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EARLY MURDER CONVICTION BASED ON FORENSIC EVIDENCE 

 

1) ABERDEEN CITY POLICE.   Mugshot of Jeannie Donald, 1944. 

 

Gelatin silver print, 4 x 3 inches (10 x 7.5 cm.), oval stamp óAberdeen City Police Photographic 

and Finger Print Divisionô with manuscript date ó5.5.44ô and óPerth Prisonô in ink, further 

inscription in ink on verso reading óJeannie Ewen or Donald born in 1895 at Kirkton of Aboyne, 

Aberdeenshireô. £350 + VAT in EU 

 

A mugshot of Jeannie Donald who was convicted of the murder of an eight-year old girl named 

Helen Priestly in 1934.  

 

Though Donald mutilated Helenôs body to make it seem as if she had been raped and murdered, 

prosecutors concluded that she had caused Helenôs death accidentally ï perhaps by jumping 

out at the child and giving her such a fright she fainted and choked on her own vomit.  Donald 

was found guilty on the grounds of advanced forensic evidence including bacteria and blood 

analysis and hair samples.  She was granted compassionate release from prison after only ten 

years on the grounds of her husbandôs sickness and the apparently accidental nature of the 

killing.  This photograph was probably taken before her release, as indicated by the May 1944 

date from Perth Prison. 

 

  



 

THE ART OF DEATH 

PRINCE DôESSLINGôS COPY 

 

2) [ARS MORIENDI .]  CAPRANICA, Dominicus, translator.  [Questa Operetta Tracta 

dell Arte del ben Morire cioe in Gratia di Dio.  Venice, Johannes Baptista Sessa, after 22 

March. 1503.] 

 

Small 4to, ff. [18] (of 24), with ten full page woodcuts, historiated 8-line woodcut initial, 

several 2-line Lombard initials, wanting leaves a1 (title-page), a4, and the final gathering  

(including the first of the woodcuts and the printerôs device); a good copy in nineteenth-century 

vellum over boards, all edges gilt, flat spine with gilt morocco lettering piece, gilt double fillet 

to the sides of the boards, gilt central armorial stamp of the bibliographer Prince 

dôEssling. £9500 

 

A very rare book: the first appearance of this series of striking woodcuts, showing angels and 

demons in battle around the bed of a dying man.  This is by far the best illustrated of any of the 

Venetian editions of the work, as highlighted by dôEssling, who devotes no less than 10 pages 

to the examination of this vividly dramatic cycle. 

 

The illustrations are more or less free adaptations from the series found in German block books 

of the time; Essling observes that the artists who executed them were trained in Florence, or at 

least in the Florentine style.  The only cut absent from our copy, the first of the series, is also 

the only one which has been found in another work: Cornazanoôs Vita de la Madonna (March 

22, 1503, our terminus post quem) for which it was produced.  Other works displaying similar 

features are Omar Astronomusôs De Nativitatibus (March 1503) and Campanusôs 

Tetragonismus (August 1503).  Each of the woodcuts dramatically represents an aspect of the 

spiritual warfare that rages around the deathbed.  The dying man is shown surrounded by an 



array of terrifying demons (sporting snouts, horns, and spotted pelts) all doing their best to 

tempt him into sin.  Fortunately, the forces of righteousness are present too, in the form of 

angels and saints (including Laurence, Peter, Antony, and Catherine of Alexandria).  In other 

woodcuts the bed is shown surrounded by the dying manôs family, or images of the crucified 

Christ, the gaping maw of hell, and representations of various sins, such as suicide and the 

worship of false idols.   

 

A couple of highly significant variants show that the woodcuts were not passively copied from 

their German predecessors: on a4 (verso), for example, the cartouche reads óinfernus fractusô, 

in flagrant and redemptive contradiction of the óinfernus factusô of older woodcuts.  Likewise 

d2 (recto) advises óattendas amicisô rather than inviting the soul to scorn earthly bonds with the 

old óne intendus amicisô.   

 

The work is divided into six sections, which include a description of the battle between good 

and evil spirits beside the deathbed, a series of questions friends of the dying man should use 

to ensure he is keeping salvation in mind, and a series of prayers and exhortations to prepare 

him for heaven.   

 

Very scarce.  De Marinis (Catalogue 1924, no. 42) cites only two copies: Museo Correr and 

Prince dôEssling (this one).  Two copies only are recorded in the book trade in the last 70 years: 

the Huth copy (sold by Quaritch) and the Otto Schäfer copy, complete, sold in 1994.  OCLC 

records a copy at the Morgan Library; ICCU adds four copies at Italian institutions. 

 

 

THE LAW OF LIFE AND DEATH 

 

3) [AYALA Y AGUILAR, Jos® de].  Examen del derecho de vida y muerte, egercido por 

los gobiernos. Escrito por un cubano.  Barcelona, Estivill, 1838. 

 

8vo, pp. [viii], 277, [3]; very mild occasional foxing, but a very good copy in contemporary 

full tree-sheep, flat spine tooled in gilt and blind, gilt morocco lettering-piece (just chipped); 

extremities a bit worn.   £750 

 

First edition of a rare Cuban treatise of criminal law, a forceful impugnation of capital 

punishment which invokes arguments and schemes from, among others, Filangieri, 

Montesquieu, Beccaria, Rousseau, Bentham.  The tract moves to a wider juridical consideration 

of the relationship between individuals and the state.  Aristotle, Hobbes, the jurist of the Roman 

tradition and of the Jusnaturalists are examined in a comprehensive assessment of the nature 

and extent of civic liberties.  The conclusion, built on a careful consideration of Benthamôs 

Panopticon scheme, returns to the question of capital punishment, as the most extreme case 

and thus the central issue in the dialectics between man and organized society.   

 

Palau 80905. 

 

 

  



PRESENTATION COPY, ANNOTATED: A DRAMA OF INHERITANCE 

 

4) BECQUE, Henry.  Les Corbeaux, pièce en quatre actes.  Paris, Tresse, [1882.]  

[Bound with:] 

____________.  Les Corbeaux é deuxi¯me edition.  Paris, Tresse, [1882]. 

 

Two works, 8vo, pp. [6], 152; 6, [152] (a paginary reprint), both with half-titles; foxing to first 

few leaves in the the first work, which has the original yellow printed wrappers bound in; else 

good copies bound in contemporary quarter red morocco and marbled boards. £3000 

 

First and second editions of Becqueôs innovative realist drama, inscribed by the author on 

the first half -title to ómon cher [Jules-Charles] Truffierô, with authorial marks and 

annotations on 33 pages in the second edition showing changes made for performance. 

 

Les Corbeaux, now recognised as Becqueôs masterpiece, charts the bitter struggle over an 

inheritance after the death of the patriarch of the Vigneron family.  His former business partner, 

Teissier, is chief among the óvulturesô that descend, and Acts II and III see the commercial and 

psychological decline of the Vignerons, before the denouement offers the only possible way 

out of the morass ï a marriage of convenience between Teissier and Vigneronôs daughter, 

Marie.   

 

Becque wrote the play probably in the first half of the 1870s.  He had attempted to have it put 

on in numerous other theatres before it was finally accepted at the Comedie Française, where 

it was first performed on 14 September 1882.  The egotistical characters, the overtly bourgeois 

setting and the realistic dialogue found favour only with realist critics and not the audience, 

and it was only performed three times in its first run.  

 

Becqueôs annotations here represent cuts and line alterations made in performance (see the note 

at the beginning, óConforme ¨ la repr®sentationô), perhaps in an attempt to rescue it from its 

poor reception.  Most notably, the final two scenes (Act IV, scenes IX-X), are cut in their 

entirety ï they describe the belated arrival of a final vulture, Depuis, to collect a possibly 

spurious debt; he is chased off the metaphorical carcass by Teissier.  Depuis is consequently 

removed from the cast list.  The play ends instead with the marriage agreement of Teissier and 

Marie.   

 

Jules-Charles Truffier (1856-1943) was an actor at the Comédie Française from 1875 (later its 

secretary), a theatre historian and editor.  

 

 

FORENSIC EVIDENCE 

 

5) [BELGIAN JUDICIARY SERVICE .]  The body of M. Bernays, 1881.   

 

Albumen print, 7ȧ x 9Ȫ inches (18 x 25 cm.), mounted on card. £900 + VAT 

 

In 1882 the Peltzer brothers, Léon and Armand, were tried in Brussels for the murder of 

M. Bernays, a well-known Antwerp barrister,.  Armand Peltzer had fallen in love with Bernaysô 

wife and believed the only way he could be with her was if her inconvenient husband was dead.  

Armand planned to lure Bernays to Brussels, where his brother Léon, in disguise,  would carry 



out the murder.  On 7 January 1881, Bernays was shot in the nape of the neck as he entered a 

room at 159, rue de la Loi.  The brothers tried to ensure that the state of both the room and the 

body made the death appear to have been suicide or an accident.  

 

All traces of blood were removed from the room apart from one pool of blood weighing nine 

ounces on the carpet.  After sixty or seventy hours, once rigor mortis had subsided, the body 

was moved to the position where it was eventually found.  Small spots of blood remained on 

the door, undetected during the brothersô cleaning, supporting the evidence that he was shot 

upon entering the room.  In court, the brothers argued that Bernays had shot himself 

accidentally and that Léon had tried to help him, in attempt to explain his presence on the scene.  

The brothers were convicted and both served long jail sentences.  (From Boston Medical 

Journal, 1883, Vol I, p. 23).  Armand Peltzer died in jail; Léon was eventually released on the 

condition that he lived outside Belgium.  He spent a few years in Ceylon and then committed 

suicide by jumping into the ocean in 1922. 

 

The position that the body was found in was important in the case because the brothers were 

accused of having moved the dead body so that the death might appear to have been suicide or 

an accident.  The body was found in an armchair, though it was thought that Bernays had fallen 

to the ground when he was shot. 

 

óOn the body were stains of blood and cadaveric lividities.  The bloodstains were in the nape 

of the neck, and on the right side of the head.  On the nostrils and moustache were streaks of 

blood.  There were lividities on the leg and forearméô 

 

óExperiments showed that these could no longer be displaced when the body had remained in 

the same position for twenty-eight to thirty hours: therefore the body could not have been cold 

in the same position as that in which it was found.  It might have been moved after twenty-

eight to thirty hours, but the cadaveric rigidity must be taken into consideration.  The body 

must have been rigid after twenty-four hours.  Destruction of this rigidity was possible only by 

tearing the muscles, and no muscles were torn: therefore it was probable that the moving of the 



body had been effected after cadaveric rigidity had disappeared, which usually happened after 

sixty or seventy hours. It followed that the body must have been moved some days after the 

crimeô (Boston Medical Journal, 1883, Vol. I, p. 24). 

 

Belgium was the first country to use photography for law enforcement: ómug shotsô of 

criminals were being made using the daguerreotype process in Brussels in 1843.  The United 

States and France followed suit by the 1850s and by 1859 photographs were being used to 

demonstrate evidence in court cases in California.  The most common use of early forensic 

photography was to present evidence of handwriting in forgery cases.  By the 1880s it had 

become acceptable for photographs to be presented in court as long as the accuracy and 

relevance of them was established. 

 

A cropped reproduction of this image appears in Lôaffaire Peltzer by Gérard Harry, published 

in the 1920s, and is noted as belonging to the óPhotographie du Parquetô, the public prosecutors.   

 

 

6) [BELGIAN JUDICIARY SERVICE .]  The skull of M. Bernays, circa 1882.   

 

Carbon print, 12İ x 10Ȩ inches (31.5 x 25.9 cm.); mounted on card.     £9,000 + VAT  in EU 

 

At the trial, evidence surrounding the gunshot wound to the head was important in establishing 

the cause of death and whether it could have been a suicide or an accident.   

 

óDeath had doubtless been instantaneous; and experiments showed that the shot had been fired 

at a distance of four inches from the wound, though there was no blackeningé  Bernays had 

evidently fallen against the corner of a writing table, as was indicated by the wound on the 

temple, and had then rolled on to the floor.ô 

 

óA judiciary and medical examination of the body was made on the 18th (January), eleven days 

after the death on January 7th, 1881.  Stienon, who made the medical examination, said there 

were two wounds, one on the right temple, of a simple nature, the other in the nape of the neck, 

which had been the cause of death.  This was a perfectly clean wound, without any burn.  The 

ball had gone straight through the neck from left to right, slightly ascending and perforating 

the skull.  The principal part of the projectile was found in the right temporal (middle) lobe of 

the brain.ô (Boston Medical Journal, 1883, Vol I., p. 23). 

 

See cover image. 

 

 

7) BOLAÑO, Roberto.  2666.  Barcelona, Editorial Anagrama, [2004]. 

 

8vo, pp. 1125, [2]; small biro mark to front end-leaf, otherwise a fine copy in the original colour 

illustrated wrappers, vertical crease to spine. £500 

 

First edition of the Chilean writerôs last novel, the major preoccupation of the last five years of 

his life.  2666, a cryptic, stylistically rich and violent tale centred around murders of young 

women in Cuidad Juarez (Santa Teresa in the novel), was published a year after Bola¶oôs death 

from his first draft, and received tremendous acclaim, being hailed by some as óthe first great 

book of the 21st centuryô. 



 

DEATH AND LOVE IN ITALIAN FOLKLORE 

 

8) [BROADSHEETS.]  A collection of 245 Italian popular broadsheets.  [Milan, 

Florence, Pisa, Rome and elsewhere, various printers, 1873ï1889.] 

 

245 broadsheets, some folded, several printed on coloured paper, the majority illustrated with 

woodcuts, some printed in red or blue, each broadsheet numbered in sequence with ink stamp 

in top right corner; some light browning due to paper quality, a few minor tears, but overall in 

very good condition, mounted and bound in three folio volumes; modern half red morocco, 

spine in compartments.   £12,500 

  

An extensive collection ï the largest we have ever seen ï of Italian broadsheet ballads, songs 

and poems on a wide variety of subjects relating to Italian popular history and folklore.   

 

Death plays an important role in a number of the broadsheets, from the lover who dies of 

unrequited love, to the most notorious murder cases of the time, from glorious death in battle 

to suicide.  The accompanying illustrations, even when not explicitly depicting death, are often 

of a macabre nature and include various memento mori elements. 

 

Amongst the themes included are religious subjects, narratives of miracles and saintsô lives (1ï

35), serenades and love poems (36ï78); erotic allegorical poems (79ï82); the struggles of love, 

jealousy, betrayal and separation (83ï102); satires on women, marriage and family, including 

in-laws (103ï128, 217ï223); satires of the clergy, generally described as lascivious and 

debauched, including an edifying story in rhyming couplets on a convent with a chronic 

flatulence problem (129ï138); various satirical and goliardic poems, including a diploma for a 

society of drinkers and a song recommending a diet based on macaroni (157ï165); the Italian 

Independence Wars and unification, with a few broadsheets dedicated to Giuseppe Garibaldi, 

the leading figure of the Italian Risorgimento (166ï175, 239ï245); the adventures of brigands 

and murder cases (176ï188); stories and mottos on the arts and crafts, including a few 

denouncing harsh conditions for labour workers (189ï202); a group of óbosinadeô, traditional 

satirical short poems in Milanese dialect, mostly by Giuseppe Alfieri, including some on the 

imposition of taxes on salt and tobacco (203ï238).   

 

Provenance: while the collection was most likely assembled in its present form in the second 

half of the twentieth century (to judge by the binding), a few broadsheets are hand numbered 



and stamped (e.g. no. 153) by Salomone Morpurgo (1860ï1942), Italian philologist and 

librarian at the Riccardiana in Florence and subsequently at the Marciana in Venice and then 

at the Nazionale Centrale in Florence (from which he was he was forced to resign in 1923 on 

account of being Jewish).  During an academic trip to London in 1880, Morpurgo had the 

chance to examine the collection of 2000 manuscripts formerly belonging to Count Guglielmo 

Libri and since 1847 in the collection of Lord Ashburnham, flagging most of them as stolen 

from the Biblioteca Medicea Laurenziana; the manuscripts were later acquired by the Italian 

State and are now back in the Biblioteca Medicea Laurenziana. 

  


