
Humanist Scripts

• Created by a small coterie of Italian scholars in the late 14th-early 15th c.


• Late 14th c.: Petrarch began experimenting with a new personal script, as 
did his friend Boccaccio.


• Same period: their friend Salutati was collecting Carolingian manuscripts 
and experimented with immitating some of their letter forms.


• Beginning of 15th c.: Poggio invented a new script closely modeled on the 
Carolingian.


• Also early 15th c.: Niccolò Niccoli invented Humanist cursive (italic) as an 
entirely new script.


• All these men were trained scribes and notaries familiar with all the Gothic 
scripts of the day.



The hand of Poggio: Vatican City, Biblioteca Apostolica Vaticana Vat.lat.3245

Note spare page, spacing, 
Square Capital initials and 
Rustic Capital headings, 
ampersand for et. 


Detail below: note 
proportions and spacing, 
Caroline g, upright d, tall s 
at word end.



Cologny, Fondation Martin Bodmer, MS Bodmer 137. Plato, Phaedo (in Latin translation). Italy, early 15th c.

Note telltale 
Gothic features 
within Humanist 
minuscule style:


Round s at 
word end


Letters “biting”



Collegeville, Hill Museum & Manuscript Library, SJU MS 4. f. 5r. Ca. 1470. Humanist Cursive (Italic).



Duns Scotus in Humanist drag: a late-15th-c. 
manuscript made for Ferdinand I, King of Naples



Two very different 15th-century manuscripts of Duns Scotus



The Invention of 
Printing in the West 

What did Gutenberg really invent? 
The early printed book as craft object



East Asian printing

11th-c. printed Chinese book, The Scripture 
of the Great Flower Ornament of the Buddha



The Buddist canon 
stored on 13th c. 
woodblocks in a 
Korean temple



Korean Hangul 
(alphabetic syllabary) 
in metal type from 
the 15th century. 


The sorts were 
probably created by 
sand-casting.



Block books 
(1460s-70s)


An alternative 
15th-century 

printing 
technology





The 
backs of 
printed 
pages in 
a 1465 
block 
book, 
seen in 
raking 
light



incunable, incunabula 
“cradle books” 

= book printed in the first 50 years of printing 
in the West (up to 1500)



The core of the invention, as we 
know it was practiced from shortly 
after Gutenberg’s initial efforts:


MOVABLE METAL TYPE 
MOVABLE: Individual pieces can be 
reused ad infinitum to set new texts.


METAL:

— Pieces of type are cast in metal from 
molds which allow the replication of 
many identical pieces of type.* 

— Metal stands up to the pressure of 
the press through many, many reuses, 
unlike wood.


— Type metal (lead + tin + antimony) 
melts easily and hardens almost 
instantly.


A PRESS adapted to bring even 
pressure down on paper or parchment 
over pages laid out in metal type


INK that would work with the above 
system


*Did Gutenberg really use this system of 
typecasting? Newer scholarship raises 
doubts. More on that shortly…



The Context for Early Printing 
Knowing what books looked like in the 15th century and what the 
book trade already looked like gives us the context for Gutenberg’s 
invention:


• Books: script choices, layout

• Large and growing readership in all the languages.

• Trade: multi-craft process of professionals in cities, organized 

through stationers who coordinated the multiple components

• Urban context: not only the multiple book arts, but many other 

trades and merchants



Left: the Giant Bible of Mainz, 1452-53 (pages 
23 x 16 in)

Below: Library of Congress copy of Gutenberg’s 
Bible, ca. 1450-1455 (pages 17 x 12 in)



Johannes Gutenberg, ca. 1400-1468


• Family were goldsmiths who worked in the mint of the Archbishop-
Elector of Mainz


•By 1450: Fust and Schoeffer (who would soon form a printing firm of 
their own) invest in bible project. —> Note the huge up-front 
investment required to set up in printing.


• Work on the Bible was probably under way by 1452.


• Earliest surviving printed item from Gutenberg’s press is an 
indulgence printed in 1454.


• Bible (The 42-Line Bible, the Gutenberg Bible) was finished in 1455.



The Gutenberg Bible: diversity of copies

•About 160-190 copies were printed.

•49 survive in whole or in part, ¼ of them on vellum

•Most copies were bound in 2 vols; parchment copies may be in 

3 vols. (We have a few in 15th-c. bindings.)

•Gutenberg changed his mind about several things in the course 

of the print run: 

•whether to print the red parts

•how many lines per page (switched from 40 to 42)

•the size of the print run


•All copies were hand-decorated to some extent.





Gutenberg’s press







Details: Ransom left; Vatican top right; Stuttgart bottom right 



Making metal type: punch, matrix, and type
1. Punchcutter 

carves the steel 
punch.


2. Punch is struck 
into the copper 
matrix.


3. Matrix is inserted 
into a hand mold.


4. Hot typemetal is 
poured into the 
mold.



A set of matrices from the 16th century



Synopsis of the B42 
type, Gutenberg’s 
type for the 42-line 
Bible 

270-290 distinct 
characters 



Did Gutenberg actually cast identical type 
pieces using the punch-matrix system?



Printing in other 15th-century  styles



Other early printing: Sweynheym & Pannartz, Works of Lactantius, 
printed in Subiaco, Italy,1465. The first book in Roman type.



Detail of the Sweynheym & Pannartz Lactantius



Mature Roman type: Jenson’s Eusebius (left) and 

Vindelinus de Spira’s Virgil (right), both Venice 1470



Details of Jenson’s Eusebius and Vindelinus de Spira’s Virgil


