Education

The art SCAM

Or, confessions of a studio school ‘Theory Guy’
For some time now I’ve been entertaining
the thought of writing a book called “Mugged.” It
would be the kind of thing the radical British publisher Zero Books might put out, a volume about
how left-wing critical theory in the art world,
and particularly in art education, has ultimately become a massive con for young artists from
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working class backgrounds – or otherwise less
financially, culturally, sexually, ethnically or hereditarily privileged than the neo-Edwardian
norm – who have been negligently misguided by
the progressive, democratic, anti-colonial,
By Chad C. anti-war, anti-imperialist, anti-capitalist,
Mulligan II queer, anti-phobic and, even, sometimes
still – gasp! – revolutionary rhetoric that
dominates the discourses of the contemporary art
world, and makes up pretty much all the political
substance of material taught as “theory”courses
in contemporary art schools.
And I should know. For many years, I was the
“Theory Guy” at a well-known London art school,
propagating revolutionary Marxist, feminist,
pro-situ (look it up), post-structuralist and post-colonial theory for a living! Though they no longer get
into art schools, anyway, such people were, in the
past, rather inclined to actually take all this emancipatory stuff quite seriously. Then, as the years pass,
they start to realize that their teachers, and their academic colleagues, are actually quite well-heeled,
own homes, send their kids to private schools and
are more than happy to give talks about the aesthetics of resistance at Frieze Art Fair, while the only
people left able to make art – “socially engaged”or
otherwise – after the age of 35, are those with
wealthy parents, who have helped them buy a flat
in Prenzlauer Berg, Peckham, or wherever the latest
wave of hipster-driven gentrification is happening,
have wealthy spouses (who probably work in banking or real estate) or who never gave a shit about all
that “theory stuff” anyway.
Why all these radical, world-changing and person-transforming philosophies ended up finding

a home in art schools is a very interesting story in
itself. Certainly, they made a lot more sense in the
1960s and ’70s, and still kicked ass in the ’80s and
early ’90s. But things really started to shift after
that, most dramatically in the post 9/11, war-on-everything noughties, the decade whose most significant contribution to worldwide revolutionary
social transformation was the advent of Web 2.0
and the blanket cultural dominance of global (anti)
social media.
Having taught post-everything critical theory
since the early 1990s, by the ’0-whatevers it was becoming increasingly obvious that what critical theory actually did for contemporary art was to protect
it from any real, socially meaningful criticism. It
was like a kind of theoretical “INNOCULATION!,”
as my zombie-ComBy the ’0-whatevers munist comrade Andrew Cooper used to
it was becoming
shout at brainy discusincreasingly obvious sions about things like
“complicity and conthat what critical
tingency” in hip, indetheory actually did
pendent project spaces
(aka “not” art gallerfor contemporary
ies). This increasingart was to protect it ly unsettling thought
from any real, socially came to a head during
the student protests
meaningful criticism. that followed in the
wake of the financial
crisis of 2008, when, along with my more militantly-minded student friends and colleagues, we began occupying art schools, galleries and museums,
staging impromptu teach-ins and performance
actions against the most glaringly negligent of the
contemporary art world’s blatantly bread-headed
institutions, in an attempt to draw attention to the
inevitably exclusionary social effects of rising student fees.
When the established organs of the London art
world caught on to what was happening, protest
pedagogy and alternative educational forums started popping up in galleries from Shoreditch to the
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South Bank, and the university began inviting us in to
do seminars about “Art, Politics and Education” as a
way to deliver much needed content to our incrementally teaching-malnourished and debt-burdened art students.
I quit my job at that particular art school in 2011, when
the proposed student numbers on the masters program
ballooned from 70 to 90. With teaching hours already at
breaking point, and likely to remain exactly the same
– as they had for several years, despite the ever growing number of, mainly, international students – and too
many students to fit into the lecture theatre, never mind
the ever-diminishing studio spaces, it had, quite literally, become impossible to teach without dropping standards off the pedagogical register and breaching the
ever-stricter health and safety regulations.
In fact, ever since the new building opened in 2005,
hush-hush rumor on the faculty grapevine had it that
if all the students actually turned up at once, the school
would have to be shut down. As promised by the vice
chancellor of the university in 2008 – a former international lawyer who cut his commercial teeth as managing
director of the McLaren group (yes, racing cars!) – student fees had tripled since the funding crisis. Meanwhile, the abysmally negligent senior management
chain had simply stopped replying to my alarmed,
“cage-rattling” emails (the then dean’s words: “we had
five in six years”). When I walked across the parade
ground to officially hand in my notice (the school is
housed in a former military hospital), I felt like I was
sprouting wings.
Shortly after leaving the school, I discovered that a

former colleague, someone who had a significant impact on the intellectual and underground cultural milieu of London in the mid-to-late ’90s, but had been off
the communications radar for several
years, was now blogging from his new
home in Shanghai. There’s far too much
to say about Nick Land to include here.
But, in brief, he is a former philosophy
professor at the University of Warwick,
who, after traveling beyond the rim of
Land
the “coming singularity” around the
time of Y2K, returned, a few years later, rebooted and
revamped, as one of the key voices of what came to be
known as “neoreaction,” or the intelligence branch of
the alt-right.
You should read him, if you have not already. He is,
and has been for a long time, one of the profoundest and
most inspiring thinkers “our” (s)limey gene-trough has
thrown up since the likes of Wyndham Lewis.
His “Dark Enlightenment” series is probably
the best place to start for his “new” stuff, a pivotal batch of blog posts that came to define contemporary neoreactionary thought. In one of
his brilliantly acerbic, Left shibboleth-eviscerat- See the “North
ing posts, he linked to an alleged North Korean Korean” video
propaganda video, which, though eventually at artenol.org.
revealed to be a hoax made by a duo of New
Zealand filmmakers, was like a concise summation of
the lectures I’d been delivering to students at Chelsea
for nearly a decade. It was, following Mencius Moldbug, the American founder and Sith Lord of neoreaction
– something of a red pill moment for me.

Last year, I was invited, by the head of the
art school where I’d been teaching for about a year, to

LESS FOR MORE Students take to the streets of London in
November 2010 to protest proposed tuition hikes.
wikipedia.org photo

present something at a “professional practice day,” led
by faculty and guests, and open to all the students in
the school. I was happy to do so because, ordinarily, it
is only in the name of so-called professional practice,
traditionally sniffed at by old-school artist educators
as an alien, top-down, managerialist imposition upon
the way “real artists” do things, that we can actually
have an open conversation about the nuts-and-bolts of
surviving as an artist in the five, ten, fifteen years following art school. The period when, by holding down
numerous, informal, low-paying jobs, artists struggle to
find the money for increasingly extortionate studio Read Nick
rents and living costs while paying off their five-fig- Land’s blog,
ure student loans, etc., etc.
Urban
A few weeks before the planned symposium, I Future, at
was traveling back from the school with a colleague ufblog.net
and a graduate student in the second year of a prac-
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tice-based Ph.D. The conversation came around to what
a relatively successful contemporary artist, like some of
those who had been invited to give talks at the school,
might expect to earn on an annual basis. The student,
who is on a program that costs between £7,000 and
£21,000 (about $8,500 to $25,500) per annum, depending on where you come from, was genuinely shocked to
hear that a Turner Prize-winning artist was unlikely to
be earning anything close to the national average wage,
and that if they were, a large share of it would probably
come from a teaching post somewhere rather than from
the commissioning or sale of works.
Most artists are probably a bit embarrassed to talk
about this, I suggested, and it certainly doesn’t get discussed openly at art schools. But from many conversations I’ve had with artist friends, I know they’re not
reeling it in. But how was that even possible, she asked?
And why, after six years and two degrees worth of art
education, had no one mentioned this before? Had she
known how little contemporary artists earned, she’d
have never started out on her Ph.D. path in the first
place. I must be wrong.
So, over the next few weeks, I began gathering what
information I could about how much artists actually
earn. The first book I turned to was Hans Abbing’s “Why
Are Artists Poor?” (2008). I won’t rehearse all
the arguments here. But, in a nutshell, Abbing
outlines various reasons for the exceptional economy of the arts, one in which artists
spend most of their time dedicated to an acSee Hans Abbing tivity that is explicitly intended not to make
discuss artists’ money, offers very little existential security or
salaries at social prestige (outside the art world that is),
artenol.org. and generally destines one to a life of obscurity, social marginalization and poverty, while a
select few earn astronomical amounts, gain world-wide
recognition, and live a life of luxury for doing essentially
the same thing as their impoverished comrades.
The fundamental reason for this paradoxical situation, Abbing claims, is the idea that art is somehow
holy, and that the act of making it is a sacred gift to humanity. What this leads to is the perplexing situation,
one that most (poor and unknown) artists just don’t
want to think about – and are actively discouraged from
doing so in art schools – in which the majority of artists
labor for free as a matter of principle, in order to keep
their work pure of the contaminating influence of money, commerce and fiscal rationalization (i.e., economic
Visit the DACS realism). Meanwhile, an elite few cash in on the
website at massive surplus generated by a well-established
dacs.org.uk. tradition of voluntary aesthetic servitude, underwritten by generous donations from the state in

The fundamental reason for this paradoxical
situation, Abbing claims, is the idea that art
is somehow holy, and that the act of making
it is a sacred gift to humanity.
the form of public funding, grants and awards.
The image brought to mind is that of a church (or,
to make a nod in the direction of the “Dark Enlightenment,” a cathedral) in which the congregation is made
up of committed artists, the poorest, oldest, least known
and most recently initiated at the back, ushered in by
curators and arts educators, who administer the collecting bowls. All are dedicated to sacrificing their time, energy, money, security and long-term well-being at the
altar of an ideal whose concrete abstractions are controlled, managed and manipulated by a priestly caste
of honorary artists, bureaucrats, gallerists, dealers, art
scribes and theorists. These deliver their sermons to a
public gallery of punters, patrons, government ministers, public and private collectors and international oligarchs. In short, it is a quasi-secular, elite-run fetish cult
that went properly “global” in the 1990s. Abbing’s book
is a great tonic to all this, and though it should be on every art school reading list, it rarely is. But it doesn’t tell
us much about how much money artists actually earn.
In my quest for concrete stats, I was led to the director
of an organization in London called DACS (the Design
and Artists Copyright Society), who, I was told, had
commissioned a survey of artists’ salaries in 2010. The
report, “Copyright Contracts and Earnings of Visual
Creators,” had surveyed nearly 6,000 visual artists, to ascertain their average annual incomes. The report makes
for a sobering, and – for those of us closer to 50 than 30
– chilling read. I won’t labor the details here. Suffice it
to say that fine artists, who, unlike their graphic design,
illustrator and photographer colleagues, voluntarily
dedicate half of their time to their work, regardless of
whether it generates an income or not, typically earn
around £10,000 ($12,150) per annum, less than half the
UK’s median wage, and a figure usually supplemented
by secondary income from other forms of employment.
This figure is significantly distorted by the high salaries
earned by blue-chip artists, who ultimately reap the fiscal rewards of the winner-takes-all contemporary art
lottery, 7% earning 40% of the total income. The salaries
of professional artists vary so widely in fact, that if the
contemporary art world was a nation, it would have a
Gini co-efficient (the statistical measure of national income inequality) closer to Brazil than to the UK.
If this wasn’t bad enough, for those at the back of the
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DRAWING A BLANK Despite rigorous course study and advanced degrees, art school graduates often find it difficult
to support themsleves. The scant prospects for compensation, commensurate with time invested in creating artwork, is a
reality of which most students are blithely unaware. Adobe Stock photo
flock, statistics for the long-term earning capacity of fine
artists show that, unlike most other professions where
wages gradually increase until retirement age, artists’
salaries peak at around 44, drop off a statistical cliff
around 50, and never recover. And the situation is far
worse for women, who earn 50% less again, a figure that
suggests the professional art field has a far greater gender income disparity than other professions (the national UK average being 18%). It is a figure that increases
significantly if the artist decides to have children. Having a Ph.D. in art, on the other hand, seems to stand an
artist in good stead for receiving earnings beyond the
precipice of professional artistic redundancy. This may
explain why so many of them are scrambling to hitch a
ride on the artistic research bandwagon, having previously pooh-poohed the idea as totally bogus.
Sharing one’s life with a spouse who has a good career
in another field also gives the artist a far better chance of
being able to survive the decades of financially fruitless
labor, an output that is required if the artist is ever to
gain the necessary credentials to be considered a bankable asset for a commercial gallery or a national funding
body (the two having become largely interdependent).
The idea that long-term success as a fine artist requires total dedication to the faith is one that has been
completely naturalized in art education. It is perhaps
this, more than anything else, that prevents an open
discussion about how much one is likely to earn as a

professional artist, and for the taboo about speaking
practically of second jobs needed during the wilderness
years. The fact of the matter is that if you want to have
a career as an artist, and you don’t have the kind of parents who could support you in such an ill-advised endeavor, you’d better make it before you’re 40, or find a
spouse who already has.
A great example of this was given at the aforementioned professional practice day, when an eager young
female student asked a successful contemporary gallery
owner what advice he had for an artist who didn’t make
work that sells as easily as paintings and prints (i.e., the
kind of work we generally encourage students to do in
art schools), but wants to survive long enough to have a
professional career.
“You just have to keep doing it,” he said. “Never give
up. Don’t let anybody stop you doing what you want to
do. Let me give you an example. Look at a conceptual
artist like Vanessa Beecroft. After she did her first show
in Milan, when she invited her friends and local street
women to stand around naked in the gallery, it didn’t
seem like the kind of work that was going to make her a
career as a professional artist. But after that she married
a lawyer, moved to L.A., and now look at her – she’s
making work with Kanye West.
“So whatever you do, don’t give up. It will come to
you in the end, as long as you stay true to what you
believe in.”
n

