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If, then, dead books may be committed to the flames, how much more live books, that is to say, men?

Matthieu Ory,

Inquisitor of Heretical Pravity

for the Realm of France,
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SHORTLY AFTER NOON on a cold and rainy late October day in 1553, a procession began at the town hall of Geneva, in western Switzerland, on the border with France. At its head were the local dignitaries—magistrates in their robes and hats, members of the town council, clergymen in their gowns, and the lieutenant-criminel, the chief of police. Immediately behind them rode a wave of officers on horseback and a guard of mounted archers. Next came the citizens of the city, first the well-to-do burghers, then the tradespeople and artisans, and, finally, a mob of the city’s lower classes. Their destination was a hillside at Champel, about a mile outside the city’s walls.

In the midst of these fair-skinned Swiss, one man stood out, a prisoner. He was in his forties, dark, almost Moorish, dirty and weak, with a long, unkempt beard and ragged clothing. He was surrounded by a crowd of pastors exhorting him to confess his sins. An aging churchman walked next to him, whispering in his ear. The prisoner prayed silently in reply.

The prisoner’s shabby appearance belied his status as one of Europe’s leading physicians and preeminent thinkers. His name was Michael Servetus, and his crime was publishing a book that redefined Christianity in a more tolerant and inclusive way. Although this book contained, almost as an afterthought, a great scientific discovery—one which a century later would propel medicine into the modern age—on that October afternoon in 1553, no one in Geneva knew or cared.

Michael Servetus had risked life and position to publish this book. After running afoul of the Inquisition with an earlier version twenty years before, he had gone underground and, like Jean Valjean in Les Misérables, had risen again under an assumed identity to become a respected citizen of France. Noblemen traveled great distances to consult with “Dr. Villeneuve.” But Michael Servetus was unwilling to live out his life without being true to his beliefs and his principles, so he wrote his book and had it printed and distributed.

Shortly after its publication, he had been arrested by the inquisitors of France and sentenced to death. On the eve of his execution, he had managed a daring escape and had eluded capture for months. He was on his way to Italy, where he would be safe, but chose instead to stop in Geneva. There, his dark skin betrayed him. He was recognized while praying in church and arrested.

Before his supporters could rally to his defense, Michael Servetus was thrown into a dark, airless, vermin-infested cell, where he was kept for seventy-five days, denied a change of clothes, bedding, and often food and water. His access to the outside world was limited to forced participation in a gaudy show trial, where he was to go head to head with his accuser, perhaps the greatest mind of the Reformation. He defended himself brilliantly, but the quality of his arguments never mattered. Servetus’s fate had been sealed from the moment he was recognized. He was found guilty of the charges brought by a council and prosecutor hand picked by his archrival and sworn enemy, Jean Chauvin, an obscure failed humanist who had reinvented himself as the reformer John Calvin and risen to be virtual dictator of the great city.

On October 26, 1553, Michael Servetus was condemned “to be led to Champel and burned there alive on the next day together with his books.”

Torture and cruelty were no strangers to sixteenth-century justice. There was a strict hierarchy of punishment, from relatively painless to gruesomely agonizing, depending on the severity of the crime. Slanderers had their tongues cut out, thieves were impaled. The penalty for murder—beheading—was considered relatively charitable.

But of all the punishments, the very worst was to be burned alive, and so this horror was reserved for the most terrible crime there was—heresy. Heretics were especially loathed because they put not only their own souls in mortal jeopardy, but also those of the otherwise innocent people infected by their teachings.

Hollywood has often used burnings as a special effect. The victim is led to a stake atop an immense pile of wood and trussed with ropes. Torches are brought; the pile of wood is set ablaze and huge flames immediately leap up, surrounding the body. The victim screams as the bonfire erupts and the flames leap higher and higher, burning furiously. The camera pans upward as the smoke rises into the sky, and it is understood that all is over, that the victim is past suffering.

Only Hollywood has gotten it wrong. It was never over quickly. The whole point of burning at the stake was to subject the condemned to prolonged, horrible, unendurable pain. That was the type of pain that awaited Michael Servetus—and he knew it.

When Servetus was led to the hill at Champel, the stake and pyre were made of fresh wood, green wood, newly cut branches with the leaves still attached. They sat him on a log and chained him to a post. His neck was bound with thick rope. On his head they put a crown made of straw, doused in sulphur. Chained to his side was what was thought to be the last available copy of his book, the rest having all been zealously hunted down and destroyed. The ideas were to be burnt along with the man. There was no escape.

The fire was lit. Green wood does not burn easily, does not roar up. It smokes and sputters, burning unevenly and slowly. And so Michael Servetus’s life was not extinguished quickly in a blazing wall of fire. Rather, he was slowly roasted, agonizingly conscious the entire time, the fire creeping upward inch by inch. The flames licked at him, the sulphur dripped into his eyes, not for minutes but for a full half hour. “Poor me, who cannot finish my life in this fire,” the spectators heard him moan. At last, he screamed a final prayer to God, and then his ashes commingled with those of his book.
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WHAT IS A BOOK? Paper, cardboard, vellum, calfskin, glue, ink? The embodiment of our ideas, the corporeal representation of our souls?

This is the story of one book—Michael Servetus’s book—an old book, a rare book, a book that contained the mystery of a great scientific discovery. But unlike other old, rare books, this book was attacked almost from the moment of its publication, viciously and systematically, with the goal of total eradication, by forces of overwhelming power.

And yet, somehow, with no commensurate organized defense operating on its behalf, three copies survived. [image: ][image: ]
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[image: ][image: ] MICHAEL SERVETUS WAS born Miguel Serveto Conesa alias Revés on Saint Michael’s Day, September 29, 1511, in the small town of Villanueva de Sijena, in the province of Huesca. Huesca is in Aragon, at the northeast corner of Spain, just east of Navarre and about fifty miles south of the border with France. The house in which he was born still stands.

The Servetos were gentry of long standing. There is evidence of their having been given their title, infanzones, or nobles of the second category, as early as 1327. Miguel was the oldest of three sons. His father, Anthon, was a notary; his mother, Catalina Conesa, was also born of noble blood. The second son, Pedro, became a notary like his father; the youngest, Juan, stayed home and became a priest and was appointed rector of a nearby church.

The early sixteenth century was the crossroads where the medieval world, the Renaissance, the Inquisition, the New World, and the modern world all met. Although to most Americans the preeminent figure of the period was England’s King Henry VIII, for most of his reign, Henry, despite the six wives, court intrigues, and general theatrics, was an afterthought in European politics. It was Charles V, the last of the Holy Roman Emperors, who dominated the stage. The Holy Roman Empire was the superpower of its time, stretching from Spain to the Balkans, from the Mediterranean to the Baltic.

Charles was a Hapsburg, born into one of the great ruling dynasties of Europe in 1500. His father was Philip the Fair, king of Castile, son of the emperor Maximilian, and his mother was Juana the Mad, daughter of Ferdinand and Isabella. Juana, unattractive and highly unstable, had fallen madly in love with a husband who couldn’t stand her. When Philip took up with someone else, Juana retaliated by hacking off his mistress’s hair at a public function. Philip got his revenge by locking up Juana in a tower in Spain, where she stayed for the next fifty years.

Then everyone died—Isabella in 1504, Philip two years later, Ferdinand in 1516, and Maximilian three years after that. Charles inherited everything. Before he had turned twenty, he ruled virtually all of Western Europe except England, France, and Portugal. Charles was smart, ambitious, fearless, and intensely Catholic.

Of the three remaining holdouts, France, under Francis I, was by far the most powerful. Six years older than Charles, Francis soon became his nemesis. The French monarch had been raised by a doting mother and sister (the bohemian Marguerite of Navarre) and was taught to be brave, romantic, and chivalrous. He was after Charles from the beginning. When he was twelve, he stole Charles’s seven-year-old fiancée out from under his nose, an act that did nothing to improve relations with the future emperor.

Francis understood perfectly that Charles would have liked nothing better than to add France to his empire. But holding vast amounts of territory presents problems of its own, and Charles’s resources were always stretched far too thin to mount a full-scale invasion of powerful France. Francis helped maintain this tenuous balance of power by attacking Charles’s forces wherever he perceived them to be weak.

For years Charles and Francis tried alternately to outflank, outwit, or outfight each other. They used diplomacy, threats, love, and treachery. Each courted and threatened the pope. But while most of the world was consumed by the shifting alliances and machinations of these two Renaissance heavyweights, another force was at work, bubbling just under the surface. It was a force that was immense and inexorable, and it was made of paper.



[image: ]
[image: ]




ABOUT HALF A CENTURY before, in the mid-1450s, an inventor had just finished a twenty-year struggle to perfect a new device that he was sure would make him a great fortune. The inventor was a shadowy figure—there is no surviving record of his birth, and no accurate image of him exists. He grew up in Mainz, about twenty-five miles west of Frankfurt in the Rhine River Valley. He seems to have been born of good family, but after some unrecorded transgression as a young man, he was forced to move to Strasbourg, about 100 miles to the south.

He seems, from the sketchy accounts that remain, to have been a disagreeable person. He worked in total secrecy—not even his next-door neighbors knew what he was up to. He borrowed heavily, putting off one creditor after another with vague promises of a vast return on investment. In fact, much of what we know about him has been gleaned from surviving court records of the many times he was sued by his partners, or unpaid bills from tax assessors or people to whom he owed money. Toward the end of this twenty-year quest, he seems to have become increasingly desperate, obsessed that someone would steal his idea or that others engaged in similar experiments would perfect the device before he did.

The inventor was Johann Gutenberg, and the invention was the process by which a book could be printed from movable type.

Although popular history often credits Gutenberg with single-handedly creating a new world of books and reading, he was merely responding to a demand that was already strong and growing fast. This was a venture much more entrepreneurial than scientific. When Gutenberg first began to tinker about with his printing apparatus in the 1430s, Europe was in the midst of a great post-plague commercial boom, with people becoming more mobile and worldlier than ever before. Literacy had been on the rise for decades, and new universities had begun to spring up in a number of major cities in Europe. Collecting books and establishing private libraries was now a popular pastime among the wealthy, and there were even glimmers of a thirst for reading material that was devoted to neither theology nor the better-known classics.
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Europe in 1520. France is virtually surrounded by territories of Charles V.







To meet this growing demand, publishers in the 1430s and 1440s had no alternative but to scramble about and try to produce as many books as possible using traditional methods. By far the most common of these was the use of scribes to create each copy of a book individually. More demand meant hiring more scribes—one publisher, Vespasiano da Bisticci, employed fifty at a time. But even this was not enough. New trainees were needed, but productive crafts like leather working, weaving, and metalsmithing paid much better than printing. Older scribes were having great difficulty inducing younger men to enter the profession.

Competition to draw from this limited labor pool grew intense, and the power of the scribes grew accordingly. In Paris, home of the most important university in Europe, there were so many of these Bob Cratchits hunched over their desks, copying one scholarly text after another, that they began to organize themselves into guilds.

The scribe system had other painfully obvious drawbacks. First and foremost, a book produced by a scribe was essentially a one-of-a-kind work of art. All calligraphers were hardly created equal, so the work of the more talented scribes was much more in demand, particularly among the aristocracy, than that of inferior artisans. In any case, a book copied by a scribe was a laborious effort, and necessarily limited by how many pages one man—no matter how adept—could produce in a day. Then there was the question of editing and correcting a product created without control or supervision. Error correction was tedious, requiring at a minimum the redrafting of an entire page. It clearly wouldn’t do to have lines drawn through the text with little arrows pointing from additions in the margins to the correct spot on a page. As pressure to produce a greater volume of books increased, errors became more and more common—just how common depended upon the diligence or greed of the publisher—and neither buyer nor seller could really be sure that what was in a book, no matter how beautifully rendered, was an accurate reproduction of any given author’s work.

Some publishers tried to get around the scribe problem by employing block printing. Block printing involved cutting away part of a wooden block’s surface, leaving any desired text or illustration in relief. Ink was applied to the raised portions of the block, which was then pressed against the material being printed. Block printing, which began in Asia, had been used on textiles since about the fifth or sixth century and was being used to print books in China by the ninth. The Mongols used the technique for creating paper money in the thirteenth century. Block printing appeared around the same time in Italy. By the fourteenth century, German printers were using block printing for the text of illuminated manuscripts.

While the advantage of block printing was the ability to produce multiple copies from a single master, there were plenty of shortcomings here too. Creating the master copy was every bit as laborious as employing scribes, if not more so. Carving a block for each page of a four-hundred-page manuscript could take a sufficient amount of work to render all but the most timeless texts out of date. It was an approach that was only justified for texts for which the projected printing runs were quite large. And although the carvers could certainly choose hardwoods, such as oak or maple, wood is still porous, susceptible to wear, and difficult to clean, thus making it unwieldy to produce a large number of copies from a single block. Then, of course, there was the storage problem—what did you do with the blocks after you were done with them? Firewood was often the option of choice.

The inadequacies of both scribes and wood blocks in dealing with the burgeoning demand for printed material were as obvious to fifteenth-century entrepreneurs as the burgeoning demand for motor cars was to Henry Ford. Whoever came up with a better, more efficient, more cost-effective method of producing books was going to make lots and lots of money.

With the stakes this high, Gutenberg was not the only person drawn into the enterprise. All over Europe, inventors raced to come up with an idea that would work. In fact, to this day there are some who insist that there were crude versions of printing from movable type before Gutenberg’s momentous achievement in 1455. Other scholars believe that some of these earlier versions were actually Gutenberg’s own less sophisticated prototypes.

Since Gutenberg chose to be so secretive, there is no real record of his thought process or of the interim successes and failures he experienced in his two decades of work. It seems, however, that his first step was to create the type itself. This isn’t surprising, since Gutenberg was familiar with goldsmithing, and metalsmiths had for some time used punches to deboss their work with an identifying mark. It obviously didn’t take long for Gutenberg to realize that these punches could be made as easily in the shape of letters as anything else. Since 1440 is now generally accepted as the year in which he perfected typography, fifteen of the twenty years must have been devoted to figuring out how to make the type uniform. There was also the problem of utilizing the type in a practical and efficient manner.

Whatever the chronology, by 1450 Gutenberg was out of money again. He moved from Strasbourg back to Mainz, where he persuaded a local lawyer/financier named Johann Fust to become the latest in his string of partners. Fust advanced 800 guilders, a hefty sum, to allow Gutenberg to set up shop and buy tools and equipment, all of which were pledged to Fust as security for the loan, as was any product that Gutenberg might develop. Fust further agreed to loan Gutenberg 300 guilders a year for operating expenses. Instead, it seems, Fust loaned Gutenberg an additional 800 guilders in 1452. Whether or not Fust knew of Gutenberg’s past associations before he put forth such a sum (which has been estimated at over one million dollars in today’s currency) is unclear, but in any event, Fust turned out to be quite able to look after his own interests.

By 1453, Gutenberg had entirely reinvented the process of making books. There was not a single element of the printing process that he had not improved. He not only created the design of the type, he invented the mold used to make the actual letters, an ingenious sliding-walled box that would ensure that each letter was the exact same height as the rest, while accommodating the varying widths of different letters. He developed a linseed oil—based lampblack ink that would adhere to the typeface, transfer to the paper without smearing, and then dry uniform and black. He invented a jig to hold a page of letters, and then developed a press, modeled after a winepress, to hold the paper against the type and create a clean, sharp image. Gutenberg’s method of printing was so ingenious, so elegant, that it remained largely undisturbed as the prevailing technology for more than four centuries.

All that was left was to pick a book on which to try the process. Since this was a commercial venture—posterity entered into his thinking very little, if at all—Gutenberg, not a particularly religious fellow himself, selected the Bible for his maiden effort because he thought it would be the easiest book to sell.

Gutenberg began producing printed pages sometime after 1452 and, after extensive tinkering and fine-tuning, was ready in early 1455 to show his work to the world. He took some unbound gatherings (groups of pages not yet bound into book form) to the Frankfurt Book Fair. The response was one of amazement.

Then, in November 1455, when the printing of all 1,286 pages of the new Bible had been completed and the commercial success of the venture assured, Fust sued for unpaid loans and compounded interest. Since Gutenberg had not had the time to actually sell any of his Bibles and realize any revenues, Fust won, foreclosed on the loans, and took over the entire operation, which he then put under the direction of his son-in-law, Peter Schoeffer, who, as it happened, was by trade a printer and whose most recent job had been working as Gutenberg’s foreman.

When the completed Gutenberg Bible actually made its first appearance on the world stage, it was Johann Fust, not Johann Gutenberg, who introduced it. It sold out instantly and was immediately back-ordered. Not only did Fust and Schoeffer reap the profits of Gutenberg’s invention, they did everything they could to perpetuate the notion that they had developed the process as well. In fairness, they did make some improvements. Schoeffer, for example, is generally credited with having invented the title page.

So successful were Fust and Schoeffer in convincing the world that the printing press was their own invention that in 1515, Fust’s grandson, Johann Schoeffer, then head of the family printing business, had the following inserted in the colophon of one of their books (a colophon is an inscription on the last page stating facts relating to the publishing and printing of the work):


Johann Fust, citizen of Mainz, foremost author of the said art, who in due course by his own genius began to think out and investigate the art of printing in the year of the Lord 1450…and in the year 1452 perfected and by the favor of divine grace brought it to the work of printing, by the help, however, and with many necessary inventions of Peter Schoeffer of Gernsheim, his workman and adoptive son, to whom also he gave his daughter Christina Fust in marriage as a worthy reward of his labor and many inventions. And these two, Johann Fust and Peter Schoeffer, kept this art secret, all their workmen and servants being bound by oath not in any way to reveal it; but at last, from the year of the Lord 1462, through these same servants being spread into divers parts of the world, it received no small increase.



Gutenberg lived the rest of his life in obscurity. He continued to borrow money where he could and experiment to improve his art. In 1460, he produced a beautiful edition of the Catholicon, an encyclopedic dictionary by Johannus Balbus de Janua. Although this new book contained about the same amount of text as the Bible, Gutenberg had improved his type, and, at 746 pages, it was about a third smaller. The Catholicon was to be Gutenberg’s last known work.

There is no firm record of when and where he died although it must have been around 1468. That is when a Mainz physician named Konrad Humery filed a legal action claiming that all of the late Johann Gutenberg’s possessions, mostly printing materials, belonged to him as a result of unpaid debts.

Fust and Schoeffer reprinted the Catholicon in 1469.
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WITHIN MONTHS OF THE first printed Bible’s appearance, printers were setting up shop all over Germany. Soon afterward, printing spread to Italy, France, Switzerland, the Netherlands, Spain, and England. Although, like Gutenberg’s Bible, books were still laid out to approximate manuscripts as closely as possible (even Gutenberg had employed scribes to add lead letters and decorative borders to his pages once the ink had dried), improvements were made, mostly to make the operation more cost-effective. Paper was the most expensive element in the process, so typeface was made smaller to squeeze more words on a line and more lines on a page. New fonts, such as Nicolas Jenson’s roman, were developed to replace Gutenberg’s gothic, allowing for greater reduction still. Roman was also a crisper font and made reading easier on the eye.

Demand burgeoned and printed books became the new craze, particularly among the merchant class, which was growing in numbers, wealth, and influence as people in Europe moved about more freely and markets expanded to a continentwide scale. For this group, nouveau riche and desperate to be accepted, printed books were an announcement of arrival. For aristocrats with libraries, on the other hand—the old money—printed books were considered cheap and tawdry imitations compared to the beauty and stateliness of genuine handwritten manuscripts. Many an aristocratic bibliophile would no sooner have placed a printed book on his shelf next to a handcrafted manuscript than a modern collector would place a mass market paperback next to a Charles Dickens first edition.

Many of the first printed books were Bibles or other religious texts, such as missals, books of hours, or manuals for confessors. These were easy to sell—every church needed a Bible, for example. Although literacy in the second half of the fifteenth century was still largely confined to ecclesiastics, academics, and the monied elite, businessmen, along with bankers, lawyers, and magistrates, also began to read and clamored for books to help in the conduct of their day-to-day affairs. Interest quickly spread beyond treatises on law and jurisprudence to a demand for scientific and general knowledge. There were books on botany, agronomy, animal husbandry, and architecture. A market even grew up around the desire for the occasional “light read”—a tale of chivalry, perhaps. With the rise of secular reading, university towns had trouble attracting printers to service them. The quick guilder was to be made near the courts and business centers.

Tens of thousands of books were printed toward the end of the fifteenth century, and by 1500 more than three hundred presses had been set up across Europe. Still, books had largely remained the province of the wealthy, only trickling down to a now-thirsting populace. Guildsmen, the nascent urban middle class, and even wealthier members of the peasantry also wanted to avail themselves of the new knowledge but lacked the opportunity to do so. That was all to change in the very next year, because of one man, when the trickle became a flood.
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IN 1453, THE OTTOMAN TURKS overran the decaying Byzantine Empire and took Constantinople. The Ottomans were Muslims, originally followers of a Turkish warlord named Osman who, in the early 1300s, united the Turkish tribes around Nicaea, now Iznik in western Turkey. Descendants of Osman ruled in unbroken succession until 1922, presiding over what was to become one of the world’s great empires. The boundaries of the Ottoman Empire shifted constantly, at one point stretching deep into central Asia, through the Balkans into Serbia, and across the Mediterranean.

The Byzantines, the last remnants of the Roman Empire, had long been champions of Greek culture, and Constantinople, their capital, was a hub of Greek scholarship. Some of those scholars were already in Italy when Constantinople fell, trying to cajole support for the defense of the empire, while others, leery about subjecting themselves to the hospitality of the onrushing Turks, took to boats and fled west. Many members of both groups, some with their entire personal libraries intact, settled in the thriving port of Venice, on the Adriatic Sea in northern Italy. One of these émigrés, Johannus Bessarion, the bishop of Nicaea, brought over more than five hundred Greek manuscripts, all of which he donated to his adopted city, an act for which, among other things, Pope Pius II demonstrated his gratitude by making Bessarion a cardinal. The Biblioteca Marciana, where his library ended up, suddenly held the largest collection of Greek manuscripts in Europe, and Venice was transformed into the center of classical learning. In 1469, printing arrived, and soon more books were being produced in the city than anywhere else on the continent.
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THE GROWTH OF LITERACY and the interest in books and in the Greek classics were a direct result of a major intellectual and literary movement called humanism.

For centuries, scholarship and learning had been dominated by a Church-controlled educational system called scholasticism (from the Latin schola, or school). In scholastic doctrine, all knowledge was divided into four strictly delineated areas—theology, philosophy, jurisprudence, and medicine—with an equally specific list of approved scholars or Latin versions of books as the unquestioned authorities for each. Every major university established in the Middle Ages was divided into faculties along scholastic lines.

In any of these faculties, a student would first undertake the lectio, a long, painstakingly detailed, closely supervised reading of one of the approved works, such as Euclid’s geometry, or the writings of Saint Augustine or Thomas Aquinas. He would then engage in the disputatio, a debate using strict Aristotelian logic to examine some issue arising from the text. It was not permissible to question the overall veracity of the source—that was heresy—only the meaning of a particular passage or phrase. The disputatio itself was carefully monitored to ensure that no proscribed interpretations crept into the discussions.

Courses of study lasted for five, ten, even fifteen years. While the limitation on sources promoted exhaustive, even microscopic familiarity with those materials that were made available, after a while it was inevitable that all this intellectual inbreeding would result in disputatios that descended to minutiae. In the universities of the Middle Ages, it was not uncommon for students to spend weeks, even months, on such esoteric topics as whether or not God could reverse time or whether, as Alister McGrath noted in In the Beginning, “Christ could have become incarnate as a donkey, or perhaps a cucumber, rather than a man.”

Church fathers were all too aware that it was far more important to set the boundaries within which debate might occur than to decide where within those boundaries to actually undertake it. As scholasticism matured, those boundaries were tightened so as to serve only to support the authority of the Church itself. Their raison d’être became the alignment of Christianity as defined in the Bible—more specifically the Vulgate, the officially recognized Latin translation completed in the fourth century by Saint Jerome—with the often shifting interpretations of Rome. In other words, canon law as set down by the pope and other Church leaders was irrefutable, even more irrefutable, for example, than the word of a king.

Humanism began at the same place as scholasticism—the teachings of the ancients—then spun off in a completely different direction. Unlike the cold, inward analysis of the scholastics, humanists looked outward to the realm of human experience and values. Minute examination of translated phrases as the sole tool of learning, humanists argued, distorted understanding of the nature of man and his place in God’s universe. After all, Aristotelian logic is not a particularly useful vehicle for understanding poetry. Humanists thus encouraged breadth of scholarship as well as the reading of materials in their original languages.

The discipline had been around since Dante and Petrarch in the thirteenth and fourteenth centuries, beginning as an approved offshoot of scholasticism, exploring ancient secular values that did not conflict with Church teachings. By the early fifteenth century, however, humanism had broken away. Classical Greek had largely supplanted Latin as the language of choice, and humanist scholars were reading Plato, Homer, playwrights like Euripides, and the narratives of Plutarch and Xenophon.

Humanism encouraged free inquiry every bit as much as scholasticism discouraged it, and soon humanist thought began to work its way into the educational system. The term studia humanitatis came to mean a well-defined curriculum that included grammar, rhetoric, history, poetry, and moral philosophy, all based on Greek and Latin authors and classical texts. After a while, this expansion of learning piqued the interest of the more sophisticated elements of society at large, and a demand sprung up not only for the classics but also for books and reading in general.

The humanists’ emphasis on the personal worth of the individual and the central importance of human values was eventually going to set itself in opposition to religious dogma. An uneasy truce developed between the Church and the humanist philosophers. Humanist scholars and writers were tolerated as long as they avoided direct challenges to either the Church’s authority or its interpretation of theologic or scientific principles. In other words, they could write poetry but not question the nature of God. But as the essence of humanism involved intellectual speculation, this truce became more and more difficult to maintain.
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IN THE MID-1480s, an obscure young humanist scholar and Grecophile from an undistinguished family named Aldus Manutius secured a pleasant assignment as private tutor to the sons of the Princess of Carpi, the sister of one his classmates in Rome. Carpi was in north-central Italy, about two hundred miles west of Venice. Although Carpi itself was not a center of anything, the princess, something of a patron, often invited some of Venice’s learned refugees to be her guests.

Aldus, for his part, found it difficult to properly instruct his charges in the classics. Many of the works of classical authors were not available at all, even in manuscript, and others only in uncertain translation. The visits to Carpi by all those walking textbooks gave him an idea. When he told the princess what he had in mind, she not only agreed, but even provided the seed money to get the venture off the ground.

In 1490, Aldus moved to Venice to establish a printing business. He set himself up in a large old house, in which he designated Greek as the official language, and converted the entire premises to a combination living quarters, editorial office, and factory.

Aldus was a genuine visionary, and nothing was going to come out of his press that did not fit that vision precisely. Developing a vision takes time and money, however, and Aldus was soon forced to supplement his initial stake from the princess by selling off an additional share of the business to a savvy venture capitalist named Andrea de Torresani. Torresani knew an exploding industry when he saw one. He had recently bought out Nicolas Jenson and his roman font, and Aldus’s scheme seemed a good way to further expand his influence in the market. (Later on, in 1505, taking a cue from Peter Schoeffer, Aldus expanded his influence with Torresani by marrying his daughter.)

Aldus held strongly to the humanist view that a book should be read in the language in which it was written—“without intermediaries,” as he put it—so he intended to publish his beloved Greeks in Greek. For his first work, therefore, he chose to publish a Greek lexicon, essentially a Greek—Latin dictionary and phrase book. He purchased fine linen and hemp paper from the Fabriano mills and mixed the ink on the premises. He was experimenting with Greek typefaces when he noticed that his chief compositor, a brilliant Cretan scholar named Marcus Musurus, had a beautiful, flowing handwriting. He copied Musurus’s characters and, in 1494, published his lexicon. He followed that quickly with Opusculum de Herone et Leandro (The Story of Hero and Leander), and then, in 1495, he published a Greek grammar. Later that year, Aldus also published the first volume of what was to be a four-volume set of the works of Aristotle. Everything he printed sold out, and suddenly Aldus’s notion of making the works of the ancients available to book buyers across Italy had leapt to the forefront of the printing stage.

For the remainder of the century, Aldus published classics, eventually adding Latin ones to those in Greek. For his Latin works, Aldus used the roman font developed by Jenson (now owned by his partner), adding some wrinkles of his own, such as small capitals. In all, he published thirty-eight titles. He expanded print runs from the usual 250 to 1,000 in order to better amortize his costs.

As the fifteenth century drew to a close, Aldus began to experiment, both with content and with style. As to the former, in December 1499 he published the Hypnerotomachia Poliphili (Dream of Polifilo) by a Dominican monk named Francesco Colonna. The story itself, of Polifilo’s pursuit of his lover, Polia, through a fantastic world of buildings and gardens, is an amalgam of fable, history, architecture, and mathematics written in an odd hybrid of Latin and Italian. The Hypnerotomachia is one of the most beautiful of the Aldine books, done in a graceful typographical arrangement with many finely drawn illustrations. These illustrations, filled with fountains and obelisks, are unsubtly erotic (one, of Priapus, Greek god of procreation, is overtly pornographic), and Colonna himself was a very un-Aldine type of author. He was expelled from his order more than once for misdeeds and in 1516, when he was in his eighties, was convicted of seducing a young girl.

The Hypnerotomachia was one of the few books printed by Aldus in which he did not identify himself as the printer. Over the years it was sometimes rumored to be mystical or satanic, filled with cryptic references and hidden meanings. (Perhaps demonstrating the relative value of the occult and the erotic, it was the one famous woodcut that was most sought after, and today, after numerous snippings, there are almost no original volumes left with the notorious Priapus illustration intact.)
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The Priapus woodcut from the Hypnerotomachia, arguably one of the most valuable book illustrations in history Credit 2
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The Dolphin and Anchor (festina lente) later adopted by Aldus as his printer’s mark Credit 3







It was in another of those illustrations—the artist remains unknown—that Aldus noticed a drawing of a dolphin encircling the post of an anchor. The design was actually an impresa, a form of pictorial puzzle popular in Italy at the time. The picture illustrates a motto, in this case, festina lente (“Make haste slowly”), a saying of Augustus Caesar recorded by Suetonius. The anchor was symbolic of slowness and the dolphin of speed. One year later, Aldus would adopt this design as the emblem for the Aldine Press, and today it remains as perhaps the most famous printer’s mark in all of publishing history.

But it was his experiments with style that were to complete Aldus’s vision and result in an innovation that made Aldus Manutius one of the seminal forces in intellectual history.

Books may have gotten thinner thanks to improved typography, but they were no smaller. Printers, including Aldus, turned out only bulky, unwieldy folios or quartos, which were usually read on lecterns and therefore not terribly convenient as study aids.

Folio and quarto refer to the surface area of a page and thus the dimensions of a book. The terms indicate how many times a 32-by-21-inch sheet of printer’s paper was folded in order to create a gathering. A folio was folded once, creating two leaves, which translated into four printed pages, and a quarto twice, creating four leaves or eight printed pages. The greater the number of folds, obviously, the smaller the size of the book.

Aldus realized that the smaller and more efficient you made the vehicle, the more quickly and effectively you could transmit information. In 1500, he commissioned the Bolognese punch-cutter Francesco Griffo to create a new typeface for books printed in Latin. It was to be narrower than roman type and slanted to resemble the cursive style that had originated in the papal chancery and that humanists were then using to correspond with one another. All lowercase letters were to be the same height and combined with the small roman capitals that Aldus had employed in his previous Latin editions. The new design, graceful and pleasing to the eye, allowed more words to fit on a page without sacrificing any ease in reading. Then, rather than producing two folds, Aldus folded his sheet three times, producing a gathering of eight leaves—octavo—or sixteen text-rich 5-by-8-inch pages. When he was done, Aldus had produced a book half the size of anything that had gone before without making it appreciably thicker, a handy volume that could fit perfectly into a saddlebag.

The Aldine octavos, produced without illustrations, were a huge and immediate success. The moment the works of Virgil, the first edition to be printed in the new format, came off the presses in 1501, books became democratized—lightweight, personal, and portable, suitable for home, office, or travel. Aldus obtained an official monopoly over the production of this type of book from the Venetian senate, but both the octavo form and italic type were almost instantly pirated by printers across Italy, Germany, and France, including Griffo, who was miffed at being cut out of the action. Within just a year or two octavos became the standard, and texts printed in one corner of Europe were now regularly shipped to another.

As his fame increased, Aldus’s household expanded, to eventually include not only his family, but thirty-three translators, correctors, typesetters, and pressmen as well. He met once a day with the complete staff to discuss, in Greek (lapsing into any other language resulted in a fine), what to publish and who would do what on each project. It was as much think tank as printing house. Many of those attracted by the heady atmosphere were noted scholars in their own right, and clashes of temperament were inevitable.

In 1507, Aldus received a letter from the humanist scholar Desiderius Erasmus, in which Erasmus proposed that he come to Venice to supervise a new edition of his Latin translation of Euripides. Erasmus, later to gain the reputation as the greatest mind in Europe, was at the time only moderately well known. After the Euripides had been completed, Erasmus remained in the household, working on both other translations and on his own Adagia (Adages). Erasmus was unused to the feverish Aldine pace. Manuscript pages were grabbed up as soon as they were finished and rushed to be typeset with no chance for revision. “The labor was such that there was no time to scratch one’s ears,” he complained.

While Erasmus got along well with Aldus himself (“He is building up a library that has no other limits than the world itself,” he wrote later), this bonhomie did not extend to other members of the firm. In Opulentia Sordida (Stingy Wealth), he called Torresani the prince of cheapskates, a man of riches who nonetheless let his guests go hungry on sour wine and thin soup. The food issue got him in trouble with Musurus as well. At Aldus’s house, there was no breakfast, lunch was at one, and dinner, such as it was, not until ten. Erasmus eventually eschewed the common table and took his meals in his room. He wrote that during his stay at the Aldine Press he almost starved. Musurus replied that Erasmus drank enough for Geryon (a three-headed, triple-bodied monster slain by Hercules) but only did the work of half a man.

Still, the collaboration served both Erasmus and Aldus. The octavo Collectanea Adagiorium, essentially an annotated series of one-liners complete with genesis and commentary, was Erasmus’s first big bestseller. The original edition, published some years earlier in Paris, had about eight hundred of these pithy little sayings, culled from old Greek and Latin texts. By the time the Aldus household was through bombarding him with new material, there were over 3,200. (When Erasmus finally left Venice, Aldus offered him some complimentary author copies. “Not unless you give me a horse as well,” Erasmus replied, looking at the bulky volume.) Sixty different editions were to appear during Erasmus’s lifetime, translated into English, Italian, German, and Dutch. The Adagia, in many ways, has never been out of print. From Erasmus we get “To champ at the bit”; “Where there is smoke there is fire”; “A necessary evil”; “Know thyself”; “One foot in the grave”; “Many hands make light work”; and that old standby, “To leave no stone unturned.”
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FROM 1501 TO 1515, Aldus published forty-eight titles in octavo in Greek, Italian, and Latin. Among the works he chose to print were those of Petrarch, Horace, Ovid, Thucydides, and Plato, many for the first time. Aldine volumes remain some of the most simple and elegant in printing history. When he died in 1515, he lay in state in the church next to his house, and humanist scholars paid him homage by erecting stacks of Aldine octavos around the bier that held his body. According to his wish, Aldus Manutius was buried at Carpi.

Aldus changed the face of Western civilization even more profoundly than had Gutenberg. Aldine octavos were to the sixteenth century what personal computing was to the twentieth. Suddenly, more information was available to an individual reader than had previously been available to most institutions. Ordinary citizens were now linked across Europe. They read what they wanted, which meant that they could think what they wanted. Most of all, they had the power that came from the knowledge that there were others who thought like them.

Although Michael Servetus was born only ten years after the Aldine edition of Virgil was published, the world he entered was almost unrecognizable compared with that of his parents. The number of books in circulation in Europe had multiplied exponentially. Not only were the classics now translated and disseminated among a widespread multitude of new (usually young) readers, but it soon occurred to this new generation—as it has to another generation five hundred years later–that you could send information out just as easily as you could take it in. Books could be written as well as read—if you had something to say you could have your ideas disseminated just as widely as those of Aristotle. All you needed was an idea or a point of view to try and capture the attention of the world. And if what was in your book was radical, controversial, revolutionary, or even heretical, so be it. There was no longer any effective power to stop it. [image: ][image: ]
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[image: ][image: ] HUESCA, WHERE MIGUEL Serveto grew up, while technically a part of Spain, was heavily influenced both by France to the north and the independent kingdom of Navarre less than twenty miles to the west. Navarre was ruled by the Albrets, a noble French family that later in the century would spawn the great king Henri IV. In 1512, the ruthless and powerful Ferdinand, king of Aragon, Charles V’s grandfather, who had wanted Navarre for some time, convinced his son-in-law, Henry VIII (married to his daughter, Catherine of Aragon), to invade France by way of northern Spain. While their combined armies were passing through Navarre, Ferdinand conveniently used the English troops to help seize the kingdom for Spain. The part of Navarre south of the Pyrenees was annexed to Castile soon after. (Ferdinand eventually double-crossed Henry by making a secret, separate peace with the French king Louis XII. Henry promptly retaliated by making his own secret peace with Louis, throwing in the hand of his beautiful younger sister, Mary, in marriage.)

Even after the annexation, the culture of Navarre remained much more French than Spanish. This wasn’t surprising, as Spain was considered a country of inferiors. The Spanish were also seen as having something of a racial problem. There were more Jews and Muslims in Spain than almost anywhere else in Europe, and the Spanish Inquisition had compounded the problem by at first allowing them to remain in Spain if they converted to Christianity. Still, the converted Muslims and Jews, who believed in a single deity, found it particularly difficult to accept the doctrine of the Trinity.

This created a class of titular Catholics whom the rest of Europe derisively called Marranos—a word that in Spanish means hog, pig, or someone without principles—an epithet that soon slid over to cover Spaniards of any stripe. There was a sixteenth-century joke that made the rounds: “A Spaniard, after having confessed all his sins, returned to the confessor to say that he had forgotten one small sin (peccadiglio), namely, that he did not believe in God.” A celebrated Italian poet, Ludovico Ariosto, came up with the phrase peccadiglio di Spagna, which compared anyone who did not believe in Christ and the unity of the Father, the Son, and the Holy Spirit to a Spaniard. The Spanish, of course, later rectified their error of tolerance by the wholesale slaughter of any Jews or Muslims who had foolishly thought to remain in Spain, but it didn’t do any good. The slurs stuck.

Whereas Isaac Newton’s mother thought he was a simpleton because he could not seem to concentrate on farm chores and chose to lie around and read or stare into space all day, there was never any question in Huesca that Anthon Serveto’s eldest son was a prodigy. The nurturing of gifted children has not changed all that much in five hundred years. Then, like now, they tended to get the best teachers, were doted on by parents and other adults, resented by less talented siblings, looked on as being somewhat odd by their peers, and, in general, grew up to believe that they were better, smarter, and more worthy than anyone else.

Of all his exceptional talents, it was Miguel’s facility with languages that was initially most striking. By the time he was thirteen years old, in addition to his native language, he could read French, Greek, Latin, and, most significantly, Hebrew. In most of Christian Europe, Hebrew was a forbidden language. It was considered dangerous, mystical, and subversive. The Church was adamantly against it: knowledge of Hebrew meant that the Old Testament could be read in its original form without resorting to approved translations. The French would not openly teach Hebrew until 1531, when Francis I, in a particularly tolerant mood, and under pressure from French intellectuals, opened the Lecteurs Royaux in Paris for the study of classical languages and included Hebrew in the curriculum.

But the rules of Christendom tended to blur in rural Spain, whose society, despite the Inquisition, reflected countless centuries of Jewish and Muslim cultural influence. Miguel evidently studied under, or at least was acquainted with, someone of Semitic origin since Hebrew, when it was taught at all, was almost always taught in secret, and by a Jew. Because of Servetus’s views on the Trinity, his enemies would later hypothesize that he was himself a Jew, but there is nothing to indicate that this was so.

It is much more likely that Miguel, growing up in a time of political and religious upheaval, was bombarded by heterodoxy on all sides. He watched the Jews and Muslims resist Catholicism and the Navarrese resist Spain, both powerless minorities fighting a desperate battle for freedom. He learned to identify with the outcast long before he was to discover that he would be one himself.
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MEANWHILE, THE INFORMATION revolution of the sixteenth century surged ahead. Books continued to flood Europe. There were the classics, of course, and how-to books on subjects like agronomy and navigation. But most popular were the books by the new, young authors who commented on the pressing issues of the day, and no issue was more pressing than the scandalous state of the Church.

This was a rich topic with no shortage of material upon which to draw. Corruption in Rome had reached unprecedented, almost laughable levels. Everything had a price. The popes used their powers to grant dispensations, create ecclesiastic offices, levy tithes, and elevate favorites to continually replenish coffers drained by debauchery and excess. In the recent past, there was the single-minded, fiendish hedonism so casually and regularly practiced by Pope Alexander VI (r. 1493–1503) and his family, the Borgias. “The exceptional infamy that attaches to Alexander VI is largely due to the fact that he did not add hypocrisy to his other vices,” observed a bishop at the time.

Born Rodrigo Borgia, Pope Alexander bought the papacy by promising one of the other candidates a high position and all the
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