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EMBRACING YOURSELF AS AN ART IST
Embracing yourself as an artist is the first significant step on the path  
toward building your career. It’s not always an easy step to take. When 
you affirm yourself as an artist, the road before you can feel equally 
exciting and terrifying. It can be thrilling when you are moving toward 
fulfilling your dream and spending time doing something you truly love. 
On the flip side, doubt can rear its ugly head, causing you to question if 
this profession can really pay the bills or whether you’re talented enough.  

As you’ll see in the profile interviews, many artists experience a tension 
between wanting to make art their livelihood and believing it is possible. 
But every single one of them learned through their experience that being 
an artist is a viable career choice. In fact, because of the potential of the 
Internet, there are more opportunities today for working artists than 
have ever existed before. Artists have access to marketplaces like Etsy 
and shopping platforms like Big Cartel to sell their work. And getting 
your work out there and noticed has been made easier by social media 
platforms like Twitter, Facebook, Pinterest, and the like. 

If you feel anxious about your talent, it’s important to understand that 
almost all artists experience insecurity at some point in their careers—and 
often throughout their careers. Maybe you don’t feel worthy of success 
because you haven’t attended art school or because you’re starting your 
career later in life. Maybe you feel apprehensive because you aren’t sure 
your work is good enough. But just remember that established, successful 
artists were once in your shoes, too. It’s important to not let these fears 

seize your productivity or your 
will to work. 

Indeed, doubt and insecurity 
are feelings that can paralyze us 
and hinder creativity if we allow 
them. But when artists begin 
to think of their work in a more 
positive light, doors open and 

When you affirm 
yourself as an artist, 
the road before you 
can feel equally excit-
ing and terrifying.
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success follows. Simply telling yourself, “I can do this,” or, “This is pos-
sible,” works wonders. And remember that the first few years of an artist’s 
career—being the new kid on the block—is actually a really magical and 
memorable time. So enjoy it. 

THE THRI V ING ART IST ’S MIND-SET
Much of what separates successful artists from those who struggle is sim-
ply their mind-set. Struggling artists often create obstacles in their minds 
by making erroneous assumptions about the way the world works. They 
give weight to the “starving artist myth”—part conventional belief that 
pursuing a career as an artist leads to financial struggle and part roman-
ticized notion that art is better when created in a state of deprivation. But 
the starving artist myth is just that: a myth. And believing in any part of it 
will keep you from becoming a thriving, working artist. 

Creating a flourishing art practice comes from passion, talent, and 
hard work. Promoting your work means that people will know what you 
do. And selling your work will support your livelihood and allow you to 
make even more art. This is the “thriving artist’s mind-set.” Artists who 
possess this mentality are not frightened by the 
notion of making money. They think in terms 
of possibility and abundance, not limits and 
scarcity. They’ve given themselves permission 
to thrive.

Shifting Your Mind-Set
Which mind-set do you possess: that of a starv-
ing artist or a thriving artist? Read the chart on 
the following page and see in which category 
your thoughts about pursuing an art career 
belong. 
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If most of your thoughts were aligned with the starving artist’s mind-set, 
there’s no need to be worried. There are practical things you can do to 
move from fear to action. First, pay attention to the negative messages 
you tell yourself about what is possible and write them down. Next, shift 
the messages by changing pessimistic statements to more positive ones. 
Surround yourself with people, including other artists, who support your 
aspirations and dreams. Supportive friends, family, and mentors can 
serve as inspiration for what is possible. Last, work to find your voice as 
an artist. Finding your voice will help you build confidence that will carry 
you through times of doubt. Understanding and appreciating your own 
unique perspective as an artist will contribute enormously to your motiva-
tion, work ethic, and sense of potential. 

 

Starving Artist’s Mind-Set Thriving Artist’s Mind-Set

“Focusing on how to make 
money from my art prevents 
me from making good work.”

“Good art markets and sells  
itself; I shouldn’t have to  
actively promote my work.”

“The only way to be success-
ful as an artist is to get into a 
really good gallery.”

“Having little money and suf-
fering for my art will make me 
a better artist.”

“Putting effort toward making 
a living from my art allows me 
to do what I love.”

“I proudly and actively share 
my art and talent with the 
world. Doing this helps my 
work to sell so I can make a 
living.”

“There is no single ‘perfect’ 
way to be a successful artist. 
I will allow myself to explore 
and discover new creative 
avenues I might also enjoy.”

“Making good work comes 
from passion, talent, and hard 
work.”
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F IND ING YOUR VOICE
As an artist you have the opportunity to create your own unique stamp 
on the world. This is the artist’s voice and it’s a mixture of message, style, 
and technique. Everyone has a different process for finding his voice. It’s 
not something you can simply learn through books or study. It requires 
you to pull from deep inside yourself to find what moves you and to express 
that through what you create. 

Developing your voice can be a lifetime journey, a continual process of 
discovery and reinvention. As you get older, your values and drives may 
change and you may learn new techniques—and all this affects your voice 
and the work you create. Everyone’s progress will be different, and there 
is always a bit of trial and error involved. If you create work that doesn’t 
feel authentic, that’s also an important realization—and helps eliminate 
what you shouldn’t be doing. 

Create Art for Yourself 
Often when you start creating art, there’s a common misunderstanding 
that there is one correct way to paint a picture or throw a pot—that the 
process you learned is the method everyone is supposed to use. Your ini-
tial technique will likely be a great foundation, but make sure it doesn’t 
become so fixed that it locks you into just one style or even subject 
matter. It’s an incredibly liberating moment to start making work that 
reflects your identity and core aesthetic—not that of your teachers or 
your classmates. 

Take Risks 
When making art, it can feel scary to change your work even slightly, 
especially if you are used to doing things in a particular way. But doing 
something differently, however small, automatically pushes your work to 
a new place. You can take small risks by using different colors than you 
normally use or adding or subtracting a medium. It might mean trying a 
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new subject matter or narrative. In the process, you may discover that you 
need to take even larger risks. The results of these risks are what will set 
your work apart. 

Push Through Difficulty 
My painting teacher used to talk about the “painting curve,” a line that 
looks like the letter U. He said that when you begin a painting (or other 
form of art), you are at the top of the U. Things look clean and wonderful 
in the beginning. But as you develop a piece of work, it often gets messier; 
that is the bottom of the painting curve. He insisted that working through 
the bottom of the painting curve—the point at which we think our work 
looks horrible or awkward—is critical to making good work. Working 
through the complexities of a piece to the point where it looks and feels 
wonderful again—rising back up to the top of the U—helps develop your 
technique as well as your unique voice. 

Find What Inspires You 
Inspiration does not always come to us in a flash. We often have to go in 
search of it, especially when we feel stuck. Finding inspiration means dis-
covering the things that make you excited—even when they have nothing 
to do with your art practice. If you go on a trip, you might find inspiration 
in architecture, landscapes, or traditional patterns found in old cultures. 
Whatever speaks to you, infuse these visual stimuli from your life into  
your work. 

To work through anxieties or find out what ignites your interest, it helps 
to carry a journal to do daily entries. Maintaining a journal with both 
written and visual thoughts is a long-standing tradition among artists 
that helps you ignite creativity and work through blocks. There is no right 
or wrong way to keep a journal. You can use a book with lined or unlined 
pages; it can be a written diary with stream-of-consciousness thoughts 
or a purely visual notebook with pages of drawings. One thing that is 
helpful, though, is to choose a journal size that is portable, so that you 
can carry it around with you. Make a habit of writing or drawing in your 
journal every day. Some days you’ll have only a quick five minutes and 
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other days a whole hour to devote to it. Don’t worry about whether your 
writing makes sense or your ideas or drawings are any good. Eventually 
a pattern will emerge that will help unlock your mission as an artist and 
even identify new avenues for exploration.

Take a Break from the Internet
To home in on your voice, you must first abandon the messages in your 
mind that tell you how you should be doing something, so that you can 
free yourself to create art that is authentic to you. Sometimes we get 
caught in the trap of comparing ourselves to other artists. The Internet 
is a great place for artists to sell and promote their work, but it can also 
be a distraction. At any time, you can open your computer and have 
immediate access to the work of thousands upon thousands of artists. 
Looking at the work of other artists can be motivating, but it can also be 
intimidating. You might question whether your work is original enough 
or, conversely, whether you fit into any particular trend. Turning off  
the computer, finding your own inspiration, and exploring your own cre-
ative process may get you much further than studying the work of other 
visual artists.

Detach from Other Artists’ Work 
Many artists go through a period where they feel a need to make their 
work look like what they consider “good art,” like creating work in a vein 
similar to their favorite contemporary artist or the work of an old master. 
Consciously or unconsciously, artists may initially hold ideas about what 
is acceptable and good and what is not. To carve out your artistic voice, 
you’ll need to detach yourself from images of what you think constitutes 
successful work. This might mean a period where you avoid looking at 
the work of other artists on the Internet or books with images of your 
favorite work. “Pay attention to your inner compass,” advises artist Josh 
Keyes. “It’s easy to get caught up in the speed and blur of social media 
and exterior influences and expectations. Get to know your center and 
what propels and ignites your creativity.”


