
1. “the best that has been thought and written in the world”—is in danger, or is indeed already “lost,” because of widespread popular education, popular communications systems, and what is often called “mass society.” On High and Popular Culture: Raymond Williams 1974 
newrepublic.com/article/79269/high-and-popular-culture 
Development of technology has spread all aspects of culture to a much wider audience. Are the terms high and low culture now redundant? 

Evan Bartley
P150558
Illustration
Word Count: 1825
Sarah Tombs & Louise Burston



Development of technology has spread all aspects of culture to a much wider audience. Are the terms high and low culture now redundant?

     High culture and low culture for many centuries has essentially been the difference between the upper and lower classes in the UK. You could say that money and power had caused such a great divide but now times are changing and there is a much shorter gap between the two phrases. Within this essay I will aim to discuss whether the terms high and low culture have become superfluous and how recent technology has had an effect on the matter.
     To start, what is high culture? "‘Authentic’ works of art and individual creativity and the aesthetic pleasures associated with their appreciation which require the demonstration of taste, discrimination, and sophistication derived from and contributing to the cultural capital of an elite as distinct from the ‘mere entertainment’ values associated with popular (mass) culture, commercial commodification and uncritical consumption. A polarizing term, originating in the mid 19th century, explicitly linked to class distinctions." (Oxford Reference, Daniel Chandler and Rod Munday, 2011).
     In essence, high culture assigns a wide array of cultural products held dear by society. High culture existed to please and satisfy the wealthy to show an almost superiority over everyone. Such pleasures primarily took the form of the arts, ranging from opera and performance to artisan paintings and sculptures within galleries. Attending many of these activities and performances  portrayed a display of wealth and intelligence. Whereas low culture would entail arts consumed by the masses. Commonly associated with popular culture or pop culture. Suggesting that high culture is linked with the notion of wealth and low culture with the underprivileged. 
     Nowadays the terms high and low culture are beginning to blend and merge together creating a very thin line between them. It can be difficult to distinguish what activities and arts belong in which category. With the ever emerging amount of technology and recourses which the average person can use, the terms high and low culture are becoming more and more redundant but not entirely. The phrase low culture could be considered derogatory and demeaning to numerous people and also high culture can be considered similarly. These terms are outdated and in need of change, just like society has changed. "Yet the two common positions and the debate between them [high culture and low culture] are intolerably confused by failures of definitions, and the social policies that follow from them largely ignore the realities of contemporary society." (On high and popular culture, Raymond Williams, 1974)*. This emphasises the fact that we as a society have progressed and now terminology needs to catch up or adapt. The present day terms for high culture and low culture are uncertain and can continuously be interlinked making them subjective. These terms can be thought of as being different and the same in certain circumstances. For example, graffiti.
"Graffiti involves the often unauthorised spraying, painting or scratching of words and/or images on buildings, bridges, streets, trains, trams, subways, monuments or any other surfaces usually in public spaces." (The Open University, Stefanie Sinclair, 2014). The form of graffiti we know today originated in the 1970's and was mainly used to tag names and draw often vibrant images onto subway trains. At first, graffiti was treated as a crime and an act of vandalism. Young men and women were prosecuted for such actions. This attracted a lot of attention, gaining popularity amongst the run down areas in cities and towns. Leading graffiti to be a low cultural activity. Whereas current day forms of graffiti are considered as an art form and can often be exhibited in 'high culture' places such as art galleries. However, graffiti can still be classed as vandalism today but more and more people question the practise. Is it art or is it vandalism? You may have heard of an artist named Banksy. A British graffiti artist with a hidden identity who has gained fame and fortune through graffiti. This one creative character has changed an entire populations view on the subject and now there are many more artists trying to following in his footsteps. He took a low culture exercise and essentially questioned if it could become high culture. Many people believe so but despite that it does depend on your view point on the matter. In a recent viral video produced by Banksy himself, one of his artworks (Girl With Balloon, 2006)  was selling at an auction. Unbeknownst to the audience, Banksy had secretly built a shredder into the frame of the artwork, with the goal of once it had sold he would activate it. At the end of the auction the final price was £860,000! He triggered the shredder with the idea that it would fundamentally devalue the painting, therefore questioning the values in art. However, the shredding system wasn't 100% effective and only 'ruined' half the piece. This, along with the accompanying video of the event has somehow increased the value of the product. Some saying it could have risen by at least 50% in value. 
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Girl With Balloon, Banksy, 2006
     Some people owning replicas of the same image have considered shredding theirs. Doing that would only make their copy worthless in my opinion because what happened with the original was completely unique and could now be considered a performance piece.
     Going back to the question at hand, 'are the terms high and low culture now redundant?' I feel like what Banksy did really challenges the idea of the phrases. His work would be considered low culture yet the social 'elite' are wanting to pay hundreds and thousands to own what he has done. This really puts a grey area around the phrases high and low culture. If Banksy hadn't filmed the event would we still be talking about what had happened? Would the price potentially rise? Would the event be perceived as high culture due to the masses not knowing what occurred? All these questions and no right or wrong answer. 
     Discussing technology and what it has done to many cultures, it appears to have had a massive affect. Smartphone's are the primary suspect. Does viewing what is considered a high culture piece of art work via a screen change the expression? Yes, I think it does. Galleries maintain as a constant figure within today's society giving us a chance to explore new artworks and discover new people. We can also do all of that using our Smartphone's and or the internet. However, the physical act of actually going into a gallery is more rewarding than scrolling the web. Does this make the terms redundant due to me or anyone else being able to do the same exercise in different locations? I would say yes. Or more specifically I would change these terms to fit with the new reforms of our society. Let's take the Mona Lisa as an example. This is thought of as a high cultural piece of artwork, yet everyday hundreds of people go and see it and take pictures. Due this daily occurrence the Mona Lisa could be placed in the low culture or pop culture category. This is where is think confusion between the two terms and where they constantly overlap in this day and age.
     Although technology has advanced and anyone is able to watch an opera performance on the internet for free behind a screen. This idea seems to have potentially created a barrier between high and low culture. Now if I were to go to an opera performance in real life it would be more of a spectacle, I would feel more excitement and feel much more satisfied after the show. That is what high culture should feel like, it should have an impact on the viewer. This would mean the terms are not totally redundant. A low culture viewing of the opera would be watching at home for free, anyone is able to do that too and any number of people too. Whereas viewing in the flesh would be recognised as high culture. In this example the location of the event would differentiate between high and low culture.
     The overall aspect of the terms high and low culture do appear to be lacking in characterisation and are in need of a logical description to be more up to date. "Among the first were sociologists Nathan Glazer and Daniel Bell [to question high and low culture relevancy]. Glazer suggested that high culture ideas had been taken over by middlebrows, and Bell argued that for a significant portion of the population cultural choices were no longer determined by class position." (Popular Culture and High Culture: An Analysis and Evaluation of Taste, Herbert J. Gans, 2008). This shows this discussion about the parallel phrases is a recent thing. Technology has advanced at a ridiculously rapid rate and it seems society doesn't respect its 'elite's' as much as it used to. Many elements of high culture have now become commonplace within low / popular culture. For example, to own a car a century ago would have required vast superiority and wealth over everyone. In comparison to the modern day, almost everyone owns a car. This is a result of the mass production system. This system caters to predominantly to the middle class, as more money is available and people are much more likely to spend their earnings instantly. With the abundance of money around, people spend money foolishly in my opinion. Buying 'designer clothes' or fancy things. But it is up to those who want to do that. This again bring down the high culture phrase into low / popular culture.
     Looking back at technology and art. The digital side of art has recently become rather popular these last few decades. Styles such as pop art. This approach very much targeted towards the low / pop culture scene. However there are some circumstances where digital art can be considered as high art. Andy Warhol's Marilyn Monroe pop art creations dip into both sides of the spectrum depending on the context of the image. For example, the very first original creation would be a high culture spectacle and any reproductions or mass produced images would be low culture in my opinion. because the original is the first of its kind, a new and now historical piece. The historical factor and story behind certain artworks would give added value to the piece, making them more prized. Whereas if there's not much back story and art pieces are just mass produced for the sake of it that would make them low culture because they would be wanted by the masses and would be affordable.
      To conclude on the question 'are the terms high and low culture now redundant?' I would say that it is very open and there is not a specific answer. I think the terms are not absolutely redundant however I feel like they are outdated and in need of attention. This is largely due to rapid improvements in technology and the overall manor in which today's society behaves.  
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