
By Carey Alvez - VAM Instructor

How To 
Set Up 
Your Work
SpaceVAM

AT RIVERWOOD



Materails
What’s Important and Why
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You’re thinking to yourself…
“I want to be an artist. It’s something I’ve 
always wanted to do and finally it’s my time!”
That’s important!

What’s also important is that you set yourself up to 
win so you can keep going and get what you need 
from the experience.

The first thing you’ll need is a space for making 
your art.

It doesn’t need to be big or fancy. It just needs to 
be set up in a way that you can

• Function properly
• Get work done
• Walk away
• Look at the work easily between work   
  sessions
• And start working again … without any 
  fuss!

Think of it like an exercise machine. If you have to 
haul it out every time you want to use it, set it up, 
pack it up to put it away … out of site, pretty soon 
you’re thinking “Ahhh, maybe tomorrow” or else 
“Forget it, too much bother!”

Let’s get started setting you up to win.



1You Need A
Designated Space

Think of an unused area in your
living space that could work for you.
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“My first 
studio space 
was behind 

my living room 
couch”



Your Space
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A spot that jumps to mind 
for a lot of people is the 
kitchen or dining room 
table. However, unless 
you’re willing to give that 
space up to your artwork it’s 
not a good idea. 

First of all, you or your family 
need somewhere to eat and 
food and artwork DO NOT play 
well together!

My first studio space was 
behind my living room couch. 
The big picture window 
provided great light. 
I bought a cheap easel on sale 
and attached an even cheaper 
clip-on gooseneck lamp to the 
top so I could work at night. 
I used the accent table behind 
my couch as a place to put 
my working  materials and 
I sat on the window seat. It 
wasn’t in anyone’s way, so I 
simply stepped in and out of 
the space whenever I wanted. 
I walked past it every day able 
to make small corrections 
quickly and easily. 

I happily used that space for 
three years.

 “People think of 
the kitchen or 
dining room 

table.... But food 
and artwork DO 

NOT play well 
together!”



No Easel, No Problem!
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As my circumstances changed I took 
over a small bedroom and set up two 
work spots in the room. Space was a bit 
tight so, for one of my spots, I took the 
top part of my easel off the floor stand 
and attached to the wall. It worked 
great, and I was able to have two pieces 
of work on the go.

Perhaps you don’t have an easel or 
your space simple can’t 
accommodate one. Not to worry. 
There’s an alternate solution that can 
work just as well.

Simply use a table or desk that you can 
comfortable work at with a chair that

allows you to sit upright. 

Place your drawing board on your lap 
and lean it up against the edge of the 
table or desk. You can put your
reference image and drawing supplies 
within handy reach.

When you want to observe your work, 
simply lean back in your chair as for as 
you can and hold the drawing board at 
arm’s length. If you need a better 
perspective of your work, prop the 
board up in your chair and lean it 
against the desk and walk further back 
to gain a better view of the whole of 
your work.



2You Need Proper 
Lighting

The main thing you need to be
aware of is the color of light
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Your Lighting
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Ideally you want a soft, even, natural light
directly near your work. A large window is
perfect, but we don’t all have that luxury.
Besides, what about working at night?

The main thing you need to be aware of is the
colour of light.
Different kinds of light have different colours 
and its “Temperature” determines the colour.

• Tungsten lights have a gold tone
• Florescent lights have a green tone
• Daylight and LED lights are considered
   white lights.

Why is that important? Well, if you’re working
with colour in your artwork, the yellow or green
tint from the room lights will alter your
perception of the true colour of your work.
The minute you take your artwork out of that
particular space it will look radically different.
AUUGH! All that hard work and it’s wrong!

Make sure ALL your lights are daylight bulbs or
LEDs. White light doesn’t distort the colours.
Daylight or LEDs lights have a color temperature
of 3500-5000k. Daylight and LED bulbs can be
bought at any hardware store. There are now
LED tubes that you can attach to the ceiling and
they’re perfect for rooms with little natural light.
They can be bought at Home Building stores at 
a very reasonable price.



3You Need Easy Access 
To Your Materials

Think of that exercise machine!
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Your Materials
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You’ll need a place to put your working
materials and keep them accessible and
in good condition; this is pretty obvious. 
What doesn’t work is the out of site out 
of mind routine.

Think of that exercise machine!

Find some sort of storage/work unit 
where you can easily store and access 
your materials, keep them in order, put 
out the specific materials you’re working 
with and leave them out so you can step 
in and out of your work without a fuss.
You’ll also need to move them around.

Movable carts work really well for this 
and come in an endless variety of 
possibilities from old furniture to 
specialized units called artist “taborets”. 
I’ve seen everything from custom 
furniture and beautiful portable 
kitchen islands to simple kitchen carts 
and cheap plastic storage bins. They all 
work! 

I personally have all three types in my 
own studio, each one doing a great job.

I also find that kitchen drawer 
organizers, serving trays, toolboxes and 
portable organizing boxes are great for 
keeping different categories of materials 
grouped together and carrying them.



One Final Note
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Getting set up is just the beginning of 
something that will evolve and grow.

Don’t try to get it just right, just get it going.

As you evolve as an artist you’ll adjust the space 
according to the mediums you work with, your 
budget and circumstances.

Set up something simple and functional and 
begin working. Eventually you’ll start to see what 
your working process is and from there invest in 
equipment, furniture and supplies.

One of my students tried a few spots in her 
house only to find out she didn’t like being alone 
in a room away from her family. In the end she 
commandeered her favorite chair in the family 
room, used two end tables for her materials and 
boards. She works either sitting in the chair or 
on the floor with her drawing board propped up 
against the coffee table, the family activity 
buzzing all around her. Hey, it works for her!

Another student changed from oils to 
watercolors because it involved toxic substances 
and she had small children in the house.

My new studio is designed to accommodate 
teaching, filming and producing large panels.

Think about your goals and needs then start 
simple. But start. See you in the studio.

“Think about your 
goals and needs 

then start simple”


