longer only available to the elite few. 

The printing press also resulted in an

explosion of printed material in all shapes

and forms: a great many religious works

were printed, but also simply-designed 

language and arithmetic books, travel

journals and tales of knights in shining

armour in prose form. 

The first printers in the northern

Netherlands were to be found in towns

like Delft and Gouda. No printed material

from the northern Low Countries has

been found dating from earlier than 1473,

and the first book in the Dutch language

only appeared in 1477, the Delft Bible. 

However, the cultural centre of gravity

of the Low Countries had long been in 
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the south. Antwerp developed into an

international trade metropolis in the first

half of the sixteenth century and boasted

a varied cultural life. The town was 

teeming with printers who were prepared

to print anything as long as it sold. 

One of these men was Christoffel Plantijn,

the founder of the most famous printer’s

in the Low Countries. His “Polyglot Bible”

of 1573 was a scientific edition of the

Bible in three languages: Hebrew, Aramaic

and Greek supplemented with Syrian 

and Latin translations and is regarded 

as one of the wonders of early printing.

After the fall of Antwerp (1585) many

printers moved their workshops to the

north. A century or so later, the Republic

grew into a true printers’ paradise where

books could be printed that had been

banned by governments or the church

elsewhere. In the seventeenth century,

more books were printed in the Republic

than in the rest of Europe together. This

phenomenon was referred to as the

“Dutch Miracle”.
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