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Q.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. 




Ernest Abel and Barbara Buckley contend that graffiti markings have historically been ‘announcements of one's identity, a kind of personal testimonial to one's existence […] scratched, carved, or painted onto some surface seemingly for the purpose of leaving one's mark. (Christen, 2003)

This assignment will focus upon Graffiti in America from 1960 to 1980. According to Ehrlich and Ehrlich (2006) graffiti art was developed in Philadelphia in the 1960s ‘when Cornbread and Cool Earl scrawled their names all over the city’ while Christen (2003) argues it began in New York. Considering a number of different perspectives with particular reference to the work of Jean-Michel Basquiat, Keith Haring, Taki 183 and Barbara Kruger it will be argued that graffiti art can cross the boundaries of low and high culture. It will be debated that the social and political influence is changed when graffiti art is low or high culture.  The scope of this assignment is limited to the artists and period stated above but it must be acknowledged that this is only a small focus on a much wider field.
In the introduction to this course (High Low art lecture introduction to module) high culture was described as ‘usually the providence of an elite aristocracy or intelligentsia’ and low or ‘popular’ culture as ‘mainstream or mass production’ and claimed that these ‘terms have become increasingly difficult to define, as barriers between them have virtually disintegrated’. Markus (2013, p.128) states that by declaring there is a ‘high culture’ it automatically implies there is a ‘low culture’ therefore there are different types of culture. Bullock & Trombley (1999, p.507) argue that in the 1960s and 1970s ‘pop culture had an energy and creativity equal to the now defunct high culture’.  On one hand, Williams (1971), considers ‘high culture’ as the great body of cultural skills and works of art which represent them, and prefers the term ‘mass culture’ to ‘low art’ as a way of describing inferior artefacts produced by mass production. On the other hand, Pierre Bourdieu (2007) makes reference to social class and taste where etiquette and appreciation of fine things by the middle and upper classes are ‘high culture’ that are not ‘accessible to the lower classes’. 

Low culture is generally considered the province of graffiti, and in his book
Graffito Michael Walsh described graffiti art as follows;
To the creators and enforcers of social law and order, graffiti is seen as “vandalism,” an ugly and terrifying threat to social value […] to many graffiti writers, graffiti is a secret language, an empowering form of self-expression, an urban calligraphy of the oppressed. (Walsh 1996, p.4)

There is not, however, only one definition of graffiti. The English Oxford Dictionary defines the word graffiti as ‘writing or drawings scribbled, scratched, or sprayed illicitly on a wall or other surface in a public place’. (Oxford Dictionary, 2018) The Collins Dictionary defines graffiti as ‘words or pictures that are written or drawn in public places’ (Collins Dictionary, 2018)
Comparing these definitions, the similarities are that they agree that graffiti art is a form of communication that involves writing or drawing in public places.  The difference between the Collins and Oxford Dictionary definitions are that Collins describes its form without making a value statement whereas the Oxford Dictionary describes the act of graffiti as “illicit”, an illegal act. The Collins Dictionary merely describes how graffiti is made whereas the Oxford Dictionary talks about its legal status and the social value of graffiti.

Walsh's definition of graffiti is similar to that of the Oxford dictionary in that it draws attention to its legal and social status. While the Oxford dictionary has a negative connotation, Walsh writes about the positive value of graffiti art as a form of self-expression. 
 It would be a mistake, however, to consider all graffiti art to be the same as there are many forms. There are too many forms of graffiti art to discuss in detail here but some of the more common include; tagging, throw up, stencil and stamp. According to Christen, 
Hip hop graffiti began in New York City during the late 1960's when a small number of teenagers from Washington Heights, the South Bronx, and other impoverished neighbourhoods began blanketing the city with their "tags"-stylized signatures of names they had invented for themselves. (Christen 2018, p.57-82.) 

Throw ups are ‘two coloured tag with fat letters filled in/outline with a second colour’ whereas stamps are ‘a throw up done many times in many places to look the same’ and a stencil is a ‘cut out piece of cardboard or heavy paper’ to mask the area painted or sprayed (Walsh 1996, p.135). 
The history of subway graffiti in New York is a brief one, and the phenomenon differs from all other kinds of graffiti, both past and present. In the 1960s, teenagers in New York began to write their names on neighbourhood walls, but instead of their given names, they chose nicknames, creating a public identity for the street. Name graffiti initially had a territorial function. Gang members marked out their turf and local kids wrote for their friends or for their enemies. (Cooper & Chalfant 1984 p.15) 

In this section of the essay, selected examples of work by three artists will be discussed as they represent high and low culture through art work that has many of the characteristics of graffiti but first some historical and political context of USA in the 1960’s to mid 70’s. 
The American war in Vietnam a violent extension of the Cold War, Capitalism versus Communism, was to run for 20 years from 1955 till 1975.  This war did much to galvanise various ‘protest’ movements in America at this time. Many ‘peace’ marches occurred. Important social issues and the rights of the individual and ‘minority groups’, Racism, Sexism and Homophobia became highlighted and expressed in many different ways. The Civil Rights Act became law in 1964. One of its most prominent supporters, president John F Kennedy was assassinated in 1963. (John F. Kennedy Presidential Library and Museum, 2018) Martin Luther King leader of the Civil Rights movement amongst black people was assassinated in 1968 after his now famous speech, ‘I have a dream’ (Gokadze, 2013) delivered to striking African American sanitation workers. 

With the above historical context in mind, artefacts produced by 3 different ‘graffiti’ artists will be discussed;
1. Jean-Michel Basquiat  
2. Keith Haring
3. Taki 183

In his early work Jean-Michel Basquiat complied with the characteristics of graffiti art as stated by Walsh (1996) but once his work had been adopted by the art world, it changed the social meaning by becoming high art (Bullock & Trombley 1999). Basquiat was an unusually successful black man in the predominantly white world of fine art galleries in the 1980s. From street art ‘vandal’ to successful millionaire. His work and life and presence in the ‘art-world’ raises questions of the position of Afro Americans in modern society.
Examples of his early work (fig 1 & 2) showed how he expressed frustration with life through acts of defiance.
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Fig. 1. The streets of downtown in early 1980. 
[image: Image result for jean michel basquiat samo]
Figure 2 The streets of downtown in early 1980
[image: Image result for jean michel basquiat]In his tag ‘SAMO’, Same Old Shit, he uses the device of an acronym to create a secret code that not everyone can access (Walsh 1996). An example of his later work see figure 3, from 1981 created on canvas now hangs on the gallery wall in Los Angeles more likely to be seen by the middle classes than those that walked the streets of Brooklyn where he grew up. Figure 3. Los Angeles, Scull, 1981
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Figure 4. Untitled - History of the Black People. 1983.

By 1983 Basquiat was getting more famous and selling his canvases for tens of thousands of dollars. Even though in his paintings, such as figure 4, he makes direct reference to the ‘uncomfortable’ history of black people and specifically: slavery in America and Egypt. He was not afraid to raise these issues and make his gallery based ‘fine-art’ canvases issue based and the main issue being, prejudice, racism, and the mistreatment of black people much of which he was subject to himself. Basquiat made use of his status in high culture to reach a wider audience en masse.

Keith Haring’s artwork in subways had no financial value and was even literally ‘below’ low culture. His artwork in galleries is and was worth millions.  Does his message lose its power or influence by existing in the high culture of the art world? As a gay artist his ‘message’ promoted gay culture, gay sex and freedom of expression.  Following on from the historical ‘riots’ of ‘Stonewall’ when institutional oppression and prejudice led to open confrontation between the police, who routinely raided gay night clubs, and the gay community. His work as an openly gay man also contrasted strongly to the media’s prejudice surrounding the aids epidemic in the 1970’s to 1980’s.
Haring also opened his own shop selling ‘low culture’ products, T shirts, trainers and posters. The distinction between high or low culture is not necessarily very useful in today’s complex society. Haring’s work in a contemporary setting easily traverses low and high culture whether it was in the gallery or the shop or the subway. Fig 5 shows Haring drawing with chalk on black paper. He was often caught and fined for his acts of vandalism. Haring is nonchalant about his blatant act of graffiti, unhindered by the fear of the establishment.
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Figure 5. Keith Haring, subway station (1980s)

Taki 183 ‘worked as a messenger travelling by subway to all five boroughs of the city. In his travels he wrote his name everywhere, including inside and outside trains and on every station.’ (Cooper & Chalfant, 1984, p.14). His tag became ubiquitous around the New York subway, Taki 183 became notorious, thus inspiring a movement that took New York by storm. Tagging became a thing any layman with a pen could create for those who had a desire to leave their mark. 
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Figure 6. Taki 183. Subway station. 1971.
‘It’s not that it can’t be viewed as vandalism, but in my mind, every sticker, every tag seen on the street has artistic merit […]’ (Hundertmark‘C100’, 2003, p.6). Its poignant how signatures are used to make art high culture, particularly when the artist has a reputation and thus an established financial value, but tagging is by all definitions despite being a signature, low culture because by unknown and financially unvalued artist?

Conclusion
The price Graffiti artists pay when being accepted into high culture could be the reduction of the ability to speak for the underrepresented people, one could say they lose their voice. However, through high art it gives a wider platform to share their message. You could argue their work is fine art and could no longer be consider Graffiti as once the artist loses their credibility as a graffiti artist, they can therefore no longer produce ‘graffiti’. Loss of anonymity and thus enters the world of fine art.
Both low culture and popular culture speak to mass population/ordinary people it aims to influence their attitudes and values. Fine art can challenge the establishment even though it is accepted within the fine art cannon. The political statement of graffiti can often be very profound with a powerful message. Low and high culture are very limited concepts considering how complex modern society is. However, the artefacts of graffiti or fine art may traverse or migrate from one sub culture to another. A chalked cartoon on a blank subway poster such as Haring’s early work, was worth nothing or even a reason to be fined and taken to court; may now in contemporary society be found equally at home in an uptown gallery and bought for millions. Meanings, values, influences of artwork artefacts are certainly closely connected to the context of their presentation.
It could be viewed as ironic that the context determines the meaning, value and influence.  
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