
Copper Reveals Age of Books, Art
 

A  p rofessor of evolu tionary b iology at P ennsylvan ia  S tate U n iversity h as d iscovered  a p otentia lly 
revolu tionary new way to d ate rare b ooks,  m ap s and  p rints.  T h e m eth od ,  a lso ap p lied  to wood cu ts,  
ana lyzes th e d ep th  and  stru ctu re of p rinted  lines p rod u ced  b y cop p er p lates u sed  to m ake artwork.   
 
A  variety of d ocu m ents and  read ing m ateria ls were m ad e u sing cop p er p lates centu ries ago.  B ecau se of 
th e p lates’ cost and  ava ilab ility,  th ey were reu sed  wh en new p rints were requ ired .  O ver tim e,  m ild  
corrosion  affected  th e p lates,  wh ich  were th en  p olish ed  to rem ove any im p erfections b efore th ey were p u t 
b ack into service .  T h e p rofessor research ing th is su b ject,  B la ir H ed ges,  b e lieves th is p rocess grad u a lly 
erod ed  th e su rface of th e p lates,  red u cing th e am ou nt of in k in  th e grooves origina lly etch ed  into th e 
m ed iu m .  A s a resu lt,  less ink cou ld  b e transferred  b y th e grooves,  p rod u cing p a ler cop ies.   
 
T h e d ifference in  im p ressions is m easu rab le b etween earlier and  later versions of th e sam e p rint wh ose 
d ates are known .  H ed ges says th is d eterioration  a llows research ers to ca lcu late an  average annu a l rate of 
d eterioration  for th e p late.  T h e ligh tness of an  u n d ated  p rint th en  can  b e m atch ed  u p  aga inst a  b aseline set 
of p lates to d eterm ine its age.  
 
H ed ges’ th eory h as its d etractors.  O th ers b elieve th at th e th inner lines fou nd  in  th e later cop p er p lates 
resu lt from  th e p ressu re of th e p rin ting p resses.  H owever,  H ed ges cou nters th at p ressu re wou ld  p rod u ce 
wid er grooves and  lines,  not th inner ones.    
 
I n d u stry contem p oraries are cu rrently va lid ating th e new d ating m eth od .  “I n  th e next few years,  we’ll see 
wh eth er it is genera lly ap p licab le ,  b u t I  th ink it will b e,” says H ed ges.  “T h is is a  h u ge b enefit to h istorians 
and  artists.  M illions of b ooks h ave b een  p rin ted  in  th is m anner and  m any h ave no d ates.  C oncep ts and  
d iscoveries we know to b e tru e tod ay were p rop osed  h u nd red s of years ago,  and  it’s of interest to m any 
p eop le to know wh en  th ese id eas were p rop osed  and  wh en society accep ted  th em .” Cu 


