Johannes Gutenberg and Corporate Design

Professor Dr. Stephan Füssel

Obviously, this year’s 600th anniversary of Johannes Gutenberg makes us realize again that we have only very few facts of the life of the inventor of printing. Even the books that we acknowledge were printed by Gutenberg have been ascribed to him only through the proof of archival documents and not through a note found somewhere in the book (this holds true also for the 42-line Bible). Like in the manuscript era, all of Gutenberg’s books were published without a title-page and without an imprint. 

Only with the mass production of books and the new demand for an organized book market, that Gutenberg’s invention had initiated, did the habit of publishing books with a title-page and an imprint develop. Already the first printing office after Gutenberg, the workshop of Johannes Fust and Peter Schöffer, marked its products with an “alliance mark” of the two printers’ coat of arms joined together.

In no time did the labelling of books with a characteristic printer’s mark become common usage. For their marks, printers used their coat of arms, the arms of their place of origin or talking images such as the depiction of a smith standing for the German family name “Schmidt”. Or with reference to their publishing programme they chose a motto such as “nihil sine causa” (nothing without reason) or symbols such as Occasio and Fortuna. 

Thus, printers were the first craftsmen that with the appearance of a market introduced logically and swiftly product marking with devices that had often remained in use for several centuries.    
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