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Thoughts on my artist self, making art as a way of life, and selling art as a career
What I have written here is a personal position. I am trying to state it clearly and I consider it as one
among the many possible positions along the continuum of being/not being an artist and participating/
not participating in the commerce of art. It came about from discussions I have had with my graduate
students and fellow artists as well as discussions that have occurred among the art community on Jerry
Saltz’s Facebook page. I am sure it will change and develop as I change and develop, but these are my
thoughts right now. There is, perhaps, special relevancy in this document for my students who make
installations.
I am an almost 52 year old artist who lives in Philadelphia. I have a BFA and an MFA. I make drawings,
sculpture, installations, and prints. I sometimes sell my work, receive grants or honorariums, and teach
part time. I also do bookkeeping for my husband’s woodworking business.
I have continued to make art because I am never bored by it. There is always another question to ask;
another thing to make visible.
It is a great time to be an artist because one does not need a patron in order to make art. Any job will do to
make ends meet, especially if expenses are kept low. One can make art using the back of a paper bag and a
pencil.
Once I realized that I would continue to make art no matter what else I was doing and no matter whether
I made income from it, I was greatly relieved.
I do not make art because I sell it. I do not stop making art because I don’t sell it.
In another life I might have been a poet. I do consider myself a concrete poet of a sort. I am not interested
in a set style, or, perhaps, I am interested in many styles, but I am always interested in form. Lots of
different kinds of form, including non-form, which, in fact, is form.
I sometimes think I’d be happiest if every thing I made was so distinct, so individual, that it bore almost
no resemblance to any other thing I’d ever made. Other times I have the contrary idea: I will make the
same thing over and over and over until (fill in the blank).
I feel that it is important that there is no formula for being an artist, no map, no set of instructions. Except
maybe “Pay attention.” The artist shows me their rules or lack of rules, which, in fact, is a rule.

At this point, I can only imagine one other thing I might do as seriously. Gardening. Making a garden is
like making an installation.
I always try to imagine things I might do to steady my pocketbook. I do not even teach to make money. It
is inspiring, interesting work and I teach in order to teach and to give back to my art community. Adjunct
teaching does not pay much, but any pay is nice. Anyway, I have no patience for entrenched bureaucracy
and I have found that I have no power in that arena. It is best for me to get back to the studio as soon as
possible.
I am not sure paying for art school at the graduate level even makes sense. This thought comes from an
artist still paying off her graduate school loans and who has taught for seven years at the graduate level. I
am very conflicted about this.
On a good year I earn about fifty percent of the money I need from selling my work. This works out to
about 18,000.00, before expenses or taxes. That is not too much money especially after income and BPT
taxes and the cost of having a studio. I am lucky that I was in the right neighborhood at the right time in
order to buy a decent garage. It is my studio and I consider it a savings account as it builds equity. It has
running water, so I could live in it if I had to. Once in awhile I have a banner year, or, I am fortunate
enough to receive a grant. Some years sales are very quiet. I also do various other jobs: bookkeeping,
seasonal work in a plant nursery, teaching. I have also been a waitress, bartender, and house cleaner. I
have no retirement account and no savings. I do pay for health insurance, or right now, mostly my
husband does. He is the sole proprietor of a small business and our health insurance bill is over 10,000.00
per year. Even with paying that we each have a yearly deductible of 3,000.00 and both of us owe our
deductible for this year to various hospitals because of illness and injury. So next year, the plan is to up
the insurance coverage and pay more per month, but omit the deductible. Currently I owe on both student
loans and credit cards. I am perfectly clear on the fact that these are personal choices that I have made in
order to have time in my studio. I consider myself fortunate that I can conduct such a balancing act. But
my next goal is to be completely debt-free and I will be working on that for the next few years and it
means I will have to forgo making installations.
Artists often get asked to donate either their time or their work in a proportion not in keeping with their
means.
My best days start and end with quiet. Lots and lots of quiet and very little office work. I crave solitude,
thinking, quiet, and making. On these days I do a little bit of all the things that go into making work as
opposed to selling work and I mix in daily living things such as cooking, cleaning, laundry, eating lunch
with my husband, and petting the cats.
I always imagine that I will put my nose to the grindstone of the “career” of selling art, selling my work. I
know all about it and it makes a lot of sense. I am not against it at all. It is just such a different thing, a job
in itself, really. I do apply for things, try to connect with others in the art world, exhibit my work, but the
problem I come up against every time is time. Making something that is actually good takes a lot of time.
This is very important to me. I, and likely most artists, have been trained to make attractive, perhaps
interesting looking, things. Hopefully, that is the lowest common denominator of one’s training to be an
artist. But to make something actually really good? Well, that is certainly another matter altogether.

And with the rest of my time, so little time, I’d rather go for a walk or read a book instead of promoting
myself.
Unless I can be very, very attentive, I cannot make anything worth looking at. To make the thing is the
most important thing.
So, my goal, more and more, is to live simply and keep my expenses as low as possible so that I can have
more time. For example, it helps a lot that I do not feel the need to live in a large city. I lived in New York
for eight years and to merely accomplish daily tasks, let alone make anything really good, took too much
time. It is also very expensive. However, I loved living in New York for other reasons and am grateful I
had that experience.
Now I love to visit big cities, get charged up and filled with art, and then go back to the quiet of my studio
and home life.
I think what is best for me is quick dips into the capital “A” art world, enjoying it for what it can be:
visually and intellectually stimulating, fun, social, energizing…and neatly side-stepping what it often is: a
giant sucking maw. And then getting back to work in the studio. Balance is important to me, and a natural
flow in which everything a human does: thinking, making, eating, socializing, loving, tidying up, all mesh
together nicely.
I do not like to hurry. It leads to me making really crappy art. Spontaneity and hurrying are not the same
thing. Spontaneity is an intuitive leap. I like such leaps because they often lead to unexpected connections.
And connections and relationships are important in my work. Hurrying means too much to do in too little
time so everything gets done half-assed and there is no time to eat lunch or think.
In years when I feel the work has a sensible coherence and I make the time, I apply for grants. I have been
fortunate to receive some. This type of support has been very helpful and I am deeply grateful for it. I try
to live up to the faith the donors have placed in me. Without such support, I would have made more
drawings and sculptures and fewer installations. I always wonder what that would have been like.
I don’t have a website yet. I know, this is some sort of sin, but I do not like the shorthand of them: “Here,
glance at a tiny picture of something completely out of scale that actually bears almost no resemblance at
all to what I make, but kind of gives you an idea…”
And that is what one gets: an idea and not a thing. I cannot tell what is important about something by
looking at a picture of it. That said, I think I may have figured out how to make a site that makes sense to
me. Maybe it will be up and running by 2014.
I had an intern one summer. She was a very nice person and she did a lot of busy work for me. She did it
for college credit and I did not pay her. This should have been great, right? I found it very difficult. I do
some of my best thinking when I do simple tasks like sorting damaged paper and cutting out the same
shape over and over. I don’t really want to share that head space with another person simply to get more
done faster. But it was good to learn that and perhaps I will figure out something in the future. As I get
older I may need help if I want to continue making work, so I can’t rule it out. However, perhaps my work
will change in interesting ways as my capacity diminishes.

Trying to make money making art or trying to make art making money: either is a difficult proposition
because each influences the other and sometimes the influences are difficult to recognize and counter, if
necessary.
Selling art and making art are two very different activities. These activities run parallel and touch lightly
at certain points, thus the confusion that they are deeply intertwined. These matters are not good or bad,
right or wrong, but as an artist I want to be fully aware of the potential conflicts between the two.
With art, it is obvious that something more than buying and selling is going on, although buying and
selling do go on. Even applying for a grant has little to do with being an artist. Once I think about selling
my work or presenting myself outside the studio as an artist, I think about buyers, sellers, donors,
curators, viewers, and their needs. This has the potential to change my work in either positive or negative
ways, but there is no doubt about the influence. When I am inside the studio, I do not think about these
other people. It is probably why I try to turn the exhibition space into a studio as much as possible.
What is a career for an artist? It involves commodification of some sort – of one’s self or of an object one
has made. A career can be difficult if the artist makes things hard to commodify and/or has little interest
in small talk or is shy. There are other difficulties, too, such as the work does not fit prevailing styles of the
time. Or the work might not be very good - yet.
If someone buys a can opener, they expect it to open a can. There is an objective in designing and building
a can opener. It needs to open a can. This is a goal, and a worthy one. The can opener manufacturer goes
about making the can opener as efficiently as possible in order to attract the most customers and make the
most profit from time and material invested. Her philosophical, moral dilemmas (should she have any)
center around her treatment of employees, the environment, the consumer and whether or not she has
made a product that actually works.
However, I make things that have no practical goals. There is no end use, except more thinking,
questioning, and looking. I do not try to get the most profit out of time and material invested, although
that would be a comical conceptual exercise. I do not alter what I am doing to attract more customers. I
am not efficient in the studio. I often don’t know what is going to come out of my work at all. I look for
some internal logic in the work, some non-formulaic thing that is difficult to codify and fix in written
language. My influences and desires are non-linear and do not involve monetary profit. I think and make
in terms of relationship and connection within the work. My philosophical, moral dilemmas relate to the
work, not a consumer. No one knows they need/want my object until they see it. That said, I do make
objects, some of which can be commodified, and I sell some in order to make ends meet.
However, much of my work does not fall into this category. For example, a funny conversation I have
sometimes concerning my installations goes something like this:
“How do you sell this?”
“I would work with an interested party to make a work specifically for their place. It would be like this, but
not exactly this. It would be specific to a particular place. What is important to the work is a
specificity…” (usually get interrupted here).
“Have you tried making your work out of Sintra, wood, or sheet metal instead of paper?”
“No, that the installation is made out of paper is part of its meaning. There are important reasons why it is
paper. Would you…” (usually get interrupted again).

“If it were made out of something else less prone to damage and easier to deal with, you might be able to
sell it.”
All such matters are matters of convenience for buyers and sellers and have nothing to do with making
art. They do have much to do with commodity and selling art. It is easy (more or less – there are still
issues) to commodify something that can be put in a frame without sacrificing big hunks of meaning (and
as I write this I can think of many times when even this seemingly innocuous move is problematic).
The fugitive nature of my installations is glaringly apparent. Any or almost any (okay, any) attempt to
commodify such things is comically futile. This is part of the meaning. Perhaps I am failing to make this
obvious enough. Who knows? But it is surely not a problem to be solved as in: “Let me help you solve your
problem by making this more saleable”. It does not occur to me that the installations are saleable in the
first place. It does not occur to me that there is a problem. However, I am not against selling one of my
installations. I am against changing them in order to sell them.
Installation is not just big stuff in the corner of a room that can be moved from one place to another. It is
also not a video monitor. Lack of understanding this is what makes so many installations unnecessary,
mislabeled, or just bad.
For awhile I resolved not to do another installation unless I got paid. I still have breaking even in the back
of my mind and I try to stick to that. Partly this is because I do not pre-make installations in my studio
before they get installed somewhere else, so I need the spaces in order to proceed. The space is both
inspiration and limitation, as well as representing a fixed moment in time in which I must choose. All of
the decisions regarding the work are a combination of what I am thinking and what the space makes me
think more. Therefore, I consider this moving out of the studio as furthering my education and necessary
to this kind of work, so I have made peace with breaking even.
Fortunately, there is money to apply for and some institutions understand the nature of my work and can
provide honorariums, but if one is inclined toward installation as I am, it is nearly impossible to ally this
preoccupation with the concept of a “smart career move”. I find this frees me up.
Of course, one could have the goal of sustaining oneself by art making, but then this desire, making a
living, becomes part of the meaning of the work: I make it in order to sell it. This is a limitation I do not
want. To accommodate the goal of an art career, does one change the work? In both large and small ways,
I think the answer is yes. An example of a small way: When I was much younger, at the request of a gallery
owner, I made a bunch of smaller drawings for no reason other than sales. I won’t do that again. It’s not
really bad, but it is boring and a time waster unless the goal is selling.
However, I do exhibit my work in galleries where it can be sold. This is mostly true of my drawings or
prints in frames. Since I make many different types of work, I can move in and out of various strata of the
art and selling worlds easily without too much compromise. I don’t expect a gallery to embrace everything
I do. They have their own vision and goals. The odd thing is that this picking and choosing does
perpetuate a skewed version of what an artist does. Then, after the artist is dead, the most interesting
things often come to light in their retrospectives and, surprisingly, it is some of the coolest stuff the artist
has made. Cy Twombly was happy no one was interested in his sculptures. It meant he could keep them
around longer. I understand this.

I prefer to work with people that really give a damn about the work. That sounds funny. Of course
curators and gallerists give a damn about the work, right? Yet it is disconcerting to have the work used as
an illustration for someone else’s idea as if their idea came first and my work followed. I try like hell to
steer clear of that. I am looking for a certain kind of energy and ethics in the people I work with.
I prefer conversations and relationships that revolve and evolve around the work, and art history, not
around the artist, collector, curator, gallerist, critic, or viewer. The thing -the work-, is the center. It is
Nirvana when this happens. In order for it to happen no parties involved can be afraid of losing power
(including the artist) so it is rare.
I don’t even like going to my own openings, except to celebrate with friends. But having unexpected
discussions with folks on a quiet day is very nice. Also interesting is being in the gallery or museum when
no one knows you are the artist, so they speak freely.
It is hard to show my installations in places where there is discomfort with uncertainty. This is most
institutions, so I spend a lot of time comforting and reassuring executives. It is neither good or bad that
these places need certainty. It is just a fact, the way it is a fact that my work gets made on site and not
beforehand. There are no pictures, models, intricate plans. Once I got very clear about this, it was much
easier to talk about. Emotion is removed from the issue. I am the primary care giver of the work until it
leaves my possession. When the institution has faith in the artist’s role and does not view the artist as a
threat or a problem, things go well. And it is also okay when this seems impossible to pull off. There are
plenty of other artists chomping at the bit!
I have been fortunate to work with many good curators and gallerists. Some of them have the same
mindset as artists and they love art and love to make connections between works of art. I appreciate it
when their goals dovetail with mine. Mutual appreciation and respect are key (I know this sounds like a
given, but I am saying it anyway because it is often missing from all quarters).
However, I am not always patient, which is my fault entirely. It sucks when it feels like a tug of war, but
this happens less as I get older. I think my sense of humor has improved, as has my comfort with just
walking away if the compromise is too great.
I used to commit to too many exhibitions, too many projects, thinking somehow that part of having a
career is being over-booked, anxiety-ridden, and in demand (and still broke, by the way). I pulled it off for
about fifteen years or so, too. But my work and I suffered greatly in ways that are so internal they are hard
to explain. And some of the damage is unknowable even if I can intuit it because one cannot turn back the
clock. I try not to feel too badly about this.
And, I try to say “no, thank you, perhaps later” more often.”

