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Foreword
Collecting begins with an encounter. A work interrupts the eye, alters the atmosphere of a room 
or makes an idea newly present. Before questions of material, provenance, care or value arise, 
there is the more immediate question of whether the artwork matters to us. At Gallery Les Bois, 
we believe that this first encounter remains essential. Sustainable art must still be good art: 
visually compelling, conceptually rigorous, properly made and, where relevant, potentially 
investment-worthy. Environmental responsibility does not replace those standards. It adds 
another field of knowledge through which a collector can understand and value the work.

The word sustainable is now attached to a widening range of objects and activities. In art, it can 
refer to subject matter, materials, production, labour, transport, conservation or the afterlife of 
an artwork. It can describe an artist who transforms pollution into pigment, one who works with 
reclaimed fibres, or one who retains established materials but reduces solvent, waste and 
unnecessary movement. These approaches are not identical, and no single label can explain 
them. Collectors deserve more than a reassuring adjective. They deserve to know where 
environmental thought enters the practice, how it relates to the artistic proposition and what 
responsibilities accompany ownership.

This guide is therefore about two connected practices: collecting sustainable art and collecting 
art sustainably. The first asks what the work is, how it was conceived and made, and whether its 
environmental account is credible. The second asks how it is acquired, moved, displayed, cared 
for, lent and eventually passed on. A collector may choose a work whose materials contribute 
directly to environmental repair, yet undermine that choice through repeated air freight and 
disposable packing. Another may acquire a conventionally made painting but arrange 
consolidated transport, preserve its records and care for it over generations. Both the object 
and the system around it matter.

None of this requires collectors to become chemists, conservators or carbon accountants. 
Connoisseurship has always depended on informed relationships: with artists, galleries, 
advisors, curators, shippers and specialists. Sustainable collecting extends that tradition. It asks 
better questions, keeps useful evidence and recognises that ownership is also a form of 
stewardship. The aim is not perfection. Art exists through matter, energy, movement and 
human work. The meaningful task is to understand where the important impacts and 
opportunities lie, and to act with proportion.

For some collectors, sustainability will form the organising idea of a collection. For others, it will 
sit alongside existing interests in painting, sculpture, textiles, landscape, abstraction, 
portraiture, material innovation or contemporary culture. Both positions are valid. The strongest 
collections do not look like inventories of approved materials. They are coherent, distinctive and 
alive to the relationships between artistic achievement and the world from which art is made.

Gallery Les Bois offers this guide in that spirit. We hope it enables collectors to look more 
closely, buy with confidence, converse with artists more deeply and protect the works entrusted 
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to them. Above all, we hope it supports a form of collecting in which beauty, meaning, 
responsibility and lasting cultural value are allowed to reinforce one another.

Claire-Julia Hill

Founder and Director, Gallery Les Bois

Future Forms at Treehouse Hotel London, January 2026. Gallery Les Bois archive.



GALLERY LES BOIS   |   THE COLLECTOR'S GUIDE TO SUSTAINABLE ART

GALLERYLESBOIS.COM   ·   5

Introduction: A New Kind of Connoisseurship
Collectors have always learned to see beyond the surface. A connoisseur notices the discipline 
beneath apparent spontaneity, the history held in a material, the importance of scale and the 
significance of a small departure within an artist’s wider practice. They consider authorship, 
date, provenance, condition, rarity and context. Sustainable collecting does not discard this 
knowledge. It expands it.

An artwork now arrives within a more visible network of relationships. Pigment has an origin; 
timber has a species and history; fibre has been cultivated, processed, reclaimed or 
manufactured; a ceramic work has been fired; a sculpture may have passed through several 
specialist workshops. Packaging, freight, display and storage continue the material story after 
the studio. Some of these facts become part of the work’s meaning. Others remain operational. 
A thoughtful collector learns to distinguish them without pretending that either is irrelevant.

The distinction between collecting sustainable art and collecting art sustainably is the 
foundation of this guide. Sustainable art may engage explicitly with ecological ideas or embody 
responsible material choices. Sustainable collecting concerns the behaviour of the collection and 
its owner: how decisions are researched, how evidence is retained, how transport is 
commissioned, how a work is conserved and how its future is planned. Neither guarantees the 
other. Their greatest force comes when they meet.

This expanded field changes the idea of expertise. Knowledge is no longer demonstrated only 
by recognising a period, school or market trajectory. It can also be shown by understanding why 
an artist chose a particular support, what change is expected in a material, whether a claim is 
specific and evidenced, or why a longer delivery time enables a lower-impact route. Such 
knowledge is not an administrative burden added to pleasure. It can deepen the pleasure of 
looking. The story of a recovered pigment, a plant-based fibre or a carefully documented piece 
of timber may reveal decisions that are visually present but otherwise unnamed.

The guide is written principally for private collectors in the United Kingdom, though many of its 
questions travel well. It is not legal, tax, investment, insurance, environmental or conservation 
advice. Rules concerning customer due diligence, sanctions, export, wildlife materials, 
dangerous goods, taxation and artist resale rights can change and depend on the parties, 
artwork and route involved. Collectors should use current official guidance and qualified 
specialists where necessary.

The early chapters establish what sustainable art can mean and why artistic merit remains the 
first threshold. The middle of the guide considers looking, questioning, evidence, provenance, 
value and acquisition. The later chapters follow the work into transport, display, conservation, 
lending, resale and succession. Practical appendices provide prompts for conversations and 
records, but they should be used in proportion. A modest painting by a living artist does not 
require the documentation of a complex technological installation. Equally, the apparent 
familiarity of canvas, paper or timber should not prevent relevant questions from being asked.
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Begin wherever a real decision is present. If a work has already caught your attention, turn to 
the chapters on looking and acquisition. If you are reviewing an established collection, begin 
with care, documentation and stewardship. If you are considering the environmental direction 
of the collection as a whole, begin with coherence and write a short collecting proposition. 
Sustainable connoisseurship is built through repeated acts of attention, not a single declaration.
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PART ONE: UNDERSTANDING 
SUSTAINABLE ART
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1. What Is Sustainable Art?

A useful term with several meanings

Sustainable art is not one medium, movement or visual style. It may be dramatic or restrained, 
figurative or abstract, permanent or deliberately temporary. It may show damaged landscapes, 
but it may also occupy a domestic room without any immediately recognisable ecological 
symbol. The term is most useful when it opens enquiry rather than closes it.

At least six dimensions can be distinguished. The first is subject: work may examine climate, 
extraction, biodiversity, pollution, land, consumption or human relationships with the natural 
world. The second is material: an artist may use reclaimed, recycled, responsibly sourced, 
regenerative or pollution-remediating matter. The third is process: waste, toxicity, water, 
energy, fabrication and labour may be actively reconsidered. The fourth is presentation and 
movement: scale, modularity, packaging, transport and exhibition affect the work beyond the 
studio. The fifth is longevity and afterlife: repair, change, reuse, re-performance or responsible 
retirement may be designed into the work. The sixth is social and cultural relationship: 
collaboration, consent, fair work, local knowledge and access belong within environmental 
responsibility rather than outside it.

Figure 1. Six dimensions through which a collector can understand sustainable art.

These dimensions overlap, but none should be treated as proof of all the others. A painting of 
threatened water may be made with conventional materials. A sculpture that absorbs an 
airborne pollutant may require an energy-intensive fabrication process. A work made from 
reclaimed matter may contain an adhesive that prevents future separation. A ceramic piece may 
require firing but endure for centuries. A collector should resist both easy praise and easy 
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condemnation. The point is to understand the configuration of decisions that belongs to this 
particular work.

John Sabraw’s paintings offer a compelling example because environmental history enters the 
material itself. Working with scientists and engineers, he uses iron oxide recovered from 
streams affected by acid mine drainage to create artist pigments. In a work such as Sloop, 
pollution is not merely depicted. Matter recovered from a damaged water system becomes 
colour. Yet the significance of the work is not exhausted by this origin. Composition, luminosity, 
movement and surface must still command attention. The environmental account enlarges the 
painting; it does not do the painting’s artistic work for it.

John Sabraw, Sloop, 2025. Courtesy the artist and Gallery Les Bois.

Jasmine Pradissitto’s use of NOXORB demonstrates a different relationship between artwork and 
environment. The material is designed to absorb nitrogen oxides from polluted air. This active 
property becomes part of the sculpture’s proposition, but it must be described precisely. It 
absorbs a category of air pollutant; it should not be inaccurately presented as captured carbon. 
Precision protects both the scientific claim and the artistic seriousness of the work.

Other practices express responsibility through quieter choices. Annam Butt avoids acrylic paint, 
acrylic gesso and solvents and prepares surfaces with natural glues. Steve Foster’s floral 
painting practice avoids harmful solvents. Sandra Junele uses reclaimed materials and plant-
based glue, while Saskia Saunders works with plant-based fibres. Julian Emsley’s wood sculpture 
demands close attention to species, source, previous life and finish. Oliver Akdeniz’s ceramic 
sculpture makes the realities of clay and firing visible within work concerned with cracked earth, 
blossom and pollinators. No single example supplies a universal model. Together they show 
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how environmental thought can enter subject, material, technique and care with different 
degrees of visibility.

Environmental subject is not environmental performance

Collectors should distinguish the meaning of a work from the conditions of its production. An 
artwork can contribute powerfully to ecological culture even when its materials are not 
exemplary. Art changes attention, language and public imagination; these are real forms of 
influence. But an urgent subject should not make practical impacts invisible. Conversely, a 
materially responsible practice should not be forced to adopt overt environmental imagery in 
order to qualify.

This distinction prevents sustainable art from becoming an illustrative category. Artists need 
freedom to make complex, ambiguous and even uncomfortable work. A landscape does not 
need to behave like a campaign poster. A reclaimed material need not retain a visibly rough or 
virtuous appearance. Environmental seriousness can be expressed through beauty, seduction, 
restraint, humour, unease or formal experiment. The collector’s task is to ask whether the 
means and meaning are coherent, not whether the work resembles a pre-existing image of 
sustainability.

Responsibility rather than purity

No material artwork has zero impact. Even a found object has a history and may need cleaning, 
fixing, lighting, transport or storage. Digital and performance practices depend on devices, 
travel, energy, data and documentation. Natural materials can be toxic, overharvested or short-
lived. Synthetic materials can be durable, structurally efficient and used in small quantities. 
Reclaimed matter can carry contamination or require considerable processing. The language of 
purity therefore produces more confusion than progress.

Responsibility is a more credible standard. It asks whether relevant information was sought, 
avoidable harm was reduced, trade-offs were considered and the result was documented 
honestly. It also asks what was proportionate. A rarely used specialist material may be less 
significant than repeated air freight, a poorly loaded kiln or an artwork that fails prematurely. 
The collector does not need a complete life-cycle assessment for every acquisition. They need 
enough understanding to recognise material questions that could affect meaning, care, risk or 
the truth of a public claim.

A QUESTION WORTH ASKING

If the environmental explanation were removed, would the artwork still hold your attention? If 
the answer is uncertain, the next question may be artistic rather than environmental.

Sustainable art as an evolving field

Materials, methods and knowledge change. A claim that was reasonable when a work was made 
may later require qualification. A new recycling route may become available; a supplier may 
alter a formulation; a material promoted as compostable may prove unsuitable for the 
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conditions in which it is used. A collector should expect a serious practice to contain learning 
and uncertainty.

This does not weaken confidence. Confidence grows when an artist and gallery can explain what 
is known, identify the boundaries of the claim and retain the records that support it. Sustainable 
art is not a fixed category awarded once. It is an evolving relationship between artistic intention, 
material fact and responsible stewardship.

2. Artistic Merit Comes First

The first threshold

At Gallery Les Bois, artistic quality remains the first threshold of acquisition. A work should 
possess a reason to exist beyond the correctness of its materials. It may be beautiful in the 
conventional sense, but beauty can also reside in tension, proportion, vulnerability, strangeness, 
density, silence or intellectual clarity. The question is whether the work creates a sustained 
experience rather than merely delivering information.

This standard protects artists as much as collectors. If environmental credentials are allowed to 
compensate for undeveloped form, sustainable art is placed in a separate and less demanding 
category. The artist becomes a supplier of evidence rather than a maker of culture. Collectors 
then risk buying the story of the material while overlooking the finished work. A serious market 
must be capable of valuing both artistic achievement and environmental intelligence without 
confusing them.

The first encounter should therefore be allowed to unfold without an explanatory burden. 
Attend to scale, colour, surface, rhythm, weight, space and emotional temperature. Ask where 
the eye returns. Notice whether the work changes as you move around it or spend time with it. 
Consider what appears resolved and what remains productively open. Only then bring in the 
environmental account. The order matters because it reveals whether that account deepens a 
real artistic experience or attempts to create one retrospectively.
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John Sabraw, Presence of Water, 2025. Courtesy the artist and Gallery Les Bois.

Beauty without simplification

Beauty is sometimes treated with suspicion in discussions of environmental crisis, as though 
seriousness requires ugliness or guilt. Yet beauty can create attention, attachment and care. A 
work that gives visual form to a material transformation may make an environmental 
relationship emotionally legible in a way that data alone cannot. It can invite contemplation 
without concealing difficulty.

Steve Foster’s floral paintings illustrate how an environmentally conscious practice need not 
announce itself through austere or didactic form. The flower is observed through the traditions 
and pleasures of painting, while the studio method avoids harmful solvents. The environmental 
choice supports the work without becoming its visible subject. The collector may encounter 
colour, delicacy and mortality first, then discover that the method reflects comparable care.
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Steve Foster, Raspberry Ripple, 2025. Courtesy the artist and Gallery Les Bois.

Beauty should not be reduced to prettiness. Volcan’s work, made by the artist duo Rex and Edna, 
may combine human presence with visual interruption and cultural dislocation. Caitlin 
Heffernan’s intuitive mixed-media painting can suggest landscape and psychological terrain 
without becoming a literal view. In both cases, coherence may arise through friction. 
Sustainable connoisseurship makes room for works that unsettle as well as console.

Material intelligence as artistic intelligence

The strongest environmentally conscious works often reveal that material decisions are 
inseparable from artistic ones. Reclaimed timber may dictate a curve, void or scale. Plant-based 
fibre may create a tension unavailable in another material. A pigment recovered from industrial 
pollution may carry a colour, granulation or symbolic density that changes the composition. The 
material is not a moral label applied after completion; it participates in thought.

Collectors can look for signs of this integration. Does the artist understand how the material 
behaves? Has the process produced a distinctive formal language? Are irregularities intentional 
or merely unresolved? If a substitute was selected for environmental reasons, has its 
performance been mastered? Does the artist know which components are essential to the 
identity of the work and which could change? These questions connect technical command with 
artistic authorship.

Material intelligence also includes knowing when an established material remains necessary. A 
sculptor may retain a synthetic resin because a lower-impact alternative fails structurally. A 
ceramic artist may reject a lower firing temperature because it compromises the body or glaze. 
A painter may use a small quantity of a specialist medium because it produces a surface 



GALLERY LES BOIS   |   THE COLLECTOR'S GUIDE TO SUSTAINABLE ART

GALLERYLESBOIS.COM   ·   14

essential to the work. Responsibility is shown through informed use and proportion, not 
automatic substitution.

Context, distinction and the artist’s wider practice

An individual work should be considered within the artist’s developing practice. Is it 
representative, transitional or exceptional? Does it resolve questions explored over several 
years? Does it introduce a material or scale that may shape future work? How does it relate to 
exhibitions, writing, collaborations and critical reception? These are familiar collecting questions, 
but sustainability can add another line of development to trace.

An artist may move from environmental subject matter towards material intervention, or from 
experimental substitution towards a stable studio method. Early works may be historically 
significant because they record a turning point even if later examples are technically more 
assured. Equally, the first work using an innovative material is not automatically the strongest 
work to acquire. Significance depends on the relationship between innovation and artistic 
resolution.

The gallery’s role is to provide context without manufacturing certainty. A responsible 
conversation should distinguish established facts from interpretation and future potential. It 
should explain why the work matters within the artist’s practice, how its environmental 
dimensions are evidenced and what is still developing.

Potential investment-worthiness

Collectors may reasonably consider whether an artwork is potentially investment-worthy. The 
word potentially is essential. Art is not a guaranteed financial product, and sustainability does 
not create immunity from market risk. Value can be influenced by artistic quality, career 
development, scarcity, provenance, condition, institutional interest, critical writing, collector 
demand and the coherence of the artist’s market. Environmental relevance may contribute to 
cultural significance, but it is one factor within a much larger field.

The most defensible form of investment thinking begins with quality and a willingness to live 
with the work. Documentation, responsible care and clear provenance then protect the 
conditions under which future value may be recognised. A compelling work poorly stored, 
incompletely recorded or carelessly altered can lose both cultural and financial confidence. 
Conversely, good stewardship cannot make an artist important by itself. It allows importance, if 
it develops, to remain legible.

COLLECTOR PRINCIPLE

Buy the work, not the adjective. Let sustainability deepen your understanding of artistic merit 
rather than replace it.
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3. The Many Forms of Sustainable Practice

A spectrum, not a league table

Collectors often ask which material or discipline is most sustainable. The question is 
understandable but rarely answerable in the abstract. A textile work, painting, ceramic sculpture 
and digital installation have different functions, lifetimes and production systems. Even within 
one medium, scale, formulation, waste, transport and care can outweigh the material name 
printed on a label.

A spectrum is more useful than a binary. One artist may have exceptional control of studio 
waste but undertake frequent international projects. Another may introduce a transformative 
material while relying on energy-intensive fabrication. A third may use familiar materials 
sparingly, avoid hazardous solvents and make work with a long expected life. Each can identify a 
meaningful next step without being declared wholly sustainable or unsustainable.

Figure 2. Sustainable practice is a spectrum shaped by subject, method, scale and stewardship.

Regenerative and pollution-remediating practice

Some artists move beyond impact reduction towards materials or collaborations that contribute 
to environmental repair. John Sabraw’s acid mine drainage pigment work is regenerative 
because pigment production is connected to the recovery of iron oxide from polluted water 
systems. The full story involves scientific collaboration, treatment infrastructure and ongoing 
research; the artist does not simply collect coloured earth from a stream. For the collector, the 
value lies in both the material history and the finished painting’s ability to transform that history 
into a sustained visual proposition.
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Jasmine Pradissitto’s NOXORB sculptures are active in a different sense. Their material is 
designed to absorb nitrogen oxides. The claim should be kept within its evidence: the work is 
not a substitute for clean-air policy, nor should a collector calculate a heroic environmental 
benefit from a single object. Its importance lies partly in making material science culturally 
present and in proposing that sculpture can have environmental properties as well as symbolic 
ones.

Jasmine Pradissitto, Monticulus, 2025. Courtesy the artist and Gallery Les Bois.

Reclaimed and recovered matter

Reclaimed material can retain marks of previous use, reduce demand for new matter and bring 
a social or material history into the work. Sandra Junele’s practice uses reclaimed materials and 
plant-based glue, producing contemporary textile works in which accumulation, surface and 
construction are central. The work should not be reduced to craft or to the fact of reuse. Its 
artistic authority lies in how the recovered matter is reorganised into a distinctive spatial and 
visual language.

Reclaimed does not mean impact-free or automatically safe. Previous coatings, adhesives, 
biological contamination, embedded metal and unknown plastic formulations can complicate 
use and future care. The strongest practices identify what they can, isolate uncertainty and 
design the work so that the material’s previous life contributes to meaning rather than 
becoming a vague virtue claim.



GALLERY LES BOIS   |   THE COLLECTOR'S GUIDE TO SUSTAINABLE ART

GALLERYLESBOIS.COM   ·   17

Sandra Junele, 3552, 2024. Courtesy the artist and Gallery Les Bois.

Renewable and plant-based material

Plant-based materials can be renewable and sensorially rich, but the phrase does not settle 
questions of cultivation, processing, dye, transport, durability or land use. Saskia Saunders’ fibre 
practice demonstrates how plant-derived matter can be developed into an assured 
contemporary sculptural language. Form, repetition, tension and space remain primary. The 
source of the fibre supports interpretation without confining it.

For collectors, fibre works invite practical questions about light, humidity, dust, support and 
expected movement. A material that relaxes or changes subtly may be behaving as intended. 
Good documentation distinguishes this from damage. Environmental responsibility and 
conservation are therefore connected: the artist’s knowledge of how the fibre should live 
becomes part of the acquisition.
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Saskia Saunders, Here in Time III, 2025. Courtesy the artist and Gallery Les Bois.

Responsible use of established media

Much sustainable practice happens within established media. Annam Butt’s avoidance of acrylic 
paint, acrylic gesso and solvents, together with her use of natural glue in preparing surfaces, 
shows how a painter can revise the studio system without turning the resulting portrait into a 
demonstration. Steve Foster’s avoidance of harmful solvents offers another approach. The 
collector encounters a finished painting whose environmental account resides partly in process.

This quieter form of responsibility matters because the art world cannot be transformed only 
through exceptional new materials. Repeated decisions about cleaning, supports, quantity, 
failure, packaging and transport may have greater cumulative effect. They may also be easier 
for other artists and studios to adopt. Collectors who ask about process help make this work 
visible without requiring it to dominate the label.
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Annam Butt, Jose, 2025. Courtesy the artist and Gallery Les Bois.

Material truth in sculpture and ceramics

Julian Emsley’s wood sculpture draws attention to the fact that timber is not a neutral block. 
Species, grain, moisture, previous growth, felling, seasoning, burning and finish remain present 
in the form. Barriers in Yew II uses yew sourced from a garden in Teddington and felled because 
of safety concerns. Such specificity is more informative than the simple word sustainable. It 
allows the collector to understand source, transformation and care.
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Julian Emsley, Barriers in Yew II, 2025. Courtesy the artist and Gallery Les Bois.

Oliver Akdeniz’s ceramic practice reveals another kind of material truth. Clay is abundant in 
some contexts but not without extraction, water, glaze and firing impacts. Firing is also central 
to ceramic transformation; removing it would remove the discipline. Responsible practice 
therefore concerns sourcing, kiln loading, temperature, failure, glaze chemistry and longevity 
rather than an implausible promise of impact-free ceramic. The work’s themes of cracked earth, 
blossom and pollinators gain credibility when technical reality is acknowledged rather than 
hidden.
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Oliver Akdeniz, Freedom I. Courtesy the artist and Gallery Les Bois.

Environmental consciousness in subject and attention

Some practices contribute through sustained attention to landscape, natural systems or human 
relationships with place. Caitlin Heffernan’s intuitive paintings can move between inner and 
outer terrain. Miranda Carter and Michelle Gagliano bring distinct approaches to landscape and 
atmosphere. Volcan’s work engages human displacement and contemporary experience. Such 
works should not be forced into a narrow material category. Their contribution may lie in the 
perceptions and conversations they make possible, alongside the practical decisions of the 
studio.

Art’s cultural influence is difficult to measure, but difficulty does not make it imaginary. A 
collection shapes what is placed in view, discussed with guests, lent to institutions and 
preserved for future interpretation. The collector should nevertheless resist claims that a work 
changes the world merely because its subject is worthy. Cultural significance emerges through 
artistic force, context and sustained engagement.

The collector’s response to diversity

The diversity of sustainable practice calls for proportional enquiry. Ask the question that belongs 
to the work. For an acid mine drainage pigment painting, material origin and formulation may 
be central. For a reclaimed textile work, previous use, attachment and ageing may matter. For a 
ceramic sculpture, firing and handling are relevant. For a painting whose environmental 
responsibility lies mainly in solvent avoidance, there may be no reason to demand a complete 
product footprint.
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This flexibility is not a lowering of standards. It is a more exacting form of attention. It replaces a 
universal checklist with informed judgement while still keeping evidence, care and artistic 
quality in view.
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PART TWO: LOOKING, 
QUESTIONING AND EVIDENCE
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4. Reading Materials, Methods and Meaning

Begin with what is visible

The materials line beside an artwork is concise by necessity. Oil on canvas, mixed media, 
reclaimed textile or stoneware and porcelain may be accurate, but none explains the work. The 
collector’s task begins with looking. How has matter been organised? Is the surface absorbent, 
polished, fibrous, fractured, translucent or dense? Does construction appear concealed or 
declared? Is the material asked to imitate something else, or is its own behaviour made visible?

Looking first prevents technical information from dictating the experience. A collector who has 
been told that a pigment comes from pollution may search only for an environmental message 
and miss composition. One who knows that a textile is reclaimed may focus on origin and 
overlook rhythm, weight or spatial presence. Material knowledge should return the eye to the 
work with greater sensitivity, not replace looking with explanation.

Sienna Martz’s sculptural textile work provides a useful example. Intertwined I can be 
encountered through colour, contour and the tension of forms before its environmental context 
is described. The material and method then add a second register: softness may hold structure; 
repetition may recall biological systems; the work’s physical intelligence becomes clearer. The 
collector is not choosing between visual and material interpretation. Each strengthens the other.

Sienna Martz, Intertwined I. Courtesy the artist and Gallery Les Bois.

The materials label as a doorway

A useful materials description identifies principal substances and construction without 
pretending to disclose every trace ingredient. For an important work, the supporting record can 
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be fuller. It may include brands or formulations where relevant, supports, grounds, coatings, 
adhesives, fixings, fabricators, dates and known hazards. The public label and the private record 
serve different purposes.

Terms deserve careful reading. Mixed media signals plurality but not composition. Natural 
identifies origin only broadly and says nothing certain about toxicity, cultivation or durability. 
Recycled content should indicate what proportion and which component where possible. 
Reclaimed means recovered from a previous use or waste stream, but does not establish safety 
or future recyclability. Biodegradable describes potential breakdown under conditions that 
should be stated; it does not mean suitable for release into nature. Local describes distance or 
relationship, not automatically lower impact.

The collector need not demand a laboratory analysis. Ask for greater detail where it could affect 
meaning, display, transport, conservation or a significant environmental claim. A small unknown 
additive in a stable commercial paint may not be material to the acquisition. An unidentified 
adhesive holding the primary structure of a large textile work may be.

Transformation matters

Material origin attracts attention, but artistic transformation determines whether it becomes art. 
Reclaimed fabric can remain recognisably domestic, be shredded into fibre, layered into a dense 
surface or reorganised into sculptural form. Timber can retain its previous shape or be cut, 
burnt, carved, oiled and joined. Pollutant-derived iron oxide can become a pigment whose 
colour and behaviour participate in an abstract painting.

Ask what knowledge the transformation required. Did the artist develop the process, work with 
a scientist or commission a specialist? Was a material tested for adhesion, light, load or ageing? 
Did failure lead to a revised form? This enquiry reveals authorship within collaboration. An artist 
need not perform every technical action personally, but should direct the decisions that 
establish the work’s identity.

The role of a fabricator should be documented without diminishing the artist. Contemporary art 
has long depended on foundries, framers, printers, engineers, textile specialists, programmers 
and installers. Environmental responsibility follows the work into those relationships. A clear 
fabrication record can name significant materials, processes, finishes and substitutions while 
preserving specialist credit.

Essential and replaceable elements

Complex works are easier to steward when the artist distinguishes what is essential from what 
may change. In a painting, the original surface is normally identity-bearing even if a frame can 
be replaced. In a technological work, a file, display ratio or interaction may be essential while a 
projector model is replaceable. In a modular textile work, arrangement may be fixed or variable 
within defined limits. In an active material, the environmental property may persist, diminish or 
require no renewal at all.
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This distinction should be established before a problem occurs. A future conservator should not 
have to guess whether a fading colour destroys the work or completes it, whether a cracked 
ceramic element may be replaced, or whether a component sourced from a particular place 
carries meaning that an apparently identical substitute would lose.

Figure 3. A collector’s route from visible form to material record and artistic intention.

Intended change

All materials change. Paper responds to light and humidity; fibres relax; timber moves; metals 
oxidise; plastics yellow or become brittle; paint films harden; digital hardware fails. Change is 
not always damage. Patina, fading, cracking, decay or technological obsolescence can form part 
of the artistic proposition. The collector needs a statement of acceptable change rather than a 
promise of immutability.

For an intentionally changing work, ask what should remain recognisable. Is a colour 
relationship essential? May a fibre sag within a range? Should oxidation be allowed but 
structural corrosion prevented? Can organic matter be replenished? Is documentation the 
enduring form after physical material disappears? A concise answer can prevent both neglect 
and over-treatment.

Materials and feeling

Technical knowledge should not drain the work of mystery. Matter carries association before 
explanation: wood can suggest growth and memory; clay can hold touch and geological time; 
fibre can evoke body, labour and connection; reflective surfaces can make the viewer physically 
present. The collector’s material literacy should enlarge this imaginative field.
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The best questions are therefore double. What is this made from, and what does that material 
make possible? How should it be cared for, and how does vulnerability contribute to meaning? 
Where did it come from, and what becomes visible through its transformation? Sustainable 
connoisseurship remains a humanistic practice even when it borrows knowledge from science 
and conservation.

5. Asking Better Questions

Conversation, not interrogation

The purchase of an artwork is a relationship, not a compliance exercise. Artists and galleries 
should be able to answer relevant questions, but a collector can ask them in a way that 
encourages knowledge rather than performance. Begin with the work: what drew the artist to 
this material or process? What changed during its making? Which qualities are most important 
to preserve? Such questions often reveal more than asking whether the work is sustainable.

The word sustainable invites a yes-or-no answer. Specific questions reveal practice. Which 
component is reclaimed? What evidence supports the timber source? Does the stated pollution-
absorbing property apply to the finished material? What solvents or cleaning systems were 
avoided? Is the crate intended to return? Does the artist expect this surface to change? The aim 
is not to catch out an artist. It is to understand what is being acquired.

Questions should be proportionate to significance and complexity. A modest unframed work on 
paper may need information about medium, support, light sensitivity and provenance. A large 
mixed-media installation may require drawings, component lists, structural information, 
software, packing sequences and authorised substitutions. Apply more enquiry where 
uncertainty could create material risk or where an environmental statement is central to price 
and interpretation.

Questions about artistic significance

Before discussing environmental credentials, ask how the work belongs within the artist’s 
practice. Is it part of a series? Does it mark a new material direction? What research, exhibition 
or collaboration surrounds it? Are related works held in notable collections or included in 
publications? What distinguishes this example from others?

These questions help the collector avoid buying an isolated story. A work can use an 
extraordinary material but remain peripheral to the artist’s strongest development. Another 
may be materially quiet yet pivotal because it resolves a long investigation. The gallery should 
be able to explain the relationship without claiming that every work is a masterpiece.

Questions about material and fabrication

Ask for the principal materials, support and construction. Where a term such as reclaimed, 
recycled, plant-based or responsibly sourced is significant, ask what it describes and how the 
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information was obtained. For commissioned fabrication, ask who produced the work, whether 
samples or drawings exist and which substitutions were approved. For editions, ask whether all 
examples were produced together, how future examples will be made and what happens if a 
material becomes unavailable.

Unknowns should be recorded rather than filled with assumption. An artist using found plastic 
may not know the exact polymer. The answer may be to avoid heat, keep the component 
accessible and document its source. An artist using an inherited pigment may lack a current 
safety sheet. That uncertainty can inform handling without making the work uncollectable.

Questions about care and movement

Ask where the work can safely be displayed, how it should be lifted, whether orientation matters 
and which environmental conditions require attention. Confirm dimensions and physical weight 
rather than relying on visual impression. A compact stone sculpture may need specialist 
support; a large textile work may be light but vulnerable to snagging, dust or poor rolling.

If the work will travel, discuss packing and route at the point of acquisition. Can an existing crate 
be used? Who stores or returns it? Is consolidated road transport feasible? Does the work 
contain a battery, magnet, powder, aerosol, protected species or other restricted material? Will 
customs, export, import or dangerous-goods documentation be required? Early questions 
create options; late questions create air freight and emergency packaging.

Questions about claims and evidence

An environmental statement should be specific enough to test. Ask which part of the work it 
covers, the source and date of the evidence, and any significant exclusions. A material can 
contain recycled content without the whole artwork being recycled. Renewable electricity at the 
studio does not describe fabrication or freight. A reusable crate has environmental value only if 
a system makes reuse likely.

The collector is entitled to clear information but should not ask an individual artist to prove what 
only a manufacturer can know. The artist can retain a supplier statement, invoice, label or safety 
data sheet and identify the limit of their knowledge. A credible boundary is better than false 
precision.

COLLECTOR NOTE

The quality of an answer often matters as much as its conclusion. Specificity, evidence and an 
honest boundary are stronger signs of responsible practice than effortless certainty.

Recording the conversation

Important answers should not remain in memory. Ask the gallery to incorporate relevant 
material, care and environmental information into the invoice, certificate, artwork record or a 
separate document. Date any statement that may change. Retain emails that establish an 
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approved substitution or artist intention, but transfer the essential facts into an accessible 
collection record rather than leaving them in an inbox.

A concise record can serve insurance, conservation, lending, resale and succession. It also 
protects the artist from later misquotation. If the collector publicly describes the work, the same 
wording can be drawn from verified information rather than improvised marketing.

The Story Within the Material, World’s End Studios, September 2025. Gallery Les Bois archive.

When specialist advice is needed

Some questions exceed the role of artist, collector or gallery. Seek a conservator for complex 
material behaviour or treatment; a qualified shipper for dangerous goods and international 
movement; a structural specialist for public or large-scale installation; legal or tax advice for 
ownership, export, inheritance or charitable giving; and relevant authorities for CITES or 
sanctions.

Specialist advice is not a sign that the acquisition is problematic. It is part of responsible 
ownership. Early consultation often enables simpler and more elegant solutions than 
intervention after damage or delay.

6. Evidence, Certification and Green Claims

From attractive language to useful information

Environmental language is persuasive because it compresses complexity. Words such as green, 
eco-friendly, ethical, natural, carbon-neutral and sustainable create a favourable impression 
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without necessarily defining what has improved. A collector should neither accept them 
uncritically nor reject all claims as marketing. The more productive response is to ask what the 
statement means in this case.

The UK Competition and Markets Authority’s Green Claims Code provides a useful discipline 
even where an artwork description is not conventional product advertising. Claims should be 
truthful and accurate, clear and unambiguous, not omit important information, make fair and 
meaningful comparisons, consider the relevant life cycle and be substantiated. The principles 
concern the overall impression created by words, images and omissions, not merely literal 
accuracy in one sentence.

For collectors, this means reading the noun as carefully as the adjective. Reclaimed cotton 
surface is clearer than made from reclaimed materials if the support and fixings are new. Studio 
electricity supplied on a renewable tariff is more precise than carbon-neutral artwork. Designed 
for disassembly describes intention, while components can be separated using standard tools 
describes a practical feature. Each stronger statement narrows the claim until it can be 
understood.

An evidence ladder

Evidence has levels. At the base is the artist’s recollection or a broad supplier description. Above 
it are photographs, invoices, product labels, correspondence, recipes and studio records. More 
formal evidence may include safety data sheets, chain-of-custody documentation, test results, 
recycled-content declarations or recognised certification. The strongest evidence is not always 
necessary, but the evidence should match the importance of the claim.

Figure 4. An evidence ladder for environmental claims, from broad language to artwork-specific records.
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If a minor spacer within a frame contains recycled plastic, a supplier’s product sheet may be 
enough. If an entire collection is marketed around a material’s pollution-remediating property, 
independent technical evidence and precise language are appropriate. If certified timber is 
central to a sculpture, retain the invoice and chain-of-custody information connected to the 
actual purchase rather than a logo copied from a general webpage.

Certification without surrendering judgement

Certification can provide independent structure, especially for forest-based materials, recycled 
content and some manufacturing claims. It should be read for scope. Does it apply to raw 
material, product, company or site? Is the claim based on a certified, recycled or mixed input? 
Does the invoice or product code connect the certificate to the material used in the work?

Certification does not decide whether a material was necessary, used efficiently or made into a 
durable artwork. It is one part of material intelligence. A small quantity of uncertified reclaimed 
timber with a clear local history may be responsible in a different way from new certified timber. 
The collector should understand the evidence without turning certification into a hierarchy of 
artistic worth.

Carbon claims and boundaries

Carbon figures can illuminate major differences in energy or transport, but they can also imply 
precision that the available data does not support. Ask what was counted, over what period, 
using which factor and with what exclusions. A figure for studio electricity does not equal a 
complete artwork footprint. A transport estimate should state weight, route and mode. 
Offsetting should not be used to conceal avoidable emissions.

The most useful carbon information is often decision-led rather than promotional. Knowing that 
air freight dominates an artwork’s journey can justify a longer lead time and a sea or road 
alternative. Knowing that a kiln is often half loaded can change scheduling. Collectors should 
value such evidence even when it does not produce a neat public number.

Recycled, reclaimed, biodegradable and natural

Recycled content indicates that recovered material entered a new product, but the percentage 
and location matter. Reclaimed usually describes an existing material or object put to a new use 
with less reprocessing. Neither guarantees that the final artwork can be recycled again. 
Adhesives, coatings and mixed components may prevent separation.

Biodegradable and compostable claims require conditions. Industrial composting is not the 
same as a home compost heap, and neither means a component can be left outdoors. An 
artwork may combine a biodegradable fibre with synthetic dye, wire or coating. The end-of-life 
route should reflect the finished component, not its most attractive ingredient.

Natural is especially broad. Natural substances can be toxic, sensitising, scarce or intensively 
processed. Synthetic substances can be stable and needed only in small quantities. The collector 
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should ask about relevant hazard, source, quantity and performance rather than allowing origin 
alone to decide.

Correcting and updating information

Claims sometimes prove incomplete. A supplier changes formulation, a percentage was 
misunderstood or a boundary expands. A credible gallery or artist should correct the 
description, retain the earlier record where necessary and explain any material implication for 
the work. The collector should update their own record and avoid repeating obsolete language.

This capacity to correct is a strength. Sustainable practice develops through learning, and 
honest revision creates more confidence than defensive certainty. The artwork does not lose 
meaning because knowledge becomes more exact; its history becomes better documented.

Rethinking Sustainable Art with ISEP, World’s End Studios, November 2025. Gallery Les Bois archive.

Public descriptions by collectors

Collectors increasingly discuss works on social media, in collection websites, at events and 
through institutional loans. When an environmental claim is repeated, the collector joins the 
chain of communication. Use the wording provided in the artwork record, credit the artist and 
distinguish fact from interpretation. Do not extend the claim because a stronger phrase appears 
more impressive.

Images also make claims. Green colour grading, leaves, recycling symbols or photographs of an 
artist outdoors can imply environmental performance that has not been evidenced. The most 
persuasive visual account is often the work itself, its real materials, the artist’s process and the 
records that support it.
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PART THREE: ACQUIRING WITH 
CONFIDENCE
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7. Building a Collection with Coherence

From acquisition to collection

A collection is more than a number of individually desirable objects. Over time, relationships 
emerge between works: recurring questions, materials, visual tensions, generations, 
geographies and forms of knowledge. Coherence does not require uniformity. It requires a 
collector to understand why these works belong in conversation.

Sustainability can become the organising principle of a collection, but it should not become a 
narrow visual theme. A strong collection might place a pollution-derived pigment painting 
beside a solvent-conscious floral work, a plant-fibre sculpture, a ceramic response to resource 
pressure and a painting concerned with psychological landscape. The approaches differ, yet 
together they reveal how contemporary artists are rethinking relationships between matter, 
culture and environment.

Begin with genuine attraction. Note the works and artists that remain in mind after the first 
encounter. Then ask what connects them. Is the collection drawn to transformation, recovery, 
natural systems, material restraint, endangered knowledge, beauty under pressure or the 
tension between permanence and change? A collecting proposition should describe a field of 
curiosity rather than a shopping rule.

COLLECTOR EXERCISE

Complete the sentence: “This collection explores how contemporary artists…” Keep the answer 
broad enough to allow surprise and exact enough to guide a decision.

Sustainable art within an existing collection

Many collectors will not begin again. Environmental consciousness may enter an established 
collection of painting, sculpture, textiles, portraiture or landscape. This can produce richer 
results than creating a separate green category. A Sabraw work may speak to a history of 
abstraction and colour. Annam Butt may extend a conversation about contemporary portraiture. 
Julian Emsley may sit within an interest in British sculpture or material transformation. Sandra 
Junele and Saskia Saunders may expand a collection’s understanding of contemporary fibre 
without being reduced to medium or method.

Look for conceptual and formal bridges. A work made with reclaimed matter may connect to 
Arte Povera, assemblage or post-war material practice. Pollution-derived pigment may resonate 
with histories of earth colour, alchemy or scientific collaboration. An environmentally attentive 
landscape may revise rather than abandon the traditions that precede it. Sustainable art gains 
authority when it enters art history, not when it is isolated from it.

Depth and range

A collection can develop depth through several works by one artist or range through different 
practices. Neither approach is inherently superior. Depth can reveal the evolution of a material, 
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series or idea and may support a closer relationship with the artist. Range can show the breadth 
of contemporary response and reduce the temptation to treat one method as definitive.

When acquiring several works by one artist, look for distinction as well as consistency. Consider 
scale, date, series, material development and the role of each work. Avoid buying near-
duplicates simply because availability creates urgency. A coherent group should illuminate the 
practice rather than resemble inventory.

When building range, avoid a checklist of media. The purpose is not to own one reclaimed 
textile, one regenerative painting and one ceramic sculpture. Let the works earn their place 
through quality and relation. Gaps can be productive; a collection does not need to illustrate the 
entire field.

Installation view, Future Forms, Treehouse Hotel London, January 2026. Gallery Les Bois archive.

Emerging and established artists

Sustainability is an evolving area in which emerging artists may introduce significant new 
materials and methods. Early support can enable research, fabrication and professional 
development. It also brings uncertainty: a material may not have a long conservation history, 
the artist’s market may be developing and documentation systems may be new.

Established artists can offer a longer record of exhibition, collection, critical response and 
material behaviour. Their work may provide greater market visibility but can carry higher prices 
and more complex movement. A balanced collection may include both, guided by the collector’s 
appetite for discovery, stewardship and risk.

Do not confuse novelty with promise. A new biomaterial or technical property attracts attention, 
but ask whether the artist has developed a compelling language around it. Equally, do not 
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assume that a mature conventional medium lacks environmental innovation. A refined studio 
process, careful sourcing and long-lived work may represent a substantial responsible practice 
without spectacular claims.

Scale, space and lived experience

The environmental life of a collection is shaped by the spaces in which it lives. Large work can be 
transformative, but dimensions, access, weight, storage and future movement should be 
considered before acquisition. A work that cannot enter the intended building without 
dismantling a window may create cost and impact that planning could have avoided. Modular 
work may offer flexibility, but only if reconfiguration respects the artist’s intention.

Do not allow practical thought to reduce ambition automatically. An exceptional large work may 
justify specialist handling and a permanent place. The useful question is whether the collector 
can provide the conditions the work deserves. Sustainable collecting favours right-sizing, not 
smallness as a virtue.

Photographs and digital visualisations help but do not replace physical encounter. View scale 
against the body where possible. Ask to see the reverse, edge, fixings or plinth. Experience how 
reflective, translucent or three-dimensional work changes with movement and light. These 
observations inform both aesthetic judgement and installation.

Relationships and access

Collections develop through relationships with galleries, artists, advisors, curators and other 
collectors. Studio visits and artist talks can deepen understanding, provided they do not become 
performances of access. The collector should respect the artist’s time, listen to process and allow 
conversation to move beyond a request for a privileged story.

Gallery events can make different practices visible together. At Future Forms, Gallery Les Bois 
placed works across rooms within Treehouse Hotel London, allowing visitors to experience 
sustainable contemporary art within lived interiors rather than only a white cube. Such settings 
help collectors judge how work carries atmosphere, scale and presence in relation to furniture, 
light and architecture.
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Nature, Material and Transformation, World’s End Studios, October 2025. Gallery Les Bois archive.

Review without constant replacement

A collection should be reviewed, but review need not mean turnover. Revisit the collecting 
proposition annually. Which works still generate thought? Which relationships have deepened? 
Where has the collection become repetitive? What care, documentation or display needs have 
been neglected? Is a new acquisition filling a real gap or answering the pressure to keep buying?

Restraint can strengthen a collection. Waiting for a better work, supporting research before 
commissioning or rotating existing holdings may create more value than continuous acquisition. 
Sustainable collecting separates cultural ambition from automatic expansion.

Commissions and site-specific work

Commissioning allows a collector to participate in the development of a work, but it also brings 
responsibilities that do not arise in a simple acquisition. The most successful commission begins 
with respect for the artist’s existing practice. The collector identifies a context, ambition or 
practical need while leaving the artist enough freedom to make a work rather than execute a 
product specification.

A written brief should describe site, scale, access, programme, budget, timetable and any non-
negotiable technical conditions. Environmental intentions belong here too. If lower-impact 
transport, local fabrication, reclaimed material, modular installation or future disassembly 
matters, state it before concept and engineering are fixed. Avoid asking for a fully sustainable 
commission without defining the priorities and trade-offs that phrase is meant to address.
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The site should be documented through dimensions, photographs, drawings, orientation, light, 
climate, wall or floor construction, services and public interaction. For outdoor work, include 
drainage, wind, loading, vandalism, landscape maintenance and planning. For a domestic 
interior, consider circulation, furniture, children, pets, cleaning and the possibility that the 
owner may move. A site-specific work can be deeply integrated without becoming impossible to 
relocate; equally, some commissions gain meaning precisely because they cannot be detached 
from place.

Agree decision points rather than continuous informal approval. A typical structure might 
include concept, material sample, maquette or drawing, technical design, fabrication review and 
installation. State what can change at each stage and how additional requests affect fee and 
schedule. Rushed approval creates waste when work must be remade, while endless revision 
transfers environmental and financial cost to the artist and fabricator.

Budget for research, testing, engineering, artist time, fabrication, documentation, packing, 
transport, installation and contingency. If environmental evidence, carbon estimation or 
specialist sourcing is required, include the labour needed to produce it. Responsible practice is 
not an unpaid premium the artist should absorb in exchange for the opportunity.

Ownership and rights require clarity. The collector normally acquires the physical work, not 
copyright. Agree photography, publicity, access, maintenance, future relocation, reproduction 
and any artist approval required for alteration. For a work embedded in architecture, establish 
what happens if the building is sold, refurbished or demolished. A deinstallation and retirement 
protocol can be part of the original commission rather than an uncomfortable later invention.

The commission record should be especially strong. Retain the brief, contract, drawings, 
samples, approved changes, fabrication information, structural calculations where relevant, 
installation sequence, as-built photographs, material record, care instructions and artist 
statement. Record rejected options only where they help explain the final work; the archive 
should clarify authorship rather than overwhelm future stewards.
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Michelle Gagliano, Lambing Storm, 2024. Courtesy the artist and Gallery Les Bois.

Site-specific collecting can also respond to what already exists. A new commission need not fill 
every wall or create a large material presence. It might adapt an artist’s established format, 
activate natural light, use local specialist knowledge or bring several existing works into a 
carefully designed relationship. The most sustainable commission may be the one whose artistic 
ambition and material scale are exactly matched to the place.

8. Due Diligence, Provenance and Authenticity

Confidence is built from connected records

Due diligence is sometimes imagined as suspicion entering a pleasurable transaction. In fact, 
good records protect the pleasure of collecting. They allow the collector to understand what was 
acquired, from whom, under what description and with which rights or responsibilities. They 
also make future lending, insurance, conservation, resale and succession considerably easier.

For a primary-market acquisition from a living artist, the essential record usually includes the 
artist’s name, title, date, medium, dimensions, price, seller, invoice, certificate or other 
confirmation of authenticity, and provenance from the artist or their authorised representative. 
Editioned work also needs edition size, number, artist proofs where applicable and information 
about whether the edition is complete or produced on demand.

Materially complex work should carry further information: fabricators, components, installation 
instructions, display equipment, software, authorised substitutions, expected change, hazards, 
care and packing. Environmental claims central to the work should be supported by the relevant 
source record. Keep these elements together under one collection reference.
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Figure 5. The acquisition dossier that follows a work into the collection.

Provenance as continuity

Provenance is the history of ownership and custody. In the primary market it may be short, but 
it is no less important. An invoice from the representing gallery and a certificate linked to the 
exact work establish a clean beginning. Record any previous exhibition, loan, publication or 
ownership disclosed at sale. Retain labels and transport documents where they add useful 
history, but do not detach material from the work without a system for reconnecting it.

Environmental provenance can sit within this broader record. The source of a significant 
reclaimed object, a named timber, a recovered pigment or an artist-developed formulation may 
be part of meaning. That history should be recorded with evidence and an appropriate 
boundary. Provenance does not require every molecule to be traced; it requires significant 
claims not to become folklore.

Authenticity and artist intention

Authenticity in contemporary art can depend on more than original matter. A technological 
work may require migration; an installation may be remade from instructions; a performance 
may exist through authorised re-performance; a modular sculpture may allow several 
configurations. The artist’s intention, parameters and approval process become central.

Ask what makes this work this work. Is it a unique object, an edition, an instruction, a file, an 
arrangement or a combination? Who may fabricate replacement parts? Must the artist or estate 
approve a change? What documentation proves that a future realisation is authentic? The 
certificate should not be separated casually from the work; for some conceptual or time-based 
practices, it carries decisive authority.
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The same principle applies more quietly to material substitution. If a natural fibre is no longer 
available, can another species or supplier be used? If a commercial screen fails, can its 
replacement differ in technology while preserving size, brightness and aspect ratio? If a ceramic 
component breaks, does repair preserve authenticity better than remaking? These are not 
abstract questions once ownership has begun.

Condition at acquisition

A condition report records the state of the work at a particular time. It should be proportionate, 
descriptive and supported by clear photographs. Note existing irregularities, repairs, surface 
marks, movement or variations that could later be mistaken for damage. For an intentionally 
changing work, distinguish anticipated behaviour from current condition.

The report protects all parties during transport and installation. Repeat it on arrival, before and 
after a loan, and after any incident. Use consistent views and light. A photograph without date, 
scale or orientation can create confusion rather than evidence.

Condition is not a demand for visual perfection. Reclaimed materials may carry holes, stains, 
abrasions or previous joins; timber may split within an expected range; handmade paper may 
vary. The key is to know what belongs to the work and what has happened to it.

Customer due diligence and sanctions

The regulated obligations of art market participants belong principally to the businesses 
involved, but collectors should expect identity and source-of-funds enquiries where required. In 
the UK, the relevant art market participant threshold changed to £10,000 from 30 June 2026, 
including linked transactions. Financial sanctions obligations can also apply. A reputable request 
for identification is not a judgement on the collector; it is part of a lawful and responsible 
market.

Collectors purchasing through companies, trusts, foundations or agents should be prepared to 
identify beneficial ownership and explain authority to act. Attempts to divide a purchase into 
smaller invoices or use an opaque intermediary can create legitimate concern. The gallery 
should handle personal data securely and explain what is required.

Because rules and risk assessments change, this guide does not prescribe documentation for a 
particular transaction. Collectors and galleries should follow current official guidance and 
professional advice.

CITES, restricted materials and international movement

Artworks can contain timber, ivory, shell, coral, feathers, skin, bone or other plant and animal 
materials controlled under the Convention on International Trade in Endangered Species. Age, 
reclamation or artistic transformation does not automatically remove restrictions. Species, 
source, date, destination and purpose may affect whether permits or certificates are needed.
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Check before acquisition if international movement is possible, not on the eve of shipment. An 
unidentified wood or decorative fragment can create delay, seizure or an inability to resell 
across borders. A collector should not accept vague assurances that a material is old or found. 
Ask for identification and consult current CITES and national guidance where relevant.

Contemporary artworks may also engage dangerous-goods rules through batteries, solvents, 
aerosols, powders or magnets. Specialist shippers should assess the actual components and 
route.

Export, import and taxation

The movement of art across borders can involve export licences, customs declarations, import 
VAT, duty, temporary admission and cultural property controls. Requirements depend on age, 
value, classification, origin, destination and whether movement is temporary or permanent. 
Some older or nationally significant works may require an export licence or be subject to a 
deferral process.

Collectors should establish which party is importer or exporter of record, who bears taxes and 
fees, and what documents will return with the work. Sustainable route planning must remain 
compatible with legal and insurance requirements. A slower sea journey is not useful if 
paperwork expires before arrival.

Privacy and transparent ownership

Private collectors are entitled to security and discretion, but privacy should not destroy 
provenance. Collection databases can restrict public access while preserving accurate internal 
ownership and location. When lending anonymously, the institution can record the owner 
confidentially. When selling, the provenance can be disclosed appropriately through the 
intermediary.

Sustainable stewardship depends on information surviving changes of staff, advisor, software 
and generation. A private fact can remain private without becoming lost.

9. Price, Value and Potential Investment

Price is a fact; value is an argument

The price of an artwork is the amount agreed in a transaction. Value is broader and changes 
according to artistic, cultural, relational and market contexts. A collector may value a work for 
the experience it brings to daily life, its connection to an artist, its place within a collection or its 
potential financial trajectory. These forms of value overlap but should not be collapsed.

Sustainability can contribute to value by strengthening cultural relevance, material 
distinctiveness and the depth of an artist’s practice. It can also introduce costs: research, 
specialist fabrication, testing, documentation, reusable packing and responsible disposal require 
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time and expertise. A serious price should reflect the work and the professional practice around 
it, not attach an unexplained green premium.

The architecture of value

Artistic achievement sits at the centre. Around it are career development, exhibition history, 
critical reception, institutional engagement, scarcity, provenance, condition, documentation, 
market structure and collector demand. Environmental significance can interact with each. 
Material innovation may draw curatorial interest; responsible documentation may strengthen 
conservation confidence; cultural attention to climate may make a body of work increasingly 
relevant. None of these effects is automatic.

Figure 6. The connected factors that can contribute to cultural and market value.

Look for coherence over publicity. Has the artist developed the work across time? Are 
exhibitions and writing connected to the practice rather than isolated mentions? Do important 
collectors and institutions engage with the work? Is supply managed responsibly? Does the 
gallery support scholarship, conservation and placements, or only immediate sales?

Potential, risk and time

The phrase potentially investment-worthy recognises both possibility and uncertainty. Emerging 
artists can experience significant career development, but many markets remain illiquid and 
resale may be difficult. Established artists may have greater price evidence but still fluctuate. 
Transaction costs, artist resale rights, tax, insurance, storage, conservation and commission 
affect financial return.

Collectors should be wary of guaranteed appreciation, artificial urgency, opaque comparable 
sales and sustainability presented as a new asset class. Ask how the price was established and 
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whether related works have consistent primary-market pricing. Understand any resale or right-
of-first-refusal expectations in the sale agreement. If financial return is a primary objective, seek 
independent professional advice.

Time in art is not merely a holding period. It allows an artist’s significance to develop, a 
collection to acquire coherence and a work to become embedded in exhibition and scholarship. 
The collector who supports thoughtfully and cares well may contribute to the conditions in 
which value is recognised, even though they cannot control the result.

Scarcity and editions

Uniqueness can support value, but editioned work offers access and may be integral to the 
artistic form. Ask about edition size, artist proofs, variations, fabrication date and whether the 
complete edition has been produced. An edition made from changing or reclaimed materials 
may contain authorised variation; that difference should be defined rather than treated as 
defect.

Artificial scarcity should not be mistaken for quality. A tiny edition does not make a weak work 
important. Equally, responsible production may mean that an artist fabricates editions in 
response to demand rather than creating unsold stock. Clear records preserve confidence 
whichever model is used.

Condition and material uncertainty

Experimental materials can create anxiety about future value, but conventional materials also 
fail. The relevant question is not whether a work is unusual; it is whether its behaviour is 
understood, monitored and documented. A work that is intended to change can remain 
authentic and valuable if its parameters are clear. An apparently durable work can lose value 
through inappropriate cleaning, excessive light or undocumented repair.

Ask whether conservation advice exists and whether the gallery will facilitate future contact with 
the artist or specialist. Do not demand permanence where impermanence is central, but 
understand what will remain transferable: object, instruction, file, certificate, documentation or 
authorised possibility of renewal.

Provenance, care and confidence

Future buyers inherit both the artwork and the quality of its stewardship. A complete record 
reduces uncertainty. It shows that the work offered for resale is the work acquired, that changes 
and interventions are known, and that environmental claims have not drifted. For a collector 
choosing between comparable examples, this confidence may be significant.

Good care should not be undertaken solely to protect price. It protects artistic meaning and 
cultural memory. Yet cultural and financial stewardship often point in the same direction: 
accurate records, appropriate conditions, qualified treatment and honest disclosure.
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John Sabraw, Aetheria I, 2026. Courtesy the artist and Gallery Les Bois.

Buying what you can steward

The final investment question is practical: can you provide the time, space, environmental 
conditions, insurance, expertise and patience the work requires? A complex installation may be 
affordable to purchase but expensive to store and realise. A large sculpture may be inexpensive 
to maintain in the right permanent setting but costly if repeatedly moved. A delicate work on 
paper may need only good framing and controlled light.

Choosing a work whose needs match the collection is not timid. It is an acknowledgement that 
ownership has consequences. The most sustainable acquisition is one the collector can value, 
care for and defend over time.
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PART FOUR: COLLECTING ART 
SUSTAINABLY
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10. Transport, Packaging and Installation

The journey begins before purchase

Transport is often arranged after every other decision has been made. At that point, 
dimensions, weight, fragility, access and deadline have already determined the options. A 
sustainable journey begins during acquisition. Confirm where the work is, where it is going, 
when it is genuinely needed and whether it can travel with other consignments. Ask whether the 
existing packing can be retained and who will be responsible for its next use.

Urgency is one of the art market’s most expensive environmental habits. A last-minute 
installation date can make air freight the only feasible international route, require a dedicated 
vehicle or lead to new packaging because the reusable crate is elsewhere. Collectors can create 
time by making decisions promptly, accepting realistic delivery windows and allowing galleries 
and shippers to consolidate.

Gallery Climate Coalition encourages collectors to discuss lower-impact options with sellers, plan 
early, consolidate and work towards non-air methods for international freight. These actions 
remain subject to condition, security, insurance, customs and route. Environmental preference 
does not justify exposing the work to unmanaged risk.

Protection is part of sustainability

Packaging has an impact, but damage does too. A work that arrives broken may require return 
transport, replacement material, specialist labour and a loss of original fabric. The goal is not 
the least packaging visible. It is the minimum system that provides reliable protection across the 
expected handling, climate, route and number of journeys.

Professional packing begins with the vulnerabilities of the work. Abrasion, vibration, shock, 
pressure, puncture, moisture, temperature and handling orientation require different 
responses. Materials in contact with the artwork should be compatible and clean. Tape adhesive 
should not migrate onto reusable sheets. Soft wrapping should not place pressure on a fragile 
surface. A crate should allow safe lifting and identification without advertising value 
unnecessarily.

Reusable packaging gains value through repeated service. Mark components, photograph the 
packing sequence, record condition, identify compatible works and assign storage. A crate 
without a return route becomes single-use timber with an optimistic label. Agree at sale 
whether the collector, gallery or shipper retains it and how return transport is funded.
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Figure 7. A circular system for artwork packaging, from design to inspection and reuse.

Choosing a route

Mode, distance, consolidation, urgency, vehicle size and handling risk interact. Air freight usually 
creates much greater greenhouse gas emissions than sea or road for comparable international 
journeys. Sea freight can require longer lead times, suitable packing, insurance agreement and 
careful control of route and trans-shipment. Road freight can be efficient when consolidated; a 
dedicated van travelling a long distance for one small work may not be.

Ask the shipper for alternatives rather than prescribing a vehicle without expertise. Provide 
exact dimensions, packed dimensions and actual weight. Volumetric weight may affect price, 
while physical weight is needed for handling and environmental records. Establish whether the 
work can be combined with a gallery run, fair return or another collection delivery.

Local movement also deserves planning. Combine collection visits, use appropriately sized 
vehicles and avoid sending paperwork or small replaceable components separately. Where a 
qualified low- or zero-emission fine-art vehicle is available, it may reduce local pollution and 
emissions. Security, suspension, climate requirements and trained handling remain essential.

International practicalities

Before dispatch, confirm importer and exporter responsibilities, customs documents, values, 
commodity information, taxes, export licences, CITES requirements and dangerous goods. 
Temporary movement for a loan or exhibition may use different procedures from permanent 
sale. Packing material itself may be subject to timber treatment or other rules.
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The collector should retain a final shipping file: quotation, route, dates, values, insurance 
evidence, customs and permit documents, packing photographs, condition reports and proof of 
delivery. This record supports any claim and becomes part of provenance.

Condition at every handover

Condition should be checked before packing, on arrival and after unpacking. Photograph 
consistent views and details, including any known irregularity. Where possible, both parties 
should sign or acknowledge the report. Do not discard packaging until the work has been 
examined and the gallery or shipper confirms the next step.

If damage is discovered, stabilise the situation without amateur repair. Photograph the work 
and packaging, retain evidence, notify the gallery, shipper and insurer promptly, and follow 
instructions. A quick undocumented intervention can complicate both treatment and a claim.

Installation as a material event

Installation uses people, equipment, fixings, plinths, walls, lighting and protective materials. 
Plan the sequence before the work arrives. Confirm access, wall type, floor load, electrical 
supply, lifting points, orientation and maintenance access. Use existing equipment where 
suitable, but do not improvise a support that compromises stability or artist intention.

An installation diagram can prevent repeated travel by the artist and reduce error. It should 
identify dimensions, datum points, component order, tools, acceptable tolerances and any 
variable arrangement. Keep photographs of concealed fixings and wiring for future removal.

Offline, Notting Hill, July 2025. Gallery Les Bois archive.
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Domestic settings and professional standards

A private home is not a museum, and art should be lived with. Yet ordinary risks can be 
managed: direct sun, radiators, fireplaces, bathrooms, kitchens, open windows, pets, cleaning 
equipment and crowded circulation. An experienced installer can place work securely while 
respecting architecture and family life.

The sustainable choice is the one that enables a satisfying, stable installation likely to remain. 
Rehanging a work repeatedly because the first decision was rushed creates risk and movement. 
Take time with sightlines, scale, natural light and the relationship between works.

PRACTICAL SHIFT

Ask for a low-emission transport option, a consolidated date and a documented packing return 
route in the same conversation. These decisions work best as one system.

11. Display, Care and Conservation

Preventive care is the quiet intervention

Conservation begins long before treatment. Stable display, appropriate light, clean handling, 
sound support and good records prevent the damage that later requires material and transport. 
For the collector, preventive care is one of the clearest ways to align environmental and cultural 
stewardship.

The appropriate environment depends on the work. Paper and many dyes are light-sensitive. 
Timber and fibre respond to humidity. Metals can corrode in moisture or through contact with 
incompatible materials. Plastics may react to heat, light and adjacent surfaces. Paintings can 
accumulate dirt, develop cracking or be damaged by impact and poor framing. Mixed-media 
works combine vulnerabilities.

Do not rely on universal numbers without context. Museums balance material needs with 
building, climate and access, while homes fluctuate differently. Ask the gallery or conservator 
for a practical range and the most important risks. Avoid abrupt change, direct sun and obvious 
heat or moisture sources. Monitor where uncertainty is significant.

Light and visibility

Light allows art to be seen and can also cause irreversible change. The risk depends on intensity, 
duration, spectrum and sensitivity. A bright room for a few hours is not the same as sustained 
direct sun. Rotate especially sensitive works, use blinds or filters where appropriate and choose 
efficient lighting with good colour rendering and controlled beams.

More light is not always better. Glare can flatten a dark painting, while excessive illumination 
may reduce intimacy as well as increase exposure. Good lighting serves the artistic experience 
and care together. Keep a note of sensitive materials so that a future rehang does not place 
them in a newly hazardous location.
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Handling and housekeeping

Clean hands are not always sufficient; gloves can be necessary for metal, photographic surfaces 
or other materials, while clean dry hands may provide better control for some paper. Follow 
work-specific instructions. Remove jewellery that can scratch, clear the route, prepare a padded 
surface and use enough people. Never lift by a projecting or decorative component unless 
identified as a handling point.

Housekeeping should reduce dust without transferring risk. Do not spray cleaner near art, use 
household polish on sculpture or wipe an unknown surface. Vacuum around the work with care; 
specialist screens or low-suction methods may be suitable for some textiles only under 
guidance. Frames and glazing can be cleaned without touching the artwork if the method is 
known.

Materials intended to change

Sustainable art may include unstable, active, living, biodegradable or reclaimed matter. The 
collector should know whether change is expected and what limits apply. Jasmine Pradissitto’s 
NOXORB has an active pollution-absorbing property; care information should describe the 
surface without inventing a maintenance regime. A reclaimed textile may contain variations 
integral to its history. A timber sculpture may develop minor movement while requiring 
protection from structural splitting or pests.

The artist’s statement of acceptable change should remain with the work. If change exceeds the 
stated range or affects safety, consult the gallery and a conservator. Photographing at 
consistent intervals can distinguish gradual intended behaviour from a sudden incident.

Repair, reversibility and restraint

Repair should begin with significance. What must remain original? What function must be 
restored? Which evidence of damage or age belongs to the history of the work? A treatment that 
makes an object look new can erase material meaning. Another that retains every broken 
element may fail to restore the work’s intended presence.

Reversibility is a useful aim but rarely absolute. Adhesives age and can penetrate porous 
surfaces; mechanical fixings leave holes; replacement components change over time. Qualified 
conservators consider retreatability, compatibility, documentation and minimal intervention 
rather than relying on a simple reversible label.

Do not use household glues, tapes, fillers, cleaners or coatings on a valuable work without 
appropriate advice. A small unstable area may be inexpensive to address early and costly after 
an improvised repair.
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Figure 8. A decision path from observed change to monitoring, conservation, approved replacement or reconfiguration.

Conservation as collaboration

Contemporary art conservation often requires communication with living artists. An interview 
can establish process, significance, acceptable change, display and replacement criteria. For 
complex acquisitions, consider commissioning this documentation while the artist’s knowledge 
is readily available.

The artist’s preference is important but exists alongside the physical evidence and later history 
of the work. A conservator can translate intention into a practical strategy and identify where a 
proposed material or treatment creates risk. Gallery, artist, collector and conservator each 
contribute different knowledge.
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Julian Emsley. Courtesy the artist and Gallery Les Bois.

Storage and rotation

Stored art remains part of the collection and requires care. Keep works off floors, away from 
pipes and exterior walls where appropriate, protected from dust and impact, and accessible 
without moving several vulnerable objects. Use stable supports and compatible materials. Label 
the exterior without attaching adhesive to the artwork or primary frame.

Avoid acquiring storage equipment without a plan. Adjustable racks, shelves and standard 
boxes can serve changing collections better than one-off solutions. Review stored works 
periodically for condition, pests, packaging degradation and documentation. Storage should 
preserve possibility, not make the collection invisible until a crisis.

Records of intervention

Every significant treatment, repair, replacement or reconfiguration should be dated and 
documented. Record who carried it out, why, the materials used and the result. Retain before-
and-after photographs and reports. Do not overwrite the original material record; add a new 
stage to the work’s history.

This discipline protects authenticity and future value. It also prevents repeated treatment 
because a new owner or conservator cannot see what has already been done.
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12. The Collector as Steward

Ownership with a future tense

Ownership gives a collector substantial freedom, but a significant artwork always has a future 
beyond the immediate transaction. Stewardship introduces that future into present decisions. It 
asks how the work will remain intelligible, how the artist’s intention will be respected and what 
knowledge should pass to the next owner.

Stewardship is not solemnity. It can be pleasurable and generous: living attentively with a work, 
sharing it with visitors, supporting an artist’s development, lending to a considered exhibition or 
enabling new scholarship. The collector becomes part of the work’s biography without needing 
to dominate it.

Gallery Les Bois has described this as stewardship rather than ownership alone. The distinction 
matters because an invoice proves title but does not preserve meaning. Meaning is protected 
through care, memory, documentation and responsible participation in the cultural life around 
the work.

Supporting the artist’s practice

Primary-market acquisition provides direct support, but the relationship can continue without 
becoming intrusive. Attend exhibitions, read new work in the context of the practice, introduce 
serious curators or collectors where appropriate and allow the gallery to coordinate 
communication. Pay invoices and commissions on agreed terms. Recognise that artist time, 
research and documentation are professional work.

Avoid asking for changes that compromise a completed work or create unpaid production. A 
commission should establish artistic freedom, brief, budget, decision points, material 
expectations, site, timetable, documentation and cancellation terms. Environmental aims should 
be included at the beginning, not imposed after design.

Lending and public value

A private collection can contribute to public culture through loans. A well-managed loan may 
support an artist’s institutional recognition, enable scholarship and place works in new dialogue. 
It also creates transport, packing, insurance and condition demands. Assess the significance of 
the exhibition, venue standards, route and schedule before agreeing.

Allow borrowers enough lead time to use consolidated or non-air transport where safe and 
insured. Confirm who pays for packing, courier, condition reporting and any required 
conservation. If an existing crate is suitable, make it available. Retain the loan agreement, 
reports, installation photographs, catalogue and labels as part of provenance.
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Not every invitation justifies movement. Digital contribution, local borrowing or a different work 
may sometimes achieve the curatorial purpose. Refusal can be responsible where risk, impact or 
timing is disproportionate.

The collection as a cultural argument

What a collector chooses to place in view affects conversation. A sustainable art collection can 
make environmental responsibility tangible without turning a home into a campaign. Material 
transformation, beauty, vulnerability and scientific collaboration can be encountered slowly and 
repeatedly.

When discussing the collection, begin with art. Explain why the work matters visually and 
conceptually, then show how material or process deepens it. This order prevents sustainable art 
from being valued only as evidence of the owner’s ethics. The work retains autonomy while the 
environmental account becomes more persuasive.

Volcan, Echoes of Eternity without Reception, 2024. Courtesy the artists and Gallery Les Bois.

Influence across the art system

Collectors influence galleries, shippers, insurers, framers, installers and storage providers 
through repeated requests. Ask for consolidated delivery, returnable packing, emissions 
information, repairable frames and realistic deadlines. Choose suppliers able to combine 
environmental improvement with fine-art standards. A workable request is more likely to 
change practice than a general demand to be greener.

Influence should also travel with resources. A collector commissioning detailed reporting, 
unusual packing or local fabrication should expect to pay for the professional work involved. 
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Environmental labour should not be transferred silently to the least powerful person in the 
chain.

Knowledge, access and cultural responsibility

Collections may engage with Indigenous, traditional or community-held knowledge, ecological 
injustice and material histories shaped by colonial extraction. Availability does not equal 
permission, and ownership does not grant authority over every narrative. Ask how knowledge 
and motifs were used, who was credited, what relationships supported the work and who 
benefits.

Environmental responsibility includes cultural continuity. Specialist skills, local workshops and 
material knowledge can disappear when consistently undervalued. Supporting fair collaboration 
and accurate attribution can be as important as choosing a lower-impact component.

Privacy and participation

Collectors may have legitimate reasons for privacy, including personal security. Participation can 
be calibrated. A work may be lent anonymously, made available to researchers through an 
advisor, or published with limited location information. The underlying record should remain 
complete even when public detail is restricted.

The aim is not compulsory visibility. It is to avoid a collection becoming culturally and materially 
unintelligible because knowledge exists only in one person’s memory.

STEWARDSHIP PRINCIPLE

A collector’s name may disappear from a label, but the quality of their care remains in the 
condition, record and future possibilities of the work.

Family, office and corporate collections

Stewardship changes when a collection is shared across a family, office, hospitality setting or 
company. Decision-making, access and care may pass between several people. A work can be 
acquired by one person, installed by another, cleaned by a facilities team and moved by 
someone who has never seen the certificate. Good systems translate specialist knowledge into 
concise instructions without treating the workplace or home like a museum store.

Assign clear responsibility. One person or role should maintain the inventory, approve 
movement and know when to contact the gallery or conservator. This responsibility should 
survive changes of employment. Collection records held only in a director’s personal email are 
likely to disappear precisely when they are needed.

Facilities, household and security teams should receive work-specific information in a usable 
form. A discreet label or digital record can identify no-touch surfaces, safe handling points, 
lighting restrictions, power sequences and emergency contacts. Training should explain why the 
instruction matters. People are more likely to protect a work when they understand that a textile 
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can snag, a surface can absorb cleaning spray or a time-based piece can be damaged by an 
unauthorised software update.

Corporate and hospitality settings can offer valuable public or semi-public access, but they 
create higher interaction and operating hours. Consider circulation, luggage, chairs, catering, 
sunlight, touch, security and emergency evacuation. Robust work is not artistically inferior; 
suitability to context is part of a good acquisition. Where a delicate work is essential, glazing, 
barriers, cases or adjusted location may protect it without diminishing experience.

Sustainability claims made by a company require particular care. The presence of 
environmentally conscious art does not prove that the organisation itself is sustainable. 
Interpretation should describe the artist, work and relevant evidence, then explain why the 
collection chooses to engage with those questions. Art can embody values and open 
conversation, but it should not be used as a decorative offset for unrelated corporate impacts.

Procurement processes should retain connoisseurship. A numerical environmental 
questionnaire can support due diligence, but it cannot judge artistic quality. Selection panels 
benefit from separating threshold requirements—legal, safety, access and site—from qualitative 
evaluation of the work. Where environmental performance is part of the brief, define how it will 
be considered and avoid rewarding the longest claim over the most resolved artwork.

Family collections face different questions. Taste, knowledge and willingness to steward may 
vary across generations. Invite younger or future beneficiaries into visits, conversations and 
record-building before succession. They need not share every preference, but early engagement 
helps them understand why particular works matter and which require attention. A collection 
protected only by obligation may eventually be dispersed without care; one connected to lived 
experience has a better chance of an intelligent future.
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Miranda Carter, Waking Ground, 2025. Courtesy the artist and Gallery Les Bois.

Shared collections can use annual review as a cultural event rather than an administrative chore. 
Bring works out of storage, revisit artist material, discuss loans and rotate display. Record 
decisions immediately. The purpose is to keep the collection active in memory as well as 
physically safe.
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PART FIVE: THE LONG LIFE OF A 
COLLECTION
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13. Resale, Gifting, Inheritance and Deaccession

Plan before a decision becomes urgent

Every collection changes. Owners move, priorities develop, works are loaned, sold, gifted or 
inherited. Some objects become impractical; others gain importance. Sustainable stewardship 
plans for these transitions without assuming that every work will remain in one home forever.

Maintain an inventory with current location, ownership, purchase information, value basis, 
insurance, provenance, condition, care, packing and key contacts. Identify works with unusual 
requirements, certificates that control authenticity, digital access credentials or restrictions on 
movement. Store a secure backup and ensure a trusted person knows how to access it.

This is not an invitation to treat the collection as a balance sheet. It is a way to prevent confusion 
at moments of illness, death, separation, relocation or organisational change.

Responsible resale

The secondary market can extend the useful life of an artwork and place it with a collector better 
able to care for it. Begin by reviewing any sale agreement, right of first refusal or gallery 
expectations. Contacting the representing gallery can help maintain market coherence, verify 
provenance, update the artist and identify an appropriate buyer.

Prepare the record before offering the work. Disclose condition, treatment, replacement, 
missing components and known environmental claims accurately. Do not repeat obsolete 
descriptions or remove inconvenient history. A complete, honest account protects buyer, seller, 
artist and market.

In the UK, Artist’s Resale Right can entitle creators of original works, and qualifying heirs for the 
applicable copyright period, to a royalty on eligible resales involving an art market professional. 
The professional parties should address current requirements and exemptions. Collectors 
should expect the right to form part of transaction costs where applicable.

Gifting and institutional placement

A gift to a museum, university, archive or charity can create public value, but institutions must 
consider collecting policy, relevance, condition, storage and future cost. An offered work is not 
automatically suitable because its environmental subject is important. Begin with a curatorial 
conversation rather than an unsolicited delivery.

Provide provenance, significance, condition, care and rights information. Discuss whether 
packing, transport, conservation or an endowment is needed. Take independent tax and legal 
advice before relying on any benefit. The most responsible gift is one the institution can 
accession, interpret and steward.
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Gifts within families also deserve documentation. Record the transfer and update insurance and 
location. Explain care without overwhelming the recipient. A person who does not wish to own a 
complex work should not be made its reluctant steward by sentiment alone.

Succession and the artist’s continuing relationship

Collection succession should form part of estate planning. Identify legal ownership, 
beneficiaries, advisors, valuations, debts, restrictions and digital credentials. Consider whether 
the collection should remain together, be divided or follow individual pathways. Discuss 
intentions with family before assumptions become instructions.

The artist’s estate and gallery may also change. Keep durable contact information but do not 
rely on one person or email service. For complex works, retain the documentation needed even 
if future contact becomes impossible. Where the artist’s approval is required for replacement or 
re-performance, record how that authority passes to an estate or designated body.

Deaccession without embarrassment

Collectors sometimes avoid discussing works that no longer fit because sale feels like failure. 
Thoughtful deaccession can strengthen coherence and free resources for care. Review why the 
work is leaving. Has taste changed, is the work repetitive, can it no longer be displayed, or have 
its needs exceeded the collection’s capacity? The answer shapes the route.

Do not move a problem silently to another owner. A work with instability, restrictions or major 
storage needs requires full disclosure. Equally, do not assume that an unconventional material 
makes a work undesirable. The right collector or institution may value precisely the questions it 
carries.

Retirement and responsible endings

Some contemporary works reach a point at which repair is impossible, unsafe or contrary to 
intention. A temporary work may have a defined end. A technological installation may lose all 
viable means of realisation. A biodegradable work may be designed to disappear. Retirement 
should follow the artist’s protocol where one exists and involve the gallery, estate or conservator 
where appropriate.

Decide what survives: documentation, certificate, file, component, sample or only a record of 
destruction. Cancel or annotate certificates where necessary to prevent a retired edition from 
re-entering the market falsely. Separate reusable or hazardous components through legitimate 
routes. Photograph and date the decision.

Responsible retirement is not casual disposal. It recognises that permanence was never the only 
possible artistic value, while protecting authenticity and material responsibility at the end.
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Figure 9. Possible future routes for an artwork under informed stewardship.

The collection review

An annual review can remain concise. Confirm locations, inspect priority works, update values 
and insurance, test digital records, review active loans, check packing and identify decisions 
expected in the next year. Revisit the collecting proposition. Note which works need renewed 
attention rather than allowing administrative order to become the only measure of success.

The review should end with a small number of actions: a conservator visit, new glazing for one 
sensitive work, consolidated return of several crates, an artist interview, a succession 
conversation or a decision not to acquire until storage is improved. Stewardship becomes 
sustainable when it survives ordinary life.
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Conclusion: Collecting with Attention
Sustainable collecting is not a specialist niche added to the edge of connoisseurship. It is a way 
of seeing the full life of an artwork. It begins with artistic encounter and extends through 
material, evidence, acquisition, movement, care and future transfer. At every stage, the collector 
asks what matters, what is known and what responsibility can be exercised.

The work must still move us. It should reward looking, hold its place within an artist’s practice 
and contribute something distinctive to a collection. Environmental credentials do not rescue 
weak art, and a responsible collector should not be asked to pretend otherwise. At their best, 
however, material intelligence and ecological attention sharpen artistic thought. They create 
colours, surfaces, forms and meanings that would not exist without them.

Collectors need not pursue purity. Art requires resources and moves through imperfect 
systems. The credible response is proportionate action: a specific question instead of an empty 
label, a documented material instead of an attractive assumption, a consolidated journey 
instead of manufactured urgency, preventive care instead of avoidable treatment, and a 
succession record instead of lost knowledge.

These decisions accumulate. They protect the artist’s achievement, strengthen confidence in the 
collection and signal demand for a more thoughtful art economy. They also enlarge pleasure. To 
know how a pigment was recovered, why a fibre behaves as it does, where a tree once grew or 
how an artist defines acceptable change is to encounter the work with a richer attention.

The collector’s most enduring contribution may not be the fact of ownership. It may be the 
quality of the relationship they establish between the artwork and its future: the conditions in 
which it can be seen, understood, cared for and passed on. That is stewardship, and it is one of 
the ways culture lasts.



GALLERY LES BOIS   |   THE COLLECTOR'S GUIDE TO SUSTAINABLE ART

GALLERYLESBOIS.COM   ·   64

PRACTICAL COLLECTOR 
APPENDICES
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Appendix A: Questions Before Acquiring an Artwork
Use these prompts selectively. The questions should support a proportionate conversation, not 
create an identical audit for every work.

Artistic significance

 What first holds my attention when I encounter the work without explanation?
 How does the work relate to the artist’s wider practice, series and development?
 What distinguishes this example in quality, date, material, scale or context?
 Which aspects of form, appearance, experience or meaning are essential?
 Is the environmental dimension integral to the work or principally part of studio practice?

Materials and making

 What are the principal materials, supports, coatings, adhesives, fixings and components?
 Which material statements are significant enough to require supporting evidence?
 Does reclaimed, recycled, plant-based, certified or natural describe the whole work or one 

component?
 Were specialist fabricators, scientists, engineers, framers or conservators involved?
 Are there known hazards, uncertainties or incompatible materials?
 Has the work or material junction been tested where failure would be consequential?

Authenticity and documentation

 What proves authorship and authenticity?
 Is the work unique, editioned, variable, instruction-based or capable of re-performance?
 If editioned, what is the total edition and when or how are further examples produced?
 Which elements may be replaced, remade, migrated or reconfigured, and by whose authority?
 Will the acquisition include an invoice, certificate, material record and relevant images?

Condition, care and change

 Is there a dated condition report with clear photographs?
 What change is expected, acceptable or central to the work?
 What display conditions, light levels, supports and handling methods matter most?
 What routine care is appropriate, and which treatments are prohibited?
 When should the gallery, artist or a conservator be contacted?

Transport and installation

 What are the exact dimensions, packed dimensions and physical weight?
 Can existing or reusable packaging be used, and who retains it?
 Is consolidated road or sea transport feasible if sufficient time is allowed?
 Are dangerous-goods, CITES, customs, export or import requirements relevant?
 Are access, floor load, wall type, lifting, power and maintenance needs understood?
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Value and future ownership

 How was the price established in relation to comparable work by the artist?
 What evidence supports career, exhibition, institutional and market context?
 What ongoing insurance, storage, conservation or realisation costs should be expected?
 Do sale terms address resale, artist resale rights or gallery notification where relevant?
 Can I provide the work with the care, space and patience it deserves?
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Appendix B: Artwork Acquisition Record
Create one record for each acquired work and link every file to a stable collection reference.

 Collection reference number
 Artist’s full professional name
 Title, date and series
 Unique work, edition number, edition size and artist proofs
 Dimensions, physical weight and packed dimensions
 Full materials and construction
 Signature, marks, labels and certificate identifiers
 Artist, studio, gallery, fabricator and conservator contacts
 Seller, invoice date, purchase price, taxes and transaction currency
 Provenance and previous owners where applicable
 Exhibition, publication and loan history
 Environmental claims, their scope, source and date
 Supplier, certification, formulation or material evidence retained
 Condition report and dated images at acquisition
 Expected ageing and statement of acceptable change
 Display, handling, cleaning and maintenance instructions
 Replaceable components and approval authority
 Installation diagram, tools, tolerances and variable arrangements
 Packing sequence, crate reference and packaging owner
 Transport, customs, licence, CITES and dangerous-goods documents
 Insurance policy, declared value and renewal information
 Location and movement history
 Conservation, repair, replacement and reconfiguration history
 Digital files, software, passwords and secure access arrangements where relevant
 Sale agreement, resale provisions and rights information
 Succession or special estate-planning note
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Appendix C: Environmental Claim Review
Before repeating an environmental claim in a collection website, loan form, press release or sale 
description, review it against these tests.

 The claim identifies the artwork, component or practice to which it applies.
 The wording is specific rather than relying only on sustainable, green or eco-friendly.
 The evidence comes from a named and dated source.
 The record is connected to the actual material or artwork rather than a general supplier page.
 Important qualifications and exclusions are stated.
 Recycled content is not confused with future recyclability.
 Reclaimed origin is not treated as proof of safety or zero impact.
 Natural and plant-based are not used as synonyms for non-toxic.
 Biodegradable or compostable claims identify relevant conditions and an available route.
 Renewable energy claims state their boundary.
 Carbon comparisons use a comparable scope, unit, source, place and year.
 Pollution absorption is described by the actual pollutant and not extended to carbon without 

evidence.
 The claim remains current and has a review date where appropriate.
 Words, photographs, symbols and overall presentation do not create a broader impression 

than the evidence supports.
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Appendix D: Delivery and Installation Checklist

Before booking

 Confirm work and destination addresses, access times and named contacts.
 Verify dimensions, packed dimensions, weight, value and handling vulnerabilities.
 Ask for a consolidated and lower-emission option with realistic lead time.
 Agree insurance, importer or exporter roles, taxes, customs and required permits.
 Confirm whether existing packing or a reusable crate will be used.
 Name the party responsible for storing or returning packaging.

Before packing

 Complete and photograph the condition report.
 Provide the shipper with handling, orientation and dangerous-goods information.
 Check CITES or restricted material issues before sealing the crate.
 Photograph each packing layer and label reusable components.
 Place instructions where the receiving team will find them before unpacking.

Before arrival

 Clear and protect the route from vehicle to installation point.
 Confirm door, lift, stair, wall, floor and turning dimensions.
 Prepare approved fixings, supports, tools, lifting equipment and clean padded surfaces.
 Agree the installation sequence and who has authority to make changes.
 Check lighting, power, security and environmental conditions.

On arrival

 Inspect exterior packaging before movement or opening.
 Photograph any impact, moisture, puncture or incorrect orientation.
 Unpack according to the documented sequence and retain every component.
 Compare condition with the outgoing report before installation.
 Report damage promptly without undertaking an improvised repair.

After installation

 Photograph the finished work and concealed construction where useful.
 Record final location, fixings, light and variable settings.
 Update the condition and movement record.
 Store or return packaging as agreed.
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Appendix E: Annual Collection Care Review
 Confirm that the inventory matches actual locations.
 Review acquisitions, sales, gifts, loans and movements from the year.
 Inspect high-risk, active, fragile and light-sensitive works.
 Compare intentionally changing works with earlier photographs and artist parameters.
 Check frames, mounts, plinths, fixings, cases, cables and supports.
 Review direct sunlight, heat, moisture, air movement, dust and pest risks.
 Confirm that cleaning and household maintenance staff know relevant restrictions.
 Inspect stored packaging and identify crates without a realistic future use.
 Test digital files, backups, passwords and essential equipment where appropriate.
 Add conservation, replacement and reconfiguration records without overwriting originals.
 Update insurance values and notify material changes or movements.
 Review active environmental claims and remove or qualify obsolete wording.
 Check whether current official rules affect planned international movement.
 Confirm that a trusted person can access the collection and succession records.
 Select no more than three priority actions for the next year.
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Appendix F: Preparing to Speak with a Conservator
Provide the conservator with enough information to understand the work before proposing 
treatment.

 Artist, title, date, dimensions and collection reference
 Full material and construction record
 Artist statement and significance of vulnerable or changing elements
 Acquisition and condition reports
 Clear overall and detailed photographs over time
 Display, storage, transport and incident history
 Previous treatment, repair or replacement
 Samples, recipes, approved products and fabricator records
 Questions to be answered, including whether monitoring is preferable to treatment
 Permission to contact the artist, gallery, fabricator or previous conservator where appropriate

Ask the conservator to record observations, proposed options, risks, materials, ethical 
considerations, cost and follow-up. Seek written approval from the relevant authority before 
altering an identity-bearing element.
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Appendix G: Collection Succession Checklist
 Confirm legal ownership of every significant work.
 Identify the intended beneficiary or decision-maker.
 Record where invoices, certificates, provenance and condition documents are held.
 Provide current gallery, artist, advisor, insurer, shipper and conservator contacts.
 Identify works with CITES, export, dangerous-goods or cultural-property issues.
 Explain edition, certificate and artist-approval requirements.
 Mark works with unusual storage, display, digital or maintenance needs.
 Record active loans, consignments, security interests and contractual restrictions.
 Obtain appropriate legal, tax and valuation advice.
 Discuss intentions with beneficiaries rather than relying only on written surprise.
 Provide secure instructions for collection databases, digital files and passwords.
 State whether the collection should remain coherent or whether individual routes are 

preferred.
 Identify institutions or galleries that may be approached about gifts or resale.
 Include a process for responsible retirement where a work cannot continue authentically or 

safely.
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Appendix H: Glossary
Acceptable change. Alteration that the artist considers compatible with the identity, meaning 
and intended life of the work.

Artist’s Resale Right. A UK right that can entitle creators of original works of art, and qualifying 
heirs during the applicable term, to a royalty on eligible professional resales.

Biodegradable. Capable of being broken down by biological activity under specified conditions. 
The term does not state how quickly this occurs or whether the necessary route exists.

Carbon dioxide equivalent (CO2e). A unit used to express the warming effect of different 
greenhouse gases relative to carbon dioxide.

Chain of custody. A documented system that tracks qualifying material through stages of 
production and distribution.

Circularity. An approach that seeks to retain the value of products and materials through 
durability, repair, reuse, remanufacture and recycling while reducing waste and virgin resource 
demand.

Condition report. A dated description and visual record of the physical state of an artwork.

Conservation. The professional investigation, documentation, preventive care and treatment of 
cultural material, guided by significance, condition and intended future.

Deaccession. The formal removal of a work from a collection, whether by sale, gift, transfer or 
another authorised route.

Embodied impact. Environmental effects associated with extraction, manufacture, construction 
and transport before a material or object enters use.

Green claim. A statement, image or implication suggesting environmental benefit or reduced 
harm.

Life-cycle thinking. Consideration of impacts across extraction, manufacture, distribution, use, 
maintenance and end-of-life rather than at one stage alone.

Material record. Documentation of an artwork’s composition, construction, suppliers, changes, 
care and other information relevant to stewardship.

Provenance. The documented history of ownership and custody of an artwork.

Reclaimed. Recovered from a previous use or waste stream for a new purpose. Reclaimed does 
not by itself indicate composition, safety or future recyclability.

Recycled content. The proportion of a material made from recovered pre-consumer or post-
consumer material under the relevant definition or standard.
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Reversibility. The degree to which an intervention can be undone without unacceptable 
change. In practice, reversibility is usually relative rather than absolute.

Stewardship. Responsible care for artworks, materials, information, relationships and 
environments across time.
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Selected Sources and Further Reading
The following sources informed the guide and were reviewed in August 2026. Collectors should 
consult the current version relevant to their location, work and transaction.

1. Gallery Les Bois, artist, artwork, event and Magazine pages, including *The Future of Collecting* and 

*Stewardship, Not Ownership*. Official source

2. Competition and Markets Authority, *Green Claims Code* and *Making Green Claims: Getting It Right 

Across the Supply Chain*, 2026. Official source

3. Gallery Climate Coalition, Sustainable Shipping Campaign, Collector Actions, Packaging Guidance and 

Artist Toolkit. Official source

4. HM Revenue & Customs, current guidance for Art Market Participants and customer due diligence. 

Official source

5. Office of Financial Sanctions Implementation, *Financial Sanctions Guidance for High Value Dealers 

and Art Market Participants*, updated 2026. Official source

6. Intellectual Property Office, *Artist’s Resale Right*. Official source

7. Department for Culture, Media and Sport and Arts Council England, guidance on exporting or 

importing objects of cultural interest. Official source

8. Convention on International Trade in Endangered Species of Wild Fauna and Flora, Appendices and 

Permit System. Official source

9. Institute of Conservation, Contemporary Art Network and public guidance on caring for works of art. 

Official source

10. Tate, *Reshaping the Collectible* and research on contemporary art, time-based media, authenticity 

and conservation documentation. Official source

11. Arts Council England, Environmental Responsibility and guidance for the cultural sector. Official 
source

12. UK Government, annual Greenhouse Gas Reporting Conversion Factors. Official source

https://www.gov.uk/government/publications/greenhouse-gas-reporting-conversion-factors-2026
https://www.artscouncil.org.uk/developing-creativity-and-culture/environmental-responsibility
https://www.artscouncil.org.uk/developing-creativity-and-culture/environmental-responsibility
https://www.tate.org.uk/research/reshaping-the-collectible/research-approach-conservation
https://www.icon.org.uk/groups-and-networks/contemporary-art-network/about-us.html
https://cites.org/eng/app/appendices.php
https://www.gov.uk/government/collections/the-art-market-sector-from-january-2021
https://www.gov.uk/guidance/artists-resale-right
https://www.gov.uk/government/publications/financial-sanctions-guidance-for-high-value-dealers-and-art-market-participants/financial-sanctions-guidance-for-high-value-dealers-art-market-participants
https://www.gov.uk/hmrc-internal-manuals/anti-money-laundering-guidance-for-supervised-businesses/amlg2100
https://galleryclimatecoalition.org/ssc/actions/
https://www.gov.uk/government/publications/making-green-claims-getting-it-right-across-the-supply-chain/making-green-claims-getting-it-right-across-the-supply-chain
https://gallerylesbois.com/
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Image Credits
All artwork, artist and event photographs reproduced in this edition were drawn from the 
Gallery Les Bois website at the request of Gallery Les Bois. Individual captions identify the artist 
and work where applicable. Artwork copyright remains with the respective artist. Gallery event 
photographs are credited to the Gallery Les Bois archive. 
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Publication Note
Published by Gallery Les Bois, London. First edition, August 2026.

This publication provides general educational information. It is not legal, tax, investment, 
financial, insurance, environmental, health and safety, customs or conservation advice. Rules, 
market conditions, material knowledge and professional guidance change. Collectors should 
consult current official sources and suitably qualified advisors for the circumstances of a 
particular artwork, transaction, journey or collection.

GALLERY LES BOIS  ·  LONDON
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