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1. Introduction. Muse of the Spirits 

Rosemary Brown first met Franz Liszt around 1923. At the time, she 
was only seven years old and Liszt had been dead for more than three 
decades. There he was, however, standing before her in his sinister 
black tunic. «When you grow up», Liszt said to the little girl, «I’ll be 
back and give you some music»1. Rosemary was a weird choice though. 
A part from some few piano lessons, she did not receive any proper 
musical education and could not play by ear or improvise2.  

Liszt, however, kept his word. Starting in 1961, he transmitted to 
the woman a considerable number of unpublished compositions of his 
own, either by guiding her fingers on the keyboard or by dictating 
notes and rhythms that she diligently transcribed, though she could 
only partially understand them. He was not the only one. Several other 
renowned composers – including Chopin, Beethoven, Schubert, 
Brahms, Berlioz, and even J. S. Bach – took advantage of Rosemary’s 
ability as a medium to communicate their unpublished works to the 
world of the living. In a short time, Rosemary Brown became a celeb-
rity3. Musicians and psychologists alike were fascinated by her 

 
1 As ‘Liszt’ later explained to Rosemary: «We in spirit hope to help people to realize that they 
are evolving souls destined to pass into the realms of non-matter where they will continue to 
evolve. This realization should give them a whole new dimension of thinking, and raise their 
self-image above its earthbound limits» (Brown 1974, 23). 
2 At least according to what Rosemary Brown writes in her autobiographic books, Immortals 
at my Elbow (1974) and Look Beyond Today (1986). 
3 Mainly thanks to the BBC documentary, Mrs. Brown and the Composers, produced by Geoffrey 
Skelton and Daniel Snowman in 1969 and broadcasted the same year on British national tele-
vision. 
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compositions. Some musical authorities of the time, including Leonard 
Bernstein, testified in favour of the goodness of her music, attesting to 
its stylistic plausibility (Douglas 2001). Predictably, many others were 
much less impressed by Rosemary’s endeavour. None, however, ever 
came up with a convincing explanation for the pieces’ existence.  

While the theories surrounding Mrs. Brown are many, simply as-
suming she was a psycho or a charlatan in search of publicity begs the 
questions raised by the actual existence of the pieces she wrote. In this 
paper, I argue that Mrs Brown’s musical forgeries may rather be seen 
as an unconscious response or even perhaps an unwitting testament 
to our culture’s fascination with original art objects and the cult of ge-
nius. Scorned by the world of the experts, banished to the provinces by 
the general audience, musical forgeries represent an awaking call for 
philosophers and aestheticians. They force us, like no other artistic 
phenomenon, to question the cognitive and cultural frameworks that 
underlie our aesthetic appreciation of the arts and music. Bringing to 
the fore our concerns for authenticity, originality and authorship, for-
geries compel us to prove that our interest in the provenance of an art-
work is more than a form of fetishism or cultural indoctrination. Here, 
I address the issue by scrutinizing a fundamental concept in our notion 
of art, namely, that of artistic creativity. It is because art is a form of 
creative achievement that authenticity counts as a central factor of 
evaluation. This, in turn, tells us something about the value of musical 
forgeries themselves. 

2. Forgeries in Art and Music 

If we rule out the supernatural origins of her music, one way to look at 
Rosemary Brown’s story is by resorting to the notion of musical hoax. 
Extravagant as it was in type and style, Mrs Brown’s is certainly not the 
first hoax music had to confront with, and will not be the last. Hoaxes, 
and other similar forms of artistic cheating, are as old as the human 
kind itself.  

Most of the time, hoaxes in music have taken the form of plagia-
rism or appropriation. From Franz von Walsegg’s historic appropria-
tion of Mozart’s Requiem at the end of the eighteenth century; the in-
credible story of the pianist Joyce Hatto, who ended up plagiarizing 
more than one hundred piano recordings in her home studio between 
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the Eighties and Nineties; to the highly discussed lawsuits surrounding 
the authorship of many contemporary pop-songs4, cases of plagiarism 
are countless in musical history. Plagiarism is normally defined in 
terms of a work presented to an audience with the intention to deceive 
about its real nature. Fraudulent intentions are indeed necessary to 
distinguish cases of plagiarism from honest pastiches, unwitting quo-
tations or explicit homages5. A most typical case of plagiarism is an in-
stance where someone republishes existing musical pieces or excerpts 
(themes, passages, motifs) and present them as one own’s, to add on 
one own’s reputation.  

Rosemary Brown, however, was not a plagiarist. She didn’t steal 
other composers’ works. Instead, she attributed her own musical 
pieces to prestigious names in music history. There is a technical word 
that we can use to describe the result of this activity: she produced a 
series of musical forgeries. Unlike plagiarism, where theft of intellec-
tual content is involved, what is in question in forgery is the attribution 
of authorship. One steals a target artist’s name in order to add value to 
one own’s work, to capitalize on the artist’s established reputation.  

This is, of course, a much common phenomenon in the visual arts, 
where paintings and sculptures of famous and highly-esteemed artists 
are often faked for their immense monetary value. Experts can only 
guess at the number of forgeries that have been bought and sold in the 
recent past. For example, a former director of New York’s Metropolitan 
Museum of Art claimed that up to 40 percent of the works on the mar-
ket might be forgeries (quoted in Ewell 2014, 168). The possibility of 
monetary gain from visual art forgery is indeed enormous6.  

Forgery in the musical realm, however, is a much trickier philo-
sophical issue. For a start, it is a matter of controversy whether musical 
works can be forged at all. A long and distinguished tradition in aesthe-

 
4 One recent example is the hit song ‘Ice Ice Baby’, which copies almost note by note the famous 
bass drum introducing the song Underpressure by the Queen and David Bowie. 
5 It is also possible that a honest copy or pastiche can later be used as a forgery by misrepre-
senting the provenance of the work (for exemple by adding a false certificate of authenticity 
or a fake signature). See Dutton (2003, 259). 
6 One of the most forged work of all time is in fact Leonardo’s Mona Lisa. Hundreds of copies 
of this work of art are known to exist, and while some of these are as old as the original, a few 
are even reputed by the owners to be the authentic Mona Lisa, a facsimile of which, they claim, 
now hangs in the Louvre. Few, however, would be so misguided as to make a referential for-
gery of the Mona Lisa or any other famous work and then try to sell it as the original. 
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tics drawing back to Nelson Goodman (1968) would have us reject the 
very possibility of forgery in music. As renown, Goodman believed 
that:  «In music, unlike painting, there is no such thing as a forgery of a 
known work» (Goodman 1968, 112). This idea stemmed directly from 
his conception of music as an allographic art. According to Goodman, 
forgery can be defined as an object falsely purporting «to have the his-
tory of production requisite of the (or an) original of the work» (1968, 
112). While production history is necessary to establish the correct 
identity of a work in an autographic art like painting, in allographic arts 
like music, it does not intrude upon the work-identity. As a matter of 
fact, all that is needed for a piece to be identified with a certain musical 
work is that it complies with the relevant written notation (the 
‘spelling’ of the piece). So, for example, no forgery is produced if some-
one copies the score of Chopin Waltz Op. 64 No. 1 note for note, with 
her own handwriting and on a modern sheet of paper, but just another 
correct instance of it. As Peter Kivy puts it:  «when versions of a work 
are note for note identical, they are the same version of the same work, 
hence cannot bear the relation of forgery to original» (Kivy 2001, 219). 
For Goodman, and for the many authors who have followed his lead, 
the autographic-allographic distinction makes Western written music 
unforgeable. Of course, this does not forbid that manuscripts, auto-
graphed music sheets and particular musical recordings can actually 
be forged – though the latter perhaps in a broader sense7. 

It is important to notice, however, that the scope of Goodman’s 
argument only covers the production of forgeries of existing musical 
works, i.e., exact copies of works that are already known. What re-
mains possible is the making of forgeries of a different variety, involv-
ing the creation of new (or ‘unknown’) works in the style of another 
composer. Following Jerrold Levinson (Levinson 1990, 103), we can 
call the first kind «referential » and the second kind «inventive» for-
geries. While a referential forgery is one in which some particular, orig-
inal, pre-existing work is copied, an inventive forgery is a work at-
tributed to a target artist, but one which is not a copy of any pre-exist-
ing work by that artist. In cases of inventive forgeries, thus, it is a 

 
7 This would be the case in which a pianist, for example, produced a recording of Chopin’s 
Waltzes and then sold this to the market as a retrieved disc by a famous interpreter.  
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known style that is emulated, whether that of a particular artist or of 
an artistic movement (Hick 2010, 1947).  

A part from music, cases of inventive forgery are very common in 
painting and literature. In painting, for instance, one popular example 
is van Meegeren’s work Supper at Emmaus (ca. 1933). The painting 
counts as inventive forgery because it imitates some features of early 
Vermeer’s style, without copying, however, any existing works by the 
Flemish master. As renown, the forgery fooled many experts at the 
time, partly because of the scarcity of other early paintings by Veermer 
to make comparison (Werness 1983, 25). In poetry, one famous exam-
ple of inventive forgery, quoted by Margolis (1983, 162-63), is the case 
of the epic poem Ossian, published by the Scottish poet James Macpher-
son in 1760. Macpherson attributed to an ancient bard named Ossian 
verses he himself had written by emulating the style of fragments of 
genuine Gaelic poetry. Eventually, it was found out that Macpherson 
actually collected some old ballads, but had extensively readjusted 
them by introducing a massive deal of his own.  

Among other artistic fields, music composition is especially 
suited for inventive forgery. One does not have to struggle to discover 
instances of this phenomenon spanning throughout the entire history 
of music. Mozart’s Adélaïde Concerto, for example, is in fact a spurious 
work by Marius Casadesus, as are Handel’s Viola concerto in b-minor 
and J.C. Bach’s Viola Concerto in c-minor (see Saint-Foix 1939, 101-
102). The famous Adagio in g-minor, which almost everybody knows 
as Albinoni’s Adagio, was written by Remo Giazotto in 1958, while Val-
entin Strobel’s Concerto is actually by François-Joseph Fétis (see Jack-
son 1940, 390-391). The best-known musical forgeries of all time, 
however, are probably the compositions by the famous twentieth-cen-
tury Austrian violinist and composer Fritz Kreisler (also quoted by 
Levinson 1990, 102). In the early 1900s, Kreisler wrote several musi-
cal pieces in Baroque’s style and presented them as Antonio Vivaldi’s 
and Giuseppe Tartini’s originals. Relevantly to our purposes here, 
when truth came out in 1935, Kreisler responded to critics’ complaints 
by simply retorting that:  «The name changes, the value remains » 
(quoted in Biancolli 1998, 168). In more recent years, a pretty sensa-
tional case occurred after the ‘rediscovery’ of six Haydn sonatas, hailed 
as the musical find of the century. In January 1994, the BBC Music Mag-
azine published a statement by H.C. Robbins Landon, one of the most 
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acclaimed Haydn scholars of our century, certifying the sonatas as au-
thentic. Less than a month later, the same magazine issued a retrac-
tion. The sonatas were in fact not by Haydn at all, but all newly written 
in the 1990s. Having labelled the works «The Haydn Scoop of the Cen-
tury», Landon was forced to reconsider the sonatas as a brilliant yet 
«rather sinister» forgery (Beckerman 1994; Reece 2018a)8.  

3. What Motivation for Musical Forgery? 

Widespread a practice as it seems to be, musical forgery leaves us baf-
fled when we try to investigate its motives. While cases of forgery in 
the visual arts have been intensively discussed in aesthetics and the 
philosophy of art9, philosophers have remained silent on the motiva-
tions for forgery in the musical realm. The issue, however, is much less 
obvious than one might think. Why would somebody bother to pro-
duce a musical forgery?  

Although it is possible to make some money from such activity 
or acquire some transient mediatic resonance, there is no substantial 
incentive to forge musical works comparable to the lucrative rewards 
available to those who forge paintings or sculptures10. One cannot get 
rich by selling faked musical compositions, nor can one get personal 
fame or recognition, since to produce a musical forgery one has to dis-
guise one own’s name in the first place. The absence of practical pur-
poses, however, makes the issue even more fascinating.  

The first thing to notice is that, as is the case with many other 
human activities, there is probably no general or universal answer to 
the question of motivation for musical forgery. The psychological rea-
sons that push someone to forge a musical work may vary as widely as 
those involved in any other kind of human activities. Moreover, it must 
be noted that musical forgeries are ‘scholarly’ as much as artistic pro-
jects, and often very complex ones – requiring thorough knowledge of 

 
8 There is also suspicion surrounding a great many other works, for example Haydn’s 2nd Horn 
Concerto and others. See Feder (2001). 
9 For an overview of the debate see Goodman (1986); Dutton (1983); Morton and Foster 
(1991); Bowden (1999); Kivy (2001); Wreen (2002); Kulka (2005). 
10 Though in the visual arts forgers generally produce their fakes for the money they bring, in 
the twentieth century they have often tried to find a moral justification for their activities. The 
famous Dutch forger Van Meegeren, for example, claimed that he counterfeited paintings as a 
tool to take revenge of the critics who had humiliated him as an artist. 
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the chosen author’s or period’s style, as well as the necessary technical 
ability to imitate it. As such, the invocation of reasons can hardly ex-
plain them fully. What is sure, however, is that the rationale for musical 
forgery seems to be less materialistic than that for its visual counter-
part. As historian Anthony Grafton (1990) has argued, relevant moti-
vations for forgery in music may include the gratification that arises 
from testing one’s technical mastery; the enjoyment of perfectly repro-
ducing a style; the satisfaction of a virtuosic endeavour; or even the 
pleasure of inventing and playing works in a style for which one has an 
affinity. Importantly, sentimental factors also play a decisive role in 
pushing one to forge music. In particular, according to Grafton, one 
might be led to musical forgery by a form of profound veneration and 
love for the forged author:  «in most cases in which forgers have at-
tributed greater deeds, more magnanimous sentiments, and more elo-
quent words to historical figures than the record warrants, love has 
probably been their preeminent motivation» (1990, 39, my emphasis). 

Interestingly, a sentimental penchant of this sort might have ac-
tually been one of the main drives behind Mrs. Rosemary Brown’s 
forger activity. As Reece (2018b) claims, Rosemary Brown can be seen 
as a late-age musical prodigy who, due to the accident of her birth and 
class and gender, never had any proper chance for higher musical ed-
ucation. Despite the paucity of her upbringing, the woman cultivated 
an intense fascination with canonical pieces in classical music and a 
real obsession for their venerable ‘dead’ authors. Writing musical 
works in the style of her beloved composers – and being able to do it 
successfully – represented a way for her to satisfy this longing, even 
though she was arguably aware that the objects of her ‘backward-look-
ing passion’ were merely fabricated. On this account, a crucial element 
to understand her story might be the sheer pleasure she gleaned from 
immersing herself in, impersonating with and recreating the beloved 
historical idiom of her favourite composers, whether she acted con-
sciously or unconsciously. So strong was her attraction for the great 
composers of the past, and so precarious her mental health, that Rose-
mary ended up becoming a ‘music psychotic’, haunted by the ghosts of 
her dead idols (Reece 2018b, 19). 

This obsession for artistic geniuses of the past and the products 
of their minds, however, is in fact very common in our cultural milieu. 
In the Occident, it seems that we all tend to care much about who 
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created a work of art and when: our responses to the arts are pro-
foundly affected by this information. Even today, in the age of image 
replication and proliferation, we are willing to travel distances to view 
some authentic art objects, although there are many reproductions 
around that may offer us rewarding aesthetic experiences. In the do-
main of classical music as well, our aesthetic appreciation is deeply in-
fluenced by ideas of authorship and authenticity. Among other things, 
this explains why, after revelation that the Landon’s retrieved ‘Haydn’ 
sonatas were a twentieth-century forgery, no one has dared to perform 
them in public anymore, although when information about the sonatas’ 
origins was still undisclosed, authoritative interpreters had deemed 
them of great value, and worthy of becoming as widely renown as pos-
sible11. Relevantly, the importance we Westerners attribute to author-
ship is not equally shared by other world cultures. Most Asian coun-
tries, for instance, interpret what is to be aesthetically valued in terms 
that are not reconcilable with ours. This accounts for the fact that many 
sanctuaries in the Far East are cyclically rebuilt, reconstructed, repli-
cated, and relocated: in the context of local culture it is just the aspect 
of the temple and not its material origins that hosts its value (Low-
enthal 1994, 63; Han 2017, 67).  

On the other hand, we should not forget that the high value we 
place on authenticity is a modern phenomenon in our culture too. The 
same pejorative meaning of the term forgery, as we understand it to-
day, is a post-nineteenth-century concern that grew out of the increas-
ing status gained by individual artists and composers. During the Re-
naissance, for example, artists took on trainees who studied painting 
techniques by copying the works and styles of the master. These works 
were not considered ‘forgeries’ in any negative sense, but rather ‘trib-
utes’ to the master, if not ‘originals’ in the first place. Over the course 
of the subsequent centuries, however, the well-documented rise of the 
middle classes, alongside the emancipation of the individual artist and 
later, the composer (Goehr 2004; 2007), brought to the increasing im-
portance assumed by authorship over content and fuelled the emer-
gence of the cult of artistic genius. These social processes contributed 
to reposition art, with music included, as a cultural commodity, which 

 
11 The famous pianist and musicologist Paul Badura-Skoda, for example, recorded a CD of the 
six forged Haydn-Sonatas in 1995. See Beckerman (1994). 
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began attaching previously unknown importance to works by particu-
lar, identifiable artists or musicians. Eventually, this resulted in the 
current aesthetic policy (Stalnaker 2013, 408) that brings us to seeking 
out originals even when we are unable to distinguish them from for-
geries or copies. In adopting this policy, we appear to recognize, even 
if not explicitly, that concerns others than purely artistic or aesthetic 
should take precedence in how we appreciate and evaluate art12.  

These considerations may lead us reconsider our interest for au-
thenticity in the terms of a process of cultural indoctrination, one 
closer to a form of fetishism than to a sound aesthetic practice. From 
this perspective, rather than just a mythomaniac, Mrs. Brown can be 
better thought of as an exemplary representative, if not even a victim, 
of our own culture legacy, whose musical forgeries, in turn, appear as 
the illegitimate children of the commodity driven musical world we all 
live in.  

4. Fetishism? 

Contemporary philosophers have long tried to rescue our preference 
for originals from the fetishist allegation. The issue has given rise to 
one established debate in aesthetics, mainly revolving around the 
value of authentic art objects and their forged counterparts. The deep-
est question in the debate is simply, why authenticity matters? One 
could argue that a work’s status as a forgery might make no difference 
to its aesthetic appreciation. When we cannot see a difference in a for-
gery, or when a work of art satisfies us, it should be aesthetically irrel-
evant who created it and when. To put the question in its strongest 
form, suppose not just the common recipient, but even the greatest 
connoisseurs will never be able to perceive any difference between 
two works, an original and a faked one. In this case, what could there 
possibly be a justification to prefer the first to the second?  

Putting aside the cultural value we attribute to original objects, 
some authors have argued that there simply is no relevant ground for 

 
12 This explains why the discovery that a work is by the hand of a famous artist rather than of 
his/her pupil (cf., for example, the famous cases of Rembrandt’s The Unconscious Patient or 
Caravaggio’s The Cardsharps) suddenly invests it with new attractive qualities that make its 
market value increase exponentially (Harrison 1968, 121). Importantly, in this case the art-
work in question is not cherished because of its perceptible qualities, but because of the artist 
it came into contact with. 
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such a preference (Lessing 1965; Zemach 1986, 1989; Jaworski 2013). 
If no aesthetic difference can be perceived between two works, we 
have no reasons for discriminating against the forgery. For example, 
since both the experts like H. Robbins Landon and the general audience 
at large enjoyed the six ‘Haydn’ sonatas as much as Haydn’s authentic 
ones, then the pieces should be deemed of equal value.  

Underlying this position is the formalist assumption that aes-
thetic appreciation depends merely on the visual, auditory or other-
wise sensual appearance of a work of art. In the words of Nick Zangwill, 
a proponent of this approach, aesthetic appreciation relies on those 
properties «that are determined solely by sensory or physical proper-
ties – so long as the physical properties in question are not relations to 
other things and other times» (Zangwill 2001, 56). This claim is often 
traced back to the approaches of early twentieth-century art theorists 
such as Clive Bell (1913) and Roger Fry (1920), who affirmed that an 
artwork’s aesthetic merit derives entirely from abstract features of its 
appearance, such as a painting’s line, colour and spatial organization 
(Bell 1992, 123-124). A consequence of this view, which applies to mu-
sic as well as to the visual arts, is the idea that to evaluate a work of art 
we should not draw on external, contextual or historical knowledge, 
but confine ourselves to direct scrutiny of the work, whether looking 
at, listening to or reading off its surface features. Aesthetic evaluation 
must be independent of all knowledge a viewer may bring to a work. 
In this sense, the fact that a work is a forgery cannot affect its appraisal. 
When we are captivated by an inauthentic musical piece, the experi-
ence we have is an aesthetic one in every proper sense of the word. For 
example, many music experts are known to enjoy Kreisler’s faux nine-
teenth-century music (see Biancolli 1998). Similarly, people take aes-
thetic pleasure in ‘Albinoni’s Adagio’ despite common knowledge that 
the piece was actually composed by Giazotto in the twentieth-century. 
According to the formalist, these aesthetic responses are genuine, in-
dependently of the authenticity of the relevant pieces which engen-
dered them – or lack thereof. To affirm the value of a work of art and 
music, and then turn around and deny it once the work is known to be 
a forgery, would be just hypocrisy or snobbery (Lessing 1965; Zemach 
1986).  

Because external or historical knowledge has such a powerful 
impact on our standard experience of art, however, formalism has 
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appeared counterintuitive to many in the aesthetic community (La-
marque 2010, 122). Those who reject it have insisted that a work’s 
evaluation depends not just on its ‘form’ but also on how an artwork 
was made, when, by whom and against what cultural background, and 
that in this sense, authenticity has a great role to play. Their arguments 
have come in two varieties.  

One variety claims that the reasons to prefer the original to the 
forgery are not aesthetic but moral: because forgeries are easily mis-
taken for originals they can be used to deceive (Dutton 1993, 2003; 
Korsmeyer 2008, 2019).  

It is a moral and social conditioning, not aesthetics per se, that 
makes forgeries unacceptable to us. Works of art, besides being for-
mally attractive, are manifestations of both individual and collective 
values, in virtually every conceivable way. They enable us to under-
stand the development of our civilization in time «as an intelligible his-
tory of the expression of values, beliefs, and ideas, both for artists and 
their audiences » (Dutton 2003, 270). When in front of a forgery, not 
only are we being deceived about the history of the work, but also 
about the history of the artistic genre to which the work belongs, and, 
consequently, about the cultural and social sensitivity from which the 
work originated. To study a fake Liszt as a true one tampers our un-
derstanding of Liszt as a composer, the evolution of post-romantic mu-
sical structures and the nineteenth-century music climate in general. 
What is more, replicas and forgeries may also be counter-educational 
with respect to the way in which people conceive of their own culture, 
becoming prompters of deception for future generations, who can be 
misled in their evaluation of the past (Korsmeyer 2008, 121).  

One problem for the moral justification, as underlined by Stal-
naker (2013, 462) is that it cannot account for why we prefer to be in 
contact with an authentic work even when there is no deception in-
volved, that is, when the forgery is clearly known as such. If, to better 
suit the many visitors who visit the Uffizi every day, Botticelli’s Pri-
mavera and a high-quality, clearly labelled copy were hanging in dif-
ferent parts of the Museum, most of us would still choose to line up in 
front of the ‘real’ thing. Weirdly enough, we would do so though de-
spite being unable to tell if the works were switched. 

The second variety of arguments try to overcome these difficul-
ties by pointing to specific ‘provenential properties’ (Davies 2009, 
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220) of a work of art – historical, contextual, relational – that do not 
affect the way a work looks or sounds, but do allegedly affect its aes-
thetic appreciation. In this view, what we admire in a work of art in-
cludes much more than what our eyes or ears can grasp (see Walton 
1970; Sagoff 1978, 2014; Wollheim 1980; Levinson 1979; Danto 1981; 
Dutton 1979; Currie 1989; among the many). Our appreciation of art 
is shaped by what we know about an object’s history. One reason for 
this is ontological. Levinson (1979; 2007), for example, has contended 
that a work of art is a historical artifact, object or structure that is the 
product of a particular individual’s invention at a particular time and 
place; in this sense, all these pieces of information have consequences 
for how we properly experience, understand, and evaluate it. This po-
sition is generally known as ‘contextualism’ in the literature. In a con-
textualist perspective, artworks are essentially  «historically embed-
ded objects» (Levinson 2007, 4) or  «historical individuals» (Rohr-
baugh 2003, 177), thus they can have neither art status, nor identity, 
nor aesthetic properties, nor aesthetic meaning, outside or apart from 
the contexts in which they have arisen and in which they are produced. 
A consequence of this idea is that any appropriate appraisal of art is 
inevitably bound up with cultural knowledge coming from sources 
outside the work. Art requires the identification of a relevant context 
to be brought into focus, including the circumstances under which a 
work was produced and the type of procedures involved. Cultural and 
historical knowledge may therefore legitimately inflate or deflate ap-
preciation.  

A concern about this position is that claiming that works of art 
are ‘historically-embedded objects’ does not give us any principled 
reason why provenential properties should play a key role when it 
comes to appreciating and evaluating them. Many objects, in fact all 
human artefacts, are historically-embedded. Nevertheless, we do not 
always include facts about their origins in our appraisal or them, nor 
deem the context of production essential to their identification. We 
evaluate a steak knife for its ability to cut meat, regardless of who made 
it and where. We appreciate parquet flooring and wooden furniture for 
their smoothness and the warm quality they convey to a space without 
scrutinizing their origins. Even our appreciation of food is very often 
irrespective of who cooked it and how, although part of the joy of eat-
ing relies admittedly on the belief that we are eating certain things 
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(Danto 1981, 14; Korsmeyer 1999, 92). What the contextualist needs 
to show, thus, is why the art case should be any different from other 
cases; in other words, they have to explain what is so special about art 
that makes historical and contextual factors central to its evaluation. 
This, in turn, amounts to prove that provenential properties – those on 
which authenticity resides – are artistically relevant in the first place.  

Importantly, answering to these questions is also fundamental if 
one wants to ground the difference between an original work and a 
forgery.  

5. Originality and Creativity  

One possible strategy to support the contextualist claim is to take into 
account the second principal meaning that the word authentic takes in 
the philosophical jargon (see: Kivy 1995, 108). Authenticity, in this 
sense, is not a matter of a work’s essential relationship to its origins 
(who created it and when) but is rather the property of an object of 
being ‘original’ – an innovative product of the artist’s genius. We say 
that an artwork is authentic, i.e. original, when it challenges ‘prevailing 
taste’, is ‘ingenious’ or ‘ground-breaking’ (Gracyk 2009, 156; Dutton 
2003, 267). While the relevance of the first meaning of authenticity is 
debatable, the artistic import of the second seems relatively uncontro-
versial13. A relevant part of what we admire and enjoy in music and art 
is innovation, the capacity of generating new artistic paths and solu-
tions from pre-established conditions. All things being equal, a work of 
art that is an original expression of an artist’s genius is more aestheti-
cally valuable to us than a derivative one: it opens up new perspectives, 
excites our imagination in new ways, or stimulates unusual forms of 
aesthetic pleasure among the audience (Young 2006, 468)14.  

 
13 Consider however that in earlier periods of art history, artistic excellence was often at-
tributed to artists who were closely following rather than infringing convention. Arguments 
against the aesthetic relevance of originality can be found in Meiland (1983, 121-2) and Ver-
mazen (1991, 276-277). Vermazen, in particular argues that the reason why we think origi-
nality gives artworks value is that many works do have value in virtue of properties that also 
help make them original. This leads us to falsely assume that they have value in virtue of their 
originality.  
14 Quoting Kivy (2001), Young calls this ‘personal authenticity’. That works can be fully original 
in this sense is questionable, for each work of art is at least partially derivative to the extent 
that it is indebted with an existing artistic tradition. This, however, does not remove the 
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Relevantly, originality, as an artistic merit, is intimately related 
to our concept of artistic creativity if not the very same property as 
creativity (Grant 2018, 333). This means that if we want to explain how 
a work is original we have to explain how it is creative in the first place. 
But what is creativity?  

Although essential to our conception of art, creativity is a prob-
lematic, not to say contentious notion. There are indeed as many dif-
ferent postulations on the meaning of creativity as there are disputes 
over the sense in which a particular composer or artist may be consid-
ered ‘creative’. Despite the great variety of approaches available on the 
table (Gaut & Livingston 2003; Krausz, Dutton & Bardsley 2009; Paul 
& Kaufman 2014; Gaut & Kieran 2018), a somewhat classic account of 
creativity has been provided by Margaret Boden’s (2004; 2009; 2010). 

On a very general level, Boden takes creativity to be the capacity 
of a composer or an artist to generate ideas or contents that are both 
new, surprising and positively valuable. Notice that, by this definition, 
creativity involves not only novelty but also value, a position also 
shared by the majority of authors (Gaut & Livingston 2003, 8; Stern-
berg & Lubart 1999, 3; Kieran 2014, 125). We may think that a certain 
product is surprising and innovative; if we cannot find any worth in it, 
we wouldn’t call it creative. Creativity, in this sense, is the quality of 
objects – both artistic and non-artistic – which exhibit ‘originality’ but 
are also considered ‘valuable’ – whatever definition of value we rely 
on15.  

According to Boden, among the several forms that artistic crea-
tivity can take, three major kinds can be identified (2004, 3; 2010). The 
first – not directly related to music – is what she calls «combinational 
creativity» (2004, 7). This involves making unfamiliar combinations of 
familiar or already existing ideas. Examples include poetic imagery, 
creative associations in visual arts, collage in painting or textile art, and 
analogies. (Boden 2004, 3). The other two types of creativity are more 
relevant from a strictly musical point of view, and involve either 

 
possibility that it be innovative, for tradition provides a background for the artist’s creative 
innovation. 
15 Of course, value can have a wide range of meanings: a musical work can be musically valu-
able to a particular audience, technically valuable to the development of a musical instrument, 
compositionally valuable as a new musical form or structure, and so on. All these values, how-
ever, seem to contribute to the work overall artistic value. 
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exploring or transforming what Boden refers to as the artist’s «concep-
tual spaces» (Boden 2004, 4). Conceptual spaces are «structured styles 
of thought» which derive from a person’s own cultural background; 
they are inherited – in the sense that they aren’t originated by one in-
dividual mind; and include  «any disciplined way of thinking that’s fa-
miliar to (and valued by) a certain social group» (Boden 2004, 4): ways 
of literary writing, styles of sculpture, painting, or music are prominent 
examples. 

In Boden’s view, «exploratory creativity» takes place when an 
artist or composer explores the edges and boundaries of a conceptual 
space, testing what can be done within an existing style, and finding 
new areas and directions in which to take the artistic act. Exploratory 
creativity is valuable because it enables the audience to see possibili-
ties they hadn’t glimpsed before and appreciate what potential a cer-
tain style of thinking has (Boden 2004, 4-5). «Transformational crea-
tivity», on the other hand, involves artistic acts which, having explored 
one existing conceptual space, set out to transform and redefine it. As 
a result of the artist’s ‘transformative’ creative action, a pre-existing 
style is transformed in in a way that makes supposedly «unthinkable» 
ideas – thoughts which previously (within the untransformed concep-
tual space) were literally inconceivable – to come about. 

Without getting into the details of Boden’s theory, what is im-
portant to notice is that in all forms of creativity she describes, there is 
a direct correlation between the composer’s conceptual space and 
his/her perceived ‘creativity’. According to Boden, to understand 
whether a work can actually be considered creative (i.e., both innova-
tive and valuable), we must have a sense of the socio-cultural context 
in which the artist was acting, and which determined the prevailing 
«thinking style» of her epoch. In other words, defining art as essen-
tially ‘creative’ means taking into account how artists work within the 
conventions and limitations of a given historical period so as to explore 
or transform – in Boden’s terms – the possibilities inherent in the pre-
vailing ‘conceptual space’ of their time. Events occurred in the prove-
nance context of an artwork, comprising the life and experience of the 
creator, play thus a fundamental role in our evaluation of art as a cre-
ative endeavour. Interestingly, this ties Boden’s account of creativity 
to the other approaches in aesthetics which identify an artwork’s value 
with the character of the artist’s achievement or performance in 
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creating the work (Dutton 1979, 305, 2009; Davies 2004, 200-205). 
According to Denis Dutton, in particular, musical works, as much as 
works of art in general, can be regarded as ‘creative achievements’ in 
that they represent ways in which certain human beings have over-
come a number of technical and conventional constrains, making do 
with available materials and styles with the aim to produce an artistic 
result (Dutton 2009, 186-187). The stylistic or historical ‘space’ 
against which artworks are created is for Dutton the necessary ground 
against which to assess the works’ value. In this sense, to appreciate 
how successful an artist was in her creative attainment (i.e, how origi-
nal, innovative and valuable) we must have sense of the challenges she 
had to face, even though the final product may be designed for our ap-
preciation as an object of contemplation in its own right, i.e., inde-
pendently of the efforts of the creator herself and of the context in 
which she has worked.  

Interpreting creativity as a process of exploration or transfor-
mation of an existing conceptual space helps us tie our evaluation of an 
artwork to its context of origins, thus connecting the first to the second 
meaning of authenticity (i.e., correct attribution to originality). To the 
extent to which we assume that art (whatever else is true of it) is ‘cre-
ative’, provenential properties need to count as artistically relevant. 
More than a form of cultural indoctrination, our preference for authen-
tic artworks reflects therefore our tendency to regard art as a special 
sort of creative enterprise, special because it somehow embodies fea-
tures of the individual who produced it (Farrelly-Jackson 1997, 144). 
The notion of authenticity, thus, is as much internal to our idea of cre-
ativity as the idea of creativity is to our concept of art.  

This has consequence for the way in which music and art in gen-
eral are appraised. Considering a musical piece as just a pleasant ar-
rangement of notes cannot be enough for a fuller appreciation and un-
derstanding of the piece as a work of art, namely, as a product of hu-
man creativity. We also need to consider how the pleasing harmony of 
notes is a solution to a problem – a demand one existing ‘conceptual 
space’ has placed on the composer, and the composer has addressed in 
an original and valuable way. 
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6. Conclusion. Back on Musical Forgery 

Equipped with these conceptual tools, we can now go back to examine 
the issue of musical forgery.  
As a way of comparison, let us consider first Liszt’s authentic oeuvre. 
One of the reasons why we take the work of the Hungarian composer 
in such high esteem is because it is largely recognized that Liszt was 
able to explore the technical and aesthetic boundaries of nineteenth-
century music, and piano music especially, in a pioneering and ground-
breaking way. As a pianist, Liszt broke all rules, turning religious 
themes and sacral images into brilliant piano pieces, which he embel-
lished with his own pianistic virtuosity. As a composer, Liszt can be 
considered the founder of a highly innovative style, as well as a fore-
runner of a whole new genre, the so-called symphonic poem (see Cor-
mac 2017). Critics praise the harmonic density and intense melodic 
mysticism of Liszt’s pieces, which seem to be ahead of their time in an-
ticipating musical impressionism and even perhaps atonality and pol-
ytonality. Listeners appreciate how orchestration, piano technique and 
musical expressivity are stretched in his compositions to achieve ex-
traordinary formal freedom and novelty of language. More im-
portantly, everybody agrees that is the masterly, valuable manner in 
which these results are attained that makes Liszt the great composer 
we believe he is. Liszt, it can be assumed, engaged in forms of original-
ity and value: therefore, we can easily recognise a creative achieve-
ment in his music.  

Let us now turn to a present-day forger of Liszt. We can easily see 
that none of the previous considerations apply in this case. Today, 
Liszt’s compositional style no longer represents a novelty for audi-
ences, let alone an aesthetic obstacle. None would claim that Liszt’s 
music is ‘Unmusik’, as Brahms once had to define it (quoted in Bartok 
2006, 60) Pianists play Liszt, singers sing Liszt, and audiences appre-
ciate Liszt. The modern forger does not need to overcome any technical 
or stylistic barrier, struggle against any convention, challenge any con-
temporary praxis. She no longer needs to explore or transform the mu-
sical idiom as the ‘real’ Liszt did, precisely because Liszt has already 
done so. For the same reason, no twentieth-century Liszt forgery, how-
ever appealing to the ear or cleverly structured it might be, could be 
praised to be «ahead of its time», since it will necessarily be, by its very 
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nature, a conservative piece of music. In Boden’s terms, the ‘conceptual 
space’ that the forger occupies is markedly different from Liszt’s. As a 
result, no forgery of Liszt can be recognised  as ‘creative’, or at least not 
in the same way that authentic work is, because the forger has not en-
gaged in the same exploratory and transformative process the ‘real’ 
Liszt did, even if her final product may be sonically accepted as ‘sound-
ing like Liszt’. Consequently, her forgery would not even be ‘art’ in a 
proper sense, at least to the extent that it is a misrepresented creative 
achievement. In this dichotomy between ‘then’ and ‘now’, we are justi-
fied in favouring the authentic Liszt.  

Notice that these considerations also provide us with a criterion 
for assessing how ‘successful’ a certain musical forgery may be. If we 
assume that the general purpose of a forgery is to deceive the recipi-
ents about its true nature, a successful musical forgery will be one that 
looks more ‘trustworthy’ and/or harder to disclose. Obviously, not all 
musical forgeries are the same, in that not all forgeries are equally ca-
pable to deceive their audience. Presumably, this depends to a consid-
erable extent on factors external to the music itself, and related to the 
concocted history of the piece’s retrieval, the causal connections with 
the alleged composer’s biography, the reliability of the forger’s sources 
etc.  

Drawing on our previous discussion, however, we can identify 
some broadly conceived artistic features that will arguably contribute 
to make a forgery more plausible. The first thing to consider is that 
each composer possesses a unique and distinctive style in terms of for-
mal arrangements, preferred solutions, and harmonic decisions that 
we expect to recognize in any new works he/she produces. To imitate 
the creative authorship of a certain composer, a musical forger must 
thus be able to write music in the composer’s recognizable style, infus-
ing in the forged piece a sufficient amount of personal expression to 
give demonstration of the specific idiom of the composer him/herself. 
This, however, won’t be enough to turn the piece into a ‘trustworthy’ 
forgery. Just like a caricature or a parody, a forgery that follows too 
closely the dictates of a certain style has little chance to appear fully 
convincing, and may be easily revealed as such. If we follow our former 
definition of creativity, we can rather infer that a forgery will be more 
successful the more it combines expected familiar features of the com-
poser’s style with unexpected, unfamiliar details. As Boden argues 
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(2004, 269-276) unpredictability – the capacity of an artist to push 
through the boundary of a style and subvert it – is indeed one standard 
characteristic we attribute to the musical (and artistic) genius. In this 
sense, a good forgery is one that balances stylistic imitation with some 
infringements and transgressions of the very rules that each style 
poses; which in turn requires considerable artistic sensitivity and in-
ventiveness on the part of the forger, if not creativity in a proper sense.  

We can find evidence of this in one of Mrs. Brown’s music com-
positions, the ‘Liszt-inspired’ piano piece titled Grübelei, which is gen-
erally considered her most convincing forgery, way above other pieces 
in Rosemary’s repertoire (Jeffries 2019). Grübelei is actually a very un-
usual work, and, remarkably, one that is even difficult to attribute at 
first listening. According to Mrs Brown, ‘Liszt’ began dictating it on air 
during a documentary made by the BBC in 1969, but at the beginning 
she found herself unable to cope with the musical complexity. The 
piece counts indeed several markers of technical difficulty. It employs 
two time-signatures juxtaposed (a constant 5-against-3 rhythm) as 
well as changes of key, chord extension, chromatic modulation, and 
comprises accidentals thrown everywhere. During the taping, Rose-
mary even asked Liszt if perhaps he could change to another Hungar-
ian rhapsody or something of that sort, but Liszt assured her that 
Grübelei «was going to impress the listeners far more» (quoted in Gush 
2011). As predictable, Liszt was right, for while many others of 
Brown’s transcriptions might be considered only competent pastiche, 
this work is a different, far more innovative bit of musical imagination, 
featuring impressionistic harmonies and simultaneous meters that 
would have been daring by the standards of 1886. Combining accurate 
stylistic imitation – some passages closely resemble cadenzas in Liszt’s 
Liebestraums – with unexpected and much more contemporary musi-
cal elements, the piece reminds us of the historical Franz Liszt: in his 
lifetime, a man who could never be accused of being old-fashioned.  

If expected-unexpected musical forgeries such as Grübelei repre-
sent the perfect invitation for deception, thus, it is because they comply 
with our standard construal of the artistic genius, and reflect a tension 
that is inherent in our conception of creativity, as the capacity – in the 
words of neurologist Jason Brown – «of generating recognizable pat-
terns while being concurrently able to constantly reinvent or modify 
these patterns» (Brown 1997, 37).  
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At the end of the day, maybe this is what really turns a forger into 
a great forger: that she is able to become an artist herself. 
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