The first greek typographic school

Systematic printing in the area of what is now Greece, only started in
the 1820s, which was when the War of Independence began. The
printing of Greek, however, has a history almost as old as that of
other European countries. We can claim that ‘Greece’ was among
the first countries, including Germany, lItaly, Holland, England and
France, to have produced a printed book by 1476." This idiomorphic
development of Greek printing history affected not only the practice
but also the study of the art. As for the practice, an example could be
seen in the design and use of the printing types: a foreign tradition in
Greek alphabet design, employed even today, was imposed on the
Greek printers and readers. As far as study is concerned, the Greek
printing history which for three and a half centuries constituted part
of the printing history of other countries, has been mainly the province
of foreign scholars.

To write about the design and production of printed matter in
modern Greece without referring to what has happened before, would
result in a very detached approach. After all, such an approach would
not make clear why printing started so late in Greece. Moreover,
although the first printed Greek texts appeared in the 1470s, Greek
typography never reached the ‘plurality’ that characterized the printing
history of other European countries. Due to political and social factors
the overall output of Greek printed material was extremely limited.
Surprisingly, books that were printed in sixteenth-century Italy were
still used as handbooks in nineteenth-century Greek educational
centres.? This situation, above other things, resulted in an
uninterrupted use of the Greek Aldine/Garamond letter for almost
three centuries. A study of its significance as far as the reading and
writing habits of generations of Greeks are concerned is still to come.?

the prehistory of Greek printing
The term prehistory is used to denote the first of two different eras in
the production of Greek-language printed matter: the first covers more
than three centuries, starting from 1476, the year when the first Greek
book was printed,* and the next begins with the outbreak of the Greek
Revolution in 1821 and continues to the present day. The main
criterion that justifies this distinction is ‘where’ Greek texts have been
printed: in the first period Greek texts were printed outside Greece,
and in the latter within Greece.

The Ottoman army swept into Constantinople in 1453, only a few
years after Gutenberg introduced the art of printing to Europe. By
1460 the whole southern area of the Balkan peninsula was under
Ottoman rule. This signalled the expatriation of Byzantine scholars
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to the Western world. The weakening of Byzantium as a result of
internal disputes had already caused the departure of a great number
of their colleagues to Italy, where they took part in what was to be
defined as the Renaissance.® Plethon, long before the fall of
Constantinople, delivered lectures to Italian audiences and was the
moving spirit behind the establishment of the Platonic Academy in
Italy. The Greco-Roman civilization that had been developed within
the Byzantine Empire, dressed in a Christian Orthodox veil, exhibited
examples of art and philosophy different from those of the Western
world. The University of Padua, which gradually became that of the
Venetian Republic, gave hospitality to a number of Greek scholars.
Moreover, as a number of Greek islands were under Venetian rule,
Greeks from these colonies came to ltaly to seek a better fortune.®
Through them Renaissance ltaly discovered two Greek worlds: the
ancient Greek world through the manuscripts of classical works, and
the Byzantine Greek world through the lectures and writings of the
Greek teachers residing there. ‘By the early 1490s there were a
number of signs that Hellenic studies, ... were beginning to gain more
general prestige and academic recognition. Once the tendency
became well marked, the printers would be tempted to follow it’.”
This is what was happening in fifteenth-century Italy where the learning
of Greek was in fashion. An almost similar scene was to be repeated
four centuries later, when Western classicism, among other things,
rediscovered the descendants of the ancient Hellenes living under
Ottoman occupation. Both historical moments bore their marks on
the history of Greek printing.

the first Greek typographic school
All sixty-seven recorded Greek incunabula were printed in Italy;® the
production of most of these works can be attributed to Venetian
printing establishments. A small number of those establishments were
owned by Greeks who were actively involved in the production
procedures. Other Greeks were acting as editors, correctors, authors,
or even as type designers and punchcutters. The Greek printer in
Italy may have composed and arranged his material in a very different
way from his European colleagues (such differences have been also
attested between the work of say a German, and a French printer).
Laonikos, Kounadis, Sophianos and others may have followed
different paths from Aldus, Blado and other non-Greek printers of
Greek texts. This seems even more reasonable if we consider that
the outlook of the fifteenth-century books was under the influence of
the manuscripts, and that Byzantine manuscripts were distinct from
Western ones.® The sixteenth century of Estienne and the
monochrome book were still to come,® so differences can be seen in
the use of colour, the illustrations (handmade as well as printed), and
in the design of types, borders, and ornaments. This distinction is
apparent when comparing a double spread of Aldus’s 1495 Mousaios
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or his 1497 Psalterion, both printed in Venice, with the Homer that
had been done by Damilas nine years earlier (Florence, 1488), or
Kalliergis’s Etymologikon Mega of 1499 (Venice). Such a comparison
would immediately provide evidence of a design that was built on
Byzantine origins distinct from West European flavour.

calligraphy and printing

Coincidentally or not, most Greeks who were connected with the early
press were active scribes and calligraphers.™ For this good reason
A.F. Didot devotes a small chapter of his book to the Cretan
calligraphers.’? The boundaries between Greek calligraphy and the
then current handwriting cannot be easily defined; this is probably
due to the idiosyncratic development of Greek writing. No such thing
as the black letter has ever existed in Greek writing because of the
overall cursiveness of the characters; this may well be one of the
reasons why high levels of individualism have been introduced into
Greek writing. After the appearance of small letters in the ninth century
at the Studios monastery in Constantinople, ' a variety of hands were
to follow. The main characteristic was their great individuality. Some
of these have been described as old round, old oblong, the Anasta-
sios’s kind, abbreviated, calligraphic cursive, bouletée (that is with
small dots at the end of the strokes, a feature of the Didone type and
the Greek series 90 cut by Monotype in the 1910s), Perlschrift, assos
pica, liturgical of the seventeenth century, etc. Thompson states that
‘in the fifteenth century the varieties of handwriting become most
numerous’ and admits that the only thing he can do is to ‘select a few
specimens to illustrate the period’.'* So a distinction between different
hands aiming towards classifications and general conclusions related
to type design, might be a risky exercise.” It seems probable that
those who were already experienced calligraphers took their own
writing as the basis for translation into metal type. If this was the
case, then people like Damilas, Laskaris, Kalliergis, or Sophianos,
were doing what Vergikios was to do half a century later. Moreover,
they not only played Garamont’s role, cutting and casting their own
types, but also Estienne’s role as printer.1®

early Greek printing types
To browse through some early Greek printing may seem to most
people an interesting, fun exercise; but for the printing historian it is
not so. Ascenders, descenders, abbreviations, contractions, and
especially the excessive amount of diacritical marks on the top and
even underneath the characters create a loose page. The lines literally
dance, thus destroying any sense of base, or x-line. It was to take
hundreds of years before the calligraphic features of the Greek letters
surrendered themselves to the mechanical discipline of printing. Any
attempt to extract from those Greek lower-case alphabets a letter
that could give the typographic meaning of x, as it does in the Roman
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alphabet, becomes a fruitless exercise. The various quality levels of
the cutting and casting procedures also affected the final appearance
of the composition. Sometimes it is much easier to trace baselines
on a manuscript than a printed page.

Moreover, the involvement of non-Greek compositors resulted in
an arbitrary use of breathings, accents and above all in a misuse of
spaces between the words. This can be easily explained if we consider
that the manuscripts, which were used as prototypes were translated
into galleys by people who did not speak the Greek language. | shall
recount a recent experience relevant to this issue: behind a window
at the Plantin-Moretus museum an exhibit bears (1992) the label
‘Greek composition’. Definitely ‘it is Greek’ to the non-Greek people
or to those who do not read the language, but to those who do, it
gives the impression that it was reassembled carelessly after having
been broken up.

To somebody who practises typography, the heavily accented
Greek alphabet must have affected the appearance of the page, as
did the large number of descenders, which sometimes interfere with
the next line’s accents. To these problems various solutions were
applied, some of which worked satisfactorily and others which did
not. For example, in the first group we have Gilles de Gourmont’s
approach to cast accents on a body of the same size as that of the
letters. The accents occupied only the lower half of the face and the
page was made up of alternate lines of letters and accents.'” This
approach resulted in non-tight setting but required very skilled
compositors. Experiments such as the flattening of the hypersticha
and hyposticha (stichos means line) by the Cretan printers Laonikos
and Alexandros, and treatments such as the greatest possible
diminution of the ascenders and descenders (see for example the
Alcala type used by de Brocar), indicate the existence of a continuous
dialogue among craftsmen involved with the printing of Greek.

The Aldine Greek characters, which now appear out of place and
time, were then more acceptable than the large round Brocar letter,'®
or those used in 1486 by the Cretans Laonikos and Alexandros. These
latter characters must have looked strange to the readers of Greek in
Italy in those times. Nevertheless, reason in design dictates decisions
which otherwise would be taken as irrational acts, and knowledge of
the situation prevailing within Greece could drive somebody to employ
such printing types. For example, many teachers were clergymen,
used to that kind of lettering. Bearing in mind that the books printed
by Laonikos were targeted at his native market,'® we then might be
able to offer a hypothesis as to why he and his partner chose this
type. This fount ought to be discussed as a typographic experiment,
just like Laskaris’s 1494 small and large capital fount. The latter was
also a statement, one against muddled and ugly Greek type,? a
statement which was repeated 23 years later by Kalliergis at a time
when the Aldine letter ruled over Greek printing and was copied all
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over the world. The prime element which initiated and sustained that
dialogue was the work of the Greeks who belonged to the ‘first Greek
typographic school’. This dialogue seems to have come to an end
around the middle of the sixteenth century, when Greek craftsmen
withdrew from printing activities.?!

the end of Greek typographic renaissance
It was out of the question for Greeks to learn the art of printing in their
country, and after individuals such as Damilas and Sophianos??
disappeared, the dialogue referred to above, turned into a monologue.
Angelos Vergikios, on whose handwriting Garamont modelled his
‘grecs du roi’ in 1556, was the last Greek to be mentioned in relation
to an important typographic project.?® At that time the first generations
of Greek craftsmen ceased working and henceforth, until the middle
of the eighteenth century, Greeks confined themselves to limited acts
of editing, correcting or sponsoring the printing of Greek books.

In conclusion, Greek printing from its beginnings to the middle of
the sixteenth century was characterized by the involvement of the
most progressive Byzantine Greek scholars and craftsmen. Producing
Greek texts either by means of printing or writing, they targeted the
European humanists’ market while also keeping an open eye on their
native market. Their knowledge and experience as scribes and
calligraphers were applied to printed matter. The Byzantine style,
achieved by the use of ornaments, arabesque borders and colour,
the care taken in type designing and cutting, the distinct —as opposed
to the European — austerity in the arrangement and composition of
their material (which did allow for experimentation however),
established the first and unfortunately the last, Greek typographic
school to be founded over a four-century period. Moreover, these
Greeks, being esteemed scholars, transformed the printed book into
a creditable product.

Nicolas Barker, emphasizing Lowry’s comment, suggested that
‘a whole book could be written about the layout of display and text
pages in the Aldine books, as developed in the twenty years from
1495 to 1515’.2* Obviously, another book could be written about the
design, use, and influence of the text and display type, ornaments,
and borders employed by Greek printers in that period. Itis unfortunate
that no study has been undertaken in such areas, for an observation
of the differences and similarities between these two modes of the
printing of Greek, could reveal interesting subjects of inquiry
concerning the blending of Greek with European typography. If type
design was investigated, not in isolation but as an integral part of the
book design process, it might also produce some useful information.
Kalliergis was the second — after E.Ratdolt — to print in gold,® and it
is here worth mentioning Scholderer’s articles on red printing as an
example of such a study.
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one step forwards two backwards
Further attempts by Kalliergis in 1510 and Sophianos in 1545 to
produce books for their compatriots met with no success, and both
returned to classical texts and their European readership. The non-
Greek market for Greek books, which by definition was not big, shrank
even more as a result of the European social and political turmoil.
Moreover, the market within Greece was too general to preserve
printing establishments dedicated to the printing of Greek books. It
has been claimed that one of the reasons for this situation has been
the social-political conditions there which prevented the spread of
education and therefore helped to maintain a high level of illiteracy.
Only later, establishments such as those of Estienne, Plantin, the
Elseviers, and Didot, which were organized on a tight professional
basis, published treatises which were aimed at the small Greek book
market. Aldus’s position differs from the others as his attempt to reach
the actual Greek market did not blossom. This attempt was recorded
in ¢.1497 when Dekadyos edited the Psalterion ‘for the Greeks in
Greece’ (To1g ev EAAGDI [paikoig).?® After that, Aldus abandoned his
plans to publish Greek liturgical texts and directed his attention to
the printing of classics. Classical texts were also the bread-and-butter
of the other notable printing houses referred to above; the difference
is that they explored markets which did not exist in Aldus’s time.

As long as the Orthodox Church was not threatened by Catholic
propaganda which forced her to engage in a ‘defensive kind’ of
printing, she did not encourage the distribution of books of ancient
Greek literature among her flock. For example, Plato’s ideas were
declared as pagan, even after Pletho’s attempt to smooth the Church’s
attitude toward them. To a great extent the Patriarchate controlled
the lives of its followers and was not prepared to alter this situation.
The ideology of its authorities was completely different to that of the
exiles in ltaly. Many of these refugees came from Crete, the lonian
Islands, and Cyprus which did not at that time belong to the Ottoman
Empire. Although their tradition, religion, and culture were rooted in
Byzantine Orthodoxy, they had already developed another attitude
towards the Renaissance spirit. Moreover, there was a major
distinction between the Byzantine scholars who flew to the West and
had a hard time trying to settle and sustain themselves, and an elite
group back home which, because it belonged to the high ranks of the
Orthodox Church, enjoyed privileges from the conquerors and
devotion from the enslaved nations.?” These Greeks who lived under
Venetian rule in Cyprus or the Aegean lIslands, provided the first
markets for Greek books outside the humanists’ European market.

The Church’s attitude changed when Pope Gregorius XllI
established the Greek college of ‘Agios Athanasios’ in Rome in 1597,
an educational institute which, apart from Greek, taught Catholicism.?
In Venice, where the papal state had no authority, Greeks reacted
against this situation and started printing Orthodox liturgical books.
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The language they used was the popular language of common Greek
and this created a parallel market for popular literature. Unfortunately,
it was impossible at that time to find Greeks combining the charismas
of the craftsmen and scholars of the fifteenth century.

The percentage of Greek books published annually almost
doubled in the seventeenth century when 74% of such book
production was allocated to liturgical and religious publications.?®
However, after the period of what | have called the ‘first Greek
typographic school’ (up to 1670), no Greek craftsmen worked in the
printing field. Most of these books came out of Italian printing offices.
Apart from other things, because Greek writers employed the services
of non-Greek printers, this situation often resulted in the distortion of
the character, and often of the meaning of the book. Many papers
written by Greek scholars criticizing foreign printers can be found in
books and manuscripts.*® For example, in 1617 the craftsmen at
Oxford University Press, not understanding the importance of the
notes that surrounded the drawings by Christophoros Angelos,
reproduced, in a very crude manner, only the sketches without his
explanatory text.®!

The ‘dark ages’ of Greek typography that were to last until the
nineteenth century were interrupted by short intervals due to three
printing establishments in Venice which were owned and run by
Greeks and also by some sporadic attempts at printing carried out in
places such as Moschopolis and lasio.*? Typographically the results
are of minimal interest. This is not because of the bad printing or
their crudely cut type, but because they are lacking in freshness and
experimental flavour. The output of the presses of Glykis,** Sarros
and Theodosiou (1670-1820) cannot compete with the work executed
by their pioneer compatriots who belonged to the ‘first Greek
typographic school’. These few Greek printers imitated their Italian
colleagues, using baroque style borders and ornaments and
producing heavy title-pages. A surviving specimen from 1812
produced by Glykis, shows his use of types from the sixteenth-century
period and hence reveals his lack of innovation.34

As Italy stopped being the heart of the production of Greek printed
matter, other countries, such as Austria, England, France, Germany
and the Low Countries gave hospitality to Greek people and their
publishing ventures. The economic and political collapse of the
Venetian Republic in the end of the eighteenth century had an
immediate effect on the wealth of its Greek community and
consequently on printing in the region.

the transitional period
As the Catholic propaganda spread in an attempt by the Papal
Authorities to convert the Orthodox Christians of the Eastern world,
the Church took her measures. She found ways to print books against
the ‘heretic Westerners’, and, because of the circumstances, was
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forced to use the common language of the people, something which
her superiors were not happy about at all. To the Greeks the
ecclesiastic principle of that time was well-known, and was indicative
of the climate prevailing in the highest ranks of the Patriarchate: ‘to
the learned the wise things, to the holy people the holy things; not
everything is for everybody’.

The Greek Orthodox Church never advocated a revolutionary
solution. In their opinion there was nothing to be resolved. God,
annoyed with the corruption of the Byzantine Empire, had sent the
Ottomans to clear up the mess, so any attempt against the new Empire
was an offence against Him. Furthermore, the Orthodox flock had
never forgiven the Westerners and their crusades, especially the
pillage of Constantinople by the Francs in the fourth crusade in 1204.
For the Orthodox inhabitants of the Ottoman Empire, Westerners
were the schismatics who were directed by their Popes. This is
basically the reason why the Church was advising Greeks, even after
the first revolutionary movements, not to take part in a war against
the Empire.*® Such people were definitely indifferent to the spirit of
Renaissance and to any innovation it carried with it. But this was true
only for those people within Greece, those who were loyal to the
Patriarchate, and the fact is, that the Patriarchate knew what printing
was, for it ran its own printing office. It was officially established by
Gregorios V in 1798 named ‘Tlarpiapxikév Tutroypageiov’ (Patriarchal
Printing Office) and its output consisted of ecclesiastical texts and
other religious matter, especially polemics against the non-Orthodox
theories. Nevertheless, books such as the Psalterion, Octoechos,
the Orologion and other liturgical texts were used from 1576 onwards
at Greek schools and may have replaced the primers, which existed
hitherto. It was one of the means the Church employed to control her
flock and retain Orthodoxy.

The old view that during the period of the Ottoman Empire, Greek
education was suppressed, is no longer accepted by modern
historians. On the contrary, there were Greeks who witnessed the
sultan’s tolerance of the existence of Greek educational institutions.®
An exaggerated example concerns the (hi)story of the ‘secret schools’.
All Greek pupils have been taught how these schools looked, and
Gyazis’s painting is believed to be the most accurate representation
of them: Greek children sit around an old monk, who teaches them
their first letters in the dim light of the temple. An armed Greek is
there to protect them from the fear of the Turks. No sources, however,
have verified the existence of such schools.®” But even so, we have
to accept that there were educational establishments of a lower level
which provided pupils with the basic learning skills. Most of these
activities took place either in the narthex of various temples, or in
monastery cells. Monks and clergymen acted as educators teaching
reading and writing to the children by using the texts most available
to them, i.e., the liturgical texts.®
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The original drawing by Angelos on the
left and the woodcut printed in the Oxford
edition on the right, 1617.

This may have had some effect on typography. The lighting
conditions in the places where these gatherings were held would
have made it difficult, if not impossible, for the priest and even more
importantly for the young children, to read the kind of types accepted
as standard by the literati in Italy. Everybody who has been in an
Orthodox naos, where darkness is its main characteristic, would
understand this point.*® Furthermore, it should not be forgotten that
many priests were semi-literate and had only a limited knowledge of
the alphabet and reading.*

It may sound exaggerated, but in those times contractions, which
were the remnants of the manuscript practice abundantly used in
Greek printed texts, could have played the role of graphic images.
These images, which replaced three or four characters or even words,
made a more legible shape than a row of letters, thus speeding up
the reading process in much the same way that it speeded up writing.
Apart from anything else, this situation created generations of Greek
pupils accustomed, through the Venetian books, to the Aldine letter.
Moreover, this may also provide an explanation as to why a large
number of abbreviations are to be found in early printed Greek
alphabetaria.*' Greek education always insisted on copying, and as
early as the sixteenth century pupils copied their handbooks. This is
one more reason why printed handbooks could not be found in large
quantities in the Greek mainland. Even today pupils in Greece are
taught a lesson called ‘avtiypa®ry’ (copying) and this is also the case
at the Greek schools run by the Orthodox Church in England and
elsewhere. The exercise is to copy each day, a part of their actual
reading book. This provides a clue as to how the Aldine/Garamond
letter arrived safe and unchallenged into the nineteenth century,
through generations of Greek pupils accustomed to this letter.*2 Even
in England, the numerous ligatures in Greek printing were, ‘abandoned
about 1816-1820’, as H. Hart informs us, when discussing the practice
followed at Oxford University Press.*® For the first time in centuries,
things started to change when education attempted to free itself from
the Church’s administration. In printing the immediate effect was the
widespread introduction of the modern Didot type design at the turn
of the nineteenth century.
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