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Introduction

Difficulties (and Benefits) of Going It Alone

FOR MANY UP-AND-COMING ARTISTS, THE GOAL MAY be getting into a gallery. That is not necessarily the same goal as selling their work or supporting themselves from those sales, but it is easy to get lost in the idea that a gallery equals prestige, art world acceptance, and a ready group of buyers. Certainly, galleries stay in business because they do sell artwork, but not every artist they show or represent makes out as well as every other. Lots of gallery shows take place that do not result in sales or reviews; they may not be advertised or memorialized in a catalogue (two expenses on which dealers increasingly have cut back), and the exhibiting artists may find themselves out the costs of framing, shipping, and insurance (dealers have cut back there, as well). Too, lots of places that call themselves galleries primarily make their money as poster or frame shops, with original art as a sideline. Added to this, there are far more artists wanting to exhibit and sell their work than galleries to show it.

A growing number of other artists are looking at galleries as just one part—perhaps, not even a part at all—of their plans to show and sell work. They look to a variety of exhibition venues, such as nonprofit art spaces, cooperative galleries, art fairs, and even their own studios, to present their work, unmediated by a dealer who also takes a hefty percentage of the sale price. These artists are also aware that they can speak for their art better than any third party and that, in fact, many collectors are eager to speak with the artists directly rather than with a gallery owner.

“Some artists just want to live like hermits, sending in their art to a gallery and otherwise avoiding the art world, but not me,” said seventy-something-year-old Pop Art painter James Rosenquist. “I like to meet my collectors.” He has had a lot of that in the past few years, having left New York’s Gagosian Gallery in a dispute (“There was no communication. I said to Larry, ‘I can never talk to you,’ and he said, ‘That’s the way it is’”). And, for a number of years before returning to a gallery’s fold, he was the main source of his new and unsold older work for would-be collectors, handling inquiries out of his studio. There had been commissions and get-togethers with younger and more mature buyers. Perhaps some of the face-to-face stuff lost its appeal, but there are some benefits, principally not having to lose so much of the sale price in a gallery commission and not needing to rely on those mercurial beings called dealers.

Rosenquist has not been alone in this. Painter Frank Stella also has taken on the responsibility of arranging exhibitions and commissions. “As Barnett Newman used to say, ‘I’m flying under my own colors now,’” Stella said. He does claim to enjoy acting as the primary agent for his own sales: “I’m not particularly good at it, and I don’t particularly like doing it, but that’s life. Someone has to sell the pictures.” One trend that has emerged in the 1990s is for artists to reject an exclusive relationship with a particular dealer, opting instead for what painter Peter Halley called “a constellation of galleries that represent my work.” Exclusivity means that all exhibitions and sales go through a particular dealer. Halley had exclusive relationships with the Sonnabend Gallery and Larry Gagosian but left both in part because dealers elsewhere did not want to share sales commissions with New York galleries, resulting in lost sales. “Seventy-five percent of my market is in Europe,” he said. “My collectors are not likely to come to New York to buy. Dealers in Europe chafe under the requirement that they pay half of the commission they earn to my New York dealer. Europeans like to buy from dealers they know and trust and with whom they have a personal relationship. For instance, I have found that German collectors will only buy from a German dealer. I found that I could do better establishing relationships with half a dozen dealers around the world than by participating in an exclusive relationship with a New York dealer.”

His point has been taken: artists are no longer willing to be defined by their gallery, and a growing number have grudgingly or happily taken on the job of promoting sales of their own work. In the last nineteen years of his life, Andrew Wyeth, who died in 2009, had not been represented by any commercial art gallery. However, he continued to produce new work, directing particular pieces to an agent in Tennessee and others to galleries in a few cities around the United States.

Halley’s other point has also been heard, as dealers are recognizing the need to pursue sales opportunities around the world, traipsing from art fair to art fair, spending less time in their galleries even while some artists strive to get into them. (Perhaps gallery owners have been learning what the artists and craftspeople who regularly participate in arts festivals have long known.) More and more, these fairs are where the action is, where a growing chunk of the contemporary art market is going on. New, and sometimes staggering amounts of, wealth are being generated in China, Russia, the Middle East, and a variety of countries that used to be categorized as the Third World, and these new buyers expect sellers of art to come to them rather than their having to travel to New York or London, for example. In many instances, dealers have the artist on hand at these fairs to meet with prospective buyers, because they also know that collectors frequently want to meet the creator and that investment in time makes a sale more likely. In addition, when they are not packing for the next art fair, dealers are spending an increasing amount of time online, sending JPEGs to would-be collectors and arranging sales to people around the world. The traditional brick-and-mortar gallery still has primacy, but far less than five or ten years ago. It is sometimes thought that by working outside the dealer-gallery-artist-critic-curator nexus, artists are isolating themselves from the value mechanics of the market for art, limiting their prestige and prices. However, the changing patterns of exhibiting and buying art have weakened somewhat that center of power.

One also sees that museum curators more and more are on the prowl for new artists, refusing to wait for gallery shows and purchases by collectors to affirm the importance of artwork—almost all of the exhibitions to date of digital art have taken place at museums and fairs, for instance. These curators of contemporary art know that the work of less-well-known artists may become expensive seemingly overnight, and they have become aggressive in seeking out pieces that their limited budgets can afford, rather than wait for donations sometime down the road.

There still is a place for the artist who wants to be a hermit (albeit a hermit with a large following of collectors), and certainly, not every artist has the personality or temperament to be the spokesperson and seller of his or her own work. Talking about one’s own art, determining the audience for that art, promoting it, and negotiating its price are not skills that anyone is born with: these need to be learned and, like everything else, require practice. This book describes what is involved in artists exhibiting and selling their work directly to the public and where much of this activity takes place. The ideas and examples presented are drawn from the experience of artists themselves, as often as feasible in their own words, rather than a dry discussion of theoretical possibilities. This is not a how-to book, but a description of options available to artists; being grown-ups, artists can determine for themselves the avenues they choose to pursue. Right and wrong take a back seat to what has or has not proven effective for certain artists. The only directive is for readers—artists—to think of themselves as directing the course of their own careers, not waiting for the career to begin when someone else takes over the business aspects and not requiring some gallery owner to validate them as professionals.


CHAPTER 1

Adjusting One’s Expectations

BETH KANTROWITZ, AN ART ADVISOR AND ONE-TIME director of the Allston Skirt Gallery in Boston, Massachusetts, tells her mostly emerging and midcareer artists the same thing before a show and after a show. “I always say, the show will be the best we can do,” she said. “I can’t promise that we will sell anything. I can’t promise that the artist will get a review.” Such candor and earnestness should go a long way toward assuaging dashed hopes, yet Kantrowitz must still face some bitterly disappointed artists who had expectations for something much better. Some percentage of these artists believe (dream?) that the exhibition will sell out, that reviews will be written (and be glowing), that a major New York City gallery will snatch the artist up, the cover of Art in America and museum retrospectives to follow.

Are You Being Realistic?

And why not? Most students in art schools and university art departments are only connected to the practicing art world through the art magazines, which highlight success and the latest new thing. Expectations soar for something big and soon to happen, and the reality rarely comes close. Kantrowitz stated that an artist “should expect a gallery to do with it says it will do,” but some artists hear more than the words spoken to them.

Unrealistic expectations may get in the way of building a career—for instance, if the artist launches into a diatribe when sales and acclaim do not follow the very first exhibition (“The critics hated the Impressionists, too”), or if a dealer or exhibition sponsor is treated as a stepping stone to another that is more prestigious, or if useful gallery affiliations are passed over because an artist has his or her heart set on a particular dealer. Such expectations can lead to self-defeating behavior (the artist strikes people as angry, the artist doesn’t work as hard or produce as much). Framingham, Massachusetts, painter Ben Aronson noted that, early in his career, he had sabotaged relationships with some dealers by being too “self-directed,” rarely talking with the dealers and gallery staff, never showing up at gallery openings and other events. “You can’t just produce work, send it on to the gallery, and expect everything to go well,” he said. Another painter, John Morra of Stuyvesant, New York, claimed that he took a bad attitude toward galleries into his first meeting with San Francisco art dealer John Pence. His friend and former teacher Jacob Collins “got me into the John Pence Gallery by going to bat for me,” Morra said, but at that meeting “I was being grumpy and weird, saying, ‘I don’t want to be a careerist.’ At the time, I thought that supporting myself as an artist was selling, but John Pence said to me, ‘Young man, you should make a more professional presentation.’” Time and economic necessity brought a change in Morra’s thinking.

One self-defeating belief is that pursuing potential buyers and sales is contrary to the nature of art, and that such a use of time should be labeled “careerism.” (There are a lot of terms that artists who do not have a history of sales use to boost their own egos and others—derogatory—for artists who do exhibit and sell.) Collectors, critics, and dealers don’t beat a path to one’s door, and artists need to be proactive in presenting themselves and their work to a world in which there is an ever-expanding oversupply of art.

The artists on whom this more assertive approach is probably the most incumbent are those living in rural areas, apart from other artists (who could provide support and feedback) and separated by vast distances from exhibition opportunities. There are often few places to find certain art supplies, as well as discrimination against these artists both within the rural setting (where they may be viewed as oddballs) and in the larger cities (simply because the artists live in the boondocks). Artists who put where they want to live ahead of where the art scene is happening sometimes adjust to their surroundings in the way they buy materials and ship artwork (downsizing their pieces, reducing weight, or even changing media, from oil on canvas to watercolor on paper), learning how to build a crate (to save money on shipping), buying a comfortable van or station wagon and learning to enjoy long rides (distances west of the Mississippi are measured less in miles than in hours in the car). They may focus on the local audience, offering lower-priced pieces (watercolors are less expensive than oils) of recognizable subject matter, or they might gain local attention through teaching and demonstrations (at libraries and local clubs, for instance), which, perhaps, will turn some locals into buyers. They join clubs, societies, and artist membership organizations, as well as get on the mailing list of the state arts agency (which sends useful information about art competitions and news in the field), and develop good work habits that allow them to continue working at a high level even when lonely.

Expectations change through life experience. When he entered an art career, Longwood, Colorado, painter Scott Fraser looked for one big, powerful gallery—such as Marlborough or Pace Wildenstein in New York City—to handle his work. His experience with some larger galleries led him to see that “I like more galleries and smaller ones, where I can talk to the director.” In addition, he found out “pretty early out of art school that I can’t just do one big painting and assume that will make my reputation. Now, I want to sell regularly.”

Part of the maturation process for an artist is learning to align one’s hopes with reality, or it may entail changing the reality. Daniel Sprick, a painter in Glenwood Springs, Colorado, spent twenty years grumbling about what his dealers were not doing for him. In 2002, he decided to become his own dealer, advertising in American Art Review (always including the line “No dealer inquiries”), developing a website, and selling his work directly to buyers.

“When I left school, I thought I’d get a dealer who would take care of all the selling and financial stuff, so all I would have to do is paint,” he said. He went through a number of dealers—there was a problem with almost every one—before becoming his own salesman. Sprick claimed that he does a superior job of discussing his artwork than any dealer ever did (“When you communicate through an intermediary, a lot is lost,” he said. “No one cares about your baby the way you do”), and he prefers to earn all of the money from sales rather than just half. “When I had heard of other artists who were selling their own work, I thought they were crazy, egomaniacs,” he said. “There is a specter of self-promotion that is ugly, but I’m over that now. I serve my needs better than anyone else.” He added that “all my work of the past two years has sold.”

Much of what an artist wants to happen might happen anyway, but the process may take a far longer period of time than he or she anticipates. The 1980s generated the idea of the fine artist as rock star, coming on fast and furious at a young age, entering the international art circuit, cashing in quickly because no one lasts more than a decade. It can happen, it has happened, but it doesn’t happen very often. Julian Schnabel, David Salle, Mark Kostabi, Robert Longo, Kenny Scharf, and a variety of others may not be the most appropriate role models for artists, who, instead, need to understand that it takes years to develop a collector base.

Nobody paints simply to have a studio filled with paintings. Art is a form of expression, and artists, like everyone else, want their voices to be heard. But they want more than to have their works seen; they want appreciation and esteem, they want their work to be coveted. If they see themselves as professionals, artists want sales and they want to be written about; dare we say they want—fame? A person who decides to become an artist primarily because he wants to be a celebrity or because he wants to prove he is unique is likely to be disappointed. In a world where there appears to be an oversupply of artists, many feel the need to stand out from the crowd: Will artwork that shocks public sensibilities or blocks traffic do the trick? Certainly, as many artists discover, renown is quite limited in scope and brief in duration, and even successful artists—success defined as the ability to support themselves from the sale of their work—remain on fame’s periphery.

Expectations aren’t something that only get lowered; in time, they may broaden and reach unanticipated levels. When she began her career, Watertown, Massachusetts, artist Susan Schwalb wanted her work in the type of New York galleries that didn’t exhibit her type of art, just because they were the “hottest” galleries, and she “wanted to be on the cover of Art in America, like someone else might want to be Miss America.” Neither of those hopes panned out, but her work was taken on by a Manhattan art dealer (Robert Steele Gallery) and a half dozen others around the country as well, and her goals changed with the increasing number of sales during the 1990s. “At a certain level, you begin to see the possibilities at a higher level,” Schwalb said. “The Museum of Modern Art owns one of my works; I want them to acquire more. I would like a print publisher to come to me to produce an edition of prints. I would like a write-up in the New York Times. I’d like a retrospective at a museum and a book about my work. When I started out, I wouldn’t have been thinking in these terms, but now I don’t see it as so unrealistic.”

Marketing Artwork

Before trying to sell anything, one needs to find the appropriate audience. This is the central concept of marketing, and it is as true for artwork as it is for toothpaste and automobiles. Not everyone is going to want to buy a work of art, and not everyone who collects art is likely to purchase a particular artist’s work. Finding the right niche—the type of collectors who are interested in art, or the specific galleries or juried art shows featuring a certain type of artwork, for example—is the most important first step to developing sales.

There is often a lot of trial and error in marketing as artists winnow down the potential avenues for sales to those that show the best results. “I used the spaghetti method of marketing,” said James Wall, a painter in Charlottesville, Virginia. “You throw spaghetti at the wall and what sticks you stay with.” He tried sending out brochures of his work to art consultants (“haven’t done a great deal for me”), art dealers (“not a lot of interest”), licensing agents (“nothing has happened”), and print publishers (“nothing”). He offered to paint a mural on the wall of a restaurant for the modest price of $2,000, believing that “a lot of people will see my work that way,” and that has resulted in some sales to diners.

Most successful for him has been entering local art exhibitions, where digital reproductions of his botanical motif paintings have sold to both Charlottesville natives and tourists, usually while he is present. For all the effort Wall has put into his paintings and brochures, it is his personality that assures potential buyers that his artwork is the product of someone in whom they can feel confidence. “I used to worry about what to say to people when they looked at my work,” he said. “Often, I didn’t say anything, or not much. Then, I relaxed about the whole thing and just started talking naturally to people, about their children, about the weather, about anything. If they asked me questions about my work or my technique, I would answer them, but I never put pressure on anyone to buy something.” Based on his experience, Wall now makes a point of being at shows of his work as often as possible, “because my presence really has an effect.”

Like James Wall, New York City abstract expressionist painter and printmaker Mike Filan also struck out in a variety of directions when he first began to seek his market, investing $8,000 one year for a booth at the annual Art Expo in Manhattan (“I sat there for a week, and people just walked by”) and $300 for a booth at the annual conference of the American Society of Interior Designers (“it didn’t pan out for me”). Yet another $300 was spent on bottles of wine (“good wine seemed like the capper”) for a three-day open studio sales event that a friend who was looking to become a corporate art consultant organized on his behalf, but that also didn’t result in any sales. In contrast to James Wall, the benefit of his presence and personality did not create any converts; however, Filan did have more luck than Wall with brochures.

He spent $2,000 to print 4,000 foldout brochures that featured a number of color images of his work with a small bio on the back and another $2,000 for mailing. Filan was fortunate that the design of the brochure by another friend only cost one of his prints in barter. Several hundred dollars were also spent on purchasing mailing lists of art dealers and consultants. Between 5 and 7 percent of those people to whom he sent a brochure responded to his mailer, and “out of that, three percent have actually sold work,” he said. “All you need is one, two, or three corporate consultants to sell your work regularly.” Most of the sales have been prints—a dealer in Florida sold five, while a dealer in Texas sold ten, and there were sales of five others to Colgate-Palmolive, ten to Pfizer, and twenty to a group of teachers. All in all, Filan has earned $30,000 from that one mailer.

Joan Gold, a painter in Eureka, California, has also had success marketing artwork to consultants who, in turn, act as agents for her work to private—usually corporate—clients, taking a percentage of the sales price (from 30 to 50 percent) as a commission. “Eureka is at the end of the world,” she said. “There aren’t many galleries close by.” She added that her few experiences going from one gallery to the next were “just plain bad.”

Gold purchased her list of consultants from artists’ career advisor Caroll Michels and sent each person on the list a brochure of her work. The result was responses from dozens of consultants to whom she began sending out her original paintings, rolling her canvases and placing them into hard cardboard tubes that are sent through Federal Express. “The benefit of consigning work to consultants is that you get a commission without additional expenses,” she said. “The consultant pays for framing.” Gold works with thirty consultants, twenty of whom are actively promoting her paintings at any given time, and “I keep in touch with all of them by cards, mailers, phone calls—they need to be reminded of who you are and what you do.” One or two paintings (with an average price of $3,000–$6,000 before commission) sell somewhere each month, and she has sold between fifteen and twenty paintings per year.

There are probably as many successful approaches to marketing art as there artists who have sold their work; some artists have sold work through a website, while others earn a following at selected juried art competitions. Still other artists maneuver to know the right people.

When selling on their own, many artists also have found it advisable to have a friend, relative, or spouse on hand at exhibitions, art fairs, and open studio events in order to take on some of the business aspects of marketing and sales, allowing the artist to take a more Olympian role (talking about art, sources of inspiration, technique, philosophy, or artistic influences, among other topics). A spouse, for instance, might lead visitors over to the guest sign-in book or discuss the price range for artworks on display or just chat up guests who show interest in the art. What type of art do they like? Whose artwork have they purchased? Where do they live? What are their domestic arrangements? Do they have children? Where do they work? What are their hobbies or interests? Are they members of any clubs or associations? This is the kind of survey information that constitutes marketing and, when conducted informally, is not likely to irritate visitors. Most people like to talk about themselves, and the information that an artist or a spouse/friend/relative can gather will help determine where future exhibitions should take place and who should be invited.

For instance, the artist’s spouse/friend/relative might say, “I noticed you’ve been looking at this painting for a while. It’s one of my favorites. What do you like about it?”

Or, “Have you seen this artist’s work before? Would you like to meet him/her? I would be happy to introduce you.”

Determining one’s audience is crucial, because not all art appeals to everyone. Some artwork may find a greater response among women than men, homeowners rather than apartment dwellers, corporate office decorators more than homeowners, the young more than those over forty. The knowledge will inform where future exhibitions might take place.

Exhibits ought to be seen as an element of marketing rather than just a vehicle for sales. Art shows are major events for artists, but to most other people, they come and go without leaving much of a trace, maybe a line on a résumé; a catalogue provides a record of an exhibition and gives a longer afterlife, but catalogues are expensive (the artist usually pays all or most of the costs) and usually are not produced. Often, artists go a year or two or three between shows, and it is not at all clear that the people who came to the last show will remember whatever enthusiasm they might have felt back then when the next exhibit occurs, if they even recall the artist’s name. Artists need to maintain contact with the people who visited their shows (the guest sign-in book isn’t just a formality) in those in-between times through periodic mailings of postcards, brochures, or newsletters that describe what the artist is doing—such as having a new exhibition, producing a new series of prints, teaching a class or workshop, giving a talk—and many of these communications can be personalized, depending upon how much information the artist has accumulated about the recipient: As the holiday season is approaching, how about buying your wife something unique for Christmas/Hanukkah/Kwanza/Ramadan (better find out which one), such as an etching? What could be a better way to celebrate your twenty-fifth wedding anniversary than a statue? Now that you bought that summer cottage on Martha’s Vineyard, you are probably turning your thoughts to decorating. …

Exhibitions start a process of developing a network that, eventually, may become a customer base. Of course, artists are not starting from zero in this; they already know people—colleagues and supervisors at work, friends and relatives (who also have colleagues and supervisors)—who know other people, and this may build out into an extensive list of potential collectors. If new exhibition opportunities are not soon in coming for a growing list of interested people, artists may create their own, by opening up their studios for visits (see Chapter 3), creating a display of work in their own home or that of a friend, bringing work to the home or office of a prospective buyer (a modified Tupperware party), or arranging an exhibition at nonprofit (library, arts center, senior center, town hall) or commercial (bank lobby, restaurant, book store) space.

It was more than serendipity that enabled Denise Shaw, a yoga instructor and painter of abstract imagery on Japanese rice paper using oriental brush techniques, to sell all of the works from a show hung at the Yoga Connection in downtown Manhattan. A suitable mix of Eastern-oriented art and an audience of people involved in an Eastern exercise and meditation was the key. The Yoga Connection did not have a gallery space, but Shaw identified an opportunity and seized it. She also received several commissions for new work from people who practice yoga there and saw her art. “My work appeals to a certain kind of person who practices yoga who is into my use of psychological concepts and poetry,” Shaw said. Noting that her work regularly is displayed at the Yoga Connection, she called the studio “a pretty good venue for me,” far superior to the commercial, nonprofit, and co-op galleries where her work has been exhibited in the past that did not result in sales.

While some marketing efforts are hit or miss, others are the result of painstaking planning and research. Painter and printmaker Anne Raymond, based in Long Island, New York, scours art and general interest magazines (Art in America, ARTnews, and New Republic, among others) for the type of artwork that is appreciated and bought in certain cities around the United States (“the prices for my paintings are just too low for New York City, under $10,000”). She hones in on the galleries that feature realist painting in these cities, looking for the type of artists represented there and the price range, as well as how long they have been in business and their location. Many galleries also have their own websites from which other or corroborating information may be obtained. Finally, Raymond travels to the city—she averages two of these business trips per year (to Santa Fe, New Mexico; Scottsdale, Arizona; Boston; Philadelphia; Chicago)—to look at the galleries in person and show her work.

The level of courtesy that she finds at the gallery is very important to her—“if anyone is snobby or rude to me, that’s a turnoff right away from an artist’s point of view or a customer’s”—and Raymond also checks that the information she read or heard about a gallery is borne out.

“I go into a gallery and tell them, ‘I’m Anne Raymond. I live in New York, and I’m going to be in town only two days. I’d really like you to look at my work.’ It’s important that I mention only being in town for two days; otherwise they might never get back to you.” Lugging sizeable paintings around from one gallery to the next is no easy matter, and when she visited the Peter Bartlow Gallery in Chicago, she brought photographic images and told the gallery director that he could see originals in her hotel room. “Since I was only going to be there for two days, the director agreed to see my work that afternoon.” At first, the Bartlow Gallery took on her monotypes but later began handling her paintings and has sold a number of both. There are now three other galleries around the United States that also show and sell her art.

Another artist who sought to broaden his market is Dan Namingha of Santa Fe, New Mexico. There currently are private and public collectors of his work on four continents, although his career might easily have taken a less global turn but for some aggressive marketing on his part and that of his wife. Winning awards such as Distinguished Artist of the Year from the Santa Fe Rotary Foundation and an Award for Excellence from the governor of New Mexico, as well as a number of exhibition credits at galleries and museums throughout the Southwest, Namingha, who grew up on a reservation in Polacca, New Mexico, could have relied on a solid standing as a regional artist. He and his wife, Frances, opened a gallery (Niman Fine Arts) in order to display his work and that of their sculptor son, Arlo, but they were not content to wait for people to find their way to the gallery. Frances Namingha invited Jorg W. Ludwig to visit Niman Fine Arts in the early 1980s, because she knew he was an exhibition coordinator for the United States Information Agency. Impressed by Namingha’s painting, which interweaves Hopi symbols into his artwork, Ludwig in fact did arrange a series of shows of the artist’s work at US embassies and national museums in Central Europe (Austria, Bulgaria, Czechoslovakia, Germany, and Roumania) from 1983 to 1986. These shows brought considerable attention to Namingha’s work, leading to purchases by both public and private collectors abroad. Additionally, United States embassies in both Caracas, Venezuela, and La Paz, Bolivia, have purchased Namingha’s work for their collections.

Frances Namingha has also traveled to a number of art museums on the East Coast in order to make presentations of her husband’s work to curators who “often had never heard of him,” she said. The result has been major shows at such notable institutions as the Fogg Art Museum in Cambridge, Massachusetts, and the Reading Public Museum and Carnegie Mellon in Pittsburgh.

A Short Course in Public Relations

If someone were to create a job description for a fine artist, the list of responsibilities might be very long indeed. There’s making the art, of course, but then comes the part of letting others know that the artwork exists and is worth buying. (This is where the list lengthens.) Artwork must be photographed, perhaps framed (and matted), crated, and shipped; it may need to be promoted to the media, dealers, curators, and critics, and advertised to the public. A website might be created, which then must be updated on a regular basis. A considerable amount of time may be spent with designers and publishers of brochures, postcards and prints; telephone calls (and follow-up calls) ought to be made; personal notes should be written; and the people who are to receive the portfolios, brochures, cards, phone calls, and notes have to be researched or found by networking. That’s a lot for any one person.

It was certainly too much for Brooklyn, New York, painter Robert Zakanitch, who, in 2000, contacted Pat Hamilton of Los Angeles to help promote his work to museum curators around the United States. “It’s not part of my temperament to go and schmooze and be impersonal about it,” he said. “You need a thick skin to do this, which I don’t have. Someone says something about my work, and I take it personally instead of just smiling and keeping the conversation going. I pay Pat to be a buffer between me and the art world.”

Among the services that Hamilton performed was producing a brochure about Zakanitch’s work, which she sent to more than 200 museum directors, the result of which was a touring exhibit of the artist’s work that traveled to five institutions in the course of a year. For another artist, Robert Dash, a painter in Sagaponack, New York, Hamilton promoted the artist’s work to a variety of media outlets, and there were reviews of Dash’s shows at New York’s ACA Galleries in Art Forum and ARTnews magazines. One might have thought that Robert Dash’s gallery would handle the job of aggressively pursuing reviews in major art publications and that Dash himself would not need to pay Hamilton a $1,500-per-month retainer to hound the magazine critics and editors, but “ACA has a larger roster of artists—far too many, to my mind—and they can’t attend to me and my work nearly as much as I would like,” he said.

Art is often thought of as a go-it-alone profession, but many artists use studio assistants to create the work and a battery of other help (business managers, career advisors, artist representatives, web designers, publicists, and extraneous others) to promote and sell the finished pieces. Each type of help is specific, but there is sometimes a blending of roles—some career advisors write press releases or arrange for shows, for instance, while some business managers negotiate sales agreements.

All of these helpers are middlemen, acting in the space between the artist and the collector. Publicists in the art field work with other middlemen—the media (press, radio, and television), as well as those who sell art (dealers) or present it (curators)—preparing press releases, visual images, and biographical materials (occasionally venturing into the creation of a catalogue or coffee table art book—again, as a promotional tool), following up with telephone calls and personal appeals. “It’s not brain surgery,” said New York City publicist Robyn Liverant, “but you need to know who to contact and how to present information to people, and then follow up. It’s very labor-intensive work.”

In the case of Robert Dash, an artist contracted the services of a publicist because his gallery was not publicizing shows to his satisfaction. Another artist, Gary Welton, a painter in Long Island, New York, hired Manhattan publicist Shannon Wilkinson to promote an upcoming university gallery show. She created a small catalogue for the exhibition, which was then mailed to a variety of museum and gallery directors around the world. “Shannon knows a lot of people in the art world,” Welton said, “and she made sure the right people saw the catalogue. Her efforts resulted in Welton’s work being shown in a number of locations, including three in Minneapolis, two in Puerto Vallarta, Mexico, and one in Jaipur, India.

The job of a publicist is not only to tout some person or object to the world but also to “position” the client in the world, establishing that individual’s or thing’s uniqueness. To Shannon Wilkinson, getting a lot of attention earns a person a “buzz,” and other people think it “cool” to be around that individual or what the person creates. That is no easy task in the art world where there is an abundance of artists. “Promoting one over another seems very subjective,” said Richard Phillips, president of the Sedona, Arizona, publicity firm Phillips & Partners. As a result, when Curt Walters, a California painter who has created numerous images of the Grand Canyon, some of which he has donated in lieu of a cash contribution to the Grand Canyon Trust, came to the company several years ago to develop a media campaign to augment the promotional efforts of his gallery, Phillips made the focus of Walters’s publicity not so much the quality of his art (“you don’t want to deal with the subjectivity of who’s a better artist”) as his devotion to the cause of environmental conservation.

“We developed a program of promoting him as an environmentalist,” Phillips said. “You couldn’t get anyone to just write about his art, but we were able to find newspapers and television stations that were very willing to report on him as an expert on environmental conservation who happens to also be an artist.”

Working with a publicist can be quite expensive, and the results are neither assured—no publicist will guarantee that an artist’s show will be reviewed or that the artist will be profiled in a newspaper or magazine—nor necessarily even measurable. Walters’s career has prospered during the three years that he has worked with Phillips, but are these sales attributable to the work of the publicist or the natural progression of an increasingly successful artist’s career? No one can definitively say. What is clear is that Phillips charges a retainer of $2,500 per month, or $30,000 per year. “If you want the car to run, you’ve got to put gas in the tank every month,” Phillips said. A lot of months can go by before any results take place, “results” defined as something written about the artist. Phillips noted that he “worked for three years to get an Associated Press story of Curt Walters,” making that a very costly article for the artist, which may not have been read by art collectors. Shannon Wilkinson has a range of fees—per project ($5,000) and a monthly retainer ($4,000)—depending upon the type of work required, although she stated that “you never know for certain if something will happen.” With Gary Welton, what happened was a number of exhibitions of his work, but these shows have not been accompanied by a number of sales that would pay for the work Wilkinson did and the costs of producing the 2,000 copies of a catalogue. Claiming that “I’m not in a position right now to spend more money on publicity,” Welton said that “if I know it would produce income for sure, I wouldn’t hesitate to spend the money.”

The primary rule of thumb for publicity, as for advertising, is that this is a long-term commitment; results cannot be purchased on the cheap, with one professionally produced press release or a few telephone calls. “You may not find a lot of people willing to work with individual artists,” Robyn Liverant said, “because they don’t usually have the means to pay.” She largely confines her work to larger arts organizations and arts institutions, taking on the occasional fine artist. Liverant turns many artists away, such as the painter who “wanted me to do four months’ worth of work for $500. I was never more insulted in my career.”

Every professional is told of the importance of investing in one’s career, but publicity is an investment that may not work for every artist. “If little is happening in a career—not much is selling, there’s no connection to a gallery, there’s no collector base—you have the lowest potential results,” Wilkinson said. “Getting a critical review in a major art magazine or the New York Times is the most measurable thing, and it is the least likely to happen. It takes a long time to develop a marketing presence and to cultivate saleability.” On the other hand, she noted, self-supporting, midcareer artists whose work is regularly exhibited should earn twice the amount they spend on publicity and marketing over a two-year period. Because of the very real potential that an artist may spend a considerable amount of money and still not garner any significant media attention or resultant sales, Wilkinson and other publicists who work with individual fine artists usually offer an initial consultation to determine what the artist wants and expects, and how likely it is that that can be achieved.

Artists need to carefully interview prospective publicists to ensure that their hopes are realistic and to determine what is possible (critical review, feature article, calendar listing, or smaller mention). Liverant said that, when contacting a large public relations agency, artists should ask whether the person whom they are interviewing will handle their account “or if it will be staffed out to someone else at the firm. It’s not uncommon that you’ll interview a senior person at the firm, and then the work is delegated to more junior people.” At a smaller firm or with an independent publicist, artists should inquire “what kind of client load the person is carrying. Will you get personal attention, or is the publicist juggling too many people?”

Artists would also want to know what other types of arts-related projects and clients the publicist has previously represented, in order to determine how strong a relationship the publicist has with that segment of the press, and they might ask to look at a clip book (containing stories generated through a past public relations campaign) or an outline of a publicity campaign. “The subject of money,” Liverant said, “should come up later in the conversation. You want to get a sense of how long a project might take and what the publicist believes that he or she can realistically do for you. If it is publicizing one show, that may require a certain number of months of work. Image building, on the other hand, may take much longer.”

She added that, when an exhibition is planned, artists may suggest to their galleries the idea of sharing the costs of hiring a publicist, which would be to the dealers’ benefit, since the people who are brought to the galleries by the media are apt to return even when other artists’ work is shown. The likelihood of galleries agreeing to this arrangement is small, however, Richard Phillips stated, because “media relations is long-term and therefore seen as a waste of time by galleries, which only want advertising and to sell paintings.”

The Public Relations Society of America (33 Maiden Lane, New York, NY 10038, 212-460–1400, www.prsa.org) offers information to would-be public relations clients on which publicists might be best suited to their needs. By telephone, one may speak with counselors, who would take down information and create a list of eligible publicists or firms. Online, there is a searchable “red book” directory of publicists, categorized geographically and by fields of expertise.

Certainly, artists can learn some basic principles of publicity, taking on the job themselves. The material sent to a reporter or editor should consist of a well-written, interesting press release and high-quality, reproducible (in a newspaper or magazine) visual images. A press package contains a press release, but it also includes additional material that may be of interest to a reporter or editor, such as illustrations (slides, photographs, or color copies), biography or résumé of the artist, artist statement (if relevant), and clippings of past articles about the artist’s work or career (those with photographs of the artist and/or his or her work are most likely to catch the eye of a journalist, who may not choose to read the entire article). It is extremely rare that a journalist will actually read through a previous article; the fact that the artist has been written about before makes that person more worthy of being reported on again, regardless of whether the original article or review was praising or scornful. If the artwork is key to the story, as in an exhibition or demonstration, there should be an accompanying image, or more than one. Bombarded by a myriad of press releases, journalists need their information presented in the most time-efficient manner, and a good quality image—no snapshots—says more than a thousand words.

Usually, if the press release isn’t absolutely pertinent to what the editor or reporter is doing, it is tossed out. Journalists also are inundated with press releases, which requires that the information they are sent be eye-catching, concise, and followed up with additional releases and telephone calls. A somewhat cynical rule of thumb in marketing events to journalists is that the second you hang up the telephone, they have forgotten the entire conversation. Second mailings (and subsequently telephone calls) should note that there had been a conversation with the journalist, with a clear and concise summary of what the artist wants the journalist to do. Follow-up work is the major activity of publicists, contacting media sources repeatedly in the hope of generating coverage, which is the reason that their clients often hire them on a monthly retainer even when their work involves one single event.

Magazines have a longer “lead” time than newspapers, and artists should prepare press releases and packages for them as much as six months in advance. With newspapers, six weeks is usually sufficient, unless there is a holiday tie-in, which may involve a special section and more time. According to Wilkinson, “most artists (and many, many other types of clients, too) begin publicity five months too late. Most people, in fact, will call a month or two weeks before an exhibition opens to discuss publicity. It is not only too late for 99 percent of public relations people, it is too late for 99 percent of publicity.”

When preparing a media campaign, there are two critical points: to whom the press release or package should be sent, and how to write the release. In most cases, a press release should mimic a news article in a newspaper, with a headline in bold letters that tells journalists something quickly about the event and keeps them reading. According to Jane Wesman, who heads a New York City–based public relations firm of the same name that specializes in artists and writers, “You could write, ‘Jane Wesman to Talk about Art World at Conference,’ which is all right if everyone knows who Jane Wesman is. Probably better is, ‘World’s Greatest Publicist Presents Inside Look at the Art World.’”

The press release should be in a newspaper’s inverted pyramid style, with the most important news featured at the beginning and the less vital information at the end. Many smaller publications type news releases directly into the newspaper, and if there are any cuts to be made (usually for reasons of space), the editing is done from the bottom up. The most important information is what is happening (exhibition, demonstration, class), when (time and dates), and where (street address, floor number), noting the significance or uniqueness of the event (for instance, printed by photogravure, first time these works have been shown publicly, honoring a recently deceased parent or public figure). Depending upon the nature of the event, this initial lead could be followed up by more information about the artistic process, the cost of attending the class or demonstration, or a quote by the artist or a third party (a critic or gallery director, perhaps) about the nature of the artwork.

The artist’s previous experience (where exhibited or taught before) and educational background may have greater value to the local media if that show or class or schooling took place locally, and it might be placed higher in the press release; otherwise, this information should appear farther down. Absolutely, contact information—where to reach the artist (home, office or studio telephone, cell phone, email)—must be included for reporters who have additional questions.

Beyond learning how to write a release, artists should become familiar with the media outlets where they live or where their work will be displayed in order to make their own contacts. Reading the newspapers, and listening to the radio and television stations, on a regular basis is the most immediate way to find out who does what. Additionally, Burrelle’s (www.burrelles.com) publishes media directories that list the names and titles of reporters and editors, as well as how to contact them. These directories are published annually, costing $200 apiece, but they are often found in public library reference departments. Of course, journalism and the media in general is a nomadic profession, in which people may change jobs regularly; artists should check with the media source before sending off any material to an individual listed in even the most recently updated directory.

Artists should also look to cultivate relationships with journalists and other members of the media that will last longer than just the most current exhibition but will be extant for the next show and project after that, creating an investment in one’s career on the part of the particular editor or reporter. And, since journalists tend to migrate from one job to another, artists should be prepared to like the new editor or reporter as much as the last. This relationship may start with an invitation to one’s studio or—a more neutral territory—a museum, art gallery, or café. “The New York artists I represent, who have become friendly with freelance art critics, are generally the most successful,” Wesman said. “You need to cultivate the people who can be helpful in your career.”

Newspapers cover a wide range of interests and are read by many more potential art buyers than those who avidly follow the critics. Among the possible editors of sections to contact are the lifestyle editor, home (or home and garden) editor, real estate editor, business editor, features and Sunday features editor (often two different people), hometown editor, learning or education editor. There may also be women’s page editors or specific writers who concentrate on the accomplishments of women. These editors may require a different “pitch” (story suggestion) than critics that ties in a topic with a certain news event or trend and would include compelling visuals that will entice them into wanting to know more. Wesman noted that artists should not confine themselves to art magazines in their press marketing efforts, perhaps sending press material to an airline or fashion magazine. “You want to broaden your audience to people who don’t necessarily read art magazines, because those people may have money and interest, too,” she said.

Internet Marketing and Promotion

Cost cutting is the byword of our time, but it is not always clear which expenditures are essential and which can be eliminated more painlessly. Take, for instance, mailing out printed event announcements and flyers. A growing number of artists and art galleries are getting rid of them, as doing so is a clear source of savings and allows people to feel ecologically conscious, switching in whole or in part to emails and social media to tell their story. In the digital era, too, a paper trail can seem superfluous, throwing away money. Smart, right? What remains to be seen is if the buying public responds to online communications in the same way they do to printed ones.

“We do only emails, having stopped sending out postcards and other mailers a few years ago,” said Romy Silverstein, director of Addison/Ripley Gallery in Washington, DC. “It saves us a lot of money, not only in terms of dollars and cents, but in staff time, since we don’t need to have people stuffing envelopes every five weeks.” Emails, she added, also reach “a much broader audience,” because the gallery’s email list is larger than its postal mailing list.

It has been years since Boston’s Robert Klein Gallery last sent out “hard copy announcements,” according to its director, Maja Orsic. Old clients do not appear to mind, and newer ones are accustomed to communicating through emails and social media, such as Facebook, Instagram, and Twitter. The gallery does continue to print a small number of postcards and brochures—“500 or so, which is not so great an expense”—for visitors to the gallery and at art fairs so that they may take a memento home with them.

At the Marianne Boesky Gallery in New York City, it is pretty much all online communication. “People don’t like to receive mail,” said the gallery’s codirector Kelly Woods. On the other hand, at Manhattan’s Peter Blum Gallery, mailed announcements still go out, claimed Andrea Serbonich, associate director, because “a lot of people don’t want emails. They already get too many.” That doesn’t stop the gallery from sending out email announcements (a month before an exhibition) and reminders (a week before an exhibit closes) to all the same people, as well as keeping up with “friends” on Facebook and followers on Instagram and Twitter. Try a little of everything.

Based on a random survey of several dozen art galleries around the country, the approach at the Peter Blum Gallery appears to be the most typical. Promoting exhibits and events may require both mailers and online notices, which may reveal a lack of commitment on the part of gallery owners to either one or the other approach, or it may suggest that no channels of potential communication can be ignored.
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