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The Entrepreneurial Musician  
Tanya Kalmanovitch 

 
Assignment: Artist Statement 

 
 
Assignment Overview 
 
Produce a brief artist statement that will fit into the context of the career plan you’re developing 
this semester. Format the document as you would for professional use (e.g. wordmark or 
letterhead, contact information, a file name that clearly identifies you).  
 
This statement can serve the basis for many other pieces you’ll have to write: a bio, a pitch letter, 
a letter of introduction, a statement of purpose for a grant application, program notes, or a press 
release.  
 
I’d like you to focus on you and your own work in music but you can repeat this process at any 
point to develop statements for other purposes: ensembles, non-profit organizations, a teaching 
studio, or a specific creative project. The important thing to remember throughout is that this is a 
work in progress – something you’ll return to, revise, and adapt as you grow and change through 
your experiences. 
 
 
Why Make an Artist Statement? 
 
Business leaders use mission statements to develop organizations by communicating a powerful 
common understanding of primary objectives, success, purpose and values. As artists, we can 
use artist statements to guide ourselves in building balanced, productive and sustainable careers. 
 
Composers aside, musicians don’t normally write artist statements – it’s more commonly 
associated with the visual arts. But it’s no less important for musicians to be able to speak about 
the sense of mission that drives our work. The work you’ll do in writing your artist statement can 
be the foundation for many different kinds of communication about your work: from bios and 
press releases, to grant applications and face-to-face conversations. 
 
A good artist statement is honest, direct and compelling. It should speak in your own voice about 
who you are, what you do, how you do it, why it matters, and why others should care about your 
work. 
 
So, what’s the value of writing this down? 
 

• Writing requires you to define your purpose and your definition of success in specific, 
measurable terms that you and others can understand. 

• The act of putting things into words puts a sharp focus on what matters most. In turn, this 
helps you to direct your time and energy on things that matter to you (which means these 
things will actually happen). 
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• As artists, we wear many hats: your artist statement can help you to keep your focus in 
your day-to-day life, when multiple areas of responsibility compete for your time and 
attention, and when new opportunities pull your in different directions.  

• Writing things down helps you to communicate honestly and passionately about your 
work in ways that connects your work to other people.  

 
 
Writing Your Artist Statement 
Adapted from Andrew Simonet, Making a Life as an Artist, pp 120-122 
 
Step One: Interviewing Yourself 
 
It can be hard to see your own artistic work clearly. Get together with another artist, or a group 
of artists, and speak to one another about your work. (If you don’t have access to anyone else, 
you can still do this on your own, but working with others allows you the chance to be inspired 
by – and borrow – language that others use.)  
 
(Note that I’ve retained the word “artist” from Andrew Simonet’s use. Experiment with 
substituting “musician” or “improviser” or “vocalist” or “composer” – as they apply to you – and 
see what different answers you might generate.) 
 
You might ask the following questions: 
 

• 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? 
• Who are the people in your life that believed in you and nourished the deepest part of 

your being? 
• What do you do differently from the way you were taught? Why? 
• 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 or participated in? 
• What is your favorite repertoire? Why? What patterns emerge in the kinds of works you 

tend to compose/improvise/perform?  
• Who do you like to make music with, and why? Is there a pattern in the way you select 

collaborators?  
• What do you like best about what you do? 
• What do you mean when you say that a performance has gone well? 
• What is the most meaningful connection with an audience/public/student 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 – e.g. “people would slow down, 
there would be more empathy” – you are on the right track.) 
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Take notes on one another’s answers, paying attention to words or phrases that are especially 
resonant.  
 
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. Come back to the group and read these aloud to each other. 
Compare notes. Feel free borrow what works best from others. 
 
Step Two: Writing Your Artist Statement 
 
Write a one- to three-paragraph artist statement in the first person (“I”). Use phrases or sentences 
from the interview that you like, and use some of the ten words from your list. 
 
Your artist statement – or for that matter, your bio, your grant application, your program notes, 
or your press release – should answer three questions clearly: 
 

1. What? (What is it that you are actually creating/making/doing?) 
2. Why? (Why is it important to you? What is your connection to this work?) 
3. So what? (Why does it matter beyond your own interest? Why might other people 

connect to it?) 
 

Answer these questions with clear, powerful language and total honesty. Read your writing out 
loud: if your words don’t sound natural coming out of your mouth, there’s a good chance they’re 
not communicating your voice in print. You might use a round of the “Five Whys” technique 
(see post on class website) to drill down to your deeper motivations. 
 
Discuss your paragraph with your artist partners. What is the strongest language? What are the 
words or phrases that linger? Does it answer the three questions -- What? Why and So What? 
Does it make you actually want see the work? 
 
After discussing your statement, go back and edit it again. 
 
Notes on the Writing Process 
 
These apply equally to any written communication you’ll produce for your work.  
 

• Start with a clean slate. If you have an existing statement, put it out of your mind.  
• Words have particular power. Even if you’re not a “writer”, you can choose words 

creatively and carefully.  
• Speak in your voice. Your writing can speak in the same voice as your work. Artists 

with rich, vivid personalities too often write in a voice that’s entirely too dry. 
• Lead with what is most distinctive about your work, not things other people do. 

What distinguishes your work from other working in your area? 
• Give an example. Especially if your work is difficult to pin down, it’s important to 

illustrate your work with examples.  
• Simplify. It’s impossible to capture the full complexity of your work as an artist. So 
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simplify, and bring the reader closer to your work. 
• Good writing takes time, thought and investment. Give yourself enough time and 

space to work on this, and return to it several times. Give yourself some space from 
judgment. 

• Try free writing. If writing feels like being in a straightjacket, try beginning each session 
with a period of free writing. Set aside 5 or 10 minutes where you write down anything 
that comes to mind without judgment. This refocuses your writing work as a creative and 
expressive act. 

• No one writes alone. Good writing is always a conversation—with yourself, with your 
readers, and with others who’ve worked through these ideas before you. Read websites 
and interviews by artists you admire, and take note of the words and phrases that 
resonate. Show your work to other people and get their feedback on what speaks and 
doesn’t speak to them. After reading your statement, they should be able to answer the 
three questions – what, why and so what? 

• Writing is editing. Good writing is iterative – it takes shape in returning, revising, and 
relaxing into the process of the work. Give yourself this time. 

 
 
Sample Artist Statements 
 
For sample artist statements, look at pages 126-128 of Simonet, and look through the websites of 
artists, organizations and ensembles that you admire. As you read these, be critical and engaged 
– do these answer the three questions for you? 
 
Anna Clyne, Composer 
http://www.annaclyne.com/about/ 
 
My passion is collaborating with innovative and risk-taking musicians, film-makers, visual 
artists and, in particular, choreographers. Creating new works through a fluid artistic dialogue 
has consistently fuelled my music from new perspectives and has maintained a fresh and exciting 
creative environment. Inspired by visual images and physical movement, my intention is to 
create music that complements and interacts with other art-forms, and that impacts performers & 
audiences alike.  
 
 
Daniel Miller, Composer 
http://www.lontanomusic.com/artistic-statement/#.VgLGeY9Viko 
 
As a composer, I attempt to share with the listener something, in the words of Iannis Xenakis, 
“immediate, rare, enormous, and perfect.”¹ My music engages with the Euro-American concert-
music tradition, but I draw equally on scientific conceptions of sound, environment, space, 
process, and perception for inspiration. An early childhood interest in the ecology of the Pacific 
Northwest nurtured an interest in acoustic space that has since taken me around the world in 
pursuit of acoustic experiences in settings as varied as the Tokyo subways and the glacial 
lagoons of Iceland. Through mediums such as live concert music, responsive electroacoustic 
environments, field recordings, installation art, writing, and software design, I create art that de-
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emphasizes the human perspective and often interacts with expectations of physical space, 
duration, and gesture. 
 
 
Cavani String Quartet 
http://cavani.org/wordpress/?page_id=14 
 
Pablo Casals said  “The greatest respect an artist can give to music is to give it life” 
The Cavani Quartet has dedicated its artistic life to performing at the highest level and 
communicating the joy of discovery in the service of some of the most powerful music ever 
written. We remain profoundly committed to sharing our passion for chamber music with 
audiences of all ages and all walks of life. 
 
The quartet’s musical career maintains an energetic balance between performing masterpieces by 
composers such as Mozart, Beethoven and Bartok; collaborating with living composers including 
Joan Tower and Margaret Brouwer; and creating new programming that joins multiple 
disciplines, such as visual art, poetry, and dance. 
 
Our motivation to interact with audiences enhances our approach to teaching and mentoring. We 
find great joy in shaping the musical lives of the next generation through seminars that feature 
compelling audience engagement and special rehearsal techniques which accentuate a “team -
work” approach. 
 
It is the empathy and connectivity of playing and teaching chamber music, which we view as a 
metaphor for the kind of communication that we should strive for between races and nations. The 
Cavani Quartet’s fervent hope is to continue as interpreters and performers of this remarkable art 
form wherever the journey may lead us. We are proud to represent Cleveland as we travel 
throughout the world. 
 
 
 


