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“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

In this text, I will be investigating how murals hold value as pieces of art displaying the period in which they were created, how the style has changed over time and what they mean to the viewer. I will be looking at an array of artists, old and new and discussing why some artists shouldn’t be in the status of High Culture. I will also be looking at what makes some of the great works Low Art and how they should be seen as High Art and how some pieces are displayed in galleries while others are destined to lose value and become irrelevant. 
“High culture is the self-consciousness of society.” (Scruton, 2012)
This quote shows how in modern society the cultural divide has changed and become something completely different to what it once meant, and how people are pretending to understand things because they believe that if they don’t then they will be outcast from society.

Throughout history high and low culture has been something to behold.  This gives any type of art-work from music, painting and even film, categories to fall into and that decides whether it is High or Low culture. This practice is decided by people who are more powerful due to wealth, status and/or knowledge, or where the piece is located. For example, the painting The Birth of Venus by Botticelli, this piece of work is magnificent, it’s so elegant for people to look at; the piece is a perfect example of high/low culture, people can enjoy this work. However, the people who are high culture will be able to understand it and discuss it, this is what gives artwork such power.
[image: Image result for The Birth of Venus]


Botticelli, S. (1484 – 1486). The Birth of Venus. [Tempera on canvas] Florence: Uffizi Gallery.



In the 21st Century, in my opinion I feel that high/low culture has become non-existent. People look at the artwork in a different light.  New art has different meanings, and everything has so many meanings that it gives everything such power. The main factor in the world today is where the piece of work is located, for example there are lots of pieces kept with the Tate which are held in such high regards even though there is no level of intricacy, it is all about the emotion or mood they can portray. On a recent visit to the Tate Britain, a whole room had been dedicated to one mural artist called Rose Wylie. Her work is interesting and unique, the more I began to study it, the better it appeared than at first glance.  Her work is similar to other collage pieces of work but she only works in the medium of paint. She uses different brush strokes, text and strange shapes and colours in her work. The piece I have shown below is her work called Park Dogs & Air Raid.  With her new display in the Serpentine Sackler Gallery, when being interviewed she said, 
“A painting is not finally what it does, or what it makes, or what it has, or what it means” she went on to say, “the painting is the meaning” (Wylie/Epps, 2017).
I find her quote very interesting. What she is saying is in a way disproving exactly what high/low culture means; with her saying “… not finally … what it means” just goes to show that the work doesn’t have to mean something externally or find things within the work that you can then begin to feel with. The piece of work is the emotion and you can look at it and feel what the art is, it is emotive. 
What a mural is has been debated over time.  Some people believe a mural has to be painted directly onto a surface be it a ceiling or a wall while others believe it to be a vast piece of work on a canvas/tapestry and affixed to a large surface.
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Wylie, R. (2017). Park Dogs & Air Raid. 
[Oil on canvas in four parts] London: Serpentine Sackler Gallery.



Art now is so different to what it was 200 years ago and over time like anything it has evolved and along the way has begun to lose what it once meant. This is partly due to the internet and the rise of Pop-Culture and pieces of art being used so often and saturated they are no longer special. There have been great murals all around the World and they are not in a gallery even though they are technical and raise questions to be spoken about. 
One of the artists who comes to mind is Reginald John "Rex" Whistler. He was a 39-year-old British artist. He was known for his photo-realistic work and one of his most famous pieces of work was painted in the dining room of Plas Newydd in North Wales. I go to the house every year and it is amazing, each time you look at the painting you can see something new, for me that’s what makes this piece high culture. The location doesn’t change what it is, but the fact that there is so much detail, symbolism and humour in this one mural. 
Rex spent a lot of time around the family and fell in love with the daughter, this is what lead to him creating the mural and hiding things within the painting for her. This gives the painting another level of beauty because it was almost one big love letter to the daughter of the house.
[image: Related image]
Whistler, R. (1936 – 1938). Untitled/ Dining Room at Plas Newydd. [Oil on Canvas]. Llanfairpwllgwyngyllgogerychwyrndrobwllllantysiliogogogoch: Plas Newydd.



This work stretches 58 – feet and was originally painted on canvas and then put on the wall. Whistler did this as it was easier to relocate it on the wall and also, he knew that it would be better preserved so the paint wouldn’t crack against the cold stone walls, so more people would be able to view it. Whistler was never able to finish his mural as he died in France on his first active day of service.
The sad thing is that his work that is so detailed and amazing isn’t well known and seems like his legacy hasn’t been as widespread as his work would suggest. He doesn’t have much work shown in galleries and one of his other murals has been painted in the Tate Britain restaurant. The restaurant is called The Whistler restaurant and his work is displayed as a wrap around the entire restaurant. 
[image: Image result for The Expedition in Pursuit of Rare Meats]
Whistler, R. (1925 – 1927). The Expedition in Pursuit of Rare Meats. [Oil on Canvas]. London: Tate Britain.



Rex’s work is the perfect display of how for something to be in a gallery doesn’t mean it should have a high status, his work is incredibly complex and is visually stimulating but also has little-hidden references in all of his work to show what he was like and to portray himself even when his work is a landscape.

When you compare the work of Whistler to other, more modern artists it is interesting to see the change in art due to the: year, gender of the artist and the class system. For example, Tracy Emin. Her work is very simple and yet controversial. She is most well known for her piece Unmade Bed, however, one of her other mediums of work is to create quilts/blankets. These pieces of work are like collage crossed with a mural. She creates a large blanket, she then sews an array of colours.   She then adds text to it to create a meaning. Her work is seen as high culture because of the controversy that surrounds it due to the crude words and spelling mistakes, however her work is more high art masquerading as low art in a sense because it is easy to see and make up your mind however when you actually look into the art piece, the story behind it and read the text on the tapestry it creates a whole new meaning. Her lack of skill and craftsmanship, however, does put people off her work and then they question how she is in the Tate? 
“If you see her drawings or her blankets from a distance, without reading the words, you think pretty but not much more. It is the words that give them their edge.” (Barber, 2001)
This quote completely explains what her work is, and what I was explaining. There isn’t much to her work without the meaning, but like a lot of modern art, the meaning is the work.
[image: Related image]I personally believe that her work won’t be held in high regards in time to come because it’ll reach the apex of modern art and the then will fall off into being low culture/popular culture as lots of old things do. They become so self-aware that they become pop culture. Which I feel is exactly what Emin would want/do she likes being against the grain and if her work is deemed as low culture, it will give her feminist view more power as an arguing point to punch up at those who see some other art as high culture to give her work more credit. 







Emin, T. (1999). Pysco Slut. [Appliqué on blanket]. London: Tate Britain.



After looking at what murals once were and what has become of them today, I think it is understandable that they have become a more self-aware and avant-garde style than what they once were around the time of Whistler. There are still many artists today who stay true to what murals are by doing a detailed piece stretching over a large surface. According to Schiller;
“The voice of the majority is no proof of justice” (Schiller, 1905)
this is true for what murals are in modern art, many people have differing opinions of what modern art and art in general is. 
In the world today like Wylie said “the painting is the meaning” art has stopped becoming something profound and intellectual but is instead seen to be something that is visually stimulating by using something that catches the eye like as if it was visual poetry. Using colour, fabric and texture to create a mood and provoke feeling into the viewer by using their emotions. 
One of my favourite quotes shows exactly what I mean by looking at pieces of work and being able to feel them emotionally;
“The best and most beautiful things in the world cannot be seen or even touched. They must be felt with the heart” (Keller, 1891)
This quote by Helen Keller, who had become deaf and blind in infancy, explained the value of true beauty in a letter addressed to her Reverend talking about her life and how she has been feeling. With this quote and saying that some things are about feeling them rather than just seeing them I believe this quote has never been more relevant than when compared to pieces of work by the likes of Emin and other artists who are deemed as bad art rather than expressionists.

Initially I set out to look at how art and modern art has changed; and it has. However, art has become more about meaning over what you can visually see. I still believe that some art like Whistler should be deemed as high art due to the skill and the level of understanding one must need to completely understand what was in the imagination of the artist and from that initial thought replicated onto the canvas.
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