Upstate Visual Arts’ Artist’s Hour
Tuesday, June 7, 2005
Upstate Visual Arts 
“The Sweet Smell of Success,” with Jackie Warren, Kathy Bell, and Jim Brooks
A panel discussion featuring three successful Upstate artists: Jackie Warren, Kathy Bell and Jim Brooks. Moderated by Will Gray, and followed by audience question and answers.

The artists gave a brief summary of their work and careers.

Jackie: I know from the time I was 8 years old that I would be an artist. During my first year in college, I decided that I would not do graphic arts, work for others, or teach, to support myself. I have done all of these things.

I have had several (one person) shows, including one in Dallas, and one at the Dome Gallery in New York. I do large multi- canvas abstract works.

Kathy: I am an artist specializing in calligraphy. I have taught drawing and the history of art. I have had one person shows in other parts of the country. I am also a writer, art photographer and educator.

Jim: I worked as an illustrator in Atlanta and in Birmingham Alabama. I taught in the Art Department of Bob Jones University. I specialize in wildlife art, and I have received several awards.

Q. What is success for an artist?
Jackie: For me, it is the sense of satisfaction of experiencing the creative process, and nurturing the creative spirit. In one of Aesop’s fables, a blind man describing an elephant (shows that our) point of view can be very different, unique and individual.

Jim: My personal definition is different. 1. It is achieving a level of professionalism that is accepted by your peers (and a level of perfection to please yourself). 2. It is being able to make a living with your work. 3. It is teaching and having the satisfaction of influencing another person.

Kathy: Artistic success is doing something that you enjoy and being able to sell it to someone else. A big objective of my first one-man show was that the art pay for itself. There are exhibitions in the calligraphy world, but not a lot of opportunity to send work out. So, I work by commission. The personal interaction with patrons is satisfying.

Q. Do you think of yourself as a successful artist?

Jackie: Yes. Painting is a catalyst for the creative process. There is great satisfaction in having a large body of work.

Jim: (In terms of) making a living, yes, I have been a success. (In terms of) the perfection level I aim for, I have had mixed success. I am always reaching for the next goal.

Kathy: Someone else has to judge. It is hard to evaluate this in our lifetime. All artists are very self critical. (someone remarked that) ‘Painting can be fun if your standards are low enough’. I would rather do the work and let someone else judge.

Q: Is self criticism a strength of artists?

Kathy: Age adds to this dimension. Younger people might need more validation. Older people might not need to prove themselves (as much).

Q. Each of you has a sizeable resume. Is there anything that you have pursued that others might not have thought of?

Jackie: My father was a printer. (Growing up) we had much creative play. We were allowed to make a mess. I cannot do my art otherwise. I try to look at the world differently. I have a scuba certification. I have been in a hot air balloon. I try to take chances to look at the world in a different way. Shared experience and having friends helps to feed the psychic energy.

Jim: I am interested in what God has created. I love to create a painting that you can step in to – not in a photographic sense, but in the sense of place. I love to observe wildlife. These are factors in what I have achieved. An artist does not ‘arrive’. You have to push yourself. (It is important to) look and see what other people are doing.

Kathy: Teaching contributes a lot to my art. You have to understand what you are talking about in order to teach it. Teaching forces you to think more deeply about composition/ creation/ boundaries. I like to work with students to help them find they to get to their vision.

Q. What inspires you?

Kathy: Time. Without something pushing me, I would not do my art. (I have many interests) My nine month teaching contract forces me, and I need it. It is a lot of work to find the way through a vaguely defined (art) problem.

Jim. Burt Silverman is one of my favorite artists. I took a workshop with him. Getting involved with inspiring people is an exciting experience.

Jackie: I lived for 22 years in the (former) research lab of the Dutch Boy paint factory in Oakland, California. I had a 24 foot high studio/living space. I shared the building with 50 artists. This was very inspiring. There were (hundreds of) studios in the vicinity. I would like to see more of this kind of building conversion in this part of the world. 

Q. Is there anything more important for an artist than success?

Jackie: The definition of success is individual. I have respect for those whose values are at the other end of the spectrum.

Jim: Being a successful human being. That contributes to my success as an artist.

Kathy: We have responsibility for what we communicate, by actions, words or through the artwork we create. Say something good! 

The discussion was opened to questions from the audience.

Q. An amateur who tries to make a living might change the way he creates art or looks at art. As you have become more financially successful, do you look at the process differently?

Kathy: In Spain, I talked with a musician whose father was an artist. After a romantic break-up he chose to paint drunks rather than become drunk. Finally, he came to hate the subject…but they did sell.

Jackie: Art is part of a whole world view. Artists are blessed who have a vocabulary that people are willing to buy. A friend does sculptures that are grotesque (skeletal) figures. This is a valuable commentary about mortality, but you don’t want this in your home. My painting is not decorative. Many people do not do ‘commercial’ art. But, there is nothing wrong with sellable art.

Kathy: A potter friend makes multiple honey jars for sale. I hate to do the same thing twice. I am doing something different all the time. The future will judge work differently. Van Gogh is an example. He sold only one work in his lifetime. Now you can’t touch them (for value). We can’t make judgments now.

Jim: In my experience, only a few reach financial success without external support. What is the level of performance with which you are happy?

Jackie: Only 2 of 50 artists in the Dutch Boy studios had sole support in their art. These others were serious artists, but they needed to supplement their incomes.

Jim: A gallery owner told me that people buy art for all the wrong reasons (such as – ‘it will look good with the couch”)

Q. My biggest problem as a self supporting artist is paying for a health care plan. I can cover the bills, but health care is a real problem. What do I do?
Jackie: Artists are exposed to more health hazards that might actually result in health issues.

Jim: Few of us can make it on our own.

Q. Does the market in the location in which you work contribute to your success?

Jackie: The Open Studios (event) in Oakland was a great marketing tool. People love to visit the studios.

Jim: You have to find where your market is. I used to travel to the markets, with limited success. I felt good if I covered expenses. 

Jackie: Marketing takes a lot of time and energy.

Jim: And, it takes money to market. One friend placed an ad in Southern Living Magazine.

Jackie: The web is a new, economical avenue.

These comments concluded the question and answer portion of the hour. Will Gray announced that there will be no artist’s hour in July because of the holiday.

Notes submitted by Nancy Clayton

