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 7 Useful Articles
 fl-103

A “useful article” is designed to serve a utilitarian purpose. Examples include the overall shape 
or design of a car, an airplane, clothing, a food processor, a television set, or a golf ball. Useful 
articles can have both copyrightable and uncopyrightable features.

Copyright never protects the mechanical or utilitarian aspects of an article, whether useful 
or not. No matter how novel, distinctive, or aesthetically pleasing any clasps, motors, or other 
functioning parts of an article may be, copyright does not protect them.

But copyright may protect authorship in pictorial, graphic, or sculptural designs that can 
be identified separately from, or exist independently of, the utilitarian aspects of the article. 
Examples include a sculpted jaguar ornament attached to the hood of a car; art printed on a 
T-shirt, beach towel, or carpet; a colorful pattern decorating the surface of a shopping bag; a 
drawing on the surface of wallpaper; a carving on the back of a chair; or a floral relief decorat-
ing the handle of a spoon.  

A photograph, technical drawing, painting, sculpture, or descriptive paragraph that por-
trays, describes, or explains a useful article may be protected by copyright. But the protection 
would be limited to any art or text and would not extend to the useful article itself. Similarly, 
copyright protection for a pattern for making a useful article may extend to any instructional 
text, descriptive photos, or instructional diagrams included in the pattern. But it would not 
extend to the design and manufacture of the article itself.

Articles whose intrinsic purpose is to portray a useful article or convey information—such 
as toys, scientific or fine-art models, newspapers, architectural plans, and maps—are not use-
ful articles and may qualify for copyright protection. But protection would not extend to any 
mechanical or utilitarian parts they may have. 

Some designs of useful articles may be protected under federal patent law. Contact the U.S. 
Patent and Trademark Office, P.O. Box 1450, Alexandria, VA 22313-1450; (800) 786-9199 or 
(571) 272-1000; www.uspto.gov. 2

Copyright Office fees are subject to change. For current fees, please check the 
Copyright Office website at www.copyright.gov, write the Copyright Office, or call 
(202) 707-3000 or 1-877-476-0778 (toll free).


