
Being Strategic about Reaching Your Market

     Lyla Rye is a Toronto-based visual artist whose work has been exhibited across Canada and internationally since 1989. She describes her trajectory in visual art as naturally involving work in different media: “I came out of sculpture. Because I had studied architecture, sculpture very quickly became spatial, so it was installation. Then I started working with video....Right from the beginning they were installation-based. Then the sculpture has actually come back in more.”

     How does she find an audience for her work? Lyla emphasized that she creates her work first and then thinks about everyone who might be interested. ‘ I just do what I do and people like it or they don’t and I just keep going and I hope it gets better.” After a friend suggested to her that she send her video work to film festivals, Lyla came to see how her art could reach more people in different contexts. Working in a range of media, Lyla can respond to many different calls for submissions and seeks opportunities to show photography, sculpture and video. She believes artists who create work that can exist in different contexts are often more successful because they can exhibit in a greater number of venues -- from commercial galleries, regional galleries, and large public museums to festivals, screenings and performance events. 

     Lyla also feels that reaching an international audience is extremely important in the visual arts. “If you want to have a career, you’ve got to find a way to make it international,” she says. In her case, she eventually made more pieces that could travel easily. For example, her occasional single-screen video work is easy to install and even easier to send around the world. “I had a show in Paris last year and I could just send the disk. We emailed back and forth and sent photos of the place it was going and we could talk about how I wanted it displayed within that context.  Portability is a big deal these days.”

     While Lyla considers a broad range of possible venues for her art, she is strategic in her outreach. She knows her work is demanding of curators: “I often need a longer than normal installation time. I might need some materials budget. I need a fair bit of space and I’m often making a big piece that they don’t know what they’re getting. So not all curators are willing to make that leap of faith....” When sending email messages, she’s very selective and sends messages only to people she knows are likely to be receptive to the work. “Either I know them and I’ve had some contact with them or I’ve seen what they’ve curated and I think that they might be interested. Or I have other friends who have worked with them who say ‘Hey, I bet they’d like your sensibility.’ ”

     Lyla’s website is designed with potential audiences in mind as well, particularly curators, and it has helped her to reach distant markets. In addition to a photo of the work, a small statement, and information about the medium and scale, each page also includes an exhibition history and links to any articles about the work. With that design, she says “the bibliography isn’t an isolated page -- it ties into the visuals.... I think it makes it a really good tool for a curator to move through. I’ve already had a couple of curators contact me from further afield and we could really talk about which piece would work in relationship to their show by looking through the website. Even if we’re on the phone together, we can both have the website up. In the long run, it’s less work for me than having to send them a package with everything I’ve ever done.

     Lyla’s many outreach activities include her website, e-broadcasts purchased on the Akimbo arts events listserv, personally written email notices about shows (at the beginning, half-way point and before the last week), catalogue mailings, and 10 - 20 packages she sends once a year for curators to keep on file. She works on these promotion tasks and other business-related activites late at night or in bits and pieces, a couple of hours here and there, but she invests significant time and energy into finding and creating opportunities to show her work. 

Reflection Questions

1.  Have you identified multiple audiences for your work or some of your work?

2.  How might you focus your outreach and target people who are more likely to appreciate your work and your artistic process?

3.  Are there ways you can present your work that make it easy for curators, directors, promoters, etc. to see it and to see how your work connects with their needs and the interests of their audience?

