ﬁs
THE MASTER FORGER JEAN DE SPERATI ANT THE ART OF MAKIRG STAMPS

by Professor Edmond Locard -

=

(Stamp co.iecting is a prevalent passion. Every one knows that the worlid
stamp market is in a state of constant activity and that immense fortunes
have been wade in stamp-dealing. JOURS DE FEANCE have asked the well-
known professor Locard, director of the laboratory of the Ministry of

the Interior, to describe the inspired of Jean de
Speeati. This man, who had been - tricked as a * ' " by a '
who soid him a forgery, ¢« :wished to expose and did effectively

expose ths fraiity of the experts! judgement. But nothing, not even this
fraiity, could cooi the enthusiasm of the stamp collector.)

Zrostratus courted and won immortality %y burndng ths temple
of Disna &l Ephesus. Doubtless he had mage arrangementis for the reporters
to arrive before the fire-brigade. Jean de Sperati won glory by forging
postage stamps. I hasten to add that he did far less damage than Eros-
tratus and nis merit is infiniteliy greater, for any fool can set fire to
a nationsl monument, 2ven the Reichstag, but {® zxdmxx¥s forge a postage
gtemp wita success & men must have many rare technicad abiiities.

Who i3 Jean de Srersti ? Frnest Muller's excellent articie
in %2R thz philatelic review '"is Basler Taube' (The Rasle Dova) in
December 1947 wiii eniighten us on this subject. Bis famiiy was from
Corsica. He was born on i4ta. October 1884 at Pistola in Tuscany. His
father was Oberst Enrico de Sperati (1232-19.9), his mother, Marie
Arnulf, damghter of the Italian general Trofime Arnuifi. In August 1914,
he married & Normendy giri, Marie~Louise Corne. Jean de Sperali went to
secondary schooi in Pistoie where hig father had s small enginesring
workshop. When he was orphaned he took to editing postcards. He went to
France = in i90% where nz sarned his living as a grocer. Howevsr, he
took, in 1924, some courses at Guarcino (Italy) and then at Terrasse
(Isere) in order to study the manufacture of paper. Me retired to Aix-
les- Bains.

Here he dedicated himseif to the 'Art of making stamps! at
the risk of being taken for a forger and of naving the worst reiations
wita tae police, the law-courts and the customs offices. But it is
first necessary to sm=ExxxitexkRzxmawmx picture the man. Ernest Muliler
describes his patholcgical thinness, his air of "having come foom a
concentration camp®, his excessivs nervousn#dsz of wnich one finds
symptoms in his hand-writing, iis brooding air, his spectacles pushed
up onto his brow, his exaggeratsd gestures, his precipitous way of
speaking and indifferance to his persona.x appearance.
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PERFECT IMITATIONS

Iet us consider the main point of the offence. What was its
aim ? It can be three-foid. One manufactures stamps in order to defraud
the post office. An activity which leads more often to prison thewto
glory. One can imitate the official vignette substituting a figure one
wishes to glorify for wim another one mxmmmx loathes. Thus the Nice
offices and those of the Saint~Jsan mmgx quarter in Lyon used vignettes
wheres the profiie of General de Gaul.ie replaced - L. Marshail Petain.
An act of boldness which might have besn Or again pictures
are manufactured for phiiatelists, a race resigned to being made victis.
One couid fili several issues of 'Jours de France! witn exampies of
cases where coliectors have ailow#d themseives to be duped. I guote only
one exampie bacause it is really quite incredible. There is a French
vignelis waica axcites an enthusiasm bordering on madness, it is the
i franc vermiliion of 184%. It is not, as might be expected, a rare
gtamp, sul it 13 amuca in s=macud .demand, wiica is nol at ail the
same tuing. 1f one cast into the market severai thousand copies of tnis
five=footed sheep, not only would the stock be absorhed, but the price
(which at tne moment is about 4,000 NF) wou.d not depreciats to any
notabie sxtent., Law of suppiy and demand. 4 practical joker cuts an
is.ustration of tais stamp out of a zatalogue, daulis il with red paint
and se.ls it. Not at a very nigh price, nevertheless ne has found a
buyer.

The unigue case of Sperati reprssents another phenomensn.
This moraiist wanted to saow thati the most reputed experts were sasy
to dupe: 18 waz esineanl.y succeszfili. dis near-parfect imitations werae
accepted by dealers and big collectors. lhey have come to form & volum
which has am lionoured piace in the ilbraries of panilateiic societies.
And this is jusi,since it is pxmp probab.is tanat no one will ever do
batter or even as wel.i. And yet aow many redountsivle difficuities there
were toyovercome, and wiich Jean de Sperati overcame. The aim of tais
articie xm is to emphasise thig achisvement.

To sucused in making an unrecognisabse imitation, it is
necessary to :

1) Manufacture the paper. This is im itself a formidabl4 task. Stamps
are not engraved haphasardly on any paper. The first Japonese stamps
were printed on sheets made entirely from Broussonetia papyrifera puip
Some Prussian stamps exist only on goid-beaters' skin; essays of tae
same origin are on cardboard; thers are some fine French pieces on
bristol-board. The Spawviards, betwezsn i850 and 1857, changed their
supp+iers esvery year cecause thay iived, with good reason, in ferror
of forgeries; s> that every year the kind X of paper compietaliy
altered : from smoota to rough and from fine to ccarse grain.,
"Advanced" phiiateiists use a spherometer to measure lne thickness of
their vignettes and express themseives in 'mus',that is to say in
thousandths of millimetres. Sperati's master-stroke, in my opinion,
was his success in the coliections of Spain, with different paper for
each series, always conforming with the originai &s regards thickness,
grain and,of course,colour. For the fina. test of the old experts was
to ghisge authenti@ity by rubsing the stamp between thumb and index.
They were abie to recognise by xhxx using this primitive but exceilent
test , the stipple, the irregularfities and the grain, and wouid not
have confused xmm the printing of an Amerigan banknote with a product
of a rivai firm of the 1876's. It appears that this exqhisite art is
going into a decline and that our precision instruments do not
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adequately rep.isce this finesse and touch.

2) To reproduce the watermark. Hers the audacity of the common forger
is cut short. To succeed in mseking watermarks is such a complicated
business that most imitators either make no attempt or else faii
miserabiy. Not so Sperati, whm,in order to overcome this aggregate of
difficuities, had to construct special maxirimmxy apparatus. We note
here again a surprising inventiveness.

THE PHILATELISTS AVENGED

3) To obtain relief impressions, that is embcssed stamps. There ars

in the worid many Sardinian and old Italian stamps which are not

worth 1 new zm centime. These are not forgeries. They ars "printing
waste. When Matraire flooded the market with them, e had at his
disposal all ths material necaessary for the production of the official
and authentic stamps, The day came when he misused thsm; but the
temptation to print a few thousand sheets over tie order was very
strong. This was not Spersti's case: his first Gambia stamps with the
emboased effagy of Victoria are smali miracles.

4) To gum the reverae. Thisz appears to be quitse simple. But glue nas
many pitfalls when one knows the different substances uced, their
various oolours and coneistencies, I was going to say th» variely of
their fiavours.

5) And then the trickiest joh of ail: the perforatisn. Tae official
producers obtain tais vIth the zid of expensivs and couplicated
machinery. The perforation is {requently the siumbiing biock of the
forger, for perforation forged oy hand is easily recognisabie. Sperati
defimdy vk sxRoxxxotaris vas undaunted oy this formidanie task. He
perforated the Balgian 5 francs, stamps of Hong Kong and Lagos, the
Swedish 17 Bre, the Spanish 10 peustas green. All without a {law.

6) Ail tha sams, iet uc come to the essential point. Fer the yp® paper,
the watermark, the embossing, the gum and the perforation are zm=x
secondary factors, Redoubted, it is true, esnd full of pitfal.s. But

the essentiai, quite naturally, is the design; tns engraving. Jean de
Sperati, with whom I had rather hard relstionsg, did not reveali hig sec-
rets to me. Nobody would think of denying that ne was a wonderful
draughtsman and an engravar of rare abij}ity. However he was By no means
a pioneer in this field. There wers other master forgers before him.
From the very bsginnings of franking with postage staumps very dangerous
vignettes were made. Thers wera forged 25c. in existesnca in 184Y; tnere
were Ceres, allegorical group, Semeuss and Marianne stamps wnicn goi ly
in quantities,gometimes very large. Waen I was an spprentice witn
Bertilion I saw some forgeries, which were known to ba forgeriss, printed
as photo-engravings, and in whicn even the best enlergements did not
reveal anything xmgxmm rseproachahle and which couid onily use ideniified
by a grave arror in the perforation. As for the forgeries desiined for
stamp collectorg, one casn resume the debate with this melancholy
aphorism: there is not & single large collection which does not contain
one of them, beginning with the most ® illustrious of ireasures, that
of La Renotiere known as Ferrari. We may quote the 4 grana Trinscrie

of doubtful authenticity and the quentities of American post offices
opened a long time after the Wars of Succession.
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However Sperati surpasses in merit all these authors of
serious frauds. It is said that as an adolescent he was swindled by
a shark who, in exchange for his modest savings slipped him a stock
of his own manufacturing. Speraii might then have sworn to avenge
the stamp coliector by proving that the experts do not know anything
and that it is always possible to trip them up. Since that time he
reaiised two kinds of operation. He manufactured imitations which he
had signed by the most competant celebrities and by the most highly
reputed philateiic socisties. And, during the war, he
smuggled abroad figurines of high valiue MRXERXAMXCMEXIXMOXEK IR
euskamx declaring at ithe customs that they were imitations of no
worth and so escaping the duty which is charged on the exportation
mfxx capitsl. Truo, x®@x he retorted that he only sent stamps to
Portugsl o ihat he would be presecuted and thus be able to demonstrate
the srror of the oxpertis who were confirming the authenticity of the
pinturss :e had succossfully wanufactured.

In fact the legai history of Speratl does not begin at
Chambery whose iribunal and ceurt are competant, ratione .ioeci, for
the indictments of Aix. A long time before this, in i9i0, the YEcho
de 1=z *imcro*ogle" e periodicei publiisned by Yvert & Teilier, ihe

most widely read amoung philateliists, devoised a whoie page to the
reproduction of the Sperati forgeries made and soid in tune peninsu.a.
I do not Think that his Tellow~citizens wers ssitl witin him. Porhaps
it was following this incident that ne zawe Lo live in France.

But thEm the question stilil remains : was Jean Spersti
gincers in imsisting tihel his n;y aizm was Lo demonstrate the
incompetancy of deillf axperts 7 It is on&y fair to admit that
he very likeliy succesded in inis, And 1 add witn shame, quorum pars
fui (I 2o nct ssy 'magna' as I sw too XkEXy unimportant a personage).
But the doubti remains. Why did ne nol sign ihe reverse of his imitatias
with an indeliblie signaturs alter taey uad besn signed by the most
illustrious experts. He could taen have prevented them becoming
objects of fraudulant comumierce. A Swiss phiiateirst snded thus an
articis on Jsan de Sperati : "Ihe Art of Making Stamps?® "Imitationg?"

YCopies?" "Facsimiles?" YSubstitutes?" Let us =mk state it quite
clearly : "Forgeries".

fdwond Locard.



