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Italian police break up 
counterfeit ring producing 
forged Modigliani and Lucian 
Freud paintings 
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talian police have uncovered a clandestine workshop which was allegedly producing 

sophisticated counterfeit paintings by Modigliani and Lucian Freud. 

Police said that if the fake paintings and drawings been accepted as genuine on the open 

market, they would have been worth “hundreds of millions of euros”. 

The allegedly counterfeit art works include nine paintings and 10 drawings attributed to 

Amedeo Modigliani and 13 paintings attributed to Freud.  

They were seized by police as part of a complex operation that centred on Florence, Venice 

and Modena. 

Detectives identified what they called a “very well-equipped laboratory” in Modena in 

which the art works were allegedly created.  
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A genuine Modigliani - Reclining Nude CREDIT: CHRISTIE'S 
They found numerous stamps, seals and certificates which were used to pass off the art 

works as genuine. 

Police arrested a painter, aged in his sixties, and charged him with counterfeiting. 

It was not clear if any of the works had been put up for sale, but several of the allegedly 

fake Modiglianis were put on display in an exhibition in the town of Spoleto in Umbria in 

the summer of 2018. 

“The value of the seized artworks, if they had been sold on the open market as genuine 

works, would amount to hundreds of millions of euros,” Carabinieri police said in a 

statement. 



The discovery of the workshop 

stemmed from an investigation in 

March, when police seized two 

allegedly counterfeit Modigliani 

paintings from an exhibition in 

Palermo in Sicily. 

Producing fake artworks by famous 

names is a thriving business and 

Modigliani is one of the most avidly 

copied artists.  

One of the alleged Modigliani forgeries CREDIT: CARABINIERI TPC 

In January last year, an exhibition of Modigliani paintings in Genoa was cancelled after 

some were declared to be fake. They had been lent by museums and private collectors in 

the US, Italy, Israel, Argentina and Switzerland. 

Experts warned that the collection was just the tip of the iceberg and that there may be 

hundreds of sophisticated Modigliani forgeries in collections or in private hands around 

the world. 
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“The situation is grotesque - it sometimes seems that he painted more when hewas 

dead than when he was alive. This is just the tip of the iceberg,” Carlo Pepi, an art expert 

from Tuscany, told the Italian media. 

Fake Modiglianis were being produced as early as the 1920s, shortly after the artist’s death. 

The exact number of works produced by Modigliani is hard to know, because he often gave 

away sketches, sometimes in exchange for meals or drinks in Paris restaurants.  

Acknowledged as one of the most original artists of the 20th century, during his life 

Modigliani suffered from ill health and alcohol abuse and struggled to sell his paintings. 

Born in Livorno in Tuscany in 1884, he studied in Venice and then moved to Paris, where 

he knew Picasso and lived the life of a bohemian. 

He became known for his distinctive style of painting, his portraits characterized by 

elongated necks, almond eyes and oval faces.  He died of tubercular meningitis in 1920, 

aged 35. 


