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INTRODUCTION

 

Art is for anyone. I know this viscerally, as a would-be artist who burned out. I wrote about that recently, and ever since, I’ve been beset by questions. Every lecture I give, every gallery I visit, people ask me for advice. What most of them are really asking is, “How can I be an artist?”

In a time when it seems like there are so many more artists, museums, and galleries than ever; when art seems constantly in the news; when platforms like Instagram are conditioning us all to think visually, to find the aesthetic stimuli within our everyday lives—to allow “the little things [to] suddenly thrill you,” in Andy Warhol’s words—questions about creativity are in the air.

But how do you get from wondering and worrying to making real art, even great art?

Can I really be an artist if I didn’t go to school? If I work full-time? If I’m a parent? If I’m terrified? Of course you can. There’s no single road to glory. Everyone takes a different path. Yet over the years I’ve found myself returning to a handful of core ideas again and again. Most of these ideas come from the simple act of looking at art, then looking some more, and from my own motor memories of my years as a fledgling artist. Others come from listening to artists talk about their work and their struggles. I’ve even lifted some from my wife.

Recently, I turned these nodes and nubs of advice into a feature for New York magazine, a kind of assemblage designed to take the reader “from clueless amateur to generational talent,” as the magazine put it, “or at least help you live life a little more creatively.” The article seemed to strike a chord, but it also got me thinking. As soon as the ink was dry, I started composing new rules, past the thirty-three I’d started with. Constellations of questions, reflections, and gentle directions, like “Make art for now, not for the future.” Or “Don’t worry about making it good—just make it.” Or “Be nice, generous, and open with others, and take good care of your teeth.” All of them intended to help people access what’s already deep within them, and turn it into art.

Beyond this, though, I started thinking in a new way about some of art’s most fundamental questions. Art, in all its forms, raises many persistent, strange, and even scary issues—challenges that can keep artists and onlookers intimidated, cynical, afraid to get started or to keep going. Even lifers like me.

Some of the fears that block us are circumstantial:

What happens if you didn’t go to school for this? (I didn’t.)

What if you’re almost pathologically bashful? (Hi.)

What if you have impostor syndrome? (Almost everyone does; it’s the price of admission to the House of Creativity.)

Or almost no money? (Welcome to the biggest bad club there is.)

Other questions are foundational:

Is the psychology of the work the same as the psychology of the artist? (Not really. And yet there must be a little bit of Jane Austen in every character in Sense and Sensibility, right? Just as there must be a bit of Goya in each of his monstrous figures. Or is there?)

How do you know if your art is working? (I remember the painter Bridget Riley saying, “If it doesn’t feel right—it’s not right.”)

Deepest of all: What is art, anyway? Is it a tool the universe uses to become aware of itself? Is it, as the painter Carroll Dunham said, “a craft-based tool for the study of consciousness”?

I say yes—art is all of this and more. And your talent is like a wild animal that must be fed.

With all these questions floating around unresolved, how does any aspiring artist take that leap of faith to rise above the cacophony of external messages and internal fears and do their best work?

If you want to make great art, it helps to ask yourself what art is.

One way to think about art is that it’s a visual language—usually non-verbal, arguably pre-verbal—with the power to tell us more in the blink of an eye (Augenblick, in German) than we might learn in hours of listening or reading. It is a means of expression that conveys the most primal emotions: lonesomeness, silence, pain, the whole vast array of human sensation. Has any writer ever found the words to capture the internal suffering and external lamentation of Rogier van der Weyden’s Descent from the Cross, from 1435?

Art is also a survival strategy. For many artists, making their work is as important, spiritually, as breathing or eating. Each day presents artists with new ideas and old beliefs, continuances and brutal breaks, enduring beauty and decay. Revelations present themselves, then slip away. At least once in a while, all artists must feel like Penelope from Homer’s Odyssey—spending each day weaving tapestries from their own bank of stories, myths, fears, suppositions, dreads, and personal truths, only to awaken the next morning and unweave them all, changing, fixing, improving, purposefully dismantling. The artist is on a continually evolving path, accumulating experience but always starting over.

Being an artist means accepting this as part of the process. It also means embracing paradox—more than one thing being true at once. Art is open-ended; it exists in the gaps between explanation and the work itself. Each work of art follows its own structural logic. This can fill both artists and viewers with doubt. But doubt is a sign of faith: it tests and humbles you, allows newness into your life. Best of all, doubt banishes the stifling effect of certainty. Certainty kills curiosity and change.

Artists must also reckon with the uncanny feeling that by the time we’ve finished a new work, we’ve often ended up creating something different from what we set out to do. This feeling of surprise, of the unexpected, can delight or disappoint us. When you’re creating, as the painter Brice Marden observed, “you don’t know what you’re really going to get” until you finish a new work. The creative process is an inexplicable, inspired, crystallizing place where the artist becomes an audience to the work, almost doesn’t know where it came from. Cindy Sherman said that creating art feels like “summon[ing] something I don’t even know until I see it.” Artists are terrific procrastinators, but our creative minds are working even when we’re not; the coral reefs and tides of our inner life are still churning even when we’re cowering, immobilized, from fear of work.

All art derives power from this background glow of time—that is, from the internal and external traces of all the decisions that went into its making. This produces a fabulous critical inversion: From the moment a new work is completed, the artist is parted from the work, and the viewer, in turn, becomes a participant in it. The viewer completes the work, unmaking and remaking it. “Every reader is—when he is reading—the reader of his own self,” said Marcel Proust. If what’s being read, seen, or heard is great art—a Bach cantata, a poem that keeps opening up for you, or a painting you’ve kept
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