Hasselblad Masters faces scrutiny over suspected AI-generated finalist image
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Hasselblad’s reveal of 70 finalists for the 2026 Masters competition, the first edition since 2023, has been overshadowed within days by allegations that one shortlisted image was generated with artificial intelligence. The contest drew more than 108,000 submissions from photographers in over 160 countries and territories, according to Hasselblad’s announcement and reporting by Digital Camera World, with finalists spread across seven categories including Street, Landscape, Portrait and Wildlife.
The disputed image has not been singled out in Hasselblad’s promotional grids, but it appeared in a company video shared on social platforms and in the public voting gallery. Online reaction was swift, with criticism spreading across Reddit, YouTube and Instagram as users pointed to tell-tale inconsistencies in the image, including a garbled soda label that appears to betray generative AI. PetaPixel reported that the image sits in the Street category, where each entrant submitted three related pictures for public viewing.
The episode matters because Hasselblad Masters is meant to carry real prestige, with winners receiving a Hasselblad X2D II 100C, two XCD lenses of their choice, a €5,000 cash prize and the title of Hasselblad Master. Just as importantly, one questionable shortlist entry appears to have displaced another photographer from a coveted finalist place. That has prompted broader concern that the controversy may taint the perception of the full competition, especially as real photographs elsewhere are increasingly and unfairly accused of being AI-made.
Hasselblad told PetaPixel that authenticity and originality are central to the contest and that any image fully or partly generated by AI is prohibited. The company said shortlisted works must undergo verification, including RAW file submission, and added that it is carrying out further checks before deciding whether the entry should be removed. It also said it will strengthen its technical verification and evidence-review procedures. The final winners are due to be announced on 30 June.
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