
A significant portion of the Baillieu Library Print 
Collection comprises engravings, etchings and woodcuts 
produced by European old masters including Albrecht 
Dürer, Jacques Callot, Rembrandt van Rijn and William 
Hogarth. In a collection established in 1959 through the 
generous donation of approximately 3,700 prints by  
Dr J. Orde Poynton AO, CMG (1906–2001), and 
subsequently expanded by many gifts, bequests, 
commissions and purchases, it is inevitable that today 
some works may struggle to weather concerns over 
provenance and authenticity. For this reason, the print 
Sacrifice to Priapus by the Venetian artist Jacopo  
de’ Barbari required further investigation to answer 
questions about its place in the artist’s oeuvre.

From the outset, the life of the painter and engraver 
Jacopo de’ Barbari (c. 1460–1516) is surrounded by 
intrigue and mystery.1 Originally documented in Adam 
von Bartsch’s Le peintre graveur as the anonymous ‘Master 
of the Caduceus’ (after Hermes’ staff with entwined 
snakes, used in lieu of a signature),2 Barbari is an artist 
whose career has been subject to much conjecture. He 
is considered an early Italian master engraver and the 
first Italian artist of note to travel to Germany and the 
Netherlands. His known, surviving output comprises two 
drawings, three woodcuts, between 11 and 17 paintings, 
and 29 engravings,3 with no known works attributed to 
him before the mid-1490s.4 The majority of his works 
are engravings, produced between the mid-1490s and 
1516. Although undated, and ‘signed’ with the caduceus 
symbol at best, his works are generally classified into 
three technical and stylistic periods: early (c. 1498–1501), 
middle (c. 1501–05) and late (c. 1506–16).

Most of these engravings are based on classical and 
mythological legends, although biblical themes also 
underpin a substantial portion. Barbari’s use of long, 
parallel line-work to define his figures is thought to 

echo the forms of classical sculpture, and it also echoes 
techniques common among 16th-century Italian 
engravers. But his early works have been harshly criticised 
for their heavy marks and confused renderings of 
three-dimensional space.5 The middle-period and later 
engravings, on the other hand, evince a significantly 
more sympathetic treatment of the human form, and the 
construction of the spatial plane demonstrates a far greater 
understanding of depth of field.6 The middle-period Virgin 
and Child reclining against a tree (c. 1503) illustrates this 
development in technique, as the sense of overcrowding 
common to Barbari’s earlier works is no longer present 
(see below).

The Barbari work in the Baillieu Library, Sacrifice to 
Priapus,7 is from the artist’s earliest period (see opposite). 
It is the larger of his two engravings exploring the 

Sacrifice to Priapus and the 
mystery of Jacopo de’ Barbari
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mythological story of the Greco-Roman deity Priapus, god 
of animal and vegetable fertility and patron of gardens and 
vineyards. Priapus was a popular figure in Roman erotic art, 
and gave rise to the term priapism.8 He is often depicted as 
an exaggerated human figure: misshapen, with an enlarged 
phallus. In both of Barbari’s renditions the god is visible 
from the waist up only, with any hint of a phallus cleverly 
disguised by twigs of myrtle, smoking on a brazier placed 
on a low altar. In the larger engraving, a young mother 
presents her child to the god for sacrifice, while on the left 
a woman burning myrtle branches rests her right arm on a 
cornucopia, symbolising the bounty that these women hope 
to receive in return for their devotion. Sacrifice to Priapus is 
typical of Barbari’s early use of diagonal, linear hatch-marks 
to depict shadow and depth, and his use of shorter, curved 
lines to flatter the robust, languid shapes of the two clothed 
women. As in his other early works, Barbari’s depiction 
of space is crowded and his depth of field is tight and 
condensed, with the many figures crowded onto the same 
plane. In the top-left corner is the caduceus, hanging above 
a blank tablet from the bough of a winding, sinewy tree.

Sacrifice to Priapus is one of Barbari’s more popular prints, 
with more than 20 impressions surviving in international 
collections. Although the Baillieu Library’s impression is 
clear, with a strong plate line, it is at this point that questions 
about the work’s provenance arise. Of the surviving 
impressions worldwide, including those in the Minneapolis 
Institute of Art, the Albertina in Vienna, and the National 
Gallery of Victoria, the Baillieu’s is the only one on an 
untrimmed sheet, and is printed on a paper of different 
appearance. Further, the absence of date inscriptions on 
Barbari’s prints makes it difficult to accurately date and 
sequence his works. There is a single exception to this: an 
impression in the Kupferstich-Kabinett of the Staatliche 
Kunstsammlungen in Dresden bears an inscription ‘1501’ on 
its tablet, though in an unknown hand (right).9

Only one state of Sacrifice to Priapus has been 
documented.10 Yet close inspection of the Baillieu 
Library’s impression reveals the absence of three stones 
from the lower central foreground directly below the 
altar, which are distinctly visible in all other impressions. 
The only other impression in which these three stones 
are not clearly visible is in the National Gallery of Art 
in Washington (see detail opposite, above). Unlike the 

Page 18: Jacopo de’ Barbari, The Virgin and Child reclining against a tree,  
c. 1503, engraving, 17.4 × 23.2 cm. 1956.48, gift of Mrs Potter Palmer Jr,  
Art Institute of Chicago.

Page 19: Jacopo de’ Barbari, Sacrifice to Priapus (large plate), c. 1498–1500, 
reproduced by unknown publisher in the 19th century, heliogravure,  
22.5 × 16.4 cm (image); 23.6 × 17.4 cm (plate); 39.7 × 30.3 cm (sheet). 
1979.2010, gift of Dr J. Orde Poynton 1959, Baillieu Library Print 
Collection, University of Melbourne.

Below: Jacopo de’ Barbari, Sacrifice of Priapus (The great Priapus victim),  
c. 1495–1500, copper engraving, 21.4 × 16.0 cm (sheet trimmed to image). 
A 130324, Kupferstich-Kabinett, Staatliche Kunstsammlungen Dresden. 
Photograph by Herbet Boswank.
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Right: Jacopo de’ Barbari, Large Sacrifice to Priapus 
(detail), c. 1499–1501, engraving trimmed to plate 
mark, 23.0 × 16.8 cm. 1948.9.1, Rosenwale Collection, 
National Gallery of Art, Washington. Note the faint 
representation of three stones.

Below: Jacopo de’ Barbari, Sacrifice to Priapus,  
c. 1499–1501, reproduced by Charles Amand-Durand, 
c. 1873, heliogravure, from George Duplessis and 
Édouard Lièvre, Eaux fortes et gravures des maîtres 
anciens: Tirées des collections les plus célèbres, vol. 3,  
series 1–4, Paris: Amand-Durand, 1873, plate  
no. 284. Bibliothèque Nationale de France.

Baillieu’s print, however, which has no trace whatsoever of 
these three stones, the Washington print shows faint traces 
of them, suggesting that it is either a later impression, 
made when areas of the plate had deteriorated, or one 
where ink was not consistently applied. Thus, it is unusual 
that the university’s impression completely lacks this 
pictorial element, especially when all the surrounding 
marks are clear and strong. The discovery of these visual 
inconsistencies, in conjunction with the different support, 
emphasised a need for further provenance research and 
scientific investigation.

In cataloguing all documented impressions of 
Sacrifice to Priapus, Arthur M. Hind noted a number of 
reproductions,11 along with a heliogravure reproduced 
by Charles Amand-Durand in Charles Ephrussi’s 1876 
catalogue Notes biographiques sur Jacopo de Barbari, dit le 
Maître au Caducée, peintre-graveur vénitien de la fin du 
XVe siècle.12 Like the Baillieu Library’s impression, the 
Amand-Durand print lacks the three stones, thus raising 
the likelihood that the Baillieu’s print is not a copper-
plate engraving, but a heliogravure. Amand-Durand’s 
heliogravure is also included in a catalogue of prints by 
various old masters published in 1873 in collaboration 
with George Duplessis, curator of the print room at the 
Bibliothèque Nationale de France, in Paris (right).

Also known as a photogravure, heliograph, or photo-
intaglio, a heliogravure (from helio, ‘the sun’ in Greek 
and gravure, ‘engraving’ in French) is made by placing an 
existing image on translucent paper over a copper plate 
that has been coated with light-sensitive bitumen, and 
exposing it to light for a long period. Where the light 
gets through the paper (the white areas of the image) the 
bitumen hardens, while under the black lines it remains 
soluble. The plate can then be bathed in acid which ‘eats’ 
into the metal below the soluble bitumen (the lines of the 
image) but leaves the areas under the hardened, acid-proof 

bitumen smooth and intact. Just as when printing an 
etching or engraving, the plate is then inked, cleaned and 
placed in a press, where the dampened paper takes up the 
ink that remains only in the etched lines.13

The heliogravure is classed as an intaglio printing 
technique alongside etching, engraving and aquatint, and 
in appearance it presents just as an etching or engraving 
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would.14 It is a technique older than photography. Joseph 
Nicéphore Niépce (1765–1833) had been experimenting 
since 1816 with the camera obscura and using sensitised 
papers to capture images. Although he succeeded in 
obtaining a negative image using paper sensitised with 
silver chloride, this attempt failed to fix the image in place. 
In 1827, Niépce finally captured a positive reproduction. 
By placing a small, bitumen-coated pewter plate inside 
a small camera obscura and exposing it to light for eight 
hours, Niépce created the heliogravure. As public demand 
for reproductions of old master prints peaked in the 
1850s, experimentation with this technique increased 
greatly, and by the 1870s it was well established.15 Today, 

some artists exploring early reproductive processes use 
heliogravure, with the photographic works of Tacita Dean 
and Silvi Glattauer coming to mind. In a progressively 
digitally dependant era, in which the more laborious and 
traditional techniques of making art have lost ground, the 
revitalisation of such methods helps ensure the longevity 
of our most historic reproductive methods.

Predictions that copper-plate prints made by the old 
masters would fade over time prompted the engraver 
Charles Amand-Durand (1831–1905) to use heliogravure 
to make exact reproductions of these prints. Such was 
the accuracy of Armand-Durand’s impressions that, at 
the request of the Musée du Louvre, all prints made 

Silvi Glattauer, Inklines from Bariloche II, 2016, two-plate photopolymer plate 
(photogravure) on chine-collé. Collection of the artist.
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by Amand-Durand in 1865–67 have on their verso 
a red monogram: the collector’s stamp LUGT 2934, 
so that they could not be accidentally mistaken for, or 
deliberately passed off as, originals. Also, the heliogravures 
themselves were considered valuable by many European 
collectors at the time. Yet works classified as Amand-
Durand heliogravures aren’t restricted to this window of 
production. After Amand-Durand’s death in 1905, his 
collection of copper-plate heliogravures was purchased 
by the publishing agency Dominique Vincent et Cie, 
whose reissued prints do not bear this stamp. While 
the university’s Barbari impression does not possess the 
Amand-Durand collector’s stamp, the visual similarities 
with Amand-Durand’s heliogravure lend a greater 
likelihood to this work being a heliogravure than an 
engraving, albeit one likely produced after Amand-
Durand’s death, and most likely by the publishing agency 
Dominique Vincent et Cie.

The significance of this stamp for the university does 
not rest solely with Sacrifice to Priapus, as two prints in the 
university’s collection have subsequently been discovered 
with the stamp LUGT 2934 on their verso. Marcantonio 
Raimondi’s Raphael (1517–20) and Albrecht Dürer’s Man 
of Sorrows with hands raised (c. 1500) both bear the red 
monogram, indicating the strong likelihood that these 
are in fact heliogravure impressions produced by Charles 
Amand-Durand in 1865–67 (right, and above).

Heliogravure prints are almost impossible to distinguish 
from their original etchings and engravings, as both are 
produced directly from an etched metal surface. According 
to print identification expert Bamber Gascoigne, to 
distinguish a heliogravure from an old master print, ‘the 
accuracy of the technique was such that the age and 
appearance of the paper will provide an easier method’.16 
In Barbari’s lifetime, laid paper (paper with a ribbed 
texture from the manufacturing process) was the most 

common support for engravings. With the exception of 
the university’s one, all known impressions of Sacrifice to 
Priapus are on laid paper. As with other aspects of Barbari’s 
work, mystery surrounds both where, and when, many 
of his engravings were made. While the presence of a 
watermark on laid paper can help us determine production 
date and location, not all impressions of Sacrifice to Priapus 

Below: Albrecht Dürer, Man of Sorrows with hands raised, reproduced by 
Charles Amand-Durand, heliogravure, c. 1865–67, 11.2 × 6.8 cm (image); 
12.2 × 7.4 cm (sheet). 1959.2103, gift of Dr J. Orde Poynton 1959, Baillieu 
Library Print Collection, University of Melbourne.
Right: Monogram on verso of the Baillieu Library’s copy of Albrecht Dürer, 
Man of Sorrows with hands raised.
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possess a watermark. In May 2018, Sacrifice to Priapus was 
tested at the University of Melbourne’s Grimwade Centre 
for Cultural Materials Conservation. The hypothesis that 
it is a heliogravure was affirmed by confirmation that the 
support is a machine-split paper.

Heliogravure, at one time considered an outdated 
reproductive technique, has been revitalised by contemporary 
artists exploring earlier processes. In this way, knowledge 
of manual photographic methods is preserved and 
strengthened, and their potential is reimagined. At first 
glance, the discovery that the University of Melbourne’s 
impression of Jacopo de’ Barbari’s Sacrifice to Priapus is 
probably a 19th-century heliogravure reproduction rather 
than an original 16th-century engraving could diminish 
the object’s value in our estimation, but this does not need 
to be the work’s only legacy. Without this knowledge, our 
understanding of old master prints, their popularity, and 
subsequent developments in reproductive techniques would 
be less complete. Through research projects such as this one, 
previously unknown histories about objects can become clear.

Carly Richardson is a museum educator and collections specialist who is 
interested in audience engagement and the intersections between artistic 
practices and cultural, historical and political contexts.

The Baillieu Library Print Collection is available for research:  
see https://library.unimelb.edu.au/collections/special-collections/
print-collection.
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