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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, political and historical context.

Art Deco is a design movement that originates from early 1920’s Europe. However its mainstream popularity began when it moved to America during the late 1920’s and early 1930’s (V&A. 2017), notable examples of Art Deco in America can be seen within architecture, furniture and fashion of the time. The abbreviated “Art Deco” is derived from “Arts Decoratifs” which was the term used to describe it during its first ever exhibition at the International Exhibition of Modern Decorative and Industrial Arts, held in Paris 1925 (Jen Glennon. 2017). Art Deco was inspired by styles such as Cubism and Fauvism, but it is easily distinguishable from these because of its bold geometric and natural forms which are often strongly symmetrical (Wikipedia. 2017).

The architecture of several skyscrapers, the most famous being The Chrysler Building (built May 28th 1930) is a clear memorial to the Art Deco style due to its simple, clean, symmetrical shapes and also within the buildings terraced crown design (Wikipedia. 2017). The construction of skyscrapers such as The Chrysler Building signified the peak of the Art Deco style due to the buildings standing out and being recognized worldwide (Editor. 2012).

The Great Depression of 1930’s had a massive impact on American culture and also was one of the main causes of the Skyscraper boom in America. After October 29, 1929, (Christina D. Romer & Richard H. Pells. 2017) prices continued to drop as the United States slumped into the Great Depression and the number of unemployed reached upwards of 13million and over 20,000 companies had gone bankrupt (Kimberly Amadeo. 2017). Farmers left in search of work however the majority of them became homeless and those who still had jobs their wages dropped by 42 percent (Judith S.Baughman. 2007). In New York City in particular it was easy to see just how significant homelessness had become because travelers reported that they could see bag ladies and derelicts lying sprawled and huddled in wheelchairs in Grand Central Station (James Guimond. 1991 P.250). The number of unemployed in America meant that huge pressure was put on authoritative figures to provide jobs for the general public in particular Herbert Hoover, the president of the United States.

It was seen as Herbert Hoover’s responsibility to stop the depression and start the recovery as quickly as possible in America. He decided to invest in the construction industry, this investment meant that builds such as the Hoover Dam, The Empire State Building and The Chrysler Building were sanctioned. The appeal in these structures was to portray a “triumphant symbol” (Paul Goldberger. 1981 P.3) to the world highlighting America’s strength and power even in a time of panic. The Chrysler Building design was revealed to the public at the Beaux-Arts ball in January 1931, where the Building “stole the show” (V&A, 2003 P.254). The Chrysler Building, when completed had a huge impact on the public due to the fact that when construction was finished it was the tallest building in the world, making it very rarity to see in day to day life for most people. 

Overall The Chrysler Building is a cultural artefact of 1930’s America as it highlights what the aim of the American Political parties and leaders were trying to do at the time, resolve the issue of the Great Depression by employing the general public and also encouraging the general public to believe in Herbert Hoover (DISCovering U.S. History. 2003), but the lack of trust and confidence in Herbert Hoover to recover from the Depression meant that as a result the public elected Franklin Roosevelt to be the next President.

Similarly the Great Depression had a enormous impact on American entertainment. The majority of people in America during the 1930’s didn’t have a lot of money that they could spare on going to the cinema or watching a Broadway musical, so these people had to find other forms of entertainment such as radio. During the 1930’s before television, radio the most popular form of entertainment for the majority of people due to it being a free source of entertainment for the public to listen to, with the most popular broadcasts being the ones that distracted their listeners from their everyday struggles. Comedy programs like Amos ’n’ Andy, soap operas and also sporting events (Pat Funaro. 2008).
Other forms of entertainment on the radio were also musical, for example swing music was very popular at the time as it encourage people to cast aside their trouble, escape from the grim realities of life through dance singing and having fun. MBC started a new Saturday night radio programme called “Let’s Dance” it featured a new alternative style of music that caught the publics interest and it was called Swing. This new style of music that had originated from the Harlem was impacting America as this new style of music began to gain popularity and soon after its exposure to the wider public it became one of the most populate styles of music during the 1930’s (Pat Funaro. 2008).

The rise in popularity in Swing also saw the introduction of a new dance craze named after the great aviator Charles Lindbergh, the Lindy Hop. Its origins and sudden popularity within America Swing quickly became the binding force that brought all culture together. By 1932 10million records had been sold but, due to the New deal introduced by President Roosevelt, by 1939 that number had grown to nearly 50million due to more people being able to spend money and also Swings increasing popularity (Pat Funaro. 2008). Swing and other similar dances made, like the Lindy Hop, were seen as a rival to other forms of entertainment such as theatres and Broadway Plays. Similarly, during this time, the various projects within president Roosevelt’s New Deal began to decrease the poverty amongst American citizens. People started to spend money on film meaning that “Gangster and Social problem films about the depression subsided, and a new form of comedy started to emerge during the second half of the decade.” (Harry M.Benshoff. 2004 P.172)

American Gothic is an iconic oil painting created by Grant Wood that was submitted to the Art Institute of Chicago in 1930, during the 1930’s artists in America were motivated to paint realistic scenes of American culture (Art Institute of Chicago. 2017). Wood’s inspiration for the painting came whilst he was visiting Eldon, Iowa (Kristy Puciko. 2015). When there he came across a little white house that caught his attention due to its large, lone window. He quickly sketched the house, and this became the base for his painting. The painting depicts a couple that are identified as a homesteading farmer, with his wife or daughter, with her taciturn and over-protective/ stern looking father (Royal Academy of Arts. 2017). The painting celebrated the farming families of the 1930’s, highlighting both the dystopian and idealistic sides of this difficult decade (Judith A.Barter. 2016 P.17). Something that heavily impacted on the painting was The Dust Bowl also known as the “Dirty Thirty’s”,1930-1939 America.

The Dust Bowl refers to a drought that hit the Midwest America. Severe dust storms and dry spells made it incredibly hard for farmers to grow crops, whilst water shortages and harsh farming conditions meant that livestock were dying (History. 2017).

Before The Dust Bowl farming in America was seen as a good way to make a living and also one of America’s best exports as farmers were able to charge $2.14.9 per bushel for the crop. However when The Dust Bowl swept through America all of that changed. The drought made the Great Depression even worse for people living and working on the great Plains, so that in 1933 the average person living in North Dakota earned only $145 annually, compared to the national average at the time $375. Because farmers weren’t able to grow crops, the wind blew dry bare soil high into the air creating massive dust storms. These conditions forced some farmers to give up and move looking for alternative job prospects however many of these farmers became homeless (Kimberly Amadeo. 2017).

Other members of the public that were affected by the storms were young children. Some Schools had to be cancelled delaying the children’s education and also because of the storms some young children even developed pneumonia. Which could be the reason behind the way that Wood’s painted the farmer’s daughter, if it is the farmer’s daughter, in his painting.

The homelessness within America continued to grow and those who went homeless began to band together and set-up camps commonly placed on the outskirts of the town or cities. The camps were mostly composed of tents (History. 2017). After time these homeless communities became known as “Hoovervilles” as a term that was meant to mock the president who they blamed for their predicament. This could also be seen as another factor in the way that Wood’s painting depicts the stern look in the Farmers eyes suggesting his and other Farmers discontent with their current government (Lexi and Jess. 2017). The Hoovervilles also demonstrate a trend during this time period that saw the individual person as helpless against the worldwide disaster, however this popularised the collective “We” amongst the public (John Rogers Puckett. 1984 P.2).

Other paintings during this period of time such as “Construction Work”, 1934 by Herman Meril and “Workers on the Cathedral of learning Smithsonian” by Harry W. Screech were painted during the New Deal in America meaning that even though they were painted during the same decade of American Gothic were a lot different (Barbara Wells Sarudy. 2012).

In 1932, the American public elected Franklin D. Roosevelt as their president due him promising to tackle America’s many problems. “I pledge you, I pledge myself, to a new deal for the American people” This was a statement he made during the election campaign of 1932 (Library of Congress. 2017), this statement was take to heart by the American public so the “New Deal” became the term used to describe the series of programs generated to solve issues such as Americas industry, economy and finances (The Editors of Encyclopædia Britannica. 2017).

To achieve his goals the President realised that Americans needed not only employment and economic stability but also needed to be inspired and Roosevelt knew that art could provide this. One project that Roosevelt began was the FSA ( Farm Security Administration) which was used to combat the Great Depression (Hagen, 1991 P.1). Between December 1933 and June 1934 the Public Works of Art Project (PWAP) hired 3,749 artists to create paintings and other forms of art, ranging “from advertising to political rhetoric to government-sponsored arts and theatre projects”(Alan Trachtenberg. 1989 P.248), the aim was to lift the spirits of the American public. The number of these paintings and other art forms totalled up to 15,663. The success of the PWAP is also mimiced with the success of the entirety of the New Deal, the number of unemployed in America feel from 14million to 8 million within those four year as there were many relief schemes providing jobs and support to the general public (The Gale Group Inc.. 2003. New Deal). The success of the PWAP and the New Deal as a whole lead to various other programs such as the Works Progress Administration’s Federal Art Project being established (Barbara Wells Sarudy. 2012).

The impact that these events had on high and low culture of the time is very obvious, due to historical events causing various high and low cultural artefacts to spawn. For example the tragedy of the Wall Street Crash lead to the Great Depression ,that lasted nearly the entire decade, had an enormous impact on society of the time due to the mass public being unemployed and not being able to afford much a lot of entertainment devices became cheaper ,such as the radio. Also cheaper communal events were created such as the creation and development of dance halls and similarly the creation and development of the mentality of the collective “we” posed to the individual “I” which are very much low cultural artefacts. 

The consequence of the Great Depression and the Dust Bowl also prompted the government of the time to commission builds such as the Hoover Dam, the Empire State Building and the Chrysler Building which can still be viewed in modern day and have almost lost their original concept of inspiration and admiration which are a lot more high cultural artefacts.

The failure in these buildings then lead to a change of leadership within the country which left the country in good public, economic and financial standing before America decided to join World War II on December 7, 1941.
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