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Tom Flynn: Negotiating Authenticity: Contrasting Value Systems and Associated Risk in the 

Global Art Market 

It is now widely acknowledged that the steady globalization of the art market in recent decades 

has brought new risks into art business. Due to the ever-rising prices for ‘investable’ art, discus-

sion of risk in the art market tends to be confined to its implications for investors and wealth 

managers. Philip Hoffman, Chief Executive of the Fine Art Fund Group, one of the world’s lead-

ing fine art investment vehicles, defines “investable” art as works that are “rare and in diminish-

ing supply” and estimates the annual value of investable art to be worth $US10bn annually 

(within an overall market estimated at $US30-50bn).  Interest in this ‘investable’ sector has giv1 -

en rise to a burgeoning conference circuit where delegates convene to pore over portfolio diversi-

fication techniques and other strategies for minimizing or eliminating downside risk in art in-

vestment. The growth of this approach to risk assessment can be seen in the context of the recent 

crisis in international banking and the unprecedented wealth generation that continues apace as 

more and more High Net Worth Individuals seek safe alternative stores of value for surplus capi-

tal.  Meanwhile, somewhat overlooked are the risks to which artists are exposed to within an in2 -

creasingly globalized art market.  

One of the more notable aspects of contemporary art in recent decades has been the role played 

by professional ‘fabricators’ of one kind or another — those who construct or manufacture art 

objects on behalf of artists. These manufacturing operations — which have come to the fore as 

the importance of individual creativity has been steadily downgraded by an uncritical market — 

often take place at some remove from the hand of the artist who conceived the idea. As I go on to 

explain below, that distance between the artist/conceiver and the finished object can present op-

portunities for others to fabricate replicas since the ‘original’ object being copied often bears lit-

 Skate’s Insider’s Club panel discussion: ‘Art Securitisation: All Systems Ready’ held at Shore Club Ho1 -
tel, Art Basel Miami Beach, 2 Dec 2010, video available online at http://skatesartinvestment.com/catego-
ry/art-fairs/ (accessed 6 September 2012)

 ‘World Wealth Report 2011’, Cap Gemini and Merrill Lynch, quoted in Deloitte/Art Tactic Art & Finance 2

Report 2011, p8. 
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tle or no trace of individual authorship, its commercial value now deriving more from the ‘brand 

name’ of the artist whose name is attached to it than from some trace of ‘craft-authorship’, so to 

speak.  

This paper momentarily shifts the focus away from the ostensible financial concerns associated 

with portfolio management and structured investment vehicles to look more closely at the posi-

tion of the artist in the global art market. The paper uses a recent case study to explore contrast-

ing cultural attitudes towards concepts of authenticity and originality that are bringing new risks 

to the art market and exposing unforeseen vulnerabilities in the moral rights of the artist. Here 

we might acknowledge the difference between risk and uncertainty, one defining characteristic of 

the former being that it can be measured (Fischoff & Kadvany; 2011: 10). The extent to which 

the moral rights of the artist can be measured in quantitative terms is obviously at the heart of 

how those rights might be assessed when the need arises and to some extent conditions cultural 

attitudes towards them.  

One of the most noticeable consequences of the wealth generated by the rapidly developing na-

tions of Brazil, Russia, India, China and the Gulf States has been the creeping ‘financialization’ 

of the art market. As a consequence, many of the market’s traditional trading patterns and behav-

iours are now giving way to sophisticated new forms of investment and speculation and to exotic 

financial arrangements that many believe militate against the notional transparency brought 

about through digital information and communication technologies. The complexities of today’s 

high-end fine art auctions in which third party investors are invited to participate in secretive 

guarantees and ‘irrevocable bids’ to control outcomes and limit auction house risk is just one ex-

ample of the diverse processes of ‘financialization’ that are fast becoming a commonplace in the 

art market. As the ‘wealth gap’ between so-called ‘Ultra High Net Worth Individuals’ (UHNWIs) 

— “those having investable assets of US$30 million or more, excluding primary residence, col-
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lectibles, consumables, and consumer durables” — and everyone else grows ever wider,  so art is 3

inexorably being subsumed into the rarefied networks of global banking and high finance. Thus 

sculptures, paintings and decorative objects are now commonly referred to as ‘alternative assets’, 

their new economic importance in such matters as portfolio allocation tending to obscure aesthet-

ic considerations which, by contrast, are increasingly presented as facile and irrelevant. The 

steady marginalisation of art criticism can also be seen as a bi-product of this shift in emphasis 

away from aesthetic considerations towards economic imperatives. Not for nothing is that ten-

sion now described in terms of a clash of two ‘Hostile Worlds’ (Velthuis; 2007).  

One of the most notable aspects of the recent shift in the axis of the international art market from 

West to East, so to speak, has been the exponential rise in prices for imperial Chinese works of 

art. As recently as ten or fifteen years ago, it would have been relatively unusual to attend a pro-

vincial antiques auction in the UK to find Asian buyers in attendance, even if the auction in ques-

tion included a significant number of lots of Chinese jade or porcelain. In the past, such objects 

would have been contested by predominantly British or Continental European bidders before be-

ing sold on to dealers or collectors higher up the art market ‘food chain’, be they other Euro-

peans, North Americans, or indeed Asian buyers resident in Hong Kong or mainland China. To-

day, however, even a relatively small provincial saleroom located deep in the English country-

side is likely to encounter a room full of Asian dealers in attendance whenever imperial objects 

of any quality are up for sale in any number. This is in part due to the impact of the internet, but 

it is also a direct consequence of the wealth generated in mainland China as more and more new-

ly-minted millionaires compete to collect examples of their ancient cultural patrimony.  

The desire to repatriate objects from European collections is lent added impetus by the knowl-

edge that a significant number of Chinese imperial treasures were looted by the European powers 

during the age of empire. Thus some Chinese buyers see their activities as both a personal quest 

 ‘World Wealth Report 2011’, Cap Gemini and Merrill Lynch, quoted in Deloitte/Art Tactic Art & Finance 3

Report 2011, p8. For comments on the broader implications of the widening wealth gap for the global art 
market, see Clare MacAndrew, The International Art Market in 2011: Observations on the Art Trade Over 
25 Years, The European Fine Art Foundation and Arts Economics, 2012, p20.
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to enhance their own collections and a symbolic redressing of a historical wrong. The most ex-

treme instances of this particular motivation have been the occasions when Chinese buyers have 

bid for imperial works of art at European auctions but then refused to pay for them. The signal 

instance of this was the controversy arising from the sale at Christie’s in Paris in 2009 of two 

bronze sculptures of a rat and rabbit that had been looted from the Summer Palace in Beijing 

during the Anglo-French invasion of the 1860s. When they appeared at the sale of the Yves St 

Laurent/Pierre Bergé collection they were together bid up to a total of €31.4 million by Cai 

Mingchao, director of the Xiamen Harmony Art International Auction Company and a Chinese 

government adviser, who afterwards refused to pay. This was followed by another case in De-

cember 2010 when a Chinese bidder attended a sale at Bainbridge’s West London auction rooms 

and offered the unprecedented sum of £51.6 million ($83 million) for a Chinese Qing Dynasty 

porcelain vase. The bidder was believed to have been acting on behalf of a Beijing-based collec-

tor, who also refused to pay. The vase was re-sold in 2013 by London auction house Bonhams to 

an anonymous collector in a private treaty sale. The unspecified sum was believed to be less than 

half Bainbridge’s original price.   4

The failure on the part of Asian buyers to pay for works ‘bought’ at auctions has become a criti-

cal issue for European auction houses, prompting some salerooms into requesting deposits from 

bidders prior to accepting bids. However, non-payment for high-value lots has also become so 

widespread in China itself that one can no longer reasonably attribute the problem to ideological 

issues over the imperial past. Instead, the issue may be characteristic of a Chinese market grow-

ing too fast for its own good and which, in its unregulated state, is vulnerable to manipulation 

and exploitation by opportunists.  

As recent sale reports have indicated, one immediate impact of the new involvement of Asian 

buyers at European auctions has been an exponential rise in prices for Asian works of art and this 

may in turn be stimulating the production of objects of questionable authenticity. While Bain-

 Scott Reyburn, ‘Chinese vase resold for less than half $83 million record‘ — Bloomberg online, 15 Jan4 -
uary 2013 — http://www.bloomberg.com/news/2013-01-14/chinese-vase-resold-for-less-than-half-83-mil-
lion-record.html (accessed 12 February 2013)

http://www.bloomberg.com/news/2013-01-14/chinese-vase-resold-for-less-than-half-83-million-record.html
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bridge’s experience remains the most high-profile illustration of a UK auction house falling prey 

to anomalous trends in the Chinese art economy, other problematic instances involving Asian 

material have gone almost unnoticed. Some months after Bainbridge’s auction, another UK auc-

tion house — Canterbury Auction Galleries — was consigned a vase strikingly similar to the ex-

ample that appeared at Bainbridge’s. The nationality of the Canterbury consignor was never re-

vealed, but the auctioneers later confirmed that the object itself originated from China. Whether 

it was hastily made in the hope of tapping into the demand that propelled Bainbridge’s vase to 

such a stratospheric price remains unclear, although speculation centered on that possibility. In 

the event it failed to sell, but the Canterbury vase nevertheless provided another illustration of 

the risks that now beset the European market for Chinese cultural heritage.    

The financializing process referred to above has also had an impact on contemporary artists. A 

notable bi-product of the influx of speculative investment in the art market has been the tendency 

of many artists to embrace the market by adopting commercial strategies that contradict the op-

positional stance traditionally associated with the creative temperament. This is most apparent in 

a willingness to comply with the demand for a certain kind of contemporary art. Among the 

defining characteristics of this kind of art are: that it makes few intellectual demands on the 

viewer, and that it has immediate visual impact through its size, through the luxury materials 

from which it is made, or because it draws on readily recognizable celebrities (representations of 

pop stars such as Michael Jackson, super models such as Kate Moss, pop culture icons such as 

the Pink Panther). The utility-value of this kind of work is generally assessed by the extent to 

which it communicates its owner’s financial status and thus if it bears the stylistic imprimatur of 

a known brand-name artist then all the better.  The of use art to signify one’s wealth has been a 5

familiar art market trope for generations. However, the conspicuous consumption of art is now 

also used to facilitate easier access to capital, as was illustrated by the case of convicted New 

York attorney Marc Dreier, who was sentenced to a 20-year prison term in 2009 for fraudulently 

securing $US750m in unsecured loans. Prior to sentencing, Dreier told a documentary film team 

 Storyville: The $750 Million Thief directed by Marc H. Simon, Stick Figure Productions for BBC Four, 5

broadcast 5 September 2012 (first shown as Unraveled at the Toronto ‘Hot Docs’ Film Festival, 2011.)
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how he had bought works by Damien Hirst, Andy Warhol, Roy Lichtenstein and Mark Rothko to 

give an impression of financial success in order to continue his fraudulent Ponzi scheme — “I 

leveraged these things to the hilt. The artwork I used to collateralize a loan for about three times 

the value of the artwork, so I was using these properties to enable me, in a very direct way, to 

sustain the fraud.”  

Recently, global demand has moved art towards methods of fabrication that eschew concerns 

over ‘facture’ — “the way the artist’s hand expresses its possessor’s temperament” (O’Connor; 

2004:11) — in favour of the impersonal economics of luxury branding. An obvious question aris-

ing is: If the artist’s brand name is what sells the work, does it matter who makes it? The artist’s 

compliance with this new economic reality manifests itself in a variety of ways, the most obvious 

being a readiness either to outsource the material realisation of an idea, or to build warehouses 

and employ armies of anonymous craftspeople to make the object, or series of objects, to pre-

cisely specified criteria. As Marjorie May Haight has shown, the fact that prices for ‘series 

works’ still increase despite increases in supply “suggests that there is value to producing enough 

similar work so that a style becomes recognized as iconic of an artist, in other words, a 

brand." (Haight; 2011: 78-85)  

Over the past decade, increased media and academic attention has focused on the now wide-

spread practice among contemporary artists of 'outsourcing' ideas for sculpture and other objects 

to artisan craftsmen or professional fabricators who then make the work to the artist's specifica-

tions (Petry; 2011). The commissioning artist thereafter becomes the ‘author’ of the work, with 

the artisan craftsman or fabricator remaining anonymous. In some cases the craftsmen and 

women are contractually obliged not to divulge their involvement. The most frequently cited in-

stances of the outsourcing approach include Damien Hirst, Takashi Murakami, and Jeff Koons, 

but they are merely the most successful and high-profile examples of a now pervasive culture of 

art-manufacturing. History provides us with numerous examples of artists acting in this way — 

Bernini, Rubens, Rembrandt, to name just a few. As their fame grew, it became impossible to 

meet the rising demand for their work without employing assistants. However, most of these his-
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torical examples involve artists who were themselves renowned for their craft and skill, who had 

already forged their own individual idiom, and who worked to exacting standards which they 

personally set and supervised. In most cases, a premium was also placed on specially commis-

sioned works that had been made entirely by their own hand. By contrast, many of today’s most 

successful contemporary artists have no demonstrable skill at painting or sculpture, or indeed any 

art or craft, and would be incapable of creating the works that carry their name and for which 

they are credited as author. That in itself has few historical precedents. 

While the practice of outsourcing has become a hot topic in art criticism, the risks associated 

with it have been somewhat overlooked. It seems almost too obvious to state that an artist who 

makes her work using her own hands might be in a better position to pronounce on the authentic-

ity or otherwise of putative fakes or copies of her work when required to do so.  However, a re6 -

cent case revealed how even this apparent verification process can be undermined when a work 

emerges from the concatenation of a corporate commissioning process and conflicting cultural 

attitudes towards authenticity in an unregulated global art market (Flynn, 2011).  

_________________       

In 2011, the California-based sculptor Don Wakefield was strolling through Newport Beach, near 

his home in southern California, when his eye was drawn to an abstract sculpture standing in the 

grounds of Seven Corporate Plaza, a large office building (Fig. 1). He entered the premises and 

on approaching the work was taken aback to discover it was a replica of a unique 6ft by 4ft work 

in granite that he and a friend, Joseph ‘Chick’ Glickmann, had created in 1991/92 and which was 

later installed in the Chicago garden of Glickmann’s son. Closer inspection of the replica work 

revealed a brass plate attached to the base, engraved with the unfamiliar title Human Nature: 

Many Faces (sic), but with no artist’s name included (Fig. 2). Disconcerted by this seemingly 

unauthorised copy of his own work, Wakefield ventured further into the grounds only to find yet 

 Sculpture has always been produced in serial form through bronze casting, hence the problems associ6 -
ated with authenticating editions, as the recent case of the Degas bronzes makes clear. 
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another version of the same sculpture, this time with a section cut away to allow for the insertion 

of a stainless steel ‘teardrop’ form suspended from the top (Fig. 3).  

Knowing these copies would not have been initiated or approved by his friend and associate 

Joseph Glickmann, nor by Glickmann’s son (in whose garden the original still resided), Wake-

field entered the building to inquire into the origin of the works. He was told they were the prop-

erty of Igor Olenicoff and the Olen Property Corporation which owned the building.  Wakefield 

then recalled having sent Olenicoff an introduction to his work in 2004, together with a link to 

his website in the hope that a commission might arise. He received no response from Olenicoff 

or Olen Corporation staff.  

Shortly after finding the replica work, Wakefield discovered further copies of the same work lo-

cated at another Olen Properties development at 6, Pointe Drive in the nearby City of Brea. 

Wakefield went home and began to research the owner of the buildings. 

Igor M. Olenicoff is a Russian-born, Florida-based billionaire real estate developer and convicted 

tax felon and the president of Olen Properties Corporation, which has real estate holdings across 

California, Arizona and Florida.  Wakefield wrote to Olenicoff, requesting an explanation for 7

how the replicas of his work had been acquired. After some delay, Olenicoff claimed that he had 

bought several from an 'edition' of nine he had seen at a sculpture park in Beijing during the 

2008 Olympic Games. He later confirmed that he had commissioned the adapted version from 

the same source, but declined to divulge the identity and location of the Chinese craftsman re-

sponsible. When told that they were unauthorised replicas of Wakefield's original work, Oleni-

coff countered that Wakefield must have copied the works on display outside his building and 

 In 2007, Olenicoff found himself at the centre of a legal storm involving allegations that the Swiss private 7

bank UBS had used Swiss banking secrecy to hide assets of wealthy US investors (including Olenicoff) 
from the Internal Revenue Service. According to Forbes, Olenicoff pleaded guilty to tax felony in 2007 “for 
stashing more than $350 million in Europe. He paid $52 million in fines and was sentenced to 2 years 
probation and 120 hours community service.” Source: http://www.forbes.com/profile/igor-olenicoff/ (Ac-
cessed 6 September 2012). 
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demanded that Wakefield remove his own version from his website. After extensive email ex-

changes, Olenicoff finally refused to cooperate any further and ceased all communication. 

This may look like a relatively straightforward case of copyright infringement. One might imag-

ine that Wakefield would have little difficulty arguing that the replica works were in breach of 

most of the key clauses of the Fair Use doctrine on copyright (concerning the purpose and char-

acter of the use of the works; the nature of the original work; the amount and substantiality of the 

replicas in relation to the original; and their effect on the potential market or value of Wakefield's 

original work).  However, it is often very difficult for relatively unknown working artists to af8 -

firm their rights in such cases, let alone to seek redress, be it symbolic or financial. This is in-

variably on account of the marked imbalance between the parties concerned in terms of financial 

resources and the legal wherewithal flowing from those resources. However, in this particular 

case under U.S. copyright law the identity of the Chinese fabricator or ‘copier’ would not be a 

prerequisite to initiating a copyright suit.  9

There is another issue here which concerns the public good. The City of Brea, (where further al-

leged replicas of Wakefield’s work and of works by another American sculptor were discovered 

on Olen Corporation premises), runs the ‘Percent for Art’ ordinance for public sculpture. Under 

this scheme, property developers are required when erecting a new building to set aside a per-

centage of the total development budget for the purpose of installing publicly accessible sculp-

ture in the grounds. The scheme requires the developer to provide precise details of the artists 

responsible for the sculpture, their nationality and biography, the materials used, techniques of 

manufacture, and so on. One of the requirements states: “The artwork must be unique and creat-

ed by an artist, as evident by submission of artist’s resumé and artist statement.”  Enquiries 10

 For Fair Use copyright doctrine as applied to visual culture, see Daniel McClean and Karsten Schubert 8

(eds.) Dear Images: Art, Copyright and Culture, Ridinghouse, London, 2002.

 At time of writing, copyright suits were being prepared against Igor Olenicoff and Olen Properties Corp., 9

for breach of copyright in the Wakefield case.

 ‘Artwork Requirements for the Public Art in Private Development‘: Ordinance 3805 (City Code 21-08), 10

Santa Rosa, available at http://www. accessed 12.09.2012
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made to the City of Brea confirmed that in the case of the Olen Corporation development these 

requirements were not fully met. The document submitted to the City of Brea by the Olen Corpo-

ration refers to the artist responsible for Human Natures: Many Faces and the adapted version, 

(titled A Tear Must Fall) as Zhou Hong and includes the following information: 

His works are so highly respected that Zhou Hong was asked to display several pieces 

demonstrating his artistic abilities in the Olympic Garden during the 2008 Summer 

Olympics. Zhou Hong has many sculptures that are currently displayed in public build-

ings and specific outdoor locations throughout China.       11

It is often said that artists are the best connoisseurs of their own work. Had Don Wakefield not 

made the original work himself with his own hands, but instead outsourced it to an anonymous 

craftsman in the manner preferred by many contemporary artists today, it might have been more 

difficult for him to claim authorship of the original work allegedly copied by Zhou Hong. How-

ever, not only did Wakefield make the original, unique work himself in 1992, he also document-

ed the process in a series of date- and time-annotated photographs (Figs. 4,5,6). As Francis V. 

O’Connor has pointed out in another context, “There is nothing more useful to validate the 

judgement of the connoisseur’s eye than a photograph of the artist making the work.” (O’Con-

nor; 2004: 17).  

The unauthorised copying of American artists’ work may be more widespread than the Wakefield 

case indicated. In 2010, Igor Olenicoff flew the Massachusetts-based American sculptor John 

Raimondi to California, obtained photographs of his sculptures from him and informed the City 

of Brea that he would be purchasing a Raimondi work called Dian for $200,000 for installation 

at an Olen Properties residential development called The Pointe. Some time later Olenicoff told 

Raimondi and the City he had changed his mind. Almost ten years later, however, he installed an 

 ‘Artist Information Art Application: Art in Public Places: Olen Apartments’ (Provided by the City of Brea 11

following a request for clarification of the Olen application documents.) Extensive web searches conduct-
ed by this writer for an artist named Zhou Hong proved fruitless.  
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almost identical copy of Raimondi’s Dian — allegedly made by a Chinese artist — in the 

grounds of The Pointe in the City of Brea.   

These cases raise a number of important questions. What might the implications be if any of the 

replicas of Wakefield’s or Raimondi’s works were to find their way to market at some future 

point? Who would be presented as the ‘author’ of these works? What impact could this have on 

Wakefield's and Raimondi’s own work and careers, since the appearance of many reproductions, 

to use Walter Benjamin’s phrase, “substitutes a plurality of copies for a unique existence.” (Ben-

jamin; 1936). How many other replicas fabricated by anonymous Chinese craftsmen are standing 

unrecognised in corporate grounds across North America and what are the costs in lost commis-

sions to the American artists whose works have been copied? (It should not be forgotten that 

Wakefield originally approached Olenicoff in the hope of securing commissions.) The Olen Cor-

poration has real estate holdings across California, Arizona and Florida. According to Forbes, 

Olenicoff owns more than 6 million square feet of office space and 11,000 residential units in 

California, Nevada, Florida and Chicago.  These represent potentially significant opportunities 12

for artists supplying work for Public Art schemes. However, the economic incentive to commis-

sion copies of an artist’s work for such schemes are not difficult to identify. Why pay a recog-

nised artist full price for a work when the same work can be replicated by an anonymous crafts-

man at a fraction of the cost in materials and labour? Whether this was the case with the Olen 

Corporation works remains unclear since all attempts to clarify how and where the replicas were 

made have thus far been unsuccessful. In researching this paper a number of Beijing stone-carv-

ing companies were approached for an estimate of costs in copying a sculpture from a given im-

age. One company estimated that to make a single copy in granite of Wakefield's original sculp-

ture based on a photograph would cost $US1,250, with the price dropping to $950 per unit for 

three. According to Wakefield, for him to make an original, unique work in granite today of the 

kind he and Glickman made in 1992 would cost around $35,000 and would likely retail at around 

 ‘The Billionaire with Empty Pockets’, Forbes online: http://www.forbes.com/forbes/2006/1009/042.html 12

(Accessed 9 September 2012).
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$150,000. None of the Chinese companies approached by this writer required any confirmation 

of authorial rights or good title to the photographed work presented to them.  

The trade in fake Chinese antiquities has been going on for decades, but how common is the fak-

ing of contemporary sculpture by Chinese artisans? 

It is possible that the Chinese stone carver who made the Olen sculptures was unaware that he 

was making unauthorised copies of another artist's work. The thought may not even have oc-

curred to him/her. Nor, perhaps was he/she trying to fool anyone. Instead, what seems to be at 

issue here are differing cultural attitudes towards authorship and originality as applied to fine art.  

James Cahill has observed how suspicion regarding Asian attitudes towards authenticity has long 

been a trope of Western criticism of Chinese culture. In an address in 2001 to the American 

Academy of Arts and Sciences at the Asian Art Museum in San Francisco, Cahill quoted a New 

Yorker article of 15 June 1998 which concluded that: "Recognizing the importance of the original 

hand of the artist places a value on individualism that is foreign to Chinese culture." In his ad-

dress, Cahill went on to caution against such simplistic interpretations of Chinese attitudes to-

wards authenticity: 

To be sure, the identity of 'the original hand of the artist' plays no part in evaluations of 

architecture, sculpture, bronzes, ceramics, and others that correspond, for the Chinese, 

with what we would call the applied arts. But for those that correspond roughly to our 

concept of 'fine arts,' primarily painting and calligraphy, the hand of the maker, and his 

or her original style, are absolutely central to appreciating them. (Cahill; 2001: 1-11). 

Sculpture has historically been considered a core discipline within Western academic formula-

tions of the fine arts. More recently, however, the original hand of the artist has been de-privi-

leged in both the making and evaluation of sculpture as conceptual strategies have gained ever 

greater traction. Traditional techniques of making — the teaching of which have long since been 
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abandoned by most British art colleges — are now outsourced to anonymous craftsmen. Despite 

these cultural changes, a certain value continues to accrete to whether a work was authorised by 

the artist, or is from the artist's authorised edition.  

The history of the art market is also in a sense a history of attempts of one sort or another to de-

velop a range of tools for differentiating between authentic objects and honest copies (such as 

authorised editions of a work) on the one hand, and between authentic objects and deliberate 

fakes on the other. The alterations in working practices referred to above are having an impact on 

the processes of authentication that evolved in tandem with the development of the European art 

market. In Holland in the seventeenth century, lesser-known artists were occasionally employed 

by dealers to paint copies of works by artists of greater renown, a practice that brought a new 

element of risk to the culture of collecting. During the eighteenth century, the European art mar-

ket evolved connoisseurial criteria for assessing authenticity and for identifying the signature 

hand of the artist. While connoisseurial expertise and other forms of verification are by no means 

infallible, many scholars agree that they remain critical to a successful art market. (Spencer; 

2004: p xi) 

As China asserts itself in a rapidly globalising art market and as prices for ancient and contempo-

rary works continue to rise, increasing attention is being drawn to a notional mismatch in cultural 

attitudes towards authorship and authenticity — as the Wakefield/Olenicoff case illustrates. At 

the heart of this are issues of ethics and regulation. The art market is often described as the last 

unregulated market, and yet despite its implicit informality and attendant irregularities, there is a 

broad consensus that if regulation were to be imposed from without, a powerful economic gener-

ator would be immeasurably damaged.  Whether China’s accelerating art market can find an 13

equilibrium between growth and self-regulation remains to be seen. Meanwhile, its business 

structures and institutions continue to be dogged by accusations of corruption and the industry in 

fakes and forgeries is proliferating (Esman; 2012). It should, perhaps, be noted that art forgery 

 “Globally, the employment generated by the art trade amounts to 2.4 million, including 2 million direct 13

jobs and 400,000 jobs generated in ancillary sectors.” — Clare MacAndrew, The International Art Market 
in 2011: Observations on the Art Trade Over 25 Years, The European Fine Art Foundation and Arts Eco-
nomics, 2012, p13.
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continues to be a problem in western art markets as well, for as prices rise the incentive to pro-

duce fakes and forgeries increases accordingly. Forgery is detrimental to all markets and has al-

ways been a source of risk in the art world since it discourages participation and erodes public 

and professional trust.  

It might be tempting to conclude from the outsourcing discussion above that the surest way for 

an artist to avoid the likelihood of her work being copied would be to make the work herself, 

thereby leaving some individual stamp of authorship on the object. However, the Wakefield/

Olenicoff case makes clear that even artists who make their own original, unique works using 

their own hands and tools, are not immune from unauthorised copying. 

In conclusion, then, several questions arise. Will the rigorous Western tradition of attaching im-

portance to authenticity need to be relaxed to take into account the seemingly ungovernable 

boundaries of a global art market and to bring the West into line with its more fluid market struc-

tures? Or will the next generation of collectors in emerging economies demand the sort of assur-

ances that Western connoisseurship has traditionally sought to offer? Should industry profession-

als operating in the European and North American art market be reaffirming the importance of 

the Western connoisseurial tradition to ensure that its values survive the inexorable shift in power 

and influence taking place from West to East? And finally, what is to be done to protect artists 

from exploitation by corporations availing themselves of anonymous artisans to satisfy Public 

Art ordinances?  

Paradoxically, perhaps, Wen C. Fong’s words, offered at a 1999 symposium on issues of authen-

ticity in early Chinese painting, provide a suitable note on which to conclude: “There can be no 

real understanding of an individual work, either as art or material object, without our first ascer-

taining, as accurately as possible, the date and circumstance of its production.” (Fong; 1999: 

260).


