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Creative Research
	Cambridge University Press (2018) describe culture as being a “way of life” meaning that culture is all around and is everything we do. Everything is done due to our cultural aspects which are influenced from many different factors such as the way we are brought up, the things and people we surround ourselves with and our hobbies and interests. The two main categories of culture are high or low/ popular. High culture is stereotypically seen as not being accessible to the masses and is mainly associated with the arts that is held at the highest admiration, it is the culture of the refined and wealthy such as the aristocracy or intelligentsia. Low, or popular culture as it is also known, is the opposite of high culture as it is aimed to be enjoyed and accessible to the masses. It is much bigger and prevalent than high culture, hence the name, and tends to class our everyday art forms such as television, music etc.
	I will be looking at the culture of album artworks during the 1960s because this is a topic that I am personally very interested in as so many interpretations can come from this form of art, sometimes it can tell a whole story, setting the scene for the album it’s representing, or sometimes it can tell you absolutely nothing about the album and be its own standalone piece. I also chose this particular time period to look at since the 1960s is iconic for its music and has so many recognisable and iconic album artworks, meaning I have a vast catalogue to look at. My initial ideas on the category these pieces of work will fall under is that all album artworks are low culture as they are specifically made to be mass produced and seen by everyone, so there isn’t any form of exclusiveness to it.
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Bob Dylan – Blonde on Blonde (1966)
Artist: Jerry Schatzberg
What particularly sparks my interest with Bob Dylan’s Blonde on Blonde is how an out of focus was intentionally used instead of a crisp, professional shot. In my opinion this style they opted to use for the actual album cover doesn’t make the picture any less professional, but however makes it far more relatable as it shows Dylan in the moment, no extra editing or surrounding text to avert your eyes but shows him in the moment just living and being just any one of us. Shteamer (2015) talks about this iconic album cover and quotes the photographer, Schatzberg, who said about misconceptions people often have on the blurriness thinking “oh, they were trying to do a drug shot” which he then says isn’t actually true and “the two of us were really cold. And to his credit, he’s the one that chose that photograph.” This shows that there is no real reasoning behind the artwork other than a simple shot of Dylan just in the moment. With the process being so easily achieved and easily reproducible this cover art can easily be classed as low culture due to the lack of need for any sort of high-end equipment or training.
[image: ]
The Velvet Underground & Nico – Self Titled Album (1967)
Artist: Andy Warhol
Much like the Sgt. Pepper’s album art, The Velvet Underground & Nico have an extremely iconic image as their cover art, but for many different reasons. It is simply a plain white background with the print of a banana and a small tab at the top reading ‘peel slowly and see’ to reveal a peeled banana. This artwork was designed by Andy Warhol whose artwork is very highly respected, his work generally consists of common, everyday items or famous people. Warhol’s work is renowned and high culture, but often masquerades as low culture pieces such as this artwork with its gimmicky sticker on an album, similarly to the Sgt. Pepper’s album where it bridges a gap between high and low culture.
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The Beatles – Sgt. Pepper's Lonely Hearts Club Band (1967)
Artist: Peter Blake
The album artwork for the Beatles’ Sgt. Pepper's Lonely Hearts Club Band depicts the four band members surrounded by massive collage of pop culture icons and other high profiled members throughout history, thus making the image striking in itself with a burst of colour and at least character people are interested in, it reveals a range of people and occupations such as poets like Dylan Thomas, academics like Albert Einstein and even brings in political debates with Karl Marx. These famous figures create a sense of high-profile by signifying importance and a high, well known status, another feature that would class this piece as high culture would be that it was composed by the renowned artist, Peter Blake. However, this is then cancelled out by the fact that it was photograph using life-sized cut outs and waxworks of these people which deducts from the authenticity. Etlinger (2011) summarises this piece very well by stating how it creates and shows “the divide between high and popular culture.” In context to this I would classify the Sgt. Pepper's Lonely Hearts Club Band artwork as a bridge between high and low culture as it is a very intricate piece, created by a distinguished artist which boosts its status, however is one of the most famous examples of album artworks in history.
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The Beatles – Magical Mystery Tour (1967)
Artist: John Van Hamersveld
The artwork representing Magical Mystery Tour by the Beatles instantly hits you with a bright burst of psychedelic, rainbow colours. It shows the band in their ‘I Am the Walrus’ costumes in the centre between the band name spelled out in stars and the album title in a bubbly rainbow, almost childlike font. The cover is bordered by a listing of all the track titles, making it very clear and basic what the album contains making it easily accessible and easy to understand by anyone. Based on these features, despite the high status of the band itself, it a very low cultural piece of work as there is no exclusiveness or need to be highly educated to understand the artwork at all, it resembles effects of psychedelic drugs which in itself is low culture. The Beatles were so creative in what they did, both musically and artistically with a lot of thought and meaning behind their work, that they actually changed music and culture forever as stated by Batchelor (2008). 
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[bookmark: _Hlk532398712]The Jimi Hendrix Experience - Axis: Bold as Love (1967)
Artist: Roger Law
	The cover art for Axis: Bold as Love by The Jimi Hendrix Experience shows the band’s faces superimposed over a painting of Hindu gods, Raul (2013) says how the label “chose an Indian based painting of the band for the cover because at the time, ‘All Things Indian’ was the fad of the music world” at the time, which can be backed up by the instrumentals in some of The Beatle’s work. I would class this piece as being a work of high culture due to expressing the religious and cultural beliefs meaning it is addressing a matter of high profile, however the fact that it is playing on the popularity and just following the current trend to gain more publicity the meaning behind it changes and places it as low, or in this instance, popular culture instead. Despite being one of the most popular covers from the band and even creating a huge market of merchandise and memorabilia from t-shirts to posters and everything in between, Raul (2013) also reports that Hendrix himself was “He thought it would have been more appropriate if the painting showcased his Native American ‘Indian’ heritage instead of Middle Eastern ‘Indian’.”
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The Beatles – Hey Jude/ Revolution Single (1968)
The Vietnam war ran straight through the 1960s and this as a result played heavily into the culture of the music world and its accompanying artworks, especially in America. Batchelor (2008) talks about how “attitudes toward patriotism and supporting the nation in wartime changed” and that “the demand to end the war grew as a more critical attitude spread among Americans of all ages.” This shift of the people is very clearly represented in the music and artworks, exemplified here by the cover art of The Beatles’ single Hey Jude/ Revolution. It shows the band standing against a plain background dressed in very ethnic clothing all looking directly at you, creating that connection that anyone can stand up and have power. The message being spread here is purposely against the higher class resulting in a low culture piece of art with a very strong message.
All the art pieces used as album covers throughout the 1060s are differ greatly from one another, even those by the same artist, this is due to the ideologies around this period where self-expression and showing freedom was at its height with the introduction of the hippy subculture, as seen above with The Beatle’s Magical Mystery Tour album cover full of psychedelic colours and nonsensical costumes.
	From the above discussion on the cultural categories of album artworks and the examples I have focused of from the 1960s, it contradicts my initial thought being that all album artwork is low or popular culture as research as shown that whereas it can largely be classed as low culture but there are also artworks that masquerade as high culture and also artworks that actually are high culture. Based off these findings I am able to conclude in saying that album artworks in general cannot be classed under one single culture as it is a mixture of its influences, the culture of a piece of work is not a description of its quality or status, but more of a representation of its history, political standpoints and social judgements. My notion of the culture of a piece of art in a specific period is reinforced and described by Williams (1958) as being “closely and necessarily related to the generally prevalent ‘way of life’.”
	Gans (2010) says “popular culture borrows content from high culture with the consequence of debasing it,” this is often seen in the world of art, and is very prominent in the area specifically looking at album artworks, as for the most part they are low culture pieces but use features seen in high culture to make it seem of more importance, like with the Beatles’ cover of Sgt Pepper’s Lonely Hearts Club Band.
	Album artworks can be divided into different areas of culture when considered as individual pieces of art, however when looked at as a form of art as a whole it is impossible to class it as one particular type of culture. Deducing from this essay I can say that my initial thought on this topic was wrong and that album artworks can spread across all forms of culture, placing it in its own category which has traits of both high and low culture.
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