
Why did printing arrive "late" in the Middle East? 
A summary of the arguments

Geoffrey Roper



CHRONOLOGY 

ca.7th century: first printed texts in China 

868:  earliest dated printed book (Diamond Sutra) 

10th century:  first Arabic block-prints in Egypt 

11th century:  first printing with movable type in China 

early 15th century: last Arabic block-prints in Egypt 

mid 15th century:  first printing with movable type in 
Europe, using a printing press, by Gutenberg 

1486:  first printed book to contain Arabic script, carved on a 
wood-block (Mainz: Reuwich) 

1493:  first book printed in the Middle East, a Hebrew law-
book (Istanbul: Ibn Nahmias) 

1514:  first Arabic printed book, using movable type (Fano or 
Venice: Gregorio de Gregori) 

1537/38:  Arabic Qur’ān printed, with movable type, at 
Venice, for export to the Middle East 

1706:  first book printed with Arabic type in the Middle East, 
a Christian Psalter (Aleppo: Dabbās) 

1729:  first book printed by and for Muslims (Istanbul: 
Müteferrika) 

ca.mid 19th century:  printing became the normal method of 
transmitting texts in the Middle East 
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Diamond Sutra. China, dated 868 CE


[image: image1.png]



Arabic block-print. Egypt, probably Mamlūk period.

Metropolitan Museum of Art, New York    1978-546-33



Yaacov ben Asher
Arbaʿah Turim

Istanbul: Ibn Nahmias, 5254 [1493]





Qur’ān.
Venice: Paganino
& Alessandro Paganini, 
1537/38



Kitāb al-Zabūr al-Sharīf
[Book of Psalms]

Aleppo 1706



Mehmed el-VANÎ [VANKULU].  Tercüme-i Sihâh-ı Cevherî.  Istanbul: Müteferrika, 1141 [1729]



Possible reasons for the late arrival 
 

1. Cultural & religious 
Muslim backwardness 
  
Oral tradition; personal transmission of texts 
 
Aesthetics; attachment to Qur’anic calligraphy 
 
Segmenting Arabic script – sacrilege? 
 
Printing the name of God – sacrilege? 
 
Fears of impure substances used in printing 

 
2. Technical 

Difficulties of creating and setting Arabic movable types 
 

Difficulty of reading “flat” lines of typeset Arabic 

 
3. Social & political 

Undermining authority of ʿulamā’ 
 

Livelihoods of scribes 
 
Alleged Ottoman ban 
 
Illiteracy 
 
Isolation 

 
4. Economic 

Expense of investments in presses and type-founts 
  
 

5. Lack of necessity 
Ottoman, Safavid & Mughal empires successful without printing 
 
Supply of MSS texts adequate  
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Qur’ān,  Ottoman,  dated 1175  [1761/62]
Columbia University Library,   Burke Arabic MS 4

https://exhibitions.cul.columbia.edu/files/original/0e5a3d5921ddc8dd59278df530a344be.jpg


Case layout of part of an Arabic type-fount used at the Imprimerie Nationale, Paris
Houghton Library, Harvard University



Abū ‘l-Fidā
Chorasmiæ et Mawaralnahræ 
London 1650

http://copac.jisc.ac.uk/search?title=Chorasmi%C3%A6%20et%20Mawaralnahr%C3%A6%20%3A%20hoc%20est%2C%20regionum%20extra%20fluvium%20Oxum%20descriptio%2C%20ex%20tabulis%20Abulfed%C3%A6%20Ismaelis%2C%20Principis%20Hamah.%20%5BEdited%20and%20translated%20by%20J.%20Greaves.%5D
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THEVET  1584



Naṣīr al-Dīn al-Ṭūsī

Taḥrīr uṣūl li-Ūqlīdis
[Recension of the Elements of Euclid]

Rome 1594

Appendix: Edict of Sultan Murad
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The End

Thank you for listening

Geoffrey Roper
May 2016

Why did printing arrive "late" in the Middle 
East? 

Maybe because it was not needed earlier
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