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“I think that the emphasis on autonomy and authorship
is not good for art and creativity”.
Interview with Hans ABBING

Nicoleta Sălcudean: Professor Hans Abbing, you have a very complex profi le: you 
are an artist, a sociologist, an economist… How do all these roles coexist? 

Hans Abbing: I tend to keep them separate. Well, not so much the economist and 
the sociologist. But the artist lives a separate life. Usually I do arts six months per 
year and then turn to the other professions. I tried to keep them separate, otherwise it 
doesn’t work. It depends a bit on what I am doing. When I am drawing, I forget about 
science or anything. When I do photography or videos it is easier to combine them. But 
I would like to keep them separate. This is possible because at the university I don’t 
have to be there all year long.

N.S.: So, you fi nd it very productive to 
combine them, but at the same time you keep 
them separated…

H.A.: It is not always easy… Going over 
from art to science is easy, but going from 
science to art is hard. It takes a number of 
weeks before it starts to fl ow again.

N.S.: But how much does this artistic side 
infl uences you in your research, or in your 
work at the university?

H.A.: Well, not straightforwardly because 
drawing is not really a research activity for me, 
but a practice and a subject matt er to discuss 
with my colleagues. I get a lot of information, 
I don’t select it while I am in my drawing 
phase but I use it all the time when I am in 
my scientifi c phase. I have an ethnographic 
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background for my scientifi c work, and in that sense I am very diff erent from other 
people who work in the same area: art sociologists, art economists who miss this feed 
from within. So, this is an advantage. 

N.S.: So, you have these many profi les, but at the same time you’ve found your own 
niche. Tell us more about that.

H.A.: Well, I know other artists who also do science, or who fi rst did arts and then 
science, but they really want to be academics, they want to live up to the standards of 
Academia. I am not saying that I don’t try to live up to those standards, but I tend to 
be interested in obtaining a wider audience. So, I want my work to be accessible to a 
much larger group, as it is the case with my book Are Artists Poor? which is read and 
has been read by many artists. They might not read every chapter, but they read a lot, 
and I feel that this is a compliment. At the same time, I should mention that this book 
was my dissertation, so it responds to the academic expectations as well. 

N.S.: So, are artists poor? You wrote your famous book in English, I know it is 
translated in many languages. Is this a universal dilemma? 

H.A.: Artists’ poverty is now an almost universal phenomenon, but it was not 
always like that. We tend to project our situation on the past, for instance in the time of 
Rembrandt; those people were not poor on the average, but they were not rich, either. 
This idea that artists have always been poor is really not true. There are diff erences 
between countries. I would say that in the Western countries and Australia artists 
gradually became poor in the course of the twentieth century; it was after the Second 
World War that poverty became a large problem. But in countries like Japan, Korea, 
Taiwan it happened later. It was more or less when modern and contemporary art was 
introduced to those countries, so there is likely to be a relationship between poverty 
and modern and contemporary art.

N.S.: In your book, you talk about the contrast between the artist who is famous, 
rich and widely appreciated and the artist who is at the opposite end of the spectrum. 
Can you tell us a litt le bit about this?

H.A.: I speak about an exceptional economy – something that one doesn’t expect. If an 
artist has prestige, you would expect that he/she would also earn prett y good incomes, 
as it would be in other areas (ok, maybe science is not the best example). That’s not 
the case in the art fi eld, although, of course, there is a small group, a very, very low 
percentage of artists who earn amazingly high incomes. They can exhibit in the best 
museums, in the most prestigious collections. But the artists at the other end cannot, 
and this is hard to explain… Part of my job is to try to explain that. I would say that 
something like the magic of art att racts many people to the arts; they expect to fi nd 
something very important there for them or for society, and then they expect to be 
compensated for the low income they have. There are many artists who believe they 
will be, but on average, they are really bad off . 
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N.S.: You are calling the artists “magicians” in your book. I would like to hear your 
economist thoughts. Are artists entrepreneurs nowadays? How do they deal with the 
state they are in?

H.A.: I would say that until very recently they were very passive. They chose 
to become artists, they think they are maybe called, they are not even sure if they 
are called – called almost in a religious sense. But they are waiting to be called or 
discovered; not by a sort of divine entity, but by someone in the art world. The art 
world says: “yes, you are good enough, you can enter our realm.” The majority of 
artists however (especially in the visual arts), are just unrecognized, they are not 
visible, except for their small circles such as family, friends, small local markets. Are 
they cultural entrepreneurs? No, they are just waiting and that is not a very nice 
situation. But this is slowly changing. Presently, some artists became more active, 
more visible, and in that sense more entrepreneurial, which I think it is a very good 
thing; they enter the public space, especially with websites and Facebook, they let 
people know that they are there. They are not entrepreneurial in the sense that they 
adapt their art towards what people want; they keep their art quite separate, so in that 
sense they remain autonomous. 

N.S.: There is a renewed interest nowadays for discussing the autonomy of art and 
authorship. I know you have some input about these issues. Autonomy is still an ideal 
in art?

H.A.: Yes, I think autonomy is still a very important ideal for everybody. We want to 
determine our own life, we want to be self-determined people, but for artists it appears 
to be especially important. And it is not only artists who think it is important, also the 
society does, or at least part of society, people who think that artists have something 
special to off er, so they should be autonomous. Artists believe they have this right 
too, and this should be a reason to receive fi nancial support. Indeed, autonomy is still 
important, but it’s less self-evident. Maybe it is self-evident for the artists who see 
its necessity, but it is not so much anymore in society at large. Authorship remains 
very important in the arts, always has been. So you are somebody special, you have 
something authentic to off er; you also must have a name, you must be an author, 
and that is a matt er of reputation, a symbolic authorship. Personally I think that this 
emphasis on autonomy and authorship is not good for art and not good for creativity. 
It keeps art special, which is bad for artists. It also prevents that artists fi nd it hard to 
collaborate with one another. Presently there is more att ention given to collaboration 
between artists, but it is still a marginal phenomenon, I would say. And this is very sad. 
Because, I believe when you collaborate you may come up with bett er products, but for 
artists it is still the signature which is very important. So, after a number of collaborative 
projects, artists drop out (and usually the bett er artists are those who withdraw) because 
they can earn more money and get more esteem using their personal signature. 
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N.S.: Apart from artistic autonomy, you talk in your books about the economic 
dependence. How easy or how diffi  cult it is for artists to be relevant and to have 
freedom, and at the same time to have fi nancial support and be able to do their work?

H.A.: There is economic dependence anyway; if an artist really wants to make his/
her “own work” that diff ers from his “other work” which he can off er on the market, 
he needs time and money. And selling “other work” helps. However, instead of seeing 
the consumer as his friend who indirectly enables him to make also his “own work”, 
many artists tend to see the consumer or the market as an enemy who tries to control 
them and who “forces” them to make other types of work than that they would like to 
do. Well, that was not the case in the early twentieth century and the late nineteenth 
century art. Artists were very happy with the market then because it was the market 
that allowed them to make the work they wanted to make. The earlier regimes, 
aristocratic regimes and the church were much more severe in limiting the freedom of 
the artists than the market. So at that time the att itude towards the market was often far 
more positive. But today artists forget that there are many niche markets which may 
connect very well with the sort of work they make and which can off er them freedom 
in the sense of bringing some income. But maybe even then it’s not enough and artists 
are obliged to take second jobs or apply for grants. So, there is economic dependence, 
but it doesn’t always have to restrain them. 

N.S.: It is important to note that there are diff erences in what concerns the art 
subsidies from one country to another. I know that in Holland art is supported by a 
broad array of contributors at diff erent levels and the system is not at all centralized, as 
it is the case with Romania, for instance. [...] So, what would be the entities in Holland – 
besides the government – that are known as possible fi nancial resources for the artists? 

H.A.: Apart from the government money, the fi nancial source is usually artists’ 
second job. It’s very simple. This applies mainly to the young artists, who are willing 
to work for litt le money and litt le recognition. Avant-gardes are usually run by people 
who do not get any government money but who have second jobs. Of course, family 
money can be very important, but that’s a diff erent circle of artists. Family money is 
an old fashioned way to fi nance artistic practices, but it gives a feeling of security. 
Then, again, there is the market. You could also make “commercial art” in order to be 
able to do your own work, which doesn’t bring you much money. You can have your 
own autonomy by making also commercial art. But this is very much a taboo. Maybe 
because many people are afraid to shifting borders, gett ing mixed; so there is also a 
question of reputation... But the funny thing is that only when you are successful and 
have a high reputation you are allowed to make slightly commercial art; but this is not 
for the emerging artists…

N.S.: How do you see the future of the emerging artists in the mainstream?
H.A.: I am very impressed by small avant-gardes. Not so much in the visual arts, 

but in popular music. There are many avant-gardes, new genres and subgenres. If 
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in music there are the small labels that support emerging artists, in visual arts there 
are the small galleries. But unlike in popular music the audiences of arts scenes do 
not become large and the art has no chance of becoming mainstream. [...] The fear 
of mainstream in the high arts is beyond proportion, I would say, and that is a pity. 
Because: what’s wrong with mainstream? People have the right to become part of the 
mainstream. But art scene remains very exclusive. Of course, there is this link between 
aura and exclusivity. Art lovers state that true art is all about aura, about having a 
personal relationship with the personal work, which is unique; a relationship that 
doesn’t take place in the case of posters that are reproduced in thousands of copies. 
This is what Walter Benjamin maintains when he puts a higher emphasis on aura. But 
I would say that the incentive to glorify the original performance or the unique work 
of art is also very much an economic issue. You can get a lot out of exclusivity. For the 
economy of the arts, exclusivity is a motor. 

N.S.: What is the role of the technologies in this equation? Everybody can show 
his/her work of art on the Internet, and at the same time, everyone can have access to 
interact with art. Do you think this is important in terms of cultural awareness? 

H.A.: From this point of view, we are living in exciting times. I think the artists have 
always been very hesitant and dragging behind the popular arts which were more 
open to new technology. I think in the visual arts they want to stay away from technical 
reproduction, to keep its reputation low. In the old days in classical music, there was 
enthusiasm for new technologies as shows the introduction of new instruments which 
were capable to reach a larger audience because the instruments were lauder. But then 
amplifi cation came which was never embraced. Also the acceptance of recordings, the 
LPs, the CDs etc. came late and, unlike popular music, the innovative possibilities are 
not exploited. But the extra income was of course welcome. In that respect there was 
again the economic dependence of which we’ve talked about here. 

        (To be continued)

Professor Hans Abbing is an artist, but also a sociologist and an economist. He 
lectures at the University of Amsterdam and at Erasmus University in Rott erdam. He 
is also the author of the famous book: Why are Artists Poor? The Exceptional Economy of 
the Arts (Amsterdam UP 2008). 




