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

During this essay I am going to write about how high and low culture within the visual arts, especially portraiture, has been affected by the development of technology and how the distinctness between the two has changed drastically. I will look into what the terms high and low culture mean within the visual arts and if these terms are still relevant in the modern, digital world we live in today. [image: Related image]
According to Raymond Williams, that first it is said that high culture- “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”. Secondly, that high culture- “the tradition”- is, in the main, the product of past stages of society. That it is ineradicably associated with ruling classes and with elites, and that it is accordingly being replaced in modern democratic conditions by a popular culture. 7(Williams, 1974). 
 With the uprising of social media it’s clear to see how high and low culture has changed within visual art. For example, during the 17th and 18th century only the rich and powerful would have portraits made of themselves, to show what status they held for example, Jean-Auguste-Dominique Ingres, Napoleon on his Imperial Throne, 1806. These types of portraits are often called “state portraits”, they always convey someone of very important status, such as a royal. A lot of symbolism was used in this type of portrait during the 17th and 18th century, for example the gold staff and jewellery along with the heavy use of gold in the painting in general, conveys wealth, high status and riches, this is the most important part of the portrait, they’d rather their wealth be conveyed instead of a likeness to the subject. Generally, only people of this sort of importance would be able to afford such a painting as painting material was very expensive at that time; meaning, that mass society couldn’t afford a something like this. Resulting in portraiture being very high culture, it was unique and for the elite only. There was also a link between high cultures and the educated, they mostly came hand in hand; only single Males were educated in previous centuries, showing that the work was made for a specific kind of audience, connoting that only upper class male individuals knew how to interpret the works. 6(West, 2004). High culture can therefore be considered ‘selective’ given that its access is restricted by education and wealth. However, today almost everyone has some form of education, allowing us all to interpret such works of art with consideration. Also, with the up rise of Social media apps such as Facebook and Instagram and also the development of photography, in a way, we can all have our own cheaper portraits for the world to see, what’s called a ‘Profile picture’ online. It’s a very similar thing, we use symbolism within our online photographs to show other people how good our lives are e.g. photographs on exotic beaches and in nice restaurants; I think this has made it low “popular culture”.
 Technology has allowed most people to have a phone readily available to them, which allows them to create, view and cheaply present and even advertise work online. One of the apps that I personally use a lot is Instagram. It’s a great way to promote yourself as an artist. A good example of an Artist becoming successful from using Instagram to promote work is Brad Phillips, thanks to the platform he got a book deal with a British publisher, solo shows in East Hampton and Oslo and made direct sales by DM (direct messaging). Although after a long period of using the platform he has stated, “I don’t like it. I don’t like that I need it.” He also pointed out that the New York art critic Jerry Saltz, for example has written about his Instagram and not about his art. He now says, “I think that making art and not showing it to the world can be liberating. Then there’s the instant gratification of posting a painting and getting likes, but this to some extent spoils the work, it’s been seen too much.” 4(Can You Make It As an Artist in 2018 Without Constantly Plugging Yourself on Instagram? Posted on December 10th, 2018, by Drew Zeiba). In previous centuries people would have to physically visit work by travelling, costing money meaning that only a “select few” could view it making it more special and as a result high culture. Is this causing culture to be tainted?
 Technology has caused low culture to be ever-changing, resulting in some components of low culture to be short lived. For example, a TV programme which may be popular now, may be dropped if the ratings go down and replaced by a new series that is expected to be more popular. This demonstrates a lot about society, since not only is low culture dominated by marketing but popular low culture is only popular for a very short duration, whereas often cited examples of high culture remain popular for centuries and in some cases, millennia (Roman Architecture). Low culture is often viewed to be on a never- ending cycle of ‘pop culture’. Society, as a result, now demands culture with the quick click of a button on their phones etc. which has made culture both more available yet also disposable; devaluing the cultural experience and also making culture hard to keep up with. 1(What are the key differences between high and low culture? Posted on March 12, 2013, by Fahad Al-Kubaisi.)
According to Thomas Crow on Modern Art in the Common Culture, disputes over cultural distinctions- high versus low, elite versus popular- have hardened to the point that room for manoeuvre between them is almost gone. In response many historians of art have abandoned their old beliefs in the protocols of the Western canon, giving themselves over to a newly minted discipline of visual culture. Their position is that fine art, as it is traditionally understood, trades on the elitist presumptions; a postmodern outlook can afford no exclusion of the Hollywood films, television productions, glossy advertisements, computer graphics, and all the other enticing visual products of the age. Emphasising Fahad-Al-Kubaisi’s point that 1“low culture is dominated by marketing”. Modernist art has a continuing involvement with the materials of low and mass culture. From the beginnings, the artistic avant-garde has discovered, renewed, or re-invented itself by identifying with marginal, “non-artistic” forms of expressivity and display- forms improvised by other social groups out of the degraded materials of capitalist manufacture. 2(Modern Art in the Common Culture by Thomas Crow, 1996, p.1.) During previous centuries only the finest painting materials were used, hence why it was so expensive, there was also a lack of expressivity, as seen with the state portraits; however, in the 20th century there was increase in artist’s using recyclable, cheap and common materials to create works such as the Dada collage; which was made specifically for the masses to interpret. “The purpose of modernism was to save painting, not to sacrifice it to the degraded requirements of yet another market, this time one of the common amusement and cheap spectacle.” 2(Crow, 1996, p.4.) This introduces a seemingly unresolvable argument about whether high and low culture constitutes ‘good’ or ‘bad’ artistic expression respectively.  1(What are the key differences between high and low culture? Posted on March 12, 2013, by Fahad Al-Kubaisi.) It’s not about the expensive materials and aesthetically strict look that they applied in previous centuries, it’s now an issue of class and power. 
Looking at ART AND THE FUTURE by Douglas Davis it’s clear to see how technology has allowed cheaper ways to create work: 
In the early 1960’s artist Dan Flavin, a young sculptor involved with light was fascinated by “goods in the stores”-light bulb goods- His early light constructions, such as Corson’s Broadway Flash (1962), were composed of commonplace bulbs and fluorescent tubes, the kind found in any home. He stated, “I just used them because they were handy, cheap, neutral, and available” 3(Davis, 1973, p.44.). He also said in 1966, “The contents of a hardware store could supply enough exhibition material to satisfy the season’s needs of the most prosperous commercial gallery.” 3(Davis, 1973, p.44.) Emphasising how the availability of cheap material has drastically changed the way we see high and low culture. Flavin didn’t need to have lots of money to create his work, making it low culture. 
I don’t necessarily think that this change is a bad thing. Another example this year of technology being used within art, is shown by the Turner Prize winner of 2018, Charlotte Prodger. According to the Guardian, the museums website cautions: “To see all the films in the exhibition from start to finish it will take 4.5 hours and it’s not readily sellable. “There is nothing there that would readily adorn an oligarch’s yacht, or easy be considered an asset” 5(The Guardian View on the Turner Prize: art as politics editorial, 2018). Showing that she doesn’t care about money, it’s a very low culture/popular culture piece. The Guardian states that the Turner Prize exhibition, “captures the mood of the times- and especially a growing sense among artists and curators that the aesthetic tools at their disposal can to be put to political use.” Proving that technology has allowed anyone to create important works that can have a massive impact of “mass society”. 

“Development of technology has spread all aspects of culture to a much wider audience. Are the terms high and low culture now redundant?
As a conclusion, I believe the terms high and low culture are more or less redundant. Technology has allowed culture to be spread to a much wider, lower audience, resulting in culture being more disposable and therefore devaluing culture. Things don’t stay popular for long periods of time anymore like they did in previous centuries and as a result I think in this day and age the term high culture cannot really be used anymore, all of the components that made a piece of work high culture have disappeared because of the widespread use of technology. 
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