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The History of Letterpress

This exhibition essay explored the letterpress and how its process has been used
and adapted over time. The letterpress was invented thousands of years ago and is
still used in design to this day. The exhibition will start off dark as this represents how
letterpress started industrial, there will not be many lights at all and dark walls. As we
move through time, | would like it to become cleaner and brighter as this is how
letterpress is used modern day as it is for recreational purposes. It will be in
Germany as this is the main place letterpress started. As someone who now uses
the Alexadra press often and enjoys using it for fun, | think that is important how

machines like this were used for real life work.
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Figure 1: Taylor, The History of a Letterpress Exhibition Map, 2026
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Figufe 2; (Met Museum, The Printed Image in China, 2017)

Movable Type was first created in China by Bi Sheng back in the 11t century. Sheng
was a ‘pioneering figure in the history of printing’ (Myers, 2022). He created ceramic
type pieces for press which then allowed for more flexible and efficient printing
processes as the individual letters could be moved and used more than once. This
was during China’s Northern Song Dynasty which was from 960 to 1126. This was
one of the biggest social and economic changes in China as it ‘shaped the
intellectual and political climate of China down to the twentieth century.” (Dept. Asian

Art, 2001)



Movable Type was then introduced over the world to places as far as Asia and
Europe. It was shown to the world ‘At the opening of the 2008 Beijing Olympics,
hundreds of dancers moved in and out of square boxes topped with Chinese
characters, forming and dissolving words in perfect rhythm.’ (Ying, 2026) This shows
that hundreds of thousands of people would have seen this and it would have made

an impact.
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Figure 3; (Adrews, The Gutenberg Bible, 2015)

Johannes Glutenberg created durable lead based movable type and press around
1450 in Europe. Gutenberg creates Gutenberg’s printing press which ‘was
considered a history changing invention, making books widely accessible and
ushering in an “information revolution” (Lehmann Haupt, 2018). The Gutenberg bible
was first printed in 1454, and it is estimated to print ‘from 70 to 270 copies, with the
majority printed on paper and up to 45 on vellum.’ After hundreds of years there are
'48 surviving copies, only 23 of them are complete’ (Accardo, n.d.) One of these
copies can be found on display in the Harry Elkins Memorial Room. Elkins sadly died

during the sinking of the titanic and ‘two years later at the 1915 commencement, the



library and in it the memorial rooms opened’ (Halberstam, 1953) There were 3,500 of
Elkins’ books in the English Oak panelled room and for the Gutenberg bible to be
one of them on display shows that it is special. With a book like the bible that so
many people would call sacred, | think that it is even more special knowing it has
been individually pressed. This goes for any piece of art that has been pressed, as it
is such an intimate way of working and every outcome might be slightly different it
makes it unique. This bible was a massive milestone in letterpress and movable type
in Europe. The style within this bible is very much older as expected but also ties in
with modernist art. ‘Modernism in visual art involved a break from traditional values
and styles’ (National Galleries of Scotland, n.d.) Just from looking at the Gutenberg
bible you firstly see that it is very neat with justified text in two columns which is good
as it keeps the perfect character line length. There are also hand drawn illustrations
‘People like Johannes Glutenberg were developing this style of printed text,
but they were doing it when the wider culture and landscape was really all
about hand-drawn decorations, hand drawn letters and hand drawn little
critters’ (The Huntington, 2025)
This shows that these bibles were even more intimate and rare as each one might
have had different hand-drawn illustrations and why they are ‘estimated value of $30

million’ (Nadel, 2017)



1 1
| 1
I
}
1S X . One
’ .
e TAST . cocmmmar, NoxoAT EvEwIxe, Xa¥ 16, 1085 EDITION =
VA
. " J—p— IMMENEE reemat and e erpectad bu1 sedder TEX FEXNY PAFER. o wndling Wha yund o frowt of (0 Piste
NEW YORK'S MULES. ':'.E;:'L."::"— o = R SrTae .
Sy sreciima. 34 G 3tes of mages_ee seloeids —————
r -l ot D See Bo oiet | The Dnlens” Picale T | aa s e ‘praws B he | Naw Shage, New Pross, Now Beom.
1 Nao 74 Wahen piare ‘0 fos swach- . | s sed the Bgient Howss folte RIVAR INTELLIGENOE.
sthey Both Kick Over the ' wieihe. e et o5 duy g —_— ——
ey o T et 308 DY (o | et 0 bt Vi st s - | T Sartre vty | The "At e SemwhesCour’ Poase SURANERS LA VURS YO.0AY.
—_— Y et e o T A Ry e
Desking asd Tt Basign w0 —— . prtytaahy Four moniha snd mows oge Toa Poner | miooiin® oy L il Frese tes' * =
Usited hates Sematery, WHEY SHE CRIED. Tham eoakd 00 bore b & buthr dup —_— Furen wan wacied b Conmenets. Keasty | Bt |5, SPRREE lphiee {2 =
Frovled e e ety £ e moa- CHESTER PARK. ety pritad s surty b, The | e
—_— agere oréurng el PR b
Mars Adowt Sesbanie’y Lower | sives The beery o Seartay
Asd Pray Wiat Wil G Poor Saciima ek e e 22t i e ot | T0Ie o Do Bensing Baces.
Constry Do Now? [———— bt making ony ek The sun s
A Venng :-‘:.l;.--.—- end sivat s the oy Rt Pt ot Powsiwn W
SR warm and plessnst, e ox was 1 st e A
B Eeeretrersiinndedl [ TR P, s | S e ks duncing g T
P et e of Teimma Seaphaniv'y | A4 o8 warly bows armeiens buges % | Charter Parh Coumme will bagis oo the 308
S Soddun bearfudl smiburst during e mar- | SV e Loniaeife, et ok sentimne Gve dog T wre
Wanniswven, . O Bay Sd boid- |y vy Mondey, wos fonned | 0 o0l Spcingheld. Frvm e sou w— bne remaary smon g (he svirien The
whall bureh b S Banate s afr & et lat eveng, by & Sapeich frem | P B snr lenks tame dee vn e €, | Seiewing o e
anliod b endor thin smeeving I e shage of | o rl (L S T B Pt €, 0,0, 4 L Ratovate. v Sy
Aot Conhe | vt e Aok asemotet wuiede by SN Sehdbumnn, e
T oot Thaman ©, Piais, o Kow Voot | Sl 0Ol The parnts wt & pumess u owury goo- | Tt Busn el Pures $500 of bk
e . e ol wnes whlperet arvend fhe puises Bhat | Soniar. B was bang snongh S e e | SlLL o Berpe
Sorw aad sddwused s Vies-Fousdewt | (o voonr urint was some sther Thas the | PoSenen of the Shmmasnde whe seveded | Seeend Race—Shis Durky Stake. For Sl
Aviber, 00d anaraneed Sat (40 o680 | Pionner’ mafursemste Mevwr, the skt of | 0 streets waidbing U, ond iy wes | S sen s raper.
et ewarded o the Guemrmer | LU FU e e o bt | SCistacnnry e Ghe b of e Tondr | St B ihen MeGry
ol the Biais of Sow Yuch, and rwpeanind | £ 0 O o iunpiingung [ b a—— e b e s n B
Naving snseemmmment of (he fact e foe- | w1y S0 L0 ST Gl e | praphiet Cnion, She T meien aad | nd e hae g CEy
elly made e fhe Bensin. e | o 0 o kb s st | e e Toles swn @y wuet (St L o ” | 3 o ek
This snsenspment wes rossived By abowt Aegalion poeenis | Wotlaniie.  The smphuee of - — el e -
YA o eyt | ooyl o S | P G . oot 8 Cn . T | T o S . o vk et a8 | T ot e
vt e Manate Smmedimsely presmeded 0 | 4o e e whe | & Brn. und Mane Bren., o5 made & Sanb. | o wow e wod & yasrons. r vt o o Mrings 1199 bndm
o as sevtien o Seeias besisess, warved (he Prosases is sacd e be o0 sk | St Gapler @ Bk e and stte boge | Sesend Bas Chen m-m
41338 ok went e Earentre 00 | ey Beyal fafher Mt - - = -l‘-:ll-bqv. g, i u‘__h._
oo e Bae ot thia mermiee
Wasniseres, May HThe gullesios Lot o e b o . e | P i o -:u--'..-:...
Wi, wad (b Buntie war ears | Ny Yone, May MoSherks spened oo | Sogun s Sach towerd Sewead Podt and St by Fe Aomniorica, e W
1t ol v the revigaations of Coubling | (ive s buwyest o0 sempared v Hias g e i L A
peies of Buterder.  Advanes vongel | Seuiivwens strvem of Damanity posrd — eviog
e maing of e Jraresh, 0 Vi | (our 3¢ tn) B ke o0é wos ot e B . W Wi
T havw U B o | = Wakea Sevoen - —e 3 e deily
i o | SR TES T | SITSESE SRS | e e v Aot i s 0 ot
bt Bonaie, The Olork w81 reak™ The :‘,':,'_A"_.:‘“. T"’““:.‘.—;,_:r"_-— '- o et e Bt fsae ko, - L e W. V. Twgess & Vonso-
. | e —— e -
Clast than vond 04 Allews. Faure has resched )i por ooml. sk v | T [ e e LY h.a....,....c..n.t
Wassseswn, B, €, May W, 101, athe e Alfoshay amvarmas s e Wt Bewey | smend e have $5. ke haata. Poms, The Buich Ereaing ¥ A0 ek ey e rewia o et (g
Bor— Wil e avsoneee to b | "-.0,-'-'-1'?“.- “:v' ened 6 gund bamer sad Sant wn | | Tt Bere - Coeh Pruree S0 of whl s | The i Sewie Chasaiele. The wrrw (e hrmes e haseahe sad the
[ ST o o | i R T TR Tn ot .5, | Nortod oo it B0 od oW wamrtnd | et e B For o g o | ook B0, Lonia pupere are bwo-tens, the | gte? v Momphia, Sieond by lbe dady
Tovk b0 boun farwarded o6 (e Gorersar | Crav, WA L. Cou. MIN; Ohin Con, | oin & doy of ok oy ciimesoumess. | of tow mine. “hers snceunt. The fre pajers of ihis i [ et
o et nta m;:o_f-u-u»ﬁ_-_- LU Py A L rorve say awranar, v L sy st dyrrgindernd B UL L L TR R
homs tae basee be bu, with groad ro- | Ao Vg e o e | 22 s | 7wt B ot pavue 00, of which wpien, Dot svonsws | P ™ o
B et bt cat seran Con. Pus ‘.:-— L. ___‘:r‘____. w— e e 0. Fur o8 agee Hike -
Nowsos Owmtsine. | 51K Allew o Torre T YOI] | Tk v ks Ghivimg e A | o, S S 5. as {
M4 voe herw was & Sam of wurpriee | Sateds, Rothar TN Chsnputhe ot | e e i Seved e fewn e | St Sa Cienett oup Yor il o~ ‘
ol bt the Chambor. oo Bumereote | §'Wosterm. simn, Bl 00 an. proter | S et o oo iy St o | 2250, SRTINep R 0 SN AN L
| Seskakamsiousty o ouc e onkwmad. | P s s & S o o eelomed, | S P Pomees Commrng o | 22 3 s
The Kepobtinns irind to e sim, u":t‘r:hlm'::-m'z Enliemmens syperien vt o e ts | VN4 B Cumebatin yerse . ey 3.
O Ben voe sheond wnety 00 | Sodbodias Bo0h Narwenst. 1w . | S0k oL Theptis bemal bad bt e | Bt e e e bt y
Yo whet would fallew, | frieg e e e Ll "
- ok LON Nriors o4 Woskors: | s sud. vighost = swomin  sod —_————
o-Tremlont Sanbed wn- | i
| = ! o ey T e e ]
Wbt s enatin 4 e Cork, whe T e g =] 4 JOME CRARITY
Yool 0 Reflowes | —-m-:m- Vusk, poctersed. - s v e _—

Figure 4; (The Penny Paper, From Penny Paper to Post and Times-Star: Mr.
Scripps, 1881)

Letterpress was then taken to the industrial world when it was realised that this was
a quick way to print in large quantities for things like newspapers. Before linotype
letterpress was a slow process as ‘letters of type needed to be individually cast in
molds and put in order by hand, backwards and in reverse order’ while also thinking
about the spacing of the letters and words. Linotypes association is mostly with a
man called Ottmar Mergenthaler who was an engineer back in 1876. After much
testing Mergenthaler made a machine that had a keyboard and that would be able to
type sentences and space out the words correctly. “Once the line was completed,
the machine would pour liquid metal into the mold and cast brand new type that was
all connected in a line, called a slug. This is allegedly where the name linotype came

from as it created lines o type.’ (Colclough, 2022) So this was how linotype and hot



metal came into production where the machine was taken over the world and
improved by other people using it. At the time this machine was generational, but it
did have a drawback. The linotype machine ‘cast blocks of metal type for individual
uses’ which shows it probably wasn’t the costliest way of doing things. Benefits to
this machine were that ‘A single operator could take the place of six people setting
type by hand.” (Anon., n.d.) This was a huge operation until the late 1980s and then

soon after is when print was replace by phototype setting and computer typesetting.



Figure 5; (Kitching, Rules of Typography, 2004)

Letterpress has made a return within the 20t century in a different sort of way as
letterpress is now used as art and more decorative pieces. Figure 5 shows a piece
by Alan Kitching showing where he has made a poster, he doesn’t only use one type
of press he is known to layer up work using multiple different presses which use
movable woodblock. Personally, | feel that there are two ways you can go with
letterpress, the clean and neat look and the rustic messy look. It is very easy to
create a clean look with the press but as soon as you start layering up different
words, it can look messy in a good way. Kitchings work could be described as post-
modern as it is quite hard to read sometimes and often lacks in hierarchy, but this is

what makes it real. The texture that letterpress gives is also quite post-modern as it



is not crisp and real. This is personally why | love letterpress so much as every

outcome is slightly different.

Figure 6; (Taylor, Manifesto Poster, 2026)

Finally, for where we are today with letterpress. It is still being used for art and other
small purposes but is most defiantly not used for bigger quantities like magazines
and newspapers as this would take way too long and would be very expensive.
Figure 6 is something that | made using mainly the Alexandra Press and rollers but
to make this successful, | had to make the final outcome online. This is most likely

the future of letterpress as there aren’t many machines left to be able to make art like



Alan Kitchings. To make this | had to scan in all of my individual presses which
would then capture all of the detail. When it comes to making art through a
letterpress, | think that the great thing about it would be that that piece of art is
individual and almost 3 dimensional as it is the original print. When scanning in the
prints, the details still there but there isn’t as much emotion that comes with it as

there could be thousands of prints which are the same.

Letterpress is nowhere near used like it was back in the industrial days and is now
only used for art and things like wedding invitations and cards. Personally, having
the access to use an Alexandra Press and Adana Press is important in learning how
to change the kerning and the tracking of a word. These days having software that

does all of that for you takes away from the past and takes you back to the basics of

typography.
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