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“THE EYE SLEEPS, UNTIL THE SPIRIT 

AWAKES IT WITH A QUESTION.”

MAX FRIEDLÄNDER

from On Art and Connoisseurship,
translated by Tancred Borenius, Boston: Beacon Hill Press, 1960, p. 263.
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INTRODUCTION

In March 2012, the authors who collaborated in the production of the two-volume Gali-
leo’s O came together for a final symposium to celebrate its publication in Berlin at the 
Max-Planck-Institute for the History of Science.1 The symposium took place in a mood of 
certainty that a book had seldom before been examined in such a broad and deeply interdis-
ciplinary manner as Galileo’s Sidereus Nuncius (1610), the subject of the two-volumes of 
Galileo’s O. The participants gave lectures about the consequences of what had been achiev-
ed as well as about their new horizons of research. As a guest speaker, Irving Lavin (Prince-
ton, Institute for Advanced Study) gave an evening talk on Galileo and Claude Mellan. 

The core element of the research project that had been conducted over several years, the 
Sidereus Nuncius Martayan and Lan (SNML), had been suspected of being a forgery,2 but 
the evidence of authenticity seemed so unequivocal that none of the authors thought them 
questionable. All participants had used the method of negating the possibility of forgery, 
instead of attempting to confirm the opposite. The paper and printing seemed undeniably 
authentic, the watermarks closely matched the ones found on other copies of the Sidereus 
Nuncius and the limp vellum book cover as well as the rest of the Sammelband were genu-
inely old. In addition, scientific analysis did not produce evidence that any of the materials, 
including the paper and the printing ink, were modern. The same was true of the inks that 
were used for the moon drawings and signature. The examination of each of the altogether 
82 copies that are still extant worldwide showed that the SNML contains a higher number 
of print errors than any other exemplar, so that its status as the proof-copy seemed to be 
secure. The stylistic comparison with known drawings from Galileo’s hand showed inti-
mate resemblances. In combination with a number of other points this did not leave any 
doubt that the SNML was authentic.

One month later, in May 2012, Nick Wilding exchanged information with Paul Need-
ham, arguing that despite all of this evidence the SNML displayed elements of a forgery. 
After verifying Wilding’s observations, Needham added new insights that made it imposs-
ible for him not to see the SNML as a modern forgery. Wilding’s and Needham’s investi-
gations from the time between May and June 2012 are reported in the first chapter of this 
book.

1  Galileo‘s O, vols. I and II (ed.: Horst Bredekamp). Vol. I: Galileo‘s Sidereus Nuncius. A comparison of the 
proof copy (New York) with other paradigmatic copies (eds.: Irene Brückle and Oliver Hahn), Berlin: 
Akademie Verlag, 2011. Vol. II: Paul Needham, Galileo Makes A Book. The first edition of Sidereus Nun-
cius Venice 1610, Berlin: Akademie Verlag, 2011.

2  Owen Gingerich, The Curious Case of the M-L Sidereus Nuncius, in: Galilaeana, 6 (2009), pp. 141–165.



Introduction10

The reactions to the news within the group of collaborators on Galileo’s O were divided. 
On the one hand, nobody denied the logical rigidity of the newly presented facts. On the 
other hand, the conclusion that the SNML was authentic had been founded on such a firm 
basis that it seemed unimaginable suddenly to change one’s mind. Being confronted with 
this dilemma, it seemed unavoidable but to take up the investigations once again.

The condition for reopening the investigation was to have undeniably authentic as well 
as clearly forged copies at hand in order to compare both the materials as well as the tech-
niques of making the books. The owner of the SNML returned the book to the Kupferstich-
kabinett in Berlin for examination, and the University Library of the Karl-Franzens-Uni-
versity of Graz allowed a first-hand comparison of its prestigious copy of the Sidereus 
Nuncius with the SNML in Berlin. 

The attempts to find an authenticated forgery of the Sidereus Nuncius, though, were 
not successful, and the idea instead was to bring Galileo’s Compasso from the Biblioteca del 
Seminario in Padua (Italy), newly brought to the attention of the team as a forgery,3 to-
gether with an authentic Compasso. Thanks to the generosity of the Universitäts- und 
Landesbibliothek Darmstadt, the only German library to possess a first edition of the Com-
passo, this copy could be kept in Berlin for more than one week.4 The Compasso from 
Padua, however, was prevented from leaving Italy at the last moment, as it became a poss-
ible evidence in a lawsuit. For this reason Needham, after having examined the Darmstadt 
copy, immediately studied the forged Compasso in Padua by generous permission of Ric-
cardo Battocchio, head of the Biblioteca del Seminario. Irene Brückle (Stuttgart) and 
Manfred Mayer (Graz) also examined this book a couple of weeks later (November 2012).

In addition, two forged sheets of a Jesuit book printed in Lima in 1650, were made avail-
able to the research group in Berlin.5 During the second week of October 2012, the number of 
authentic and forged materials relating to Galileo had, according to our knowledge, never 
before been brought together. During this week Horst Bredekamp and Alexis Ruccius 
(Humboldt-University, Berlin), Irene Brückle (Staatliche Akademie der Bildenden Künste, 
Stuttgart), Werner Busch (Freie Universität, Berlin), Oliver Hahn (Bundesinstitut für Ma-
terialforschung, Berlin), Manfred Mayer (Karl-Franzens-University of Graz), Paul Need-
ham (Princeton University) and Theresa Smith (Harvard University) examined the com-
plete material. During this week, Nicholas Pickwoad (Ligatus Research Centre, University 
of the Arts, London) joined the group in order to examine the binding of the SNML. In ad-
dition, Thomas Schulze (Hochschule für Technik, Wirtschaft und Kultur, Leipzig), a 
specialist in historic printing methods, and Gangolf Ulbricht (Werkstatt für Papier, Berlin), 
examined the paper and the printing technique of the SNML. Debora Dyer Mayer, Helen 
H. Glaser Conservator at the Weissman Preservation Center at Harvard University, con-
ducted the fibre analysis.

Through the utmost generosity of Heinrich Schulze Altcappenberg, head of the Kup-
ferstichkabinett in Berlin, Georg Josef Dietz, head of the conservation department, and 

3  Galileo Galilei, Le Operazioni del Compasso Geometrico et Militare, Padova 1606. Biblioteca del Semina-
rio, Padova.

4  Galileo Galilei, Le Operazioni del Compasso Geometrico et Militare, Padova 1606. ULB Darmstadt, Nr. 
31.A.167.

5  Juan Vazquez de Acuna, Galileo Galilei, Filósofo e Mathemático, Lima 1650.
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 Fabienne Meyer, assistant conservator there, the investigations were performed in the lab-
oratory of the Kupferstichkabinett in Berlin. The whole group was able to work together 
throughout an entire week, having received permission to use the instruments available at 
the Kupferstichkabinett and the Bundesanstalt für Materialforschung.

There is no need to mention that the entire investigation had a psychological dimension 
that is not easy to explain. The whole group, and especially Bredekamp and Needham who 
had done the main work in confirming the authenticity of the SNML, were and are deeply 
concerned by the falsification of their former opinion, as not many results are worse than a 
refuted authentication. The research undertaken between May and October 2012 was ef-
fected in a mixture of pain, self-reproach, anger, curiosity and a spirit of collaboration 
rarely experienced before. Notwithstanding the rather somber frame of the research pro-
ject, it was one of the most fruitful undertakings for everybody who participated in the in-
vestigation.

Before starting it was agreed that the results and opinions would be published, even if 
they turned out to be conflicting. With the SNML, the forgery of early modern books has 
reached a rare if not entirely novel level of “perfection”, so it seemed necessary to expose 
and publish even opposing views. As in the previous investigations that gave rise to Galilei 
der Künstler6 and Galileo’s O, all costs were covered by funds from the Max-Planck-For-
schungspreis 2006 and the institutions involved in the project. From the beginning, no funds 
were accepted from the owner or private sources, in order to guarantee the strictest neutrality 
towards the results. In this the project remained sincere. Thanks go to all the individuals and 
institutions that participated.

At first glance, the results offered by the present volume might seem disastrous to the 
two volumes of Galileo’s O. However, in our view, despite their errors they still mark a new 
understanding of the making of early modern books.7 It is indeed somewhat ironic: had the 
volumes of Galileo’s O not developed a certain microscopic perspective towards the making 
and the material of the book, they could not have been falsified. It is therefore all the more 
necessary to publish this third volume in order to establish a sensitivity towards phenom-
ena that lead the same essential thoughts astray.

The final reason for publishing this additional volume lies in the fact that even now not 
all the problems posed by the SNML can be solved: the presence of double-printing, the 
black material on top of the drawings, the style of the drawings, and the level of knowledge 
that has gone into this fraudulent book. Considering the sophistication of the forgery, it is 
apparent that years of profound research are necessary in order to construct what the 
SNML represents.   

6 Horst Bredekamp, Galilei der Künstler. Der Mond. Die Sonne. Die Hand: Berlin 2007.
7 To give two significant examples: Previous to Bredekamp‘s Galilei der Künstler (2007) and Needham’s 

Galileo Makes a Book (Galileo’s O, Vol. II), little more was known about the Venetian book printer To-
masso Baglioni, who produced the Sidereus Nuncius, than his name (Bredekamp, 2007, pp. 115–121; 
Needham, 2011, passim). As to the illustrations of the moon, it was not even fully understood that they 
were not woodcuts or engravings, but etchings, and even after Galilei der Künstler, the woodcuts of the 
Frankfurt illegal print from autumn 1610 were occasionally confounded with the etchings of the original 
Venetian production of the book in March 1610.


