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This publication accompanies the solo presentation

Original cOpy Of Original cOpy Of cOpy Originals 

MuhaMMad Zeeshan
by



Foreword

Original Copy of Original Copy of Copy Originals is a series of works in which the breadth of media and subjects that Muhammad Zeeshan is known 
for is presented. In this presentation, Muhammad Zeeshan has employed the imagery that has come to be popularly associated with him; motifs and 
representations reflecting the multi-cultural heritage of the Subcontinent. 

Original Copy of Original Copy of Copy Originals is a subtle commentary on consumerism and the growing commoditising of art as a marketable item for 
which there is growing demand. Muhammad Zeeshan presents three versions of each work; the original, the first copy, and the second copy. Slight variations 
in the rendering of each piece differentiates one from the other. It is the artist’s intention that through these subtle differences between the original and the 
copies, questions are raised; what defines an original piece of art? a first copy? a second copy? How does all this affect the value of a piece of art? How do 
ideas about ‘original’ and ‘copy’ affect buyers? What does a buyer ultimately want, and why? While the questions raised by Original Copy of Original Copy 
of Copy Originals are deeply complex, and beg extensive discussion and even debate about where art and the art market are headed, Zeeshan’s spirited and 
tongue-in-cheek presentations are appropriately refined, as cultivated by his long standing practice.

Abid Merchant



Statement

I am interested in the idea of “Originality”. Does it Exist? And if it does, then how do we recognize it?

In 2008 at ACC Galerie Weimar, Germany and in 2009 at Rohtas II, Pakistan to further challenge the idea of originality, I embarked on projects/performances 
where I made prints of my paintings and did a performance to destroy them and freely distribute the prints amongst the audience. The original creation thus 
ceased to exist. I created paintings with the intention of exhibiting their destruction in front of an audience. The audience witnessed the obliteration and 
walked away with prints of my original creations. These prints are considered original because the actual paintings have been destroyed.

At Canvas Gallery, Pakistan in 2010, I covered the prints with a silver film and presented it to the audience as gifts from me, only to be scratched when taken 
home. I wanted to explore the pleasure of ownership of an artwork by the ordinary people as opposed to art collectors, and also the acquisition of an art 
piece not knowing what it is until one is in a private or domestic space and experiencing it on a totally individual level. How it feels when everyone, may         
s/he be an art collector or just a common man owns a piece by Muhammad Zeeshan and yet no one has the original creation, not even Muhammad Zeeshan 
himself?

My projects of destroying my art form and allowing it to exist with the audience is socially active in nature. The event/act of destruction is a performance 
where the audience becomes a part of encountering time, distance and momentum, at the same time enjoying the knowledge of their privileged positions; 
owning an artwork which shall not exist beyond that particular occasion.

At India Art Fair (IAF) in 2015, I did a solo project titled “On Indefiniteness” that captured the audience’s attention with the brutal reality of art being finite; 
allowing participants to appreciate the here and now, and focus on the importance of time. I placed my paintings in a glass box and attached the box to a pipe 
running to a water tank containing black ink. A ‘rain dropper’, commonly used in the agricultural system for water distribution, controlled the flow of the ink. 
The timing of the rain dropper was in sync with the timing of the Art Fair. The paintings were slowly drowned in black ink through controlled speed during 
the Fair. As IAF came to its end, so did the last drop of the black ink. With each passing moment at the IAF, black ink gradually altered how the painting was 
viewed. While international art fairs aim to promote art and enrich it as an industry, I presented not just my work, but its slow and imminent ruin, thereby 
juxtaposing its commoditized markets, the pomp and circumstance, culture, collection and subsequent ownership, with the intrinsic value that art truly holds. 

It is a fact that I do not own any of my creations anymore as they have been acquired by various collections. All I am left with is the digital image of my 
creations and my original creations are being enjoyed by the collectors who own them. Maybe I am a commercial artist! 

For Art Dubai 2018, represented by Sanat Gallery, Pakistan, I present “Original Copy of Original Copy of Copy Originals”. 

Muhammad Zeeshan





1. ACC Galerie Weimar, Germany (2008)
2. Rohtas II, Pakistan (2009)

3. Canvas Gallery, Pakistan (2010)
4. India Art Fair, India (2015)



...And a Girl - Original, 2018
UV print and pastel on sandpaper, 83 x 138 cm



...And a Girl - First Copy, 2018
UV print and pastel on sandpaper, 83 x 138 cm



...And a Girl - Second Copy, 2018
UV print and pastel on sandpaper, 83 x 138 cm



Why buy an expensive watch when you can buy a copy?

A replica is an exact reproduction, such as of paintings, sculptures, or even photographic prints. It is showcased as an execution by the original artist or a copy 
or a reproduction. It is a copying that closely resembles the original concerning its shape and appearance. The amusing complexity (and skepticism) arises 
when the copy, and blatantly labeled so, is performed by the original artist himself. 

In his latest body of work presented at Art Dubai 2018, Muhammad Zeeshan addresses the practice of mass producing first and second copies of genuine 
products. When a branded watch, a smart phone, and a designer hand bag can be sold off after some minor amendments, cheaper labor, and alternative 
ingredients, then what stops an artwork from undergoing the same process where it is almost indistinguishable from the original? The interesting 
human psyche manipulates us to submissively accept often misleading information for whatever it is presented as. This uncontested consumption, an 
overconsumption perhaps, can easily trickle on any pitch where a buyer and a seller convene. Muhammad Zeeshan satirizes the exercise and subversively 
critiques the power play between the artist, the buyer – or the market, and of course, the gallery. An experiment, or rather a survey of sort, the artist 
encapsulates his fascination with the market while probing the canon of consumerism. 

And what really makes an artwork a copy and not an original when the artist himself has worked on the recreations without resorting to cheaper resources 
or those of an inferior quality? In fact, the minor edits, much to the artist’s cognizance, deviate from the intention of imitation that one understands for any 
product to be considered as a replica. Perhaps Muhammad Zeeshan is deliberately treating the pieces as originals in and of itself but as often reflected in 
his practice, is cleverly employing the trickery in word play by titling them as copies. A point to acknowledge would be the conscious marking of the work 
as “copies” by the artist instead of the more familiar categorization as “editions” which many would admit bears prominent similarity to the manner with 
which the artist has approached his remakes. This introduces the question as to whose word is hierarchically set in stone in a premise of this active exchange 
between the artist and the market, and their power dynamics. Is it a copy simply because the artist calls it so? Or does it still remain an original? 

Often a replica of products that range from branded items like clothes, shoes, jewelry, leather products, accessories, and even trophies awarded for sports, 
etc. are valued  at much less than the original. However, in a situation like this where Muhammad Zeeshan has produced the copies himself using the exact 
resources quantitatively as well as qualitatively, one is compelled to debate how and from where does the dissimilarity in prices originate. The common 
notion that a replica is less valuable, with good reason, cannot be shadowed in this model which can determine the depreciation in its value. Whereas, 
mentioned previously, in the practice of making editions every next duplicate appreciates in its denomination upon its encounter with the market.

The process of reproduction has been made easily available since the eye perceives faster than the hand can draw. In principle, the work of art has always 
been reproducible. What man has made, man has always been able to make again. And sometimes, even the copy can be situated in places beyond the reach 
of the original itself. In allowing the reproduction to come closer to the situation that the person apprehending is in, it actualizes that which is produced. 
However, even with the most perfect of reproductions, one undeniable truth stands concrete: “the here and now of the work of art – its existence in the 
place where it is at this moment.”1 And that’s what makes even the most explicit and finest of copies, after all, an original.

1 Walter Benjamin, The Work of Art in the Age of Mechanical Reproduction, 1936, trans. J. A. Underwood, (New York: Penguin Books, 2008) p6.

Numair A. Abbasi



Copy of Why buy an expensive watch when you can buy a copy?

A replica is an exact reproduction, such as of paintings, sculptures, or even photographs. It is showcased as an execution by the original artist or a copy or a 
reproduction. It is a copying that closely resembles the original concerning its form and appearance. The amusing complexity (and incredulity) arises when 
the copy, and blatantly labeled such, is performed by the original artist himself. 

In his latest body of work presented at Art Dubai 2018, Muhammad Zeeshan denotes the practice of mass producing first and second copies of genuine 
products. When a branded watch, a smart phone, and a designer hand bag can be sold after some minor changes, cheaper labor, and alternative materials, 
then what stops an artwork from undergoing the same process where it is almost indistinguishable from the original? The captivating human psyche pushes 
us to compliantly accept often misleading information for whatever it is presented as. This uncontested consumption, an overconsumption perhaps, can 
easily bleed onto any field where a buyer and a seller convene. Muhammad Zeeshan satirizes the exercise and inadvertently critiques the power play 
between the artist, the market, and of course, the gallery. An experiment, or rather a survey of sort, the artist showcases his fascination with the market 
while immersing in the canon of consumerism. 

And what really makes an artwork a copy and not an original when the artist himself has worked on the recreations without resorting to cheaper resources 
or those of an inferior quality? In fact, the minor edits, much to the artist’s awareness, deviate from the intention of imitation that one understands for any 
product to be considered as a replica. Perhaps Muhammad Zeeshan is purposely tackling the pieces as originals in and of itself but as often evinced in his 
practice, is cleverly employing the trickery in word play by labeling them as copies. A point to acknowledge would be the conscious marking of the work as 
“copies” by the artist instead of the more familiar categorization as “editions” which many would admit bears uncanny similarity to the manner with which 
the artist has approached his reproductions. This provokes the question as to whose word is hierarchically set in stone in a premise of this active exchange 
between the artist and the market, and the power dynamics amongst them. Is it a copy simply because the artist calls it as such? Or does it still remain an 
original? 

Often a replica of products that range from branded items like clothes, shoes, jewelry, leather products, accessories, etc. are valued  at much less than the 
original. However, in a situation like this where Muhammad Zeeshan has produced the copies himself using the exact resources quantitatively as well as 
qualitatively, one is compelled to ask how and from where does the dissimilarity in prices originate. The common notion that a replica is less valuable, and 
perhaps justifiably so, cannot be mimicked in this model which can direct the depreciation in its value. Whereas, in the practice of making editions, every next 
duplicate appreciates in its denomination once it encounters the market.

The process of reproduction has been made easily available since the eye perceives faster than the hand can draw. Principally, the work of art has always 
been reproducible. What man has made, man has always been able to make again. And sometimes, even the copy can be situated in places beyond the 
reach of the original itself. Allowing the reproduction to come closer to the situation that the person comprehending is in actualizes that which is produced. 
However, even with the most perfect of reproductions, one unarguable truth stands firm: “the here and now of the work of art – its existence in the place 
where it is at this moment.”1 And that’s what makes even the most finest of copies, after all, an original.

1 Walter Benjamin, The Work of Art in the Age of Mechanical Reproduction, 1936, trans. J. A. Underwood, (New York: Penguin Books, 2008) p6.
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Copy of Copy of Why buy an expensive watch when you can buy a copy?

A replica is an exact reproduction, such as of sculptures, paintings, or even photographs. It is showcased as a production by the original artist or a copy or a 
reproduction. It is a copying that closely resembles the original concerning its appearance. The intriguing complexity (and incredulity) arises when the copy, 
and evidently labeled so, is executed by the original artist himself. 

In his latest series presented at Art Dubai 2018, Muhammad Zeeshan investigates the practice of bulk producing first and second copies of genuine products. 
When a branded watch, a smart phone, and a designer hand bag can be sold after some minor changes, cheaper and alternative resources, then what 
stops an artwork from undergoing the same process where it is almost unidentifiable from the original? The unfathomable human psyche pushes us to 
acquiescently accept often misleading information for whatever it is presented as. This uncontested consumption, an overconsumption perhaps, can easily 
trickle in any setting where buyers and sellers meet. Muhammad Zeeshan deridingly observes the exercise and inevitably critiques the power play between 
the artist, the market, and of course, the gallery. An experiment, or rather a survey of sort, the artist showcases his fascination with the market and economy 
while delving into the canon of consumerism. 

And what really makes an artwork a copy and not an original when the artist himself has worked on the recreations without settling for cheaper resources 
or those of an inferior quality? In fact, the minor edits, much to the artist’s knowledge, veer from the intention of imitation that one understands for any 
product to be considered as a replica. Perhaps Muhammad Zeeshan is willfully handling the pieces as originals in and of itself but as often extracted from his 
practice, is cleverly employing the sophistry in puns by labeling them as copies. A point to attest would be the conscious marking of the work as “copies” by 
the artist instead of the more familiar categorization as “editions” which many would admit bears prominent similarity to the fashion with which the artist 
has approached his reproductions. This instigates the question as to whose word is hierarchically set in stone in a premise of this active exchange between 
the artist and the market. Is it a copy simply because the artist calls it a copy, or does it still remain an original? 

Often a replica of products that range from branded items like clothes, shoes, leather products, accessories, etc. are valued  at much less than the original. 
However, in a situation like this where Muhammad Zeeshan has produced the copies himself using the exact resources without compromising on the quantity 
or quality, one is steered to ask how and from where does the dissimilarity in prices originate. The common perception that a replica is less valuable – and 
perhaps understandably so – cannot be echoed in this model which can then establish the depreciation in its value. Whereas, conversely in the practice of 
making editions, every next duplicate appreciates in its denomination once it encounters the market.

The process of reproduction has become easily available since the eye registers faster than the hand can draw. In essence, the work of art has always been 
reproducible. What man has made, man has always been able to make again. And sometimes, even the copy can be situated in places that the original itself 
cannot reach. By allowing the reproduction to come nearer to the situation that the person engaging is in realizes that which is produced. However, even with 
the most perfect of reproductions, one unarguable truth stands conclusive: “the here and now of the work of art – its existence in the place where it is at this 
moment.”1 And that’s what makes even the most indistinguishable of copies, eventually, an original.

1 Walter Benjamin, The Work of Art in the Age of Mechanical Reproduction, 1936, trans. J. A. Underwood, (New York: Penguin Books, 2008) p6.

Numair A. Abbasi



Home Decor - Original, 2018
UV print, acrylic and graphite on sandpaper, 103 x 136 cm



Home Decor - First Copy, 2018
UV print, acrylic and graphite on sandpaper, 103 x 136 cm



Home Decor - Second Copy, 2018
UV print, acrylic and graphite on sandpaper, 103 x 136 cm



The work of market in the age of art 

Art fair, in all fairness is a marriage between creativity and consumerism. And like most marriages in which both partners feel cheated, bluffed and betrayed, 
maker of art and its buyer seem to have a peculiar relationship; both try to take advantage of other. And perhaps the real winner in this interaction is the 
gallery. Which in retrospective deals with artist, collector, critic, and viewer, each in a different scheme, and represents market. 

Market has always been there, but today market seems to be the only mark that elevates a work into the realm of art, or into great art, to be collected at 
public and private spaces, and preserved in the archives of history. Market has replaced Marshal McLuhan’s dictum ‘Medium is the message’, with ‘Market is 
the message’, and ‘Market is the medium’, hence ‘Market is the everything’. 

Visual artists in that scenario are in an unavoidable position, because what you produce in the solitude of your studio, you are aware is to be put up for sale, 
in a private gallery, at an art fair, in an auction. Thus, your ideas, imagery, concerns, and emotions will be devolved into a network of commercial exchange. 
A process of transforming a work of intellectual quality and aesthetic engagement into cash and currency. Muhammad Zeeshan has been addressing this 
situation in his art, especially in his solo exhibition ‘Art Cash Hard Cash’ that was held at Sanat Gallery, Karachi on 25th December 2015; where the artist filled 
floor of the gallery with one rupee coins, a total of 139,000. Stepping into the display space a viewer was taken aback with the spread of so much money in 
such a worthless format. One-rupee coin is the lowest unit in Pakistan’s currency, usually ignored while trading or paying for something, so by utilizing this 
sort of currency to install his art, Zeeshan commented – both on the importance and worthlessness of money. Importance, because the artwork was made 
purely with cash, and guests were invited to bring ‘exact change in the form of a one rupee coin and exchange it for a work’; and worthless, because it was 
laid on floor, open for traders of art to tread on it. 

The relationship of art and market is not a new one, since from an earlier period, makers of images were producing works for patrons, princes and Popes. 
The idea of market is connected with the concept of originality in an uncanny way. Before Renaissance and after in the European art history, if anyone had 
insisted on the idea of originality, he would have been considered insane or alien; because like music, in the realm of visual arts the notion of invention and 
innovation was not practiced. It was only in the age of Modernism that the concept of newness became an essential feature of creative pieces. Actually this 
mark of newness was a demand of market, because with the pressure from clients, one has to offer new goods. (New goods may not always be good but have 
to be new). 

For artists the demand to produce something new in each exhibition is not much different from the insistence of companies which deal in fashion, home 
products and electronic gadgets on offering something new with each new season. A consumer is reluctant – to use the same stuff that was available a few 
months ago, or in last season, or at the outlets months ago, in the previous exposition. But when it comes to analysing art, one needs to discern between 
newness and originality. Because originality not necessarily be new; and new may not be original, hence two terms interchangeable on surface but far apart. 

Muhammad Zeeshan in his new works addresses the constructs of originality. Or the fascination with authenticity, that becomes a fetish. However, in an 
epoch, in which one is constantly bombarded with information from across the planet, round the clock, one cannot remain original or unique. Insistence 
on being unique is as stupendous as the innocence of a child who has been exposed to news of war, sexual crimes and different atrocities. In our age of 
IT, in which both the ‘Information Technology’ and ‘International Terror’ have turned global, nothing remains exclusive or authentic. We repeat, replicate, 
reproduce – not only the artefacts, but in our behaviours, practices and products too. The period of industrial revolution has introduced the cycles of items, 
which are manufactured in identical forms in innumerable quantities. 

This generated a single opportunity for art, since the maker of objects with hand had the privilege to create works which cannot be duplicated, hence the 
idea of authenticity and uniqueness. But as Henry Geldzahler points out that work of art always comes from an existing source, may that be an image, idea, 
material, technique, tradition. So if an artwork fabricated today is a version of something from past, then there can hardly be a distinction between what was 

Quddus Mirza 



made first and what came after – if one talks about the originality, because there may be minor differences. 

Zeeshan in his new works at the Art Dubai 2018, dismantles the distance between original and copies. A classification that – more than any other times – is 
about market ethics, rather than a matter of aesthetics. Series of three works, which are identical in size, material, imagery, technique and treatment, yet 
different in prices. Variation in value does not match with any disparity in work, since all three pieces are identical. It is the artist – eventually – who decides 
what is original, what is an immediate copy, and what is a remote reproduction, even though the visuals defy these definitions.  

Apart from challenging the norms of these descriptions and demarcations, Zeeshan’s works also allude to some basic, banal and banned facts of our life. 
Joining animals and human bodies, in some uncanny positions and relations: man in an acrobatic position next to a cockerel, a person holding two horses, 
bust of a swamp deer on the wall, maps the scenario of a world in which man and animal lived side by side in an environment in which there was scarcely a 
division among the two species. In statues and paintings from prehistoric period human beings and beasts were inter-related and combined. In the present 
times too, there is a blend of both species: in cartoons, custom of naming pets, describing qualities of some animals in certain individuals. Composite figures, 
such as Buraq, Minotaur, Mermaid are part of our popular imagination and folk expression. 

Zeeshan recognizes this aspect and infuses it in his work, in which the ambiguity between mankind and animal kingdom soon starts to emerge. That reminds 
me of The Goat, or Who is Sylvia? by Edward Albee (2000), in which a man confesses his love for a goat in front of his wife and son. Who understandably freak 
out, but the man still possesses a great passion for the animal. The play suggests a strange situation, but contains a political and social comment too. Goat is 
the Other for us, as blacks were perceived in past and some of them, the slaves, were kept in cages. In Albee’s text the animal embodies our fear, fright and 
inability to deal with an entity that falls beyond our usual setting, scenario and sensibility. 

Muhammad Zeeshan, both in the choice of his imagery and decision in fabricating, questions many constructs, which include historic facts, fiction of taste, 
factor of market and the fate of art.



Dying Miniature - Original, 2018
Graphite on sandpaper, 89 x 141 cm



Dying Miniature - First Copy, 2018
Graphite on sandpaper, 89 x 141 cm



Dying Miniature - Second Copy, 2018
Graphite on sandpaper, 89 x 141 cm
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Let me share with you a cautionary tale…

You’re on Posh Avenue, in the Genteel Borough of D’Greatest City, heading to an art gallery you’ve heard about from friends. You’re no major art connoisseur, 
but it’s time you acquired a few pieces, because you’re moving up in the world. 
You work hard, and you play harder!

This gallery is not a framer-turned-vendor of no-name artists, nor a handicrafts shop frequented by tourists and expats looking to ‘take a piece of local 
culture’ home. This is a sleek and minimalistic piece of architecture, with an uncluttered and handsome interior, complete with tasteful ethno-modern music 
playing throughout.

You meet the owner; slender, wearing dark rimmed glasses, has playfully rumpled hair, dressed shabbily-chic. S/he greets you with a smile, but not too 
enthusiastically, of course. You are immediately taken around the gallery, and shown various paintings, sculptures, and the odd installation, whilst big names, 
and bigger words are dropped; retrospective, abstract-modernist, catalogue raisonné, diptych, oriental-futurist, provenance, chiaroscuro, anthropomorphic…

Yeah, this person knows what they’re talking about. 
Obviously. 
Horrified, you realise, only this person knows what they’re talking about. 
You, with your MBA-from Abroad (yes, upper-case A), designer Italian shoes, Swiss watch, and high-street clothes, you’re still a tasteless ignoramous. 
How shameful!

Aha! The figurative-light bulb flickers above. 
Like any problem, you can buy yourself the solution! 
You’ve got an expendable income. 
You feign deep interest in the two, mostly blue paintings. Abstract-something, mixed-media, diptych-thingys that the owner mentioned was part of a 
retrospective and comes with a stellar provenance. 
Impressive enough. 

You don’t ask too many questions, for it will reveal your artistic-illiteracy. You listen to more of this artsy-fartsy chatter and muster the courage to ask the price 
of the piece. You already imagine it hanging proudly in the formal sitting room, above your Robin’s egg-blue Chesterfield.

The owner invites you to their office, where you are offered a variety of teas. Your selection arrives within minutes, with bottled mineral water. While sipping 
your organic matcha teas, you learn the diptych, a set of two related works of art, is available for a price just at the top of your budget. You wish to proceed 
further.

Just then, you are presented with documents regarding payment and authenticity. Enjoying the electronica-operatic-folksong now playing, you feel a sense 
of accomplishment as you pretend to read through everything. For the first time, you see the owner’s intellectual façade crack. They express how bittersweet 
this moment is, for this was a beloved piece, but they’re excited it’s going to a true art-lover’s home.

Encouraged, you quickly sign, pay, and bask in the glory of latest acquisition. 
Your diptych arrives at home. 
More importantly, though, you’ve arrived. 
Now you have to plan a GT, a get together! 

Muniza Agha-Fawad



The diptych is on your wall now. It looks amazing. You practice telling the story as to how you acquired it. You brush up on your art terms. You look forward to 
basking in your guests’ admiration and envy!

However, things don’t go as planned. Researching, you find things are off. The artist is known for working only with oil paint, nothing they’ve ever done 
is mixed media. The signature in the corner is a too big in comparison to those that appear on other, known works. The artist paints only on Belgian linen 
canvas, but the back of your canvas looks nothing like what you see on Google Images. You’re worried, you have questions, and can’t get hold of the gallery 
owner, who has left the country indefinitely, because of a family emergency.

From panicked, to frustrated, and now dejected, you admit you were duped by a gifted con artist, and are the proud owner of a stunning replica that 
beautifully compliments your sofa.

Embarassed, you postpone your GT. 
What could be more humiliating?

Protect yourself from being a victim of art farud by taking these 10 steps to spot a piece of fake, forged, counterfeit, copied art. 

1. Do your homework. Learn about the artist, what they create, and whatever else is included in their repertoire. Where did they study? Any major  
 influences on their work? What is their preferred media? Learn about their creative process. Are there specific types of paints, canvases, paper,  
 materials the artist is known to only work with? Were there any times that the artist was not working? Hopefully you’ve studied enough works of art  
 by the artist firsthand to know what that style looks like. Stylistic elements that you should be familiar with include brush strokes, subject matters,  
 what the back of the art looks like as well as the front, typical sizes, and so on. Related to steps # 3 and 7, while researching, learn where the artist  
 typically signs, and how they sign.

2.  Ask the artist. Really. Just ask them. With so many social media platforms, you can easily find the artist, and ask them. Enclose an image of the  
 piece you wish to buy. They will tell you. Whatever they tell you - save it. It’s important information.

3. Look at the back of paintings, at the bottom of sculptures. Art forgers are usually so busy replicating the painting or sculpture, they’ll neglect parts  
 not on view, or easily overlooked by novices. Most artists sign in particular locations on their art, so a change in location is problematic. A major  
 red flag would be if an artist normally signs on the front of their art, but the piece you are looking at is only signed on the back - an all too common  
 ploy in the forgery business. Turn the painting around, or check the bottom of the sculpture and you might spot something that shouldn’t be there,  
 and if the pieces claim to have come from major auction houses or estates, auction labels and owner stamps should be present. Proceed to then  
 look further into the authenticity of those claims, by following the next step.

4. Ask for provenance documentation. While con-artists can forge them easily, ask for it still! In order to avoid any potential legal troubles, like if you  
 buy something that was stolen, this provenance will show that you did your part and made sure that it was ‘above board’. Make sure the provenance  
 you are being shown is for the very piece in question - a bait and switch is all too common a method among fraudsters. A provenance with too many  
 big names can be a sign that something might not be right. Documentation with redacted information often means the seller is not protecting  
 confidential information; they are in fact hindering you from contacting previous owners, because there aren’t any. A provenance that happens to  
 list only galleries no longer operating is reason to probe further, or better yet, stay away.

5. Buy from reputable dealers, galleries, auction houses. Reputable dealers, galleries, and auction houses have greater means and controls by which  
 they verify they are dealing in authentic works, and are far more trustworthy and reliable. Referring to step # 9, do read all the fine print before you commit.



6. Don’t buy online. Unless, of course, you are buying from the online platform of a reputable dealer, gallery, or auction house, avoid buying online.  
 You should be able to see a work in person, check it thoroughly, be able to look a dealer in the eye and discuss the piece. If you’re buying online,  
 make sure the seller provides a good, clear, detailed enlargement of the signature, and any other details you may want about the piece. If they  
 haven’t posted such photos online, have them email you one. Some sellers are well aware that a great way to sell fakes is to provide either poor  
 close-up images of signatures or no close-ups at all. Save all correspondences and images you are provided.

7. The signs reveal everything. No matter how good a signature looks, the art itself must match the artist’s style of work. With paintings in particular,  
 artists tend to sign in colours that correspond with their compositions. Be concerned if you note they’re mismatched, unless your research has                   
 revealed the artist is known to use distinctly different colours, or another medium for signing. Signatures should harmonise with the piece, and  
 should look relaxed, fluid, spontaneous and unforced. Beware of signatures that appear rough, sloppy, awkward, uneven, overworked, or shaky.  
 Note whether the artist uses their full names, or their full last names with first initial, or just use initials when signing. Some artists do more than just  
 sign; they may add a date, maybe embellish their signatures with flourishes, include a title and/or location on the art, annotate the back or bottom  
 of the art, and so on. Any departures in the signature should be regarded with caution.

8. Problematic paper. Paper art (sketches, drawings, watercolours, limited edition prints) is the easiest to forge, and because it’s priced much lower  
 than other types of art, and because they are usually the artist’s ‘preliminary’ work, they can be imperfect, rough, and are usually unseen. Because  
 of these reasons, many buyers have their guard down and overlook researching. Pencil or ink signatures on works on paper are the easiest to fake,  
 and paper can easily be made to look aged, worn. Unless a seller presents adequate and verifiable evidence and documentation proving authenticity, 
o             or you are extremely well versed in that artist’s imagery, creative process, and style, and it’s signature checks out, still be careful.   

9. Words to be wary of, always. Effusive, excessive rambling about the artist, their life, and career that looks like a cut and paste job right   
 off of different internet sources should be a warning sign. Long, verbose, and detailed descriptions are excellent for hiding disclaimers and even                                     
 valuable information about what you are buying; “sale is finalized upon receipt of payment”, or “work is attributed to the artist” rather than by the  
 artist are two common clauses utilised in the forgery business. Other flowery language to look out for: “framed to museum standards”, “archival  
 materials”, and “UV protection”. 

10. In the end, if you have any doubts whatsoever, no matter how attractive a work of art is, or how attractive its price, best procedure is to let it go. If

Sadly, the cautionary tale preceeding this comprehensive list is actually based on true events. According to Robert Wittman, founder of the FBI’s art crimes 
unit, $200 billion (USD) is spent globally on art every year, of which $6 billion (USD) is tainted by illicit activity. This figure does not include stolen art, and only 
reflects art fraud that’s been reported!

Victims of art fraud often hide their loss. Being taken advantage of by a smooth operator, and being ultimately conned into paying large sums of money for 
a forgery is humiliating for the victim. Why? Unknowingly buying a counterfeit is interpreted as a result of the victim’s ignorance of the intricacies of the art 
market, and any effort of theirs to show their fine taste and wealth has ended in an epic fail! Proceed with caution, always!

you wish to let the charismatic con-artist down gently, request forensic test results, or the option to have a work tested yourself. This is not at 
all standard practice in the art trade, though it should be. If forensic testing seems too extreme to you, ask to allow your own, trusted expert to 
examine the piece. If a dealer refuses, you’ve every reason to walk away.
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