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CHOSEN QUESTION
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 essay critically examines the use of the self-portrait in high and low culture. The artifacts I have selected are Vincent Van Gogh ‘Self Portrait’ (1889) oil on canvas and a contemporary ‘Selfie’ image produced specifically for this essay. The selected examples investigate how they are perceived in high and low culture given the surrounding political, historical and social context of each time period.
To critically analyse these examples, it is important to define culture and the relevant sub-cultures within it. Culture defines the way of life, general beliefs and attitudes in a particular group of people. This can be broken down into two relevant but smaller categories; High culture is perceived as aesthetic value directed at a society that rate the artifact as high end and elitist, this encompasses any form of media such as music, film, literary content, haute cuisine and artwork that has been formed by hand; In contrast to high culture, low culture is a term that describes how an artifact appeals to the masses within popular culture. Popular Culture mainly consists of artifacts that are interesting, trending and appeals to the general public. Both high and low cultures can be deemed as ‘Sub-Cultures’, which consists of a group of people who share different beliefs with those who are in the larger culture.

Vincent Van Gogh during his lifetime (1853 – 1890) was an unsuccessful artist. The Editors of SparkNotes state that as a painter he sold ‘very few paintings’ and the public were ‘disinterested’ in his work (SparkNotes Editors, 2018). This is further supported by French writer Antonin Artaud, who called Van Gogh a man “suicided by society” (Artaud, 1947), he used portraits as a ‘method of introspection’ which also illustrated his state of mind.
 This is supported through one of Van Gogh’s letters found on the National Gallery of Art website 

“You will see when you put up the portrait with the light background that I have just finished . . . that I look saner now, even much more so. I am inclined to think that the portrait will tell you how I am better than my letter and this will reassure you . . ..” (1881)

The emotion on Van Gogh’s face is complex, he appears to be emotionless which is contemporary of self-portraits at the time. However, he also appears to be saddened from the way his left eye is looking towards the lower left of his face. This may be connected to his illness of how he suffered from ‘periods of insanity’ and ‘breakdowns’ at the time of the painting.
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Fig1: Van Gogh, V. (1889) Self Portrait [Oil on Canvas] Musee d'Orsay: Paris (Viewed:31st October 2018)



To further understand the role of self-portraits in high and low culture, this oil canvas painting of Vincent Van Gogh (1889) (Fig.1) exemplifies the idea of High Culture. It was known that this was the ‘last of Van Gogh's self-portraits’ and ‘one of the greatest,’ created only months before his death (Editors of VincentVanGogh.org, 2009).
The oil painting on canvas itself uses a rhythmic flowing pattern that is reminiscent to one of his other famous work ‘The Starry Night’ (1889). The flowing brush strokes are used all over the canvas, rather it could be portrayed as ‘Heavy lines of paint seem to emanate from his head like a wavering force field, energized by his own intensity’ as described by the National Gallery of Art.

This description of the artwork highlights how he used his power of observation to perceive the environment differently, as seen through his artwork. The bluish colours dominate the overall tone of the canvas, which blends in well with the flowing pattern and creates a fluid style that gives off a deeper insight into his mood. Vincent Van Gogh was also known as a Post-impressionist artist. Post Impressionism was an art movement in reaction to Impressionism, which occurred in late 19th Century France. Post Impressionists believed in using ‘colour as an emotional/aesthetic of meaning’ (Brettell, 1999, p.22) which was almost an ‘independent of form and composition’ (Brettell, 1999, p.22). In this painting (Fig.1) he uses a similar brush stroke pattern that Impressionists used, however he seems to be more focused on the form within the self-portrait and the background rather than focusing on how light was portrayed. 
As an artist, Vincent Van Gogh belonged with the artistic generation that focused on negotiating a way out of ‘natural pictorial construction’ ((McQuillan, 1989, p.202). In a historical context, he aspired to become a part of this high culture of concentrating on the ‘formal aspects of art’ (McQuillan, 1989, p.202) instead of the low culture movement of simply painting ‘what they saw’.


His ideals, ethics and values as discussed by Brettell (1999) and McQuillan (1989) also support how this image (Fig.1) is a high cultural artefact from the historical and social context of the self-portrait. Oil canvases are still seen as a part of the arts high culture as they have a long history of use in fine art. They served as traditional ways of creating self-portraits epitomised within historical locations using the face of family members to create a visual representation of a family tree to illustrate the evolution of their high culture in society. At the time elite members of society would want to have realistic painting by paying artists to represent their image, yet artists would create this naturalistic painting in hopes of appealing to their needs. Also considering the fact that these painters would have spent years training and self-practice to create these high fine art self-portraits. The materials to create oil canvases were also expensive to purchase in order to create high quality fine art paintings, with many fine artists requiring some form of sponsorship. “The fine Self-Portrait presents a version of the self for consumption of others much like the selfie does” (Eckel. 2016, p.84). Compared to the ‘Selfie Generation’ which has a mass appeal in low culture, fine art paintings have a less broad appeal because of how they are not easily accessible to the public eye and the location of these paintings are hard to access through highly secured museums and private properties.

This next section provides a general discussion of the contemporary low culture of taking ‘Selfies’, in contrast to the high culture of self-portrait oil painting canvases that we have discussed in the above sections of this essay. To support the comparison of low and high cultures in self-portraits, a selfie has been specifically chosen for this essay. The reason for using a selfie for this visual comparison is due to the Self Portrait Oil Canvas in Fig.1 would make a deep contrasting comparison with selfies, as “Selfies are distinguished from the more general genre of self-portraiture because selfies convey a performative dimension of the self” (Eckel, 2016, p.85).
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Fig2: Ballantyne.B.P (2018) Selfie [Digital] Brisbane City Hall: Brisbane (Viewed:31st October 2018)


[bookmark: bbib18]A ‘Selfie’ is a photograph that is of the ‘self’ typically photographed through the use of a smart phone and posted up to social media. “The Selfie has a linage to practices of self-expression found in the fine art genre of self-portraiture in painting and sculpture” as supported by Nicholas Mirzoeff (2016, p.29-70) in the E-Book ‘Exploring The Selfie’. Through the use of digital technologies, self-representation and documentation through selfies and social media has become the public way of writing a diary with a self-portrait canvas. Often the individual will self-manage their portrayal for more positive outcomes leading to a false representation. “Other judgements are no longer just their own creation, the selfie objectifies the self, influences others thoughts”. Goffman (1959) states that “strategic (or selective) self-presentation―often referred to as impression management―is defined as a purposeful process for packaging and editing the self to distribute positive impressions to others (Lyo, 2016, p. 185)
[bookmark: bbib26]With regard to the specific selfie selected, the popular use of travelling and creating memorable experiences through the use of selfies has evolved into a lifestyle choice of sharing moments, “while spreading those travel memories via online social media, many tourists strategically choose self-related information and intentionally manipulate photographic images to present themselves to their friends” (Kim &Tussyadiah, 2013)
The selfie shown in Fig. 2 expresses ‘impression management’ by subtle and constructed image content, and develops self-esteem conveyed through the choice of lifestyle and location, Fig. 2 demonstrates these tendencies and that the individual was able to travel to an exotic location. The contents of Fig.2 shows an individual wearing a red and white San Francisco shirt with aviator glasses and posing in front of the Brisbane City Hall, which is an iconic landmark of Queensland. This individual also uses the peace sign as self-expression of feeling cool in the juxtaposition of the image. 
Within a contemporary setting, the selfie has become a low culture artefact in contrast to the high culture that is the oil on canvas self-portrait in Fig.1. In contrast Fig.2 demonstrates most of the contents, styles and characteristics of a Selfie, which are self-promotion, self-esteem, and the self-documentation of the lifestyle that is represented.
“We think not only about how to present ourselves to others, but also log or record moments of our lives for ourselves to remember them in the future.” This statement from the book ‘Seeing Ourselves Through Technology’ (Rettberg, 2014, p.11) suggests that the selfie is not a means of presenting ourselves through self-visual representation, it is another method of self-documenting our lives and posting it on Social Media. Whether it would be a blog post, activity or sharing those special moments, in contrast to a canvas or a drawing with a diary, a selfie can involve text that creates reflection of ourselves. 
[bookmark: _GoBack]The evidence presented in this assignment has shown that the self-portrait has developed from a high status cultural artefact into a mainstream low culture with mass appeal along with tendencies to have self-promotion, self-esteem and self-expression. The time and care that is involved in self-portraiture artefacts still remains in selfies, although to a lower level and effort. However, with the advancement of digital technologies, not only has it been made easier to create a more than perfect likeness but it is also used to manipulate the individual to create this perfect body image by using filters from Instagram, Snapchat, Facebook and Photoshop.  A more interesting contrast to this discussion is how the value of Self Portrait oil canvases and paintings has changed. At the time of Vincent Van Gogh, he struggled to sell his artwork, however the value of self-portrait canvases increased overtime as technologies were being introduced. The death of an artist led to the artefact’s value increasing overtime as they cannot producing anymore artwork in their own unique style.  With the increase in market value people have used paintings as investments to obtain the monetary value of the artefact that is rare in our modern times. Self Portraits of Vincent Van Gogh in a recent auction has been reported to have sold for at least $71.5 million. These days the monetary value of selfies is non-existent as they are artefacts freely shared across all social media platforms. To add to the end of this conclusion, Van Gogh encouraged artists to study Self-Portraits as they would always be in demand and predicted that it would be the “thing of the future” in his letter to Émile Bernard.
“I strongly urge you to study portrait painting, do as many portraits as you can and don't flag. We must win the public over later on by means of the portrait; in my opinion it is the thing of the future.” (Facos.M, 2018)
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