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INTRODUCTION
This essay addresses the following question from the Creative Research assignment brief:

“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.”

Bearing this particular question in mind, this essay aims to establish forms of popular music as aspects of high and low culture, using the terms “high pop and “low pop” both of which will be defined in more depth, to link these cultural artefacts to the concepts of high and low culture. To explore the idea of “high pop” and “low pop”, this essay will compare a selection of artists of both categories, analysing their position in culture.

The focus of this essay will be on the music of the late 1970s and the early 1980s for four principle reasons; Firstly, it is for the sake of brevity, as popular music can potentially be a vast topic of academic exploration, secondly because of the wealth and diversity of content that can be found within that particular range of time, thirdly because of the rapid development that took place in popular music during that period and lastly because one finds a consistent aesthetic and stylistic ethos within that range of time. Arguably, such developments came as a result of the cultural shift that took place during the late 1970s, fuelled by what writer Neil McCormick (2012) notes as the sense of disillusionment that followed the collapse of 1960s utopianism.

MAIN BODY
The terms “high” and “low” culture are frequently associated with class-based sensibilities, with the term “high culture” referring to sophisticated and often well-crafted forms of culture that appeal to the intelligentsia and upper class professionals, and “low culture” referring to unsophisticated or unrefined forms of culture that are designed for mass appeal. Examples of high culture typically include realistic painting, opera and art house cinema, while examples of low culture typically include comic books, Hollywood films and reality television. In his book Popular Culture and High Culture: An Analysis and Evaluation of Taste, Herbert Gans (1974: 7) established a link between these cultural classifications and socio-economic classes.

In music, the term “high pop” could theoretically refer to sophisticated, more artistically inclined forms of popular music, often lacking mass appeal initially, though with some exceptions. While “low pop” could theoretically refer to unsophisticated, commercially oriented forms of popular music that are designed for mass appeal. Indeed, this idea has been entertained in the past by theorists from the Frankfurt School as cited in David Owen’s book Sociology after Postmodernism (1997: 142).

The year 1977 saw the release of David Bowie’s seminal album Low, the first of what was later described as “The Berlin Trilogy”, so named because David Bowie had moved to Berlin in order to, as he said in a Details magazine interview (Cohen, 1991: 97), attempt to rid himself of his addiction to cocaine. Many writers on classic rock, such as Michael Gallucci (2017) noted how the album itself showcased a radical direction for David Bowie, blending the avant-garde pop sensibilities of his two previous albums with the minimalist ambience of Brian Eno and the cold electronic style of German bands such as Kraftwerk. At the time of its release some forty years ago, the album polarised music critics. In a career-spanning biography published by the Victoria & Albert Museum (2013: 178), Howard Goodall, one of the book’s many contributors, noted that fans of David Bowie’s music initially found it difficult to adjust to the sound of the album, and that only after the initial shock was the album considered among Bowie’s finest records. By the standards of 1977, the style and substance of Low would make it an example of “high pop”.

Later in the same year, another album was released that could be considered the diametric opposite of Low. A fitting example of “low pop” from that era would be Never Mind the Bollocks, Here’s the Sex Pistols, the sole studio album by The Sex Pistols, a punk band that prior to their album’s release had already garnered notoriety due not just because of their infamous single God Save the Queen, but also because they were known to swear on live television, such as in an infamous exchange during a December 1976 episode of Thames Television’s Today programme documented by Jon Savage (1991: 259). Adding to their already negative reputation, the album’s title was considered so offensive that certain retailers would refuse to sell the album. In a 2002 interview for the Classic Albums documentary series (Longfellow, 2002), the band’s lead singer John Lydon clarified that the album’s title comes from a commonly used word that refers to “nonsense”.

What makes Never Mind the Bollocks, Here’s the Sex Pistols an example of “low pop” is not just the low quality production and the band’s rough, unrefined aesthetic style, but also because the band had gone out of their way to generate controversy whenever given the opportunity, and this was encouraged by the band’s manager Malcolm McLaren, who as John Scanlan documents (2016: 9), deliberately assembled a band of youths who couldn’t proficiently play any instruments in order to rattle the establishment of the time. That said, the band’s aesthetic style is an interesting example of low culture. The album cover, along with the sleeves for God Save the Queen and Anarchy in the U.K., were designed by Jamie Reid, who composed the covers by using cut-up text in a style that, as writer Mike Poynor notes (2003: 40), is reminiscent of ransom notes.
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Figure 1 Never Mind the Bollocks by Jamie Reid (1977)

As the 1970s transitioned into the 1980s, a new movement of synthesiser-based popular music would ascend to mainstream success. They would be remembered as the New Romantics, and at the forefront of this movement was the band known as Japan. Led by David Sylvian, the band was originally a glam rock band, but by 1979 it became one of the most stylish synthpop bands of their era, showing their high pop credentials through the sophistication of their final three studio albums: Quiet Life, Gentlemen Take Polaroids and Tin Drum (Ankeny, n.d.). The band’s image was a significant influence on later New Romantic bands, particularly Duran Duran. Author Mark Fisher (2014: 38) notes how Duran Duran built their tremendous career with a modified version of Japan’s sophisticated glamour as Japan itself had been falling apart. What made Japan, or rather its vocalist David Sylvian, different from the New Romantic scene was that Sylvian himself had no passion for the movement he helped to create. In fact, Martin Power’s acclaimed biography of Sylvian (2000) recalls a man who attempted to distance his band from the New Romantic movement, and his spiritual journey is reflected in first three solo albums, which see him depart from the musical mainstream. What makes Japan’s music an example of high pop is not just the greater sophistication of the music, but also a stylistic approach that George Gimarc observed as the band having presented themselves as a quieter, more introspective alternative to the more popular New Romantics (2005: 558), along with what Tears for Fears singer Roland Orzabal described as David Sylvian’s poetic writing style (Power, 2000: 8).

Where Japan was synthpop’s example of high culture, its example of low culture could be found in the Leeds electronic band Soft Cell, or more specifically their debut album Non-Stop Erotic Cabaret.  The band is most famous for their cover of Gloria Jones’ Tainted Love, which, since its release in 1981, became a staple of mainstream radio, and one of the only songs for which the band was known (Fowles, 2009: 278). As for Non-Stop Erotic Cabaret, what puts it and to an extent Soft Cell into the category of “low pop” is the album’s preoccupation with the baser sexual urges of man. M. King Adkins’ New Wave: Image is Everything (2015: 31) describes an album in which the characters in its songs expose themselves to sexual extremes in order to feel pleasure, and nowhere was this more apparent than on the song Sex Dwarf, the original, banned music video for which can now be viewed on YouTube, albeit in low picture quality, courtesy of a user named Dan Avadan (2017).  The video is as explicit as it could get falling short of pornographic, featuring various naked or semi-naked men and women in BDSM attire performing sexually explicit acts. This would count as an example of low pop because of the use of titillating imagery to appeal to the lowest common denominator. Consider the similar but less explicit music video for Duran Duran’s classic Girls of Film, where writer Cary Darling (1981: 40) described the semi-naked women seen wrestling in the music video.

The early 1980s were the beginnings of the golden age of music videos, as documented by such writers as Tannenbaum and Marks (2011: 17). One fine example of a high pop music video, perhaps an appropriate contrast to Sex Dwarf, would be the music video for the hit single Vienna by the New Romantic band Ultravox, which is available on YouTube via the band’s official YouTube channel (2017). What makes it an example of high culture is what writer Philip Hayward (1990: 130) describes as a lavish, and filmic aesthetic style, and indeed it has been speculated that the music video took its inspiration from film noir. Adding credibility to such speculation is what writer Bryan Thomas (2017) identifies as the video’s foggy streets, and its use of shadows against walls at peculiar angles.
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Figure 2 A still from the Vienna music video, directed by Russell Mulcahy (1981)

The 1980s also saw the rise of a newer form of hard rock known as “glam metal”, which sociology professor Deena Weinstein describes as a sweetened form of heavy metal (2000: 46). The success of that genre of music was largely driven by the rise of MTV, which during the 1980s was a powerful influence over pop culture, and according to Batchelor and Stoddart (2007: 122) they used that influence as a way of establishing their reputations, along with tabloid stories of their wild excesses. Glam metal can be considered a form of low culture partly because of its famous excesses, but chiefly because of its identity as mass music. Writing for the online magazine Perfect Sound Forever, Pete Crigler (2015) describes the glam metal formula thusly; a band would deliberately release a heavy rock tune as the first single, then following it with a schmaltzy power ballad. Bands like Poison, Bon Jovi and Def Leppard capitalised on and repeated this formula until the early 1990s. In terms of aesthetic style and music, most of the bands were almost completely interchangeable, almost like different brands of the same product.

That being said, it can be argued that terms such as “high culture” and “low culture” and any variations thereof are pointless. In fact, many academics have argued this view. The late culture critic Raymond Williams (1974) argued that as societies develop and become more advanced, you begin to see interaction between areas of culture that were previously separate. Even before all the cultural developments in the timeline of this essay, as far back as the 1960s, essayist Susan Sontag (1966: 302), referring to the then-new sensibility of pop art, declared that the old distinction of high and low culture is doomed to become less meaningful, and writer John Storey (2014: 10) suggests that this was due to the increasing seriousness of popular culture at the time of Sontag’s writing.

CONCLUSION
In conclusion, while this particular subject can be debated quite extensively and stretch into all manner of territory, the point remains that the categories of “high pop” and “low pop”, though they can be applied using the definitions of high and low culture, are essentially useless for the same reason that their parent terms are now redundant. In the age of the internet, aspects of culture that once could only be appreciated by the elites can now be discovered and appreciated by anyone as long as they have a computing device and an internet connection.

The information age has seen the Internet break down many barriers, and in this case, it has broken down the ultimately illusory boundary between “high culture” and “low culture”. If absolutely anyone can enjoy something that once required having to be part of an intellectual or aristocratic elite, then any distinction between realms of culture based on class sensibilities is ultimately pointless, for potentially everyone can appreciate any aspect of culture, often at no monetary cost to oneself.

Thus, the old definitions of high and low culture serve merely as relics of an age where there was a more prominent sense of class consciousness, and a sharper divide between the social classes.
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