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Graffiti tends to be a controversial subject, although it can be used as a tool for expression and protest. Primarily graffiti is writing on drawings created in a public space, usually without permission. Graffiti continues to provoke disagreement amongst law enforcement and writers who wish to show their work in the public domain. It is rapidly becoming an emerging form of art which is loathed by authorities. The graffiti that one would come across on the streets could be considered a display of vandalism, although nowadays the work of some people such as Banksy, Jean-Michel Basquiat and Keith Haring are now considered works of art and sell for millions. This has taken the stereotypically low culture practice up to an extremely high culture position, where the artworks appear in galleries and museums. For the purpose of this essay I will be examining graffiti and its progression from low to high culture, mainly focusing on Banksy. I will also be discussing society and the politics around graffiti throughout his career. 

High culture typically denotes all that is best in the world and is a culmination of cultural products placed in the highest level by society. The term ‘high culture’ is linked to elite classes who were able to enjoy such creations, as well as aristocracy. Low culture is occasionally seen as a negative phrase to represent anything that is the opposite of high culture. The two can be distinguished in the sense that high culture is usually practiced by a low number of people with educational and wealthy backgrounds. Due to low culture artefacts being so common, its features reflect the lower class of society. 

Banksy is a graffiti artist who, despite being internationally famous, keeps his identity anonymous. Through his entertaining illustrations he often targets social and political issues in cities all around the world. He started out by initially signing his work ‘Robin Banx’, which was then abbreviated to ‘Banksy’ making it easier to write on a wall. At the start of his career he settled on a distinctive stencil approach to graffiti, making his work unique. He claims that his main inspiration for this style was taken from the bottom of a fuel tank which he found himself underneath as he was hiding from the British Transport Police after graffitiing a wall. (Ellsworth-Jones, 2013). In the 1990s he was a member of a graffiti gang in Bristol called ‘DryBreads Crew’, which is when a lot of his stencilled work was produced. Banksy’s style is immediately sought out from the rest, due to his unique style, and the political and controversial themes within his work. (Biography.com Editors, 2014)

The politics around Banksy’s work is one of the reasons he is so famous and successful. Keeping his identity a secret, Banksy has been famous for inflammatory messages graffitied on the streets of the UK, and also in the most politically driven areas of the world, managing to produce radical and moving works all while keeping out of the spotlight. 
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Figure 1: Rage, the Flower Thrower, Banksy, 2005
Figure 1 is Rage, the Flower Thrower (Banksy, 2005), and shows a man dressed in clothes typically worn in a riot. The man depicted is in a stance of someone about to throw a destructive weapon of some sort, however instead of a weapon, he is holding a bunch of flowers, and the flowers are the only part of the painting that is in colour. This piece is situated on a garage in Bethlehem in Jerusalem. By using a bunch of flowers rather than the typical weapon, Banksy is promoting peace in a place of high-conflict. This piece would stereotypically be shunned upon due to the sheer fact it is vandalism; however, it is now seen to be protected by a Perspex cover, taking the low culture vandalism up to a high culture work of art. By sheltering the piece with a Perspex cover, it sends the message that this is a well-respected piece of art that would be demonetised if anything were to happen to it – it is valuable. 
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Figure 2: Kissing Coppers, Banksy, 2004
Figure 2 is Kissing Coppers (Banksy, 2004) which depicts two male police officers kissing whilst wearing their uniform. This work was graffitied on the side of the Prince Albert pub in Trafalgar Square. This could be perceived as an advocate for sexual identity by placing people who are in a powerful position, in a homosexual act. The use of policemen in this piece, rather than ordinary civilians, is controversial in itself as typically these would be the people attempting to eliminate his damage to the building. Graffiti of any kind would usually be considered extremely low culture, as primarily it is vandalism. Before Banksy produced this piece, he asked for permission from the owner of the pub – “My first thought was, ‘oh no’. I thought we’d get in loads of trouble for it.” (The Art Story, 2018) Surprisingly, once it had been completed, a group of uniformed police officers began photographing the piece, and in 2011 it was replaced with a copy in a Perspex case, while the original was sold in the USA at auction (The Art Story, 2018). This turn of events has taken a seemingly low culture piece of vandalism and transformed it into a high culture piece of art. Due to the message of acceptance and freedom which is depicted from this piece, in 2004 this would’ve been extremely controversial due to it being ten years before gay marriage was even legalised in the UK. An article from 2002 (2 years before ‘Kissing Coppers’) explains how the majority of victims of homosexual crimes were never reported to the police due to fear of hostility and abuse. As well as this, at the time homosexual police officers would fear a negative response if they came out at work. (Bernstein and Kostelac, 2002). 

Banksy began his career as a graffiti artist working the streets. Throughout the years, as Banksy’s status has grown, so has the value of his work. He has found himself going from producing low culture pieces of graffiti, to producing high culture works of art which are sold for thousands and even millions. (The Art Story, 2018) The Moco Museum in Amsterdam, Netherlands, displays a range of Banksy’s most iconic pieces, in an exhibition called ‘Laugh Now’. Although this exhibition has not been authorised by Banksy and is not in partnership with Banksy in any way, the exhibition draws in thousands of people every year to gaze upon his artistic excellence. The exhibition loans its pieces from collectors, meaning that there is a great turnaround for its content. 

In the past there was a time when pieces by Banksy would sit in galleries unsold for months; however, over the last decade sales of Banksy’s artwork have broken records. The mysteriousness around his identity makes the artist’s work extremely desired. In the last decade some pieces such as ‘Think Tank’ and ‘Rembrandt’ have sold in the region of £400,000. His most valuable piece to date was ‘Keep it Spotless’, which sold for a staggering £1,300,000 in New York on the 14th February 2008. Finished in spray paint and household gloss on canvas, ‘Keep it Spotless’ was originally a painting by Damien Hirst which was eventually defaced by Banksy (Randal, 2018). 
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Figure 3: Love is in the Bin, Banksy, 2018
Figure 3 is Banksy’s 2006 painting of ‘Girl with Balloon’ was immediately shredded after it was sold at auction for a staggering £1,042,000. He gifted the original painting to a friend in 2006, and Banksy prepared the shredding mechanism in case the work was ever sold at auction. Moments after the piece was sold, the crowd watched as it began shredding – but only half way. Banksy’s plan to destroy the piece backfired, and instead he ended up creating a more valuable piece of historic art. Alex Branczik, Sotheby’s senior director and head of contemporary art Europe, said: “Banksy didn’t destroy an artwork in the auction, he created one. Following his surprise intervention on the night, we are pleased to confirm the sale of the artist’s newly-titled Love is in the Bin, the first artwork in history to have been created live during an auction.” (Chesters, 2018). The newly-titled ‘Love is in the Bin’ (Banksy, 2018) can be considered a classic example of a high cultural artefact due to its value and history. 

Another graffiti artist with a similar story to Banksy is Jean-Michel Basquiat. Basquiat began as a graffiti artist who swiftly became one of the most exploited American painters of the Neo-Expressionism art movement. Basquiat’s unique appearance very cleverly brought together a range of traditions and practices to produce a unique sort of collage, deriving from his urban beginnings and his African-Caribbean heritage (The Art Story, n.d.). Similar to Banksy, Basquiat began his career as a graffiti artist who was destined to more than a piece of vandalism on the walls. His work became very popular within the high culture domain, where his work subsequently ended up in museums and galleries being sold for copious sums of money. 

Basquiat was born in 1960 where he developed his love for art from an early age. He appeared from New York’s graffiti scene in the 70s, where he and his friend spray painted phrases on the streets of Manhattan. His first transition from low to high culture was during an exhibition where he was given a wall to fill with paintings. Here he was recognised as not just a graffiti artist, but a talented artist, and was acknowledged by a dealer and written about in an article. Basquiat was also introduced to Andy Warhol and the pair collaborated on many pieces before Warhol dies in 1987. Today, Basquiat’s work is on display in museums such as the Museum of Contemporary Art in Los Angeles, and The Museum of Modern Art in New York. (Unit London, n.d.)

Within this essay I have discussed how Banksy has transformed from a low culture graffiti artist to a successful and well-respected artist whose work sells for millions, similarly referring to the work of Basquiat who also made the transition from the low to high culture domain. Furthermore, I have considered the social and political context of the time of his work. What makes the work of artists such as Banksy and Basquiat unique is that their work is neither thought of as low or high culture. Typically, they would be considered low culture as primarily, they are those who vandalise streets with graffiti; however, as their careers have progressed, their work has become tourist attractions and valuable works of art. Banksy is commissioned to paint buildings as a form of art, which results in giving businesses, towns and cities a unique attraction; however, graffiti can be considered unsightly, and perceived as vandalism which places it in the domain of low culture. With the exception of Banksy, Basquiat, and other famous graffiti artists, the act of graffiti still remains in the low culture domain despite some pieces transitioning up to a high culture standard. 
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