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Two Inventions of a New Era 
 
You will remember that towards the end of our last history Main Lesson, which was about 
Medieval Times, I told you about Joan of Arc and how she contributed to the Hundred 
Years’ War. She heard voices guiding her to help the people of France, which she did with 
great success, only to be burned at the stake as a heretic; a witch. Joan of Arc brought a new 
spirit to the French people and finally, after she died, the English were driven out from 
France.  
 
France was larger and wealthier than England. If England had conquered France it is likely 
the French would have made a kingdom that made the English more like the French. In a 
way the English can thank Joan of Arc that the French managed to force the English back out 
of France during the Hundred Years’ War. This helped the English become what they could 
be: a great sea-faring nation, heading out into the world to explore. France was a wealthy 
country and had no real reason to venture out to sea looking for their fortune. The English 
on the other hand did venture out on great sea voyages which went as far as North America, 
Australia and New Zealand. Out of necessity, the English had to find their way in the world 
without relying on the wealth of France. So, the angels who spoke to Joan of Arc were 
actually helping both France and England. 
 
In the later part of the Middle Ages a spirit of freedom was growing in Europe. We heard 
examples of this, such as those people who wrote the Magna Carta, forcing King John to sign 
it, and thus protecting the rights of the people. And we have just remembered how Joan of 
Arc fought against a foreign invader. You can see how this freedom was expressed in wars 
and battles, but it was also something that could be seen in the minds of the people – their 
attitudes were changing.  
 
In the Middle Ages a person would accept their place in life – as a part of the Feudal system 
– whether that be a peasant or a king. Before the Crusades, the people of Europe would not 
have thought of trying something new. It was expected that you would follow in your 
parent’s and your grand-parent’s footsteps, doing whatever they had done. A man was 
under the spell of his family and its traditions in the same way a serf was under the control 
of his lord. But all this changed with new ideas and inventions which were eagerly taken up, 
changing people’s lives completely. 
 
In Class 4 we made our own paper, and those of you who were there may remember me 
telling you how the Chinese had found a way to make paper before the Romans, and the 
Chinese kept this a very well-kept secret for quite some time. The Chinese also invented a 
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way of printing, using a piece of carved wood, onto which they would put ink, and press this 
onto paper. This kind of printing became known to the people of Europe, but it was 
awkward to carve whole pages onto blocks of wood, so no-one used this idea for book 
printing. It was used for making playing cards. You can imagine carving 26 different images 
and being able to make 2 prints of each to create a deck of cards. So, books continued to be 
written with quills, by hand. It took one person at least a year to make one copy of a book 
like the bible.  
 
 
About ten years after Joan of Arc died, there was a man living in Germany who made 
something very significant. Johan Gutenberg was a craftsman, who knew the art of mirror-
making, goldsmithing and engraving. He began to think about book printing, and it occurred 
to him that it would be simpler to make individual letters out of wood, rather than whole 
passages of text on one piece of wood. This way, he could arrange the letters into words 
and fill a page with writing. Then he could take the words apart and re-use the individual 
letters to write something else. This was a brilliant idea and meant much less tedious work.  
 
Later, Gutenberg thought that instead of wood, which did wear out fairly quickly, he could 
use metal. A soft metal used at the time was lead. Lead is very easy to melt down, much like 
wax. A copper mould was made so that the hot molten metal could be poured into this form 
to cool and set. This moveable type, as it was called, could be melted and recast when it did 
eventually wear down from use. All you needed was several casts of each letter and you 
could write a whole page of writing, and print it. You did need to be able to work with back-
to-front letters and work right to left! 
 

 
 



Class 7 
The Age of Discovery 
Week 1 
Monday, 20 July 2020 
 
 

 3 

 
Another idea Gutenberg thought of was to help with the print smudging. Instead of pressing 
the paper to the inked letters by hand, Gutenberg built something which evenly pressed the 
paper to the frame of letters. This was called the ‘press’.  
 

 
 
In this photo above you can see the bed of metal letters in the centre, the board or arm for 
the paper is tilted on the left. This arm folds over the metal letters and then both slide 
under the press together. The press operator pulls the lever across, which forces a wooden 
block down, pressing the paper firmly onto the letters. You can see in the picture below a 
man pulling a rod.  
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With his press, Gutenberg could print about twenty-five pages an hour. This was about ten 
times faster than someone can write.  
 
Now that Gutenberg had made the printing press, you’d imagine he must have felt pretty 
excited. He had hoped to keep his invention a secret so that only he could print books and 
become rich! But he did not have enough money to buy all that he needed – ink, paper, 
lead, copper and other materials so he had to find a rich person to become his business 

Here are two men setting up the press. The one on the right is inking the letters, and the one 
on the left is taking off a piece of printed paper. He will replace it with a fresh piece of paper. 
They will put the clean paper on the letters and place this carefully under the press (which 
looks a bit like a bookshelf, on the right) and then pull the lever to press the paper firmly onto 
the inked letters.  
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partner. He found someone who lent him the money he needed, but as soon as Gutenberg 
printed his first bible, the partner went out on his own and began to print for himself. This 
man had the capacity to employ men, who saw how easy it was, and soon people all over 
Europe printed books. Gutenberg died a poor man.  
 
Before this invention, only a few people could afford to buy a small number of books; they 
were very expensive, and rightly so, given all the effort that went into making them. With 
the invention of the press, books became less expensive, and people who previously could 
not afford books now bought them. You will remember the monks of Medieval Times who 
could read, when not many other people could. Well, Gutenberg’s press changed that. More 
and more people learned to read! The bible became a book that you could read yourself, 
rather than relying on a priest to tell you what it said. The press also made it possible for 
people to share their ideas and opinions with each other very quickly by having pamphlets 
and brochures printed. What was important to a person could be shared with others.  
 
Out of this clever invention by Gutenberg, printing has developed over time, and today we 
have presses that can print up to 70,000 pages an hour. It’s quite amazing to think about all 
the objects we have in our lives today that involve printing: books, newspapers, magazines, 
packaging, brochures, menus, signs, posters, and many more! I am sure you can think of 
some. 
 
There was another invention which brought enormous changes. The Chinese had already 
created a mixture that they used to make fireworks. The substances they used for this were 
coal dust, sulphur (a yellow powder) and a white powder called potassium nitrate. The 
Chinese may have shown this to the Arabs and perhaps Europeans learned it from the 
Arabs.  
 
There is another story though – that an English monk, Roger Bacon, had found by his own 
experimentation with this kind of mixture, that when the mixture touched a flame it would 
explode with a huge bang. He wrote about this in a way that no one could understand. It 
was only much later that people understood what he meant.  
 
There is a third story although we don’t know for sure if it’s true. A Franciscan monk, 
Berthold Schwartz liked to make experiments. He was earnest in his efforts to understand 
nature’s secrets. How, for example, does nature make gold? he wondered. He experimented 
a lot to try and solve nature’s riddles. One day he made a mixture with the three 
substances, like the Chinese made their fireworks. He turned away to poke the fire in his 
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stove and all of a sudden, the fire fell on the mixture, and it went off with a mighty bang. 
Schwartz was badly shaken, and he talked about his experience with others.  
 
It was not long before soldiers realised how useful this mixture could be. They made 
mortars – long metal pots on wheels – and filled them with this mixture, known as gun 
powder. They put a great stone on top and touched it off with a flame. The stone would be 
thrown clear by the explosion, and if it shot straight, it could knock a hole in a castle wall 
and shatter it to pieces. These were the first cannons. Soon after this people got the idea to 
make thin tubes to shoot from – making muskets, guns, and rifles. These could shoot holes 
in any shield, helmet or armour so this signalled the end of castles and knights – their proud 
days were over.  
 
Modern rifles, machine guns and revolvers came in time and made battles and wars worse 
than they had ever been before. It seems quite a paradox that a Franciscan monk – a gentle, 
kind and peaceful follower of Francis of Assisi – would have given the world a weapon that 
would hurt human beings.  
 
Today we also use gun powder for mining and quarrying, as well as building roads. It is used 
to treat wounds in medical emergencies, and also in some types of entertainment, like 
firework displays, and for special effects in film, television and theatre productions. 
 
These are only two examples of how ideas and inventions created great changes in how 
people lived, as they moved out of the Middle Ages into a new era. There are of course 
many other examples, and with each new invention or discovery, other people were 
inspired to explore the world too. Tomorrow we will hear about an explorer of great yet 
unknown seas. 
 
 
 
  
 
 


