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CRIMES WITHOUT CORPSES

Art forgery

he brushstrokes of a master artist are surely unmlstakable to

| r
I dlscermng collectors Oor museum curators— but how can they be

poS|t|ve? lngenlous forgers have hoodwunked experts for years, Creatmg

| "priceless" paintings, ceramics, and metalwork. Separating the first-rate

The crudest forgeries are easy to recognize
| on stylistic grounds alone. Bur adepr
forgers can fool the shrewdest connoisseus

especially when they create works that

century forgers, for examiple; tfxade Héir":

copies more sent imental thaﬂ the genume 2

articles because ropianEcism was in 4
fashion. ‘mmmmesmwerksmbe
exposed by thett pwvenanH hick of

| it. This “art pcdxgree theoretically. allows
a buyer to trace back rhe pmgmss ofa
work of arc chrough auction rooms,
museums, and ptmtae collections. But a

| provenance can be fabrithrbd 100,

Scientific analysis is usual[y the most

accurate, and the most ob;egn,ve, merhod
of authenticating areworks. it ¢ compares a
suspicious artwork’s matenals w&th those
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from the phony takes more than just a critical gaze.

sstudiessalso look for the effects of aging,
. or use instriimental methods to actually
pander to contemporary td8ge Some 91;11- b vy

T'_"'-:l.tmléi'lﬁg through varnish
- Wich an oil painting, the simplest mechod

of a genuine work by the same artist, or at
least from the same period. Laboratory

measurehow oldaquestioned piece is.

SAMPLING PAINT A
To identify colors in a paint sample removed with a
needle, this lab uses X-roy diffraction. Each
pigment’s unique crystal structure scatters an X-ray
beam in o different and characteristic pattern.

for damg.ﬂus_ _l&_mlcrﬂsmplc eXamination.
Under a low-power stereomicroscope, it is__
casier to distinguish genuine from ol — . _
simulated aging of a paint surface. To _ +. o
create surface cmckmg, fo r&-rou‘cﬁ;? -.‘,J' . T I('hd[dt_[cl'i\l.'i( to the artist. To an expert
canvas, heat and cool it tapidly, ot applx,a
contracting varnish. A‘_gtipplmg b'rush T Sean: ht'fpﬁettrmlm if the work is genuine.
adds a ﬂybIOWn dppeam‘gce ; - :,_.,.' gy < t]"l(-:Se examinations do nor reveal any
Orther nondestrugtive te*‘ mjmethods i dnomalé’es conservators begin a more
make the d ifferetice more obyious. Xeray \
exargmanon,, for c!mnglt sh’ows wﬁerher 3
ttackm&,penevrates evéry paint l‘ayérk 5
_;Ehﬁ_\, ermeers’” “painced in the.
¥ L9$5 by Dutch forger Hans van :j "
- Meggeren 41889-—{ 947) were.
o unmaskqd by @ patcern ofq.acksoq
- the surface’ tha.t did not mauh'ﬂ:@’s :
omthe lower pmnt Iayqrs,. b g s
Ultraw,olet radjauon.causcsggec ific &
ﬂuoreuencé in materials, dcpfndmg
“on their . composition and age: A
lgrh-e‘entury' varnish, for examp,{g, x
will fluoresce blue-gfeen Infraréé!
may indicate a paint or ink ¢

eye familiar with che arrist’s style, this

- : mwswe‘study ly_pxcﬂ'lv they curt a paint
@mpﬁ ﬁ‘om rhé’ edge wof a crackle or

Measuring the
quantity of impurities
in pigment can make
precise dating possible.

I
Binding agents can
be identified by
mass spectroscopy.

4 INFRARED SCANNING

Multispectral analysis of paintings reveals detail
invisible in normal light. This IR scanner makes
surface layers of paint partiolly transparent,
revealing underpainting or sketching. UV
ilfumination (far left) can detect and identify
retouching, overpainting, varnishes, and adhesives.




&

damaged area, mount it in cold-setting
polymer, polish rthe edge, and identify the
pigments microscopically, using X-ray
diffraction (see left), spectrographically
(see p. 83), or by chemical analysis.

Since oil painting began in the 15th
century, artists have sought brighrer, more
permanent, or cheaper pigments for their
work. The introduction of new colors is
thus well documented, and the artist’s
palette puts an upper limit on a painting's
age. Far example, Prussian hlue was firse
synthesized in 1704, so a canvas painted
with this pigment cannot be more than
three cencuries old.

The canvas itself is a surprisingly poor
guide to age. Though the weave might
provide some clues, cunning forgers
aiming ro simulate the work of old
masters may use the cleaned-oft canvases
of an unknown contemporary. By contrast,
panel paintings can be dated using
dendochronology, a tree-ring measurement
technique chat can pinpoint when the
wood was cut with single-year precision.

Metals and ceramics

The incidence of forgery in other art
media depends on their value and the
labor, skill, or marterials involved.
Ceramics are hard to copy because success
depends on obraining clay from the same
source as the original, and this is usually
impossible. Almost all stone statues are
authentic because forging them is so
labor-intensive. The same is not true of
cast metals. As many as half of all archaic
Cretan bronze statuettes may be fakes.
The tiny figures are easy to cast, and only

FAKE JIAN
WARE TEABOWL
Stylistic differences identify

this supposed 1,000-year-old
teabow! as @ modern forgery. A close look
ot the base shows it is roughly joined, the
markings are crude, and the gloze too shiny.

the best examples are valuable enough to
warrant the same minute scrutiny given to
fine paintings.

To spot fakes in these media, curators
wheel in some sophisticated technology.
They date ceramics, with a precision rate
of about 85%, using thermoluminescence.
This works by measuring the natural
radiation absorbed by the clay since the
piece was fired. Unfortunacely, the test is

CASE STUDY

-1984)
ranks among the
most brazen of
modern forgers.

During the 1970s he
claimed to have

: As many as 10% of modern French

ART FORGERY

4 VINCENT'S VASE |

paintings may be forged, and the value
of Van Gogh's work makes him the
most popular target. Some experts
even question whether Van Gogh's
Sunflowers (left), sold for almost
$40m in 1987, is genuine.

g Under the
stereomicroscope,
brushstrokes and even the artist’s
fingerprints stand out in high relief

destructive, requiring the removal of
around | oz (30 g) of material. Daring |
of metal objects may be possible using

nondestructive X-ray fluorescence analysis.
Under chis test, a piece emits an X-ray

spectrum characteristic of the alloy from ‘ |
which it is made. It is necessary only to
compare this spectrum with one from a
similar arrifact that dates from the same
period and is known to be genuine. .

FAKE GOLDEN EAGLE

GENUINE ARTICLE |

NOT-SO-GOLDEN EAGLE

Crude fakes are often good enough to take in greedy
or ignorant collectors. The 19th-century eagle brooch
on the left is made of bronze coated in gold leaf, but |
was passed off as o valuable Visigoth treasure.
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