
O YOU HAVE ANY IDEA WHAT YOU STARTED WHEN

you came up with that loony idea to combine a
goldsmith’s punch with a wine press? Religion,
politics, science, literature — none of these

would have been the same if not for you. 
I know the Archbishop of Nassau (not to be confused

with the island) wasn’t your fault, and believe me, we’re all
still pretty bummed out about that — especially since you’d
barely gotten over losing your press to Joe Fust six years be-
fore. But you have to admit that the bishop’s little burn-and-
pillage party in your home town of Mainz helped spread
“Gutenberg presses” all over Europe.

Speaking of Fust, I really hope that after all these years
you two have finally made up. I think you knew all along
that he was a “Show me the money” kinda guy, and maybe,
if only you’d caught that Tom Cruise flick (if only movies
had been invented), you would have twigged to the idea that
doing deals on the side wasn’t the best way to preserve a
partnership. Oh, well. Live and learn, eh? At least he died of
the plague.

But you know what was really great about you, Uncle Jo-
hannes? You were just a regular guy, like all of us, looking for
the “big score” so you could pay for your real hobby —
wine tasting. By the way, that’s one of your traditions that’s
survived intact until today: pressmen still love their beverages.

And selling the Church on mass-producing genuine
“handwritten” indulgences so the rich and sinful could buy
their way into heaven — well, I have to hand it to you, Un-
cle Johannes, that was pure genius.  

Except, not fifty years after you cashed out, all hell broke
loose — pardon the expression — when that German kid
Luther put your machine to work to blow the whistle on the
Big Boys in Rome.

Isn’t it ironic that, over 550 years after you got that flash
of insight about moulding hot lead into fonts, we salute you
as the father of the press — when the fact of the matter is
that what you set out to do was build a copier. I mean, why
else would you design your font set to include several varia-
tions of each letter of the alphabet, the better to fake differ-
ent styles of handwriting? 

When most people think about you today, they think of
the printing press. But between you and me, I think Chester
Carlson was actually the guy who finally figured out a better
way to do what you wanted to do — but not until another
500 years had gone by.

By the way, it took quite a while for somebody to im-
prove on your system for setting type. In fact, who knows
where we’d be today if Bill Church (now there’s irony) 
hadn’t built that simple typesetting machine of his. But, gosh,
that took almost four centuries! 

Of course, if fifty years later Christopher Scholes hadn’t
figured out how to stuff the whole alphabet into a box with
keys, we folks sitting here at the end of the millennium
might still be dragging letters around our screens one at a
time with a mouse (although I bet you would have come up
with a better name than “typewriter”). 
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Dear 
Uncle 
Johannes,How are you? 

Actually, please forgive me for asking — I know how you are. You’re dead.

In fact, I feel a little foolish even writing to you like this. But the thing is, I’ve

been having these vague doubts about this new millennium we’re starting next

year, and I just had to get a few things off my chest.

D
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Yup, we’ve come a long way since the days when you
were teaching Peter Schöffer how to pick type out of a case
without looking — today, we call that “touch typing”.

Gee, that reminds me. Um, I hope you don’t feel bad, but
we sort of dropped your idea of hot moveable type — al-
though I must say that worked okay for a long time (and, to
be honest, I don’t think your operation would pass a pollu-
tion control inspection today). But eventually we got into this
thing called electronics, and pretty soon (actually, just half a
century ago) these French chaps named Moyroud and
Higonnet dreamed up an invention called phototypesetting
(oh, yeah, I forgot to mention that last century a few guys
with names like Daguerre and Talbot and Archer and East-
man stumbled onto something called “photography” — but
that’s another story).

And that letterpress technique you came up with? Well, it
was cool for the longest time, but then somewhere along the
line (I guess you could blame that German dude, Alois Sene-
felder), we got into this thing called “lithography”. But I
know you’ll be delighted to hear that printers still rely on
dampening systems that work pretty much the same way as
when you used to wet your paper before you printed on it. 

Well, wouldn’t you know it? In the blink of an “i”, a cou-
ple of Steves and another couple of boys named Chuck and
John had combined efforts to produce this system
that allows us to even send “files” (as they’re
called) directly to a press!

Frankly, I think even you would
be amazed!

But, Uncle Johannes, in so
many ways I feel like
your situation was no
different than ours —
and this is what I re-
ally wanted to
talk to you
about. 

We, too, have a merchant banker class which controls
capital and commerce (we call it the stock market but in
your time it was ships). Like you, we are at a crossroads in
history, watching a brand new medium quickly take over the
way we communicate, the way we disseminate information,
and the very way we do business (ours is called the WWW).

And yesteryear’s Bible is today’s Internet IPO.
So the question now is: Where do we go from here? What

would an idealistic entrepreneur like you do if you were
starting all over today? Would you still gamble on a crazy
idea like building a machine that would produce an unlimit-
ed number of perfectly reproduced Bibles for every man,
woman and child in the world (or building a web site that
would draw an unlimited number of hits from every man,
woman and child in the world)? Would you still take aim at
selling your idea for big bucks and settle for a lifetime supply
of wine (or a lifetime membership in a private club)?

Or would you play it safe and stick to what you know —
like being a goldsmith, or a writer?

I think I know what you’d say, Uncle Johannes. 
I think you’d tell me to never lose faith in what I be-

lieved, and if I believed it was possible to make a printing
press, or a web site, or a time machine, then I should go
ahead and do it — even if the rest of the world thought I
was one character short of a full font (so to speak).

Maybe that’s why your name doesn’t appear on any sheet
you printed, and why your portrait was never drawn while

you were alive. You remind us in perpetuum
that we are all veritable Gutenbergs; a really
insanely great idea that could raise the
awareness of the whole congregation

known as the human race is probably buried
somewhere inside every one of us.

One thing I know for sure. Never in a
thousand years would you yourself have

believed that the name Gutenberg
would become a cultural icon, recog-
nized around the world. 

Crazy, eh? You thought your dream
was shattered, just because you could-

n’t pay back 800 gülden. But here it is,
still alive and well, being delivered and

read into the next millennium.

Your faithful scribe,

William “Millennium Man” Rand

P.S. We’re still holding about fifty of your Bibles for you.
Where do you want us to send them?

WILLIAM RAND IS A WELL-KNOWN CONSULTANT AND WRITER ON

TECHNOLOGY ISSUES IN THE GRAPHICS INDUSTRY.
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