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CHAPTER 1

Career Development for Artists:

Then and Now

In the late 1970s, I began counseling visual and performing artists and writers on career management and development, an occupation that I am credited for inventing. Originally, I called myself an “artist’s consultant.” In 1990, I changed my title to “career coach and artist-advocate,” a description that succinctly describes the work that I do.

Prior to inventing a new occupation, I worked in a collaborative of artists and architects, Haus-Rucker-Co, that was founded in Vienna, Austria. Three members of our group, including me, moved to New York, where we formed a nonprofit organization, Haus-Rucker-Inc. We were primarily involved with public art projects and also performed a study on ways to utilize urban rooftop space for cultural, recreational, and commercial facilities. The study was funded by the National Endowment for the Arts in conjunction with The Cooper Union for the Advancement of Science and Art. Before Haus-Rucker-Inc. disbanded, we had a solo show at Centre Georges Pompidou in Paris; Archéologie de la Ville was one of the museum’s inaugural exhibitions. Our work has continued to be recognized well into the 21st century, with a retrospective exhibition in 2014–15 at Haus am Waldsee, Institut für Internationale Kunst in Berlin.

This book contains information and advice derived from all my experiences when I was working as an artist, as well as those of my clients, and most certainly some subliminal messages that I received from my childhood and adolescent years. I have offered perceptions, observations, and advice that would have been invaluable to me when I first started working as a visual artist.

Although I am no longer doing artwork (I am an obsessive dance student), I have always been proud that I was able to live off my earnings as an artist. I established a track record for winning grants and corporate sponsorships. I developed my own public relations campaigns and was regularly published in newspapers and periodicals.

Managing my own career was something that no one person taught me. I learned from several individuals, positive and negative encounters, trial-and-error experiences, and intuition.

Measuring my success as an artist’s career coach is very similar to measuring my success as an artist. In both professions I have achieved immediate success, long-range success, and no success. I have received direct feedback, indirect feedback, and no feedback. I have felt successful in my work when my clients have followed up and used my advice, leads, and information that led to invitations to exhibit and perform; were awarded commissions, grants, and fellowships; received press coverage; and were successful in their negotiations with art dealers.

Although many of the examples and anecdotes I use to illustrate or make a point involve visual artists, performing artists and writers will also be able to identify with many of the situations.

This book does not provide all the answers an artist is seeking, nor does it contain everything an artist needs to know about the art world. However, it fills in the gaps that have been omitted, overlooked, or ignored in other publications; it elaborates on subjects that have been inadequately covered and challenges some basic notions about what an artist’s career is all about. It contains advice, opinions, and impressions that will not be particularly palatable to members of the art world—including artists, the media, funding agencies, art collectors, art dealers, arts administrators, curators, and critics—because it also explores the ills and injustices of the art world and sheds some light on who is responsible.

When the first edition of this book was published in 1983, there was only one other book on the market that offered career advice to artists. It was titled The Artist’s Guide to His Market, and it was published in 1970. Although in subsequent editions the sexist title was changed to The Artist’s Guide to the Art Market, in all the editions the author consistently advised that it would be unrealistic for artists to believe that they can earn a living through art sales.1

Many more books on career management are now on the market. Some of the books express sentiments that are optimistic and empowering. Other books continue to put art dealers in the driver’s seat and believe that dealers know best. Some books were written by people with little or no experience in the art world and approach art marketing in the same way one would go about marketing a new restaurant or selling underwear online!

This book addresses artists’ roles in advancing and bettering their lot and taking control of their careers. What artists need most is objective advice, but what they usually receive is reinforcement of a myth of what it is like to be an artist. All too often artists are characterized as underdogs, and accordingly this image is strengthened throughout their careers. I can’t promise that all of my advice is objective, since my own personal experiences come into play, but the original incentive to write this book came about when I realized how much underdog philosophy was being published under the guise of “nuts and bolts” career management.

You will rarely find the word talent used in the forthcoming pages. The belief that an artist has talent is a subjective judgment, and there is no guarantee that a talented artist will be successful or that a successful artist is talented.

CLIENT PROFILES

My clients range in age from their early twenties to their late eighties. When I started working with artists, most of my clients were women. This substantially changed in the 1990s, and today genders are equally divided.

Clients have included painters; sculptors; printmakers; fiber artists; installation artists; poets; playwrights; novelists; comic strip artists; graphic novelists; journalists; animators; photographers; craft artists; theater and film directors; film and video artists; performance artists; choreographers; dancers; classical, jazz, and pop musicians and composers; and opera singers.

Clients have included well-known artists, unknown artists, beginning artists, self-taught artists, artist couples, arts administrators, curators, art dealers, art consultants, art critics, art service organizations, and theater and dance companies. I have assisted a rabbi, a retired executive of Macy’s department store, a retired host of a television variety show, a national gossip columnist, a Time Magazine “person of the year,” prison inmates and ex-offenders, physicians, surgeons, architects, psychiatrists, psychologists, attorneys, and book editors.

Clients have included artists who have just graduated from art school, self-taught artists, midcareer artists, artists who have surpassed the designation of “midcareer,” career changers, and artists who are concerned with their “legacy” (see page 45).

When I first began working with artists, most of my clients lived in the New York City area. However, today, through phone and email consultations, I help artists nationwide, as well as those who live in Canada, Europe, Japan, South America, and Central America. I also meet with artists in person in Sarasota, Florida, where I am currently based.

I have advised and assisted artists in developing such basis career tools as fine art résumés, résumés to secure teaching positions, artist statements, and biographies. I have provided information and advice on exhibition, performance, and commission opportunities. I have advised and assisted in the preparation of website content planning, exhibition proposals, book proposals, grant proposals, and brochure development. I have advised artists on how to negotiate with art dealers and to prepare for studio visits. I have also served on a team to assist a client with a complicated copyright infringement lawsuit, which was successfully settled.

I have counseled artists on complex and seemingly less tangible career challenges such as helping artists learn to see themselves in relation to the world at large and as participants in the specific world of art and its various components. I have also counseled artists on handling rejection as well as success and on maintaining momentum and overcoming inertia.

However, the most significant aspect of my work is helping artists take control of their careers.

THE CHANGING APPROACH TO ARTIST CAREER DEVELOPMENT

Calling myself an artists’ consultant and “hanging out a shingle” was not an easy task. For valid and comprehensible reasons, deep-rooted skepticism was intrinsic to all arts communities. Initially, it was difficult to reach artists and convince them that what I had to say and offer was worthwhile.

Another factor that enhanced skepticism of my newly invented occupation was that I crossed the sacred line of discussing money, marketing, and self-promotion, and challenging some very basis perceptions about the art world. I would go as far as saying that to some people I was considered a “witch.” To a large extent these career development topics remained controversial throughout the 1970s, and well into the 1980s and 1990s. Things began to change when the century changed.

Today, career development programs and resources for artists are plentiful and address artists at all career levels. For example, the Mint Artists Guild in Detroit sponsors a program to help teenage artists develop career and business skills. The program was founded in 2015 by writer and journalist Vickie Elmer. Young artists receive training in business and career strategies and receive exhibition experience by showcasing their artwork in public spaces.

New Business Models: Going to the Extreme

On the other hand, in certain ways career development tools for artists have gone to the extreme, mirroring a prevalent political philosophy that corporations are people and people are brands. This has happened by well-intentioned individuals who know little about the art world or the special challenges fine artists face. It has also happened by some leading artist service organizations who have joined the bandwagon and are naively encouraging artists to implement strategies and methods borrowed from the business worlds of nonartists. Many of the strategies have no relationship to how artists within the art world really function.

The new business model has embraced the commercial vocabulary of advertising agencies. Artists are addressed as if they were a new energy bar about to go on the market and need a “brand” to be successful. For those who understand the inner workings of the art world and the mysterious and varied reasons why art sells, the simplistic and gimmicky emphasis on “branding” is insulting and crass. As one of my clients commented: “I cringe each time I hear the word ‘branding’ when it refers to an artist. I keep seeing the image of a cow whose skin is being seared with a branding iron.”

Some websites that focus on art marketing offer artists reams of advice about “branding” and “rebranding” their image, promising fame and fortune if they use “branding” techniques.

In stressing the importance of “branding,” the author of one such article writes, “What do you think of when you hear, ‘Have it your way’? How about, ‘The real thing’? If you said Burger King and Coke, you’ve already been swayed by the lure of branding.”2 Most unfortunately, the author seems to think that marketing fine art and marketing hamburgers are one in the same.

Benny Shaboy, who for many years served as a career coach to artists and as editor and publisher of the monthly Art Opportunities Monthly, pointed out that

Fine artists may be impressed with the credentials of members of various business communities at first and believe there must be something to what those people say. Once they think about the application of the recommended marketing techniques and business strategies, however, most realize the advice just doesn’t fit the way in which artists’ careers work or the way in which the art world operates.3

Regional and national artist service organizations are producing webinars and videos that advise artists on career development. One video series4 is divided into four topics: business, finances, social media marketing, and legal. I watched the video about business and thought that the counselor’s advice could very well be pertinent to the business of art if the business were, for example, an art supply store or frame shop, but certainly not the occupation of a fine artist. It is doubtful that visual artists and performing artists would relate to much of the advice—especially when the counselor entered highly subjective territory, warning viewers that their product or service has to be “excellent, of high quality, and good.”

I asked one of my clients to screen the same video. Because he wears two very different hats, as a fine artist and a consultant to business start-ups unrelated to the arts, I was interested in feedback. His response:

Clearly a business person wrote this script without consulting any artists. As an artist, some of it seemed ridiculous … “know your customer,” for instance … kind of true but not realistic. Knowing the customer takes lots of sophisticated expensive research and it’s often wrong.

New titles for artists have been invented to coincide with the new business models, with an underlying insinuation that when artists refer to themselves as “artrepreneurs,” “artist-entrepreneurs,” or “creative entrepreneurs,” this will lead to career success. The reason why these “entrepreneur-based” titles evolved and why fine artists are encouraged to use them is directly related to a lack of understanding about the differences between fine artists and commercial artists. In addition, misguided business advisors, arts administrators, and even some artist career coaches also lump together all art market audiences without an understanding of the various distinctions between the consumer market and the fine art market. (see page 132).

Uninformed business advisors, arts administrators, and career coaches also seem oblivious to the fact that “art is not a business like other businesses,” one of the key points attorney Micaela McMurrough succinctly pointed out to the US Tax Court when she successfully defended her client against the IRS accusation that the artist had underpaid taxes.5

Selling Art from Artists’ Websites: Advantages and Disadvantages

From the very beginning of website development, some artists have used their sites to sell art. Buying into the “artist as entrepreneur” philosophy, many more artists have set up stores on their sites aimed at the consumer market without giving it too much thought.

There are several advantages of selling work from an artist website. For example, the elimination of paying the exorbitant 50 percent sales commission that most art dealers charge. Selling work from an artist website can give artists a strong sense of autonomy and independence, free from the subjective whims of the gallery system, which can be very harsh, cruel, and nonsensical. Most important, many artists are receiving a steady stream of income, which helps to defray the high cost of student loans and high cost of rent. Generally, and with exceptions, of course, artwork sold through artist websites tend to be priced less than $500, which is within the comfort zone of the public.

There are also many downsides to selling work from artist websites. For example, vying entirely for the consumer market sales does not encourage creative exploration or experimentation. Just like any other “store” owner, artists with commercial websites will consciously or subconsciously create artwork that they know will please the public and hesitate to change gears for fear that it will negatively impact sales.

In an article in The Atlantic, writer William Deresiewicz dissected the career track of artists who are creating “product-driven” art. He writes:

It’s hard to believe that the new arrangement will not favor work that’s safer: more familiar, formulaic, user-friendly, eager to please—more like entertainment, less like art. Artists will inevitably spend a lot more time looking over their shoulder, trying to figure out what the customer wants rather than what they themselves are seeking to say. The nature of aesthetic judgment will itself be reconfigured. “No more gatekeepers,” goes the slogan of the Internet apostles. Everyone’s opinion, as expressed in Amazon reviews and suchlike, carries equal weight—the democratization of taste.6

Gallery dealers and art consultants are not interested in competing with artists’ website shopping carts. The chaotic design and unsubtle commercial orientation of many artist websites can turn off curators and those people positioned to award artists public art commissions, residencies, grants, and other awards. Although the submission guidelines of these venues do not state “artists who sell work directly from their websites need not apply,” generally it is an unspoken rule.

Young artists do not anticipate the likelihood that growing older can coincide with a yearning to receive art world recognition and come face-to-face with issues relating to their legacy (see page 11). If an artist spends his or her entire career only catering to the taste buds of the consumer market, it is unlikely that respect and acknowledgment from the fine art world will occur.

This book is directed at artists who are primarily interested in the fine art market. For artists who are more interested in reaching the consumer market, there are books and online articles available. (These resources are listed on the Artist Help Network site under the heading “Career” and the subheading “Art Marketing.”) A further discussion about the differences between the consumer art market and fine art market are discussed on page 132.

THE ADVENT OF “SOCIAL PRACTICE ART”

In refreshing contrast to the “artrepreneur” movement is the proliferation of social practice art, a repackaging of some forms of “public art,” which has been around for many years. Social practice art is the collaboration of artists with individuals, communities, and institutions in the creation of socially conscious art. Social practice art also goes by other names, including public practice, socially engaged art, and community art.

Social practice art has found its way into projects that deal with homelessness, the environment, urban design and urban renewal, community organization, and much more.

In 2005 the California College of the Arts in San Francisco was the first art school to offer a degree in social practice art, and by 2016 at least 10 other institutions have established similar programs. Of course, one does not need a degree to be a social practice art practitioner, but social practice art is an important field to warrant inclusion in fine arts curricula.

In addition, museums are recognizing social practice art and now have staff members with titles such as curator of social engagement and curator of public engagement.

A good resource for learning more about social practice art is the Social Practices Art Network (SPAN). It serves as a platform for a variety of socially engaged art and design practices and contains information for individuals, organizations, community groups, and institutions that are interested in new genre arts forms and practices.

THE SOCIAL MEDIA EXPLOSION

For better or worse, since the last edition of this book was published, the use of social media platforms for subtle and not-so-subtle art marketing purposes has exploded. Chapter 6, “Art Marketing: Digital, Print, and Social Media,” includes a discussion of this subject, including feedback on various platforms, what they are accomplishing or not accomplishing, and the pros and cons of using social media in fine artist career development.

A WIDESPREAD INTEREST IN ARTIST LEGACY ISSUES

With the population explosion of Baby Boomers (those born between 1946 and 1965) and Generation X (those born between 1966 and 1979), artists in these age groups have developed a keen interest in their “legacy.” Many artists in these age groups share the sentiment of Susan Kapuscinski Gaylord, expressed in her artist’s book Art Lessons: Reflections from an Artist’s Life: “At sixty-one, I am determined to give myself permission to be as selfish as I need to be to do the work I love. I have a strong sense that it’s now or never.”7

Many of my clients in these age groups have become very proactive in relaunching their careers, or taking their careers to the next level with the hope that when they depart from Planet Earth, their names and artwork will be remembered.

With this deepening interest in their legacies, artists are spending more time in the studio, more time on art marketing, and more time trying to find a solution of what to do with the piles of artwork that are being stored and who will look after their artwork after they die. A broader discussion of legacy issues is included in Chapter 3, “Launching or Relaunching Your Career: Setting Up Shop and Entering the Art World” (see page 45) and Chapter 5, “Exhibition and Sales Opportunities: Using Those That Exist and Creating Your Own” (see page 107).

THE ADVENT OF “GALLERISTS”

Somewhere between the mid-1990s and early 2000s, art dealers in New York reinvented themselves and changed the title of their occupation to “gallerist.” Although an article in the New York Times8 suggests that the advent of this new appellation happened in the early 2000s, a reader responded and said that he first heard the term used in Europe in the mid-1900s.9

The new title arrived with a set of rules regarding who can use the title and who cannot. As an attempt to explain the difference between an art dealer and a gallerist, a gallery owner interviewed in the Times described an art dealer as one who buys and sells art but does not represent artists. The article also suggested that a gallerist nurtures artists.10

The Artlex Art Dictionary offered a broader definition of gallerist and an explanation of the word’s origins:

A professional artists’ representative, who may or may not also be an art dealer—someone involved in the buying and selling of art. This term might have been derived from the French galeriste, long used by top gallery workers in France to distinguish themselves from the mere marchand de tableaux, or picture merchant. Alternatively, perhaps it came from Germany, where galerist or galeristin denotes, respectively, a male or female gallery owner.11

Nina Pratt, who for many years served as a New York-based art marketing advisor to art dealers, accurately observes that many dealers believe the myth that art and business do not mix. “Dealers are terrified of being viewed as used-car salesmen. They go to great lengths to dissociate themselves from the ‘business’ aspects of art.”12 Consequently, as an effort to reinvent themselves and ward off their worst fear, American art dealers gave themselves a new title. Although the new title is pretentious and a less-than-subtle embellishment of the occupation of “salesperson,” it can also be interpreted that the “ist” at the end of “gallerist” symbolically represents yet another encroachment into an “artist’s” territory. It can be compared to the 50 percent sales commissions art dealers receive, an implication that they are major contributors to the creation of artwork! Therefore, this is the only section of the book that will refer to art dealers as gallerists!

THE ART WORLD CONTINUES TO BE IN DIRE NEED OF REFORM

The art world continues to be in dire need of reforms and structural changes. These changes will not happen overnight, but they will happen if more and more artists take control of their careers, reject the image of artists as underdogs, and refrain from practicing a dog-eat-dog philosophy in competing with other artists. Although there are more artists than ever before, as the community of artists multiplies, it simultaneously divides. Everyone is vying for the same bone; no one wants to share it.

Some time ago I shared these views with a client who I had been working with since I began counseling artists. He had been represented by a dealer for more than three years, during which time his work substantially increased in sales and in value.

From the beginning of the relationship with the gallery, much against my judgment, the artist refused to use a written agreement. However, the artist accepted and acted upon my advice to learn to market his work, independent of the biannual solo show he received at the gallery. Eventually, he became highly skilled in initiating new contacts and following up on old ones. Both initiatives resulted in many sales.

When the dealer saw what was happening, she added some new stipulations to their oral agreement, which originally set forth a specified sales commission on all work sold through the gallery. She began charging “special sales commissions” for special circumstances, circumstances in which she was not directly involved either in initiating a sale or in doing the legwork to make it happen. The artist, who was afraid to challenge the dealer because he felt that it would jeopardize their relationship, acceded to her demands.

I pointed out to the artist that, apart from the money he was losing, a principle was at stake, and that each time an artist compromises a principle, his or her career and the status of artists in general, now and in the future, are set back another notch.

I advised the artist to present the dealer with a proposal that was more equitable. If the artist must give the dealer a commission on every work sold, even if the sale did not originate with the gallery, the dealer should give the artist something in return, such as a monthly advance against future sales. I pointed out that if the artist had a written contract, chances are the dealer would never have tried to impose an arbitrary sales commission formula. I also pointed out that the artist had adequately proved his market value and selling power to the dealer, who was deriving steady revenue from the sale of the artist’s work, a situation that the dealer would not want to give up easily. It had not occurred to the artist that he had bargaining power.

Such occurrences are common in the art world—unnecessary dilemmas and frustrations created by “the gatekeepers” who have usurped power from artists and by artists who allow their power to be usurped.

Artists’ Forgotten Power

Artists, by the fact that they are artists, have power. Artists provide thousands of nonartists with jobs! Examples of nonartists who depend on artists for jobs include art dealers; gallery staffs; curators; museum staffs; arts administrators; grants administrators; art school staff; critics and journalists; corporate art consultants and advisors; federal, state, and municipal arts agency employees; accountants; lawyers; framers; printers; and art material suppliers.

Yet more nonartists than artists make a living from art, and nonartists make more money from art than artists! This inequity exists, as do many others, because artists, the “employers,” individually and collectively have not yet recognized their power.

A report13 released in 2017 by the Arts and Cultural Production Satellite Account (ACPSA), in conjunction with the National Endowment for the Arts and the Bureau of Economic Analysis of the US Department of Commerce, showed that only 2.9 percent of the salaries and compensation generated by arts and cultural programs went to independent artists, writers, and performers. The balance, 97.1 percent, went to those in occupations who serve artists, writers, and performers—less the number of performing artists who were employed by performing arts companies. This category was not earmarked in the study.

In response to an article I wrote in my blog about artists providing thousands of nonartists with jobs, a reader wrote that for several years the American Association of Museums (now called the American Alliance of Museums) refused to sell an annual museum pass to artists because the organization’s policy was that the pass was only for people who provided goods or services to museums! Although the policy is no longer in place, it clearly illustrates a myopic point of view regarding the role of artists.

Positive Changes Are Being Made

On the other hand, some aspects of the art world are in good shape and continue to get better. For artists, more headway has been made regarding autonomy and self-sufficiency with the explosion of artist websites, crowdfunding programs (see page 242), some useful forms of social media, and the advent of more artist-advocacy organizations such as WAGE (Working Artists and the Greater Economy). This organization has successfully drawn attention to economic inequalities that exist in the arts and is working to resolve them (also see page 112).

In 2012 the New York Arts and Cultural Affairs Law, which had been in effect for 45 years, was strengthened with amendments that created criminal penalties for art dealers who do not pay artists and heirs to artists’ estates. Violation of the law can mean fines and jail time. In addition, the law’s amendments allow artists and artists’ estates to recover attorneys’ fees in a lawsuit to enforce the law’s requirements. The problem with the original law was that few artists or art dealers knew of its existence, but in 2012 the amendments received a great deal of publicity.

Although there is still a lot of headway to be made, more art schools and college and university art departments have included career development programs into their curricula as an effort to prepare students for real life. More art dealers and arts administrators are entering the art world with degrees in arts administration and are better prepared with marketing and business acumen than most of their predecessors.

In previous editions of this book, I pointed out that denying that art is a business is one of many career development blocks that artists must transcend. Although as previously mentioned in this chapter, I take issue with some of the ways artists are encouraged to “think like a business person,” in the last ten years much progress has been made in the sponsorship of career development programs by artist service organizations nationwide.

Most structural changes in the art world will come about only through artist pressure, artist initiative, and artist participation. While the prospect of radically changing the art world might seem overwhelming to any one artist, one of the most important contributions that any artist can make is to restructure and take control of his or her own career. The following chapters will elaborate on why this is important and provide options, suggestions, and advice on how to make it happen.

Keep in mind that it took me time to build a career as an artist. It also took time to learn, master, and apply the skills that are described in this book. I mention this to help readers counteract sensations of being overwhelmed by all the suggestions and information that are provided in the forthcoming chapters. My career did not develop overnight; it was a slow but constant buildup. I absorbed information that I needed to know at the time I needed to know it. When I listened to my inner voice, I moved forward; when I didn’t, I stumbled.



RESOURCES IN THIS CHAPTER

Resources cited in this chapter are listed in the Appendix of Resources (beginning on page 273) and/or in the Notes sections. The Appendix of Resources is organized with the headings Publications, Organizations, Websites, and Mailing Lists. Publications, websites, and software that are sponsored by an organization are listed under the name of the organization. Direct links to websites with long addresses, and new resources, are provided on the Artist Help Network, www.artisthelpnetwork.com.

Also included in the Appendix of Resources are the following additional resources pertaining to subjects covered in this chapter:

See appendix section “Organizations”

Association of Independent Colleges of Art and Design (AICAD)

See appendix section “Publications”

Seeing Power: Art and Activism in the Twenty-first Century

See appendix section “Websites”

Artschools.com

ArtStudy.org.

Social Art Practices

Notes (page 313)


CHAPTER 2

Launching or Relaunching Your Career:

Overcoming Career Blocks

As an artist, you have experienced the exuberant pleasure in the act of creation, taking you into the “zone,” a space where there are no time constraints or barriers and you feel in sync with the world.

However, producing something you treasure and believe in does not resolve the question of how to use your artwork to survive and prosper. For artists, the question is particularly complex because of the difference between survival and prosperity as defined by artists and those in other professions. For an artist, survival often means bare-bones existence; prosperity may be keeping your head above water. In other professions, survival is keeping your head above water; prosperity is financial success!

Being an artist means believing you are an artist; making a living as an artist requires a commitment to overcoming career blocks. In the book A Life in the Arts: Practical Guidance and Inspiration for Creative and Performing Artists, the author and psychotherapist Dr. Eric Maisel pinpoints twenty types of career blocks that artists often experience:

Blocks from parental voices, personality blocks, personality trait blocks, self-censorship, self-criticism, world criticism, world-wariness, existential blocks, conflicts between life and art, fatigue, pressure paralysis, environmental blocks, social blocks, skill deficits, myths and idealizations, self-abuse, anxieties, depression, and incubation and fallow periods.1

Although these problems and limitations are presented as career blocks, they are the very same obstacles that can encumber career development.

REJECTING THE MYTH OF THE ARTIST

In past editions of this book, I have discussed the myth of the artist that has been created over the years by society and artists alike on what it means to be an artist. I pointed out that the myth has been perpetuated consciously and subconsciously by artists and nonartists and is based on trading off many of the things that other people value for the right to be an artist.

For example, the myth tells us that struggle, complexity, and suffering are necessary components of creativity, and without these key elements an artist will stagnate. The myth tells us that the desire for comfortable lives and financial success will ultimately poison and distort art, that a real artist is concerned only with art and anyone else is a dilettante. The myth tells us that real artists do not discover themselves; real artists are discovered by others! The myth warns us about selling out, although most artists who are concerned about this issue are not quite sure what it means. The myth says that artists are expected to be flamboyant, provocative, moody, weird, or antisocial. Author, essayist, and literary critic William Deresiewicz believes that

the notion of the artist as a solitary genius is decades out of date…. A new paradigm is emerging, and has been since about the turn of the millennium, one that’s in the process of reshaping what artists are: how they work, train, trade, collaborate, think of themselves and are thought of—even what art is—just as the solitary-genius model did two centuries ago.2

Although there is ample evidence that Deresiewicz’s observations are 100 percent correct, artists who want to enter and sustain a career in the art world are still faced with many challenges, a combination of career blocks that Dr. Eric Maisel described and the way in which the art world functions.

There is a direct correlation between how artists see themselves and where art-world power is centered. For example, the phrase stable of artists is commonly and casually used by both artists and dealers alike. It refers to the artists who are represented by a gallery, but it implies much more, and, unfortunately, as a metaphor it works well. It suggests that artists are like herds of animals that need to be contained in an environment where their master can control their lives.

Starving artist is another demeaning and frequently used phrase that contributes to the stereotypical image of how artists are perceived and how they see themselves. The lingo is used in advertising, on websites and blogs, in products, and as the name of art galleries.

The New York Times writer A. O. Scott defines the relationship between the term starving artist and the notion of selling out: “The old phrase ‘starving artist’ gestures toward an image that is both romantic and pathetic, of a person too pure, and also just too impractical, to make it in the world. When that person ceases to starve, he or she can always be labeled a sellout.”3

QUESTIONING WHETHER FINE ARTIST IS A VALID OCCUPATION

During an interview with Oprah Winfrey, Daniel Pink,4 author of A Whole New Mind: Why Right-Brainers Will Rule the Future, observed that in the 21st century the MFA degree is becoming more relevant than an MBA degree. He pointed out that artists can’t be outsourced, but the jobs and responsibilities of those who hold an MBA certainly can. He also mentioned that many of his readers purchased the book for their parents!

Promoting its “Teen Financial Education Day” in 2016, the Wells Fargo Bank published a brochure that featured two smiling young people performing jobs in the fields of science, technology, engineering, and math. The text reads: “A ballerina yesterday. An engineer today” and “An actor yesterday. A botanist today” and “Let’s get them ready for tomorrow.” The brochure’s message created a huge stir in the arts community. The blowback forced Wells Fargo to issue an apology on Twitter, stating, “We are making changes to the campaign … that better reflect our company’s core value of embracing diversity and inclusion, and our support of the arts.”

Seeds of doubt suggesting that fine art is not a valid occupation are planted and reinforced by educators who, under the guise of providing career advice, emphasize alternatives to fine art and steer students into applied arts fields.

Computer animation, video game design, medical and fashion illustration, set design, graphic design, industrial design, and commercial photography are viewed as viable alternatives to painting, sculpture, printmaking, and fine-art photography. Students majoring in fine art are encouraged to take a lot of education courses to have something to fall back on. If we were educated to believe that being a fine artist is a valid profession, there would be fewer artists needing an occupational backup. Has a law student ever been advised to take a lot of education courses to have something to fall back on?

Although the cautious advice given to artists comes from people who are trying to be helpful, it is advice based on other people’s experiences, as well as on hearsay and myths. Other people’s reality should not be your reality, nor can it be.

Believing in other people’s perceptions can be a disastrous trap. Ralph Charell, author of How to Make Things Go Your Way, observes:

If you filter the perceptions you receive through mediators, you deprive yourself of a direct encounter with the event itself. The more you come to depend on the perceptions and opinions of others, the less of yourself you are able to put into the equations of various experiences in your own life. Soon, if the process continues, your life becomes dim and pale and you are eventually at sea, tossed and buffeted, alone under a starless sky, without an internal compass of your own.5

Nathan Gebhard, coauthor of Roadmap: The Get-It-Together Guide for Figuring Out What to Do with Your Life, poses the question:

How do you quiet the noise that’s coming at you from family, friends, and society? Parents suggesting you should be a lawyer, policy makers defining “success” in terms of paychecks, even the voice inside your head saying you’re not smart enough.6

Citing an example of naysayer advice, Gebhard describes the experience of Oscar-nominated director Richard Linklater, who believed that the noise told him that

the arts wouldn’t lead anywhere. Friends and family—people he respected—told him to go to medical or law school. But Mr. Linklater suggests you consider where these people are coming from. “Do they really want you to be a doctor? Do they really want you to be a lawyer?” he wondered. “No, it just sounds good.” Instead he realized: “I don’t want to live like them, you know? I don’t want their life. I remember just sitting there going, ‘OK, I’m going to reject the advice and do the complete, polar, 180-degree opposite of what everyone is telling me to do.’”7

Gail McMeekin, a career and creativity coach, a psychotherapist, and author of The 12 Secrets of Highly Creative Women: A Portable Mentor and The 12 Secrets of Highly Successful Women: A Portable Life Coach for Creative Women, writes that one of many career obstacles is “taking advice from people who are not experts and do not know what they are talking about. It is amazing to me how easily people can be swayed by other people’s opinions, when that person has no business giving advice.”8 Along the same lines, she warns that another obstacle is “falling prey to the security freaks and the Debbie Downers of the world who hate their own lives and discourage creative action under any circumstances, because they don’t have the guts to do it themselves. They also don’t want you to succeed at it either and make them look or feel badly.”9

LOW INCOME EXPECTATIONS AND DUAL CAREERS

More than 35 years ago, art educator Ronald H. Silverman clearly saw the correlation between how artists are viewed as low-income producers and the low priority art is assigned in school curricula. He pointed out that substantial evidence indicates that more than 90 percent of school-age children do not connect art with a means of acquiring money or earning a living and went on to say:

While these figures may reflect pervasive cultural attitudes which stereotype artists as starving Bohemians, they may also be the consequence of current art education practices. Teachers are either ignoring the economic impact of the arts or they are telling their students that an interest in art has little if any economic career implications. Although these approaches may be the honest view of well-intended teachers, they do not square with the facts. They may also be the key deterrent to art becoming a part of the basic school curriculum. 10

Although Silverman’s observations were published more than three decades ago, little has changed regarding perceptions of fine art being a valid career. Megan Bonke, who graduated from an art school in 2012, wrote in an article titled “Life After Art School: Disappointments and Future Plans”: “I remember the retiring president of the School of the Art Institute of Chicago (SAIC) making a speech on the first day of my orientation. In so many words, he said, if you have a backup plan outside of the arts, then that’s the direction you are headed, because art will not be the easy option.”11

Low expectations of artists’ earning power have given rise to the practice of dual careers. While few question its symbolic implications, the concept of dual careers for artists is a widely accepted norm that is readily encouraged and propagated. The phrase dual career is a euphemism for holding two jobs, and under the work ethic of many cultures and religions, it is emblematic of fortitude, stamina, dedication, and responsibility. But in reality, and in many cases, anyone engaged in a dual career for a length of time understands that it creates a lifestyle of frustration, stress, chaos, exhaustion, and guilt.

Of course, there are exceptions when dual careers complement each other, and this is discussed in Chapter 11, “Generating Income: Alternatives to Driving a Cab” (see page 245).

INSUFFICIENT TRAINING OF FINE ARTISTS

Even when students persevere and select fine arts, they may enter their careers without the foggiest notion of how to begin. The late Jo Hanson, an artist and author, describes the dilemma many artists face:

Artists are set up for difficult career adjustments by the omissions from art education, and by the self-image projected through the art subculture that discourages, and even scorns, attention to business management and competence in it. In attitudes and preparation, I believe most of us begin with several strikes against us. We find, through difficult experience, that we must work our way up to zero to get in a position to go forward. I speculate that “successful” artists are the ones who figured things out early in their careers and could follow a clear line toward their goals. 12

In books and in workshops, I have addressed the insufficient training of artists for many years. Finally, the fruits of my advocacy work gained legs in 2016, when the Center for Cultural Innovation acknowledged the importance of career planning for artists in a report prepared for the National Endowment for the Arts:

Appetite for professional training in the arts remains strong—approximately 120,000 people graduate with art degrees every year. Many more people make their way into art careers without academic training through apprenticeships or other kinds of pre-professional education. Regardless of the entry point, the skills required to succeed as an artist today are not limited to mastering an art form or presentation technique. Increasingly, artists also need knowledge and skills in multiple areas of production, business, and social media, and must master the complexities and ambiguities of both making art and making a career in a contemporary art world.13

Even though many art schools and college and university art departments have added career development programs into their curricula, unfortunately in many schools even the mention of “career” and “life after school” is discouraged—or, as a graduate of an art school in an Ivy League university complained to me, “My teachers made me feel guilty when I asked questions that were in any way related to the business aspects of art or how to go about finding a gallery. I was chastised for admitting that I was concerned about making a living from photography.”

Some academics who discourage career advice at the college level believe that students should be sheltered from real-life survival issues while in school. But many fine-arts faculty members are opposed to career development courses for selfish and self-serving reasons: they are aware that today’s student artists will become tomorrow’s practicing artists, and eventually artists with whom they will compete for gallery, museum, and press attention, so there is much resistance to imparting any sort of information that could possibly give these future peers a career edge or jeopardize their own pecking order in the art world.

Although there is an increased awareness of the importance of preparing students for real life, I strongly recommend that if you are planning to enter a BFA or MFA program, apply only to those colleges and universities that offer professional practice programs for fine artists. With the vast amount of debt that students are incurring, it is another strong reason why art students need to leave school with a solid background in learning the mechanics of how to make a living as an artist.

CONFRONTING MONEY ISSUES

How much do you want to earn as an artist, and how much are you willing to spend to earn it? Thoughts of money are ever present, and depending on one’s situation, the thoughts are in the forefront of one’s mind or nestled in the subconscious.

How much is my artwork worth? How much do I need this year, this month, this week? What can I afford? How much should I be earning?

There are artists who have identified with poverty for so long that, when money finally comes their way, they are consumed with enormous guilt, a theme that dominates their existence. There are artists who become Little Johnny One-Notes, churning out whatever made money in the past, in fear that venturing in new directions will bring them to or back to Poverty City. And there are artists who attach so many stigmas to the concept of prosperity that they undervalue their work, riding the train to martyrdom. As psychotherapist Annette Lieberman and writer Vicki Lindner state in their book The Money Mirror: How Money Reflects Women’s Dreams, Fears, and Desires:

Money Martyrs think it is “morally superior” to ignore their financial needs and often become the victims. 14

The authors also point out that “artists believe, often with validity, that financial rewards are bestowed on artistic products that are not the best. They say that they have not earned much money for their work because it is ‘good’ or ‘pure.’”15

Carol Lloyd, a writer, performer, and author of Creating a Life Worth Living, describes the attitudes of many artists who have conflicted relationships with money: “They want a luxurious life but no signs of filthy lucre passing through their hands. They want stability without savings. They want to be poor and righteous and generous of spirit on the one hand and they want to be rich and fabulous on the other. They want to do wonderfully healthy things for the world for free and, at the same time, work in high-powered prestigious fields and get paid by the truckload.”16

Lloyd goes on to say that:

if you have this internal battle with greed and guilt, hedonism and morality, you may be suffering from the effects of extreme thinking. From this black-and-white perspective, the middle ground of getting paid for good, hard work reverberates with negative connotations: borrowing, staid, conventional, capitalist, careerist.17

The most common money-related mistake artists make is a reluctance to invest in their own careers. Although without hesitation artists are willing to spend relatively large amounts of money on supplies, equipment, and studio space, they are miserly and skimp when it comes to other important aspects of career development, such as travel, presentation tools, software, publicity and press relations, mailing lists, and such preventive medicine as engaging the services of professionals, such as lawyers, accountants, and career coaches. Subsequent chapters discuss why these expenditures are important. But it simply boils down to this: If you are not willing to invest in your career, who is?

An artist’s reluctance to make crucial career investments is sometimes spearheaded or aggravated by the attitude of a nonartist spouse or domestic partner, particularly if the artist does not have a separate bank account. If “family funds” are being used for career expenditures, an artist might experience subtle or not-so-subtle pressure to generate art sales in a relatively short amount of time or provide some sort of tangible justification that career investments are not a waste of money. Although it is not always possible, it is important for artists to sensitize their mates to the reality that earning a decent part-time or full-time income from art sales and commissions is certainly possible, but it can take time.

INTIMIDATION OF VISUAL ART

Many people are intimidated by visual art, including those who buy and sell art! Of all the arts disciplines, visual art seems to be the least understood. The fear of visual art is perpetuated throughout our schooling, beginning as early as kindergarten, as we are bombarded with conflicting messages about the importance and relevance of visual art in our culture. Often visual art is presented as a “filler” subject—not in the same league, for example, as science, mathematics, or history. And when budgets need to be cut, school arts programs are the first to go.

But by adulthood, visual art is perceived as a discipline that can only be appreciated and understood by someone possessing a substantial background in art history.

On the other hand, random interviews with members of the public inquiring about preferences in music will produce immediate and confident responses. People are eager to tell you that they like jazz, country and western, classical, opera, blues, hip hop, or rock and roll. But ask the same public about their preferences in visual art, and their responses are laced with hesitation and discomfort. Often defensive platitudes are offered, such as “I don’t know anything about art but I know what I like.”

Art historian and lecturer Carol Duncan described an experience with a Department of Motor Vehicles inspector during a test for her driver’s license:

Upon discovering that I taught art history, he felt compelled to tell me his dislike for Picasso, probably the only modern artist he could name. For a good fifteen minutes, while I did my turns and stops, he complained steadily about modern art. “I’m not stupid,” he kept saying, “but that art doesn’t say anything to me.” Indeed, there was nothing stupid about him. But he felt that someone was telling him he was stupid by holding up for admiration expensive and apparently meaningful objects he could not comprehend. Students in the state college I teach often indicate such resentment—or else they are full of apology for not liking modern art.18

Insecurity and intimidation of visual art have contributed to the development of a power structure within the art world consisting of intermediaries, now referred to as the “gatekeepers,” whom we have come to depend on as sources of truth. We believe that good art can only be determined by the judgments and decisions of art dealers, critics, curators, academics, and art administrators. Unfortunately, many people within the art world believe this myth, including artists!

If members of the public were self-confident about their preferences in art, the strength of the power structure would diminish. Art dealers would be acknowledged as sales personnel, a title that reflects their real occupation versus the messiah-like image currently awarded. Arts-related professions would be recognized as occupations that were created around artists, and not, as it often seems, the other way around! Or as the late Ted Potter, an arts advocate, pointed out: “Curators, administrators, directors, and art dealers are all really flight attendants for this thing called art…. Art and the creative artists are what it’s all about.”19

VALIDATION AND ARTISTS’ INSECURITY

Self-validation has great staying power compared to the type of validation that artists often seek from the art world. Validation awarded from the art world is fickle, volatile, often irrational, and short-lived.

When external validation is bestowed, the recipient might feel ecstatic, making one conclude that whatever sacrifices were made, and whatever time and money were spent, it had all been worth it. But for some people, it doesn’t matter how much praise, press, exhibitions, commissions, and sales they receive; it will never be enough.

The ability to validate your own artwork does not always come easily nor does it come quickly. When I am called upon to validate an artist’s work, I point out that in my capacity as a career coach and as a human being, it is not my role to assess whether an artist has talent. And when I am put in this position, I pose the question: How would you respond if you showed your work to six artists and half of the group said you are talented and the other half disagreed?

Regarding the issue of validation, David Bayles and Ted Orland, authors of Art & Fear, remind us that “courting approval, even that of peers, puts dangerous amounts of power in the hands of the audience. Worse yet, the audience is seldom in a position to grant (or withhold) approval on the one issue that really counts—namely, whether or not you’re making progress in your work.”20

Other issues surrounding the subject of insecurity are discussed in Chapter 12, “Rationalization, Paranoia, Competition, the Overwhelm Factor, and Rejecting Rejection” (see page 257).

SELF-IMPOSED REGIONALISM

Artificial barriers and provincial attitudes about the art market can deeply restrict an artist’s career development. Preoccupation with regionalism has given rise to the expression “regional artist,” a self-limiting phrase that, unfortunately, some artists use to describe who they are.

I lived in Manhattan for twenty-five years and then moved to East Hampton, New York, a small town at the end of Long Island. I then moved to Sarasota, Florida, a small city. In East Hampton and Sarasota, I witnessed firsthand an obsessive desire of many resident artists to only exhibit their work in local venues.

Some artists adhere to a self-imposed hierarchy of believing that you must “start small and work your way up.” Other artists believe that their market is limited to their town or city of residence, or that some sort of universal censorship is imposed, illogically concluding that there is no market anywhere for their work if they are unable to find a receptive audience in their hometown. Other artists earnestly believe that hometown exposure leads to national recognition; should a hometown be a city with a vibrant art community, this is sometimes true.

The Need to Prove That “I’m Somebody”

More often the motivating force behind an artist’s desire to only exhibit work in local venues is a deep-seated need, based on anger and rage, to prove to the butcher, baker, and candlestick maker that “I’m somebody.”

But it is almost a fruitless endeavor to try to prove you are “somebody” because you are up against a universal rule that is innate in cities and towns where there is not a flourishing art market. In other words, residents of Yourtown have a built-in prejudice that artists living in Yourtown couldn’t be that talented—otherwise they would live somewhere else! This point is succinctly made by an artist who wrote a “letter to the editor” of a Sarasota newspaper describing her experience in becoming an area resident. She moved to the Sarasota area because her paintings were selling very well to Florida residents through a gallery in California. But after the move, she was considered a local artist, and her sales came to a grinding halt. “Did the artwork change?” she asked. “Did the artist change? No, the ZIP code changed.”21

However, the stigma of being a “local” artist quickly vanishes once an artist begins exhibiting work in other cities. But sadly, artists who pine for national or international recognition, but limit their horizons to local or regional resources, will find that their longings will go unfulfilled. These artists have yet to understand the universal law that national and international recognition and support usually comes your way from venues and audiences outside of your neighborhood.

THE AWE OF NEW YORK

The myth of equating career success with exhibiting work in a New York gallery is highly imbued in the minds of artists and nonartists. In all the many years I have conducted career development workshops in the United States and in Canada, the question always arises: “Do I have to show in New York to make it in the art world?” Although my answer is always an ardent “no,” in most instances members of the audience do not hear me or want to hear me because they have been brainwashed to believe that being represented by a New York gallery is pivotal to career success. However, I have had many clients who were represented by New York galleries who would adamantly contest this belief.

Because of the importance that has been attributed to exhibiting in New York, some artists will pay anything to have a show in a New York gallery. Naive beliefs and feelings of neediness have contributed to the growth of vanity galleries in New York and in other cities (see page 106).

ADOLESCENT CAREER GOALS

The phrase “successful artist” loosely describes a person who has achieved some degree of fame and/or fortune. Depending on whom you ask, the definitions of fame and fortune can vary considerably.

As previously discussed, some artists equate success with having a show in New York, some artists equate success with being reviewed in a national art trade publication, while other artists equate success with being featured on the publication’s cover! Some artists describe success as having their works included in the “right” private collections, and other artists believe that success is being represented in the “right” museum collections. Some artists define success as having a solo show at a museum, while others view success as nothing less than an invitation to exhibit at the Whitney Biennial or Europe’s Documenta. To some artists the sale of a work at $5,000 is a sign of success; to other artists anything above $50,000 is an impressive number.
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