
An
te

no
r Q

ua
de

rn
i 4

6

P A D O V A  U N I V E R S I T Y  P R E S SUPPA
D
O
VAUPPA

D
O
VA

ANTHROPOLOGY
OF FORGERY

A MULTIDISCIPLINARY 
APPROACH TO THE STUDY  

OF ARCHAEOLOGICAL FAKES



ANTENOR QUADERNI

Direzione

Francesca Ghedini, Jacopo Bonetto, Maria Stella Busana, Monica Salvadori

Comitato sCientifiCo 
Paolo Carafa, Marie Brigitte Carre, Heimo Dolenz, Irene Favaretto, Christof Flügel, Andrea Raffaele Ghiotto, 
Giovanni Gorini, Stefania Mattioli Pesavento, Mauro Menichetti, Athanasios Rizakis, Daniela Scagliarini, 
Alain Schnapp, Gemma Sena Chiesa, Desiderio Vaquerizo Gil, Paola Zanovello, Norbert Zimmermann

CoorDinamento sCientifiCo 
Isabella Colpo, Maddalena Bassani

segreteria reDazionale

Alessandra Didonè, Giulia Salvo

Layout del testo: Elisa Bernard

Revisione dei testi in lingua inglese: Daniela Borgo

Nella collana Antenor Quaderni sono pubblicate opere sottoposte a revisione valutativa con il procedimento in 
«doppio cieco» (double blind peer review process), nel rispetto dell’anonimato dell’autore e dei due revisori. I re-
visori sono professori di provata esperienza scientifica, italiani o stranieri, o ricercatori di istituti di ricerca noto-
riamente affidabili. Il revisore che accetti l’incarico di valutazione, formula il suo giudizio tramite applicazione di 
punteggio da 1 a 5 (sufficienza: 3 punti) in relazione ad ognuno dei seguenti profili: originalità o rilevanza della 
trattazione; sviluppo e coerenza interna delle argomentazioni; conoscenza degli studi pregressi sull’argomento; li-
vello di leggibilità e correttezza formale (sintattico-stilistica). Il valutatore fornisce inoltre un giudizio complessivo 
sull’apparato illustrativo e indica se l’opera sia pubblicabile nella versione presentata senza modifiche, pubblicabi-
le dopo le modifiche suggerite, se sia da riesaminare dopo un’attenta rielaborazione oppure da rigettare. Quin-
di, il valutatore fornisce un giudizio conclusivo con dettagliate indicazioni sulle eventuali modifiche da apportare.
Nel caso di giudizio discordante fra i due revisori, la decisione finale sarà assunta dai direttori responsabili della 
Collana e dal comitato scientifico, salvo casi particolari in cui i direttori medesimi provvederanno a nominare 
un terzo revisore cui rimettere la valutazione dell’elaborato. Le valutazioni sono trasmesse, rispettando l’ano-
nimato del revisore, all’autore dell’opera. L’elenco dei revisori e le schede di valutazione sono conservati presso 
la sede della Collana, a cura della redazione. Il termine per lo svolgimento dell’incarico di valutazione accetta-
to è di venti giorni, salvo espressa proroga, decorsi i quali, previa sollecitazione e in assenza di osservazioni ne-
gative entro dieci giorni, il direttore della Collana e il comitato scientifico, qualora ritengano l’opera meritevo-
le, considerano approvata la proposta. A discrezione del direttore responsabile e del comitato scientifico sono 
escluse dalla valutazione opere di indubbia meritevolezza o comunque di contenuto da ritenersi già adeguata-
mente valutato in sede accademica con esito positivo, per esempio scritti pubblicati su invito o di autori di pre-
stigio, atti di particolari convegni, opere collettive di provenienza accademica.

Università degli Studi di Padova
Dipartimento dei Beni Culturali: Ar cheo logia, Storia dell’Arte, del Cinema e della Musica
Piazza Capitaniato, 7 – 35139 Padova
antenor.beniculturali@unipd.it

ISBN 978-88-6938-154-6
© 2019 Padova University Press
Università degli Studi di Padova
via 8 Febbraio 2, Padova
www.padovauniversitypress.it
Tutti i diritti sono riservati. È vietata in tutto o in parte la riproduzione dei testi e delle illustrazioni.

In copertina: Collezione Marchetti inv. 346. Lebes gamikos. Fotografia e composizione Elisa Bernard.



UNIVERSITÀ DEGLI STUDI DI PADOVA
DIPARTIMENTO DEI BENI CULTURALI

ANTENOR QUADERNI 46

ANTHROPOLOGY OF FORGERY
A MULTIDISCIPLINARY APPROACH TO THE STUDY

OF ARCHAEOLOGICAL FAKES

Edited by 
Monica Baggio, Elisa Bernard, Monica Salvadori, Luca Zamparo



Volume realizzato con il contributo di



Anthropology of Forgery. A Multidisciplinary Approach to the Study of Archaeological Fakes

moniCa salvaDori, moniCa Baggio, “Il falso è misterioso e assai più oscuro se mescolato 
insieme a un po’ di vero”. Anthropology of Forgery: an Introduction ................................................9

RESTORATIONS, REPRODUCTIONS, REVIVAL

anne-marie guimier-sorBets, Où s’arrête l’authenticité, où commence la falsification d’une 
mosaïque? Quelques études de cas .......................................................................................................15

marCella De Paoli, When an Old Restoration Ends Up Being a Fake. “Cold Cases” from the 
Historical Collections of the Archaeological Museum, Venice ...........................................................29

angela luPPino, Il restauro dei vasi antichi nella prima metà del XIX secolo nel Real Museo 
Borbonico di Napoli: Raffaele Gargiulo e la sua collezione di vasi ..................................................41

feDeriCa giaCoBello, The Intesa Sanpaolo Pottery Collection: from Research to Valorization ........55

stefania mainieri, An Example of “Dangerous” 19th-century Restoration Work at the National 
Archaeological Museum of Naples (MANN) ......................................................................................63

gianluCa tagliamonte, Etruscan Fakes ................................................................................................73

Karoline zhuBer-oKrog, Hier stimmt doch etwas nicht! Vier angeblich etruskische Spiegel in 
der Wiener Antikensammlung .............................................................................................................77

hélène anton, Campana, Pennelli and the Art of Forgery. A Series of Fake Roman Paintings 
in the Louvre’s Collections ...................................................................................................................87

flavia fiorillo, martina CatalDo, From Originals to Fakes. Classification of Paintings 
Through Case Studies ...........................................................................................................................99

miChael matzKe, Art or Forgery? Coin Imitation from Antiquity to the Present Day ....................111

Cristina BosChetti, Making Archaeological Glass ............................................................................. 121

IN PURSUE OF THE AUTHENTIC: 
ARCHAEOLOGICAL AND ARCHAEOMETRIC INVESTIGATIONS

luCa zamParo, From Materiality to Authenticity: Methodological Observations ............................133

elisa BernarD, Serial Forger? Some Pseudo-Apulian Vases in the Marchetti Collection in Padua ...145

TABLE OF CONTENTS



Anthropology of Forgery. A Multidisciplinary Approach to the Study of Archaeological Fakes

6 Table of ConTenTs

luDoviCo reBauDo, The Forger’s Modus Operandi. The Case of Some Pseudo-Attic Vases in a 
Private Collection in Gorizia (Italy) .................................................................................................165

Cara graCe tremain, Non-invasive Techniques to Authenticate the Painted Surfaces of 
Ancient Maya Ceramics ......................................................................................................................173

anDrea stella, The Impact of Modern Fakes in the Analysis of Monetary Circulation: a Case 
Study from Aquileia ............................................................................................................................181

alessanDra Cannataro, “F for Fake?” The Strange Case of a “Pompeian” Surgical Set from a 
Private Collection in Padua ...............................................................................................................187

DaviDe Delfino, The Estrada Collection in the Project of Museu Ibérico de Arqueologia e 
Arte (Abrantes, Portugal). Evaluation Techniques in Archaeological Private Collections, 
Identification of Forgeries and Valorization .....................................................................................197

Paul CraDDoCK, Aspects of Surface Examination in Authenticity: Investigating the Life History 
of an Artefact .......................................................................................................................................209

ARCHAEOLOGICAL FORGERIES AND THE HISTORY OF CULTURE(S)

anDrea saCCoCCi, Coin Counterfeiting in Medieval Italy: the Archaeological Evidence (12th-
13th Centuries) ......................................................................................................................................225

annamaria Pazienza, Narrating the Lombards through Archaeological Fakes. Visions of the 
Early Middle Ages in Italian Cultural Memory ...............................................................................235

eDuarDo CorroChano laBraDor, Nationalism as Motivation: Faking the Visigoth Past in 
Early 20th Century ...............................................................................................................................259

gaBriella PrisCo, Two Exhibitions and the Project of a Museum Dedicated to Forgery. A 
History between France and Italy (1930-1955) ................................................................................269

Kateryna Chuyeva, The Forgeries of Antiquities in Ukrainian Museums: the History of the 
Problem ................................................................................................................................................287

LEGISLATION AND THE ANTIQUITIES MARKET: 
INSTITUTIONS, REGULATIONS AND PROCEDURES

Julia Weiler-esser, Preventing the Sale of Forgeries and Illegally Excavated Goods. A Legal 
Point of View .......................................................................................................................................295

agnese BaBini, The Regulation on Counterfeiting of Works of Art in the Italian Code of the 
Cultural and Landscape Heritage .....................................................................................................305

elena Pettenò, Vero o falso? La tutela dei beni culturali tra pubblico e privato: domande, 
problemi e prospettive .........................................................................................................................311

anDrea PanCotti, Da Archeologo ad Antiquario: l’esperienza di lavoro in una casa d’aste ...........321



Anthropology of Forgery. A Multidisciplinary Approach to the Study of Archaeological Fakes

aBstraCt

The aim of this article is to provide some reference points for the authentication of a presumably archaeological arte-
fact with no context of provenance. First of all, this contribution analyses the Italian laws most relevant to authentica-
tion, while also presenting the history of the main research on the subject, and proposing definitions for “authentic” 
and “fake” items. Then, the fundamental procedures to carry out during archaeological authentication analyses are 
examined.
KeyWorDs: Authentication, materials, visual examination, history of the research, archaeology of production.

“Però la questione principale che noi dobbiamo considerare è la seguente: 
è questa opera, antica o no?”

Ugo Foscolo, 1826

introDuCtion

The trustworthiness of the expert’s eye was already being questioned by Ugo Foscolo in 1826 
and it remains an object of debate to this day1. After all, J. J. Winckelmann had already discussed this 
problem in the Preface of his Geschichte der Kunst des Altertums (1764), when he declared that it 
was necessary to “distinguere le aggiunte, fatte per sostituire parti mutilate e perdute, da quello che 
è invece veramente antico”. He also assured his readers that he had personally endeavoured “di far 
luce sulla verità, avendo avuto tutte le occasioni favorevoli per esaminare con calma le opere d’arte 
antica”2.  

At the current state of the history of ancient art, distinguishing original artworks from copies and 
fakes is essential for those who wish to contribute to a new landscape based not on acquired notions 
or indirect knowledge of the objects, but on first-hand examination of a growing number of artworks 
and artefacts. This pressing need becomes even more so when taking into consideration the demands 
of art collectors and of the very active and still poorly regulated3 art market4. 

1 Ugo Foscolo’s Ancient Encaustic Paintings of Cleopatra was published in the “London Magazine” in 1826 and is also 
found in Eugenia Levi’s “L’articolo sull’Incausto di Ugo Foscolo” of 1913-1914. levi 1913-1914. 

2  For an analysis of Winckelmann’s work see, for example, “Il Bello nell’arte. Scritti sull’arte antica”, edited by Fede-
rico Pfister. Pfister 2008. 

3  natale 2017.
4  BroDie 2014.

from materiality to authentiCity: 
methoDologiCal oBservations
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The history of art (and the history of archaeology as history of ancient art5) is full of lures cast by 
“image professionals” to attract amateurs, collectors and scholars, who then need appropriate critical 
tools to correctly identify these baits6. 

The problem of fakes was ignored by scholars of art history at least until the first years of the 
20thcentury despite its widespread nature. Meanwhile, several articles warning an ever-growing public 
of art collectors and merchants against the counterfeits and fraudulent manipulations flooding the 
market were being published already from the first half of the 19th century. As a matter of fact, between 
the 18th and 19th centuries, Neoclassicism and Romanticism both changed the notion of authenticity 
of a work of art, so that it acquired a decisive and broader sense of historical truth. However, its 
modern meaning seems to be an essentially post-romantic cultural construction7. 

Max J. Friedländer’s articles on the problems of attribution and falsification were among the 
most interesting ones on the subject to be published during this period. There, he suggested a way 
out based on the concept of the “quality” of the artworks, and on their being able to convey aesthetic 
emotions, something that copies and counterfeited items could not accomplish. His yardstick was 
modelled after the experience of the connoisseur, who is able to feel “the strength of the sensually spir-
itualised impression”8; uncovering fakes, then, was part and parcel of the trade. Friedländer’s consid-
erations did not hide the danger even for the more expert of being victims of judgement errors; none-
theless, they were essentially reassuring and described the merits of formal analyses. 

In the same years, Hans Tietze published his reflection on the problem of fakes, which he consid-
ered not only signs of a lack of visual culture in a context of general infatuation for art, but also an 
outrageous offence against the artists’ original characters9. During the same period, Julius S. Held 
spurred scholars not to rely on scientific examinations only, as the progress of the research on coun-
terfeiting methods seemed closely linked to the advancement of forger’s technical abilities. So, the 
formal and stylistic study became a deciding factor for authentication, because any artwork reveals 
precise historical and chronological coordinates when carefully examined; these coordinates can then 
be used to place the artefact in a common sequence. In fact, forgers have the means to copy tech-
niques, but they breach the laws of history. It was not a coincidence that, during the first half of the 
20th century, Otto Kurz published his famous book on Fakes. There, he described the different tech-
nical sectors of forgery not only according to their various manifestations, but also following the 
history of taste and, in some cases, relating them to the history of art criticism10. 

Then, the topic of fakes and its corollaries, that is, the topic of copies, authenticity, originality and 
reproducibility of the work of art, are essential for studying not only the history of artistic practice and 
its reception, but also the history of art history (from ancient to contemporary art) and of aestheticism11. 

toWarDs a (or several) Definition(s) of forgery

Authentication is the operation by which an object is recognised as authentic and is declared 
original12, that is, its provenance is affirmed13. On the opposing side we find forgery, the mental14, arti-

5  BianChi BanDinelli 1976.
6  Famous example: heBBorn 1994.
7  anDreoli 2014, p. 27.
8  frieDlänDer 1941, p. 143.
9  tietze 1934, p. 17.
10  Kurz 1948.
11  For an update, see ferretti 2009. 
12  Dizionario Treccani, s.v. Autenticazione. Online available: http://www.treccani.it/vocabolario/autenticazione/. 
13  Casarin 2015, p. 42.
14  “Si fraintende la falsificazione ove si creda di poterne trattare da un punto di vista prammatico, come storia dei me-

todi di fabbricazione dei falsi, invece che partirsi dal giudizio di falso. Ciò che risulterà subito esplicito se si pon mente che 
il falso non è falso finché non viene riconosciuto come tale, non potendosi infatti considerare la falsità come una proprietà 
inerente all’oggetto”. Enciclopedia Universale dell’Arte, 1958, p. 312.
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ficial and manual operation by which a technical stratagem is planned, created and/or developed to 
make an object appear to be something it could never actually be, that is, an authentic artefact that has 
authority because it has been recognised as such15. 

A fake16 is an artefact created and desired by man, implying a process based on contemporary 
and cutting-edge technical and formal skills, and finds its place in its social and economic context, as 
it reflects the fashion and tastes of the time of its creation17. 

Clearly, forgeries must be distinguished from other forms of mimicry18 such as copies, replicas, and 
pastiches, that imply a condition of freedom from their models, and also from mystifications, that is, 
fakes created with intent of being uncovered as such at a precise time. In addition, there are the prod-
ucts of restorations, those resulting from the need to integrate a decorative composition or a collection; 
there also the products of revivals and of serial productions, that at one point were rejected as such. 

Fighting against illegal trade and forgeries aimed at deceiving both people and Art itself is abso-
lutely right and proper. However, what must be considered equally important is studying the mech-
anisms, techniques and thoughts underlying the several faces of forgery, which are in themselves a 
reflection of a society, like for example the contemporary one.

The complexity resides in the fact that falsity is a subjective and human value, a part of the judge-
ment concerning the link between the object and the idea and intent behind its creation and distribu-
tion. Thus, it exists only when understood and perceived as such; it is not inherent to the object, nor 
is it one of its characteristics, it always refers to something else. A further difficulty arises from the 
historical relativity of the definition, since different principles were applied to deem fakes as such19. 

For example, according to Herodotus (V, 59-61) and Pausanias (I, 48, 7), even in Classical Greece 
there where cases of fake epigraphs being placed on monuments, statues and furnishings preserved in 
several sanctuaries, put there with the aim of giving them a greater symbolic value or historical and 
religious meaning. They are not counterfeited items, as they were perceived as necessary for main-
taining a balance in the religious sphere; nonetheless, there are quite close to being actual forgeries. 
During the Hellenistic period, then, the psychological relationship between the public and Classical 
Art masterpieces became even more complex, taking the first steps towards a new understanding of 
the reproduction of original Greek models20. Hellenistic sovereigns gave life to a Classical Art revival 
pertaining to the Greek masterpieces from the V century onwards, and Rome adopted this line during 
its Mediterranean expansion and gradual submission of Greece and the Hellenistic realms as well. The 
imperialist power raided Greek masterpieces and triggered an unstoppable process of acculturation 
of Roman elites in the Greek sense. As a result, aristocrats wished to possess preferably authentic 
artworks and handicrafts of Greek craftsmanship21. When the demand for Greek artworks became 
increasingly high and looting was no longer enough to meet it, there was a marked increase in the 
number of artists’ workshops in the Greek homeland, and a migration of Greek artists to Rome. The 
ancient peoples, then, did not consider originality an essential value, as is proven by the widely spread 
wish to possess copies of famous artworks when the originals could not be had, and copying was not 
considered unacceptable either. 

This relationship with originals and copies, a characteristic of the Roman world, allowed to expe-
rience more freedom as regards the concept of “reproduction” and, clearly, did not consider the 

15  Calaon 2018, p. 391.
16  The Codice dei beni culturali e del paesaggio (D. Lgs 42/2004), that is, the Italian Code of the Cultural and Land-

scape Heritage, recognises three different types of forgery: counterfeiting (a fake artwork is entirely fabricated and made 
with the intent of being passed off as genuine), alteration (any action aimed at adapting/changing an artwork to make it 
meet more closely the tastes of its possible buyers), and reproduction (the creation of an exact copy of an original artwork, 
so that it may be mistaken for the original). 

17  raDnóti 2006, p. 27.
18  meluCCo vaCCaro 2000, p. 202.
19 The question is quite complex and, to be properly understood, the historical relativity of the concept of forgery – 

not always founded on the same principles – must be considered. 
20  For a short analysis of the question, see CiuCCarelli 2018. 
21  Coarelli 1998. 
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concept of “counterfeit” nor that of actual “forgery”, since the forged artefact as such did not appear 
to exist. Jumping back in time to the pre-Roman world, something similar to forgery may be found 
in the ceramics created by potters from Southern Etruria and, later, by those from Italiot Apulia. 
They imitated with unerring accuracy the pottery imported from Greece, probably for economic and 
commercial reasons. Shapes, colours and decorations were so accurately reproduced, that suspicions 
regarding it being only a matter of taste may arise. Rather, what may underlie these choices could have 
been an ill-concealed intent of forgery against unwary buyers, at least as regards a precise production 
period.

In the contemporary world, instead, when talking about fakes22 there is always an implicit refer-
ence to fraud, that is, there is a fake only when there is an intent to deceive (otherwise, there is simply 
imitation). As stated above, a fake is created when there is an artifice not only in the deceitful manip-
ulation of the material, but also in the intent of the forger, who tries to insert themselves in a tradition 
that does not belong to them23. Fakes, as consumer products, are essentially linked to the economic 
law24 of supply and demand. They answer to someone’s wishing to possess something they love, for 
the purpose of personal gratification and recognition, typical of collectors of all times25. 

Therefore, forgery26 is an operation that sets up as identical something that is not, dispossesses 
someone else’s work, appropriates their way of solving the problems of that artwork, lends historical 
credibility to an item that – for the moment – does not have it, presents a false story of its origin and 
makes the item take an historical place to which it has no right27. 

Lastly, like any other man-made object, forgeries betray their personal data and, thus, acquire a 
limited historical meaning of their own. Thus, its distinguishing negative sign becomes a positive one, 
and places it alongside those items that, without presuming to be part of art history, nonetheless find 
their place in the history of costume and technology28. 

In sum, the topic of fakes, together with the topic of copies, authenticity, originality and reproduc-
ibility of the work of art, is essential for studying not only the history of artistic practice and its recep-
tion, but also the history of art history, the history of aestheticism and the history of art collecting29. 

Fakes, then, have their own rights: the right to be studied30, and the right to find a place within 
the understanding of the social, historical, economic and cultural context that generated it, put it 
into commerce, and bought it. Fakes, once they have been identified and smartly used, may prove 
an incredibly useful tool for promoting legal behaviour as pertains cultural heritage, in opposition 
to illegal behaviours. They also prove valuable for the valorization of authentic materials and, e.g., 
the education of the future archaeological class, that is increasingly multidisciplinary and with a 
perspective embracing the materiality of objects. As stated in the introduction, distinguishing orig-
inal artworks from copies and fakes is a must for those who want to delineate a new historical land-

22  eCo 1975.
23  See, in primis, BranDi 1963 and following reprints.
24  The acquisition of tangible goods has experienced a considerable quantitative leap, directly linked to the deepen-

ing of the financial crisis in the last few years. The cultural sector was touched as well, as now more than ever artworks are 
considered safe havens. However, an investment is such only when the value of the object has been guaranteed and authen-
ticated. anDreoli 2014, p. 17.

25  Interpreting Objects 1994.
26  CalCani 2006, p. 131. 
27 

 
Walter Benjamin wrote that the artwork has a unique existence. Based on this premise, the ascertainment of artistic in-

terest of an object, on the occasion of the verification/declaration of its cultural interest in accordance with the D.Lgs. 42/2004, 
must analyse the individual characteristics of the artwork, regarded as a unicum that cannot be repeated. BenJamin 2011. 

28  vlaD Borrelli 1971, pp. 93-95; ferretti 2009, p. 117. Fake artefacts, to whomsoever they may belong, may be 
declared of notable cultural interest in accordance with the D.Lgs. 42/2004, art. 10, paragraph 3, d), if their particular cul-
tural importance has been declared because of their reference to political or military history, to the history of literature, art, 
science, technology, industry and culture in general, without prejudice to the provisions of paragraph 5 of the same article. 
For example, the application of this principle is currently being defined by the Ufficio Tutela of the Soprintendenza Arche-
ologia, Belle Arti e Paesaggio per l’area metropolitana di Venezia e le province di Belluno, Padova e Treviso. gaBBani 2017. 

29  On the role of objects in society, see arnesano 2016, pp. 127-128.
30  raDnóti 2006, p. 31; zeri 2011, pp. 153-154.
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scape based no longer on acquired and indirect notions, but on first-hand examination of artworks31.  
Forgery (not the forged object) understood as fraudulent behaviour, must be banned32. Fighting 

against it is our duty, because it damages the Community and the idea of Culture itself. 

authentiCation anD forgery in the italian laWs on Cultural heritage

For the above reasons, the Code of the Cultural and Landscape Heritage (D. Lgs. 42/2004) sets 
limits to declarations of cultural interest (as per art. 10, paragraph 5) when the artefacts are counter-
feited or altered for purposes of gain. Additionally, the law rules that these objects or artworks shall 
always be confiscated and that they shall not be sold, without any time limit, in auction sales33. 

Moreover, art. 64 of the Code states that whosoever conducts activities of sale to the public, of 
exposition for commercial purposes or of mediation for the purpose of selling works of painting, 
sculpture, graphic art or of antique objects or objects of historical or archaeological interest, or 
whosoever in any case habitually sells the aforesaid works or objects, must provide the buyer with 
documentation certifying authenticity, or at least probable attribution, and provenance; or, lacking 
such, declaration must be provided containing all the information available with regard to authen-
ticity of the work or object or to its probable attribution and provenance, according to the procedures 
provided for by the legislative and regulatory provisions pertaining to administrative documentation. 

The fifth part, title II34, chapter I, art. 178 of the Code also punishes whosoever, knowing them to be 
false, authenticates works or objects which have been counterfeited, altered or reproduced. Addition-
ally, whosoever, through other declarations, evaluations, publications, affixation of stamps or labels or 
by any other means, certifies as authentic or contributes to the certification as such of works or objects 
which have been counterfeited, altered or reproduced, knowing them to be false, shall be punished35. 

These articles are the product of the national and international relevance and spreading of art 
collecting, and there is also an underlying will to suppress forgery. This is due to, first, a need to 
safeguard the art market and collectors, by promoting a healthy and transparent market instead of 
encouraging, albeit unintentionally, an underground and unregulated one36. Second, according to the 
case law of the Italian Court of Cassation, this criminal offence is to be considered a multiple offence, 
in other words, the Code aims at safeguarding “sia il mercato – lecito – delle opere d’arte sia il patri-
monio artistico sia la pubblica fede37”. 

As a matter of fact, laundering and other offences linked to it, aim at “[far] fruttare economica-
mente le opere d’arte in modo illecito” by exploiting a market worth millions. This market debases 
art and devalues Culture38, that is, it denies that sense of “testimonianza materiale avente valore di 
civiltà”, as stated by the Commissione Franceschini in 196439. 

31  natale 2017, p. 51.
32  Fake artefacts are “legitimised” from a scientific point of view once they are put into the market and bought by cit-

izens or public institutions, and can then lead to a warped historical and artistic evaluation of ancient artefacts. The damage 
caused by forgery is double, then, as it increases and encourages illegal excavations to supply illegal markets, and, addition-
ally, it places fake objects in the scientific circuit. malnati 2018, p. 73. 

33  CalaBi, zollino 2004.
34  Title II is currently being examined and updated on the basis of the bill “Disposizioni in materia di reati contro il 

patrimonio culturale”, presented to the Italian Senate on 18 October 2018. 
35  messina 2018. 
36  volPe 2018, pp. 87-88.
37  Cass. pen., sez. III, 25 febbraio 2000, n. 4084, in Cass. pen., 2001, p. 615.
38  riverDiti 2018, p. 293.
39  Commissione d’indagine per la tutela e la valorizzazione del patrimonio storico, archeologico, artistico e del 

paesaggio, in accordance with Law n. 310 of 26 April 1964, chaired by Italian MP Francesco Franceschini.
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from materiality to authentiCity

Every day, archaeologists and museum curators work to uncover and tell the stories of the objects 
of the past, putting time, effort and funds to identify and characterise these artefacts40. Ceramics are 
incredibly important to understand and date archaeological contexts and to make considerations on 
the dynamics of production, trade flows and social interactions41. 

Due to wars and illegal trade and excavations, though, this cultural heritage is losing its link 
with its original context, and instead becoming part of a new economic and social system. So, in a 
way, object find themselves unable to tell their stories. At the same time, the still high demand for 
archaeological artefacts42 results in a prolific production of fake objects. Identifying these forged 
items is becoming increasingly difficult, due to the cutting-edge, constantly updated techniques used 
by forgers. These forgeries are then put on the market43, almost always alongside the authentic mate-
rial that is inevitably, terribly affected by them44.

Usually, archaeological analysis is based on the assumption that the original artistic artefact holds 
within itself its own story, in a partially clear and partially hidden way. This story does not end for 
good with the creation of the artwork, but goes on with each deterioration and reconstruction, addi-
tional correction, and change in its intended use; and it also includes all interpretations and traditions 
concerning it. This whole, long process is the true “memory of objects”. 

However, reconstructing the “memory” of a forged object is a very elusive process. When was it 
created? Who was its creator’s intended target? How was it “narrated” by its buyer? How much did 
it cost? How was it preserved by the collector? These are only some of the question we must ask to 
define, understand and fight against forgery45. 

Professional archaeologists are often called to answer these questions by the most varied people 
and institutions (public institutions, legal authorities, private citizens, Soprintendenze, auction 
houses, etc.), especially in the case of a transfer of ownership (for example in a devise), of a donation 
(from private citizens to a public institution), of a sale from authorised dealers, or of a purchase for 
museum purposes46 (something that is increasingly unusual). Thus, archaeologists come into contact 
with the stories of people, not only those of objects, which are extremely different between them and 
that usually find a common denominator in a shared cultural taste, though people are often unaware 
of what they have actually acquired during their lives. Emotional reasons, the desire to stand out, 
self-satisfaction, and assertiveness are just a few examples of the “moto acquirente” of collectors, and 
not only of modern-day ones47. So, the process of multidisciplinary knowledge aptly described by 
Giuliana Calcani as “diagnostica umanistica” starts. 

This “diagnosis” starts from the historical, technical, stylistic, and formal analysis that is a char-
acteristic of our profession. It all converges in the evaluation of the authenticity of the artwork48, 
starting from the alterations in shape and style, to the changes to the conditions of representability, 
and finally arriving to taste as regards the imagery of subjects and themes49. 

The worst possible situation for archaeologists to find themselves in is having to examine and 
authenticate presumably archaeological artefacts that have absolutely no context of provenance50. 

40  salvaDori et alii 2018.
41  See for example the workbooks by sinoPoli 1991 and sKiBo 2013.
42  See the survey “Collecting in the Digital Age. International Collectors Survey”, published by AXA Art in 2014.
43  On the art market, see preliminarily the book by BroDie, maCKenzie 2014 and the volume edited by Desmarais 2015.
44  CalCani 2006, p. 136.
45  On the figure of the forger and their motivations, see lenain 2011, while for the ethical, legal and practical impli-

cations of forgery, see Aspects of Art Forgery 1962.
46  On the topic, see the Code of Ethics for Museums drafted by the International Council of Museums (ICOM). 
47  Interpreting Objects 1994, pp. 157-159, 193-204; BaeKelanD 1994, pp. 205-219.
48  O’Connor 2004 gives a detailed description of the analytical process as well, though in different fields.
49  CalCani 2018, p. 473.
50  On the study of ceramic material coming from an archaeological excavation, see CeCi, santangeli valenzani 2016 

and lunD, PoBlome, malfitana 2018. 
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In these cases, there is no information regarding the context they were found in, let alone on how 
they came to be part of the collection and/or assemblage; in short, there is no information regarding 
neither their past history nor their recent one. 

When faced with this situation, the archaeologist must first make an inventory, and classify51 
the materials following technical and formal criteria linked to their shape, function, presumed chro-
nology, supposed area of provenance, and technical and decorative characteristics52. 

Making a rich collection of photographs may seem unimportant from a methodological point 
of view. Of course, visual examinations are essential and may not be delayed, since several, impor-
tant issues regarding authentication may be solved only through observation and direct contact with 
the material. However, photography is an essential tool, because, first, it makes it possible to create 
a wide selection of photographs of objects that otherwise would not be commonly available to the 
general public, and that are rarely published. Second, if used correctly, it makes it possible to create 
terms of comparison (e.g., in a vase: the handles, the foot, etc.) and, lastly, it contributes to the naked-
eye examination of the professional, as details hidden to the naked eye may be revealed in a photo-
graph. Portable optical microscopes have become accessible at low costs and are of excellent quality. 
They can be used, for example, to get detailed images at an ideal resolution for the main analyses on 
the techniques used to create the artefacts. Several kinds of analyses are possible using a common 
camera, instead, ranging from the traditional feature extraction (to get a better result when studying 
the images) to its combination with UV light through polynomial texture mapping techniques53. The 
latter allows to do a preliminary inspection of restored areas, to identify any decorated areas invis-
ible to the naked eye, e.g. the preparation, and to highlight the intrinsic characteristics of the artefact. 

But let us return to the hands, the forger’s fearsome weapons, and to the interaction between profes-
sional archaeologist and artefact54. The first thing an archaeologist has to do is to observe. They have to 
watch for any discrepancies between what they see and what their study of the humanities has taught them 
over the years; they have to watch the whole and the details; they have look at the relationship between 
them and the whole context. The presumed archaeological artefact, as a matter of fact, is nothing more 
than a context to be studied with a scientific and stratigraphic method, proceeding sensibly and with order. 

For simplification purposes, we will take as example the authenticity survey of a presumably archaeo-
logical vase55. First of all, after having identified the ceramic class it belongs to and having taken the photo-
graphs, its shape must be verified. Is it coherent in all its parts? Are its dimensions attested in the main 
archaeological literature? Is each one of its parts in keeping with the shape that circulated in antiquity? 

We are used to several ancient variations, e.g. Greek amphorae, but we also know that forgers like 
to meet the demands of the market, that is, they prefer to make an object that answers closely to the 
wishes and fashion of its possible buyers. For this reason, we often see shapes similar to the attested 
ones, but also some incredibly odd ones56.  

In any event, the analysis must go on. If the artefact were authentic, its shape would also indi-
cate its function, according to that logic of functionality that is typical of the ancient world57. Hydriai 
have three handles because they had two purposes with two different corresponding movements: 
lifting water from a well or fountain, and then filling the drinking vessels on the tables. So, knowing 
the shape means verifying its function. In this case, the archaeologist will look for all those alterations 
due to use, like abrasions, that may - or may not - be found on the surface of the vase, so as to verify 
that it had indeed been used in antiquity58.

51  ClarKe 1998.
52  See elliot et alii 1994, pp. 109-124; Interpreting Objects 1994, pp. 125-132; gianniCheDDa 2014.
53  earl, martinez, malzBenDer 2010.
54  taliano grasso, meDaglia 2018, p. 123; zeri 2011, pp. 153-154.
55  A sublime example of this method may be found in fontannaz 1999.
56  The Greek and Roman ceramic production was quite functional and answered to precise practical requirements and 

to the principle of functionality. On the making of the main Greek ceramic shapes, see sChreiBer 1999.
57  For a general overview of the topics discussed here, see mannoni, gianniCheDDa 2003.
58  For a study on the production, trade and use of vases in Greece, see the book by sCheiBler 2004. An update on the 

topic may be found in oaKley 2009.
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Where all vases used (thus causing alterations) in antiquity? It is not so simple, of course. Many 
vases were created for ritual purposes or to be part of grave goods. However, if this were the case, 
what must be checked are not so much the alterations due to use (possibly the ones cause by contact), 
but the post–depositional ones59. Are there any residues inside the vase? Are there any incrustations? 
If so, where are they? We know that forgers use “aging” techniques to better attract buyers increas-
ingly often. Incrustations are precipitations of calcium carbonate or silicon dioxide from the soil the 
artefact is buried in. To give an example, they are often applied according to a certain logic, but they 
do not behave like what they aim to imitate during a normal treatment owing to a visual examination; 
this is because they are more often than not applied using modern glues60. But it does not stop here. 
To give an even better “idea of antiquity”, in many cases forgers actually cause breaks, suggesting a 
“troubled” story and thus making the artefact seem authentic to less expert eyes. In some instances, 
they even “restore” artefacts to lend more credence to their words. After all, who would go to such 
great expense to restore a vase, if it were not authentic? And yet, it is what forgers actually do. With 
the help of a professional restorer, the archaeologist must also analyse this kind of restorations to 
ascertain their validity and, if possible, to date them. In the case of a fake artefact, dating it would also 
mean discovering when it was probably created.  

Continuing with our analysis, a certain shape is often linked to a certain area of production, at 
least in the Greek world and Magna Grecia. In this case, the technical characteristics of the vase must 
be analysed. On the basis of scientific literature, the archaeologist must examine the ceramic body, 
that is, the paste, and its surface treatment. Using a technique similar to the stratigraphic analysis, the 
professional must verify three factors: the composition of the ceramic body (the clay used to make it, 
and any inclusions), its consistency (its hardness on the Mohs scale) and its colour (the one you see, 
maybe using Munsell colour charts for support). The same approach applies to the surface treatment, 
if there is any, and to any other element on the surface of the artefact. As regards the surface treatment 
especially, particular care must be taken with alterations due to use and post-depositional alterations. 
As a first step, they are recognisable without using archaeometric analyses, and may be described 
according to principles of consistency, composition and – in this case – distribution. 

Thus, the archaeologist will obtain the technical elements (linked to firing temperatures, kinds 
of clay used, methods of manufacture, and ancient technical skills) that they will then have to relate 
to what they had already established as regards the class of the presumably archaeological artefact. 

Only at this point may the analysis of the style and decoration of the vessel start. What is the style 
of the vase? Forgers often used – and still use – red-figure or black-figure styles to meet the demands 
of the market. Regretfully (or luckily), they used, and use, them on vessel shapes that are not attested 
in the literature61. Are the shape and decoration technique coherent? 

Additionally, each technique requires a measure of artistic “tricks” and craftsmanship and, thus, 
is unique. An example may be found in the contours of the red figures, signalling a preparatory sketch 
on the vase, or in the delicate incisions used to draw the details in the black figures. How do these 
“tricks” look? How do they look to the eye and touch? In these cases, forgers often make mistakes, 
being led by their crave to produce, to sale. What tools did ancient potters use? How did they relate 
to the object? Forgers often accelerate the production process and, thus, leave behind a faint trail. 

Finally, we have arrived at the true analysis, that is, the iconographic analysis. What is the theme 
of the decoration? Who or what are its subjects? Are they coherent between them? Are they coherent 
with the setting and depicted scene? And also, does the theme have any comparison? Is it coherent 
with the estimated date of production of the vase? Are there other vases with the same shape and 
theme? Some themes, for example, were only depicted on specific shapes, e.g. the Dyonisian theme, 
so popular on kylikes. Forgers also tend to add a great number of details to their scenes in an effort to 
give more value to their work, even though such richness of detail is not characteristic of the ancient 
world. Of course, there are forgers so knowledgeable that they put figurative blocks that work well 

59  viDale 2007, pp. 47-70; sKiBo 1992; viDale 1992, pp. 113-129. 
60  faBBri, ravanelli guiDotti 2004, pp. 100-115.
61  We strongly suggest seeing Cohen 2006 on the topic.
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together in complex scenes. In these cases, verifying that the forger has tampered with the entire 
iconography is possible only by breaking it up in parts and then analysing them one by one.  

Alongside the decoration, there are often inscriptions on the surface of the vessel. On the vases 
created by the greatest Greek potters, there are the names of the protagonists of the depicted scene, or 
some indication as to what is happening (who can forget the indication of the score of the dice game 
between Achilles and Ajax in the famous amphora by Exekias?). Fake objects show inscriptions as 
well, though they are often copied without following any kind of logic. As a matter of fact, it happens 
quite often that an inscription carries the name of someone that is not in the scene, or that there are 
spelling, grammar, or, often, alphabetical errors, due to the confusion between the Greek and Latin 
alphabets62. 

At this point, the archaeologist should be able to give an opinion on the authenticity of the arte-
fact they have analysed. Now, they are asked to answer the most difficult question of all: is this object 
authentic? If the answer is yes, the analysis will find a place in the discussions regarding various, 
linked topics: social (For whom was this vase created? Who was it used by? What was the relationship 
between potter and buyer?), economic (How much did the vase cost in ancient times? How many 
potters had to work in the workshop to create it?), technical and formal (Which workshop does it 
belong to? And to which production?), chronological ones (When does it date back to? How long 
was it used for?), etc.  

What happens if the vase turns out to be a fake? In this case, there are two main lines of thought: 
1. Since it is a fake, it has no value (Anglo-Saxon school63); 2. Since it is a fake, it has no value as an 
archaeological artefact (thus removing it from the market), but it can still tell a different story and 
have some value at a technical, formal, and historical level, as a symbol of a period, a symbol of fash-
ions and tastes that were different yet widespread64. 

Luca Zamparo
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The forgery of archaeological artefacts and works of art is an ancient and complex phenomenon, 
strictly connected to the history of discoveries and the history of collecting, to the development 
of the antiquities market, the progress in restoration techniques, and, lastly, to the history 
of archaeology and art criticism. What is the relationship between counterfeit, restoration, 
and reproduction of an object? How does this relationship change over time, and in relation 
to the place and the social and cultural context? What are the tools and methods for the 
authentication of an allegedly archaeological artefact? Can a fake become a historical tool 
useful to understand the history of taste and ideas? How may the currently rampant forgery be 
countered? Trying to answer these and other questions, this volume looks at the falsification 
of archaeological and art objects through the prism of several disciplines, with contributions 
of academics, administrators of the cultural heritage, and market professionals. It opens with 
a historical overview of restoration and reproduction methods between the 16th and 19th 

centuries, followed by a series of recent case studies that confirm the manifold nature of fakes 
and describe some authentication methods. The book continues with a collection of essays that 
aim to revaluate the fake object as a document for the history of culture, and it closes with some 
remarks on the legislation on counterfeiting and on the antiquities market. This volume is an 
interesting instrument to understand an extremely pressing, relevant phenomenon for cultural 
heritage, put in a historical perspective. 

La falsificazione dei reperti archeologici e delle opere d’arte è un fenomeno antico e complesso, 
strettamente connesso alla storia delle scoperte e del collezionismo, allo sviluppo del mercato 
antiquario, al progresso delle tecniche di restauro e alla storia dell’archeologia e della critica 
d’arte. Qual è il rapporto tra contraffazione, restauro e riproduzione di un oggetto? Come 
cambia questo rapporto in funzione del tempo, del luogo e del contesto sociale e culturale? 
Quali sono gli strumenti e i metodi dell’autenticazione di un presunto reperto archeologico? 
Un falso può diventare uno strumento ermeneutico per la storia del gusto e delle idee? Com’è 
possibile combattere l’attuale dilagante falsificazione? Per tentare di rispondere a queste e altre 
domande, il volume scompone il fenomeno della falsificazione degli oggetti archeologici e 
artistici nel prisma di varie discipline, raccogliendo contributi di accademici, amministratori 
del patrimonio culturale e professionisti del mercato. Si apre con un panorama storico delle 
pratiche di restauro e riproduzione tra XVI e XIX secolo, seguito da una serie di casi di 
studio recenti che confermano la multiforme natura del falso e illustrano alcuni metodi di 
autenticazione. Si prosegue con una raccolta di saggi che propongono di rivalutare l’oggetto 
falso come documento per la storia della cultura e si conclude con alcune note sulla legislazione 
in materia di contraffazione e sul mercato antiquario. Il libro offre dunque un interessante 
strumento per comprendere un fenomeno urgente e di grande rilevanza e attualità per il 
patrimonio culturale, in prospettiva storica.


