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Cultural cacophony 
These are noisy times in the arts and media, but it doesn't mean we are dumbing down 
David Walker 
Guardian 

Tuesday October 26, 1999 

It's alleged the media - and our culture - are "dumbing down", abandoning brain for sentiment, rigour for 1raucousness, standards for commercial success. But recent debate has been heavy with evidence-less assertion. Too many diagnosticians of our cultural 2malaise turn out to be self-interested (not least BBC arts producers for whom barbarism arrives with every minor change in the schedules). 
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"Dumbing down" is hydra-headed. One head is LaLa, another Jerry Springer. One belongs to the editor of the Times Literary Supplement which can no longer spell Nietzsche correctly; another to a culture secretary who says he prefers Bob Dylan to Keats; and another to Tim Gardam, director of programmes at Channel 4: "We are a bit short of good jokes in our factual programmes. There is more place for raucousness." 

Complainants cite 3parochialism. The playwright Howard Brenton bemoans the media's failure to notice the centenary of the birth of Berthold Brecht: old, white, German and socialist. It's "tabloidisation" in the papers, says Steve Barnett of the university of Westminster. Latter-day news values disfavour foreign and institutional news, prizing instead personality and popcult. It's the suffocation of prime-time current affairs on ITV says the Campaign for Quality Television. 

Above all, it is a failure to 4discriminate. "The demand that game shows and lifestyle series be treated with the same seriousness as Cold War or Horizon," says the FT's critic Christopher Dunkley, "is part and parcel of that relativist craze which would have us believe that there is nothing to choose between rap music and Bach, and that it makes good sense for Britain to be turning out thousands of media-studies graduates every year who can shot-list Star Trek from memory but don't know the difference between a noun and a verb." 

But isn't that old man's talk: what they used to say about Elvis and about Sinatra the generation before him? When journalists of a certain age bemoan the collapse of standards or specialist correspondence (the latter charge is hard to bear out across either the broadcast or print media) they are doing what the middle-aged have always done - finding fault with their children's tastes and turning it into a theory of historical decline. 

1Raucousness - disagreeably harsh or strident 2 : boisterously disorderly
2Malaise - an vague feeling of illness or lack of health: a vague sense of mental or moral ill-being
3Parochialism - the quality or state of being parochial; especially : selfish pettiness or narrowness (as of interests, opinions, or views)
4Discriminate – make judgements between one thing and another
The charge of dumbing down is part general unease at mass culture, which is not at all new. The rest is dislike at what has been happening in television - deregulation, expansion of channels, the cult of numbers - even though everyone acknowledges this is a period of transition. 

A first response to "standards are slipping, spelling is worse and news programmes are shorter" has to be: since when? Fings ain't what they used to be, say bejowled broadcasters Michael Nicholson and John Humphreys. But, by Humphreys' own admission, when he joined the BBC it had four foreign correspondents; it now employs an army. Objective analysis of how ITN covered, say, the Biafran war compared, say, with Bosnia suggests all-round improvement. Is anyone suggesting the public understood devaluation in 1967 better than ejection from the exchange rate mechanism in 1992? No, the media do economics and business news better than ever. A dumbed down society - where educational attainment is up and we are in danger of exceeding the long-run trend rate of economic growth? 

Broadsheet newspaper circulation has been increasing since the late 40s. The volume of broadcast news and documentary is greater now than 10, 20 years ago. The fact that speech on Radio 3 gets 14% of air time (not that much less than on the old Third Programme) tells us nothing about the life of mind. Meanwhile the hottest stocks on Wall Street are... book sellers'. 

You can only discredit the public fact that this is an "information society" with, as it were, a secret theory of cultural decline. But most such theories rest on nostalgia. The British have a 5predilection to paint the past in rosy tints. The thin, advertisement-starved but high-minded Guardian edited by the late Alastair Hetherington had a circulation less than half today's fat, broad-church affair. You could compare the political influence of the paper over 40 years but no transhistorical standard exists to say one is "better" than the other. 

Try the game with the BBC and the stunted and starved schedules of yesteryear. Eamonn Andrews (on the cover of the Radio Times in 1959) superior to Charlie Dimmock (on this week)? Compare and contrast Dixon of Dock Green and Cops. And how to assess those 6myriad channels of communication, including shelves-full of academic periodicals, which did not exist four decades ago? 

Mass society was being condemned in the 20s. "Colossal, deafening newspaperism" has been with us since the turn of the century: that was Henry James in 1905. Richard Hoggart and Raymond Williams were wringing their hands when the Pilkington Committee predicted commercial television's dire consequences in 1961. Little in the dumbing down charge is specific to the late 90s. 

5Predilection – a bias or preference for something
6Myriad – a great number
Television producers are notorious at viewing Britain through the fairground mirror of their schedules but what identifiable difference to the cultivation of modern Britain, with its galleries, its dynamic musical life, do one or two fewer arts programmes make? The 7apocalyptic view of a John Tusa both belittles his own success as manager at the Barbican and magnifies the significance of marginal changes in public funding for one branch of the arts narrowly defined. As for current affairs, what does the election of New Labour say about the alleged dearth of current affairs programmes on television? 

The reasons for talk of dumbing down happening now are more interesting than the charge itself. Perhaps it is about something we are these Blairite days enjoined not to mention, especially in front of the servants, which is class. 

The unwashed have long been milling round the gates of civilisation. The democratisation of culture, in parallel to politics, has been much delayed. Right and left join in disliking it. There recently was Roger Scruton echoing TS Eliot, complaining the times are noisy, jungly. But here, too, are ostensibly left voices, Nick Cohen following Richard Hoggart. You cannot trust the people in their guise of viewers and readers. Murdoch manipulates them or, worse, given the choice they turn on Who Wants to be a Millionaire? 

But the people are never again going to be locked up inside television monopolies or rigid caste divisions between newspapers. They are out, exercising the cultural equivalent of the vote. For elites, newspaper executives, television producers, that means getting used to life without cultural authority. 

Is that so bad? You don't have to be Candide to observe how muscular spelling and grammar conventions have proved, despite the absence in Britain of strong central sources of rule. The internet promises more perhaps accelerated change but not anarchy; one of its characteristics so far has been its capacity for spontaneous functional ordering. 

Dumbing down is about voices. There's a terrific passage in George Steiner about his oppression by modern culture's cacophony. But Proust's cork-lined room is no longer open. The only escape for oppressed elites with sensitive ears is autism. For the rest of us there is no alternative to shouting and jostling out in Bartholomew Fair. In a commercial society where egalitarian and individualist currents run so strong, this cultural disorder is our fate. 

This is based on the lecture David Walker gave last night at the end of his year as Guardian research fellow at Nuffield College, Oxford 

 7Apocalyptic – predicting on-coming disaster or final doom
 
The invention of popular culture 
John Mullan explains how we had to create high culture before we could have low culture 
John Mullan
Guardian Unlimited 

Saturday October 28, 2000 

Perhaps there has always been popular culture.  Preserved in the amber of high literature and art are the traces of the lower amusements of the past. Look into Shakespeare, Hogarth or Dickens and you can see the remnants of popular diversions: ballads and songs, fairs and pantomimes, sports and ingenious forms of cruelty to animals. Yet the idea that 'the common people' might have a culture (rather than just habits of rowdyism) dates from precisely the time when our idea of high culture was being invented. Popular culture has always been its ill-mannered twin. 

The 18th century first saw the development of a culture that was available to anyone prepared to buy a ticket. Before this, the aristocracy had kept all that was best in culture for itself. Now culture was there to enrich and fill the time of the newly affluent, and genteel consumers could polish themselves by visiting art galleries or museums, attending concerts or performances of Shakespeare. As pleasure became 'culture', it became increasingly important for the polite classes (many of them nouveaux riches) to distinguish between high and low entertainments. Then, as now, those most insecure about their own refinement were likeliest to be most hostile to all that might be thought 'low' or 'vulgar' (until the mid-19th century the words most commonly used for what we might call 'popular'). 

Anxiety about, or disregard for, vulgarity were, from the beginning, forged by class. The two men who, in effect, invented that still-dominant cultural form, the novel, illustrate a polarity that remains with us. The most successful novelist of that century, Samuel Richardson, was an uneducated self-made man who obsessively rewrote his books to purge them of colloquialism and inelegance. His detested rival, Henry Fielding, a classically educated Etonian, cheerfully filled his novels with tavern scenes and coarse humour. 

When culture can be bought and sold, taste becomes an increasingly useful social marker. It was commerce that gave 'culture' to the middle classes, but commerce could also sully it. So the Georgians set about building a national culture - from the plays of Shakespeare to the music of Handel - that only the qualified could properly enjoy. As this culture widened, paradoxically the separation of high and low ('polite' and 'vulgar') sharpened. Previously, the educated classes had been active participants in popular culture. At the beginning of the 18th century, highly educated writers often happily adopted popular verse forms. The big theatrical hit of the times was John Gay's The Beggar's Opera, in which popular songs of the day mingle with mock-operatic arias in a tale of Newgate lowlife. Gay's friend Jonathan Swift wrote ballads, burlesqued popular almanacs, imitated the grimly comic Tyburn hymns (commemorating the exploits of infamous criminals) and mimicked the demotic vocabulary of forms of street literature such as hawkers' cries. 

Such writers, like their contemporary Hogarth, delighted in the unpredictable effects of collisions between the high and low. By the 19th century, respectable culture, now viewed as beneficial to health, was bestowed upon the lower classes. It became important to find 'improving' activities for the working classes whose work and leisure time were clearly segregated by industrialisation. Public spaces that still seem to stand for a shared culture - public libraries, museums and parks - were established to provide 'rational recreation' for the lower orders (although no games or sports were allowed in municipal gardens.) The genteel philanthropists and self-improving artisans who founded mechanics' institutes or branches of the YMCA set out to draw skilled workers and urban clerks away from the pubs and the music halls: culture for the people should be different from popular culture. 

This was the age when society might be nourished by what Matthew Arnold infamously called "sweetness and light" (a phrase filched from sardonic usage by Swift). Such Victorian impulses had a long life: they were still present in the Reithianism of the early BBC, which explicitly set out to uplift popular culture. Arguably, they were also key in the shaping of postwar British cinema, particularly through censorship policy. It was not just prudishness behind this, but anxiety about the influence of this brassy medium. (In 1950 up to one third of the British population were going to the cinema at least once a week.) In the 20th century, high culture drew energy from an antagonism to popular culture. 

As John Carey's Intellectuals and the Masses (1992) documented, much of modernism in art and literature grew from a revulsion for mass culture (including mass literacy and mass political enfranchisement). Indeed, the idea of the masses, suborned by cultural technology, replaced that of 'the people', clinging to vulgar traditions and pastimes. The very phrase 'popular culture' signifies a later development whose effects are still with us. From the founding of media studies courses in the 1950s to Christopher Ricks lecturing on Bob Dylan, one tendency has been to rescue popular culture for serious discussion. What was once low can be raised: Pilgrim's Progress, the poetry of Burns and Hollywood film noir have all become high culture. Yet the phrase also belies the fact that much of 'popular culture' may appeal strongly to everyone, regardless of class or education. 

As the fearful 18th-century excoriators of the novel realised, 'high' and 'low' - Bach and Big Brother - can be appetites of one individual. In the cultural pages of this newspaper, high and low seem happily to inhabit the same space. Maybe, as some giddy postmodernists have declared, this means that cultural hierarchies are meaningless - that we live in a cultural Disneyland, where everything is parody and nothing can be better or worse. The history of popular culture lets us see that this is not so. On the contrary, some of the life of culture is in the very crackle of antagonism between high and low. Before the ideal of high culture for paying consumers was invented, popular genres were available to the most elevated of writers and artists, who were able to enjoy the clashes (and sometimes unexpected affinities) between refinement and vulgarity. Why should we not do so too? 

Culture scares through the ages
Theatres:
It may seem the highest of culture to us, but for Puritan campaigners the theatres of the Elizabethan South Bank (including Shakespeare's Globe) were 'markets of bawdrie', distracting artisans and apprentices as much as the nearby bear-pits. They were banned from the City and constantly attacked. Eventually, drama was moved safely indoors and made exclusively for the upper classes. 

Fairs:
At the beginning of the 18th century, societies for the reformation of manners tried to control these tumultuous occasions. Citizens petitioned to restrict the biggest and wildest, Bartholomew Fair (in London's Smithfield), and especially to remove 'entertainments': street theatre, conjurers' booths, gambling dens. The Victorians managed to rid themselves of the most persistent with an 1871 act to facilitate the closure of fairs. 

Music halls:
Despite professions of respectability, these 'Fortresses of Beelzebub' (as they were dubbed by the Salvation Army), whose audiences were predominantly working class, worried the ruling classes throughout the late 19th century. There were continual efforts to control drinking and monitor the decency of acts. In response to middle-class fears, the London County Council formed a committee of morals in 1890, with the power to revoke their licences. 

Literature:
Books arouse passions, but particularly if it's thought they will incite the lower orders. Tom Paine was pursued for sedition when his The Rights of Man sold tens of thousands as a cheap paperback. His contemporary William Godwin was perceived as no threat because his anarchistic philosophy came in the form of a pricy hardback: too expensive to be a danger. In other cases, such as Lady Chatterley's Lover or Lolita, sex rather than politics was the issue. 

Pop music:
There has been no other cultural form to excite such establishment defensiveness, from the screening out of Elvis Presley's hips on 1950s American TV, to the exclusion of the Sex Pistols' God Save the Queen from Top of the Pops and BBC Radio in Jubilee year (it reached No 1 anyway). In both these cases, as in others - such as Frankie Goes to Hollywood's Relax - the performers became notorious through the tremor of disapproval they excited. 

Cinema: 
Stanley Kubrick's adaptation of Anthony Burgess's A Clockwork Orange (1962) provoked the first and most influential of storms about the influence of films on the young in 1971 (though he removed the child sex in the book). As Alex, Malcolm McDowell's weird garb echoed that of skinheads, and British papers featured a series of stories of 'copycat' violence. In 1979 Kubrick officially confirmed that he had permanently withdrawn the film. 

Video: 
After the judge in the trial of James Bulger's killers cited the 'video nasty' Child's Play 3 as a possible incitement to the murder, newspapers and TV rang with anxiety about the influence of video violence. This increased after the film - about a homicidal demon doll called Chucky - was shown on satellite TV, watched by tens of thousands of children. Oliver Stone's Natural Born Killers was swept up in a similar controversy. 
They want us to choose between the Beatles and Beethoven. Can't we have both? 

Why I have had enough of the arts snobs, by Melvyn Bragg 

Tuesday September 12, 2000
The Guardian 

The Two Cultures debate today seems more active and urgent inside the arts than between the arts and the sciences. "Dumbing down" has become shorthand for a miscellany of alleged failings, but central to the argument is the battle between the traditional arts and popular culture, between art as a pursuit fully appreciated only by a select band of initiates and culture as an expression and reflection of the talents of a very large number of people. This is more often to do with the subject than with the treatment of the subject: ie, all symphonies worthwhile, all pop music pap. It reaches a higher lunacy when otherwise unremarkable people declare that they do not watch television (fair enough) but in terms that make it clear that they are thereby awarding themselves a first-class honours degree. Theatre good, television bad. 

I am about to launch the 24th season of The South Bank Show, which will again include documentaries on what are often classified as high and low art, on classical and common - even vulgar - subjects. As I look through the list, I believe that the old distinctions are not only less and less relevant to what is actually going on, but increasingly the refuge of the merely snobbish - a champagne-and-canape view of the arts. 

Perhaps the root of the trouble is that popular culture was taken seriously in the 20th century by many of its creators and by intelligent and committed commentators. What the 20th century delivered to popular culture was a ticket to posterity. Films, records, CDs, television and tapes could preserve work that in previous centuries had been snuffed out. It put popular culture on a par with the traditional forms, which had long found ways to perpetuate themselves. 

Popular culture was and is the long-overdue arrival of the masses - and that is part of the trouble. Established culture has never liked the masses, and established culture in this country became hopelessly entangled in the class system, the control system - various systems of exclusion that are sometimes only distantly related to an appreciation of the arts themselves. 

To make matters worse, the 20th century's popular culture - in films and pop music alone - threw up an enormous number of highly talented writers, performers, directors and musicians, with an innovative energy that could make traditional forms seem staid. The fact that successive generations were far more likely to be enchanted by the new popular arts, such as cinema, than the historic, such as theatre, caused and still causes anxiety. This reaches absurdity as senior citizens of our official culture take it on themselves to expel whole activities such as films and rock music from the canon of what should be considered The Arts. 

I hope it goes without saying that great art continued to flow from traditional sources throughout the last century. In the long run the established forms may prove to have outshone the new. But popular culture must now be reckoned with. 

One of the questions it raises is this: how are we to judge what more powerfully influences us and, hence, what is stronger or better? See Schoenberg's Moses and Aaron, Madam Butterfly, Phantom of the Opera or Elvis Presley at Las Vegas, and how do we set about judging differences? The cultural diktat of our day still tells us that Schoenberg is superior to Presley; many people go along with that. But is this any more than obedience to hierarchies laid down before popular culture gave itself a true chance to be compared? 

We hear more and more about the brain, and we were told recently that Mozart is good for you - but is it better for you than Motown? How do we decide this outside subjective experience and - much less reliable - fashion, which plays such a colossal part in appreciation of the arts? Puccini and Andrew Lloyd-Webber are interesting in another way: both can appeal to mass audiences and also to those who have taken the trouble to become connoisseurs, and they can do so in the same piece of music. 

Many composers have found great satisfaction in using their best skills for mass audiences - Aaron Copland is a useful example. Do we get less out of his score for the film Of Mice and Men than we do out of his concert music? And, returning to Presley, those early songs bear a great deal of repetition - every bit as much as Schoenberg, and to more people. So the accepted notion that art is partly that which endures and bears retelling and re-examining holds as much for Elvis as it does for Moses and Aaron. 

But, the argument goes, there is an altogether different quality of experience between listening to Beethoven and listening to the Beatles. Different? Granted. Quality? That's difficult. There are times when Beethoven takes you into his music so overwhelmingly that you feel your skin will burst with the sound inside your body. Yet listening to or, better, listening and dancing to the Beatles can provoke a not dissimilar ecstasy. 

One danger in this argument for the old guard is that it undermines exclusivity. If just anyone can reach peaks of musical pleasure - through pop - where does that leave the vital pecking order (vital, that is, for centuries in societies that saw and often still see high art as primarily a social badge of honour)? 

There is the important argument of difficulty and complication. Surely Wagner is more difficult than Van Morrison. You need to know more to enjoy more, and from that discipline of learning flow benefits that are simply not available otherwise. There is truth in that. But is difficulty itself a virtue? Finnegans Wake is very complicated but it is not a patch on the simple-seeming Dubliners. Yeats' simplest poems are among his greatest. Self-consciously difficult pop music is very often dire. As importantly, is Van Morrison easy? Which contemporary Faber poet could write successful song lyrics? 

There is a rooted assumption that popular culture is easy, especially popular music. Millions who try and fail to create it find out the hard way that it is just that - hard. A simple test is to consider the doomed attempts of our greatest living operatic tenors to sing popular tunes. Almost always they are not just poor, but terrible. They can't swing, they have no rhythm. They are afraid to leave the notes on the page; that magnificent growth in the throat gets in the way all the time. Pavarotti could never sing like Presley because he has neither the talent nor the training. Nureyev, although he longed to, could never dance like Fred Astaire. 

To prefer Placido Domingo to Robbie Williams or vice versa is easy, and what we all do. To try to prove that preference is likely to be very tricky. And, once again, there are figures dancing across the landscape - Leonard Bernstein is one example, David Hockney another - who cut across entrenched positions and make a mockery of them. 

We face this head on every year when putting together a new season of The South Bank Show. From its inception I thought we should tackle popular music (Blur was the latest) with the same resources and ambitions as we brought to classical music (Simon Rattle the latest); take television drama (Jimmy McGovern) as seriously as theatre (Pinter); explore high-definition performers of comedy (Billy Connolly) as well as virtuosi of the concert platform (Cecilia Bartoli); study thriller writers (Walter Moseley) as well as the more accepted literary figures (Martin Amis). We could reach even wider in our attempt to take on the real world of culture in which balances and powers are changing excitingly and rapidly. 

It is a strategy that has problems - compounded, I believe, by being pursued on television, a medium still not fully settled into the constellation of the arts despite the work of some brilliant dramatists, comedy writers and documentary directors. 

This newspaper carries popular culture and established culture with no problems. It seems less easy to achieve inside a television series. Perhaps there is an expectation that television series should be single-stranded. To switch, as we did at the beginning of this year, from Shakespeare to Michael Douglas to Sam Mendes to Dolly Parton and Emir Kusturica is, I believe, to reflect what is going on not just out there but inside the programme-making team. I can see that it might be confusing to those who like things neat and tidy. But this is the way those of us who make those programmes live, and I am certain that is the way many of our viewers see culture today. 

Gerald Fox, one of the show's producers, is this season making a film in collaboration with the artist Marc Quinn, a film on Santana and another on Amos Oz. Susan Shaw is making films on Marilyn Monroe, with Joyce Carol Oates, and on Rachel Whiteread. David Thomas has documentaries on Tom Jones and Ian Bostridge. Although they will employ different techniques, vary the approach, build the films individually, there is no classification of passion or commitment. The world of culture and arts, tub-thumpingly denounced for being dumbed down by men whose era has long gone, is to them and to all the young film-makers I know a place of multiple experiences, each one demanding equal creative engagement. Difference, not hierarchy, rules. Difference and quality - in every field. 

A friend suggested to me at this year's Edinburgh festival that some of The South Bank Show's most popular editions - Michael Flatley, Cher, Dawn French - did so well in the ratings that I ought to spin them off into a separate strand and have another one for Simon Rattle, John Tavener, Harold Pinter. All of the latter were excellent programmes, I think, and scored a respectable million or so viewers. But there was a big gap between them and the popular programmes. 

My belief is that if we had split in that way, we would have given in. We would have given in to those who desperately want the world to go back to the days when culture was a posh voice and being seen was as important as seeing. That would be dumbing down. 
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