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On Authenticity in Photography

Human beings are obsessed with discussing matters that they do not clearly know about, 

especially those that are obscure, confusing, inadequate, symbolic, and contingent,（１） and they 

quite enjoy that hell. However, they do not realise that usually the result or conclusion is 

unquestionably either false or ambiguous.（２） For instance, so-called authenticity, especially in 

art. Arguments regarding the same in photography are even more complex.

Two convenient terms ‒ autographic and allographic ‒ used by Nelson Goodman（３） use-

fully contribute toward any discussion on this subject. The issue of authenticity in the world of 

photography could be excavated deeper based on these two aesthetic concepts.

A brief survey of Nelson Goodman’s autographic/allographic distinction

In the middle of the previous century, American aesthetic philosopher, Nelson Goodman, 

initially proposed an analytical explication on the distinction between ‘autographic’ and ‘allo-

graphic’ in terms of criteria: history of production, end-products, feasibility of forgery, notation, 

and similar stating of the identity. The terms were argued upon using examples from various 

forms of art, including painting, printmaking, music, and literature. (See Chart 1)

Autographic Non-Autographic

History of Production Decisive criteria to identity of  
the work

Not thus decisive to identity of 
the work

End-Products One-stage
＊Counterexample: printmaking 
(two stage)

Two-stage
＊Counterexample: literature  
(one stage)

Notation Unavailable and unfeasible Available and essential

Feasibility of forgery Fakeable Unfakeable

Similar/identical  
stating of the identity

Not allowing / Impossible Allowing / Possible

Chart 1. Distinctions between autographic and allographic.（４）

On Authenticity in Photography
　

Yuchen QIAN



772

Goodman began the analysis on the differences between autographic and non-autographic 

(allographic) by discussing the history of production. He insisted that allographic art is not inex-

tricably connected with the history of production. He elucidated:

‘What distinguishes an allographic work is that identification of an object or event as 

an instance of the work depends not at all upon how or when or by whom that object 

or event was produced. An inscription of a poem, for example, however produced, 

need only be correctly spelled; and two inscriptions of the same poem need only be 

spelled alike.’（５）

To support his argument, he used the example of the novel Don Quixote, mentioning that 

the work with the exact corresponding spelling he read in modern times was no different than 

the Don Quixote written by the Spanish writer Cervantes or the first edition of the work pub-

lished in the 17th century. Thus, any edition of the novel is identical to the original version as 

long as the spelling is correct, regardless of its production time and publisher. Therefore, physi-

cal manifestation (such as the binding work or the paper used in the production of a novel) 

does not make a difference to the authenticity of a work of art.

Goodman further supported his position using the functional view of non-verbal works of 

art exemplified by oil painting. He argued that a piece of canvas on which a work of art was 

created could also be utilised for blanket production. The creation of the art does not need a 

specific aesthetic object that is different from a mere physical vehicle. What truly distinguishes 

a masterpiece from a blanket is the aesthetic and artistic significance rather than its practical 

function. The moment wherein the work is bestowed with the relevant aesthetic meaning is 

decisive for the identification of an artwork.

Thus, painting is an allographic art, given that the identification of its authenticity is not 

necessarily related to the history of production. Nonetheless, according to Goodman’s auto-

graphic-allographic classification, painting is in fact autographic due to its end-product and non-

notational system. Goodman reasoned this with associative explanations of two terms ‒ one-

stage and two-stage ‒ which closely refer to the timing of when the work was accomplished. 

The end-product of one-stage art is usually completed when the artist has finished the work. 

The artwork of this kind lacks notational system. For instance, the ultimate work of an oil 

painting is done when the painter has painted it. In Goodman’s words, it is a ‘unique’ object, and 

it is ‘singular’;（６） any copy of it will be considered as forgery. Accordingly, the end products of 
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one-stage arts are the works themselves absolutely involving the execution by the original art-

ist.

Unlike painting, the non-autographic (or allographic) arts are normally two-stage works 

with specific notational system. Music is a paradigm. An accomplished orchestral performance 

exactly complying with the composer’s original scores is an end-product rather than the com-

poser’s scripts; the authenticity of a piece of music is identified by the specific compliance. The 

art of this kind is impossible to duplicate. Any copy with the specified corresponding constitu-

ents will unquestionably be a genuine instance of the original one. There is no such forgery 

called Bach’s Air on the G String or a replica of Beethoven’s Grande Sonate Pathétique. In 

other words, the end instance of two-stage arts are the works presented by notations, which do 

not always include the creator’s doing.

Certainly, Goodman did not rule out counterexamples to the relation between the one-

stage-two-stage theory and the autographic-allographic distinction. Printmaking is autographic, 

but is possibly forged. Any form of copy created other than the genuine plate by the etcher is 

a fake. Nevertheless, it is two-stage art because the ultimate work is not the original plate but 

the paper (or textile) impressions taken from the plate. Parallelly, literature is allographic, 

unfeasible to copy. Any duplicate of the text that accurately complies with the original spelling 

is an authentic artwork. Nonetheless, it is one-stage art because the artwork is complete when 

the writer is done with the writing.

If we further look into the relation between the criteria and terms proposed by Goodman 

for his autographic-allographic distinction, more arguments emerge surrounding the discussion 

on authenticity in arts.

First, the criteria served for the identification of autographic and non-autographic strongly 

connects to the matter of whether or not the focal point is laid upon physical (or technical) 

aspects or on the aesthetic sphere of a work of art. We may either regard painting allographic 

in terms of the aesthetic meaning as the identification of authenticity. We may also regard it as 

autographic by speaking of the authenticity solely in terms of technical differences. Therefore, 

whether a painting is forged or not depends on how a work is created. There is no duplicate if 

only its artistic significance is considered. Similarly, there will be a forged literary work if we 

take the author’s handwriting and original scripts into account,（７） while there will be no forg-

ery in literature if we only consider the author’s thoughts.

Second, basing on Goodman’s analytical distinction, the argument concerning the authentic-

ity among modern-technology-based (in particular digital-based) works of art appears to be 
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further complex. For the sake of argument, let us consider digital image as an example. It has 

been discussed that digital pictures ought to be seen as allographic, only if we consider bitmaps 

of the RGB values for pixels as well as all the other encoding schemes that store the relevant 

bitmaps as notational system.（８） Any digital image contains a specified standard of RGB pix-

els,（９） which is called ‘atomistic intuition’ in John Zeimbekis’s words.（10） All the arrays of pixel 

can be encoded in different digital devices concurrently to demonstrate the identical image. 

Consequently, one could create any new instance of the original digital picture by correctly 

duplicating all the bits; they are unforgeable in the meantime.

Nevertheless, digital art in fact does not carry notations, or at least does not have a nota-

tional system per Goodman’s definition.（11） It has been reasoned that, first, the intensity of 

light’s wavelength on each pixel value is infinitesimally different, albeit the quality of finiteness 

in pixels. Second, even if pixels in two liquid crystal display devices are different in size with 

different wavelengths,（12） the ultimate picture would not have any differences as per the human 

perceptual system. Hence, its authenticity will not be challenged, and no forgery ought to exist.

In other words, it is impossible for us to discriminate them, albeit the absolute machine-

discernable differences in principle. Therefore, we must discount our epistemic threshold on 

vision distinguishability and let go of Goodman’s assertion on notational system if we intend to 

consider digital image as allographic. Accordingly, digital-based art is unfakeable. On the one 

hand, works are based on the correct compliance with the original specified pixels.（13） On the 

other hand, it can also be fakeable once we emphasise more on the technological-instrument-

driven distinguishability rather than on the human-level perceptual discriminability.

With these arguments, it seems that all forms of art can be positively counted as allo-

graphic once the differences in duplicates are below the human perceptual threshold both 

aesthetically and physically (or technically). Correspondingly, all works will be the same as the 

authentic one and will carry the identical stating with each other. Hence, forgery appears non-

existent anymore. Consequently, the issue of authenticity is now wholly dependent upon 

whether one would differentiate a copy from the original using one’s own perceptual threshold. 

This matter, on the one hand, reveals Goodman’s neglects of the requirement of any human 

practical legibility. On the other hand, it further brings forward a question of ‘when is the 

authenticity of a work of art’ rather than ‘what is authenticity.’

A rough survey of the issues surrounding authenticity

In The Oxford English Dictionary, the definition of authenticity (including that of authentic, 
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authenticalness, and authenticated) involves descriptions for various fields ranging from lawful 

affairs to actual objects.（14） A number of synonymously related words, such as original, genuine, 

and authoritative, etc. repetitively appear in the definition. Linguistically scrutinizing the subtle 

nuances among those synonyms is not the aim of this paper. A comparatively synthetic use of 

the relevant vocabularies for the authenticity-related study hereby will direct the focus more 

onto the historical and philosophical analysis of the authenticity-related questions proposed in 

this paper.

Concerns involving authenticity can be traced back to Ancient Rome. In the fourth cen-

tury, Saint Jerome posed four criteria of authenticity,（15） which modern critics might consider 

inadequate. Yet, the principles offer modes to envisage an author’s function in the present 

times.（16） Afterwards, arguments surrounding authenticity in terms of author and authorship 

emerged throughout the Middle Ages.

In the 13th century, authenticity was discussed by Saint Bonaventure in terms of the con-

cept of authority (auctor) in manuscripts, which distinguished the author’s own words from 

other’s (commentator, compiler, etc.). However, Bonaventure’s level of authority did not con-

sider the ‘author’s own words’ as ‘author’s original mind’ as is understood in the modern 

sense.（17） By the late 14th century, the notion of authenticity began being seen in relation to 

legislation. Those who forged legal documents or the King’s seal were punished. Nevertheless, 

nearly throughout the entire Tudor Period, the penalty for forgery was only limited to legal or 

financial instruments.

In the world of literature, copying another’s work without provenance was legally and 

praiseworthily common. The plagiaristic behaviour, as we call it today, was regarded merely as 

an imitation ‒ a notion to be largely encouraged during that time period.（18） This routinely 

copy-encouraging phenomenon in literary works lasted until the 18th century. There was even 

a genre named the Imitation in the beginning of the century.（19） Nonetheless, it cannot be 

denied that, during that period of time, authenticity began being seriously discussed within the 

field of arts as creative and originating property owned by individual artists. Meanwhile, the 

issue of copyright was also brought forth onto the historical stage, albeit the reprehensible 

forgeries and problematic authority-related matters throughout the century.（20） By the late 18th 

century, copyright for artists, including play writers, composers, musicians, and painters was 

officially admitted into common law.（21） Moreover, the concept of authenticity began turning its 

focal point onto the artist’s mind as an original act and to emphasise both the role of individual 

artist and the relation of the documentary embodiment with the artist’s originating idea.（22）
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In the 19th century, rapid development of modern technology encouraged new media of 

art creation on the one hand, while further complicating the arguments regarding authenticity. 

Although the question of whether or not photography is a form of art was constantly contro-

versial throughout the 19th century, the sphere of photography is targeted as a crucial 

battlefield for the investigation about authenticity within technology-based arts. The copyright 

of photographs closely with reference to photography’s artistic status drew a lot of attention.（23） 

Particularly, after the emergence of ‘effortless’ mass reproduction in the photographic industry 

in the 1850s, owing to the invention of the wet-plate process, copyright of photographs became 

one of the most argumentative concerns in the authenticity-related analysis and triggered a 

number of refreshing perspectives to the subject.（24）

Nowadays, the legal copyright concerning photography appears fully established, while the 

study of authenticity about photography still continues. In addition to the interest in the docu-

mentary authority of photographs, which is possibly stimulated by the notorious fakery in 

political photography that emerged in the 20th century,（25） many philosophers and art critics 

also studied the authenticity of photography in the philosophical sense. It is also worth noting 

that the authenticity of positive prints, which is the literary physical dimension of photographs, 

is barely researched. The subject has been studied by several technical art historians, but the 

relevant scholarship is still insignificant.

In the vicissitude of history, authenticity has been explored in terms of various aspects. In 

the legal sense, a document must be the original one issued by the licensed official authority. In 

the sphere of arts, works of art are protected as intellectual properties, and an authentic piece 

ought to be the genuine one created by the artist him/herself. It seems that all notions related 

to authenticity indicate one belief: ‘to be original (or genuine, or real)’ means to be ‘unforged’. 

Unlike legal documents, the question of forgeability in arts largely depends on the initial nature 

of the original work, which involves many contentious principles, according to Goodman’s aes-

thetic theory. Furthermore, the initial nature of the modern technology-based arts can be 

contingent and ever changeable. The subsequent part of this paper mainly sheds light on the 

theoretical and philosophical arguments on authenticity in one of the most renowned modern-

technique-based forms of art: photography. It is discussed from the perspective of Goodman’s 

criteria for the autographic/allographic distinction.

Photography as allographic: on physical dimension and aesthetic meaning

‘Suppose we have before us, on the left, Rembrandt’s original painting Lucretia and, on 
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the right, a superlative imitation of it. We know from a fully documented history that 

the painting on the left is the original; and we know from X-ray photographs and 

microscopic examination and chemical analysis that the painting on the right is a 

recent fake. Although there are many differences between the two (…) we cannot see 

any difference between them; and if they are moved while we sleep, we cannot then 

tell which is which by merely looking at them. Now we are pressed with the question 

whether there can be any aesthetic difference between the two pictures; and (…) the 

answer is plainly no, that the only differences here are aesthetically irrelevant.’（26）

Goodman claimed that we cannot aesthetically differentiate between a forged painting and 

an original one merely by looking at them with our naked eyes. However, he did not deny the 

prevalence of differences between the two works. To be specific, the differences exist only 

within the machine-discernible dimension, and we actually see (or look for) something aestheti-

cally irrelevant when we look at them with the help of scientific instruments. The concept of 

‘aesthetically irrelevant,’ in terms of Goodman’s theory on the history of production, can be re-

interpreted as ‘who painted it,’ ‘where was it painted,’ and ‘when was it painted.’ Hence, the 

authenticity of a painting exits in the material (or I would rather call it ‘temporal and spatial ’) 

dimension of the work. However, this is where Goodman contradicted himself because he also 

believed that artistic significance is what differentiates a masterpiece from a blanket. From 

this perspective, it appears that the authenticity of a painting resides in the aesthetic meaning 

of the work. Nonetheless, Goodman in fact did not arrive at any solid and firm conclusion on 

this matter.

What will the argument be like in the sphere of photography regarding the question on 

physical dimension and aesthetic meaning? Undoubtedly, the issue is more complex. All the 

evidence, such as the 20th century’s photomontage for political purposes, critics’ discussion on 

whether photography’s exactitude reflected the reality, and people’s interest in the best prints 

of photographic art appears illustrated that the issue of authenticity in photography is inti-

mately related to documentary and artistic value. What distinguishes a piece of photograph 

from a mere piece of paper is the image (the aesthetic content or the subject) fixed on the sur-

face of the photograph using certain types of chemical products and instruments. Thus, all the 

copies with the identical image as the original one are authentic, regardless of whether they 

were reproduced by the master photographer him/herself or someone with no name, or 

whether they were printed in the photographer’s darkroom or a press factory.（27） Precisely, the 
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authenticity of the photographs is irrelevant to the question of the history of production, which 

can possibly define that photography is allographic art because ‘allographic art is not inextrica-

bly in a connection with history of production.’

Walter Benjamin’s assertion of ‘no photographic print can be authentic because they are all 

reproductions’（28） is a potent theory that goes against my position. However, Benjamin forgot 

that all photographic reproductions are created from the original, namely authentic negative 

plate.（29） It would be appropriate to quote Goodman’s explanation initially regarding the authen-

ticity discussion on etching work: ‘The only way of ascertaining whether a print is genuine is 

by finding out whether it was taken from a certain plate (…) but need not be printed by the 

artist.’（30）

Goodman, nevertheless, was ambiguous about the question of whether the authentic print 

refers to the image on the print or the print as a material (the paper, textile, or metal). 

Although the boundary is very nebulous, I believe by ‘authentic’ he meant the image because 

there is no way to reproduce multiple prints simultaneously with only one piece of paper of the 

same kind. The documentary or artistic image is the thing that can solely be authentic to the 

original plate, rather than the materials.

His explanation for printmaking also reminds us of the analogous property between etch-

ing art and photography (especially the early stage of photographic techniques). Both of them 

are taken from a certain genuine plate, and the ultimate instance of the artwork is not the 

plate itself but the prints reproduced from the plate. Nonetheless, etching is autographic both 

in the plate-carving and in printmaking stage; photography is allographic as discussed above. 

Etching work is forgeable in both stages due to its autographic nature. Can a piece of photo-

graph be forged? The answer seems to be no for photography as non-autographic art, and it 

can also possibly be yes for photography as autographic art. Since the issue of authenticity 

appears to be only valued within the discussion on forgery and vice versa, let us jejunely pro-

pose a question: whether or not photographic work as a form of art is forgeable.（31）

Photography as autographic: on forgeability and creative act

‘Authenticity in an autographic art always depends upon the object’s (…) history of produc-

tion; but that history does not always include ultimate execution by the original artist.’（32）

Forgery is always to forge something that was created or happened in the past. One can 

possibly paint something that never existed or something one imagines would be there in 

future. However, in the photographic industry, one cannot photograph the future. A camera 
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can only capture an image of objects or events right in front of it and exactly at that moment 

which existed in the past. Any individual instant and where the photographer took the photo-

graph is a unique and singular moment. If we consider the conduct of photography as an event, 

then any photographic work process entails a past with unique temporal and spatial certainty. 

Hence, there can be no authenticity in the present photographs. The air, the light beam, and 

everything at that photographing moment are autographic and unique. Consequently, that cer-

tain past is autographic, and any reproduction (viz., the positive print) after that moment is 

forgery.

This theory seemingly contradicts the argument above about photography being an 

unforgeable form of art due to its allographic nature. Indeed, photography on the one hand is 

unforgeable, because any print produced from the genuine plate（33） with the exact correspond-

ing image is an authentic work. Nonetheless, this allographic theory for photography will be 

significantly challenged if we consider the concern about human/machine practical legibility 

and the creative achievement of a photographer.

First, the so-called the notion of unforgeability in photographic work has a marked sense of 

elimination about machine-discernible observation, which also reveals one of the limitations in 

Goodman’s aesthetic theory. Only if we consider all the works of art as objects and employ the 

microscopic level observations to them, then any work of art including photography is auto-

graphic; any single minute difference will be discriminated by the modern science technology 

even in digital-based arts such as digital photography.

Second, even though an aesthetic or documentary image fixed on photographs is allo-

graphic and unforgeable, the creative and artistic achievement formed in the image by the 

photographer is autographic and forgeable. Photography nowadays requires less professional 

knowledge and techniques compared to painting. One can effortlessly reconstruct a master’s 

photograph simply by using Photoshop or other types of computer software without noticeable 

differences. In forgery of this kind, one is not just forging the landscape or the figures in the 

photographs, but also stealing the creative mind, which autographically originated in the mas-

ter photographer.（34） Creative mind is unique and only exists in an artist’s mind. The creative 

mind can be forged, not the visualized image.

Nevertheless, the concept of stealing the creative mind is not very convincing in documen-

tary photography.（35） Anyone at the spot where the historical event happened or where a 

memorial monument stands can take photographs of the event or of the monument, regardless 

of whether he/she is a renowned professional or an ordinary passer-by who can masterfully 
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use a camera. It is merely a matter of who presses the shutter button. One might disagree this 

opinion and argue that some photographers with unique perspectives can photograph the event 

(or the monument) at a position where a particular sense of aesthetic aura can be created or an 

uncommon composition can be composed, which can distinguish their photographic work from 

the ordinary people. However, if one brings this view forth, then the question will end up 

directly pointing back at the photographer’s own unique artistic remark or style, which will 

ultimately end in the discussion about the photographer’s creative mind. For instance, the 

Argentinian photographer Marcelo Brodsky photographs human rights activities and makes 

notes and retouches with colourants on the monochrome prints, which forms a distinctive artis-

tic manner. Those photographic works can possibly be collected as documentary photographs, 

but they are unlikely to be treated as a proper archive due to Brodsky’s distinctive retouches. 

Similar examples can also be seen in artistic or political photomontage and Surrealism photog-

raphy.

To summarise the discussion thus far, photography can be an unfakeable allographic form 

of art, while it can also be autographic with fakeable property. Perhaps it is appropriate to 

state that ‘all the so-called allographic arts have autographic features.’（36） Photography can be 

seen as allographic art owing to the reproducible nature on the one hand, while the creative 

and artistic act in the photographic work is autographic and forgeable on the other.

Benjamin insisted that there is no authentic photographic print, while the photographic 

negative is authentic. Apparently, his emphasis was on the process of production, and he 

believed that repetitive reproductions cannot be authentic. Nevertheless, this theory is not ten-

able in the performing arts and in the arts created during ritual events. Each individual 

performance originated from the genuine choreography or scenario script is a repetitive and 

reproducible piece of work. There might be subtle differences in the movements, on the light-

ing, in the actor/actress’s performing acts, and as such from one another, yet they are all 

authentic work despite the reproducible nature. Sand drawing in some ritual ceremonies is 

repetitive, and there is no best version of the drawing. However, any version of the drawing in 

a certain ritual event that is created to exactly correspond to the given instructions is authen-

tic. It is not evident that photography and performing or ritual arts are analogously relevant, 

but it is clear that reproducibility cannot be a determinant for authenticity.

Benjamin’s viewpoint also differed from Goodman’s theory on the history of production. In 

the latter’s theory, time and space of the production are not the only criteria. It also includes 

who created the art work. The who emphasises the role of the artist and the notion of master’s 
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hand. Goodman argued about this in terms of painting art. However, his analysis for literature, 

printmaking, and music highlighted that reproductive process can barely destroy the authentic-

ity of art of these types as the authenticity of these arts lies in its artistic meaning rather than 

the physical manifestation. Photography is in fact the art of the latter kind.

Additionally, if forgery indicates stealing ideas, it is then likely to claim that authenticity 

resides in the creator’s artistic idea. This implies that the artist’s aesthetic thought and original 

intention determine the authenticity of the work of art. Nigel Warburton in his essay Authentic 

Photographs argued that the authenticity of a piece of photograph is solely subject to the pho-

tographer and any retouch by others is a damage and will intervenes or even destroys the 

authenticity of the photograph.（37） Nigel’s view echoes my position that a piece of photograph 

can be allographic, multiple, reproducible, and unfakeable, but the original and artistic thought 

of the photographer is indubitably autographic, unique, singular, and forgeable.

The photographer’s artistic thought can only be concretised by a piece of photograph cre-

ated by using the camera at a certain spot with a particular perspective. Unlike a painter who 

can decide in what way to place objects or to apply their brush strokes on canvas, a photogra-

pher cannot convey their artistic mind through freely manipulating and depicting the subject 

always the way they prefer. Photographers can only achieve their creativity through seeking 

beauty or value among the objects in reality and recording them rather than constructing 

them. The act of seeking and recording is much easier to mimic, particularly when the photo-

graphed subject is common, such as merely a building, a bird, or an apple. For instance, a 

master photographer can take a photograph of a candle on a table, while a nobody is also capa-

ble of taking the exact same subject without a failure in technique. There would be no human-

level perceptible differences between the two because the objects are identical before the 

camera. One can say that the nobody might imitate the master’s artistic composition, aesthetic 

aura, yet how can one know the truth, and where is the evidence. Further, if the two photo-

graphs are juxtaposed, requisite knowledge is the only way for one to discriminate the master’s 

piece from the one posing as the master’s piece. That knowledge of the difference in authorship 

immediately determines the way we look at the two photographs.（38） Consequently, there is no 

doubt about which one will be collected by museum, regardless of the aesthetic meaning of the 

work, because the judgement on authenticity depends entirely upon the big name in author-

ship. From this perspective, the authenticity of a piece of photograph actually exists in the 

viewer’s or collector’s mind with knowledge regarding the work itself or in the creator’s artis-

tic thought. What we concern ourselves about the authenticity in photography is merely us 
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being a snob about big names. This snobbish belief is transferable to many other forms of art, 

only if we heavily emphasise upon machine-discernible observation and cease to take the aes-

thetic meaning as the most prominent criterion in art appreciation.

Therefore, nothing damages the authenticity of a piece of photograph until regarding its 

authorship, we are informed about it being taken by a different photographer.
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