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Contextual Practices Assignment 

1. “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

Development of technology has spread all aspects of culture to a much wider audience. Are the terms high and low culture now redundant?
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Distinguishing High Culture and Low Culture and the Social Commentary of Matthew Arnold (1822-88)

High and low culture are terms used to distinguish the leisure activities, interests, cultural products and patterns within a social hierarchy; low culture appeals to and is practiced by a mass population, whilst high culture is generally associated with a much smaller demographic, often individuals and groups of greater social and economic status. 
The concepts within high culture stemmed from the activities and traditions of the academics and intellectuals of Ancient Greece. However, ‘high culture’, and hence ‘low culture’ as categorical terms are credited to English poet and social commentator Matthew Arnold from his book Culture and Anarchy (1869). The book consists of a series of Arnold’s essays in which he describes how he considers culture as ‘the pursuit of… perfection… by means of getting to know… the best which has been thought and said in the world’ (preface, p.viii), as well as outlining his ideas of a social and cultural hierarchy, whereby ‘our society distributes itself into Barbarians, Philistines and Populace’ (p.xxx). 
Arnold uses the term ‘Barbarian’ to personify the upper or aristocratic classes, where individuals partake in activities and passions considered to be of high aesthetic and cultural value. Such activities are often termed as ‘high art’, which encompasses the visual arts (fine art, painting and sculpture), literature, philosophy, classical music, opera and traditional performing arts. Arnold’s ‘high culture’ (p.xxvii) represents the pursuit of a real, authentic and open-minded way of life, which distinguishes itself from the rest of society due to high culture’s exclusivity to the ‘Barbarians’.
Arnold describes how the ‘Philistines’, or the middle class, make up the largest proportion of society. The attitudes and actions of this group are governed by ‘popular instruction’ (p.xxvii) with regards to an overbearing ethos amongst the middle classes of mass social conformity and conventionality, as well as an inability to think and act for oneself; the Philistines instead adhere to notions inherited from their upbringing or from other members of the Philistine class. Arnold further describes the Philistines as ‘the people who believe most that our greatness and welfare are proved by our being very rich’ (p.19-20), thus the Philistines act to embellish their sense of social and economic status. Essentially, the mind-set of the Philistine can be encompassed as ‘low culture’, the antithesis of Arnold’s ‘high culture’. Arnold’s idea of ‘anarchy’ represents his concern over the threat that the mass population posed to high culture society as a result of the Philistine pursuit of economic materialism and social approval (p.242). 
Finally, Arnold uses the term ‘Populace’ to denote the working class within society; he describes the Populace as ‘raw and half-developed’ (p.104) relative to the Barbarians and Philistines, in that the working class are faced with poverty, squalor and disease. Despite their class divide, however, Arnold draws parallels between the Populace and the Barbarians, stating that the working class are beginning to assert the upper class privilege of doing as they please, specifically ‘meeting…bawling… breaking’ (p.104-105) wherever and whatever they please. 
Despite high culture being considered the pursuit of open-mindedness and authenticity, both high and low culture often exude derogatory connotations. Low culture is generally associated with a ‘mass society’ in which widespread populations conform to social norms, trends and activities to ‘fit in’, whereas high culture is correlated with groups of an upper class or aristocratic background that possess extensive wealth and education; high cultural practices often remain exclusive to this social and economic demographic, essentially segregating themselves from those they may consider to be insubordinate or inferior to their status. High culture society thereby distinguishes itself from popular culture through the exclusion of the masses of society, instead limiting high cultural practices to a select group of social elites.
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Popular Education, Cultural Democracy and the Community Art Movement 

One of the earliest glimpses of the convergence of high and low culture was the rise of popular education across Europe and North America in the eighteenth and nineteenth centuries, but more notably across Latin America in the twentieth century (Flowers, 2004). Popular education was not simply a means of spreading educational practices to the masses or the oppressed, but rather sought to encourage people’s understanding of their social and political circumstances; it promoted awareness amongst communities of the role their own individual experiences played within the overall social system. 
In conjunction with popular education, following the events of the Second World War, the widespread convergence and collaboration of global communities in re-establishing what had been lost during the war encouraged the growth of Cultural Democracy (Adams and Goldbard, 1995). Whilst popular education sought to encourage the understanding of social circumstance, cultural democracy put into practice the action of introducing the masses to the elements of high culture that had previously remained exclusive to the upper classes. Cultural democracy was intended to eliminate social divides, which segregated high art from mass culture, in order to create an egalitarian society where social and economic status would not limit cultural opportunities. 
From the awareness of cultural democracy stemmed the Community Art Movement. Prior to the Second World War, artistic expression and the appreciation of high art was generally considered to be exclusively associated with the upper and aristocratic classes. Community art presented the opportunity for individuals, who may not generally engage in artistic activities, to collaborate with a professional artist in a community setting. Skippington (2016) describes how community art was built on the core notion that the understanding of culture and artistic expression was dependent on an artist’s ability to collaborate with others, thereby allowing the creation of an artwork by means of community engagement and integration (p.51). Consequently, this opened up the notions of ‘high art’ to the middle classes and society’s disenfranchised. 







European Art films and the American Art House Cinema

The rapid growth of television broadcasting across America in the 1950s and changes to social patterns, such as widespread migration to quieter suburban regions, substantially reduced urban cinema ticket sales and contributed to the gradual decline of American cinemas and the Hollywood film industry in the post-war period. In order to regain viewership and revenue, American cinemas extended their efforts to appeal to niche markets, specifically focusing on importing European ‘art films’. Unlike mainstream Hollywood films which were aimed at a mass middle-class audience, European art films were generally independent, low-budget and designed to appeal to a much narrower viewership, instead focusing their appeal towards a ‘high cultured’ audience.
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Fig. 1.
Roma, Cittὰ Aperta (Rome, Open City) 
1946
Directed by Roberto Rosselini, the film focuses on the 1944 Nazi occupation of Rome and the Resistance who fought against the occupation.
Fig. 2.
Det sjunde inseglet (The Seventh Seal) 
1957
Directed by Ingmar Bergman, the film takes place during the Black Death and follows the chess match of a medieval knight playing against the personification of death, who intends to take the knight’s life.




Art films such as Rossellini’s Rome, Open City (Fig. 1.) and Bergman’s The Seventh Seal (Fig. 2.) possessed  a sense of social consciousness, often exploring relatable struggles and issues within society and incorporating serious or symbolic themes through unconventional narrative techniques. The unexpected success of such art films in America subsequently led to the emergence of the art house cinema, which was designed for the specific purpose of displaying art films to an upper class audience. Selznick (2001) describes how art house cinemas were promoted as ‘sites of intellectual, artistic, and high culture leisure’, designed to ‘offer patrons a sense of prestige and status’ (p.3).
Despite the appeal of the art house cinema to the upper classes, the profits made by art films were dependent upon gaining as large an audience as possible (p.3). Art films that were particularly successful in the art house circuit were often distributed to regular cinemas, opening up the potential of art films to middle-class viewers and thereby maximising profits. The exploitation of the notions of high culture and the dependency on revenue are in fact contradictory to the values of high culture; by introducing art films to a middle class audience, they begin to lose their appeal as high cultural products, as they are no longer limited to an audience of greater social and economic capital. This subsequently embodies the concepts relayed by cultural democracy by introducing forms of ‘high art’ to the masses.

 













Cultural Convergence: Pop Art and the Rise of Celebrity Culture 

With the rise of mass media outlets such as television, radio and cinema in the early half of the 20th century, it was commonplace in society for individuals to be constantly subjected to product promotion; advertising campaigns were relayed through such broadcasting methods, resulting in widespread exposure to company branding and merchandising, as well as continual exposure to news of high-profile individuals and media stars. As a result, commercialisation and consumerism became fundamental elements of 20th century American culture.
With the emergence of Pop Art in the 1950s, the boundaries between high and low culture became ever more blurred.  The very essence of Pop Art was built upon the idea of combining mass media imagery with artistic expression; Pop Art presented what would be considered as conventional or popular/low cultural artefacts, as well as world renowned media stars, but through the means of a gallery piece which would usually be considered a form of high art.  
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Fig. 3. 
Andy Warhol
Campbell’s Soup Cans, 1962. 
Synthetic Polymer paint on 32 canvases.







The contradiction of presenting low cultural artefacts within a high cultural context is apparent in Warhol’s Campbell’s Soup Cans (1962, Fig. 3.). This was one of Warhol’s earliest works to be considered Pop Art, presenting the 32 varieties of Campbell’s soup that were available at the time.
This painting would generally be regarded as an object of high cultural value to be presented in a gallery, yet the repetition of 32 cans resembles a series of mass produced printed advertising posters, as well as embodying the mass production of Campbell’s Soup itself. However, Warhol actually meticulously hand-painted all 32 canvases to be accurate copies of one-another but each with a different flavour label, thereby giving the illusion of a mass printed advertising campaign. 
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Fig. 4. 
Andy Warhol
Marilyn Diptych, 1962. 
Silkscreen prints using acrylic on canvas.





Warhol’s use of celebrity icons within his work was intended to reflect the reality of 20th century American society by appealing to popular and consumer culture. For example, Marilyn Diptych (1962, Fig. 4.) embodies the mass obsession with celebrity culture and iconography; Warhol presents the notion of an ideal self through a global icon who the masses of society aspire to become, in the sense that Marilyn Monroe embodies someone who is popular, famous and wealthy. The inclusion of the faded black and white prints of Monroe reflect on her death 4 months before the creation of this piece, thus highlighting the misguided perception of a high cultural lifestyle being one of perfection.
The work of Pop Artists such as Warhol makes a mockery of the concepts of high and low culture and ‘established art’. Pop Art itself is ironic in what it presents to viewers at a gallery; the paradoxical nature of merging mass society imagery with artistic expression (considered to be of high aesthetic value) begged the question of Pop Art’s true nature within culture. Whiting (1998) outlines how amongst gallery critics and art institutes, there was a general ‘inability to fix Pop’s identity as either high art or commercial artefact’ (p.3), which has been a focus point of discussion since the movement began. 
Conclusion: 
The Question of the Redundancy of High and Low Culture in Today’s Society

The mind-set of the masses has generally remained consistent since the writings of Matthew Arnold; today’s mass society still strives to embellish their social and economic status, but with advancements in technology such as the internet and social media, the masses now possess the means to embellish their status to a global audience. 
The connections built through media outlets and social networking platforms between the high culture ‘celebrities’ and the low culture masses have only heightened the Philistine’s desperation to live a high cultured lifestyle. The sense of personal privilege, materialism and entitlement has been intensified through ever constant exposure to celebrities who present a ‘perfect’ way of life to their followers. This mirrors the notions outlined in Arnold (1869), who describes culture as ‘the pursuit of… perfection’ (p.viii); when presented with what they regard as ‘perfection’, the masses respond in the low cultured manner of attempting to mirror this ‘perfection’ by presenting a false sense of self-importance and superiority within the social and economic hierarchy.
It is clear to me that shifts to the boundaries between high and low culture are closely correlated with developments in technology, communications and mass media outlets. Such progressions enabled the introduction of elements of high culture to Philistine society, thereby evidently blurring the divisions between high and low culture. However, as long as there are differences in economic and social status, certain elements of a ‘high cultural’ lifestyle, such as high-value commodities or invitations to exclusive events, will likely always remain unobtainable to the Philistines. 
With regards to my chosen question of whether the terms ‘high culture’ and ‘low culture’ have become redundant, I personally feel that my research indicates that there have often been elements of overlap between the two, but the terms cannot be considered to be completely redundant; if something is considered as high culture, it will remain high culture providing it does not become dependent on profit and mass appeal, at which point it essentially becomes low culture due to the loss of exclusivity and its subsequent availability to the masses.
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