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Hello! 
 
This has been compiled to help artists who are in the early stages of their 
creative careers and would like to exhibit and sell their work.  
 
From simple questions like, “How do I hang my painting?” to a deeper 
exploration of the etiquette needed to maintain a good relationship with a 
gallery, this guide is intended to give a practical overview of moving from the 
amateur stages of an artistic hobby to being a professional artist with sales 
under your belt.  
 
I’ve worked ‘on both sides of the fence’ as a professional exhibiting artist and a 
gallery director as well as an art tutor and creative mentor. I’ve had a lot of 
experience dealing with the expectations of galleries as well as selling work 
privately; taking commissions; and working as an arts administrator, 
overseeing regional studio art tours involving dozens of artists.  
 
I’m writing this to share years of experience – much of it learned by trial and 
error in a challenging roller-coaster industry – to give guidance for anyone who 
wants to take that ‘next step’ and is feeling somewhat unsure about how to go 
about it.  
 
By following these different stages of preparation, you will be in a great 
position to separate yourself from the crowds of artists who are all trying to 
sell their work and establish good professional relationships with galleries – 
and clients – that will endure beyond the first sale. 
 

 
Happy painting sales! 
 
From Charlotte  
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Copyright  
 
In some regard, this section would be most appropriate in Part One of the manual – before you start 
painting – as it’s an important aspect of your creative practice to understand, but it only becomes 
essential when you’re taking that next step towards visibility and sales.  
 
There are two important layers to understand.  
 

• The first layer is about protecting your own original work, by addressing the question: “How 
do I stop my work from being copied and someone else making money from my idea?”  
 

• The second layer is the mirror version of that. By understanding how copyright protects your 
work, you also become aware of what that means when you copy – or are “inspired by” – 
other people’s paintings or photographs. And when you’re learning a new craft, it’s this 
second layer that is most likely going to apply to you. 

 
Don’t confuse copyright with a trademark – a far more complex process of application in which one 
party can then legally own a word/image/concept – or think that you need to do anything to ‘own’ 
your copyright: you don’t. So, don’t fall for any companies trying to make money from you by 
suggesting that you must purchase copyright protection! You can, however, choose to licence your 
image and allow other people to purchase it, and if that is something you are interested in, I would 
suggest searching online for local representatives who deal with creative licensing and can offer 
practical advice. 
 
Let’s get into copyright. 
 
The most important aspect to understand is that once you have painted something original – or 
written it, or performed it, or drawn it etc – you effectively own the copyright immediately, without 
doing anything else. That means, even if you sell the piece and no longer physically own the original 
work, no one else has the right to profit from it (by making prints, painting a replica, or selling the 
image in any way) unless you enter an agreement with the new owner.  
 
You also have ‘moral rights’ to your original artwork immediately after its creation, which is part of 
the Copyright Act, stating that no one else can claim to have done your work or attribute any part of 
it to anyone else. It also means that your artwork has the right to be protected from derogatory or 
defamatory treatment. So, you are automatically protected from someone else trying to profit from 
your work as well as making any personal claim to it or publicly shaming the work/you. 
 
It is highly unlikely that anyone would contest your claim to owning the copyright to an original 
artwork; in fact, it would be extremely unlucky if someone else manifested exactly the same idea at 
exactly the same time, with both of you wanting to sell your idea at precisely the same moment! 
Chances are, you’ve photographed the piece – or saved it online – so there is a timestamp which 
documents when you turned your idea into a three-dimensional ‘real object.’ There is little chance, 
really, that you are going to end up in a legal battle with someone claiming they did ‘your painting’ 
first, so don’t fret about it.  
 
The complexities arise when you copy someone else’s work – found on the internet, seen in an 
exhibition, viewed in a book – and pretend it’s your original idea. 
 
There is absolutely no doubt that one of the best ways to learn is by imitation. In classes, you will 
often be copying a teacher’s example, and it is enormously helpful watching a professional artist at 
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work and trying to emulate their brush marks, colours used, techniques, and imagery. No one 
questions that, and everyone who makes their work visible on the public stage is aware that there 
will be people who want to learn by watching/copying them.  
 
Anyone who decides to share their artwork in any way publicly – on social media, in an exhibition etc 
– knows it is ‘out there’, and the image will be seen by others and can potentially be copied. There’s 
nothing you can do about that, and you may never find out if anyone has copied your work unless 
one of your friends tells you they’ve seen a piece “remarkably similar” to yours. It can feel violating 
and unnerving and this is important to bear in mind when considering the ethical elements of 
copyright.  
 
Legally, you are not allowed to copy anyone else’s artwork (in whatever medium it might be) 
without the permission of the copyright holder. This is usually the artist responsible for the image in 
question, but sometimes an artist will sell the copyright to another party. It’s easy to find out, as the 
internet will have website tags and always list the copyright holder.  
 
The waters are muddied by loopholes which state that an artwork only needs to vary “by 10%” from 
the original to be considered a brand-new artwork, and this margin is notoriously hard to determine. 
However, even though a painting may be different from an original by the time it’s finished, I think 
that if it is close enough for someone else to see a similarity (I always say, “Would the original artist 
have to do a double-take to check whether it was their picture or not?”) then there ought to be a 
responsibility to ‘do the right thing’ and acknowledge that the idea came from someone else.  
 
As someone learning a new skill, it’s important for you not to panic about this.  
 
Almost everyone learns by copying, and some artists will always work from reference photographs – 
rather than ‘making something up’ – but you need to be aware of the copyright laws (which do vary 
a bit from one country to another) and get used to ‘best practice’ from the outset of your creative 
journey.  
 
If you only ever paint at home, privately, for your own pleasure, and never publicly show your work 
– or sell it – then ultimately it doesn’t matter. You’re enjoying a new skill and not profiting from 
anyone else’s ideas. 
 
However, problems might arise when you’ve worked hard on a new piece, copying from a photo or 
someone’s artwork you saw online – learning all kinds of new techniques along the way – realise 
you’ve created a fantastic painting, you’re proud as punch, and want to share it with all your friends 
online. They have no idea it wasn’t your own original concept, they celebrate your accomplishments 
and express their joy widely, share your post further, maybe someone wants to buy your work, and 
in your euphoria, you’ve forgotten that you copied someone else in the first place.  
 
Now we are in wobbly, unethical territory. Probably, the artist who inspired you will never know that 
you copied their work (maybe they aren’t even alive), and as an artist starting out it’s an absolute 
thrill to sell a piece at all and make some money back for all the paint you used (and classes you 
attended). However, I really believe that you need to start your career by having the best possible 
practices in place.  
 
It’s important to get into the habit of making good ethical decisions which honour someone else’s 
time, effort, and creative energy… just as you would want that level of thoughtfulness applied to 
your endeavours. 
There are some simple steps that you can take to mitigate any concerns or copyright issues. 
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• If you are painting from photographic reference images, use your own photographs to work 
from! Or ask a friend or family member if you can use their photos – that way you are 
removing any copyright concerns straight away. 
 

• Visit one of the many online sites which offer “free images” which means they don’t have 
copyright attached to them and can be used without needing to purchase a licence. 

 
Most of us use photos from the internet as reference images, which means it’s also relatively easy to 
find out where the photo or painting came from; an artist’s name will usually be attached to the 
image in some way or have a website link. If you have found a painting or a photograph online that 
you want to copy to learn from, the best thing to do is to contact the artist to ask whether you can 
use their image.  
 

• Email the copyright holder and explain you’re an art student learning and say, “Can I please 
use your image as a reference to learn from?” Ninety-nine percent of people will be hugely 
flattered and respond with a yes. Problem solved.  
 

• If you know you want to exhibit your work or sell it, you need to let the copyright holder 
know this when you enquire about using their image. It could be as simple as, “I’m an 
amateur artist learning how to use acrylics and I’d love to use your painting as inspiration. 
My finished artwork might be in an exhibition with my classmates, and I’d love to try and sell 
it to help pay for paints! How do you feel about that?” 
You’re giving the artist a heads-up and the opportunity for them to say, “No” if they want to, 
which is fair enough. Offer to send a photo of your finished piece – professional artists can 
feel good about being a source of inspiration for those who are learning! 

 

• In a handful of circumstances, the copyright holder will ask you to pay to use their image, 
which might just be a few dollars. If that’s an issue for you, thank them for their time and 
their reply, respect their right to ask you to pay for their hard work and creativity, and look 
for a different image online. 
 

• This step brings to light any copyright issues, which – if they exist – are best nipped in the 
bud and walked away from! 

 

• If you email someone and don’t hear back, the thing to do is then acknowledge the original 
artist on your label. So, for example… “Landscape No. 1 inspired by ‘Landscape no. 2’ done 
by C. Giblin.” That way, if anyone recognises your painting as being very similar to that of 
another artist, you know you tried to contact them and you have acknowledged them as the 
source material by using their name in your label/title. 

 

• If you don’t get in touch with the copyright holder or can’t find any details (if it was a picture 
from an old magazine, for instance) then you still need to acknowledge that it was from an 
outside source…so you could write “inspired by an image from Woman magazine in the Dec. 
2000 edition” on your label.  
 

• If you’ve copied an image from an artist who isn’t alive – and might not contest the 
copyright as a result – it’s still best practice to have a line on your wall label which says, 
“inspired by… (artist name and/or painting title)” or “with thanks to…” or “with apologies 
to….” You might have seen paintings with those words on their labels before – it’s a very 
common practice amongst creative people who use other people’s ideas, and it’s accepted 
as inevitable, even flattering! 
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• The key to do this properly and most professionally is trying to get hold of the copyright 
holder and then making sure that at every stage of public display (including on social 
media) you write the name of the source….  
 

• … And if you’ve done a close copy of someone else’s work (even just to learn from it), unless 
you do have the permission of the copyright holder then you can’t sell the painting. You 
aren’t supposed to be able to profit from someone else’s original idea, just as you wouldn’t 
want a stranger to be able to make money from an idea they took from you. 

 
Ok, so who’s going to know, right? “I’m just an amateur artist learning a new craft, I’m only going to 
get $50 for my painting anyway, and it won’t look anything like the original because I’m not as good 
as they are!” This is the argument I hear and it’s up to the individual to make their own decisions, 
but you need to have the information to be able to make a more informed choice.  
 
I have a couple of ‘copyright experiences’ on both sides of the fence.  
 
I asked a local photographer if I could use one of his calendar images as a base point to start one of 
my ‘painted seascapes’ workshops and he said, “Absolutely not!” He explained that he didn’t want 
the image “commonised” as he makes his living from calendars and books and doesn’t want anyone 
else doing a “lesser” image. Which is fair enough. It was the first time I’d come across that attitude, 
though – and he was really grumpy about being asked, even listing the fines (and prison time!) that 
copyright infringers get – which made me extra-pleased I’d followed my rules of best ethical 
practice. 
 
I was also contacted by an artist in another country who wanted to use one of my forest paintings 
she’d seen on Facebook as inspiration for a fabric artwork she was considering, and did I mind? I was 
delighted! The artist sent me a picture of their finished piece, and it was fascinating. I was very 
grateful to have been asked, though, as it showed respect for my business and my original paintings. 
 
I’ve also experienced copyright issues through my writing, as I wanted to use quotations from other 
authors in my book Seeing Clearly. There are simple application processes for doing this as every 
publishing house has a form you can fill out online. Some of the publishers were an easy “Yes” – and 
even wished me good luck with my project – whereas others said I would need to pay a certain 
amount. I fully respect that, but was on an extremely tight budget, so I chose not to use any 
quotations that I had to pay for. Even though I wasn’t expecting the book to have a wide audience, if 
it did, I certainly didn’t want to get caught out using plagiarism and face a fine. 
 
Personally, I have always preferred to have peace of mind and encourage my students to have a best 
ethical practice from the outset.  
 
I take my own photos for reference images; get ones from free sites; use photos from friends who 
don’t mind (and I always reference them in my social media posts) or contact the copyright holder 
online. 
 
 
 
 

Like the writing style and have found the content useful? 
You can download the full Artist’s Manual - Part Two  

from my website shop under the BOOKS tab. 
 


