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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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The Oxford dictionary (2016) defines low culture, also known as pop culture as everyday life and objects of the general public that reflect their tastes and values. Karl Marx once described the idea of low culture as objects that the average person could understand (Marx, cited in Holz, 2005.) High culture is defined as works of art that are authentic, show individual creativity, to be appreciated and understood needs to show a high level of taste, sophistication and discrimination which would contribute to the “cultural capital of the elite” (oxford dictionary, 2016). For a society to be considered high culture, it has to be seen to have a universally valuable skill (Williams, 1974). There is a standardisation to high culture and if someone does not fit into that then they are simply excluded and regarded as low culture (Holz, 2005). High and low culture is not as black as white as it may seem, you can move between the two, one of the last sprayed  subway cars in new York in the 1980’s had “what is art? Why is art?” sprayed on it with the famous Michelangelo Creation of Adam around it (Varnedoe and Gopnik, 1993), asking the question, why is graffiti and street art not seen as real art? 
Art and its place within low and high culture has been a highly debated issue, and were particularly evident during the 1980s in the United States of America (USA), where an unhappy population led to civil unrest. Artists through the medium of graffiti expressed societal issues and unrest, the popularity of graffiti saw its introduction into galleries- the movement from low to high culture. When it comes to art it is believed by the few that low art should be avoided at all costs, however, for most in this current era low art is seen to have ‘its place’ within society, for media, advertisement and film, (Plescher, 2017). What is deemed to be popular by the masses at the time is automatically low art, if an object or artwork is seen to be unique which generally means that it will have a smaller audience then that would contribute to it being high art (Plescher, 2017). However, this is not always the case as with the Mona Lisa in the Louvre which is seen by thousands of people everyday is that considered popular culture or even low art? (Holz, 2005.) The art world wants to be ahead of the game, ahead of the trend so whatever is already popular is to be avoided or risk to be seen as not an intellectual and not with the times (Plescher, 2017). However high and low art is so intertwined that they are no longer separate and have to be spoken about together (Holz, 2005.) It it to be noted that really high and low distinction is probably more a social distinction uneducated, unprivileged and working class vs. educated, sophisticated and upper class (Holz, 2005) and that high/low culture is always, in the senses described, local and selective (Williams, 1974) so what may be high culture in one society or for one person may not be true for another. 
To understand the context of graffiti in the 1980’s it is important to explore the social, political and economic situations of this period and what came before.  The United States (U.S) was heavily involved with the Vietnam war in the 1950’s, with approximately 500,000 troops fighting (Timeline, 2017). By the 1970s there was a strong sense of anti-war comradery (Rohn, 2016; Butler, 2017). With important individuals such as Martin Luther King Jr speaking out about the cause unrest continued. Despite employment being high, the $168 billion spent by President Johnson during the war, a significant overspend (Rohn, 2016), led to inflation rates rising into double digits (Pearsons, 2017). By 1977, crisis point had hit, landlords along with the government, began burning down their properties for the insurance money as a way of reducing the deficit (Flood, 2017). Adding to this unrest, the death of Martin Luther in 1968, resulted in a siege of riots for black rights nationwide (Risen, 2005). Burning and destruction of inner cities, already under strain from the suburbs, simply collapsed, as businesses and investors refused to return, leaving in their wake a miasma of unemployment, crime, and poverty (Risen, 2005). The refugee act of 1980 reformed immigration laws and admitted refuges across the board for humanitarian reasons (WHP , 1980) this influx of people into the U.S has a significant affected the art that was being created, artists were responding to different cultures on a scale not seen before. 
As a reaction to the social, political and economic issues plaguing New York, artwork, specifically graffiti, boomed. Artists such as Jean-Michel Basquiat and Keith Haring who started off as graffiti artists did not want to create art for the galleries, they wanted their artwork to be seen by the public and reflect their views (O’Brien, 2015).  Ed Koch, New York’s mayor from 1977 to 1989, pressurised the Metropolitan Transportation Authority to virtually eliminate subway graffiti, which would take graffiti from the subways onto the streets (Berger, 2013). The city was always against graffiti writers and to begin with quite relaxed but they then made it their mission to stamp it out (Hays, 1989.)  By the 1980’s only the New York rich could ignore the underground visual culture and their desire to cover all public space (Imam, 2012), ensuring their work was seen by the public every day (Kasambala, 2017). 
Graffiti slowly moved from the subway onto the streets, the art of graffiti in hidden or secluded places is voyeuristic and says something in secret which cannot be said openly. Only the ‘in the know’ would know who wrote what, cresting a tribe of their own and rejecting mainstream art (Pellizzi, 2015) for example of SAMO, only a few at the time knew that Basquiat was behind SAMO and was one of the first graffiti artists to write more than just his name and that is why he stood out from the other ‘writers’ (O’Brien, 2015). Despite the apparent hatred towards abstract expressionism and pop art, what was considered to be ‘low cultured art’, the government had secretly been injecting money into art for several years. Artists were funded to create work representing cultural America and New York City’s new reputation as the art capital of the world, while attempting to improve the economic status of the country (Saunders, 1995). It was during this time with a shift in the city where financiers were looking to invest in art, and they were cruising around art shows, snapping up new work, did Basquiat start to sell work on a real scale (Sawyer, 2017). Although investors was snapping up his work he was still a marginal, both inside the art world and at the time on the outskirts peaking in (Pellizzi, 1989). Both he and Cy Twombly eluded the traditions of high art with the use of a raw canvas (Berggruen, 2015) by choosing to use found materials on the street, a move that was considered to be low culture. (Basquiat and Buchhart, 2015). His work on the streets as a graffiti artist was deemed to be low art but his paintings he made after he moved inside the studio was considered to be high art and still are .In Basquiat's paintings symbolism was a huge part of his style, constantly referencing the world around him as well as the struggles of the black community.
Figure 1, Jean-Michel Basquiat Untitled (Boxer) 1982 Acrylic and oil stick on linen


He often painted African American men to be boxers (see figure 1), sufferers, saints, angels and fighters and also showed brands they used (Basquiat and Buchhart, 2015). He wanted to reflect the world around him, the pop culture and the everyday people (Similar to artist Jenny Holz), from this move, by the book definition of low culture he embodied and embraced it. Basquiat’s push-me-pull-you relationship with the art establishment was becoming evident, being tarred under the name graffiti artist, which Basquiat himself rejected the label and being young and black made it hard for him to be taken seriously by galleries (O’Brien, 2015), even Leo Castelli rejected him for having first worked as a graffiti artist (Sawyer, 2017) and The Museum of Modern Art (MoMA) was offered his work when he was alive, said no, and still does not own any of his paintings. It was only when he started to collaborate with Andy Warhol in 1984 it pushed Basquiat further into the world of High Culture creating 140 works together (Basquiat and Buchhart, 2015.) Warhol, a major influence in the pop art movement was loved by the critics, also showing a lot of work in high end art galleries. He was a successful artist and business man who helped Basquiat get into high end galleries he would not have be able to get in otherwise.  
Keith Haring a close friend of Basquiat also began to painting the subways in the early 1980’s (Varnedoe and Gopnik, 1993) but he also moved from the subways to the streets and found it really important that anyone and everyone could understand his work (Celant, 1997) Not only was he deemed a graffiti artist but his life style choices such as being gay placed him and his art as low cultured (Kurtz, 1997). Like Basquiat he realised that art could have an effect on and communicate to such a larger group of people (Haring, 1990). As he moved from painting to sculptors he placed them in parks, again he wanted the artwork to be for the public not just for the high cultured visitors of the art galleries he also showed at (Galloway, 1997). He used religious imagery in his work similar to Basquait, he imagery associated renaissance art and high art but merge them with elements of pop culture, for example he imagined saint Sebastian as one of his figures but with airplanes replacing the arrows (Celant, 1997). Demons are present In his work, like in Untitled, 1986 (see figure 2) where there is the body of a man and the head of a crocodile, the crocodile is meant to represent the great mother who is now depicted as a great whore and in the crocodile mouth is a symbol of Jesus being crucified turning images connoted with high class and turning them on their head.. While Basquiats drawing was lose and in layers, he crosses things out as a pentimento and Haring’s work is spontaneous, sleek and deliberate.Figure 2, Keith Haring Untitled (1986) oil and acrylic on canvas

 Haring’s paintings eliminated distinctions between black and white, straight and gay. He became a mass media event where he projected issues that was going on but with a loud voice that amplified the news (Celant, 1997). Through the use of line and imagination he dissolved the line between high and low culture by choosing to not only display his work in high end galleries in New York but also in public parks for everyone to enjoy (Blinderman, 1997). He also saw no difference in the drawings he did in the subway and the drawings he sold for thousands of dollars, they all used the same concentration and same level of care (Haring, 1984) through this trying to show that maybe low culture is not a bad thing to be avoided at all sakes like the art world would like you to think. It was first Duchamp in 1919 that suggested graffiti was like high art with his ready made L.H.O.O.Q. by suggesting through his work that a modern artist could behave as a street artist would but without the repercussions (Jones, 2001) and Haring felt that America through the graffiti craze placed all artists on common ground such as Sol Lewitt and Richard Serra and the humble graffiti artist, dissolving the line between high and low culture (Galloway, 1997).  
Art was once a symbol of the bourgeois and for only those who could afford it, it was used as a way of separating the general population and the upper class and Haring and Basquiat (as well as artists such as Andy Warhol and Jenny Holzer) in the 1980’s hoped to break down those barriers and ideas (Haring, 1990). The line between high and low culture is not as simple and definitive as it seems on initial viewing. It is possible for artists to exist both the realm of high art and both low art, inter-mingle the two to what fits the artist’s purpose.
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