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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, I 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, I 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 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

Figure 2; (Met Museum, The Printed Image in China, 2017) 

Movable Type was first created in China by Bi Sheng back in the 11th 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)  
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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. 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

Figure 3; (Andrews, 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 
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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, I 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) 
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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 
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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.  
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Figure 5; (Kitching, Rules of Typography, 2004) 

Letterpress has made a return within the 20th 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, I 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 
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is not crisp and real. This is personally why I 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 I made using mainly the Alexandra Press and rollers but 

to make this successful, I 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 
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Alan Kitchings. To make this I 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, I 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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