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More Praise for
Starting Your Career as an Artist


“Who says there is no clear path to becoming a successful artist? Starting Your Career as an Artist is an invaluable resource that demystifies the steps artists should take when starting out. Elegantly and straightforwardly written, Angie Wojak and Stacy Miller have left nothing out—goal setting, the myriad options for exhibiting work, effective networking, legal and safety issues, fundraising, earning income, and so much more. Along with an impressive group of top art world contributors, this book provides information and resources that can help any artist start or maintain a successful practice. This effective career planning guide will be highly recommended to the students and alumni I work with.”


—Laura Daroca,
Associate Director, Student and Alumni Transition Services,
Emerson College


“This book contains everything an artist needs to know in order to embark on exactly the kind of artistic path that will give them the best chance of realizing their goals. This is a must-read, not just for emerging artists, but also for any artist intent on getting the most out of his or her practice. With firsthand advice from artists and arts professionals, it covers every aspect of what it means to be an artist.”


—Jeremy Adams,
Executive Director,
Woodstock Byrdcliffe Guild
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Myths about Artists


There are many preconceived notions and myths of what it is to be an artist. These ideas, which have grown into well-established myths, can inspire emerging artists, but they can also create psychological roadblocks that prevent you from taking charge of your career. In the following section, consider which myths apply to you and how these ideas may be stopping you from taking action to improve your creative life. All artists at one time or another in their careers grapple with these myths, and we all have aspects of these legends residing inside us to varying degrees. We are interested in the aspect of the myth that keeps you from moving forward and accomplishing your goals.


In this chapter, we invite you to take some time and explore artists’ myths we’ve identified, each with both positive and negative ramifications. We’ve also included some counterpoints, which may help you to adjust any negative mindsets you may have regarding your life as an artist.


Myth #1: Artists need to suffer to make good art.


This is one of the most common and enduring of all myths about artists: that of the romantic, idealistic, isolated, starving artist on a mission to make great art. The idea is that the artist is pure, concerned only with the creation of his or her art.


The positive side: This myth gives you an ideal to aspire to. It’s who you are at the core and speaks to the transcendent nature of your work. It gives you meaning and guides you on a path to creativity. You feel connected with the great artists in the history of the aesthetic tradition. It gives you reason to live and to work every day in the studio.


The negative side: Adhering to this myth can isolate you. Nothing is ever good enough for you to engage in because it may tarnish your artistic integrity. It can make you feel like any activity other than your work amounts to selling out to the system. Financial concerns are at the bottom of your life goals or list of priorities because money is tainted with a sense of compromise, and it will negatively affect the quality of your work. The system is corrupt, and the art world is a machine that will consume you.


Adjusting your mindset: Artists need to make money from their work in order to support the creation of more art. The minute you sell a piece of artwork, you are in business for yourself. It is counterproductive to assume that your art will lack authenticity just because you earn income from your work.


Myth #2: Artists are loners.


A common myth is that artists must always work alone. This isolationist myth is rooted in the need for control and can be used to promote the idea that artists can’t be a part of a community because their ideas will be stolen. It also evokes an image of the starving artist, working alone in a cold-water garret (see Myth #1).


The positive side: You get a lot of work done if you adhere to this myth. It allows you to concentrate and maintain complete control of your surroundings and your environment.


The negative side: Isolation and control go hand in hand with a lack of community and social network. Isolation can be alienating, numbing, and may lead you to disengage from the outside world. Taken to the extreme, it is physically and emotionally unhealthy.


Adjusting your mindset: The legendary personas of famous artists promote this myth: Pollock, the rebel artist, secluded himself to paint (and drink); Paul Gauguin lived on an isolated Tahitian island to get back in touch with nature in order to paint. But if you scratch the surface of these artists (and many more), it’s a much more complicated picture. Yes, they struggled, but they always remained connected to a community for the sake of their art itself: Pollock never stopped promoting his work, and Gauguin was a brand unto himself. The “back to nature artist,” writing letters to his dealer to sell his paintings, is part and parcel of this myth. Innovation rarely comes through isolation, and ideas need community and dialogue in order to be developed and refined.


Myth #3: Artists need rescuing.


This myth also relates to the idea that an artist’s talent and work should speak for itself.


The positive side: Artists find this appealing because they can avoid taking responsibility for the myriad problems posed by everyday life and financial necessities.


The negative side: This myth encourages a passive attitude toward your career and does a disservice to emerging artists, who may not yet have the tools to be self-reliant or the strategies to succeed on their own terms.


Adjusting your mindset: The fantasy that someone else will rescue you can keep you from developing the basic business skills needed to support your life, art, and can prevent you from building a community necessary to helping you succeed on your own terms. You need to actively stay involved in your work, no matter where or how you choose to show. Take control of your life!


Myth #4: Artists don’t have to deal with business or money in order to succeed.


A common misconception is that artists shouldn’t have to concern themselves with the financial side of art. Some artists think that their art will lose its integrity or that they are somehow inauthentic if they take responsibility for their finances. Real artists don’t make art to put over the couch.


The positive side: You’re focused on your work, temporarily freed from the anxiety of dealing with finances and the future.


The negative side: You don’t have the money to fund your art. You can’t afford studio space or materials. Projects may go undone. In the long run, is this kind of anxiety worth it?


Adjusting your mindset: Think of money as fueling, funding, and supporting your art. Financial security gives you the energy to do your work and the stability to grow your art practice. Distractions stemming from lack of financial security can be worse than giving up a day in the studio to focus on these concerns.


Myth #5: Artists are discovered.


This myth presumes that talent inevitably leads to discovery, which inevitably results in fame and fortune.


The positive side: The dream or fantasy of recognition, fame, loving fans, money, status, and your work in important collections motivates and encourages you. It keeps you in a state of exhilarated anticipation.


The negative side: Unfortunately, talent does not guarantee fame and recognition. Furthermore, fame presents as many problems as it may solve: the pressure to produce a large body of work for a gallery, overexposure, lack of privacy, unrealistic timelines for publicity, everyone wanting a piece of action, time spent chasing the markets or new trends, unrealistic expectations of money management, and showing work too soon. It’s a high-energy environment and it can lead to burnout.


Adjusting your mindset: Fame is a complicated concept to manage. Just because you are known or have some aspects of market success doesn’t mean you’ll make lots of money. The reality is that few artists become famous enough to support themselves by their work alone. The untold story is that even artists who seem relatively successful are often not just making money from their art. They still have their day jobs! It takes time to mature and build a coherent body of work, to create a unique vision and then get the recognition it deserves.


Myth #6: Teaching is an easy way to support my art.


Many artists assume that when they get out of school, they will teach. It is assumed that teaching is not that difficult, that there are summers off, and that it’s easy to get a job. Artists assume that an MFA automatically leads to a tenure-track position and that there will be plenty of time to be in the studio. It’s considered a soft job that pays the bills.


The positive side: Teaching can be highly rewarding, often involving working in a community of like-minded people who are interested in the same things you are. You do make a living wage if you work full-time, and you have the security of benefits. Your teaching can feed your art and vice versa. There is a certain order and structure to the academic environment, to which many people respond positively. Schools also provide a built-in community for support and networking, as well as access to equipment, materials, and sometimes space.


The negative side: It is difficult to do your own studio work because you have chosen to have two careers, not one. In higher education, you must keep up a vigorous showing schedule as well as teach. These jobs are competitive, and it is becoming increasingly difficult to get tenure-track positions. Often, artists become adjunct or part-time faculty, with no health insurance or benefits and no guarantee of courses to teach.


Adjusting your mindset: Teaching can be a great career choice if you have the right personality and skill set. Extra management abilities, people skills, and a love for your material will go a long way in maintaining the balance you need for this profession. Ultimately, you are helping people learn, you yourself are learning, and you can make an impact on someone’s life. If you want to teach, weigh the options carefully and make an informed decision.


Myth #7: Artists shouldn’t ask for what they want.


This fear of failure and success is a pervasive mindset that many artists carry with them, consciously or subconsciously: “I’ll never make it, so why bother trying at all?” Fear of failure and its associated insecurities can make any artists feel that they will never be ready to show their work.


The positive side: You stay in your comfort zone and keep to the status quo. You aren’t succeeding, but neither are you failing outright. You don’t have to take risks. You get to maintain a kind of equilibrium.


The negative side: You are going nowhere fast, and you are missing opportunities by never trying. By not being open to commentary, your work may develop at a slower pace. Your confidence can erode with this kind of isolation.


Adjusting your mindset: Without failure, there is no success. Failure gives you valuable information about what you need to do differently next time in order to succeed. Focus on the process that allows you to do your work. Be open to taking risks.


Myth #8: Artists can only truly make it in New York or Los Angeles.


Many artists believe they can only succeed if they go to New York or Los Angeles, where they think all the famous artists and important galleries are located.


The positive side: You get to think, “When I go to New York, I’ll really start my art career.” The idea of a concrete destination can motivate you to pursue your artistic goals, driving your career and inspiring your work.


The negative side: This myth narrows your field of vision to one option. You may be passing up wonderful opportunities right where you live in favor of an uncertain future in a competitive environment.


Adjusting your mindset: While it is true that New York and Los Angeles have a number of important galleries and artists, there are also many centers of artistic activity all around the country and the world. Technology is making it easier for artists to connect and develop new and innovative ways to show their work. Don’t be tied to one place in order to create a successful creative working life.


By discussing these myths, we want to help you become more self-aware, to encourage you to believe that you determine your own fate and can take charge of your career now. We encourage you to replace these myths with positive concepts. You are in charge of your own destiny. You can make money to support your art and still be sincere and authentic. You can create a community to support your art practice.


We can think of no greater inspiration for emerging artists than the Guerrilla Girls, who have generously allowed us to share their words of inspiration for young artists. From their extensive experience speaking out for artists, the Guerrilla Girls have been able to combat stereotypes and myths that artists face daily. The following is an excerpt from their 2010 commencement speech, given at the School of the Art Institute of Chicago.




“The Guerrilla Girls’ Guide to Behaving Badly (Which You Have to Do Most of the Time in the World as We Know It).”


Be a loser. The world of art and design doesn’t have to be an Olympics, where a few win and everyone else is forgotten. Even though the art market and celebrity culture is set up to support the idea of hyper-competition and to make everyone but the stars feel like failures, there’s also a world out there of artistic cooperation and collaboration that’s not about raging egos. That’s the one we joined, and the one you can join, too. Get beyond the outdated assumption that only a handful of you will “make it.” Don’t all waste your time running after the same few carrots.


Be impatient. Don’t wait for a stamp of approval from the system. Don’t wait around to be asked to dance. Claim your place. Put on your own shows, create your own companies, and develop your own projects. To steal a phrase from the Dalai Lama, “Be the change you want to see in the world.” In other words, be the art world you want to take part in.


Be crazy. Political art that just points to something and says “This is bad” is like preaching to the choir. Try to change people’s minds about issues. Do it in an outrageous, unforgettable way. A lot of people in the art and film world didn’t believe things were as bad as we said they were, and we brought them around . . . with facts, humor, and a little fake fur. Here’s a trick we learned: If you can get someone who disagrees with you to laugh at an issue, you have a hook into their brain. Once inside, you have a better chance of changing their minds.


Be anonymous. You’d be surprised what comes out of your mouth when you’re wearing a gorilla mask. We started wearing them to protect our careers, but soon realized it was one of the secrets of our success. Anonymous free speech is protected by the First Amendment. So join that long line of anonymous masked avengers, like Robin Hood, Batman, and of course, Wonder Woman.


Be an outsider. Maybe having a secret identity isn’t for you. But even if you end up working inside the system, act like an outsider. Look for the understory, the subtext, the overlooked, and the downright unfair; then expose it. We’ve empowered lots of people inside museums, universities, and film studios to jam their culture and dis their institutions.


Lead a double life. Be a split personality. Be two, three, four, five artists in one body, like me. I’m an artist/activist/writer/graphic designer. Be a hybrid. Hybrids are so green.


Just do one thing. If it works, do another. If it doesn’t, try it another way. Over time, we promise you it will all add up to something effective and great. Don’t be paralyzed because you can’t do it all right away. Just keep on chipping away.


Don’t make only FINE art. Make some cheap art that can be owned by everyone, like books and movies can.


Sell out. If people start paying attention to you, don’t waste time wondering if you’ve lost your edge. Take your critique right inside the galleries and institutions to a larger audience. When our work appears at venerable venues like the Venice Biennale, the Tate Modern, or the National Gallery in DC, we get hundreds of letters from people saying they were blown away by our analysis of art and culture.


Give collectors, curators, and museum directors tough love: (Bear with me, this is a long rant.) It’s a pity that public art museums have to compete with billionaire art investors to own significant artworks. And then depend on those investors to donate the works! It’s outrageous that art by women and artists of color sold at auction bring 10 to 20 percent of the price of art by white males. It’s unethical that wealthy art collectors who put lots of money in the art market can then become museum trustees, overseeing museums that in turn validate their investments. What a lousy way to write and preserve our history! If things continue like they’re going, a hundred years from now, many museums will be showing only the white male version of art history, with a few tokens thrown in. You need to keep that from happening. Make sure that museums cast a wider net and collect the real story of our culture.


How can you deliver tough love to the art world? Demand ethical standards inside museums. No more insider trading. No more conflicts of interest! No more cookie-cutter collections of Art That Costs the Most. (Eli Broad, do you hear us?) While you’re at it, give some tough love to design and architecture, where women and people of color face a crushing glass ceiling. And finally, educators out there, don’t teach a history constructed by corrupt institutions. Write your own!


Complain, complain, complain. But be creative about it. Sure we’ve done 45-feet-high banners and billboards all over the world. But here are some simpler things we’ve done: Put anti–film industry stickers in movie theater bathrooms, inserted fliers with facts about art world discrimination into books in museum stores, sent anonymous postcards to museum directors. Want more ideas? How about attaching political hangtags to items in clothing stores, putting up street art or billboards across from your office, slapping stickers on fashion magazine covers. You can probably think up a million better ideas than we can.


Use the F-word. Be a feminist. For decades, the majority of art school graduates have been women. Your class is no exception. But after school, when you find a too-small number of women and people of color in your field, especially at the top, then you know there’s got to be discrimination—conscious or unconscious—going on. Don’t just put up with it; say something. We think it’s ridiculous that so many people who believe in the tenets of feminism have been brainwashed by negative stereotypes in the media and society and refuse to call themselves feminists. And guys, that means you, too. Time to man up, whether you’re female, male, trans, etc., and speak up for women. Women’s rights, civil rights, and gay, lesbian, and trans rights are the great human rights movements of our time. There’s still a long way to go.


And last, but not least, be a great ape. In 1917, Franz Kafka wrote a short story titled “A Report to an Academy,” in which an ape spoke about what it was like to be taken into captivity by a bunch of educated, intellectual types. The published story ends with the ape tamed and broken by the stultified academics. But in an earlier draft, Kafka tells a different story. The ape ends his report by instructing other apes not to allow themselves to be tamed. He says instead: “Break the bars of your cages, bite a hole through them, squeeze through an opening . . . and ask yourself where do YOU want to go?” Make that your ending, not the tamed and broken one.


Oh . . . And don’t forget to have some serious fun along the way!
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Assessing Your Goals as an Artist


Our culture and the media have trained us all to believe that an artist is someone who lives in a major city and exhibits their work in prestigious galleries and museums. But the reality is that there are thousands of practicing artists, and only a handful are showing in those venues. There are many ways to have a successful art career outside of the mainstream venues. Where do you fit?


Begin by taking an inventory of what you have accomplished and where you fit in the art world. This book takes the view that if you are an emerging artist, it is essential to think outside the box with regard to your career. Do not limit your focus to gallery and museum exhibitions; rather, look to more accessible alternative venues to share your work with the world.


TAKE AN HONEST INVENTORY


These questions, developed by Melissa Potter, a practicing artist and faculty member at Columbia College Chicago, were designed to help artists in their self-assessment. You have to know where you are and what you’re doing now before you can create the next steps in your working life. These questions cover geography, your social network, and your art community, and help you evaluate how your art practice fits into the marketplace.


Where do you live?


- Are you in a major city with a vibrant art scene?


- How many galleries are there where you live?


- Is your type of work going to sell well in your geographic region?


- Where will your work be most successful? Learn to assess where you will have a career, where your work will be accepted.


Example: If you are an artist doing performance art or highly political work, are you living in an area that will support that work, be open and receptive to it? Do you have an audience for your work there?


Who are your contacts?


- What does your current network look like? Do you have mostly fellow artists as your network, or do you need to broaden your network?


- Are your current activities really giving you access to valuable networking, or do you need to reevaluate or expand them?


- Are your contacts valuable in their sphere of influence, and will they really do something for you? You may also have a contact with a high-profile person, but can you really see how they fit into your work/life?


Example: If you review your contacts and discover you don’t know anyone who hosts exhibits (such as a gallery owner or curator), look at your contact list and try to determine if any of those individuals can connect you with a curator or gallerist.


See chapter 6 for more information on community building and networking.


What is your work’s content, and is your work marketable?


- What are the current trends in the art scene, and where does your work fit? Look at the trends by region: for example, in Los Angeles you might find that color, wide-open spaces, and abstraction are popular. Look at trends by region and be diligent in your research; don’t depend solely on the internet. Talk to people; better still, visit the city or region to do the research firsthand.


Example: Your art may preclude a commercial career if it involves politically radical performance art. If you can’t get the kind of gallery representation that you want or are not located in a major city with an active art scene, look for alternative routes to show your work.


USING YOUR INVENTORY


Use this inventory to see what you already have in place and to determine what’s missing. Think of this inventory exercise as a map that you are creating to highlight the options you have not considered. Make a list, or make the inventory visual with a collage or drawings in your sketchbook or journal. Keep this list, because we will revisit your inventory at the end of the book.


Succeed on Your Own Terms


In the process of writing this book, we have had the honor and pleasure of talking to many artists at all levels and stages of development. What we have found is that success is really self-defined. We discovered that most artists we talked to defined success as the freedom to do what they wanted to do and to pursue their passion. It is important that you assess your most deeply held, fundamental values, as they will ultimately drive your practice.


The artists who feel they are most successful have worked hard to position themselves in the right place in the art world, whether it be an artist who earns her living working 24/7 in the studio to succeed in the high-profile, fast-paced gallery scene, or the artist who chooses to work in an artist-based, community-run gallery and whose income comes from another source other than their artwork. Both are successful artists, with different desires, needs, and goals, who have carved out fulfilling careers. There are hundreds of ways to define your success. We encourage you to think about all of your goals and values to define a career path that is tailor-made for you.


What is success for you? This is your vision of your life based on your values, not the media’s idea of what an artist’s life should look like. Your success will always be based on your values system. For example, if financial success is your primary value, your idea of success may be to create work that will sell in the marketplace. If you value the process over product, you may not want to engage in the commercial gallery system; instead, you may define success as the freedom to collaborate with other artists on work that may not be marketable.


TAKING TIME TO REFLECT ON LIFE AND WORK


As you prepare to assess your career goals, it is important to allow yourself the time to consider your dreams, your biggest hopes for your life and work. This exercise is inspired by Vanity Fair’s Proustian Questionnaire, which has often been given to highly accomplished, creative professionals. You can imagine that the interview takes place at any point in your career when you are extremely satisfied with your work and your accomplishments, whether that be next week, in five or ten years, or in twenty years.


We suggest you actually conduct this interview with a friend or family member and have them ask you the questions. You can record the answers or take notes to remind you of the most important points that resonate with you.


Please describe your career to us using the following questionnaire:


1. Tell us about your most recent work.


2. Which artist do you most admire and why?


3. Which artist is most overrated and why?


4. What quality do you most admire in another artist?


5. When and where were you happiest?


6. Tell us about where you live, your studio, and your family.


7. Tell us something surprising about you that many of your closest friends/relatives don’t know.


8. You’ve accomplished so much. Where do you see yourself going in the next few years?


9. How would you describe your career?


10. What was a defining moment in your career? What has been your greatest accomplishment?


INTERVIEW WITH PETER HRISTOFFF, VISUAL ARTIST AND PROFESSOR OF PAINTING AND DRAWING AT THE SCHOOL OF VISUAL ARTS


Peter Hristoff is a visual artist born in Istanbul, Turkey, who is currently living and working in New York City. Hristoff received his BFA from the School of Visual Arts in New York and his MFA from Hunter College, City University of New York. He has been exhibiting extensively since 1983 and is a professor of painting and drawing at the School of Visual Arts. In 2006, he was awarded the Moon & Stars Project Grant from the American Turkish Society. In 2015–2016, Hristoff was awarded a residency at the Metropolitan Museum of Art. He was a recipient of the New York Foundation for the Arts Award in Drawing and a Joan Mitchell Foundation award in painting. The artist was selected to create the Spring 2022 School of Visual Arts NYC subway poster. Peter Hristoff is represented by C.A.M. Gallery in Istanbul, and his work is in numerous public, private, and corporate collections.


Tell us about how you began and have maintained your exhibition work in both New York and Istanbul.


I started going back to Istanbul regularly as a teenager to see my family who lived there. I fell in love with the city. I was close to my aunt who knew the culture and history of the city well. In the eighties, I started spending summers there and took a year off from teaching to live in Istanbul and set up a painting studio there. The art scene was small and seemed impenetrable in the eighties but I used it for research and to be inspired and sketch and paint, not necessarily with the initial intention of showing there.


In the mid-nineties, I had an exhibit in New York, and it was reviewed by John Ash, a poet and teacher who was living in Istanbul himself. Then he later wrote an essay for the catalog of my exhibit, and he passed it on to a large cultural institution in Istanbul. That organization’s director got interested in the idea of a New York painter referencing Ottoman, Turkish, and Byzantine culture in his work. They invited me to exhibit there in 1997, just as the art scene in Turkey began to explode and become more globalized. I have continued that relationship and it is in the same venue where I am currently exhibiting my family archives. Thus began my dual career in New York City and Istanbul.


Can you speak about any mentors you’ve had in your career and how they affected your work and trajectory?


My father and grandfather were my first artistic mentors and they never pressured me to become an artist but understood it and gave me advice. That was a huge advantage. They gave me a realistic set of expectations about what it means to be an artist, the difficulty as well as the joys. If I decided to be an artist, it would never be shocking to my family. I was not going to have the experience that so many of my students, especially immigrant students have, with pressure from their parents if they say they want to be an artist, especially a fine artist. Their families often encourage them to pursue what they believe are more practical career paths like graphic design. But I tell them it’s just as challenging to be a designer as a fine artist; all are difficult fields to penetrate.


I’ve had two incredible mentors in my life, Shelby Schmidt who taught a class called Leadership at the High School of Art and Design in NYC. She taught me to be consciously engaged and the importance of being aware of what’s happening in the world and then doing something about it. She expanded on the responsibility that one had to lead, to teach, and she believed in the importance of students being politically conscious. I admired this woman very much. She molded my character in many ways.


I was given something called Urban Core during graduate school, through NYC cultural affairs who found part-time work for grad students that made sense with their studies. At Hunter, they said that the Sculpture Center, the oldest nonprofit organization outside of museums in the City, would be a good match. So I went, and a newly appointed director, Marian Griffiths, hired me and offered to let me be involved in her plan to change the direction of the Center. Marian’s grandparents were great collectors of Arthur Dove, who was one of my favorite painters, so I knew I wanted to work with her. She became the greatest mentor I have ever had. I worked at the Sculpture Center for the next nineteen years. I’m not a sculptor but I developed a network of artists I met through the Center and it was really refreshing to talk to people about the space of a sculpture, which functions very differently from the space of a painting.


The relationships you establish as young artists are your second family, your artistic family, and your tribe. Every young artist needs a tribe, if you want your work to be out there. I like seeing my work up and seeing other people have a relationship with my work. In order to be in that world, you need a tribe.


What advice would you give students today, just starting out?


You have to be a serious student. I think school is where you learn the discipline and the commitment that’s going to be needed for your practice. I think being an artist takes knowing how to manage your time and that’s something you can learn in college. In my experience, I think that being a serious student (which is different from being a “good” student)—if you are committed, you establish relationships with students and teachers and that network will help you build your career to expand it outward. It was these friendships that got me going; the people who recommended me for shows or invited me to group shows.


How did you approach galleries and balance your practice? And how can students do so in today’s art world?


The art world changes; it contracts and expands. I got out of school at a time when the galleries were a little easier to approach. I graduated from the MFA [program] at Hunter (after I did my BFA at SVA) in the early eighties when there were over three hundred galleries in the East Village alone. I spent a year after graduate school creating a body of work with which to approach galleries. I paid my studio and apartment rent by working different part-time jobs such as sales work and eventually became an academic advisor at SVA. I negotiated an advising schedule to work from 8 a.m. to 4 p.m., then would walk to my studio and spend the rest of my day in the studio. You can become a slave to your rent in a city like New York, and when I was a young artist this challenge was not as difficult as it is for my students today.


In the eighties, artists could walk into a gallery and drop off slides and the gallery would look at them and contact you if interested. I walked into Paulo Salvador’s gallery, a place I felt was a good fit for me, and I had no idea the person at the front desk was the owner. I gave him my slides and while I was there, he looked at my work, and right there he said my work was interesting. He did a studio visit with me and then invited me to join a group show. My pieces all sold in the group show, and he then offered me a solo show and all of my work sold out then as well. I tried to quit my job at SVA at that point so that I could paint full time but my department chair discouraged me. She said I should understand that every show I have wouldn’t sell out and that I should keep my advising job. I was young, and I didn’t think it would be easy, but I thought “this is it, my career as an artist has started,” so I quit my job as an academic advisor. Almost immediately afterwards, I was hired to teach in the Summer Residency Program and then invited to teach Undergraduate Painting and Drawing. I was lucky that my teaching experience paid for my studio rent and insurance; the rest of the time was for my studio practice.


You’ve spoken about positivity, putting your work out in the world in new ways, and being actively engaged in the world.


It’s a beautiful world. Make a difference; be aware. Being an artist can be an introspective field but that doesn’t mean that’s it. It’s not that difficult to make a difference in other people’s lives. It’s an attitude. It’s an important part of my teaching philosophy. I know art history and studio techniques but that’s all available online. I try to give my students an understanding of the importance of an open attitude and the value of responsibility towards others. That can ripple outwards. The personal is also political. An example of a small but meaningful action/gesture was that I collected a $5 donation for envelopes students/faculty filled with artworks. That money all went to the UNICEF work with Ukraine. If that action inspires the students or those purchasing the work to take another action to help others, that’s profoundly satisfying.


Put your work out there in new and creative ways, as it gives your life balance. For example, I work with weavers in Turkey, and I do it in my free time. It nurtures my studio practice. When young artists understand political and social responsibility, it defuses our narcissism a little. You have to be a bit narcissistic to think what we’re creating is important, but if you create in other fields you are more balanced.


Tell us about how your work was chosen for the Metropolitan Museum of Art’s collection and about your residency there.


For several years my opportunities to exhibit were almost at a standstill in New York. I was working diligently in the studio but few exhibition offers were coming my way. In 2013, I was invited to be in a group show at a university gallery. Initially I hesitated. Would anyone see the show? Would it be worth my while? But I also had a new body of work I wanted to get “out there.” I told myself to stop being an art snob and reminded myself my community is also students, and this would be a new group of students that I would meet. At the opening, I found myself alone. No one I knew made it there. But I did notice, in the crowd, a curator from the Met who I had worked with several years prior. I said “hello,” and she introduced me to her colleague. They complimented me on my work and said they would like to come to my studio. I was flattered. A studio visit from curators at the Met! But I also didn’t want to get my hopes up too high. Like many artists, I’ve had as many promises of studio visits that never materialized as studio visits.


Some weeks later, I did get the call. The visit led to two of my works being placed in the permanent collection, a self-portrait and a box of drawings done on pages of an old book of manners. The day I got the letter that my work had met all of the criteria required to be placed in the collection, I wept. I took the subway to the museum, entered the Great Hall, and congratulated myself. Several months later, I received a call from the same curators asking if they could submit my name to be considered for a residency at the museum for a visual artist. I replied “of course,” though I assumed that the museum would go with a much bigger “name.” After that—I was in Rome with a colleague establishing SVA’s Rome Program—I got an email saying I was selected. I was ecstatic. The lesson of the story: there are no “small” exhibitions. You never know what will happen when you put your work out there.


What is the value of a residency and how should emerging artists go about seeking them out?


In terms of emerging artists seeking residencies, there are so many to choose from that one can apply to; so much information online when one simply searches “artist’s residencies.” It’s again a “nothing ventured, nothing gained” type of thing. Generally speaking, residencies are really beneficial to young artists in terms of cultivating what we spoke about, “their tribe.” It’s your tribe that will help you advance your career.


Finally, how do you recommend young artists use museums/cultural institutions to inspire/inform their work?


Museums are a great resource. The artists, artisans, and craftspeople who made the objects we study and admire are also our tribe; they are our ancestors. If you are willing to listen to your ancestors, you’ll probably get something useful out of the conversation. That’s what I would call inspiration. If nothing else, the history of art and the history of museums and cultural institutions are a part of the language and life we’ve committed ourselves too; not the entire language, but a large part of it. The better versed you are about the contents as well as the institutions, the broader your vocabulary and the more capable you are to praise, quote (in the broadest sense), or critique these institutions.


INTERVIEW WITH JERRY SALTZ, SENIOR ART CRITIC FOR NEW YORK MAGAZINE


The following interview with art critic Jerry Saltz will inspire you to think about your values, goals, idea of success, and how you want to live your life.


Jerry Saltz is a senior art critic and a columnist for New York magazine. Formerly the senior art critic for the Village Voice, Saltz has been nominated for the Pulitzer Prize in Criticism three times. He was the sole advisor for the 1995 Whitney Biennial. Saltz has also served as a visiting critic at the School of Visual Arts, Columbia University, Yale University, the School of the Art Institute of Chicago, and the New York Studio Residency Program. He lives in New York City with his wife, Roberta Smith, senior art critic for the New York Times.


How and why did you become an art critic?


Accidentally. I dropped out of art school with no degree. Or I went to art school for a couple of years and then dropped out and stopped making art. I made paintings from Dante’s Inferno and I got an NEA grant (that’s my silly way of saying I could have been a contender). But I loved art and the art world and wanted to be in it. I wanted to be in the art world no matter what. I was possessed by art but was not the kind of artist who had to make art every day. An artist should need to do art, no matter what. I was not an art historian either. I was told I did not go to the right art school, was no good at schmoozing, and was not good at making art either. And I listened to the demons and stopped making art.


I moved from New York City to Chicago in my twenties and did a lot. I came to New York and was lost. I ran a gallery and curated seventy-five shows! I started a gallery in Chicago in my twenties, and that should have been my first clue that I wasn’t an artist: the fact that I was spending my time doing things other than making art. Then I became a long-distance truck driver, the only Jewish driver on the road then, driving a ten-wheeler transporting art from New York to Texas. I was alone for years driving trucks and I was reading about art. One day I somehow decided that being an art critic would be a great way to be in the art world. And I believe in what my wife, Roberta, says: that the majority of people in the art world are not artists.


How did you train to become an art critic?


I read art criticism. I’d left school, so I didn’t have art history background. I started reading Artforum religiously. I couldn’t understand a word of it! Then I tried writing just like they did in Artforum. Writing is the worst thing in the world. It takes over your insides, and unlike an artist, you can’t listen to music while you work. It’s an awful thing that tears you up inside. I taught myself to write. Of course my writing was terrible! I’m a very, very late bloomer. I didn’t start to write until my late forties. I spent a long time in self-exile. I believe all people in the art world are to some extent self-trained. Ninety-nine percent of the art world goes to art school, and that’s a great place to learn the language and the secret handshakes. Then you must unlearn what you were taught. It’s a great place to form a gang, to make tribal connections. We are all beautiful monsters!


I don’t do a lot of reading now. I’m an extremely slow reader, and I have no time. I learn by looking. I see thirty to forty shows a week! Bad art teaches me as much as good art. My wife says that you have to get very, very quiet inside when you look at art, and maybe you will hear things you don’t want to hear—maybe you don’t like work of a friend, but you do like the work of someone you find annoying.


I’ve learned by watching Roberta: I don’t speak with artists before I write about them. Some critics do. I interact with artists a lot, but not before I review a show. The artist had his or her say, now the critics have their say. I want to look at the work and then write about what I received from it. There is no right or wrong. You may think your work is about daffodils; I think it’s about scrambled eggs. No matter what someone tells you about your work, even if you disagree, there is some truth in their views. The truth is not that it is good or bad. If no one is writing about your work, there is a truth there too, telling you that people are not responding to your work. Maybe you just aren’t putting your art out there, or your work is not triggering something in viewers.


The one thing we are all working for is not fame, money, immortality, or love, but credibility—and if you do too much to destroy that credibility, then you have a problem. I will not write on artists I know well, and I don’t collect art; that’s a conflict. If I do write an article about artists I know well, I make a point of mentioning it. In the last Village Voice column I wrote on a good friend, the first thing I said was that he was a friend and that what I was about to write was biased.


All art is new and experimental as far back as cave paintings. When I see a cave painting, it is new. All art is experimental art, a statement about what art is supposed to be, by an artist.


How would you define success for an artist?


Young artists ask me if they should show early in their careers. I say, if you want to, just do it! Most artists don’t, but it isn’t going to ruin you. I don’t think it’s going to help, either. But try it and see how it feels. It’s good practice, and you might get a huge amount out of it. We all want to dance naked in public. We are the driver. Most people’s idea of love is to go home and kiss someone they love, hug their dog, watch TV. But we (artists/art critics) want to be loved by everyone, everywhere for the rest of time!


There’s nothing wrong with the thirty-month success, the outer life of art. But the real, inner art life, the thirty-year career, is a life lived in art. The definition of success is not money, it’s not fame, it’s not having beautiful lovers. All these things are wonderful, but this is how I define success: time and credibility. Time—you must have time to make your work. Slowly, you can position yourself not to work your day job so you can go from working five days a week to three days a week in order make your art. Teaching is a good way to do this. Credibility—you may not make lots of money and get on the cover of Frieze magazine, but you can still have credibility.


In the end, 1 percent of 1 percent of 1 percent of all artists can have careers like Jeff Koons (whom I like), Damien Hirst (whom I don’t like), and Takashi Murakami (whom I like). The art world has about eight artists. Markets made us stupid. They made us think that the best art is the most expensive art, and that’s not right. Collectors collect art; that’s what they do. They see others collect art, so they collect what the others collect. Collecting is a self-replicating organism.


The vast majority of the art world is not sexist or misogynist, but the art world produces a mainly male system year after year. It is a male success machine. They (the art world) don’t do it purposely. No one wakes up and says, “I’m not going to buy women’s art today.” But it is self-perpetuating; more men show because more men have shown. It is built into the system. It’s like celebrity’s children being instant celebrities. If Madonna’s a celebrity, then Lourdes is too. If men are mostly showing, we think all artists must be men.


But that is only half of the story. I want to hear the other half of the story. As a man who was raised by men with no sisters, the great tragedy of my life is that about 50 percent of art made is not being shown, and I won’t see it in my lifetime. Even if it’s crap, I want to see it! My art world hasn’t allowed the other half to speak. I want to know what you (women) think, feel; I want to see your secret lives.


How do you see the art world today?


There is chaos in the land! In 2007, we hit an iceberg, and the art world went into verticality like the Titanic going down—because all the people were on the same sinking ship called money.


I’m not saying money is bad—collectors are not bad, and you need money to make art—but where we are now is that the hierarchies of the art world have been severely disrupted. There is a sense of not knowing what is good or bad, so instead of the system being codified, with all male artists showing, there are lots of opportunities in the swamp. There are bubbles of different things coming up everywhere now. This is actually a great time for artists. People have to be brave and do what they want. There is no need to brand, but a need to be consistent and be the best you can be. You do need to be self-critical, you big artist babies! You must find a way to show your work and stop blaming others. You own 50 percent of the responsibility. If you want more people to see your work, then do it! This is a good time to make a community for your self.


May I speak to young critics?


Sure!


We are not dinosaurs, but our environments are doomed. Magazines will disappear soon. There is no money at all in criticism, and there will be fewer art magazines in the future. I get $100 to spend a month writing a review. So when you say you only get $1,800 for a painting, well . . . So to young critics, keep writing for magazines and for print. But why not form an online art magazine and write about artists you want to read about? Artists, you want people to see your work? Then build it—they will come!


Tell us about what you experienced on working for the Bravo show Work of Art: The Next Great Artist?


As a critic on TV, I went looking for something in criticism, and it didn’t appear. I was only passable at TV criticism. What found me were a quarter of a million words produced by people writing about art! The art world is conservative and snobby. The art world said, “You want to talk to those people about art?” And my answer was, “Uh-huh.” Instead of one voice speaking to many, there were many voices that could speak to one another coherently.


I am creating a site called “Go Ask the Art Critic,” which is only online at New York magazine, because there is a horizontal community online like there is on Facebook. Anyone can ask me a question about art. The art critic is not the absolute authority. I’ll be in real time, real space, with real people. There is as much possibility in this format as any, criticism contained in the multitudes.


What would you tell newly graduated art students?


Be vampires, but don’t be a vampire alone. Hang out with other vampires. Exchange as much human DNA as you can, form gangs, and protect each other. You don’t have to come to New York or Berlin. You must not be alone. Make an enemy of envy. Envy will eat you alive and you will die. You will have to work for a living (probably into your forties)! I’m sorry, that’s just the way it is. You can’t live without money. Don’t stop making art! Make bad art!


Why are artists so attached to big art myths?


We’re a species that relies on our myths. They self-replicate. I wish you could all be alone in your studio and make your poops and everyone will love you. Get out and see shows. You are the best proponent of your work. We are all bashful. I was in my forties before I knew what I wanted to do. I’m still working three jobs: I teach, I lecture, I write. We all have to make money!


If you had a website called “I’ll Tell You if You’re an Artist,” what would it be like?


Super tough love. I’d say: it’s hot or not, it’s art or not art, it’s adept but conventional, it’s not original enough, or it’s lazy, and that’s okay. And I’d finish each critique with the words, “Don’t listen to me!”


Do you have any final words for our readers?




Be awake, because you’re going to be asleep for the rest of eternity.


Artists: I will love you all the days of your life.


If you build it, they will come!


Just work, don’t be a baby.


Don’t envy others.


Never, ever write anyone off! (Look at this Jewish truck driver!)


And remember KISS: Keep It Simple, Stupid!
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Exhibition Opportunities and Community Building
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Galleries and Museums


As an emerging artist, one of the most crucial aspects of launching your career will be determining where to show your work. Commercial galleries and museums are thought of as traditional routes that convey validation and ultimately success, but there are as many different types of galleries as there are artists. In this chapter, we will lay some of these out for you, and you will determine if they meet your goals and are a good fit. As you will see in our next chapter, there are many alternatives to the gallery system.


What is important to know about galleries is that they are there to sell your work. There are structures to these institutions that you need to understand before you enter into a relationship with these venues.


As you read this chapter, keep asking yourself if these venues will achieve your goals for your work and whether they are a good fit for you socially, emotionally, financially, and intellectually. It is important to note that commercial galleries are some of the most difficult venues to access because they usually work with the same relatively small group of artists over extended periods. Remember, you have a choice about where and how your work is shown. You don’t have to show your work in a gallery in order to be successful or validated as an artist.


Surprisingly, museums are not what you think they are. For example, museums can be a good alternative to galleries when seeking visibility for your work. We invite you to look at museums in a different light in this chapter.


In this chapter, there are three interviews with experts in the field, who understand the mechanisms and nuances of these complicated systems. Often when artists are starting out, these systems can be intimidating and confusing, so use these interviews to give you insight into how galleries and museums operate.


GALLERIES


Galleries have traditionally been the way that modern artists show their work to the public. It is important to remember that a gallery is usually a commercial business and that their main goal is to sell work. First, understand the range of gallery options that exist. Gallery venues include:


• Commercial galleries


• University galleries


• Art fairs


• Nonprofit galleries*


• Co-op galleries*


• Online galleries*


*For in-depth information on these spaces, see chapter 4 on alternative spaces.


Commercial Galleries


Commercial galleries are in the business to make a profit; they buy, market, and sell work. It is important for artists to understand that commercial galleries make many of their decisions based on financial concerns and what they believe will sell. Often, a gallery works with a “stable” of selected artists whose work is shown in group shows and sometimes regular one-person shows. It is essential to understand the financial concerns and structure of galleries: they have to cover the costs of renting or buying gallery space, maintaining the space, hanging exhibits, creating and promoting shows, and hiring staff. Galleries are often known for a particular style of art and build their reputation and commercial value on being the best in that field.


Typically, galleries sell work on consignment, which means that when a piece is sold, the gallery takes a portion of the sale price and then gives the artist a percentage of the sale. At this time, artists most often receive 50 percent of the sale price.


The benefits of working with a commercial gallery can include: increased visibility for an artist’s work, support of increased prices for work, and assistance with outreach to collectors. Galleries select artists they feel will be a good match for their aesthetic and who complement their current “stable” of artists. If a gallery is interested in a new artist, they will often begin the relationship by putting the artist in a group show or place the work in a back room as a test to see how their clients respond. A gallery is often most approachable when it is new and just starting out because they often haven’t set their theme or programs yet and may be more open to new artists. It is important to research any gallery you may be interested in approaching so that you fully understand the history, reputation, and profile of the gallery owner. In chapter 5 we will deal with researching galleries, determining a good fit, and creating a strategy for showing in commercial galleries.


University Galleries


Many universities have on-campus galleries and opportunities for artists to participate in exhibitions. These venues can be good for emerging artists to approach because they are often flexible and open to new artists, new media, and experimental or controversial themes. Be aware that the gallery sits in a larger institution, so the mission of the university will affect the nature of the exhibition program.


Most university galleries are not commercial and are not a venue to sell your work but there are some that do; so exposure, career and résumé building, and networking are often the most important reasons for exhibiting in these spaces. The audience for these exhibitions is typically the university community of students, staff, faculty, and local community. University galleries may host large shows; there are also partnerships between universities and private industries, dealers, and high-end audiences. Not to be overlooked is the built-in audience of the university community that will view your work. If positioned properly, a university exhibition has the added benefit of helping artists make faculty connections. Don’t underestimate the university community’s potential.


Another benefit of showing in a university gallery is that the experience is a great résumé builder. Plus, exposure to academic review and awareness could lead to interaction with the university community through a lecture or panel discussion or workshop. You should be aware that university galleries often operate with a small budget and may not have huge visibility or large-scale openings and receptions. Private universities may have more budget and personnel support than public universities.


Start researching university galleries by getting a list of colleges in your area of interest. Research their shows, spaces, and get on their mailing list. If you are interested in a college venue, research the mission of the school/gallery and recent exhibitions the curator has produced to see if it’s a fit for your work. Try to visit the venue to determine the quality and maintenance of the space, check how well-staffed and secure the space is, see if the gallery hours are reasonable, and view programs.


Nonprofit Galleries


Nonprofit galleries tend not to have a commercial focus. These organizations are usually supported by membership fees, donations, or grants. Grants from local, state, and federal agencies are made available to them as well. They are critical spaces for less well-known artists and host more experimental artworks than commercial galleries. The new genres of performance, installation, and new media art often began in spaces such as these. See the chapter 4 on alternative spaces for more in-depth information.


Co-op Galleries


Artists’ cooperatives (co-ops) are funded and operated by artists for the primary purpose of showing their own work. Members share in responsibilities that range from financing the co-op to organizing, hanging, and marketing exhibitions. Members will often get to be in a certain number of shows each year and will help organize shows. See the chapter 4 on alternative spaces for more in-depth information.
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