
The modern book, while similar in 
principle, bears many differences from 
books published during the first few 
centuries of printing. At first, you no 
doubt suspect that the smooth, clean 
appearance of modern books is due to 
the mechanization of printing; however, 
it is surprising but true that many of the 
features of that characterize modern 
printing first emerged from the workshop 
of this man: John Baskerville.

John Baskerville
Baskerville was born in 1706 at Wolver-
ley in Worcestershire, England. He was a 
man with a lifelong passion for beautiful 
lettering and books. At age 17, he began 
engraving tombstones and working as a 
calligrapher. By 1723 he had become a 
skilled engraver of tombstones and was 
teaching writing. He moved to Birming-
ham in about 1726 and set up a school 
in the Bull Ring where he taught writing 
and book-keeping, while still maintaining 
his work as an engraver. In 1738 he set 
up a japanning business (japanning is the 
manufacture of metal or wooden goods 
with a special varnish, and often a decora-
tive paint job), in which he first showed his 
mettle as an innovator, ‘effecting an entire 
revolution’ in the manufacture of japanned 
goods, and specializing in salvers, tea 
trays, bread baskets and the like. Within 
a decade he had become a wealthy man 
and had bought an estate of some eight 
acres and a large house on the site of the 
present-day Baskerville House.

Innovations by Baskervile
While keeping on his japanning busi-
ness, in about 1750 he once again turned 
his attention to his passion, typography. 
Baskerville sought to improve upon the 

typefaces of William Caslon. A printer’s 
first resource is type. Baskerville made 
changes to the way in which metal type 
was made, enabling him to produce finer, 
more delicate lettering than any before 
him had achieved. He created his type 
from scratch, basing it on his preferred 
handwriting style.  Baskerville also refined 
the printing press. Other printers pressed 
their platens onto paper which was cush-
ioned with a thick tympanum to minimize 
differences in type by absorbing pres-
sure. Baskerville had confidence in the 
uniformity of his type, however, and had 
his plate made of machine-tooled brass 
an inch thick to provide and even pres-
sure, and was able to dispense the thick 
tympanum and achieve a dark impression. 
The dark impression was due not only to 
his improved press, but also to his innova-
tive ink recipe. Baskerville’s experience in 
japanning led him to some conclusions 
about the proper method for making pa-
per. Rather than simply mixing lampblack 
with oil, Baskerville had a complex recipe. 
He took the finese and oldest linseed oil 
and boiled it with long-continued fire until 
it acquired a certain thickness of tenacity, 
which was judged by putting small quanti-
ties upon a stone to cool, and then taking 
it up between the finger and thumb; on 
opening which, if it drew into a thread an 
inch long or more, it was considered suf-
ficiently boiled.- The oil was then suffered 
to cool, and then a small quantity of black 
or amber rosin dissolved in it, after which 
it was allowed some month to subside; it 
was then mixed with the fine lampblack to 
a proper thickness. The thickness of the 
oil made the ink stick to the paper without 
smearing, and the rosin gave the ink a 
sheen. Another innovation of Baskerville’s 
was in the treatment of paper. All the 

paper he printed was treated with the 
“hot press” method. As soon as the paper 
was printed, it was pressed between two 
heated copper plates. This forced out 
the moisture in the paper and created a 
smooth surface. 

Baskerville’s Credentials
In 1757 he published his first book, an 
edition of Virgil. This was followed by 
some fifty other classics. In 1758 he be-
came printer to the Cambridge University 
Press for which, in 1763, he published his 
masterpiece. Ironically for a confirmed 
atheist, his greatest work was a folio edi-
tion of the Bible, which. represented a 
monumental advance upon the standards 
and practices of the time. He established 
a lasting friendship with the American 
scientist and statesman Benjamin Frank-
lin, who had built up a successful printing 
business in Philadelphia, and who visited 
Baskerville in Birmingham.  

John Baskerville’s guiding principles in his 
work were simplicity, elegance and above 
all, clarity. The typeface that bears his 
name remains one of the most pleasing of 
the all-time great classical fonts.
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