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ERIC MARSHALL WHITE, Editio princeps: A History of the Gutenberg
Bible (Turnhout: Harvey Miller Publishers, an imprint of Brepols Pub -
 lishers, 2017), 465 pp. 122 images. ISBN 978 1 909400 84 9. €120.0

It is clear that this work is the product of many years of intensive
research. The author, a recognized expert on the history of early
printing in Germany, and currently Curator of Rare Books at
Princeton University Library, began to compile it in 2011 during his
tenure as Curator of Special Collections at the Bridwell Library in
Dallas, where he was inspired by the latter’s collection of Gutenberg
Bible fragments. The book ambitiously sets out to reconstruct the
ownership history of all the extant copies and fragments of the first
printed Bible, insofar as this is at all possible. Essentially, the book
represents a kind of census of all complete and partial copies of the
Gutenberg Bible—including those which we only know of thanks to
references in earlier literature—and updates our knowledge of them,
something that is only achievable through very extensive research in
the history of the book and the history of collections.

The book’s central idea is to establish when and how any given
copy came to the notice of researchers, that is, when it was ‘discov-
ered’ by historians or other academic disciplines, beginning with the
very first description of it or publication about it, whether or not this
was generally known to have happened. Marshall White lists twen-
ty-four copies of the Gutenberg Bible known to have existed in the
eighteenth century (pp. 179–80), plus a further three of which the
present locations are unknown; nobody at the time was aware of the
existence of all twenty-seven. Jeremias Jacob Oberlin, in 1801, listed
only six known copies (p. 184). However, in describing the individ-
ual copies, the author is not merely interested in their discovery; he
also provides the entire history of their ownership and their eventu-
al fate, in every conceivable detail. Careful attention is devoted to
concepts familiar to students of the history of the book, such as set-
tings, completeness, illumination, and other features specific to the
individual copies. The section titles always include the book’s current
location and the year in which the book became known. This helps
with identification, but does not tell us anything about when and in
what context each discovery took place. Neither can this part of the
book offer a conclusive narrative, as numerous similar and overlap-
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ping situations arose in the previous and later history of each copy
(see p. 84). Thankfully, however, the author provides a regular sum-
mary of what was known at the time about all the copies and their
travels and locations, and Part III also helps to clarify various histo-
ries for the reader. In addition, each copy of the Bible is identified by
its listing in the four most important censuses (De Ricci, Schwenke,
Hubay, Needham).

Chapter 1, ‘Editio princeps’, summarizes the current state of
know ledge about the beginnings of print and the Gutenberg Bible,
providing readers with the essential foundation they need to under-
stand the rest of the book. The author first provides a very readable
history of printing in South-East Asia, which shows how printing
with movable types gradually replaced the more traditional block
printing in the region in the late Middle Ages, and had become com-
pletely established in Korea around twenty years before Gutenberg
(p. 20). The author then sets out the sources on early printing in
Europe up until the beginning of the eighteenth century, which tell us
more about Gutenberg and his Bible. Among other examples, Mar -
shall White highlights a letter written by Enea Silvio Piccolomino in
1455, which discusses Bibles on offer in Frankfurt in 1454, and the
‘Helmasperger Instrument’ as by far the most detailed sources that we
possess on Gutenberg’s and Fust’s collaboration on the ‘work of the
books’. Our most important source for the rediscovery of the Guten -
berg Bible is the Cronica von der hilliger stat van Coellen, printed in
1499, which not only names Gutenberg as the inventor of book-print-
ing, but also states that the first book he printed was a Bible ‘in gross-
er Schrift’ (‘with a large letterform’ in White’s translation).

Although Gutenberg’s printing press was sporadically mentioned
by contemporaries, by the end of the sixteenth century he had been
more or less forgotten. One historical narrative named Johann Fust as
printing’s inventor, and fatally, this version of the facts came to the
attention of Erasmus. Other narratives naming Haarlem’s Laurens
Janszoon Coster and Strasburg’s Johann Mentelin respectively fell
out of favour comparatively quickly. But although Gutenberg played
little part in seventeenth-century historical narrative, his Bible played
even less, and by 1700 he could have been described as a ‘printer
without a book’.

The chapter ‘The Work of the Books’ discusses the physical evi-
dence for the extant printed works. Beginning with minor early print-



ed works which used more primitive DK typefaces (The Book of the
Sibyls, the earliest known edition of the Ars minor of Aelius Donatus,
and the Turkish Calendar) and early examples of the B42 type face (the
Donatus edition in the Scheide Library), along with indulgences that
used these typefaces for their headings from 1454 to 1455, the author
underlines the importance of the 42-line Gutenberg Bible as the first
major printing project in Europe. At the same time, he notes the prob-
lematic nature of traditional nomenclature, as this copy, which has
no indication of publisher, place, or date, is not the only 42-line Latin
Bible, and the nature and extent of Fust’s contribution is uncertain.
With great care and in great detail, White collates the newest research
on the production process as evidenced by various settings, water-
marks, and analysis of ink batches. As a result, we know that pro-
duction was carried out using four sets of compositors, that the print
run was increased by around a third during production, and that the
sale and distribution of all the copies after 1455 took some time. The
author also sets out Needham’s and Agüera y Arcas’s findings on
typeface manufacture without reusable matrices. These findings rela-
tivize Gutenberg’s status as the inventor of a print  ing process that
would hold good for centuries, and raise new questions. A repro-
duction of an image from a thirteenth-century Paris manuscript
shows how the layout of the Gutenberg Bible was still largely based
on manuscript traditions. The chapter ends with a description of the
‘ideal copy’ of the printed first edition.

In ‘A Book Without a History’, the author shows how the Guten -
berg Bible, despite its initial commercial success and its immense
influence on Bible philology, was gradually replaced in the course of
the fifteenth century by more practical and cheaper versions. Up
until the early eighteenth century, copies of the Gutenberg Bible were
even used as binder’s waste. Occasional mentions of it as the first
printed book do not include references to actual copies. The history
of its rediscovery, however, does reveal some important milestones;
Bernhard von Mallinckrodt assessed the sources in 1640, and Johann
David Köhler’s work of 1741 represents an important first step in sal-
vaging Gutenberg’s reputation. Identifying copies on the basis of the
sources, however, continued to be a major problem, and none of the
numerous eighteenth-century researchers cited by White succeeded
in achieving this. 

It is here that Part II takes up the story, with a description of each
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known copy in the chronological order of discovery. This second part
of the book is structured in three chapters, each of which covers a
century. ‘The First Fruits of the Eighteenth Century’ is, appropriate-
ly, by far the longest. In 1997 Ilona Hubay showed that fourteen com-
plete copies of the Gutenberg Bible were known in the eighteenth
century; Marshall White manages to bring the total up to twenty-five,
of which fifteen were first mentioned in printed publications, nine in
library catalogues or correspondence, and two are only known
through contemporary witnesses. The first description is that of the
copy held in the Staatsbibliothek Berlin, which was described as the
first printed book as early as 1700 in a note made in the copy by
librarian Christoph Hendreich. Unfortunately, Hend reich never
came to enjoy the reputation of being the man who discovered the
first printed Bible; this accolade was undeservedly given to the
librarian Guillaume-François De Bure thanks to his rather vague
description of the copy held by the Bibliothèque Mazarine in 1762. As
a result, the Gutenberg Bible was often referred to in the eighteenth
century as the Mazarine Bible. 

In 1745 a description of a Gutenberg Bible said to be held by the
Aschaffenburg Hofbibliothek crops up in a previously overlooked
letter written by one Samuel Engel, a librarian at Berne, in the course
of a discussion on the invention of printing. The year 1765 sees the
first appearance of a Gutenberg Bible in an auction catalogue belong-
ing to Pierre-Ignace-Eloi Favier. Thanks to the rediscovery of a
description contained in the catalogue, this copy has now been iden-
tified beyond all possible doubt. But despite the fact that since the
second half of the eighteenth century no other copy of the Gutenberg
Bible has been lost or destroyed, the whereabouts of this particular
copy remains a mystery.

In the 1780s and especially the 1790s discoveries of ‘new’ Guten -
berg Bibles increased. This was partly a result of the rise of a new
kind of collector who, for the first time, viewed early prints as his-
torically significant artefacts rather than simply the physical vehicles
for texts. But it was also thanks to the Napoleonic Wars, whose effects
on the wider population were beginning to make themselves felt, and
to the first confiscations of church property. The Gutenberg Bible
held by the John Rylands Library in Manchester, for example, was
looted from the Augustinian house in Colmar by French soldiers in
1790, while that held by the Austrian National Library was original-
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ly owned by the Maria-Steinach convent at Meran, which was dis-
solved in 1782.

Again and again, the records mention two Benedictines who acted
as agents in the sale or disposal of books: Jean-Baptiste Maugerard of
Erfurt and Alexander Horn of Regensburg. Their most important cus-
tomers were British bibliophiles such as George John, 2nd Earl of
Spencer, whose library was famous, and as early as the eighteenth
century five Gutenberg Bibles made their way to England, while one
was sold to a Scot, David Steuart. In France, one of the central actors
in this drama was the Archbishop of Toulouse, Étienne Charles de
Loménie de Brienne, the owner of three copies in the 1780s. Marshall
White has found a rich source of evidence in the correspondence of
English book agents; thanks to a letter from Alexander Horn to the
Earl of Spencer dating from 1798, for example, he is able to trace the
journey of the Rebdorf copy to the Morgan Library in New york. 

But despite these many discoveries, most scholars in the eight -
eenth century were not willing to accept the 42-line Bible as Guten -
berg’s first printed edition, not even when Georg Wilhelm Zapf dis-
covered inscriptions in the hand of a Mainz priest dating from 1456
in the Bibliothèque Nationale’s copy in 1789; and, indeed, Zapf him-
self, notwithstanding his own discovery, continued to support the
theory that Pfister’s 36-line Bible was the first letterpress print edi-
tion.

The next chapter, ‘The Long Harvest of the Nineteenth Century’,
reveals that a further nineteen complete copies became known in this
period. Revolutionary looting, changed borders, and confiscations of
church property led to an unprecedented relocation of collections.
Around a third of the copies held by religious houses, for example,
became available on the newly flourishing antiquaries market.
Marshall White devotes particular attention to the copy held by the
University of Texas in Austin, whose first recorded owner, James
Perry, in 1821 memorably compared the art of printing with the god-
dess Minerva, who was born already perfect. In terms of its illumina-
tions and binding, this particular copy is the most interesting among
those still extant. Its provenance, probably ’s-Hertogenbosch, can be
derived from a complex synthesis of the established evidence. The
copy known as Trier II, now widely dispersed, initially came to light
in the form of fragments in 1812 near Trier, although large sections of
the quires are now held in Mons and Bloomington, Indiana. 
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Although the Gutenberg Bible became enormously collectable in
the nineteenth century, other incunabula were still selling for even
higher prices. It was not until 1890 that Karl Dziatzko proved beyond
all possible doubt that the 42-line Bible was earlier than the 36-line
version, although the 1892 discovery of the Book of the Sibyls from the
early 1450s relativized the status of the Gutenberg Bible somewhat.

‘The Last Gleanings of the Twentieth Century’ mainly turns on
the question of why the five complete copies discovered in that cen-
tury remained unknown for so long. However, the nine newly dis-
covered fragments are of even greater importance; they include a
number of leaves glued together as pasteboard. Around sixty vellum
leaves of a copy from the monastery at vadstena were discovered in
1906 in Stockholm, where they were being used as archival wrappers.
Of the complete copies, two are in Spain (Burgos and Seville respec-
tively), where they seem to have been present from an early date. The
author notes without providing further historical context that these,
along with a further copy that was sometimes recorded in Spain, are
illuminated in Flemish style. In Germany, three important discover-
ies were made in the twentieth century: one in 1911 in the library of
the Graf von Solms-Laubach; one in 1975 in the parish house at
Immenhausen; and one in 1996 in the archive of Sankt Marien,
Rendsburg. 

Finally, in the epilogue to this section, ‘Fertile Ground for the
Twenty-First Century’, the author concludes that it is highly unlike-
ly that any further complete copies will be found, but adds that con-
tinual advances in manuscript research and digitization are likely to
result in the discovery of more fragments in the future. So far, the
only new discovery of the twenty-first century is of a vellum leaf
from a manuscript held by the Augsburg Staats- und Stadt biblio thek,
found there in 2017. The epilogue also includes a summary of the
early dissemination of the Gutenberg Bible, mainly based on copy
specifics but considerably supported and enriched by our knowledge
of the sites where fragments have been discovered. Early owners
were mainly church libraries and religious houses, and records also
bear witness to wealthy individual donors and book printers who
used them as copy-text. Benedictines were by far the most important
owners, with at least eight copies held at various Benedictine abbeys,
while four can definitely be assigned to Carthusian monasteries.
Taken in conjunction with details of their illumination, we can make
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out two dominant directions for distribution of the Gutenberg Bibles.
A large number seem to have been brought to Erfurt, Leipzig, and
Lübeck, where they were first illuminated and then sold. Others
made their way northwards down the river Rhine and thence in
some cases to Flanders (three copies) and England (two copies).

Part III of the book is a census of the Gutenberg Bibles that sum-
marizes all information on the copies themselves and their owner-
ship history. In structure, the author follows Needham’s 1985 census,
which has the particular advantage of not depending on localization
of copies (as the place where the copy is held need not be connected
with the place where it was made) (see pp. 294 ff.). He first lists the
vellum copies, then the paper ones, while the copies within each cat-
egory are listed in order of how far they reproduce the first setting. 

Fragments are listed from No. 50 onwards and are named in each
case after their first known place of provenance and ordered accord-
ing to the number of leaves in each case. Unfortunately, the identifi-
cation of copies in the census is made more difficult by the fact that
the author does not provide his own census number in the narrative
of Part II. This makes it difficult to find copies in the census coming
from Part II. But going in the other direction, when coming from the
census, it is easier to find copies in Part II according to the year of dis-
covery. Descriptions of the complete copies are generally rather brief,
including the shelfmark, the numbers of the most important census-
es, the exact dimensions of the block, any missing leaves, the num-
bers of the quires in the second setting, along with the first traceable
provenance, and, conspicuously visible, the date of discovery. The
copy held by the University Library at Mons counts as a complete
copy, despite the fact that 557 of its leaves are dispersed, as do the
‘Noble Fragments’ from Mannheim. In the case of the Mons copy, the
author provides an impressive list of all known sets, while the vari-
ous locations of the ‘Noble Fragments’ remain undisclosed. 

The author provides extensive information on the fragments.
Each fragment is identified by the leaf number, its folio number, and
the biblical text it contains. For many of the fragments, the author
also provides details of its discovery and ownership history along
with any relevant literature, which adds a good deal of value to this
part of the census. Following the census itself, there is a list of the
additional recorded surviving copies/fragments for which evidence
exists, but whose current location is unknown, numbered from A to
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W. Three additional notional copies are listed as X, y, and Z respec-
tively; these were used by printers of later Bibles in Strasbourg and
Bamberg as copy-texts. Another list records four ‘Accessory Frag -
ments’ which, to judge by the way in which they are manufactured,
cannot have been part of a complete Bible and must be interpreted as
either trial print runs or as supplements to incomplete Bibles. Each of
these is discussed in detail. The census concludes with a list of over 50
‘Doubtful Copies and Ghosts’. This list includes all the copies which
appear in the records but the mention of which is probably or cer-
tainly based on misinformation. This excludes the many supposed
identifications before 1890 which actually referred to the 36-line
Bible. Each entry is considered in detail, while the author has wisely
chosen not to include the relevant secondary literature in the main
bibliography. The book is completed by a short index of people,
places, and things along with a longer provenance index.

The author presents us with an impressive collection of material
that demonstrates his excellent knowledge of current and past Gu -
ten berg research. Much of this consists of assessments of printed
material that in part is very difficult to find (for example, auction cat-
alogues, early library catalogues, correspondence, travel journals),
and sometimes he also refers to handwritten sources. Again and
again, he manages to discover something new. Once the history of the
extant copies is known in detail, it is possible to assign copies men-
tioned in the records to those we know of, thereby using the exclusion
principle. Sometimes this requires some extremely complicated detec-
tive work, for example, if we look at how George III acquired the
copy now in the British Library from Alexander Horn (pp. 169–70). 

Overall, the book provides a sweeping panorama of the history of
a book and all its copies in a way that has probably never been done
for any other printed work. Researchers will be especially grateful for
the comprehensive data on ownership history, which, one imagines,
could easily form the basis for a digitized database or, for example,
the digital mapping of known distribution routes. The book will also
be extremely valuable as a work of reference when identifying and
placing fragments and records in relation to the Gutenberg Bible, and
for future research on the history of collecting and the reception of
early printed texts since the eighteenth century. Thanks to its wealth
of illustrations, which provide images of numerous leaves and man-
uscripts along with the most important other sources for a history of
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typography, the book is not only visually appealing but also very
suitable for teaching at university level. The book could also inspire
an ongoing search for new evidence of individual copies; for example,
research on scholarly publications, unpublished papers, and records
could develop discussions that Marshall White has initiated. To take
just one example, the Göttingen Guten berg Bible appears in a 1588
inventory compiled by the chancery clerk Eberhard Eggelinck for the
library of Duke Julius in Wolfenbüttel: ‘Biblia latina, pars prima et
secunda, vff Pergamein gedruckt In dem aller ersten vnd eltesten
gedruck, Da die Druckerey erst angefangen In folio vnd in bretern
mit gelem semischen leder vbertzogen, vnd mit meßings Puckeln
vnd Clausuren beschlagen gebunden’ (Latin Bible, first and second
part, printed on vellum in the very first and oldest edition, when
printing had just started. In folio, bound with boards in yellow soft
leather and furnished with brass studs and clasps).1 While the entry
itself may tell us little that we did not already know about the prove-
nance of this particular copy, it does provide spectacular early evi-
dence that the 42-line Bible was regarded as the earliest printed ver-
sion of the Bible, and as at least one of the oldest works to be created
in letterpress print at all. It appears that German princely courts of the
sixteenth century may have possessed a level of bibliographic expert-
ise that to date has gone unrecognized.

1 Niedersächisches Landesarchiv Wolfenbüttel, 1 Alt 22 no. 83, fo. 26r, quoted
from Bertram Lesser, Katalog der mittelalterlichen Helmstedter Hand schriften, vol.
i (2012), p. xix, n. 39.

HARTMUT BEyER has been Deputy Director of the Department of
Old Prints at the Herzog August Bibliothek Wolfenbüttel since 2016.
With Gabriela Signori and Sita Steckel, he is the editor of Bruno the
Carthusian and his Mortuary Roll: Studies, Text, and Translations (2014).
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