
chapter six

How to Earn and Manage Money
This chapter explores how you earn and manage money. You will
be challenged to look broadly for a variety of  sources of  support.
It will discuss the type of  financial structure that best suits your
needs and the benefits of  securing multiple income streams to
sustain your career over the long term. You will be asked to ex-
plore your interests and skills to develop freelance opportunities.
This chapter will also show you how to construct and monitor an
overall budget, beginning with a financial tracking exercise to help
you analyze spending and evaluate needs. Finally, you will find
guidelines for pricing your art. Facing your personal and artistic
needs, as frightening as that picture may be, will provide the moti-
vation you need to fully support them. That’s the first step to fi-
nancial maturity.

Money is the ten-ton elephant in the studio that most of  us would like
to ignore. If  you are like me, you entered this profession full of  passion,
hope, and excitement. While you’re in school, the connection between
art and money is suspended. Instead you are learning art history, explor-
ing your craft, and figuring out the steps of  your creative process.
School is a safe haven from those nagging voices inside your head or
from your family about how you are going to make a living as an artist.
Your escalating student loans are merely abstract numbers on a page to
be reckoned with someday, not now. Maybe you have arrived at this pro-
fession later in life, having followed a circuitous route from another dis-
cipline or field. Overjoyed to finally pursue what your heart desires, you
want to dream, to experiment, and to explore without attaching money
to it. Yes, these wonderful moments of  reprieve are appropriate and nec-
essary to the creative life. Just like following your goals in chapter 1, the
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Tossing and turning at night
over new ideas for your art
is called dreaming. Tossing
and turning over plans to
fend off  your creditors is
called a nightmare.
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creative process is to dream and scheme and plan as large as you can.
Realizing your wildest artistic dreams is the reason why you became an
artist. Visualizing your ideas is intoxicating, the healthy high that allows
you to persevere when times are good and bad. You will always seek to
prolong that delicate time when everything about your creative vision
seems possible to achieve: sculpture that defies the laws of  physics,
paint that applies itself  in astonishing layers, deeply psychological pho-
tographic portraits, video footage from the bottom of  the ocean, instal-
lations that stretch for miles, or drawing an entire universe on the head
of  a pin. Ideas need to be envisioned before a price tag is attached.

Eventually reality intervenes. The day comes when you need to con-
sider how to financially support the artist making that sensational art.
Since the Impressionists, our society has mythologized stories of  poor
and suffering artists. Their creative life is portrayed as a triumph over pain
and misery. Thus the adjective “starving” has attached itself  to the noun
“artist.” We are taught that great art is not possible without anguish. Suf-
fering in an unheated garret becomes a badge of  honor, an essential ingre-
dient to the creative equation. But let’s analyze this notion for a moment. 

Yes, the creative process can be frightening. We are always raising the
bar in our work, challenging ourselves to push our ideas. And this
process does bring with it some anguish and terror. What if  my new
idea doesn’t work? What if  no one understands or appreciates what I
have created? No artist is immune to the feelings that arise from these
questions. I’m sure you have your own list of  terrifying moments in the
studio as they touch your most vulnerable spots. They supply many
sleepless nights. However, processing those powerful emotions through
your work does not have to spill over into your financial life. Poverty is
not an assurance of  important art. Allow the rest of  the world their ro-
mantic notion of  La Bohème, complete with the cold-water flat and
saltine-cracker diet. 

In this chapter we are going to address how to put your art and your
finances in their proper places so you can do more than simply survive
as an artist—you can thrive.

It’s true: in visual art earning a living follows its own path that differs
from other fields. Many of  your friends begin their professional lives in

160 THE ARTIST’S GUIDE

0306816529-Battenfield:Layout 1  4/1/09  12:58 PM  Page 160



medicine, law, business, or academia at entry-level positions that pro-
vide a steady income (with benefits) while moving up the ladder of
success. You, the artist, are left at graduation with the same school
loans and living expenses but without the means to pay them back.
What’s next? Do you prolong the escape from reality by heading off  for
graduate school? Are you now finishing graduate school and must fi-
nally face up to the next stage of  your professional life? These are scary
transitions. You are exhausted by the rigors of  school and apprehensive
over plunging into a practice on your own. You are painfully aware that
your part-time job only covers art supplies. Now you have an entire life
to support. Let go of  the jealousy you feel when looking at artists you
know with access to family or outside support. Right now, they appear
to be at a distinct advantage, since they do not need to hustle for work.
Jealousy is a waste of  energy and only delays what you need to tackle
within your reality. Instead, remind yourself  that supporting your work
will be an ongoing, evolving adventure. The same creative thinking
you apply to you studio work will help you design a healthy financial
life.

Let’s face it, no one chooses to be an artist for the money, so support-
ing your practice can produce emotional knots difficult to untangle.
Money is a delicate subject no matter what field you are in. Many
people find it easier to talk about their sex lives than their bank ac-
counts. If  money were all you were after, there are many other profes-
sions with high income potential. If  you are like me, you keep at it
because you are driven to create and can’t imagine doing anything else
with your life. For better or for worse, you know this is where you be-
long. Being an artist shouldn’t mean all or nothing financially. Unfortu-
nately, the image promoted in the media focuses on art stars and their
extravagant behavior. It’s rare to find a profile about an artist who is just
nicely chugging along. Thus we internalize a negative image of  the art
profession as one of  extreme opposites—rich or poor, success or fail-
ure—without any vision of  the middle path that most of  us will find to
be our reality. For the rest of  this chapter you need to try to put that
emotional baggage aside and face up to your financial responsibility.
Ask yourself, “What is the best way I can fund my practice?”
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Talent and money are two separate things; don’t mix them up. In or-
der to be free to strategize how you will support your work, you need
to begin to separate any emotions that connect money to talent. Re-
mind yourself  that the same individuality you have established in your
art practice will uncover a unique path to funding your art.

Let’s start with defining what money is to your art practice. Money is
a tool that provides the means to buy supplies, assistance, space to
work, and most importantly time to develop and realize new ideas in
your studio. It also covers your personal needs of  food, shelter, and fun.
How you acquire and manage your money to carry through your ideas,
support your practice, and sustain your personal life while maintaining
your integrity is vitally important to your sense of  well-being.

I can guarantee you that dedicating the time and actions to organize
your finances will free up wasted emotional energy fretting over the
bills coming in. Van Gogh’s letters to his brother are a poignant example
of  the time and energy spent on the quest for money. Nothing is free,
not even handouts from your sympathetic brother. Yet, again and again,
the saga of  genius coupled with unremitting poverty underlies our view
of  an artist’s life, Van Gogh’s being the classic example. This myth is po-
tent. For you to tackle it is courageous and psychologically essential to
your health as an artist.

Most artists will not support themselves solely from their studio
practice. It does not mean they or you are a failure. Consider this: If  you
are like most artists, you need to stretch every dollar to service multiple
activities. Most likely you are juggling paid work to cover both your per-
sonal and artistic expenses. This means that you need to be better than
the average person at managing it.

Let’s start by looking at where money comes from. There are three
main categories for funding your art and your life.

The first category is earned income. These are the wages, tips, and
salaries you receive from employment. In addition to your salary, your
employer pays half  of  your Social Security and Medicare taxes, provides
unemployment and disability insurance, and withholds from your pay-
check your estimated taxes, which they send to the government every
quarter. They may also contribute to health insurance, life insurance,
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Whether one likes it or not, the
ability to function in this world
depends in large part on one’s
ability to handle money and
money flow.

—Susan Lee, tax and 
financial consultant
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and pension plans. Your employment contract spells out how many va-
cation, sick, and personal days are available each year, as well as other
benefits such as parental leave.

If  you are self-employed, earned income is your net profit from busi-
ness activities: art sales, royalties, licensing fees, lecture and workshop
fees, freelance jobs, or commercial businesses you own such as an art
moving service, a frame shop, a yoga studio, or any retail establishment.
Self-employed artists, whether sole proprietors or incorporated entities,
are responsible for maintaining accurate accounting records and filing
the appropriate tax forms with the government, which include quar-
terly payments of  estimated income tax and both the employer and em-
ployee contributions to Social Security and Medicare. You also provide
your own insurance: health, liability, disability, and life. Work schedules,
vacations, sick days, and parental leave are self-determined.

Unearned income is the next category, and it covers sources other
than employment and profit from a business, such as interest from sav-
ings and money market accounts, stock dividends, capital gains from
the sale of  stocks and bonds, and lottery winnings. For artists, un-
earned income can also come in the form of  project grants, fellow-
ships, awards, and cash prizes. You are obligated to pay taxes on this
income.

Other support is the third category and includes everything else.
This means goods and services that don’t include cash, such as living
and studio accommodations during artist residencies, professional help
and facilities provided in workspace programs, donations of  materials
and services, barter, and exchange. Also included in this category is sup-
port from your partner/spouse, friends, and family. Because money is
not exchanged or is provided as a gift, you the recipient do not need to
pay taxes on these sources of  support.

Look at the three categories above. Where do you currently get your
support? Does it come from several categories or only one? Are you reg-
ularly contributing to a savings account with part of  your earned in-
come and applying for grants and fellowships? Could you trade spaces
with your childhood friend who lives in Paris to help subsidize a glori-
ous month touring museums and galleries?
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When fundraising is discussed during the Creative Capital Retreats,
we use a simple exercise to demonstrate the advantages of  multiple av-
enues of  support, which I’ve modified here. The illustration below rep-
resents the means by which many artists fund their practice:

Now brainstorm all the other possible ways an artist can fund their
practice:

• grants
• artist residencies
• teaching
• investments
• sales
• barter
• in-kind donations
• awards
• freelancing
• consulting
• partner/spouse
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• family
• real estate
Now the illustration looks like this:

Illustration: Abby Manock

Precariously balancing yourself  on one funding source, like the artist
in the first illustration, subjects your life and your art to the mercy of
whatever happens to that resource. Should you suddenly lose your day
job, draw down the last bit of  grant money, or find that your gallerist
has abruptly gone out of  business owing you for the last three sales, you
are frantically scrambling for a new pole on which to perch. This is a
precarious existence. However, if  your financial picture is more like the
artist illustrated in the image above, you are able to depend upon multi-
ple sources of  support. You operate from a stable platform generating a
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steady steam of  support. Should one funding source become imperiled
or suddenly dry up, the aftershocks are easier to withstand. Artists who
can access multiple sources of  support will be better able to ride the fi-
nancial ups and downs of  a career or of  the broader economy. 

In this chapter we will be focused on the earned income
category of  support and will explore unearned and other
funding sources in chapter 7.

Earning Money
Besides making art, what other activities do you enjoy do-
ing that you could turn into cash? Start by analyzing your
skill set. Earning money outside of  the studio shouldn’t
feel like after-school detention or, worse, a prison sen-
tence. Your goal should be to earn money in a way com-
patible with your studio practice. Many artists work as
assistants to other artists or find positions as administra-

tors, curators, receptionists, installers, and handlers in galleries, muse-
ums, auction houses, private collections, and nonprofit art
organizations. Others work for allied businesses, such as picture fram-
ing, art moving, art supply stores, or art conservation. Related disci-
plines such as advertising, illustration, graphic design, animation, film,
theatre, publishing, and music also provide fruitful sources of  employ-
ment where you can use your art training. Especially when you are just
starting out, working in the arts is an excellent way for you to learn
more about the business. What better way to learn how to organize and
manage a thriving studio practice than by working for a successful
artist? A job in an art gallery can help you evaluate the pros and cons of
representation and understand how to approach and work with com-
mercial art dealers.

All too often, the standard advice to visual artists is to find a full-time
college teaching position. It has job security, great benefits, and sum-
mers off, all for only two to three days of  work a week. If  teaching is
part of  your skill set, this can be a good option. Many artists seamlessly
combine their art practice with teaching. However, the reality is that
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Artists have to look at income from more than
one income stream. You can’t just hope to sell
enough paintings to make a living. You also
have to look at grants, you have to look at public
art commissions, and you have to look at
different ways you can earn money. Of  course,
not every artist is going to be a good grant
writer. But they can earn money in other ways.
Use the creativity they were born with to take
advantage of  a world that is increasingly
interested in original art.

—Carolina O. Garcia, 
executive director of LegalArt
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each teaching position posted by the College Art Association has be-
tween five hundred and eight hundred applicants, so the competition is
tough. Many art departments fill a large chunk of  their offerings with
adjunct positions. Like seasonal migrant work harvesting fruit and veg-
etables, most adjunct teaching positions are offered on a
class-by-class basis if  enrollment holds and provide a mea-
ger income and no benefits. To make a living from ad-
junct teaching means working at several schools at once,
thereby carrying double or triple the teaching load of  a
full-time position. But adjunct teaching isn’t entirely bad.
Working for a few years as an adjunct can build a résumé
that can lead to a full-time job, or it can complement
other sources of  income. The first few years after I left the
Rotunda Gallery, I taught studio and art history classes as
an adjunct to supplement my studio income. Once I met
my goals, I taught only the classes I loved most, Profes-
sional Practices and the Business of  Art. Teaching a class or two a week
is a welcome relief  from my solitary studio practice; however, it’s only a
fraction of  my income.

There are lots of  other teaching opportunities you can explore in
public and private schools, museums, art centers, nonprofit galleries, af-
ter-school programs, and summer camps. In your studio, you can offer
private art lessons or small classes for home-schooled children. Another
way to use your teaching skills is to develop a topic or area of  expertise
and give lectures and demonstrations. 

Art history is full of  stories of  artists supporting themselves by out-
side labor, which often translated into skills or ideas that benefited their
studio practice. Looking at his massive Cor-ten steel sculptures, it’s not
hard to imagine Richard Serra as a steel worker in the West Coast mills
and shipyards while putting himself  through college. Likewise, it’s easy
to see how Jim Rosenquist’s work was influenced by the years he sup-
ported himself  painting huge outdoor billboards. Barbara Kruger
worked as a graphic designer, art director, and photo editor at various
magazines before she made a name for herself  through her studio work.
She used her design background to turn the tables on advertising culture
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It used to be that people could manage as an
adjunct art professor. Now I say if  somebody
wants to teach, great, but they need to make
sure they have the credentials to get a full-time
job. If  you take stopgap jobs like art handling or
being a waiter and have the idea that you’ll only
be doing it for a year or two before you break out
as an artist, evaluate where you are after that
year or two and see if  that stopgap job works for
you in the long run.

—Susan Lee, tax and financial consultant
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through her pithy text over layers of  found photographs. Andy Warhol
made a name for himself  first as an illustrator. In fact, I treasure my old
beat-up Amy Vanderbilt cookbook, not only for her fabulous brownie
recipe, but for all the little line illustrations throughout, done by a
young Andrew Warhol. Fred Wilson’s installation work critiques the
display of  cultural and ethnographic objects in museum collections; his
perspective comes out of  his earlier jobs working in museums as a
guard, educator, and curator.

Barbara Pollack in “Moonlighting Sonata” (ARTnews, June 2005),
writes about a variety of  younger artists following in the same foot-
steps. One such artist, Simone Shubuck, works as a floral designer for
restaurateur Mario Batali; her work there meshes perfectly with the ex-
quisite botanical drawings she produces in her studio. Video artist Paul
Clay tests his ideas at his night job providing streaming-video shows for
dance clubs.
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JAMES ROSENQUIST
President Elect, 1960–61/1964
Oil on Masonite
89 3/4 x 144 inches
Art © James
Rosenquist/Licensed by VAGA,
New York, NY
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For some of  you, the ultimate criterion of  success is to establish a re-
lationship with an influential dealer, patron, or collector ecstatic about
your art. These connections will take your career concerns off  your
hands, providing all the financial and administrative support you need.
You are left to concentrate only on making art. Sounds ideal doesn’t it?
But the reality is that few artists attain this kind of  success. Only a few
commercial galleries worldwide are able to position their artists in the
market with prices high enough to provide lifelong comprehensive sup-
port. Achieving that position in your career is divine and can be part of
your long-term plan, but it will take some—perhaps many—years to get
there. In the meantime you will need to find other ways to support
yourself. As for living off  of  a patron or collector or even your family, as
helpful as they may be, they are unlikely to fund you year after year.
Eventually, that source will dry up, and you will need to dip your bucket
into other funding streams.
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FRED WILSON
Guarded View, 1991

Wood, paint, steel, and fabric;
dimensions variable

Whitney Museum of American
Art, New York

Gift of the Peter Norton 
Family Foundation
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ART/WORK QUESTIONS TO CONSIDER

What financial structure best meets your comfort levels? Is it a regular pay-
check or the ebb and flow of  sales, freelancing or owning a separate business?
What is your comfort zone with money? Is it easiest for you to budget
your time and finances by having a regular work schedule, benefits, and
a paycheck? Knowing each month that your basic expenses are covered

can produce a sense of  security even if  the trade-off  is
working at a full-time job. You schedule your art life to oc-
cur before or after work and on weekends. You strategize
vacation days to coincide with an artist residency. Art
sales, grants, and awards feel like bonuses to spur you on.
You use your personal days for important studio visits.
Sometimes, after establishing herself  with a company, an
artist can negotiate a schedule that allows her to squeeze
her work hours into three or four days a week, or establish
some tasks to be done from home, giving her extra time

for the studio without losing the regular paycheck. Many artists will be-
gin working full-time in a related arts field, such as arts administration,
grant writing, advertising, proofreading, or art conservation to develop
references and contacts. In time they find a way to move out of  full-
time work into doing these tasks as skilled freelancers and consultants.

Not everyone is cut out for a regular job. Chances are if  you experi-
ence “Sunday night dread” before the beginning of  the work week, you
may not be cut out for a 9 to 5 job. Maybe you require a more flexible
work schedule or don’t want to work for someone else. Consider devel-
oping a particular skill set of  yours into a freelance business, also re-
ferred to as being an independent contractor. Freelancing takes many
forms. In fact you could look at your art practice as one form of  free-
lance activity and develop another. Many artists find freelancing the
most compatible way to earn an income with their art-making lifestyle.

Besides making art, what else do you love to do? What would you do if  money
were no object? How can you get paid doing it? Start by analyzing your
strengths. What do you love to do? What do you do better than others?
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Art is a very strange business. A business where
people buy things and then they sometimes
don’t pay for them. A business where everyone
is pretending that there’s no money involved,
and yet in the end of  course, as an artist, you
do need money to survive and to continue
making work and sometimes you can be very ill-
served by all this pretending.

—Ellen Harvey, artist
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If  you want to work at a full-time job, make sure it’s something you like
to do. “In love with my telephone and enjoy meeting new people” could
translate into working as a receptionist, a love for animals to working at
an animal shelter or starting a doggie day care business. You are limited
only by your ability to imagine what goods or services
you can offer that someone else will pay for. Do you keep
your friends in fashion advice and love shopping for just
the right accessory or rummaging through thrift stores to
discover cast-off  classics or sleek designer wear? Can you
translate those activities into styling on film or photo
shoots? Or open your own retail shop? Sell your treasures
on eBay? Are you incredible at organization? Do you auto-
matically alphabetize lists? What small businesses could
use your guiding hand? Are you in love with facts and fig-
ures? My college roommate went directly from art school
to earn an accounting degree in graduate school. She
works fourteen-hour days January through April, filing
clients’ taxes and earning most of  her income, and has the
rest of  the year to make art with minimal responsibilities
to her clients. Did your A’s in English grammar lead to
proofreading your roommate’s research papers in college?
Can you provide this service for a law firm or a scientific
journal? Are you a good test taker, and do you like to teach? Can you de-
velop a college entrance exam tutoring service or work for one of  the
national chains? What college classes did you deeply enjoy and excel in?
Do you pick up foreign languages easily? Are you already multilingual?
Can you work as an interpreter or organize art tours?

When I think of  the people I employ as freelancers or independent
contractors in my life—my web designer, framer, computer technician,
photographer, yoga instructor, master printer, accountant, even my
copy editor for this book—all of  them are artists. If  you are drawing a
blank on what your special skills might be, ask people close to you what
they think you are good at and what talents of  yours they appreciate.
Brainstorm with them how you might turn that talent into cold hard
cash. Do you need some training or experience to get started? I have
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I work full-time at NYFA [New York Foundation
for the Arts] Monday through Friday, 9:30 to
5:00, I do studio work, and I do MINUS
SPACE. So I do three jobs at once. The answer is
that I am working all of  the time, like 24/7.
That may sound like a bad thing, but it is
actually a tremendously good thing because I am
thoroughly engaged in what I am doing. I think
it is a much better situation to be overly busy to
the point of  being overwhelmed than the
alternative, which is to do nothing and
complain that there is nothing going on. So I’m
always working on something, but it’s all one
big project. If  I’m working in an office, curating
on a show, updating a website, or painting, I see
it all as artwork. It’s all part of  my creative
practice.

—Matthew Deleget, 
artist and cofounder, MINUS SPACE
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artist friends who have taken a few accounting and bookkeeping classes
at the local community college and work part-time doing the books for
other small businesses. Others have returned for graduate degrees in so-
cial work to establish part-time therapy practices that provide a good in-
come and time for their studio work.

When are the optimum times for you to make art? What work schedule dove-
tails well with them? When are your creative energies at their peak? Do you do
your best work in the morning, afternoon, or evening, or late at night? An-
other way to connect the right job to your practice is to do outside work
when you aren’t bursting with creative ideas and energy. Save it for the
studio. So if  you like to do studio work at night, tending bar may not be
a good choice for you, as you have to work when you really need to be
making art. But even bad work schedules can be managed. For example,
I’m a morning person. I like to get up and get to the studio while still
transitioning from my unconscious night-thinking to more concrete
daydreams. When I first moved to New York City, I worked full-time at
a large art supply store, Pearl Paint Company. After a few months, I felt
droopy and sad. I had created very little art, as I was too worn out each
evening to do much of  anything. It was only when I changed my studio
schedule to work from 4 a.m. to 8 a.m. before going to work at Pearl
Paint that I began to cheer up. For me, it wasn’t hard going to bed early
when I had a good reason.

What can you do (or what skill can you develop) that will provide the most
money with the fewest number of  hours and stress? Ah yes, the punch line. Al-
ways treasure and protect your creativity. Everyone has different financial
needs and stress points. Know what yours are, and avoid locking yourself
into work situations outside the studio that do not contribute to your cre-
ative well-being. Look for work that’s rewarding but also pays well
enough to help you with your artistic goals. If  your job or freelance busi-
ness is so stressful that you spend more time doing “retail therapy” than
art, maybe you should look for a more serene way to earn an income.

Do you know freelancers doing the kind of  work you are interested
in developing? Offer to take them out to lunch and interview them
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Find a way to make money
that doesn’t require you to
work full time [and] where you
are getting a good wage per
hour, so you have time to be in
your studio.

—Jaq Chartier, artist and
cofounder of Aqua Art Miami
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about how they manage. What are the pros and cons of  their business?
If  they could begin all over again, what would they do differently? What
mistakes did they make that you should avoid? What other advice do
they have for you? Don’t be shy. It may be that some will see you as a
potential competitor and not want to share any information, and others
will be generous with their advice. Try speaking with freelancers out-
side of  your community, in another town or location where they won’t
feel as threatened. If  someone provides a bleak picture to discourage
you, interview a few others to get a more rounded point of  view.

Because of  the irregularity of  your freelance income, one month you
may be flush, while the next one money barely trickles in. You need to
be comfortable managing your time and finances with a steady hand
amid the ups and downs. Running your own businesses—you may sepa-
rate your freelance business from your fine art sales—also requires you
to be your own human resources department. That means researching
and selecting health insurance policies, pension plans, paying quarterly
taxes, etc. Planning for all of  these expenses is important.

No matter what avenue you choose, the goal is to assemble the right
mixture of  activities that result in a lifestyle in which you are doing
more than surviving. Many artists seek to earn just enough to scrape by,
working at marginal positions or for cash “off  the books” year after
year. They neglect their finances because they hope a solution will
come when they make it big and finally achieve fame and fortune with
their art. I’m not trying to puncture anyone’s big dream, as I’m all for
dreaming big. However, laying a more secure financial base, developing
many income streams, paying taxes, and using your creative energies to
live well will not diminish striving for that goal.

In retrospect one of  the best experiences I had during my undergradu-
ate education was to have to pay for it myself. I didn’t have family sup-
port, so my college education was funded by student loans and part-time
jobs. I was on a strict budget. In order to manage my meager finances
and buy art supplies, I kept an expense diary. Every purchase, no matter
how small, was recorded and balanced against my earnings. It was the
only way I could work as little as necessary at my part-time job and still
pay my bills. For me, taking a peanut butter sandwich to class instead of
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Develop a long haul plan.
Basically, if  you have a day
job, you should have a day job
that pays you as much money
as you can possibly make in the
shortest amount of  time, so
you have maximum energy for
the studio. That’s actually the
most critical thing. Anything
else is wasting your time.

—Kurt Perschke, artist
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buying the turkey wrap meant I didn’t have to skimp on art supplies or
work an extra hour at my part-time job. I had to keep track of  every pur-
chase I made. In time I internalized the process so that I didn’t need to
follow it so carefully. This habit has been a huge lifesaver for me over the
years. I have found that my ability to track my finances has allowed me
to stay solvent as an artist even when I’ve taken big risks.

Your Finances
Where does your money go? To be a good manager of  your finances,
you need to be mindful of  where your money comes from and where it
is going. Wherever you are right now in your career—in school, just
starting out, or mid-career—is a good time to do some financial track-
ing. This will provide insight into your spending habits and a place to
begin shaping your financial life.

MAKING A BUDGET

No business operates without one. You may not like the word “budget,”
as it conjures up a vision of  Ebenezer Scrooge, pinching pennies, and
never allowing yourself  to splurge on something fun again. Let’s take
the emotion out of  the word “budget.” To design a budget is to create
a set of  spending parameters for your basic needs, responsibilities, and
desires. Creating a budget is useful even if  you make it once and never
look at it again. Just calculating and writing everything down in one
place can draw your eye to earning and spending patterns that need
your attention. It can confirm what you suspected in your dark bill-
paying moments, such as your need to establish another source of  in-
come or to leave your credit cards at home. Without a budget it is really
hard to make financial goals, career decisions, and even short-term
choices about whether or not you can afford those shoes, a new com-
puter, or whatever you feel motivated to spend your money on.

When was the last time you analyzed your finances? If  the answer to
that question is years ago or never, don’t feel bad. Simply call this “Day
One: A New Beginning,” and see it as an opportunity to move ahead.
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There is no such thing as an
income category called “off  the
books.” Many people want to
believe that if  they don’t have
taxes taken out, . . . they don’t
have to pay on that income.
Actually, both income and self-
employment tax must be paid
on this money.

—Susan Lee, 
tax and financial consultant
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Start by looking at where you are now. This will take all the compassion
and kindness you can find. Be honest with yourself. This as not an op-
portunity to agonize over misspent youth, the fifty pairs of  shoes
stacked in your bedroom closet, the Italian racing bike hanging on the
wall, or the set of  five hundred oil pastels of  which you
use only a dozen sticks. The point is to get a handle on the
money you need to live and make art. Where does your
money go? To answer this question, keep a financial jour-
nal that tracks every penny and dollar you spend for the
next month or two. This will provide insight into your
spending habits and a place to begin your analysis. If  you
have a partner, are married, and/or have a family, you can
choose to do this exercise either with that person and in-
clude all the household expenses, or with just your share.

How much money are you making every month and
every year? If  you aren’t sure, start with last year’s tax re-
turns, and make any adjustments for things you know have
changed. (If  you file a Schedule C, use your gross income.) Do you have
any other money sitting around in an investment account? Do you col-
lect interest or dividends? Try to think of  every possible place you cur-
rently earn money.

FINANCIAL TRACKING EXERCISE

1. Track your spending by keeping an Expense Diary. No one likes to
do this, but doing it well once means you won’t have to do it
again. Get a little notebook, and carry it with you everywhere
you go. Or use your datebook or start an expense diary on
your BlackBerry or iPhone, and keep track of  everything you
spend. Save your receipts and note what the purchase was for:
coffee, subway/train/bus, drinks, bananas, cleaning supplies,
art supplies, entertainment, cigarettes, automobile,
underwear, gifts—absolutely everything, regardless of  how
you pay for it. Make a distinction between groceries and
takeout food and restaurant meals. Don’t forget to write
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I believe somebody who can be conscious of  every
single detail in a drawing show is also able to be
conscious of  their spending, earning, and
income. Often, many artists feel inadequate
about their money abilities or would rather not
deal with it. But the art world is not a place that
will take care of  you just because you want it to.
Artists must take care of  themselves because
usually no one else will. Just saying you’re no
good at something doesn’t mean that you should
avoid it. Because there is no avoiding it.

—Susan Lee, tax and financial consultant
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down any item for which you don’t get a receipt, like soda
and chips from a vending machine. Include the electronic
payment transfers and checks you write for utilities,
rent/mortgage, student loans, and credit cards. Keep a
separate account of  credit card interest, bank fees, and late
payment fees. Make sure you have captured each item on a
credit card. Do this for a minimum of  one month, ideally for
three months.

2. At the end of  the month tally your figures. You can generate a
spreadsheet on your computer using a program like Excel
and a column for each spending and earning category. If  you
use Quicken or Quick Books, add a cash account to the ones
you have for banking to cover out-of-pocket expenses. It will
make adding it up easier by running a profit and loss report.
Assign every item a category: Gas, Rent, Utilities, Clothing,
Art Supplies, Food, Entertainment, Medical, Childcare, Local
Travel (you may want to separate out subways from taxis),
etc. You can make up humorous categories too. My favorite is
“Self-Therapy,” which makes me smile every time I record
what I spent on a manicure or a massage, instead of  feeling
guilty. You can also use a big piece of  graph paper and make
yourself  a spreadsheet. At the top of  each column put the
name of  a category, and start listing those expenses in the
lines below.

3. Account for those items paid quarterly or yearly, such as health
insurance, life and auto insurance, real estate taxes, gym
membership, summer camp, and quarterly federal, state,
and local taxes by dividing each amount to get a monthly
figure. Record those items under expenses. Even if  you
don’t pay them every month, you need to anticipate their
due dates.

4. Tally all sources of  income for the month in categories: Salary,
Freelance, Sales, Interest, Rental Income, etc.

5. Analyze the figures. Check to see if  there is anything you
forgot, such as automatic debits to Netflix or student loans. Is
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there something you are not currently paying for that you
should? Do you need to replace an important piece of
equipment soon? Do you need a new set of  tires for the car?
Does the cat need vaccinations? Put that stuff  in. What will
you need to earn next year to continue supporting and/or
growing your studio practice?

At this point try not to be too judgmental. It’s just information, a
place to start.

Do any of  the numbers surprise you? Are you spending more than you make?
Do the figures support your life goals? If  you are appalled by how much you
spend on espresso, bottled water, mixed drinks, or cigarettes, decide
how much you can scale back, or find other ways to entertain yourself
without feeling deprived. Do more socializing at home. Invest in a
snappy thermos, and fill it with fresh brewed coffee, tea, or ice water be-
fore stepping out in the morning. Would the resulting savings over a
year’s time allow you to splurge on art supplies, a bigger studio, or take
time off  to do a six-week artist residency? Can you barter for goods and
services? What do you have to offer? Do you have a big project coming
up? Make adjustments for that. Are you putting any money into savings?
Can you move a few dollars from your clothing or vacation spending to
a savings account or IRA?

Congratulate yourself ! This has been a lot of  hard work. It’s not easy
to look at what you earn and how you spend it. No one is going to make
you do this every month. This is your money and your life, so be honest
with yourself. If  you are regularly spending more than you earn, you
know you are courting disaster. How can you change that equation?
You need to either earn more money or spend less. If  you are already
balancing the money in and money out, then it’s a good checkup. Make
sure you are where you want to be financially. Could some of  the
columns be rearranged to better serve your long-term goals? Always
keep the figures real and relating to what you actually spend and make.
Knowing what it really costs you to live and create your art and what
you spend on disposable things will help you plan your next move.
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If  you take that full-time job to make ends meet, but are so miserable
in it that you comfort yourself  with eating out every evening and buy-
ing electronic gadgets, is that furthering your goals as an artist?

IMPROVING YOUR FINANCIAL PICTURE

Now that you have a comprehensive picture of  your financial life, refer
back to the illustrations on page 164 and 165. Are you funding your life
by only one or two means of  support? What are some other ways you
could earn money? If  you make money freelancing, it probably arrives
in fits and starts. Are you making enough this month to tide you over
the summer, when your clients go on vacation, so you can spend eight-
een blissful hours each day in the studio worry-free? Take time today to
take charge and set up your financial future. It will have huge conse-
quences for sustaining your career over a lifetime.

Here are a few other financial tips:

• Diversify. Don’t rely on one client or customer. Maybe you
have plenty of  work right now, but always look out for other
opportunities. I depend upon a network of  art professionals
to represent my work. One of  them may not have many
sales of  my work this year, but another one will. For
lecturing and workshops, I also work with a variety of
institutions.

• Charge enough. Clients know they get what they pay for.
Remember no one will offer more money than discussed. If
you charge too little for your freelance work, you will
eventually resent the client and yourself. Keep up-to-date on
art prices and freelance fees. Are your prices and services in
line with your peers? If  they are higher, do you have talking
points ready to explain why your time or your work is worth
more than others? Have the guts to walk away from someone
who won’t pay you your true value.

• Make sure benefits are reflected in your pricing. It’s estimated by
human resource professionals that benefits (health insurance,
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pension, paid vacation, etc.) can add as much as 30 percent on
top of  an employee’s base salary. If  you are freelancing, you
are funding your own benefits. Social Security taxes alone
claim over 15 percent of  your profits. Then there is life
insurance, health insurance, liability insurance, pension,
vacation, etc. Even if  some of  those expenses are covered by
a partner or spouse, they should still be accounted for in your
fees and prices.

• Don’t be shy about getting paid. A direct, honest approach about
money is your best bet with clients and galleries. More often
than not, late payment is due to ineptness rather than bad
faith. Just give the payer a call. Be sure to be clear up front
about the terms of  payment.

• Barter. You can barter crochet lessons for a massage, business
card design for tax prep, an etching for teeth cleaning. There
are so many ways to get what you need in life. Be sure to
trade dollar for dollar, not hour for hour (you may charge $75
per hour, while the other person charges $35 per hour). In
other words, don’t trade a $5,000 sculpture for tax
preparation.

• Watch your overhead. You have to spend money to make
money, but if  your business expenses aren’t paying off  on
your bottom line, it’s time to reevaluate your spending. Do
you really need another lens for your camera? Will it make a
difference for your next series of  work? Will it allow you to
add another skill set to your freelance photography business?
Treat your art and business expenses like investments. Would
you keep putting money in your savings account if  it weren’t
earning you a return?

Now that you have a comprehensive picture of  your financial life,
you probably won’t need to continue tracking it so carefully to maintain
a healthy balance between what comes in and what goes out. For me,
the sense of  security I feel when that part of  my life is under control sets
me free to be adventurous with my creative life.
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REPORTING YOUR ART INCOME

Once you have tracked how to support your life within your profession
and have started to make some money at it, whether it is through sales
or freelancing, you need to declare it to the IRS. This means filing one
or more Schedule C’s (Profit or Loss from Business or Profession),
along with your Federal 1040 forms, each year. Cheer up! Making
money is empowering. I know it’s depressing to think that a piece of  the
big check you just received for an art sale will be making its way into the
federal, state, and city treasuries. With so many other needs in your life,
couldn’t you just pretend that money didn’t come in? Who’s going to
know the difference anyway? It’s a tempting thought, but I look at it dif-
ferently. Paying taxes from my creative earnings is a triumph, not a bur-
den. No matter how I earned the money, taxes would have to be paid.
I’m proud that my earnings come from art, even when I often don’t ap-
prove of  the way our government spends my tax money. I make sure I
pay only my fair share. Instead of  trying to fly under the radar of  the
IRS by resisting the inevitability of  taxes, I see them as one more line on
the budget.

Now is as good a time as any to talk about intention. What are your
career goals? What kind of  life did you imagine in chapter 1? Are you in-
tending to support yourself  from your work at some point in the fu-
ture? If  so, then use your intention as a powerful impetus to clear up
your financial life. Your motivation will keep you on track, clarify deci-
sions, and help you tackle the yucky tasks. Declaring your art income,
from the very beginning of  your career, is an important message to
yourself  of  your intention to make this profession work for you. When
you challenge yourself  this way you will be surprised at what you can
achieve.

As mentioned above, once you begin making money from your art,
consulting, or freelancing, you need to prepare for the annual account-
ing with the IRS by filing a Schedule C. You need to keep good records
and save your business-related receipts. I recommend that you do this
from the beginning, even before you have made any art income, as
these are important habits to instill early on. Then when you do get
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The person who is sitting in his
or her studio who says, “Oh,
I’m not ready to sell,” is not
ready to file a Schedule C,
because they are not in
business. It’s when that person
is trying to make a profit.
Trying to make a profit means
not just making the work but
actively selling it.

—Susan Lee, tax 
and financial consultant

0306816529-Battenfield:Layout 1  4/1/09  12:58 PM  Page 180



your first sale or check from freelancing, even if  it occurs in November,
you will be ready for it.

What constitutes business-related expenses? The obvious ones are art
supplies, studio rent, office supplies, photography, promotion, profes-
sional memberships, equipment, and software. You can get more infor-
mation from Tad Crawford’s book Legal Guide for the Visual Artist, 4th
edition (New York: Allworth Press, 1999). Read this book to better un-
derstand how to keep records and receipts. Once you begin filing more
complicated tax returns than the simple Form 1040, you may want to
develop a relationship with an accountant or a tax professional. Some
deductions, such as home studio expenses and depreciation on equip-
ment, have complicated rules and schedules that warrant
professional help. Ask other artists or a local nonprofit for
referrals to tax professionals who understand the nuances
of  filing business taxes in the arts. Do this long before the
April 15 deadline, preferably in December or January. By
the middle of  March, tax professionals are working long
days taking care of  their regular clients and may not have
the time and patience for you. Make a preliminary ap-
pointment to discuss your needs and assess how you feel
about working with this person. You may need to inter-
view more than one to find the right fit.

I save my notated business purchase receipts and enter the numbers
into different accounts set up in Quicken to keep them straight: check-
ing, savings, tax savings, cash purchases, and receivables. Quicken is a
personal finance software program that has a variety of  features for
small businesses. I like this system because I can run regular quarterly
reports to see where I stand. My husband keeps his business records in a
ledger and tracks his finances from his monthly bank statements. He
stores his receipts in a dozen categories in an accordion file. Each Janu-
ary, he finds a quiet weekend to pull them out, sort into more subcate-
gories, and add them up. Both systems work if  you are diligent about
saving receipts and writing notes on them to remind you what the pur-
chase was for. Keep these original receipts for at least the three years the
IRS has to audit you. Credit card statements alone are not sufficient; if
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I would ask the people who are referring,
“What do you know about this person, and why
do you like them?” and you can get a sense of
their style. . . . It’s like going to a doctor. It’s like
going to an attorney. What do you want in a
professional? What are your standards? Ask
yourself  that. It’s true for accountants as
well. . . . For many people, it’s the one time a
year that they talk to somebody about money.

—Susan Lee, tax and financial consultant
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you are audited, you will need to back up every figure listed with a re-
ceipt. Don’t think that because you are a small business the IRS won’t
select you for an audit.

Keep accurate records of  any invoicing you have done
as a freelancer and of  every payment for a work of  art.
These payments will often show up again on 1099s. Com-
panies file these forms with the IRS listing the amount of
money they paid you for the calendar year. One copy
goes to the IRS, one goes to you, and one is retained by
the sender. Many galleries, private dealers, and art con-
sultants send 1099s reporting art sales paid to the artist. I
have found that often they do not send these forms to you
by the February 28 deadline, but months later. Don’t as-
sume that if  you haven’t received a 1099 by the time you
file your taxes in April that you are home free and don’t
have to report that income. You may be surprised by ad-
ditional 1099s arriving in May and June.

With each 1099 you receive, check it against your
records to make sure it is accurate. Many times I have had
to report errors on the 1099s I’ve received. I have heard
stories from fellow artists of  1099s that were supposed to
be $1,000, but had been filed as $10,000. If  this should
happen to you, contact the organization, and make sure
they file a corrected 1099, or you may come to regret it.
The IRS has high-speed computers that add up all the

1099s they receive under your tax identification number and then
against the gross figures on your Schedule C.

Once you begin to show a profit on your Schedule C, you must also
begin to pay quarterly taxes to the IRS and any other governmental
body that requires them. In New York City, I pay quarterly taxes to the
IRS, New York State, and New York City. I file an annual New York State
sales tax return as well. The easiest way to calculate these taxes is to di-
vide what you owed the previous year into four quarterly payments.
You then remit that amount on April 15, June 15, September 15, and
January 15 to cover your tax commitment for that calendar year, unless
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You’ve got to file your income taxes. I have
artists who wrote off  their studios, wrote off
this, and wrote that, and then all of  a sudden,
the IRS came and said, “You haven’t sold a
work in ten years. We don’t think you’re an
artist.” All those write-offs that you made are
no good. Now you’ve got to get a lawyer. When
in the professional arena, you’ve got to be a
professional.

—Fredric Snitzer, director of 
Fredric Snitzer Gallery

Just remember that whatever is on the tax
return represents what you are saying you made
and spent. If  you’ve exaggerated your expenses
or under-declared your income, you will be
responsible for the taxes and penalties and
interest if  you’re audited and these things are
discovered. You are filing a document that not
only has monetary consequences but also can
have legal consequences for you.

—Susan Lee, tax and financial consultant
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there is a dramatic change in your business income up or down. These
tax payments are similar to withholding taxes that are automatically
subtracted from your paycheck when you work for someone else. Bas-
ing it on last year’s obligation is the easiest way to figure it out.
Whether my art sales are up or down, I always pay my quarterly taxes
without fail. I have found the easiest way to do this is to create a sepa-
rate savings account in which I deposit 25 to 30 percent of  every check I
receive for sales, lecturing, workshops, grants, etc. I don’t consider that
money mine, and it is squirreled away, safe from monthly expenses.
There it sits collecting interest until I transfer it to checking for quar-
terly tax payments. That way I always have the funds on hand to cover
them. Once I’ve finalized my tax returns for that year, if  there is money
left over, I will leave it in the account for next year or send it to my re-
tirement account. I highly recommend you develop a similar habit; I
guarantee you will never regret doing this.

When you make a profit from your business, whether it is through
freelancing or art sales or some combination of  both, this is a joyous
moment and calls for celebration. As for almost all important accom-
plishments, it also carries responsibilities. Don’t rant and rail at the gov-
ernment for requesting their share of  your profit. Don’t waste your
energy on anger; return to the feeling of  euphoria. You are making
money from your creative practice doing something you love.

CREDIT CARDS

Speaking of  good habits, let’s continue down this road by tackling an-
other insidious problem: credit card debt. It seems as if  whole cable
channels and twenty-four-hour talk radio shows are devoted to this one
topic. Frightened callers are instructed to get control over their mount-
ing debt, cut up the credit cards, consolidate payments, scale down their
expenses, and change their bad habits. Credit card debt has become a
national epidemic reaching far beyond the arts.

Because of  the precarious nature of  an artist’s life, living on credit re-
quires extra-careful management. Credit cards are a wonderful conven-
ience but function as a double-edged sword. They allow you to operate
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If  you want to start selling
your work, you need to
understand tax implications.
Get that from the beginning.
Consider everything you earn
to be income as if  you had a
job. Deal with it like it is
income, and your life will be
easier down the road.
—Carolina O. Garcia, executive

director of LegalArt
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without a wallet stuffed with cash and provide easy access
to the bank’s money. However, those features also make
them treacherous. Falling prey to the ridiculously easy re-
payment terms will keep you in a state of  indentured servi-
tude forever, with 18 to 24 percent interest rates
compounded daily! I have listened to too many tearful sto-
ries from artists who ran up every credit card they had in
order to fund their upcoming project or show. They saw it
as their big chance, threw caution to the wind, and went all
out: taking a leave from their job, paying their rent from

cash advances, and debt-financing escalating production expenses. After
the project or show premiered, to their dismay all they had left was thou-
sands of  dollars of  credit card debt. I have one close friend for whom it
took over ten years to pay back her “make it” opportunity. The interest
payments alone amounted to more than ten times her purchases. Using
your credit cards this way is dangerous. It can jeopardize your creative
life and your ability to fund future work for years to come.

We’ll discuss better ways of  funding project budgets, production,
and exhibition expenses in the next chapter. For now, make it a goal to
reduce or eliminate credit card interest from your monthly budget.
Turn the tables around on the bank by enjoying the easy access to their
money and then paying off  the entire balance due each month. Shred
the weekly solicitations you receive for new credit cards; sign up for
only the two or three companies that have the most favorable terms for
you, such as low interest, cash back, or airline miles. If  you are easily
tempted to overspend, keep the cards at home, and pay cash, or use
your debit card. You will think twice about that impulse purchase when
you have to seek out an ATM machine to pay for it. Save the credit cards
for real emergencies.

Selling Your Art
In this section I’m going to switch gears to remind you that as an artist,
you have a valuable resource that can contribute to your income
stream: sales of  your creative production. The sale of  your art can pro-
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You turn on TV and see a
society and economy based on
having people overspend and
run themselves into credit card
debt, so they can seem to be
what they can’t afford.

—Susan Lee, tax and financial
consultant

I think that a lot of  times when you have to
figure out a different and cheaper way of
making work because of  financial concerns, it is
often better than if  you had all the money in the
world. It’s similar to how the creative process
works. Those points when we hit our head
against the wall are actually opportunities. The
piece is telling you that it doesn’t want to be
made that way.

—Janine Antoni, artist
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duce a positive rush of  emotion that is larger than the actual cash trans-
action. It represents a significant vote of  confidence in your creativity.

My first experience with selling my work was while showing off  a
portfolio of  watercolors to some friends during my senior year of  college.
My friends were graduate students in organic chemistry, so I was enthusi-
astically describing how my ideas for this series of  paintings had devel-
oped, pointing out details, and feeling a terrific sense of  accomplishment.
My friend Hal casually asked if  he could buy one of  the pieces. I was mo-
mentarily stunned. The thought of  someone owning my work hadn’t oc-
curred to me. In fact Hal had to ask me several times before I realized he
wasn’t joking. Stuttering, I pulled a price out of  thin air. While my first
sale was modest, that check seemed enormous. It was the equivalent of  a
whole week of  work at my boring part-time job. This sale allowed me to
envision the possibility of  a different way to earn a living.

From my first sale, I’ve had to grapple with how to price my art.
Among my friends and in my classes and workshops, I am often asked
this question: “How do I price my art?” Determining a price for your
work has no simple answer, and it is easy to entangle yourself  in an
emotional knot. When you are just beginning to exhibit, or have a new
body of  work, figuring out a “fair” price can be puzzling. The standard
advice is start low and work your way higher. What does that mean? Is
$100 too low and $1,000 too high? Choosing to say the work is not for
sale doesn’t avoid the subject, as you may need to place a value on it for
insurance purposes. If  you are further along in your career and have es-
tablished prices and a record of  sales, it is equally tricky to determine
when to increase them and by how much.

Yes, it is hard to attach numbers to your art. The objects you make,
although incredibly important culturally, are not crucial to survival like
food and shelter. Pricing a work of  art isn’t like pricing a widget that
comes off  the assembly line, with well-established parameters based on
cost of  manufacturing, advertising, profit margin, and a bit of  supply
and demand thrown in. The uniqueness of  creative work and our emo-
tional attachment to it make placing a value on our production difficult.

This section will lay out how to make a reasoned decision about pric-
ing instead of  relying on a gut reaction. If  you want the sale of  your

How to Earn and Manage Money 185

0306816529-Battenfield:Layout 1  4/1/09  12:58 PM  Page 185



work to be part of  your income stream, your prices must be both logi-
cal and attractive. Gathering together pertinent facts will help quell the
uneasy feeling that you are not being adequately compensated. You will
avoid selling your work for less than it costs you to make it. Likewise, a
reasoned approach that takes into account all of  the factors that influ-
ence pricing will insure that yours aren’t inexplicably higher or lower
than all the other works in a group show. Just like the other tasks you
have been asked to do so far, establishing a price for your work now will
pay off  later (no pun intended).

Let’s begin with defining some terms that are commonplace in the
art market. The first term you should know is “primary market.” This
indicates the first time a work of  art is sold, whether you sell it directly
from your studio or through an intermediary—an art dealer or consult-
ant—who takes a commission from the transaction. If  you have handled
the sale, you receive the entire purchase price; if  others are involved,
you receive what is left after they have taken their commission, which is
usually 50 percent of  the selling price. “Secondary market” sales are
when a work of  art is resold either at auction or through an art dealer.
In the case of  secondary sales, the artist does not receive money from
that sale, although the price it goes for at auction can be used to help de-
termine the value of  the artist’s other work. The only exception to this
is secondary-market transactions in California, which has a state law
mandating a percentage of  each resale be paid to the artist. It’s called
the Resale Royalty Act, which entitles the artist to 5 percent of  the re-
sale price if  it is greater than the original purchase price.

That’s how art is purchased, but it doesn’t address how art gets priced.
So now we need another term: fair market value. Let’s go to the defini-
tive source, the IRS. “Fair market value” is the price at which a property
would change hands between a willing buyer and a willing seller, neither
under any compulsion to buy nor sell and both having reasonable knowl-
edge of  relevant facts. That sounds sensible enough. It means that if
your Aunt Polly writes you a $10,000 check for one of  the sculptures in
your BFA thesis show, that doesn’t necessarily establish your prices. Her
motivation to buy your work may not be based on her knowledge of  the
art market, but a vote of  confidence and affection for you. This brings up
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another term, “appraisal.” An appraisal is conducted by a licensed profes-
sional, an art appraiser, who has undergone training to research and de-
termine the value of  a work of  art. To do this he or she takes into
consideration the following factors:

1. Other sales of  your work.
2. Exhibition records and loan agreements that state insurance

values for your work.
3. Prices of  your work or similar objects quoted in dealer or

auction catalogues.
4. The economic state of  the marketplace and the current

standing of  the artist within his or her profession.

A sale you have made yourself  can begin the process of  establishing
your prices. That figure is bolstered when it is echoed by similar prices
for comparable examples of  your work offered through art dealers, or
listed in the loan agreements and consignment contracts you sign with
galleries and museums.

HOW TO PRICE YOUR WORK

It’s helpful to begin thinking of  pricing by considering some concrete
facts rather than how you feel about yourself  and your art at this mo-
ment. Start by asking yourself  what it costs to make your art. After all,
how can you begin to set prices for your work if  you don’t know what it
costs you in terms of  supplies, space, administrative stuff, and time to
make it? If  you file a Schedule C, you probably have some idea of  the
numbers. I’m not suggesting that you price your work by the hour or di-
vide your expenses by the number of  works completed that year to get
a figure. But having an overall picture of  your expenditures gives you
concrete information and a solid place to begin. The previous exercise
of  financial tracking can be of  immense help here. You have collected
accurate figures on what it costs you to live and make art.

There are many other factors that come into play when beginning to
price works of  art. Let’s continue to avoid the emotional issues of  art’s
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value and approach it the way an appraiser would. The first factors to
consider are as follows:

• Rarity. Unique pieces are priced higher than multiples, which
are works that are part of  an edition: prints, sculpture,
photographs, DVDs, and videos. The larger the edition, the
lower the individual price. For instance, a photographic
edition of  three can be priced higher per piece than an
edition of  thirty. Individual objects from an installation may
be considered multiples as well.

• Permanence and/or cost of  materials. Paintings on canvas
are priced higher than works on paper, cast bronze sculptures
more than wood constructions, video installations more than
a DVD.

• Productivity. An artist who completes only three to four
artworks a year, if  the work is more labor-intensive, can
command higher prices per piece than one who produces
twenty-five to thirty. It’s parallel to the concept of  supply and
demand.

The next step is to do your own research to gather information on
different approaches to pricing. Ask other artists who are regularly sell-
ing work, and look through the price lists when you visit galleries. Art
fairs are also great places to do this research. You can compare prices
among a wide variety of  galleries and artists from all over the world.
Look for the venues where you think your work would fit in. If  you
have a price list in your hands, look for works that are similar in style,
media, and size to your own. Then check out the artist’s résumé. His
or her career should be at the same place as yours. If  you haven’t
shown your work in a commercial gallery, then you need to look at
works by artists who have their first or second shows in galleries that
feature emerging artists. If  you are mid-career, then the exhibitions
and awards on the résumé should match up with your own. Realize
that the prices listed include the gallery’s commission, generally 50
percent of  the selling price, with some allowances for discounting. I’ll
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discuss discounting more in chapter 8, when I go over consignment
agreements.

Oftentimes a price list is not readily available. Many galleries want
the focus on the art rather than the prices. If  a price list isn’t posted, ask
for one at the desk. It’s an opportunity to break the ice and begin com-
municating with gallery staff. Instead of  handing over a price list, they
might ask you which piece you are interested in. Don’t let this question
intimidate you. Point out a work and say, “That one,” and then ask
about another. If  you have been doing your homework, you may notice
that the price quoted seems higher or lower than you expected. Ask
them about it. You may learn something interesting about the artist or
his practice. The gallery may tell you someone important has recently
collected this artist’s work, or that it is so popular that they have a wait-
ing list of  collectors, so it now commands higher prices.

If  you are working with a curator or a dealer, ask for her help in de-
termining prices. If  you have done your homework, you will already
have a sense of  what current market prices are and thus have a basis by
which to judge her advice. If  you differ widely from her suggestions,
you can propose what you think is a valid price and support it by dis-
cussing your productivity, the cost of  materials, production expenses, or
the prices of  other artists. Remember that when you are working with
art professionals, you are also forging a partnership. Every art dealer has
his own sales style often based on his personality. Some are cautious,
setting prices low and raising them slowly, while others will take bold
and risky positions. There are no hard or fast rules. Frank discussions
about pricing are enlightening and give you insight into how someone
thinks about his business.

In my experience, art dealers want to create a demand for your work
with prices that are attractive to collectors (meaning high quality work
that is a worthwhile investment) and make them some money. Selling
six works at $2,000 creates a better impression with the dealer, collec-
tors, and your audience than selling one or none at $3,500. If  you are
not working with an art dealer, make appointments or schedule studio
visits with other art professionals you already know, and ask for their
opinions.
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Once you have this information in hand, go through an inventory of
your work, and establish prices. Do this when you are not under pressure.
The worst time to figure out a price is when you are taken by a surprise
offer to buy a piece. Don’t price your work a few minutes before your
friend arrives at your studio with her wealthy collector uncle. Don’t

price your work when, in the midst of  a studio conversa-
tion, the visitor offers to buy your favorite piece on the
spot. If  you haven’t given this careful thought well in ad-
vance of  situations like these, a spilt-second pricing deci-
sion may mean a ridiculous figure, low or high, comes out
of  your mouth. Either way you’ll regret it. If  the collector
whips out his checkbook and walks away with your fa-
vorite piece at a fraction of  its production costs, you’ll be
fuming. On the other hand, if  you find the collector
smiles at your naively high price, you can bet you’ll kick
yourself  for missing an opportunity.

Make a complete inventory of  all your works with
prices attached to each piece long before it is needed.

This doesn’t mean that every work is for sale; certainly you may wish
to hold on to some for yourself. But whether for sale or not, each work
should have a specific value for insurance purposes. Print it out, and
keep it handy. You do not need to show your price list to anyone, but
you can refer to it when necessary. Even though I feel comfortable sell-
ing my work, I often find that when someone asks for a price, my mind
freezes, and I can’t remember the exact figure. Instead of  blurting out
a price that’s incorrect, it helps to take a momentary pause and re-
spond, “I’ll look it up.” While getting out my price list, I can center my-
self before answering.

There are different opinions about how artists should price their work
when selling directly out of  their studio. Even if  you are not working
with commercial venues, I believe that you should only have one set of
prices, and those are what would be listed in an exhibition setting. Since I
have a variety of  art professionals selling my work—galleries, private
dealers, art consultants, and print publishers—I have one set of  prices
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It’s based on a combination of  the artist, the
market, and whether it is their first show. If
he’s not a kid, though—he’s over thirty, he’s
been painting for a while, and he was one of  my
students—it’s an instinctive thing. You try to
figure it out. You don’t want to make them too
high. “Whoops, we priced them too high,” and
you make them cheaper the next show. . . .
Collectors: assume they’re astute; they compare
your $500 painting with what else they can buy
for $500.

—Fredric Snitzer, director of 
Fredric Snitzer Gallery
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that they all use. These prices take into account any dealer commission,
which in my experience varies from 30 percent to 50 percent. Thus, there
is only one set of  prices, and all dealer commissions are taken into con-
sideration to my advantage. This means, if  the dealer commission is only
35 percent, I get a bigger chunk of  the selling price than if  the commis-
sion is 50 percent. It also means that occasionally when I
sell a work from my studio, I always quote the same price
as my art professionals. If  the sale does not conflict with
the contractual agreements I have with my art dealers, I
may offer a discount, which makes the buyer feel she is get-
ting a bargain. When you are working with commercial
galleries, make sure you discuss how to handle sales from
your studio, so that you don’t damage a carefully nurtured
relationship by encroaching on the dealer’s perceived terri-
tory. You don’t ever want the word to get out that bargains
are available by bypassing your gallery.

At the beginning of  your career, you may feel as if  your prices are so
low that you are practically giving your work away. Make sure at the
very least you are charging enough to cover the cost of  the materials
needed to make it. You may need to absorb the cost of  your time. Once
you have established a pattern of  sales, you can begin edging prices up
until you hit a more comfortable place. When I talk about pricing and
selling with my students, I use the analogy that your recent body of
work will evoke the same emotions as a litter of  puppies or kittens.
Newly made work seems so precious that your tendency is to want to
hold on to it, much like those cute and cuddly puppies or kittens. How-
ever, puppies and kittens grow up to be dogs and cats, and unless you
want to look like the crazy lady in apartment 4C with fifty cats, be
open to letting go of  your work. Find new homes for your art and your
kittens. Almost every artist my age can pull out an old work and tell
you a regretful story of  how someone once offered to buy it, but the
artist turned him down. For me, it is better to have the work out of  my
studio and placed with someone who takes care of  it. That doesn’t
mean you shouldn’t save some important pieces from every phase of
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People are increasingly worried about what they
usually call “investment values.” That doesn’t
mean that they want their money to double in
three years or four years. What it does mean is
that they want to make sure that they’re buying
artwork that has a sort of  “good housekeeping
seal of  approval” and that the artist isn’t going
to necessarily disappear next year.

—Cristin Tierney, art advisor

0306816529-Battenfield:Layout 1  4/1/09  12:58 PM  Page 191



your career, or keep a body of  work intact for an upcom-
ing show. That’s a necessary habit. But you don’t need to
save everything. Selling work gives you a boost of  energy
and space in your studio to fill with new pieces. Selling
also minimizes storage fees or the horrible task of  load-
ing up a dumpster with old work. Those collectors who
took a chance on you at the beginning will brag to their
friends as your work in their collection appreciates in
value.

Financial Checklist
The last part of  organizing your finances is to consider the
support structures that surround you. Most financial ex-
perts recommend that you incorporate the following items
into your life. Whether you are working at a job that pro-
vides benefits or running your own business, these items
need to be included in your budget. Don’t be alarmed if
this seems too much for you to handle right now. Incorpo-
rating them one by one is an excellent long-term goal.

• Rainy day fund: a nest egg of  readily accessible money
(meaning not tied up in real estate or Wall Street) of  at least
three to six months of  living expenses. The more months the
better. Transitions, natural disasters, slow-downs, recessions,
illness, and life’s unexpected adventures can rarely be
anticipated. You need to save yourself  from the financial
consequences that workers’ compensation, unemployment
insurance, sick days, and parental leave cover for the
corporately employed. I wouldn’t have had the guts to turn
my life upside down and leave the Rotunda Gallery if  I hadn’t
had six months of  living expenses stashed away.

• Risk protection: life insurance, health insurance, disability
insurance (expensive, but good if  you can afford it),
homeowners or renters insurance. Because there are so many
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The root of  the problem isn’t getting paid for
what you do. It’s getting paid in such a way
that it starts to affect what you do. Are you
going to make this or are you going to make that
because this one will sell and that one won’t sell
or because people are going to support this one
financially in some way? That’s where the
problem starts, because you, as an artist, might
have a pretty clear sense of  what you need to do
next in your gut, but it might not be marketable.
And so, if  your gallery is going, “Well, I can’t
sell this,” it totally starts to mess with your
head. It’s like, “Is this really what I should be
doing? Or am I wrong, and should I just do
what I know is safe? Should I just make what I
know will sell?”

As much as they want the new, [dealers] also
want the comfortable. If  the dealer knows that
they’ve got collectors that love something you
can make, that’s great. I’ve actually had people
go, “Oh can you just make a few more of  those
red ones,” and I’m like, “No!”

—Jaq Chartier, artist and 
cofounder of Aqua Art Miami
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home-based businesses these days, there are now insurance
policies that jointly cover home and business. Check with
your insurance agent for the details, and see if  one matches
your needs. It may be less expensive than separate fine art
insurance policies. Health insurance is a necessity, even if  all
you can afford is a high-deductible plan. For years, because
my family was basically healthy, I had a plan with a $10,000
per person, per year deductible. Routine medical care
expenses I negotiated with my family doctor, and we were
covered for catastrophes.

• Retirement funds: maximize your contributions to any
employer-sponsored plan offered at your job. This is a form
of  enforced savings, and most are matched with
contributions from your employer. It’s like a pay raise, even if
you can’t access it until later. Also consider putting some of
your pretax money each year into an IRA (individual
retirement account), which will lower your tax bill. Any
income it produces grows tax-free until years later when you
take the money out. You can add another type of  account, a
Roth IRA, to which you contribute after-tax money, and it too
grows completely tax-free. If  you are self-employed, talk with
a financial advisor about setting up a pension plan for
yourself, even if  you can only afford to contribute small
amounts of  money to it. Putting away something starts to
build security, and you will welcome these assets later on.
Sometimes IRA funds can be accessed for special expenses,
such as a down payment on a home or for more education.

• An up-to-date will: more about this in chapter 8.

It’s far too easy to put off  or ignore managing your financial land-
scape. It’s an intimidating terrain, but if  you don’t walk into it, you will
become a hostage of  your bad finances. You need to be a nimble money
manager at all stages of  your career. The simple truth is that most of  us
will not support our lives solely from a studio practice. As crazy as it
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Money is emotional because, if
you let it, it signifies your place
in society or your sense of  self-
worth. At a primal level, it
signifies if  you are going to be
able to eat. It may signify that,
because you have sold a lot of
art, you are therefore an artist.
People come to me who have
sold very little art. Are they
artists? I’d say they are artists.

—Susan Lee, tax 
and financial consultant
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may seem, a variety of  income sources actually promotes more finan-
cial stability over the long term. Too many artists operate from a
scarcity model because they have never taken the time to adequately as-
sess what it really costs them to live and work day to day. It leaves them
overworked, underpaid, underfunded, and unable to understand exactly
why this happened. Facing up to what it costs you to make your art and
live your life will challenge you to explore creative and career-building
ways of  support.

Earning a living from our art is an excruciating topic for artists, since
money represents power and security. When our work isn’t supported
economically, it is easy to feel like a failure. Marriage counselors report
that money is one of  the hardest subjects for a couple to discuss in their
relationship. Just like deciding to get married, deciding to be an artist is
something you choose to do out of  love and passion, without consult-
ing a profit and loss ledger. Eventually, concern over supporting your
art—securing sufficient income, budgeting, pricing, and ensuring finan-
cial stability—will inevitably arise. What I am asking you to do is to
slowly but surely face up to the reality of  your choices and figure out a
way to support your studio practice, without compromising your artis-
tic integrity. Freelancing, developing a parallel business, or working at a
job does not mean you are a failure, no more than does selling your art
mean selling out. They are the means by which you provide the time,
space, and supplies for your creative practice.

Resources
Abbing, Hans. Why Are Artists Poor? The Exceptional Economy of  the Arts. Amster-

dam: Amsterdam University Press, 2002.
• Abbing is both an artist and an economist based in the Netherlands. Al-

though much of  his discussion focuses on European-based artists, it is an
excellent analysis of  why artists struggle economically.

Crawford, Tad. Legal Guide for the Visual Artist. 4th edition. New York: Allworth
Press, 1999.

• Besides presenting an overview of  legal issues artists may face, this book
includes four chapters on filing your taxes.
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