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The following text is reprinted from Information for Artists: A Practical Guide for 
Visual Artists. This section is excerpted from a chapter on insurance and deals only 
with artwork insurance. 

 
Insurance is a contract by which relatively small sums of money are paid regularly to 
protect against much greater possible loss. The idea is to enable you to withstand a 
loss by receiving proper financial remuneration. No matter what type of insurance is 
purchased, the contract is between two parties -- the insured (the artist) and the 
insurance company. A broker's job is to find a company to provide the compensation 
in the policy at the lowest premium. The underwriter is the representative of the 
insurance company who calculates the risks and determines what your premium 
should be, based on these figures. 
 
Insurance is a highly complicated and individual matter; one company may interpret 
your situation quite differently from another. Investigate several possible alternatives 
before you settle on the policy and the company with whom to deal. Be sure to read 
all of the fine print on any contract you sign -- many policies have exclusions and 
exceptions which may put your coverage at risk. 
 
It has always been costly and difficult for artists to get insurance coverage for their 
artwork because of several critical problems such as proving that work existed and 
establishing its value. For this reason, it is uncommon. Museums and collectors 
purchase it as a fairly routine matter. The value of the specific work in a collection is 
established by the purchase price. These can then be itemized in a fine art floater or 
similar policy. 
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How to Overcome Problems 

1. To settle the question of proof of existence, all finished work should be recorded 
in an inventory system. A basic description of each work should include medium, 
size, date, tentative selling price, and inventory number. A photographic record is 
also a good idea. These records should be stored in a different location from the 
work itself.  

Adapt your inventory system to your particular methods of art production. 
Commissioned works or any that remain in progress for long periods of time 
could be documented at various stages of production. 

2. Establishing a value for artwork is one of the most difficult problems that artists 
face when trying to obtain insurance or make a claim. Many artists, particularly 
younger ones, have been told that they haven't a consistent sales record over a 
long enough period of time to establish a price for their work. Keep a record of all 
sales, even personal ones within the family. The price established for your work, 
especially if it has not gone through a commercial dealer and has no established 
commercial record, will be based on past records. It is generally accepted that all 
artwork has increased in value with time. So if your last sale occurred two years 
ago, this price plus the cost of inflation will determine the price. Without a 
substantive sales record, your price will not be accepted if it has doubled or 
tripled in the past year. If you are reasonable and have established a good 
relationship with your agent or broker, it should be possible to arrive at some 
satisfactory system of valuation. 

When art has been consigned to a dealer, its value is the selling price less the 
dealer's commission for insurance purposes. Insurance will not reimburse you for 
more than you might expect to receive if the loss had not taken place. 

Do make sure that you have it in writing that your dealer has the proper insurance 
and that your work is listed while it is on the premises. Don't take anything for 
granted in this area. If your work is electronic or has some other fragile or 
exceptional material quality, check with the dealer that breakage and other 
clauses are part of her insurance package. 

3. To insure artwork once it has left your studio, you should observe some simple 
precautions. Proper packing and crating can greatly lessen damage to works in 
transit. The extra weight and cost are probably the most cost-effective protection 
you can buy. Still, improper handling may result in outright loss or damage. 
Breakage is a major problem particularly for sculpture, both in transit and while it 
is at a gallery. An accidental breakage clause should be added to your coverage 
to ensure that you are compensated in case of breakage. A similar accidental 
breakage clause should also be included in the gallery's insurance coverage. 

Most damage to or loss of artwork occurs in transit. In fact, most fine art losses 
result from leaving art in unattended vehicles. In many cases it is the vehicle and 
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not the artwork that is the object of the theft. Make sure that your work is 
adequately insured at all times, especially in transit and when it has to change 
hands a number of times as it will during a travelling show or in competitions. The 
works should be uncrated and handled by professionals at the gallery and a 
condition report should be made at the time of unpacking. A sample "Loan 
Condition Report Checklist" is included in CARO's book Model Agreements for 
Visual Artists. 

Shipping and courier services are required by law to carry insurance coverage, as 
are fine art transport companies. They are also obligated to inform you about the 
possibility of purchase of insurance from them. Many artists, however, complain 
that the rates offered by the latter are prohibitive. As well, the policy conditions 
and limitations of some delivery services can cause problems. There is little that 
can be done directly about this problem. An extension of an existing fine art 
insurance policy to cover all work out of the studio may be the most cost-effective 
option. Although this might be expensive initially, it eliminates the risk of your 
claim getting "lost" between the coverage of either the gallery or the transport 
company's insurance policy. Insurance companies advise young artists 
especially, who may be unable to insure work while it is in their studio, to 
purchase insurance from a carrier. Try to be sure that this coverage covers the 
work from the time it leaves your studio until the time it arrives at its destination. 
Then, you should be sure that another policy -- that of the gallery, collector or 
exhibitor -- has assumed responsibility for insurance protection. Don't take it for 
granted before you've checked. 

Don't sign a receipt for work shipped back to you until you are sure that the work 
is in proper condition. If you are unable to make an adequate inspection at the 
time of delivery, note on the invoice "Received without Inspection". Otherwise, 
your signature may be deemed agreement that works were received in good 
order and any subsequent claims for damages may be void. 

The most important form of protection is to make sure your own records 
are complete. 

Things to Consider when Your Work is Out of Your 

Studio 

1. Will the gallery insure your work while it is in their possession? If a dealer is 
simply taking your work on consignment, will it be included in the gallery's policy? 

2. Does the coverage include the time your work is in transit between the gallery 
and your studio? If the gallery's van picks up your work, is it covered if any 
damage occurs to the van? 

3. Does the gallery's insurance cover your work while it is being delivered to a client 
or while it is in the client's possession prior to payment? 
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4. Does the museum or gallery have all-risk or wall-to-wall coverage? In other 
words, is your work covered by their policy from the moment it leaves your wall 
until it is returned? 

5. Is your work insured while it is in transit to or during a competition or juried 
exhibition? Check the prospectus carefully and if you are still unsure, check with 
the sponsoring institution for details. 

6. If there is a deductible in the gallery's policy, who is responsible for paying this 
sum? Will the gallery pay if it is your work that is lost or damaged? Since the 
contract is between the gallery and the insurance company, you have no legal 
right as the artist to claim from the gallery's insurer. 

7. In the event of a fire, will the gallery assume responsibility for any damage or loss 
incurred by you as the artist? 

8. For what value will your works be insured by the gallery or exhibition organizer? 
Ideally, artwork should be insured for "stated value" which is the established value 
as agreed-upon prior to the claim. Generally insurance companies offer only "fair 
market value" which is the value of the work as based on prior market sales by 
the same artist for similar work. 

If no market price has been established for the work, the insurance company 
could decide that there is no economic value and therefore no loss. More likely, if 
an artist has never sold a work for more than $500, he is unlikely to be able to 
claim any amount over that prior established price. The profit or commission paid 
to the gallery would then be deducted from this price to determine the amount 
paid to the artist. 

Public art galleries are not in the business of selling art. Therefore, you should 
insist on coverage for the full face value of your work. 

Obtaining insurance for artwork while it is on exhibit, on loan or on consignment is 
important. The venue itself is not as important as the fact that all insurance 
arrangements are in writing. So whether your work is on exhibit at a museum, 
gallery, library, cultural centre or even a restaurant, your considerations are the 
same. An artist-gallery contract should include clauses which outline specifically 
the gallery's responsibilities regarding payment of the deductible. Without clearly 
spelled out terms of responsibility agreed upon by the gallery, the insurance 
company may refuse to compensate an artist if there is any loss due to fire, theft 
or other disaster. A temporary extension of your studio or artwork insurance may 
be necessary if an acceptable agreement cannot be reached with the gallery or 
museum. 
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Repairs 

If damage is done to your work, who determines whether or not it is repairable? 
Although most artists are not experts at art restoration or repair, they should be 
consulted about any damage done to their art pieces. Having a work repaired so that 
it is "almost as good as new" may not be good enough for the artist. Since it is her 
reputation at stake, she should be allowed to make the decisions, especially if she is 
expected to assume some of the costs 

If a work of art is damaged beyond repair, the insurance company will take 
possession of the salvage when they have paid the compensation. They then can 
legally do whatever they wish with the piece. To settle the claim, the artist may be 
obliged to sign a release permitting the insurer to repair the work and to sell it. 
Although this practice may be suitable for other insured items such as automobiles, it 
is unsuitable in the art world. One artist reported that a piece she had declared 
beyond repair for a purchaser had subsequently been repaired, and resold by the 
company with her signature still affixed. 

Members of the Artworkers Union in Australia drawing up a contract for artists 
participating in the 1982 Sydney Biennial included the following clause: 

"4(c) If a work is damaged (including damaged beyond repair), and compensation 
paid to the Artist, the Artist shall retain ownership of the work in its damaged 
state." 

An alternative solution to this might be for the artist to try to purchase the salvage 
back from the insurance company. There is no buy-back clause available in 
insurance policies in North America. Nor are most companies in the business of 
selling art. If a work cannot be repaired, they will generally compensate the artist 
according to any coverage necessary and destroy the work. 

Although it is contrary to traditional insurance principles, it is clear that protection of 
the artist's interests through enabling him to buy back his work might more accurately 
reflect the values of the art world. Because ego is involved on the artist's part and 
only dollars and cents are involved for the insurance companies, there may be a 
potential conflict of interest, leaving you as an artist at a disadvantage. Try to be as 
reasonable and as realistic as the loss allows you. It will enable you to bargain from 
a position of greater strength. 

Amount of Coverage 

It is important to insure property at its real value, generally the market value. Over-
insuring will not mean that you get more compensation when you make a claim. 
Underinsuring can be much more costly even though it means you will pay lower 
premiums. Most policies have a "co-insurance" clause clearly marked in large red 
letters with the words "This insurance contains clauses which may limit coverage". 
According to this clause, the insurance company will compare the amount at risk with 
the amount of coverage and determine the compensation accordingly, unless the 
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amount of insurance is at least 80% of the value of the property insured. If you are 
involved in co-insurance, you have to assume part of the loss yourself. 

The co-insurance clause takes effect only in the event of a partial loss. So if your 
inventory is worth $10,000, your co-insurance clause requires that you insure it for at 
least $8,000. If it is insured at only $6,000, and $3,000 is lost in a fire, compensation 
may be for only 6/8 of the amount of loss or $2,250. 

Be sure you know which perils are covered in your policy. Coverage for risks not 
included in a standard contract can often be added for an additional cost. A Named 
Perils Policy covers those perils mentioned and nothing else. All-risk Policy still does 
not cover everything; check specific exclusions. 

Making a Claim 

Before any payments are forthcoming, the insurance adjuster will need to know the 
circumstances of the loss or injury. He will require receipts, inventory records, bills of 
sale, contracts or consignment agreements and any other information which is 
deemed pertinent to the claim such as the length of time you have owned the object 
which has been lost or stolen. 

A number of factors will determine the value of the loss and the resulting 
compensation including: the "co-insurance clause" if any, the cost of making repairs, 
the "fair market price" which may or may not be the same as the asking price, the 
intrinsic value of the work including materials and labour costs, relative loss such as 
potential reproduction royalties, etc. Be prepared for the insurance company to 
question all of these things and offer the least amount of compensation. 

Negotiate if the amount offered is not enough. For the most part, insurance adjusters 
will be reasonable but they have to justify moneys paid out. Well-kept records are 
invaluable in establishing any claim. For more detailed information about insurance, 
contact a licensed broker. 
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