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Question: Number 2

Within a given time period, select examples of what could be considered high and low cultural artefacts. Discuss these, taking in to consideration the surrounding social, political and historical context.





Answer

In September of 2018 I took the time to visit Swansea’s Glynn Vivian art gallery. In room 3 there was an exhibition on show titled ‘On Paper’ The exhibition “explores the work by celebrated 20th century and contemporary artists, who demonstrate a range of approaches to work on paper”. (On Paper, 2018, [information leaflet p.5]) The exhibition included works by Tim Davis, Craig Wood, Damien Hirst and Cornelia Parker. There was one piece that spoke to me above all else, a Roy Lichtenstein sculpture titled ‘Pyramid (1968)’ it was one of three hundred different editions of the artwork. Lichtenstein has screen printed a vibrant yellow that is complimented by a bold black in his trademark bendy dot system onto boards that he has positioned to sculpturally form the shape of a pyramid. Measuring 36 x 50 x 50 centimeters it is not an enormous artefact but appears to be so due to his striking color choice, upon entering the gallery I was immediately drawn to it, like a bee to honey, fitting, as on one of the panels Lichtenstein has traded his usual Benday dots for hexagons that form what can only be described as honey combs. I sat for an hour, focusing on ‘Pyramid’ alone to figure out why I was so attracted to this art work, was it the colour? The form of the object? The use of the Benday dot system to suggest shading? What I did know was that it wasn’t I alone in my thoughts, there were others that seemed to appreciate the work as it was selected as the cover photo for the exhibitions leaflet of information. 
Historically the pyramid is quite the architectural feat, huge monuments commissioned by[image: ] god kings of times past that held unmeasured treasure, with Egypt’s Pyramids of Giza being one of the seven wonders of the world and it was these pyramids that Lichtenstein took inspiration from to create this piece, referencing a common tourist photograph. After forty-five minutes of observation I came to a realisation that I was attracted by its comic-book like appearance. This is what caused the sculpture to stand out from the crowd of traditional mediums and styles and it started to feel like it didn’t belong in such a high culture building as the Glynn Vivian art gallery, it felt extremely commercial, like an item sold to tourists at the airport just before flying home from a family excursion to what remains of an ancient civilisation. This triggered more questioning, what separates commercial art, comic books and advertisements from high art works like that of Lichtenstein? Why aren’t early sketches of a pop culture icon like Spiderman artistically celebrated as much as the works of Basquiat? And why is it that a pop art piece like ‘Pyramid’ feels so out of place in this art gallery? To answer these queries and questions I must explore the meaning culture and what it is that differentiates high and low culture, high art and popular art.

“Culture is one of the two or three most complicated words in the English language” (Williams, 1976, p.87), the noun originates as a synonym of civilisation and over the last few centuries through its uses and subsequent changes of its use by historians, such as Klim and Herder, has become what we now know it to be. At one-point Herder argued “in a decisive innovation” (Williams, 1976, p.89) that ‘culture’ should be spoken of in the plural: “the specific and variable cultures of different nations and periods, but also the specific and variable cultures of social and economic groups within a nation” (Williams, 1976, p.89). This, along with many other alterations, helped separate the term culture from civilisation. Through modern abstraction the noun has become a description of “the works and practices of intellectual and especially artistic activity” (Williams, 1976, p.90). developments add to the complexity of its meaning, artistic activity referring to music, film, poetry and fine art. In addition, the noun isn’t used without means of hostility, the word has been connected with uses involving claims of superior knowledge and distinctions between ‘high’ art and popular art. 

So, what differentiates ‘high’ art and popular ‘low’ art? ‘High’ art is reserved for the educated, traditionally upper-class societies that the masses may find difficult to comprehend. While ‘low’ art is the opposite, made for the masses and easily comprehendible to the lower, traditionally uneducated class groups, although, as this extremely complex and ever-changing word ‘culture’ keeps mutating, the lines between high and low are beginning to blur.[image: ][image: ]

An example of high art would be a painting by Jean-Michel Basquiat. His artworks may be considered akin to a child’s scribbles when viewed through an uneducated eye, yet one painting titled ‘Untitled (1982)’ (shown above) has fetched over one hundred million dollars at auction and Jones, J. (2018) has given the work critical acclaim due to its message of white on black violence. In order to view the work, unless the painting is touring, one must fly to the to the buyer, entrepreneur Yusaku Maezawa’s gallery in Japan as it is unique and one of a kind and it is this uniqueness that gives credit to its classification as ‘high’ art. It would be impossible to duplicate, albeit it has been replicated on paper and digital screens but the texture, colour and aura of said painting can only really be felt and seen when standing face to face with the ‘real’ image. This feat of Basquiat is quite remarkable when you consider his earlier art form of choice was illustrative and text-based graffiti, a style synonymous with ‘low’ popular art as it is accessible to the masses and historically frowned upon by upper class society, as Kirk Varnedoe wrote in Modern Art and Popular Culture, graffiti was “stigmatized as the un-evolved, regressive behavior of the social difunctional” (Gopnik and Varnedoe, 1991, p.74).

In contrast to the untitled Basquiat painting, an example of ‘low’ art would be Marvel’s ‘The Avengers - Infinity War’, an extremely popular film based off of comic book characters by Jack Kirby and Stan Lee. It made over two billion dollars at box office, become a pop culture phenomenon and is easily accessible through DVD and streaming services with the comics its based upon being readily available for purchase.  Although there are some clear examples of the differences between ‘high’ and ‘low’ art there has been times when the line between both have been blurred, Thanks in part to the work of the aforementioned [image: ]artist, Roy Lichtenstein. 
In 1947 Lichtenstein served as a Private in the American army. His artistic talent was quickly spotted and he was transferred to a specialist division that dealt with posters and sign making, working under Officer Irv Novick. Not long after meeting both Novick and Lichtenstein would leave the service and delve into the world of art, with Novivk becoming an illustrator for DC comics and Lichtenstein a painter. Lichtenstein adapted the style of “Disney cartoons meant for children” (Gopnik and Varnedoe, 1991, p.199) using large bold outlines and blocks of colour to depict imagery usually found in comic books (see Roy Lichtenstein, Look Micky, 1961, above). In fact, “almost without exception, Lichtenstein’s comics paintings from the early 1960’s were adapted from the work of a small handful of ambitious comic-book artists” (Gopnik and Varnedoe, 1991, p.199). It was during this time that due to the implications of ‘The Comics Code’ the comic book industry was stuck in deep and dark depression. 
[image: ]
This seal of approval (show to the left) was placed upon every comic book published until 2011 and acted as a stamp of approval from the comic book censors. There were provisions that purged the likes of sex, violence and slang language while stressing the importance of government and parental authority. A psychiatrist named Dr. Fredric Wertham had campaigned to ban the sale of comic books to children and had argued that “children imitated the actions of comic book characters and that the content desensitized children to violence” (Nyberg, 2018). And in 1954 the US Senate started to investigate the adverse effects the comic book industry was thought to be having on the youth, resulting in the industry banding together to form the ‘Comics Magazine Association of America’ that enforced this comics code.

These codes of conduct resulted in declining sales and an industry collapse that saw only a handful of companies remain that would consistently publish content. It was during the decade that followed that Roy Lichtenstein would appropriate the images of struggling comic book illustrators, deconstructing and reconstructing them to bring them closer to a simple comic-book style. These earlier paintings work by making the image look more like a comic-book than the original comic itself. Shown below is an example of this, with Liechtenstein’s painting ‘Drowning girl’ on the left and a panel from ‘run from love!’ by artist [image: ][image: ]Tony Abruzzo on the right.

Lichtenstein would simplify the design by minimising the colour pallet, removing line work he deemed unnecessary and editing the text to remove narrative storytelling for simple standalone meaning, while adding the bold line work he had experimented with prior (see Roy Lichtenstein, Look Micky, 1961) and placing emphasis upon the use of Benday dots by via enlargement. This simplification and stylisation can be seen in great depths in ‘Whaam!’ (1963) in comparison to the comic it was lifted from ‘Star Jockey’ (1962) illustrated by Lichtenstein’s old army captain, Irv Novick (both seen below) Imagery taken, [image: ]undoubtedly, from the experiences of fellow soldiers during the Vietnam war.

It’s odd that sex and violence was banned by the Comics Magazine Association of America but killing in the name of country was not, is the art below and above not violent? Or was it that comics, now heavily regulated by a board of industry heads and government officials, thought comics a tool for propaganda, glorifying fictional war hero’s in the hope that the malleable minds of the youth would sign up when they came of age? Is this not a [image: ]critique of war and violence but a glorification.

In the book ‘Modern Art and Popular Culture (1991)’ Adam Gopnik writes of Lichtenstein’s borrowings: “High art on the way down to the bottom met, without knowing it, low art struggling to find its way back up”. Liechtenstein's recasting of this comic book imagery resulted in a chain of borrowings that traverse from low to high and low again. Inspired by Lichtenstein’s style, his rejection of realist detail and bold, curvaceous line work, Stan Lee, Marvel Comics editor and chief, and now cultural icon, appropriated it for his company, resulting in a comic book boom. High art had saved a low art form from extinction, Lichtenstein and pop art in general had inspired popular mass media that has resulted in the creation of a film that grossed over two billion US dollars, the previously mentioned Avengers - Infinity war (IMDB, 2018).

In December of 2018 I once again visited the Glynn Vivian art gallery. In room 3 there was an exhibition on show titled ‘Swansea Open’. The exhibition is an open competition in which local artists are invited to submit artworks. It includes work by Aidan Biddiscombe, Tomos and Owain Sparnon, Gaynor Vine and Elisha Hughes. There was one piece that spoke to me above all else, it mirrored the exact place Roy Lichtenstein’s ‘Pyramid (1968)’ was positioned and called to me as am its creator. Titled ‘Influence (2018)’ the sculpture is made up of low, popular culture action figures from the Star Wars movie franchise, gifted to me in my youth by my close family, parents, grandparents, aunts and uncles, bound together and painted a bold and bright pop art pink. It is depicting the form of a brain that becomes high art through context, my family, along with the cultural media of my youth, influenced the way my brain developed, these things influenced my thoughts and spiritual beliefs, beliefs that have made me the person I am today. This is especially true when these low culture objects are placed within the walls of the church like, ‘high’ art, Glynn Vivian art gallery.
As I sat crossed legged on the floor, proud of my work and achievement I started pondering my past and what it was that had brought me to where I was sitting. I started to wonder, is there any such thing as high and low art? Why can’t art be art and it just that? It was then that I realised ‘Pyramid (1968)’ didn’t feel out of place in the gallery after all. For the gallery itself is the pyramid, housing unmeasured treasures.
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