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The Paper Revolution
by John S. Major

In early China, where the ability to read and write was the most important qualification for a 
successful career, there was a strong demand for better writing materials. Responding to that 
demand, the Chinese discovered how to make the perfect companion for writing: paper.

People used to believe that paper was invented by a man named Ts’ai Lun, who was an official in 
the imperial government workshops around A.D. 100. In recent years, however, Chinese 
archaeologists have discovered several fragments of paper that date from at least 250 years before 
that time. Perhaps what Mr. Ts’ai did was to improve the process of papermaking.

The first paper was made from rags. Later papermakers preferred to use plants with long, strong 
fibers, such as flax, bamboo, and the inner bark of the mulberry tree. To make paper, the plant 
materials were boiled and beaten with wooden hammers to soften and separate the fibers. Then the 
fibers were mixed with water. A screen made of woven split bamboo held in a wooden frame was 
used to scoop up a thin layer of wet fibers. When dried, that layer became a sheet of paper.

At first paper was made only in plain white sheets. But soon papermakers began to decorate it with 
colored dyes and block-printed designs. By the time of the T’ang dynasty (A.D. 618–907), wealthy 
people enjoyed using luxurious note paper to write letters to friends and relatives. This custom also 
was followed in Japan, where people often folded their letters in fancy shapes. This idea led to the 
Japanese art of origami, or folded-paper figures.

The invention of printing in China in the eighth century greatly increased the demand for paper. 
Printing made it possible to produce books in large quantities. Chinese and Japanese artists also 
found paper perfect for ink painting.

Wonderfully suited for writing and printing, paper soon began to be used for many other purposes 
as well. Made waterproof with oil or wax, it was used for raincoats, umbrellas, and windows. Many 
decorative items such as fans, lanterns, and kites and other toys were made of paper. Layers of 
paper, strengthened with lacquer, were even made into armor. The Japanese also used paper in their 
houses, where they made interior walls of paper glued to lightweight wooden frames.

Paper was so useful that it quickly spread from eastern Asia to the rest of the Old World. The 
availability of paper helped spur the invention of the printing press in Europe in the 15th century. 
Printed books in turn brought great changes to education in Europe.



 2 What is the most likely reason why printed books changed education in Europe?

Before printed books, students had to instruct themselves.(A) 

Before printed books, teachers had to come to students' homes.(B) 

With printed books, knowledge could be shared with larger numbers of students.(C) 

With printed books, students could spend more time reading and less time on original (D) 
writing.

 1 With which of these ideas would the author of this passage agree?

Even today, the papermaking process is constantly changing.(A) 

Papermaking is something most people today associate with east Asia.(B) 

Europeans deserve some credit for inventing the papermaking process.(C) 

Papermaking changed the world by creating a more efficient way to read and write.(D) 



 3 "Later papermakers  to use plants with long, strong fibers, such as flax, bamboo, and the inner preferred
bark of the mulberry tree." (Paragraph 3) 
   
What is an antonym for  as it is used in the sentence above?preferred

disliked(A) 

rushed(B) 

argued(C) 

chose(D) 


