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Is a picture worth a 
thousand… prints? 
The challenges of 
limited edition prints 
in photography.

If the commercial value of art comes from 
its rarity, photography represents an 
interesting challenge for the art market. 
The same photograph can be printed in 
different formats, on different materials, 
at any moment during the lifetime of its 
author or even later, which easily disrupts 
the limitations inherent to a unique object. 
In order to tame the reproducible nature 
of photography, the art market has now 
established as common practice that the 
production of a photograph is limited to 
an edition of numbered prints. Generally 
speaking, the value is directly related to the 
number of prints in the edition: the fewer 
the prints, the higher their worth.

Limited edition prints in practice and 
Certificates of Authenticity

A limited edition print is usually marked 
in pencil, on the front and/or on the back, 
with the unique number of the print and 
the print run. For example, the first print in 
an edition of 5 would be marked as 1/5 and 
the last print, 5/5. In addition, a Certificate 

of Authenticity should always be provided. 
It must not only give such information as 
the name of the author or title of the work 
and related series, if relevant. It should also 
include specific details on the production 
year of the print, its exact dimensions, the 
printing process (who printed the work, 
which technique was used, etc.). 

Thorough certificates also enable buyers 
to know if the artist has produced personal 
prints, so-called artist’s proofs, which in 
practice are often sold and aren’t taken into 
account in limited editions. 

Alternative types of prints for the one and 
the same photograph.

In parallel to limited edition prints, other 
types of prints can exist – and practically 
always do – of the same photograph. 
When they publish a book, photographers 
often provide printers with colour match 
prints to make sure their photographs are 
correctly reproduced in the book. When 
they take part in photography prizes, 
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they are sometimes asked to send work 
prints so jury members can appreciate 
their photographs on paper, rather than 
on a screen. In museums, photography 
exhibitions provide another interesting 
example. They can be assembled mainly 
in two ways. They generally consist of 
existing prints (often numbered) on 
loan from galleries, collectors or other 
museums. When possible, the exhibited 
prints can also be produced under the 
supervision of the museum in agreement 
with photographers on the basis of their 
digital files. 

The resulting so-called exhibition prints 
can only exist for a limited period of time: 
once the exhibition is over, they have to 
be destroyed. They can represent many 
advantages. Since they will be destroyed, 
they can be presented in venues such as 
festivals which can’t always necessarily 
comply with strict conservation standards 
required for works on loan, especially 
vintage. Also, if the exhibition travels, 
such prints can be produced directly 
abroad thanks to the related digital files, 
thus avoiding important shipment costs 
for framed and crated prints. Such costs 
can represent a major challenge for non-
profit cultural institutions.

All these alternative types of prints 
share one essential trait: they have no 
commercial value. They are not part of 
an edition and cannot be sold. Preventing 
their production in order to increase the 
rarity of limited edition prints would be 
not only very difficult but essentially 
counterproductive for the market.  The 
fact that different types of prints of the 
same photograph circulate in a variety 
of contexts – in an exhibition produced 
by a prestigious museum, in a seminal 
book by an important publisher, etc. – 
has a direct and very positive impact on 
the market appeal of the related limited 
edition prints. 

Recommendations to art buyers
In the context of the art market, besides 
few specific regulations and national 
tax laws to exempt artworks from VAT, 
there are no international standards 
setting rules for limited edition prints in 
photography. 

This leads to uncertainty since 
photographers and dealers aren’t 
necessarily always accurate in their 
Certificates of Authenticity. They may 
also consider that limitation only relates 
to the type of paper or material used, 
the year of the edition or the size of 
the print. For these reasons, the same 
photograph may exist in several limited 
editions. In addition, artist’s proofs are 
rarely indicated and may be printed to 
circumvent limitation.

Therefore, the Certificate of Authenticity 
should clearly explain on which basis the 
edition is limited and inform whether 
or not additional prints of the same 
photograph, including artist’s proofs, 
have been/may be produced or if other 
limited editions of the same photograph 
exist. Such certificates would provide 
buyers with the opportunity to take legal 
actions, should additional editions be 
produced in order to dilute the market.

Most importantly, buyers should always 
ask questions about the status of the 
print which they are considering – in 
which context was it produced? To which 
purpose (commercial, non-profit)? – and 
understand that destroying negatives or 
deleting digital files will not guarantee 
value increase over time for limited 
edition prints. To the contrary, if a 
photograph cannot be reproduced, it dies 
in a certain way for it is in its very nature 
to be reproducible.
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