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“Dead men don't sculpt, so there's no difference between these Rodin 
fakes and the stuff they sell in gift shops." This is the verdict of Gary 
Arseneau, a Florida-based gallery owner and artist, about the current 
Vancouver Art Gallery exhibition “Rodin: A Magnificent Obsession,” 
featuring sculpture from the Iris and B. Gerald Cantor Foundation. 
 
"At best, 53 of the 63 so-called sculptures are reproductions made 
decades after the artist's death with counterfeit 'A. Rodin' signatures," 
Arseneau says over the phone as he details his "six-year quest" to 
discredit the travelling exhibition. 
 
Last month, the Vancouver Art Gallery issued a press release—
“Beware Vancouver of the ‘Rodin Chaser!’”—in anticipation of 
Arseneau's now-familiar onslaught of inflammatory e-mail to media, 
cultural institutions and university art departments. The release 
calls his denunciations "misinformed" and maintains that "all works 
in this exhibition are original." (Arseneau points out that the VAG 
release was lifted from a 2004 Glenbow Museum document released 
before the show’s arrival in Calgary.) 
 
In a preview tour of the exhibition, VAG curator Ian Thom did admit 
that "the hand of Rodin did not touch these sculptures." However, he 
added, "that's not unusual because 19th-century sculptors hired 
technicians to finish the sculptures." 
 
Rodin created clay models, maquettes and plasters that were shipped 
off to foundries for casting; sometimes he authorized the making of 
hundreds of bronzes, including 319 casts of The Kiss in four sizes. 
 
 



 
"It's a bitter controversy," Thom says, referring to the issue of 
originals versus reproductions. "But there are much more people on 
our side than the other side" -- including the French government. 
 
Rodin donated his work to the French before his death in 1917, and it 
soon established the Musée Rodin. In 1956, the government passed a 
law that allowed 12 casts of an object to be called "original editions." 
More than 12 casts were considered reproductions. 
 
Rodin was known to insist that some of his plasters were unsuitable 
for bronzing and to inspect the final sculptures, choose the type of 
finish and patina and order recasting if necessary. He didn't always 
sign bronzes but often authorized the foundries to etch or stamp his 
signature. 
 
However, The Musée Rodin has assumed the same signing liberty 
with all of the Magnificent Obsession bronzes. And numerous 
scholars have questioned its methods. 
 
"An original has to be made by the artist or under his direct 
supervision," says Hans de Roos, a Belgian, Germany-based 
photographer, Rodin scholar and founder of Rodin-Web. "The Musée 
Rodin shouldn't call them originals and sign them off with the name of 
a dead man who authorized the state to do 'reproductions.'" While de 
Roos says there's "a genuine interest and passion" behind the Musée 
Rodin and the Cantor Foundation, "everyone in this circus has a 
financial stake, so the impression of authenticity increases the 
appearance of credibility and market value.” 
 
Equally questionable is the posthumous production of Rodin's 
unfinished works, including The Gates of Hell, a project that 
consumed Rodin for much of his life and inspired his most popular 
sculptures, The Kiss and The Thinker. 



Musée Rodin curator Leoncé Bénédite started reconstructing The 
Gates while Rodin was on his death bed. A museum staffer "accused 
Bénédite of taking artistic liberties," says de Roos. Rodin's studio 
assistants were reportedly scandalized by the rearrangement. 
 
What would Rodin make of it all? "Dead men can't talk either," says 
Arseneau. 
 
According to de Roos, "He'd probably sue. He didn't like anyone to 
tamper with his work." 
 
Thom speculates that this prolific artist with a modern sensibility in 
art and business would believe "any press is better than no press at 
all." 
 
At least Rodin's beleaguered Thinker and his defiant, lesser-known 
Whistler's Muse make for good company as one ponders authenticity 
issues. "Rodin was obviously captured by the idea of the body being 
violated and troubled," says Thom. "That's one of the magical things 
about Rodin's sculpture. It speaks to anybody." 
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