


Tips for Working Artists

As a longtime teacher, it is perhaps not surprising that
Mark Ditzler has some thoughts for people trying to assume
the role of a working artist:

o If you want to get rich in art, sell art supplies. Those
people capitalize on people’s desire to achieve their dream.
If 99 percent of the art materials sold go to the garbage can,
one Mona Lisa is all it takes to keep the whole game going.
Most successful artists have a strong internal drive, but they
are not always motivated by money.

¢ Find and rent public access studio space until you can
afford your own. Setting up a studio is extremely expensive.
This allows the emerging art maker to concentrate 100 per-
cent on making glass. (Mark used facilities at the Pratt Fine
Arts Center in Seattle before he was able to invest in his own
kiln and studio.)

e Stage small tests. Lots of students want to start out making
very big things right away, but you don’t have to start out with
a $100 sheet of glass and ruin it. Even on a one-inch square test,
there is information that can be extrapolated to a large piece. The
best bet is to try a lot of small tests and observe the results. In my
classes, students frequently ask “What if I do this?” I advise them
to take five minutes now and do a test, and tomorrow they’1l know
the outcome. Testing to answer questions can give you information
and ideas for future projects even months down the road.

e Given the opportunity, teach. Art students just out of art
schools tend to think they don’t know a lot, but compared to the
average hobbyist they know quite a bit. Teaching helps you im-
prove as an artist. It requires you to organize your thoughts and
knowledge, helps you clarify what you do. A teacher has to know
enough to troubleshoot for students and help them bounce back
from disaster. This consciousness trains the artist to avoid or work
through such problems in his own work. There is also valuable
discipline to be had from planning a weeklong class. It requires
a methodological approach, committing to a class and planning
concepts through materials six months in advance of execution.
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e Find the balance between inspiration and influence. My
students try things that give me ideas for my own work. A class full
of people all working on different things at the same time develops
tremendous synergy. We all learn from each other and generate
different perspectives. But I don’t seek to work too closely with
other artists. History is full of artists learning from other artists,
but we must all develop our own aesthetic sensibility.

e Learn more than just the basics and keep moving your work
Jforward. Don’t just rest on what you learned in school, but continue
learning your entire life. I get people sometimes who paid $1,000
for a kiln and haven’t bothered to learn how to work the controller.
Art is all about taking in ideas and insight and information and
marshalling it to come through your hands. But it requires the artist
to consistently gain new skills.

e Find a way to differentiate your work. One of my suppliers
tells me that his stained glass sales are dropping and his fused
sales rising correspondingly. It is an exciting time to be working
in kiln-formed glass because of the rapidly increasing supplies
and equipment. However, one must avoid taking the easy route
with these opportunities. Most fused glass looks very generic,
boring. I try to differentiate my work by incorporating different
techniques from the hot shop such as pulled cane, flameworked
design elements made at the torch, even paints and materials from
the pottery studio.

* Be prepared to delay gratification. This is not a business
for impatient people. Know that even if something probably will
work, it’s unlikely to work right away. A successful artist has to
be able to handle delayed gratification. And if you’re in it for the
long term, you can’t afford to be a flaky artist. PGQ
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Discover more on how Mark Ditzler positions his studio and on
his use of brokers, galleries, and the Internet to advertise his glass
art in the Fall 2007 issue of Profitable Glass Quarterly.
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