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The transformation by antiquarians of old books from 
cheap, outdated texts into expensive, collectible 
artefacts was, says David McKitterick FSA, ‘a conscious 
process, depending on defined tastes … and on a 
willingness to invest financially, intellectually, and even 
emotionally in some kinds of memory’.  At first, they 
lacked the tools, resources, and language to describe 
books, prints, and the technology that underpinned 
them. But soon they defined the parameters of book 
history and bibliography—occasionally in unexpectedly 
direct ways.

We have been analysing woodblocks used for printing 
which purport to be medieval or early modern artefacts, 
augmenting the art historical and bibliographical 
methods that those antiquarians developed with 
heritage science approaches, such as carbon dating. We 
can now show that several of these supposedly ancient 
objects were produced significantly later. Our research 
is revealing the antiquarian creation of new ‘old’ 
woodblocks for printing.

For example, several ‘late medieval’ woodblocks were 
instead commissioned by the English antiquarian John 
Bagford (1650/51–1716) in around 1706–7; a pair of 
‘early sixteenth-century’ woodblocks collected by the 
German print historian Hans Albrecht von Derschau 
(1754–1824) were probably designed shortly before 
c.1810; and Derschau’s contemporary, the German print
historian Joseph Heller (1798–1849), complemented his
collection by commissioning new ‘old’ woodblocks to
illustrate his histories of print.  These woodblocks, often
remarkably clean and intact, are not fakes, forgeries, or
fallacies, but embodiments of the ideals of antiquarian
research. They were commissioned as research tools,
to understand technique, explore the mechanics of
printing, and replicate and celebrate the earliest Western
European prints.

These blocks come from a pre-photographic era, some 
from before the word ‘facsimile’ existed. Their makers 

aimed not to deceive, but to illustrate visual objects 
and explore lost crafts as a book-historical endeavour, 
for their own use and that of their fellow collectors. 
We suspect that there are many more such antiquarian 
blocks lurking in museums and libraries, masquerading 
as authentic artefacts. Far from devaluing them, we 
would argue that their identification as antiquarian tools 
opens a rich new seam of research that enhances both 
our understanding of the origins of book history and of 
the historical record itself.

Elizabeth Savage FSA and Edward Potten FSA reveal intriguing 
antiquarian dimensions of purported medieval woodblocks

Anonymous blockcutter (German), woodblock after Hans Sebald Beham or Peter Flötner, Landsknecht, first published in 1810, 29.5 × 16.7 × 2.5 cm.: Side view. Staatliche 
Museen der Berlin, Kupferstichkabinett, Derschau 101. Photo: Staatliche Museen zu Berlin, Kupferstichkabinett / Markus Hilbich CC BY-NC-SA 4.0.

THE CREATION OF 
‘MEDIEVAL’ WOODBLOCKS 
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THE COMTE DE GABALIS’S
‘LITTLE COLLECTION’

Towards the year 1700, in the city of Lyon, a cache of 
engraved woodblocks was discovered in someone’s 
attic or cellar. They showed a curious series of images, 
including a trumpeting satyr, a mermaid encircled by a 
snake, and an elephant drawing a triumphal car. Careful 
examination reveals them to have been seventeen of the 
actual blocks used for an unauthorised edition of Andrea 
Alciato’s Emblemata, published in Lyon in 1544, although 
this was not known at the time.

Cupid with Lions (Potentissimus affectus Amor) from Alciato’s Emblemata, Lyon: 
Jacques Moderne, 1544, as reused in Comte de Gabalis, Amsterdam: Jaques Le 
Jeune, 1700.

Joscelyn Godwine FSA looks at how engraved woodblocks were 
repurposed for sensationalist ends 

Instead of discarding them, an entrepreneur suggested 
marrying these images to a notorious banned book. 
Copyright and illustrations would cost nothing. It could 
be produced cheaply, given a false Amsterdam imprint, 
and sold by itinerant book-peddlers.

The book in question was Comte de Gabalis, a novel that 
treats human intercourse with elemental beings: Sylphs, 
Salamanders, Nymphs, and Gnomes. It had appeared 
anonymously in 1670 but was well known to be by 
Nicolas-Pierre-Henri Montfaucon de Villars, a reprobate 
priest, wit, and murderer. His text was now adjusted to 
fit some of the emblems, and a sequel written to use the 
rest of them.

In this new version the Count purports to tell the 
true history of Nicolas Flamel (d.1418).  Flamel had 
already acquired a colourful posthumous reputation 
as an alchemist who had learned transmutation from 
a manuscript of mysterious emblems, but, says the 
Count, this had never been the case. Instead, Flamel’s 
manuscript held the key to all the houses in France 
where in 1306 the Jews had buried their treasures for 
safekeeping  when expelled by King Philip the Fair - as 
had been revealed to Flamel by a learned Rabbi. The 
departing Jews had marked each house with a distinctive 
emblem, so that they could eventually retrieve their 
wealth. But it was God’s will for it to benefit hospitals, 
schools, and churches, and Flamel was divinely elected 
for this task.

This storyline, oddly resonant with the fortuitous 
discovery of the woodblocks, accommodated any 
emblem. The Count says, for example, that Flamel 
acquired a house in the Rue Quinquepoix, ‘in which his 
book indicated a treasure under the figure of a cupid 
drawn by lions, as you see in this little collection I have 
made’.

The 1700 Comte de Gabalis was not a forgery, 
strictly speaking, but an ingenious appropriation of 
Montfaucon’s Count to debunk a famous alchemical 
legend and of Alciato’s images to promote this new and 
alternative farrago. A naïve provincial reader, lured by a 
banned book full of sexual innuendo and these strange 
pictures, could hardly doubt its veracity.




