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In this essay, I will be exploring the differentiation between high and low culture, how they affect each other and what effect social and political contexts have on said cultures. I will be looking into three main areas; music, art and dance. My hypothesis is that, although high and low culture are still definitely divided by the people who take part and enjoy each piece, the lines between these cultures are becoming more and more blurred. The spectrum between both extreme is becoming increasingly more varied as each tries to take influence and inspiration from one another to create sub genres of music art and dance.
High and low culture are most simply defined as the interests of different levels or classes in society. Of course, there is much more going on in this complex issue, but this the ides that is at the core of the whole topic. Class is a result of status and wealth, for example the ‘highest’ rank in society would be the super-rich, those of us who have more money than they know what to do with it, and the lowest would be the low-income housing part of society, those who are working on minimum wage and/or receive outside help for their income and therefore do not have a disposable income. Culture is a historic circumstance which is part of the life of groups of people from all over the world, this varies from very religious cultures such as parts of the Middle East in modern times where they follow religious texts very strictly to much more liberal countries such as Denmark Finland and Iceland, these countries were ranked the top 3 in the 2017 Social Progress Index.
Music was the first example I thought of when posed with the question of high and low culture. For years there has been a divide in society when it comes to people’s views on music. Rap has been looked down on by other genre’s and the older generations as being violent, explicit or not requiring much talent or effort to produce. Rap as a genre resonates so well with young people because the topics that are the base for many of the songs are often not represent in other genres; capturing the way they feel about their absent father, run ins with the law and the state of their community as a result, and other emotional situations touching on topics such as mental illness. There are artists such as logic who in his most recent album, everybody, talks very frankly about mental illnesses depression and anxiety. Many young people suffer with these types of issues these and are not talked about much in modern society, and especially not in music. The song titled 1-800-273-8255 became extremely popular this year and started a lot of talk about mental health issues, it increased awareness of the issue and gave a voice to those who felt alone and without understanding, the whole issue is very complicated so to have a song that resonates with so many people on this topic is something truly special. This is what I think is so powerful about hip hop and rap. It has a loud voice as it appeals to a large proportion of the youth of day.
The other end of the music spectrum is classical or art music. Catherine Schmidt-Jones defined ‘art music’ as “a music which requires significantly more work by the listener to fully appreciate than is typical of popular music.” This may have been true from the 16th to 20th centuries but nowadays classical music is a pivotal role in popular culture and has been used to create some of the most popular and recognisable pieces of music in the last 50-60 years have come from film makers and their orchestras. Harry Potter, Lord of the Rings, Star Wars to name just a few. Classical music as it is known today is the large orchestra with conductor playing famous symphonies such as those from Beethoven and Mozart. These orchestras descend from the 18th century where music was played in religious ceremonies and gatherings, the main source of support for this music performance at the time was from the aristocracy and Nobel families. As the music became more popular the size of the orchestras grew to sometimes hundreds, with upwards of 30 different musical instruments all played together. At this time the events were only viewed by the rich and famous, very rarely would the lower classes get into the opera houses. Modern orchestras have started to include electronic instruments in some performances, this is not the norm but shows a blending of styles which make classical music more popular. Some of the most recognisable pieces of music ever are classical, whether from Hollywood composers such as Howard Shore and John Williams or the classics like Mozart and Beethoven.
An art form that many have considered as ‘Low Culture’ would be graffiti or street art, it’s often seen this way as it is vandalism. Whereas fine artists and sculptures can get into large art galleries and earn thousands and thousands of pounds from selling their work the man on the street can just do that. If the man in the street is so inclined to produce some king of art work, the city would become his canvas. Of course, in many cases graffiti can be just a mess or something done deliberately to offend or cause inconvenience. The person who is often credited with the first modern graffiti was a high school student from Philadelphia who tried to get attention from a girl he was pursuing in 1967 by tagging city walls in showcase of his feelings for her. The first graffiti artists just wanted a place where they could stand up and get their voice heard, they couldn’t do this in any other way than to create art in the subway on the trains, walls and eventually up on to the street. They couldn’t get into prestigious art colleges to study and learn the ‘proper’ way to do art, so they took it upon themselves to create their own style and within their own counter culture.
Cave art has been discovered dated at over 20,000 years old. It seems that the urge to draw on walls has been with us for a very long time. The earliest examples of cave art were extremely simple, made with just a finger running through the soft clay leaving traces, it has been speculated that this may have been inspired by cave bears or other animals making claw marks on the very same walls. This may have been some kind of attempt to recreate the animals marking their territory, by saying no, this cave is ours. “Cave art itself comprises an astonishing variety and mastery of techniques.” Our ancestors clearly found some meaning in the cave art so developed different ways to create lines on the walls from rocks to bones and from mud to charcoal they experimented with materials and colours.
The high cultural artist that I will be looking into is Van Gogh, and I think he is an extremely interesting person to use in the discussion of high and low culture, as in his death and since his works have been widely considered as some of the best to have been produced and I personally really like his work. Many are aware that he cut off his own ear, but not as many know his struggles with mental health and the many ups and downs throughout his tragically short life. ‘In his letters to Theo (his brother) he repeatedly noted that he only painted at times of mental clarity.’ He was an extremely troubled man but found purpose in his work. I think knowing about Van Gogh gives his work another deeper meaning and is why I am such a fan of his work especially his later work, as the viewer you can really feel like you understand him as an artist. He was not a successful artist in his time, his brother struggled to sell his work and as a result both were often short of money.
In his time, he was an outcast, labelled as a madman and his work was not taken seriously. Although, in his death memorial exhibitions were held and articles written of his work and life. Now his paintings are worth millions and are known throughout the world. As he has such an interesting story many art critiques now write about him in such high regard that it would be unfair to say his work is merely low culture, as his work has been so important. His  very unique life’s work can be seen by anyone who visits the Van Goh Museum in Amsterdam so his work is also not high culture as it is available to the masses.
Dance has been part of our societies for thousands of years, there have been cave paintings found depicting scenes of dance from as far back as 7000BC. Folk dances are performed by everyone, regardless of skill or experience, it’s a social gathering, often accompanied by traditional music, specific to that region or people. They are performed as a communal occasion to bring the group of people together. The dances adapt over time as the younger generations observe and copy the elders. These dances may become less frequent for the people of certain regions but there presence at special occasions shows their importance to the people. Occasions such as celebrations of independence from other countries and/or war, these are times of joy for the people and a time when they look to their roots and history, dance is a major part in this. As this type of dance is so accessible to many, this makes it low culture. These dances can be performed by anyone without critique whereas high culture dances such as ballet are extremely pernickety when it comes to technique, execution and rhythm, as Agnes de Mille once said:
"Ballet technique is arbitrary and very difficult. It never becomes easy-it becomes possible.”
The origins of ballet lay in renaissance Italy where it was the aristocratic entertainment for kings and queens of the time. Ballet was not permitted to be performed for anyone who was not the king or his court as it was the money in the royal family that dictated the culture and performances of ballet. The ballet eventually left the control of the royals and were accessible to the public, although only the upper class. They were extravagant shows used to show off the importance and wealth of families in the 1700s. The dances would be accompanied by music, fashion and spoken word all of which were inspired by the myths from ancient Rome and Greece. The gap between high and low culture is much more prevalent in dance than in any other area of human culture. The high culture end of the spectrum is much more set in its ways than say art or music. The modern contemporary ballet is still an extremely highly skilled and follows very strict guidelines in what can be considered ballet.
In conclusion, I think that the lines between high and low culture is becoming more fluid, with a spectrum of ideas and styles, but at each end there still is a clear distinction between the two. One would not confuse a rapper with a composer, a graffiti artist with a fine artist or a ballet dancer with a folk dancer. There is still a difference in cultures present in our modern day, but I think that more than ever the midpoint between the two is rife with new and interesting pieces. There are some musicians who can combine genres that seem to be polar opposites and create something beautiful that captures the essence of both genres. There are still those who do not appreciate the mixing of genres and cultures and therefore cannot see the skill that goes into blending different genres and cultures. From my perspective, I cannot see how this is a bad thing, dance, music and art have been evolving for hundreds if not thousands of years and the mixing of styles I think is the only way to push the boundaries of what is possible. Studies have been done into the possibility of running out of new music and although some people say that music started to sound the same years ago, the number of different possibilities is practically infinite and creating music that has never been heard before than mixing together popular genres is, I think a good way to create new music. This goes for all forms of human expressionism, creating something new but familiar.
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