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Artists are mission-driven.

We do this work because we have something 
to give. 

We have itches and visions and a drive to offer 
them up.

It’s what makes art-making different from 
keeping a journal or singing in the shower.

There is a fundamental generosity to making 
art, a giving.

But many of us get tricked into being  
career-driven.

The markers of achievement for artists are 
scattered, few, and sometimes contradictory.

(My company won the biggest award in the 
dance world for a piece that the New York 
Times called “the greatest disappointment  
of the evening.” Yup, contradictory.)

Instead of defining success for ourselves, 
artists obsess over these inconsistent and 
ultimately not meaningful markers.
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We had enough external success as a dance 
company to learn that it doesn’t save you. I 
can’t tell you how many times I thought:

“If we can just get _______________, 
we’ll have it made.”

Fill that in with whatever you want: a gig in 
New York, a grant from X, touring support,  
a space.

And if we got that thing, guess what  
happened?

We were still the exact same people, working 
every day to create our lives as artists.

External markers of success are great, but they 
won’t save you.

In the end, we artists need to save ourselves. 
And each other.

We need to lead with our mission,  
our purpose.

We need to tell ourselves and others why we 
do what we do, what we have to give, and the 
big generous questions that provoke us into 
action.

And we need to say it in words, in what I call 
an artist mission statement.
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We need artist statements of different shapes 
and tones for different purposes: programs, 
press releases, grant applications, websites. 
Underlying all of these, we need an internal 
artist statement, one that speaks honestly and 
passionately without worrying about who  
it’s for.

If an artist says:

“I make experimental dance theater, both 
site-specific and for the stage.”

There is a very small number of people who 
will connect to that mission, mostly people 
pre-disposed to care about me or care about 
“experimental dance theater.” This is why 
many dance audiences consist largely of the 
artists’ friends plus other choreographers.

But if the artist says:

“Americans have bodies when they eat, have 
sex, and exercise. In between those islands  
of excess, we are passengers in our bodies, 
burying sensation with distraction, drugs,  
and vanity. My dances explore the 24-hour 
body, recovering the things we have traded 
for a cycle of numb appetites: our touch, our 
mortality, our empathy.” 

Meg Foley
 

Now there are lots of people and organizations 
that might connect to her work and her 
mission. They don’t have to care about 
experimental dance theater, they just have 
to care about bodies and our increasingly 
disembodied culture.
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The three questions to answer about your 
work in an artist statement (also in a grant 
application or press release) are:

What?

Why?

So what?

What is it? You’d be surprised how many artist 
statements don’t clarify what the artist actually 
creates. Examples help.

Why is it important to you, the artist? What is 
your passionate connection to the work?

So what? That’s a cranky way of saying: why 
does it matter in the world? Why does it 
matter beyond your interest? Why might other 
people connect to it? This can be the hardest 
one to answer, but also the most important.

It’s hard to write about your own work. My 
friend Asimina said, “It’s like trying to see  
your own face.”

So don’t do it alone. Get together with another 
artist (or a few artists) and try this exercise.

The Language
Take turns interviewing each artist. Try to get 
to the bottom of how each of you became an 
artist, and why you do what you do. Here are 
some questions that help:

• When and how did you decide to be  
an artist?

• Tell me about an early artistic 
experience that inspired you.

• Are there any teachers or mentors who 
were formative for you? How?

• Name three artists whose work you 
admire. What is it about their work and 
process that you love?

• What is the most meaningful project 
you’ve ever created?
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• What is the most meaningful connection 
with an audience/public you’ve ever 
had?

• If the whole world saw your work, if 
it was everywhere and kids studied it 
in school and towns brought it to the 
village green, how would the world be 
different? (This gets at the “so what” 
question. If answers to this start to feel 
hokey – people would slow down, there 
would be more empathy – you are on the 
right track.)

Everyone takes notes on the answers, especially 
any phrases that are particularly resonant or 
eloquent.

Next, working alone, write a list of ten words 
to describe your work. This is the tiny haiku/
telegram version of your artist statement. 
Nouns and verbs are especially good. 
Adjectives are okay, as long as it isn’t all 
adjectives. Read these aloud to each other. 
Steal words from others that you like.

The Writing

Next, write a one-paragraph artist statement 
in the first person (“I”). It’s easy to transcribe 
into the third person (“she/he”) later as 
needed. Use phrases or sentences from the 
interview that you like. Use some of the ten 
words from your list (but you don’t have to fit 
all of them in).

Answer the what-why-so what questions with 
juicy language and total honesty.

Read your paragraph out loud, and discuss it 
with your artist partner(s).

• What is the strongest language, the 
words or phrases that linger?

• Does it answer the what-why-so what  
questions? 

• And does it make you want to see the 
work?

After discussing it, go back and edit.
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Start with a clean slate. If you have an 
existing artist statement, put it out of your 
mind during this work.

Even if language is not your medium, dive 
into the particular power of words.

Your artist statement can speak in the 
same voice as your work.  If your work 
includes collisions, humor, contradiction, or 
playfulness, your statement can, too. I know 
too many artists whose work is wild and 
quirky but whose artist statements are dry dry 
dry. 

Lead with what is most distinctive about 
your work, not with things that other artists 
do.  A lot of choreographers say their work 
is “highly physical.” Yeah, that’s dance. Every 
choreographer could say that. Tell us what 
distinguishes your work.

Give an example, especially if your work is 
between genres or hard to pin down.

Strategically simplify. A lot of artists tell 
me, “Yeah, I do paintings but I also make 
installation work and digital projects and 
public art and I might record an album so 
DON’T PIN ME DOWN, MAN!” No writing 
will ever capture the full complexity of who 
you are as an artist. So simplify. And bring  
the reader close to your work.
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For your viewing pleasure, here are a few 
artist mission statements I particularly like:

I create puppets, masks, piñatas, parades, 
pageants, clown acts, suitcase theaters, 
magical lands and other spectacula, on my 
own, and in collaboration with other humans 
of all ages, abilities, and persuasions.  I use 
cardboard, science, and the imagination 
to explore sloths, symbiosis, gentrification, 
ATMs, Pterodactyls, pregnancy, disaster, 
and canoeing. I have performed in living 
rooms, parking lots, and on stages up and 
down the East Coast and been an artist-
in-residence at dozens of schools, senior 
centers, addiction recovery and mental 
health programs. I believe in the power of bike 
helmets, cornstarch, tide pools, emancipatory 
pedagogy, utopian performatives, and snacks. 
I fill suitcases with cardboard possibilities, 
perform words in wigs, and give guided tours 
to places that don’t yet exist.

Beth Nixon

I lived in 21 different houses before I turned 18, 
in the richest and second-poorest countries 
in the Western Hemisphere. I have friends 
in Honduras who live twenty miles from the 
ocean but will never see it, and friends in the 
US who will never learn how to cook beans.

In Honduras, I saw the disparity of 
opportunities given to me and to my 
Honduran friends. And in California, I saw  
the emptiness of the material wealth 
Honduran villagers dreamed of.

When I see a boundary, I try to cross 
it. Groups that don’t speak to each other. 
Histories that have been paved over.  Literally. 
I discovered train tracks outside a gallery in 
Philadelphia, and built a train car, to resurrect 
for a night the erased industrial history of 
North Philadelphia.

I provoke local rituals of remembering and 
delight, in a culture that has forgotten how to 
mourn. You are not alone. You are not the first. 
To be hated or excluded. To hate or exclude.

Artistic practice matters when it connects 
us, when it makes us hesitant to kill each other.

Jeb Lewis



129128 129128

I make feminist flamenco. Flamenco has 
traditionally placed women as seductress, 
sexual object, love object, and always last in 
the art form’s hierarchy. My work challenges 
these rules, uncovering the true heart of the 
tradition—strong women.

Elba Hevia y Vaca

Dancing is the anti-text message, a full-bore, 
360-degree telling that has little to do with 
being productive and everything to do with 
being alive.

My dances offer the unmediated body, 
a physicality that is present, accountable, 
and unplugged. In a culture that values 
information over sensing, I quietly hoard the 
body’s knowingness, the connectivity that has 
no wires.

Michelle Stortz

Once you have a strong articulation of your 
mission, lead with it. Let people know why 
you do what you do, and more people will 
connect and partner with you. You don’t have 
to have a “social mission” to have an artistic 
mission (that last artist statement you just 
read is from an artist who makes abstract 
experimental work).

“But I want the work to speak for itself.”

We owe it to the work to represent it 
well in language. More people will see 
representations of your work (writing,  
images, work samples) than will see the  
work in person. 

“But I just make my work. I don’t know 
why it’s important to me or the world. 
I just do it.”

Bull. You are astonishingly competent, hard-
working, and focused. Like most artists, you 
could probably do whatever you wanted to. 
You chose to devote your life to creating art, 
a choice that isn’t easy. There are reasons for 
that. Write them, and tell the world.






































