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Salting the Archives:  
A Cautionary Tale of Forgery, Deceit, and Archival Corruption 

 

 Mary Lisa Palmer had a job that any connoisseur of modern art would relish. She worked at the 

Alberto and Annette Giacometti Foundation, located in a historic sixteenth-century building within Paris’ 

Quartiér Latin. Alberto had been a brilliant Modernist sculptor and painter, whose unique pieces had 

gained popularity during the 1950s up until his death in 1966. His widow, Annette, subsequently 

established a foundation to support her late husband’s legacy and organize Giacometti’s catalogue 

raisonné, a comprehensive catalog of his works. Alberto had been exceedingly lax about maintaining 

records of who had commissioned his artwork and where pieces had gone. After beginning as Annette’s 

secretary, Palmer had worked her way up to director of the foundation, where she had become an expert 

on Alberto Giacometti and his unique style of art.  

 Palmer opened the latest Sotheby’s catalog, scanning the glossy pages for any familiar pieces. In 

fact, Sotheby’s was offering four Giacomettis in its upcoming auction. One piece immediately caught 

Palmer’s eye: Lot number 48, a painting entitled “Nu Debout.” Listed under the photograph was the 

painting’s history and estimated value. It was supposedly painted by Giacometti in 1954 and purchased 

by a cofounder of London’s Institute of Contemporary Art (ICA). Next, Nu Debout was shortly sold to the 

Hanover Gallery, then the Obelisk Gallery, then to a private collector named Peter Harris in 1957. 

Sotheby’s assessed the painting’s value at £180,000 - £250,000.  

 Palmer immediately called a colleague at Sotheby’s in London, professing her doubts about Lot 

48. Sotheby’s offered to send her the documentation that had accompanied the painting. Palmer received 

a package containing copies of receipts from the Hanover and the Obelisk, whose archival collections 

were held by the grand Tate Gallery. Unconvinced by the photocopies, Palmer booked a trip to London in 

advance of the auction. She visited Sotheby’s and asked to see the painting. Just as she suspected 

originally – this painting was no Giacometti. The auctioneers at Sotheby’s were undeterred, alleging that 

the documentation was more than sufficient and that they had done their due diligence.  

 Mary Lisa Palmer then headed to the Tate Library and Archives, which housed the records from 

the Hanover and Obelisk galleries. With the help of an archivist, she located the files that were meant to 

support the history of Nu Debout. Among the Hanover records, Palmer discovered a sales ledger filled 

with references to multiple Giacometti paintings acquired from the ICA in 1954. Palmer condemned this 

notion, asserting that the co-founder of the ICA had never owned that many Giacomettis.  

 These archival records, she realized, had been tampered with.  

*  *  *

 



Salting the Archives: A Cautionary Tale of Forgery, Deceit, and Archival Corruption Julia N. Rossi 
LIS 2223 - Research Paper 

17 April 2012 

2 
 

 Beginning in 1986, the British art market was systematically contaminated with forged paintings 

masquerading as legitimate works by modern artists. While occasionally forgeries are mistakenly 

validated by art dealers and auction houses, this particular scheme stands out due to the extent to which 

the forgers went to perpetrate their scheme. The two men involved in this long con were John Drewe, the 

mastermind and face of the operation, and his painter accomplice, John Myatt. In order to corroborate the 

required provenances1 that would need to accompany Myatt’s bogus creations, Drewe ingratiated himself 

to several major archives in London and methodically planted false documentation in among genuine 

records.  

 In this mode of corruption known as salting the archives, a person who taints an institution by 

inserting falsified documentation has the power to alter reality.2 Drewe spent nearly a decade inventing 

fake records and seeding these forgeries into existing collections at the Tate Library and Archives, the 

National Art Library, and the British Council. The magnitude of this deception was unprecedented, which 

explained why Drewe was able to perpetrate his scam for so long. The story that follows affected not only 

the commerce of the modern art market, but also the credibility of some of the largest cultural institutions 

in Britain. 

 This paper examines forged documents and their implications for archives, in addition to 

chronicling Drewe’s treachery. It is first necessary to acknowledge genuine records – those that are both 

reliable and authentic. Then, this paper gives a primer on forgeries and common detection strategies. 

What follows is a criticism of archival security along with an analysis of the effects of forgeries on the 

trustworthiness of archives. Although the investigators at New Scotland Yard attempted to identify all of 

the potentially tainted archival collections, the enormity of Drewe’s record-tampering may never be fully 

known.  

*  *  * 

Reliability and Authenticity of Records 

 Archivists consider a record to be a document created or obtained in the course of an activity. A 

record is both information and evidence – though the value of its evidence is entirely dependent on the 

record’s reliability. Luciana Duranti defines reliability as the “authority and trustworthiness of the records 

as evidence, the ability to stand for the facts they are about.”3 A reliable record, then, is one that is able to 

accurately represent the facts to which it attests. (Heather MacNeil calls reliability the “truth-value of the 

record as a statement of facts.”4) Reliability is based on the record’s form and its procedure of creation. 

                                                      
1 For the purpose of this paper, I will refer to “provenance” as the art world’s definition: Provenance indicates the history of the 
artwork from its origin with the artist to its current owner.  
2 This term originated in antiquity when “the fields of the conquered enemy were salted to make them barren, thereby crippling their 
enemy’s recovery for years to come. The veracity of archives, once its security is breached and its records are salted, is likewise 
ruined.” Lawrence McCrank, Historical Information Science: An Emerging Unidiscipline (Medford, NJ: Information Today, Inc., 
2001), 429.  
3 Luciana Duranti, “Reliability and Authenticity: The Concepts and Their Implications,” Archivaria 39 (1995):6.  
4 Heather MacNeil, “Trusting Records in a Postmodern World,” Archivaria 51 (2001): 40.  
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The form of a record depends on “all the elements that are required by the socio-juridical system in which 

the record is created”; the most common requisites are the date element, which denotes the relationship 

between the record’s creator and the information, and the signature element, which appoints 

responsibility to that person for the record’s content.5 The procedure of creation pertains to the body of 

rules governing the establishment of a record in addition to its subsequent handling, filing, and storage 

processes. Procedural controls imposed over record-making can increase the probability that a record is 

accurate or trustworthy. Notably, the notion of an original document versus a draft version or a 

photocopied reproduction does not affect the reliability of the information preserved on the document. 

Therefore, an original is not automatically any more reliable than a copy of a record.  

 In order to determine the trustworthiness of a record, archivists must also bear in mind a record’s 

authenticity, or the “truth-value of a record as a physical manifestation of the facts it records.”6 More 

simply put, a record is authentic when it is the document that it declares itself to be. This means that the 

record has not been the “victim” of any manipulation, falsification, or substitution after the procedure of 

creation.7 (Completely fabricated or counterfeited documents, obviously, would be deemed inauthentic.) 

Authenticity is not the same as accuracy – the correctness of a document’s content is not necessarily 

taken into account when verifying the authenticity of a record. 

 A record is reliable when the information it contains can be treated as true evidence. An authentic 

record is one where the document is what it claims to be. Proving a record’s authenticity, however, does 

not validate the reliability of the captured information, or vice versa. These two concepts must be kept 

intellectually separate, because sometimes components required for the “completeness” of a record, 

supporting its reliability, can be mistaken as indications of authenticity. For example, handwritten 

signatures, official letterhead, or watermarked stationery tend to reinforce the notion of a document’s 

legitimacy. As Duranti observes, “The purpose of ensuring the reliability of the records has often been 

accompanied by a preoccupation with the ability of the user to ascertain their authenticity.”8 This is the 

precise mindset that forgers and con artists have preyed upon for centuries. By producing documents that 

can be presumed authentic based on their physical appearance, a forger can convince others that these 

items are indeed dependable records – exploiting an unsuspecting person for the forger’s personal gain.  

*  *  * 

  

                                                      
5 Duranti, “Reliability and Authenticity: The Concepts and Their Implications,” 6. 
6 MacNeil, “Trusting Records in a Postmodern World,” 40. 
7 Duranti, “Reliability and Authenticity: The Concepts and Their Implications,” 7. 
8 Duranti, “Reliability and Authenticity: The Concepts and Their Implications,” 8. 
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“Genuine Fakes” and the Long Con 

 John Myatt had shown artistic promise growing up; he was especially known for his ability to 

uncannily copy the old masters. He enjoyed painting landscapes, studying composition and perspective, 

and spending a great deal of attention to detail. However, the twentieth century was a time of 

modernization in the art world, and Myatt’s pastoral landscapes and country scenes were considered 

passé. American pop artists like Andy Warhol and Jasper Johns were influencing the British art scene, 

which soon produced its own cadre of modern artists. Myatt had excellent technical skills, but his 

paintings were not selling – the market was for abstract, avant-garde works. He realized that his passion 

was not enough to earn a reasonable wage. He set aside his paintbrushes and found work at a music 

publishing company, though he would occasionally paint portraits or small scenes for friends. 

 Myatt’s boss remarked one day in 1979 that he would love to own a painting by the French 

Fauvist9 Raoul Dufy, whose pieces were bright, colorful, and decorative. Myatt responded by offering to 

replicate two Dufy works, easily copying the abstract style. He appended Dufy’s signature to the front of 

the paintings, noted on the back that his boss had commissioned the works, and happily pocketed £400. 

His boss then proudly displayed the paintings – and several art connoisseurs were fooled by Myatt’s 

imitations. According to Laney Salisbury and Aly Sujo, “One art historian friend swooned when she saw 

the fake Dufys and swore she could detect Matisse’s influence.”10 Myatt enjoyed the unintentional praise 

and thought the whole situation farcical.  

In 1986, Myatt found himself in a rut. His wife had recently abandoned him and their two children 

for another man. He was no longer in the music business and now he was making barely-adequate 

wages teaching art at local schools around Staffordshire. Recalling his experience with the fake Dufy 

paintings, Myatt realized that there was indeed a market for replica artwork for those who could not afford 

the originals but just wanted to have a nice piece of art for their own personal viewing. Myatt placed an 

advertisement in a London biweekly magazine called Private Eye, offering “Genuine fakes, 19th- and 

20th-century paintings from £150.”11 He received numerous phone calls and commissions as a result of 

the ad, earning a few hundred pounds per order by copying Monet landscapes or inserting someone’s 

deceased relative into the background of a famous work .  

Dr. John Drewe responded to the announcement and requested a “nice Matisse.”12 After 

receiving his “genuinely faked” Matisse, Drewe placed another order with Myatt for a painting in the style 

of Paul Klee, a Swiss-German artist with Cubist and Surrealist13 tendencies. Drewe continued to 

                                                      
9 Fauvism is a style of art which emphasized color over realism or impressionism. Its high point was during the years 1904-1908.  
10 Laney Salisbury & Aly Sujo, Provenance: How a Con Man and a Forger Rewrote the History of Modern Art (New York: Penguin 
Press, 2009), 9-10.  
11 Mark Honigsbaum, “The Master Forger,” The Guardian [London], December 7, 2005. 
12 Henri Matisse was also a Fauvist. Salisbury & Sujo, Provenance: How a Con Man and a Forger Rewrote the History of Modern 
Art, 12.  
13 Cubism is a 20th-century art movement in which objects are disassembled then put back together in an abstract form; Pablo 
Picasso and Georges Braque are two pioneers of the Cubist movement. Surrealism takes common themes and frequently features 
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commission pieces from Myatt, widely varying the styles and eras of painters he requested. Myatt asked 

no questions and happily copied celebrated works of art just as he had in college – this time, for decent 

money. Myatt and Drewe met regularly in London to discuss art, and Myatt soon confided in Drewe about 

his unfortunate circumstances at home. 

After his ninth order, for a Cubist painting in the style of Albert Gleizes, Myatt received a phone 

call in late 1986 from Drewe: The renowned Christie’s auction house had certified the Gleizes painting 

and offered Drewe £25,000. Myatt was astounded when Drewe proposed to split the windfall down the 

middle, and he immediately accepted. “That was the moment that the legitimate business stopped and 

the crime began,” Myatt later admitted.14 He realized that Drewe was no longer just an art admirer, but a 

man about to take advantage of the extravagant art market of the time. Art dealers were willing to pay 

thousands of pounds for paintings in order to supply the ballooning marketplace, and Drewe saw an 

opportunity.  

At first, Drewe had no problems passing Myatt’s forgeries as original works. Drewe followed the 

trends in the art market and requested specific artists from his supplier. Myatt found himself forging 

paintings by Alberto Giacometti, Le Corbusier, and Nicolas de Staël. Drewe would then visit art galleries 

and turn on the charm, claiming that he was selling art from the collection of his mentor, “John Catch.” 

Before long, Drewe hired other acquaintances from his neighborhood to act as intermediaries15 and show 

Myatt’s paintings to art dealers. The art market seemed to be most concerned with acquiring big names; 

any artist could have an “off day” resulting in a not-so-great painting, dealers reasoned. Buyers looking to 

invest in art cared more about the name signed on the canvas than the other parts of the composition. 

And, with prices for modern art in the tens of thousands of pounds, dealers were eager to receive their 

high percentage of commission.  

Some gallery owners were calling for more detailed provenances in the form of documentation 

supporting the histories of the paintings. Drewe had “letters” from John Catch, the man whose collection 

he was supposedly liquidating, but he recognized that he would need to create more detailed records to 

attach to Myatt’s pieces.  

In 1989, Drewe spoke to an auctioneer about a Le Corbusier piece (of Myatt’s handiwork) that did 

not have sufficient accompanying documentation to be accepted for auction. The auctioneer asked if he 

was related to Jane Drew, who happened to be a renowned British architect known for designing the 

original Institute of Contemporary Art (ICA) in London. Drewe recognized this opportunity and told the 

man that Jane Drew was, in fact, a distant relative. Drewe garnered enough from his conversation with 

the auctioneer to discover where the elderly Jane was now residing and phoned her, introducing himself 

                                                                                                                                                                           
the element of surprise or other absurdities; Rene Magritte (of “Ce n’est pas une pipe” fame) and Salvador Dali are two of the most 
famous Surrealists.  
14 Peter Landesman, “A 20th-Century Master Scam,” The New York Times Magazine, July 18, 1999. 
15 These “runners” were not told that the paintings were fakes. They would receive a certain percentage of the proceeds from the art 
sales – just enough to keep them interested in continuing to sell for Drewe.  
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as an art lover working on a book of the history of the ICA. Drewe and Myatt soon paid a visit to Jane 

Drew, who was completely captivated by Drewe’s flattery and attention. Drewe soon cultivated a friendly 

bond with this “distant relative,” who introduced him to other members of Britain’s art world.  

Through Jane, Drewe met former ICA director Dorothy Morland. Evidently, the 45-year-old 

institution had never properly organized its archives, and most of the records had spent their entire 

existence in the custody of Morland’s garage. Drewe was delighted to hear about the riches in the ICA 

archival collection, and with Morland’s insistence, Drewe contacted the current ICA director, Bill McAlister. 

Although McAlister wanted to get the ICA archives in order, there was an absence of funding to do so. 

Drewe further fostered a relationship with McAlister and the ICA, posing as a wealthy scientist and patron 

of the arts who desired to help fund the archives project. Drewe offered to contribute a Giacometti sketch 

and a Le Corbusier collage to an upcoming fundraiser for the ICA, which McAlister accepted graciously.16  

At the fundraiser, Drewe’s donations brought in about £50,000 for the cash-strapped ICA. 

McAlister telephoned Drewe to show his appreciation, and Drewe raised the topic of the ICA archives 

project. McAlister made a copy of the ICA archives room key and told his secretary that Drewe could 

come and go as he pleased. Drewe now had total unfettered access to the fundamental files of London’s 

modern art scene. 

*  *  * 

Provenance in the Art World 

The three main types of cultural heritage institutions – libraries, archives, and museums – are 

inextricably linked. Art museums, especially, rely heavily on archival records as evidence of business 

transactions, exhibitions, and correspondence pertaining to works of art. In the art world, a piece’s 

provenance is crucial: It indicates the history of the artwork from its origin with the artist to its current 

owner. Ideally, the curator or owner of a piece of art would prefer to trace the entire provenance of a 

work, but in many cases, this is not possible. For pieces that are centuries old, huge gaps in time may 

remain unaccounted for in documentation. The provenance of an artwork performs a substantial role in 

determining its authenticity. Establishing the “genuineness” of art is much easier when one is able to 

clearly prove the piece’s ownership over the years. The provenance of a piece can be treated as a 

pedigree supporting any claim of legitimacy. Rodney Carter asserts, “A solid provenance is a powerful 

piece of testimony that goes a long way in determining artistic authenticity.”17 Choice examples of archival 

documents used to illustrate provenance include bills of sale, personal letters, gallery or museum stock 

books, and exhibition catalogs.18 

                                                      
16 Salisbury & Sujo, Provenance: How a Con Man and a Forger Rewrote the History of Modern Art, 55-63.  
17 Rodney G. S. Carter, “Tainted Archives: Art, Archives, and Authenticity,” Archivaria 63 (2007): 77. 
18 Beth Houghton, “Art libraries as a source of false provenance” (paper presented at 69th IFLA General Conference and Council, 
Berlin, Germany, August 1-9, 2003).  
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Provenance is used not only to authenticate a work, but to determine its monetary worth. A 

complete provenance, for example, can add significantly to the piece’s market price.19 Particularly 

interesting correspondence, association with a celebrity, or a connection to scandal or crime20 can also up 

the value of an artwork. While a comprehensive or sensational provenance might be preferred, commonly 

just one or two pieces of documentation are used to lend credibility to a work’s custodial history.  

With that in mind, a person desiring to forge the provenance of a piece of art might only need to 

create one solid, believable sample of documentation. A particularly harried (or imprudent) art dealer 

could take that record at face-value, unwittingly authenticating the artwork based on a forgery21. An astute 

forger would recognize that if a single document supporting a work’s provenance is adequate, then surely 

multiple papers would add even more authority to the perceived genuineness of the art – and ultimately 

the artwork’s market value. 

*  *  * 

Open Access 

Myatt suspected that he was dealing with a pathological liar. Though Drewe first introduced 

himself as a lecturer of physics, Myatt saw no proof that Drewe held a job; he alternately claimed to be a 

consultant for the Ministry of Defense, a munitions developer, and a nuclear physicist. However, Drewe 

was well-spoken, charming, and at times, hypnotic. Drewe could speak at length about almost any topic, 

and he gave the appearance of truly wanting to help others solve their problems. In time, Myatt also 

became acquainted with Drewe’s common-law wife, Batsheva Goudsmid, and their two children. 

Goudsmid had no idea that her husband was involved in fencing forged paintings.  

By 1989, Drewe had free access to the disordered ICA archives. He pillaged the files, removing 

correspondence between the ICA curators and celebrated artists and designers like Pablo Picasso, 

Buckminster Fuller, Jean Dubuffet, Ben Nicholson, and Alberto Giacometti, among others. Drewe 

acquired blank sheets of ICA letterhead and ledger pages, which he used to his advantage.22 Exhibition 

catalogues from the 1940s and 1950s also made their way into Drewe’s possession.  

Meanwhile, Myatt was working under the directive to continue churning out paintings by modern 

artists, especially works by the artists embedded in the ICA archives’ files. Despite the pressure, Myatt did 

research and spent a lot of time in the presence of genuine paintings so that he would understand the 

artists’ techniques and quirks. Though originally he had just created the art with standard current 

supplies, he soon realized that he needed to use more correct materials. Since oil paint took too long to 

                                                      
19 Salisbury & Sujo, Provenance: How a Con Man and a Forger Rewrote the History of Modern Art, 127.  
20 Laney Salisbury notes, “Collectors have been known to arrange to have a painting stolen and subsequently recovered.” Salisbury 
& Sujo, Provenance, 127. 
21 “Forgery” refers to a document produced in the style of a genuine record with the intent to deceive. Typically, a “counterfeit” is an 
attempt to create a perfect copy of a genuine item, such as a $20 bill or even the Declaration of Independence. (In the art world, a 
forged painting is considered an original work, even though it is an impostor.) Nick Groom, The Forger’s Shadow (London: Picador, 
2002), 16.  
22 Landesman, “A 20th-Century Master Scam.” 
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dry, Drewe requested that Myatt find another way to give his paintings a similar appearance.23  As an 

alternative, Myatt mixed emulsion paint with K-Y jelly and added varnish on top to emulate an oil-like 

finish.24 If Drewe determined that a painting should look older or dirtier, he would then artificially “age” the 

artwork with the debris from his vacuum cleaner or dirt from the garden.25 

As Drewe promoted Myatt’s falsified paintings, he also provided substantive provenance 

documentation. Some of the records were real files from the ICA archives that mentioned an art work in 

passing or a vague bill of sale, but the bulk of the papers were Drewe’s creations entirely. He used the 

blank ICA stationery and ledger pages and produced his own forged records to accompany Myatt’s 

paintings. Additionally, Drewe cut information from existing documents to paste onto blank sheets of 

paper, piecing the words together carefully, then making photocopies. He used the names of former 

friends (unbeknownst to them) on documentation, stating that they were indeed former owners of a 

specific artwork. Armed with provenances, the money from art sales continued to roll in. The ICA did not 

suspect any wrongdoing with its records.  

Drewe recognized that he might need more documentation than just that of the ICA. He set his 

sights on the legendary Tate Gallery, whose library and archives contained archival collections on many 

modern artists and art galleries. Following the same formula he used to gain access to the ICA archives, 

Drewe wined and dined the director, donated £20,000 to the Tate in 1990, and then requested an 

application to do research within the Tate Archives.26 Around the same time, he obtained a reader’s card 

for the National Art Library at the Victoria and Albert Museum; this required a lengthy application and a 

scholarly reference. Drewe listed his reference as “Dr. John Cockett” – which was actually Drewe’s real 

name. Predictably, a glowing testimonial was returned to the V&A: “John Drewe is a man of integrity.”27 

According to Salisbury and Sujo, Drewe revealed his plan to Myatt: “Once inside the archives, he 

would alter the records and seed them with his own alternate history, a ‘reconstructed’ chronicle that 

would include the names of real and invented collectors.”28 When Myatt expressed his doubt about 

involving these institutions in the scheme, Drewe told him not to worry. Archives are concerned with the 

removal of materials, he asserted. They are not watching for people to put things in. 

*  *  * 

Forgeries and the Archives 

Forgery is not just a “trend” nor is it unique to only valuable documents or famous signatures. 

Charles Hamilton, an expert on autographs and handwriting, quips, “The art of forgery is as old as the 

                                                      
23 Amelia Gentleman, “Fakes leave art world in chaos,” The Guardian [London], February 12, 1999. 
24 Honigsbaum, “The Master Forger.” 
25 Gentleman, “Fakes leave art world in chaos.” 
26 Landesman, “A 20th-Century Master Scam.” 
27 Carter, “Tainted Archives: Art, Archives, and Authenticity,” 80.  
28 Salisbury & Sujo, Provenance: How a Con Man and a Forger Rewrote the History of Modern Art, 79. 
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alphabet. Anything that is handwritten and has value is worth forging.”29 The historian Anthony Grafton 

traces forgeries from ancient times to the late 20th century in his book Forgers and Critics: Creativity and 

Duplicity in Modern Scholarship. Forgers have played a central role in political, religious, and literary 

history; countless documents were written with the intention of deceiving their readers.30 The art and 

science of diplomatics (studying the creation, form, transmission, and relationship of records in order to 

identify their nature and authenticity) arose toward the end of the Renaissance era from the need to 

substantiate documents and detect forgeries.31 Scholars in the past had to question the veracity of written 

“evidence,” just as they do at present.  

William Joyce writes, “Since antiquity, there has been a continuing struggle between forgers and 

scholars, and the malefactions of forgers have challenged scholars continually to review their research 

methods in an effort to detect forgeries and advance learning against the efforts of those who would turn 

it to their own nefarious purposes.”32 It is not always possible to understand the ambitions of a particular 

forger, but there is an identified range of motivations. Skilled forgeries are often intellectual and scholarly 

projects. Common motivations include monetary gain, editing history, validating conspiracies, developing 

foundation narratives, and malicious attacks on alleged enemies.33 For some forgers, their “ultimate goal 

is not to get rich … but to see their fabrications touted as authentic by historians.”34 

A document forger must take several notions into account before he can even begin to put ink to 

paper. First, the forger must imagine what the text would have looked like when it was supposedly written, 

and then he must calculate how the document would appear at present day.35 Therefore, the forger must 

utilize period materials, such as paper or ink manufactured around the time of his intended fraud.36 If 

typewriter usage was not yet in the mainstream, for example, it would be erroneous to attempt to forge a 

typed document from 1870. The forger must also have knowledge of the history and terminology of the 

time period – anachronistic language has resulted in the capture of plenty of skilled forgers.37 Upon taking 

into account the materials, writing instruments, postal markings, layout, language, and systems of 

handwriting, the forger must also consider how a genuine document would have aged. Would the paper 

have had sufficient time to yellow or brown? Should it be just a bit crumbly? Would the ink have oxidized 

or bled? Was the document folded or creased, and how would that affect its appearance?  
                                                      
29 Charles Hamilton, Great Forgers and Famous Fakes (New York: Crown Publishers, Inc., 1980), vii.  
30 Anthony Grafton, Forgers and Critics: Creativity and Duplicity in Modern Scholarship (London: Collins & Brown Limited, 1990), 6.  
31Elena Danielson also notes that the more current terminology for this science is “forensic document analysis.” Elena S. Danielson, 
The Ethical Archivist (Chicago: Society of American Archivists, 2010), 223. 
32 William L. Joyce, “The Scholarly Implications of Documentary Forgeries” (paper presented at the Houston Conference on Forged 
Documents, Houston, Texas, November 2-4, 1989). Published in Forged Documents: Proceedings of the 1989 Houston Conference 
(New Castle: Oak Knoll Books, 1990).  
33 Danielson, The Ethical Archivist, 227-240.  
34 Hamilton, Great Forgers and Famous Fakes, 257.  
35 Grafton, Forgers and Critics: Creativity and Duplicity in Modern Scholarship, 49-50.  
36 Lee Israel, a 20th-century American biographer, was convicted of forging personal letters of Louise Brooks, Edna Ferber, Dorothy 
Parker, Noël Coward, and Lillian Hellman during the 1990s. One of her schemes involved visiting archives holding these celebrities’ 
papers, where she would choose a few to copy word-for-word, go home and make replicas, then return the fakes to the archives. 
She would then sell the authentic letters to autograph. Occasionally, she would also steal blank paper from archival collections and 
use this to forge letters on contemporary paper. See Lee Israel, Can You Ever Forgive Me? (New York: Simon & Schuster, 2008).  
37 Kenneth W. Rendell, Forging History: The Detection of Fake Letters and Documents (Norman: University of Oklahoma Press, 
1994), 20.  
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“Two further technical tasks remain,” Grafton adds: “he must explain where his document came 

from and reveal how it fits into the jigsaw puzzle of other surviving documents that makes up his own 

period’s record of an authoritative or attractive period in the past.”38 It is this step that is often more 

difficult than maintaining a steady hand while falsifying a signature. A document with a particularly 

“romantic story of discovery” should be regarded with suspicion.39 Perhaps one or two such documents 

can be accepted by an institution or a scholar, but a whole trove of “newly-discovered” records would 

immediately cast doubt on the forger. A forger who understands the need for a document’s plausible 

provenance in addition to a genuine appearance is already ahead of the game. But how to establish 

authority over a large number of forged documents?  

With the knowledge of the art world’s reliance on archival records to ascertain an artwork’s 

provenance, John Drewe had arrived at an important realization. If forged documents could be added to 

reputable archival collections, then these fraudulent “records” could be utilized to authenticate forged 

paintings. 

*  *  * 

Salting the Archives 

Drewe visited the Tate Archives regularly in 1991. His application, according to Jennifer Booth at 

the Tate, listed the con man as “Dr. John Richard Drewe, and Chairman of both A.P.V. and Norseland 

and Research Director of the Crome Laboratory (Marine Systems),” researching “‘the collaboration 

between the Hanover Gallery London and the ICA, particularly 1951-7.’”40 Drewe regularly reviewed the 

files of the Hanover Gallery, the O’Hana Gallery, and select artists. Booth said later, “No one in the 

Archive found him charming. He spoke in a stage whisper, ostensibly so other researchers would not be 

disturbed but he actually drew attention to himself, and his requests for material were inevitably prefaced 

by remarks like ‘I’m so sorry to be a nuisance’ or ‘Could you be terribly kind and get this material for 

me.’”41 

Drewe took advantage of gaps in security and occasions where he was left unsupervised. He 

smuggled in his forged provenance documents, and inserted them into the relevant files. Additionally, he 

removed auction catalogs from the archives, replacing them with replicas into which he had inserted 

photographs and descriptions of Myatt’s faked paintings. Drewe took tremendous care in producing his 

false provenances, using correct contemporary materials and inks. He had rubber stamps made that 

replicated those in use at the Tate, the British Council, and other repositories. One scholar estimates that 

                                                      
38 Grafton, Forgers and Critics: Creativity and Duplicity in Modern Scholarship, 50. 
39 Leonard Rapport identifies family legends as a frequent “explanation” for “finding” a Civil War letter folded into a family Bible, for 
example, or that a particular public figure was an old family friend. Leonard Rapport, “Fakes and Facsimiles: Problems of 
Identification,” American Archivist 42 (1979): 15. 
40 Jennifer Booth, “Dr. Drewe – a cautionary tale,” Art Libraries Journal 28 (2003): 14. 
41 Booth, “Dr. Drewe – a cautionary tale,” 15.  
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Drewe invented “thousands of records spread throughout the archives of numerous institutions over a six 

to ten-year period.”42 

While Drewe was busy planting forged provenances in the archives, Myatt carried on painting. He 

was no longer worried about producing “perfect” forgeries, since Drewe could provide adequate 

documentation to accompany his paintings. Once “supported by a sheaf of papers, backed up by the 

location of some of this material in prestigious research libraries and archives,” even sloppy paintings 

were accepted by art dealers.43 The art world seemed satisfied with Drewe’s provenances, and if they 

needed to verify any information, they could contact the Tate or the V&A. Checking with these institutions 

would only validate the provenances, since Drewe himself had inserted the information into the archival 

collections.  

*  *  * 

Forgery Detection 

The detection of forgeries often requires training or the input of expert document examiners. 

Kenneth Rendell, one such expert, admits that intuition does play an important role, although an analytic 

approach is most often utilized.44 If a document appears to be questionable, archivists or researchers 

should seek professional authentication. George Miles, an archivist who participated in the 1989 Houston 

Conference on Forged Documents, discloses, “Many of us have encountered documents which leave us 

uneasy or suspicious, but few of us are intellectually prepared or have access to the necessary tools to 

address our concerns systematically.”45 

There are often tell-tale signs of forged physical documents that can help in identifying their 

duplicity. Charles Hamilton identifies many ways for someone to use simple observation to examine a 

document’s legitimacy. Some of the most common methods include: 

 checking questionable handwriting against a genuine example of the same time period 

 inspecting carefully the physical composition of the paper and determining if it is 

contemporary with the date indicated on the document 

 comparing the ink on the questioned document against a genuine example of the same 

time period for corrosion, feathering, fading, or speckling 

 identifying and dating the typefaces that appear on the document 

 analyzing the binding and other components of the questioned document, including 

stitching or adhesives 

 being aware that markings, notations, or repairs on a piece of paper are sometimes added 

by forgers to mislead the reader 
                                                      
42 Carter, “Tainted Archives: Art, Archives, and Authenticity,” 81-82.  
43 Houghton, “Art libraries as a source of false provenance.” 
44 Rendell, Forging History, vi.  
45 George A. Miles, “Dealer/Donor/Institutional Relations: Expectations of the Institution,” (paper presented at the Houston 
Conference on Forged Documents, Houston, Texas, November 2-4, 1989). Published in Forged Documents: Proceedings of the 
1989 Houston Conference (New Castle: Oak Knoll Books, 1990). 
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 and verifying the content of the document against known facts, such as historical events, 

persons, or language appropriate for the time.46 

In fact, the content of a questioned document is one of the principal areas of examination for 

determining if the purported signatory actually wrote the document; the other is handwriting comparison. 

Handwritten signatures lend the accountability of the record creator to the document’s reliability. Per 

Rendell, “the care taken in executing forgeries will often produce signatures that are much more legible 

than genuine examples.”47 Often, writers do not use the same form of capital letters in their writing as they 

do in their signatures.48 Real handwriting tends to be created smoothly, without hesitation marks (or what 

experts call “forgers’ palsy”49) or retouching.  

In manuscript repositories or archives with significant physical document holdings, staff members 

need to be educated on the possibility of forgeries existing within their collections. Archivists should know 

enough about their holdings to suspect that something is amiss.50 The best tools for determining a 

document’s trustworthiness include an “expert eye,” scholarly documentation, and physical or technical 

examination by material specialists.51 If Hamilton’s previously-mentioned observation techniques do not 

reassure an archivist that a record is genuine, the ethical next step is to consult a document expert. 

Often, the archivist’s best friend is their own personal instinct.  

*  *  * 

Seeds of Doubt 

 Some suspicions did arise. In 1993, the Giacometti Foundation approached the Tate Archives 

with concerns about several Giacometti works supposedly sold from the Hanover and O’Hana galleries 

during the 1950s. Mary Lisa Palmer of the Giacometti Foundation met with Jennifer Booth at the Tate, 

requesting to see if there was a stamp on the back of some photographs of Giacometti paintings listed in 

the Hanover Gallery’s albums. These albums comprised three-ring binders where pages could easily be 

inserted or removed. Booth, with the help of a paper conservator, discovered that not only did the reverse 

of these questioned photographs not have the official Hanover Gallery stamp, but the photographs were 

printed on paper not available until the 1970s. Therefore, these particular “Giacometti” painting 

photographs could not have been inserted into the Hanover albums in the 1950s, as their provenance 

would have a user believe.52 Further, Palmer suspected that some of the Hanover’s sales ledgers had 

been forged based on her intimate knowledge of Giacometti’s life.  

                                                      
46 Hamilton, Great Forgers and Famous Fakes, 261-268.  
47 Rendell, Forging History, 9.  
48 This “tell” is one of the errors made by Konrad Kujau, the creator of the forged Hitler diaries. Rendell, Forging History, 13.  
49 Israel, Can You Ever Forgive Me?, 48.  
50 Danielson, The Ethical Archivist, 245-246.  
51 Carter, “Tainted Archives: Art, Archives, and Authenticity,” 84.  
52 Additionally, Drewe had sent someone to access the Hanover collection in his place at one point—the man wrote that he was at 
the Tate to research photographs of the “Jacamety paintings.”Booth, “Dr. Drewe – a cautionary tale,” 15. 
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Other art dealers contacted the Tate, requesting verification of photocopied documents whose 

originals were supposed to reside at the Tate Archives. Booth also followed up with these inquiries, 

dutifully checking the Hanover and O’Hana galleries’ collections for confirmation. She found nothing to 

validate the requests.53 Thinking that perhaps the originals had been stolen, Booth inspected the 

registries of users who had checked both the Hanover (a large and popular collection) and the O’Hana 

files (much smaller and less in demand). The only person to access both galleries’ collections was 

Drewe.54 

Booth voiced her concerns to her supervisor, but absent of hard evidence, the director rejected 

Booth’s allegations. Tate officials had every reason to believe that Drewe was a serious researcher, and 

documents do occasionally go missing or are misfiled in an institution the size of the Tate. The art dealers 

who had requested certification of the provenances they held began to make a fuss. An undercurrent 

rumbled through the art world about forgers attempting to passing off fake Giacomettis, Nicholsons, and 

Dubuffets with seemingly authentic documentation. Dealers who had previously dealt with Drewe or his 

compatriots began refusing to work with these gentlemen.  

Meanwhile, Myatt was becoming disillusioned with Drewe, tired of being at his beck and call. He 

was also “repulsed by how Drewe preyed on the vulnerable, the dead, and the dimly acquainted to 

concoct art owners” to use on forged documents.55 With Drewe acting increasingly erratic, Myatt tried to 

avoid extensive contact with him. Myatt began to think about an exit strategy.  

In 1994, Booth recalls, “the archivist of the British Council told [the Tate] they had banned a 

researcher working on Drewe’s behalf on the grounds that she had used information from their archives 

to falsify a provenance for a work by Ben Nicholson, which Drewe owned.”56 Family members of artists 

Dubuffet and Giacometti publicly denounced several paintings as fakes. While an air of mistrust 

surrounded Drewe, theories were dismissed because “‘People don’t think a forger is going to go to such 

great lengths.’”57 Indeed, at this point, no one besides Drewe had any idea of the extensiveness of his 

scheme. Salisbury and Sujo impart, “For all intents and purposes, Drewe had become an accomplished 

archivist. For nearly ten years he had spent countless hours studying the dullest aspects of the art 

business. He had researched archival methods until he could identify and exploit gaps in the firewall 

designed to protect the art market’s records and reputation. He had gone to infinite trouble to place his 

fakes next to established masterpieces so as to make them appear to be a part of art history.”58 

*  *  * 
                                                      
53 Booth suspected that these photocopies were of well-made forgeries, perhaps pieced together from legitimate records with added 
faked signatures. Then, the Tate research stamp had been applied and the photocopying process erased any indications of a cut 
and paste job. See Booth, “Dr. Drewe – a cautionary tale.” 
54 Salisbury & Sujo, Provenance: How a Con Man and a Forger Rewrote the History of Modern Art, 200.  
55 Landesman, “A 20th-Century Master Scam.” 
56 Booth, “Dr. Drewe – a cautionary tale,” 15.  
57 Landesman, “A 20th-Century Master Scam.” 
58Myatt claimed that Drewe did not apprise him of the magnitude of his archival salting.  Salisbury & Sujo, Provenance: How a Con 
Man and a Forger Rewrote the History of Modern Art, 233.  
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Archival Security 

Archival security is predictably concerned with theft or mutilation of items within an archival 

collection, keeping an especially critical eye toward the unauthorized removal of materials. As Beth 

Houghton, the former head of the Tate Library and Archive in London admits, “We are not, in general, on 

the lookout for someone who might insert items into our collections, or substitute material.”59 While an 

archivist might overlook the removal of a single document from a series, they might likewise miss the 

addition of a forged document to a collection.60 The introduction of forged documents into an archives 

results in a contamination or corruption of the materials housed there.  

Carter insists, “Even the awareness that individuals may insert fraudulent documents into 

archives in order to alter the historical record has not succeeded in eliminating the possibility of it 

reoccurring.”61 Prior to the Drewe forgeries, the Tate Library and Archive typically required registration, 

access to one box at a time, and invigilation of the reading rooms. Following the inquiry into security 

policies during the aftermath of Drewe’s tampering, the Tate fortified its admission procedures, increased 

staff attendance in the reading rooms, and added security features to the Archive and Special Collections 

room at its new facility, built in 2002.62 However, increasing security requires putting all potential users 

under more scrutiny and risks estranging patrons who feel uneasy about surveillance and greater access 

restrictions. A balance needs to be struck between maintaining both the integrity of an archival collection 

and the relationship between an institution and its users. 

*  *  * 

The Endgame 

It was not a handwriting expert or a forensic analyst who brought down the long con. Ultimately, it 

was Drewe’s estranged common-law wife who turned him in. Batsheva Goudsmid contacted New 

Scotland Yard’s Art Squad in 1995, claiming that she had incriminating documents in her possession that 

would prove Drewe was passing off forged paintings as the real thing. Since the Art Squad had received 

a previous call from a superior at the Tate Gallery and another from an archivist at the British Council, 

New Scotland Yard decided to investigate Goudsmid’s accusation.63 

Detective Sergeant Jonathan Searle teamed up with Dick Ellis, the head of the Art Squad, to 

interview Goudsmid at her home. As she rambled on about Drewe’s various personas, his pathological 

lies, and his threats against her, the detectives expected that they were dealing with nothing more than a 

woman scorned. However, Goudsmid led them to the trunk of her car, where she pulled out two trash 

bags filled with documents. Searle sifted through the papers, spotting immediately letterhead of the ICA, 

                                                      
59 Houghton, “Art libraries as a source of false provenance.” 
60 Ariel Neff, “Rewriting History: Forgeries as Crimes against Our Cultural Heritage,” Library and Archival Security 23 (2010): 20.  
61 Carter, “Tainted Archives: Art, Archives, and Authenticity,” 83.  
62 Booth, “Dr. Drewe – a cautionary tale,” 18.  
63 Salisbury & Sujo, Provenance: How a Con Man and a Forger Rewrote the History of Modern Art, 215.  
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documents stamped with the Tate endorsement, hundreds of photographs and transparencies, and 

gallery receipts. It was not immediately clear if the items had been stolen, faked, or both.  

 Over a period of several days, Searle sorted through the contents of the materials supposedly 

belonging to Drewe. He tried to assign documents to artists mentioned, then specific paintings. Searle 

could not discern what was real and what was faked. At the same time, the Art Squad was investigating 

Drewe’s past and his known associates. When the police showed up at Myatt’s door, he calmly let them 

in and fully confessed to his involvement in the forgeries.64 

 Myatt worked with the police to identify the documents acquired from Goudsmid. He named the 

paintings that he did fake, nearly 200 in all over the course of 10 years. Myatt had “no idea how many 

millions had changed hands on account of his paintings,” but he estimated that he had earned around 

£110,000 from Drewe.65 Myatt surrendered his remaining £18,000 to New Scotland Yard. He confirmed 

that Drewe had intended to insert forged provenances into archives, but he was unaware of the degree to 

which the archival records had been sullied. 

*  *  * 

Trustworthiness of Records in the Archives 

There is a public assumption that materials contained in libraries and archives are trustworthy 

and genuine. The original diplomatist Jean Mabillion is cited as heralding manuscripts and archives as the 

historian’s only source of historical knowledge.66 The heavy reliance of scholars and researchers on 

archival holdings is apparent. Archives are supposed to be objective arbitrators of history. Forged 

documents, then, have the ability to corrupt scholarly research and ultimately generate a falsified 

historical record. Ariel Neff refers to forgeries as a “cancer in the body of cultural knowledge.” 67 If the 

number of forgeries within archival collections is unknown, how are users expected to be able to trust the 

materials within our cultural heritage institutions?68 

In the aftermath of the discovery of Drewe’s forgeries, reverse screening took place at all 

institutions that he might have possibly visited. The scar that Drewe left on the system damaged not only 

the individual collections that he might have accessed, but the entirety of the holdings at these 

repositories. The Drewe case has brought to light the means to which a person might go in order to 

disturb the historical record for personal gain. Once John Drewe recognized the value of planting his own 

forged documents into the archival stacks, he must also have realized that he was irreversibly tainting the 

reality of the whole institution – and he did not care. Not only did Drewe influence the records he 

accessed, but also the reputations of the artists that his forged provenances supported. Certain 

                                                      
64 Carter, “Tainted Archives: Art, Archives, and Authenticity,” 82. 
65 Landesman, “A 20th-Century Master Scam.” 
66 Randolph Starn, “Truths in the Archives,” Common Knowledge 8 (2002): 400.  
67 Neff, “Rewriting History: Forgeries as Crimes against Our Cultural Heritage,” 23-24.  
68 Similar to the situation covered in Miles Harvey’s book The Island of Lost Maps, we may not have accurate number of discovered 
forgery cases because many scholars and archives would rather preserve their own pride (and reputation) than report the 
deception. See Neff, “Rewriting History: Forgeries as Crimes against Our Cultural Heritage.” 
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collections at the Tate have been flagged with a warning to future researchers: “This documentation may 

have been compromised.”69  

Archivists must treat every document with a healthy dose of skepticism. We may not immediately 

be able to take a document at its face value. Historian Randolph Starn denounces, “One fundamental 

truth of the archives, surely, is that they are not to be trusted.”70 However, as previously mentioned, we 

must be able to separate the ideas of reliability and authenticity of records. A reliable record contains 

information that can be treated as evidence of truth, while an authentic record is what it claims to be. 

When a document is both reliable and authentic, it can be treated as genuine and therefore, is considered 

trustworthy. Forgeries, in contrast, are neither reliable nor authentic; their existence interspersed among 

genuine records is of paramount concern. “Archivists have a vested interest in ensuring the creation and 

maintenance of reliable and authentic records,” affirms MacNeil.71 The need to assess the trustworthiness 

of documents within an archival collection is an ethical duty of the archivist. Starn argues that the very 

existence of diplomatics “acknowledges that the archives compound truth with misrepresentation”72 – 

though archivists do not deny this.  Authentication of records within archives is an ongoing process, and 

archivists should heed the advice of others along with their own gut feelings about the genuineness of 

documents within their collections.  

*  *  * 

The Conman’s Conviction 

 On April 6, 1996, detectives raided Drewe’s house in Reigate. Scattered throughout the home, 

they discovered hundreds of documents from the Tate Gallery, the Victoria and Albert Museum, and the 

Institute of Contemporary Art. One arresting officer testified, “There were rubber stamps bearing the 

authenticating seals of the Tate and of an order of monastic priests; receipts for the sale of paintings 

across continents going back decades; certificates of authenticity from the estates of Dubuffet and 

Giacometti; also the more mundane instruments of document forgery: scissors, razors, correction fluid, 

glue, tape.”73 Drewe at first denied everything. “He had a long-winded answer for every question and 

never seemed to falter or contradict himself,” another detective noted.74 He faked illnesses to get out of 

questioning and to delay the judicial process. Drewe claimed to be, at various times, an MI-5 operative, a 

developer of defense technology, and the fall guy for a widespread covert forged art-for-arms deal 

between weapons manufacturers and the governments of Iran, Iraq, and Sierra Leone.75 

 The trial began in September 1998, shortly after Drewe fired his lawyer and chose to represent 

himself in court. Six months (and a media circus) later, he was convicted of conspiracy to defraud, 

                                                      
69 Salisbury & Sujo, Provenance: How a Con Man and a Forger Rewrote the History of Modern Art, 300. 
70 Starn, “Truths in the Archives,” 388.  
71 Heather MacNeil, Trusting Records: Legal, Historical, and Diplomatic Perspectives (Netherlands: Kluwer Academic Publishers, 
2000), xiii.  
72 Starn, “Truths in the Archives,” 400. 
73 Landesman, “A 20th-Century Master Scam.” 
74 Salisbury & Sujo, Provenance: How a Con Man and a Forger Rewrote the History of Modern Art, 264.  
75 Landesman, “A 20th-Century Master Scam.” 
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forgery, theft, and using a false instrument with intent. He was sentenced to six years in prison but 

released after only two. Myatt served four months for his part in the con.  

 Of the 200 paintings that Myatt maintains that he painted for Drewe, only around 80 were 

identified. There are still 120 “original Myatts” in circulation in the art world.76 

*  *  * 

What is so remarkable about this particular fraud is not only its duration and extent, but the 

number of professionals who handled this scam’s components. That is not to say that the unknowing 

participants were stupid or reckless – they simply did not realize that anything was amiss. The art dealers 

accepted faked paintings as long as they appeared to be supported by solid provenances. The archivists 

were trained to watch for people removing documents from their collections, not adding them. John 

Drewe discerned a fault in the archival system and exploited that opportunity to scam the art market of 

millions of pounds from 1986 until 1995. Unfortunately, Drewe’s actions also affected the trustworthiness 

of the archives which he mistreated. 

 Similar to the salted fields of a vanquished nation in ancient times, it took years for the Tate 

Gallery, the National Art Library, and the British Council to recover. Each had to undergo a rigorous 

reassessment of their security policies, coupled with additional training for the archivists and staff 

members. The most significant change at these institutions is the requirement for an archivist’s presence 

at all times in the reading room; beyond that, these archives entrust their patrons to do the right thing.  

 Archivists might assume that forgeries and scams such as Drewe’s would only happen to larger 

institutions with impressive, publicized collections. Anyone who thinks “this could never happen at my 

repository” is sorely mistaken. As Drewe exposed, all collections are vulnerable to contamination. This 

underscores the archivist’s notion that all records have evidentiary and informational value; we are indeed 

protectors of the information that our institutions hold. It is an ethical duty of archivists to ascertain the 

potential for tampering with, in addition to theft from, our respective archives. Without proper vigilance, 

more archivists might find themselves in a situation where the unthinkable has happened – and another 

archival collection’s credibility is corrupted.  

  

                                                      
76 Honigsbaum, “The Master  Forger.” (Notably, Myatt now runs his own legitimate business called “Genuine Fakes,” where he does 
exactly what he was convicted of originally—faking master paintings. This time, he adds a microchip to the canvas and his own 
name to the reverse of each painting. See http://www.johnmyatt.com/.) 
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