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The word print has become a generic term in contemporary life and printed material 
floods into our lives from every side. The all-encompassing use of print has extended 
to the art marketplace and has resulted in confusion and sometimes consciously 
deceptive practices regarding the proper labelling of original prints and reproductions  
(all multiples that are produced with printing technologies). The lack of strictly 
enforced regulations regarding standards has led to reproductions being advertised 
and sold as "fine art prints," "limited edition prints," or "litho prints." A number of 
states in the U.S. now have legislation regulating fine art multiples in an attempt to 
put a stop to fraudulent sales and deceptive advertising. 
 Artists whose work includes the making of multiples should be aware of 
current practices and be conscientious in their own policies and record-keeping in 
order to protect both their own reputations and the integrity of private and public 
collections. While this advisory note deals specifically with two-dimensional prints, 
the same principles may be applied to three-dimensional multiples. 
 

What is an Original Print? 
 
An original print is an image that has been conceived by an artist as a print and 
executed solely as a print in a limited number under his or her artistic control. Each 
print in the edition is an original, printed from a plate, stone, screen, block, or 
other matrix created for that purpose. There is no one original print from which 
copies are made. Each is inked and pulled individually; it is a multi-original medium. 
The unique qualities of each matrix influence the nature of the images created by the 
artist.  
 
Regardless of the technology used, an original print is conceived and 

executed as a print, not as a reproduction of work in another medium. 
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What is a Reproduction? 
 
A reproduction (although often mistakenly called a print) is generally an exact 
duplicate of a work that was created earlier in another form -- such as a painting or 
drawing. Numbering and signing a reproduction does not change its essence; it is 
still a reproduction of a painting, watercolour, etc. It is not an original print. It is when 
such a reproduction is held out to be an original, whether implicitly or explicitly, that it 
becomes deceptive and is in some jurisdictions considered fraud. 
 
 

Printmaking Processes 
 

There are four separate methods used by artists in the creation of original prints -- 
intaglio, relief, planographic, and stencil. The involvement of the artist in the printing 
is essential, although an artist may work with a technician to produce an edition. 
 
• intaglio: engraving, etching, drypoint, aquatint, mezzotint, photointaglio 
• relief: woodcut, wood engraving, linocut 
• planographic: lithography 
• stencil: screen printing or serigraphy 
 

Besides these four basic processes, there are many other methods by which 
artists create original prints -- often combining a number of methods in one edition. 
All the following methods are related to a greater or lesser degree to the four main 
processes:  
• antiquated methods: a number of printmaking methods that were invented and 

used in past centuries are still employed by contemporary artists. Some of these 
are 

• photogravure, glass print or cliché verre, blind embossing, frottage, rubbing, 
monotype (or monoprint), etc. 

• more recent methods and technologies: collagraphy, xerography, plaster printing, 
cello cut, laser/ink jet print, Giclée or Iris print, rubber stamp, metal print (collage 
intaglio), etc. 

 
Artists have always experimented with and exploited new technologies and 

materials in their work. All of the now established methods of producing original 
prints -- intaglio, relief, lithography, and screenprinting -- were first used for 
commercial purposes. Before the invention of photography, lithographic drawings 
and engraved plates were used to print images in magazines. Most signs, banners, 
and election posters were and continue to be produced by screenprinting. Artists are 
now using newer technologies -- laser printers, digitized colour and advanced 
photocopying (xerography) techniques -- to produce original prints. 

In the same way that a photo-lithographic reproduction of an oil painting is not 
an original print, a straight photocopy of a pen-and-ink drawing is also not considered 
an original print -- regardless of whether it is signed and numbered. If a xerograph is 
to be considered an original print, the artist must have been involved in the 
xerograph's creation in such a manner that the effect of the work could not have  
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been achieved in quite the same way by other means. A xerograph claiming to be an 
original print should meet the above criteria and should be clearly labelled and 
advertised as a xerograph.  
 
Regardless of the technology used, an original print is conceived and 
executed as a print, not as a reproduction of work in another medium. 

 
  

What Should Artists Do? 
 
1. Ensure proper labelling. Correct labelling is a necessity. No definition can ever 
achieve what correct labelling can do. In promotional literature and gallery labelling, 
a clear differentiation should be made between an original etching, lithograph, 
silkscreen, woodcut, original offset lithograph (conceived by the artist as a print), etc. 
on the one hand and, on the other hand, a photomechanical reproduction of a work 
originally conceived by the artist in another media. Do not use fuzzy or vague 
terminology such as "litho print" or "fine art print." A reproduction must be labelled a 
reproduction. (For instance, use a designation such as "Signed Limited Edition 
Reproduction from Original Acrylic Painting.") 
 Web sites selling reproductions, including publishers’ sites, may refer to 
"limited edition prints" in "standard" editions, "premier" editions (smaller in number), 
or "showstopper" editions (even smaller in number, larger in dimensions, and printed 
on canvas). These terms are not consistent with traditional printmaking terminology 
and should be avoided; "reproduction" should always be used when it applies to the 
product being sold.  
 Although "Certificates of Authenticity" are not trusted instruments among 
appraisers and galleries, it may be useful for the artist to attach clear and concise 
information to works using a disclosure form such as that required in California. 
California is the first and only U.S. state to require that a certificate of authenticity 
accompany a “print” (in California, this means either an original print or reproduction) 
when it is sold, exchanged, or consigned. The information could be disclosed on the 
bill of sale of the original print or reproduction or on another type of accompanying 
document.  

California certificates include the following:  
• the name of the artist;  
• if the artist's name appears on the multiple, a statement about whether the 

multiple was personally signed by the artist; 
• if the multiple was not personally signed by the artist, a statement about the 

source of the artist's name on the multiple such as whether the artist placed his 
signature on the multiple or on the master, whether his name was stamped or 
estate stamped on the multiple or on the master, or was from some other source 
or in some other manner placed on the multiple or on the master;  

• a description of the medium or process and, where pertinent to photographic 
processes, the material used in producing the multiple such as whether the 
multiple was produced through etching, engraving, lithographic, serigraphic or 
other particular method or material used in photographic developing processes;  
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• if the multiple is a photomechanical or photographic type of reproduction, or as to 
sculptures, a surmoulage or other form of reproduction of sculpture cases, of an 
image produced in a different medium, for a purpose other than the creation of 
the multiple being sold, a statement of this information and the respective 
mediums;  

• and, if this last statement applies and the multiple is not signed, a statement 
about whether the artist authorized or approved in writing the multiple or the 
edition of which the multiple being sold is one;  

• if the artist was deceased at the time the master that produced the multiple was 
made, this must be stated;  

• if the multiple is a "posthumous" multiple, that is, if the master was created during 
the life of the artist but the multiple was produced after the artist's death, this must 
be stated;  

• if the multiple was made from a master that produced a prior limited edition, or 
from a master which constitutes or was made from a reproduction or surmoulage 
of a prior multiple or the master which produced the prior limited edition, this must 
be stated, as must the total number of multiples, including proofs, of all other 
editions produced from that master;  

• the year the multiple was produced;  
• whether the multiple is being offered as a limited edition, and, if so -- (1) the 

authorised maximum number of signed or numbered impressions or both in the 
edition; (2) the authorised maximum number of unsigned or unnumbered 
impressions, or both, in the edition; (3) the authorised maximum number of 
artist's, publisher's or other proofs, if any, outside of the regular edition (4) the 
total size of the edition; and, finally, (5) after the current edition is completed, 
whether or not the master has been destroyed, effaced, altered, defaced or 
cancelled. 

 
2. Decide whether or not to sign. Reproductions, that is. There is a fierce debate 
on this subject. Every artist must decide what course of action best fits his or her 
ethics and understanding of the issues. Here are the two basic sides to the issue. 

 
The case in favour of signing reproductions: Some artists are strong 
advocates of signing and numbering reproductions, citing quality control and 
market reasons as the rationale for personally signing editions. Some large 
editions can be in the neighbourhood of ten thousand, or even over one 
hundred thousand reproductions. The artist or publisher may select a 
percentage of the total number of reproductions printed to designate as 
"artist's proofs", more may be designated as “publisher’s proofs” or another 
type of proof, all of which are often priced more than the “regular” edition. 
Some artists who sell signed reproductions state that the buyers know exactly 
what they are buying, i.e. that they are not original works of art, and that they 
buy the reproductions just because they like the subject matter portrayed. 
That they are signed does not influence the buyers' perceptions of value, only 
of quality, since they know the artist approved each one. 
 

The case against signing reproductions: Most printmakers and many  
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gallery owners think that a signed reproduction is an" illustrated autograph" at  
best and a "blemish on personal integrity" at worst. Innocent buyers are not 
aware of the differences between original prints and signed and numbered 
reproductions, which are called "fine art prints" or "limited edition prints" by 
some dealers and retailers. This perpetrates a myth of exclusivity and 
therefore, of value. Whether or not a reproduction is signed does not change 
its essence: reproductions have no intrinsic value. Signed and numbered 
reproductions are not good investments although there can be a misleading 
perception that a reproduction by a well-established artist does have value. 
Prices into the many thousands of dollars and the existence of a widely-
distributed and frequently issued magazine on resale values of reproductions 
add to the mistaken belief that "limited edition prints" are investments. 

Christopher Pratt, who has also produced original prints for many 
years, does not sign the high-quality reproductions of his work. This is an 
attitude shared by a majority of printmakers, like David Blackwood, who 
consider the signing and numbering of reproductions as "not necessarily 
dishonest, but misleading." 

  
3. Follow signing and numbering conventions. Artists generally sign original 
prints in pencil, usually in the lower right-hand corner below the image. Also in the 
bottom margin, in pencil, an artist normally records the title of the work, the number 
of the print and the size of the edition, and the date. If the image covers the full sheet 
of paper, the signature and other information may appear in pencil within the image 
area or on the back. (See the definitions at the end of this advisory note for more 
detail on edition numbering systems.)  
 
4. Retain control over your original artwork. Ensure that any agreements you 
make for commissioned work specify how and in what manner reproductions may be 
made and sold. There are many situations in which the purchaser or commissioner 
of a work may wish to have reproductions printed for sale. As the artist, you should 
be able to ensure that they are clearly presented as reproductions and not as prints. 
You may also wish to have some say in the quality of the reproduction made.  These 
issues should be dealt with thoroughly in a written contract. 
 The sixth edition of Saskatchewan Visual Arts Handbook has a short section 
on the Reproduction Right (one of the 1988 amendments to the Copyright Act): 
"When an artist produces a work, reproduction of it can be authorised only by the 
artist, unless the artist has given prior permission. If someone other than the artist 
holds copyright, that person has the right to authorize reproduction." This CARFAC 
SASK handbook also discusses artists' moral rights, which may have a bearing on 
original prints and reproductions: "The artist who engages others to execute the 
artist's design should credit those persons' work, since their paternity right may 
otherwise be infringed." Sometimes a chop mark, the mark of the printer, publisher, 
or printmaking workshop involved, is printed or embossed on the margin below the 
image.  

Copyright legislation may affect original prints and reproductions in other 
ways. Become more familiar with copyright issues as they relate to your practice. 
See the bibliography following this advisory note for sources of information. 
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5. Control your edition size. The most effective manner of controlling the edition  
size of an original print is to pull a cancellation proof, thereby destroying the matrix 
and providing proof of that destruction. In some instances, such as with 
photographically- or digitally-based imagery, a cancellation proof will not be definitive 
proof that no more prints can be made. Also, if the edition is not completed, 
obviously there will be no cancellation mark. Sometimes, generally for financial 
reasons, an entire edition will not be printed all at one time. 
 For every edition, you should keep detailed records that include such items as 
title of work; dimensions of image and of support; printmaking process(es) used; type 
of ink; type of paper or other support; name of printer; number of prints in the edition 
(If the edition is not completed, a strict record must be kept of the numbers printed 
and yet to be printed. As well, a bon à tirer must be made to ensure consistency of 
the edition.); number of artist's proofs, printer's proofs, etc.; how the prints have been 
signed; and ownership and/or location of prints in the edition. The documentation 
should also include a colour photograph for easy reference. 
 If you work with a printer to produce an original print or reproduction, ensure 
that the contract specifies things such as the requirement of the artist's approval of 
all final original prints or reproductions; the number of printer's proofs allowed and 
whether they may be sold; the return to the artist of any artwork or components 
provided by the artist; and the return to the artist of any photographic or other 
components made by the printer in order to produce the original print or reproduction (or 
proof of their destruction). 

 For legal purposes such as a tariff classification, an original print is generally 
limited to an edition of no more than fifty, not counting artist's proofs or hors series 
variants. If you produce and sell a reproduction as a "limited edition," clearly state the 
numerical size of the edition. It is unacceptable to use "limited" as meaning limited to 
the number of purchasers (whether 100, 1,000 or 10,000) by a given date, rather 
than to a predetermined size of edition.  
 One of the fundamental problems with representing a reproduction, as having 
a "limited edition" is that because it is a reproduction (a photomechanical duplication 
of an original painting, for instance), there can always be more made. Even if the 
publishers guarantee that the colour separations that were used in printing the 
reproduction are destroyed, as long as the original -- whether an oil painting or 
watercolour -- exists it can be photographed and more reproductions can be printed. 
Artists who make original prints can prove definitively that editions are limited. 
However, if artists do not destroy the matrix, there is always the possibility of 
additional prints being pulled, with or without the artist's permission.  
 
6. Educate others. Correct misrepresentations of reproductions as “limited edition 
prints” when you see improper usage and labelling, and take the opportunity to 
explain the terminology. Join with printmakers’ and other artists’ organizations to 
lobby for legislation regulating the purchase and sale of works produced in multiples. 
 
 
 
Thanks to PADAC (Professional Art Dealers Association of Canada) and Malaspina 
Printmakers Society for their input. Thanks also to the members of CARFAC. 
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Definitions: 
 
Bon à tirer or BAT 
French for "good to pull" (often called RTP or "ready to print" in the United States; 
may also be called a printer's proof). When the stage of development and colour of 
the print is acceptable to the artist, a BAT is pulled. The edition should closely 
resemble the BAT. 
 
Cancellation of plate 
Usually, after completing an edition of prints, the artist deliberately defaces the stone, 
block, plate, or screen and pulls an impression from the marred material. This 
disfigured impression, proof that the edition is limited, is called a cancellation proof. If 
the edition is not completed, obviously there will be no cancellation mark made. 
 

Edition 
The artist decides how many prints will be in the edition and the sequential 
numbering provides an accounting for the number of prints in the edition. Each print 
has a specific number, e.g., 12/25 (which means the print is the twelfth print of an 
edition of twenty-five). There is no greater or lesser value attached to a low 
numbered print than to a high numbered print since each print is inked individually 
and is therefore an original. However, any plate wears down eventually, so late pulls 
of drypoints, mezzotints, engravings or woodcuts may not be as desirable as earlier 
ones. 
 

Impressit or IMP 
A Latin term for "has printed it" meaning that the artist printed the edition. The term is 
most commonly used in Europe and appears after the signature. 
 
Matrix 
The material on which the image is developed, e.g., the plate, stone, block, or screen 
in more traditional processes; or digital, using computer-based technologies. 
 

Progressive proofs; successive proofs 
Sets of proofs at all stages in the creation of a colour print are retained by the artist 
as a record or for demonstration purposes. The progressive-proof set contains a 
proof with each colour added and shows the multicolour print at each stage. A proof 
of each separate colour impression comprises a set of successive proofs. 
 
Proof 
An impression taken at any stage from the plate or stone, e.g., artist's, state, trial, or 
working proof. These are outside the edition number decided by the artist. Some 
artists number all proofs, e.g. trial proof II/III, thus keeping strict control over all 
proofs. Not all artists show their working proofs. This is an individual decision, totally 
within the artist's control. A trial proof is a stabilised impression pulled before the 
running of an edition. Various trial proofs may be taken while the work is in progress, 
and so they often show the artist's successive revisions in drawing or in the choice of  
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colour for the printing ink. They sometimes have enlightening marginal notes written 
in the artist's hand. Proofs showing successive stages of revision should be labelled 
first state, second state, and so on, so that they cannot be confused with prints of the 
regular edition showing the final state. Artist's proofs are also not part of an edition 
but are retained by the artist, often for his or her own record. 
 The artist should clearly identify a second edition, both by altering it in some 
way (as by a change in colour) and by marking it "2nd Ed." 
 
Pulled 
A printmaker's term for printed. 
 
Restrike 
A print that has been published from a cancelled matrix. Generally these restrikes 
are sold after the death of the artist and are thus done without the artist's consent, 
direction, or artistic control. 
 
Varied edition 
An edition in which the artist purposely makes changes in colour or changes in paper 
from print to print. The term "varied edition" is usually written with the edition number, 
e.g., varied edition 12/25. 
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