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Printing presses have been integral to education since their creation. From making it easier to 

access and spread information by mass producing textbooks and other scholarly works, to 

making diagrams and other visual materials available, the printing press has proved its 

importance. Since the printing press played such a pivotal part in education, its history deserves 

to be included in the curriculum of universities and its tools and products presented in museums. 

Museums like the L.C. Bates contribute to this goal and keep the role of presses alive in their 

collections by not only having presses on display, but also by hosting demonstrations to show 

how presses work. Even though new technologies have lessened the importance of printing 

presses in today’s education, the fact remains that the printing press had an impact on education. 

Because of this, printing presses are an important aspect of American history and deserve to be 

preserved and taught.  

 
 

Fig. 1. The First Printing Press brought to America. Engraving, 1893. [Blaine et al. 397] 
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When printing was first invented in Europe, in the 15th century, its primary patrons were the 

church, the state, and the school (Wells 1). Printing’s ties to education remained strong, 

especially as printing presses emerged in American society in the 17th century (fig. 1). The use 

of printing presses for educational purposes started as far back as the creation of the first 

American printing house in 1635 in Massachusetts (Wells 2). Edward Browne wrote, “wee have 

a Cambridge heere, a college erecting, a library, and I suppose that there will be a presse by 

winter” (Wells 2). The early New England settlers were highly religious and believed deeply in 

the need for schools for people to be literate so they could read the Bible. In 1647, the General 

Court of Massachusetts decreed that every town must have a schoolmaster (Wells 22). This 

meant that there was a surge in the need for schoolbooks and thus of printing presses. The New-

England Primer was one of the most popular of these early American schoolbooks, selling over 

three million copies in a century and a half (Wells 23; fig. 2). The first schools in America 

utilized the printing press in order to spread knowledge to every class of citizens. The high 

volume of copies sold for this particular schoolbook, shows the importance the printing press at 

this time and its role in the spread of education.  

 
 

Fig. 2. The New-England Primer. [New-England] 
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Printing presses were a pivotal invention for the advancement of education. Before the printing 

press, teaching had to rely on expensive manuscripts, which limited the spread of knowledge to 

lower classes. Manuscripts were written with no standard format since each scribe had different 

handwriting and training. As a result, many written texts had inconsistent writing, grammar, 

spelling, and punctuation (McLuhan 207). The printing press allowed for the creation of a 

concise and consistent educational curriculum that could span great distances and do so faster 

than ever before. Not only that, but prior to the printing press, manuscripts were expensive, since 

it was a laborious task to hand-write each manuscript and therefore only the wealthy upper 

classes who could afford them. The invention of the printing press made possible the production 

of identical books at an economical price thus available to the general public (McLuhan 207). 

Now that access to information was open to the public, knowledge spread rapidly, and this shift 

to print relates to changes in society in terms of education.   

 
 

Fig. 3. Marin Mersenne, Cogitata physico-mathematica. [Mersenne] 
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As Elizabeth Eisenstein famously argued, the printing press was as an agent of change. 

Eisenstein showed that printed books also altered the relationship between student and teacher: 

“[s]tudents […] took full advantage of technical texts which served as silent instructors […]. 

Young minds provided with updated editions, especially of mathematical texts began to surpass 

not only their own elders but the wisdom of ancients as well” (Eisenstein 689). Access to new 

knowledge was now at the fingertips of every student who could take advantage of the easy 

access to books and articles. Not only that, but printing changed teaching since complex 

diagrams, especially for mathematics, engineering, and architecture, could now be accurately 

reproduced. Images and diagrams were now clearly printed and easy to comprehend rather than 

the confusing hand-drawn diagrams that came before (fig. 3). The mass production of textbooks 

allowed for students to be able to learn not only in school, but also from home.  

 
 

Fig. 4. Printing Demonstration. Stanley: Beamish Museum. [http://www.beamish.org.uk/] 
 

Even though new technology has lessened the role of printing presses in modern day education 

that does not mean that it has stopped being a useful tool in teaching. Many museums around the 
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country have put effort into allowing people access to printing presses and their history. The next 

stage of the printing presses contribution to education is seen through the presentation of the 

presses at museums and universities. Most of the museums that have printing presses are 

participatory and hold demonstrations of how printing presses were used and how to make a 

print. In recent decades, living museums, which reenact life in the past, are recreating printing 

houses and letterpress print shops. In England, for example, museums like the Black Country 

Living Museum in Dudley, the Iron Gorge Museum in Coalbrookdale, and the Beamish Museum 

in Stanley allow visitors to watch printers at work (fig. 4). Visitors can even purchase their own 

personalized prints just like 18th-century customers (Archer). Such museums provide the visitors 

with a look into the past. While they evoke a certain nostalgia of simpler times, they also offer an 

educational experience.   

 
 

Fig. 5. Adams Acorn Press, L.C. Bates Museum. Photo: John Meader Photography, ©2020. 
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The L.C. Bates Museum is another one of the museums that are helping to preserve and spread 

knowledge about print culture in America. There are two printing presses on exhibit within the 

collection. One is the Adams Acorn Press, which was created by the brothers Seth and Isaac 

Adams in the 1830s (fig. 5). Isaac was a highly inventive craftsman and Seth a shrewd 

businessman, who created their own company in 1836 (Wells 12). Among the presses they 

developed and refined is the Acorn Press, a wooden-framed press with three torsion levers and 

an all-iron acorn frame. In 1859, Isaac Adams sold his company to R. Hoe & Company, who 

continued to sell the press for another twenty years (“Acorn press”). The Adams Press was well-

suited for bookmaking and according to T.L. Devinne, “for more than fifty years it was the 

machine preferred for fine book printing” (qtd. in Wells 13).  

 
 

Fig. 6. Kelsey Star Press. L.C. Bates Museum. Photo: Hannah Marino. 
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The other press found at the L.C. Bates Museum is the Kelsey Star Press which was made in 

1910 (fig. 6). It is a more efficient type of printing press that was created after the Adams Acorn 

Press. Where it would take about two or three people to operate the Acorn Press, the Kelsey Star 

Press has a foot pedal that requires only one person for the press to work. The foot pedal made 

printing faster and thus allowed for more copies to be produced. The Star press, created by 

George W. Prouty in 1870, is an example of a jobbing press was used for small print runs that 

required less than full-sized paper as opposed to the larger scale prints such as newspapers. The 

Kelsey Company of Meriden, CT, (also famous for the line of Excelsior presses) acquired the 

rights to the Star, advertising it with the slogan: “Runs like lightning” (Kelsey Star, Letterpress 

Commons). 

 

The L.C. Bates Museum is continuing educating the public about printing history and also 

keeping the spirit alive of the printing presses by allowing kids to use them. The museum’s 

director, Deborah Staber, teaches children the process of printing from setting the type, to rolling 

the ink, and finally printing the text. This a fun way for kids to learn about history and 

contributes to the educational mission of the museum. Since the printing press has played such a 

pivotal role in education, not only in America, but throughout the world, it deserves to be a part 

of a collection first established on the grounds of a school.  
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