Upstate Visual Arts’ Artist’s Hour

Tuesday, December 6, 2005

The Greenville County Library

“Working on Commission – How to Generate Commissionable Art” with Bruce Bunch and Kerry Parkman
Moderator: Scott Mason

Panel:
 Bruce Bunch, artist and Kerry Parkman, artist
Bruce introduced himself: I have been working full time (as a self-supporting artist) for two years. I have been painting my entire life. I left Michelin Marketing / Advertising after the kids were taken care of. I am a self-proclaimed naturalist artist. I love art and the outdoors.
Q: Who is your target market?

Bruce: I try not to give my art away. My inexpensive things are prints. I have a web site:  www.brucelbunch.com. Commission makes up about 50% of my sales. The other 50% is from art shows and Internet sales. I have done about 20 shows this year.

Q: Do you do juried festivals?

Bruce:  Most are juried shows. I stay away from unjuried shows, with some exceptions – I did well at the festival in Easley. There were turkey hunters there. My work is wildlife work. The majority (of my commissions) are for painting fish. Fishermen who can afford to go away on trips can afford my work. Stuffing animals is not politically correct, so paintings are a trophy for catch and release fishing. I paint a life-size picture of the fish. The biggest so far has been a 38” red drum. If I do the framing, I will put the lure beneath the painting. This kind of trophy goes over well with spouses.

Kerry introduced himself: I have been drawing all of my life, though I got into this (current work) by accident. I worked for Metromont and I was laid off in a recession. I couldn’t find another job, so I scaled back with a $5.00/hr. job and a studio apartment. I worked for an art gallery doing installations. During that time, a friend asked for a portrait. Then another. After two years of many commissions I got a set of business cards. This is a big thing for me. I am always handing my cards out. After word of mouth grew, I quit the gallery job and began commission work (I was earning $8.00 by then). I compiled all of my work into a portfolio and I took it with me everywhere. (At any gathering) talk always turns to work. My portfolio is a hook. People will start looking at it and pass it around. That is where most of my commission work comes from.

When people ask me for advice I tell them - if you want to be an artist, believe you are an artist and tell people this. Don’s say “I work at Home Depot.” Also, the computer has become a good tool. Put a portfolio on CDs and hand them out so that people can take them home and look at them. You have to be bold and seize your opportunities. You have to build confidence. I have much more confidence now.

Q: Does your buyer take your piece ‘as is’, or can he accept or reject it?

Kerry: The buyer and I get together on size, materials, and specifics. The price might be anywhere from $500 to $8,000.00. I keep time records for all my pieces (learned from my estimating training at Metromont) and refer to these when I am making a quote. The client and I settle on this up front. I might bill in parts (like a payment plan). I have worked for several school districts on murals. They have quarterly draws, with 10% held back until completion. 

Bruce: My procedure is similar. I give an estimate and ask for 30% up front for a large project. The second payment is based on approval of the design, followed by the final payment. For an individual, I ask for 50% up front. With an in town or Internet client I make preliminary sketches and email scans for the client revisions or approval. I go into generalities about things like background (detailed or not, for example). 

If the client does not like the finished work, he can get his money back less my out of pocket expenses. Usually, the 50% up front deposit covers this. This is my policy, though I haven’t had to do this. In a commercial account, the cancellation is a loss to the client. I don’t do the work without a check in hand.

Q: With twenty shows a year, how much commission do you receive from shows?

Bruce: The proceeds from shows usually cover my out of pocket expenses. For a lot of shows, I sleep at the KOA campground (to save on expenses). The bottom line at shows is to break even. I can usually count on two to three pieces sold. Then, three or four months later I will receive a couple of commissions. There is a delay factor. At the Hilton Head show, there were many sportsmen who liked my work. Then, in October I got a commission to paint one family dog.

Q: Business cards get lost. What do you do to remain in client’s thoughts?

Bruce: At shows I keep a visitor’s book- a sketchbook with blank pages. This creates a mailing list. Then, I send notes. “Thank you for coming to my booth.” I always send a thank you note to sales customers. I do a quarterly email with an attachment – newsletter style. I have a web site. I built the site myself. I send emails with a link to the web pages. 


Word of mouth is worth its weight in gold. When I return to a show, I send an invitation to the locals (from my mailing lists).

Q: Do you receive requests for subjects that you don’t want to paint? How do you do with time constraints?

Kerry: Time wise, clients have to live in my world. They ask how long a job will take and I give them a broad range. You have to finish what you are working on. Time is loose. Most people will accept that. Regarding commission subjects, most of the time I like the challenge of what I get to do. Commercial work is different (as the client may have deadlines – such as the opening of a restaurant). Generally they accept my time limits, but I need enough time to do the work. A couple of times, it has come down to the wire.

Q: Do you receive requirements for ‘watch the artist’?

Kerry: People come and watch wile I am working, but then they want to talk which can be a problem.

Bruce: Mast General Store has hired me. I become the greeter for the day. Then I get out and talk to people.

Kerry: Once the client gets to know you, that is part of what they are buying. That is networking. I have finally amassed a collection of prints from pen and ink. I give those away. People are usually thrilled. Giving those away puts your name out to people. Also, I have given 3,000 business cards away in the past years.

I don’t do shows. Basically, I live off commissions from a really good network. This past year, a dentist friend put me in contact with a dentist who commissioned murals for the entire waiting room. He wanted beach scenes. I redid the entire room like a dock at the beach. I reduced the space by 25% but I managed to increase the seating. Rebecca Jonas did the faux finishes. My son did some of the construction. This was a $40,000 job done on a handshake. A recent $20,000 contract came through a friend. I get excited about the work. I like the check too.

Another instance: I met a friend and his parents at Coffee Underground. We talked about art, and I gave them my card. I got a call from them (for a project) a couple of weeks later. You never know where the call will come from.

Q: Bruce, you do shows because yours is a more targeted market?

Bruce: Shows are a more targeted market. My work is not in galleries, but it is all over two (fishing) fly shops in Greenville. I will either sell to them, or have the work on commission. They make some money (it is a pretty good commission for them) and I take all the liability.

Kerry: He is exposing himself to the public.

Bruce: I work with (hunting and fishing) guide services. I encourage them to contact me for custom work. They get a percentage for the referral. We review all the artwork, from note cards to originals. I will push out the note cards since they do sell. It comes down to what you want to do. Kerry does a lot of mural work. He does pen and ink drawing for himself. If you just want to show work that is ok. If you need to pay the light bill, you need to find locations where your art will move and have exposure.

I look over the UVA ‘Canvas’ for listings. Also, MAC- you can receive their emails. Barnes and Noble have a small gallery. Claude Smith was showing there. He had a small opening reception one time.

Kerry: Taking advantage of UVA for getting work shown was a good reason for joining. Also, the SC Arts Commission has a quarterly, ‘Artifacts,’ with lots of announcements. The web site has lots of listings.

Q: Do you have copyright issues? What do you tell the client?

Kerry: I have usually kept the copyright. I will only sell it for 3 to 5 times more than the usual price. I usually sell the copyright with commercial pieces.

Bruce: Tell the client everything upfront, including copyright. A happy client will tell someone else. An Unhappy client will tell ten others.

Q: When do you decide that a venue is unproductive?

Bruce: The criteria is: does the product move? Have you had any referrals from that location? In one location I have up to $1,200 of work. There have no sales, but it generates commissions. My worry is that my work becomes part of the décor. I go in every 4-6 months to refresh displays and take care of stock.
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