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THE MASTER FORGER JEAN DE SPERATI Ai.1D THE ART OF MAKIHG STAMPS 

by Professor Edmond Locard -� 

(Stamp collecting is a prevalent passion. Every one knows that the world 
stamp market is in a state of constant activity and that immense fortunes 
have been made in stamp-dealing. JOUP.S DE FRANCE have asked the 1Jell
known professor Locard, director of the laboratory of the Ministry of 
the Interior� to describe the techzu.cally i�spired enter?:i se of Jean. de 

/ k Speeati. This man, who had been txnktti tricked as a child by a mu hant _jk-4Y 
who sold him a forgery, w�j ¥8 wished to expose and did effectively 
expose the frail.ty of the experts' judgement. But nothing, not even this 
frailty, could cool the enthusiasm of the stamp collector . ) 

Erostratus courted and won immorta lity by burnd>ng the temple 
of Diana at Ephesu3. Doubtless he had mage arran gements for the re porters 
to arrive before the fire-brigade. Jean de Sperati won glory by forging 
postage stamps. I hasten to add that he did far l'Elss damage than Eros
tratus and his merit is infinitely greater, for a.ny fool can set fire to 
a national monument, even tne Reichstag, but tit �Dls%rlm f:::irge a postage 
stamp wi tn success a man must have many rare technical a.bi li ties. 

Who is Jean de Srerati ? Ernest Muller's excellent article 
in :Uk the philatelic reviei:r 'Die Basler Taube' (The Basle Dove) in 
December- .�947 will enlig!hten us on this subject. His family was from 
Corsica. He was born on 14th. October 1884 at Pistoia in Tuscany. His 
fathe:r was Oberst Enric� de Spera ti (1838-19:...9), his m::ither, Marie 
Arnulf, dalil.ghter of the Italian general Trofimo Arnulfi. In August 1914, 
he married a Normandy girl, Marie-Louise Corne. Jean de Sperati went to 
secor1dary school in Pi.stoie. where his father had a sma2.l engineering 
workshop. When he was orphaned ha took to editing postcards. He went to 
France JI in 1901 •here he earned his living as a grocer . However, he 
took, in l.924, .;ome courses at Guarcino ( Italy ) and then at Tenasse 
(Isere) in order to study the manufacture of par�r. He retired to Aix
les- Bains. 

Here he dedicated himself to the 'Art of making stamps' at 
the risk of being taken for a f orgar and of having the worst relations 
with the police, the luw-c::.iu:cts and the customs offices. But it is 
first necessary l::> iiBurilllOCi'.kUDXX picture the man. Ernest Muller 
describes his pathological thinness, his air of "having come fnlDm a 
concentration camp", his excessive nervouso4ss of which one finds 
symptoms in his hand-writing, his brooding air., his spectacles pushed 
up onto his brow, his exaggerated geotures, his precipitous way of 
speaking and indifference to his persona.bl: appearance. 
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PERFECT IMITATIONS 

Let us consider the main point of the offence. What was its 
aim ? It can be three-fold. One manufactures sil.amps in order to defraud 
the post office. An activity which leads more often to prison U�to 

glory. One can imitate the official vignette substituting a figure one 
wishes to glorify for lldul another one xiJrJDlll loathes. Thus the Nice 
offices and those of the Saint-Jean JPUIX quarter in Lyon used vignettes 
where the profile of General de Gaulle replaced tg,tt of Marshall Patain. 
An act of boldness which might. hava been dearlyf ���'. Or a.gain pictures 
are manufactured for phi ... ateliats, a race resigned to being made vict.:im. 
One could fill several issues of 'Jours de France' with examples of 
cases where collectors have allow4d themselves to be duped. I quote only 
one axamp�e b�cause it is really quite incredible. There is a French 
vignette .Hhi,�a e:xci tas an enthusiasm bordering on madness, it is the 
l franc v.armilJ..ion of 1849. It is not, as might he expected, a rare 
.stam_h but it is much in inoui �- deilland, which is not at all the 
same thlng. If one cast into the market several thousand copies of this 
five-footed sheep, not only would the stock be absorbed, but the price 
( which at tne moment is about 4,000 NF) would not depreciate to any 
ootab .... e ext�nt. Law of supply and demand • •  4. practical joker cuts an 

i.i..Lustrati0n of th.is stamp out of a catalogue, daubs it with r·ed paint 
and sells it. Not at a very high price, nevertheless he has found a 

buyer. 
T�1e unique case of Spera.ti represents another phenomenon. 

This m0ra.:.ist wanted to shoW" that the most reputed experts were easy 
to dupe : J.e was eminenL.y successflill. fli3 near-perfect lmitations were 
accepted by dealers and big coliecbrn. They have come to form a voluae 
which has an �1onoureC.:. place in the libraries of philata.Lic societies. 
And this is junt)since it is J>D}I probab.Le tna.t no one will ever do 
better or even as well. And yet now many redoubtable difficu.Lties there 
were to�vercome, and ·which Jaa.n de Spera ti over·came. 1'he aim of this 
article u is to emphasise this achievement. 

To succoad in making an unrecognisabi.e imi ta.ti on, it is 
necessary to : 
1) Manufacture the paper. This is in itself a f'ormidabl4 task. Stamps 
are not engraved haphasardly on any paper. The first Japanese stamps 
were printed on sheets made entirely from Broussonetia papyrifera pul� 
Some Prussian stamps exist only on gold-beaters' skin; assays of the 
same origin are on cardboard.; there are some fine }'renc.h pieces on 
bristol-board. The Spamiards, between 1850 and 1857, changed their 
supp.iiers every year because they lived, with good reason, in terror 
of forgeries; s� that every year the kind Ff of paper completBly 
altered : from smo�th to rough and from fine to coarse grain. 
"Advanced" philatelists use a spherometer to measure the thickness of 
their vignettes and express themselves in 'mus 1, that is to say in 
thousandths of millimetres. Sperati's master-stroke, in my opinion, 
was his success in the col.Lections of Spain, with different paper for 
each series, always conforming with the original �s regards thickness, 
grain and.J of coarse) colour. For the final test of the old experts was 
to glliage authenti4oity by rubbing the stamp between thumb and index. 
They were able to recognise by %kix using this primitive but excellent 
test , the stipple, the irregularjities and the grain, and would not 
have confused ilulJl the printing of an Ameri&an banknote with a product 
of a rival firm of the 18701s. It appears that this exqilisite art is 
going into a decline and that our precision instruments do not 
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adequately replace this finesse and touch. 
2) To reproduce the watermark. Here the audacity of the common forger 
is cut short. To succeed in making watermarks is such a complicated 
business that most imitators either make no attempt or else fail 
miserably. Not so Sperati, whm,in order to overcome this aggregate of 
difficulties, had. to construct special :mxxki.lllllq apparatus. '\Je note 
here again a surprising inventiveness. 

THE PHILATEUS'I'S AVENGED 

3) To obtain relief impress.ions, that is embossed stamps . There are 
in the �orld many Sardinian and old Italian stamps which are not 
worth 1 ne-w n centime. These are not forgeries. They are "printing 
waste". When Matraire f looded the market with them, he had at his 
disposel all the mataT'ial necessary for the production of the official 
and authentic stamps, The day came when he misused them; but the 
temptation to print a faw tfiousand �Jhaets over tl1e order was very 
strong. This was not Speraiti 's case: his f i:r.st Gambia stt:l.mps with the 
embossed effagy of Vi ctoria are small miracles. 
4) To gum the revep·,30. This appears to be qui to simple. But glue has 
many pitfalls when ono knows the different substances used, their· 
various ooburs and consistencies, I was going to say trH:i variety of 
their f'lavo:.lrs. 
5) And then the trickiest job of 1111: the peY'f,)rati::>n, To.e official 
producers obtain tnis d U1 t�.:: n:Ld of expensive and cowplicated 
machinory. The perforation is frequently· tl1e .3iumb.Ling block of the 
forger, for perforation forged [3y h"lnd is easily recognisable. Spe:rati 
rill'ftsrix:.titk:s.x�ulril:bOI:ht Has undaunted hy ti1i3 formidable task. He 
perf'ora ted the Bfilgian 5 franc:.;, �1tamps of H-::ing Kong and\ Lu gos 1 the 
Swedish 17 �re� the Spanish 10 pesetas green. All without a flaw. 
6) All the same, let U3 CQme to the essential point. For the p paper, 
the watermark, the emboosing, the gum and ti1e perforation are llllX 
secondary factors. Redoubted, it is true, e.nd full of pitfalls. But 
the essential, quite naturally, is the de;�ign; the engraving. Jean de 
Sperati , with whom I had rather hard relations, did not reveal his sec
rets to me. Nobody would think of denying that he was a wonderful 
draughtsman and an engraver of rare a:::ii.}.ity. However he was by no means 
a pioneer in this field. There were other master forgers before him. 
From the very beginnings ?f franking with postage stamps very dangerous 
vignettes were made. There were f0rged 25c. in existence in 1849; there 
were Ceres, allegorical group, Semeuse and 11ariaune stamps 1Jhich got ly 
in quantities,�ometimes very large. When I was an apprenti ce with 
Bertillon I saw some forgeries, which were kn'.)wn b be forgeries, printed 
as photo-engravings, and in which even the best enla:r·gements did not 
reveal anything DlJXD reproachable and i.rhich could only ua identified 
by a grave error in the perforation. As for the forgeries destined for 
stamp colle ctors , one can resume the debate with this melancholy 
aphorism: there is not a single large collection which does not contam 
one qf them, beginning with the m0st K illustrious of t�easures, thaL 
of La Renotiere known as Ferrari . We may quote tho 4 gram:t 'l'1·inacrie 
of d,oubtful authenticity and the que.nti ties 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 olJn manufacturing. Spera.ti might then have sworn to avenge 
the stamp collector by provi ng that the experts do not know anything 
and that it is always possible to trip them up. Since that time he 
realised two kinds of operation. He manufactured imitations which he 
had signed by the most competant celebrities and by the most highly 
reputed philate.Lic Ddat;;bo societies. And, during the war, he 
smuggled abroad figurines of high value !drtxXxiawxj1111xKXJ1rixadcx:tiul 
imx:X.ux de,}laring et the customs that they ware imitations of no 
worth and so escaping the duty which is charged on the exportation 'f 
llµ cari ta L True, ilD b.e ratorted that he only sent stamps to 
Portue::,�,1 S') t.hat he \JOUld be prosecuted and thus be able to demonstrate 
the :nr')r of the uxperts 'Who were confirming the autb.entici ty of the 
pidur3�3 he had auccossfu..:..:..y manufactured. 

In fact the ::..egaJ. history oi' Sperati does not begin at 
Chambery whose tribunal and court are competant, ra.tione l.oci, for 
the indictments of Aix. A bng time before this, in .i.910, the 11Echo 
de la Timbrolog:\.en, e. periodical published by Yvert & Tellier, the 
most widely ree.d e.mong philv.telists, devo ed a whole page to the 
reproduction of the Sperati forgeries made and sold in the peninsula. 
I do n t thin.1c th&": his fei...'..o�-I-�itizen:J :.rero sc:;fi.. ;.riU1 him. Pt:irha.ps 
it WA.fl f' o L .. ovinE� t�:l � incident t:iat he ::ame lo live �.n Franoe. 

But xku tho questi()n stil.l remains : was Sean Sperati 
sincere in inslsi.iag thb.1.. hie on;.y aim was lo dem::mstrate the 
incompet:Jnc0 of philE ... leilf experts ? It is �rn:;.y fair to admit U1at 
he ve:·y likely succeeded in this. And I add with r;hame, quorum pa.rs 
fui (I do nS>t say 1me.gna' as l rim too :txn� unimportant a personage). 
But the doubt remains. Why did b.e not sign the reverse of his imitatia» 
with an indelible signatura after tliey l1ad been signed by the moat 
illustdous expert;.,. He could then have prevented them becoming 
objects of' fraudu:'..ent c::immarce. A Swiss philat.elist anded t_hus an 
arti cle on Jean de Sperati : 11'.i.'he Art of MB.king Stamps?" 11Imita.tions?11 

'1Copies?11 ''Facsimiles?" 11.Substi tutes?H Let us ma state it quite 
clearly : "Forgeries". 

Edmond wcard. 


