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EXPLORING D IFFERENT INCOME STREAMS 
As you embark on your journey to become a professional artist, you’ll 
need to determine the paths your art business will take. You’ll have 
several options—like those presented in the following chapters, includ-
ing selling original works and prints, illustration, and licensing. But 
where do you start? It may sound corny, but the best advice I got when I 
began my art career was “Follow your heart.” There is no one blueprint 
that will work for everyone, so deciding what is best for you depends on 
the unique circumstances of your life, your strengths, your goals, your 
resources, and your experience. 

Some artists are able to make a full-time living focusing mainly on 
one income stream, like illustration or fine art sales. But it’s more com-
mon now to have multiple income streams. Diversifying your income is 
a great way to keep your artistic venture interesting and dynamic, and 
it also means that you won’t be relying on one source of revenue. When 
one income stream becomes temporarily slow, another can pick up the 
slack. When you grow tired of a particular way of selling your work, you 
can focus on another for a while. Pursuing a passive income stream like 
licensing requires little or no additional work after the original image is 
sold, and yet you can earn royalty income over the course of years while 
you work to produce more original art. 

As you go through the following chapters and assess each income 
stream, think about those you might enjoy the most and are the best fit 
for your work. Do not get caught up in choosing potential income sources 

because you think they sound 
the most profitable. If a source of 
income doesn’t align with your 
values or sound enjoyable, it 
will eventually leave you feeling 
uninspired and inauthentic. 

Starting small is the sound-
est approach, especially if you 

It may sound corny, 
but the best advice  
I got when I began 
my art career was 
“Follow your heart.”
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are still working at another job. Taking on too many income streams at 
once may cause you to feel overwhelmed. Devote your time to one or 
two streams and then, when you find your groove and begin earning, 
consider adding more. Perhaps you’ll discover that managing an online 
shop takes up too much time or that dealing with illustration clients ham-
pers your creative process. It’s okay if an income source doesn’t work out 
for you. Like finding your artistic voice, the process of exploring different 
ways of selling your work or earning from your talent requires a bit of trial 
and error and takes time. But with patience and an attitude of openness, 
you will eventually find your sweet spot. 

KEEP YOUR DAY JOB, FOR NOW

It was true for many of the artists featured in this book, including me: 
we held on to our day jobs as long as we could until we were ready to 
strike out on our own. Day jobs may take up time, but they also provide 
financial security (which can support your transition into a career 
making art) and a solid routine. Over time, as your art business begins 
to grow, slowly try to transition out of your work schedule. It seems obvi-
ous to say, but when you work full-time at your day job, you have only 
evenings and weekends to make art. That can make sense when you’re 
not yet making much money selling artwork or booking freelance jobs. 
But once you gain some market traction and bring in regular sales or 
gigs, you may want to consider going part-time at your job or finding 
part-time work. Eventually, you’ll recognize you have enough—or close 
to enough—money coming in to work full-time on growing your art 
business. It feels like a leap of faith to leave a steady paycheck you have 
become accustomed to, but it is a leap that is worth taking!
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“I grew up poor in Texas. The one 
thing I was really good at was 
drawing. I knew from a young age 
that would be my ticket out of pov-
erty,” recalls Esther Pearl Watson. 
Indeed, her positive attitude has 
paid off. Since graduating from 
Art Center College of Design in 
1993, where she met her husband, 
Mark Todd, they have become two 
of the country’s best-known art-
ists and illustrators. Shortly after 
graduating, they moved to New 
York to begin their careers and 
Esther entered strategic illustra-
tion competitions to make a name 
for herself. “Because the judges of 
American Illustration are the ones 
who hire illustrators, I was hired by 
publications like the New Yorker, 
Rolling Stone, Details,” she notes. At 
the same time, Esther also pursued 
a fine art path. Her detail-rich, 

narrative paintings and drawings 
reflect her eccentric childhood and 
the characters that surrounded 
her. Esther’s story is a testament 
to carving your own path and not 
waiting around for your career to 
take off. 

You make your living from 
a variety of means: book 
and editorial illustrations, 
original painting sales, 
selling your own zines and 
comics, and teaching. What 
is it like for you to have such 
diversified income sources? 

You are not bored, ever! It’s 
important to remember that when 
you have diverse income sources, 
your main source of income often 
changes. In the beginning, illustra-
tion paid my bills, then painting 
sales. I am not a full-time teacher, 
so it provides a steady small 
paycheck for only a few months 
in the spring and fall. The great 
thing is that the ways you make 
your living bleed into each other 
a great deal. Everything I work on 
influences everything else. When I 
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teach about color theory, I notice 
it influence my paintings. The 
personal fine art I make influences 
the illustration jobs that I get. But 
the flip side is that it’s a lot of work! 
My husband Mark and I enjoy 
doing all the different aspects of 
our art practice ourselves, but 
sometimes this means sacrificing 
creative time. We have to be okay 
with distractions that take us out of 
the studio, especially since we have 
a child. It’s a signal to us when our 
house gets really messy that we 
need to reorganize and slow down.

It’s important to have 
boundaries about your 
work. Do you have criteria 
for what work you choose 
to do and what work you 
decline? 

When you first start as an artist or 
illustrator, it’s actually good to say 
yes to most of the work that comes 
your way—that’s how you build 
connections and fill your portfolio. 
It’s how you figure out what kind of 
work you like and don’t like. Later, 
when you can be more discern-
ing, you can choose companies 
and projects that you believe in. 

We also feel it’s important to get 
paid well for your work. When a 
company says, “You’ll get great 
exposure, but we can’t pay you,” 
that can be a red flag! We do ask 
for more money for jobs if we are 
really busy. If nothing else, you 
should get paid for being busy!

In this age of online social 
networking, it’s becoming 
less common for artists to 
practice in-person network-
ing. Do you think it’s still 
important?

There is nothing quite like making 
personal connections with people—
potential clients, collectors, fellow 
artists. Selling your work to art 
directors or collectors is not just 
about the quality of your work—it’s 
about personal connections. Every 
year, we try to go to the American 
Illustration party in November. Lots 
of people come out to that and 
you can meet a lot of new faces. 
We go to gallery shows. We are 
active on the Illustration Confer-
ence (ICON) board of directors, 
and we enjoy that conference for 
networking, too. 
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How do you balance being 
a good artist with being a 
good parent?

When you work at home, it can 
feel like you don’t ever stop, as 
opposed to working in an office 
where you have set hours. And 
when you have a kid, it is espe-
cially important to separate work 
life from family life so your family 
gets priority. Sometimes it can feel 
difficult, or even crazy! Mark and 
I are extremely high-functioning 
in times of stress, but having a 
kid has forced us to have a more 
normal routine. No matter what 
we have going on in our work lives, 
we walk her to school, sit around 
the table for suppers, and have 
family outings.

You value your downtime, 
both with your family and 
by yourself. Why is relax-
ation important for working 
artists?

Mark and I have been doing this 
work for almost twenty years, and 
we can force ourselves to go beyond 
tiredness. But what happens is the 
quality of our work suffers. Down-
time is creative time. You need 

that time to think about new ideas. 
Every day Mark and I walk Lili to 
school and then we walk around 
town and come home. It gives us 
time to talk to each other about 
what we have to accomplish that 
day and then we get home and 
get things done. We also exercise 
to manage stress. Daydreaming 
is also important time for artists. 
Simple things like eating well and 
sleeping do wonders. It’s amazing 
how you can forget that when you 
are working so hard!


