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10 times famous works of art turned out to 
be fake 
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Doge's Palace in Genoa, Italy. Shutterstock 

 Multiple times, throughout history, paintings have sold to eager 
buyers only for them to later discovered they'd purchased a fake. 



 In fact, a museum in France found out that nearly half of its collection 
was fake and an art dealer in New York admitted to selling 60 forged 
artworks. 

 A famous portrait of William Shakespeare titled the "Flower portrait" 
turned out to be a fake. 

A rare work of art can rack up a hefty price tag. But when some experts 

estimate that about 20% of paintings owned by major museums may not be 

authentic, it can be tough to know if what you're paying for is the real deal. 

Below we've listed some of the most notorious art scams in history where 

the owners thought they had something authentic but found out their work 

was forged. 

A museum in France found out that nearly half of its 
collection was fake. 
 

 

An autoportrait of the French painter Etienne Terrus is displayed at the museum 

dedicated to the artist, in Elne (Elna), on April 28, 2018. - Sad inauguration on April 

27, 2018 for the museum dedicated to Etienne Terrus, in Elne, in the Pyrenees-

Orientales, which saw its collection amputated by 60%, 82 paintings on 140 were 

counterfeit RAYMOND ROIG / AFP/Getty Images 

https://www.telegraph.co.uk/news/2018/04/28/french-museum-discovers-half-collection-fakes/
https://www.gettyimages.com/detail/news-photo/an-autoportrait-of-the-french-painter-etienne-terrus-is-news-photo/952391436


In 2018, a guest curator working on a grand re-opening at the Terrus 

museum in Elne, France, noticed that a work claiming to be by artist 

Etienne Terrus depicted buildings constructed after his death in 1922. 

The museum launched an investigation and subsequently confirmed, 

according to The Telegraph, that that painting was not the only apparent 

fake. In fact, they found that 82 of the 140 works in the museum were not 

by Terrus. 

The state-owned museum had apparently bought many of the paintings for 

£140,000, or about $183,000, over the years (NPR put the number at 

$200,000), while others were given as gifts. The city's mayor Yves Barniol 

called it "a catastrophe," according to The Telegraph. 

The city launched formal complaints and police attempted to track down 

the source of the forgery, but never solved the mystery. 

An entire New York art gallery was closed over 
allegations of selling fraudulent paintings. 

 

Stereoscopic photograph of the Knoedler gallery interior, c.1860–80Wikimedia 

Commons/Robert N. Dennis 

Knoedler & Company art gallery, which had been around for 165 years, 

closed after allegations of selling fraudulent paintings surfaced. 

Investigators discovered that paintings supposedly done by classical artists 

https://www.npr.org/2018/04/29/606919098/french-museum-discovers-more-than-half-its-collection-is-forged
https://www.telegraph.co.uk/news/2018/04/28/french-museum-discovers-half-collection-fakes/
https://www.npr.org/2018/04/29/606919098/french-museum-discovers-more-than-half-its-collection-is-forged
https://www.npr.org/2018/04/29/606919098/french-museum-discovers-more-than-half-its-collection-is-forged
https://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Knoedler#/media/File:M._Knoedler_%26_Co._(interior.),_from_Robert_N._Dennis_collection_of_stereoscopic_views.jpg
https://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Knoedler#/media/File:M._Knoedler_%26_Co._(interior.),_from_Robert_N._Dennis_collection_of_stereoscopic_views.jpg
https://www.washingtonpost.com/news/morning-mix/wp/2016/01/26/a-venerated-manhattan-gallery-goes-on-trial-for-fraud-after-a-chinese-immigrants-forgeries-rake-in-80-million/?noredirect=on&utm_term=.19b64ef72bc7


were actually made by one person in Queens, New York, according to The 

Washington Post. 

Art dealer Glafira Rosales pleaded guilty to knowingly selling 60 forged art 

works to New York galleries for $80 million. 

The Washington Post identified Pei Shen Qian as the alleged artist of the 

forged painting, though he told them he knew nothing about the frauds. 

The frauds resulted in various lawsuits, including one from Domenico De 

Sole, chairman of the board at Sotheby's Auction House, after he and his 

family spent $8.3 million on a painting claiming to be by the artist Mark 

Rothko. 

An artist named Han van Meegeren sold his paintings 
passed off as 17th-century works. 

 

The faux Vermeer "The last supper" (1940-1941) painted by Dutch master forger Han 

van Meegeren (1889-1947) is seen in this picture and displayed at the De Kunsthal 

gallery in Rotterdam. REUTERS/Jasper Juinen 

Han van Meegeren was a Dutch artist who fooled the art worldin the 1940s 

by selling paintings claiming to be newly discovered works by the artist Jan 

Vermeer, according to NPR. 

Van Meegeran produced works which he then aged in a pizza oven to make 

them appear authentic, according to NPR. His work fooled many people, 

https://www.justice.gov/usao-sdny/pr/art-dealer-pleads-guilty-manhattanfederal-court-80-million-fake-art-scammoney
https://www.justice.gov/usao-sdny/pr/art-dealer-pleads-guilty-manhattanfederal-court-80-million-fake-art-scammoney
https://www.washingtonpost.com/news/morning-mix/wp/2016/01/26/a-venerated-manhattan-gallery-goes-on-trial-for-fraud-after-a-chinese-immigrants-forgeries-rake-in-80-million/?noredirect=on&utm_term=.19b64ef72bc7
https://law.justia.com/cases/federal/district-courts/new-york/nysdce/1:2012cv02313/394017/262/
https://law.justia.com/cases/federal/district-courts/new-york/nysdce/1:2012cv02313/394017/262/
https://www.reutersconnect.com/all?id=tag%3Areuters.com%2C1996%3Anewsml_PBEAHUMTSAL%3A1433901817&search=all%3AHan%20van%20Meegeren
https://www.npr.org/templates/story/story.php?storyId=92483237


including Nazi top brass Hermann Goering. He made the equivalent of $30 

million off of these paintings, according to NPR. 

He was caught in 1945 and sentenced to a year in prison in 1947, but he 

died two months after his sentencing, having never served a day. 

Gallery owner Tatiana Khan sold a fake Picasso painting. 

 

Visitors look at "The Sculpture", a painting by Spanish artist Pablo Picasso, at an 

exhibit in Shanghai Oct. 17, 2011. Reuters/Carlos Barria 

Tatiana Khan, who owned the Chateau Allegre gallery in West Hollywood, 

California admitted to commissioning a forged version of "La Femme Au 

Chapeau Bleu" by Pablo Picasso, which later sold for $2 million, according 

to the Wall Street Journal. 

Khan paid an art restorer $1,000 to recreate the painting, which she then 

sold for millions, according to CNN. She was sentenced to five years 

probation in 2010, according to The New York Times. 

Victor Sands, who says his then-friend Jack Kavanaughconvinced him to 

buy the phony painting, received $3.2 million in compulsory damages in 

the case. Kavanaugh was also ordered by a judge to pay $250,000 in 

damages for his role in the sale. 

https://www.npr.org/templates/story/story.php?storyId=92483237
https://www.wsj.com/articles/SB10001424052748704471204575210674060942894
https://www.wsj.com/articles/SB10001424052748704471204575210674060942894
https://www.wsj.com/articles/SB10001424052748704471204575210674060942894
http://www.cnn.com/2010/CRIME/04/28/california.fake.picasso/index.html
https://mediadecoder.blogs.nytimes.com/2012/05/23/l-a-law-and-the-fake-picasso/
https://mediadecoder.blogs.nytimes.com/2012/05/23/l-a-law-and-the-fake-picasso/
https://mediadecoder.blogs.nytimes.com/2012/05/25/media-executives-father-ordered-to-pay-250000-in-suit-over-fake-picasso/
https://www.businessinsider.com/relativity-media-ceos-father-will-pay-damages-for-fake-picasso-2012-5
https://www.businessinsider.com/relativity-media-ceos-father-will-pay-damages-for-fake-picasso-2012-5
https://www.businessinsider.com/relativity-media-ceos-father-will-pay-damages-for-fake-picasso-2012-5


Steve Martin was apparently duped by a piece of forged 
art. 

 

Steve Martin was not suspected of any wrongdoing.Rabbani and Solimene 

Photography/Getty Images 

Actor Steve Martin bought a painting in 2004, apparently believing it to be 

by the artist Heinrich Campendonk, called "Landschaft mit Pferden" or 

"Landscape With Horses." The New York Times reported that he paid 

700,000 euros for it, which they estimated at about $850,000 at the time. 

But, after Martin sold the work at a Christie's auction in 2006 for 500,000 

euros, investigators found out it was likely created by Wolfgang Beltracchi, 

who has been called "forger of the century." 

Martin, for his part, told The New York Times he had no idea and he was 

not accused of any wrongdoing. 

"It wasn't clear that it was a fake until after Christie's had sold the picture, it 

was a long time after that, that it became known," he told them. 

Beltracchi and his associates were accused of selling 44 fraudulent 

paintings over the years. In 2011, he was found guilty of forgery and 

corruption, according to the Guardian. He later claimed that he and his wife 

https://artsbeat.blogs.nytimes.com/2011/05/31/forged-painting-was-once-in-collection-of-steve-martin-german-police-say/
https://www.dw.com/en/how-beltracchi-the-worlds-most-famous-art-forger-plays-with-the-market/a-18436266
https://www.theguardian.com/culture/2011/jun/01/steve-martin-german-art-forgery
https://www.theartnewspaper.com/interview/beltracchi-his-own-work-in-his-own-words
https://www.theartnewspaper.com/interview/beltracchi-his-own-work-in-his-own-words


had created about 300 fake pieces. He was s entenced to six years and 

released from prison in 2015. 

An art exhibit had to be closed after its paintings turned 
out to be forged. 

 

Doge's Palace where the show was held. Shutterstock 

In 2017, people in Genoa, Italy were shocked to find out that more than 20 

pieces of art thought to be by the artist Amedeo Modigliani were likely 

faked. 

The exhibition of Modigliani was shut down early after art critic and 

collector Carlo Pepi alerted the authorities that the paintings were likely not 

authentic. 

"A Michelangelo is a Michelangelo. A Picasso is a Picasso. But when a 

painting is a fake, it is missing its soul, and these were missing that three-

dimensional elegance of Modigliani — even a child could see these were 

crude fakes," he told the Telegraph. 

An art historian later determined as part of an investigationthat 20 of the 21 

paintings were faked and Ducal Palace, where the show was held, was 

seeking damages related to the incident. 

 
 

https://www.britannica.com/biography/Woflgang-Beltracchi
https://www.telegraph.co.uk/news/2017/07/16/genoa-closes-art-exhibition-paintings-fakes/
https://www.telegraph.co.uk/news/2017/07/16/genoa-closes-art-exhibition-paintings-fakes/
https://www.independent.co.uk/arts-entertainment/art/news/italy-modigliani-fake-show-police-investigation-art-genoa-a8154701.html
https://www.independent.co.uk/arts-entertainment/art/news/italy-modigliani-fake-show-police-investigation-art-genoa-a8154701.html
https://www.independent.co.uk/arts-entertainment/art/news/italy-modigliani-fake-show-police-investigation-art-genoa-a8154701.html
https://www.independent.co.uk/arts-entertainment/art/news/italy-modigliani-fake-show-police-investigation-art-genoa-a8154701.html


Lothar Malskat sued himself to prove his art was forged. 
 

 

Luebecker Marienkirche. Shutterstock 

Lothar Malskat was commissioned to restore medieval frescoes, or murals, 

of Luebecker Marienkirche (St. Mary's Church), that were destroyed in 

Germany during World War II. But when he got there, they were so badly 

destroyed that he could not restore them nor re-produce them based on 

photos, according to NPR. So he decided to make his own. 

But his ruse went off too well and people were overjoyed to have them back. 

Malskat eventually tried to make known that the works were not restored, 

but forged. But, according to NPR, no one believed that the work was 

actually his, so he had to take extreme measures. 

He then sued himself to prove that he was guilty of forging these "medieval 

frescoes." 

Still, no one believed him until he pointed to two dead giveaways hidden in 

the works: one included a turkey, which wouldn't have appeared in 

Germany during the medieval times and a portrait of the actress Marlene 

Dietrich, who, obviously, wasn't alive back then. 

“The Faun" turned out to be forged. 

https://www.shutterstock.com/image-photo/saint-peters-church-known-schleswig-cathedral-743456494?src=mP7XdEvhh9ZAa2P8qHITGQ-1-5
https://www.npr.org/templates/transcript/transcript.php?storyId=457232855
https://www.npr.org/templates/transcript/transcript.php?storyId=457232855
https://books.google.com/books?id=i25ADwAAQBAJ&pg=PT186&lpg=PT186&dq=Lothar+Malskat+cathedral+of+Marienkirche+in+L%C3%BCbeck&source=bl&ots=TY7o1ypDec&sig=ACfU3U1K_EDFVpoLAeva-ID7bqIBflhiMA&hl=en&sa=X&ved=2ahUKEwj6v_Pc5pjgAhWOFXwKHUIACsM4ChDoATACegQICBAB#v=onepage&q=Lothar%20Malskat%20cathedral%20of%20Marienkirche%20in%20L%C3%BCbeck&f=false
https://www.salon.com/2017/11/26/the-art-of-the-fake-forgers-are-the-art-worlds-antiheroes/


 

Art Institute of Chicago (forged work not pictured). Scott Olson/Getty Images 

When the Art Institute of Chicago purchased the sculpture"The Faun" in the 

'90s, they thought it was created by artist Gauguin in the 1800s. But, as the 

New York Times reported, it was actually shown to be a forged piece of 

artwork created the same decade in which it was purchased. 

It turns out the piece was created by the Greenhalgh family of Bolton, 

England and was one of a suspected 120 fakes created by the family, which 

raked in $20 million, according to the Times. The Art Institute declined to 

tell the Times how much they paid for "The Faun." 

In 2007, Shaun Greenhalgh was sentenced to prison for forgery. He 

has since been released. 

 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 

https://www.nytimes.com/2007/12/13/arts/13gauguin.html?_r=3&ref=arts&oref=slogin&oref=slogin
https://www.theguardian.com/artanddesign/2017/may/27/wasnt-cock-a-hoop-fooled-experts-britains-master-art-forger


John Myatt forged more than 200 works. 

 

Sotheby's (forged work not shown). Harrison Jacobs/Business Insider 

Artist John Myatt made headlines in 1995 when he was arrested on charges 

of forging art in the style of Monet, Chagall, and Giacometti, according to 

The Sydney Morning Herald. 

His works, which made it to galleries and auction houses like Sotheby's, and 

Christie's, only made him an estimated $165,000 throughout his time 

forging, The New York Times later reported. 

He was released after serving four months of a year-long sentence and 

today sells "genuine fakes" legally, according to the Sydney Morning 

Herald, which he claims are much better than the forged pieces he used to 

do. 

"The fakes I'm doing now are much better than the fakes I ever did back 

then," he told them. 

 
 
 
 
 
 

https://www.smh.com.au/entertainment/infamous-art-forger-john-myatt-reveals-his-secret-you-have-to-love-the-artist-20171016-gz1jmt.html
https://archive.nytimes.com/www.nytimes.com/library/magazine/archive/19990718mag-art-forger.html
https://www.smh.com.au/entertainment/infamous-art-forger-john-myatt-reveals-his-secret-you-have-to-love-the-artist-20171016-gz1jmt.html


A portrait of William Shakespeare turned out to be a fake. 
 

 

The portrait. Wikimedia Commons 

In 2005, the so-called "Flower portrait," named for the family who owned 

it, which depicted playwright William Shakespeare, turned out to be a fake. 

The painting was supposedly created in 1609, but the National Portrait 

Gallery told the BBC that when they x-rayed it, they found that the paint 

used was created sometime in the 19th century. 

"We now think the portrait dates back to around 1818 to 1840, exactly the 

time when there was a resurgence of interest in Shakespeare's plays," the 

gallery's 16th century curator Tarnya Cooper told the BBC. 

https://commons.wikimedia.org/wiki/File:Britannica_Shakespeare_Flower_Portrait.jpg
http://news.bbc.co.uk/2/hi/entertainment/4471515.stm
http://news.bbc.co.uk/2/hi/entertainment/4471515.stm


But just because it's not what they thought doesn't mean it's not valuable, 

Royal Shakespeare Company curator David Howells told the BBC. 

"Now we know the truth we can put the image in its proper context in the 

history of Shakespearean portraiture, alongside the other fascinating pieces 

in our collection in Stratford," he told them. 

 


