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Artist Biography: Why Did I Quit My Job to Become an Artist at 31? 
 
I suppose the shortest answer is to say that it was always my deepest desire to become an 
artist. Some kids want to be astronauts or firefighters when they grow up; some want to 
be dinosaurs. I wanted to be an artist. So maybe a better question is, why did it take me so 
long to commit to it?  In my formative years, it seemed as though my dream to become a 
professional artist was much more akin to a desire to somehow transform into a 
Tyrannosaurus Rex after graduating than to become a first-responder or get into the space 
program.  
 
Drawing is something that I had an aptitude for early on. I was a shy kid and my art 
garnered attention and admiration from friends, family, teachers, and strangers alike. I 
know some artists report issues of ridicule for being artistically inclined, but it was never 
that way for me. Maybe I really had ‘it’ and people recognized ‘it’ early on. Perhaps it 
was a supportive, albeit tumultuous, family life; or maybe art was more respected in the 
communities I grew up in. All I can say definitively is that through times of great sadness 
and insecurity, I always knew I could make things people seemed to like and was 
rewarded for it emotionally.  
 
My 5th grade teacher saw something in my drawings, and arranged for free private lessons 
with a local professional artist. I did one session with him. I still look at the painting I did 
with him that day and can’t help but be impressed with a ten-year-old who had just 
picked up a brush for the first time. When I think back on this, I get very irritated at 
myself and my parents, “why one session?” I could have gleaned so much from him, and 
advanced as an artist much faster under his tutelage. 
 
At that time, my father and stepmother had just moved my little brother and me 
five-hundred miles away from our mother and sister. My mother had an abusive 
boyfriend that she would not leave, which caused my sister to be placed in a home for 
teens and my brother and me to be with our dad full time. We were granted only neutral 
site visitation with our mother. Given the circumstances, I guess my father felt justified in 
leaving southern California, the only home I’d known, for a place his new wife wanted to 
live, South Lake Tahoe.  
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This is going to sound silly, but that 5th grade year was, without doubt, the worst year of 
my life. I had not heard from my mother in over a year. I didn’t know if she cared about 
me, thought about me, missed me. I was in a new school with no friends. I wet my bed at 
night. I cried at my desk in the middle of my school days for no apparent reason. At 
ten-years-old, all I could think to do was tell the teacher I didn’t feel well and ask to go to 
the nurse’s office. I remember one of those days, after several of these occurrences, the 
school asked my stepmother to pick me up. When she arrived she scolded me, saying that 
she knew I was faking sickness in order to get out of school, and that I better knock it off, 
or there would be consequences. 
 
It was the following week that my teacher saw me drawing at my desk and said, “Adam, 
you’re very talented! I have an artist friend that might want to meet you.” 
 
So, why did I get one lesson? Maybe my father forgot to schedule more. Maybe it was a 
punishment for “acting out” in school. Maybe I acted like I didn’t want to go. It’s 
difficult for me not to regret that moment when I look at the work of a twelve-year-old 
Picasso and read about the extensive training he received throughout his childhood. 
Being a father myself now, I hope this experience helps me to understand my own 
children’s talents and help guide me to nourish them completely.  
 
School eventually got better for me. As time went on I slowly came out of my shell, 
made plenty of friends, started playing sports, and was almost a straight A student. 
However, absent any artistic guidance, I continued to harness my ability as best I could. I 
used art to impress girls, and drew portraits of my friends. I quickly became too advanced 
for anything the art classes in high school could offer. The art teacher arranged for me to 
go on independent study, where I painted in the back of the classroom on my own. He 
would come by my easel and offer pointers from time to time, but I was largely on my 
own. I did my senior-year project on staging an art show of the work I had done. The 
show was held at a local coffee shop and all of my friends and family came to support it. 
When I graduated, I received the Principle’s Talent Award and won a scholarship from 
the local art league, all of which helped fuel my passion of becoming a professional artist.  
 
The following summer, I took a plein aire painting class through the local college and 
met another person leading the life I wanted—the instructor was a real professional artist! 
What could I learn from him? He must have all the answers. In classic eighteen-year-old 
fashion, I wanted to know everything without admitting to him that I knew nothing. A 
tricky endeavor. 
 



I would stay after every class to talk and at one point in our conversation he tells me, 
“Only be an artist if you have to, it isn’t an easy life.”  
 
That statement would rattle around in my brain for years. What did he mean by that? 
How would I know if I had to be an artist? In a literal sense, I most certainly did not have 
to be an artist. I excelled in many academic areas from physics to psychology. I could 
have pursued any number of career paths, as my GPA had opened the door to a variety of 
colleges.  
 
Regardless, I made up my mind to stay the course. What he was spoke to me much louder 
than his warning. If he was doing it, there was no reason I couldn’t.  
 
Just before the first day of my first year in college, I paid a visit to my old high school 
campus to say hello to a few people. At the top of my list was my former calculus 
teacher. We chatted for a bit, and he asked me if I was going to retake Calculus I or move 
on to Calculus II since I had passed the final exam in his class.  
 
That’s when I tell him the big news… I was not going to take calculus I or II. I wasn’t 
even going to take the math placement test! I wasn’t going to pursue a career in 
engineering or architecture… I was going to be a painter! Pause. 
 
He and I had a great friendship that went back many years. He was my basketball coach 
and Advanced Algebra teacher in middle school. For my 14th birthday, he opened the 
school gym and played pick-up basketball with me and my friends. We had spent a great 
deal of time together. When he moved over to the high school to teach calculus, it was as 
if my life was a cheesy sitcom and the writers wanted to get this interesting character 
back on the show. 
 
He didn’t say anything for a minute. He gives me a blank stare and I know he is irritated. 
He shakes his head slowly and says simply, “You are a walking conundrum.” 
 
I knew he was half joking and half serious. I’m sure part of him was worried for me, and 
the other part knew that I was on my own path and he wasn’t goin to change my mind 
even if he tried. My somewhat undue sense of self confidence allowed me to laugh at his 
comment.  
 
So there it was, I was going to throw caution to the wind and go on with my plan of 
becoming a professional artist. I took every art class offered at the local college, from 
painting, to color theory, to design, to art history. Some I found fun and creative, many 



were academic and challenging. I saw each class as a brick in what would form my 
artistic fortress. I was very fortunate to have found some wonderful teachers, win many 
awards, and even gain representation from a small commercial gallery. I was working full 
time as a pizza delivery driver to pay the bills, but my goal was always in sight. 
 
Then as time passed the warnings crept back into my head, “…it’s a hard life.”  
 
And then I thought, ‘I’m a smart capable guy, why would I cut out a life of struggle for 
myself? I’ll figure out a way to be comfortable financially, and then I’ll be able pursue 
my art career.’  
 
So, my girlfriend (now wife) and I put our heads together and decided to pool our meager 
savings and open a small art supply store with a gallery space. As a small business owner, 
I would be able to make my own hours, pursue my art, and show my work in my own 
gallery! 
 
Now, this may sound comical to anyone reading this that has opened and run a small 
business. For those who haven’t—I’ll just say it is a great deal of work and not nearly as 
romantic as I had pictured! I kept a small studio in the back of the store and used it 
maybe once-a-month. The situation became even less romantic when the business didn’t 
work out… and we had lost our savings… and a landlord was suing us.  
 
From there, I thought ‘I’m still a smart, capable guy. What can a smart capable guy do to 
make a ton of money, retire young, and then get to pursue his career as an artist?” I came 
up with real estate… in 2007. So I took a commission-only job in commercial real estate 
brokerage, ready to clean up! 
 
Now, this will definitely sound comical to anyone who followed the real estate market 
from 2008 to 2012, maybe the worst time to be in the industry in any capacity in its 
history. Hindsight is 20/20 right? I watched many people wash out of the business as I 
hung in for almost seven years and I didn’t do too bad in a couple of those years, but it 
was never what I was hoping for. The thought of making a lot of money and getting to 
start my art career had long-since faded away. I kept a 5 by 6 foot studio in our one 
bedroom apartment, and I was painting maybe once a year. Probably not even that often. 
 
One day, I was feeling particularly hopeless. I had, again, found a way to “sell out” 
without making any money! An impressive skill to be sure, just not a very useful one.  
 



My wife called me at the office and started complaining about something that was 
irritating her at her job. I interrupt at one point, “My job sucks! I have the office manager 
breathing down my neck about cold call quotas all the time. I’m not even making any 
money! At least your job is paying our bills!” I was just complaining, at that point I had 
no intention of leaving the career I had built. 
 
She got quiet and said, “I didn’t know you felt that way.” We said goodbye and hung up. 
 
She called back in a couple hours. 
 
“I think you should quit real estate and be an artist.” Silence. 
 
She continued, “Not just anyone can do what you do. You’re so talented and you’re 
wasting it. You never gave your art career a chance. You said it yourself, we’re living on 
my income anyway. Screw it. We’ll be poor for a while. I don’t care if we’re poor 
forever.”  
 
Long pause. I’m dumbfounded. “I can do that?” 
 
“Yeah, why not?” 
 
“Ok.” 
 
That call took place on Wednesday, April 3rd, 2013. Friday, April 5th was my last day in 
brokerage. 
 
So, why did I quit my job to become an artist at thirty-one? It was all part of my 
well-laid-out master plan, of course! A plan that included toil, failure, upheaval, success, 
more failure… and eventually put me exactly where I wanted to be all along. Other than 
spending time with my wife and kids, art has been the most fulfilling activity in my life 
as far back as I can remember. It has helped me connect with people and make friends 
when I was incapable of expressing myself in any other way. It has been the driving force 
behind almost every major decision I’ve ever made, even the ones that ended up taking 
me far away from it.  
 
In short, I guess I had to. 
 
 
 



 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 


