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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 newrepublic.com/article/79269/high-and-popular-culture 

Development of technology has spread all aspects of culture to a much wider audience. Are the terms high and low culture now redundant?






























High and Low Culture through The Lens of a Camera

In my essay I will be discussing the topic of high and low culture, I will be exploring definitions of each and examining whether or not these terms are still relevant in todays society and culture. I will be exploring the development of technology and how it has transformed and defined the modern stance on culture. I have researched the Arts in looking at this subject and have chosen to focus on the photography movement. I will explain how I think the development of photography, has contributed to how the terms high and low culture has developed, and changed since the conception of the photography movement. I will also be talking about how high and low culture was perceived by giving examples of these cultures. With a subject like this there are a mixture of opinions to whether or not these terms still apply, so I will be sharing some points of view from various articles that I have researched. My outcome for this brief is to get a good overall understanding of high and low culture, and develop a deep understanding on how photography helped shape the cultures of today. I think to talk about such a hypothetical subject like this it is important to read other people’s views on the subject so my aim is to come out of this with a great understanding on high and low culture.

So what is high and low culture? First we will begin with high culture. According to Help and Sciences, (2017) “High culture” going back to the renaissance era defined high quality art pieces, performances such as; operas, Shakespeare, ballet, fine art, architecture, high fashion of which would mainly be viewed upon by sophisticated, upper class people at the time. As for low culture, low culture is produced to the mass population, associated with the lower and middle class, who can view these pieces or shows, such as reality tv programmes with emphasised humour (Toilet Humour), sketchy journalism. These are how high and low cultures are or at least were defined. Of course all these labels are theoretical, they do not physically exist, we are the ones creating these groups, levels of culture. These categories of culture became harder to define as time went on the reasons for this will be discussed in this essay.

One of the biggest movements to take place in the Arts began in 1830, with one man named, William Henry Fox, an inventor who revolutionised the way the world would perceive things, affecting culture itself and communication. This movement referred is Photography. According to Bl.Uk, (2017), up until this point the royals and celebrities would have self-portraits but now with photography this completely changed. With photography in place, it gave a much more accurate representation, their skin, hair, eyes all looking far more real, meaning the lower and middle class could relate to them more, have more of a connection with them making it feel like they are seeing them in person. This art movement truly did have a resounding effect on how art would be perceived in the future and certainly would go onto have huge impact on culture. At the time with photography being at its early stages and so few people being able to gain access to this type of equipment, it did not truly become well known up until the 1950’s, before this point photography was classed as high culture due to those on a higher social economic structure being able to afford it. Families would have formal family portraits. I have a personal example of how photography at the time was mainly accessed by the upperclass. My grandfather had several professional photographs taken of him from the age of 4, this going back to the 1930’s and even before this point there are professional portraits of his family. Whereas my grandmother did not have any photos of herself up until she was the age of 20, taking us towards the 1950’s where photography became more accessible to mass society. With photography now a lot easier to access this completely exploited all what would have been perceived as “high culture” such as; opera, fine art, architecture could now be viewed by both lower and middle class. It is true you may not get the full experience of an opera or Shakespeare play but the poorer people could still see, have an incline to what it was like at these “High culture’ events and this, for me was the beginning of a revolution on how things would be perceived in the future. I find it fascinating, even at these early stages the definition of high and low culture is starting lose its meaning and becoming harder to actually define.

With the revolution of photography in place, motion camera technology was also gaining popularity, with photo motion cameras being available even before the second World War. Just like photography motion picture did not immediately become known worldwide. It took time for this technology to keep developing. With multiple inventors all playing their part to create this technology. Motion picture started to develop further, film companies, broadcasters initially used huge cameras but these companies eventually wanted to become more mobile with their filming meaning more mobile cameras were needed. These lighter, smaller cameras eventually led to the making of a camera for the consumer market, this happened in the 1970’s. This truly gave the general public a chance to record, capture any moment they felt necessary. Now “High cultures” like Opera, Shakespeare plays, musicals can be captured instantly and shared to across to the general public. At this time period the internet was not yet invented but with video tapes, documentaries, home tapes could be saved stored and sold to the public. 

Having covered two of the biggest visual movements in the past, and how they affect the terms high and low culture it is time to fast forward to current times. Since the 1970’s technology has continued to evolve. The general public are now able to capture a moment by using their mobile phone. The quality has kept on increasing and in a rapid fashion. Today there are now hundreds of types of cameras at the publics finger tips. Photography and motion picture combined with the internet in my opinion have completely abolished the terms high and low culture. I can gain access to 1000’s of documentaries in just seconds with the internet, gaining access to “High cultures” like, opera, theatre shows and I would not class myself as a wealthy citizen, in this modern day information, material is out there for mostly anyone to see. Due to the creation of both photography and motion picture there has been a more even and accessible platform for anyone to experience what was once only shown to people with high authority or wealth. A great contributor to closing the gap between cultures are Art and Photographic Exhibitions and galleries of which many are free to visit and admire.

I have discussed what I think had a profound impact on the terms high and low culture. Now I am going to examine the opinions of other writers. The first quote I will be analysing is from Williams (1974) This quote refers to the terms “High culture”; “the best that has been thought and written in the world”—is in danger, or is indeed already “lost,” this quote is saying everything is now being mass produced for the world to see rather than just for the privileged to see. I don't fully agree with this quote saying that it is “lost” because these high cultured pieces, for example, renaissance painting still holds value, especially the original, although yes it can be found online there are still people (Myself) who treasure the thought of seeing the original piece in person. Art galleries in this modern day are still very popular with thousands being displayed each year and thousands attending. I agree with the point that everything is being mass produced and the term “high culture” being used as a definition of authority has gone but the importance and historical value of art cultures such as, Fine Art, Opera, Ballet, Shakespeare certainly for me hold a lot of sentimental value. I personally see the positive side where this culture of art is now more evenly spread for all to see.




The next quote I am analysing is from the book Popular Culture and High Culture, written by Gans (1974). In this book Gans defines the term “Low Culture”, “There is no explicit concern with abstract ideas or even with fictional forms of contemporary social problems and issues…low culture emphasis morality but limits itself to familial and individual problems and (the) values which apply to such problems” This quote is full of high level terminology but I think what Gan’s is saying is that low culture tends to stick to what it knows, it choses what’s familiar. Stays on a narrows straight path. Whereas high culture branches itself off too many paths. I do not really agree with this statement. I understand that low culture, going back in history was aimed for the mass of society, the mass of society in the past did not having the internet, education was not available at a higher level to everyone with many having to leave school at a a very young age to earn a living. Also University education was for the privileged and higher education was male dominated in earlier times. I believe all these changes have had an impact on making society more culturally equal.

My conclusion about the terms high and low culture are that these terms have become irrelevant, especially from what their original meaning was. Accessing culture in todays world can be done just by the click of a button. It is true that not everyone has a mobile, laptop or even television but I do believe these cultures can still be accessed to someone without these devices through education and social interaction. In my essay I have mainly focused upon the effect photography and motion film had on culture. In my opinion it has broken down barriers and crossed boundaries introducing the art cultures to the world. Plays, operas, musicals, fine art painting were only ever looked upon by the wealthy and for them to be released and spread across the world for me is quite breathtaking and revolutionary for the people and the form of Art itself. I do strongly believe that with help of the internet and in todays society social media having such a grip on todays generation, photography and film have become part of our every days lives. Every day we share our experience with the world whether that would be going to see an art exhibition or even a football game, this was something that would not happen back in the 1800’s, back there was advised in culture and society itself.  Although I do believe the meaning high and low culture have been lost I do not believe the historical importance of these cultures have, millions of people across the world study the history of art cultures and thrive to see the original pieces or see the play, musical in person, not everyone is happy to sit at home and see the digital depiction of something that has so much depth of meaning and history. My overall opinion on these terms is that they will continue to exist in the art world because they do define certain pieces of past art but these definitions in todays society would not work, because Art culture in this day and age is accessible to such a large mass society. The debate will go on, and in honesty, I see this as a positive because personally looking into these terms has certainly broadened my view on art and I’m sure it will have this effect on others.
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