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To Copyright or Not To 
Copyright?

Marlan “LO” Dixon, JD, MS (Finance)
Chief Financial Officer of Dixon & Dixon

“I created it, so I own it, right?”

“TRUTH” (VERITAS) ANSWER

• In the U.S. and most countries, you automatically own copyright the 
moment you create an original work and fix it in a tangible form
(canvas, paper, digital file, sculpture, etc.).

• But automatic copyright alone is not enough. You cannot enforce, 
sue, or collect damages without formal registration.

• Registration strengthens your legal position.

WHAT IS A COPYRIGHT?

• Copyright is a legal protection automatically granted to you the 
moment you create an original work (art, music, writing, 
photography, digital art, etc.). It gives you exclusive rights to:

• Reproduce the work
• Display the work publicly
• Sell or license the work
• Create derivatives (prints, edits, variations, merch, etc.)
• Stop others from copying, selling, or misusing it
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YES TO ANY ONE OF THESE?

• You post your art online?

• You sell it?

• You show it publicly?

• You license it?

• You collaborate commercially?

• Your style is unique?

• You want auction/estate value?

• You want to prevent theft?

WHO SHOULD COPYRIGHT?

• Album cover artists

• Designers (Architects)

• Concept artists

• Tattoo designers

• Poster artists

• Commission artists

• Painters

• Mixed media artists

• Photographers

• Sculptors

WHY COPYRIGHT?

• Clients may use art beyond agreed 
terms

• Clients resell designs

• Clients use work without license

• Clients don’t pay and still use art

• Collectors & Galleries need to 
verify authorship

• Establish intellectual property 
ownership

• To be able to enforce infringement

• To be able to collect statutory 
damages (actual damages are 
much lower and harder to prove)
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WHEN SHOULD SOMEONE COPYRIGHT?

• Once your body of work is complete (Individual or Series)
• Prior to you displaying your work publicly
• If ANYONE outside your studio will see it, treat it as exposed

• AS SOON AS POSSIBLE!
• If someone steals your design and sells prints first, they may claim 

precedence

• Never wait longer than three months after public display
• You may lose your ability to claim major damages if infringement occurs

WHERE TO COPYRIGHT?...

WHERE TO COPYRIGHT?...

7

8

9



4/12/2026

4

WHERE TO COPYRIGHT?...

WHERE TO COPYRIGHT?...

WHERE TO COPYRIGHT?...
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WHERE TO COPYRIGHT?

COMPLETED APPLICATION EMAIL

HOW TO SEARCH FOR COPYRIGHT?...
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HOW TO SEARCH FOR COPYRIGHT?...

HOW TO SEARCH FOR COPYRIGHT?...

HOW TO SEARCH FOR COPYRIGHT?...
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HOW TO SEARCH FOR COPYRIGHT?

COMPLETED COPYRIGHT CERTIFICATE

COPYRIGHT IN HAND; NOW WHAT?

• Issue Certificates of Authenticity (COAs)
• Title, Date, Edition, Signature, etc.

• Digital Millennium Copyright Act 1998 (DMCA)
• Established legal framework for copyright holders to send a “takedown 

notice” to online service providers to remove infringing material 

• Infringement Enforcement (Statutory damages)
• $750-$30,000 per infringement
• Up to $150,000 for willful infringement
• Attorney’s Fees
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CONCLUSION

Without copyright registration, artists may be able to only recover actual damages, 
which are harder to prove and result in a lower award.

Copyright registration allow artists the right to file DMCA takedowns with more 
legal authority.

Copyright registration allow courts to award statutory damages, which can result 
in a higher reward; $750-$30,000 per infringement, up to $150,000 for willful 
infringement, and attorney’s fees.

Copyright registration creates official, government-certified evidence of authorship, 
which defeats ownership disputes, establishes the artists’ creation date, and stops 
people from claiming they made the work first.

THE END

Marlan “LO” Dixon, JD, MS (Finance)
Email: mdixon3@twodixons.com
Phone: 319-402-6879
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