
 

Living as An Artist by Debbie Savage 
Like Roland Barthes’ Writer on Holiday, living as an artist is a role 
that is permanently adopted – you don’t stop being an artist at 5pm 
every evening simply because you’re in the cinema, or at the 
supermarket. However, it is a job as much as a way of being and, 
although in some ways this is a little artificial, it often has to be 
viewed in practical and sometimes mercantile ways.  

 

I used to work as an information officer for Cultural Enterprise 
Service, which gave business advice to artists and crafts people. By 
far the most common question we received was “how can I get funding 
to make my work?” Sometimes I used to joke that my job was to “break 
people’s dreams” because more often than not, people were 
disappointed to find that there wasn’t someone with a giant cheque 
just waiting to invest in them. 

  

From this misapprehension that getting funding for the arts was easy, 
I decided to speak to some successful artists and use their 
experiences to provide a more realistic view of how artists make 
their living and balance paid work with their creative practice. This 
resulted in a research paper I wrote for a-n Magazine. 

 

I spoke to ten artists – five men and five women, three living in 
rural locations, two in London and five in other urban locations. 
five were single, five had partners and three had at least one child. 
Respondents had been practising for between two and 20 years and 
represented a variety of artforms. 

 

So, what does it actually mean to be an artist as a career? We often 
think of being an ‘Artist’ as an accurate job description, much like 
a doctor or teacher, but for many artists, the practical application 
of this term often refers to a single career that comprises a 
portfolio of jobs; additional activities such as lecturing, curating, 
working as a technician or in other part-time employment, as well as 
accounting, writing proposals, marketing, etc. This idea of an 
entrepreneurial artist – adapting to new roles in order to make a 
living and further their practice – is often obscured by the 
necessity and desire to promote the creative aspects of the job 
rather than the hard work that goes on behind the scenes. 

 

Consequently, there is no real set path to becoming an artist and 
everybody has to find their own way to a certain degree. There are 
however, some generalisations that can be made. In 1999, the Centre 
for Research into Quality (CRQ) at the University of Central England 



in Birmingham conducted a survey into the careers of Art and Design 
graduates. Destinations and Reflections involved 14 institutions and 
2000 graduates up to six years after their graduation. The exercise 
is only just being repeated (launched in 2008), so although some of 
the statistics may be out of date, it gives a fairly accurate picture 
of what art and design graduates go on to do. Some of the key 
findings were: 

- Only 20% of AandD graduates were involved in work that was 
not relevant to their degree 

- It takes AandD students longer than average to develop their 
career, which is largely due to the fact that establishing a 
portfolio, networks, and contacts takes time 

- 40% experienced periods of unemployment following 
graduation, but this was generally for short periods of time 

- Many had several jobs in the early years, often held 
simultaneously 

- Many went on to further studies and training 

- Many undertook voluntary work 

- 42% had been involved in some type of self-employment 

- 65% were earning less than £15k pa 

- Many were surprised by the extent to which they needed to 
promote themselves 

- There was a tendency to underestimate the need for good 
written communication skills 

-  

A second study commissioned by ACE A Balancing Act, Artists’ labour 
markets and the tax and benefit system also found that artists needed 
“family assistance as well as talent and commitment to survive the 
early years”.  This need for support may well continue after the 
early years, and may be provided by professional and friendship 
networks as well as by families. 

 

The artists I spoke to definitely found that this statement was 
accurate to their experience. One described how they were “exhibiting 
almost continuously in the first few years, but made no money”. 
Instead, they took on a variety of jobs from ironing to web design. 
Another said: 

“Having hardly any money became a tactic at the time, a 
resource in itself – friends and I explored routes to do 
things cheaply or for free to access as many resources as 
possible, for example I started Collective studio in 
Bristol, setting up an agreement with the landlord that we 
pay a minimum peppercorn rent in exchange for keeping the 
building maintained.” 

 

Artists are expected to work for free in the early years – either 
voluntarily with a gallery, or putting on their own exhibitions, etc. 
This can be rewarding and a way to get the foot in the door, but it 
can also lead to feelings of being exploited if mismanaged by the 
organisation and artist. For example, one artist spoke of how they 
accepted an exhibition at a major city centre gallery, funded by the 



county council, and assumed a fee would be attached to the work, only 
to find out later down the line they would not be paid.  

 

One of the most difficult decisions to make can be at what point to 
stop volunteering for experience or deciding what work you are 
prepared to do for little or no fees. There is no hard and fast 
answer to this question, but one artist who had been working for six 
years commented: 

“I take a lot of financial risks with what I do, investing 
time in a project that might lead to something bigger is 
really important. At the level I’m working, I keep getting 
handed the poisoned chalice: the unmissable opportunity to 
take part in an event, alongside other big names, but there 
is little or no pay. Can I afford to refuse and not be 
involved? Or is it worth a few unpaid late nights? … I see 
this period of risk as an investment that at some point 
needs to start paying back.” 

 

Once you reach the point where you’ve decided to start charging for 
your time, it then becomes a question of how much to charge. This can 
be very difficult as it is hard for a lot of people to see their time 
(and themselves) in monetary terms. According to a-n’s Artists’ Rates 
of Pay, fees are underpinned by: 

- how much experience an artist has, including reputation and 
any additional skills that may be required 

- The length of the contract (daily rates decrease the longer 
the contract is for) 

- Non-artistic skills, such as teaching, working with hard to 
reach groups, project management, etc 

- Personal qualities of the artist – are they easy to work 
with? 

- Ability of the commissioning organisation to pay. 

-  

There is also a lot of help is available for working out one’s daily 
fee. A-n has a program on its website that will help you work out how 
much you should be charging based on your annual overheads. They 
(along with ACE) have also published guidelines on the minimum fee 
artists should look to charge based on their experience. This ranges 
from £175 for recent graduates to £280 for those with nine years or 
more experience, based on an average working year of 136 days (taking 
into account holidays and non-productive times). Although this has 
given many artists the confidence to demand reasonable fees for their 
work, the reality isn’t always as simple as working out a set fee. 

 

Of the ten artists I spoke to, most quoted the old ACE rate of £150 
as a standard rate of pay rather than as a minimum. One charged a 
daily rate of £250, which was made up of £120 overheads, £30 income 
tax and £100 wage. Others had no set fees and based their 
calculations on how much they thought the commissioning body could 
afford – or as one put it “what they were willing to pay – I can’t 
afford to set a high rate”. All also said that they would work for 
less if an opportunity had added value in terms of developing or 
promoting their practice. One said: 



“For commissioned projects I try to go for a daily rate minimum of 
£200 but rarely achieve this. I will usually go for a commission 
because I think it is an interesting prospect, or because it may help 
my practice or profile. Likewise I generally work on a project till 
it is “finished” which usually means working more days than I am paid 
for. But I generally don’t work for nothing anymore”. 

 

Once a commission or exhibition has been accepted, the artist is also 
in the position where they have to finish the work even if it 
involves putting in extra time because their reputation is on the 
line, which effectively means they may end up working hours they have 
not been paid for. 

 

A good example of this is exhibition fees. 38% of paid opportunities 
for artists comes from exhibiting; however, the fees for this tend to 
be relatively low - £300 in most of the examples I’ve read recently, 
raising to £1000 for nationally renowned galleries, to cover months 
or years of work. 

 

Which brings us on to the subject of absorbing costs. Part of the job 
of being an artist includes coming up with ideas and writing 
proposals, which is effectively unpaid work. My respondents made 
comments like “I could never have foreseen the sheer amounts of time 
and form filling involved in obtaining the smallest artistic 
opportunities”, or “I will usually do more work than the fee covers 
or pay for things like travel expenses when they are not included in 
the budget” in other words “time and money often doesn’t equate”. 

 

Commissioners, particularly those outside of the arts community often 
don’t appreciate the time and effort put into having an idea, and 
unlike other self-employed people, artists are often required to come 
up with a new idea each time they write a proposal or apply for 
funding. It can, therefore be useful for you as an artist and the 
commissioning body to start thinking in terms of “how many days will 
that take me” and using that to calculate your fee for a job. Even if 
that is not the amount you end up being paid, it does help to work 
out if the job on offer is worth it and how much you are willing to 
deliver.  

 

Like all self-employment, this way of working does lead to a great 
deal of uncertainty, the Balancing Act survey found that national, 
regional and local studies have all confirmed the precarious nature 
of employment in the sector and relatively modest financial rewards. 
The uncertainties highlighted by this survey included; 

- the length of contacts / commissions 

- the terms of each contract / commission 

- unsociable working hours 

- unpredictable locations of work 

- varied income 

- vulnerability to changes in fashion. 



The positive outcomes included the flexibility of portfolio careers 
can be stimulating, artists are able to choose who they work with and 
can retain control of their work: 

“I am constantly in a position of not knowing what the next 
project might be, but in the last ten years I have been lucky 
to earn within the field. Through invitations, word of mouth, 
by meeting other artists, following personal interests and 
concerns, talking to people. There has been no long-term 
strategy, just keep on working whilst I am inspired to do so!” 

 

But unlike other self-employment, this precarious work is matched by 
low wages, making it difficult to prepare for the future in terms of 
pensions, mortgages and periods of unemployment, ill-health, etc. 
There is also no guarantee that the longer you work for, the more 
money you will earn. From the ten artists I spoke to seven earned 
between £8 and £11k, one earned under £5k, and two in the region of 
£25k in one tax year. 

 

One of the high-earner’s wage was divided in the following way; 
£18,000 was from part-time work, £4.5k from freelance work (web 
designer) and £2.5k from their artistic practice. The other high-
earner had received a NESTA fellowship, but could not guarantee what 
their income would look like once that had ended. 

 

This uncertainty is why many artists choose to take on a second job. 
The benefits of this can include some financial stability, providing 
the creative freedom to produce work without being reliant on 
commissions or conforming to funding regulations, opportunities for 
social contact in what can be an isolated career or taking on work 
that may feed into your creative practice, such as teaching, writing, 
arts administration, curation, etc. Or indeed, you may prefer the 
opportunity to take a break from creativity in an unrelated field. 

 

The down side is long hours (typically 40-hour or more week) and that 
artists may find themselves pigeon-holed and therefore not considered 
for some opportunities because they have become labelled in a certain 
way – curator, designer, etc. It can also be difficult to time-manage 
two jobs, especially when one can be unpredictable. One artist said 
“my diary is always full of sporadic dates, possible dates, and 
projects, committing to a job would mean dropping those projects and 
possible networks and opportunities that these things might lead to”. 

 

Finally, I want to mention a few of the ideas expressed by Hans 
Abbing in his book Why are artists poor? The Exceptional Economy of 
the Arts. Abbing is an economist and an artist, and he outlines some 
of the economic issues particular to the arts. The first he speaks 
about is “serving art”. He argues that for artists, making money is a 
means rather than an end, with any extra ‘profit’ being ploughed back 
into their work rather than to increase personal wealth. Abbing 
presents this in a negative light, but the ability to buy creative 
time is something the artists I surveyed all looked forward to.  

 

The second idea he talks about is an “income penalty”. This is where 
artists know they are entering a low paid profession and therefore 



expect to receive low wages, thus continuing the cycle. ACE’s 
suggested minimum rates have gone some way to regulating levels of 
pay, but in practice, it is not always possible to ask for these 
levels of remuneration. As one artist put it “there is a climate that 
says that it is necessary to do these things in order to keep the 
arts alive”. 

 

The last idea I wanted to mention is that of “structural poverty” 
created by the grant-giving system. Abbing argues that “extra funding 
will never increase income levels but merely increase the number of 
practising artists”, which means competition for grants will always 
be high and being an artist, is in some ways, is the survival of the 
fittest. 

 

To conclude, I may have painted a slightly negative picture about the 
career possibilities for artists, but there are many benefits that 
outweigh the difficulties – not in the least the satisfaction of 
doing a job you are passionate about. For me, I think the career path 
for artists is best summed up by a comment made by one of the artists 
I spoke to: 

“During learning at school, it was being able to draw well 
that indicated success, through college years, being able to 
think well indicated success. Since then I have learnt that 
it is a combination of these things with an entrepreneurial 
edge that can point you towards success. Through all of 
this, the huge part that luck and coincidence has had to 
play has been at once exciting but frightening”. 

 

Debbie Savage is a Writer based in Cardiff. This paper was given as 
part of the Living As An Artist seminar held at the WARP artist 
resource area in February 2009. 
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