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Question Two


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


High and Low Culture:
The American New Deal





(Louise Burton and Sarah Tombs) 


















“The arts and other manifestations of human intellectual achievement regarded collectively” alternatively known as ‘culture’; defined in the Oxford Dictionary (2017) holds a huge significance within humanity.  Taking into consideration social, political and historical information when considering high and low culture, clearly demonstrates the social divide. This is particularly evident within the economical crisis of America’s Great Depression.  

When thinking of high and low culture, it can be seen to be a divide of social status, showing a higher and lower class of society.  High Culture can be defined as “Highly refined artistic or intellectual achievement; the manifestation of this in art, music, literature, etc.; the appreciation of this, cultural sophistication” in Oxford Dictionary (2017). 
Art and music has huge significance across society, it is where we as a people find relief and pleasure. Argued by Herbert Gans claiming that ‘culture’ is the “array of arts, and forms of entertainment and information, as well as consumer goods available to different taste publics” (1986:17) Within ‘higher culture’ it can also be used as a way of showing wealth and status. 
In contrast low culture; also said to be ‘popular’ culture, in the Colins English Dictionary (2012) can be described as the “general culture of a society, including ideas, music, books, and the mass media, as opposed to high culture.” 
Low culture is considered to be the lower class; something described to be more common and insignificant within society, more accessible to the less affluent. This could cover how well educated the person is along with their level of skills set, relating in society to the amount of household income, thus meaning that people with a lower income will therefore have a lesser education due to accessibility. 

America began to plunge in to the most severe financial decline in the country’s history on October 29, 1929. Marking the beginning of the Great Depression where the American stock markets, which for almost a decade had been thriving, crashed. Leaving the date to be continually known as ‘Black Tuesday’. 
This downward progression continued through to the year 1932, where at least twenty-five percent of the American population was recorded to be unemployed. 
At the time it was considered to be a huge progression for America when in 1933 Franklin D. Roosevelt was elected in to presidency, providing a reassuring presence to Americans on a whole. 
Following the naïve leadership of Herbert Hoover, who in in his time in the presidential office believed that the economic crisis was simply ‘a passing incident in our national lives’ and was of no concern or responsibility of the government to resolve. In saying this, he gave deceptive optimism to some citizens; whilst also leaving many to despise him, realising his obvious bigoted view of the scenario unfolding around him. (History.com: 2009)
“Let me assert my firm belief that the only thing we have to fear is fear itself.” Franklin D. Roosevelt (1933) stated whilst delivering his first opening speech in front of 100,000 people. In making this statement, Roosevelt aimed to lift the spirits of the public in Washington’s Plaza; expressing to them that the fear that they were feeling for the surrounding happenings was unwarranted. In the hope that it would prevent individuals from being unable to make the necessary steps needed to remove their selves from the negative situation; encouraging people to carry on with their every day lives, and not ‘live in fear’.

 Along with reassuring the extremely on edge public, Roosevelt made immediate efforts to stabilise the economy. 
“I pledge you, I pledge myself, to a new deal for the American people. Let us all here assembled constitute ourselves prophets of a new order of competence and of courage” Franklin D. Roosevelt (1932) 
The way in which Roosevelt directed this speech, was with the intentions to show the people of America that he was standing with them and they were not alone, promising to not only them, but also himself, the what he intended to do would be a success. Despite this great effort, it became quickly evident that the ‘New Deal’ pledged had in fact been a failure for what it was initially set out to accomplish, as the economy remained in shreds. Nevertheless, the outcome was not all negative, as the policies brought by Roosevelt’s New Deal had lasting effects in increasing equality and prosperity throughout the country, which can still be seen today. 

Despite the abysmal state of the American economy within the thirties, the ‘higher class’ did not feel the crippling effects of the economic downturn as much as the lower class. The term ‘high culture’ was introduced within the mid-19th Century, by Matthew Arnold in his book ‘Culture and Anarchy’ (1869); the social segregation that it encouraged was very evident through the countries hard time. 
Many art forms could be considered aimed at high culture, mainly due to their elevated prices.  With many people taking relief and escapism from the idealistic view of a lifestyle provided by many popular distractions. “Hollywood provided images of escape for the masses” reported Baughman (2001) in his article "The 1930s: Lifestyles and Social Trends: Overview." This was given to the public in the way of films about the elite high society, showing endless images of glamorous film stars providing that much needed, but not long lasted relief from the on going burden of the Depression. Baughman (2001).
Opera, though far more accessible today, was not within the reach of the lower class community within this time period. The traditional concept of opera is said to have been established by the Camerata (a group of Florentine academics) in the late fifteen hundreds. From the initial openings it was directed to the general public, open for ‘anyone who could afford a ticket’. 
[image: ]Significantly, the opera house was the “first musical institution to open its doors to the general public” (Zelochow, 1993: 261). This is important because it was the turning stone to theatre becoming accessible to the masses which could suggest a break down of the high-low culture divide or the break down of social class segregation in general. 







Figure: 1 the worlds first Opera House, 1637, Venice.


However, this did not remain, as it became gradually removed from general theatre houses by establishing buildings specifically for the performance of opera. 

 Furthering the exclusiveness of the industry they “also worked to sharpen and objectify a code of behavior, including a dress code, deemed proper when attending the opera” (McConachie, 1988: 182) consequently meaning that anyone obtaining a lower income and could not afford to buy luxury clothes, would not be able to attend the events due to their appearance. Not satisfied by this level of segregation, upper class Americans demanded that only operas performed in a foreign language could meet their standards, as this would ensure exclusivity. Only people with the means to have access to a higher level of education would be taught foreign languages, therefore the opera became more elitist by adding another obstacle for lower class members to overcome to be able to attend event. 
This is an instance where the overlap of class and culture strengthens significant separation of higher and lower segregation. Both terms help to promote each other, making them more permanent in society by associating them with an already established divide. This is supported through the words of Colin McCabe stating “it is impossible to do more than dismiss them as stupefying forms, designed to retain their audiences in ignorance and inaction. “ McCabe (1951 : 1) 


The term low cultured can be portrayed and a very derogative term, more often than not used by the high class to describe someone they regard inferior to them, or of a lesser social status within society. 
Popular culture can be defined by “the general culture of a society, including ideas, music, books, and the mass media, as opposed to high culture.” Identified by the Collins Dictionary, (2012). This can also extend to insinuating that they are less educated that the higher class community.
Federal Emergency Relief Act, a prototype of the New Deal work-relief programs, began to put a few dollars into the pockets of starved workers, the question arose whether to include artists among the beneficiaries. It wasn’t an obvious thing to do; by definition artists had no “jobs” to lose. But Harry Hopkins, whom President Franklin D. Roosevelt put in charge of work relief, settled the matter, saying, “Hell, they’ve got to eat just like other people!” Adler (2009)
[image: ]Comic books became an ideal stimulant and distraction for people particularly affected by the crisis of the Great Depression unfolding around them. Due to the playful nature, and easy to follow images combined with an often dry sense of humor, people found it generally very easy to lose themselves within the stories, even if only for a short period of time.  Many people read comics such as ‘Little Orphan Annie’, which featured a continuous storyline, making the time go significantly quicker for readers. The comic strip became so popular with the public that it became a regular feature within the New York Times Daily News. 
Figure: 2

The example displayed above is sourced from the Chicago Tribune dated 1924, though this was before 1930 depression, the humor maintained consistent over the year to follow.

Not only did comics provide a release for the readers, but due to the high demand for the articles and illustrations, it created further jobs for people interested in the industry, or just in earning extra money to help with the financial situation of the time. 
"I was going to be a seaman like Melville, but the Great Depression put me to work as a cartoonist to support the family.”- William Steig
Steig originally strived to become a seaman, but during the great during the hard times of the Great Depression he quickly realized that this initial dream was not to be a reality within the current economy. Accumulating a substantial income was imperative to help support his family. Following some experience in illustration, as a child, he made the decision to sell some of his illustrations – realising that this was a growing market over the coming years. McGhee (2016)
The first time that Steig’s work became apparent was in 1930 where it surfaced in The New Yorker. Since then, his works had regularly appeared in the publication. This decision proved to be a long-term success for him, as he progressed to winning “illustrator and author of award-winning books for children, including Shrek!, on which the DreamWorks movies are based.” Macmillam (2009)

Coinciding with this, Walt Disney’s animated cartoons offered further prosperity for the nation’s financial system. The Mickey Mouse cartoons went on to become one of the countries most popular animated movies, along with producing popular comic like spreads. Significantly within the nineteen thirties, the cartoons went a long way to creating a clear and successful business incentive. Alongside this, the merchandise being produced to support the then up and coming brand caused business to greatly inflate, creating the brand worldwide. 
Comic books though written by the higher class didn’t particularly appeal to them to buy, as they were aimed at raising the spirits of the lower class suffering in the financial crisis. 

Exploring high and low culture in relation to the Great Depression and America’s New Deal, demonstrated the way that the art’s has in some way’s segregated the population further in social classes. However it has also shown the ways in which illustration can aid humanity through the obstacles that everyday life throws at us. When taking in to consideration the financial recession of the Great depression, it became clear how significant illustration and animation was in assisting not only the economical recovery, but also abetting in raising the spirits of the population if not only for a short period of time. From the information gathered, it is clear that Opera in the nineteen thirties was a clear representation of High Culture, contrasting well with comic books and animation which represent the low culture of the Great Depression.  
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