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




High and Low Culture Within Graffiti

Graffiti can be seen in two ways, as an act of vandalism or as art, this is the low and high culture within graffiti. This all started in the 1960s as an act for people to put their mark on the world.
The low culture of graffiti was seen as tagging which the black youth culture used as a way to mark their territory and to showcase themselves to the world. As for the high culture in graffiti, they were famous artists such as Basquiat and Banksy, which started off as low culture artists and through their graffiti’s they became famous, therefore selling their works in galleries and commissioned.
Graffiti began thousands of years ago where Ancient Romans and Greeks began to write their names on walls of buildings to protest against poems. Eric (1998) claims that graffiti was used primarily by political activists to make statements and by street gangs to mark their territory. In the late 1960s was when the writings current identity started to form. It began in Philadelphia by Cornbread during the late 60s. He began by ‘tagging’ where he would ‘write his name all over the city gaining attention from the local press.’ (Eric, 1998). This is when the ground work began.
Anapar(2016) says that train graffiti history is not unique. Underground here is both literal and conceptual. It developed down in the subways and then spread to the outskirts of the big cities. Graffiti began in the low culture society, as gangs would go underground and would tag on the side of the trains as well as in the inside, in the late 1960s and 1970s which ‘reflected the problematic and troubling world’ (Anapar(2016)). The graffiti artists began to move forward from the subway trains during the 1980s and began to develop their arts above ground on public walls.
Tagging is one of the most common and basic forms of graffiti. It is written usually with a ‘marker or spray paint, in one colour which is then contrasted with the background’. (Randal (2014)). A tag has a lot of meaning behind it, as it represents each individual’s personality. This leads back to the low culture side, as a gang or a singular person will create a tag for themselves to be ‘seen’ and ‘heard’. ‘Tag is a stylised personal signature which contains the writer’s name’. (Randal (2014)). According to Admin (2015), tagging is also seen as a way to mark their territory. It is also considered as vandalism of property as it defaces the surface. This shows that the have possession and the low culture come out through the ‘vandalism’ on the walls done by these taggers.
Moving on to phase 2 of graffiti, bubble writing. ‘Phase two emerged as one of the leading stylists, handing out various styles to hundreds of young and aspiring writers.’ This form of graffiti began being used for ‘subway pieces and have material for the further development of other letter styles which will then developed to be wild lettering.’ Many graffiti artists developed their phase 2 styles by vising the ‘Bronx-Manhattan’ trains where they would watch to see what current graffiti artists were doing.
Moving forward to high culture within graffiti, Jean Michel Basquiat, known as Basquiat was a graffiti artist of the 1980s in New York. The Guardian states that there were rumours going around New York that Annina Nasei had Basquiat locked up in her basement to create art. He was part of the SAMO (same old shit) duo of the Lower East Side. When he became part of SAMO, this was when he first attracted the attention for his work in the late 70s. him and his friend (another member of SAMO) would ‘tag subway trains and Manhattan buildings.’ (Biography.com). For Basquiat, the graffiti that was produced during the boom was a way of ‘satirising prejudice as the African Chieftain’. He was known as a ‘street kid’. During the 1970s he ‘travelled the nocturnal city with a spray can in his overcoat pocket, attacking in particular the high art zone of Soho and Lower East Side.’ (Guardian 2017). Moving on to the 1980s, he spent most of the year ‘homeless and penniless’. This was when he first show his art in the ‘Times Square Show’ in New York. His first piece was bought for ‘$100, less than on millionth of the prices his work is sold for today.’ From here on is when his commissions began and more people began to buy his work. He moved on from being a low culture artist to a high culture artists as his work began being seen in museums. His commercial success began in the 1980s where his first commission was a use of ‘words, symbols, stick figures and animals.’ Soon after his first show, people had no problem paying ‘as much as $50 000 for an original.’ He moved on with a new art movement, Neo- Expressionism. Due to all his success, he later collaborated with Andy Warhol and this resulted in a ‘show of their work that feathered scenes of corporate logos and cartoon characters.’ He then exhibited his work around the Globe where he exhibited ‘nearly 60 paintings’ in Germany. From all the fame and success that he had received from his art work, he then later developed a drug addiction which shows his wealth. From the addiction, he ‘became paranoid and isolated himself’ which had a negative effect on his work as he stopped creating and selling. He later died from the addiction that he had developed. Still today, his work is getting sold. This shows the affect he has on people and his popularity as his work is still being sold for millions after his death.
Next, Banksy was introduced to the Graffiti scene. He was named by Time Magazine as ‘one of the top 100 influential people of 2010.’ Ellsworth- Jones (2013). Banksy was a very unique artist as nobody knows who he is. He represented himself with a brown paper bag over his head. His fans have ‘loudly protested Fleet Street attempts to unmask him according to Ellsworth- Jones. Banksy keeps himself anonymous as he does not want to identify himself to the authorities of Bristol and London. This has increased his popularity as it is very original and keeps you guessing. After getting caught by police while he was creating graffiti on a train with his friend, he decided from this that he needed to cut his painting time in half. He then developed his style by creating stencils beforehand. He had this idea from an oil tank when he was stuck hiding underneath a dumper truck. By creating stencils, he could transfer them straight to the wall. He focused his work, mainly in Bristol as this is where he grew up and has now become very famous there. By viewing Banksy’s work, he communicates his thoughts through his art. His work has common political and social themes: anti-capitalism, anti-fascism, anti-imperialism, anti-war, anarchism, existentialism and anti-authoritarianism. He shows his political views throughout his work by using ‘well known sayings and quotes. In one of his famous pieces, he crosses out the final word of the quote and replaces it with the word politics.’ He uses the colour red when trying to portray his opinion as it shows negativity to politics and how he does not agree. He uses street art to express his views as they are eye-catching to the public meaning they must see it. He places his work in very busy cities where there is a wide population. In 2002, Banksy began doing exhibitions due to how famous and well known his work had become. He began in LA, then. Moved on in 2003 to presenting his work in London where he painted his work on animals. In 2004, he printed spoof British £10 notes and he got a lot of fame from this. In the 2000s, his work began to be sold, going for roughly £102 000.
Graffiti today has many different uses. It has become part of the ‘American Popular Culture.’ (Graffiti: Art through vandalism). Today, graffiti is becoming more art rather than vandalism. Walls are being created where graffiti is allowed and people would get paid to paint their art on the walls. They have dedicated walls to graffiti artists to prevent vandalism all around the city. The graffiti scene has seemed to ‘explode with the urban and street artists’ that began during the 90s. Graffiti artists use more stencils now during the 21st century rather than creating it free hand, following on from Banksy. It wasn’t until the 20th century that it was ‘acceptable for street artists to combine their street art with their studio work’ due to more galleries being more interested in the urban art that is created today. More art is now being accepted by commercialism. Graffiti artists are selling their work and creating merchandise from their art to sell in public shops. Another example is that artists are creating skateboard designs to sell to skateboard shops due to the urban feel that graffiti has. As stated by the wide walls website, ‘the modern graffiti has changed drastically since it began. From simple tagging, to subway trains and graffiti writing, stencil art and to the massive street art murals.’ Several street art murals have become very famous. This leads to high culture due to the artists getting paid a large amount of money to create these forms of art. Social media holds a very important part in today’s graffiti artists to get them seen and heard as it is much easier for them to get their work seen and out there and for people to spread the word around the web. There are multiple different social media sites out there today such as Facebook, Instagram, Twitter, Pinterest, Tumblr and many more. Although many consider graffiti as art, many consider it as vandalism. Tagging is considered a form of vandalism by many people as a tag is on the initials, there is not much skill involved in a tag leading to the public not recognising the art to a tag. Although some walls have been given for street artist to graffiti on without getting in trouble, graffiti is still being made on public walls. Due to the graffiti being made in these areas, it is causing the police and local government to spend out millions of pounds to clean up the ‘vandalism’ out of the tax payer’s money. The police can’t do much about it as the artists constantly rebel against them. They are discrete and come out at early ours in the morning to prevent them for getting caught therefore, there is only so much the police can do apart from cleaning it up. It is impossible to bring it to a complete stop as they can’t be caught. Due to this, the only way is to deal with it, there is no way to stop them. By creating the walls for artists to do their art on, this has increased the amount of art on the streets, but there is no other way to increase the so-called vandalism.
The evidence in this assignment has shown how the culture throughout graffiti has changed and the effects of high and low culture to the graffiti artists. Politics held a massive impact on the artists and it inspired them to create the art that they produced. For example, Banksy used politics to influence his work and this is what he became well known for. Tagging is also a very popular form of graffiti as it began with gangs back in the 60s and still today, graffiti artists tag to make their mark and to be seen. More artists are getting commissioned and their work is being more commercialised in today’s society and it is added to fashion and sold in shops rather than back when it began when it was only seen as vandalism and not art.
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