‘’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.’’
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In this essay I will be exploring the notion of the cultural hierarchy through investigation of artefacts and their contextualisation. Firstly, how do we define culture? 
The word culture itself has a complexity, with lots of diverse definitions and sub-titles, such as; foreign culture, capital culture, mass culture, etc. For the purpose of this essay, I will investigate the terms high and low culture and how they are influenced or changed through a given time period. I will be examining the cultural status of my chosen artefacts, one in the 19th century and the other two in the 21st century. By not focusing on one century, I will be able to explore further the shift in culture and how it is now represented diversely in the 21st century.  
High culture is a form of sophisticated appearance, language and transcendent qualities (Williams, 1976). Whereas on the opposing, low culture has a much lower superiority due to the status or mass production it holds (Gans, 1974). Where these two factors are defined on reality, the sub-title and connotation of each cultural artefact, under these definitions may have more variations – this leading us to cultural shifting and indefinite statements, creating questions such as; can we really define culture as one?
In the 21st century, culture plays a sector in the social and political democracy of our present climate. In recent and past events, one artist that challenges cultural perception is Banksy, questioning the value of artwork and how society perceives its value. This is exemplified in the recent event at Sotheby’s where he shredded a piece of artwork, ‘’doubled the value of Girl with Balloon by destroying it. The art market always wins.’’ (Jones, 2018).
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(Banksy, 2011)
Banksy not only challenges the value of art, yet, in addition, the materials in which he uses. As demonstrated above, Banksy’s work is created through the medium of spray paints, which is arguably reflected as a ‘throw away’ material due to its functionality. This relating to the ideology that it can be used anywhere and everywhere; such as, on walls, buildings and the street. In addition, connecting back to the word low-culture, where the positioning of graffiti, is usually in derelict areas such as South London, as well as urban run-down areas of a city. Graffiti can also be mass produced, especially in areas such as Bristol where Banksy was born. Furthermore, a Guardian article online states ‘’graffiti has no artistic merit’’ (Gayle, 2018), discussing how graffiti is reflected as not a praise-worthy art form. On the other hand, what is arguably noticeable is the social and political aspect of graffiti. Although the genre is perhaps seen as lower status, the visual context promotes, catches and engages the viewer’s perception due to the rawness. This could be demonstrated in the photo above where there is a young boy holding a large machine gun in contrast to the colours and child-like marks of sunshine/the playfulness around the figure, Banksy also may have been strategically thinking of the works placement here where the gun is pointing towards the bold letters ‘NO’ in red demonstrating politics of the 21st century where children as exposed to war and conflict ‘’Today, children are at more risk in war and conflict zones now than at any time in the last 20 years.’’ (Save the Children).
[bookmark: _GoBack]Historically, graffiti has been presented as whole as a low-culture art style with groups and individuals targeting the urban landscape. What I find interesting, is how there is a cultural shift element. Although on the one hand graffiti has a noticeable low-culture label (as discussed above through mass production of city culture) on the other, Banksy’s has arguably made this genre selectively shift into high-culture art through placements in galleries such as Andipa gallery, identification and events. These elements shift the work into high-culture because Banksy’s work is identified as his own, the art market also respects his work as it is in galleries, making it hold a superior level above other artwork(s). The intervention that Banksy is pushing social stigma and challenging society through his direct artwork which is placed in the city. ‘’street art has grown progressively complicated with the rise of high-profile pieces sought after by wealthy collectors’’ (Colin, 2017, p. 73) refers to previously as discussed - how street art such as Banksy’s work Girl with Balloon has changed the art market and is being placed against other valued artworks such as Jenny Saville in an auction atmosphere.
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(Billingham, 1995)
Another artist who demonstrates the shift between low and high culture in the 21st century is Richard Billingham. In his early photographic works, Billingham explores political, social and personal themes of his family's addiction and struggle. This can be indicated in his photo book Ray’s a Laugh (Billingham, 1996) through the rawness and emotional state of his Father, captured in a drunken state next to alcohol bottles. In an artist’s talk at UWTSD, Billingham spoke about his Fathers addiction and using his camera to document the reality of what was happening in his family home (Billingham, 2017). After research into his photographs and seeing him in conversation, his early work could be respected in a low culture field. Stemming from the suggestion of the family home with damaged architecture, through to the snap-shot type, imperfect photographs. This can be demonstrated by the over exposed cat/door, out of focus hand and lack of general composition which is noticeable in the photographic work above.  
Historically reviewing Billingham’s work, it is evident that his work has culturally shifted over time. This is noticeable as he recently won the Wakelin Award in 2018 at The Glynn Vivian Art Gallery (Photography Now, 2018) in Swansea with his own solo show. Billingham’s photographic work is now being recognised by big organisations such as the Tate Modern - where the artist himself has been labelled the opposite of low-culture due to the placement of his work and popularity in galleries across the UK. His work has also recently transformed from snap-shot type, low quality images into more technical landscapes and places which also suggests a changed culture. Suggestively, his work may have shifted in this direction due to his own personal mind-set and more relaxed state of mind. This stemming from a quote; ‘’revealing Billingham’s emotional and creative relationship to nature and landscape’’ (Towner Art Gallery, 2015).
Whilst his work has shifted into galleries, it is important to recognise and consider that what has not changed is his political directness that he addresses in his work. Although there is a suggestive shift in cultural hierarchy, his work remains in the same state as when it was created. Perhaps in conclusion this may suggest that his work still stands at a low culture technical and political state, yet as a result, his newer work and own artist presence has been influenced by high culture popularity. 
Despite various artworks shifting from a low-mid culture background as discussed above by artists such as Banksy and Billingham, consequently, on the other hand it should also be discussed that a culture shift could be reversed to a certain degree/limitation. One artist that socially has been challenged through this notion is John Constable. His work is seen as a high cultured art form as he was known as one of ‘’the greatest artists in landscape’’ (Limited, 1970). His work would be categorised through high-culture due to his technical skill, materials and outstanding craft for his subject which was respected by galleries and fellow artists. Although Constable’s work is still seen in this respect, due to the relevance of the time, where his work is arguably shifted into mass-reproduction is seen in the light of a lower culture. For instance, this is exemplified where the display mechanism of his work has been placed on everyday cheap objects such as plastic trays, cups and plates. With the progression of Modernism and abstraction – figurative work such as Constables appeals to mass culture because it is easy to understand and represents an aspect of ‘Britishness’.
It could be questioned does the reproduction of art always relate to low culture? Although on one hand, mass production may inherently make something less authentic because it is a copy, not an original. We need to question if the act of interest in larger quantities defines the work as low culture. Does the demand of the artefact represent a greater appreciation for it? For example, lots of people were interested in bidding for David Hockney's Pool with Two Figures which recently ‘’sold for a record 90 million dollars’’ (Reuters, 2018), yet, Hockney remains one of the ‘’most popular and widely recognised artists of our time.’’ (Tate). This could be argued that the piece is an original so that the point is invalid, but the argument still stands against the popularity of the artefact. Demonstrating how the social mass interest of an artefact may not define the cultural status of it. Although there is clear difference between Hockney’s work being sold as an original in auction and Constable’s work reproduced upon plastic everyday objects – the popularity of interest in their work could be a positive into a high culture attitude. Especially in the reproduction works of Constable, where his work is ‘great’ enough for someone to want in their own home, despite the positioning or production of the work.
These three artists, although separate in their own rights, share similarities. Through direct intention or not, they all share cultural aspects such as historical, social and political elements as discussed above. In connection to Banksy, some may argue that Constable’s work has selectively shifted over a given time period where Constable’s work has been placed in modern respect in relation to plastic household items. On the other hand, Banksy has challenged the perception of graffiti where it arguably has been reflected a higher culture art in comparison to the time in which Constable’s work was made. Constable has a correlation with the works of Billingham where his landscapes correspond with Billingham's later work, where his photographic landscapes convey a sense of historical environment at a given time. Although these artists are from the 19th and 21st century, there is a comparison between them expressing historically the landscape in the context of a given time period. Banksy’s work also has a connection here, where he is responding to the environment with the social and political democracy of the present climate.
Having looked at artists where their work(s) could be explored in culturally shifting patterns, from a range of demographic, social and political backgrounds. It could be argued that the whole notion of culture is unique to each artist and artefact, how the viewer perceives the work and its cultural status has as much importance as the definitive work itself. To some, high culture may be discussed in a matter of visual qualities or directional facts behind the art work such as; where is it positioned, the materials of the work, the artists name etc. Where others may appreciate the work for different aspects such as the visual aesthetic. Culture has a large research element to it. It is not definitive, the answer is forever shifting through time, context and awareness. As a country, we may have a difference in views to other countries. As a person, we may have different views to each other. As discussed in this essay, culture can be appropriated differently by each artist. It is difficult to measure how culture is seen as fact in the 21st century because it is forever shifting, what we may believe today could be different tomorrow. 
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