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When is a Photocopy an Original Print? 
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With slight variation in wording, the question in the title has been increasingly asked of the 
CARFAC National Office by buyers, exhibitors, dealers, and artists themselves. Much rest 
on this question: the designation of a work as an "original" greatly affects both its 
marketability and its perceived value. 

For many years, organizations such as the Canadian Artists Representation (CARFAC) 
and the Professional Art Dealers Association (PADAC) agonized over the definition of an 
"original print". Many printmakers or print studios offered their own conceptions as well. 
Today, the generally accepted definition contained in PADAC guidelines is a synthesis of 
these many views. 

The PADAC definition has a clear link to traditional printmaking techniques such as 
etching, woodcut, etc. With the advent of newer technologies -- laser printers, digitized 
colour, and advanced photocopying (xerography) techniques -- this definition must be re-
examined. A more comprehensive and useful definition of "original" should be 
"technologically neutral", i.e. not linked to any particular technology. 

In the absence of general guidelines, four points may be stated: 

1.  Regardless of the technology used, an "original print" is conceived and executed as a 
print, not as a reproduction of work in another medium. 

2. The involvement of the artist in the "printing" is essential. Reproductions made by a 
commercial service generally do not qualify, though artists may work with a technician 
in many cases (e.g. lithography). 
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3.  For legal purposes, such as a tariff classification, an "original print" is generally limited 
to a run of no more than 50 examples, not counting artist proofs, or "hors series" variants. 

4.  An "original print" should be clearly labelled and/or advertised as to the medium 
(e.g. "woodcut", "serigraph", "xerograph"). 

The above considerations apply regardless of print process. In the same way that a 
photolitho reproduction of an oil painting is not an original print, (by way of point number 
one), it would seem that a straight photocopy of a pen and ink drawing would also not be 
considered an "original print", regardless of whether it is signed and numbered. 

If a xerograph is to be considered an "original print", it can be assumed that the artist was 
integrally involved in the xerograph's creation in such a manner that the effect of the work 
could not be achieved in quite the same way by another means. 

A xerograph claiming to be an "original" should meet the above criteria and should be 
clearly labelled and/or advertised as a xerograph. By signing and numbering 
reproductions, just as Ken Danby and Robert Bateman sign thousands of 
photolithographic reproductions, the artist cannot claim that the work is "original". The 
two-dollar bill has both a signature and sequential numbering, and it is produced from an 
etched plate, but we take it at "face value" not as an original print. 

On a personal note, I have no problem in defining a xerograph or a computer-generated 
image as an "original", however, I can also see problems arising if colour photocopied 
reproductions hit the market with pretensions of originality. 
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