
 
 
 

THREE COPIES OF THE WORLD-RENOWNED GUTENBERG BIBLE 
TO BE DISPLAYED TOGETHER AT THE MORGAN LIBRARY & MUSEUM 

 
Three Gutenberg Bibles 

on view May 20 through September 28, 2008 
 

New York, NY, April 3, 2008—For the first time in more than a decade, The Morgan Library & Museum 

presents all three of its Gutenberg Bibles, the largest number of copies in any single collection. Three Gutenberg 

Bibles allows visitors to see important differences in copies of the first substantial printed book in the Western 

world, an epoch-making technological innovation, yet also a highpoint in the art of graphic design. The 

exhibition is on view from May 20 through September 28, 2008, in the Morgan’s Clare Eddy Thaw Gallery.  

 

The invention of printing is commonly credited to Johann Gutenberg, who 

developed the technique of casting metal types and composing them letter by letter, 

line-by-line, to produce pages ready for the press, where they could be inked and 

printed on sheets of paper or vellum. To exploit this invention, he set up one, 

possibly two, workshops in Mainz, Germany, and raised a considerable sum of 

money for the production of the Bible, which was completed around 1455. 

Bibliographers believe that Gutenberg and his successors printed between 120 and 

135 copies of the Bible on paper and between 40 and 45 copies on vellum, of 

which nearly 50 copies survive, not all in good condition. A complete copy 

contains the Latin Vulgate text of the Bible in 1,282 pages, usually bound in two 

stout volumes. 

 

Each of the three copies at the Morgan has a special story to tell about the design and manufacture of this 

famous book. Their testimony is all the more valuable because scholars have had to base their conjectures 

about Gutenberg’s business dealings and production methods on just a few tantalizing documents. 
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“The Morgan Library & Museum is fortunate to have an unrivaled collection of Gutenberg’s great work,” 

said Morgan director William M. Griswold. “To see all three Bibles together is truly extraordinary. Each has 

characteristics that set it apart from the others, yet taken together they offer fascinating insights into 

Gutenberg’s ambitious plans for this masterpiece of printing.” 

 

The Morgan’s copy on paper is remarkably well preserved. Large and fresh, it is missing only two blank leaves 

and retains some untrimmed leaves that show the layout of the page as originally envisioned by the inventor. 

The copy on vellum is lavishly illuminated, although some decorated initials and ornamental borders were at 

some point excised and replaced by nineteenth-century facsimiles (sufficiently cunning to have fooled more 

than one unwary scholar). A German artist, possibly in the Mainz area, started to work on this copy, which 

then passed into other hands and was embellished in a remarkably different style, with elaborate gilt initials, 

acanthus motifs, and rich illuminated borders that have been attributed to a workshop in or near Bruges. 

 

The Morgan’s second paper copy contains only the Old Testament, but could have been issued in that state to 

use leftover sheets at the end of the press run. It has twenty-two pages with unique typesettings, as if the 

printers had to compensate at the last minute for missing or incomplete sheets. This copy is a magnificent 

example of the work of the Fust Master, an illuminator who in the service of Johann Fust decorated a number 

of early Mainz imprints. Fust helped finance the Bible and took over the Bible-printing firm after Gutenberg 

could not repay his debts. The Fust Master appears to have understood the potential of printing technology 

and devised painting techniques also suitable for mass production. He employed the same palette and 

standardized motifs in several copies of the same book, including another copy of the Gutenberg Bible, now 

in Spain, which is almost a twin of the Morgan’s Old Testament.  

   

Together, these three copies show how Gutenberg tackled a fundamental problem of technological 

innovation—the expectations of the consumer. Marketing considerations dictated the large size of this stately 

folio Bible, ideal for reading in a monastic refectory. It was never intended to be a luxury book, but it did 

have to contain heading and ornamentation that would help the reader navigate a long and complex text. 

Gutenberg had to allocate space that others would use at a later date to signal different sections of the Bible, 

either by writing in rubrics or by painting decorative initials. The Morgan’s three copies show various 

techniques employed by the artists who fulfilled the inventor’s intentions, as well as the artistry of the inventor 

himself, who succeeded in making a beautiful book while also starting a new chapter in the history of visual 

communication. 

 

This exhibition is made possible through the generosity of T. Kimball Brooker. 

 

 



 

THE MORGAN LIBRARY & MUSEUM 

A complex of buildings in the heart of New York City, The Morgan Library & Museum began as the private 

library of financier Pierpont Morgan, one of the preeminent collectors and cultural benefactors in the United 

States. Today it is a museum, independent research library, musical venue, architectural landmark, and historic 

site. Nearly a century after its founding, the Morgan maintains a unique position in the cultural life of New 

York City and is considered one of its greatest treasures. With the 2006 reopening of its newly renovated 

campus, designed by renowned architect Renzo Piano, the Morgan reaffirmed its role as an important repository 

for the history, art, and literature of Western civilization from 4000 B.C. to the twenty-first century. 

 

GENERAL INFORMATION 

The Morgan Library & Museum 

225 Madison Avenue, at 36th Street, New York, NY 10016-3405 

212.685.0008 

www.themorgan.org 
 

HOURS 

Tuesday–Thursday, 10:30 a.m. to 5 p.m.; extended Friday hours, 10:30 a.m. to 9 p.m.; Saturday, 10 a.m. to 6 

p.m.; Sunday, 11 a.m. to 6 p.m.; closed Monday, Thanksgiving Day, Christmas Day, and New Year’s Day. The 

Morgan closes at 4 p.m. on Christmas Eve and New Year’s Eve. 
 

ADMISSION 

$12 for adults; $8 for students, seniors (65 and over), and children (under 16); free to Members and children, 12 

and under accompanied by an adult. Admission is free on Fridays from 7 to 9 p.m. Admission is not required to 

visit the Morgan Shop. 

 
 
 


