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Foreword
Sustainability is often presented to artists as a collection of prohibitions: materials not to use, 
journeys not to make and processes to abandon. That framing can make environmental 
responsibility feel external to creative practice, as though it were a test imposed after the 
important decisions have already been made. Gallery Les Bois begins from a different position. 
We believe that sustainability can sit within artistic practice as a form of attention: attention to 
materials, to processes, to people and to the long life of an artwork beyond the studio.

This does not mean that environmental intention can stand in for artistic achievement. The work 
must first succeed as art. It should be beautiful in the broadest and most challenging sense of 
that word, conceptually rigorous, properly made and, where it enters the market, potentially 
investment-worthy. Sustainability strengthens those qualities when it deepens an artist's 
understanding of material, reveals new possibilities or creates a more thoughtful relationship 
between the work and the world from which it is made. It should never be used to excuse work 
that has not yet found its form.

Nor does this guide propose a single model of the sustainable artist. A painter working carefully 
with established materials, a sculptor transforming a polluted industrial by-product and a textile 
artist building with reclaimed fibres may all be moving towards greater responsibility by very 
different routes. Scale, location, income, access to suppliers, studio conditions and the physical 
needs of the work will shape what is possible. The purpose of this publication is therefore not to 
award virtue. It is to help artists ask better questions, make informed decisions and 
communicate those decisions with honesty.

Progress begins with curiosity. What is this material? Where has it come from? What conditions 
are required to use it safely? How much of it will become part of the work, and how much will 
become waste? How will the work travel, age, change, be repaired or be understood by a future 
owner? No artist will answer every question perfectly. Yet a practice transformed by continuing 
attention can achieve far more than one built around a small number of symbolic substitutions.

Gallery Les Bois offers this guide in the spirit of stewardship. We hope it supports artists in 
protecting the integrity of their work, the health of their studios, the confidence of collectors 
and the cultural and natural systems on which creative life depends.

Claire-Julia Hill

Founder and Director, Gallery Les Bois
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Introduction: How to Use This Guide
This guide is intended for artists at every stage of their career and across a wide range of 
disciplines. It can be read from beginning to end, but it is equally useful as a reference when a 
particular decision arises: choosing a support, commissioning a fabricator, preparing work for 
transport or writing a sustainability statement. The early chapters establish a framework for 
judgement. The middle chapters examine materials, studios and the life of an artwork. The final 
chapters consider communication, professional resilience and practical planning.

The guide is written principally for artists working in the United Kingdom, although most of its 
questions have wider relevance. Legal duties, waste services and environmental standards vary 
by country and change over time. Artists should always check current local requirements, 
product labels, safety data sheets and specialist advice. Nothing here replaces a task-specific risk 
assessment, qualified conservation guidance or legal advice.

The most useful way to begin is not to attempt everything at once. Read Chapter 2, map the 
practice as it exists, and select a small number of changes that are both meaningful and 
possible. Return to the map after several months. A sustainable practice is not a finished state; it 
is a discipline of review.
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PART ONE: RETHINKING 
SUSTAINABLE PRACTICE
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1. What Does It Mean to Be a Sustainable Artist?

Sustainability is not an aesthetic category

The phrase sustainable art can describe several different things. It may refer to work whose 
subject is ecological: a painting concerned with landscape loss, an installation about extraction 
or a participatory project centred on a local habitat. It may describe the means of production: 
reclaimed matter, lower-toxicity processes, renewable energy or a studio organised to reduce 
waste. It can also describe the values carried by the work: stewardship, justice, continuity, repair 
or a more reciprocal relationship with the natural world. These dimensions often overlap, but 
they are not interchangeable.

An artwork can speak powerfully about climate or ecology while being materially intensive. 
Another may be produced with unusual care yet have no environmental subject at all. Neither 
fact determines its artistic quality. What matters is that the artist understands the distinction 
and does not allow a strong narrative to conceal an unexamined process, or a responsible 
process to be mistaken for a complete artistic proposition.

This distinction protects art from becoming illustration for a worthy message. Artists are not 
required to make work that looks green, uses a recognisable palette or repeats familiar symbols 
of leaves, oceans and recycling. Sustainability may be visible in the surface of a work, but it may 
also reside in decisions that the viewer never sees: a solvent removed from the studio, a firing 
schedule consolidated with another artist, a crate redesigned for twenty journeys, or a careful 
record that allows a component to be repaired rather than discarded.

Artistic integrity remains the centre

At Gallery Les Bois, artistic quality remains the first threshold. Sustainability is most compelling 
when it acts as a creative catalyst. A constraint on available material may lead to a new surface. 
The instability of a natural pigment may become part of the work's meaning. Reclaimed timber 
may carry marks that alter a sculptural decision. Scientific collaboration may make an otherwise 
inaccessible material available to art. In each case, environmental thought participates in the 
making rather than being attached to it afterwards.

The principle is important because the market can reward simple stories. A work may be 
described as sustainable because it contains recycled material, while little is known about its 
binder, fabrication, transport or expected life. The label can become a shortcut that discourages 
deeper enquiry. Artists should resist this flattening. A serious practice can explain not only what 
was chosen but why, what trade-offs remain and how the material decision relates to form, 
meaning and longevity.

John Sabraw's use of pigments developed from iron oxide recovered from acid mine drainage 
offers a useful example. The significance is not simply that a polluted stream has yielded colour. 
The material participates in a longer collaboration between art, science and environmental 



GALLERY LES BOIS   |   THE ARTIST'S GUIDE TO SUSTAINABLE PRACTICE

GALLERYLESBOIS.COM   ·   7

remediation, while the finished paintings must still hold their own through composition, surface, 
scale and presence. The environmental origin enlarges the work; it does not substitute for it.

From purity to responsibility

No material practice is without impact. Even a found object has a history; even a digital work 
depends on devices, energy, storage and replacement hardware. A biodegradable material may 
have been intensively processed. A locally made product may rely on imported ingredients. A 
durable synthetic component may prevent repeated remaking, while a natural material may fail 
prematurely under exhibition conditions. The language of purity is therefore unhelpful. It 
encourages absolute claims that cannot be supported and can leave artists paralysed by 
contradictions.

Responsibility is a better frame. It asks whether an artist has sought relevant information, 
considered the consequences, reduced avoidable harm and documented the decision. It also 
recognises proportion. The environmental importance of a rarely used teaspoon of specialist 
medium is unlikely to equal that of repeated air freight, an inefficient kiln fired half empty or 
large quantities of short-lived exhibition material. A practice becomes more effective when it 
concentrates first on its genuine areas of influence.

Responsibility also includes human health. A material should not be called sustainable if its 
apparent environmental advantage depends on unsafe exposure in the studio or harmful 
conditions elsewhere in the supply chain. Natural does not mean non-toxic, and water-based 
does not mean harmless. Dust, vapour, sensitising dyes, heavy metals and poorly understood 
mixtures require the same disciplined attention whether their source is industrial, mineral, 
plant-based or reclaimed.

Six connected dimensions

This guide proposes six dimensions through which an artist can view the practice: artistic 
integrity; materials and making; the studio; movement and presentation; longevity and afterlife; 
and human and cultural relationships. The six are connected. A decision that improves one may 
place pressure on another. The artist's task is not to maximise every dimension in isolation, but 
to seek a coherent balance that can be explained.

Artistic integrity asks whether the choice serves the work. Materials and making consider 
extraction, manufacture, toxicity, quantity and waste. The studio includes energy, water, 
ventilation, storage and the health of everyone who enters it. Movement and presentation 
address fabrication, packaging, transport, installation and exhibition. Longevity considers how a 
work will age, be conserved, repaired, disassembled or responsibly allowed to change. Human 
and cultural relationships include labour, fair collaboration, the artist's livelihood, accessibility, 
knowledge and the communities touched by the practice.
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Figure 1. Six connected dimensions of sustainable artistic practice, with artistic integrity at the centre.

The value of a spectrum

Artists are sometimes divided into those who are sustainable and those who are not. In reality, 
practices sit on a spectrum and move along it unevenly. One artist may have exceptional control 
of studio waste but little information about outsourced fabrication. Another may work with a 
transformative material innovation while continuing to travel frequently. A third may use 
conventional materials sparingly, produce work of great longevity and rarely ship 
internationally. The spectrum allows each to identify the next meaningful step without 
disguising what remains unresolved.

This approach also respects different disciplines. A ceramic artist cannot remove firing from the 
practice simply because a painter uses no kiln. A time-based media artist may require 
equipment whose future obsolescence must be planned for. A sculptor working in public space 
has structural and safety duties that make some lightweight alternatives inappropriate. 
Sustainability begins in the reality of the work, not in comparison with a practice that has 
different needs.

A QUESTION WORTH ASKING

If the environmental story were removed from the label, would the artwork still command 
attention? If the answer is uncertain, the most sustainable next step may be an artistic one.

Stewardship rather than ownership alone

The idea of stewardship helps connect the studio to the wider life of art. Artists are temporary 
custodians of materials that have existed before the work and may outlast it. Galleries steward 
relationships and information. Collectors steward objects and their provenance. Conservators 
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steward both physical substance and artistic intention. Institutions steward public access and 
cultural memory. Thinking in these terms changes the question from what can I use to what am 
I taking responsibility for.

Stewardship is not solemnity. It can be inventive, pleasurable and materially rich. It invites an 
artist to know a pigment more deeply, to design a join that can be opened, to keep a record that 
will matter in fifty years, or to discover beauty in a material previously overlooked. The result 
may be work that is not only more environmentally conscious but more precise, distinctive and 
alive.

Environmental responsibility and justice

Environmental harm is not distributed evenly. Extraction, waste processing, polluted air, unsafe 
labour and climate disruption often fall most heavily on communities with the least influence 
over the systems that create them. An artist may be far removed from those conditions, 
particularly when materials arrive through long and opaque supply chains, but distance does 
not make the relationship disappear.

The first responsibility is not to turn another community's experience into a decorative source. 
Research should ask who controls the narrative, whose knowledge is being used and who 
benefits from the work. Collaboration requires consent, credit and fair exchange. Where an 
artwork addresses a specific site or environmental injustice, listening and sustained relationship 
may matter as much as the material selected for the finished object.

Justice also complicates apparently simple reductions. Closing a local specialist workshop in 
favour of an anonymous low-cost supplier may shift impact and weaken cultural infrastructure. 
Asking a freelance technician to absorb the time required for waste sorting or data collection 
transfers environmental labour to the least powerful person in the project. A responsible brief 
identifies and pays for the work it creates.

Accessibility belongs here too. An exhibition that reduces printed interpretation should ensure 
that digital alternatives are genuinely usable. A low-energy lighting decision must still allow 
visitors to perceive the work safely and meaningfully. Environmental progress should expand 
cultural participation rather than making it more difficult for some people to enter, understand 
or experience art.

For individual artists, these questions can feel larger than the studio. They need not produce a 
complete political theory before work begins. They do require humility about what is known, 
care with other people's stories and attention to the human consequences hidden behind price, 
speed and convenience.
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2. Understanding Your Starting Point

Begin with observation, not judgement

Before changing a practice, it is necessary to see it clearly. Many artists know every formal 
decision in a work yet have only partial visibility of the systems around it. Materials are ordered 
as needed, electricity is included in rent, waste disappears into a communal bin and transport is 
arranged by a gallery or courier. Environmental impact becomes dispersed across ordinary 
routines. A baseline gathers those routines into view.

The first review should be deliberately simple. Choose a representative period, usually three to 
twelve months, and list what entered the practice, what happened in the studio and what left it. 
The purpose is not to produce a perfect carbon account. It is to locate patterns: the material 
bought repeatedly, the process that creates the most difficult waste, the equipment that runs 
longest, the journeys that dominate the year, the packaging that returns and the packaging that 
does not.

A useful baseline combines quantities with observations. Record electricity or gas use if the 
studio has accessible meters, but also note which equipment is energy-intensive and how it is 
scheduled. Record significant material purchases, but also note unused stock and offcuts. Count 
shipments and their modes where possible, but also describe why they occurred and who 
controlled the decision. Numbers reveal scale; narrative reveals agency.

Draw the boundary you can use

An artist working alone in a rented studio will not have the same data as a large practice 
employing technicians and fabricators. The boundary should be wide enough to reveal 
important impacts and narrow enough to remain usable. Begin with direct studio operations, 
materials, significant fabrication, packaging, freight and professional travel. Add digital systems, 
exhibitions and supply-chain information where they are material to the practice and reasonably 
available.

It is helpful to mark each item as controlled, influenced or observed. The artist controls the 
choice of a frequently purchased medium. They may influence a gallery's decision to consolidate 
shipping. They may only be able to observe the energy source used by a landlord. This 
distinction prevents the review from becoming an account of failures that the artist cannot 
change. It also identifies conversations that may expand influence over time.

For collaborative work, agree the boundary at the beginning. If a fabricator purchases metal and 
arranges finishing, ask for material type, weight, recycled content where known, process and 
transport information. If a venue builds the exhibition architecture, establish whether it will be 
reused and who retains it. Shared information is not an attempt to transfer blame; it is part of 
responsible production.
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Figure 2. A practical map of what enters, happens within and leaves an artist's practice.

Identify hotspots

A hotspot is an activity whose scale, frequency, hazard or strategic significance makes it worthy 
of attention. It may be visually modest. A small studio can accumulate a considerable quantity of 
contaminated solvent over a year. A large installation may use mostly reclaimed material but 
require repeated long-distance freight. A digital practice may consume relatively little material 
while depending on equipment replacement and substantial data storage. The baseline should 
challenge assumptions rather than confirm them.

Three questions help establish priority. How large or frequent is the activity? How serious could 
its consequences be for climate, waste, ecosystems or health? How much control or influence 
does the artist have? A high-impact activity under direct control is an obvious starting point. A 
high-impact activity controlled by a partner becomes a conversation. A low-impact activity may 
still be worth changing if the solution is immediate, but it should not absorb attention that 
belongs elsewhere.

Some impacts should be prioritised because they concern safety rather than environmental 
scale. Uncontrolled dust, vapour or hazardous waste cannot wait for an annual sustainability 
plan. Product labels and safety data sheets should be reviewed, and a task-specific risk 
assessment completed where necessary. The Health and Safety Executive emphasises that a 
safety data sheet is a source for assessment, not the assessment itself. Artists employing others 
or sharing a studio may have additional legal duties.
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Set a small number of meaningful objectives

An objective should describe a result rather than a good intention. Reduce studio waste is too 
broad to guide action. By the end of the year, measure the three largest waste streams and 
establish a verified route for reuse, recycling or safe disposal is more useful. Use less energy 
becomes record kiln loads for six months and reduce avoidable part-load firings. Improve 
sourcing might become request composition and safety information for every new medium 
before purchase.

Objectives should include both reduction and enabling work. A material inventory does not itself 
cut impact, but it prevents duplicate purchases and reveals ageing stock. A conversation with a 
shipper may not change the next journey, but it can place lower-emission alternatives and 
estimated carbon data on future quotations. Documentation is often the infrastructure from 
which better choices become possible.

Avoid setting too many targets. Three well-chosen objectives, reviewed quarterly, will usually 
produce more learning than a long list of promises. At least one should address a genuine 
hotspot. One may improve knowledge or systems. One may be exploratory: a material trial, a 
shared procurement arrangement or a conversation with a conservator.

PRACTICAL SHIFT

For one month, place a dated container or clearly marked area beside each significant waste 
stream. Do not change behaviour initially. Observe quantity, contamination and frequency. The 
evidence will make the first intervention far more intelligent.

Keep a decision journal

A sustainability journal can be no more than a dated document or spreadsheet. Record the 
question, available information, chosen course and reason. Include uncertainties. If a preferred 
material was unavailable, note the substitute. If air freight was necessary to meet a non-
negotiable exhibition date, record the circumstances and what could prevent repetition. These 
notes create institutional memory in a growing studio and protect against confident claims 
made from incomplete recollection.

The journal also reveals progress that a single annual number may miss. A redesigned artwork 
may use more material but last considerably longer. A safer process may initially increase cost. A 
consolidated shipment may delay delivery. Sustainability involves judgement, and good 
judgement needs a record of context.

Measure enough to decide

Measurement should answer a question. If the studio wants to know whether kiln scheduling is 
improving, record loads, programmes and failed pieces. If freight is the concern, record actual 
weight, route and mode. If a material creates waste, measure purchased quantity against 
material incorporated into work, reusable remainder and disposal. Data gathered without a 
decision in view soon becomes burdensome.
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Begin with activity data rather than a claim about impact. Kilowatt-hours, kilograms, kilometres, 
number of shipments and litres of product are observable. They can later be translated using a 
recognised method where useful. Keep the original activity data because conversion factors and 
methodologies change over time.

Carbon accounting groups emissions into direct fuel use, purchased energy and wider value-
chain activity. An individual artist does not need to reproduce a corporate inventory to learn 
from the concept. Direct studio heat, electricity, major materials, fabrication, freight and 
professional travel provide a practical starting boundary. State exclusions, particularly where 
data is controlled by a landlord, venue or partner.

Use the same method across the period being compared. The UK Government publishes annual 
conversion factors, while the Gallery Climate Coalition calculator provides a tool tailored to 
common arts-sector activities. Do not combine results from different calculators as though their 
boundaries were identical. A number is meaningful only with its unit, source, year and scope.

Avoid converting every small purchase during the first year. Weight estimates and spend-based 
methods can help locate possible hotspots, but they should not be presented as exact product 
footprints. Once a hotspot is identified, better physical data can be sought. Measurement should 
become more precise where precision could change a decision.

Qualitative evidence remains necessary. A safer dye form, an artwork redesigned for repair or a 
fairer production schedule may not appear clearly in carbon totals. Keep a short narrative beside 
the indicators so that progress is not reduced to what is easiest to count.

3. Developing Material Intelligence

Materials are histories, not ingredients alone

Artists encounter materials at the point of use: the tube, sheet, skein, bag, block or component. 
Yet each arrives with a longer history of extraction, cultivation, manufacture, formulation, 
packaging and transport. Material intelligence means becoming curious about that history while 
remaining alert to the work the material must perform.

The goal is not exhaustive knowledge of every molecule. It is the ability to ask questions that 
expose meaningful differences. What is the principal substance and what additives are present? 
Is the material virgin, recycled, reclaimed or a mixture? How energy-intensive is its processing? 
Does its use create dust, vapour or contaminated water? Can offcuts be returned, reused or 
separated? Will it remain stable for the intended life of the work? Is the supplier able to 
substantiate the claims made for it?

This enquiry should begin before purchase. Once a material has entered the studio, much of its 
impact has already occurred and disposal becomes the artist's responsibility. The most effective 
waste decision may therefore be to buy less, choose a standard size that reduces offcuts or test 
a small quantity before committing to a full order.
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Avoid the single-attribute choice

Materials are often promoted through one attractive attribute: recycled, natural, local, non-toxic, 
biodegradable or carbon-neutral. Each may be valuable, but none is sufficient on its own. 
Recycled content can reduce demand for virgin resources, yet a composite may be impossible to 
recycle again. A natural fibre can be renewable while relying on intensive cultivation, dyeing or 
transport. A local product may contain globally sourced ingredients. A biodegradable material 
may not break down in ordinary waste conditions and may be unsuitable for an artwork 
intended to last.

The better question is not which label wins, but which combination of properties matters for this 
work. A temporary installation has a different material brief from a painting intended for long-
term collection. An outdoor sculpture must tolerate weather and public interaction. A 
component designed to be replaced can be judged differently from an irreplaceable surface. 
The intended life, context and afterlife of the work belong in the material decision from the 
beginning.

Figure 3. Questions to ask before introducing a new material into the studio.

Composition and transparency

Supplier transparency varies. An artist product may have a familiar trade name but limited 
disclosure of fillers, preservatives or proprietary additives. Begin with the label and current 
safety data sheet where one is provided. The sheet can identify hazards, handling, storage, 
accidental release and disposal considerations, although it does not replace an assessment of 
the particular task. Ask the supplier for clarification where a formulation or environmental claim 
is unclear.
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The absence of a hazard classification does not prove that a material has no impact. Safety 
regulation and environmental comparison answer different questions. Equally, the presence of a 
hazard does not automatically mean that a material can never be used. It means exposure and 
disposal require informed control, and substitution should be considered where it can achieve 
the same artistic result with less risk.

Artists working with self-made or experimental materials should keep their own record. Note 
ingredients, approximate proportions, source, preparation, date, protective measures and 
observed behaviour. If the formula changes, retain the earlier version. This information is 
valuable for health and safety, repeatability, conservation and future authentication.

Source, extraction and land

The origin of a material can involve land, water, biodiversity and communities far from the 
studio. Timber and paper offer relatively accessible certification systems. Forest Stewardship 
Council labels distinguish material from certified forests, recycled sources and mixed inputs, 
while chain-of-custody systems track qualifying forest-based material through production and 
distribution. Certification should be checked rather than assumed from a vague supplier 
description.

Species matters as well as certification. Certain timbers and other plant or animal-derived 
materials are controlled under the Convention on International Trade in Endangered Species. 
The relevant listing, annotation and permit requirements can change. Artists acquiring, selling 
or moving such material across borders should identify the species accurately and consult 
current CITES and national guidance before committing to the work. Reclaimed age or an 
existing object does not automatically remove every restriction.

Minerals and metals raise different questions: extraction, refining, energy, contamination and 
labour conditions. For most individual artists, full traceability may be unavailable. This is not a 
reason to ask nothing. Recycled content, country of production, supplier policies, take-back 
routes and the availability of standard grades are useful starting points. Consistent demand for 
information helps make opacity visible to suppliers.

Quantity, yield and standardisation

The amount of material used is often more significant than a marginal difference between 
products. Design can improve yield. A sculpture planned around available timber dimensions 
may produce fewer offcuts. A textile work developed from the width of a roll can avoid narrow 
remnants. Standardising panel sizes can allow protective sleeves and crates to be reused. 
Keeping a cutting plan or nesting components digitally before fabrication can save material 
without altering artistic ambition.

Standardisation should serve rather than dominate the work. The point is not to make every 
artwork the same size. It is to notice where invisible decisions create repeatable waste. A studio 
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that uses several standard stretcher depths, fixing types or packing dimensions can retain 
flexibility while reducing the number of incompatible fragments and single-use solutions.

Durability, repair and intended change

Durability is not an uncomplicated virtue, but it deserves serious attention. An artwork that fails 
prematurely may require replacement, repair, transport and new materials. Conversely, 
specifying maximum permanence for a deliberately temporary work can create waste that 
survives long after the artistic experience. The artist should define the intended life and 
behaviour rather than defaulting to either permanence or disposability.

Repairability can be more useful than theoretical longevity. Can a damaged component be 
accessed? Can a coating be renewed without destroying the substrate? Can electronics be 
replaced without changing the identity of the work? Are joins reversible? Is the recipe recorded? 
These questions are especially important for installations, mixed media and time-based work, 
where future conservators may need to distinguish the essential from the replaceable.

Natural ageing can be an artistic choice. Patina, fading, oxidation, cracking or biological change 
may be part of the concept, but this intention should be explicit. A collector should not have to 
guess whether alteration is expected or evidence of failure. Documentation turns material 
change from ambiguity into meaning.

End-of-life is shaped at the beginning

Recycling is frequently treated as the final answer, although many artist materials are 
composites, contaminated or available only in quantities too small for specialist collection. The 
ability to separate components is therefore crucial. Mechanical fixings can sometimes allow 
wood, metal, textile and electronic elements to enter different routes, while permanent 
adhesives can turn them into one inseparable waste stream.

Biodegradability also depends on conditions. A material described as compostable may require 
an industrial process unavailable where the work is disposed of. A biodegradable component 
sealed beneath a synthetic coating may never encounter the conditions it needs. Artists should 
ask not only what a material could become in theory, but what route actually exists in the place 
where the work or offcut will end its life.

The waste hierarchy begins with prevention, followed by preparation for reuse, recycling, other 
recovery and disposal. For artists, prevention includes better planning, smaller tests, careful 
storage and refusing unnecessary supplier packaging. Reuse can occur within the practice or 
through another studio, school or community, provided the material is safe and genuinely 
useful. Passing an unidentified or hazardous substance to someone less equipped to manage it 
is not reuse; it is displaced responsibility.
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MATERIAL NOTE

Reclaimed is a history, not a safety category. Paint, preservatives, adhesives, dust, biological 
contamination and unknown structural damage may accompany a found material. Identify 
what you can, isolate uncertainty and seek specialist advice before cutting, heating, sanding or 
incorporating it into a work.

A proportionate material record

A material record should travel with every significant artwork. At its simplest, it identifies the 
principal materials, brands or formulations where relevant, supports, coatings, adhesives, 
fixings, fabricators and date of completion. For complex work, include photographs of concealed 
construction, wiring diagrams, colour references, replacement criteria and the artist's intention 
regarding change.

This record supports more than sustainability. It strengthens provenance, conservation, 
installation, insurance and confidence at sale. It can also reveal the evolution of a practice. Over 
time, the artist can see which substitutions endured, which experiments failed and which 
materials became central to the language of the work.

What life-cycle assessment can and cannot do

Life-cycle assessment is a structured method for considering environmental impacts across 
stages such as extraction, manufacture, distribution, use and end-of-life. It can reveal burdens 
that are hidden when attention rests on the studio alone. It can also challenge attractive but 
partial claims: a lightweight material may require intensive manufacture; a recycled material 
may be moved through several processing stages; a durable component may avoid multiple 
replacements.

Formal assessment requires defined boundaries, reliable data and expertise. Most artists will 
not commission a complete assessment for every material, and they should not imitate 
precision by combining incomparable figures from supplier webpages. A useful artist-level 
approach is life-cycle thinking: list the stages, identify what is known, mark uncertainty and 
compare only where the basis is sufficiently similar.

Carbon is important but it is not the whole environmental picture. Toxicity, water, land, 
biodiversity, air pollution, waste and human conditions can disappear inside a single emissions 
number. Equally, a vivid local waste problem can draw attention away from a larger climate 
impact elsewhere. A material decision should therefore use several lenses and state which are 
being considered.

When numerical comparison is necessary, record the source, year, geography, unit and 
boundary. A figure per kilogram cannot be applied meaningfully without knowing the quantity 
used and whether processing or transport is included. Results should guide proportionate 
decisions rather than become a claim of exact truth.
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A disciplined substitution trial

Substitution is most successful when treated as artistic research. Begin by defining the property 
to preserve: colour saturation, open time, flexibility, surface, structural strength, weather 
resistance or another characteristic. Identify the environmental or health concern being 
addressed. Select a small number of alternatives and test them on the actual support or in a 
representative construction.

Record application, conditions, quantities, drying or curing, appearance, handling and waste. 
Keep a control made with the established material. Observe over a suitable period and, where 
failure would be consequential, seek accelerated or specialist testing. A promising first 
appearance is not enough for a work intended to enter a collection.

The trial may conclude that the established material remains necessary. That is still useful 
knowledge. The artist can reduce quantity, improve controls, redesign a component or revisit 
the question when technology changes. Sustainable practice is strengthened by documented 
negative results because they prevent repeated failure and allow claims to remain honest.

For collaborative studios, create a short approved-material note after the trial. State the use, 
preparation, limits and waste route. This turns individual learning into consistent practice 
without freezing experimentation.

Figure 4. The evidence trail attached to an artwork.
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PART TWO: MATERIALS, METHODS 
AND THE STUDIO
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4. Painting, Drawing, Printmaking and Image-Making

Begin with the whole system

Painting and drawing can appear materially straightforward because their tools are familiar. A 
closer view reveals a system of pigments, binders, solvents, surfactants, preservatives, supports, 
grounds, varnishes, cleaners, rags, water and packaging. A meaningful review considers how 
these elements interact rather than replacing one prominent product and declaring the practice 
transformed.

The first task is to separate artistic necessity from habit. Many studio routines are inherited from 
training or from the practices of admired artists. A solvent may be used because it has always 
stood beside the palette, not because each task requires it. A disposable palette may seem 
insignificant until its annual volume is visible. A ground may be applied automatically even when 
the support has already been prepared. Questioning routine is not a rejection of knowledge; it is 
a way of recovering intention.

Pigments and colour

Pigments differ in origin, hazard, tinting strength, permanence and the quantity required to 
achieve an effect. Some are mined or produced through energy-intensive processes; some 
contain substances that demand careful control; others are plant-derived or recovered from 
waste streams. No single origin guarantees safety or low impact. A natural earth can produce 
respirable dust. A synthetic pigment may be highly concentrated, stable and needed only in a 
small quantity. The relevant decision combines hazard, exposure, performance, quantity and 
meaning.

Dry pigment requires particular discipline because dust can enter the body through inhalation 
or contact. Artists should consult current product information, avoid creating airborne dust, use 
appropriate local controls and keep work surfaces clean by methods that do not redistribute 
particles. A professional studio should know which pigments it holds, where they are stored and 
what precautions apply. Unlabelled jars are neither romantic nor responsible.

Material innovation can create a different relationship with colour. John Sabraw's work with iron 
oxide recovered from acid mine drainage demonstrates how scientific collaboration can convert 
an environmental pollutant into artist pigment. Such work requires testing, formulation and 
attention to permanence; its power comes from joining material history with accomplished 
painting. The lesson is not that every artist should manufacture pigment. It is that colour can be 
understood as matter with a social and ecological biography.

Binders, mediums and solvents

The move away from a hazardous or high-volatility solvent can improve both environmental and 
studio health. It should nevertheless be approached as a technical change. Drying, gloss, 
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adhesion, film formation, cleaning and the feel of the brush all matter. Small controlled tests 
allow artists to compare alternatives before a new medium enters an important work.

Water-miscible and water-based products can reduce reliance on certain solvents, but the rinse 
water is not automatically suitable for a drain. Pigment, binder and additives remain in 
suspension. Allowing solids to settle, recovering reusable paint where possible and following 
local disposal guidance can prevent concentrated residues from being washed into wastewater. 
The exact method depends on the materials involved; labels and safety data sheets should lead 
the decision.

Annam Butt's avoidance of acrylic paint, acrylic gesso and solvents, together with her use of 
natural glues in preparing surfaces, shows how a material ethic can become embedded in a 
painter's method. Steve Foster's floral paintings similarly demonstrate that an environmentally 
conscious studio can be built around the avoidance of harmful solvents without asking the 
finished work to advertise the fact. In both cases the artistic language remains primary.

Supports, grounds and framing

Canvas, linen, cotton, paper, board, aluminium and timber panel each bring different questions 
of cultivation, extraction, processing, weight and durability. The support should be specified for 
the scale, handling and expected environment of the work. A lighter option can reduce transport 
emissions, but inadequate rigidity may lead to damage. A very heavy panel may be 
unnecessarily over-engineered. Sample-making and discussion with a framer or conservator are 
more useful than assumptions based on a material name.

For paper, recycled content is only one consideration. Fibre quality, sizing, optical brighteners, 
acidity, surface strength and light sensitivity affect both use and longevity. Conservation-quality 
does not mean impact-free, but it can reduce the likelihood that a work will require intervention 
or lose value because the support was unsuitable. Offcuts can be retained for colour tests, 
correspondence, protective interleaving where appropriate, or smaller works, provided storage 
does not simply defer disposal indefinitely.

Frames should be considered early rather than as packaging added at the end. Standard 
profiles, replaceable glazing, reversible mounting, accurately specified backing boards and 
carefully chosen timber can improve protection and future repair. The environmental case for a 
frame includes the years of service it gives and the number of times it can be adapted, not only 
the material from which it is made.

Cleaning and studio water

Cleaning is often where materials leave the controlled form of the artwork and become 
dispersed. A tiered process can reduce that loss. Remove excess paint mechanically before 
introducing cleaner. Use the smallest effective quantity. Keep first-rinse and final-rinse stages 
separate where this allows material to settle or be handled appropriately. Do not combine 
incompatible wastes simply for convenience.
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Brushes and tools last longer when cleaned promptly and stored correctly. Longevity is 
materially significant: replacing a well-made brush repeatedly can carry more impact than a 
careful cleaning routine. Yet cleaning should not transfer concentrated pigment or solvent into 
water or general waste. Studios should establish containers, labels and collection routines 
before the waste appears.

Printmaking, photography and digital output

Printmaking processes range from dry, direct methods to chemically complex systems. Inks, 
etchants, photo emulsions, cleaning agents, plates, screens, papers and washout water should 
be reviewed as a connected workflow. Substitution can be valuable, particularly where a less 
hazardous process performs adequately, but ventilation, skin exposure and waste routes remain 
important with any formulation.

Edition planning has environmental consequences. Producing the full theoretical edition before 
demand exists can tie up paper, ink, storage and energy. Some artists may choose to print 
progressively while maintaining strict edition records and consistency. Others need a complete 
run because the process cannot be replicated later. The sustainable decision is the one that 
respects the integrity of the edition while avoiding avoidable overproduction.

Digital photography and printing remove some wet chemistry but introduce equipment, 
electricity, data and consumables. File discipline can reduce duplicated storage without 
endangering the archive. Calibrated proofs can reduce failed prints. Replaceable ink systems, 
responsible cartridge routes and realistic print sizes matter. The screen should not make 
material impact invisible; it should help the artist control it.

Failure, experimentation and the value of tests

Experimentation inevitably produces failures. The answer is not to make artists afraid of tests, 
but to make tests informative. Use the smallest scale that can answer the question. Label every 
sample with material, proportion, support and date. Photograph it in consistent light and keep 
only those samples that provide a future reference.

Failed paint, stained paper or an unstable print can reveal compatibility, drying and light-
sensitivity problems before they enter a saleable work. Record the reason for rejection and 
dispose of the sample according to its actual materials. An unidentified archive of failed tests 
eventually becomes both a storage burden and a conservation puzzle.

Some tests deserve to become part of the studio's visible language. A panel showing solvent-
free preparation, a series of pigment swatches or an annotated fibre sample can support gallery 
conversations without claiming scientific certainty. Evidence can be aesthetically engaging when 
it remains accurate.
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PRACTICAL SHIFT

Choose one repeated studio process - preparing a support, cleaning brushes or making a proof 
- and write down every material that enters and every residue that leaves. Improve that one 
sequence before attempting to redesign the whole discipline.

5. Sculpture, Ceramics, Textiles and Mixed Media

Three-dimensional work makes systems visible

Sculpture and mixed media frequently involve larger material quantities, specialist fabrication, 
structural duties and complex transport. This can make their impacts substantial, but it also 
makes them legible. Weight can be measured, offcuts separated, joins redesigned and crates 
reused. The sculptor has opportunities to intervene at the level of engineering as well as 
surface.

The material brief should include structural and environmental requirements together. Where 
will the work stand? What loads, weather, contact or vibration must it tolerate? How often will it 
move? Is it unique, modular, temporary or permanent? A material that fails the structural brief is 
not sustainable. Equally, a structure designed far beyond the realistic need may carry avoidable 
weight and processing.

Timber and wood-based products

Timber stores carbon during growth and can be renewable, repairable and beautiful, but these 
qualities depend on species, forestry, processing, adhesives, treatments and end-of-life. Specify 
species where possible. Ask for credible certification and retain invoices or chain-of-custody 
information supplied with the product. For imported, tropical, unusual or reclaimed species, 
check current CITES status and movement requirements before purchase or international sale.

Reclaimed wood can carry extraordinary history, but it may also contain old coatings, 
preservatives, embedded metal or biological damage. Investigation should precede machining. 
Sanding and cutting create dust regardless of whether the timber is new or reclaimed. The 
Health and Safety Executive advises controlling wood dust at source through effective 
extraction; personal protective equipment may be additional protection but is not a substitute 
for adequate control.

Julian Emsley's wood sculpture illustrates the value of close material attention. Wood is not a 
neutral block: grain, moisture, previous growth and the artist's intervention remain present. A 
well-documented choice of species, source, joinery and finish strengthens the work's future care 
as well as its environmental account.

Design for repair where the concept permits. Mechanical joins can allow a damaged plinth, base 
or discrete component to be replaced. Keep finish recipes and test pieces. Separate clean offcuts 
by species and size so that reuse is practical rather than aspirational. Sawdust and treated wood 
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require different consideration from clean solid timber; ask the relevant waste service rather 
than assuming a route.

Metals, stone and mineral materials

Metal can be energy-intensive to extract and refine, yet it is durable, structurally efficient and 
widely recyclable when grades remain identifiable and uncontaminated. Recycled content is 
useful evidence, but fabrication yield and final weight may matter as much. Design with 
available section sizes, nest cut components and return segregated scrap through a verified 
route. Discuss lower-impact finishes and take-back with the fabricator, while confirming that 
corrosion protection remains adequate for the work's environment.

Stone carries quarrying, cutting, water, dust and transport impacts. Local stone may reduce 
distance and connect a work to place, but it should still be judged for suitability and quarry 
practice. Reclaimed stone can be valuable when its structural condition and previous treatments 
are understood. Weight dominates movement, so decisions about thickness, hollow 
construction or local fabrication can be consequential.

Mineral and stone dust may contain respirable crystalline silica. Processes that cut, grind or 
abrade should be assessed and controlled at source. Wet methods or suitable extraction may be 
appropriate, depending on the task and equipment. A studio should never infer safety from the 
familiarity of stone, clay or sand.

Clay, ceramics and firing

Ceramic practice makes the relationship between artistic need and energy especially clear. 
Firing is central to the transformation of clay; eliminating it would eliminate much of the 
discipline. The useful questions concern clay source, water, glaze chemistry, kiln efficiency, 
loading, firing temperature, failure rates and the intended longevity of the finished work.

Consolidating compatible firings and loading a kiln intelligently can reduce avoidable energy, 
but pieces need enough space and the correct atmosphere. A lower temperature is not 
automatically preferable if it produces an unstable body or glaze. Testing should establish the 
lowest firing programme that fulfils the artistic, structural and conservation brief. Kilns should 
be maintained, ventilated and installed in accordance with current manufacturer and 
professional guidance.

Dry clay and glaze ingredients can generate hazardous dust. Keep materials contained, use wet-
cleaning or appropriate dust-control methods and consult safety information. Sweeping that 
redistributes fine dust into the air is not an adequate studio routine. Glaze slops and clay-rich 
water can often be settled and managed before discharge; the exact route depends on 
composition and local facilities.

Oliver Akdeniz's ceramic sculpture, including forms that evoke cracked earth, resource pressure, 
blossom and pollinators, demonstrates how process and subject can remain distinct but 
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mutually reinforcing. The ecological resonance of the work does not remove the need to think 
about firing and glaze; nor do those technical realities reduce its imaginative force.

Textiles and fibres

Textile practice encompasses cultivated, animal-derived, regenerated, synthetic, recycled and 
reclaimed fibres, each with different impacts. The word natural is too broad to guide choice. 
Land, water, chemical processing, dyeing, labour, durability and shedding all matter. A fibre 
appropriate for a suspended indoor work may not survive public handling; a durable synthetic 
may be justifiable where long service prevents repeated replacement.

Saskia Saunders' use of plant-based fibres and Sandra Junele's use of reclaimed materials and 
plant-based glue offer two distinct approaches. Their work should not be reduced to the 
category of craft or to the fact of material substitution. The fibre, join, tension, surface and 
spatial presence remain part of a contemporary artistic proposition. Sustainability becomes 
meaningful because it is integrated into the intelligence of the work.

Dyes and mordants require careful scrutiny. Plant-derived colour can be culturally and visually 
rich, but some mordants and auxiliaries are hazardous, and repeated dye baths may use 
substantial water and heat. Synthetic dyes vary widely. The HSE notes that certain reactive dyes 
can sensitise and that lower-dusting or liquid forms, training and effective control can reduce 
exposure. Artists should assess the actual product and process rather than treating natural and 
synthetic as complete safety categories.

Designing from existing lengths, retaining a fibre library and documenting recipes can reduce 
failed experiments and over-ordering. Consider how components can be repaired or re-
tensioned. If the work is intended to change, fade or fray, record the acceptable range and the 
point at which the artist would consider intervention necessary.

Plastics, resins and composites

Plastics and resins are often treated as the clearest symbols of an unsustainable practice. Their 
fossil feedstocks, persistence and difficult end-of-life deserve concern. Yet an absolute ban can 
lead to poor substitutions, premature failure or hidden composite materials with equally limited 
routes. The decision should begin with artistic and functional need, then reduce quantity, avoid 
unnecessary single use, select established formulations and design for long service or 
separation.

Thermosetting resins and composite laminates are particularly difficult to reverse or recycle. 
Before casting or laminating, ask whether a mechanical assembly, hollow construction, reusable 
mould or different binder could achieve the result. Where resin is essential, accurate 
measurement can reduce waste and failed cures. Product-specific controls, ventilation and 
disposal guidance are critical; improvised chemistry is not evidence of experimentation's 
seriousness.
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Reclaimed plastic may carry a strong material narrative, but cleaning, identification and 
compatibility matter. Mixing polymer types can compromise performance and future recycling. 
Heat can release hazardous fumes from unknown plastics. Use identified sources where 
possible and seek specialist input before thermal processing.

Innovative and active materials

Material innovation can move art beyond reduction towards environmental function. Jasmine 
Pradissitto's use of NOXORB, a material designed to absorb nitrogen oxides from polluted air, 
shows how sculpture can incorporate a material with active environmental properties. Such 
claims require precise language: the material absorbs pollution; it should not be inaccurately 
described as captured carbon.

Innovative materials also require patience. Test handling, ageing, adhesion and interaction with 
adjacent components. Retain supplier information and samples. Consider whether the active 
property changes over time and whether maintenance or replacement is needed. A compelling 
new material can be both an artistic opportunity and a conservation unknown.

Electronics and time-based components

Electronics introduce mineral extraction, manufacture, energy use and obsolescence. The most 
valuable intervention is often not lower electricity during exhibition, but a clear plan for 
maintenance and replacement. Use standard components where the concept allows, retain code 
and installation instructions, document operating systems and distinguish the identity-bearing 
elements from those that can change.

Batteries and electronic waste should follow dedicated routes. Redundant equipment should not 
be stored indefinitely under the name of future reuse, but neither should functional specialist 
hardware be discarded without checking whether another artist, institution or repair 
organisation can use it. Data hygiene, spares and emulation planning can be part of 
conservation from the first edition.

Compatibility in mixed-media work

Mixed-media work brings materials into contact that may age at different rates or react with one 
another. A flexible textile adhered to a rigid board, a metal fixing embedded in damp timber or a 
plastic pressed against a freshly cured coating can create problems that are not visible at 
completion. Environmental substitutions can introduce new incompatibilities even when each 
material appears preferable in isolation.

Build a mock-up of the junction, not only of each material. Consider movement, moisture, 
acidity, plasticiser migration, corrosion, heat and the possibility of removal. Avoid enclosing an 
unknown reclaimed substance where later access will be impossible. Where the interaction is 
essential to the work, document the expected change.
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The artist need not become a conservation scientist, but should recognise the point at which 
specialist advice protects both the idea and the material investment. Early consultation is usually 
less costly than treatment after sale. It can also reveal elegant structural solutions that reduce 
adhesive, weight or future intervention.

A QUESTION WORTH ASKING

Which property of this material is essential to the artwork - its appearance, weight, origin, 
behaviour, symbolism or longevity? A clear answer creates room to change everything that is 
not essential.

6. The Studio as an Ecosystem

The studio is more than a room

A studio is a network of energy, air, water, materials, people and information. Its environmental 
performance is shaped not only by the building but by daily patterns: when heat is used, how 
equipment is scheduled, what is kept, what is cleaned and how frequently deliveries arrive. 
Improvements can be modest in cost while still changing the culture of the practice.

Begin by making the invisible visible. Read meters where available. Map equipment and record 
approximate operating hours. Note heating zones, draughts, daylight and ventilation. 
Photograph storage before reorganising it. List shared services provided by the landlord. A 
single artist may not control insulation or the energy contract, but evidence supports a better 
conversation with the building owner and prevents effort being spent on minor details while a 
larger loss continues unnoticed.

Figure 5. The studio as a connected ecosystem of energy, air, water, materials, people and information.
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Energy and equipment

Heating, cooling, kilns, extraction, compressors, digital equipment and lighting can dominate 
studio energy. Measure before assuming. For a shared space, temporary plug-in monitors and 
agreed operating logs can identify patterns even when a dedicated meter is unavailable. UK 
government conversion factors are updated annually for organisations that wish to translate 
activity data into greenhouse gas estimates; artists using them should keep the year and 
methodology consistent.

Efficiency begins with scheduling and maintenance. Turn equipment off when idle where safe to 
do so. Group compatible processes. Keep filters, seals and controls in working order. Use 
daylight without exposing sensitive work to damaging light. Replace lighting at the end of its 
useful life with efficient, appropriate alternatives rather than discarding functional equipment 
solely to acquire a greener label.

Renewable electricity can reduce the impact associated with use, but the contract should be 
understood and retained as evidence. It does not remove the value of efficiency. Energy that is 
not needed remains the simplest demand to avoid, particularly where the equipment also 
generates heat that must later be removed.

Air, ventilation and exposure

Ventilation is both a health requirement and an energy question. Opening a window may be 
adequate for general comfort but insufficient for a task that releases concentrated dust or 
vapour. Local exhaust ventilation captures a contaminant close to its source and is often more 
effective than diluting it through the whole room. The appropriate control depends on the 
substance, process, duration and people exposed.

The Control of Substances Hazardous to Health framework asks employers to identify hazards, 
assess exposure and prevent or adequately control it. Even where an artist is self-employed and 
working alone, the underlying discipline is valuable. Read labels and safety data sheets, consider 
substances created by the process itself, such as sanding dust or welding fume, and review 
cleaning and maintenance as well as the visible act of making.

Personal protective equipment can be necessary, but it sits after elimination, substitution and 
engineering control. A respirator is not a reason to tolerate an avoidable cloud of dust. Gloves 
do not make an unidentified solvent benign. The best studio solution often changes the process 
so that fewer contaminants enter the air or touch the skin.

Water and cleaning

Water use may arise from dyeing, papermaking, clay, printmaking, cleaning and cooling. Record 
the processes rather than relying only on the bill, which may be shared. Use containers sized to 
the task, repair leaks and sequence rinses so that cleaner water can serve more than one stage 
where compatible. Do not let efficiency compromise hygiene or create unsafe mixtures.
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The more important question is often what the water contains when it leaves. Settling, filtration 
or specialist collection may be appropriate, but no universal method works for every pigment, 
dye, solvent or binder. Product information and local wastewater or waste guidance should 
determine the route. A sink is part of the material system, not an invisible exit.

Inventory and storage

Good storage is an environmental intervention. Materials that can be found are less likely to be 
bought twice. Containers that remain sealed last longer. Offcuts sorted by useful dimension are 
more likely to be reused than a mixed heap. Dates and contents prevent unidentified residues 
from accumulating until disposal becomes difficult and expensive.

Create zones for unopened stock, current use, reusable remnants, hazardous materials and 
outgoing waste. Maintain any required segregation. Give every decanted substance a durable 
label. Store incompatible materials as directed and keep lids, spill materials and emergency 
information accessible. The system should be simple enough to survive a busy installation 
period.

A quarterly inventory can include a use-by-first shelf, a list circulated to neighbouring studios 
and a decision about materials retained for genuine future work. Keeping everything is not 
circularity. Storage has financial, spatial and sometimes safety costs. A material should remain 
because its future use is plausible and understood.

Waste as information

Waste reveals where design, purchasing or process has failed to retain value. Separate it 
sufficiently to learn from it. Record weight or volume for the largest streams. Photograph 
unusual waste after major projects. Ask whether it arose from testing, error, over-ordering, 
fixed supplier quantities, contamination or an exhibition decision. Each cause suggests a 
different response.

Hazardous waste requires appropriate classification, storage, transfer and documentation. 
Requirements vary across the UK and by waste type. Artists should use current government and 
local guidance and a properly authorised contractor where required. The desire to reuse must 
never override safe handling.

Sharing can be effective when quality and identity are clear. Clean timber offcuts, unused paper, 
standard hardware and packing materials may have immediate value to another practice. 
Unlabelled chemicals, contaminated absorbents and unknown composites do not become 
sustainable by being donated. The recipient needs enough information to use the material 
safely.

People, time and studio culture

The studio's most important resource is human attention. An environmental system that 
depends on one exhausted person sorting waste at midnight will fail. Responsibilities should be 
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assigned, containers easy to reach and instructions concise. Assistants and technicians should 
understand not only what to do but why, and they should be invited to identify improvements 
from their direct experience.

Fair pay, reasonable schedules and safe conditions belong within sustainability. Chronic urgency 
produces air freight, rushed fabrication, material failure and preventable exposure. Better 
planning is therefore both a labour practice and an environmental one. A viable studio can 
preserve knowledge, retain skilled people and make decisions with care.

The digital studio

The environmental effects of digital activity are difficult for an individual artist to see. Cloud 
storage, rendering, websites, video calls, artificial intelligence tools and online viewing rooms 
depend on remote infrastructure whose energy and water use is not shown on the screen. The 
absence of a physical object in the studio should not be mistaken for the absence of matter 
elsewhere.

The most useful response is disciplined sufficiency. Maintain an archive policy that distinguishes 
master files, working files, delivery copies and disposable duplicates. Compress access copies 
appropriately while protecting the master. Remove redundant exports after a project closes and 
document the deletion decision. Avoid keeping multiple opaque cloud services merely because 
migration feels inconvenient.

Equipment should be purchased for a defined need, maintained and used for a realistic life. 
Repair, memory or storage upgrades may postpone replacement. When equipment reaches the 
end of useful service, remove sensitive data and use a legitimate reuse or electronic-waste 
route. Keep specialist legacy hardware only where an artwork or archive has a documented 
dependency.

Digital restraint should not undermine preservation. Two well-managed backups in different 
locations are more responsible than a single vulnerable copy, even though they use additional 
storage. The sustainable archive balances security, accessibility and quantity. The aim is not the 
smallest possible file estate; it is the smallest one that faithfully protects the work.

Incidents and preparedness

Spills, leaks, equipment failure and damaged containers create waste quickly. A proportionate 
response plan should identify shut-offs, ventilation, spill materials, emergency contacts and the 
information needed by anyone responding. Product-specific guidance matters: an absorbent 
suitable for one liquid may be unsafe or ineffective for another.

Inspect storage periodically and act on corrosion, swelling, brittle lids or fading labels. Do not 
transfer a hazardous product into an unmarked food or drink container. Keep incompatible 
materials apart and routes to exits clear. Preparedness protects people first, but it also prevents 
a small incident from contaminating large quantities of material or water.
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PRACTICAL SHIFT

End each working day with a five-minute material reset: close and label containers, return 
reusable remnants to the correct zone, isolate waste and note any item that must be 
reordered. Small order prevents large waste.

7. Responsible Sourcing and the Supply Chain

Buy information as well as material

An invoice records price and quantity, but responsible sourcing needs more. Ask the supplier for 
composition, country of manufacture where known, recycled or certified content, relevant safety 
information, minimum order, packaging, take-back and realistic end-of-life routes. Not every 
supplier will answer every question. The quality of the response is itself useful evidence.

Prioritise enquiries according to significance. A studio does not need a lengthy questionnaire for 
each pencil. Focus on high-volume, high-value, hazardous, unusual or conceptually important 
materials. Establish a standard set of questions and record the answer once, updating it when a 
formulation or supplier changes.

Local is relational, not automatically better

Local sourcing can reduce transport, strengthen relationships and allow direct knowledge of 
production. It may also provide access to offcuts, repair and smaller quantities. Yet distance 
alone does not measure impact. A local product made inefficiently from imported feedstock may 
compare poorly with one produced at scale and moved by an efficient route. The artist should 
value proximity without turning it into an absolute claim.

The relational advantage may be more important. A nearby timber yard can set aside particular 
dimensions. A fabricator can return separated scrap. A framer can store and adapt a reusable 
travel frame. These collaborations convert supply from a transaction into a system capable of 
learning.

Certifications and claims

Certification can provide independent structure where the standard, scope and chain of custody 
are understood. It should not be used as a substitute for thought. Check what is certified: the 
raw material, the product, the manufacturing site or the project. Retain evidence connected to 
the actual purchase rather than a general logo copied from a supplier's homepage.

Words such as eco-friendly, green, responsible and carbon-neutral require substantiation. The 
Competition and Markets Authority's Green Claims Code emphasises that environmental claims 
should be truthful, clear, complete in material respects, fair in comparison, mindful of the full 
life cycle and supported by evidence. Artists are part of a supply chain and should apply the 
same care when repeating a supplier's claim in an artwork description.
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Supplier questions that improve practice

The most productive questions are specific. What percentage of this board is post-consumer 
recycled material? Which adhesive is used in the composite? Is the timber species and chain-of-
custody status shown on the invoice? Can the delivery packaging be collected on the next order? 
Is a smaller or standard sheet available? Can the coating be repaired or removed? Does the 
fabricator segregate this alloy for recycling? What evidence supports the product's 
compostability, and is the required facility available locally?

If an answer is unavailable, record that rather than filling the gap with implication. Uncertainty 
honestly described is more credible than a polished but unsupported statement. Repeated 
requests can also signal demand; artists collectively shape what suppliers choose to disclose.

Procurement as design

Purchase decisions influence the form and rhythm of the studio. Consolidating orders can 
reduce deliveries but increase stock and the risk of unused material. Buying small quantities can 
prevent waste but multiply packaging. The right cadence depends on storage, shelf life, cash 
flow and supplier distance. Review actual behaviour rather than assuming bulk is always 
efficient.

Create preferred specifications for recurring items, including acceptable alternatives. This allows 
assistants and fabricators to buy consistently without locking the practice to a single brand. 
Review the specification annually and whenever artistic or safety needs change.

EVIDENCE TO KEEP

Retain significant invoices, product codes, safety data sheets, certification or recycled-content 
evidence, supplier correspondence and photographs of batch labels. Link them to the relevant 
artwork record rather than leaving them in a general inbox.

8. Fabrication, Collaboration and Outsourced Production

Responsibility follows the work

Outsourcing a process does not make its environmental and human conditions irrelevant to the 
artist. Equally, an artist cannot control a specialist workshop as though it were an extension of 
their own desk. The appropriate relationship is one of informed collaboration: a clear brief, 
relevant questions, respect for expertise and agreed records.

Environmental requirements should appear in the first conversation, not after the quotation. 
Ask the fabricator to identify principal materials, expected weight, significant waste, finish, 
energy-intensive stages, packaging and transport. Invite alternatives that preserve the artistic 
brief. Fabricators often see efficiencies unavailable to the designer, particularly in standard 
section sizes, nesting, mould reuse and assembly.
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Write the environmental brief into the technical brief

A useful fabrication brief states the non-negotiable artistic and structural properties before 
suggesting a material. It may say that a surface must remain optically deep, that a component 
may be visible from all sides, or that an outdoor work needs a defined service life. Alongside 
this, it can request recycled content where verified, separable joins, minimal finishing waste, 
material records and packaging designed for repeated use.

This structure avoids asking a supplier to make something sustainable without defining what 
that means. It also prevents a substitute from being accepted because of an attractive label 
while failing the work's essential performance. Approve samples and prototypes in proportion to 
risk; a small test can prevent an entire failed fabrication.

Editions, moulds and repeat production

Editioned sculpture and fabricated work require decisions about when and how the edition will 
be produced. Retaining a mould may reduce future remaking but consume storage and 
material. Producing the whole edition may improve process efficiency but create unsold stock. 
The artist should consider market expectation, consistency, storage, fabrication setup and the 
likelihood of future material change.

Document who owns and stores moulds, files, tooling and spare material. Record approved 
substitutions and the point at which a new material would alter the identity of the edition. This 
information protects authenticity while allowing future production to respond intelligently to 
obsolescence.

Labour and knowledge

Sustainability includes the conditions under which skilled work is performed. Unrealistic 
deadlines, incomplete drawings and repeated unpriced changes can transfer cost and pressure 
down the supply chain. A responsible artist plans adequate time, pays agreed invoices promptly 
and credits specialist contribution where appropriate.

Knowledge should return to the studio. Ask for as-built drawings, finish schedules, maintenance 
advice, leftover material and photographs of concealed construction. When a technician solves a 
recurring problem, record the solution. A practice that remembers does not need to relearn 
through waste.
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Figure 6. A collaborative fabrication loop from artistic brief to sample, production, records and review.
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PART THREE: THE LIFE OF AN 
ARTWORK BEYOND THE STUDIO
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9. Packaging, Transport, Installation and Exhibition

Movement begins in the design of the work

An artwork's transport impact is often treated as a logistical matter that begins when a courier is 
booked. In reality, movement is shaped much earlier by dimensions, weight, fragility, assembly 
and the number of people needed to handle the work. A piece designed in modules may travel 
by road where an indivisible work requires air freight. A standardised frame may share a crate. A 
removable base may prevent large amounts of empty volume from being shipped.

These choices must remain faithful to the artwork. Modularity should not be imposed where a 
seamless form is essential, and lightness should not compromise stability. Yet asking how the 
work will move at concept stage allows transport to become part of intelligent design rather 
than an emergency solved with excess packaging.

Packaging protects value

Packaging has an environmental cost, but damage has one too. An artwork that arrives broken 
may require a second journey, new materials, specialist labour and loss of confidence. The aim is 
therefore not minimal packaging in the abstract. It is the minimum system that provides reliable 
protection through the expected handling, route, climate and number of journeys.

Gallery Climate Coalition guidance places refusal and reuse before reduction, repurposing and 
recycling. Artists can ask suppliers not to add unnecessary layers, retain clean materials, specify 
appropriately sized boxes and design reusable sleeves, pouches or crates. Synthetic protective 
materials may be justifiable when they survive many uses; their value depends on an actual 
reuse system, not the word reusable in a description.
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Figure 7. A circular packaging system designed for repeated use.

Build a reuse system

Reusable packaging needs identity, instructions, space and responsibility. Mark each component 
with the artwork or crate reference. Photograph the packing sequence. Indicate which face 
contacts the work, which tape or strap is compatible and how the material should be stored. If 
packaging is to return, name the person who arranges it and include the return movement in 
the schedule and budget.

Clean working areas extend the life of packing material. Dust and fragments can abrade 
surfaces, while uncontrolled tape adhesive can make a sheet unusable. Inspect after each 
journey and replace only the compromised component. Keep a record of trips so that the 
environmental and financial value of reuse can be demonstrated.

Reusable crates are particularly effective for works likely to travel repeatedly, but they should 
not become permanent monuments to a single short journey. Consider adaptable interiors, 
bolted rather than permanently bonded components, standard external dimensions and a route 
for storage. For local movement, padded blankets, straps and rigid travel frames may 
sometimes avoid a full crate where a professional handler confirms they are adequate.

Choose the route, not only the courier

Transport decisions should consider mode, distance, consolidation, urgency and handling risk. 
Air freight generally carries a much greater climate impact than sea or road alternatives for 
comparable freight, but precise estimates depend on route, weight and methodology. Request a 
lower-emission alternative and an estimated greenhouse gas figure where the shipper can 
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provide one. Retain actual weight rather than relying only on volumetric billing weight for 
internal carbon records.

Consolidation can reduce the number of journeys but may extend lead times or require 
intermediate storage. Build time into contracts, exhibition schedules and collector 
conversations. A deadline created by late photography, delayed paperwork or indecision can 
turn air freight into the only feasible option. The environmental intervention may therefore be a 
production calendar rather than a different vehicle.

Local delivery should also be planned. Combine collections and drop-offs, use appropriately 
sized vehicles and avoid sending a dedicated vehicle for documents or small components that 
could travel separately. For high-value work, security and condition remain essential; efficiency 
should be designed with the fine-art handler, not imposed without understanding the risk.

Loans, returns and unsold work

The return journey belongs in the transport plan. Loan and consignment agreements should 
state who retains packaging, how the work will return and what happens if an exhibition 
extends or a sale is pending. Without this clarity, reusable material is discarded, crates occupy 
unplanned storage and a second system is built for the return.

Condition reports should be proportionate but consistent. Photograph the work before 
departure, on arrival and before repacking. A small abrasion caught early may be stabilised 
locally; one discovered after another journey can become a larger treatment. Reliable condition 
information also supports decisions about whether consolidated or slower routes remain 
appropriate.

Unsold work deserves planning rather than embarrassment. Review exhibition production 
before making speculative quantities, but protect the integrity of the artistic project. After a 
show, decide which works return to active inventory, which remain with the gallery, which can 
be reconfigured and which require long-term storage. Repeatedly moving the same work 
between temporary spaces can outweigh small efficiencies achieved in its packaging.

Insurance, security and sustainability are not opposing concerns. A well-designed crate, 
accurate value, qualified handler and clear record can allow lower-impact routes to be 
considered with confidence. The aim is to reduce urgency and uncertainty, not to expose the 
work to avoidable risk.

International movement and material restrictions

Customs, dangerous goods rules and wildlife-trade controls can affect artworks and their 
packaging. Batteries, solvents, aerosols, magnets, powders and other components may require 
declaration or specialist handling. Timber or animal- and plant-derived materials may require 
accurate species identification and CITES documentation. Requirements depend on the material, 
form, age, origin, destination and current listing.
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Check before sale or loan, not at the point of dispatch. Missing information can cause delay, 
storage, return transport or seizure. A material record, supplier evidence and photographs 
make classification easier. Specialist advice is particularly important for unusual, reclaimed or 
composite materials whose origin is difficult to establish.

Installation as a material event

Exhibitions use walls, plinths, paint, lighting, fixings, vinyl, temporary graphics and protective 
surfaces. Ask what the venue already owns, what will be built, where materials will go 
afterwards and whether standard systems can be adapted. A modular plinth or reusable wall 
panel may serve many exhibitions when its dimensions, storage and finish are planned 
collectively.

Installation instructions reduce waste and risk. State lifting points, orientation, acceptable 
fixings, required tools, tolerances and the number of installers. Include photographs or a 
diagram. If an arrangement can vary, define the acceptable parameters so the venue need not 
seek last-minute approval or remake components.

Lighting should meet both artistic and conservation needs. More light is not always better. 
Efficient fittings, appropriate beam control and realistic operating hours can reduce energy and 
exposure. For sensitive materials, a conservator or experienced technician should help define 
the display conditions.

Exhibition travel and presence

An artist's presence can be important to installation, interpretation, relationships and 
professional development. The guide does not treat travel as a moral failure. It asks whether 
every journey is necessary, whether several purposes can be combined and whether rail or 
another lower-emission route is feasible. Remote participation can support some meetings, but 
it should not be used to erase the human relationships on which art depends.

Keep a simple travel record and review patterns annually. The greatest opportunity may be 
fewer return visits through better installation documentation, a trusted local technician or dates 
coordinated across projects. Where travel remains necessary, acknowledge it honestly rather 
than relying on offsets to avoid reduction.

PRACTICAL SHIFT

Add four questions to every exhibition confirmation: What already exists at the venue? What 
must be made? What will be reused afterwards? Who is responsible for the return or next use?
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10. Longevity, Conservation and the Afterlife of an 
Artwork

Sustainability includes the future owner

When an artwork leaves the studio, material responsibility does not end. The work enters a 
relationship with a gallery, collector, institution, installer, conservator or estate. Its longevity will 
depend partly on the information the artist provides. A clear material record and realistic care 
instructions can prevent damage, inappropriate treatment and unnecessary replacement.

Longevity should not be confused with making every work immutable. Contemporary art may 
be intentionally fragile, time-based, biological, participatory or dependent on technologies that 
will become obsolete. The sustainable task is to clarify what should endure: the original matter, 
the appearance, the experience, the instructions, the possibility of re-performance or some 
combination of these.

Define acceptable change

Every material changes. Pigments can fade, paper responds to humidity, timber moves, metals 
oxidise, fibres relax, plastics yellow and digital hardware fails. Artists often know intuitively 
which changes enrich a work and which destroy it. Put that knowledge into words.

An artist's statement of acceptable change might distinguish patina from corrosion, gentle 
fading from loss of an essential colour relationship, or intended cracking from structural failure. 
It might permit replacement of a projector but require retention of the original file, aspect ratio, 
brightness range and installation geometry. The statement need not predict every future 
condition. It should give a conservator and owner a principled basis for consultation.

Sandra Junele's use of reclaimed textile materials and plant-based glue, for example, may 
require information about handling, support and the intended visibility of ageing. A conservator 
needs to know whether irregularity is evidence of damage or an integral part of the material 
language. The same principle applies to experimental pigments, pollution-absorbing surfaces 
and components that remain active after sale.

Documentation is a form of care

Contemporary art conservation relies heavily on communication with living artists and studios. 
The artist interview can establish making process, meaning, display intention and preferences 
for treatment or replacement. Preparing this information before a problem arises is easier and 
more reliable than reconstructing it years later.

Each significant work should have a core record: title, date, dimensions, principal materials, 
fabrication method, finish, component list, installation orientation, edition information, images, 
signature or marking location, known hazards, handling points and care guidance. Complex 
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works may need diagrams, media files, software dependencies, spare parts, approved suppliers 
and a hierarchy of replaceable and irreplaceable elements.

Keep the record in durable, accessible formats and maintain a backup independent of one 
device or subscription. Version any changes. If a work is altered after sale or a component is 
replaced, add the intervention rather than overwriting the original record. Provenance includes 
the history of care.

Figure 8. A decision path for care, repair, replacement, reconfiguration and responsible retirement.

Repairability and reversibility

Repair begins with access. Concealed fixings, permanently bonded layers and proprietary 
components can make a small failure catastrophic. Where the concept permits, use joins that 
can be opened, finishes that can be renewed and components that can be identified. Keep a 
small quantity of matching material only when its shelf life and storage needs make this 
sensible.

Reversibility is rarely absolute. An adhesive described as reversible may be difficult to remove 
after ageing or from a porous surface. A mechanical fixing may leave a hole. The practical aim is 
to avoid unnecessarily locking future decisions. Samples aged or exposed alongside the work 
can support later analysis without intervention in the artwork itself.

Artists should not prescribe untested home remedies. Care instructions should distinguish 
routine dusting or operation from treatment requiring a conservator. For works on paper, light, 
humidity, handling, mounting and framing can materially affect condition; qualified 
conservation advice is more valuable than a generic instruction to keep the work dry.
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Temporary, ephemeral and biodegradable work

An ephemeral work can be environmentally intelligent when its material, duration and afterlife 
are designed together. It can also create a large, short-lived waste stream. Define what happens 
at deinstallation. Can components return to the studio, enter another work, be composted 
through an available system, be safely dispersed, or be documented and retained as 
instruction?

Biodegradable does not mean suitable for release into nature. Materials may contain 
colourants, fixings or coatings, and decomposition conditions vary. The artist should identify an 
actual route and avoid language implying disappearance without consequence. If the work is 
intended to decay in place, landowner permission, ecological impact and public safety may need 
specialist assessment.

Obsolescence and migration

For digital and time-based work, preservation may require migration rather than material 
permanence. Record source files, codecs, software versions, hardware, display characteristics, 
interactions and acceptable substitutions. Decide whether visible ageing of a device is part of 
the work or whether the experience should remain current.

Where a component will predictably fail, identify the replacement process and who can 
authorise it. Consider depositing code and documentation with the work, subject to appropriate 
rights and security. A future owner should not be forced to choose between abandoning the 
work and altering it without guidance.

Retirement is also a decision

Some works reach a point at which repair is impossible, unsafe or contrary to the artist's 
intention. A retirement protocol can specify whether documentation remains, whether 
components may be reused, whether the certificate must be cancelled and how destruction 
should be recorded. This protects the integrity of the edition and provides a responsible route 
for materials.

The subject can feel uncomfortable because art is associated with endurance. Yet refusing to 
plan does not create permanence. It transfers the decision to someone with less knowledge. 
Stewardship includes the courage to describe an honourable end.

Longevity, confidence and value

Collectors and institutions do not expect every contemporary artwork to behave like an Old 
Master painting. They do expect to understand what they are acquiring. A work made with 
unconventional or changing materials can inspire confidence when its meaning, likely behaviour 
and care are explained. Silence creates more anxiety than complexity.

Material knowledge can therefore contribute to value. It supports authentication, responsible 
display, lending, conservation and eventual resale. A certificate that names only mixed media 
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gives little assistance; a concise schedule with principal materials, construction and artist 
intention can become part of the work's provenance. This does not turn the artwork into a 
technical product. It protects the conditions under which its artistic significance can endure.

Potential investment-worthiness should never be promised through sustainability alone. Market 
value depends on artistic achievement, career, rarity, provenance, condition and many other 
factors. Yet a practice that records materials, editions and interventions demonstrates 
professional seriousness. For a collector choosing between equally compelling works, that 
seriousness can strengthen trust.

Beauty and longevity are also connected in more subtle ways. The evidence of age may enrich a 
work, while careless degradation can erase the very relationships that made it beautiful. The 
artist's responsibility is not to prevent time, but to state how time belongs within the work.

CONSERVATION PERSPECTIVE

The most valuable conservation instruction is often not a cleaning method but a statement of 
significance: what must remain for this work to continue being this work?
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PART FOUR: COMMUNICATING AND 
SUSTAINING A PROFESSIONAL 

PRACTICE
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11. Evidence, Transparency and Environmental Claims

Credibility is built through specificity

An artist's sustainability statement should help a reader understand the practice, not merely 
identify the artist with a value. Broad claims such as entirely sustainable, zero-impact or eco-
friendly are difficult to substantiate and leave no room for change. Specific statements are more 
credible: the studio avoids a named solvent, uses plant-based fibres for a defined body of work, 
consolidates compatible kiln firings or maintains reusable crates for frequently exhibited pieces.

Specificity does not make the text dry. It can reveal how material choice belongs to artistic 
thought. The strongest statements move from intention to practice and then to evidence. They 
explain what the artist is trying to understand, the decisions currently embedded in the work, 
and the areas still being developed.

Six tests for an environmental statement

Before publishing a claim, ask whether it is truthful and accurate; clear and unambiguous; 
supported by evidence; fair in any comparison; attentive to relevant omissions; and 
proportionate to the life cycle being described. These principles reflect the UK's Green Claims 
Code and are useful even when the text is an artist biography rather than conventional 
advertising.

Scope words carefully. Made with reclaimed cotton does not mean the entire work is reclaimed. 
Produced using renewable electricity does not describe transport or materials. Designed for 
reuse is not the same as demonstrably reused. If a claim applies only to one series, process or 
period, say so.

Avoid turning absence of knowledge into a positive assertion. If a supplier calls a product 
biodegradable but provides no standard, conditions or route, do not repeat the word 
unqualified. Ask for evidence or describe the known composition instead. If exact recycled 
content is unavailable, reclaimed from a local upholstery workshop may be both more accurate 
and more interesting.

Write with proportion

A minor improvement should not dominate the description of a materially intensive work. The 
reader needs enough context to understand significance. This does not require publishing a full 
inventory on every label. It requires avoiding a spotlight so narrow that it changes the overall 
impression.

Proportion also protects the artist from the pressure to claim perfection. A statement can say 
that a practice is moving towards lower-impact transport while acknowledging that a recent 
project required air freight. An honest account of constraint, decision and next step often 
creates more trust than certainty.
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The sustainability statement

A concise studio statement might contain four parts. First, an artistic proposition: the 
relationship between material, subject and responsibility. Second, current practice: the most 
significant established choices. Third, evidence and boundaries: what is recorded and which 
parts of the practice the statement covers. Fourth, direction: the next area of work.

For example, an artist might explain that their practice examines the tension between cultivated 
beauty and ecological fragility; that they avoid harmful solvents, prepare supports with natural 
glue and retain pigment residues for controlled disposal; that the statement covers studio 
production but not every venue decision; and that they are now documenting freight and frame 
reuse. The result is both modest and useful.

Do not copy language from another artist. Sustainability statements become generic when they 
rely on the same vocabulary of harmony, nature and transformation without material detail. The 
text should be recognisably rooted in the actual studio.

From internal evidence to public language

The internal record will usually be more detailed than the public statement. Imagine three 
layers. The evidence layer contains invoices, safety information, measurements, photographs, 
tests and correspondence. The professional layer translates that evidence into artwork records, 
gallery forms and care instructions. The public layer selects the few facts necessary to 
understand the practice.

Problems arise when the public layer is written first and the evidence assembled afterwards. A 
compelling phrase can harden into identity even when the practice changes. Begin with what 
can be shown. Let the language emerge from the record, and schedule a review rather than 
preserving outdated copy because it has appeared in press.

Consider the difference between three statements. This work is completely sustainable is 
absolute and undefined. This work is made from recycled materials is clearer but may still imply 
that every component is recycled. The principal textile surface is made from reclaimed post-
production cotton sourced from a London workshop; the support and fixings are newly made is 
precise, bounded and more visually evocative.

The same care applies to comparisons. Half the material of what? Lower emissions than which 
route, calculated by whom and within what boundary? If the comparison cannot be explained in 
a short note or linked source, it may not be ready for publication.

Responding when practice falls short

An environmental claim may prove inaccurate because a supplier changes formulation, evidence 
was misunderstood or the studio's boundary expands. Correct the text promptly, keep a record 
and explain the material change where necessary. Quiet correction is usually more credible than 
defensive certainty.
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Do not allow fear of scrutiny to prevent all communication. Artists who describe only what is 
known, acknowledge boundaries and update information can contribute to a more mature 
culture. The standard is reasonable substantiation and honesty, not omniscience.

Gallery, collector and institutional information

Different readers need different depths of information. A website biography may carry a concise 
paragraph. A gallery intake form can record process, evidence, handling and claims. A collector 
may need materials, care and intended change. An institution may require detailed installation, 
conservation, hazards and replacement protocols.

Build these outputs from one verified studio record. This reduces contradiction and saves the 
artist from rewriting the practice for every request. Date the information and nominate a person 
responsible for updates in a larger studio.

Gallery Les Bois treats sustainability as part of a wider account of quality, provenance and 
artistic significance. The environmental story should therefore sit beside, not above, the artist's 
education, exhibitions, collections, conceptual development and the material presence of the 
work. This is how sustainable art earns lasting authority rather than temporary novelty.

Figure 9. A proportionate evidence structure from studio records to public claims.

Images and captions

Visual communication can also overstate. A photograph of an artist outdoors does not evidence 
a sustainable studio. Green colour grading and ecological symbols can imply qualities not 
present in the work. Use images that reveal actual material, process, finished art and context. 
Captions should identify what is visible and avoid extending the claim beyond the image.



GALLERY LES BOIS   |   THE ARTIST'S GUIDE TO SUSTAINABLE PRACTICE

GALLERYLESBOIS.COM   ·   48

Include photographer credit, rights information and descriptive alt text. Accessibility is part of 
cultural responsibility. Alt text should convey the meaningful visual content without repeating 
the caption word for word or using phrases such as image of.

EVIDENCE TO KEEP

For every published environmental claim, preserve the document, invoice, measurement, 
supplier statement or studio record that supports it. Add the date. Claims should be 
reviewable, not dependent on memory.

12. The Sustainable Artistic Career

A practice must be viable to endure

Environmental responsibility cannot be separated from the artist's ability to sustain a life and 
practice. Materials, safe equipment, responsible fabrication and adequate storage cost money. 
Research takes time. A model that asks artists to absorb every cost while the rest of the art 
system benefits from the narrative is not sustainable.

Price work with the real process in view. Include testing, documentation, reusable packaging, 
specialist disposal and appropriate labour where these are part of production. This does not 
mean adding a sustainability premium as a marketing device. It means refusing to treat 
responsible practice as unpaid invisible work.

Time is an environmental resource

Rushed projects generate waste. They encourage express deliveries, failed tests, overtime, over-
ordering and emergency air freight. Artists cannot control every institutional deadline, but they 
can make lead times visible and decline schedules that render responsible production 
impossible.

Build decision points into proposals: material approval, prototype, fabrication, drying or curing, 
photography, packing and collection. State the latest date at which a change can be made 
without altering cost or transport. A clear production calendar is a form of boundary and care.

Collaboration distributes possibility

Individual artists rarely have the space, equipment or purchasing power to optimise every 
process. Shared kilns, extraction, transport, storage, material exchanges and specialist 
knowledge can reduce duplication. The arrangement needs governance: booking, maintenance, 
training, cleaning, liability and cost should be agreed so that the resource remains safe and fair.

Relationships with galleries and institutions can extend influence. Ask for consolidated shipping, 
reusable packing, existing display furniture and realistic install dates. Provide clear 
documentation in return. The artist who brings a workable alternative rather than a general 
objection is more likely to change the system.
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Collectors also participate. They can accept a longer delivery time that avoids air freight, retain a 
crate, follow care guidance and support repair. These conversations should enhance confidence 
rather than imply that the artwork is precarious. Good documentation shows that the artist has 
thought seriously about the work's future.

Cultural sustainability

Sustainability includes the continuation of knowledge, practices and relationships. Specialist 
making skills can disappear when they are consistently undervalued. Local material knowledge 
can be lost when supply chains become anonymous. Artists can support cultural continuity 
through fair collaboration, accurate credit, apprenticeships, documentation and respect for the 
communities from which methods or motifs arise.

Care is also required when using Indigenous, traditional or community-held knowledge. 
Availability does not equal permission. Environmental narratives should not extract cultural 
meaning while ignoring attribution, benefit and authority. Seek informed relationships and 
recognise limits.

Ambition without endless growth

A successful artistic career need not be measured only through more objects, larger studios and 
more international movement. Depth, influence, scholarship, selective production and enduring 
relationships can also constitute growth. This is not an argument for making less work by 
default. It is an invitation to distinguish artistic ambition from automatic expansion.

An artist may choose fewer, better-supported exhibitions; develop editions with clear demand; 
invest in durable studio systems; or deepen a body of research. Such decisions can strengthen 
scarcity, coherence and the conditions in which potentially investment-worthy work is made. 
Environmental responsibility and professional seriousness can support one another.

Beauty, seriousness and the market

Sustainable art sometimes enters the market through its explanation before the viewer has 
encountered the work. This may attract initial attention, but it is not enough to sustain a career. 
The work must offer an experience that exceeds its method: a visual, spatial, emotional or 
intellectual force that cannot be reduced to the sourcing note.

Beauty need not mean prettiness or ease. It can reside in tension, proportion, surface, restraint, 
strangeness or the coherence between idea and form. For Gallery Les Bois, sustainability is 
powerful precisely because it can generate these qualities while bringing the conditions of 
making into sharper view. It belongs alongside artistic merit, not above it.

The artist should therefore invest in presentation, photography, provenance, conservation and 
critical context with the same seriousness given to material research. A poorly documented or 
inadequately finished work is not rescued by its environmental credentials. Conversely, a 
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compelling work gains depth when its responsible choices are credible and inseparable from its 
language.

Collectors should be invited into this fuller understanding. The conversation can begin with the 
work's presence and then unfold through material, process, meaning and care. This order 
respects the autonomy of art while allowing sustainability to enrich confidence and connection.

Avoid burnout as a hidden cost

The artist who attempts to research every material, calculate every gram and solve systemic 
problems alone will not maintain the practice. Set proportionate boundaries. Use trusted 
guidance. Share research. Review at planned intervals rather than turning every studio moment 
into an audit.

Sustainability should create greater awareness, not permanent guilt. The work still needs 
unstructured time, experimentation and pleasure. A resilient practice protects the imagination 
from being consumed by administration while ensuring that important impacts are not ignored.

A QUESTION WORTH ASKING

Which conditions allow you and the people around the work to make careful decisions? Those 
conditions are part of the sustainability plan.
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PART FIVE: FROM INTENTION TO 
PRACTICE
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13. Creating Your Sustainability Plan

Build a plan that can survive the studio

A useful plan is brief enough to be read, specific enough to guide action and flexible enough to 
respond to artistic development. It should begin with the baseline and hotspots identified in 
Chapter 2. Choose no more than three priorities for the first year and identify the evidence that 
will show movement.

Each priority needs an owner, even in a one-person studio. It also needs a review date and a 
definition of done. Replace hazardous products is too broad; review safety information for the 
ten most frequently used chemical products, complete task assessments and test viable 
substitutions by 30 November is actionable. Reduce shipping emissions becomes record actual 
weights and modes for every outward shipment and request a non-air alternative on 
international quotes.

The first thirty days: establish visibility

The first month should concentrate on information and immediate safety. Create or update the 
material inventory. Gather current safety data sheets for significant products. Label decanted 
substances. Identify the largest waste streams. Record energy-intensive equipment and recent 
shipments. Photograph packaging held for reuse. Check whether waste contractors and routes 
are appropriate.

Select one quick improvement that removes obvious waste or risk: a clearly labelled settling 
system for an appropriate rinse process, a reusable delivery crate, a purchasing pause on a 
surplus material or a new protocol for dust. The quick improvement builds confidence, but it 
should not be allowed to replace work on the larger hotspot.

The first ninety days: change a system

During the next two months, redesign one recurring workflow. This might be support 
preparation, kiln scheduling, textile dyeing, fabrication briefing, packing or exhibition planning. 
Map each step, consult the people involved, test the change and record the result. A system 
change is more valuable than a sequence of isolated purchases because it continues to 
influence future work.

Begin supplier and partner conversations. Send the standard questions. Ask a fabricator what 
material or nesting change would preserve the brief. Ask the gallery or venue how packaging is 
stored. Request lower-emission freight options. The aim is to discover where the artist's 
influence is greater than assumed.

Draft a concise sustainability statement based only on established practice and evidenced plans. 
Keep a longer internal version with limitations. Do not publish targets that have not been 
resourced or assigned.
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The first year: measure, learn and deepen

By the end of twelve months, the studio should be able to compare a small number of 
meaningful indicators with the baseline. These might include material purchased, hazardous 
waste collected, kiln loading, electricity, number and mode of shipments, air journeys, 
packaging reuses or percentage of significant works with complete material records.

Numbers require interpretation. An increase in electricity may reflect a larger body of work, a 
cold winter or a process moved in-house from an unmeasured fabricator. A reduction in waste 
may reflect lower production. Record intensity or context where useful, but do not allow 
methodological perfection to obscure obvious action.

Choose indicators that respect the work

An indicator should be close to a decision the studio can make. Total annual emissions may 
provide context, but the percentage of international freight sent without air transport, average 
kiln loading or number of crates completing more than one journey may be more actionable. A 
combination of absolute and intensity measures can prevent misleading conclusions when 
production changes.

Possible climate indicators include studio electricity and fuel, significant freight by mode, 
professional flights and energy-intensive fabrication. Material indicators might include the 
weight or cost of priority materials, verified recycled or certified content where relevant, and the 
proportion of offcuts reused. Waste indicators can record hazardous collections, principal 
separated streams and disposal documentation. Stewardship indicators can track works with 
complete material records, reusable packaging returns and conservation consultations 
completed before sale.

Do not create targets whose only function is to produce a favourable percentage. A crate reused 
twice is useful even if the total number of crates rises because the studio has grown. A reduction 
in material intensity is not success if the work fails earlier. Place the indicator beside artistic 
output, condition and context.

Review data quality openly. Mark figures as measured, supplier-provided or estimated. Record 
the estimation method and improve it only where the uncertainty matters. This modest 
hierarchy makes the annual account more credible and directs future effort.

Decide what to publish

Most studio indicators are management information, not marketing content. Publish only those 
that illuminate the practice and can be explained. A short annual note may state the boundary, 
principal actions, one or two figures and the next priority. It should also name significant 
limitations.

Public reporting can create accountability, but it should not turn the artist's year into a 
competition of totals across incomparable disciplines. The purpose is to show attention and 
direction. Artistic practices differ too greatly for a universal league table to be meaningful.
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Review failures as evidence. If a lower-impact material produced unacceptable cracking, 
document the formulation and result. If a reusable crate did not return, identify the missing 
responsibility. If consolidated shipping caused unacceptable risk, refine the route. Honest 
learning prevents the studio from repeating experiments or making public claims that the work 
cannot sustain.

Figure 10. A thirty-day, ninety-day and one-year roadmap for sustainable studio change.

A simple review conversation

At each quarterly review, ask five questions. What changed in the work? What material or activity 
created the greatest concern? What improvement became routine? Where did the plan fail 
because time, money, information or control was missing? What is the next decision that would 
make the greatest difference?

The answers should update the plan. Sustainability is not served by preserving an obsolete 
target. If the artistic practice moves from small paintings to ceramic installation, the hotspots 
will change. If a gallery begins arranging most transport, influence and evidence will move into 
that relationship. The plan should follow reality.

From private practice to public contribution

Once the studio has credible experience, share what is genuinely useful. This might be a 
supplier discovery, a packing design, a failed material test or a question that changed the work. 
Avoid presenting one context-specific solution as universal. The value lies in making practice 
visible and inviting further knowledge.

Artists possess a distinctive cultural role. They can make systems felt, show matter in unfamiliar 
ways and hold contradiction without resolving it into a slogan. A sustainability plan should 
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protect that role. Its purpose is not to turn the artist into a corporate reporter. It is to create the 
conditions in which imagination and responsibility can work together.
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Conclusion: A Practice of Continuing Attention
Sustainable artistic practice is not a destination marked by a perfect material list. It is a way of 
paying attention to the relationships that make art possible: between idea and substance, studio 
and landscape, ambition and care, present use and future stewardship. The practice becomes 
more responsible as those relationships become more visible and as avoidable harm is reduced 
with intelligence.

The work must still move us. It must command attention through form, thought, beauty, 
difficulty or surprise. It should be properly made, conceptually rigorous and, where relevant, 
potentially investment-worthy. Environmental responsibility is not an alternative standard. At its 
best, it helps create the depth, precision and integrity through which the work meets that 
standard.

No artist will resolve every contradiction. Materials carry complicated histories; exhibitions 
require movement; careers require opportunity; experiments fail. The credible response is 
neither indifference nor purity. It is continuing enquiry, transparent judgement and the 
willingness to improve systems as knowledge and possibility expand.

Artists shape more than objects. They shape perception. A practice attentive to material origin, 
human labour, care and afterlife can give tangible form to another way of inhabiting the world. 
That contribution begins quietly: with the next question asked before a material is bought, the 
next record kept, the next crate returned, and the next work made with both freedom and care.
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Practical Appendices
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Appendix A: Studio Sustainability Self-Audit
Use the audit as a prompt for discussion, not as a score. Record evidence and select priorities 
rather than attempting to answer yes to every item.

Artistic intention and boundaries

 The practice can distinguish environmental subject matter from the environmental conditions 
of production.

 The artist has defined which material or experiential qualities of the work are non-negotiable.
 The current sustainability boundary is documented, including direct operations, significant 

suppliers, fabrication, travel and transport.
 Major decisions and unresolved trade-offs are recorded.

Materials and health

 Frequently used and high-risk materials are inventoried and labelled.
 Current product and safety information is accessible.
 Task-specific risks, including dust, vapour, skin exposure, heat and process-generated 

contaminants, have been assessed where relevant.
 Substitution has been considered where artistic performance can be maintained with lower 

risk.
 Experimental formulas and reclaimed materials are identified and documented.

Studio systems

 Energy-intensive equipment and approximate use are known.
 Ventilation and extraction match the relevant tasks and are maintained.
 Water processes have an appropriate route for residues.
 Reusable remnants are separated in a way that makes actual use likely.
 Hazardous and non-hazardous waste follows verified routes.
 Purchasing and inventory routines prevent avoidable duplication.

Production and sourcing

 Significant suppliers can provide composition, origin or certification information where 
relevant.

 Fabrication briefs include material, waste, packaging and documentation requirements.
 Prototypes and tests are proportionate to the risk of failure.
 Offcuts, moulds, files and spare components have an agreed owner and future use.
 Labour, lead times and specialist contribution are fairly recognised.

Movement and exhibition

 Weight, fragility and assembly are considered during artwork design.
 Packaging is labelled, documented and assigned a reuse or return route.
 Freight mode and consolidation are considered before urgency removes alternatives.
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 International material restrictions and dangerous goods issues are checked early.
 Installation instructions identify equipment, handling, tolerances and reusable venue 

resources.

Longevity and communication

 Significant works have a material and fabrication record.
 Intended ageing, acceptable change and replaceable components are explained.
 Care instructions distinguish routine action from conservation treatment.
 Public environmental claims are specific, dated and supported by evidence.
 Images carry credit, rights information and meaningful alt text.
 The sustainability plan has no more than three current priorities, each with an owner and 

review date.
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Appendix B: Questions for Suppliers and Fabricators
These questions should be selected in proportion to the purchase or project.

1. What are the principal ingredients or material components, including relevant additives, 
coatings and adhesives?

2. Is current safety information available, and has the formulation changed?
3. Where was the material manufactured and, where known, where did the principal feedstock 

originate?
4. What evidence supports recycled, reclaimed, certified, biodegradable, compostable or other 

environmental claims?
5. What standard sizes, grades or formats would reduce offcuts or processing?
6. Can a smaller test quantity be supplied before a full order?
7. What is the expected service life in the proposed environment?
8. Can the material be repaired, separated, returned, reused or recycled through an actual 

available route?
9. Can delivery packaging be reduced, collected or used again?
10. For fabrication, what alternative material or method would preserve the essential artistic and 

structural brief with less weight, waste, hazard or energy?
11. What records, samples, drawings and leftover materials will return to the artist after 

production?
12. What lead time is required to avoid rushed processing or high-emission transport?
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Appendix C: Artwork Material and Care Record
Maintain one record for each significant work or edition master.

 Artist; title; date; edition; dimensions and weight.
 Principal materials, brands, formulations, batch details and suppliers where relevant.
 Supports, grounds, coatings, adhesives, fixings and concealed components.
 Fabricator, foundry, framer, printer or other specialist contributors.
 Construction photographs and diagrams.
 Known hazards for handling, display, storage, transport or disposal.
 Display orientation, installation sequence, equipment and environmental requirements.
 Handling points, lifting equipment, packing sequence and crate reference.
 Intended ageing and acceptable change.
 Routine care; actions requiring a conservator; prohibited treatments.
 Replaceable components and approval process.
 Software, files, passwords or access arrangements where appropriate and secure.
 Samples, spares and their storage location.
 Intervention history, including repairs, migrations and replacements.
 Certificate, signature or marking location and associated provenance records.
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Appendix D: Packaging and Exhibition Checklist

Before packing

 Confirm condition and photograph the work.
 Verify dimensions, weight, centre of gravity, fragility and handling points.
 Choose the minimum protective system suitable for the actual route and handling.
 Inspect reusable materials for dirt, adhesive, compression and abrasion.
 Check dangerous goods and material restrictions.

During packing

 Work in a clean area with identified materials.
 Keep protective layers compatible with the artwork surface.
 Photograph each stage and label components for reuse.
 Record gross physical weight for shipment and internal emissions data.
 Place instructions where the receiving team will find them before unpacking.

At the venue

 Retain and store packaging as instructed.
 Record condition after unpacking.
 Use existing venue equipment and reusable display systems where suitable.
 Follow the documented installation sequence and acceptable tolerances.
 Agree the deinstallation, return and next use before opening.
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Appendix E: Sustainability Statement Framework

Artistic proposition

Explain how material, process, subject and responsibility relate within the work. Begin with the 
art rather than a claim of virtue.

Established practice

Describe the most significant choices already embedded in the studio. Use specific materials, 
processes or systems and state the scope.

Evidence and limitations

Identify the records or information that support the statement and acknowledge any material 
boundaries or uncertainties.

Direction

Name one or two areas of active development. Distinguish plans from completed achievements.

Review

Add a date and review the statement whenever a significant material, supplier, studio, 
fabrication or transport system changes.
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Appendix F: Glossary
Biodegradable. Capable of being broken down by biological activity under specified conditions. 
The term does not identify how quickly this will occur or whether a suitable route exists.

Carbon dioxide equivalent (CO2e). A common 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.

Composite. A material made from two or more distinct components. Composites can provide 
valuable performance but may be difficult to separate or recycle.

Compostable. Capable of breaking down under defined composting conditions. Industrially 
compostable material may not break down in a home compost or in landfill.

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

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 that a product, process, service or 
organisation has an environmental benefit or reduced impact.

Hazard. The inherent potential of a substance or process to cause harm. Risk considers the 
likelihood and severity of harm under actual conditions of exposure.

Hotspot. An activity, material or process whose scale, frequency, hazard or significance makes it 
a priority for attention.

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

Local exhaust ventilation (LEV). Equipment designed to capture airborne contaminants close 
to the point where they are generated.

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

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

Recycled content. The proportion of a material made from recovered pre-consumer or post-
consumer material, as defined by the relevant claim or standard.
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Reversibility. The degree to which an intervention, join or treatment can be undone without 
unacceptable change to the artwork. In practice, reversibility is often relative rather than 
absolute.

Safety data sheet (SDS). A supplier document describing chemical hazards and information 
relevant to handling, storage, exposure, emergencies and disposal. It informs but does not 
replace a risk assessment.

Stewardship. Responsible care for materials, artworks, information, relationships and 
environments across time.

Substitution. Replacement of a material or process with another that reduces a relevant hazard 
or impact while meeting the necessary artistic and technical requirements.

Waste hierarchy. A priority order beginning with prevention, followed by preparing for reuse, 
recycling, other recovery and disposal.



GALLERY LES BOIS   |   THE ARTIST'S GUIDE TO SUSTAINABLE PRACTICE

GALLERYLESBOIS.COM   ·   66

Appendix G: Material Test Record
Use one record for each proposed substitution, experimental formulation or important material 
junction.

 Test reference and date.
 Artistic or technical property being investigated.
 Environmental, health, supply or conservation concern prompting the test.
 Control material and proposed alternative.
 Full formulation, proportions, batch and supplier information.
 Support, preparation, tools and application method.
 Studio conditions, drying, curing or firing programme.
 Immediate observations: colour, surface, adhesion, flexibility, strength, odour and handling.
 Waste created and route used.
 Observations after one week, one month and a discipline-appropriate longer period.
 Interaction with adjacent materials, fixings, coatings or glazing.
 Photographs made in consistent light.
 Advice sought from supplier, fabricator or conservator.
 Decision: approve; approve for limited use; revise and retest; or reject.
 Reason and next review date.

Retain successful and failed records. Where a test concerns hazardous exposure or a safety-
critical structure, use qualified advice and the relevant formal assessment rather than relying on 
this studio record alone.
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Selected Sources and Further Reading
The following sources informed the practical framework and were reviewed in August 2026. 
Artists should consult the current version relevant to their location and activity.

1. Arts Council England, Environmental Responsibility and Environmental Programme. Official source

2. Competition and Markets Authority, Green Claims Code: Making Environmental Claims, and Making 

Green Claims: Getting It Right Across the Supply Chain, 2026. Official source

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

and guidance on listed timber species. Official source

4. Department for Energy Security and Net Zero, UK Government Greenhouse Gas Reporting Conversion 

Factors 2026. Official source

5. Department for Environment, Food and Rural Affairs, Guidance on Applying the Waste Hierarchy to 

Hazardous Waste. Official source

6. Forest Stewardship Council, Chain of Custody Certification and guidance on FSC 100%, FSC Recycled 

and FSC Mix labels. Official source

7. Gallery Climate Coalition, Artist Toolkit, Packaging Guidance, Effective Actions and Carbon Calculator 

methodology. Official source

8. Health and Safety Executive, Control of Substances Hazardous to Health; Chemical Safety Data Sheets; 
UK REACH; Labelling and Packaging; Wood Dust; Construction Dust; Dyes and Dyeing; and Solvents 

guidance. Official source

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

paper. Official source

10. Julie's Bicycle and Arts Council England, Culture, Climate and Environmental Responsibility resources. 

Official source

11. Tate, Reshaping the Collectible and research on contemporary art conservation, documentation and 

time-based media. Official source

https://www.tate.org.uk/research/reshaping-the-collectible/research-approach-conservation
https://juliesbicycle.com/our-work/creative-green/
https://www.icon.org.uk/groups-and-networks/contemporary-art-network/about-us.html
https://www.hse.gov.uk/coshh/
https://artist-toolkit.galleryclimatecoalition.org/section/materials
https://fsc.org/en/chain-of-custody
https://www.gov.uk/government/publications/guidance-on-applying-the-waste-hierarchy-to-hazardous-waste
https://www.gov.uk/government/publications/greenhouse-gas-reporting-conversion-factors-2026
https://cites.org/eng/app/appendices.php
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://www.artscouncil.org.uk/developing-creativity-and-culture/environmental-responsibility
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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, regulatory, medical, 
health and safety, waste-management or conservation advice. Requirements differ by material, 
process and jurisdiction. Consult current official guidance and a suitably qualified professional 
where appropriate.

GALLERY LES BOIS  ·  LONDON
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