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The term amateur, until quite recently, described a person pursuing an activity purely for pleasure rather than remuneration. Derived from the Latin ‘Amator’, meaning ‘lover of’, the Victorian amateur may typically have been a sporting gentleman of independent means, but working class amateurism has a strong and colourful history, from photography to astronomy. Today amateur suggests one who dabbles in a pursuit and is lacking in skill, education, refinement and expertise. Our expectations of amateurs are low.  Amateurs as hobbyists will derive pleasure from the creation of watercolours, flower arrangements and so on, but there will be limited interest in what they make from any wider audience. 

The growth of professionalism in society and of the professional expert in particular, marked the twentieth century. The professional arose from a class owning not property but human capital created by education and enhanced by ‘strategies of closure’ – the exclusion of the unqualified. The importance of this power to exclude and control admission to the profession was highlighted early on by Max Weber who understood specialised and jargonistic language as essential to keeping professional circles exclusive. 

Being professional in any field holds a number of prerequisites such as academic qualifications, expertise, skills, high quality yield and a sense of professional ethics. Many artists aspire to be or define themselves as professional artists. Unlike other professions - teacher, doctor, lecturer - artists are in the main self defining and the title often bears little relationship to income earned or time spent making artwork.  In this sense it can be understood as aspirational. 

Professional artists will have specialist training in their field, be recognised by their peers, be committed to devoting significant time to artistic creativity and have a history of public presentation of work. Only visual and applied artists fulfilling such criteria will be eligible to join the Scottish Artists’ Union, the only active union representing artists in the UK. an magazine’s research paper ‘Making a living as an artist’ broaches the exclusionary necessity of the professional artist. Supply of artists far outstrips demand and to counter the constant threat of the exponentially growing number of artists in the market, artists work hard to prove their professionalism. Competitiveness is accepted if not embraced by the art profession – for funding, exhibitions, sales and other opportunities. 

To be professional suggests having serious intentions. Professional artists, as with other professionals, anticipate returns on the basis of their status. Amateur artists do not expect to make a living from their creative activity. Unlike many other creative pursuits, the public funding of individual visual artists, if limited, is generally understood within the profession as an invaluable resource for providing time and space for those chosen to develop their work. Amateur artists are often not eligible to apply for such funding. Bodies given the task of awarding these returns will attempt to employ objective, transparent criteria for decision-making, but in the field of art, there are arguably more arbitrary factors, such as taste, than in other professions. 

Before dismissing amateurism and embracing professionalism, it is a worthwhile endeavour for artists to reflect on how and why it is that they make artwork. Rigour, developing skills and making better artwork are all worthy motivations for taking one’s work seriously, but does the language and structure of professionalism do justice to what the artist is attempting to do? Is the distinction between amateur and professional a useful dichotomy, particularly considering the freedom assumed by many artists to use new materials, methods and contexts in which to work? Does your heart miss a beat when you see artwork in which the artist has attained definable standards of excellence, worked according to the relevant code of practice and evaluated their work with respect to the funder’s criteria?

George Orwell confessed he wrote for four reasons – sheer egoism, aesthetic enthusiasm, historical impulse and political purpose. There will be as many motivations for making artwork as there are artists, but the joy of making, as Richard Sennett postulates in his book The Craftsman, will no doubt be one of them. Sadly, professional artists may often find themselves more embroiled in business activities such as fundraising, networking and marketing than making, becoming detached from material considerations. Frustration with this state of affairs is frequently vocalised within an magazine. 

Only a handful of artists live solely from the production of their artwork. Most others survive through a variety of means. Each year more people graduate with training, qualifications, and the belief that they can focus their lives on creating artwork. Creativity, however it is made manifest, is a fundamental part of what it is to be human. Whether the economic conditions exist for more people to live by the products of their creativity is another matter. There is a divisiveness that seems intrinsic to the current trajectory of the art profession that stunts its potential. Professionalizing art can lead to territory that, on closer inspection, many artists may feel uncomfortable with.  Claiming scarcity of creativity within human life in order to increase demand for one’s own creativity is not only misguided, it is morally problematic. It may be the case that one has more talent in a particular field than other people but it is just as likely that one merely has more interest in it and more time to pursue it. 

Being a professional artist often requires understanding one’s own work according to someone else’s measures of success  – other professionals, gallerists, funders, buyers, and patrons. Being an amateur doesn’t have to mean taking one’s ideas or artwork less seriously. It might, in fact, help one to return to the pursuit of ideas and the joy of making rather than the pursuit of a career. Begin amateur allows one to enjoy the act of doing as much as, if not more than, the outcome.

In this sense we could consider idea of amateurism as comparable with the Buddhist concept of Shoshin or Beginner’s mind. Shunryu Suzuki wrote:

“In the beginner’s mind, there are many possibilities, but in the expert’s mind there are few.”

The freedom of the amateur is the freedom of the beginner: to be curious, open and fearless in the face of the new and unforeseen. Maybe its time to start being more amateur. 
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