
PRINTING COMES TO 
EUROPE



Typography 
With the migration of woodblock printing from Asia 
to Europe, a new form of printing developed with 
movable type known as Typography. 



During the Middle Ages, the demand for knowledge was huge. But 
book writing was slow, labor-intensive and expensive. A simple 
200-page book required 4-5 months labor by a scribe, and 200 
sheepskins for the parchment. 



The rapid growth in 
literacy and the 
high demand for 
more books led to 
independent 
merchants who 
developed assembly-
line methods of 
production.



Without paper, the speed and efficiency of printing 
would have been useless. Papermaking made its way to 
Europe from China by way of the Silk Road.



In Samarkand (Uzbekistan), Arabs 
intercepted Chinese papermakers 
and learned their craft.

Papermaking spread from Baghdad to Egypt by the 
10th century, and on to North Africa and into Sicily 
and Spain by the 12th century.



Fabriano, Italy
1276

Troyes, France
1348

Papermills were 
established in 
Fabriano, Italy in 
1276 and in Troyes, 
France in 1348. 
The mills cast 
watermarks into 
their fibers.  

Bent wires were 
attached to molds 
used to make paper.



Popular in China, playing cards were some of 
the earliest examples of wood block printing in 
Europe.



By the 11th century, 
playing cards were 
spread throughout the 
Asian continent and 
into Egypt. 

These cards were hand-
made during the 15th 
century near Mamluk, 
Egypt and featured card 
suits made up of cups, 
coins, swords, and polo-
sticks.



The earliest cards 
were made by 
hand; this was 
expensive. Printed 
woodcut decks 
appeared in the 
15th century. 

Knave of Coins from 
the oldest known 
European deck  
(c.1390–1410).



The technique of 
printing woodcuts to 
decorate fabric was 
transferred to printing 
on paper around 1400 
in Christian Europe, 
very shortly after the 
first recorded 
manufacture of paper 
there. 

15th Century Spanish 
Card Deck .



After the woodcut 
playing cards spread 
throughout Europe, 
another card game of 
tarot became popular.  

Card games were 
enjoyed by the common 
man who didn’t yet 
know how to read. They 
could fit in the palm of 
your hand and be easily 
carried in a vest pocket.



The first block prints 
with a message were 
devotional prints of 
saints. They were 
small and personally 
sized to carry in 
hand.



There were also 
block books – small 
booklets of a few 
dozen pages. Here, 
the ars moriendi 
helps prepare people 
to meet death. The 
term means literally 
“art of dying.”



The Biblia 
Pauperum, or  
“Bible of the Poor,” 
told the events of 
the life of Christ. 

Such printings 
enabled many to 
learn how to read. 



Themes of  
The Apocalypse 
were always 
popular.  

These block 
prints were 
colored by hand.



Johann Gutenberg 
of Mainz, Germany, is 
generally regarded as 
the founder of 
movable type and the 
complex system used 
to print books.



Johann 
Gutenberg 
developed the 
printing press in 
the mid 1400s. 

It took him 10 
years to construct 
the mechanics for 
printing which 
were based in part 
on existing 
presses used for 
making wine, 
cheese, and baling 
paper.



It took another 20 
years before he 
was able to print 
his first 
typographical 
book, the 42-line 
Bible.



There were 210 copies made consisting of 180 on 
paper and 30 on calfskins, for a total number of 
1,282 pages in two volumes. 



The typography was consistent while the 
illumination, which still had to be done 
painstakenly by hand, was not.  
Here are three versions of the same page. 



Gutenberg typography Manuscript



The Type Mold 
The key to 
Gutenberg’s 
invention was the 
type mold. 
Individual letters 
cast in metal could 
be manufactured 
and reused.



Casting type 
In a process that 
changed little in 
400 years, here a 
19th century 
punchcutter carves 
the letterform from 
a steel bar, called a 
punch.



Casting type 
Letters are driven 
into a matrix of 
soft metal, such as 
copper or brass.



Casting type 
Type molds made 
from the matrices 
were cast in a lead 
alloy.



 
Cast type was stored 
in compartments 
called typecases from 
which each letter was 
retrieved one-by-one 
and set in lines.



Printing was a 
major 
investment. 
In 1450 
Gutenberg 
needed a loan 
to set up his 
workshop and 
used his 
equipment as 
collateral.



Gutenberg borrowed 800 guilders from a 
wealthy Mainz merchant, Johann Fust. 
When Gutenberg realized that he was 
about to print a Bible, he needed another 
loan and thus became partners with Fust.



It would have made Gutenberg rich, but 
before the Bible was completed, he was 
sued by Fust and lost in court. In 1455, 
Gutenberg was locked out of his own 
print shop.



Fust formed a new partnership with 
Gutenberg’s skilled assistant and 
foreman, Peter Schoeffer, and they 
became the printing firm of  
Fust and Schoeffer.



`



The Bibles sold 
quickly and 
made a nice 
profit for Fust 
and Schoeffer.



Fust took the Bibles to Paris and officials there 
were stunned by the quality and conformity of 
the volumes.



Gutenberg Bible, circa 1457

Giant Mainz Bible, 
last major  

manuscript,  
 circa 1457



Color printing 
Fust and 
Schoeffler went on 
to publish the 
Psalter in Latin in 
1457. Its red and 
blue initials are the 
earliest example of 
color printing.



Color printing 
Printed from two-
part metal blocks, 
the initials could 
have been inked 
separately and 
printed together at 
one time.



Color printing 
Or they may have 
been imprinted 
one after the other 
after the text was 
printed.

Color printing 
This major 
innovation meant 
printers no longer 
had to rely on the 
services of 
illustrators to 
illuminate their 
pages.



Color printing 
This major 
innovation meant 
printers no longer 
had to rely on the 
services of 
illustrators to 
illuminate their 
pages.



The earliest known 
copperplate 
engravings 
were playing cards. 
Here, the Queen of 
Flowers was etched by a 
highly skilled artist. The 
engravings could have 
been experiments to see 
if illustrations could be 
used with metal type.



Though he was never identified, the artist was simply known as the 
Master of the Playing Cards. Some speculation exists that Gutenberg 
may have been working on designs believed used as practice models 
for his engraving apprentices to copy.





THE GERMAN 
ILLUSTRATED BOOK



Incunabula 
meaning “cradle” or 
“baby linen” was the 
term 17th century 
historians used to 
describe the earliest 
printings.



Incunabula 
By 1480, printing 
presses were all 
over Europe and 
so, by 1500 it is 
estimated that a 
total of 9 million 
books had been 
produced.

First incunable with 
illustrations,  
Ulrich Boner's  
Der Edelstein, 1461



Incunabula 
Gunter Zainer and 
his brother Johann 
were scribes and 
illustrators who 
met some 
resistance from the 
woodcutter’s guild 
when Gunter 
wanted to illustrate 
his books with 
woodblocks.

Aesop’s  
Vita et fabulae 
(Life’s Fables), 1476



Incunabula 
An agreement with 
the guild in 1471 
allowed him to use 
woodblock 
illustrations as long 
as he 
commissioned 
them from 
members of the 
guild.

Aesop’s  
Vita et fabulae  
(Life’s Fables), 1476



Incunabula 
The first illustrator to be 
identified as such in a 
book was Erhard 
Ruewich. He illustrated 
Bernardus de 
Breidenbach’s 
Perigrinationes in Montem 
Syon (Travels in Mt. Syon).



Perigrinationes in Montem Syon 
The first travelogue to depict prominent 
cities as a guide for travelers, made up of 
woodcut illustrations and maps, circa 
1496.



Nuremberg 
Chronicles 
A 600-page 
history of the 
world from the 
dawn of creation 
until 1493.



Nuremberg 
Chronicles 
There are 
1,809 woodcut 
illustrations.



Nuremberg 
Chronicles 
Nuremberg was 
a center for 
printing and 
Anton 
Koberger was 
the premier 
shop in the late 
1400s.













Exemplars 
Handmade model page layouts were 
used as guides for the page designs, 
text, woodcut illustrations, and 
makeup of the book. 



Albrecht Durer (1471-1528) 
in a self portrait at about age 20.

Albrecht Dürer 
At a young age he 
apprenticed at 
Koberger’s workshop in 
Nuremberg.It is likely 
he made some of the 
work found in the 
Nuremberg Chronicles.



Dürer is best known 
for his woodcuts, 
though he was 
trained as a 
goldsmith after his 
father’s profession. 
 
The Four Horses of the 
Apocalypse, 1498.



Dürer’s woodcuts 
demonstrated 
unparalleled ability 
to vary line weights 
and shade in tones. 
 
Sampson Rending the 
Lion, 1498.





Dürer also 
created 
paintings, and 
he traveled and 
studied in Italy 
and France.





Dürer produced many broadsides for print, such as this 
woodcut made from a description of a rhino sent from Spain.



Another Dürer 
broadsheet was 
printed on two 
sides, one side 
shows the 
northern 
celestial sky, the 
other, the 
southern sky.



Influenced by the Italian Renaissance, Dürer wrote a book 
exploring the theories of geometry and its applications to 
architecture, engineering and typography.



While graphic artists in Italy and France evolved toward 
Renaissance book design, German graphic artists continued 
their tradition of using textura type and woodcut illustrations.



The pages of Teuerdank (1517), tells a story of chivaly and 
knighthood. It combines elaborate typography with woodcut 
illustrations. Even the ligatures and swashes were cast in metal.



The types used for Teuerdank 
were designed by court 
calligrapher Vincenz 
Rockner.  

It includes the earliest 
examples of the Gothic style 
known as Fraktur.



Martin Luther 
completed studies 
to become a 
lawyer, then 
turned to theology 
and became a 
monk. 



As a theologian and scholar, he studied the Bible and 
he began to question the practices of the Catholic 
Church and particularly the right of any man including 
the pope, to absolve the sins of another. 



He objected to what he saw as the abuse of 
indulgences, forgiving one’s sins in exchange for 
a payment to the church.



In 1517, Luther 
wrote his famous 
Ninety-Five Theses 
questioning the 
authority of the 
Church, and 
delivered it to the 
Archbishop’s door. 

Scene from the 
film Luther, 2003.



It was common 
practice to post 
personal prayers 
on printed 
broadsides which 
were offered to the 
archbishop for 
consideration 
(or just so God 
would see). 

Scene from the 
film Luther, 2003.



Luther combined his writings with the woodcuts 
of artist Lucas Cranach the Elder to create biting 
satirical contrasts between the life of Christ and 
the extravagance of the pope.





Martin Luther was excommunicated and imprisoned, only to secretly 
return to public life and begin to reform Christianity, including 
translating the New Testament into German in 1522. 



The Protestant Reformation was a triumph of literacy and the new 
printing press. Soon, translations of the Bible and religious pamphlets 
flooded Germany and much of Europe.



English Typography 
William Caxton was an English merchant and a scholar who left 
his native England to set up business in Bruges (Belgium).



Caxton learned to print in Cologne, Germany and 
went back to Bruges to set up a printing company.



Caxton escaped to England to avoid his creditors and brought 
back with him the printing press. He printed England’s first book 
and later, roughly 90 books of English literature.



Most famous was his transcript, the polychronicon, a 
chronicle  of monks’ writings about religion and life during 
the middle ages.



Monks wrote extensively about their travels 
throughout the English kingdom. 



Chaucer’s Canterbury 
Tales and Morte 
D’Arthur (King 
Arthur’s Death) are 
two of the great 
classics published by 
Caxton detailing life 
in the middle ages.



In publishing nearly all the major works of English literature up 
to the 15th century, Caxton helped to unify many different 
dialects and establish one national English language.



Early French Typography 
Gothic type and woodcut illustrations with modular blocks of space 
filled with leaves and flowers, birds and animals, patterns and portraits. 



Early Spanish Printing 
Spain imported three German printers in 1473. Spanish designs favored 
dark masses of decorative details such as this title page.

Aureum Opus, 
1515



Polyglot Bible 
In 1502, Cardinal 
Francisco Jiménez de 
Cisneros initiated a 
multilingual version of 
the Bible.  

Translated in 5 
languages and 
completed in 1517, the 
Polyglot Bible wasn’t 
sanctioned by Pope Leo 
X until 1520, and 
distributed until 1522. 
Perhaps, in response to 
Martin Luther’s version 
which appeared in 
1522.


