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  Växjö
Introduction

Scientific work may be seen as systematic, logic and bound to certain theoretical standpoints. As a scientist you look for relevant patterns in your collected data and not seldom data has to do with the life world or biography of different individuals. In this study some female artists told – when we met together within a research circle (Holmstrand & Härnsten 2003 ) – about important life events as to their professional tasks and told how they tried to mirror their view of life in art and handicraft. By quite different angles of approach – science and art -  we represented life and learning. Our dialogues contained a sort of tension between on one hand scientific points of departure and on the other hand artistic ones. Yet you might say that these differences - to some degree - were overcome as our common understanding of their professional conditions gradually developed. 
The common aim of the dialogues was the interest in the significance of what it means to be an active artist in the district of Kronoberg, a sparsely populated area in Sweden with its special economic conditions. Småland was – and still is – an area with a lot of lakes and woods and small farms. The hard conditions of surviving is a traditional theme in literature from this part of the country, for example reflected by Vilhelm Moberg in the epos “The Emigrants” (Moberg 1949). The barren landscape, the poverty and even the lack of food because of crop failure made it necessary for many people to leave their home district in the middle of the 1850s. Many of us have ancestors who disappeared to America and were never heard of again. And also, the wish for religious freedom and some people´s vision of feeling socially accepted were other reasons for the emigration. So, many people of today have their biographical roots in these particular conditions which we cannot ignore. It´s part of our history and culture, mirrored in a fictive story by Moberg but with a real and concrete historical base.
 A question that arise from this has to do with the current conditions of surviving in this area of Sweden. Another question we found interesting in the dialogues was in what way we recognized our own wish for freedom in Moberg´s way of describing it. Thus, we found our own life stories closely twisted into history and culture. 
Some central subjects in our dialogues were: What was the primary driving force of the professional artists as to their biography as women? In what way would they like to represent and reflect life and learning by their artistic expression? That is: How did they understand their own identity as artists?  The concepts of economic “survival” and sometimes even “struggle” were also focused and set in relation to their own current life situation. 
Research circle as discursive practice
Yet another aim of the dialogues in the research circles was that our different approaches together would deepen the understanding of the questions discussed. The circle was seen as a sort of discursive practice, where the concepts were interpreted in a dialogue by all, not only by the researcher. The basis of a research circle is a group of individuals who together focus on one issue, a problem that has no given answer (Härnsten et al 2006).
The research circle is for this reason primarily a model of cooperation and meetings between researchers and different types of practitioners. In this meeting mutual transmittal of knowledge occurs and various types of knowledge are contrasted and challenge the simple or narrow perspectives. (Härnsten et al p. 11)

The aim of this was to contrast different perspectives against each other and challenge a number of presupposed notions and ideas. Through this process opportunities were created for processing and renewing the understanding of the questions that were up for discussion. The role of the researcher in this discussion was to participate on equal terms with the other participants. A research circle is based on the notion of symmetrical relations. At the same time the researcher was supposed to contribute with theoretical perspectives, to problemize and qualify the questions, to encourage the discussion and to conclude the conversation. 
As social reality may be seen as discursively constructed, the analysis of our dialogues focused language by means of discourse analysis (Fairclough 1992). By using language as a social activity we create meaning and form our identity. By telling stories, by describing and explaining we shape our value- and norm systems and in these complex processes we present a certain version of ourselves. Discourse Analysis was used as a tool in the interpretation and analysis of the stories. This also aims to explore hidden relationships as to power between for example discursive practices and wider social and cultural structures.
Themes of the dialogues
I would like to say something about three different themes that developed in the dialogues. The first is symbolically called “Hearts on hooks”. It is about the painful reflections and feelings that may come out of the problematic tension between being a creative professional artist and the necessity of dealing with business. The second is called “Black trains” and deals with the solitude and insecurity you may have in your artist work. The third is called “What ‘now’ is” and it deals with the relevance of art in our time.
Hearts on hooks 
One theme discussed in the group was the tension between being a creative artist and on the same time a sort of company owner. This relation might be problemized. Is there a possibility to be involved in both discourses, with its special forces impacting on you, without losing yourself? Is there a balance to be found between creative work and economic conditions? If not, is there a fear growing from the feeling of insecurity and solitude? 
The artistic work was described as natural and joyful, while business economics often was seen as difficult to handle. Between these two parts of life there was a clear conflict. The creative work is based in a very strong wish to express oneself. Simply, you can´t neglect it, because it´s deeply based in your identity. The need to create, the inspiration and the joy arises within the artist – not outside. At the same time, the artist may ask questions about the ability of creating and the quality in the artistic talent. Even if the need to express oneself is strong, there might be something unsure about exposing yourself and, so to say, turn the inside out in the artistic work. Here it´s unavoidable not to associate to August Strindberg (1884), the famous author. During the years he spent in Paris he used to pass the butcher´s house in Avenue de Neuilly while on his way to his office. He came to think of the little book-shop at Norrbro in Stockholm, his home town, where a small and special book used to be exposed in the window. It was like a heart from a recently killed animal, “dangling on its hook.” There is pain and loneliness in exposing yourself in texts, arts, music or whatever other expression of artistic work. In this, you have to show a bit of your inner self.
Black trains
The artists in the group defined their situation as a question of what to believe in, what to have faith in and how to handle solitude and insecurity. In the long run, the worry about their companies sometimes tend to block the creative energy, because the economic questions have occupied and started to colonize the life world of the artists (Habermas 1981) and that is something you may worry about. 
Beyond the surface there was a great deal of insecurity and fear suddenly arising from nowhere and everywhere. It appeared in connection to questions about the identity as a creative artist and in connection to the question of economic surviving. In fact, you have to sell your products. There was also a difficulty and a fear of searching for contact and support from other artists.

Pär Lagerkvist, a famous author and a Nobel prize winner, born in Växjö in 1891, described the feeling of fear as a consequence of an inner conflict between belief or not belief. Lagerkvist sometimes called himself “a believer without faith”. In a short story from “Onda sagor” (1924) fear is reflected as a symbol by the “black train”. When a little boy and his father walk along the railway tracks they suddenly meet a train, dark and with no lights, that rushes past them into the night. The black train is a symbol of the evil suddenly appearing. In the lives of the artists there were “black trains” present at various times and places. It had to do with new and unprepared situations, with survival and struggle, as they described it.
What “now” is
The last theme discussed in the group and that I want to say something about is the relation between the conceptions of art and consumption in society today. Art may be understood as products and techniques, but it may also be seen as a philosophical, political and human question - as a reflection of our time and a deep contemplation of the concept of “now”. How is handicraft valued in a society of fast consumption? This question deals with ideological aspects as to life style and ethics of our time. During our meetings we were able just to touch the far-reaching questions arising in relation to the choice: Art or consumption? We joined in the idea that it is a political and philosophic question. In art and handicraft processes of societal change are reflected. Many artists want to set things in motion and let them get new conceptions. It has to do with the unfinished, the flexible, the changing and with the recycling of both ideas and things. Many artists turn against the material culture of our time and want to transform its contents and conceptions. So therefore, their work becomes a reflection of our time, caught in a textile pattern, a watercolour painting or a cartoon. Perhaps it is just this reflection of life that is the deepest driving force of the artist, something that gives her the motivation to continue the creative work – in spite of all economic frustrations. 
While discussing the question of consuming it is unavoidable not to mention the name of a very important author of the area of Kronoberg: Elin Wägner. She strongly shed light upon the growing consumption of the time. Already in 1924 she wrote about the necessity of saving energy, for example as to producing light bulbs in the factories. Elin Wägner was also a journalist and after criticizing the waste of energy in an article she ended her story like this: “This story brings light to a little spot of the rattling energy consuming machinery, in which we are all involved, and to which we give our strength.” (Tidevarvet, 18 Oct. 1924).
Struggle for life
Elin Wägner was also a feminist. What femininity means is something that has been discussed for a very long time in history –  for example among scientists, artists and authours. Elin Wägner focused the value and the gift of a living being, a life in the service of mankind. The female artists I met tried to express the same ideas in the changing concept of “now”. They tried to emphasize the female values in their art and handicraft in a changing society. 
The concept of “Now” contained a struggle for Elin Wägner in the early 20th century in Småland as to women´s rights on different levels. For the artists in Småland “now”, today, in the early 21st century, there is still a struggle going on. If not exactly the same as concerned Elin Wägner´s “now”, again it has to do with women´s possibilities to earn their living. Anyway, in both cases the question is about surviving. And a hundred years have passed between “now” and “now”. 
Yet another “now” was the time when the emigrants had to leave Småland for America in order to survive. Is it a coincidence that an association called Confederation of Swedish Enterprise the other day presented an investigation telling that the district of Kronoberg is one of the most difficult areas in Sweden as to women´s possibilities of starting a company? At the present speed, it would take 162 years before 50% of the company owners in Kronoberg are women. But even worse, women´s chances of earning their own living is limited here, because of the special character of the manufacturing industries in Kronoberg. This is our “now”, full of hearts on hooks and black trains, and not just in a personal meaning. The wider social and cultural conditions are reflected by the artists´ stories. What does this mean for women´s lives – artists or not?  Obviously, history – and life history - repeats itself. Time changes, but it seems as if the very problem remains the same. 
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� The story of Moberg was the inspiration to a musical, Kristina från Dufvemåla, by Benny Andersson (music) and Björn Ulveus (text) from 1995.  They are both former ABBA members. 
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