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UNDERSTANDING
ORIGINAL PRINTS
AND THEIR
LIMITED
QUANTITIES

In the world of fine art,
the  phrase  "original
prints are produced in
quant i t i es  ca l l ed
editions"  is  a  central
concept  that  every
collector,  artist,  and
enthusiast  should
understand.  Unlike
mass-produced posters
o r  d i g i t a l
reproductions,  original
prints  are  handmade

works  of  art  created
through  techniques
s u c h  a s  e t c h i n g ,
lithography,  screen
printing,  or  woodcut.
Each print in a series is
considered  an  original
b e c a u s e  i t  i s
individually  crafted
from  a  plate,  stone,
screen,  or  block  that
the  artist  has  worked
on  directly.  However,
because  the  printing
process  al lows  for
multiple  impressions,
artists limit the number
of  copies  to  preserve
t h e  v a l u e  a n d
exclusivity  of  each
piece.  These  limited
groups  of  identical
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prints  are  known  as
editions.
T h e  s i z e  o f  a n
edition—how  many
prints are made from a
single  matrix—is  a
c r u c i a l  f a c t o r  i n
determining the rarity,
price, and collectibility
of  a  pr int .  A  smal l
edition,  say  of  10  or
25,  indicates a  scarce
w o r k  t h a t  m a y
command  a  higher
price. A larger edition,
such as 200 or 500, is
still  limited  but  more
a c c e s s i b l e .
Understanding  what
these quantities  mean
helps  you  appreciate
the artistry and market
dynamics  beh ind
original  prints.

What
Exactly

Are
Original
Prints?
Before  diving  deeper
into edition sizes, it is
essential  to  define
what  constitutes  an
or ig ina l  p r in t .  An
original  print  is  not  a
reproduct ion  o f  a
painting  or  drawing.
Instead, it is a work of
ar t  that  the  ar t is t
conceived  specifically
for  the  print  medium.
The  artist  creates  a
matrix—a metal  plate,
a lithographic stone, a
s i l k s c r e e n ,  o r  a
woodblock—and  then
uses  that  matrix  to
transfer ink onto paper,
often by hand or with a
printing  press.  Each
print  pulled  from that
matrix  is  an  original,
even  though  multiple
copies exist. The subtle
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var ia t ions  in  ink ,
pressure,  and  paper
give each impression a
unique character, so no
two prints  are  exactly
identical.
The  key  distinction
from  a  commercial
reproduction  is  that
original  pr ints  are
produced  in  limited
quant i t ies ,  ca l led
e d i t i o n s .  T h i s
controlled production is
what separates fine art
p r i n t s  f r om  mere
copies .  The  ar t is t
decides  how  many
impressions  will  be
made,  and  after  that
number is reached, the
matrix is often altered,
destroyed, or canceled
to  prevent  further
printing.  This  practice
e n s u r e s  t h a t  t h e
edition remains true to
its announced size.

Why Are
Original
Prints
Produced
in
Quantitie
s Called
Editions?
The  term  "edit ion"
originates  from  the
publ i sh ing  wor ld ,
where a set number of
copies  of  a  book  are
printed at one time. In
printmaking, an edition
refers  to  the  tota l
number  of  identical
impressions authorized
by  the  a r t i s t .  Fo r
example,  if  an  artist
states that a lithograph
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is  from  an  edition  of
100, it means that only
100  prints  exist  from
that particular state of
the plate. This number
is typically written as a
fraction  on  the  print
itself,  such as 45/100,
where  the  numerator
indicates the individual
print  number  and  the
denominator  indicates
the  total  edition  size.
Producing  prints  in
editions  allows  more
p e o p l e  t o  o w n  a n
original work of art at a
lower price point  than
a  unique  painting.  It
also enables the artist
to  disseminate  their
ideas  more  widely
while  still  maintaining
control over the quality
and  quantity  of  the
output. The edition size
i s  a  p r o m i s e  t o
collectors that the work
will not be reproduced
indefinitely.  This
scarcity  creates  value
and  fosters  a  trusting

relationship  between
t h e  a r t i s t ,  t h e
publ isher,  and  the
buyer.

Common
Terminolo
gy for
Edition
Quantitie
s
Understanding  the
language  used  to
describe  print  editions
is essential for anyone
interested in collecting
or  appraising  original
prints.  Here  are  the
most  common  terms
you  will  encounter:

Limited
Edition: A fixed
number of prints,
each numbered
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and signed by
the artist. This is
the most
common type for
fine art prints.
The smaller the
edition, the rarer
and often more
valuable the
print.
Open Edition:
Prints that are
not limited in
quantity. These
are often
reproductions
rather than
original prints,
though some
contemporary
artists produce
open-edition
silkscreens. Open
editions
generally have
lower collectible
value because
supply is not
restricted.
Artist's Proof
(AP): A small
number of prints

(usually 10–15%
of the edition)
that the artist
keeps for
personal use,
exhibition, or
review. These
are marked "AP"
and are
considered part
of the original
edition but are
often valued
higher because
they represent
the artist's first
impressions from
the plate.
Printer's Proof
(PP): Similar to
artist's proofs,
these are given
to the master
printer as a
courtesy for their
work in
producing the
edition. They are
also numbered
separately and
can command a
premium.



6

6 Original Prints Are Produced In
Quantities Called

2023-06-13

Hors
Commerce
(HC): French for
"not for sale,"
these prints are
reserved for the
artist, publisher,
or collaborators.
They are
typically outside
the numbered
edition and are
used for
promotion or
archival
purposes.
Bon à Tirer
(BAT): The
"good to print"
proof. This is the
final proof that
the artist
approves as the
standard for the
entire edition. It
serves as a
reference for the
printer.

How
Edition
Numbers
Are
Recorded
on Prints
When  you  look  at  an
original  print,  you  will
typically  see  a  hand-
written  notation  in
pencil  at  the  bottom
left or right corner. The
standard  format  is  a
f r ac t i on ,  such  as
15/100. The number on
the  left  (15)  is  the
ind iv idua l  pr in t ' s
n u m b e r  i n  t h e
sequence,  and  the
number  on  the  right
(100 )  i s  the  to ta l
edition  size.  In  some
t r a d i t i o n s ,  t h e
numerator  indicates
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the order in which the
prints were pulled, but
t h e  d e n o m i n a t o r
always  indicates  the
total  quantity.
It is important to note
that  the  print  number
does  not  necessarily
correspond  to  the
order of creation; many
printers number prints
after  they  have  been
pulled  and  dried.  The
key information is  the
total  edition  size.  A
print  marked  1/100  is
not  necessarily  more
valuable  than  one
marked  100 /100 ,
unless  the  artist  or
market  attaches  a
special  significance  to
early  numbers.  Most
collectors  consider  all
prints within an edition
e q u a l  i n  v a l u e ,
provided  they  are  in
good condition.

Factors
That
Determin
e Edition
Size
Artists  decide  on  the
quantity  of  an  edition
based  on  seve ra l
considerations.  The
printing  technique
itself  imposes  limits:
for example, a copper
etching plate can only
withstand  so  many
impressions before the
lines  begin  to  wear
down.  Simi lar ly,  a
lithographic stone may
lose its sensitivity after
a  certain  number  of
pulls.  Therefore,  the
physical  durability  of
t h e  m a t r i x  o f t e n
dictates the maximum
edition size.
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Market  demand  also
plays  a  role.  A  well-
known  a r t i s t  may
choose  to  produce  a
larger edition (e.g., 200
or  300)  to  sa t i s fy
widespread  interest
while  still  maintaining
exclusivity.  Emerging
art ists  often  pr int
smaller  editions  (e.g.,
2 5  o r  5 0 )  t o  k e e p
prices  accessible  and
to test the market. The
cost  of  materials  and
the  time  required  to
h a n d - p r i n t  e a c h
i m p r e s s i o n  a l s o
influence  the  edition
size.  Hand-pul l ing
p r i n t s  i s  l a b o r -
intensive,  so  larger
editions  require  more
time and resources.

Original
Prints Are

Produced
in
Quantitie
s Called
Editions:
A
Collector'
s
Perspecti
ve
For  col lectors,  the
edition  size  is  one  of
the  most  important
indicators  of  a  print's
potential  investment
value. A print from an
e d i t i o n  o f  1 0  i s
inherently  rarer  than
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one from an edition of
500,  al l  else  being
equal.  However,  other
factors  such  as  the
artist's  reputation,  the
significance  of  the
work,  the condition of
the  pr int ,  and  the
provenance  also  affect
market  value.  Some
collectors  focus  on
acquiring  prints  from
the  smallest  possible
editions  because  they
offer  the  greatest
scarcity.
It  is also worth noting
that  the  concept  of
"original  prints  are
produced in  quantities
c a l l e d  e d i t i o n s "
e x t e n d s  b e y o n d
traditional  fine  art  into
contemporary  and
digital  printmaking.
Many  modern  artists
use  giclée  printing,  a
high-quality  inkjet
process,  to  produce
limited  editions  on
archival  paper.  While
these  are  not  hand-

pulled in the traditional
sense,  they  are  still
considered  original
prints  if  the  artist  is
directly involved in the
color  correction  and
approval  process.  The
e d i t i o n  i s  s t i l l
numbered and signed,
maintaining  the  same
principles  of  limited
quantity.
When  purchasing  an
original  print,  always
verify the edition size.
Look for the signature
and  number  on  the
pr int  i tse l f ,  and  i f
poss ib le,  obtain  a
certificate  of
authenticity  from  the
gallery  or  publisher.
Beware  of  prints  that
a r e  u n s i g n e d  o r
unnumbered,  as  they
may  be  unauthorized
reproductions  or  part
of an open edition with
no limit.
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Printmaki
ng
Techniqu
es and
Their
Impact on
Edition
Quantitie

s
Different  printmaking
methods naturally lend
themselves to different
e d i t i o n  s i z e s .
Understanding  these
re lat ionsh ips  can
d e e p e n  y o u r
appreciation  of  why
original  pr ints  are
produced in  quantities

ca l led  ed i t ions  in
specific  ranges.

Woodcut and
Linocut: These
relief techniques
use a block of
wood or linoleum
that is carved
away to leave
raised areas for
ink. The block
wears down with
each impression,
so editions are
often limited to
between 50 and
200 prints. Hand-
printing may
produce even
smaller editions.
Etching and
Engraving:
Intaglio
processes
involve incising
lines into a metal
plate. The plate
is subjected to
pressure when
printing, which
gradually
degrades the fine
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lines. Typical
editions range
from 50 to 150,
though some
artists produce
fewer.
Lithography:
This
planographic
method relies on
the repulsion of
oil and water. A
lithographic
stone or plate
can yield several
hundred
impressions
before the image
begins to lose
clarity. Editions
of 200 to 500 are
common.
Screen Printing
(Serigraphy):
Using stencils
and mesh
screens, screen
printing allows
for relatively high
edition sizes
because the
screens do not

wear out quickly.
Editions of 100 to
500 are typical,
and some
contemporary
artists print
editions of up to
1,000.
Monotype and
Monoprint:
These are unique
prints or very
small editions
(usually fewer
than 5) because
the image is
painted directly
onto a smooth
surface and
transferred in a
single pass. The
term "edition" is
sometimes
loosely applied,
but these works
are essentially
one-of-a-kind.
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The Role
of the
Publisher
in
Deciding
Edition
Quantitie

s
In many cases, original
prints are produced in
quant i t i es  ca l l ed
ed i t i ons  tha t  a re
d e t e r m i n e d
c o l l a b o r a t i v e l y
between the artist and
a  publisher  or  master
print  workshop.  The
publisher  invests  in
materials,  studio time,
and marketing, so they
have a vested interest

in  setting  an  edition
size  that  balances
e x c l u s i v i t y  w i t h
profitability.
Established  publishers
l ike  Gemini  G.E.L.,
Universal  Limited  Art
Editions  (ULAE),  or
Tyler  Graphics  have
produced  many  iconic
limited  editions  by
famous artists such as
Jasper  Johns,  Robert
Rauschenberg,  and
Frank  Stella.  These
p u b l i s h e r s  o f t e n
maintain  meticulous
records  of  edi t ion
s izes,  proofs ,  and
cancellations,  which
enhances  the  value
and authenticity of the
prints.
The cancellation of the
matrix is a vital step in
e n s u r i n g  t h a t  n o
further prints are made
beyond  the  stated
edition.  For  intaglio
p lates,  th is  might
involve  scoring  the
surface  or  drilling  a
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hole  through  it.  For
lithographic stones, the
image is ground away.
For screens, the stencil
is  destroyed.  This
practice  reasserts  the
integrity of the edition
and protects collectors
from devaluation.

Conclusio
n
Original  prints  occupy
a special  place in  the
art  world,  offering  a
u n i q u e  b l e n d  o f
c r a f t s m a n s h i p ,
c r e a t i v i t y ,  a n d
access ib i l i ty .  The
foundational  principle
that original prints are
produced in  quantities
called  editions  is  not
merely  a  technical
detail—it is a covenant
between the artist and

the  co l lector  that
e n s u r e s  e a c h
impression  retains  its
value and authenticity.
Whether  you  are  a
seasoned collector or a
cur ious  beginner ,
understanding  edition
s izes,  proofs ,  and
numbering  will  enrich
your  experience  and
h e l p  y o u  m a k e
informed  decisions.
Remember that a small
edition  number  often
signals  scarcity  and
potential  appreciation,
but  the quality  of  the
a r t w o r k  a n d  t h e
integrity of the edition
are  equally  important.
By  appreciating  the
thought and labor that
goes into creating each
limited  set  of  prints,
you become part  of  a
t r a d i t i o n  t h a t
celebrates both art and
rarity.


