
The Birth of Books (V1) 
Name: ______________________________________________________________________________ 

A long time ago, people didn’t have books the way we know them today. In fact, before books, people shared 
knowledge mostly by telling stories out loud. If you wanted to learn something, you listened to your elders, your 
teachers, or leaders in your community. But words spoken aloud could easily be forgotten or changed. That’s why 
humans began to look for ways to write things down. 

At first, writing was scratched onto clay tablets or carved 
into stone walls. Later, people wrote on papyrus in ancient 
Egypt, and then on parchment made from animal skin in 
Europe. These writings were not books as we think of 
them—they were more like scrolls, which were long pieces 
of material rolled up and unrolled to read. 

The idea of the “book” slowly grew when people started 
binding pages together. The earliest books, called codices, 
looked a little like modern books but were very rare. Why? 
Because every single one had to be written by hand. 
Imagine copying hundreds of pages with just ink and a feather pen! Monks in monasteries in Europe often did this 
work. They copied religious texts like the Bible, prayers, and sometimes science or history. These books were so 
valuable that they were chained to desks so no one could steal them. To own a book was an incredible sign of wealth. 
Every book written had to be copied out by hand. Sometimes there would be differences between the copies, 
because of human error – a word would be forgotten, or accidentally included.  

Then, around 1440, a man named Johannes Gutenberg invented the printing press in Germany. This machine used 
small metal letters that could be arranged and pressed with ink onto paper. Suddenly, people could make many 
copies of the same book much faster than before. The copies were also identical, exact copies, since they were all 
made from the exact same original copy.  

At first, books printed on Gutenberg’s press were still mostly religious, because the church was very powerful. But 
soon, people began to print other types of books: stories, poems, cook books, science, history, maps, and even how-to 
guides. Knowledge spread more widely than ever. For the first time, regular people—not just kings, nobles, or priests—
could own a book and learn from it.  

Books made it possible for ideas to travel across countries and generations. They changed the way people thought, 
shared, and learned. In many ways, books helped the world become more connected, curious, and creative. 

  



Reflection Questions  

1). Why were books historically a symbol of wealth? 

____________________________________________________________________ 

____________________________________________________________________ 

____________________________________________________________________ 

____________________________________________________________________ 
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____________________________________________________________________ 

____________________________________________________________________ 

____________________________________________________________________ 

 

2). Was the printing press a positive thing, or a negative thing? Why is that? 

____________________________________________________________________ 
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The Printing Press and the Birth of Books (V2) 
Name: ______________________________________________________________________________ 

Before books existed in the form we know today, knowledge was passed down mostly through oral tradition—people 
told stories, recited history, or gave instructions out loud. Oral knowledge was powerful but fragile; it could be 
forgotten, changed, or lost when a storyteller passed away. This fragility led humans to search for a way to record 
ideas permanently. 

Early writing appeared on clay tablets in Mesopotamia and hieroglyphics on papyrus in Egypt. Later, Europe used 
parchment made from animal skin. These materials were expensive and time-consuming to prepare. Writing was 
mostly used for important matters like trade, laws, religion, or government. 

The codex—a book made of folded sheets bound 
together—was an important step forward, but these early 
books were rare treasures. They were created entirely by 
hand, usually by monks in monasteries who spent years 
copying texts. Most of these books were religious: Bibles, 
commentaries, or prayer guides. Sometimes, monks also 
copied works of philosophy, science, or history. Still, books 
were so expensive that only the wealthy or powerful 
could access them. Before the printing press, every book 
had to be copied by hand. Because people make 
mistakes, the copies were not always the same—
sometimes a word was left out, or an extra word was added by accident 

Everything changed in the mid-15th century when Johannes Gutenberg developed the movable-type printing press in 
Mainz, Germany. By using metal letters that could be rearranged and reused, Gutenberg created a way to mass-
produce pages quickly and consistently. His most famous work, the Gutenberg Bible, showed that printed books could 
be just as beautiful as handwritten ones—but far more numerous. 

The printing press sparked a revolution. At first, religious texts dominated printing, but soon the range of content 
expanded: literature, scientific works, travel accounts, political pamphlets, and educational texts all found their way 
into print. Ideas began to travel faster and further. This helped fuel movements like the Renaissance, which valued 
art and learning, and later the Reformation, which challenged the Catholic Church. 

The press also changed society by empowering ordinary people. For the first time, books were not just for kings, 
nobles, or priests. A merchant, a teacher, or even a farmer could eventually afford a book. Literacy rates slowly 
increased, and people began forming their own opinions rather than relying only on leaders. 

Still, not everyone welcomed this change. Some leaders feared that too much knowledge in the hands of common 
people could create chaos or rebellion. This shows how powerful books really were: they could shape not just learning, 
but society itself. 

The invention of the printing press marks one of the most important turning points in history. It made knowledge 
more equal, sparked new discoveries, and helped shape the modern world. 

  



Reflection Questions (Grade 6) 

1) How did the printing press change society? 

____________________________________________________________________ 

____________________________________________________________________ 

____________________________________________________________________ 

____________________________________________________________________ 

____________________________________________________________________ 

____________________________________________________________________ 

____________________________________________________________________ 

____________________________________________________________________ 

____________________________________________________________________ 

____________________________________________________________________ 

____________________________________________________________________ 

____________________________________________________________________ 

____________________________________________________________________ 

2). Do books have the same social value as they did historically? Explain your thinking. 

____________________________________________________________________ 

____________________________________________________________________ 

____________________________________________________________________ 

____________________________________________________________________ 
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____________________________________________________________________ 

____________________________________________________________________ 

____________________________________________________________________ 

____________________________________________________________________ 

 


