Ludwig Laher:

And you can really make a living from that?
Artist, Creativity, Society - Challenges for the Status of the Artist in the beginning of the 21st Century - The ECA Conference 2007 in Sibiu

Yes, deciding to make use of one’s creative talents, to pick a career as an artist, will always be a risk. Neither is art a nine to five job nor does one know, whether one’s ambitions will lead to satisfying results, both economically and artistically. But even success does not necessarily pay, you may be hailed by the critics and sell quite a few thousand copies of your new novel, yet you cannot pay the rent, leave alone raise children. You may be an excellent violinist in a renowned orchestra somewhere in Eastern Europe, forced to spend your summers together with a fellow violinist in a small, windowless room somewhere in the Austrian province for far less than 1500 Euro per month plus no cupboard for the shirts and the suit you need every evening, when a crowd of thousands applauds the open air operetta production you are an exploited part of.
You don’t do it for the money, when you start, that is the problem. You want to express yourself, you are touched by the magic of Cezanne’s colours, the teacher convinces you that she has never seen anything like you on the school theatre stage. The foundation stone is laid. And so it goes: You have to be better than the rest to survive. As an artist. Or even worse: Literally. There is no time for solidarity, for joining forces to improve the situation of professional artists.
The general public knows the stars who make a lot of money. And it knows the metaphorical failed artist. Hardly anyone takes into account that despite all the peculiarities of this profession most artists are neither famous nor duds. You travel hours and hours in one train compartment. Out of a sudden the bored lady opposite you starts talking, with a sigh she asks you, whether your profession forces you to undertake this long journey. Yes, you explain, I will read in X from my new novel tonight. Oh, you are a writer, an artist, she replies like nine out of then in the same situation. Four admire you (Why so, if they never read one of your books?) and five continue compassionately: And you can really make a living from that? (Why? They would not address a plumber or even a part time shop assistant like that.)
The new study „The Status of Artists in Europe“, requested by the European Parliament, summarizes the status quo very precisely: The work of artists accounts for a considerable share of Europe’s labour force. It is situated at the heart of the “creative sector”, serving both public arts and private cultural and media industries. Whether they are authors or performers, professional artists will usually generate intellectual property rights, the income from which is insufficient to sustain them in their creative work, except in a minority of cases. Despite flourishing culture/creative industry markets, their activities are generally carried out in far more precarious circumstances than other occupations. Atypical (project-based) and casual employment, irregular and unpredictable income, unremunerated research and development phases, accelerated physical wear and tear and high levels of mobility are among the key features not taken account of in the existing legal, social security and tax structures.
Artists cannot simply expect the politicians to change their reality for the better. When it comes to contractual or employment relations, labour law, social security measures, taxation, the mobility question, freedom of the arts versus law restrictions etc, it is up to them to join forces. Culture is big business these days, works of art and artistic performances are merely goods and services for those who buy and sell.
The European Council of Artists (ECA), representing interdisciplinary professional artists associations in 25 European countries, deals with all these topics, supports national member organisations in their struggles, lobbies in Brussels, keeps up the vision of a Europe larger than the EU, reaching from Iceland to Georgia. Our annual conference 2007, for the second time in Romania, this time in the cultural capital of Europe Sibiu with its rich and culturally diverse tradition, will debate the challenges for the social status of the artist at the beginning of the 21st century in a globalised Europe, a Europe of many faces, different political and cultural histories in the process of integration after the errors of the 20th century.
