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Solving the Mysteries of Early Printing History-

-Surviving woodblocks and their print of the 18th-century British
printer John White
Mei-Ying Sung *
Abstract

John White (1689-1769) was a highly representative publisher and printer in northern
England during the eighteenth century, operating primarily from Newcastle-upon-Tyne. His
enterprise encompassed the printing and distribution of broadsides, chapbooks, and children's
books. Of particular significance is the survival of a large number of original printing
woodblocks from White’s workshop, now primarily preserved at the Huntington Library (Los
Angeles, USA) and McGill University Library (Canada). This paper conducts a systematic
study of this substantial body of material heritage, addressing key questions such as: What is
the provenance and authenticity of these woodblocks? What roles did they play in White’s
publishing strategy and visual culture? Why have later collectors shown such intense interest
and value appreciation toward these woodblocks, which appear “crude” in craftsmanship?
Based on field research conducted at the Huntington Library, the British Library, and
Newcastle City Library, this study employs historical verification and comparative analysis of
material to examine the relationship between White’s printed works and their corresponding
woodblocks. It argues for the irreplaceable value of physical artefacts in empirical historical
research—especially in an age dominated by digital information, where questions of
authenticity have become increasingly complex. This study constitutes a significant outcome
of a multi-year research project funded by the National Science and Technology Council.
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