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In the past, the differences between high and low culture was that of the class and how said classes were the defining factor in accessing high culture. However now-a-days the rise of the cultural omnivore is ever more prevalent “In recent years, however, many high-status persons are far from being snobs and are eclectic, even ‘omnivorous’.” (Peterson 2000).  The question of what divides these cultures is now mostly down to taste and choice with class now a fraction of the influence it used to be, because of this blending, cultural omnivores and mass culture are the terms made redundant? This essay will look at the potential that these terms are still relevant even with the hyper connected people of the modern day and the constant access to both cultures as well as the effect of mass culture and how it can affect the perception of people in today’s world.

Our current generation have the world at their fingertips and as such have access to the world and class cultures previous generations were unable to reach ‘According to recent estimates, by 2018, there will be 2.59 billion smartphone users on planet earth. That’s around a third of the world’s current population.’ (Kaplan 2017). However, that does not correlate to the amount of high culture absorbed by today’s media users, a major factor in this non-correlation is the perceived lack of new high culture being created "Working-class students may be steered towards popular culture like hip-hop, new media and film on the basis that they will find older art forms such as opera or ballet irrelevant." (Mirza 2008) This apparent irrelevance is possibly due to the perception of high culture being mistaken as historical culture, with hidden network of modern high culture going unnoticed. “For much of the twentieth century great works of the past—by Sophocles, Michelangelo, Rembrandt, Bach, Goethe—were by their very nature deemed high culture.” (Epstein 2015). Technology and modern forms of art aren’t seen as high culture due to this mistaken view of historical equalling high, with cinema and photography often being overlooked due to its considerably short lifetime compared to classical painting and sculpture, this overlooking causes most of us to believe that because something is created in these new fields of media, they are not traditional or cultured. But another possible cause of this avoidance in an open market is an inverted sense of snobbery "I get the feeling some people would look at Shakespeare and say, that's a bit too intimidating for working-class people.” (Mirza 2008). This strange and broken relationship between access and lack of interest towards high culture from a demographic that previous lower classes didn’t have access to is mostly linked to the flood of popular culture and mass culture that has been unleashed via technology and networking as well as life in general taking up a faster tempo with everything needing to be instant and with current opinions of high culture being difficult to understand, enjoy and experience the reverse snobbery which Mirza highlights is confirmed in the nature of how we as a society choose to use our downtime in relation to media and culture.
I myself am a prime example of the lack of awareness towards modern high culture, with the classic boundary of my working class background, my heritage and being raised in a lower class area of wales has led to a disconnect between the perception and existence of high culture and whilst I consider myself a cultural omnivore I fall into the trap which Epstein’s quotation highlights in the previous paragraph and whilst I have the open access to all forms of culture these factors have limited me in my choice, yet even with these factors I could still choose to explore high culture yet the simplicity of low culture is easier to take in and enjoy on a short timeframe. Although part of this ignorance towards high culture is due to class, the new factor gatekeeping high culture alongside the idea of class is the overwhelming presence of low and mass culture and its ability to hook the attention of viewers simplistically and on every platform. Even theatre that has been regarded as high class for centuries has had low culture creep onto the stage with productions like avenue Q, the book of Mormon and stand-up comedians featuring in shows with the likes of a Vivaldi concert and Shakespeare’s Macbeth billed for the next day, this expansion of low culture has further blurred the line which divides work to most, but the line still stands within the works themselves the method of presentation no longer dictates it’s cultural value but the body of the work itself.
A great interpretation of the modern state of high and low culture is the skyscraper model, this visual model comparing culture to the empire state building shows the massive difference in presence of the two cultures, with only the top 15 floor representing high culture and arguably mid culture out of 102 floors dominated by low culture, and its ability to be seen as high culture such as Oscar award winning movies and avant-garde fashion allows low culture to spread among those who wouldn’t consider themselves lower class. There’s also the factor of low culture being a trickle-down effect from high culture, as events such as orchestras and plays are now able to be bought as video, appear as soundtracks in tv shows and movies, this media is manufactured and sold in the millions to any who is willing to pay. “Mass Culture breaks down the wall, integrating the masses into a debased form of High Culture and thus becoming an instrument of political domination.”  (Macdonald 2008). MacDonald’s quote re-iterates the push of mass media and its influence on society compared to that of high culture, and the huge appeal low culture has makes it a prime weapon for influencing people, which is shown by the huge amount of adverts (themselves one of the lowest forms of low culture) using high culture in its presentation to sell the feeling of high class and how one can be high class by buying their product. This model also strengthens the point that high culture is oddly determined based on age and historical relevance, with six of the top eight subtitles in the model within the high culture bracket being tens or even hundreds of years old. However, the idea of historical equalling high culture must could mean in the first years of conception, the piece would be considered low culture as it needs to appeal to as many people in order to succeed. "In Shakespeare's own time, he was not considered "high culture." Rather, his plays' successes were each determined by the tastes of the mass audience in the open-air Globe theatre.” (Dutta 1997). The argument of high culture only being historical can also be reflected in the correlation of a painter or artist dying and the price of their work rising fiercely, with Van Gogh being a prime example of an artist’s name and work rising to high culture after their death and a number of years. “Today's auction seemed one more bitter anomaly in the story of Vincent van Gogh, who sold one painting in his lifetime.” (Clines 1987). The possibility of today’s popular culture being hailed as high culture in the future is guaranteed following the current model of the public’s view of high culture, so we could see the works of cinema and other modern media currently deemed low culture become esteemed works of art by future generations.
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Figure 1: A visual interpretation of the skyscraper model

The idea of high culture itself is warped and injected into low culture all across the arts, social life and the internet, and whilst the argument stands that the internet itself is the core aspect of the downfall to the terms high and low culture, I think they are very much still relevant. With high culture being parodied and watered down for the common media audience, an example is the band Muse’s use of Chopin within their song ‘United states of Eurasia’. Many other musicians are commonly sampling what is deemed high culture into their songs exposing us to the elusive and esteemed nature of artistic intellect and yet we are still experiencing low culture. A rather amusing look into the subjugation of high culture to appeal to the masses is the phenomena of internet memes. Memes in themselves are designed to amuse and latch onto all who see them, with the likes of Pepe the frog reaching global and having to be reclaimed by the artist Matt Furie due it’s use in alt-right propaganda because of its mass appeal and recognition in social media. The movement of mass culture through the internet has only added to its ability to wash over huge numbers of people. “It is a worldwide social phenomenon, and memes behave like a mass of infectious flu and cold viruses, traveling from person to person quickly through social media.” (Gil 2018). In recent years pieces of classical art have caught the eyes of the online community and a wave of these memes have been created with the works. Seeing what is deemed high culture brought down to what can arguably be the lowest point in low culture highlights the point that these terms are not at all redundant, with the true value of the art being replaced with a catchphrase or link to lowbrow humour. Even before the surge fine art and high culture is parodied by other artists, with the likes of characters from popular culture taking the place of the original subject of the art, this warping of classical art with familiar characters shows the stark contrast in cultural tastes and how for some people the only exposure they have to high culture are these parodies, to the point where they are not even aware of the original work.
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[image: ]                                                                                                                Figure 2 and 3: A comparison of Jan van Eyck's The Arnolfini                                                                            Marriage and Michael K. Frith’s Muppet parody, highlighting                                                                                  the warping of high culture to that of low culture.
                                                     





Whilst some may argue that internet culture and parodies has removed the class-based boundaries between high and low culture due to the open access to media and arts this trend of exposure it still is not interpreted as high culture due to its lack of depth, meme culture is highly reliant on simplistic meaning that’s surface level for quick understanding and instant gratification. The need for today’s people to be constantly entertained has led to what can be perceived as braindead entertainment, with reality TV dominating charts for it over-hyped drama, subtlety within work is often criticised as it’s not ‘media friendly’ and because of this need for quick hits of entertainment high culture is shunned for the by numbers appeal of mass culture, and again the perception of high and low culture blending into a world of omnivores overtakes the view of there still being a clear distinction between the two. This conclusion of the terms high and low culture still being relevant can be a matter of opinion and choice, as is the new divider for experiencing said cultures. This unseen line between these terms is purely dictated by the person due to the open access to all forms of art and media, yet many of us still do not partake in high culture purely due to ignorance and our choice to indulge in the easier to digest low culture, which in future may be deemed high culture as works in the past have been deemed by our current generation.
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