
5 Top Clauses for
Commissions Contracts
Getting your commission contract right is essential if  you want a stress-free 
commissions process that ends with a beautiful finished piece, you getting 
paid, and your customer thrilled.

Have you missed any of  these most-important clauses in your contract?

Clause 1 - Project Specifications
Have a section in your contract that explains what the art piece is going to 
be like. Think medium, substrate, size, colors, frame or not and what kind if  
you are, subject matter, will it have your signature, etc.

Clause 2 - Artist vs. Skilled Laborer
Part of  your contract needs to make it clear that you are an artist and 
therefore you are entitled to make artistics decisions about the piece. You 
cannot read your customer’s mind and pull the image in their head out onto 
the canvas. But that’s what a lot of  customers will be hoping for unless you 
change their expectations from the beginning.

Use phrases like “at the artist’s discretion”, “a reflection of  the artist’s 
creative skill”, “variations in the creative process”, and “artist’s professional 
judgment”. This will help you make it clear that what goes on the canvas 
beyond the project specifications is completely up to you. If  you do choose 
to take the customer’s advice later on, that’s up to you - not a requirement 
of  the contract. Trust me, this will prevent a lot of  strife.
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Clause 3 - Progress Reports
Specify in the contract whether or not you will be providing your customer 
with pictures and information during the creation process. Think about 
whether it makes sense for your work or if  the art can be misleading in early 
and mid stages, thus causing more trouble than good.

Clause 4 - Copyright
This is absolutely the most essential part of  your contract. You have a right 
to your copyright - the word is right there in the term! And you should 
never (well, I have yet to encounter a situation where you should) give your 
copyright to someone else. When you create a commission the customer 
is purchasing the physical piece, not the image or representation of  that 
piece. That means that you can put photos of  the piece on your social media 
platforms or your website, you can make prints of  the piece, you can even 
license the image for use on other products like curtains or stationery. But 
customers don’t always know the industry standard for copyright law. So 
spell it out for them that you retain the copyright.

Clause 5 - What if the Customer Doesn’t Like the Piece?
While it doesn’t matter what you decide, there needs to be a clear course 
of  action should the customer see the finished work and be disappointed. 
It could be that the work is easily resellable and the customer can just say 
no. Or it could be that the customer is required to buy the work. Or maybe 
they’re out the deposit but don’t owe the rest, or they could get a full refund. 
It’s up to you, but it has to be clear.
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