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HIGH AND LOW CULTURAL ARTEFACTS DURING THE PRE-RAPHAELITE ERA
2. Within a given time period, select examples of what could be considered high and low cultural artefacts. Discuss these, taking into consideration the surrounding social, political and historical context.
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Q2: HIGH AND LOW CULTURAL ARTEFACTS DURING THE PRE-RAPHAELITE ERA

“Access to the arts is intrinsic to a high quality of life.” 
– Oxford University Press (2017)

When discussing high and low culture, it is important to first understand what culture is. Cliffsnotes (2016) defines culture as the beliefs, behaviours, objects and characteristics which are common to a group or society. These may include more specific components such as values, language, customs, and ‘institutions’ such as religion, family, work and education. According to this definition, to be ‘cultured’ would mean to have a comprehensive understanding of these subjects. Someone of ‘high’ culture would be well-educated, well-mannered, knowledgeable of the arts, have a well-respected job and show an informed sense of style. By contrast, an individual of ‘low culture’ would therefore be uncultured, uneducated and show little interest and/or understanding of the arts. According to these definitions, objects and interests of high culture would be sophisticated and pursued by the upper classes, and would most probably include classical music, theatre and the fine arts. Objects and interests of low culture would be easily accessible to the masses and sought after by middle and lower classes – more ‘mainstream’ society. These may include sports, popular music, magazines, and in modern times, movies and television shows. During the Victorian era, there was art for both low and high culture. Due to the expansion of industry, specifically the printing industry, it was possible to mass-produce elaborate designs and illustrated booklets/magazines such as the penny dreadfuls. These were weekly booklets with thrilling, illustrated stories in them, that could be purchased for just one penny. At the other extreme, there were art galleries and museums only accessible to the elite upper classes. Pleischer (2013) likens the experience of going to an art gallery to the feeling of being in a place of worship, because high art’s “beauty lift(s) us to a higher level of spirituality”. Pleischer goes on to explain that high art is simply ‘limited audience art’ that had unique, complex meanings and was typically of single or limited production. Low art is essentially more popular, accessible art which has simple meanings to be understandable by the masses, and typically mass produced. 
Robinson (2007:64) stated that during the Victorian era, literature was regarded as a nobler art than painting. Photography was also invented in 1839, which changed the status of painting. Queen Victoria became the first monarch to have her photograph taken. The pre-Raphaelites’ feelings towards the style of paintings popular during the nineteenth century were unfavourable; they felt that the art produced by artist Raphael (1483-1520) and others like him was too staged and too decadent for the hardships of the Victorian time they were living in. The pre-Raphaelite movement preferred the work of artists that came before Raphael – such as Giotto di Bondone (1267-1337). 
Countless themes of high culture were portrayed in the pre-Raphaelites’ work. Treuherz (1993:76) points out how many pieces depicted scenes of great tragedy or moral crisis from the writings of Shakespeare or contemporary poets. An example of this is Valentine Rescuing Sylvia From Proteus by William Holman Hunt (1859-1), which takes inspiration from Shakespeare’s Two Gentlemen of Verona. His later painting Isabella and the Pot of Basil (1866-68) was based on a poem by Keats which tells the story of an unrequited love, passion, jealousy and murder. Millais also painted an Isabella (1848-9) and based his painting on Adoring Saints by Lorenzo Monaco (1407-9). Even Ophelia by Millais (1852), one of his most famous paintings, was based on a scene from Hamlet. 
Another high culture theme explored in Ferdinand Lured by Ariel by Millais (1850) was mythical creatures. The painting, based on a scene from Shakespeare’s The Tempest, portrays Ariel, a magic sprite, being carried by spirits. Robinson (2007:32) shares his opinion that this painting bode well with the public as it catered to the Victorians’ later obsession with goblins and fairies.
Painters of the pre-Raphaelite movement also very often chose to paint biblical scenes, but in a way that almost normalised the holy family and made them appear extremely ordinary. The most well known example of this is Christ in the House of his Parents by Millais (1849-50). In this painting, the holy family are lacking halos and the work is devoid of any religious iconography at all. If anything, the religious commentary for pieces such as these would be hidden within the symbolism of the piece, indecipherable to many. The elite critics who viewed these artworks were shocked greatly, and in many cases disgusted, dubbing the technique blasphemous and derogatory. One greatly noted and avid critic of the pre-Raphaelite movement is Charles Dickens, who when stating his opinion on Christ in the House of his Parents said that Millais had portrayed Christ as a “hideous, wry-necked blubbering boy” and Mary “horrible in her ugliness”(Robinson, 2007:302). The majority of critics claimed there was a lack of respect and reverence towards the subject of the painting, and a democratization of the holy family. The use of themes like these in art was seen by critics as ‘non-progressive’ and ‘primitive’. It was often regarded as sacreligous and blasphemous. Other paintings with religious themes which recieved criticism were The Girlhood of Mary Virgin by Rossetti (1848-9) and Jesus Washing Peter’s Feet by Brown (1851-56). The controversy surrounding the pre-Raphaelites’ paintings of religious subjects was also shown to be evident when early member of the Pre-Raphaelite Brotherhood, James Collinson, left the brotherhood as he believed its aims were contradictory to his Catholicism. 
The Pre-Raphaelites’ work was considered high culture, but many of its members chose to paint subjects aimed at the masses, and include themes of low culture such as the pastoral lifestyle - The Blind Girl by Millais (1854-56) - and industry – Work by Brown (1852-65). They took a great interest in contemporary problems within Victorian society, boldly exploring themes other artists would not, such as emigration, poverty, and prostitution. The Order of Release, 1746 by Millais (1853) was an artwork that expressed his thoughts about social issues at that time. Meant to capture the feelings of society at the time of the Jacobite Rebellion, The Order of Release, 1746 suggested the pointlessness of revolution, and the importance of family. The positive reception this painting recieved encouraged Millais to create more artworks with a social conscience. 
Found by Rossetti (1854) gives a narrative on the social issue of prostitution at the time. The painting shows a young man arriving in London only to find his former lover having resorted to prostitution in order to live. During the time he spent painting this work, several important laws were passed concerning the protection of women. Hunt incorporated the theme of ‘the kept mistress’ into his 1853 painting, The Awakening Conscience. Robinson (2007:118) explains how this is one of the most talked about artworks of its time due to its risky subject matter and impact on society. The fact that it is the woman who realises her sin as she looks out to the light of the garden, whilst the man looks to remain unbothered, marks the clear difference in gender roles in Victorian culture, highlighting the double standards which would result in women being punished for sexual freedom, whilst men could afford to keep mistresses without being frowned upon. Inequality and the morality of illicit sexual relationships was a subject not often talked about in Victorian society, and Treuherz (1993:86) informs us that not many Victorians outside of the pre-Raphaelite movement used such private experiences as a basis for their art. 
It can also be argued that the later work of the pre-Raphaelite movement leaned more towards low culture, as their aims changed to produce art that was more geared towards aesthetics, moved focus from realism to idealism and dismissed worldly concerns for more ethereal, mythological subjects. This could be seen as a move to become more appealing to the general public, and less controversial. Paintings with these revised themes would be easier for the masses to comprehend, which according to previous definitions, would make them low art. 
The pre-Raphaelites’ initial aims were to revolutionise the style of art and to reflect the values of the period of time they were living in accurately and honestly. Landow (1982) tells us how John Ruskin “encouraged the pre-Raphaelites to test artistic convention and explore the boundaries of painterly realism”. It is clear that they achieved this, with their work having a considerable impact on later artists and society even up to present day. Beaven (2014) gives us this information:
John Everett Millais’ Ophelia 1851-2 and Dante Gabriel Rossetti’s The Beloved 1865-6 have been on an international tour over the last year, to the US, Russia, Japan and Italy where they were collectively seen by over 1.1 million people. Ophelia consistently tops the bill as the most looked at art work on the Tate website and the most popular postcard in the shop.
These statistics tell us that pre-Raphaelite paintings are now an important part of popular culture, and suggests they have broken the barriers between high and low culture over time.
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