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“the best that has been thought and written in the world”—is in danger, or is indeed already “lost,” because of widespread popular education, popular communications systems, and what is often called “mass society.” On High and Popular Culture: Raymond Williams 1974  newrepublic.com/article/79269/high-and-popular-culture 
 Development of technology has spread all aspects of culture to a much wider audience. Are the terms high and low culture now redundant? 








                       Has the true meaning behind Graffiti been lost?
“the best that has been thought and written in the world”—is in danger, or is indeed already “lost,” because of widespread popular education, popular communications systems, and what is often called “mass society.” On High and Popular Culture: Raymond Williams 1974  newrepublic.com/article/79269/high-and-popular-culture 
 Development of technology has spread all aspects of culture to a much wider audience. Are the terms high and low culture now redundant? 
In this essay I plan to look into the meaning behind graffiti and what started it all. I want to uncover the use and style and what made it such a powerful art form for getting messages across. I plan to look into the artists themselves and their backgrounds in order to uncover what kind of people do street art and what about their work made them so well known. The three main artists I aim to look into are Banksy, Keith Haring and Michel Basquiat. My goal is to look into the effect of modern day technologies and social medias effect on the art and if this has become a problem for the movement. I want to discover if modern life has defeated the point of graffiti’s message and if moving it away from its roots is still effective. I also aim to consider high and low culture factors on the art form.
The term graffiti derives from the Italian word of graffiare which means to carve or scratch and can be dated back as early as cave paintings. However, the graffiti as we know it today began in Philadelphia in the early 1960’s. The invention of the spray can by Edward Seymour in 1949 began the movement and gave the art its mobility with there no longer being a need for paint and paintbrushes, but simply a spray can and stencil that could be put up in seconds. Graffiti became almost instant after this invention in the form of tagging, an art of simply placing ones name/codename across buildings, trains etc. The main way of viewing the art was on the trains of New York and the people creating it were those mainly in groups called crews from lower class backgrounds, using the tags to mark their territory and carry their messages across the city. They wanted to share messages that were otherwise being unheard. Tagging was competitive, and the aim was to cover as many train carriages as possible. This art form was mainly carried out between 1971-1974 and due to the mass amount of people partaking in the movement this led to people wanting to make the art their own. This led to new forms of calligraphy and designs being created. ‘From top to bottom’ was created after they modified paint cans to produce wider streams. The wider outline created more of a bubble effect and they started to fill the inside of letters with patterns and designs such as checkerboard. These pieces became so large that they started to cover the entire train carriage and the artist most famous for doing so was SUPER KOOL 223 from the Bronx.
The years from 1975 to 1977 marked the peak of graffiti innovation.’ (Good Graffiti 2011). Larger tags became the norm within the community and so the art continued to develop in order to reflect a variety of people and what they wanted to express. People adapted the style to be done faster and easier with styles such as the throw up. This style was three colours or less and was larger than a tag. Styles such as 'Pieces' were invented and were more of a visual art than writing but graffiti never strayed from raising awareness of an issue deemed important to the artist and bringing it to the public, they were more than just marking territory. For instance, political protest art that can be viewed in areas like Berlin. The Berlin wall was covered in pieces of ‘peace and love’ when it was still being used to divide the country. Graffiti is also being used amongst the homeless to guide those who need safe shelter and to communicate with their own unique language. The aim of graffiti is to carry a message to the masses whether that be through narrative or visual art along public places.
It’s always been known as vandalism and the defacing of a property and ironically just as it was becoming recognised as an art form within areas of New York and displayed within their museums, mayors such as John Lindsay were beginning to criminalise the art. Some countries went as far as to create the charges for graffiti on par with assault, while creating tourists attractions for the art at the same time. The argument is still ongoing as to whether its vandalism or art with some saying it depends on the property and area. 

A popular artist within the graffiti movement was Keith Haring, a Pennsylvanian born artist who developed a love for the arts at a young age. His cartooning skills were made through watching his father and popular cartoonists Dr Seuss and Disney. He attended Ivy School of Professional Art in Pittsburgh but left soon after discovering that he wasn’t into becoming a commercial graphic artist. He worked on his own for a while before moving to New York and enrolling in the School of Visual Arts. This is where he discovered a form of art that was happening outside of the classroom in the streets, on club buildings and train carriages. He surrounded himself with the likes of artist Michel Basquiat and Kenny Scharf and started to exhibit his work within alternative venues such as club 57. ‘Haring was able to push his own youthful impulses toward a singular kind of graphic expression based on the primacy of the line.’ (The Keith Haring Foundation 1997) and was intent on creating a very public type of art that everyone could see and take part in. As Haring moved on with experimenting with art forms he discovered a way that enabled him to share his work the way he wanted to. This was done by drawing large scale chalk figures along black paper through the subway. He created hundreds of these pieces and his art quickly gained popularity and was widely recognised throughout New York. His determination to keep the art as open to public as possible spread to his store The Pop Up Shop, but his low prices were looked down upon within the art world. The messages that he carried out were mainly social topics and when diagnosed with Aids he focused on gaining awareness for the cause using his work with imagery and The Keith Haring foundation. He gained a wide audience with his public artworks and wide variety of topics such as love, sex and war. 
Unlike his friend Keith Haring, Michel Basquiat did not have an art school background, but he did attend a private school and spent a short time in a school for the gifted. Nonetheless this did not affect his knowledge of the arts as he often visited the museums with his mother from a young age. His knowledge of the museum was described by Basquiat’s girlfriend as ’Jean knew every inch of that museum, every painting, every room. I was astonished at his knowledge and intelligence and at how twisted and unexpected his observations could be.’ (The Guardian, Race, Power, Money- The Art of Jean-Michel Basquiat, by Olivia Laing, September 2017). He was first influenced by the book Greys Anatomy, his mother gifted him after braking his arm. It sparked an interest in the outlines of one’s body and the deep meaning behind some of life’s oldest works, for example hieroglyphics. He began with spray can drawings on the lower east-side and the high art zone of Soho. His art wasn’t tidy or clean like other pieces, the colours were muted unlike most graffiti and he allowed his mistakes to become part of the art. He looked for the deeper double meaning behind the words he wrote. He had little to no money and was homeless with his first piece being sold to actress Debbie Harry for a fraction of the price they were to be sold for in later years. ‘Everything he did was an attack on racism and I loved him for this,’ Mallouk says in Widow Basquiat (The Guardian, Race, Power, Money- The Art of Jean-Michel Basquiat, by Olivia Laing, September 2017). His art had a powerful message on the fight against racism and one piece in particular clearly fights for this after a fellow black artist passed away from negligent homicide by policemen and were found not guilty by an all-white jury. He uses questions and Mr Punch faces to depict the injustice caused. Basquiat believed that the whole art scene was racist and that if it wasn’t for his skin colour there wouldn’t be such a huge reaction to his art. He was lonely and at the time the only black man in the szene. Unfortunately, he became a heroin addict, and this eventually ended his life, but in the month leading up to his death he created some of his most known pieces such as Eroica. When Basquiat was asked who he created his art for he replied with ‘just any person’ (The Guardian, Race, Power, Money- The Art of Jean-Michel Basquiat, by Olivia Laing, September 2017). 

Banksy was unlike Basquiat and Haring, keeping his identity unknown and beginning his career as part of a group called DryBeadZ crew. It wasn’t until the late 1990’s that he began stencilling claiming ‘As soon as I cut my first stencil I could feel the power there. I also like the political edge. All graffiti is low-level dissent, but stencils have an extra history. They’ve been used to start revolutions and to stop wars’ (Smithsonian.com, The story behind Banksy, by Will Ellsworth-Jones, February 2013).  Banksy understands the power behind graffiti and isn’t afraid to mix the style up to create his own. He has no known art background and claims ‘You don’t have to go to college, drag ’round a portfolio, mail off transparencies to snooty galleries or sleep with someone powerful, all you need now is a few ideas and a broadband connection. This is the first time the essentially bourgeois world of art has belonged to the people. We need to make it count.’ (Smithsonian.com, The story behind Banksy, by Will Ellsworth-Jones, February 2013). His stencilling was developed to create art fast and efficiently and has since baffled everyone with the anonymity of it all. His work was focused within the working-class communities of Bristol and as he gained popularity it created the Banksy effect. This meant that graffiti was being recognised, sold off for thousands and commissioned regularly. Banksy’s art had themes of politics, hypocrisy and capitalism. His art became so well known that it was being taken from the urban areas it was created and moved into museums. His art now earns thousands, and some would argue that placing it in such high culture areas defeats the point of graffiti all together.  

The argument on whether technology has defeated the meaning of graffiti is a tricky one. A simple search of Banksy’s name in a search engine can bring up all past pieces and they are printed everywhere from postcards to t-shirts to books. The point to the graffiti art movement, was to share important topics with the masses and whether that be on social media, in a gallery or along the streets the message is being seen and taken in. However, Graffiti has also been made a well-known art form meaning that it also viewed in high culture areas such as national galleries. With this comes expensive prices taking away from one of the main reasons behind creating the art, that its free and available to anyone, this was something that Haring truly believed in. Having it within these areas takes away the urban feel and the danger that came with creating the art, but it is this that gains recognition to the art form.

In conclusion graffiti is done from people of all backgrounds such as those of the middle class like Keith Haring to those in the crews of New York. It requires zero knowledge on the arts, just a spray can and a message the artists deems important. It’s difficult to determine whether graffiti is that of high or low culture as it seems to be equally on either side. Its available to the lower culture masses on trains, buildings and bridges but its also in high culture museums and displays. It’s the high culture placement that gains recognition for graffiti as an art form, but it was never created for the fame but for the people to gain recognition for the issues they thought weren’t being recognised. From the information gathered it appears that artists don’t graffiti for the money but purely to get information to the masses. Technology has done both good and bad for the movement as it takes the messages further to the people it also takes it further from its roots. If I were to look deeper into graffiti I would conduct a more thorough investigation into the effects of both high and low culture, going into more depth of whether it plays an important factor in the movement. 
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