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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.  
	The term ‘culture’ is frequently used with a range of different meanings; “nothing is more indeterminate than this word, and nothing more deceptive than its application to all nations and periods.” (Herder in Williams, 1988:89) This implies that the definition of culture has always been open to interpretation, as there is not a clear, fixed meaning. In terms of art, ‘culture’ is used as “the independent and abstract noun which describes the works and practices of intellectual and especially artistic activity. This seems often now the most widespread use: culture is music, literature, painting and sculpture, theatre and film.” (Williams, 1988) However, this use is “relatively late”, cementing itself in the English language in the late 19th century and early 20th century. (Williams, 1988) This definition of culture is often split into low and high culture. “Low or popular culture includes the cultural behaviours and ideas that are popular with most people in a society.” Whereas high culture “refers to cultural patterns that distinguish a society’s elite.” (CrashCourse, 2017) The contrast of high and low cultural artefacts in the art world is particularly interesting during the late 1950s through to the 1960s.
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Figure 1: Rothko, M., (1958) Black on Maroon.
	Black on Maroon (figure 1) could be viewed as high culture. Active from the mid-1920s through to 1970, Mark Rothko’s work is categorized as part of the abstract expressionism movement. “One notable characteristic of the paintings from this period is their scale: works by Mark Rothko and Jackson Pollock tend to dwarf the viewer, creating an experience that is overwhelming and absorbing, not just visually but physically.” (Street, 2016) Rothko’s large scale can be seen in Black on Maroon, which measures at 2667 x 3812 mm (Tate). Rothko used this scale in the hope of creating a feeling of the sublime; “an experience so overwhelming as to inspire dumbstruck awe,” (Street, 2016)The creation of the sublime is aided by the lack of frames on Rothko’s work and that he prefers “them to be hung comparatively low, he encouraged viewers to immerse themselves in their mysterious depths, to feel both swallowed up by them and to experience them intimately, without the distracting effect of gold frames or high placement upon the wall.” (Street, 2016) The placement has been considered to try and make the paintings all-encompassing, fully engulfing the viewer so that they feel “immersed in colour as though submerged in water” (Street, 2016). He believed that “‘a painting is not about experience, it is an experience.’” (Rothko cited in Street, 2016) However, the intimacy of Rothko’s work, and its lack of framing could be considered quite unusual for high culture art. Despite this, Rothko’s goal to produce a sense of the sublime could be linked to his strong religious background. Art with religious connotations would typically be considered high culture today, although this may be due to the secularization of our society; religious beliefs would have been more universal during the late 1950s.
A devout Jew, the 1940s caused a change in Rothko’s subject matter which continued through and past his work of the 1950s; he “turned to “tragic and timeless” themes from Greek mythology and Christian iconography, which he combines with subtle references to Jewish burial practices and the Holocaust.” In this way, Rothko was able “to address the tragedy unfolding in Europe without publically proclaiming his status as a Jew.” Although he never spoke openly about the Holocaust, his daughter claimed it was “always there in the background." (Zurakhinskt et al, 2018) Having lived through a mass genocide of his religion, Rothko may have continued to work with Jewish undertones in the hope it could help maintain the struggling religion.
Black on Maroon (see figure 1) was created as a mural for New York’s Seagram Building. Its “panels have been described as “doorways to Hell” and likened to the rims of flames: responses with obvious Holocaust resonance.” (Zurakhinskt et al, 2018) Rothko’s choice of colours are consistently dark and dull, he has stated that he was “not interested in relationships of colour or form… [He was] interested only in expressing basic human emotions-tragedy, ecstasy, doom, and so on.” This demonstrates that Rothko was more concerned with the emotional and spiritual effects of a painting rather than the visual aesthetic. These dark colours are not very commercially appealing, suggesting that they were never intended to be part of popular culture.
The abstract expressionists also placed “a special emphasis on the gesture made by the artist’s hand, which for these artists gave their work authenticity and individuality.” (Street, 2016) This shows the value that artists, like Rothko, placed on unique, handmade art in the late 1950s; they preferred to dedicate their time into producing exclusive, one-off pieces of work, rather than commercial, mass-produced art.
Mark Rothko’s work could be considered high culture, as the image is ambiguous, requiring a well informed, educated interpretation. The message of his work carries a deeper meaning that he tries to convey through emotion rather than image. Furthermore, the work cannot be fully experienced unless it is viewed in situ at the gallery space. This supports the work being high culture as it is only accessible to those with the knowledge, time, and money to visit the gallery.





[image: ]
Figure 2: Warhol, A., (1964) Brillo Box (Soap Pads)
	In contrast to Rothko, Andy Warhol, having worked commercially as a graphic artist, “embraced the mass mediums to transmit his ideas to as many people as possible”. (Pinnington, 2014) It could be argued that Warhol was, at heart, a business man, aiming for wealth and commercial success; which is evident in his film ‘Empire’ (1964): an 8-hour static shot where “filmmaker Jonas Mekas was on camera operating duty…-not Warhol.” (Pinnington, 2014) Although Warhol may have conjured the ideas, Mekas filmed the final artwork, whereas the credit goes to Warhol. It could be argued that this demonstrates that Warhol had an exploitative nature. Further evidence for this characteristic can be seen from his nickname, “Drella, a conjunction of Dracula and Cinderella”, and notably, “the 1968 murder attempt on the artist by Valerie Solanis, for whom Warhol represented the ultimate white male exploiter”. (Walsh, undated)
	Andy Warhol’s work could be considered low culture; this can be inferred as ‘Pop art’ refers to ‘popular art’-belonging to popular culture. One of the main ideologies among pop artists of the 1960s was the rejection of the cultural elitism. At the time, the movement was seen as a “new, brash, secularized art”. (Ratcliff, 2008) This stark contrast between the end of the 1950s and the 1960s would be expected as the 60s are associated with “disruption”. (Stone, 2013) From ‘flower power’, to the Civil Rights Movement, and the moon landing; the 60s “kept insistently defining itself as a process, demanding to be experienced self-consciously as an event in time.” (Stone, 2013) Another changing factor was the rise of the teenager. Although the term began to circulate in the 1920s, it became cemented in the middle of the 20th Century; “High schools gave young people a place to build a separate culture outside the watchful eye of family. Rapid growth gave them income, either earned or taken from their parents. Cars (and, later, another mobile technology) gave them independence.” (Thompson, 2018) This could explain the trendy, atypical approach of Pop art. The mass media and corporations may have shifted their efforts to market towards this newly emerged sub-culture, which, like Pop art, is often defined by its willingness to break away from expectations and revolt.
	One opposer of Pop art was Mark Rothko, who “saw in Warhol’s art something beyond his grasp: a blankness”. It could be argued that this was because “Warhol was an utterly secular artist.”(Ratcliff, 2008)Thus, the social change is already evident; within a few years Rothko’s fundamentally religion-inspired artwork has been replaced by the commercialism of Pop art. Support for this pivotal divide can be seen as Warhol described Rothko’s work as “really empty” (Ratcliff, 2008) Therefore, it could be implied that neither artist can understand or appreciate the others work, as they function on opposite sides of the spectrum.
	However, whether or not Warhol’s work is considered high or low culture is open to interpretation, especially as his “work of the early 1960s consciously destabilized the distinct domains of high culture and commercial art.” (Walsh, undated)

	Brillo Boxes (1964) (see figure 2) uses easily sourced materials, and the handiwork of external creatives: “The boxes were fabricated in plywood by an outside manufacturer, and then painted to mimic the models. The lettering and logos were screenprinted on the prepared boxes, replicating the originals with uncanny accuracy.” (Walsh, undated) Presented as mundane replicas with no greater meaning, “critics and scholars have long sought to pierce the neutral façade Warhol carefully maintained with regard to the meaning of his work.” (Walsh, undated) Despite this, some have claimed that Brillo Boxes, (1964) (see figure 2) is linked to gender politics. It is worth noting that Warhol grew up in Pittsburgh which was “synonymous with the steel industry” (Walsh, undated) at the time. Steel would generally have been viewed as a masculine material, however, “Brillo, through simple packaging, transforms steel wool into the perfect housewife’s friend, a faithful ally in the never-ending pursuit of shining aluminium cookware” (Walsh, undated), which would have been considered a woman’s responsibility during the early 1960s. From this, some would infer that Brillo Boxes, (1964) (see figure 2) is a commentary on “the power of advertising” (Walsh, undated), although it could also be suggested that the boxes are “as hollow as the rhetoric so boldly emblazoned upon them.” (Walsh, undated)
	Consequently, the range of opinions on the meaning of Warhol’s Brillo Boxes (1964) suggests that whether they are high or low culture is open to interpretation. For those who view the artwork as a statement on gender politics and advertising, the piece may be considered high culture, whereas it may be deemed low culture by those that believe it is simply a replica of a commercial item.
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Figure 3: Blake, P., Haworth, J., (1967) The Beatles’ ‘Sgt. Pepper’s Lonely Hearts Club Band’ Album Cover
	As an album cover for one of the world’s best-known bands, both at the time and today, it is indisputable that Peter Blake and, then wife, Jann Haworth’s artwork for The Beatles’ Sgt. Pepper’s Lonely Hearts Club Band (1967) (see figure 3) is firmly low culture art.
	Despite this, Blake’s title as a ‘fine artist’-a “painter, sculptor, and designer, a leading exponent of Pop art” (Brigstocke, 2001), could imply that his work is high culture, as paintings and sculptures would be more accessible to society’s elite. However, the composition of Sgt. Pepper’s Lonely Hearts Club Band (1967) (see figure 3) has elements of collage at its core, albeit life-size. Blake has stated that his “big contribution was the life-size cutouts, the magic crowds.” It features “figures from Karl Marx and Oscar Wilde to Lewis Carroll and Marlene Dietrich. Shirley Temple, Sir Peter’s childhood heroine, appears three times.” (Higgins, 2004) Like much of Blake’s work, these cutouts visualize “his obsession with popular culture.” (Nayeri, 2015) Consequently, the use of these widely recognized figures, allows the artwork to appeal to a mass audience. Whereas film stars Marlon Brando and Marilyn Monroe may have been easily identifiable for all, it may be argued that many of the figures included, such as Carl Jung or Wallace Berman, may only be recognizable to the elite, who have been educated about the disciplines of psychology and art.
	Thus, it could be concluded that some aspects of Sgt. Pepper’s Lonely Hearts Club Band (1967) (see figure 3) appeals more to the high culture. Nevertheless, there is a plethora of imagery from popular culture, combined with its bright colours, life-size collage stage set-up, and availability as an album cover, Sgt. Pepper’s Lonely Hearts Club Band (1967) (see figure 3) was largely accessible for people of all social backgrounds; hence, would be considered low culture.
	In conclusion, the end of the 1950s, leading into the 1960s marked a major transition to culture as a result of social, political, and historical implications. As we became distanced from the effects of the World Wars, art became less somber, like the high culture work of Rothko, and began to focus on the changes and advancements of technology and society in general. These led to an uprising of low culture art, setting out to challenge and defy the elite. In spite of this, it is clear that the definitions of high and low culture, and the artworks that belong to these categories, are subjective and open to interpretation. The definitions have also changed overtime: whereas Warhol’s work may have been seen as low culture during the 1950s and 60s, it is more widely recognized as high culture today.
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