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ART & FEAR

But curiously, while artists always have a myriad of
reasons to quit, they consistently wait for a handful of
specific moments to quit. Artists quit when they convince
themselves that their next effort is already doomed to
fail. And artists quit when they lose the destination for
their work — for the place their work belongs.

Virtually all artists encounter such moments. Fear
that your next work will fail is a normal, recurring and
generally healthy part of the artmaking cycle. It hap-
pens all the time: you focus on some new idea in your
work, you try it out, run with it for awhile, reach a point
of diminishing returns, and eventually decide it’s not
worth pursuing further. Writers even have a phrase for
it — “the pen has run dry” —but all media have their
equivalents. In the normal artistic cycle this just tells
you that you've come full circle, back to that point
where you need to begin cultivating the next new idea.
But in artistic death it marks the last thing that hap-
pens: you play out an idea, it stops working, you put
the brush down...and thirty years later you confide to
someone over coffee that, well, yes, you had wanted
to paint when you were much younger. Quitting is fun-
damentally different from stopping. The latter happens
all the time. Quitting happens once. Quitting means
not starting again —and art is all about starting again.

A second universal moment of truth for artists
appears when the destination for the work is suddenly
withdrawn. For veteran artists this moment usually
coincides —rather perversely, we feel —with reaching

ART & FEAR

that destination. The authors recall a mutual friend
whose single-minded quest, for twenty years, was to
land a one-man show at his city’s major art museum.
He finally got it. And never produced a serious piece
of art again. There’s a painful irony to stories like that,
to discovering how frequently and easily success trans-
mutes into depression. Avoiding this fate has some-
thing to do with not letting your current goal become
your only goal. With individual artworks it means
leaving some loose thread, some unresolved issue, to
carry forward and explore in the next piece. With larger
goals (like monographs or major shows) it means
always carrying within you the seed crystal for your
next destination. And for a few physically risky artforms
(like dance), it may even mean keeping an alternative
medium close by in case age or injury take you from
your chosen work.

For art students, losing the destination for the work
goes by another name: Graduation. Ask any student:
For how many before them was the Graduate Show
the Terminal Show? When “The Critique” is the only
validated destination for work made during the first
half-decade of an artist’s productive life, small wonder
that attrition rates spiral when that path stops. If ninety-
eight percent of our medical students were no longer
practicing medicine five years after graduation, there
would be a Senate investigation, yet that proportion
of art majors are routinely consigned to an early pro-
fessional death. Not many people continue making art
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