
INTRODUCTION 

OUR great inventions, that spread through Europe at the 
beginning of the Renaissance, had a large share in creating 
the modern world. Paper and printing paved the way for 

the religious reformation and made possible popular education. 
Gunpowder levelled the feudal system and created citizen armies. 
The compass discovered America and made the world instead of 
Europe the theater of history. In all these inventions and others 
as well, China claims to have had a conspicuous part. The pur-
pose of the present work is to investigate the truth of this claim in 
the one domain of printing. 

The restlessness of the tribes of Central Asia during the early 
centuries of our era brought several hundred years of anarchy in 
China, corresponding to the Dark Ages in Europe; but as these 
barbarian migrations did not cause quite such a complete rooting 
up of classical civilization in the Far East as they did in the West, 
China quickly recovered and was earlier ready for those inven-
tions which came into Christendom with the beginning of the 
Renaissance. Marco Polo's record shows us a China whose new 
civilization already in the thirteenth century had come to full 
bloom and had advanced very much farther than that of contem-
porary Europe. 

When Europe was ready for the new life, she found in the 
Arabic Empire and Constantinople reservoirs ready at hand 
where the lore of her own classical world had been stored away, 
and to these reservoirs she turned with a real thirst. But with the 
classic lore there was a certain new element that also entered 
Europe from the East—an essentially modern spirit of invention 
and practical discovery. The mediators of the inventions that 
reached Europe at this time were the Arabs and the Empire of the 
Mongols. But the inventors were neither Arab nor Mongol. 
There seems to be good reason to believe that certain processes 
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that had been gradually evolved in China, when joined with the 
recovered civilization of Greece and Rome, had much to do with 
starting Europe forward on her course of progress, a course to 
which the classics alone could never have led. It is the glory of 
European genius, newly awakened from its thousand years of 
sleep, that it was able to seize these discoveries, dimly seen in the 
Far East, and in some cases but dimly understood in the land of 
their birth, and to make of them the basis for a civilization of 
which their discoverers could never have dreamed. 

Preëminent among these inventions of China, on account of 
their influence both in Eastern Asia and in Europe, stand paper 
and printing. The invention of paper has already received con-
siderable attention. The scientific study of the subject in the 
West was begun by Dr. Friedrich Hirth, who held for many years 
the chair of Chinese at Columbia University, and its popular pre-
sentation has been carried forward by Mr. H. G. Wells in his 
Outline of History. The facts concerning China's part in the in-
vention of printing, on the other hand, have been almost unknown 
to European scholarship, except in a few of their larger outlines. 
The Encyclopedia Britannica (Eleventh Edition), which in its 
article on typography devotes seventeen pages to the controversy 
as to whether Gutenberg or Coster invented movable type in 
Europe, tells all it knows of pre-European printing in less than 
half a column. And the catalog of the State Library in Berlin, in 
its two great folio volumes of titles on the history of printing, has 
just one title that refers to China—a magazine article that ap-
peared in Paris in 1847. 

No historical research however can lay claim to complete 
originality, and this study of Chinese printing may be considered 
a compendium of the researches of a multitude of scholars, schol-
ars of many centuries, Chinese, Japanese and Western, correlated 
with certain of the results of recent excavations in Turkestan and 
in Egypt. The biblography indicates the main sources, and indi-
cates also the debt of gratitude felt by the author to all these in-
vestigators, the results of whose labors have been freely borrowed. 
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On the other hand, the gathering together and correlating of this 
source material from different ages and different parts of the world 
has been largely a virgin field. It is this which has made the work 
at the same time difficult and inspiring. 

Apparently, the first mention in European literature of the 
Chinese invention of printing dates from the year 1550, when the 
Italian historian Jovius, from an examination of certain printed 
books brought from Canton by Portuguese travellers and pre-
sented by the King of Portugal to the Pope, came to the conclusion 
that European printing was derived from China.1 In the eigh-
teenth century Phil. Couplet in the British Encyclopedia, writing 
evidently on the authority of Roman Catholic missionaries, as-
signed the year 930 as the date of the Chinese invention. Gerard 
Meerman in his Origines Typographical in 1765 told of early 
Chinese printing, basing his statement on Arabic authority.' 

A further study of the subject from Chinese sources was made 
by Jules Klaproth ' in 1834 and by Stanislas * Julien in 1847. The 
results of Julien's work were published in a short article in the 
Journal Asiatique, which, in spite of inaccuracies, has formed the 
basis of practically all that has been written on the subject in the 
West up to the present. A letter from Thomas T . Meadows to 
Lord Elgin, published as part of a paper by Lord Robert Curzon 
in the Miscellanies of the Philobiblon Society of London in 1858,* 
contains what is probably the best account of the Chinese inven-
tion of block printing that has appeared in any European language 
even down to our own day, but unfortunately this letter has been 
hidden away in a little known publication and in an article the 
balance of which is of doubtful value, and it has apparently 
escaped the attention of later writers.4 Since 1858 little if any in-
dependent work devoted to printing in China has appeared in 
any European language until 1923, when Dr. Hermann Hülle ' 
of Berlin published in a fifteen-page booklet a clear summary of 
the history of Chinese typography and its development in Korea, 
based partly on Julien and Satow, partly on independent research 
in Chinese sources. The writer had the privilege of working for 
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some months under the expert direction of Dr. Hülle, who is in 

charge of the Chinese department in the State Library at Berlin, 

and who very kindly placed all his source material at the writer's 

disposal. 

Meanwhile an article on the history of early printing in Korea 

and Japan was published in 1882 in the Journal of the Asiatic 

Society of Japan by Sir Ernest Satow 1 and has remained to the 

present the main source of what is known in the West on that sub-

ject . 

Modern scholarship in Japan and China has produced at least 

three works 5 which gather up the main historical facts concerning 

the history of printing in their respective countries, the Japanese 

work, as is natural, dealing somewhat with Chinese sources and 

more fully with those of Korea, as well as with the Japanese de-

velopment of the invention. Unfortunately these books are avail-

able only in Japanese and Chinese respectively and have not been 

mentioned, so far as the writer is aware, in any European work. 

Al l are brief but are far more complete than the short sketches 

mentioned above that have appeared in European languages. 

These articles and books in five of the world's leading languages 

have been used freely in the preparation of the present work, both 

for the actual information contained and more especially for their 

references to earlier Chinese literature. 

Another important source has been the great Chinese encyclo-

pedias, especially the T'u-shu-chi-ch'eng,® published in 1726, and 

the Ko-chih-ching-yüan,3 published in 1735. These too have been 

valuable largely on account of their quotations from earlier works.6 

Unfortunately, while new improvements in the art of writing, 

such for instance as the invention of the hair pen and the inven-

tion of paper, have called forth a voluminous literature of anti-

quarian research by Chinese writers, printing has as a rule been 

taken for granted and sparsely mentioned. Calligraphy has been 

considered the work of artists, printing that of artisans. However, 

by supplementing such direct references as have been found with 

many indirect references, it is possible to gain a fairly clear pic-
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turc of the early history of the art, at least as clear a picture as 
we have of early European block printing, which grew up equally 
in th e dark. Needless to say, further research will probably find 
very much material in the great mine of Chinese literature that 
has not yet been unearthed. 

A further source, and that which gives us our most certain in-
formation, is archaeology. The desert air of Chinese Turkestan, 
like that of Egypt, has preserved intact the memorials of ancient 
civilization, and the researches of British, French, German, Rus-
sian and Japanese expeditions have made it possible to recon-
struct the history and daily life of these western outposts of China 
during the first thousand years or more of our era. One result of 
this research has been clear testimony to the accuracy of the 
Chinese records of the period. Another result bearing more 
directly on the subject in hand has been the discovery in different 
parts of Turkestan and its border lands of a large number of block 
prints and block books of varying date, which shed light both on 
the progress of the art of printing in China and on its westward 
course. Excavations in Egypt also have revealed the products of a 
hitherto unsuspected block printing activity continuing through 
the time of the Crusades, the significance of which must still be 
regarded as something of a mystery, but which may eventually 
lead the way toward the discovery of the connection between the 
block printing of the Far East and that of Europe. An examina-
tion of these archaeological discoveries, in books, in the museums 
where they are preserved and more especially in personal conver-
sation with the archaeologists themselves, has been the most in-
teresting part of the study on which the present work is based. 

Further source material on particular phases of the problem will 
be found in the bibliography, which, on account of the variety of 
material, has been arranged by chapters. 

As indicated above, it is not only to books that the writer is 
indebted. A far more personal debt must here be acknowledged. 
The keenest pleasure in the preparation of the work has been the 
counsel, guidance and criticism—and the friendship—of some of 
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the world's leading scholars in the realms of Chinese, Central 
Asiatic and Arabic history. In this work nationality has been for-
gotten. In Berlin and Vienna, as well as in Nanking, Paris and 
London, unfailing kindness and cooperation have been met. 

The expert guidance of Dr. Albert von Le Coq, given freely day 
after day in the study of the Turfan discoveries at Berlin, the 
inspiration given by Dr. Adolf Grohmann of Prague in the study 
of the block prints of Egypt at Vienna, the help afforded by Mr. 
Arthur Waley and Mr. Lionel Giles in the examination of the Tun-
huang finds at the British Museum, the well-nigh perfect library 
assistance afforded by Dr. Hermann Hülle of Berlin, and the pa-
tience of my colleagues at Columbia University, Professor Lucius 
C. Porter of the Chinese Department, Professor Α. V. Williams 
Jackson of the Indo-Iranian Department, Professor Richard J . H. 
Gottheil of the Semitic Department and Professor William L. 
Westermann of the Department of Ancient History, in reading the 
manuscript and making valuable suggestions, all place the writer 
under a debt of gratitude such as can never be repaid. 

But deepest of all is my obligation to Professor Paul Pelliot of 
the Collège de France. Not only has Professor Pelliot set a new 
standard of accuracy and acumen in Chinese research to which 
all investigators are indebted. Not only have his researches in 
literature and in archaeology furnished a mass of facts on which 
many of the conclusions of this book are based. The debt of the 
writer to Professor Pelliot goes further. For Professor Pelliot has 
patiently gone over the first draft of the manuscript chapter by 
chapter, has gradually introduced the writer to more clear-cut and 
accurate methods of Chinese research, has made on almost every 
page suggestions and corrections which the writer has sought to 
follow up and incorporate, and has given freely of his store of his-
torical understanding. 

In such a work as this, it is impossible to acknowledge one's debt 
to all who have freely rendered assistance, but to the following, 
who, in addition to those already mentioned, have given largely of 
their time and their expert knowledge, a word of gratitude must 
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be expressed: Dr. Vasseely Alexeiev, professor of Chinese Philol-
ogy, University of Leningrad (Petrograd); Mr. Laurence Binyon, 
curator of Oriental Art, British Museum; Professor Edward 
G. Browne, Department of Arabic, Pembroke College, University 
of Cambridge; M. Henri Cordier, Membre de l'Institut, professor 
of Chinese History in the Ecole des Langues Vivantes, Paris; Père 
Henri Doré, author of Superstitions en Chine; Dr. Erich Hä-
nisch, professor of Chinese, University of Berlin; Dr. Sven Hedin, 
head of the Swedish expeditions of exploration in Central Asia; 
Mr. John Hefter, librarian of Chinese books, Columbia Univer-
sity Library, New York; Dr. Friedrich Hirth, former Dean Lung 
professor of Chinese, Columbia University; Mr. T. S. Hsü, of the 
faculty of Chinese History, Peking University; Mr. Homer B. 
Hulbert, author of The History of Korea; Mr. Y. F. Hung, 
head librarian, National Southeastern University, Nanking; 
Rev. William C. Kerr, American Presbyterian Mission, Seoul, 
Korea; Dr. Sten Konow, professor of Sanskrit, University of 
Kristiania; Dr. Berthold Laufer, curator of anthropology, Field 
Museum of Natural History, Chicago; Mr. S. Y. Li, acting li-
brarian of the Chinese collection, Library of Congress, Washing-
ton; Dr. David S. Margoliouth, professor of Arabic, Oxford Uni-
versity; Dr. Bernhard Moritz, professor of Arabic, Seminar für 
Orientalische Sprachen, Berlin; Dr. F. W. Κ. Müller, director of 
the Chinese and Indian departments, Museum fur Völkerkunde, 
Berlin; Professor Rudolf M. Riefstahl, Department of Fine Arts, 
New York University; Dr. Clementz Scharschmidt, professor of 
Japanese, Seminar für Orientalische Sprachen, Berlin; Dr. Theo-
dor Seif, curator of Arabic papyri and papers in the Erzherzog 
Rainer Collection, Austrian National Library, Vienna; Dr. Adolf 
Stix, curator of European incunabula, Austrian National Library, 
Vienna; Dr. Walter T. Swingle, chairman of Library Committee, 
United States Department of Agriculture, Washington; Dr. Clark 
Wissler, curator of anthropology, American Museum of Natural 
History, New York. 

Grateful acknowledgement should also be made of the sources 
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from which illustrations have been received. These are in the main 
from original photographs taken in the museums where the objects 
are preserved. The writer is specially indebted to Mr. Waley and 
to Dr. von Le Coq for their courtesy and assistance in obtaining 
photographs from the British Museum and the Museum für 
Völkerkunde. Where illustrations are reproduced from other 
books, acknowledgment is made in abbreviated form beneath the 
illustration concerned, and the full title, with date and place of 
publication, will be found at the close of the bibliography. 

The romanization of Chinese words is that of Giles, which, in 
spite of serious drawbacks, seems to be the one most generally 
used among scholars. Exceptions are made of the names of prov-
inces and large cities like Peking, where the post office romani-
zation has been followed. The names of those dynasties that are 
easily confused in Giles' romanization are here spelled in the more 
easily recognized form, Ts'in, Tsin and Kin. 

The hope with which this book goes forth cannot be better 
expressed than in the words of the Chinese writer Tai T'ung, who 
wrote and had printed during the thirteenth century a book on the 
history of Chinese writing: 

Were I to await perfection, my book would never be finished, so I 
have made shift to collect the fruits of my labors as I find them. It was 
said by the Master, "In preparing the governmental notifications, P'i 
Shen first made the rough draft; Shih Shu examined and discussed its con-
tents; Tzü-yü, the manager of foreign intercourse, then made additions 
and subtractions; and finally Tzu-ch'an of Tung-li gave them the proper 
elegance and finish." Such a rough draft is the present work. For the 
examination and discussion of whatever truth it contains, it awaits the 
judgment of a master-mind, . . . one whose wise and lofty spirit will 
lead him, without looking down upon the author, to . . . correct and 
suppress where the text is in error, to add where it is defective, and to 
supply new facts where it is altogether silent. 7 
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