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Introduction 

Shopping for original art should be easy, exciting, and fun.  Original art transforms and 

personalizes our homes and workspaces, and can bring deep happiness and satisfaction every 

time you look at it.   

But why does it seem tricky to shop for?  Why is there so much mystery and worry involved? 

Whether you own 100 pieces of artwork or are about to shop for your first one, this Colle to s 
Guide to Buying Direct from an Artist is intended to de-mystify the process.  

This guide includes advice on shopping for original paintings that are sold directly by artists, 

typically priced at less than $10,000.  It does not include advice on reproductions, art other 

than paintings (sculpture, drawing, ceramics, etc), or buying through galleries, dealers or at 

auction.  Also, commissioned work is not included. 

This guide represents my personal view on the shopping and buying experience.  Others may 

agree or differ, but this is my best advice to you on the subject. 

Five Things You Must Do When Purchasing a Painting 

#1  FALL IN LOVE WITH THE ART 

Falling in love with a piece of art is like falling in love with a boyfriend or girlfriend or (because 

we often use the word more loosely) a car or sweater or necklace.  You know it when you see it 

a d he  ou feel it.  The o ks speaks to ou i  so e deep a .  Whethe  it s the su je t, 
colors, scale, design, idea, or feeling, it catches your attention and keeps it.   

Ea h of us falls i  lo e i  a diffe e t a . You ight e a fall ha d fast  ki d of gal, o  a let s ot 
ush i to thi gs  ki d of gu .  Do hat suits ou est . . . ou a  de ide to purchase a piece 

right then and there, or pause for further reflection, research, and visits just to be sure. 

#2  ASSESS THE PRICE 

Do a quick reality check . . . what is the all-up price, including tax, shipping, and (if needed) 

framing?  Can you afford to purchase this painting?   

If yes, great.  If not, there are options . . . First, ask the artist if you can use a lay-away plan; or, 

you could consider using a credit card and making payments over time.  Some artists will rent 

http://www.hollyvanhart.com/
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their work.  Another option would be to look for a similar but smaller work from the same 

artist.   

Is the painting offered at a fair price?  This is a tough one, as art pricing can be subjective.  But 

there is such a thing as a fair market value; the 3 main determinants of market value are size of 

the painting, credentials of the artist, and media (oil, watercolor, etc). 

1 – Size of the painting.  Bigger paintings cost more, smaller paintings cost less.  Some 

artists even price by the square inch.  But most likely the artist has done the math and can show 

you a price sheet by size. 

2 - Credentials of the artist.  Ask to see the a tist s io  esu e .  The o e ede tials the 
artist has, the higher the price of their work.  Look for the following: 

- Affiliations with art societies 

- Awards  

- Art degrees, coursework, and/or workshops taken with master painters 

- A tist s tea hi g e pe ie e 

- Museum exhibits  

- Gallery representation 

 

The longer the list of credentials, and the more prestigious the institutions (museums, 

galleries, universities), the higher the price. 

3 - Media.  Oil pai ti gs a e ie ed as the gold sta da d  fo  pai ti g a d te d to e p i ed 
the highest.  Price-wise, oils are followed by acrylic and mixed media paintings on canvas, then 

by works on paper (acrylic, watercolor, and other media). 

Be sure the work is original.  If you have any doubts whatsoever about whether the work is a 

unique, original painting (one-of-a-kind and painted by hand by the artist) or a mechanically-

eated ep odu tio  o  p i t, e su e to ask.  It s not always easy to tell.  A few artists even use 

a le d of the t o fo  e a ple, appl i g pai ts o e  p i ts o  photos , so do t e 
embarrassed by the question.   

O igi al a t osts o e tha  ep odu tio s, a d it s i po ta t to k o  ou e getti g the eal 

thing.  It s fine to buy reproductions too, but not at original art prices. 

Ask the artist.  Fo  highe  p i ed o ks, ou a  a t to ask the a tist Ho  a  pai ti gs 
ha e ou sold at this p i e?  o  Ho  did ou esta lish this p i e?  Di e t uestions like these 

might catch the artist a bit off-guard, but they are fair questions.   

http://www.hollyvanhart.com/
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Ma  a tists post p i e lists o  thei  e sites, so ou a  do so e o pa e a d o t ast  
research online.   

#3  IF NEEDED, NEGOTIATE  

Most artists cannot earn a living wage from sales of their art. This is a fact.  If the painting 

seems priced fairly, and you can afford it, it helps the artist when you pay the asking price. 

If the pai ti g is p i ed highe  tha  a ket alue, o  if ou a t affo d to pu hase it o  sta t a 

lay-away or rent it), then by all means negotiate.  

Some artists are willing to consider lower prices, others are not.  As long as both parties discuss 

the price in good faith and with respect, then the result will be amicable.  The negotiation may 

not result in a sale, but good-will can be established and perhaps the perfect piece can be 

purchased at a later date. 

On a related note . . . Be sure to get a receipt for your purchase.  (A receipt would come in 

handy later if you ever decided to sell or have your painting app aised.   A d hethe  ou e 
buying a painting online or in person, be sure to understand the return policy.  You can ask a 

si ple uestio  like I do t a ti ipate a  easo  fo  etu i g this eautiful pai ti g, ut just 
in case . . . hat is ou  etu  poli ?  

#4  GET TO KNOW THE ARTIST 

While ot % esse tial, ou ll get so u h o e e jo e t f o  the a t when you have met 

or spoken with the artist that I recommend doing so.   

While you are shopping, ou ll ha e the a tist s full attention.  Take advantage of this 

opportunity to connect with the artist and learn about their painting process and the story 

ehi d ou  pai ti g.  You a  do this i  pe so , o  if ou e ot i  the sa e lo ale,  pho e, 
Skype, or email. 

Typical questions are: 

- Where are you from? 

- Tell me about your painting process.  What makes it unique? 

- What is the story behind this painting? 

If ou ha e the oppo tu it  a d ti e, isiti g the a tist s studio is a  e elle t a  to soak up 
even more info about the art. 

http://www.hollyvanhart.com/
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It s also a g eat idea to pe use the a tist s e site, i ludi g the io/ esu e a d a tist s 
state e t.  The a tist s state e t is t pi all  a fe  pa ag aphs lo g a d gi es i sight i to the 
current series of work.  Some artists use a lot of confusing art-speak in their written materials; 

do t o  if ou do t u de sta d it, ost of the est of us do t eithe .   

#5  GET THE ARTIST’S ADVICE – FRAMING, HANGING, CARE 

Ask the artist for advice on these things: 

Is a frame optional, or do you recommend framing this painting?  What type of frame looks 

best?  Any recommendations for a framing shop? 

How do I hang this painting? 

How do I care for this painting? 

 

Three Things to Avoid 

#1 DO NOT BUY ART AS A FINANCIAL INVESTMENT 

If ou e looki g to ake o e , i est in the stock market or real estate or in your own 

usi ess.  If ou e o i ed ou a  ea  o e  f o  a t, the   e o e datio  is to 
work with an art dealer.   

If ou e u i g a t di e t f o  a  a tist i  the p i e a ge o side ed he e $10,000 or less , it s 
est if ou e seeki g the pu e e jo e t of o i g a pie e of o igi al a t.  If ou a e lu k , the 

a tist s a ee  ill losso  a d the alue of ou  i est e t ill go up.  Whethe  this happe s 
or not, you cannot assume there is a secondary market for resale of your purchase.   

#2  DO NOT SETTLE FOR SOMETHING LESS THAN GREAT   

Be sure to hold out for a painting that speaks to you.  If you enjoy shopping for art and talking 

with artists, then go ahead, shop around at art festivals, art school shows, open studio tours, 

and on artists websites.  Take your time and look at a lot of art.  You will find something you 

love.   

Do t settle fo  so ethi g e ause it at hes ou  fu itu e o  e ause it see s like a good 
value.  There is a lot of excellent art available.  With some legwork you will find the perfect 

piece. 
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#3  DO NOT WALK AWAY FROM A PAINTING YOU LOVE 

 

If you find a man you love, marry him.  If you find a painting you love, buy it.   

O e ou e o fo ta le ith the a tist a d the p i i g, take the plu ge a d u  ou  pai ti g.  
For less than the price of most vacations and even most television sets, you can experience a 

lifetime of enjoyment from a piece of original art. 

When art collectors are asked about regrets, there are rarely regrets about paintings they 

pu hased.  But the e a e a  eg ets a out the o e that got a a .  Do t let this happe  to 
you. 

If ou e o ied a out hat othe  people thi k a out ou  hoi e, do t be.  The appreciation 

of a t ill al a s e su je ti e.  No o e pie e of a t akes e e o e s oo .  You e do e ou  
ho e o k a d a  eap the e a ds.  ‘ead o e i  the E jo  ou  pai ti g ith othe s  
section of this guide.  

Enjoy Your Painting to the Max, Forever 

Looki g i to the futu e . . . ou e falle  i  lo e ith a pai ti g, et the a tist, lea ed the sto  
behind the work, and purchased it.  Now what? 

#1 HANG YOUR PAINTING IN THE PERFECT SPOT 

It s ou  ho e o  offi e a d ou get to de ide the pe fe t spot fo  ou  e  pai ti g. If ou d 
like to read advice and see sample photos from interior design professionals, click here. 

Follow the framing and hanging recommendations you received from the artist. 

Remember to hang your painting at eye level, so you can get maximum enjoyment from it.  

#2 ENJOY THE PAINTING ON YOUR OWN  

Pai ti gs epa  the atte tio  the  a e gi e  . . . the o e ou look, the o e ou feel.   - 
James Elkins (author) 

Every once in a while (or even every day), slow down, I mean really slow down, create a quiet 

moment for yourself, and look at the painting.  Let it take you away into another world or time.  

http://www.hollyvanhart.com/
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Look fo  so ethi g e  i  it ou ha e t see  efo e.  E te tai  a e  i te p etatio .  The 
more you look, the more you feel.  Let the painting work its magic and surprise you.   

#3 ENJOY THE PAINTING WITH OTHERS 

A t pe so alizes ou  spa e, a d ou ll e jo  it even more by sharing it with others.   

Show the painting to your friends and family.  Talk with them about the artist, the meaning 

behind the work, and/or the reason you connected with it so strongly.  Even just a couple of 

sentences, stated clearly, will put your choice into context and help others appreciate the 

painting that much more. 

Do t o  e e  fo  a se o d  hethe  othe s like the pai ti g as u h as ou do.  The 
app e iatio  of a t is su je ti e, a d e e o e s taste is u i ue.  Thi k of the multi-million-

dolla  aste pie es ou e see  i  useu s that ou ould t a t to ha g o  ou  o  
walls.)  

#4 KEEP A CONNECTION WITH THE ARTIST 

Maintaining a connection with the artist will give added life to your painting, and deepen your 

appreciatio  of it o e  ti e.  Get o  the a tist s aili g list, follo  the a tist o  Fa e ook o  
Google+, atte d a e eptio  o  ope  studios e e t, a d i  ge e al follo  the a tist s a ee .  
You ll e glad ou did. 

             

____________________________________________________________________________ 

 

Follo  the steps i  guide a d ou ll e su e to ake the ight hoi e he  shopping for a 

pai ti g di e t f o  a  a tist.  You a  lo e the e pe ie e so u h ou ll a t to go out a d 
do it again (and again). 

Further Reading - If you really get the art bug, and are thinking of collecting many new pieces, I 

e o e d eadi g the ook The A t of Bu i g A t   Paige West.  If ou d like a  i side s 
view into the world of dealers, auction houses, and high-e d olle to s, The Value of A t   
Michael Findlay is a fascinating read. 

I ish ou all the est o  this path ou e t a eli g do .  If ou ha e additio al uestio s 
hethe  ou e o side i g a pu hase of  o k o  a othe  a tist s , please do t hesitate to 

ask me at holly@hollyvanhart.com.  Suggestions for additional tips to include in this guide are 

always welcome. 
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About the Author 

Holly Van Hart is an award-winning artist based in the 

Silicon Valley, California. She paints abstract nature 

paintings that surprise us with unusual colors and 

textures, and ignite new excitement about a particular 

slice of nature.   

"My artwork has opened up new friendships with art 

enthusiasts and collectors from all over the world. These 

connections are a huge source of inspiration for me." 

- Holly Van Hart 

 

Click here to learn more 
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