Upstate Visual Arts’ Artist’s Hour
Tuesday, April 5, 2005
The Greenville County Library
“What do Galleries Want?,” with Betty Bercowski, Susan O’Hanlan, Trinity Behrends, and Kim Sholly
The format of the April meeting was a panel discussion. Approximately 25 UVA members attended the meeting. Will Gray served as moderator for the four panelists representing four Greenville galleries. The panelists were: Trinity Behrends from The West End Gallery
(www.TheWestEndGallery.com), Betty Bercowski from Christopher Park Gallery, Susan O’Hanlan from Pelter Gallery, and Kim Sholly from the Metropolitan Arts Council Gallery.

The discussion began with the panelists giving a description of the mission of the galleries.

Betty Bercowski, the owner and founder of the Christopher Park Gallery had worked with the ‘Friends and Artists Street Festival’ for seven years. She heard from artists repeatedly that they had no place to show their work in Greenville. She opened her gallery to showcase beginner artists and serve beginner collectors.

Trinity Behrends is the gallery representative of the West End Gallery. This gallery is a ‘Residential Representative Gallery’. Eleven artists are always represented by the gallery, which keeps a good selection of their work. Most of the work is representational.

Susan O’Hanlan is the owner of the Pelter Gallery. She is an art collector, and she wanted to share her interest in contemporary art. The gallery has been open since September 2003. Pelter does not represent individual artists. Shows are thematic, contemporary, predominantly abstract, and feature regional artists. The gallery holds a huge opening night, with a second floor condo space used to showcase work in a residential setting. Susan is always looking for work that will fit the show themes, and she keeps the work of many artists on file. The themes of upcoming shows are kept secret until the opening.

Kim Sholly is the curator of the Metropolitan Arts Council Gallery. Membership in the MAC is free, and she encourages all artists to join. The MAC gallery is maintained to showcase members and local artists. Shows in the gallery are usually thematic. An exhibition committee has been recently formed to involve the community in exhibition selection. MAC hopes to have a more accessible gallery and art.

Following the personal introductions, questions that focused on the theme of the evening, “What do galleries want?,” were addressed to the panelists.

Question: “What is your ambition for your gallery?

Susan O’Hanlan: The more the community sees, the more the interest (in art) grows. This is a quality of life issue. I am interested in building collectors, and in finding good art.

Betty Bercowski: I am interested in giving artists a place to start. Young people can become collectors, and can afford original art. There is excitement in owning original art. The top selling price in my gallery is $500.00. As tastes develop and incomes grow, collectors can ‘move up the street’.

Question: “How can artists approach you?”

Trinity Behrends: Do your homework. Find a gallery that is a perfect fit for (the style of) your work. Then, the gallery will be able to put you with a client base that will like your work.


Question: (To Trinity: your gallery does not seem interested in local artists) How does an artist approach you?

Trinity Behrends: Do visit the gallery! I do look (for artists) in other cities. Ask questions when making a visit. (Learn about the gallery and its focus) Galleries do prefer to follow us an inquiry on their own time.

Question: What should an artist present to the gallery owner?

Susan O’Hanlan: I welcome new art because I am always looking. I recommend that you bring in a few images, but do not bring originals. I plan three shows ahead (nearly a year ahead), and I need images that I can keep on file. I get slides all the time from people who want them back, but I need something that I can keep for reference.

Question: Do you work from finished paintings, or from (commissioned) ideas?

Susan O’Hanlan: Four or five pieces are enough to see an artist’s consistency, etc. A three month show takes a large body of work. Some shows remain installed (for the three months), some shows go out the door (and pieces need to be replaced). This is an important consideration.

Question: after a show is over, what kind of relationship do you have with the artist? How many artists do you represent per show?

Susan O’Hanlan: Sometimes I keep a relationship with the artist. I can also refer a buyer directly to the artist after the show is finished. I usually have four artists per (three month) show.

Question: Do you prefer framed or unframed work? Cotton or linen canvas? Do you prefer art under glass?

Susan O’Hanlan: It doesn’t matter. I will take all of them. I am not limited by medium. I am looking for serious quality.

Kim Sholly: Most of the time the artist bears the responsibility for the framing.

Question: What kind of commission do you charge?

Trinity Behrends: This is handled differently depending on the agreement with the artist. Most galleries split 50/50 with the artist. It is a good question to ask the gallery rates. Also, will they cover the framing, the opening reception, advertising and the mailing announcement?
Kim Sholly: The Metropolitan Arts Council charges only 10%. This is a benefit of membership. However, we can’t pay for the advertising postcard. Confidence (from the artist) is nice, but some artists overstep boundaries. A softer approach is better. Send a letter of inquiry asking “what is your submission policy”

Question to Trinity: Yours is a closed shop. How often do you invite new artists in to your gallery?

Trinity Behrends: We have only taken on two new artists recently. We will not take an artist if we cannot represent them well.

Question: for Trinity and Susan: The artists that you represent are a good match for your client base. Describe your client base?

Trinity Behrends: Our client base is international 

Susan O’Hanlan: I am generally interested in ‘serious collectors”. My Christmas show was for younger artists. My next show is a landscape show. My mission is to put new art out there in Greenville. (I showed) William Halsey, for example. He is a local artist with a national reputation.

Question: A lot of galleries seem to be a combination of new artists and established artists. (What do you think of this?)

Susan O’Hanlan: A lot of artists come in with a very high opinion of their work. I have to sell it. My response to them is that there is no demand for your work yet. I am surprised by the number of people with an exaggerated self evaluation. But, my dream is to discover a local artist. 

Betty Bercowski: My gallery displays pottery, glass, wall art - all around (the gallery). I show people that they can collect several types of art.

Question: If the work fits your gallery, what specifically do you want an artist to show you?

Susan O’Hanlan: (Most useful) is a website or a disk. I do not want to look at the work with the artist initially, but I will look at what you submit because I am curious. I might suggest another place to try, but the artist needs to develop a thick skin.

Question for Kim Sholly: How does the Metropolitan Arts Council select artists to show?

Kim Sholly: I might seek out artists from work on file. We also have the Open Studios event. (Changes are in progress) Nothing is booked for the rest of the year, though there are six concepts on track. 

Susan O’Hanlan: Open Studios is wonderful from my point of view. Collectors are very interested in that I am out there shopping for future reference. 

The meeting was adjourned.

Summary: The panelists recommended that artists visit galleries, and learn what they represent. Seek galleries that are a good fit for your work (style, price, level of proficiency, and output). Inquire about submission requirements. Don’t be too pushy. Try to develop a realistic assessment of the demand and sales value of your work. Submit samples in a format that the gallery owner can keep on file, such as slides, CDs, or a web site. The gallery will prefer to look at your work when it is convenient for them, and contact you. If your work is on file, the gallery might contact you when your work fits the theme of an upcoming show. It is everyone’s dream to discover the next great local artist! 

Notes submitted by Nancy Clayton, May 0/05

