
Caring for your
ColleCtion
expert advice on collection management 
and risk mitigation 



Rare cinnabar lacquer dish, Ming Dynasty, © AXA ART. Photo by Wolfgang von Brauchitsch.



This leaflet is an outline of general risk management advice on caring for your collection. 
It highlights the first steps you can take to prevent damage and ensure your collection  
is not needlessly at risk. We appreciate everyone’s circumstances are different – for 
further specialist advice, tailored precisely to your individual needs, our claims and risk 
management teams will be happy to assist. 

Our works of art and other treasured personal possessions are part of who we are –  
woven into our lives and memories, and reflecting our interests and passions. Naturally, 
we wish to take all possible steps to protect them from every form of day-to-day risk – be 
it damage from environmental conditions or vulnerability to accidental damage, flooding, 
fire and theft.

Although we wish to display and enjoy our artworks and collectibles for what they are, it 
is sometimes possible that they are kept in less-than-ideal conditions. Our aim is to help 
you achieve a balance of maximum enjoyment with minimal risk. 

As specialist insurers, we at AXA ART have been protecting and preserving works of 
art and other precious objects for more than half a century. During this time, we have     
amassed a wealth of experience in how best to care for all different types of valuable 
objects, in just about every imaginable set of circumstances! 

Caring for your ColleCtion



ProteCtion against the most 
Common Causes of damage

AXA ART can offer free
advice on jewellery safes
and vaults as well as on
electronic intruder alarm
systems. 

Theft

In an emergency, never act on your own. 
If for instance you suspect a break in, 
alert the police at once. Put your own 
safety first and if you can, evacuate the 
property to avoid any possible danger.

·  Burglars are less likely to target your 
 property if it appears to be occupied, 
 even if only by pets such as dogs.
·  If the property is left empty for any 
 length of time, disguise the fact by 
 using timers to switch lights on and 
 off.
·  Fit all accessible windows with 
 key-operated window locks. Consider 
 fitting internal bars and grilles to 
 basement windows.
·  Keep good records, including 
 photographs, of your artworks. 
 Should any be lost or stolen, these 
 records will be essential for their 
 recovery.

Accidental damage

Whilst most accidental damage cannot 
be foreseen, simple housekeeping can 
often help mitigate loss. 

·   Advise cleaners or household staff if 
 any artworks are particularly fragile, 
 require specialist cleaning or 
 shouldn’t be touched. (Spraying 
 glass cleaner onto an unglazed 
 picture can be disastrous, as can 
 dusting photographic prints.)
·   Think carefully about where you 
 place fragile artworks. Try to avoid 
 placing ceramics near stairwells 
 or where they might be upset by e.g.
 young children or dogs’ tails. 
·   Don’t over-water plants located on 
 furniture.
·   If employing workmen, move any 
 fragile or vulnerable artworks away 
 from the area of work and access 
 routes. A dropped drill can easily 
 pierce or tear a painting.



Fire

Fire and smoke can have devastating 
effects on people, buildings, contents and 
collections. There are several measures 
you can take to mitigate fire damage – 
but in the event of fire, we strongly advise 
that you put your own safety first, and 
evacuate the property ideally before you 
are in danger.

·  Keep important documents and 
 photographic treasures in a fire 
 safe box. 
·  Never leave candles or open fires 
 unattended. Check real or open 
 fireplaces before each winter season, 
 to ensure that chimneys are clear. 
·  equip kitchens (especially those with  
 gas range cookers) with fire 
 extinguishers and blankets for 
 smothering fires. 

·   During heavy rain, overloaded mains 
 sewage and water systems can back 
 up, resulting in the flow of waste 
 materials into your home. 
 You can prevent this by fitting non-
 return valves to your drains.
·   Do not dispose of cooking oil down 
 your sink. This can clog drains and 
 result in water backing up into your 
 home.
 

·  Consider fitting fire doors to isolate 
 higher-risk areas. 
·  Because electrical installations 
 deteriorate with age and use, 
 equipment and circuitry should be 
 inspected periodically for signs of 
 overload, risk of shock or fire, and 
 inadequate earthing or bonding.
·  In the event of a fire, try to contain it 
 within a single room. Close but do not 
 lock doors as you leave. Smoke can 
 cause significant damage to your 
 collection if allowed to circulate 
 freely. 

Water

Whether in the form of floods, burst pipes 
or overflowing gutters, water is one of  
the most frequent causes of damage 
and loss. To minimise your risk, we
recommend you:

·   Clear all gutters annually (or more 
 regularly if your property is close to 
 trees).
·   Regularly check and maintain 
 plumbing and heating systems. 
·   Turn water off and drain tanks if the 
 property is unoccupied during winter 
 periods. 
·   Inspect water tanks regularly for 
 corrosion and aging. A leak located 
 in the roof can cause catastrophic 
 damage to art and furnishings on 
 every floor. 



In recent years AXA ART has invested 
and researched heavily into the best 
ways to manage the storage, display and             
general safe-keeping of valuable and    
fragile works of art. From this research, 
we recommend a few simple steps you 
can take to protect your collectibles from 
the worst effects of aging and decay.
Please note that these are general 
points of guidance only. For more specific         
advice, always consult a professional 
conservator. 
Most artworks are sensitive to change in 
temperature, humidity and light intensity; 
therefore the accompanying table on the 
right will give you an indication of the  
best practices for most commonly used 
materials.

oPtimal Conditions for 
your ColleCtibles

There are some simple 
steps that can be taken by 
the owner of a collection 
to increase the longevity of 
his or her artworks.

Albrecht Adam, Une scène de sourse de plat en Bavière, 1825 © AXA ART.



Object/material Relative air humidity
in %

Temperature  
in °C/F 

Light intensity  
in Lux     

Recommendation for most
materials 45 − 58 + 19 to 22/68 Stable conditions are 

best

Oil/acrylic painting on canvas 50 − 60 + 20/68 150 − 200, max. 400 for 
a short while

Oil/acrylic painting on wood 58 + 20/68 150 − 200, max. 400 for 
a short while

Works on paper or parchment 45 − 55 + 20/68 50 − 70

Photographic works 35 − 45 + 20/68 40 − 50 

Glass, glass painting* 40 − 55 + 20/68 250

Textiles 45 − 55 + 20/68 50 − 120

Ivory, bone, leather 45 − 60 + 20/68 50 − 120

Stone, ceramics 20 − 55 + 20/68 250, if painted

Metal 30 + 20/68 Hardly relevant

Design/plastic objects 40 − 50 + 19 to 20/68 Max. 150

Furniture (wood) 58 + 20/68 

Lacquered furniture or 
light veneered furniture 
and inlays (ivory, metal, 
etc.) 150 − 200

* The relative air humidity should not exceed 45% for so-called “ailing” glass.

Optimal humidity, temperature
and light conditions



Works on paper /photography

·  Make sure that there is enough 
 space between the work, 
 the frame and the glass
·  Do not exhibit works in direct 
 sunlight, as damage from light is 
 irreversible. 
·  If possible use UV-filtered glazing and 
 rotate works on display.
·  Handle photographs with clean or 
 gloved hands to avoid leaving 
 residues such as oils and salts that 
 can permanently disfigure the work.
·  Backing and mounting should always  
 be composed of high quality 
 conservation materials, which do not  
 harm artworks (for instance paper   
 and boards have to acid free)
·  When cleaning glass use a soft cloth. 
·  Never spray cleaning agent directly 
 onto glass, as it can seep under the 
 frame. 

general Points of guidanCe

As part of our contribution to the 
preservation of cultural heritage, 
AXA ART constantly supports 
research projects in conservation. 
This keeps us up-to-date with 
cutting-edge knowledge about 
maintaining your treasures in a 
good condition.



Works on canvas and wood

·  Avoid direct sunlight and use UV-
 absorbent laminated glass.  
·  Store light-sensitive paintings in a 
 dark environment, but not less than 
 5 LUX to avoid blackening or “fall-
 out” of some ancient types of paint.
·  If illuminating paintings with 
 spotlights or picture lights, only use 
 those that do not emit heat, such as 
 LeD bulbs.
·  Have paintings cleaned by experts.  
 Any surface dust may be removed 
 with a fine, very soft brush.
·  Avoid touching the surface of 
 paintings with your fingers (natural 
 oils in your skin can damage the 
 work). 
·  Avoid using pesticides, air fresheners, 
 or furniture sprays near any artworks. 
·  Avoid storing paintings in basements, 
 garages or attics, as temperature 
 and humidity levels will not be 
 optimal unless specifically installed. 

Glass and ceramics

·  Glass and ceramic objects are 
 extremely fragile and can easily crack 
 or break on impact. Lift objects with 
 both hands and avoid picking them up 
 by their handles or spouts, which may 
 not be secure.
·  When stacking items for storage, 
 place a cushion of soft material 
 between each piece. 
·  Do not store or display where extreme 
 or rapid changes in temperature and 
 humidity are likely.
·  Be cautious using cleaning cloths, 
 they can snag on rough surfaces or 
 poorly attached decoration.

Redox blemishes on resin-coated paper / Courtesy of CRCC



Furniture

·  Avoid placing antique furniture 
 directly on under-floor heating.
·  To prevent furniture from drying out, 
 either use a humidifier or put a glass 
 of water inside or underneath a 
 cabinet or chest.
·  Avoid placing objects in direct 
 sunlight as this can lead to 
 discolouring and shrinkage.
·  Check regularly for traces of 
 woodworm. Mustard powder-like dust 
 underneath the furniture can be a 
 sign of active infestation.
·  If furniture has active infestation it 
 should be isolated immediately. 
 Seal it in a large bag and seek 
 professional treatment.
·  Once a year, use a coating of good 
 paste wax to ‘feed’ and polish 
 your furniture.
·  Dry dust with a soft cloth for routine 
 cleaning.
·  Avoid temperature fluctuations to 
 stop antiques developing loose joints.

Broken Panton Chair / Courtesy of Vitra Design Museum



Plastic Objects

·  Aged plastic objects always look more 
 robust than they actually are.
·  Never expose a plastic object to direct 
 sunlight. Over time, UV light splits the 
 molecules of a plastic and creates new 
 “cross links” which increase brittleness.
·  With many plastics, even a little 
 moisture can cause permanent damage. 
 Therefore, always locate them in a 
 room with balanced climate and low 
 humidity.
·  Store plastic objects in dark rooms. 
 Inflatable objects are best stored 
 pumped up.
·  Do not place any stickers on plastic 
 objects, as adhesives contain 
 plasticizers which migrate into the 
 plastic.

If you need any further 
advice on specific areas 
of preventive and active 

conservation, AXA ART’s 
in-house art experts will 
be happy to assist you.

Bronze Sculptures

·  Always remember that the most 
 delicate part of bronze is its patina.
·  For cleaning, use a soft shoe brush 
 or duster.
·  For heavy cleaning, use neutral soap 
 with water and soft cloth. 
·  Wipe clean, dry with a rag and then 
 allow sculpture to air completely dry.
·  Never use any abrasive cleanser or 
 solvent. These can remove patina 
 and scratch surfaces.
·  If your sculpture is suited for waxing, 
 you can generally use a light 
 furniture wax.



Photography by Jan Baldwin/ Rhodes and Proctor

Jewellery

·  Always return your jewellery to a safe 
 after wearing.
·  Regularly examine the condition of 
 each piece. Check for loose claw 
 settings and (with strands of pearls 
 or beads) for worn strings. 
·  Have any weaknesses or damages 
 repaired; one loose claw setting is 
 all it takes to lose a diamond.
·  Have your jewellery professionally 
 cleaned.
·  Keep all of your purchase invoices 
 together in one file.
·  Have your jewellery re-appraised on 
 a regular basis, as both market value 
 and the retail replacement cost of 
 precious metals and gemstones can 
 be volatile.
·  Have your watches serviced on a 
 regular basis.



Books

·  Books should be stored away from 
 direct sunlight, to prevent bleached 
 spines and paper.
·  Dust books regularly. Try to maintain 
 a constant room temperature and 
 humidity, and ensure regular air 
 circulation.
·  Handle books carefully when 
 removing from shelves. 
·  Reach over the spine and pull a book
 towards you from its furthest point.
·  Do not pack books too tightly or 
 covers will be damaged on removal 
 from the shelves. 
·  Do not try to repair books yourself as 
 this might damage them further.
·  Wherever possible, try to maintain 
 room temperature between 16 – 19°C
  (60 – 66°F). Relative humidity should 
 remain constant between 45% – 60%.

Wine

·  Store all wines away from light, 
 especially direct sunlight and 
 florescent lighting. UV rays can 
 penetrate even dark bottles and 
 cause wine to become “light struck”, 
 giving it an unpleasant smell. 
·  Store corked wine bottles on their 
 sides. If they are stored upright the 
 corks will eventually dry out and air 
 will get to the wine, spoiling it. 
·  Storing bottles label side up makes 
 it easier to spot sediment.
·  ensure a constant temperature. 
 For extended aging (over one year), 
 refrigeration is usually essential; 
 even an underground cellar is not 
 cool enough. 
·  Storage temperature should never 
 exceed 24°C (75°F) for very long,  
 as this will cause oxidization. 

·  An ideal temperature for a varied 
  wine collection is 12.2°C (54°F). 
 This should never fluctuate by more
  than 1.6°C (3°F) a day and 2.7°C
 (5°F) a year (especially when storing
 red wines, which are more vulnerable
 to temperature-related problems).
·  Don’t move wine. If possible, store 
 bottles where they won’t be disturbed. 
·  Vibrations from heavy traffic, motors, 
 or generators may negatively affect 
 condition.
·  Maintain humidity at 60 – 75%.
·  Because wine ‘breathes’, it should 
 never be stored near anything with 
 a strong smell, as this will permeate 
 the cork and taint the wine.



About AXA ART

AXA ART is a specialist global insurance 
company, which has been providing a 
personal and dedicated service to clients 
for over 50 years. AXA ART has and will 
continue to redefine the manner in which it 
serves and services its museum, gallery, 
collector and artist clients across the 
Americas, Asia and europe, with a genuine 
concern for the way valuable objects are 
insured and cultural patrimony is protected. 

Expertise

We understand collecting is personal, and 
that your needs are individual, therefore 
our in-house art specialists are thoroughly 
versed in their subject and are always  
ready to discuss with you how best 
to care for your own collection, with 
guidance on display, preventive and 
active restoration, safe transportation 
and loss prevention. In this, they are    
supported by an extensive network of 
restorers, shippers, packers and loss 
adjusters.  

Who We are and What We do

AXA ART is the world‘s 
leading art insurance 
specialist, with a presence 
in more than 25 countries.
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Claims 

Should you ever suffer loss or damage 
to your property or collection, our primary 
concern will be to handle your claim with 
maximum efficiency and sensitivity. Our 
claims professionals are themselves 
experts who work closely with specialist 
loss  adjusters, conservators and restorers. 

Our knowledge and our breadth of 
professional relationships enable us to 
react quickly and effectively to any loss, 
and give you detailed information on how 
to protect your collection in future. 

For more information visit www.axa-art.fr



AXA ART FRANCE

Tel: +33 (0) 1 40 70 85 85

www.axa-art.fr
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