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CHAPTER 5 – Printing Comes to Europe

WOODCUT PLAYING CARDS
The Jack of Diamonds, c. 1400 

Playing cards have hardly changed 
in 500 years. They were the first 
printing pieces popularized by 
the illiterate. Like woodprints and 
paper, playing cards may have 
traveled from China to Europe.

THE GUTENBERG BIBLE
1450-55 

The first printed book was made 
possible by the development of movable 
type. Textura type was cast from 
molds in lead and set in lines of text 
simulating manuscripts. The artwork 
still had to be hand-illuminated on the 
printed pages.

WOODBLOCK PRINTS
Saint Christopher, 1423

Devotional prints of saints were the 
first known printings in Europe that 
carried a message. Image and lettering 
were cut from the same block of wood 
and printed on single sheets of paper 
small enough to be easily carried on 
one’s person or held in hand.

PSALTER IN LATIN
1457

Fust and Schoeffer improved upon 
Gutenberg’s technology by combining 
woodcut illustrations and initials with 
metal type to print an entire book. 
These red and blue initials are the 
earliest example of color printing.

ARS MORIENDI
The Art of Dying, 1466

Block books were multiple woodblock 
prints bound into one book. Used 
to convey religious ideas to a largely 
illiterate audience, they relied on 
illustrations drawn in a simplified style, 
such as this manual on death.

COPPERPLATE PLAYING CARDS
The Queen of Flowers, c. 1450

The earliest known metal engravings 
were playing cards made by the 
anonymous Master of the Playing Cards. 
Engravers practiced this new technique 
of inscribing metal using a stylus, then 
inking and wiping the surface clean 
before pressing onto paper.



CHAPTER 6 – The German Illustrated Book
PERIGRINATIONES IN 
MONTEM SYON 
Travels in Mount Zion, 1486

This travelogue makes the 
first use of foldouts in a 
book. Its illustrator, Erhard 
Ruewich, was the first to 
be credited in print for his 
woodcut illustrations.

NUREMBERG 
CHRONICLE
1493

This 600-page history of 
the world, from the biblical 
dawn of creation until the 
15th century features 1,809 
woodcut illustrations. It 
established Nuremberg, 
Germany as a printing 
center in all of Europe.

THE FOUR HORSEMEN OF THE APOCALYPSE 
Albrecht Dürer, 1498

At age 27, Albrecht Dürer created this masterpiece for a 
series of woodcuts from the Book of Revelations. With 
unprecedented emotional power and detail for a woodcut, 
Dürer established his fame with just black ink and paper.

PASSIONAL CHRISTI UND ANTICHRISTI 
Passionate Christ and Antichrist, 1521

Martin Luther and artist Lucas Cranach the Elder, published a block 
book contrasting the life of Christ with that of the Pope. Such biting 
satire demonstrated the power of print to challenge ideas and spread 
different viewpoints. It also led to censorship.



CHAPTER 7 – Renaissance Graphic Design

ITALIC TYPE, 
Italian Renaissance, 1501

Aldus Manutius met the need for 
smaller, less costly books by introducing 
this pocket-sized publication of the 
Roman classic, Virgil’s Opera, with a 
narrow and more compact roman type 
that allowed a 50% gain in the number 
of characters per line.

OLD STYLE ROMAN TYPE
Italian Renaissance, 1420-1600

German typographers came to Italy 
and transformed dense Gothic type 
into a style patterned after the Roman 
inscriptions. Aldus Manutius (and 
Francesco Griffo)  perfected this style 
used for the Greek and Roman classic 
Hypnerotomachia Poliphili in 1481.

OLD STYLE ROMAN TYPE
French Renaissance, 1500-1700

Geoffroy Tory created these engraved 
initials alongside the new lighter 
roman types by Claude Garamond, 
popular during the “golden age of 
French typography” and used for 200 
years. Ornate fleurons were cast in 
metal, and criblé dots were engraved to 
give a tonal value to dense black areas. 

TRANSITIONAL ROMAN TYPE 
Rococo, 1700-1800

French King Louis the XIV ordered 
the design of the Romain du Roi 
— a mathematically precise roman 
type geometrically structured and 
proportioned. During this era, printers 
used cast ornaments and elaborate 
decorations to adorn pages of type.

ENGRAVED SCRIPTS
1700-1800

Delicate detail and fine lines made 
copperplate engraving ideal for lettering 
inscribed by hand. Skillful engravers 
could produce books independent of 
typographic printers by hand-engraving 
both illustrations and text.

OLD STYLE CASLON
1720-1960

William Caslon’s type designs weren’t 
innovative, but endured due to their 
legibility. "Caslon" was designed in the 
tradition of the Old Style roman 
typography. The first and mostly 
exclusive English font, it was imported 
to the British American colonies.  
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TRANSITIONAL ROMAN TYPE 
John Baskerville, 1757-1770

John Baskerville refined roman type by 
increasing the contrast between thick 
and thin strokes. His pages used open 
spaces and wide margins without decor 
to showcase his type —as well as 
experiments that included paper 
making and ink manufacturing.

RELIEF ETCHINGS
Songs of Innocence, 1789

William Blake, an English poet, artist, 
and engraver, defied the stiff neoclassic 
style by publishing his own books. Words 
and sketches were etched in metal plates 
and a raised relief was inked. His images 
of fantasy and spiritual expression began 
the era of Romanticism.

WOOD ENGRAVING
 1790

Thomas Bewick developed the technique of using a fine stylus to hand-engrave 
illustrations from blocks of wood rather than copper plates. The result was a “white line” 
tonal effect which became a major illustration method in letterpress printing until the 
advent of photomechanical halftones nearly a century later.

MODERN ROMAN TYPE
Giambattista Bodoni, 1770-1900

Giambattista Bodoni and Pierre Didot 
championed the modern style. With 
improvements in print technology, their 
typefaces offered even greater contrasts 
between thick and thin lines, and used 
straight, hair-line slab serifs.

NEOCLASSICAL GRAPHIC DESIGN
Pierre Didot, 1798

Simple, elegant page designs illustrated 
in detailed copperplate engravings were 
typical of the books dedicated to science, 
nature and new editions of the Greek 
and Roman classics. Such neoclassicism 
meant a return to “antique virtue.”
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