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Pivotal Moments is a publication that considers the 
particular challenges faced by an artist at the mid point 
in their practice, and how a small number of arts 
organisations are supporting artists at this critical 
phase. The texts result from a conference hosted by  
the SPACE-led programme London Creative Network 
in September 2018 and the discussion it prompted.

Sonya Dyer states in her essay that mid-career is  
for an artist ‘potentially the time when most of their  
work might be made, but also the period where their 
ability to maintain their practice is most under threat’. 
SPACE’s work is informed on a daily basis by 
challenges faced by artists at mid-career. We hope  
that this collection of texts will resonate, raise useful 
questions and offer possible solutions.

Anna Harding, CEO, SPACE 
March 2019 
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‘Mid-career’ arguably makes up the largest part of an 
artist/maker’s life and career, and reveals some specific 
challenges for artists/makers wanting to develop and 
maintain their practices.

Much attention in the sector is paid to early career,  
or emerging, artists and makers. There are funding  
and professional development schemes, residencies  
and other forms of vitally needed support focused  
on this cohort. However, ‘mid-career’ — less sexy,  
and perhaps perceived as being less straightforward  

— is not given the same attention.

This is a missed opportunity for the sector, and has  
a direct impact on the sustainability of practices,  
in particular on who gets to maintain a lifelong prac-
tice, and at what cost. What happens to the practice  
of someone from an economically disadvantaged 
background in the shadow of the prospect of a life- 
time of precarity? What does the financial, social and 
chronological impact of maternity and parenthood 
have on women artists in particular? 

Sonya Dyer considers the key challenges facing artists and makers at a critical stage in their practice and argues that the time is ripe for practitioners and arts organisations to work together to develop new models of support. 

Pivotal moments  

in artistic practice
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MID-CAREER

Firstly, let’s define ‘mid-career’. The term ‘mid-career’  
is of course open to interpretation. When does ‘mid-
career’ begin, and when does it end? Artists Keith Piper 
and Erica Scourti both express ambivalence about the 
term in this publication, yet it is so frequently employed 
in the sector.

In many respects, ‘mid-career’ is defined by what it  
is not. It is not the early, post-graduation ‘emerging’ 
stage, where practice tends to be in the early stages  
of making itself known to the artist herself. It also 
does not define the lives of well-established (or rather, 
well-known) artists, regardless of their stage of life. 
Instead, ‘mid-career’ is a rather nebulous way of 
describing that long stretch of time that makes up  
the majority of a person’s life.

Much in the way that middle age as a chronological 
determinant feels increasingly irrelevant (surely no one 
feels a 40-year-old is middle aged anymore?), mid-
career is a term we use to describe a chunk of time we 
can’t quite place, yet somehow know what we mean 
when we use it.

If the typical artist starts making work in their ‘youth’ 
(teens or 20s), the mid-career period is both potentially 
the space where most of their work could be made,  
and also the period where their ability to maintain 
practice is most under threat. This is due to a number  
of life factors that conspire to steal time, attention  
and resources away from their art-making life, which  
I will address later in this essay.

It stands to reason that ‘mid-career’ should therefore be 
the focus of attention not only for artists, but also for 

This is a pivotal moment to consider the needs of mid-
career artists — and the organisations that wish to 
support them. Public funding continues to decrease,  
and the UK’s complex relationship with Europe suggests 
that EU funding may no longer be an option moving 
forward (as detailed in Valentina Orru’s text on page 55). 
In the meantime, the regions of the UK lack a sophisti-
cated and coherent culture of philanthropy that might 
more immediately fill these gaps. There appear to be 
fewer opportunities for artists to support themselves, 
and this trend looks set to continue moving forward.1

Therefore, getting beyond the stage of emergence and 
maintaining a viable practice in the longer term is a 
pressing concern for the vast majority of artists and 
makers working today. 

So why isn’t more attention being paid to the needs of 
artists in mid-career? And does this lack of attention 
merely entrench existing hierarchies and maintain the 
status quo? What can be done about this?

In this text, I am going to share some of the thinking 
that went into — and came out of — the conference 
‘Pivotal Moments: Professional Development Models 
for Mid-Career Artists’, organised by the SPACE-led 
programme London Creative Network in association 
with a-n, which took place in September 2018. Rather 
than provide definite answers, my aim here is to set 
out the questions that arose, and how they might 
point us in the direction of thinking about the needs 
of artists and makers at this important stage of their 
lives and practices.
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The question we need to be asking is: in what ways  
can artists at such different stages of their practice  
be supported? Are their needs totally different, or can 
similar funding or other support mechanisms be 
created that will feel relevant to both?

2) Sustainability
This brings us to the question of sustainability, or how 
artists/makers manage to keep their practice going. 
There is certainly a stock set of clichés as to how visual 
artists manage to sustain themselves, which I would 
argue our current period of austerity has placed under 
some peril.

Previously, a typical model for artists was that of  
someone who taught — either full or part-time,  
usually in tertiary education — alongside making  
work. Perhaps they worked as technicians or in related 
industries. A lucky few made some money from sales  
or commissions.

Equally, the perception is generally that makers 
produce work that aims to find a place within a 
commercial market, generating loyal repeat business 
alongside one-off sales.

Meanwhile, we have seen a decrease in teaching  
opportunities, and with the low pay attached to  
technical or other support jobs (matched with the 
increased cost of living) sustaining a life under these 
terms can prove difficult. Teaching also cuts consider-
ably into the time and energy one has for ones own 
work, as Helen Johannessen describes on page 39.

Anecdotally, from speaking to crafts and jewellery 
practitioners, our current economic stagnation natu-

those who work with or otherwise facilitate them; 
supporting the artist is supporting the practice. Yet 
somehow, ‘mid-career’ has traditionally been neglected, 
not seen as exciting as ‘discovering’ the latest emerging 
artist or providing valedictory opportunities to the 
well-established artist with a mature practice. 

The question is, how can artists be better supported 
during this ‘majority period’? What kinds of support  
do they need? How might organisations work with 
funders to support artists? 

KEY IDEAS

A number of themes reoccur in conversation with artists 
and makers at mid-career, which suggests possible areas 
of focus for organisational and sector support. 

1) One size does not fit all
In many respects this is obvious, but bears repeating. 
Longevity of practice does not necessarily equal 
visibility of practice. Some ‘mid-career’ artists might 
have decades of exhibition or performance experience 
behind them, others might still be awaiting their first 
solo exhibition, or their first opportunity that they 
hadn’t organised themselves or with friends. Some 
makers might have developed saleable objects that lead 
to a thriving commercial business, whilst others may 
have gained critical respect for more unconventional 
forms, but actually sell objects relatively rarely.

Although they may be at a similar chronological stage 
(as in number of years since graduation, for example) 
these artists/makers may not necessarily have the same 
concerns or needs in terms of their career.2 
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How might more residencies and other opportunities 
adapt to meet the needs of practitioners’ family life? 
What new models of working with artists need to be 
created, and what kind of support for organisations is 
needed in order to sustain this? Art writer Tessa Norton 
describes the impact of family provision during resi-
dencies on her ability to develop her practice after 
having a child on page 49.

4) Moments of change 
A thriving practice, sustained over a period of decades, 
may also entail periods of time where an artist/maker 
decides to make a radical change of practice. 

This might involve working with new forms or new 
techniques, for example, which may also require the 
artist/maker to undertake further training. This can 
often be a good moment to go on a long-term residency 
(or make a more permanent move), or change working 
patterns. The artist may find himself or herself a novice, 
at the start of a brand new way of thinking about 
themselves and what they do. This transformative 
process could be the start of a new beginning.

There are those well-known, usually female, artists 
who are suddenly ‘discovered’ at a mature age — your 
Rose Wylies, Lorraine O’Gradys and Phyllida Barlows. 
Naturally, these wonderful artists were in fact working 
for several decades, and more often than not support-
ing, encouraging and teaching younger artists along 
the way. Nonetheless, the ‘moment of change’ refer-
enced here is the transformation of status — from cult 
figures to artists of great prominence in later life.

This speaks to the fact of an arts practice as a life-long 
relationship, but also, I believe, to the accumulative 

rally has an effect on those businesses. Those catering 
to the high-cost, high-end of their respective markets 
may find that high rollers are still spending, whereas 
those on more modest incomes are tightening their 
belts. How does a creative business build sustainability 
under these circumstances? What effect will Brexit 
have on the market for what might be regarded as 
non-essential, luxury goods?

3) Juggling act 
This ‘middle stage’ is also the point where many people 
decide whether to have a family, and/or are immersed 
in family life at its most involved. Children are in 
school or going to college. Elderly parents may also 
need to be cared for. This is all on top of maintaining 
relationships with partners and self.

A recurring theme has been the challenges of juggling 
all these balls, whilst also maintaining a practice, 
including all the work (and admin!) that goes into 
developing opportunities.

Simply put, many artists/makers find their time is 
significantly more pressured than in their emerging 
years, and their energy more diverted.

In addition to all this, most opportunities do not factor 
in the reality of a shared life. It is rare for residencies, for 
example, to have the facilities to include children, or even 
partners. For some, this presents an opportunity to focus 
purely on their work, but others — especially women, or 
single parents — find it less possible to literally ‘get away 
from it all’. This then leads to a cycle of stagnation — the 
artist doesn’t apply for the opportunity, and therefore 
cannot benefit from it, thus missing out on further 
opportunities that could come their way as a result.
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artists/makers. The challenges of mid-career  
can arguably be thought of as exciting, dynamic  
and challenging, forcing the sector to envisage  
a more holistic and realistic account of artists’  
and makers’ lives.

The possibilities and opportunities for ‘mid-career’ 
artists are ripe for reinvention and reimagination,  
a process that could most dynamically be undertaken 
as a result of artists/makers, arts organisations and 
funders talking to each other and working together.

1  A really useful account of the seemingly paradoxical rise in total  
value of commissions, and fall in average value of commissions  
(a pattern that manifests in various ways for artists’ opportunities)  
is explained in Su Jones’ a-n research paper ‘Artists Work in 2016’  
www.a-n.co.uk/research/artists-work-2016/

2   It is worth emphasising that ‘middle age’ does not always equal mid-career 
— some artists start making later in life, see www.a-n.co.uk/research/
late-calls-report-pilot-lab-early-career-older-artists/ 

impact on one’s ability to maintain a practice, nourish 
and grow as an artist/maker and to stay the course. 
How many wonderful artists drop out before their 
moment has a chance to arrive?

5) Time out 
One final point is the importance of recognising the 
value to many artists and makers of withdrawing from 
creative labour for significant periods of time. 
Sometimes artists don’t want to make art anymore. 
Sometimes life circumstances makes it necessary to 
focus attention elsewhere. This might be a permanent 
position, or a moment in time — regardless, for those 
who need it, taking time out can be a crucial part of 
mid-career.

This raises questions about what happens when artists/
makers who have taken time away wish to return. 
What kind of support do artist/makers need to allow 
them to reignite their practice? 

CONCLUSION

In an increasingly challenging funding climate, arts 
organisations (particularly in the public sector) are 
understandably concerned about the sustainability  
of their work and beyond that, their very existence. 
Artists and makers share similar concerns, whilst 
looking to arts organisations and funders to support 
them at this crucial stage — this ‘majority stage’  

— of their lives. 

Viewing these key concerns, and others, could be 
imagined as starting points for reinvigorating existing 
practices and developing new models of support for 
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 I don’t know if I’d describe myself as ‘mid-career’.  
I think that’s partly why we’re here today — what does 
this awkward term mean?

Artist Keith Piper poses this question to an artist-
dominated audience at the event, ‘Pivotal Moments: 
Professional Development Models for Mid-Career Artists’.

The slipperiness of the term ‘mid-career’ that Piper 
referred to fed into five conversations between artists 
and organisations which aimed to tease out the nature 
of seminal turning points within an artist’s career and, 
crucially, the conditions that enable them to happen.

These discussions touched on the complexities exper-
ienced by artists in navigating what one audience 
member described as the ‘stretchy period’ between 
emerging and established — a time which often 
coincides with other significant life changes, such  
as becoming a parent or caring for aging relatives.

We heard how well-conceived, well-supported commis-
sions can be a springboard for artists to extend existing 
interests and explore new territories. Piper was in 
conversation with curator Helen Nisbet, who he 
worked with on Unearthing the Banker’s Bones, his 2016 
commission for the Arts Council Collection. For him, 
this was an opportunity to bring together ongoing 
themes of his practice, engage in new technology and 
‘get some new kit’.

The following article first appeared on a-n, 

October 2018. ‘We’re reaching a bit of a crisis 

moment — who are we doing this all for?’  

Lydia Ashman reports.

Pivotal Moments
  a review  of the 2018 symposium 
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Last year, the organisation flipped its residency 
programme on its head by moving away from a 
predetermined theme and structure to simply listing 
the organisation’s assets and inviting artists to outline 
how they would use them.

Lynas was speaking with art writer, Tessa Norton, who 
has been able to structure a residency at Wysing around 
family commitments as she undertakes a project on how 
becoming a parent has altered her experience of time.

The need for responsive and tailored programmes from 
institutions was echoed by Karen Davies from SPACE 
and Madeleine Furness from Cockpit Arts. They flagged 
up that, in addition to curatorial support, peer-to-peer 
feedback and practical business guidance is invaluable  
to artists, citing that good systems can actually free up 
resources and time to focus on creative practice.

The day culminated in the sobering acknowledgement 
that while there were heartening examples of great 
practice, things are only getting more challenging for 
artists at all stages of their career.

A member of the audience from Arts Admin described 
how oversubscribed their artist support programme 
was. She acknowledged a discrepancy between the 
bursary sum that artists receive and the hours they 
commit to the programme and suggested institutional 
collaboration could enable resources to go further.

There were calls to refuse to do more for less. Said 
Scourti on the subject of fees: ‘I’ve certainly turned 
things down. Commissions define a period of your life. 
It’s so important to be paid properly.’

Katrina Sluis, digital curator at The Photographers’ 
Gallery, and artist Erica Scourti discussed the process 
and legacy of Scourti’s 2014 piece, So like you. The 
inaugural commission for the gallery’s media wall,  
this was also a milestone for Scourti: her first solo 
exhibition in London and an early foray into 
photographic practices.

Four years on, she’s still gaining work off the back  
of the exposure and content from So like you.  
‘The research you do can feed you for a couple of years,’ 
she said. ‘You’ve entered into public consciousness.’

Sluis’ tightly budgeted and perhaps more under-the-
radar programme provides scope for riskier commissions 
for less established artists at a big name gallery. 
Wysing’s director, Donna Lynas, asserted that these 
opportunities exist less and less when institutions try  
to meet their demanding audience targets. Instead, 
artists who are seen as ‘safe bets’ in attracting precious 
footfall are repeatedly offered work. This can lead to a 
multitude of artists ‘falling between the cracks’ as they 
fail to join the programming circuit.

As the day unfolded, the damaging impacts of reduced 
sector funding and long-term precarity on artists’ 
ability to access development became a more pressing 
theme. Lynas described how Wysing is trying to be 
more responsive and ethical in how it uses its resources 
to accommodate artists’ individual professional and 
personal circumstances, and support those who may 
not conform to neat categorisation or with less 
commercial appeal.

16

17



 
The following texts are excerpts from conversations 
that took place during the SPACE-led London Creative Network symposium ‘Pivotal Moments’, 
which took place in London on 20 September 2018.

Lynas meanwhile proposed a more dramatic  
change of pace: 

 In this wider, neoliberal capitalist conversation, 
the arts has got caught up in this mode of production.  
I feel like we’re reaching a bit of a crisis moment — who 
are we doing this all for? Why is everything so frenetic 
all the time? I personally feel that everything needs to 
slow right down.

When it comes to an artist’s career, it’s not always easy 
to plan for moments of change or plot out a linear route. 
As Piper suggested: ‘Careers wax and wane; there are 
peaks and troughs, and we find ourselves doing 
different things at different times.’

It’s clear that further honest and artist-centred 
discussions are required to determine how we can 
smartly and ethically direct resources to enable these 
pivotal moments, small and seismic, to happen.
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EARLY YEARS

There is a perceived tension when one becomes what  
is identified as ‘mid-career’. I think that was the case 
specifically with my generation of artists. We emerged 
out of this particular moment in the very early 1980s 
when a generation of young artists were attempting to 
find alternative ways of using art practice as a way of 
discussing issues which we saw as pertinent to our 
identities as young Black people growing up in the late 
1970s and early 1980s, when we weren’t necessarily 
aware of any previous models and historical precedents 
of how to do that.

Our parents had arrived as part of the Windrush1 

generation in the 1950s, and so they had a very particular 
relationship with what they perceived as ‘Britishness’.

As young people coming through the British education 
system, we were very much grappling with this idea  
of how do we make ‘Britishness’ either relevant or 
responsive to us, or alternatively, would we have to 
define ourselves as something which is outside of 
‘Britishness?’ I think that was one of the key conversa-
tions in the early 80s. And out of that came something 
that has been called the Black Art Movement.

Keith Piper and curator Helen Nisbet’s wide-ranging conversation covered the development  of Keith’s practice over many decades, the importance of friendship between artists and curators and the role of institutions in supporting an artist’s vision. This is what Keith had to say…

Keith Piper 
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In a sense that is key in terms of how artists make work 
when there isn’t necessarily the logistical and economic 
framework to look after it. What happens to that work?

This is something a lot of young artists are encounter-
ing, especially in places like London where physical 
space is becoming so expensive. What happens to the 
physical work beyond the show? It may be why forms 
such as video, or more ephemeral practices such as 
performance, seem to be gaining ground.

The second work that I would like to discuss was also 
lost in the chaos of being a young artist without the 
personal infrastructure or institutional support to 
preserve and track the location of work. However, in 
the case of my work, The Seven Rages of Man (1984),  
it happened to be ‘lost’ in the storage rooms of Graves 
Gallery, Sheffield following a show in 1986 (I think).  
It was more a case of me not arranging for the work to 
be returned at the end of the show, and perhaps to their 
credit, the gallery had not disposed of it. 

Scroll forward 30 years, and this ‘lost’ work was redis-
covered in Sheffield’s storage rooms by a young curator 
called Louisa Briggs. However, key elements of the 
work had been lost, such as a number of text and image 
panels. Following negotiation with the gallery, the 
work was remade and reconfigured for an exhibition in 
2018. What I found most interesting about this process 
was the negotiation of ideas and politics embedded in 
work by my 23-year-old self and how I worked to revise 
those politics through the lens of my older, mid-50s, 
‘mid-career’ self whose politics have changed and 
evolved in a number of key aspects.

For me it remains a disputed term, and I have argued 
that it wasn’t actually a ‘movement’ in a strict ‘art 
historical’ sense. It was a series of gatherings, events 
and conversations between people who argued a lot, 
coming as they did from a range of diverse positions 
and politics. The small group of young artists that I 
became involved with, which became known as the BLK 
Art Group, becomes for me interesting in retrospect 
because we were all from the West Midlands, and 
therefore, speaking personally, not as exposed to 
debates happening in London. We were all of Caribbean 
descent, and as such, part of a generation of young 
people attempting to reconnect with what they saw  
as a lost, and often romantic, sense of ‘Africanness’.

Looking back at the work, it becomes interesting to 
think about that in relationship to London-based 
artists, and artists who may have been first-generation 
migrants who were slightly older and had a greater 
awareness of some of the cultural and political 
activities coming from the 1960s and 70s.

MAKING WORK

I’m fascinated by thinking about two works of mine  
in the context of this particular conversation. The first, 
The Black Assassin Saints (1982), a large work on 
stitched and painted canvas, was one of the very few 
works at that time which was actually acquired by a 
museum, Graves Gallery, Sheffield. I saw it for the first 
time after a few decades, and because they’d actually 
kept it nicely, as museums tend to do, it remains well 
preserved. But other works from that period ended up 
stored in attics, bedrooms, temporary studio spaces, 
and were — eventually — lost.
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which is in boxes in my attic, these old U-Matic tapes 
that can’t be played anymore as it’s really hard to find  
a working low-band U-Matic deck. I’m in the process of 
attempting to get this video material off these archaic 
tapes into a form that can be played. And a lot of the 
tapes are lost or have deteriorated badly.

I was really keen to revisit Trade Winds (1992), made  
as part of the ‘Quincentennial’ of Columbus’ arrival in 
what became known as the New World. There isn’t a 
complete set of gallery tapes for this particular four-
channel video installation. And so, in a sense, this is 
part of that moment of revisiting and archiving, which 
is also a really important part of what we are now 
thinking about as artists in terms of not just the work 
we’re making now, but also how we revisit these things 
which have lived for the last 20 or 30 years in our attics.

ON MID-CAREER

What does this awkward term mean? In many ways it 
can only really make sense used retrospectively by art 
historians to denote the period between an artist’s ‘early 
work’ and the ‘late work’ made just before they pass 
away. As many of us don’t know that final date much  
in advance of its arrival, the term ‘mid’ may carry a 
somewhat optimistic ring. It also denotes an interesting 
expectation of three phases of creativity — the ‘early’ 
maybe as a point of departure, the ‘late’ as a point of 
arrival, with the ‘mid’ as the progress between the two. 

I am not clear if this holds true for most artists. A few 
artists will continue to shift, develop and innovate 
across a long career. More often, I would argue that 
artists establish what they are ‘known’ as doing in the 

RETROSPECTIVES

The Place Is Here 2 came after a project Marlene Smith, 
Claudette Johnson and myself initiated as ex-members 
of the BLK Art Group. It was coming up to the 30th 
anniversary of the so-called ‘First National Black Art 
Convention’, a symposium we organised in 1982 3 which 
is being seen in retrospect as this moment when all 
these people who would emerge as important figures 
first met and began to engage in dialogue: Lubaina 
Himid, Sonia Boyce, Frank Bowling, Black Audio Film 
Collective and the founding organisers of the Black Art 
Gallery were all there. Rasheed Araeen did the keynote.

However, once again, I’m in dispute with everybody 
and I’m not quite sure if the widely held recollections  
of the conference are in line with the audio recordings 
from the conference, which we are placing online as 
part of the ‘BLK Art Group Research Project’.4 But the 
fact that it’s being seen in retrospect as a watershed 
moment is really important.

We organised a conference and an exhibition under the 
broad research heading of the ‘BLK Art Group Research 
Project’ in 2012, and began to look again at this work 
from 30 years ago and reflect on how our work as young 
artists influences and has evolved into the work we are 
doing as mid-career artists.

REVISING AND ARCHIVING

I’m also working on a project now with 
Wolverhampton Art Gallery where they want to show 
some early digital work from the late 1980s into the 
1990s. So now I’m attempting to recover this work, 
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early phase of their career… and then continue to do it, 
with slight but logical evolutionary developments 
throughout what could be described as the ‘mature’ 
phase of their career. I fear that the use of the term 
‘mid-career’ is often more about marketing and the 
expectation of potential that remains unrealised.

1  Immigrants who were invited to the UK between 1948 and 1971 from  
the Caribbean. Derived from the ship MV Empire Windrush, which docked  
in Tilbury, Essex on June 22, 1948. 

2 ‘ The Place is Here’ exhibition, curated by Nick Aikens and Sam Thorne,  
with Nicola Guy, toured various galleries in England in 2017.  
This iteration was a version of ‘Thinking Back: A Montage of Black Art  
in Britain’ curated by Aikens at Van Abbemuseum, Eindhoven, in 2016.

3  ‘First National Black Art Convention’, which took place  
in Wolverhampton in 1982.

4 www.blkartgroup.info
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I trained at Middlesex University in ceramics. When  
I left I felt that I was still developing my practice as a 
maker. I knew that I wanted to be a model and mould 
maker in craftwork, and I also wanted to teach. I didn’t 
really know what personal work I wanted to make for 
myself so wasn’t ready to set up a studio straight away.

I got a job working for a ceramic studio in Brick Lane 
(when no one went there back in 1995) and learnt how 
you could run a business and make your own products. 
And I also learned skills that I could offer out as a 
service to other makers and artists.

I spent a couple of years in the film industry, learning 
more skills, earning quite good money. And then I 
started teaching in 1999 at Bucks University. This gave 
me a little bit of security and I felt ready then to go back 
to my own ceramic work, plus I managed to get a really 
cheap studio in Finsbury Park.

I’ve always been interested in business and not just 
making artwork. My company Yoyo Ceramics was first 
recognised at 100% Design with Hidden Art in 2003.  
I was one year in business and was appearing in 
printed magazines. One included an article with an  
A to Z list of mega businesses. Yoyo was nestled 
between Virgin and Zaha Hadid.

During ‘Pivotal Moments’, ceramic artist/maker 

Helen Johannessen talked to business advisor 

Rachel Smart, with whom she has had a long 

working relationship, about the importance of 

maximising opportunity, and the impact of radical 

change on her development as a practitioner.

Helen 

Johannessen 
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months. It resulted in spinal surgery, so I couldn’t  
do anything for about a year or two, all told.

Your body is your tool. That’s the time when I started  
to think, ‘Where am I going now? I’ve had success with 
functional products that I didn’t particularly set out to 
make, but I’ve enjoyed’.

Exhibiting at my undergraduate degree show, I had  
two strands to my work: one aspect had one-off 
artistic pieces, and the other had practical products. 
So I thought, ‘I’ve done that, I’ll go back and explore 
that other side of making one-off pieces’.

At the time, I was teaching topics like ‘Creative 
Behaviour’ to business students, and so I was analysing 
the thinking process a lot. For people who don’t do it 
instinctively, it’s quite interesting to break it all down.

Around 2012 I’d also become a course leader. My idea 
right when I started teaching was never to do more 
than two days a week, because if it was three then in 
meant that I became more of a teacher than a creative. 
That balance had shifted, and I was doing three days  
a week.

One day I stood there in the classroom, talking about 
my ceramic work, and thought, ‘Hang on, I’m not 
actually doing this anymore. I’m just talking about it. 
I enjoy teaching. But equally, how do I carry on my 
own practice?’ 

I actually quite enjoyed setting up a business; I found 
that really creative. It stretched my mind and resource-
fulness for a good few years, but it was very difficult  
to do all that was required just by myself.

So, I’d set up a brand. I was the maker, although I didn’t 
produce my ceramics for volume reasons. I designed 
models and made all the moulds though. I used facto-
ries in Stoke-on-Trent. I remember around 2006 getting 
an email from someone submitting a substantial order 
and I just remember the tears dropping onto my key-
board because it was the same time my Stoke-On-Trent 
factory had just announced its closure.

I then decided to take the route of licensing, working 
with companies who could distribute them far better 
than I could. It’s a very hard thing to do, letting 
someone else take your baby and do something else 
with it…5

YOYO OR HELEN?

I didn’t really feel comfortable with putting my 
personal name to this work at the time. I didn’t mean to 
set up this business, but it was working, so I continued.

During the years 1995 to 2015 I also had two other careers. 
One was part-time lecturing and the other was working 
in my studio for makers and artists — modelling,  
moulding, using my skills and being paid for that.

I think it’s quite important to talk about physical input 
to your creative practice. I’d had severe back issues for 
10 years, which I’d pretty much managed to ignore until 
one summer I wasn’t able to walk for a couple of 
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It made such a difference to my practice. I felt I had this 
amazing space all for myself. It was incredible. I was in 
every department at the University. I knew everybody  
I needed to within a week, and I got the help I needed 
because I was so enthusiastic. This was obviously a 
major pivotal moment in my prior decision-making. 

I arrived during Stockholm Design Week in February 
2018 and I thought, ‘I’d love to have an exhibition in the 
centre of Stockholm before I leave’. I went back to one 
of the venues I liked and just said, ‘Would you think 
about maybe exhibiting my work here at the end of my 
three months’ residency? I haven’t made anything yet, 
so I can’t show what that is. But I like you and your 
space’. And he said, ‘Let me talk to my business partner 
and I’ll get back to you’. I sent a couple of emails to 
follow it up and it went a bit quiet.

Suddenly, two weeks before I was due to return to 
London, he rang up and he was, ‘All right, let’s do it then’. 
So I finished off my experience by putting on a show.

My work is still developing. I’m starting to suspend my 
work and become more experiential. I’m getting more 
and more used to the idea that it’s okay for it to take 
time, starting up again.

I had 20 years’ experience before I went to the RCA  
— I just want to shake it up for the next 20 years.

 
 

5  Yoyo Ceramics had significant success with this product, with 80,000 units 
sold over a three-year period.

6  Konstfack is the largest university of arts, crafts and design in Sweden.

BACK TO SCHOOL

I just went, ‘Do you know what? I am going to chuck 
this job in, and I’m going to apply for an MA at the 
Royal College of Art’. I woke up one morning and just 
went to my computer and filled the form in to apply for 
a Ceramics & Glass Masters. I thought to myself, ‘I have 
earned some money; I am going to invest in myself 
now’. I was 45 then. So I went back to school and 
became a student.

I refused to do what I knew already at the Royal 
College. After 20 years of practice, it was quite difficult 
to go in there and push myself away from everything 
that I knew. I found it incredibly difficult being a 
student. I’m not going to lie. I just thought, ‘I have to 
listen, and I have to do this thing’.

I did struggle, not earning money. That was a bit weird, 
but I became comfortable with it after a while. The RCA 
has certain opportunities and my particular one was an 
artist exchange in Sweden after the RCA. 

By that time I thought, ‘I’m 47, I can’t do that’. My 
neighbour is Swedish and she said, ‘Well, if you get it, 
you can go and live in my flat in Stockholm’. I thought, 
‘That’d mean I don’t have to live in halls of residence!’ 
(Which was a fear — been there, done that!) So I put  
my application in and was selected.

The Anglo-Swedish Society generously funded me to  
go and live in Stockholm for three months. I was to go 
and work independently within a studio workspace 
 in Konstfack University.6 The funds appeared in my 
account and off I went. It was freedom, absolute freedom.
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COMMISSIONS

Commissions are not something that just take a couple 
of weeks to do. They can really define a period of your 
life and your research. If you don’t get paid properly, 
then you don’t have the time to put aside to really go 
into the research.

What is the life of the work after these commissions? 
Because, if they don’t get remembered or if it’s just,  
‘Oh, it’s something I did because somebody paid me...’

That’s one of the things I’ve struggled with as an artist: 
if you’re lucky enough to get a commission, how do you 
ensure you’re not just doing it because somebody wants 
something? How can it be something that you would 
do anyway, so that it becomes part of your work? That’s 
something I’ve found tricky on some commissions.

I work across text, performance and video, and I do  
a lot of artist talks — which means that a lot of the time, 
you’re showing production processes as you go along 
rather than strictly final works. Often, one of the best 
outcomes from a commission is that you get another one.

At the symposium, artist Erica Scourti discussed  her 2014 commission So like you with Katrina Sluis, curator (digital programmes) at The Photographers’ Gallery, considering its impact on her trajectory as an artist, the politics of refusal and the tricky term ‘mid-career’. These are Erica’s thoughts…

Erica Scourti 
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OUTCOMES

I did a workshop and a talk at Tate Modern called 
‘Writing Photographs’ in 2017, and since the commis-
sion at The Photographers’ Gallery, I’ve started doing 
some teaching and tutorials with the London College 
of Communication.

I wasn’t thinking about dream outcomes because,  
first of all, the project just came about. It came out of a 
proposal for a different commission, which the curator 
had read.

So, it wasn’t that I felt I really needed to get the 
commission; it happened a bit more organically than 
that. And I certainly wasn’t thinking about outcomes, 
apart from the work. I have no memory of feeling,  
‘Oh, I want this to be shown here or there after it’s 
finished’. Maybe a more strategic artist would be 
thinking that way, but I was really absorbed in the 
research and what work was going to come out of it, 
because at that moment in my practice that was what  
I needed: more time to work on a project and the space 
to do it.

The research that you do is going to feed you for the 
next couple of years. So, actually, that’s a good 
outcome — you’ve done some research, you’ve gone 
into depth about something, you’ve learnt something, 
which is then going to carry you through. 

A positive outcome is that more work comes, that  
you widen your audience as well, because I had never 
really thought of myself as a photographer. It was  
an element of my practice, but not a large one.

WORKING WITH  
THE PHOTOGRAPHERS’ GALLERY

At that point, I hadn’t shown work at an institution  
in London, so that definitely felt like a step change.  
And also, something to feel quite nervous about; I was 
definitely very nervous at the private view, because it felt 
like this was a proper platform; this is something which 
people who you went to school with, or people who you 
haven’t spoken to in years will see or hear about.

You do have a sense that you’re reaching a much wider 
audience. Things have moved on since then, but I 
would still call myself an emerging artist. I don’t know 
what from, but a different stage of emerging.

OPPORTUNITIES

Communities, Collectives and Collaboration 7 was  
the title of the Brighton Photo Biennial. The director  
at the time was quite excited because she had sourced  
a video wall for my project from her brother-in-law’s  
AV company. As an artist, it was interesting to see that 
even institutions have to do a little bit of blagging:  
‘Oh, my mate’s boyfriend’s friend has got a warehouse, 
has got a TV company.’ That to me is second nature.

I’m not saying necessarily that it’s a good thing, because, 
of course, if we had more funding, more support, there 
wouldn’t be the need for a favour economy: ‘If I lend you 
a projector, can you write me a press release?’ Which  
is the way that a lot of stuff gets done. 
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describe myself as mid-career right now, because  
to me, it means that at some point I was established  
as well. I wouldn’t describe myself like that.

7 ‘ Communities, Collectives and Collaboration’,  
Brighton Photo Biennial, 2014. 

For me, it was really important to be able to drill down 
into something. And then, if you’ve gone into it in that 
kind of detail, you know you’ve planted some seeds that 
might bear fruit years later.

REFUSAL

I’ve only really turned down one main thing, and I 
know that is something that is quite a hot discussion 
amongst artists. This idea that if you’re turning things 
down, you must be super privileged to be able to do that.

I don’t think that’s true. I don’t think that’s always  
the case at all. There are things that you can say no to.  
And I do remember thinking at that point, ‘Maybe this 
is one of those decisions which, in years to come, I’ll 
look back on and be like: that’s what screwed up my 
career, because now I’ve got no money, or now...’

It’s easy from where I am now to feel that’s probably not 
going to happen. I don’t feel if I turn something down 
now, my work’s going to disappear off the face of the 
earth. And partly that is because through having done 
certain commissions you’ve entered into some kind of 
public record or public consciousness. Which means 
that you’re more likely to continue. What are the things 
that allow you to continue working as an artist, but 
also, as a marginal part of a big institution?

MID-CAREER

I don’t even know how I’d categorise myself right now, 
but I guess at that point, four years ago, it would have 
definitely been emerging. I don’t know if I would 
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I’m an art writer; I like the vagueness of that term.  
I never quite know how to categorise what I do.  
I’ve done some readings, I’ve done some essays, and 
sometimes I do events and I make stuff that can go  
on walls, but whatever the form it is always just 
dictated by the writing, really. Another thing that  
I think was a pivotal moment for me is that a couple  
of years ago I had a kid.

Before that I had been in a nine to five job trying to  
do a bit of writing as a side gig, doing a few projects  
a year in artist-led spaces. But, as anyone who works 
full-time learns, your time is not really your own.  
I had this kind of alienated relationship with the  
hours in the week, I suppose.

CREATIVE DISRUPTION

I found in the early months of having a baby that 
everything had been completely shaken up — not 
knowing whether it was night or day, or whether time 
was a concrete thing or an elastic thing, and feeling 
very connected to ancestors and life and death.

For art writer Tessa Norton, Wysing Arts Centre’s 

development of a new residency model created an 

opportunity to experiment with the combination 

of family life and developing her practice. Tessa 

was in conversation with Donna Lynas, Wysing’s 

Director, and here she expands on the possibilities 

of embracing change. 

Tessa 
Norton
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FAMILY

Between the two of us, the three of us, we have been  
able to cobble together this very piecemeal working 
week, and we realised that actually, we could make  
a residency work. So what I pitched to Wysing was  
to come four times in the year for three or four days at  
a time, so we would all decamp and I would get three 
days to concentrate on writing. This doesn’t sound like 
very much, but it’s an unimaginable luxury, because  
I had been working in two-hour bursts when the baby 
was napping.

We would just transport family life back to Cambridge-
shire, basically. And we budgeted for some childcare  
so we could get a sitter to come in and just take our son 
out in the garden while we get on with our work.

That has been working really well. It’s also given me 
access to an engaged curatorial context, which I have 
never had before. I don’t think I would have been able  
to access, or felt confident enough to access, this before 
because 90% of the things that I’ve done have been 
artist-led or have been in project spaces. Or, if it’s been 
in an institution, it’s been somewhere that I’ve been 
invited to. But you don’t get that kind of sustained 
dialogue, necessarily. So that’s been really amazing. 

There are a lot of discussions we need to have about 
privilege, and how our time is paid for, and how it is 
valued. But one thing you can’t take away is that there 
is that kind of flexibility. It takes time, it takes costing 
out, and I’m lucky that I have got low expectations  
of how much I want to earn from art, and how much  
I want to make in a year, I suppose. 

The discourse about having a child is, ‘Watch out you 
don’t lose sight of yourself, and lose sight of what 
you’re interested in,’ which made me feel quite angry. 
Obviously that’s something that a lot of people feel,  
but I also felt very strongly that I had existed under 
capitalism for 34 years before I had a kid and that 
wasn’t a walk in the park either. So that opportunity  
for disruption ended up being quite good for my 
writing. I loved the disruption when I was on mater-
nity leave. It didn’t have to come from maternity leave;  
it could have been any disruption. But I needed a 
disruption, creatively.

One year later, in 2017, Wysing opened up their open 
call. I would never have thought to apply for anything 
like that unless it had been that wide open. I still  
feel a bit unsure about how to describe my practice,  
my place in the world. 

I’ve never used the term mid-career to describe myself.  
I feel like I’m just getting started, but also it feels like 
that is putting a time limit on it, somehow, like I’m 
going to get taken out and shot in another five years or 
something. But it was nice to see an open call from an 
institution, and be able to say, ‘Actually, that does apply 
to me, and I think I could put together a proposal that 
would work’. 

I’m very conscious that I was really lucky to be working 
in the arts, which has terrible maternity pay, but what  
it doesn’t have in terms of pay it does have in flexibility. 
So I went back to work part-time, and some of that is 
from home. I went into freelance criticism alongside 
that. A lot of people in my office have a side gig: there 
are DJs and filmmakers and musicians there, so that’s 
not unusual. 
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I turn up (to Wysing) with a big box of books that I’ve 
been reading, a pad of notes, and I’ll try and do two 
chunks of sitting at the desk writing in a day. Which is 
probably about all that anyone’s got the attention span 
for, I think. But that is a sustained time investment.

MID-CAREER?

I’ve been writing on and off for public consumption 
since my MA (2007-09) and more seriously for public 
audiences in my current practice for about six years.  
I did a zine when I was 15, so I guess it started then.  
I didn’t go to art school, I did a law degree, with a lot  
of political philosophy, then I went back and did an  
Art Theory MA in my 20s, and became involved in 
contemporary art through immersion just because  
it’s what I like. 

Art is definitely one of those things where, if you hang 
around it for long enough, you end up working in it.  
But what is mid-career? I don’t think I had anything in 
an exhibition before about 2013, so I don’t see myself as 
an exhibiting artist on a trajectory or anything like that. 
And I might want to write a novel next, who knows?
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As assistant programme manager for SPACE’s artist 
development programme, London Creative Network 
(LCN), I hear many stories about how artists/makers 
manage to self-organise, navigate, fight for and claim 
their own space in the complex city of London. I believe 
that these artists/makers can be great examples of 
entrepreneurialism. Is ‘entrepreneurial’ a different 
name for DIY? Perhaps, or maybe it’s more than that.  
In this text, I use LCN as an example to help unpick the 
dynamics between art making and entrepreneurialism.

The LCN programme supports London-based artists/
makers (referred to as artists from now on) who are  
at a critical stage of their career, looking to move on  
to the next level or change direction in their practice.  
They are, in most cases, ‘mid-career’ as opposed to 
‘emerging’ or ‘established’, having worked as artists for 
quite a few years (typically more than six), and having 
been out of education for a while. LCN helps mid-career 
artists individually, teaching new skills and providing  
a safe, supportive space to experiment with ideas and 
develop new projects, as well as connect with other 
artists and potential collaborators. 

Valentina Orrù reflects on London Creative Network as a model for artist development.

Artists as 
entrepreneurs
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Additionally, the majority of artist freelancers in 
London earn far below the London Living Wage.4 
Anecdotally participants on LCN confirm that this 
financial precarity is a major reason why artists  
are often reluctant to take risks with their practice 

— although, as Hans Abbing argues in his book  
Why Are Artists Poor?, artists can be considered  
above-average risk-takers simply by dint of having 
taken the art career path.5

Growth is a complex concept, especially in relation  
to artists and the creative economy. In economic terms, 
it is often measured by increase in turnover, along with 
job creation as a key indicator. An artist’s career 
trajectory won’t necessarily equate to an increased 
bank balance or employing a team of assistants. 
According to a recent Arts Council England report, 
mid-career artists’ average income is as low as £7,600, 
with established artists’ income only rising to £13,300.6 
Instead, artists’ growth is often driven by personal 
aspirations such as pursuing a passion, a creative idea, 
or generating a social impact.7 

Financial instability impacts the way artists can  
make work, develop their practice and their personal 
lives too. There is a strong desire among artists to make 
a living through their work, rather than taking second 
jobs; 8 although in some cases other occupations in 
arts-related or creative industry sectors can benefit the 
artist’s practice by generating opportunities and ways 
to capitalise on creative skills.9 So, what business 
models are available to artists? And, how can artists 
become economically sustainable? Here is where 
entrepreneurialism comes into play. 

LCN is part-funded by the European Regional 
Development Fund Programme (ERDF), an economic 
development fund by the European Union 1 whose aim 
is to foster local economic growth. This funding comes 
to an end in 2020. One of the most interesting, yet 
challenging, aspects of working with such funding  
is embracing and facilitating a business language that 
is often still very alien to artists. Participants on the 
programme are referred to as businesses that are 
characterised by a high business failure rate — in other 
words, it is very likely that they are precarious. Money 
is indeed a major issue for artists, and their typically 
small turnovers often makes them an invisible part  
of the creative industries — one of the fastest growing 
sectors in the UK. With public funding decreasing,  
and a lot of emphasis placed on being profitable above 
anything else, advocating for a deeper understanding 
of artists’ livelihoods and the meaning of growth for 
them feels especially urgent right now. 

Within this context, reflecting on the idea of artists as 
businesses is an interesting exercise. It is immediately 
clear that there are many differences between an artist 
and any other private business. 

Crucially, most artists work independently, which 
implies that in order to be legally recognised as eco-
nomic entities (as well as being eligible for LCN) they 
need to be registered as self-employed with HMRC. 
They are what the Government calls Small and Medium 
Enterprises (SMEs) and the majority fall more specifi-
cally into the ‘category of freelancers’ 2, which is 
common within the creative industries.3 Freelancers  
are self-organised individuals; they don’t hire employ-
ees, but rather collaborate with other professionals  
and usually work on a project basis. 
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Innovation is very important in the creative 
industries13 and creativity is a skill that has recently 
been recognised as key in relation to the future  
of the workforce in the UK.14 Although innovation  
is measured in relation to the development of new 
products or production processes, LCN supports  
a broad definition of the term, of which experi-
mentation is an essential part. Artists try out new 
ideas, which may or may not lead to final works;  
most importantly, it can be the push needed to take 
them in a new creative direction.15 Innovation is about 
change and taking risk, and enabling artists to do so 
is absolutely essential for the development of the 
creative sector as a whole. 

Another crucial element of the LCN model is the 
network. If artists alone are great at self-organising  
and responding to challenges, meeting peers often 
facilitates this process. Sharing concerns with others 
and getting their feedback is very valuable, as one LCN 
artist said: 

 Interacting with mentors and peers through LCN 
has been fruitful in testing out new ideas and methods  
of making.

Conversely, the network can also be an enormous 
barrier; if networking and word-of-mouth are essential 
ways to get new work in the arts, then unconscious  
bias on class, race, gender, sexual orientation as well  
as personality traits (e.g. extrovert vs introvert) often 
determine who gets what. That’s why the network  
can play a major role in making the sector an elitist  
and exclusive environment that constantly replicates 
itself. However, this doesn’t mean that peers aren’t  
an amazing resource; in fact, working with and talking 

Essentially an entrepreneur is someone who is a  
risk-taker and aims to make profit. However, there are 
other skills that make up the entrepreneurial attitude: 
pragmatism, intuition, creativity and resilience; artists 
embody all of these qualities and LCN has been 
supporting artists to unlock them.  

 Taking part in the LCN programme has given me  
a new insight into my work and the confidence  
to explore new possibilities.

Confidence has been a game-changer for artists in this 
process, allowing them to gain better understanding  
of their opportunities, set their own values and terms  
of success and charge a realistic price for their work. 
Unpaid or low paid work is indeed a very common 
challenge for artists, as well as a structural problem  
of the arts in general. 

After LCN, participants registered a 15% turnover 
uplift.11 This doesn’t simply mean they’re making more 
money but also that there has been a fundamental shift 
in the way in which they work. For some, it becomes 
clear that a particular area of their practice is more 
profitable than another, for others, it’s understanding 
how the different strands of their work can support 
each other. 

It’s also about learning how to think beyond public 
subsidies and developing alternative financial solutions 
(e.g. crowdfunding),12 or looking at new multidiscipli-
nary approaches to work (e.g. moving between design 
and fine art). Financial sustainability is essential as it 
can lead to greater resilience and less anxiety around 
time constraints, the need to pay bills, and making 
mistakes, leaving artists freer to experiment with  
their practice.
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1  For more information visit: www.gov.uk/guidance/england-2014-to-2020-
european-structural-and-investment-funds. Updated July 2018.

2  88% of LCN participants are self-employed. In-house analysis, March 2019.

3  Creative Industries Federation, Creative Freelancers, July 2017.

4  79.3% of LCN participants earn less than £20,000 per year or have a deficit. 
In-house analysis, March 2019.

5  Hans Abbing, ‘Why Are Artists Poor? The Exceptional Economy of the Arts’, 
Amsterdam University Press, 2002.

6  TBR, funded by Arts Council England, ‘Livelihoods of Visual Artists 
— Summary Report’, 14 December 2018.

7  Creative Industries Federation, ‘Growing the UK’s Creative Industries.  
What creative enterprises need to thrive and grow’, 2018, pp.18. 

8  72% of LCN participants. In-house analysis, March 2019.

9  TBR, funded by Arts Council England, ‘Livelihoods of Visual Artists 
— Summary Report’, 14 December 2018.

10  85% of LCN artists have become better at business planning and 84%  
have learned how to talk about and promote their work. BOP, London 
Creative Network Evaluation. Final Report, December 2018.

11  BOP, London Creative Network Evaluation. Final Report, December 2018.

12  In 2017 artist Louisa Bailey ran a successful crowdfunding campaign which 
enabled her to set up The Bower, a new art space and publication studio in 
South London; LCN supported her in developing and achieving this project.

13  Areti Gkypali and Stephen Roper, NESTA, Enterprise Research Centre  
and Warwick Business School, University of Warwick, ‘What can we learn 
about the innovation performance of the creative industries from the UK 
Innovation Survey?’, May 2018.

14  Creative Industries Federation and NESTA, Creativity and the Future  
of Work, November 2018.

15  BOP, London Creative Network Evaluation. Final Report, December 2018.

16  Following LCN, a group of participants carried on meeting and successfully 
applied as a collective to Artquest’s annual Peer Mentoring programme,  
and were awarded the Peer Forum 2018 Award.

17  BOP, London Creative Network Evaluation. Final Report, December 2018.

to people in the same boat can make artists feel less 
isolated in their struggles. 

LCN has seen participants develop new collaborations 
and ways of self-organising. For example, one group  
of artists on LCN made a successful joint funding 
application.16 Alternatively, the programme has led 
artists to change the way they make work, for example, 
deciding to outsource an aspect of their production — 
41% of LCN artists are more likely to do so,17 ultimately 
impacting positively on the wider creative economy.

LCN has made the complexity of what growth means 
for individual artists clearer — it is not just about 
gaining an increase in turnover, or being good  
at networking. Reflecting on the idea of artists as 
businesses can help gain a deeper understanding  
of how artists operate as independent and self-led 
economic entities within the wider creative economy. 

Artists are entrepreneurial in their ability to respond  
to contemporary challenges — particularly financial 
precarity — and to re-think their business models 
through new ways of organising and working. 
Learning and self-reflection is key to this; indeed, 
artists’ entrepreneurialism is about a practitioner’s 
ability to set their own rules.

The diversity of artists’ experiences proves that the 
routes to developing a sustainable practice are varied 
and subjective. Artists’ professional development 
programmes are essential to enable and facilitate  
these processes.
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 KB Contemporary Art is still too much constructed 
around a maker-spectator or artist-audience binary, 
emphasised by current art education. You come out  
of college, aim for shows, get exposure through public 
and private galleries, some reviews and this is then 
considered the career. I think I would fundamentally 
want to question this idea of audience and market-
related career, and introduce the concept of art worlds 
in which there are different types of careers, where  
you as the artist set your own career trajectory which 
even though it will be interdependent from more 
conventional public recognition, is in principle more 
independent.

 So the main challenge is that if you rely on income  
and accreditation from the art world as it currently 
stands, if you are dependent on it and need to fight for 
re-recognition once the initial assurance has stopped, 
you will question why you are doing what you are doing 
(which is actually a very useful question), and experience 
a crisis. I think this idea of crisis needs to be related  
to why we make art, not why my own personal art 
making is less in demand.

What are the  
main challenges for 

mid-career artists,  

in your opinion?

What  
does it 

take 
to sustain 

an arts 
practice?

We asked five practitioners…

Kathrin Böhm  — artist and mentor  

on London Creative Network

Emma Jeffs — textile artist

Susan Jones — doctoral researcher 2015-19  

into the interrelationship between artists’ 

livelihoods and arts policy

Martin Newth— artist and Fine Art  

programme director, Chelsea College of Arts

Melanie Stidolph —artist working with  

still and moving images
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What mid career artists need
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+
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EJ Being a mid-career creative practitioner, you will 
have had some momentum with your creative outputs. 
This has been the driver as you build your profile, skill 
and business model. As a creative, your skill, ideas  
and outputs are a critical part of personal development 
which supports professional creative and commercial 
opportunities. It often becomes harder through the 
constraints of the day to day to nurture these at the 
mid-career stage. The desire to learn, take risks, invest 
in new ideas, new directions or growth takes time  
and financial considerations. The biggest challenge is 
‘How do I make the time again to invest in my creativity 
while keeping and building on what I have?’

MN The challenges for mid-career artists are generally 
the same as for artists at any point of their career. 
Primarily, it is striking the right balance between 
earning money to live and finding time for develop-
ing practice. Many mid-career artists have added 
responsibilities, such as families to support. Having 
dependents, whilst normally a total joy, can mean  
that it is hard to be as flexible as you might have been 
when you were younger. This means that opportunities,  
such as applying for residencies or commissions that 
take you away from home, are no longer viable. And 
these are precisely the opportunities that can have the 
biggest positive impact for artists — dedicated time to 
focus on practice.

MS Money and life. How these fundamentals 
influence your ability to make work and the perception 
of it, and how this can become harder the older you get. 
Many opportunities have an age cut off point. It is 
important to know that if you are still doing it, that is 
the first marker of success. 
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KB Any kind of support that builds up and  
nurtures individual and collective resilience,  
diverse economic underpinnings and an 
acknowledgement that self-organisation is not  
just a plan B but an actual opportunity to re-claim  
art as a societal and universal contribution.

EJ Time and financial support that allows for 
investment in risk-taking, concept development, 
research, new learning, making and collaboration.  
A residency model often supports these areas, but  
the model requires time away from stable work,  
family and income and therefore is a challenge in itself.  
A more fluid creative professional development 
approach would allow for a tailored package that 
supports the individual in time and funds. This 
package could offer a mix of the intensive and non-
intensive time but would be linked to evaluation and 
next steps to look at the return on this investment.

MN Speaking entirely selfishly it would be great if 
there were more residency opportunities that were 
open for artists with families. However, in the grand 
scheme of things, I think that it is much harder to be  
a young artist than it was 20 years ago. So where there 
is funding to support artists I wonder if it is best to 
direct it towards the young.

MS I have found a mentoring scheme with Cultivator 
Cornwall invaluable. Get a good fit with someone who 
is interested in your practice, but will raise your game 
in terms of aspiration. Find someone who gets your 
work — be that a curator, another artist or a writer — 
who can help reveal its potential for others. Having  
a champion seems invaluable. 

What kind of 
support do 

you think  
mid-career 

artists need?
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Sonya Dyer is a London-based artist and writer.  
She organised the ‘Pivotal Moments in Developing 
Artistic Practice: Professional Development Models  
for Mid-Career Artists’ symposium on behalf of  
SPACE and London Creative Network. 

Keith Piper is a visual artist and associate professor  
at Middlesex University London. His creative practice 
exists in response to specific issues, historical 
relationships and geographical sites, and he has 
exhibited nationally and internationally. Piper was  
a founder member of the BLK Art Group in the early 
1980s. During this period he established a research-
driven approach prioritising thematic exploration  
over an attachment to any particular media. His  
work over the past 30 years has ranged from painting, 
through photography and installation to a use of digital 
media, video and computer-based interactivity.  
keithpiper.info

Artists’ and contributors’ biographies 
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Tessa Norton is an art writer. Throughout 2018 she  
was in residence at Wysing Arts Centre, working on  
a project investigating the disruption to time experi-
enced in early parenthood. She has given readings at  
The Tetley, Flat Time House and Liverpool Biennial.  
Past projects include The Pure Ideology Personal Brand 
Workshop (Legion TV, London) and Lustre Fabrics 
(Saltaire Arts Trail, Yorkshire). She contributes art 
writing to publications including The Wire, Corridor 8 
and Art Licks. Based between London and West 
Yorkshire, she also works at Cecil Sharp House in 
London and is a board member at LUX artists’ film. 
tessanorton.co.uk

Valentina Orrù is a cultural manager and assistant 
programme manager on SPACE’s artist development 
programme, London Creative Network. With a 
background in economics and cultural policy,  
her areas of expertise include the creative economy  
and programme evaluation. Previously Valentina 
worked for Tate St Ives and set up a project with a 
community of craft makers in Sardinia that looked  
at collaboration as a means for local economic 
development. Her blog, The Name of the Next Song,  
is conceived as a space for artists, designers, makers, 
musicians and researchers to talk about their projects. 
thenameofthenextsong.com

Helen Johannessen graduated from the RCA in 2017. 
Her current practice experiments with ceramic surfaces 
and form as an emotive or sensory experience based on 
space and place. She aims to encourage observation 
both close-up and far away, for the observer to travel 
physically and perceptually. Prior to her MA, she set  
up and ran an award-winning company Yoyo Ceramics 
(2000-15). As a professional model and mould maker, 
she produced and successfully sold her own designs. 
Stockists and galleries included Liberty, Heal’s, V&A, 
The Design Museum, Skandium and Yorkshire 
Sculpture Park. Johannessen was awarded a 
scholarship by the Anglo Swedish Society for a  
three-month residency at Konstfack, University  
of Arts, Crafts and Design, Stockholm in 2018. 
helenjohannessen.co.uk 

Erica Scourti was born in Athens, Greece and is  
now based in London and Athens. Her work draws  
on personal experience to explore identity in an 
algorithmic age and has been shown internationally  
at spaces like the Wellcome Collection, Kunsthalle 
Wien, Microscope Gallery, New York, Hayward Gallery, 
Munich Kunstverein, EMST Athens, Autoitalia and 
South London Gallery. She has published essays in 
Documents of Contemporary Art: Information (2016, 
MIT Press) and Fiction as Method (Sternberg, 
November 2017) and is currently a resident of  
Somerset House Studios, London.  
ericascourti.com 
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