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“Where the spirit does not work with the hand, there is no art.”


—Attributed to Leonardo da Vinci
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Open Letter to My Creative Kindred Spirit



On this path, there will be many times when you will question if you should keep going. Even though you may feel that art is your calling, the obstacles along the way may seem insurmountable. I’ve faced these moments more times than I can count and while this book isn’t about failing, I want you to know those moments hurt like hell. I remember crying myself to sleep at night after a “failed” exhibition to sell my original work. There were times I was overwhelmed with the logistics of delivering work safely and quickly enough to meet demands. Often, the stress took a toll on my mental health and I had to step away completely.


When I started pursuing my art full time at twenty-three, I was sure I would be a representational oil painter. I’d hustle in the studio from sunup to sundown trying to find my “style.” I desperately tried figuring out how to make my still lifes and landscapes worthy of a glamorous high-price eBay sale, as I’d seen so many other artists do effortlessly.


Eventually, I hit a wall. I knew I loved painting, but something was missing.


Why couldn’t the process of making art be as enjoyable for me as the finale? Why couldn’t I have as much fun meeting my brand-new creations as a collector felt when they saw them for the first time?


I wasn’t able to discover that level of ecstasy until I ventured off into the depths of abstraction. The first year was about learning to express myself more fluidly in color, without any judgment or expectations. Then, I was able to learn about the power of vibration and resonance through compelling compositions. My process was so intuitive that I could see my paintings when I would close my eyes at night. By the third year, I knew I had tapped into something that helped me become prolific, and demand for my paintings has increased year after year.


The results of those introspective years in the studio are ultimately what led to this book, Paint to Prosper. I am excited you made it.
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Windfall, 2022, acrylic on canvas, 24 × 24 inches























Introduction



This isn’t a typical art book; I couldn’t write this book without sharing what I believe is the true essence of all creativity—the soul. Our spirit urges us to continually explore new and challenging situations and it is up to us to rise to the occasion, growing new wings along the way. Art has been that rite of passage for me—the safe space for me to find wholeness again in a chaotic and increasingly crazy world.


My earliest memory of making art was when my mom signed me up for a children’s art class downtown at the Newark Museum in New Jersey. I remember that the instructor had us sketch an egg propped up in front of us. I mean, we were five or six years old, rendering shadows, and I was fascinated with getting it perfect, like a magic trick. After class, when my mom met the teacher in the hallway, the teacher showed my mother the detail I included in the drawing and the skill I demonstrated. I still remember how proud I felt when the teacher praised my handiwork. And I think, from that moment on, I knew that making art was something I could call my own, and that would come to define my life.


For me, art was always something I did in seclusion. It was a private act. I would work painstakingly on intricate drawings, practicing my technique to refine an image to exactness. Sometimes I would share them, but most of the time I felt content just knowing that I had the ability to “see” like an artist. Once I was introduced to painting at thirteen, I was hooked. The texture and colors of paints filled me with joy in a way that black-and-white pencil sketches couldn’t. It gave me a place to explore my emotions, document memories that were important to me, and, most of all, it made me feel like I was no longer invisible—that I could overcome the shadows of a sometimes rocky childhood. I was now a devotee, and took extra art classes in high school and college.


The methodology shared in this book is rooted in a holistic approach to emotional recovery and healing, along with the practical knowledge that allowed me to paint more fluidly. Once I connected emotion to color, and composition to music, I began to “dance” with a confidence I could only have dreamed of in my college classes. The process is raw, bold, deliberate, and at times uncomfortable.


Whether you desire to create realistic art or dive headfirst into abstraction, finding your unique voice as an artist is priceless.


Since 2018, I’ve been teaching artists how to create high-value abstract paintings and to start growing their art business.
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Jellyfish in the Water, 2019, acrylic on canvas, 36 × 36 inches





There are a few things that I’d like you to keep in mind as you work through this program:


•  Unlike an online program with a definitive timeline, this book has no timeline. For some of you, this will be a relief. But for others, the open-endedness may lead to a lack of motivation. I suggest that you set a timeline for yourself of eight to ten weeks and hold yourself accountable. Write the deadline on your calendar and assign dates for you to complete each workshop. Consider enlisting someone in your life to be an accountability partner so they can push you to stay on track. Join the free Facebook group at https://bit.ly/painttoprospergroup.


•  Don’t just read the exercises—do them! That’s where the learning really takes place.


•  I strongly suggest that you follow the book in the order in which I’ve designed it, rather than skipping around. This book is built on a learning path that has a proven track record for success—but you need a guide through this journey.


You’re on Your Way!


Congratulations! In undertaking this program, you’ve just taken a huge step. You’re about to unleash the power of your voice by learning the most enticing ways to make people love your artwork. By going through this methodology, you will be able to confidently charge a premium for your work because you will know how valuable your art is. And, in doing so, you can make a full-time income doing what you love.


If you’ve struggled to make a sale online and you’ve only been able to sell your work to family and friends, or if you sell your work occasionally but you’re tired of selling it so cheap—or if you’re just not sure what’s missing in your artwork—then you’re about to unpack a distinctive formula for successfully attracting the right type of people to your artwork.


Even though it seemed impossible at one time, I could never have imagined that eventually I’d become a commercial success—simply by making some key paradigm shifts in my studio practice. There were a lot of tears, rejection, and outright embarrassing experiences since I decided to become a professional painter. But those obstacles ultimately became the fuel for me to learn how to build an art career from the ground up, with no fancy art degree or rich patrons.


So let’s look at how this book will help you:


•  I’m going to help you unearth what actually separates amateur art from professional art, and then I’m going to help you refine your style so that you know how to “steal like an artist” and not copy like a dabbler.


•  Next, I’m going to show you, step by step, how to master color once and for all, so that you can produce vibrant paintings that are not overly colorful or loud.


•  We’re then going to dive deeply into composition. What most people don’t realize when they look at amazing abstract paintings (any painting, really) is that 99 percent of the time, what you actually fall in love with is the composition. Color is an element of composition, but it is not the only one. Once you understand the foundations of composition and you learn how to apply them to abstract painting, you will be light-years ahead of most painters right now in the online market.


•  As we dive deeply into the painting process, you’re going to discover the essential ingredients to incorporate into your process. I use the word ingredients intentionally because in your studio it’s like you’re playing with this recipe and making it your own as you mix things up. I’ll show you a process that’s going to help you achieve greater depth, vibrancy, and interest in your paintings, so that you can attract more fans and ultimately the right type of customers for your artwork.


If you let it, this process can completely transform your painting ability, your trajectory as an artist, and the way you see your art.


Your Art Matters—But What Does It Take to Become a Great Artist?


Your art matters! And through this program, I’m going to show you what it takes to become a great artist. When you think of how most people become artists, it generally comes down to two paths.


The first is going to college to get a fancy art degree that can cost you upwards of $200,000 and usually leave you with no real job prospects. Some art schools do not want you to even bring up the topic of marketing your work, and there’s often no clear job trajectory unless you go the MFA route in order to teach. Outside of becoming a full-time art teacher, it’s really difficult for art school graduates to figure out how to monetize their work. On top of that, many art students graduate without having a body of work that they’re confident enough to start earning a living from. Not to knock art school, but it isn’t a sure bet.


The other path is to try to learn on your own. Many artists spend year after year on local art classes, sometimes for decades, and still feel like hobbyists because nothing sells. Oftentimes, you pick up a few basic tricks, but then you kind of get stuck. It’s easy to become completely dependent on a technique that you know how to do really well, but you might not have any clear understanding of theory or composition. In other words, your work can start to become tight and robotic. Boredom seeps in, and so does imposter syndrome.


But here is the good news: There is a secret middle path, which is having a dedicated studio practice, seeking out the right art mentor, and shortening the time it takes for you to go from amateur to professional. That’s the path that this book will take you on. Imagine this book as your own personal art mentor, equipped with exercises and “experiments” to amplify your painting expertise.




“ I want you to believe that you are a great artist—maybe you don’t have the paintings in front of you right now, and maybe you’re not making a full-time living with art yet, but I want you to believe that you can decide right now that you will become a successful artist. ”
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As you work through this program, you may run into some resistance. It may even be painful for you at some points, but know that this is refining your practice and it’s ultimately going to make you the best artist that you can be.


Let’s imagine that you’ve been looking at your dream art gallery online and you follow them on Instagram regularly. Now imagine stumbling across an update announcing that the gallery just brought in a new artist. This artist paints huge, sunny paintings that are priced higher than all the other artists in the gallery (and most artists in the market). You notice that this artist seemingly came out of nowhere and now your dream gallery is selling their paintings, not yours. And their paintings are priced in the tens of thousands of dollars. And you know what stings even more? When you look at their work, it’s really simple.


The compositions are consistent. Even their colors are pretty repetitive. The work is clean—minimal even—and you know that in a different universe, you could do the same thing. You could probably be making that exact same work! So why did the gallery choose that artist—what did they do differently? I’ll tell you: The artist has simplified their painting process. That’s the first thing. And then because their process was simple enough, they were able to become prolific. This allows them to paint very quickly and very often. Last but not least, their work is to the point. It’s not overcomplicated; the artist isn’t hiding behind complex details or perfect strokes and labyrinthine compositions.




“ What keeps me coming back is this human desire to be seen, to expose my innermost self and share her with others. Painting is my way of honoring my time on earth. It’s my way of paying homage to the human experience. And it’s a process that moves me every day. ”





Now for the good news: You can do this, too, and you will, with the help of this book. And there’s no need to worry about whether or not you’ve gone to art school. Look at people like Frida Kahlo, Jasper Johns, Jean-Michel Basquiat, and Ai Weiwei. What do they all have in common? They either did not go to formal art school or left before getting a degree. This is not to say that art school isn’t a viable way to become a professional artist, but I firmly believe that it is not the only way. With the right knowledge about art, a clear understanding of where your work fits into the market, and a formula to increase the value of your paintings, you can charge whatever you like for your artwork and you can earn a full-time income doing it.


These are the four key strategies we will cover:


1.  First we’re going to get very clear on our style. You’re going to define your style. You’re going to get clear on the difference between amateur art and professional art. You’re going to look at your preferences and get familiar with why you like the type of art that you do. The same way you know within sixty seconds of hearing a song if it is your jam or not, that’s the level of precision you need when it comes to knowing what you like and what you don’t like artistically.


2.  Then as we transition into making a painting, we’re going to explore color. Along with theory, I’ll share my own breakthroughs about color that have been game changers in my own abstract art-making process.


3.  As we go into composition, we’re going to look at how to refine the composition process: the brushwork, the mark making, and the planning. This will allow your painting practice to become more fluid because you’re not stuck on WHAT to paint. You can instead focus on how good it feels to be tapped in and flowing with colors that excite you and movement that captivates your attention. I’m essentially going to hand you blueprints of how to create abstract paintings that have worked successfully for me. I can just pull examples and pull themes within my own body of work that have worked and that I can just re-create again and again and again because I have the process basically solidified in my head. Once you find and refine your own unique composition process, you’ll be off to the races!


4.  For years, people have asked me, Amira, are your paintings oils or acrylics? Many people assume I paint with oil paints because of how vibrant and rich the paintings look, even when viewed on a phone. I’ll show you the exact recipe that I use to get these effects in my artwork—mixed-media techniques, such as translucency, texture, and many other tools, that you can use. This is going to increase the value of your paintings and you’ll be able to start charging more for your work.


If you already have painting experience, you will be able to quickly incorporate each lesson into your process and start making better art instantly. But even if you don’t have any experience, don’t worry. I’m here to help you shorten the learning curve. Give yourself grace. Be coachable and have fun. Art doesn’t have to be so serious ALL the time, am I right?


Let’s get started!
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It’s Good to Be Alive, 2022, acrylic on canvas, 30 × 40 inches























CHAPTER 1



FINDING YOUR VOICE



WORKSHOP 1


The Thriving Artist Mindset


I firmly believe that simply teaching you painting techniques is not enough. Without cultivating the right mindset, you won’t be able to weather the many storms we face in the creative life. The artist’s path is unorthodox, to say the least. We deal with our inner critic, our shadow side, inner child wounds, and rejection—often all in one day and online at that! Talk about daunting. I wouldn’t be able to keep going if I did not take mindset work seriously. Developing the practices that I recommend will build your mental health as well as your career as an artist. We’re going to transform the way you think about your art and make you into a mentally strong artist!


I found that locking down my mindset was pivotal in my own journey of transitioning from a hobbyist to a professional artist. It was actually the very first thing I started working on, and it’s still the most important piece of my business to this day. I work on my mindset every single day, and you should, too.


I have my own set of coaches and mentors, and I know successful business owners (including painters), many of whom are millionaires. And the one thing that they all share is a powerful mindset. So if you feel as if you’re slipping or you’re having a hard time during the course of this book, remember this section and refer back to it.


So let me lay out the process to help you systemize your mindset work:


•  Become mindful of your internal dialogue: This is crucial because no matter where we’re from or how old we are, we all deal with negative internal beliefs about ourselves. We have anxious thoughts like What if my art sucks? What if no one likes my work? What if I’m just no good at this? What if I can’t manage my money? I’ll never make it. It’s too late for me. I’m too young. I’m too old. I’m too fat (or too skinny) to do this.


Can I be honest with you for a moment? One of the biggest reasons I invested heavily in growing my social media following is this: When I first started selling my work online, I was afraid of making it to the gallery level and not feeling comfortable if I did. At the time I didn’t know of any African American women who were selling art on the gallery circuit. Luckily, I did not let those fears hold me back. I was determined to carve out my own lane as a painter, gallery- represented or not.


•  Reprogram your subconscious through a meditation practice. The subconscious mind is a powerful tool. When used correctly, you can manifest great transformation. But you must be dedicated. I will share some of my favorite ways to rewire my subconscious throughout this book, so when the going gets tough, you know how to come back to center and find your inner light. If you already engage in a meditation practice, great—you’re halfway there. It’s going to be very easy for you to meditate throughout this book. But even if you’ve never meditated before, I really want to encourage you to start meditating, preferably for a few minutes at the beginning of the day. It’s really helpful for resetting your energy so that no matter what comes your way throughout the day, you’re able to tap back in, center yourself, and stay grounded.


•  Develop a journaling practice. As you journey through this book, you’re going to uncover a lot of ideas, and it can be a very intense experience! Julia Cameron created the idea of morning pages for artists. This was a great tool for me at the beginning of my mindfulness practice. But as my life and business expands, I’m finding more and more that sometimes I love to do my pages at night. So “evening pages” can also become a great way for you to check in with yourself, celebrate your wins for the day, and release all that has come up for you while doing this inner work. It’s very important that you have a place to let that out, and it may not always be on the canvas. Sometimes you’re going to need to just grab a pen and paper and journal your emotions. Journal all these exciting ideas that you’re having! I believe you’re going to unearth new truths about yourself through this process, so I really want you to have a journal to capture that. You might even want to get a new one that you dedicate specifically for the work you’ll unlock in this book, and you can just pull from it whenever you want.


•  Use sleep affirmations. This is something that has been game-changing for me. Listen to binaural beats or meditations while you sleep—you can find many of these online, including focused ones on topics like money beliefs and confidence. As you listen to these while you sleep, it’s actually reprogramming your subconscious mind.




“ We all have limiting beliefs that we tell ourselves and the faster you can start becoming mindful of them, the faster you can start to rewire your brain and change the internal conversation that you’re having every day. ”





•  Learn from the masters. I want you to understand that every single artist you know of is inspired by someone else, and we all start out as beginners. Some of us master one subject, and then go on to become beginners all over again in another. It’s really helpful if you can draw your inspiration from the masters instead of drawing inspiration from what’s out there currently on the internet. This is going to help you be inspired, instead of intimidated, which is a big shift for most of us. There’s enough regurgitation out there as it is and I can tell you after coaching hundreds of artists, digging deep early on in your practice will help you immensely. Throughout this process, you’re going to collect tons of inspiration from many different types of artists who have gone before, allowing you to draw from that well of inspiration anytime you want. I can’t wait to show you exactly how.


•  Believe that your art can be profitable. This is huge. If you’re struggling with ideas like I’ll never be able to make money with art, or People just don’t spend money on art, then you can seek out examples to refute these thoughts. For instance, look at auctions to see evidence that art is a commodity that people actually pay for. All artists need to constantly work on our wealth consciousness. This is something that I actively do multiple times a week, multiple times a month, multiple times a year. It is crucial for us as artists as we’re forging our own path. Early in my art career, I had the privilege of coming across the book A Happy Pocket Full of Money, by David Cameron Gikandi. This book completely changed how I operate as a human being. I relisten to the audiobook version almost every year. I strongly advise you to read this book. ■
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15 Positive Affirmations for Artists


We all need help along the way! When you need an intuitive nudge, borrow these affirmations that my students and I came up with one day for inspiration.


1. I allow myself to paint for the joy of the creative process itself.


2. I find meaning and purpose in my work each day.


3. I am surrounded and supported in my artistic endeavors.


4. I am open to receiving grace and divine healing from my higher power, whatever that may be, through my artist journey.


5. I am exactly where I need to be in my business and creative process.


6. I embrace the present moment.


7. I am allowed to paint for joy.


8. I paint because it’s challenging and exciting.


9. I inspire greatness in myself and others.


10. I am loved.


11. I am celebrated and my work is celebrated.


12. Money comes to me easily and frequently.


13. I am open to receiving. There are no limits on where support comes from.


14. I am resilient. I embrace my struggles and mistakes to develop my strength.


15. I prosper wherever I turn.







EXERCISE


Journaling/Visualization Prompt


Taking time to nourish and replenish our subconscious mind is vital to succeed at this work. Consider the following prompt as an example of the healing power of reclaiming your attention, getting back in touch with your body, and harnessing the power of your imagination for a positive outcome.


1. Get in a comfortable space, free from distraction.


2. Grab some grounding scents, such as palo santo incense. The subconscious is powerful, and, as you create sacred ritual around your art practice, your confidence will expand into your work.


3. Quiet your mind and envision a light forming in front of you. Notice what color this light becomes. That may be an indication of a chakra (energy center) that is calling for more attention. Or it can become a color inviting you to incorporate it into your painting today.


4. As this light becomes clearer, imagine it subtly traveling through your body. Let it start from the top of your head and go through your spine. Next, envision it expanding into your heart center, your core. Notice energy moving through your lower back at the base of your spine and through your feet. Breathe deeply as you tap into your infinite source.


5. Now that you are still, imagine that you are living your dream.


6. Set aside some time in your schedule to visualize how you’re going to feel when you’re living your dream life. What is that going to look like? Maybe you can visualize what type of schools you’re going to send your kids to using the money you earn from your art. What organizations do you want to donate to? Or maybe you want to start an organization or a foundation of your own! How do you want to spend your days? Are you going to wake up early or go to sleep late? What companies are going to buy your art? Choose the companies you’re going to work with, no matter how far-fetched it may seem right now. The more you can visualize your dreams, the more they can become a reality. And you’ll be able to pat yourself on the back when they start to come true, because you’ll see clearly how you visualized that reality and then made it happen through hard work.


7. After you’ve experienced this newly channeled energy, write down your thoughts and visualizations in your journal. Maybe you want to set a new goal for yourself and actually commit to it. Maybe it’s a beautiful affirmation that you realized you’re ready to speak into existence. Whatever it is, put it in writing so you can come back to it later. Envision that these goals and visualizations will manifest into reality. Trust that what feels out of reach now will soon become a fond memory in the future. Even if you can only visualize for a few minutes at a time, don’t get discouraged. Your ability to expand your imagination can strengthen with regular practice.
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Sunny Escapes, 2022, acrylic on canvas, 24 × 24 inches
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Bright Like Stars, 2022, acrylic on canvas, 36 × 36 inches






WORKSHOP 2


How to Steal Like an Artist


So why are we starting a painting book with “stealing”? What is the point of this? Well, first and foremost, it is a humble request to not copy my own work and sell it for profit. It’s embarrassing for both of us when an artist messages me alerting me of another rip-off attempt. As a full-time selling artist, I protect my work and the interests of the licensing companies that distribute my original creations. I’ve even had collectors tell me “Amira, stop teaching artists your secrets. You’re crazy for giving this away when your work is so good right now and in demand.” Well, part of my motivation in teaching other artists is that I want to channel my experience to others. It is inherently mine because I learned how to access these codes. I am sharing these codes with you in good faith because I wish someone had laid out these concepts to me when I decided to become a professional painter. Even with decades of painting and drawing under my belt, finding my voice and creating in a way that felt expressive was difficult. I had to dive in headfirst. I emerged a few years later, a bit bruised, but happy.


There are three core values that guide the focus of this material. This is reflected in the way I teach and the expectations set for you now. The three values are listed below; please recopy them on a page in your journal. Then sign your name and add the date underneath, to acknowledge your understanding of these values.


1.  Innovation: My painting practice became fun once I stopped looking for permission from others who had “made it” and started experimenting with new materials and habits. In order to have unshakable confidence in your art style, you must be willing to innovate. This doesn’t happen overnight, but I believe it is a guiding principle to be remembered in our line of work.


2.  Curiosity: Adopt a healthy level of curiosity, both in your painting practice and in your business. No one can guarantee the outcome of almost anything. But when you’re at least curious enough to see what you’re capable of as an artist, you will always learn.


3.  Integrity: Try not to plagiarize. Try not to rip off other people’s hard work. Try not to be a jerk. Sounds simple—LOL. But, in all seriousness, there’s a lot that emerges when you decide to go pro and be a full-time artist. Integrity may be a lonely, arduous path, but, in the end, I think it keeps your work pure. And when it doesn’t align anymore, be brave enough to adjust and move to the next iteration.


A quote apocryphally attributed to Picasso says: Good artists copy. Great artists steal.


For a while, I didn’t really understand what this meant. It wasn’t until I read Austin Kleon’s book Steal Like an Artist that I more fully understood the quote. In this book, Kleon talks about how nothing under the sun is truly original, and that there are good ways to be an artist inspired by others, and bad ways to be a thief.


•  A good “thief” respects another artist’s work, while a bad thief debases it.


•  A good thief studies, whereas a bad thief simply scratches the surface.


•  Good artists “steal” from numerous sources, while bad artists steal from one.


•  Good theft gives credit where credit is due. Bad theft plagiarizes (which is why copying other painters’ finished compositions for profit feels so gross when you see it happen).


•  Good theft transforms or remixes an idea, whereas bad theft just imitates it and truly steals it.


Take a page out of Kleon’s book, literally. Let’s see what this means for us as we dive into abstraction.


STUDY THE MASTERS


Below is a list of my FAVORITE expressionist painters. I recommend googling their names and studying their work in conjunction with this book. Use their work as a springboard to research what interests you, as I explained in the previous section. I’ve pulled a few of my favorite quotes from each of them to really cement the values and ideas you will soon learn in Paint to Prosper.
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