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Alain Spruyt
The Antwerp insurance broker Alain Spruyt is one of the most discrete players in the 

world of art. He is currently applying the expertise gained by his agency in the area of 

diamonds and jewellery to the business of art. From here to Los Angeles.
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We consider insurance to be a butler service 

The fact that there is a miniature helicopter sus-
pended over his desk is no coincidence: Alain 
Spruyt has been a frequent flyer and pilot of he-
licopters himself for the past fifteen years. In fact 
it would be hard to do otherwise with thirteen 
Driesassur offices to run in nine countries. “My 
grandfather founded the company in 1949 when 
he moved from the Netherlands to Belgium. At 
the time he was working for a man named Dries-
sen, who owned his own insurance agency, Dries-
sen Assurantiën. When my grandfather took over 
the company, he believed it was important to re-
tain the name for the seven clients that he had 
at the time. Which was a pity; although when I 
was considering finally changing the name fifteen 
years ago, I talked it over with a few diamond dea-
lers among my clients in Antwerp and they were 
absolutely unanimous: ‘We thought you were 
smarter’. So the name has remained and we have 
to live with it.” What has changed, though, is the 
business card. Anyone who knows the company 
may remember ‘the man with the gun’, who fea-
tured on Driesassur’s awnings and calling cards 
for many years. He was a rather aggressive cha-
racter standing astride the slogan ‘We Insure You 
Against Them’. “It worked really well,” says Alain 
Spruyt, “because people knew what we did: we 
protected them against all sorts of bandits. Until, 
that was, the day at the end of the 1990s when I 
proffered my card to a potential client at a din-
ner in Moscow. He grabbed a pair of scissors and 
chopped up the man with the gun. ‘If you want 
to make it in Russia and stay alive, then you’d 
better not hand out business cards featuring so-
meone pointing a revolver,’ he explained to me. 
Not long afterwards, the Twin Towers were de-
stroyed in a terrorist attack. All of a sudden, our 
slogan seemed out of place. So we changed it to 
‘We Insure the Most Beautiful Valuables in the 
World’, which also reflects our international aims 
and ambitions.”  

Khmer 
Alain Spruyt’s father, Eric, established a repu-
tation as a broker specialising in diamonds and 
jewellery insurance. At the time his son joined 
the company, in 1985, Indian businessmen were 
arriving en masse in Antwerp. “I had good relati-
ons with them and so I started to write insurance 
polices in their name. Starting off on a small scale 
initially, the business quickly took off. Little by 
little, their companies began to develop and soon 
enough they made their mark on the world dia-
mond market. Whenever these Indian diamond 
dealers opened a branch in New York or Israel, 
they naturally came to me and asked me to insure 
them as well. This enabled me to take my business 
international along with them. Because they trus-
ted me, they also introduced me to new clients. 
And each time I gained fifty clients somewhere 
in the world, essentially in the diamond industry, 
I opened a new branch. I now have thirteen of 
them. We insure, for example, 80% of the clients 
of De Beers, the diamond trading company that 
operates everywhere. We are the market leaders 
in insuring diamonds, however in art, a relatively 
new category, there is still room to grow.” Alain 
Spruyt himself comes from an environment of art 
collectors. As a child, he was a passionate collec-
tor of stamps and coins. As an adult, he began 
buying antique silver boxes from the 18th and 
19th centuries. “My real art collection began with 
contemporary photography,” he says. “You’ll find 
a few of these works displayed on the walls of our 
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office in Antwerp. At home, I combine them with 
Khmer sculptures, pre-Columbian statuettes, an-
tique sculptures and primitive Thai art. Plus, of 
course, contemporary art in all its forms.”

Major LA artists insured
Through his clients in the diamond sector, Alain 
Spruyt has also branched out into the world of art 
in recent years. Because diamond dealers tend to 
be collectors of contemporary art, who are happy 
to entrust the insurance cover of their collections 
to Driesassur. Some of the largest galleries in the 
country are now among his clients. But the most 
remarkable segment of Alain Spruyt’s clients is 
the artists themselves. “Artists are a bit of a blind 
spot in the art world,” he comments. “I have had 
the good fortune, thanks to my clients, to insure 
some of America’s leading artists. A significant 
and complex incident happened at a studio in 
Los Angeles and because we were able to act suc-
cessfully on behalf of this important client, our 
name spread rapidly on the local art grapevine. 
As a result – and in the space of just two years 
– a number of top-level artists are now among 
Driesassur’s clients. It has to be realised that the-
se artists have built up their own incredible art 
collections. By exchanging their own works for 
those of their fellow artists, some of them have 
created collections with estimated values running 
into the tens of millions of euros. So they are well 
worth insuring. Just ask Rosemarie Trockel: this 
German artist, whose private collection, which 
had been put together mainly by exchanging 
works of art with other artists, went up in smoke 
in 2016. Her collection, which included a War-
hol, was estimated at 30 million euros. If she had 
been properly insured, she would have recovered 
millions of euros, even though money can never 
replace the pieces themselves.”  

A Calder dangling from a helicopter
Alain Spruyt’s clients include artists and private 
art collectors alike. They often land up at Driesas-
sur, both through the intermediary of art dealers, 
as well as via the world of diamonds, although 
generally it’s by word of mouth. Our company is 
certainly not the best-known insurer of art in Bel-
gium, but Driesassur tries to go about things dif-
ferently. “At Driesassur we base ourselves on our 
reputation, not on marketing or society events,” 
he says. “I like our approach to be more personal 

and private. We look at insurance like the servi-
ces of a butler: we’re there when you need us. We 
do, of course, have a certain power of insurance 
cover: Lloyd’s has authorised us to underwrite 
policies in its name up to 50 million euros. This 
kind of cover is essential in our business. Some 
of our clients may own a house in the country, 
a boat and a private jet. If they are looking to 
move their favourite piece from one location to 
another, we can provide them with nail-to-nail 
cover without any problem so they don’t have to 
worry about anything. The most complicated job 
that Driesassur has had to insure to date was for 
a client living in the mountains. The job involved 
transporting two gigantic sculptures by Calder. 
Due to the lofty location, the logistics involved 
were insane, so I suggested getting a helicopter 
to lift and carry the sculpture. Everyone looked 
at me in amazement but, in the end, it was not 
only the safest and fastest solution, but also the 
least costly.” Collectors who come to Driesassur 
are always asked to provide us with a detailed in-
ventory. “They usually ask us to come and quote 
for their collection ‘of about thirty works’. But 
when we arrive and do the inventory, we discover 
that there’s more than double the number: po-
tential policyholders tend to underestimate their 
collection. Things need handling delicately. Like 
us, our clients are passionate about art. We guide 
them through the administrative side of things, 
which is often their weakness – whereas it is our 
strength. We listen to our clients very carefully so 
that we can provide them with a tailored service. 
Some of them tend to be very well insured by our 
counterparts, especially when it comes to light 
that a number of fakes have somehow become 
part of their collections... We try to estimate and 
provide insurance at their real, or fair value, using 
external specialists to assist us.” 
 
A Modigliani in the loo
For Alain Spruyt, the main thing is to keep in 
contact with the collector. He sees this as an im-
portant factor in estimating the risks involved. 
“The way we work together depends on the way 
the person deals with the art. If someone hangs 
a painting by Modigliani in the loo or in their 
bedroom, it’s a good sign, because I then know 
that they love their collection. But if you find 
the most expensive piece right by the front door, 
you can be sure that you’re dealing with a trophy-
hunter. Someone who is only interested in the 
big names… I don’t have anything against this 
category of collector, but I try to avoid them as 
clients. Why? Because they’re more likely to harm 
a work because they are less concerned about the 
art than they are about appearances. For them it’s 
all about brand image, not passion. This asks for 
a completely different approach.” 

Alain Spruyt has only been working in the art 
world for a relatively short period of time. The 
fact that he is a great art-lover – i.e. a collector 
– is of help to him, of course. “I can talk about 
antiques, 19th century art (my father’s passion), 
modern art, contemporary art and even digital 
art. I visit as many shows as possible, both in art 
and diamonds, so that I can keep abreast of the 
market.” This is helped by the fact that there are 
several important art dealers in the Spruyt family. 
His aunt is Véronique Bamps, the Belgian speci-
alist in antique jewellery, she works out of Mo-
naco. She exhibits pieces by Tiffany, Van Cleef 
& Arpels and Cartier at shows of the calibre of 
TEFAF, Masterpiece and the Biennale des Anti-
quaires. Her brother is Patrick Berko, an art dea-
ler who specialises in 19th century European art. 
“ They are, of course, insured by us…” 

Magritte in Knokke 
Providing insurance for museums is not Alain 
Spruyt’s core business. And when collectors 
want to work with museums to lend their works, 
Driesassur is on its guard. “We have an in-house 
lawyer who specialises in this area.  Works can 
often be damaged during transport to and from 
a museum. So instead of having a contract sig-
ned between the collectors and the museum, we 
prepare the loan in full under contract. So there 
can be no possible argument, no dispute if da-
mage is caused by third parties, for example art 
dealers. I understand that collectors like to lend 
their works to prestigious establishments, but in 

return we expect these museums to do everything 
in their power to protect or transport these works 
properly. We check that they are insured under 
the client’s policy and then ask the museum to 
pay the additional premium. Of course, they 
may object – in which case we negotiate until the 
matter is settled. That’s also what a butler does.” 
Are there any works of art that are impossible to 
insure? A Leonardo da Vinci, for example? “We 
can insure anything up to 400 million euros, or 
more if necessary. It all depends on the way in 
which the risk is presented. Works on paper are 
very fragile, but for example we already insure 
an important, major private collection of ancient 
books in its entirety. This client stores the finest 
pieces in a secure climate-controlled strong-room 
and his house is also totally protected against any 
problems of humidity. So there is a very low risk 
of anything untoward happening there. But if I 
were asked to insure the René Magritte mural at 
the Casino in Knokke, I’d have to think twice. 
What would happen if the building were sold? Or 
the work itself? We have had a precedent with an 
immense mural by Jean-Michel Basquiat in the 
United States. The wall had been sold and had to 
be demolished and rebuilt elsewhere. The move 
was a success and we like this type of challenge. 
We recently received a request to insure a work 
installed at the Burning Man art and music festi-
val. It was a monumental work made from a sort 
of shredded paper. In the meantime the work was 
sold to one of our clients who wanted to install 
it in a public place. The risk of damage was im-
measurable, but once again we found a solution. 
My credo is: either you insure something properly 
or you don’t insure it at all.” 

To find out more:
Contact
www.driesassur.com
Quinten Matsijslei 12
Antwerp
alain@driesassur.com
www.driesassur.com 
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“Some of our clients may own a 

house in the country, a boat and 

a private jet. If they are looking to 

move their favourite piece from one 

location to another, we can provide 

them with nail-to-nail cover without 

any problem so they don’t have to 

worry about anything. 

“If I were asked to insure the René 

Magritte mural at the Casino in 

Knokke, I’d have to think twice.”

“Like us, our clients are passionate 

about art. We guide them through 

the administrative side of things, 

which is often their weakness – 

whereas it is our strength. ”


