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1


The Goal of Earning a Living through One’s Art


Artists aren’t people who simply create art and then drift off into oblivion; they want their work to be seen and to receive some sort of reaction from those who see it. Putting art in front of the public establishes an artist as a professional and, for many, the quest for a show is the first goal. Fortunately, there are many venues for exhibitions available.


For the past 130 or so years, art dealers and galleries have been the principal route to success in the art world—for a couple of centuries before that, salons or group shows of establishment-picked artists predominated. Some artists have been very closely identified with their dealers, such as Renoir and Picasso with Ambroise Vollard, Jasper Johns with Leo Castelli, and Richard Serra with Larry Gagosian. Dealers frequently have a select clientele, often including one or more principal backers, who do the bulk of the buying, and it is the ability to steer these important collectors to certain artists’ work that establishes a dealer’s prestige. Few long-term successful art dealers survive without this clientele, and gallery owners who rely on walk-in traffic for their sales tend to go in and out of business in short order. The main exception to that are galleries in resort and tourist towns, where buyers may want something by which to remember their vacation.


Galleries come in all types, and many storefronts with “gallery” in their names do not support themselves from the sale of artwork. Frame and gift shops  often have art objects on hand, but it is unlikely that the volume of sales would support any of the artists whose work is displayed. Even galleries whose principal business is the sale of original art rarely can support their artists, requiring those artists to place their artwork with a number of galleries in the hope that the cumulative sales will add up to a livelihood. One lesson in this book that I hope to impart is that artists cannot just place their work with one or more dealers and hope that sales take place, relieving them of the need to do anything other than create more artworks. The more galleries that have your work in their inventory, the better your record-keeping and communications need to be. Who has which pieces, and what efforts are being made to show and sell that work? Should pieces be swapped out to keep the inventory fresh? Have sales taken place, what is the artist owed, and when will the artist receive payment?


Finding the right dealer who will lead the artist’s work to major collections is a challenge, and few generalizations can be made. Dealers become interested in potentially representing artists largely in two ways: The first is when dealers personally know the artist (meeting him or her at an art opening or on a studio visit), as well as hearing about the artist from people they trust, such as other artists they represent, curators, critics, collectors, and other dealers.


The second way is through the strength of an artist’s work and market. Artists usually send dealers images of their work and some indication that there is a market for it. To that end, artists who are starting out need to build a track record of group and one-person exhibitions and, along with that, develop a group of consistent buyers. Dealers don’t like to try to build a market for an artist but, instead, look for artists who already have a market that can be expanded. The reason is, operating a gallery in a major market such as New York City is very expensive, and artists whose work does not sell right away and in sufficient quantity puts the dealer in a financial hole. In 2017, Jill Weinberg Adams, co-owner of the Manhattan art gallery Lennon, Weinberg Gallery, said that “rent is my highest single expense, thirty-three percent of my budget,” with total monthly costs for the gallery generally ranging from $80,000 to $100,000. Valerie McKenzie, owner of New York’s McKenzie Fine Art, lowered some of her overhead by moving from a space in the  high-rent Chelsea district to a less expensive if somewhat smaller site on the Lower East Side. Reducing overhead helps, but pressure is still on to sell, sell. “I have to sell 50–70 percent of the works in the shows in order to break even,” she said. “If you have one poor-selling show, you feel it for months.”


The pressure to sell moves down the food chain to the artist, whose tenure at a gallery becomes increasingly reliant on regular sales, especially when the gallery needs between half and three-quarters of works in a given exhibition to find buyers in order to break even. “Galleries can only afford to carry X number of artists whose sales don’t cover the cost of their promotions,” said a Manhattan gallery owner who asked not to be identified. “The operating costs can also begin to impact which new artists you can afford to take on.”


The prices for artworks in galleries in major markets often strike visitors as absurdly high, and artists sometimes refer to art dealers as greedy bloodsuckers for seeming to live lavishly while they go hungry, but this is a tough business for everyone. A question arises for artists: Is your primary goal to get into a gallery or to sell works? Accomplishing the first doesn’t always result in achieving the second.


ALTERNATIVES TO GALLERIES


Art galleries and dealers are but one, if a highly publicized, means for artists to exhibit and sell their work. Success in the art world may lead to critical acclaim and financial rewards, but many artists find the process of currying favor with dealers and even spending so much of their time in the large cities where the major art dealers are located to be grating on their nerves, contrary to why they sought to be artists in the first place.


There are alternatives, opportunities for artists to sell their work outside the gallery structure, and many artists have been able to gain exposure or make a living this way. The French Impressionist exhibitions in Paris of the 1870s and 1880s were all organized by the artists involved (one of Mary Cassatt’s main values to this group was in convincing wealthy American collectors to come take a look). The German Expressionists of the 1910s staged exhibits and published the  Blue Rider almanac to promote their work; a sprawling group of American artists put together the 1913 Armory Show, which is credited with establishing Modernism to the United States; Dadaist artists in the 1920s created “Manifestations,” and Pop artists of the early 1960s put on “Happenings.” The group of art students at Goldsmiths College in London, interested in conceptual and installation art, who became known as the Young British Artists, gained notoriety through a 1988 exhibition titled “Freeze,” which was put together by the group’s leader, Damien Hirst, at the Saatchi Gallery. Eventually, those artists found their way into mainstream galleries, but they made their start outside them, and they did it by uniting themselves for a common effort. These days, such exhibitions are called artist-curated shows, and they often take place in nonprofit art spaces, but the intent of today’s artists is the same as it was for the Impressionists, Expressionists, Dadaists, and Pops: Artists with similar interests and artistic ideas band together to promote themselves as a group and individually. Hey, art world, something new has arrived! Being an artist is a business, requiring artists to act entrepreneurially, being as creative in efforts to generate attention for themselves and their work as they are in their own art.


The first step on this path starts with putting work before the public.


SO, WHERE CAN I SHOW MY WORK?


There is a wide variety of exhibition spaces available for the starting-out artist. Banks, libraries, corporate headquarters, community centers, hospitals, real estate offices, and cafés and restaurants, for example, are frequently willing to allow artists to hang up their works on the walls where the public may see them. The likelihood of sales is often low, and the possibility of damage to the work (fingerprints, coffee splashes, cigarette smoke) is considerable, but this type of show is a chance for feedback and for the artist to circulate press releases, announcements, and exhibition cards, and be remembered the next time their work is on display.


Many towns and smaller cities have arts centers where exhibits can be seen in an actual gallery setting. A notch above the art show in the bank or library, the arts center is likely to have its own means of promoting activities, increasing the  number of people who may come to view the artwork. This may be a first opportunity for a write-up in a local newspaper, again increasing the number of people who know about the exhibit and the artist.


One might also look outside the usual sites where art is displayed to places where people with money and thoughts of making a purchase are going, such as furniture, wine stores, and jewelry shops. The clientele is a bit more select, and the connection between artwork and furniture, for instance, is reasonably close; buyers are apt to think about one in relation to the other. Real estate companies cater to people shopping for a home (they will want to decorate it), while social clubs and country clubs have dues-paying members who have demonstrated that they have discretionary income.


ROUNDING UP VISITORS


Who will come to an artist’s early shows? The answer is, any number of people, but first artists must start out with their own network of friends, families, and associates, all of whom are predisposed to think well of the work. Artists have friends who might come; those friends have friends and business associates, some of whom may be persuaded to come. An artist who works in an office has coworkers, supervisors, a boss, clients, and suppliers who may be willing to come to a show. Family members, such as parents, may also have friends, business colleagues, clients, and suppliers. Out of all these people, there may be some who buy a piece because they like it or just as a show of support. A more informal style of exhibiting work that frequently results in sales is for friends or relatives to host a private showing in their homes, inviting ten people they know to meet the artist and examine the work close-up.


Everyone is a potential client, but it is important to let people know that you are an artist—you never know who might become a collector. For that reason, artists need to develop a client list, one that changes and (it is hoped) grows over the years, which will be used to contact people about art exhibitions or an open studio event. That list can grow with the help of some of those friends and family members who suggest other people to be contacted (their friends and business  acquaintances, for instance), and those friends and family members may be persuaded to write or call on the artist’s behalf. Using people the artist knows to locate new prospects is a pyramid approach that ensures that more than the same group of potential collectors shows up at each exhibit.


Barbara Ernst Prey, a watercolor artist in Long Island, New York, began selling work by finding buyers through people she knew. Her mother’s friends were some of the first collectors, quickly followed by the friends and associates of her husband’s parents, and later, friends from college became buyers. Her brother, who lives in Manhattan, also set up a show of her work in his apartment, and other friends in Massachusetts and Pennsylvania did the same—all of which resulted in sales. Word-of-mouth advertisement and people she met at art openings and other social get-togethers also increased her client base. Eventually, her work came to the attention of art galleries, which became a principal venue for sales, although she continues to sell directly to buyers.


MARKETING


The business term for making the public aware of what one has to offer is marketing, which simply means finding an audience. Who are the people most likely to understand and appreciate the type of artwork I create? Not everyone will get it or like it, and it shouldn’t be assumed that everyone should; more people have seen and not purchased a work by renowned painter Chuck Close, for instance, than have bought pieces, and it isn’t just because of the high prices. His paintings are too large for some would-be buyers; other collectors may appreciate his techniques but aren’t interested in his self-portraits or portraits of his artist-friends. Yet other collectors of postwar contemporary art prefer abstraction or sculpture. And then there is the price. The universe of prospective art collectors gets whittled down more and more until we come to a very small number of people who actually buy the work of this famous artist.


All artists who have achieved success—defined as the ability to sell their work, particularly being able to live off the sales—have needed to find that audience. Which people are most likely to appreciate the art? In some cases, geography  offers some help: Artists of the western landscape are more likely to find buyers in the western half of the country than in the East, while marine artists are apt to interest collectors along the Atlantic and Pacific coastlines. Practitioners of performance art, installation art, social practice art, and conceptual art have narrower avenues to pursue within a few cities and some college campuses. Artwork that contains references to contemporary pop culture is more likely to be enjoyed by younger people, while those who own or ride horses favor equine images, and avid golfers frequently are interested in paintings of the thirteenth hole at Augusta. There is no one “art world” but just an assortment of niches.


Exhibiting artwork and eliciting reactions is how artists begin and, over time, refine the process of marketing. First and foremost, artists want to know if people understand and like what they are doing. A negative reaction may indicate that the wrong people are looking at one’s work, or it may mean that the art still needs improvement and isn’t ready for general exhibitions and sales. It is wise to solicit the responses of professional artists in the area, perhaps faculty from art schools, who can evaluate the artwork and offer suggestions for the art or, perhaps, where else it might be shown.


Exhibitions often have guest comment books in which visitors are invited to record their reactions, and it is a good idea for artists to have someone else at an art show—friend, relative, spouse—who directs people to these books, asking them also to leave contact information in order that they may be notified of future exhibits, lectures, demonstrations, and open studio events. As valuable as the comments may be, artists will want to know something about these people: Are they homeowners or renters, city dwellers or suburbanites? Do they regularly go to art exhibits and, if so, do they collect? Do they belong to any clubs or associations? The income level (take a guess), age, gender, nationality, and race of the visitors who offer the most positive responses to the artwork will enable artists to better determine where future exhibitions might be planned and who should be invited. If there are any sales, it is advisable for the artist to personally deliver the piece to the collectors’ homes in order to learn more about them: What is their color scheme? What rooms in their home might be suitable for art?




Artists always should be on the lookout for potential buyers, attending the kinds of social and civic activities where these people would be found, such as art exhibition and performing arts openings, charity events, and parties. Jot down names and contact information for one’s client list, following up with a letter, email, or telephone call inviting that person to an upcoming exhibition or to visit one’s studio. If that seems a bit pushy, a get-together could be at a museum or art gallery, or just a café.


MARKETING IN THE ETHER


Social media—Twitter, Facebook, TikTok, Instagram, Pinterest, LinkedIn, YouTube, and various other sites—also allows artists to promote themselves and their work at virtually no cost other than their time and energy. Posting content (images, comments, videos, blogs, retweets and likes, and links to one’s own or others’ websites) allows artists to create an ever-expanding community that includes other artists, collectors, curators, dealers, and whomever else might share the same interests and tastes. Social media, according to Shannon Wilkinson, chief executive officer of the New York City-based Reputation Communications, is a career-building and career-sustaining tool. “First and foremost, it is about connecting and sharing. It is not about endless self-promotion, although many people misuse it in that way.”


Facebook offers the greatest opportunity to provide information about oneself to the larger world through the About section, which may include links to a website and an artist statement, and Facebook groups allow artists to pick up tips from others regarding sales and marketing. Additionally, site users may obtain insights about those in one’s community and how well one’s posts are received.


To be effective, however, social media cannot be a one-shot endeavor, such as creating a Facebook page and posting some photographs on it, then leaving it stagnant for weeks, months, or longer, but needs to be regularly updated and augmented. When people comment on or respond to a post, tweet, or image (assuming the response is not just mean-spirited, vulgar, or insulting), artists should respond back, as that helps to build a sense of community. It also is just polite to do so, as those in the growing community feel heard.




Also to be effective, the content needs to be brief—social media users tend to have short attention spans—and well thought out. Interesting is more important than being clever or catchy. Social media is not just a platform on which to make a sales pitch but a means of gaining followers and earning their trust. Eliciting feedback and responding to it often increases that trust. Written material (who I am, the type of art I create, the technique I use, the theme of my work, where my work is on display) should be to the point. Images should not be blurry nor videos bouncing.


The first step to building an online community involves researching the audience that matters to the particular artist. For instance, a sculptor might conduct a hashtag search for #sculpture, which will offer a sense of what is currently on Twitter and Instagram in that space. More specific hashtags, such as #DUMBOsculpture or #reliefsculpture, will make the search more targeted.


Next, artists should conduct searches for the magazines, writers, institutions, and organizations that are most active in supporting their particular type of art, following those that interest them and are relevant to their careers. After that, artists might start examining who those people and institutions follow, and following the ones who interest them. One might look for what are called “influencers,” gallery owners, museum staff, grant-making and awards organizations, journalists, critics, collectors, and sponsors, as well as other artists; in effect, people who play active roles in making decisions, policies, and statements that impact the art world—in particular, the art world that is most relevant to an artist. Comment on, or like, their posts, with the idea that as you follow them they will come to follow you.


It also makes sense to conduct a search outside the more narrow confines of the art world. If science is a theme in one’s work, or nature, artists should research the journalists in those areas, including bloggers, starting with the same #hashtag search. “Bloggers are more accessible than magazine editors and often freelance for them,” Wilkinson said. Even better, bloggers generally respond before mainstream editors and writers do, as there is less competition for their time. “When they publish posts about art or other topics, it provides instant online forums for it that can be built upon and expanded.”




Print publications are on the decline, being reborn as digital publications. However, all digital magazines and bloggers have social media platforms. Artists who are not aware of them, much less following and engaging with them, are restricting their opportunities. Much publicity is now being done digitally, and publicists are connecting with writers online because so many are independent; they are freelancing more and are less likely to be a full-time staffer. Often, these writers also write for other online publications, ones that curators read. Being active on social media enables artists to see who those writers are and where they are publishing.


Social media should be used to support, rather than replace, other forms of marketing and public relations. For example, an artist preparing a mailing of printed promotional material for art consultants and editors at art publications to announce a recently installed commission might look to maximize the marketing opportunities by researching all of those individuals on Twitter and other social media platforms and connecting with the ones he or she finds. Begin sharing their posts (with the goal that they will notice and follow the artist back). That can lead to what is called “engagement” on social media—also known as a “conversation.” If that occurs, the artist might send a private message letting the contact know to look for his or her announcement. If it does not occur, the artist can still include the person’s Twitter handle or Instagram address on future posts with pictures of new commissions.


Similarly, when artists have an exhibition and know there is a critic who is likely to respond to their work (based on the reviews the critic writes about other artists with commonalities), they can follow the critic on social media and ensure that this person’s Twitter/Instagram handles are included in posts with images from the upcoming show. That is a very easy way to increase awareness about the upcoming exhibition, reinforcing the message that is being sent on other channels, such as direct mail, perhaps in advertising, as well as from a gallery or public relations consultant.


Different social media platforms should be used in different ways. Facebook, for instance, should serve as a portfolio, while Twitter should be used to gather  information and to build an audience, and Instagram can showcase one’s work. Using #hashtags on posts helps to reach new audiences. For instance, when an artist has finished a painting in Sedona or the Hudson Valley, make sure an Instagram post about it includes #Sedona or #Hudson Valley. Otherwise, the artist might be missing exactly the type of audience that wouldn’t otherwise know about it, and that may respond to it.


We live in a world of people seemingly glued to their phones and tablets for hours every day, following So-and-So and posting images from their drive home (or whatever strikes their fancy). Social media might seem to fine artists like an enormous time-suck, the rewards of which are only theoretical, while the requirements only guarantee distraction and time away from work in the studio. However, Wilkinson said that two or three hours per week would be sufficient, using that time “to scan the posts and tweets made by the community they have built, which provides them with marketing insight about news, reviews and opportunities within their sphere, and to compose and schedule periodic posts for the coming week. That may be as little as three posts in a week, two of which may be just sharing someone else’s content.” She recommended several free and low-cost social media management systems—such as Hootsuite (https://hootsuite.com), Buffer (https://buffer.com) and Sprout Social (http://sproutsocial.com)—that enable users to read the social media posts of anyone they want to follow, as well as schedule and publish one’s posts on social media platforms. That enables artists to participate within that community, and the alternative is to be invisible to it “at least in the digital space.”


A caveat or two. Social media does not come without some potential problems beyond the amount of time it takes to stay current. Social media represents “an opportunity and a risk for artists, depending upon the business model of the artist,” said New York University School of Law professor Christopher Jon Sprigman. For artists, too, who “want people to share their images, pass them around, social media allows people to interact with their artwork in a number of ways.”




On the other hand, for artists whose business model relies on wanting to reserve all rights to their artwork, posting images of their art on social media may be tantamount to flashing expensive jewelry while walking at night in a bad neighborhood. Laws—in this case, copyright law—exist to protect people from harm, but the risk of some harm taking place is high. Posting an image online, for instance on an artist’s own website, does not necessarily imply the hope or expectation that the image will be passed around from one interested person to another, but posting within the social media environment likely implies that its owner is licensing it for some form of distribution by other site users, for instance through the Share function at Facebook or retweeting at Twitter, and that the image will go viral.


The risks are relative, less for sculptors, since images are imperfect replacements for three-dimensional pieces, and painters than for photographers, because a downloaded high-resolution image of a photograph will look largely identical to the original. The customary solutions for artists are to post low-resolution images of their work, which displays the art very well at a small size on the screen but does not look good when enlarged and reproduced, and to embed metadata (information about whether the image is copyrighted and to whom, who owns the particular image, the camera that took the image, and the exposure used) in the image. “I always advise artists never to post high-resolution images online and to embed images with copyright management information or watermarks,” said New York art lawyer Barbara Hoffman. A problem arises when certain social media websites automatically strip out any and all identifying metadata when images are uploaded to their sites, making it more difficult to learn if an image is copyrighted and by whom.


The Terms and Conditions pages of social media sites indicate what the site operators and users may do with posted material. Instagram, for instance, claims no ownership of this material. However, “By displaying or publishing (“posting”) any Content on or through the Instagram Services, you hereby grant to Instagram a non-exclusive, fully paid and royalty-free, worldwide, limited license to use, modify, delete from, add to, publicly perform, publicly display, reproduce and  translate such Content, including without limitation distributing part or all of the Site in any media formats through any media channels, except Content not shared publicly (“private”) will not be distributed outside the Instagram Services.” This language would appear to give Instagram—and by extension, its users—the unfettered right to use, display, perform, and modify the content of an image without the permission of the work’s creator, which vitiates the copyright. This is the price someone pays for the ability to use this free service, and undoubtedly many users consider that the potential drawbacks are greatly outweighed by the benefits.


PRICING ARTWORK


What a work of art should cost and whether or not an artist ever should offer, or accept, a discounted price are among the most difficult decisions an artist may face. The problem of pricing has long puzzled artists. There have been some efforts to devise a system in the manner of a building contractor, totting up the cost of materials plus a margin of profit and then adding in the number of hours the artist worked on a piece multiplied by some hourly wage, but the final amount may have no relationship to the market for that artist’s work. This is particularly true for lesser-known or emerging artists who are less concerned with getting the right price for their work than with getting someone to look at and purchase their art. (Artists who have had a history of sales, on the other hand, will have a better idea of prices that are more suitable for particular buyers.)


How much to charge? First, there is no formula to determining this. In the building trades, for instance, contractors charge hourly rates, as well as the cost of materials plus an average 15 percent markup, but artists cannot do the same. Some artists simply work more slowly than others, for one thing. More important, the final price may have no relationship to the market for the artist’s work, especially if the artist is relatively unknown and has little to no history of sales.


The building trades are not completely irrelevant, however, because a completed house and a completed work of art can be priced in similar ways, through comparables. A three-bedroom, two-story house in a neighborhood of similar-size  homes is appraised based on the sale prices of those in its immediate vicinity: If the others have sold in recent years for $300,000, that is the starting point. In a more affluent neighborhood or town, where such houses sell for $800,000 and up, that is the starting point.


Artists, too, need to find comparables—work of the same size, with similar subject matter, in the same medium, produced by artists in the same stage of their careers—in order to set prices. As a result, artists need to visit art fairs, art galleries, and other places where artworks of comparable size, imagery, and quality by artists of similar standing in the art world are sold. A comparable cannot be a well-known artist whose work fetches high prices and looks quite a lot like yours.


It is frequently the case that the work created by quite celebrated artists went for very little early in their careers, and some of them look at high secondary market sales of those pieces and think that they were cheated. Perhaps they were cheated, but at the time most of those artists probably were happy that someone would buy their work. However, back to the subject of lesser-known artists trying to determine what to charge for their work: one should never ask prospective buyers what they would pay for art; that is the artist’s decision.


As sales take place and the number of buyers increase, raising prices may become justified. Consider the case of Scott Fraser, for example, a painter in Longmont, Colorado. His paintings were first shown in an art gallery in Denver and sold for $300 in the early 1980s. Some sales took place and, the following year, his prices went up to $900. The value of his work continued to rise, to $1,500, then $7,000, later priced at $20,000 and up. “Each time you make a jump in pricing, you have to get a new set of buyers,” he said.


For other artists, raising prices may require finding another gallery or dealer, where opportunities for having works purchased by collectors who will pay more or lend enhanced prestige to the work are greater. Some dealers may only be able to work with emerging artists and not have the contacts to help an artist who is selling work steadily. Changing galleries may be a difficult decision for an artist who got their first big break with a particular dealer, and it can be doubly hard in the  art world because the relationships between artists and dealers are often on a personal, friendship level.


Discounts is the other side of pricing, customary to the point of expected in the gallery world (“Every work is discounted,” said Manhattan art dealer Debra Force. “I can’t think of an instance in a long time where someone paid the asking price”) but often jarring to artists who sell their work independently. Artists come up against bargain hunters in their studios and at art fairs where prospective buyers offer to pay as little as 50 cents on the dollar for one or more pieces. At art fairs, many artists claim that these buyers come in an hour before the event is over, just as the artist is preparing to pack up, offering to take work off the artist’s hands but at some substantial discount. It is easy to feel insulted, but the issue isn’t so clear-cut. On the side of accepting the payment is getting ready cash, which may be welcome if the fair was not as profitable as might have been hoped, and reducing the expenses and risks of crating and transporting artworks back to one’s own studio. Too, if the artist’s work had been consigned to a gallery, any sales would have meant paying a sales commission to the gallery owner, which is often half. The artist still may feel insulted, but some reasons can point to taking the money.


On the downside, allowing a discount once is apt to mean that an artist will be asked again and again for markdowns. Buyers cannot be trusted to be discreet and may well boast to other prospective collectors that they talked you down 10, 20, 25 percent or more, and those people will now have reason to think themselves insulted if they aren’t allowed the same (or better) discount as So-and-So.


It is not at all clear that lowering prices increases demand. Economists refer to this in terms of the “elasticity of demand”—demand shrinks or expands with higher or lower prices –but “demand for art is probably not elastic,” according to John Silvia, former chief economist for Wells Fargo. He noted that lowering the price for less-expensive consumer items “brings people into the store, but if you have a product that is fairly unique or distinct, like art or jewelry, the answer is, no, you don’t lower the price.” In a prestige realm such as art, cutting prices—“a painting that last week was selling for $40,000 is now for sale for $30,000,” he speculated—could have an adverse effect. Artists who do slash prices risk “alienating  two customers: You alienate anyone who bought from you in the past and now thinks he was cheated, and you create a doubt in the minds of future buyers about any work of art you sell. They wonder, Am I being cheated now.”


Discounts blur the question of the actual price, and value, of the work involved and potentially make those who pay full price feel like chumps. The process of selling artworks does not want to be likened to car buying, in which dickering and mistrust have taken on greater importance than the actual thing being sold. Being a car dealer is synonymous with shadiness, and artists want to be viewed in a different way. More and more, collectors on all levels of buying are taking the view that the stated price is not the real price and beginning a process of haggling. Barbara Krakow, a dealer in Boston, noted that many galleries “raise prices for works in order to accommodate requests for discounts,” adding that “it all becomes a game. Some people seem more interested in the discount than in the artwork. Some people ask for discounts, because their friend got one. The discount seems to have a meaning in itself.”


The cleanest arrangement, and the one that does not require artists to remember who got what discount, is simply to declare to prospective collectors that the stated price is the actual price. Some buyers may be lost as a result, but it may also generate a sense of respect for the artists that they truly believe in their work and have priced it fairly. Some modest discounts may be easier to swallow, such as 5 or 10 percent off when a collector purchases more than one, or the artist will throw in framing and shipping. As fraught with perils as discounting may be, I don’t mean to condemn artists for allowing it. As noted earlier, gallery owners and private dealers allow discounts all the time. What is most essential for artists is that they develop a price list for their work and a policy on discounts before they put artwork up for sale. You don’t want to come up with a discount policy on the spot.


SALES


Marketing and sales are often spoken of in the same breath, but the two are distinct, if related, concepts. While marketing involves identifying one’s audience of potential buyers, sales concern the steps leading up to an actual transaction.  Selling art without intermediaries takes some getting used to. Most artists are happy to talk about what inspires them, where and with whom they studied, the subjects they pursue, the medium in which they work, the techniques they employ. They tend to be a bit more reticent about money—what their work costs, how and when they want to be paid and if they allow discounts (and how much of a discount). The subject of money knocks artists off a lofty perch, turning them (so many believe) into car salesmen, and who really thinks well of car salesmen? The answer is, you can conduct sales without becoming the caricatured car salesperson.


First, the artist needs to take the initiative in closing the deal, although it may be easier to proceed by focusing attention on which piece(s) the collector seemed to prefer as well as how, when, and where the art should be delivered. The payment question can be brought up in the form of “Do you want to pay me now or upon delivery?” Other possibilities include being paid half now, half later or some form of barter.


When artists sell their work directly, rather than through a third party, they need to use many of the same sales techniques as gallery owners. For example, artists should have brochures, postcard images, and other written materials (such as a bio and a price list) readily at hand. Fumbling in a desk or file cabinet for an exhibition history takes away from the impression of the artist as a professional prepared to sell work, and prices that are not committed to paper may suggest to potential buyers that they are being made up on the spot with the amounts dependent upon the artist sizing up the collector’s financial resources and whether the artist likes the buyer or not.


If would-be collectors are expected to purchase works from the artist’s studio, there should be some area within the studio set up for displaying art. Artists should follow a collector’s interests, determining an individual’s preferences in media, size, colors, and subject matter and showing additional works that correspond with those tastes, rather than attempt to direct a potential buyer to particular works they would like to sell. Artists may offer to bring a selection of works to the collector’s home or office so that the buyer can choose the piece(s) that work best in the  environment. In most cases, the delivery of the sold work of art should be at no additional charge to the collector.


Delicately, artists should try to discern the buyer’s budget, leading that person to pieces that are priced in that category, rather than attempt to urge the collector to spend more than they find comfortable. Artists may also offer a returns policy, allow a buyer to change their mind about the piece within a week or two, or permit collectors to take the object home on a trial basis (again, a week or two) before paying. Collectors may want to pay over time or pay through trade (other artwork or goods and services), which is taxable income but not the hard cash with which to pay the sales tax. A measure of flexibility in price and the manner of payment entails increased risk for the artist, but it may also inspire greater confidence on the part of the collector.


Some written document should accompany the transaction, either a straight bill of sale or a sales agreement. The bill of sale will indicate all relevant facts about the transaction, such as the artist’s name, the name of the artwork, the work’s medium and size, the year the work was created and if it is signed (and where), the price of the piece, and the date of sale. A sales agreement will include all those facts as well as add some points that are advantageous to the artist, such as reminding the buyer of the artist’s rights under the copyright law as well as allowing the artist to borrow the work (at their own expense) for up to sixty days once every five years in the event of a gallery or museum exhibition and permitting the artist access to the work in order to photograph it for their portfolio.


Artists who sell directly to customers should obtain a sales tax number through the state department of taxation (the number usually is one’s Social Security number, and there is rarely any charge for this) and add a sales tax to the price of the artwork they are selling. Every state has its own percentage tax for sales. An added benefit of having a sales tax number is being able to either deduct the sales tax that one pays for art materials or not pay sales tax at all if the materials are incorporated into a work for resale. The artist should contact the sales tax bureau in their own state concerning the sales tax.




ACCEPTING PAYMENT


How to get paid would seem to be obvious. I mean, you know, like, just pay me. But the question arises, in what form are you willing to accept payment? Each form has its own benefits and drawbacks. At Sam’s Club, members have a range of options to pay for their purchases, from cash and checks to (selected) credit and debit cards, and EBT and SNAP. Walmart adds PayPal to the mix, and the California Department of Motor Vehicles notes its willingness to accept money orders and e-checks. A buyer comes into your studio or booth ready to make a purchase: What are you willing to accept?


Perhaps the best answer is most of the above, because you want to make it as easy as possible for people to pay you.


CASH


Cash has obvious advantages, since it doesn’t need any time to “clear,” as do checks and credit card payments, and there is no service fee of between 2 and 4 percent for the vendor to pay to a middleman, as exists with credit cards and PayPal. In fact, vendors might have reason to encourage prospective buyers to pay in cash by offering a small discount. Still, as a practical matter, most people do not carry large amounts of cash on them for the same reason that vendors might be reluctant to be paid with large amounts of cash—they make themselves a potential target of thieves.


Money orders and certified checks are as close to actual cash as one may get, and some people use them to pay for purchases through the mail. A benefit of these types of payment for the buyer is that they do not contain any personal information (home address or telephone number). For the vendor, the benefit is a type of check that cannot bounce. Both money orders and certified checks are available through post offices and banks, and the principal difference between them is that money orders are written for specific amounts—say, $200 or $1,000—while certified checks may be for any amount (for instance, $126.27). There have been rare instances of counterfeit postal money orders, and they may not be accepted if damaged in the mail, for instance if the routing number on the bottom of the money  order cannot be read by a processing machine. (The process of getting the bank or post office to issue a replacement is neither quick nor assured.) It is very unlikely that someone entering your booth or studio, however, will pay for anything in this way.


Personal Checks. Personal checks continue to be an option, although a declining number of people these days pay for their purchases this way, due to the ubiquity of credit cards. The benefit of a personal check is that, just like cash, they do not require the vendor to concede some percent of the payment to a middleman. Handing over a check, however, has the potential that the buyer’s bank account has insufficient funds, which would be discovered only after the purchased object has been taken and the check has been returned (five to ten business days later). There are other recourses for artists and craftspeople, including requiring those wishing to pay with a check to provide a telephone number (if it isn’t preprinted on the check) and present a driver’s license (write down the license number on the back of the check) in order to confirm their address and identity. If the check is returned, you will have a means of contacting the buyer to explain the problem and getting it resolved amicably. (If a telephone call doesn’t work, artists might send a certified letter that restates what was requested over the phone, contacting the customer’s bank to see if their account now has sufficient funds to cover the check—the bank may agree to collect the amount from that person’s account following the next deposit, transferring the money to you—and, finally, taking the individual to court or hiring a collection agency.) Another pair of options is to delay delivering the purchased item until the check has cleared—this might suggest to the buyers that you do not believe they are honest or reputable—or not taking checks at all.


DEBIT CARDS AND E-CHECKS


Debit cards tend to be accepted at most of the same places that take credit cards, and the main difference between them and credit cards is where the money comes from. Using a credit card is a form of borrowing money, while debit cards draw directly from one’s bank account. Vendors who receive authorization to accept debit  cards can find out immediately if the buyer has the money to pay for the purchase, and the bank would put a hold on that amount of money in the account. Presumably, that should protect buyers and sellers, since no one would be able to spend money they don’t have in the bank. The only problem in the system is that the process of transferring money from one bank account to the other may take a few days, during which time the “hold” has elapsed and the buyer no longer has sufficient funds to cover the purchase. That doesn’t happen often, but it has occurred.


E-checks, which are a paperless form of payment made online or over the telephone, are becoming more popular among people who don’t have credit cards or are reluctant to use them. Similar to a debit card, the e-check taps one’s checking account directly—buyers would need to supply the name of their bank, the name on their account, the account number, and the routing number, as well as the amount of the purchase—and the advantage for vendors is that payment is assured (otherwise, the check bounces immediately). The only drawback for vendors is that, similar to accepting credit cards, they must apply to and be accepted by an e-check processing service, paying an initial setup fee ($100 is standard), monthly user fees ($20), and transaction fees, and there may be other optional or required fees, such as fraud detection and a chargeback fund. Vendors also may be required to purchase special payment processors.


CREDIT CARDS


There are many different types of credit cards—among which are MasterCard and Visa, which are bank-issued and underwritten by these companies, Discover and Capital One, as well as Diners Club and American Express, which refer to theirs as charge cards—and to accept them as payment vendors must obtain a merchant services account, which involves a range of setup fees, the acquisition of a credit card terminal or a card processing app for a mobile device, transaction fees (the percentage of the purchase price tat the company takes, plus a flat per purchase cost), authorization fees (a charge for each time the company authorizes a transaction), statement fees, annual or monthly fees (the cost of having an account), monthly minimum fees (an additional cost if the amount of charges does not reach  a certain amount), and chargeback fees (for reimbursing the buyer if there is a return).


American Express and Discover tend to be accepted by fewer businesses than MasterCard and Visa, because the transaction fees are higher, sometimes as much as 4 percent as compared to the 1 to 2 1/2 percent that the bank-issued cards generally charge, which cuts down on a vendor’s profits. Those merchants simply have to hope that the buyer has more than one type of card or some other way of paying.


ONLINE PAYMENTS


PayPal (and there are other, similar companies) is often a way for consumers to make purchases online although, just as with every other option, there are benefits and drawbacks. The largest benefit is that it is easy for buyers to use, paying for items with their credit cards or e-checks, and setting up a PayPal payment option on a vendor’s website (with buttons for single purchases or a shopping cart) is quick and uncomplicated. What’s more, customers may be familiar with PayPal already through purchases from eBay or Amazon, which adds to their comfort level.


There are no setup fees for vendors setting up merchant accounts with PayPal, but it takes four business days for funds to be deposited into one’s account, which is a bit slow. Vendors still may find the costs of being a PayPal merchant to be high, with monthly fees of up to $30 and transaction fees of 2.9 percent in addition to 30 cents for debit and credit card purchases. Even more costly are chargeback fees of $20, and PayPal will still retain its 2.9 percent transaction fee. As with many other online services, contacting an actual person at PayPal’s customer service department about problems you may be experiencing is not easy.


With both e-checks and PayPal, the monthly costs of being able to use these payment systems may begin to bite if buyers don’t want to make purchases in this way, or they do so rarely. Spending hundreds of dollars per year to enable just a few small sales may make the convenience unprofitable.


There is more. Venmo and Zelle are popular, although buyers using Venmo have the option of retrieving money sent to a vendor’s account, leaving that vendor  in the lurch, whereas Zelle directly transfers money to and from FDIC-insured banks. Cryptocurrencies such as Bitcoin and Ethereum also are used increasingly although, unlike government-issued currencies, they may fluctuate wildly in value and have been the targets of hackers.


In short, every system of payment involves costs and risk, and artists who sell their work directly have to determine which fees they are willing to accept and how much uncertainty they can live with.


A WORD ABOUT TAXES


Artists and craftspeople may receive money in a variety of ways, including awards and prizes at shows, project grants, scholarships, and fellowships. The prize money or the monetary value of an award (the cash value of a gift certificate, for instance) that a craftsperson receives at a show is taxable at normal state and federal rates. The same taxability is true for money received through project grants from a private or governmental agency. On the other hand, there is no tax on fellowships and scholarships if the craftsperson is studying for a degree at an educational institution (including tuition, lodging, equipment, and travel expenses), nor is an award taxable if it comes from a governmental agency or school. If the award is contingent on the recipient teaching or offering demonstrations or some other part-time service, however, a portion of the fellowship or scholarship will be taxed.


The sale of one’s work, of course, also occasions the payment of taxes to state and federal agencies on either a monthly, quarterly, or annual basis. Those artists and craftspeople who sell their work at retail or wholesale shows in the state where they live or out of state are required to apply for a resale tax number both in their home state and where the shows will be held. Usually, one applies with a state’s department of revenue, and the cost of registering to sell work is in the area of $10, although some states have no charge. In some cases, registration is for one year, although some states permit applicants to receive a two-day or weekend resale tax number. Most show promoters require a state resale tax number as a condition of taking part in the event. The artist or craftsperson will receive from the state  information about how much sales tax to collect (generally, between 3 and 8 percent) and how to pay it—often, a coupon book is enclosed (the coupons are to be mailed back with sales tax receipts). Usually, applicants receive their number and paperwork from the state in a couple of days.
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Finding Other Venues for Display


For many artists, selling art is an improvisational affair, trying things out to see what works. How about a commercial gallery, an arts fair, a sidewalk show, a pop-up gallery, an open studio event, posting images on Instagram, showing artworks at a café or bookshop or winery or a bank, announcing that you will accept Bitcoin? There is something to learn from every success (do it again, go bigger) and every failure (wrong venue, wrong date, wrong clientele, wrong prices, wrong colors, wrong art).


Erin Ashley, an artist in Boca Raton, Florida, who creates moderately priced ($300–$6,000) abstract paintings, has done a lot of the standard things that artists do—exhibiting in galleries here and there, as well as soliciting commissions from private buyers and corporate clients—but from time to time she also ventures a bit outside the norm, holding what might be considered online open studio events. Her emailed announcements and promotion on social media and other website resemble those of Bed, Bath & Beyond, MyPillow, and other retailers (TAKE 25% OFF ON ALL ORIGINAL ART! Offer ends Midnight Sunday, Enter Promo Code: VIPSALE), and she usually sells between two and eight paintings in these time-limited offerings, generally in the $600–$700 price range.


Perhaps the most important element to making Ashley’s event a success is her email communications. She uses Mailchimp, one of the top brands of email  tracking programs, which counts and identifies the recipients who opened the email and downloaded the message (rather than just hit the “delete” button), as well as how many recipients clicked on the link to her website, where they could see more of her artwork. That enables her to know which of the people receiving her announcement are showing real interest, which helps determine who might get more targeted offerings at another time. (Mailchimp, Constant Contact, and other email marketing services do not, however, provide information on how long someone who clicks onto one’s website stays there or what they look at on the website. Other programs, such as Google Analytics, https://analytics.google.com, help with that.) The cost of Mailchimp ranges from free to $199 per month, although most subscribers go with the $10 per month plan, based on the tools they seek for their online marketing.


Email, which has been available for several decades, may strike some as old school, replaced as a form of communication by the seemingly more direct social media, such as Facebook, Instagram, tweets, and texts, but Ken Mahar, chief executive officer of Email Broadcast, a West Coast design and marketing firm that focuses solely on email campaigns, noted that “emails are forty times more likely to lead to a customer than social media. The cool kids are on social media, but they look at social media for entertainment. People look to emails for information that they can absorb.” Email Broadcast, and other firms like it, work with individuals and with larger companies to craft marketing campaigns that determine how often email announcements should be sent out, the content and design of the messages, and who in an email address database should receive specific messages. That last area is referred to as “segmented campaigns,” in which recipients are sent different announcements based on what is known about them. Mailchimp provides some information to subscribers, but it may take more experienced marketers to turn what one knows about the people in a database into an actionable plan.


“Say, one-third of the people on an email list have bought your work, but two-thirds haven’t,” he said. “Why message all those people the same?” He added that other ways of segmenting one’s database may be on the basis of location or gender or the price levels at which they have made purchases in the past.




The cost of Email Broadcast’s services range from $500 per month to $10,000, but Mahar said that clients “should earn three times what they’re paying us.” The automated tools provided by Mailchimp and others like it make it possible for subscribers to save some time. However, he said, email marketing “is really hard to do effectively, and the likelihood of an accomplished artist being a professional designer, copywriter, developer, manager, and strategist is very low. Bottom line, use Mailchimp, save a little time, get a little bump in results, hire an expert to use Mailchimp for you, save a ton of time, and get big time results.”


DEMONSTRATIONS


Every artist has heard it. Masonville, Colorado, sculptor Daniel B. Glanz certainly has heard it. Someone looks at one of his small bronze pieces of animals or human figures, sees the price, and asks, “Why does this little sculpture cost so much?” He has an answer to this, but sometimes it is easier to show people, and for that reason he offers demonstrations of the process of making a sculpture several times a year at the galleries that represent his work (there are three in Colorado and one in Texas) and, occasionally, at a museum.


The demonstrations last a couple of hours each. Some visitors stay for the entire time, while others go in and out. Talking through each stage of the process, Glanz brings a lump of clay, a wax figure, an armature, a mold, the bronze piece, and the bronze after it has been smoothed and patinated in its final version. He will do something with each of the stages to reveal what is involved. “People have no idea how labor-intensive the process of producing a bronze is,” he said, and his demonstrations usually elicit lots of questions: “Why do you do it this way? Why did you make that decision?” By the end of the demonstration, he noted, the why-does-it-cost-so-much question “often becomes, ‘There is so much work involved. How can you afford to do it?’”


Chalk up the modest expense of setting up a demonstration, and his time doing it, to the cost of marketing. “I do it for promotional reasons, to educate people about what goes into making a sculpture,” Glanz said, “and get them to thinking about buying one.” These demonstrations have resulted in purchases right at the  site of the demonstration—he brings a number of fully made artworks to sell—as well as commissions to create other works down the road, in addition to visits to his website, where other pieces are on constant view. (He also makes sure to bring flyers, postcards, and other promotional material that lists his website and studio address in Loveland, Colorado, for visitors to take with them.)


Hunting up prospective buyers is not the only benefit for artists to demonstrate how they work. Karen Nastuk, a watercolorist in Danvers, Massachusetts, has been asked by a number of art associations to present demonstrations of between two and five hours for their members (she has been paid between $75 and $250 per demonstration), and it is from these gatherings that she has found private students. “In a lot of these associations, you may have one or two people with advanced skills,” she said, “but most of them are more like Sunday painters, and they really appreciate someone showing them how to do certain things and explaining how to do it at the same time.”


Opportunities to hold a demonstration are abundant, at art galleries, arts and community centers, and at many art museums. The Museum of Fine Arts in Boston and the J. Paul Getty Museum in Los Angeles are just two institutions around the country that offer regular series of artists’ lectures and demonstrations for the public.


OPEN STUDIO EVENTS


An artist’s studio may also do double duty as a showroom, affording an opportunity for visitors to see unsold work, preliminary sketches and designs, and works in progress and generally how an artist goes about the process of creating new pieces. To many artists, visitors may seem to be an intrusion, but many of those visitors find the experience thrilling, because this workroom looks so different than what they are used to and since it brings them closer to the act of creation. Unless an artist’s studio is always open to the public, for instance if the artist runs a gallery out of their home and studio or if the artist works in an open-to-the-public venue such as the Torpedo Factory in Alexandria, Virginia, or the Columbia Pike Artist Studios in Arlington, Virginia, these events tend to be limited to one or two days per year at most, if the artist even wants them.




Open studio events tend to come in two types, a community activity in which a number of artists agree to open their studios to the public on a certain day (such as the St. Paul Art Crawl in Minnesota or Somerville Open Studios in Massachusetts) or by-invitation showings for a more select group (usually, past collectors and others who have shown interest in the artist’s work).


Community events tend to be less for the purpose of generating sales and more to create opportunities for artists to display their work and for area restaurants and shops to do some extra business. “For a lot of the artists, the only place that people can see their work is at the Crawl,” said Craig Thiesen, coordinator of and participant in the St. Paul Art Crawl, which has taken place over two days (Friday evening, 6–10 p.m., and Saturday afternoon, 1–6 p.m.) in the spring and fall since 1991. The Crawl encompasses over 180 artists in thirteen downtown buildings, and the seven thousand estimated visitors may get to one-third or less of the studios. There is no jurying of artists who wish to participate, and their principal obligation to the event is the payment of a $40 fee. Few of the artists earn a living solely from their artwork; Thiesen, himself a web designer who also paints landscapes, said that “I generally don’t sell anything at the Crawl. I do make some good contacts, and occasionally that results in a sale sometime later.”


Nancy Fulton’s own experience in Somerville has been similar. She is a photographer and architectural consultant who has participated in a number of the open studio events, rarely selling anything. “I’ve sold a few small pieces,” she said. “Nothing much.”


Tallying up how many sales artists chalked up, and how much money they earned, during these open studio events is never easy. Thiesen noted he sent out a questionnaire one year and only a handful of artists sent them back. Both the St. Paul Art Crawl and the Somerville Open Studios receive grants from the state arts agencies and their city governments to pay for advertisements, maps, brochures, and other promotional materials, because these events are seen principally as increasing tourism—shopping and eating in restaurants—in less-used areas of town. The Art Crawl takes place in the Lower Town section of St. Paul, an abandoned railroad district that artists began to use as loft space for studios and living  quarters beginning in the 1970s. However, it still is “a pretty sleepy area that twice a year is transformed when thousands of people come for the Art Crawl,” said Jeff Nelson, director for cultural development for the City of St. Paul. “That’s very good for shops and restaurants in the area.”
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