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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. 
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 What is the true reality of The Great Depression?

The purpose of this body of writing is to discuss the high and low cultural artefacts of the chosen time-period of The Great Depression in the USA between the dates of 1929-1942, where social, political and historical contexts will be considered through discussions, arguments, contrasts and comparisons of developed counterpoints in the hope to reach a conclusion however, this conclusion may not be definite. 
The arguments generated will show how the visual arts through the consideration of high and low cultural artefacts by artists such as Thomas Hart Benton, Diego Rivera
[image: /Users/jessparry/Desktop/Screen Shot 2018-11-14 at 14.34.59.png]and Edward Hopper portray the contrasting realities of The Great Depression. Benton. T. (1938). Cradling Wheat. [tempera and oil on board], Saint Louis Art Museum, Missouri. America. (Accessed: 13th November 2018) 


To begin with, this research contributes to the knowledge about Thomas Hart Benton and provides an in-depth study of the piece titled 'Cradling Wheat' which was produced during the historical period of The Great Depression. The piece displays people working on the land during the period of The Great Depression. They are undertaking physical manual labour with basic tools. The painting includes one individual employing the use of a scythe, or otherwise known as a cradling scythe, to crop the wheat.
This artefact demonstrates a false sense of perspective of the reality of working life. What emphasises this point is the compositional and painterly approach the artist has undertaken in making the landscape visually distorted and therefore making it appear quite surreal to the viewer. The landscape is stretched with an almost peripheral sense of vision, developing a dream-like atmosphere within the composition to the viewer. This study demonstrates that this construction of the viewer's perspective is central to this argument and even appears as a reflection of propaganda, as it can be seen by the viewer to create a false social-political context of the working life at that time. This contrasts to what some artists would claim they aimed to show of "the world in front" of them, as stated by Benton (Doss.1991:130). However, in contrast to this it could be argued that artists would not paint "the world in front" of them but paint what they would like to see and live in, giving themselves their own personal, social escape from the harsh reality of The Great Depression, by creating this false perspective. They are generating a fantasy or a surreal world- a world which appears to promote an idyllic lifestyle which is in stark contrast to the harsh reality of that period. 
From further research, Surrealism which was generated from Dadaism, both post-war art periods, just earlier than 1930 America, may have influenced this painting by Benton. The Surrealist's believed "in the omnipotence of the dream" (Schneede. 1973:21). This signifies the outlook of life and the developed understanding of perceiving and portraying the underlying false realities that may have influenced this painting by Benton.   
This artefact is not portraying the true, harsh reality of The Great Depression but rather a surrealistic depiction opposing the reality of the time. 
Establishing whether 'Cradling Wheat' is a high or low cultural artefact can depend on the viewer's perspective of the artefact. Also, key to answering the question is where would this piece be displayed once painted in its historical context. For example, if the painting was to be displayed in a museum-based context, then the whole viewing contexts would be observed as high cultured, therefore making this artefact considered to be of a high culture. In comparison, if it were to be displayed in a local inn during the time-period it was produced then it could be viewed as a low cultural artefact. However, in the contemporary day, from conducted research into this piece of work, it is exhibited in an Art Museum. That museum-based context, can be considered both low and high culture. In an Art Museum with the piece displayed to a mass, low culture population with viewers wanting to learn about high art then it can be considered as a low cultural artefact. However, the piece could also be considered as a high cultured artefact in that the piece can be displayed within a museum to individuals with a developed understanding of the visual arts who can analyse this piece of work, therefore in this context making it a high cultured artefact.
'Cradling Wheat' can be observed and concluded as a high cultured artefact, due to its current display mechanism however, on the other hand, the viewers can make this artefact have a sense of both high and low culture. Upon conclusion, it can be argued that no definite label regarding if this piece of work by Benton, is of high or low culture.
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 Benton.T (1936). A Social History of the State of Missouri. [oil and egg tempera on linen mounted on panel]. House of Representative’s Lounge, State Capitol Building, Jefferson City, Missouri. America. (Accessed: 21st November 2018)

Another artefact produced during The Great Depression was a mural piece titled 'A Social History of the State of Missouri' by Benton. This is a different display mechanism and changes the full viewing relationship and perspective between viewer and artefact. This generates the question whether the mural is to be considered as a high or low cultural artefact?
Benton has described this mural as showing “part of American life and legend of Missouri as I know it” (Doss.1991:130). This demonstrates the construction of the perspective from the artist himself, describing how he observes the literal sense of the world he is living in. 
The mural is split into three picture planes depicted into one composition. He depicts the history of Missouri focusing on the people especially the working class at that time including slavery.
From visual analysis of this mural, there is an evident contrast between what figures appear to be dressed in, such as in either suits or in working class uniforms. This clearly signifies the contrast between social classes during this time-period. Developing upon the argument of the true reality of The Great Depression, it can be argued that this mural contributes to the understanding of social - political contexts to the viewer generating both sides of the true reality of The Great Depression, the working class, against the upper class. It can also visually appear and suggest to the viewer a form of propaganda via the peripheral sense of distortion through the murals composition and the intense, almost surrealistic palette chosen by the artist. 
The mural does capture the true essence and notions of the reality of the social standards and differences between social classes at the time. Therefore, it is successfully capturing and demonstrating the true reality of The Great Depression although in a surrealistic way due to the composition being merged and not a single picture plane.
Jackson Pollock has described Benton's works as having "a common meaning to the masses" (Doss. 1991:323). This suggests that Benton's murals and their representations of the subject matter, can be considered as a faithful reflection by anyone irrespective of their social class via the artist's portrayal of the world around him, during The Great Depression. 
Murals are to be considered as a form of public art and through that, it is implied that the public are the viewers and are to be considered as the mass or popular culture. It therefore suggests that murals are a low cultural artefact. However contrary to this, considering this mural by Benton and its location, i.e. a site with a striking sense of dominance (historically and in the present), the context of the artefact/mural portrays a historical significance that creates the notion of the artefact belonging to high culture. 
From research into the mural, the piece has been commissioned for that certain historical site and the fact that the piece of public art was commissioned, strongly suggests that the artist, Benton, is obviously reputable and he is considered as a high cultured artist. It therefore follows that this mural can be considered as a high cultural artefact, due to the concept that it was commissioned. However, although the piece is now considered as a high cultural artefact within the contemporary day, as it’s a mural viewed by mass culture, it can also be considered as a low cultural artefact. 
In conclusion, similarly to the previous discussion regarding Benton's 'Cradling Wheat', it can be argued that there is no distinct label with respect to establishing whether this piece is to be considered a high or low cultural artefact and therefore no definite conclusion is generated. 
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Rivera. D (1932-1933) Detroit Industry [fresco]. Detroit Institute of Arts. Michigan. America. (Accessed: 27th November 2018)

Diego Rivera is a Mexican Muralist, who has developed upon the classical fresco in the artefact 'Detroit Industry'. The murals in Detroit were painted between 1932 and 1933 and consist of twenty-seven panels showing industrial working life at the Ford Motor Company. Although this artefact was painted before Benton had painted his mural as previously discussed, both capture the reality of 1930 America, however, from different perspectives of the artists.  
In contrast to the portrayal of the content in the mural by Benton which acts as an almost Surrealist representation of the reality of The Great Depression, Rivera has captured the true rawness and harsh reality of the working social class and the machine era. The artefact is represented to the viewer by the cold palette of greys with the hints of warmth from the fire of the industrial age. 
This fresco was commissioned during the same 1930 time-frame as Benton's mural. Being commissioned gives the artist and the artefact the label of high culture, making the mural a high cultural artefact. 
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Hopper. E (1942) Nighthawks [oil on canvas] The Art Institute of Chicago. Chicago. America. (Accessed: 28th November 2018)

Having examined the social classes during 1930 America through the visual works by Benton, that celebrate working life, it is now necessary to consider the contrasting life during this time-period but in the new social-political environment of the city. This resulted in the exploration of this painting by Edward Hopper which through an in-depth visual analysis depicts the setting of a night scene in a city. 
It reveals the illuminated interior space of a diner, that is surrounded and engulfed by the darkness of the cityscape. The dark cityscape is withdrawn through the opacity of the windows and is eerily silent. Before the Great Depression, the atmosphere of the cityscape, would have been lively, as would the interior of the diner which now reflects very few figures.
Hopper spoke of the "disturbing intrusion of elements" (Tate Publishing. 2004:63) during a conversation regarding his realist visionaries. In relation to this painting, through visual analysis, it can be described as disturbing to the viewer due to its apocalyptic and depressing atmosphere. This painting disturbingly depicts the raw reality of The Great Depression in the most realist, direct way through no use of propaganda in comparison to Benton. 
Within the contemporary day, this painting has been appropriated numerous times and printed onto everyday objects which makes the once high cultured painting that is currently displayed in a high cultural context, a museum, become a low cultured artefact. It's now seen by the mass culture, worldwide therefore labelling it as a low cultural artefact. 

In conclusion, the above artefacts reflect life or the artists' interpretation of life during The Great Depression. However, considering all the surrounding social, political and historical contexts of the chosen artefacts within the time-period of The Great Depression, what labels a high or low cultural artefact, is debateable with no conclusive, definite answer. It can be stated that the display mechanism generates contexts, as well as one's own perception that contributes to establishing of what defines a high or low cultural artefact. 
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