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Editorial:
Martyn Reed
Editor-In-Chief
Nuart Journal

Brand New – 
You're Retro! 

Memory and the City

'Las guerras establecían los límites de los sueños' (The war established the limits of the dreams), Heliographies of Memory series. 
Said Dokins in collaboration with Leonardo Luna. Sverd i fjell, Stavanger, Norway, 2018. Photograph ©Said Dokins & Leonardo Luna.
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Said Dokins and Leonardo Luna's Heliographies of 
Memory series provides a meditative illustration of Memory 
and the City, the theme of this issue of Nuart Journal. Their 
evanescent work captures moments lost in time – resignifying 
the memories that are omnipresent, yet otherwise invisible, 
in our cities. As Dokins explains, ‘the texts are written with 
light, so the words disappear as soon as they are suggested 
by the moves of the calligrapher. Invisible to the eye, they 
can only be captured by a process of long-exposure 
photography, that reveal what happened, even though no 
one could see it. Through these ephemeral interventions 
with light calligraphy, we capture the invisible – acting on 
air, we rework once iconic places: historic sites, public 
plazas, monuments, bulwarks, and places long abandoned.’ 

In the last issue of Nuart Journal, Jeff Ferrell's visual 
essay employed discarded photographs to reanimate ‘a 
secret archive of city life […] a dislocated urban history of 
visible ghosts and invisible intentions, a disorienting dérive 
through other lives, other times, and other places […] 
another city within the city […] pieced together from image, 
loss, memory, and imagination.’ This issue builds upon 
these notions to focus on the evocative intersection of 
memory and the city, and the role of urban art cultures and 
the art of the streets in unravelling and critically reworking 
the city's collective memories. This issue contains tradition-
al academic papers, visual articles, interviews, and talks 
which critically address this theme. 

In our lead academic article for this issue, Stephen 
Pritchard tackles perhaps one of the most difficult questions 
necessary for a truly critical street art practice. ‘More 
Today Than Yesterday (But Less Than There’ll Be Tomorrow)’ 
is a reflexive analysis of the relationship between street 
art, gentrification, and nostalgia narratives. As Pritchard 
notes, the ‘street art movement has evolved from its roots 
in class and race conflict and anti-gentrification activism 
to become […] a perfect tool in gentrifiers’ artwashing 
arsenals’. Pritchard's critique may make some readers 
uncomfortable, but it is crucial that we continue to raise 
‘difficult questions’.

Indeed, we hope that this third peer-reviewed issue 
of Nuart Journal marks another step towards a more critical 
street art. The journal is a forum for critical discourse and 
commentary on urban art cultures and street art practice. 
One of the things that is exciting about this field is that it is 
radically interdisciplinary. Street art scholars are not just 
art historians, they are cultural geographers, anthropologists, 
criminologists, psychologists, lega l  scholars, and 
archaeologists. Many street art researchers have some 
existing connection to the subculture – as former or current 
artists or graffiti writers, so they have a level of insider 
subcultural knowledge, sensitivity, and creative insight that 
other researchers so often lack. 

While this interdisciplinarity is a strength, it also 
poses a logistical challenge in terms of keeping abreast of 
research occurring internationally across so many different 
fields. This is one major reason that we launched Nuart 
Journal – to bring together the work of street art scholars 
from different disciplines in one volume. For us, it is 
important that street art research remains open access, 
and available to all. Academic articles are often locked 
behind paywalls, making research inaccessible to the 
general public. This is antithetical to the democratic ethic 
of street art. We have an open call policy and we also accept 
articles from artists, curators, photographers, and others 
working outside of academia. We want to make academic 
studies of street art as democratically accessible and 
intrinsically engaging as street art itself. Scholarship should 
not have to be formidable and inaccessible to count as such.

We aim to publish traditional academic articles as 
well as to make space for more experimental and visual 
essays, and we particularly welcome submissions that 
break the mould and challenge conventional modes of 
scholarly and artistic communication.

The journal is divided into three main sections: 

I.    Original articles
II.  Experimental and visual essays 
III. Interviews, book reviews, and talks 

The city… contains [its memories] like the lines of a hand, written in the corners of the 
streets… every segment marked in turn with scratches, indentations, scrolls. 

— Italo Calvino, Invisible Cities
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In Section I, our academic articles deal with some 
key practical, political, and conceptual issues currently 
facing critical street art practice. This includes Pritchard's 
critical consideration of street art's relationship with 
gentrification. In ‘Before and After: The Liveable City’ 
Andreas Petrossiants builds on Pritchard's focus on 
gentrification, to consider how forms of once ‘counter-
cultural’ resistance operate after they have been co-opted, 
and ‘folded into the lexicon and toolkits of the ruling class’. 
Tyson Mitman's article analyses a memorial practice specific 
to graffiti writing subcultures – that of continuing to write 
a deceased graffiti writer's name in public space, after 
their death. As Mitman points out, this complex and 
compassionate act of remembrance works both as a 
memorial and as an extension of the deceased writer's 
reputation and street fame – making it appear as if they 
were still alive and leaving their mark on the city walls. In 
the final article in this section, Hendrikje Grunow explores 
the ways in which street artists in Bogotá, Colombia, 
collectively construct and contest collective memories of 
the city, with street art approached as a form of ‘testimonio, 
palimpsest, lieux de mémoire, and practice’.

In Section II, our visual essays offer an alternative 
to the more traditional papers of section I. Articles in this 
section push the boundaries of conventional modes of 
scholarly and artistic thought. These include Jad El Khoury's 
‘Burj El Hawa (Tower of Wind)’, a provocative intervention 
that reclaimed a former sniper's tower in Beirut, Lebanon; 
an unknown author’s ‘Erasing the Memory of the Revolution 
on the Streets of Cairo’, which details an artist’s empathic 
interventions on the streets of the Egyptian capital, over 
time; Paul Harfleet's ‘Tourist in the Daylight’, a powerful 
and sensitive photo essay documenting his 15-year inter-
national ‘Pansy Project’; and Oliver East's ‘Ill Architecture’, 
which explores the artist's interventions on the streets of 
Manchester, UK – where rubbish is recycled into temporary 
artworks, ‘making the neglected spaces where dumping 
occurs impossible to ignore’. East describes this as a direct 
response to ‘the artwashing practices of placemaking’. 
Riitta Oittinen's ‘Traces from the Past: Ghost Buildings in 
Brussels’ is an evocative photo essay that examines the 
ghostly remains of buildings which no longer exist, but 
operate as architectural fossils through their negative 
presence. Megan Hicks’ ‘Wall story: An Eleven-year Visual 
Record of a Street Art Site in Sydney’ documents the chang-
es to a wall in Newtown over an 11-year period which saw 
Banksy's ‘Little Diver’ disappear under the accumulation 
of art on the wall. In the concluding article in this section, 
Jonathan Levin provides a fascinating photo essay that 
explores the deterioration and stratifi-cation of graffiti on 
subway trains in Rome – over a period stretching back to 1992. 

Section III contains interviews and talks with leading 
artists, curators, and academics. Evan Pricco, Editor-in-
Chief of Juxtapoz Magazine, discusses the 25th anniversary 
of Juxtapoz, and the ways in which it has moved from being 
a small alternative art magazine in 1994, to a multi-platform 
entity in 2019. Robert Kaltenhäuser and Thomas Lauterberg, 
from the newly launched Boulevard Magazine, explain their 
focus on reprinting lost treasures – critical articles lost in 
time, or out of print, and texts otherwise not available in 
English. The final article in this section reports on a vigorous 
panel debate held at City University, London, on Andrea 
Baldini's new book, A Philosophy Guide to Street Art and 
the Law. Andrea Baldini, Enrico Bonadio, Sabina Andron, 
and Susan Hansen provide interdisciplinary responses to 
some of Baldini's sometimes controversial claims about 
street art and graffiti.

To conclude, we’ll leave you with another quote, this 
time from Blade Runner (1982) a film set in Ridley Scott's 
imagined Los Angeles of 2019 – anything but an ‘invisible 
city’, yet one that still exists in a collective memory that 
perpetually haunts our ‘Post-Fordist’ futures:

I’ve seen things you people wouldn't believe.
Attack ships on fire off the shoulder of Orion.
I watched c-beams glitter in the dark  
near the Tannhäuser Gate.
All those moments will be lost in time,  
like tears in rain. 

If you’d like to contribute to a future issue,  
please see the back cover for the call for papers.
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MORE TODAY 
THAN YESTERDAY

Stephen Pritchard
Independent academic, community artist,  
writer, filmmaker, activist, and art historian

Movement for Cultural Democracy;  
Art Not Arms; Artists Against Social Cleansing;  
Socially Engaged and Participatory Arts Network

Street art is an essential part of the Creative Class narrative. Every city has 
‘up-and-coming’ areas clad from shop shutters to back alleys, sides of dilapidated 
buildings to shifty-looking subways, in what has become known as street art. This 
article argues that the now almost globally ubiquitous street art ‘movement’ has 
evolved from its roots in class and race conflict and anti-gentrification activism to 
become a perfect foil for neoliberal capitalism, forming a ‘gritty’ yet colourful backdrop 
to the Creative City ‘New Bohemias’ that seem to pop-up in every city, everywhere on 
the planet: a perfect tool in gentrifiers’ artwashing arsenals. Linking street art to 
‘nostalgia narratives’, it looks at how street art was employed in New York's Lower 
East Side in a doomed attempt to resist gentrification in the late 1970s and early 1980s, 
only for it to become the neighbourhood's nemesis by creating a ‘ghetto’ aesthetic that 
helped sell it to cool and trendy incomers and the art world in general. But perhaps 
recuperation was and always will be inevitable?
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It was the art scene that filled the freshly emptied 
apartments, cleaned up the area, and began its 
transformation into the hip (and expensive) Lower 
East Side of today (Hornung, 2014).

If there's one word that has long been associated 
with gentrification, it is Bohemia. This once mythical place 
where counter-cultural movements loafed into existence 
has morphed and multiplied into a tag slapped on anywhere 
awaiting gentrification, anywhere ‘arty’, anywhere where 
students live, anywhere cool, trendy.

But were the ‘Old Bohemias’ really that different to 
those of today: the ‘New Bohemias’? Perhaps not. Bohemias 
have always been linked to both poverty and gentrification. 
Bohemias have always been the haunt of artists, artisans, 
and the fashionable. Bohemias have always been associated 
with capitalism. Yet there has been a distinct shift from 
the Old Bohemias to the New Bohemias. This shift is 
undoubtedly linked to the intensification of capitalism: to 
property speculation, property development, urban planning, 
city branding, placemaking, entrepreneurialism, fashion, 
taste, style, creativity, the Creative City, and the Creative 
Class. ‘Accumulation by dispossession’ doesn't care about 
existing communities, families, and people – particularly 
those from the lower-classes or in poverty. Capitalism at 
its most primitive is about theft of value, of meaning, of 
everything exploitable. However, whereas many Old 
Bohemians were blissfully unaware of their role as pre-
gentrifiers, today's New Bohemians willingly embrace their 
role as the meanwhile inhabitants of these temporal out-
posts. Nonetheless, the path from Old Bohemias to New 
Bohemias reveals how gentrification became a global 
phenomenon and how artists, writers, other creative types, 
students, and hipsters became essential cogs in the well-
greased wheels of global capitalism (Pritchard, 2018).

Street art is an essential part of the creative class 
narrative. Every city has ‘up-and-coming’ areas clad from 
shop shutters to back alleys, sides of dilapidated buildings 
to shifty-looking subways, in what has become known as 
street art. Street art is a certain type of graffiti that often 
claims to be ‘unauthorised’ but is frequently part of the 
gentrification cycle. Abarca points out how small-scale, 
unauthorised and transient street art has been subsumed 
by the juggernaut of corporate street art, frequently adopting 
muralism as its primary form, arguing that ‘there are clear 
and fundamenta l differences between the smal ler, 
unsanctioned works we used to call street art in the past 
decade and the huge institutional murals of today’ (2016: 
60). However, whilst these differences are clear, it is still 
possible that at least some of the 'smaller’ street art works 
of the past have been implicated in the rise of street art as 
a global city branding phenomenon.

The practice is steeped in the type of mythology that 
commonly masks a cultural secret: one in which the 
establishment recuperation of a once working-class cultural 
activity is hidden behind a false counter- or subcultural 
veneer that is on the one hand cynical postmodern pastiche, 
and on the other a sinister form of neoliberal cultural 
warfare. I will not list examples here, for they are legion. 
The purpose here is to explore an example of how, what I 
term, ‘proto-street artists’ attempted to adopt the ‘native’ 
street cultures of New York's Lower East Side in the 1970s 
and 1980s in an earnest attempt to fight gentrification of 
the area, but ended up signposting the practice and its 
‘gritty’ street aesthetic to the art world, to property developers, 
to the media, to the fashion world, and, indeed, to local and 
national governments and their agencies.

There is a nostalgia narrative attached to street art 
and it is directly connected to gentrification (Ocejo, 2011). 
Early gentrifiers use nostalgia narratives to reconstruct 
places and the past lives of people using a sense of loss to 
create new identities that utilise a very specific interpretation 
of ‘loss’ to appear to oppose and challenge later waves of 
gentrifiers which may threaten to displace these ‘urban 
pioneers’. Nostalgia narratives are a form of ‘collective 
memories’, invented to create new identities and new 
‘traditions’ (Hobsbawm & Ranger, 1983). These narratives 
weave new-found ‘personal experiences’ into an area's 
supposedly ‘gritty past, ethnic and cultural diversity, and 
creativity and creative production’, which are mythologised 
as ‘authentic’ (Ocejo, 2011: 286). Clearly, street art (like 
many other forms of cultural practice) frequently uses 
nostalgia narratives to create the impression of a ‘movement’. 
Yet it is a false impression. Of course, artwashing also 
utilised nostalgia narratives to sanitise, repackage and sell 
areas’ ‘dangerous’ and ‘grim’ pasts to later waves of 
gentrifiers as a form of sentimental and nostalgic ‘memory’. 
To do this is to ‘museumify’ the lives of those who have 
already been and are being continually dispossessed of 
their ways of being and living, and displaced from the places 
they once called home (Pritchard, 2017).

The trouble with street art today is that it is neither 
an ‘emerging’ nor a ‘young’ practice, and it is certainly not 
anti-establishment or anti-gentrification. Rather, it is a 
pernicious form of artwashing that functions both at the 
frontiers of gentrification and at every stage that follows 
as it becomes an essential means to cement the newly 
‘creative’ neighbourhoods' statuses, alongside a raft of 
other establishment-sanctioned ‘creative’ and ‘cultural’ 
activities (Schacter, 2014). Street art has become part of 
the almost ubiquitous Creative City branding employed by 
‘creative’ cities everywhere. Schacter describes how street 
art has been ‘co-opted, artistically annexed, through acting 
as a (literal and metaphorical) facade, a mere marketing 
tool for the Creative City brand’ (2014: 162).

Street art, unlike graffiti, is part of the art world. It 
is part of neoliberalism. It is a part of the globalisation of 
our planet and its cultures with a homogenous aesthetic 
that is neither challenging nor subversive. Quite the opposite, 
I argue. Street art has its museums in chic global capital 
cities. Street art has its tours in almost every city across 
the globe. Street art is everywhere in advertising and 
fashion. Street art sells for big money. Street art sells 
property. Street art sells people with the least down the 
river – dispossessing and displacing them in favour of the 
‘cool’, ‘hip’, and ‘arty’ types it intentionally seeks to attract. 
Street art is about the 'shareable’, consumerist Instagram 
aesthetic, not social justice. Street art sells the city. It does 
not take it back. The practice has been described as ‘far 
and away the world's most globally accessible genre of 
contemporary art’ (Rea, 2019). There is, of course, an 
increasingly critical discourse developing within the street 
art community and some artists are attempting to respond 
critically to the practice's co-optation (Hansen, 2015; Abarca, 
2016; Reed, 2018).

Just think about why street art and street artists 
have come to represent the respectable, ‘cheeky’ and 
‘non-conformist’ aspects of urban existence, particularly 
in gentrifying and gentrified areas in Creative Cities. Think 
about why street art draws a particular group of people – 
the Creative Class – to cities and to gentrified and gentrifying 
areas. Think about the tags and working-class graffiti that 
is, unlike street art, deemed to be ‘vandalism’, ‘criminal’, 
and ‘anti-social behaviour’. Vandalism is a cultural practice, 

MORE TODAY THAN YESTERDAY
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Figure 2. Lower East Side Anti-gentrification 
stencil art, PAD/D. 1984. Photograph @PAD/D.

Figure 1. Giant Chihuahua Gentrified! 
Boe & Irony, 2014. Photograph @David Wormley.

NUART JOURNAL

Figure 3. Not For Sale, PAD/D, 1983.
Photograph @PAD/D.
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just as street art is. However, the two practices are very 
different. One of my favourite works of ‘art’ (and perhaps 
‘anti-art’) is the commissioned street art mural in East 
London featuring a lap dog. It was not long before the Giant 
Chihuahua painted by street artists Boe and Irony on the 
side of Kilmore House in the gentrification battleground of 
Chrisp Street in Poplar was ‘vandalised’ to great outcry 
with the word, ‘GENTRIFIED’ and a ticked box. (Figure 1) 
It is possible that some might consider this addition as 
'street art’ as an ‘aesthetic protest’ (Hansen, 2015), but this 
is not, for me, the case. Rather, it is an act of anti-gentrification 
activism. Nevertheless, this piece of street art was acclaimed 
for demonstrating ‘just what an impact well curated street 
art can make to an area’ and praised for the way it 
transformed ‘the place from something quite hard edged 
to something a little warmer’ (Inspiring City, 2014). Little 
wonder then that the media has likened London's East End 
to New York's Lower East Side, with visitors and potential 
gentrifiers advised to ‘keep an eye out for the incredible 
street art in the area: the walls of most buildings are adorned 
with priceless graffiti and murals, including some by famously 
elusive street artist Banksy’ (Polland, 2012).

Just as the ongoing gentrification of the East End of 
London is being extensively documented at the moment, 
the gentrification of the Lower East Side area of New York 
has also been extensively documented for a long period, 
as has the role art played in the process. Yet the ‘revitalisation’ 
of the area represented only one phase in New York's long 
history of gentrification. A process that historically placed 
artists consistently at its forefront and consistently displaced 
them. For Sharon Zukin, New York was unique: ‘a prototype 
free-market experiment’ that created ‘cultural districts’ 
which attracted communities of artists at relatively little 
cost. The city's first Bohemian district was Greenwich 
Village, which had a history of artist inhabitation that went 
back to the late-nineteenth century and early-twentieth 
century, but rent rises in the 1950s and 1960s forced most 
artists to migrate to other areas of Lower Manhattan.1 
SoHo became the next Bohemia, but gentrification there 
led artists to move to the Lower East Side (or East Village 
as it became known) in the late 1970s and early 1980s. The 
area became internationally recognised for its art scene 
by the mid-1980s and this in turn led to gentrification that 
forced artists to migrate first to Williamsburg, then, in the 
twenty-first century, to East Williamsburg, and finally to 
Bushwick (Zukin, 2011: 25).2

The Lower East Side is interesting because, not only 
did it become a mecca for artists in the 1970s and 1980s, it 
also was a site of experiments in live / work spaces for 
artists. The area had been virtually cut off by banks – 
‘redlined’ – before suddenly, in the 1980s, becoming a site 
of intensive speculative financial investment due to its 
redesignation as a ‘greenlined’ zone: a profitable ‘new 
urban frontier’ (Smith, 1996: 22).

And, just as the commodification of art quickened 
during the 1980s, so did neoliberalism and gentrification. 
Culture and politics also became aestheticised; underground 
and subcultures were speedily commodified and appropriated 
by mainstream commercial interests.3 In Lower East Side, 
art galleries played the central role, acting as brokers for 
new ‘grassroots’ artists and the international art world 
alike (Smith, 1996: 17-8). Nevertheless, some artists attempted 
to resist the forces of East Village gentrification. Artist 
Lucy Lippard conceived of the artist-led collective Political 
Art Documentation and Distribution (PAD/D) in 1979. But 
PAD/D was not solely an anti-gentrification group, rather, 
it sought alternatives for artists outside of the mainstream 

art establishment. Its main objective was ‘to provide artists 
with an organized relationship to society’.4 In the first issue 
of PAD/D's publication UPFRONT they wrote:

One of PAD's most crucial tasks is to build an 
understanding of the importance of the artist in the 
construction of a new ‘people not profits’ society. 
We want to make art that makes ordinary people's 
lives, memories, and experiences moving and 
important to others (PAD/D, 1981: 1–3, author's italics 
removed).

Founding member Gregory Sholette described PAD/D 
as a descendent of the unrest in 1968: ‘an afterglow’ that 
rekindled the possibilities of a ‘parallel political world’; an 
attempt to ‘bridge the gap between people in the arts’ and 
Leftist politics (2016a). He moved to the Lower East Side 
in the mid-1970s, leaving behind, like many other artists 
who had migrated to the area, ‘the managed communities 
of New Jersey, Long Island, or towns in the mid-West or 
California’.5 He described the area's diverse cultural mix 
and decaying buildings as ‘enduringly vital’, fondly painting 
a picture of the area as resembling ‘a B-movie version of 
l ife amidst the ruins of a nuclear or environmental 
catastrophe’.6 For Sholette, this ‘vitality’ had a mongrel 
nature: ‘part living, part mineralized ruin, part text, but 
always more authentical ly ‘natural’ than the genteel 
communities of either SoHo or Nassau County’.7 Whilst he 
accepted that artists were ‘immigrants’ to the area and 
had played a central role in the displacement process that 
had accompanied its gentrification, he seemed drawn to 
Lower East Side's ‘anarcho-apocalyptic mix’. Yet he also 
drew a distinction between himself and the ‘new wave of 
young immigrants’ who were ‘willing to forego bourgeois 
comforts and even risk their safety in pursuit of three goals: 
cheap rent, discovery in the traditional manner by a patron 
[…] and […] contact with something ‘authentic’ such as the 
imagined organic quality of other people's (ethnic) 
communities’ (Sholette, 1997).8 Instead, Sholette aligned 
himself with political art activists and became a key figure 
in PAD/D. The collective took part in demonstrations, held 
meetings and events, formed committees and created 
exhibitions, insisting upon the political nature of all art; 
seeking to explore how artists might become aligned with 
‘cultural activists’. Sholette described PAD/D's aesthetic 
as ‘carnivalesque’ (Morgan, 2014). Nevertheless, it is 
difficult not to perceive of a sense of romanticism, of 
adventure – nostalgia even – in the work of PAD/D, and 
particularly Sholette.9

Sholette described how PAD/D artists satirised what 
he called ‘the naturalizing language of the real estate 
industry’ which was used in the marketing and advertisements 
of developers, financial speculators, and city authorities 
to decry the area as ‘‘untamed territories’ where upwardly 
mobile white renters were called upon to serve as ‘trail 
blazers’ or ‘urban pioneers”. The artists primarily presented 
their work outdoors – in ‘'street’ settings’ – frequently using 
abandoned buildings as part of their attempt to contest an 
‘environment of licit and il licit visual chaos’ in which 
‘wheatpasted hand bills, commercial advertising, signage 
from retail businesses, fluorescent graffiti, stencils, murals, 
and posters, some of which also presented anti-gentrification 
messages to the public’, vied for prominence.

For Sholette, PAD/D's ‘oppositional art’ was an 
attempt to counter dominant representations of the 
neighbourhood by naturalising it as ‘difference’ or ‘a lost 
plenitude’ by engaging with ‘the social and economic plight 

MORE TODAY THAN YESTERDAY
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of the inner city’ (1997). However, he was critical of an 
earlier anti-gentrification exhibition, The Real Estate Show 
(1980), in which artists broke into a disused warehouse, 
were locked out by the city authorities a day later, then 
employed the services of artist Joseph Beuys, who generated 
so much bad press for Mayor Koch that he agreed not only 
to the intervention continuing but to the continuing occupation 
of the building as a centre for art and activism that is today 
known as the ABC No Rio (Sholette, 2016b).10 Sholette 
claimed that, by mimicking ‘the ‘direct action’ strategies 
of the Civil Rights Movement of 1968’, the artists not only 
displayed ‘anarchistic bravado and analytical naivete’, but 
also failed to engage the local community (1997).

PAD/D's focus on anti-gentrification sharpened when 
eight artists, including Sholette, who had formed a reading 
group in 1982, decided to organise an exhibition, transforming 
the group into the PAD/D Not For Sale Committee in 1983 
(Sholette, 1997). Their initial exhibition Not For Sale: A 
Project Against Displacement (1983) was held in a disused 
school turned community centre which was also PAD/D's 
home (Sholette, 2014, p. 10) (Figure 2). Sholette described 
its format as ‘traditional’ (1997) and the exhibition opening 
as follows:

Punk bands, guerrilla theater and activist rabble-
rousers accompanied the opening while throughout 
the night, teams of stencil artists took to the streets 
armed with spray paint and anti-gentrification imagery. 
Additional video and cabaret presentations took 
place at the Millennium Film Theater and neighborhood 
‘art bars’ including the Wow Cafe and Limbo Lounge 
(2014: 10).11

The intention was to encourage artists in the community 
to ‘try and assert something against gentrification’ (Sholette, 
2016b). However, many artists responded to the open call 
with work that was ‘disappointingly unrelated to the issue 
of economic and cultural displacement’ (Sholette, 2014: 10). 
This vague theme, often unrelated art works and the regular 
‘East Village Art Scene’ audience it attracted, prompted a 
reporter from The New York Times to write a review in 
which she called the artists, as Sholette recalled, ‘‘pioneering’ 
in a ‘new territory’’. The group quickly realised the exhibition 
had fuelled gentrification rather than opposed it (Sholette, 
2016b). (Figure 3)

PAD/D were part of a coalition of local people and 
some local artists who defeated the city authority's planned 
Artist Homeownership Project (AHOP) in 1983 after a hard-
fought battle which divided those who opposed it from a 
considerable number of art galleries and artists from within 
the East Village and from further afield. The plan sought 
to create 117 new live / work units in several Lower East 
Side tenements. This led artist Michael Anderson to state: 
‘Artists are being manipulated by the forces of capital in 
the city’. Those opposing AHOP developed an alternative 
‘community-based’ solution which they claimed was ‘non-
gentrifying’ and of benefit to all the community: to address 
artists’ living and working needs separately, utilising disused 
buildings to house studios together with subsidised housing 
and skills sharing initiatives to engage with the wider local 
community. Anderson called for artists to not only support 
the cultural centre alternative proposed, but to also ‘forge 
alliances between our communities and artists in the 
struggle to maintain our lives and our cultures’ and ensure 
art could be valuable as a means of opposing gentrification 
(Anderson, 1983: 4). The anti-AHOP coalition were naïve 
in thinking that their alternative proposals would not 

themselves contribute to gentrification, however, and the 
lack of connection between immigrant artists and local 
people would prove harder to overcome than perhaps 
envisaged.

The committee decided to employ different tactics 
for their next exhibition in 1984: exhibiting work about 
gentrification and displacement in a ‘parodic street project’, 
Not For Sale: Art For The Evicted, designating four street 
locations in the East Village as ‘art galleries’. Each was 
given a spoof name which was spray-painted onto each 
site. The names – ‘The Discount Salon’, ‘The Leona Helmsley 
Gallery’, ‘Another Gallery’, and ‘Guggenheim Downtown’ 
– consciously parodied New York art and gentrification 
(Sholette, 1997).12 Yet the names and designation of derelict 
sites as mock art galleries can also be read as a nod towards 
familiar arts establishment practices, including hosting an 
opening event replete with refreshments. Contributing 
artists were each asked to provide twenty copies of an 
anti-gentrification poster which would be continually pasted 
onto each of the exhibition's four mock venues and in other 
street locations (Sholette, 2014: 10). However, the second 
exhibition, like the first, targeted East Village art galleries 
and its art community with the intention of raising their 
awareness about gentrification in the area (Sholette, 2016a). 
(Figure 4)

The Not For Sale group disbanded after the exhibition, 
dispirited by the area's intensifying gentrification as well 
as by the lack of interest in their work by the wider local 
art community. However, Sholette said soon after the 
decision to disband that the group were ‘the nemesis of 
the East Village scene – in a simplified form, unfortunately’. 
He asked prophetically: ‘The question is, how does it go 
beyond just the art world? That's the tough part’ (Garber, 
1984: 14). This was a question that Sholette would wrestle 
with throughout his career.13 Nevertheless, it seems clear 
that PAD/D's anti-gentrification actions were hamstrung 
by the group's tight affinity to the very art world it had 
attempted to resist by representing it in an alternative form. 
Its work was, perhaps, grounded too deeply in contemporary 
political art to be accessible to many Lower East Side 
residents. Also, many of Lower East Side's galleries and 
artists were unwilling to acknowledge their role in the 
gentrification of the neighbourhood, nor were they prepared 
to listen to warnings from PAD/D about their eventual 
displacement in future waves of gentrification (Sholette, 
2016a). And, although the group helped to successfully 
defeat the city's planned Artist Homeownership Project, 
the struggle revealed that many artists and galleries were 
happy to be part of Lower East Side's gentrifying frontier. 
The action also did little to halt or even slow East Village 
gentrification.

It appears, then, that the awareness that PAD/D 
members, no matter how embedded within the East Village 
community they claimed to be, were part of the gentrification 
process – even when trying to oppose it – ultimately led 
them to concede defeat and, indeed, to move on. It is also 
important to consider that the collective's lack of connections 
to broader networks and wider political movements may 
have also left them isolated in an art world in awe of the 
opportunities (however temporal) offered by being a part 
of gentrification, rather than opposed to its effects on other 
community members and society. 

The Lower East Side was also site for large-scale 
commercial gentrification during the 1980s.14 New businesses 
and customers attracted to the area placed pressure on 
the area's ‘earlier gentrifiers’, including some PAD/D 
members. They reacted, I argue, by constructing a ‘nostalgia 
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narrative’ that enabled them to differentiate themselves 
from the artists and art galleries, new bars and music 
scenes, etc. that came during the early 1980s (Ocejo, 2011: 
285). This is evident in Sholette's detailed explanation of 
his earlier immigration to the area as his family attempted 
to escape gentrification elsewhere, his poetic descriptions 
of the area as dangerous, decayed, and diverse, his critique 
of the newly encroaching mainstream art establishments 
and newer artist immigrants, his emphasis on the importance 
of the strength and vitality of the original local community, 
his desire to understand the social and political situations 
driving the gentrification of the area, and his wish to use 
art to highlight the threats posed by later waves of gentrifiers. 
The nostalgia narrative is also present in the anti-AHOP 
protests in so much as some ‘early gentrifier’ artists 
opposed, with local community groups, plans by the city 
mayor to settle large numbers of new artists in the area's 
abandoned (or squatted) tenement blocks.

For sociologist Richard E. Ocejo, early gentrifiers 
tended to ‘weave their commitment to the slum into their 
narrative and […] new local identity’, believing their 
subsequent involvement in ‘community activism’ helped 
‘prevent the neighborhood's total decline’. However, unlike 
Ocejo's analysis that ‘the Lower East Side's early gentrifiers 
do not mention the unintended consequences of their efforts’ 
(2011:292-3), PAD/D members made their role in the 
gentrification process explicitly clear, even if they were 

uncomfortable with it. Nevertheless, Sholette, for example, 
clearly utilised a nostalgia narrative by incorporating East 
Village's socio-cultural conditions. Following Ocejo, I argue 
he wove his ‘personal experiences with existing residents, 
local characters, and local places with their experiences 
and contributions to its creativity’ to claim an ‘authentic’ 
connection to the neighbourhood and forge a ‘new local 
identity’ as one of the area's 'symbolic owners’ (2011: 293-
7). Like Ocejo's depiction of early East Village gentrifiers, 
Sholette also utilised the freedom provided by the general 
neglect of the area to pursue artistic interventions in public 
spaces and empty buildings. Similarly, PAD/D's ‘carnival-
esque’ street aesthetic appears to have reflected the typical 
focus of early gentrifier artists on ‘the urban detritus of a 
neglected downtown’ to create the illusion of a singular, 
continuous mode of cultural production, linked directly to 
social and environmental conditions (Martinez, 2010: 18; 
Ocejo, 2011: 297).15

Sholette also suggested that later influxes of artists 
and audiences failed to understand the uniqueness of the 
East Village's art, space, diversity, nor creativity (Sholette, 
2016a) – echoing sociologists Miranda Martinez and Ocejo. 
Crucially, I argue that Sholette's depiction of PAD/D's 
mediating role in Lower East Side, and the anti-AHOP action, 
reflected the early gentrifier's function there as ‘mediators 
between the neighbourhood and city government through 
the community board and local groups’ and their desire to 

Figure 4. Out of Place Poster, PAD/D, 1984. 
Photograph @PAD/D.

Figure 5. IT'S NOT TOO LATE… Stephen Pritchard, 2018. 
Photograph @Stephen Pritchard.
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try to 'shift the neighbourhood in a particular direction that 
is influenced by the harms and threats that they experience 
from social and cultural displacement’. This reliance upon 
a nostalgia narrative is, however, both natural and problem-
atic, for, as Ocejo argues, the ‘[e]arly gentrifiers’ narrative 
of the neighborhood, its cultures, and its communities is 
flawed in the sense that it largely excludes the narratives 
of other groups and contains several internal contradictions’ 
(2011: 307). Following this argument, it is not surprising that 
the East Village early gentrifiers were unable to turn their 
nostalgia narrative into effective policy, nor that they could 
not prevent the ultimate displacement of themselves and 
other residents. They were, however, perhaps able to use 
their nostalgia narrative to influence the behaviour of some 
people in the area (predominantly, in this case, other 
politically-minded artists). Nevertheless, their anti-gentri-
fication art, with its ‘urban blight’ aesthetic, helped sell 
East Village as ‘a new bohemia’ which, in turn, encouraged 
new investment in commercial service enterprises, including 
art galleries (Martinez, 2010: 18). This was later echoed by 
Sholette:

An incoming wave of young, white professionals, 
many of whose parents had fled the inner city for 
suburbia years earlier, moved to low-rent neighbor-
hoods within close commuting distance from Wall 
Street. Like the shock troops of a new, ‘creative’ 
working class, these incoming ‘gentry’ absorbed 
and regurgitated the dissident culture they found in 
the city – including rap, hip-hop, graffiti, street art, 
and break dancing – while simultaneously, though 
largely inadvertently, driving up rents, and pushing 
out poor and working-class residents (2011: 64).

It would appear then that the use of artists in Lower 
East Side to smooth the gentrification of the area reflected 
the beginnings of a coordinated approach in which city 
authorities, corporate interests, and culture forged new 
links that would become the blueprint for future gentrification 
initiatives on a global scale. Anti-gentrification art proved, 
in this case, to be easily appropriated by this new coordinated 
alliance as ‘a niche-market indicator’ grounded by its ‘culture 
of insurgency’ (Mele, 2005 [1996]: 314, author's italics).16 
The galleries provided international connections and 
marketing, whilst the street art provided a constant visual 
indicator of the neighbourhood's ‘edgy’ culture. Indeed, by 
the start of 1985, Grace Glueck, the same New York Times 
journalist who wrote that PAD/D were pioneering new 
territory in 1983, described the ‘East Village Scene’ as a 
‘howling success’, with more than sixty galleries open in 
the neighbourhood, but she also pointed out that ‘what 
started out as a casual community of young artist-dealers 
alienated from Establishment marketing methods is – 
inevitably – being subsumed in that very structure’. For her, 
East Village provided a heady mix that was clearly ripe for 
exploitation:

[W]ith its mean streets and dingy clubs still providing 
a sense of adventure, it's the place to show, go and 
be seen. So hot, in fact, is this artists’ milieu, many 
of whose more-or-less improvisatory galleries are 
themselves artist-run, that it's taken on the dimensions 
of a Movement (Glueck, 1985).

Indeed, today, the Lower East Side is considered 
‘the largest, highest-quality, and most vibrant downtown 
art community the city has ever seen’, although many 

galleries may be forced to move soon due to rising rent 
costs (Lesser, 2016).

PAD/D acknowledged that its art interventions were 
relatively unsuccessful in garnering broad support from 
local people who were not part of Lower East Side's large 
art community, and that it had also contributed advertising 
the area to the media and art world, thereby inadvertently 
assisting the city authorities in the marketing of the area 
as a trendy, subcultural location to an international audience. 
Indeed, the co-optation of the group's work led to its decision 
to dissolve. Nevertheless, it is interesting to note that the 
artists’ attempts to appropriate the area's 'street’ style 
(which was not their own) in their exhibitions were 
appropriated by the media and art world as a selling point 

– an example of the raw, creative, and ‘edgy’ East Village 
chic. The group not only appeared to infuse its anti-
gentrification work with a nostalgia narrative that attempted 
to give authenticity to its members’ own relatively recent 
arrival to the area, thereby differentiating themselves from 
later waves of ‘pioneering’ artists, but it also helped to 
create the ‘ghetto’ nostalgia narrative that still lingers in 
the East Village today. PAD/D artists created a perfect 
'scene’ – a pastiche, a safely artistic melange of old Lower 
East Side working class culture and diversity, an edgy and 
subversive subculture, and a new form of anti-establish-
ment art. PAD/D's anti-gentrification art was unashamedly 
art. Its attempt to incorporate an institutional critique was 
doomed, like so many other anti-institutional forms of 
practice, to become easily subsumed by not only the 
institution of art but also by the state and corporate real 
estate developers. 

It is therefore little surprise that at the borders of 
the privileged, elitist, superficial, and fiercely policed 
playground of today's art world lurk the New Bohemias and 
New Bohemians, just waiting to be ‘discovered’. And it is 
unsurprising that this art world is wrapped, cloak-like, 
around its bastard siblings, the property world and the 
economic world. The New Bohemians are precarity's 
perfectly imperfect role models. They are flexible, adaptable, 
creative, seemingly unique – authentic. And it is just such 
characteristics that make them such a pliable vanguard for 
the Creative Class and gentrification. This is because the 
New Bohemians, unlike the Old Bohemians, are out-and-out 
capitalists. The Creative Class is a capitalist class. Bigger 
PR and advertising agencies, tech companies, music 
companies and musicians, new media-makers, architects 
and, of course, arts organisations and established artists, 
when moulded together en masse, become the stalwarts 
of the Creative Industries and its forerunners – its colonising 
pioneers. Venture capital and crowdfunded start-ups cluster 
micro-enterprises in and around New Bohemias, hoovering 
up any authenticity in the name of taste, urban living and 
individualistic style. They are joined in this aesthetic feeding 
frenzy by legions of tattooists, pop-up foodie stops, fancy 
bread bakers, posh tea and coffee places, up-cyclers, 
micro-brewers – the list is almost infinite. And it is the 
arrival of the hipsters, bobos, and fashionistas that signals 
the end for a city's marginalised people and its peripheral 
places, but not the 'struggling’ artists. Creativity becomes 
what I term ‘uncreative creativity’: the formulaic corporate 
consumerism of our current ultra-neoliberal capitalist 
system. 

Using aesthetics to redefine certain areas of cities 
as being desirable is ‘an act of class power’ (Bridge, 2001). 
It brings middle-class culture in the guise of bohemians, 
artists, hipsters, and tech entrepreneurs – lumped together 
today as the creative class – into direct, day-to-day contact 
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and conflict with working-class cultures and histories. The 
aestheticisation of working-class areas opens the door for 
the middle-class to claim or reclaim neighbourhoods, doing-
up properties in the name of gentrification and in the hope 
of climbing the property ladder by kick-starting the property 
price elevator. Victorian terraces are revalorised as spacious 
period properties; factory spaces become sought-after 
loft living spaces. There is something here about the blurring 
of work and home. The homes of the now redundant, often 
already displaced working-classes become city pads for 
bankers, whilst closed-down manufacturing spaces – the 
places where the same displaced working-classes made 
a living – become trendy hangouts for the cream of the 
creative class. Artists provide a transitionary function as, 
like creative property guardians, they fill these (and many 
other) meanwhile spaces with cultural capital just waiting 
to be packaged-up and converted, via the gentrification 
aesthetic of temporal New Bohemias, into financial capital 
for the benefit of those who will surely follow: the middle-
classes. Of course, the waves of artists, hipsters, creatives, 
tech start-ups, and bankers all share a common (re)vision 
of the working-class lives that preceded them. Romanticised, 
idyllic, sentimental and nostalgic, they remake ex-working-
class places in grotesque, ironic parodies and pastiches 
of past lives and past struggles. In other words, they exploit 
them.

Richard Lloyd describes these temporal places as 
‘neo-bohemias’ – conduits between artists and commercial 
investment. Predominantly white, well-educated, professional, 
and interesting in living like artists, the neo-bohemians – led 
by what Lloyd describes as ‘aspiring artists and hipster 
hangers-on’ – are proficient at displacing lower-income 
and ethnic minority residents (2006). Being ‘hip’ is, of course, 
an essential element of enterprise (Frank, 1997), and late-
capitalism happily munches on its margins – on marginal 
people and marginalised cultures. Capitalism first mimics 
then consumes the ‘cool’. This inevitably led to the bohemian 
lifestyle becoming fused with the bourgeois lifestyle to 
create the hybrid form known as bobos – the bourgeois 
bohemians (Brooks, 2000). It is this hybridisation which 
enabled the commodification of artists, setting them free 
to ride on gentrification's rising tide whilst simultaneously 
shackling them to the yoke of the creative industries. 
Similarly, this stylistic hybridisation led to the creation of 
today's incarnation of the hipster: bereft of the originalities 
and anti-establishment ethos of previous generations of 
hipsters; dependent on rampant (if supposedly ‘micro’) 
entrepreneurialism, shallow pastiche and unapologetic 
kitsch. 

But, unlike hipsters, artists are the advance troops 
of gentrification. They create outposts for future gentrification 
that lie beyond the gentrification frontiers. First come the 
artists, the writers, then the ‘creatives’, then come the 
hipsters. Their target: areas where property is cheap, 
preferably near cultural venues and places with a ‘history’ 

– places, in other words, where lower-income people live. 
They rent places and tidy them up, or buy places and renovate 
them. They open new artists’ studios, art galleries, bijou 
shops. They get involved in local governance and politics. 
Rents and property prices rise. Long-time local shops, 
cafés, and pubs close, rapidly replaced by newer, nicer 
ones. Old business-owners replaced by new, old staff 
likewise, the area changes quickly – almost before the eyes 
of disbelieving residents. Trendy visitors come to the area 
in search of the new. Some of them covet a place there too. 
They rent or buy, joining the throng. The artists, writers, 
creatives, hipsters, and trendy middle-class followers begin 

displacing lower-income people, poorer communities.
Then come the businesspeople, bankers, teachers 

– the established, ‘respectable’ middle-classes. Property 
prices rise again, rise further. More and more of the lower-
income people and small businesses are forced to leave 
their homes. They can’t afford the rent. They’re tempted 
by making a profit on the property they own by selling it at 
the new prices, but will have to move elsewhere to buy their 
next home. They’ve lost their jobs. They’ve lost customers 
and trade. Friends, family, and whole communities have 
left: moved on; dispersed. They no longer fit in. They are 
no longer wanted. They must go. Now! They leave. Replaced 
by new people, new shops, restaurants, bars. The area 
has changed. The libraries and other public buildings have 
been closed or 'saved’ by a heady mix of middle-class 
voluntarism and crafty asset transfers. The area is middle-
class, trendy. The area has been gentrified.

But who makes the places for the ‘placemakers’ – the 
New Bohemias for the New Bohemians? Not the artists nor 
the writers nor the creatives nor the hipsters. Not the studio 
and gallery owners. Not even the teachers, businesspeople, 
nor the bankers. The New Bohemias begin life as ‘zones’ 

– re-zoned zones. State and local authorities listen to financial 
investors and property developers, then together they map 
out regeneration zones or ‘opportunity areas’. This process 
takes place many years ahead of gentrification. First, the 
area – its people, places, businesses, homes – suffer planned 
disinvestment. They are quickly labelled no-go-zones, 
ghettos, slums, sink estates – failing. They are made to 
fail. And failing places are beacons for the pioneering 
artists, writers and creatives who themselves act as beacons 
for the hipsters and their coteries.

Then come announcements, often in quick succession. 
Regeneration. Renewal. New investments. Not for the 
existing population. Not for many existing places and 
buildings. Not for what's there already. New investments 
for new things. New zones with new transport links. First 
come art galleries, cultural centres, museums, and artist 
studios. Then developers announce the refurbishment of 
listed and regeneration-worthy buildings, ‘breathing new 
life’ into the deliberately dilapidated shells. New shops and 
retail spaces literally ‘pop-up’ – the precursors of permanent 
developments. More temporary studios and micro-businesses 
erupt. Mass demolitions and ‘repurposing’ of social housing. 
New build, mixed-use developments. New public spaces 
that are, in fact, sanitised private spaces. Property prices 
and rental values rise and rise. Newspapers and magazines 
write about these newly ‘up-and-coming’ places, accelerating 
gentrification: cheaper than already gentrified neighbour-
hoods; ‘edgy’, ‘happening’, ‘cool’, ‘hip’. (FIgure 5)

But it is the planned disinvestment and regeneration 
cycle that drives gentrification. The authorities sell-off their 
buildings and land to property developers, offering them 
subsidies, streamlined planning applications, tax breaks, 
infrastructure investment, ‘improved’ neighbourhood 
policing, draconian penalties for homelessness, and more. 
They redraw the city maps, colouring in wave after wave 
of kept-secret (unless you’re in-the-know), new ‘opportunity 
areas’. Artists and hipsters pave the way with the increasingly 
short-lived, ‘meanwhile’ utopias: New Bohemias with 
incredibly short lifespans. But that's exactly their function. 
That's the point. Much more transient than previous Bohemias, 
New Bohemias literally mirror the nomadic lifestyle from 
which the name Bohemian derives. Here today, gone 
tomorrow. Not gone – just moved on, New Bohemias are 
the frontline of gentrification. The New Bohemians know 
their role. Their protests at being moved on or priced-out 
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of their latest meanwhile spaces are always shallow, always 
false. They knew these, just like the ones before and the 
ones that will follow, were temporary arrangements – short-
term ‘opportunities’. Like a pack of Littlest Hobos, they just 
keep moving on.

So, art and gentrification go hand-in-glove because 
gentrification merges the economic value of space with 
the cultural value of heritage and the arts, mediating these 
values through the lens of aesthetics and the histories of 
art and architecture (Zukin, 1991). Cultural production and 
consumption therefore become drivers for economic growth. 
This enables the cultural values of individual places to be 
extracted and packaged as part of the ever-expanding (and, 
paradoxically, thereby narrowing) homogeneous culture 
of the global marketplace. Gentrification has become the 
Global Urban Strategy, driven by two factors: the neoliberal 
state absolving itself of its responsibilities as the regulator 
of capitalism to act as the ultimate agent of the free market; 
and a massively upscaled, thoroughly general ised 
gentrification process (Smith, 2002). For Smith, this strategy 
usurped social reproduction, replacing it with capitalist 
production on a global scale. Crucially, as the now dominant 
global urban strategy, gentrification is intimately connected 
to global capital and cultural production, distribution, and 
consumption. Smith called this third-wave gentrification 
(1996). This third incarnation does not simply gentrify 
housing, it (re)creates entire landscapes en masse, with 
new and refurbished housing, new shops, new eateries, 
new arts, and cultural venues, new, often private, ‘public’ 
spaces (or pseudo-public spaces) – in short, an entirely 
new way of living. Property development and regeneration 
become economic ends in themselves.

Of course, third-wave gentrification isn’t for everyone: 
it's for the (predominantly white) middle-classes – for new 
people; monied people. The process wipes clean entire 
areas, communities, classes, ethnicities, announcing their 
erasure with a heady mix of glass-fronted luxury apartments, 
repurposed ex-public service buildings, community festivals, 
flamboyant art spectaculars, and huge new citadels for the 
celebration of white, middle-class culture: art galleries, 
opera houses, theatres. Many of these hugely expensive 
artistic behemoths wryly wink at their neighbourhoods’ 
working-class heritage. There is, however, little sentiment 
in places like Manchester's The Factory and Home. Massive 
investment in multi-million arts venues in areas which 
suffered prolonged disinvestment in housing, education, 
employment – in basic human care and rights. A once 
industrial, working-class area is destroyed, replaced by an 
art centre costing more than one hundred million pounds 
called, ironically, The Factory. Once working-class housing 
is flattened to make way for another extremely costly art 
venue called Home. Who said the era of postmodern pastiche 
and parody was over? Saccharin-sweet regeneration masks 
the bitter taste of gentrification; a facade for social cleans-
ing which itself hides (to a certain extent) intentional class- 
and (often) ethnic-cleansing. The incessant hum of arts 
and culture is no longer the sound of autonomous creative 
expression, but rather the monotonous cacophony of the 
drones of gentrification: artists and hipsters.

Gentrification is class warfare as the middle-classes 
take back the cities. Innovation is their weapon of choice. 
Artists and hipsters become ‘micro-entrepreneurs’, 
performing what economist Joseph Schumpeter called 
‘creative destruction’ – perpetually reproducing new things 
whilst simultaneously also reproducing obsolescence (1942). 
In doing so, they enact their own form of urban renewal. 
They also become ‘creative entrepreneurs’. Hacking and 

disrupting existing systems are just other words for creative 
destruction. It is this enterprising micro-reproduction, this 
‘hipsterisation’ of creative destruction, that drives today's 
Creative Class to the heady heights of being hailed as the 
new hope for post-industrial, post-credit crunch Western 
economies. Artists and hipsters are cast as the future 
bringers of prosperity for some and the harbingers of 
poverty and displacement for many others. Shoreditch's 
crass breakfast café, Cereal Killer, turgidly pastiches the 
creative destruction of hipster capitalism. Meanwhile, 
Shoreditch is still cited as a model for ‘creative regeneration’ 
even though it has long been recognised as a ‘failure’ that 
segregated communities, did nothing to help the area's 
poorer people and displaced lower-income families (Seymour, 
2004). Of course, Shoreditch was not a failure at all. It is 
an exemplary model – of Creative Class gentrification.

Yet, one area that is often overlooked is the extent 
to which many of us are gentrifiers too. I’m the first to 
admit that I’m a gentrifier. Perhaps that's the final irony of 
gentrification: Everyone's A Gentrifier Nowadays. (Well, 
everyone who is relatively well-off or possessing reasonable 
amounts of cultural capital.) We are subjected to what John 
Joe Schlichtman and Jason Patch described as six interrelated 
pull factors: economic – affordability of housing, future 
value of (owned) housing, and cost of living; practical – 
closeness to city centre and key facilities and larger houses; 
aesthetic – the appeal of architectural significance and its 
renovation; amenity – closeness to schools, parks, galleries, 
museums, shops, restaurants, cafés, etc.; social – diversity 
and a sense of community; and symbolic – the sense of 
‘restoring’ and 'saving’ a struggling community (Jane Jacobs 
did this – first in Greenwich Village, New York City; then 
in Toronto), maintaining its ‘heritage’ and its ‘authenticity’ 
(2014).

Does this sound familiar? Much of it rings true about 
my life choices. Of course, it is also common for gentrifiers 
to settle-down, moving from gentrifying or newly gentrified 
neighbourhoods to traditional middle-class areas in search 
of good schools and gardens for their children. Yet even 
here it is likely that gentrifiers will search for a middle-class 
house in need of renovation, or a house in a yet gentrified 
street within a middle-class area that also needs ‘improving’ 
– both relative ‘bargains’. The improvements lead to further 
price rises in the already middle-class area and, in the case 
of the renovation of a house in one of the last working-class 
streets in a mainly middle-class area, it not only leads to 
property price and rent increases but also acts as a signal 
to other gentrifiers looking for a bargain to settle down in. 
Soon the entire area is middle-class and, with prices 
continuing to rise as properties are sold before for sale 
signs appear, these areas become more and more exclusive. 
The demands on the schools, public services such as street 
cleaning, and policing increase. These areas hoover up 
huge amounts of public resources at the expense of those 
with lower incomes. Second-hand chic gives way to high-
end unique. It is not long before such areas begin the cycle 
of 'super-gentrification’ (Lees, 2003). You see, we gentrifiers 
are flexible – we like a ‘challenge’ and accept uncertainty 

– and we can deal with the inconvenience of gentrification, 
often understanding the process as ‘transitional’.

But are the middle-classes or creative class in some 
way trapped in their roles as gentrifiers? Is, as Schlichtman 
and Patch wondered, the only hope for middle-class people 
in gentrifying areas either to get out to the suburbs (and 
become a different kind of stigmatised entity), or to stay 
and help the working-classes and ‘indigenous’ people 
maintain their heritage, their authenticity (2014)? Is it now 

NUART JOURNAL



19

unethical for the middle-classes to try to live ethically, to 
care about living together within diverse communities? 
Likewise, it is unlikely that all art undertaken in gentrifying 
areas by anyone remotely middle-class or part of the 
creative class (i.e. an artist) wil l contribute towards 
gentrification and the displacement of ‘authentic’ residents. 
It is perhaps time then to realise that classes must be able 
to live and work together – not in segregation. It is important 
to realise that class dynamics can be incredibly divisive 
and increasingly difficult to reconcile, but it is equally 
important to understand that class dynamics can be a force 
for positive change: for social justice, equity, and fairness; 
for community. Regulation and understanding are key here, 
not only for middle-class people living in or moving to 
gentrifying areas, but also for artists working with lower-
income and indigenous residents. It is only when middle-
class people or artists exploit their situations, their privileges, 
their (relative) freedoms that other people are exploited. 
Perhaps, then, the notion of all middle-class people and 
artists as gentrifiers is unhelpful – an unfair oversimplifi-
cation at best, a demonising slur at worst?

It is clear, then, that street art moved from being an 
activist practice with radical hopes and dreams for a 
radically different future to an artistic practice that is at 
once integral to today's art world, property world, economic 
world; in short, part of the Creative City and Creative Class 
narratives that merge nostalgic pasts with shiny new futures 

– an integral part of the global neoliberal capitalist hegemony. 
Festivals and walking tours, museums and glossy maga-
zines, Instagrammable images and big money values, 
mystery and accessibility – street art is, just like everything 
in our hyper-commodified Western lives, complicit in the 
perpetuation of capitalism. And, street art is part of the 
problem, not the solution. It was appropriated and re-
cuperated too easily a long time ago. We must now find 
new ways of challenging the oppressive chains of all-
encompassing capitalism. For, just as there's more today 
than yesterday, you can guarantee that, under neoliberalism, 
it will be less than there’ll be tomorrow. Until, that is, we 
wake up our own contraries and our own collective agencies.
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area. Ocejo called this the ‘nostalgia 
narrative’ (2011: 286). Although, it is 
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instead the result of Sholette being by 
far the most prominent voice on the 
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10 For more about ABC No Rio, see: 
http://www.abcnorio.org. For more 
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15 Miranda Martinez described the 
early artist gentrifier aesthetic based 
upon existing urban detritus as 
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While graffiti was once a prominent justification for broken-windows policing, it now serves 
as a key marker for neighbourhoods that may generate astronomical profits from the 
processes of gentrification and human displacement. In the context of urban planning that 
privileges the exchange value of the built environment over its use value, this article 
compares two fundamentally different examples: 1) a direct action undertaken via tagging 
in 2019, and 2) a two-channel projection of film stills by New York-based artist Peter Scott 
exhibited in 2016. This comparison serves to negotiate how nostalgia may be understood 
in relation to the continuous struggle for dignified housing. The examples cited here are 
discussed to consider whether nostalgia can function as a tool for reading the past, and to 
develop strategies for the present. Within the realm of cultural production, there is still 
much to be said about how one may appropriate from the past without fetishizing losses, 
especially while the larger culture industry works in tandem with state and corporate 
powers to make such losses palatable. How do forms of resistance or cultural production 
operate long after they have been recuperated? How do such strategies work when they 
reappear, or are reused, as part of a collective cultural language?
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As revolutionary critique engages in battle on the very terrain of the cinematic spectacle, it must  
thus turn the language of that medium against itself and give itself a form that is itself revolutionary. 
 – Guy Debord, Original Announcement for his film Society of the Spectacle, 1974

A lot of trains, a lot of fun, a lot of art. Art that's gonna be part of New York City's history forever. 
 – Iz the Wiz, Style Wars, 1983 

Nobody is going to rebuild your community. If they do, when they finish, it won't be your community anymore. 
 – Zellie Imani, Twitter Post, 2019
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1. THE BEAUTIFICATION OF THE STREET: 
FROM STREET ART TO ADVERTISEMENT
There is no shortage of documentation of street art 

on image heaps such as Instagram or Pinterest that 
consolidate tagged spectacles into algorithmic sinkholes. 
Pictures1 that come to mind: celebrities on the New York 
City subway in the 1970s; large murals in European cities 
maintaining the aesthetic of ‘influence’ of the moment, a 
watered-down commodity critique for example; before 
and after images of urban blight and its sterilised neoliberal 
maturation after having been ‘flipped’ and ‘greened’; 
advertisements masquerading as street art gracing the 
sides of luxury condos – publicity flattened onto the 
neighbourhood.2 Contemporaneous with the early years 
of neoliberalism and its incumbent austerity and dissolution 
of class composition, graffiti was a central justification for 
broken-windows policing. Some decades later, under the 
regimes of creative, surveillance capitalism, neighbourhoods 
decorated with street art – particularly in North America 
and Western Europe3 – are the most prone to be somewhere 
in the process of either investment, disinvestment, or 
reinvestment to ensure rising land value and luxury 
development – the urbanist component of what Neil Smith 
refers to as ‘global urban strategy’ (2002). The violence of 
human displacement is the continuous given to the stages 
of this process throughout. As has been discussed recently, 
this crucial component of urban planning is at times 
understated in literature on gentrification, which some 
argue may have become ‘gentrified itself’.4 

Among the many approaches to gentrification, a 
particularly elegant formulation is provided by geographer 
Ipsita Chatterjee (2014, cited in Stein: 41), namely ‘the theft 
of space from labor and its conversion into spaces of profit’. 
Integral to this process is the eradication of public space 
and its expropriation by the private sector into ‘public-
private partnerships': from the ubiquitous and ostensibly 
invisibilised privatisation of public parks and public housing, 
to the more visible examples such as the Google's takeover 
of swaths of Toronto to build a ‘smart city’ and New York's 
LINKNYC Wi-Fi-booths that acted as unregulated data 
mines.5 The heavily state-subsidised luxury development 
and techno-surveillance apparatus at Hudson Yards is 
another odious example.6

Among the more recent literature on gentrification 
and displacement, Samuel Stein's new book, Capital City: 
Gentrification and the Real Estate State discusses urban 
planning and the incumbent contradictions inherent in its 
efforts to ensure social reproduction while remaining 
beholden to increasing land value and defending private 
property. Taking NYC – where there are three times as 
many empty apartments as unhoused people7 – as an 
example, Stein discusses displacement and gentrification 
as key tools in the urban planner's toolkit. 

It is in this wider context that I propose to compare 
two fundamentally different examples: 1) a direct action 
undertaken via tagging in 2019, and 2) a two-channel 
projection of film stills by New York-based artist Peter 
Scott exhibited in 2016 to negotiate how nostalgia may be 
understood in relation to the continuous struggle for dignified 
housing. This text is neither an attempt to analyse the 
struggles for housing justice, nor is it a study of street art's 
operations in such struggles. Rather, in placing these two 
examples next to one another, among others, this text 
seeks to examine whether nostalgia can function as a tool 
for adequately reading the past, to develop strategy for the 
present, or otherwise as a conceptual posture. Clearly, 
age-old tools, both successful and not, remain useful; 

forming tenants' unions, for example, is still crucial to 
organising rent strikes and fighting against displacement. 
But within the realm of cultural production, there is still 
much to be said about how one may appropriate from the 
past without fetishising losses, especially when the larger 
culture industry works in tandem with the ruling class to 
make such losses palatable, or even desired. With regard 
to the latter case, consider the way US city governments 
got tangled up in a humiliating fight to win Amazon's bid 
for its second headquarters: a wolf of hyper-gentrification 
and brand-takeover in the sheep's clothing of ‘mutually 
beneficial development’ and ‘jobs’. In NYC, municipal and 
corporate propaganda promoting the city's exalted creative 
capital cultivated major support for the deal, which was 
ultimately defeated because of popular resistance and 
sustained protest. 

Stein begins his historicisation of urban planning and 
displacement with the early twentieth-century planning 
movement ‘City Beautiful’, which he remarks was likely the 
first such movement in the US. Organised in 1909, ‘before 
all else, however, City Beautiful was a real estate program 
that sought to attract investment by building massive, Beaux 
Arts-inspired municipal buildings, tree-lined boulevards 
and carefully manicured open spaces’ (2019: 19). The 
normalisation and incorporation of this strategy is of course 
by now intuitive to most inhabitants of urban environments. 
An obvious continuation of City Beautiful is ‘greening’, which 
by many is understood as a form of justifying the displacement 
of people of colour and working class communities under 
the guise of making improvements to their neighbourhoods 
by way of introducing parks, ‘sustainable’ architecture, new 
infrastructure, and the like. Exemplary is a conversation 
Stein cites between preservationist Michael Henry Adams 
and young people in Harlem which points to the growing 
consciousness that these ostensibly publicly-beneficial 
schemes are in fact tools of the developer class. Adams 
recounts that when speaking with the children about the 
greening of their block, one of them remarked: ‘You see, I 
told you they didn't plant those trees for us’ (Adams, cited 
in Stein, 2019: 40).

There are paral le ls to be drawn between the 
beautification methods used a century ago to explicitly 
segregate communities by race and class, and the implicit 
and slightly more invisibilised forms this takes today, 
including ‘Disneyfication’ (Times Square in New York is 
the prime example); the eradication of public space; and 
the brutal criminalisation of unhoused people.8 Returning 
to the intimate connections between planners and this 
violence, Stein summarises: 

But it is not only owners who inflict this pain. Just 
as gentrification's violence is no metaphor, neither 
is planners’ ‘police power’. […] With increased 
resources, police are mirroring planners by speaking 
the language of data-informed decision-making and 
adopting the tools of geographic information systems 
to target their activities. (2019: 76)

Much discussed in recent years is another method 
of beautification: artwashing. Whether taking the form of 
studio space subsidised by developers or real estate-
sponsored commissions for previously criminalised street 
artists, artwashing is a key tool in reproducing creative 
capitalism's sites of ‘play’. The recent arrest of Sheefy 
McFly in Detroit is a telling example. McFly had been 
commissioned to paint ten murals as part of the 2017 ‘City 
Walls’ programme, which had been organised to pay artists 
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stipends to create ‘public art in vandalism-prone areas in 
an effort to help deter graffiti’ (Edwards, 2019). While 
working on the first of the ten murals, he was arrested for 
not having his permit. McFly described the altercation as, 
‘an oxymoron – doing something for the city and being 
arrested by the city’ (cited in Hooper, 2019). On the contrary, 
this contradiction is in fact integral to such forms of 
artwashing. In many such programmes artists are asked 
to beautify their communities so that they may be evicted 
at a fast-approaching later date. As Sharon Zukin describes: 

Since the 1960s, the expansion of cultural patronage 
among middle class social strata has shown that 
investment in culture may augment limited means. 
Therefore, the accumulation strategies of large 
investors in central city real estate are supported 
by smaller investors’ patterns of cultural and social 
reproduction. (1987)

 A particularly abhorrent instance, thoughtfully 
analysed by Shellyne Rodriguez in her recent essay ‘How 
the Bronx was Branded’, is an art commission that comprises 
an instance of a larger greening initiative called NYC ‘Anchor 
Parks’ in the Mott Haven section of the Bronx. In addition 
to thirty million dollars allocated for the development of a 
park, the upgrade will be accompanied by ‘a new $50 million 
state-of-the-art architecturally avant-garde police station’ 
(Rodriguez, 2018). To placate the neighbourhood – long 
ravaged by the racist violence of a brutal police force – 
Rodriguez describes the proposed community meeting 
room to be situated within the station. This room will feature 
a community-engaged art installation: 

Borinquen Gallo, one of the artists selected to create 
the installation, contributed a project informed by 
interviews she conducted with NYPD officers at the 
40th precinct and neighboring Bronx residents. Her 
research culminated in the production of a pair of 
neon signs. An interior sign, facing the space where 
officers will hold briefings, will read ‘Black Lives 
Matter,’ and an exterior neon sign, facing the 
community room, will read ‘Blue Lives Matter.’ The 
work is intended to be an equalizer, an effort to bring 
the police and the community together, but Gallo's 
effort collapses under her false assumption that the 
many generations of people who have lived under 
the authority of the NYPD, and who are routinely 
harassed, beaten, and arrested by police, can access 
equal power in a space located inside a police station. 
She assumes that the NYPD will not exercise its 
authority and just unplug the interior sign, leaving 
the Blue Lives Matter sign blazing and asserting the 
truth about the power dynamic Gallo glosses over. 
(Rodriguez, 2018)

Both the invitation of artists to decorate the offices 
of the police force that brutalise them, and the arrest of 
McFly while working on behalf of the city government to 
raise land value, are but two of innumerable examples of 
how the state can use cultural production to wash over its 
asymmetrical use of force and power. 

In a recent essay, Daisy Alito comments on the 
dilemma of street art's newly-found acceptance with regards 
to the now-infamous destruction of Five Pointz by building 
owner Gerald ‘Jerry’ Wolkoff, and a court settlement that 
found him liable to pay almost seven million dollars in 
damages to artists whose work he had painted over. Alito 

(2019) writes that the settlement ‘signaled a strange new 
chapter in the history of graffiti. In the early days, by creed, 
a graffiti artist would ask neither for permission nor 
compensation. Now, after courting the former, artists at 
5Pointz were receiving the latter.’ She cites a salient point 
made by Meres One, lead plaintiff in the suit against Wolkoff: 
‘Graffiti can ruin a neighborhood, it turns out – just not the 
way the city expected’. Consider the logo of the condos to 
go up over the corpse of the once Mecca of street art: a 
stylised tag reading ‘5 Pointz’. In a 2017 statement, Mojo 
Stumer, the architectural firm designing the building, 
described this process clearly: ‘The client requested that 
graffiti artwork be incorporated throughout the interiors 
to reflect back on the history of the 5 Pointz neighborhood’ 
(Kinsella, 2017).

Clearly a critical question emerges here: how do 
forms of resistance or cultural production operate long 
after they have been recuperated? A further, and perhaps 
more productive question to consider: how do such strategies 
work when they reappear, or are reused, as part of a 
collective cultural language? Tagging, for example, can at 
times function as a form of direct action – partly via nostalgia, 
partly as (re)generative shared memory – as well as serving 
many different socio-cultural functions.9 

Art press, as well as mass media, is no stranger to 
reading street art as a form of political intervention. Most 
recently, an article in Frieze referred to a campaign by 
residents in Hong Kong's New Territories as a way to 
‘preserve rural areas by painting murals throughout the 
village of Ping Yeung San Tsuen’ (Jilani, 2019). The same 
article states that ‘artistic expressions of defiance have 
also been widespread as part of the recent Hong Kong 
protests […] The largest demonstration in the nation's 
history harnessed the impact of political graffiti.’ A second 
defining example that made headlines some years ago was 
rather an intervention in the painted urban environment by 
way of erasure. In 2014, Lutz Henke and Blu painted over 
their famous Kreuzberg mural (one that depicted the ‘so-
called golden handcuffs of bourgeois existence’) to protest, 
or rather nullify, their mural's use as a profit-creating image 
for Kreuzberg's real estate market (La Berge, 2019: 2). 

The example I would like to briefly discuss here is 
neither an act of (self-)erasure, nor necessarily a form of 
propaganda used collectively for political purposes as was 
the case during the American Civil Rights Movement, to 
mention but one historical instance – or as it is seemingly 
employed in Hong Kong today. It could instead be described 
as an autonomous intervention into one's history and built 
environment, and more contentiously perhaps, as a form 
of reterritorialisation. In early 2019, a video of the act in 
question began circulating online.10 Documented is a man, 
face covered with a bandana, who walks towards a scaffold 
on a Brooklyn sidewalk. Behind him are buildings, likely gut 
renovated and already turned into apartments way over 
the actual median income of locals. He approaches a wall 
which features a semi-completed hand-painted advertisement 
(seemingly for Adidas), which he refers to as a ‘mural’. He 
tells the spectator that he, and a friend who has since died, 
had tags on that wall that have been covered up by the 
painted decoration as advertisement. 

Today, as Brooklyn remains under siege by a rapacious 
developer class quickly reformulating the use value of the 
neighbourhood (graffiti-writing included), this man's tagging 
over of the mural-as-advertisement is a way of asserting 
his displacement, past and present. To complicate the 
blurry distinctions between murals, street art, and graffiti, 
he tells the commissioned street artist: ‘I had a tag here 
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and my dead friend had a tag here too […] Going over real 
graffiti with your street art bullshit.’ In regard to the gray 
areas between terms such as mural, graffiti, bombing, 
aerosol art, and so on, and the attempt by scholars to 
standardise it for the sake of academic discourse, Alito 
contextualises these terms in the history of graffiti: 

As police chased graffiti artists from their canvasses 
of choice in the city's subway depots, tunnels, and 
bridges, they began to take refuge in arrangements 
that relied on the kindness of more lenient and 
en l ightened proper t y owners. The ar t  form 
metamorphosed, with graffiti, once known for its 
hurried, look-over-your-shoulder ‘throw ups’, merging 
with a nascent genre of street art: the less nefarious 
‘mural’. That change was reflected at a recent panel 
presented by the Center for Art Law at Fordham 
Law School titled ‘International Perspectives on 
Street Art’. In a sheet of key terms, graffiti was 
defined as ‘unauthorized artworks that are word-
based’, while murals are ‘works typically authorized, 
if not commissioned. (2019)

This example of direct action might be said to operate 
as a type of radical nostalgia – nostalgia for the resistance 
a community can foster when under duress, without 
embracing or valorising the conditions that produce the 
duress. In some sense, this nostalgia might even stand as 
a shared code of militant strategy. Bringing this up here is 
not meant to co-opt this Brooklyn graffiti writer's action 
for the sake of historicising him or the struggle he wages, 
but rather to as an instance of how various forms of 
intervention onto the walls of an urban space can describe 
different modes of resistance. This example demonstrates 
that already recuperated modes of production may necessari-
ly be recycled, and that one can use historically-constructed 
dialectics to track the city's social reproduction of itself in 
its own image. 

But how do strategies of détournement operate once 
their forms of destabilisation become strategies of the 
ruling class? Or for that matter, once these strategies have 
entered into the logic of the wage contract and of independent 
contracting endemic to post-Fordism as in the case of the 
graffiti-artists commissioned by city programmes?11 In 
many ways, the way the term ‘appropriation’ was used by 
critics to describe much European and American art of the 
late ‘70s and ‘80s, resembles the strategies of détournement 
defined by Guy Debord (1959) as ‘the re-use of pre-existing 
artistic elements in a new ensemble’ – if the former is less 
necessarily committed to a politics of undoing the logics 
of the culture industry, and power broadly speaking, than 
the latter. Clearly, we shouldn't disregard the potential of 
critique to be reworked into glorification, or of the certainty 
of reification in both the case of critique and its co-optation. 
The facility with which the strategy can be flipped, likely 
has to do with what Debord considered one of its key 
advantages: its practicality, ‘because it is so easy to use 
and because of its inexhaustible potential for re-use’.  
Though, as Asger Jorn noted in 1955, ‘detournement is a 
game made possible by the capacity of devaluation’ (Jorn, 
cited in Debord). My contention is that even while this 
‘devaluation’ may in fact valorise its desired target, there 
is still potency in its discrediting, even, or perhaps, especi-
ally on local scales. 

2. ARCHIVING THE ‘DYNAMIC CITY’ 

Someday a rain will come and wipe this scum off 
the streets.

– Travis Bickle, Taxi Driver

That's another reason I love New York. Just like that, 
it can go from bad to cute.

– Carrie Bradshaw, Sex and the City12 

There is no shortage of art about the violent processes 
of displacement and gentrification, especially as the double-
bind of complicity and victimhood prescribed to the artist's 
role in gentrification becomes better understood. Much of 
this work, however, carries opaque understandings of the 
term that popular and academic discourses maintain. Much 
of this discourse – particularly its ubiquity in conversations 
from the dinner party to the rally, in mainstream media, 
and among recent-college graduates who move into ‘up 
and coming’ neighborhoods – ignores the managed and 
systematic procedures of this change, and rather tend to 
perversely naturalise it. As Stein describes: 

Gentrification […] is a political process as well as an 
economic and social one; it is planned by the state 
as much as it is produced by developers and consumer 
by the condo crowd. [Urban p]lanners did not invent 
gentrification, but they helped foster its development 
and transform it from a local phenomenon into a 
global business model. (2009: 43 & 49).

This follows from David Harvey's much earlier 
description of gentrification as a ‘spatial fix’ for capitalism's 
urban crisis, or Zukin's (1987) formulation ‘a process of 
spatial and social differentiation’. Consider legacies of the 
abandonment of the urban centre by industry and 
manufacturing, a decision made by the ruling classes to 
racially segregate communities and to target austerity 
measures on sectors of the city populated by the working 
class, especially workers of colour. A key point made by 
Robert Fitch in his The Assassination of New York, is that 
as the urban centre was cleared of markers of poverty, 
‘more city space was produced and coded for urban real 
estate investment and development’ (1996: 46). While 
generally understood as a Western post-war phenomenon 
accompanying the shift to ‘non-productive’ forms of capital 
accumulation (i.e. financialisation), one of the key take-
aways from Fitch's book, and much other literature, is that 
deindustrialisation began long before the larger national 
shift to the service economy, and not just in the wealthy 
Global North. We can see this process has long been 
spreading into peripheries and ex-urban sites, as well as 
in cities of the Global South. The breakdown of public space 
under the aegis of ‘public-private’ partnerships, the vast 
influence of the real estate lobby, and the pressure to 
increase land value placed on urban planners are just some 
of the key characteristics of the alignment between munici-
pal and corporate interests. 

It is not an accident that much art (or the work of 
anti-gentrification and anti-displacement organisers for 
that matter) that does appreciate the complementariness 
of austerity and luxury development, often seems like a 
web sketched by artist Mark Lombardi that tracks the 
conspiratorial nature of urban planning and municipal 
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Untitled (Go Away), inkjet print on enhanced 
matte synthetic paper. Peter Scott, 2018. 
Photograph ©Peter Scott.

Untitled (High Line Billboard), Installation 
View: Picture City I. Peter Scott, 2013. 
Photograph ©Peter Scott.

Installation View: Picture City I. Peter Scott, 2013. 
Photograph ©Peter Scott.
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governments. Others take a factographic approach, in the 
way of some post-conceptual photography, that of Martha 
Rosler for example. Others still, such as the above-cited 
Shellyne Rodriguez, track the double-bind of artists with 
regards to gentrification – e.g. they are both the victims 
and the instruments of displacement.13 After the creative 
and cultural capital produced by artists are fully appraised 
and drained, they are similarly priced out. 

Following the thread between appropriation and 
détournement that I proposed above, there remains analysis 
to be gleaned from the appropriation and dissociation of 
mass culture by reappropriating recuperated strategies 
‘back’.14 The work of artist and curator Peter Scott – though 
this distinction is blurred in his work – has long investigated 
the crucial dilemma of how the dynamic, creative city 
develops and for whom. He has done so through archival 
research, the appropriation and investigation of popular 
culture (television programmes in particular), and the 
creation of a hybrid not-for-profit gallery as a gathering 
space.15 At times the gallery, carriage trade, has offered 
its space to cultural workers and community groups as a 
place to meet and organise. To be clear, I am not proposing 
that Scott's work, nor any conceptualist art for that matter, 
can alone allow for the development of strategy and 
resistance against the myriad assaults on the potential for 
dignified living described here. However, the type of models 
of analysis and presentation (not to mention pedagogy) 
contained therein can be highly generative in their 
spectatorship. 

In 2016, Scott presented the second in a series of 
three exhibitions titled Picture City. The first two were solo 
shows of his own work, and the third in 2018 was a curated 
group show of other artists. All three document how the 
mediatisation of NYC is employed as a psycho-architectural 
blueprint to continually reproduce the city in a ‘livable’ and 
profitable image of itself. Following Debord's explication 
of the conditions for the society of the spectacle as the 
accumulation of capital to such a magnitude that it becomes 
an image, and that, per his famous words: ‘the Spectacle 
is not a collection of images, but a social relation among 
people, mediated by images,’ (Debord, 1995 [1967]: 12), 
Peter Scott's work takes the changing reality and the 
valorised ‘image’ of New York as macro-examples of how 
the spectacle is a planning model for urban growth. To 
repeat, this is undergirded by racist policing and housing 
policies, the profitability of eviction, and the construction 
of a luxury playground maintained by a wide service industry 
staffed by displaced and precarious commuters.16 Taking 
archival material from sitcoms and critically-acclaimed 
films, to destabilising images of the legally mandated 
windows into construction sites of steel-and-glass towers 
on the Brooklyn waterfront, Scott's practice gleans snapshots 
of the city from all the sites of its reproduction and (re-)
presentation.17 Picture City I took five TV shows set in New 
York as sources, while Picture City III positioned work by 
other artists alongside archival materials attributed to 
carriage trade.18 

Picture City II (2016) sources material images from 
two films intimately bound into the images of New York: 
Taxi Driver (1976) and Sex and the City (2008). A single-work 
exhibition at the Emily Harvey Foundation in the centre of 
SoHo, the two-channel projection interweaves film stills 
from both movies to create composite images that offer 
transhistorical portraits of different imaged cities. They 
are before-and-after comparisons, ‘dialectical montages’ 
between the gritty New York of lore, and the post-9/11 and 
post-Mayor Michael Bloomberg New York of today, main-

tained in social media feeds and the advertisements gracing 
the sides of waterfront high-rises.19 The latter representation 
employs the former to produce a profitable simulacrum. 

On a translucent screen, a double-projection presents 
a cycle of images. From either side the screen facilitates 
some portion of the simultaneously projected pictures to 
bleed through one another, fostering a ghostly collapsing 
of the past and (recent) present. Among the dozens of 
composite pictures, a landscape emanating from a bygone 
42nd street permeates into the g lamorised sites of 
contemporary consumption in Meat Market night life. Scott 
weaves together: dingy diner coffee over/under sushi; 
Travis Bickle's shirtless and depraved gun-wielding mirror 
monologue toward/against an opulently dressed Carrie 
Bradshaw preparing for her wedding; his army surplus cot 
in a gritty shoebox, projected inside her townhouse decorated 
in proto-Pinterest glitz.20 Two different stories of alienation: 
the former from his self-proclaimed city of ‘scum’, the latter 
a prodigal consumer alienated from a ‘real’ void of its 
mediatised copy. 

In one of the composite images, Travis drops a 
young-professional couple off at their home, and looks up 
at the montaged-in contemporary building as they depart 
his taxi. (Today he might drive for Uber, detaching him 
from material reality ever more given the regimes of 
surveillance capitalism that allows users to track and rate 
workers, while they are alienated and managed by algorithms 
– a techno-Taylorism). The neo-Corbusian glass tower 
before him seems to signal a forgotten ‘limitless progress’, 
a leftover of modern utopianism rooted in its contradictions. 

In Taxi Driver, Travis is shoved into the underground 
(underworld), trapped in pathological and systemically-
instilled delusions, unaware of how ‘normal’ people behave, 
celebrate, or date. Travis is clearly a victim of the period's 
economic and political crises stemming from decades of 
class decomposition and militarism. In many studies of 
urban geography and displacement, as in Fitch's above-
referenced book, the history of wealthy land-owning figures, 
who purposefully dismantled the city's industrial sectors 
beginning in the 1920s, is clearly outlined. Those elites who 
owned the land and buildings of Manhattan deemed it more 
profitable to deindustrialise, evict working class laborers,21 
and to create the vast seas of office space we are familiar 
with.22 Later in the 1970s, the developers instituted a policy 
of ‘urban disaster capitalism’ blaming the unemployed for 
draining the city's resources. Austerity in the form of cuts 
to the gamut of the New Deal welfare state's social services 
are thus the foundation for Travis's New York, and its 
continued disintegration remains our reality today. The 
analog that Scott sketches today is to be found in the forms 
of alienation and atomisation from the relegation of our 
identities to consumption in the visible urban space.

Summoning the history of the austerity of the ‘70s, 
Scott produced a handout to accompany Picture City II that 
emulated a thin newspaper. On the back page is a reproduction 
of a 1975 Daily News cover with the sensational text: ‘FORD 
TO CITY: DROP DEAD’. Another bleeding of the past into 
the present. He addresses this shift to nostalgia – clearly 
recognisable in the art system as well – which fuels the 
design and sale of an image of ‘grit’. As Scott makes 
perfectly clear in the faux newspaper: ‘the appeal of an 
angst ridden past now asserts itself within the consumer-
oriented present’. Neil Smith points to this moment as a 
breakdown of twentieth century liberal urban policy, writing: 

In the US, President Ford's refusal to bail out New 
York City amidst a deep fiscal crisis (immortalized 
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in the famous Daily News headline: “Ford to City: 
Drop Dead”), followed by the failure of President 
Carter's attempted urban plan in 1978, gave the first 
intimation of a national economy increasingly delinked 
from and independent of its cities. The wholesale 
demise of liberal urban policy followed in fits and 
starts, working toward Clinton's cynical slashing of 
the social welfare system in 1996. (2002)

Typically, the story of a changing New York – in the 
art historical context – begins with artists occupying vacant 
industrial spaces in the ‘60s, jump-starting a cycle of 
gentrification. The scope of the process, however, should 
be extended back to the late nineteenth-century. Scott's 
curatorial work at carriage trade demonstrates just such 
a historical perspective. It was initially based in SoHo, but 
has since moved to the Lower East Side.23 Long before 
SoHo followed the traditional processes of change, the 
area had already been a high-end shopping district in the 
mid-1800s, during America's first Gilded Age. Upper class 
shoppers would travel by carriage in between the main 
avenues, where street merchants would approach them; 
‘carriage trade’ began to signify high-end retail.24 

As such, Picture City II engages (geographic) space 
as much as it does time. It responds phenomenologically 
to the Emily Harvey Foundation: a still-active testament to 
SoHo's '60s and '70s DIY art spaces. It was the former 
home of George Maciunas, who organised the neighbourhood's 
first artist cooperatives after he founded Fluxus in 1962. 
Scott pits the spectacular nature of our current picture-
perfect city for using/buying against an (idealised) older 
city of making/creating, but also, presents the two as 
inseparable, overlapping worlds, unsettling any ahistorical 
nostalgia. If a dialectic between before and after pictures 
can be productive, it is only through the tension produced 
by comparisons that assert their simultaneity. Adopting a 
veneer of the livable city while social and economic tensions 
reverberate beneath the surface, Picture City II articulates 
the contemporary city's often-unacknowledged tensions, 
perpetually veiled by lifestyle culture's ongoing celebration 
across the urban landscape. 

Scott's work is a recycling of images to understand 
how they create the city in their image. The man who tagged 
over the mural-as-advertisement, repurposes modes of 
cultural production that had been used, at least in part, to 
resist an earlier form of the politics of displacement that 
still reign today. He resists its co-optation, while also 
offering a reason for its resurgence after being co-opted. 
Nostalgia for old utopianisms, as well as for forms of 
resistance, can help devise models of breaking through 
the veneer of spectacle, through its flatness, if only as an 
accompaniment to the work of organising in our communities, 
across the divides of class and occupation, and in forming 
collective power. This collective power won't emerge (solely) 
from the gallery space, nor from a particularly engaging 
work of art. Art, and culture broadly considered, however, 
are key spaces of action within which struggle must also 
be waged. In the fights for dignified housing, we may be 
nostalgic for a time when the city was cheaper and social 
services may have afforded some a decent quality of life.25 
However, this nostalgia must be tempered by the consciousness 
that the injustices of today's housing market build off those 
of the past. In summoning ourselves to take back lost 
strategies, or deciding whether they have a place in 
contemporary toolkits, this historical specificity is imperative. 
Foregoing historicity is just as ubiquitous as it is profitable; 
consider a 2015 exhibition of street artists in rapidly 
gentrifying Brooklyn neighborhood Bushwick, preposterously 
titled ‘Brooklyn is the Future’. As Lizzie Crocker remarks 
in a review: ‘The exhibition title feels a decade too late – 
Brooklyn was the future, now it's the present’ (2015). Though, 
perhaps this title isn't so out of left field after all. Brooklyn 
has been, and continues to be the future for developers, 
for a transplanted techno-financial elite. So long as our 
understanding of the past is constrained only to the 
spectacularised image of itself, it will be sold as a way to 
fund the new, rather than used as a primer to organise  
for a future unbeholden to ever-more entrenched forms  
of injustice.

Andreas Petrossiants is a writer and editor. His writing has appeared in The Brooklyn Rail, 
Hyperallergic, View. Theories and Practices of Visual Culture, Exhibition Reviews Annual, 
and elsewhere. He is the editorial assistant of e-flux journal. Recently, he co-curated Inventing 
Dance: In and Around Judson, New York, 1959–1970 at MAMAC in Nice, France.

Installation View: Picture City II, 
two-channel video still projection, 
translucent screen.
Peter Scott. Emily Harvey Foundation, 
New York, USA, 2016. 
Photograph ©Peter Scott.

NUART JOURNAL



29

Installation View: Picture City II, 
two-channel video still projection, 
translucent screen.
Peter Scott. Emily Harvey Foundation, 
New York, USA, 2016. 
Photograph ©Peter Scott.

Installation View: Picture City II, 
two-channel video still projection, 
translucent screen.
Peter Scott. Emily Harvey 
Foundation, New York, USA, 2016. 
Photograph ©Peter Scott.
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1  My use of picture here is in the 
colloquial sense of a digital image 
shared online, but also in the way this 
term was used by the late critic and 
art historian Douglas Crimp. His 
formulation, canonical for the 
historicisation of what was 
historicised as postmodern art and in 
line with theory by those such as 
Baudrillard and Debord: ‘While it 
once seemed that pictures had the 
function of interpreting reality, it now 
seems that they have usurped it’ 
(Crimp, 1977). In a longer elaboration 
on the essay for October two years 
later, he noted in the preface: ‘Picture, 
used colloquially, is also nonspecific: 
a picture book might be a book of 
drawings or photographs, and in 
common speech a painting, drawing, 
or print is often called, simply, a 
picture. Equally important for my 
purposes, picture, in its verb form, 
can refer to a mental process as well 
as the production of an aesthetic 
object’ (Crimp, 1979). 

2  Regarding the last example, one 
could formulate an analysis that 
considers modern formalist 
aesthetics alongside radical urban 
geography to read the flattening of 
promotion onto the walls of living 
space to describe an ultimate 
enmeshing of infrastructure, 
advertisement, and visual culture 
onto a singular plane. 

3  While not referenced here, there is, 
of course, a wide history concerning 
street art in the Global South as it 
concerns decolonial discourse, 
anti-colonial struggle, and the 
neoliberalisation of the world market. 
That being said, this paper is 
concerned specifically with an 
analysis of nostalgia and collective 
memory relating to examples of 
cultural production and resistance in 
New York City. Further analysis 
would, firstly, expand the scope of 
references, and secondly, 
acknowledge the colonial registers 
embedded in urban policy. 

4  I thank an anonymous reviewer for 
bringing this point to my attention, 
and wording it in this way. 

5  On Google's use of Toronto as a 
techno-surveillance experiment, see: 
https://www.commondreams.org/
news/2019/06/06/
warning-surveillance-capitalism-
nightmare-big-tech-investor-turned-
critic-pushes. On the LINKNYC WiFi 
kiosks, see: https://therealdeal.
com/2019/03/15/
hudson-yards-smart-city-or-
surveillance-city/.

6  See Capps (2019) on how 
‘mega-luxury of this mini-Dubai was 
financed in part through a program 
that was supposed to help alleviate 
urban poverty. Hudson Yards ate 
Harlem's lunch.’

7  For the raw data, see: ‘Selected 
Initial Findings of the 2017 New York 
City Housing and Vacancy Survey’ on 
page 17: https://www1.nyc.gov/
assets/hpd/downloads/pdf/
about/2017-hvs-initial-findings.
pdf#page=17 and https://www1.nyc.
gov/assets/operations/downloads/
pdf/temporary_housing_report.pdf.

8  On the last point, see Currier (2019). 

9  Although not particularly germane to 
the matter at hand, Deleuze and 
Guattari's discussion of the term 
‘minor literatures’ can be valuable to 
consider with regards to tagging. 
‘[…] a minor literature’, they write 
‘doesn't come from a minor language; 
it is rather that which a minority 
constructs within a minor language. 
But the first characterization of minor 
literature in any case is that in it 
language is affected with a high 
coefficient of deterritorialization […] 
Minor literature['s] cramped space 
forces each individual intrigue to 
connect immediately to politics.’ 
Another characteristic that they 
include: ‘in it, everything takes on a 
collective value.’ (Deleuze & Guattari, 
1986: 16-17). 

10  I’ve chosen not to link to the video in 
this academic context in an attempt 
to minimise the inevitable reification 
of a political action into something 
closer to a ‘performance’.

11  It should be said, that even though 
both art and maintenance labour are 
typically unpaid, this is not to draw an 
equivalency between the forms of 
working (creative or reproductive), 
nor to flatten the levels of precarity 
between them, but to say that all 
‘creative’ labour under neoliberal 
Post-Fordism, including that of social 
reproduction, is subject to the logic of 
the wage. On this latter point, see the 
discussion of ‘decommodified labour’ 
by La Berge in the introduction to his 
2009 book Wages Against Artwork. 

12  These quotes were brought to my 
attention by Peter Scott. 

13  On this note, an important history to 
consider is how lofts were used by 
artists; the key historical text on this 
point is Zukin (1989). On artwashing, 
see the incredibly salient and 
thorough connections presented by 
Rodriguez in her analysis of the 
rebranding of the Port Morris and 
Mott Haven sections of the Bronx as 
‘the Piano District’ by a ruthless 
developer, referenced in this article. 
Describing a billboard mounted by 
Keith Rubinstein, she writes: ‘As 
suggested by the slogan of the 
billboard, an appeal to ‘art’ would be 
crucial in transforming the image of 
the South Bronx from a marginal 
working-class zone to one of the 
most hyped-up frontiers of property 
speculation in the city – a process led 
by developers that would unfold with 
the full support of local and city 
government. Each of these entities 
– developers, local elected officials, 
and the city administration – 
weaponized the arts to move this 
initiative further along. It reveals an 
unnerving intersection of power that 
positions real-estate developers, the 
art world, and city government in an 
alliance to advance gentrification 
further into poor and working-class 
communities as a process of 
systematic repopulation.’

14  Here, my argument is inspired by the 
Coalition to Protect Chinatown and 
the Lower East Side's planning 
initiative called the Chinatown Group 
Rezoning Plan, which was developed 
by members of the Pratt Center for 
Community Development and 
community members from the 
neighbourhood to protect the area 
from impending hyper-development. 
See https://peoplefirstnyc.org/
people-first-rezoning-plan/. In the 
words of an organiser who first 
introduced the plan to me, it was a 
way of taking the tools of the state (in 
this case zoning policy which was 
first instituted by Herbert Hoover a 
century ago to help real estate 
speculators make safer and more 
informed investments) and 
repurposing them to defend their 
communities. In many ways, this is 
the good example of how to develop 
what Rodriguez asks for here: ‘How 
would an artistic practice that aims to 
disrupt alienation appear in our 
hallways, elevators, and all the 
spaces we share in our communities? 
What if these considerations were 
practiced outside of the art world, 
without foundation grants or 
institutional support as just an act 
toward freedom? Rather than only 
thinking about the aesthetic qualities 
of space, artists can aim to topple the 
neoliberal scaffold that holds 
capitalism steady above us, like a 
firmament.’

15  See Petrossiants & Scott (2017). 

16  A particularly fitting, and distressing 
example, is the work of cleaners and 
domestic care workers under the 
neoliberal paradigms of 
subcontracting or sub-subcontracting 
labour to eliminate worker 
protections, and the relegation of 
service workers commuting from the 
sub- and exurban neighbourhoods 
they have been relegated to. For two 
recent examples, see Vergès (2019) 
and Aguiar & Andrew Herod (2006). 
See also, the incredible work of the 
‘Ain't I a Woman Campaign’ in New 
York comprised of domestic care 
workers who are organising in 
response to having half their wages 
for 24-hour shifts withheld: https://
aintiawomancampaign.wordpress.
com/. 

17  Stein also describes how the 21st 

century has ‘given rise to new and 
peculiar forms of gentrification’, for 
example: ‘Rich neighborhoods that 
never truly experienced 
disinvestment have become 
‘super-gentrified’, with homes in 
places like New York's Greenwich 
Village and Brooklyn Heights selling 
for astronomical figures to finance 
titans, and unregulated rents pricing 
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This article examines an esoteric form of memorialisation that is specific to graffiti subcultures. 
It is one where the friends of a deceased graffiti writer continue to write the dead writer's 
graffiti name in public space. This form of memorialisation can conceal the fact that the 
deceased graffiti writer has died to all but initiated graffiti community members, making it 
appear as if they were still alive and producing new work. This article will explore this form 
of memorialisation through some ethnographic observations on the death of Philadelphia 
graffiti writing legend Razz, and will discuss who has privileged access to rightfully produce 
these memorials. This type of memorial is a complex and compassionate act of remembrance. 
It functions both as memorial and as a furtherance of the deceased writer's reputation and 
street fame. 
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When someone who was cared for dies it is standard 
practice to remember and memorialise them. In western 
cultures that way often manifests as a funeral service and 
a gravestone to commemorate their existence. There are, 
of course, many other ways a person can be memorialised 
and many other small rituals of remembrance that those 
who cared about the departed participate in. Depending 
on who that person was, their personal beliefs and cultural 
background, what they did while they were alive, and the 
groups that they were part of while they were alive, these 
rituals of remembrance can take many forms. Private, 
personal memorialisation among those who knew the 
deceased are most common, but forms of public tribute 
are also typical. A dedicated bench in a park, or a tree 
planted with a plaque to show passers who it was planted 
for, or a donation made in a dead loved one's name so that 
their name will appear on a public list, are some typical 
ways that the living publicly remember their dead. 

When the deceased is someone who had cultivated 
a public reputation, the forms of memorialisation expand. 
Frequently, they are retrospectives of the deceased's career; 
performance highlight reels, pieces they are best remem-
bered for, or stories shared about how they made their 
mark on their chosen fields. In the digital age, social media 
have become a very capable outlet for producing these 
kinds of memorials. Facebook pages (and similar forms 
of social media) of the deceased become spaces where 
stories, memories, and condolences for and to the departed 
are shared (Brubaker, Hayes, & Dourish, 2013). And platforms 
like Instagram offer spaces for users from all over the 
world to display tributes or RIP pieces, and to comment on 
the impact the individual, or their work, had on them. These 
spaces become crucial spaces of public memorialisation 
that anyone can observe (assuming the pages are publicly 
shared) to know that someone has died, and that that 
someone was important to, and impactful on others. All of 
these forms of remembrance do at least two important 
things; (1) they remember the deceased and (2) they publicly 
acknowledge that the person being remembered has died 
and thus will not produce new work. 

This article will examine a different type of memorial-
isation, a more esoteric one that takes place in graffiti 
communities where the graffiti writing friends of the 
deceased continue to write the dead graffiti writer's name. 
This form of memorialisation can conceal the fact that the 
deceased graffiti writer has died to all but the initiated 
graffiti community members, while also furthering the 
dead writer's graffiti presence in the collective memory of 
the graffiti community and on the physical spaces of their 
particular graffiti locale (as such it will forego a discussion 
of digital memorialisation and tribute, leaving that discussion 
for another time). It is typically only understood by the 
properly initiated and can mask the dead graffiti writer's 
death from the general public, making it appear as if they 
are still alive and producing new work. This article will 
explain through ethnographic example this form of 
memorialisation, and it will discuss who has privileged 
access to rightfully produce these memorials. It will make 
the case that this type of memorial is a complex and 
compassionate act of remembrance done to keep the 
deceased graffiti writing entity alive in the streets, and it 
is one that inducted graffiti writers spot immediately. As 
such, it is a form of public memorial in line with the traditio-
nal types of public memorialisation (dedicated benches, 
trees, etc.), but it is also one that functions both as memorial 
to those in the subculture and as a furtherance of the 
deceased writer's reputation and street fame to both those 

inside and outside the subculture. This process will be 
examined through the death of Philadelphia graffiti writing 
legend Razz. 

In the history of Philadelphia graffiti there are many 
shining stars; Cornbread, Mr. Blint, Estro, Disko Duck, Kair, 
Espo, to name a few. But no list of Philadelphia graffiti 
luminaries would be complete without including Razz. Razz 
was a true graffiti presence on the walls of Philadelphia in 
his time. He was ‘all city’, which means he had his graffiti 
up in all neighbourhoods of Philadelphia. He founded the 
LAW1 graffiti crew and was their president for years. In 
that capacity, he mentored many young graffiti writers and 
made sure they knew how to write graffiti properly, and 
knew how to respect the culture and traditions of Philadelphia 
graffiti. His place in the graffiti subculture as a whole was 
assured when he had an entire section devoted to him in 
the classic graffiti culture book The Art of Getting Over 
(Powers, 1999), which explained graffiti to so many who 
had seen it but not understood it. He died on May 5, 2012, 
and so the community lost one of its longest standing and 
most important members. Of course, he had to be remem-
bered, celebrated, and memorialised. The Philadelphia 
graffiti community would come together to do just that. 
And in so doing they would teach a lesson about how the 
culture remembers its fallen practitioners, and how graffiti 
writers all over the world understand their identity and 
social presence. 

There is an old saying that says when someone dies 
they really die three deaths. The first is their physical death, 
the second is when the people who knew them die or forget 
about them, and the third is when they are forgotten by all 
of society because what they have created disappears, or 
is lost, or forgotten. This is a fitting adage for how graffiti 
writers understand death in terms of their graffiti identity. 
It also allows us to more clearly understand the process of 
memorialisation that graffiti writers undertake. 

What follows are my field notes1 from the night of 
Razz's memorial held by the graffiti community with only 
minimal editing for clarity and linearity. Succeeding them 
are some critical reflections on the events to provide greater 
understanding of their meaning and importance. 

Razz died Saturday (5/5/12). I've heard it was from 
lung cancer, but haven't read that officially. Baby and Nema 
painted a tribute piece together after hearing the news. 
There's an all crew, all city meet up tonight to honour and 
remember Razz. Baby is taking me. I'm not sure what to 
expect but I'm guessing something in between a wake, a 
New Orleans second line funeral, and the opening scene 
in Warriors (1979). 

The meet-up is at a restaurant in West Philadelphia 
near the University of Pennsylvania campus. Baby, Lady, 
Nema, and I arrive together and Nema and I go to the bar 
and grab a drink. Baby and Lady go over to where everyone 
is meeting. The memorial group is largely African American 
men who are in their late 30s to early 40s. I get the feeling 
that this bar is not used to having this many black men in 
it, especially when some of them fit the media-established 
‘thug’ aesthetic. They are passing around blackbooks2, 
standing in the lanes between tables talking and being in 
the waitresses’ way. A few times what I'm guessing is the 
owner comes out and eyeballs the crowd with clear disdain. 

The crowd is largely members of the graffiti crew 
Razz founded, LAW1. I meet Bum, Bard, Demo, Expo, Caze, 
and a bunch of other people. Once everyone has settled in, 
blackbooks get passed around and people section off into 
little groups and watch each other write in the books and 
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pass them around to get more names in them. After just 
about every tag I see people do they write ‘RIP Razz’ next 
to it. Some just write their tag and then Razz next to it in 
Razz's famously straightforward style, making sure to 
connect the R and the A. 

The night is dwindling down, people are shuffling out 
slowly and a lot of people are still out front smoking and 
talking. Outside it has started raining and those who are 
out there are standing under an awning close to the door 
for cover. All of a sudden everyone comes back inside 
hurried in by the ‘owner’ and five cops. The ‘owner’ and 
the cops walks over to the area where everyone is sitting 
and the owner says ‘you all smell like weed, get out’, the 
cops say, ‘alright, that's the end of your night’ and hustle 
everyone outside. Nema and I slide to the bar and escape 
from the fray without being noticed, Baby and Lady are 
away from it all anyway and a few old heads are not hassled. 
But anyone who looked ‘urban black’ got thrown out. Baby, 
Lady, Nema and I sit at the bar until this all calms down. 
We settle our tabs and go outside, fuck this place now. 

We all congregate in the front alcove to get out of 
the rain, and Expo goes back inside to investigate why the 
cops got called and everyone got thrown out. He finds out 
it is as the ‘owner’ said, because people were smoking 
weed out front and it was wafting in through the door and 
bothering patrons. This is a legitimate complaint, but it 
also feels like a convenient excuse for getting rid of patrons 
that were deemed unsavory. 

The biggest issue is that when the cops threw every-
one out they confiscated all the blackbooks. Everyone is 
really upset about this. These were not just ordinary 
blackbooks, which would be a big enough shame to lose, 
these were ones that are full of memorials to and memories 
about Razz. Everyone seems to agree that even if someone 
went down to the police station the next day there is little 
chance of getting them back. 

The rain has slowed to a drizzle and those who are 
still hanging around are talking about going painting. It feels 
like the right next step in the celebration/memorialisation 
of Razz, but people also want to go as a kind of ‘fuck you’ 
to the police who hassled everyone and seized the black-
books. Caze says he knows a spot we can go paint, but he 
has to go home first. He says he'll text us in a bit. In the 
meantime Baby, Nema, Lady, and I get in my car and just 
kind of start driving around. It feels risky to keep standing 
around in front of where everyone just got thrown out of. 
So we leave without a destination in mind. 

We drive around for a bit and end up in the north 
Broad St. area. It's late enough and dark enough that Baby 
and Nema want to do some hop outs. When the coast is 
clear I pull over and they hop out and catch tags on the side 
of a building. After their tags they write ‘RIP Razz’, but then 
Baby walks a few feet and puts up a Razz tag in his style. 
Nema sees this and does the same. They get back in the 
car and I ask them why they put up Razz tags and Nema 
says ‘gotta keep his name alive in the streets.’ (field notes) 

 As that night continued, we ended up painting some 
throw-ups3 under a bridge since the rain picked back up. 
But the events of that night up to this point are very telling 
when it comes to understanding how graffiti writers think 
about their presence in (and on) the city and how that 
presence affects their subjective identity. They also exempli-
fy how graffiti writers think about their relationships to 
each other, and how they conceive of their legacy of graffiti 
writing. The most important thing that happened was both 
Baby and Nema engaging in a form of memorialisation 

where they put up Razz's tag as true to his original style as 
they could. 

Before we can move on it has to be noted that this 
research took place in Philadelphia, and that Philadelphia 
is where graffiti as an urban aesthetic practice based 
around forms of competitive recognition began (Mitman, 
2018). This does not mean that this particular form of 
memorialising deceased graffiti writers is exclusive to 
Philadelphia; quite the opposite in fact, as will be shown 
at the end of this article, this practice takes place in many 
geographically disparate communities. But since Philadelphia 
has a long history of graffiti on its spaces and an intricate, 
culturally understood system of guidelines that tell graffiti 
writers what spaces are and are not acceptable for graffiti, 
it is important to acknowledge the location and the associated 
cultural history. Further, it is important to understand that 
the guidelines of graffiti practice that will be discussed are 
just that, guidelines. These guidelines are internally im-
posed by the graffiti culture, but it is up to the individual 
graffiti writer to choose how closely (if at all) they adhere 
to them. Because one of the ways the graffiti community 
thinks of itself is as anti-authoritarian rebels (Macdonald, 
2001), the degree to which these guidelines are adhered to 
will vary. Some writers will adhere to them strictly, while 
others will choose to only abide by the ones that are 
convenient for them in the moment, others may ignore 
them entirely. The one aspect of the rules that has some 
universality, though, is that when a writer feels another 
writer has violated their public graffiti presence, or that a 
writer has violated the community standards, it is this 
collection of guidelines that get referenced as supporting 
evidence for the claim (Mitman, 2018). 

The guidelines lay out forms of acceptable cultural 
practice (see Powers, 1999: 154–155, or for a more 
comprehensive discussion, see chapter 3 of Mitman, 2018). 
One of the important things they describe is how and when 
existing graffiti can be painted over so new graffiti can be 
created. In their most rudimentary form, these guidelines 
apply a visual hierarchy to graffiti saying that a piece4 is 
better than a throw-up, and that a throw-up is better than 
a tag5. As such, when it comes to reusing space that already 
has graffiti on it, a piece can be put over a throw-up, and 
a throw-up can be put over a tag. This simple guideline is 
one that is naturally understood in all graffiti communities, 
but in Philadelphia this particular rule is complicated by the 
fact that the Philadelphia graffiti community holds the tag 
in very high regard. A well-executed tag (particularly a 
Philadelphia-specific style like a wicked, a tall hand, or a 
gangster hand6) can be as well respected as a throw-up, 
and as such putting any graffiti other than a piece over it 
can be considered an act of disrespect.

This matters for this discussion for two reasons. 
One is that good tags, and tags of well-known graffiti writers 
tend to remain untouched much longer on city walls in 
Philadelphia, unless the city or the owner of the space buffs 
the space clean, which they tend to do indiscriminately. The 
second reason is that it is absolutely forbidden in the graffiti 
community to ever paint over a dead writer's work. They 
are not alive to produce more and, obviously, they are not 
able to retaliate or reclaim their name, so painting over a 
dead writer is considered one of the most reprehensible 
and disgraceful things a graffiti writer can do. Painting 
over their tags serves as an act of erasure that diminishes 
the deceased writer's public presence and acts as one 
more step toward erasing them from history and public 
memory altogether. It can cause the dead writer's friends 
to seek retribution against the graffiti writer who went over 

NUART JOURNAL



35

Figure 2. RAZZ memorial piece. BABY and NEMA. Philadelphia. 
Photograph Instagram user ©talkingwalls215.

Figure 1. Original RAZZ tag, Philadelphia. 
Photograph Instagram user ©talkingwalls215.

their dead friend. It can also damage the offending writer's 
future chances of recognition and participation in that 
graffiti community. A graffiti writer who paints over a dead 
writer's work, even accidentally, can suffer great reputation 
damage within the community which can cause other writers 
to target their work, be unwilling to paint with them, or just 
generally be unwilling to associate with them in any way. 
This can be detrimental to a graffiti career because, while 
the quality and quantity of work a writer puts up is critical 
to their graffiti reputation (Schacter, 2008), equally important 
is their involvement in, and recognition from the rest of the 
graffiti community (Halsey and Young, 2006). Simply put, 
painting over a dead writer's work is considered so 
objectionable that it puts an offending writer in bad standing 
with the overwhelming majority of their graffiti community. 

So, what Baby and Nema did (and what many other 
writers did in the days after Razz's death as well), was a 
simple act that had embedded in it a great deal of compassion 
and complexity. Putting Razz's tag up helped to ensure his 
presence on the streets and in the collective memory of 
the graffiti community and city. It is often said that graffiti 
writers primarily write graffiti for fame (Castleman, 1984; 
Lachmann, 1988; Ferrell, 1996; Powers, 1999; Snyder, 2009), 
and to achieve fame they must go out and endure the risks 
associated with illegal graffiti writing. These risks, among 
others, come in the form of risks to their freedom from 
being arrested, and risks to their personal safety from 
potential assaults from the police or fellow writers, or from 
getting injured while entering abandoned and/or dangerous 
places. Additionally, writers endure risks to their personal 
financial well-being because if they are caught and arrested 
the punishment they receive from the court is most often 
a hefty fine. What this means then is that to accept the risks 
of writing graffiti and to eschew writing one's own graffiti 
name (thus diminishing the collective amount of fame they 
can achieve from their graffiti writing efforts) in favor of 
writing their dead friend's name, is a compassionate act 
of memorial. 

This form of memorialisation, where the friends of 
a dead writer go out writing graffiti and also put up their 
dead friend's tag in as close to that dead writer's style as 
they can, is complex as well. It serves as a noteworthy 
form of remembrance in two ways. 

One, the act of going out and writing with other 
writers in the service of putting up a dead writer, functions 
as a kind of ritual of remembrance. It can serve as a type 
of psychotherapeutic act (Reeves, 2011) that allows writers 
to process the loss of their dead friend, while also acting 
as a type of catharsis that allows them to let go of some of 
their negative feelings about the loss. I have written 
previously about how graffiti writers use the act of writing 
graffiti as a cathartic form of art therapy that allows them 
to process and deal with personal issues (Mitman, 2018). 
In this instance, writing a dead friend's tag functions as a 
kind of praxis (Arendt, 1998) where the graffiti writer is 
cognitively, physically, and emotionally engaged with their 
particular way of grieving that is associated with the act 
of memorialisation of putting up their dead friend's graffiti 
name. This practice offers the grieving graffiti writers a 
type of catharsis, while also creating a community of 
remembrance through all those graffiti writers who went 
out and put up Razz tags in the time after his death. 

Going out and writing a deceased friend's tag, and 
seeing that others have done the same, reinforces the 
sense of belonging and friendship within the graffiti 
community. Halsey and Young (2006) describe how important 
it is for graffiti writers to feel like they are an integrated 
part of a larger community through friendships with vetted 
members, as do Castleman (1984) and Monto, Machalek, 
and Anderson (2012). Going out writing graffiti with friends 
to remember and memorialise a dead friend attends to this 
crucial part of cultural participation, but it also strengthens 
these feelings of friendship and community integration that 
are so important and motivational to so many graffiti writers. 
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These feelings are strengthened in another way as 
well. When writers see their dead friend's tag up, and know 
the tag was done after their friend's death but do not know 
who did it, this expands their feelings of connection and 
involvement and creates a kind of semi-anonymous 
community of remembrance. This increased feeling of 
interconnectedness occurs because when writers see their 
dead friend's tags appear on the walls after they have died, 
it indicates that other writers cared about their friend in a 
similar way and are equally willing to engage in personal 
risk-taking to continue to propagate that individual's graffiti 
presence in the city. 

A dead writer becoming more present on the city 
walls after their death serves as evidence of the impact 
that their existence had on the graffiti community. Whether 
it is many writers putting them up, a few, or even just one 
dedicated writer, the fact that those in the graffiti community 
can know a writer has died and see that writer's represent-
edness increase, shows that they were an embedded and 
important enough part of that graffiti scene for someone 
to continue their legacy. This act then bonds those who do 
it to each other through a shared friendship with the deceased 
writer, and more firmly enmeshes both the dead writer and 
those reproducing their tags into that graffiti community. 

This point comes with a caveat though. For this act 
to be respected as a legitimate type of memorial by the 
graffiti community, it must be at least tacitly understood 
that those writers putting up their dead graffiti friend were 
indeed friends with the departed. As previously stated, 
friendships are of critical importance to graffiti writers and 
these typically include things such as being prepared to be 
on the lookout while a fellow writer is painting, or helping 
to resolve any ‘beef’ that may arise. This could be by acting 

as an intermediary or negotiator between parties, or as 
someone willing to fight by your side to resolve it, or they 
could act in myriad other supportive roles. 

In graffiti communities, friendships can also serve 
as a type of subcultural capital (Thornton, 1996). Being 
friends with a well-known and respected writer can confer 
increased subcultural status onto their friends. As such, it 
matters that there was a legitimate interpersonal connection 
between the graffiti writers, because when doing this, 
graffiti writers will most often write their name and their 
dead friend's name thus associating the two together. If 
the graffiti community does not believe the writer putting 
up the dead writer's name was a friend of theirs, the act 
is then considered an act of appropriation. It can be seen 
as a disrespectful and offensive act done to achieve a quick 
type of illegitimate street fame by associating one's graffiti 
reputation with a well-known and now deceased graffiti 
writer. It is thought of as a type of attempt at reflected 
notoriety dishonestly cast from the dead writer's name 
onto theirs; a kind of theft of subcultural capital. 

Two, putting up a dead writer more indelibly (literally) 
marks them on the city. This is very important. Having a 
visual presence on the streets (or as graffiti writers say 
‘being up’) is the primary way that graffiti writers compete 
with each other and cultivate reputation. It is also the way 
writers stay relevant members of their graffiti scenes. As 
such, the longer a writer is active in their graffiti scene and 
the longer their graffiti work lasts on the walls, the more 
their reputation and importance to that graffiti community 
will grow. One of the best strategies for writers to acquire 
fame is to stay active for a long time. The two biggest 
hindrances to maintaining active participation are 
incarceration and death. A graffiti writer stopping for any 

Figure 4. RAZZ memorial piece on a wall permitted by Mural Arts 
Philadelphia. Shameak LAW1. Photograph Instagram user ©freshpaintnyc.

Figure 3. RAZZ memorial tag. Philadelphia. 
Photograph Instagram user ©juspix.
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other reason is considered to have quit or retired. The 
community believes that if they were truly dedicated, they 
would overcome whatever barriers they face to get back 
out there and continue the practice of graffiti writing. As 
such, putting up a dead graffiti writer's tag serves to 
maintain their presence both visually and ideologically to 
that graffiti community. This can be clearly seen in Baby 
and Nema putting Razz's tag up on the wall, and by how 
Nema exhibits his understanding of this process when he 
says ‘gotta keep his name alive in the streets ’. Putting up 
Razz's tag furthers his presence on this city, continues his 
participation in the graffiti scene, links him visually and 
conceptually to those graffiti writers currently producing 
graffiti (as opposed to those who have for whatever reason 
stopped), and functions as a memorial for those who are 
integrated enough to understand it as such. This is important 
because maintaining public presence can be very difficult 
for writers. They see themselves in a constant battle against 
‘the buff’. 

‘The buff’ comes in many forms, but it generally 
means for a writer to have their graffiti obliterated from 
public view by some authoritative structure. It is such a 
concern in graffiti communities that the process gets 
embodied as an entity simply called ‘the buff’, that writers 
envision themselves in a constant war against. When the 
city decides to buff a space, they literal ly can erase 
generations of graffiti history from the walls. Entire careers 
can be annihilated when a city undertakes a dedicated 
graffiti cleanup effort. And those who cannot reassert their 
presence can be eradicated from the collective memory 
of their graffiti community. Successful graffiti writers are 
those who continue to put up new work to compensate for 
what is lost, and who increase their fame by improving 
their skill, presence, and reputation in the process. 

Writers paint over each other's work as well. They 
erase each other (though this is not considered part of ‘the 
buff’). It is a begrudgingly endured and fairly common 
practice, but painting over a dead writer is absolutely 

unacceptable, as it is considered an act of disrespect. 
Writers work to be aware of each other's status in the 
community, of who it is they consider going over, and thus 
of who they are potentially going to offend. What this means 
is that the collective graffiti subculture expects its members 
to be armchair historians of their local graffiti scene, and 
to be aware of who other practitioners are and if one of 
them has died. Generally, this sort of information travels 
quickly through the community by word of mouth (or 
knowledge shared via social media). As such, claiming 
ignorance of a writer's death (especially as an excuse for 
painting over their work) is not tolerated. Claiming to be a 
member of the graffiti community, but also claiming to be 
ignorant of the loss of one of its members are irreconcilable 
claims. 

When graffiti writers put up their dead friend in the 
same style that friend used it, it is very difficult for the 
uninitiated to tell what is a memorial and what was actually 
produced by the dead writer. The average urban resident 
will see a memorial of this type and merely think the dead 
writer is alive continuing their graffiti career. This is very 
much the point of this act. It perpetuates the idea to the 
public that the dead graffiti writer as an entity in the graffiti 
community still exists and is still producing work, and it 
increases the deceased writer's fame. 

But an additional part of the point of this act is the 
message it sends to the aware members of the graffiti 
community. It serves as a memorial or tribute that shows 
that other writers care about the friend they lost. Additionally, 
it being a memorial goes a long way to ensure that it will 
not be adulterated or gone over by other members of the 
graffiti community. This is because, while painting over a 
dead writer's work is verboten in the graffiti world, painting 
over a tribute to a dead writer is almost as offensive and, 
thus, is guaranteed to bring the offending writer a serious 
amount of beef. The dead writer then has a continued and 
increased presence in the city from their friends. They 
become a dead, but active member of the community, their 

Figure 5. RAZZ memorial piece. SZ. 
Philadelphia. Photograph Instagram user 
©razzlaw1 (the page has been maintained 
by Razz's son as a digital memorial and 
tribute space).
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mantle carried on by their friends. In this way, a dead graffiti 
writer can continue their career for as long as their friends 
are willing to put them up. The initiated will see this as a 
sustained act of friendship and remembrance, while others 
will just see a graffiti writer's street fame increasing. 

The fact that the dead graffiti writer's tags are done 
in as close to their original style as can be reproduced, is 
important. Partly it is an act of respect done for the dead 
writer that reinforces and acknowledges their stylistic 
contributions to the graffiti scene. But it also means that 
these new tags intermingle with the existing ones the dead 
writer left behind in a way that (hopefully) makes the original 
ones and the memorial ones hard to distinguish from each 
other. In this way the dead writer lives on, but their graffiti 
identity is now co-constructed by their friends who put them 
up, and through the rest of the graffiti community being 
aware that the tags they see are simultaneously further 
steps toward fame for the deceased writer and forms of 
memorial to them. The difference between the original 
tags and the new, memorial ones is easy for the initiated 
to see. The original ones have what Benjamin (2008) calls 
an ‘aura’. They possess a quality that could only have been 
produced by the original graffiti writer that is clear in the 
tag to those who are aware of, and embedded in, their 
graffiti community. 

The co-construction of their graffiti identity gets 
preserved and extended, but also reflects back on the work 
they produced before they died. These new tags done as 
memorial influence the originally produced graffiti in a way 
that makes those who see it (and can identify its aura) 
recognise that the graffiti is an original production of a now 
dead graffiti writer who is actively being memorialised, 
thus affecting the interpretation of that graffiti. The 
interpretive shift is that, instead of being just graffiti from 
a writer, it now gets at least partially seen as a monument 
from a now dead graffiti writer to themselves. This 
consciously or tacitly imposes on the observer the subjective 
distinction between the graffiti writer as a person who is 
now dead, and the graffiti writer as representation-based 
entity that still exists. It, and how it interacts with the new 
memorial tags, produce a narrative that speaks to how 
important and integrated that graffiti writer was to their 
graffiti community. 

The life after death that this type of memorial grants 
certain dead writers means that their involvement in, and 
influence on, the graffiti community continues until their 
friends stop putting them up. This is incredibly important 
in and of itself. It means that well positioned and respected 
graffiti writers can continue to have influential graffiti 
careers long after their death. But this process affects 
practicing community members as well. It allows them to 
witness the lasting impact an influential and revered graffiti 
writer can have after their death. This can make them work 
harder to create a respected reputation stylistically and to 
cultivate a respected reputation within the community, with 
part of their motivation for doing so being the unspoken 
hope that someone carries their graffiti self and public 
presence on after they die. 

Beyond this it also serves to reinforce the graffiti 
community code of conduct and guidelines. Graffiti writers 
are socialised into their graffiti community and taught its 
rules through a Vygotskyian (1978) process. There is a type 
of psychosocial symbiosis that occurs where younger or 
more novice practioners learn from their interactions with 
older or more established graffiti writers what the rules 
of the practice are, how to properly engage in it, what its 
history is and why that is important, how graffiti writers 

understand space and property, how people who violate 
the rules get sanctioned, etc. Through this process graffiti 
writers cultivate their graffiti identity, but in so doing they 
must necessarily do it in relation to the existing graffiti 
identities and personalities that they have interacted with 
and know of. For emerging graffiti writers what it means 
to be a writer is framed through what they understand 
graffiti writers to currently be (Castleman, 1984; Lachmann, 
1988; Ferrell, 1996; Macdonald, 2001; Snyder, 2009; Mitman, 
2018). 

Positioning theory (Harre and Lagenhove, 1999) tells 
us that we understand and create our being and selves 
through a subjective social and personal process, with 
meaning being made through language and sign systems, 
forms of symbolic and semiotic interaction, and learned 
models. But the way we create, understand, and interpret 
these social, semiotic, and learned systems is based upon 
who we have learned them from, how we have internalised 
them, and how the cultures and societies we have learned 
them through have influenced all parties involved. Simply 
put, this means that understanding and creating our subjective 
identities is largely a social process deeply influenced by 
those that we interact with, and by how we understand 
those who are valuable to the cultures that we seek to 
belong to. What this means for this discussion is that through 
the process of being indoctrinated into being a graffiti writer, 
writers develop a personal understanding of culturally held 
values that are passed on from one generation of graffiti 
writers to the next. Amongst the many subculturally specific 
things they learn, they learn that this type of memorial is 
a highly respected way of recognising dead graffiti writing 
friends, a way of engaging in a type of cathartic processing 
about the loss of that friend, and a tactic for displaying that 
friendship to the community that also perpetuates the 
deceased graffiti writer's graffiti identity. 

Engaging with this process affirms one's own identity 
as a graffiti writer. It also acknowledges the importance 
of the dead writer, the importance of the community of 
friends within the graffiti community, the importance of 
that dead writer's contributions to the culture, and the 
importance of the history and rules of the collective graffiti 
culture. These dead writers whose friends keep their name 
alive are writers who continue to exist as members in good 
standing with the community. The existing community 
seeing their name get extended beyond their death and 
knowing how they behaved while they were alive fortifies 
those community guidelines that allow the competitive 
aesthetic practice of graffiti to continue from generation 
to generation, with the new generation having respect for 
the rules and contributions of the previous ones. 

Razz's death has been the primary way that this 
practice of memorialisation has been examined. But I have 
also said that Razz was a foundationally important member 
of the Philadelphia graffiti community. As such it could be 
assumed that this type of memorial is reserved for only 
the most well-known and influential members of a graffiti 
community, or that it is a practice localised to Philadelphia's 
graffiti community. Neither of these ideas are true. Any 
graffiti writer from any graffiti community who was a 
respected and well-liked member of their graffiti community 
can have this type of memorial bestowed upon them by 
their friends. Certainly, there are dead writers being 
remembered in this way in graffiti communities all over 
the world right now. But allow me to offer a few examples 
to illustrate how this practice extends well beyond Razz 
and Philadelphia. San Francisco bay area graffiti writer 
Tie has been living on in the graffiti world thanks to this 
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1 These field notes come from the 
ethnographic fieldwork that would 
lead to The Art of Defiance: Graffiti, 
Politics, and the Reimagined City in 
Philadelphia (2018). For this project, I 
became an integrated member of the 
Philadelphia graffiti community and a 
graffiti writer myself.

2 Drawing sketchbooks typically bound 
in black are used by graffiti writers 
as practice spaces, spaces to plan 
out the work they want to paint on 
walls, as autograph books to 
document friendships between 
writers, and as evidence of 
interactions with more famous 
writers.

3 Often just called ‘throws’, they ‘are 
letter outlines of one color, filled in 
with a different color, often the whole 
thing is then outlined again, or 
‘shelled’, with the fill-in color or a 
third color’ (Mitman, 2018). 

4 Complex, intricately designed and 
often brightly coloured works of 
graffiti (Mitman, 2018).

5 A graffiti writer's stylised signature.

6 These are all styles of tagging that 
have aesthetically regimented letter 
structures and connections between 
letters. They are also heavily 
influenced by their historical cultural 
development, and thought of as 
possessions of the Philadelphia 
graffiti community to be protected 
and respected. For examples of 
these styles and a full description, 
see Mitman (2018). 
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practice long after his appalling murder in 1998. Louisville, 
Kentucky graffiti writer 2Buck has lived on in this fashion 
after his untimely death in 2015. As have Oil, a graffiti writer 
who made his name in the Los Angeles and Miami areas, 
who died in 2013, and Houston born Nekst, who made his 
name all over the United States and Europe, who died that 
same year. These examples illustrate how far beyond the 
confines of the Philadelphia graffiti scene this practice 
extends. There are countless other graffiti writers being 
memorialised in this way, and the list keeps growing. But 
for those dead graffiti writers who were respected and 
who have dedicated graffiti writing friends, their graffiti 
identity can live on and on. In this sense, it is true that dead 
graffiti writers never die, they just fade away. 
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Within the context of the peace negotiations between the Colombian government and the 
FARC-EP guerrilla group, different versions of the past and present are discussed among the 
Colombian people. Bogotá's many street artists engage in this process by expressing their 
critique of the social and political situation of the country on the walls of the city. These 
perspectives become part of the contested construction of collective memory. In this article,  
I therefore explore the ways in which memory can be constructed through and with street art. 
Instead of treating the image as a transmitter of a message, I want to analyse the various 
ways in which street art and memory can be related based on different examples from 
ethnographic fieldwork. I will show how we can think about the construction of collective 
memory on the wall by analysing street art as testimonio, as palimpsest, as lieux de mémoire, 
and as practice.

I like to think I have the guts to stand up anonymously in a Western democracy and call 
for things no-one else believes in – like peace and justice and freedom.

– Banksy

Pared blanca, papel de necios.
– Hernán Cortés
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Wandering through the streets of Bogotá one could 
easily get the impression of having inadvertently entered 
an outdoor art gallery. The Colombian capital's walls are 
covered in colourful murals, stencils, and writings produced 
by the city's vivid street art and graffiti scene. This scene 
has been active for decades. Under the administration of 
mayor Gustavo Petro (2012-2015), however, it has truly 
blossomed thanks to a very open policy regarding the 
execution of street art on the city's walls. At the same time, 
in recent years, the peace negotiations between the 
government of Juan Manuel Santos (2010-2018) and the 
country's largest and oldest guerrilla group, the FARC-EP, 
have further spurred an explosion of graffiti and street art 
with conflict-related themes in many parts of the country, 
including the capital. In the latter, which has enjoyed more 
than a decade of relative peace, street art often serves as 
a reminder of the fraught political situation in other parts 
of the country; this public visual language thus fulfills what 
Mancini has described as street art's political/community-
building intention, fusing ‘subversive reclamation of space 
with populist political leanings’ (2019: 30). The walls of the 
city have become a space to negotiate different versions 
of the past and present, thereby contributing to the 
construction of a collective memory (Halbwachs, 2012). In 
this essay, I want to propose four different ways in which 
street art can be understood to comment on, relate to, or 
actively create memory rather than simply transmitting a 
supposedly singular message. These four modes of memory 
creation demonstrate that street art is part of an active, 
ongoing process of dialogic, historical production, for I 
suggest that it functions as testimony, palimpsest, lieux de 
mémoire, and as memory-making practice. While the focus 
in this article is on street art with relatively obvious relations 
to the Colombian conflict, I hope my proposition will be 
useful in other contexts and for other forms of urban art, 
as well.

LA VIDA ES GRAFFITICANTE
Rarely are there better opportunities to launch a 

visual intervention into public space than in Bogotá: a decree 
promulgated in 2013 by then mayor Gustavo Petro clearly 
defined the circumstances under which graffiti/street art1 
would be considered illegal, thereby offering a range of 
areas in which it would not be prosecuted. The law 
furthermore emphasised the educational and beautifying 
qualities of graffiti and street art for public space (Decreto 
75 del 2013). In this legal gray area and atmosphere of public 
appraisal, police have since generally turned a blind eye to 
the sprayers. These unique circumstances have made 
Bogotá a mecca for urban artists from all over the world, 
and it comes as no surprise that one of the city's most 
famous attractions – beside the world famous gold museum 
– is a street art and graffiti-focused city tour.

However, not everybody is happy with the boom, as 
it also raises several fundamental questions about the 
definition and self-understanding of the street art and 
graffiti scene.2 In the definition of Armando Silva, graffiti 
is characterised by marginality, as the works mostly express 
messages that cannot be included in other circuits of 
communication; anonymity, because graffiti usually app-
ears without any hint of its author(s), or with (collective) 
pseudonyms; spontaneity, as graffiti is generally done 
rapidly, a result of a desire to express oneself quickly with 
an occasional writing; staging, understood as the choice 
of a site imbued with meaning outside of the graffiti itself; 
the precariousness of the work, referring to the low cost 

of materials and their easy transportation; and finally, its 
fleeting nature, since there is no guarantee for its perma-
nence (Silva, 1987: 31ff).

These characteristics connect the categories of 
street art and graffiti, but they also reveal their differences, 
most notably concerning their spontaneity, velocity, pre-
cariousness, and in some cases anonymity. All these are 
of course difficult to apply to larger murals. Taking into 
account smaller stencils or stickers as part of street art, 
however, diminishes the differences between the two. Silva 
himself puts a stronger emphasis on operational, rather 
than pre-operational characteristics in graffiti, that is, for 
him staging, precariousness and velocity play a more im-
portant role than marginality, anonymity, and spontaneity. 
This leads him to disqualify street art as graffiti, because 
it tends to liberate graffiti of its ideological conditions (Ibid., 
40, see also Figueroa Saavedra, 2017). But ‘ideological 
conditions’ are then limited to external factors and no 
attention is paid to the artist's intention behind the image. 
In Bogotá, artists furthermore refer to themselves as 
graffiteros no matter if what they engage in are large 
murals, more or less elaborate stencils, tagging, bombing, 
or other forms of urban art. They share the idea of 
participating in the design of urban space as a political 
posture of free expression (as for example advocated by 
Silva, 1987 and Figueroa Saavedra, 2014 and 2017). Many 
artists, be it in street art or graffiti, emphasise their wish 
to actively create their visual environments, often opposing 
the commercialisation of urban space and its occupation 
with advertisements. Writing 3 then becomes a way of 
reappropriating urban space, independent from the images' 
actual content (see Martín Barbero, 2008). In parts of the 
Colombian community's discourse, a dividing line between 
the two is, therefore, more likely to be drawn on the basis 
of aesthetic considerations rather than respective political 
positions.

A very common question in this context is whether 
the beauty of an image is at odds with a political message: 
by showing ‘ugly’ realities in a ‘beautiful’ way, does a 
message lose its power? This conflation of ugliness with 
politics confuses shock with the creation of opinion. 
Furthermore, it limits the possible effects of the image to 
a simplistic idea of l inking beneficial impact to the 
representation of realities, thereby reducing the manifold 
possibilities contained within a visual work to mere 
documentation. A famous example that mixes up beauty 
and horror is Banksy's painting on the border between 
Israel and Palestine. The impossibility of reconciling the 
beauty of the artwork with the horror of the border regime 
represents, for Brassett, a permanent paradox, which can 
be found in many of Banksy's artworks – and which under-
gird the work's successful impact (Brassett, 2009: 244). 
The murals considered below will support the argument 
that aesthetics do not diminish politics.

What is more, the political aspects of graffiti greatly 
exceed the limited idea that graffiti's message is only linked 
to its documentary – indeed, textual – qualities; in other 
words, to what can be seen in the writing. As Stinkfish, one 
of Bogotá's most famous street artists, has put it, doing 
graffiti is an inherently rebellious – and thus political – act:

It's an irrefutable message, political like no other: 
here I am and I exist above this system that undoes 
and kills him who is not part of its logics, here I am 
painting these streets when I want and how I want 
to, no matter how many watchmen, how many police 
officers, and how much CCTV there are; if tomorrow 

NUART JOURNAL



43

I'm gone, thousands more will be there.4 
(Bahamón y Meza 2010)

It is in this direction that Baudrillard's interpretation 
of tagging as Anti-discourse should be understood: ‘it is a 
rejection of any syntactic, poetic, and political elaborateness’ 
(Baudrillard, 1978: 26). The disregard for elaborateness, 
however, does not equal surrendering political intentions.

As a means of engaging in politics, graffiti has a long 
history in the Americas. Several examples can be found 
already in the writings of Bernal Díaz del Castillo, like the 
quote of Hernán Cortés from 1521 cited at the start of this 
essay. The phrase ‘White wall, paper of fools’ was written 
by Cortés himself on the walls of his home, closing a debate 
that had taken place there about the division of the loot 
from the conquest of Tenochtitlan (Rama, 1984: 52f).5 Walls 
have continued to be places of public exchange of opinions, 
especially on political matters, but they also tell stories of 
conquest – both by conquerors and the conquered. A 
common denominator in these early writings and today's 
graffiti, following Álvarez, is their ‘desire to denounce’ 
(2009: 110). Famous examples of this include, of course, the 
monumental murals produced by Diego Rivera in the 1920s 
in the context of the Mexican revolution, and the images 
of Augusto Sandino during the military dictatorship of 
Anastasio Somoza in Nicaragua in the early 1930s. Graffiti 
also played a role in resisting the military dictatorships of 
the Southern Cone (Chaffee 1993). Especially during election 
time, it is also very common to see painted facades ex-
pressing support for local candidates. And even though 
these cannot be considered graffiti in the strict sense 
elaborated by Silva, they too speak of a tradition of writing 
political messages on walls.

As Silva pointed out, Bogotá's graffiti scene can be 
contextualised within a global development that has two 
culminating moments: graffiti during May 1968 in Paris, 
with its anti-authoritarian and macro-political references, 
and the New York scene during the 1980s, which problem-
atised urban space and emphasised micro-political aspects 
(Silva, 1987: 24). In 1970s Bogotá, with the rise of the urban 
guerrilla M-19, a new style developed which worked to incite 
public discussions on the walls, in a way reflecting the 
discussions of the times of Cortés (Gordon, 2015: 56). Today, 
the murals along Bogotá's bigger avenues draw heavily on 
questions of inequality in a globalised world, incorporating 
discourses of social justice and environmentalism, as well 
as indigenous cosmologies, and the country's ongoing 
armed conflict. This is why scholars such as Ryan (2017) 
see street art as having a direct relation to the formation 
of public opinion. Moreover, through the deployment of 
political topics and messages, graffiti and street art can 
even become, or evoke, prosthetic memories (see Landsberg, 
2004), mem-ories which can be transmitted through 
generations without people sharing the actual referent.

MAKING MEMORY ON THE WALL
That street art and graffiti can be tools for memory-

making enterprises is not a new idea (c.f. Chaffee, 1993 for 
Spain, Argentina, and Brazil, Peteet, 1996 for Palestine, or 
Kaipainen, 2007 for Argentina). Especially their core 
characteristics, spontaneity and velocity, as well as their 
precariousness allow for a great flexibility in the elaboration 
process. Marginality, anonymity and staging point to the 
inherent potential of communicating memories otherwise 
not represented in the public arena. Finally, their inherently 
fleeting temporality puts them at the centre of an embattled 

collective consciousness, in which different perspectives 
on the past struggle for attention. The graffiteros then 
become what El izabeth Jel in has termed ‘memory 
entrepreneurs’ (Jelin, 2002: 33), in that they engage in this 
struggle by creating comments on what to remember.

This activist approach in the academic discussions 
of memory is a Latin American specialty, and expresses 
itself not only in theoretical works that conceive of memory 
as a battleground and focus on the promotion and protection 
of human rights. It is also reflected in the fact that most of 
its protagonists have directly witnessed and experienced 
the respective regimes whose contested memories they 
produce and analyse. For many Latin American countries, 
Benjamin's considerations of history as a state of siege 
are very acute, as is evidenced by the amount of references 
to the dictatorship or military governments' pasts in election 
processes all over the continent. Furthermore, the end of 
the Pink Tide in most parts of Latin America has reintensified 
the debates about what to remember. The works of Bogotá's 
street artists reflect these movements on the walls of  
the city.

In the following, I will limit myself to discussing street 
art that features memories related to the armed conflict. 
But rather than seeing the artworks as emitting messages 
on what to commemorate, I want to look at the complex 
relationships evolving around the practice. To do so, I 
borrow four concepts related to memory as cultural 
expression: First, I want to look at street art as testimonio, 
that is, as enunciating a specific memory of the past from 
a subjective point of view and with the aim of creating 
solidarity. In my second example, I will analyse murals as 
lieux de mémoire in both the literal and the symbolic meaning 
of the term. Thirdly, I will treat street art as palimpsests, 
focusing on the possibility of multiple layers in its elaboration, 
and by extension the memories evoked by it. Finally, I want 
to interpret street art as a commemorative practice, this 
entails both understanding the elaboration of the artwork 
as a commemorative act, but also plays on spray painting 
itself as a commemorative practice.

STREET ART AS TESTIMONY
The testimonio is commonly conceived of as a text-

ual genre, ‘a novel or novella-length narrative, produced 
in the form of a printed text, told in the first person by a 
narrator who is also the real protagonist or witness of the 
events she or he recounts’ (Beverley, 2008: 571). Other 
authors, such as George Yúdice, have argued that the 
specific characteristics of the genre are to be found rather 
in its recognition of a responsibility to enunciate in a voice, 
or in writing, the plight of subaltern groups or classes in 
order to change their position in relation to the institutions 
that distribute value and power (Yúdice, 1992; 212).6 This 
articulation of subaltern views or experiences is directly 
linked to one of the core principles of street art, which, 
following Mancini speaks ‘to and for the community within 
which it exists, in messages that are both overtly critical 
of existing repressive power structures and encouraging 
and representative of the communities they represent’ 
(2019: 32). What is more, many graffiteros understand 
graffiti and street art themselves as media of the marginal-
ised, which have the potential to initiate discussions about 
the past and the present. Tóxicomano, a collective from 
Bogotá, state it like this:

We try to make something simple out of communication; 
discourses finally are for the elites. We like simplicity, 
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Figure 1. Mural about internal 
displacement in Colombia. Ark. 
Bogotá, Colombia, 17 May, 2013. 
Photograph ©Hendrikje Grunow.

Figure 2. Mural about the victims of 
the union's movements. Bastardilla. 
Bogotá, Colombia, 14 March, 2013. 
Photograph ©Hendrikje Grunow.

Figure 3. Mural about the victims of 
the Unión Patriótica. Chirrete Golden. 
Bogotá, Colombia, 17 May, 2013. 
Photograph ©Hendrikje Grunow.
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a phrase easy to digest. In the beginning, everything 
[we did] was critique, but lately I like to reiterate the 
easy message, with the idea of creating a space in 
the minds of the people.7 (Morales Rivera, 2012)

The graffitero's works – understood as testifying to 
the state of emergency being the historic rule, rather than 
the exception – reflect Benjamin's wish to ‘bring about a 
real state of emergency’ (1968: 257). Yúdice emphasised 
this aspect of testimony: ‘The testimonio can be understood 
as a representation of struggle, but its most important 
function is to serve as a solidary link between different 
communities. Thus, its cultural politics cross established 
frontiers and identities to benefit a democratic transition’8 
(Yúdice, 1992: 230). The visual expression of a common 
story of oppression serves here to unite different communi-
ties (those painting, those viewing, and those represented 
– none of which can, or has to be clearly separated from 
the others); this public commingling opens a space of 
discussion, or at least calls attention to the contested nature 
of history.

Memory-making through images is a difficult task, 
because, as Brassett noted, ‘[w]hile Banksy can control 
the kinds of messages which ‘go out’ from his website and 
other ‘products’, there is little that can be done about either 
how his work is reported in the media or how people receive 
his work’ (Brassett, 2009: 234). Of course, this approximation 
runs contrary to the understanding of the graffiteros who 
work in the streets not as a way of transmitting a message 
to the spectators, but rather as a means of initiating a 
dialogue on topics that they believe should have greater 
visibility and weight in public discourse. The problem of 
reception equally affects written testimonios, but never-
theless the stories of oppression have to be told. As Rolston 
and Ospina have argued with regard to murals all over 
Colombia, ‘artistic expression may be the first step for 
victims and survivors in rebooting their sense of humanity 
and dignity’ (2017: 31). An example of this are the murals 
in figures 1, 2, and 3.

STREET ART AS LIEUX DE MÉMOIRE
In the context of the 475th anniversary of the Colombian 

capital, there have been several initiatives to beautify the 
city. Among them was a contest for scholarships for the 
realisation of laboratories to create and construct memory 
with a focus on the rights of the victims of the conflict. 
These have been advertised by the city's Institute for the 
Arts, IDARTES, and in compliance with the Ley de Víctimas 
(Victim's Law) of 2011. In article 33 concerning the participat-
ion of civil society and private entrepreneurs in reparations, 
the law states that:

The law recognises that the efforts for transition 
which materialise the rights of the victims, especially 
that of reparation, involve the State, civil society, 
and the private sector. To this measure, the National 
Government will design and implement programmes, 
plans, projects and politics that have as objective 
the invo lvement of civi l  society and private 
entrepreneurship in the attainment of national 
reconciliation and the materialisation of the rights 
of the victims.9

It is this ‘attainment of national reconciliation’ which 
lies at the heart of the project elaborated by APC. The 
Animal Poder Cultura (APC) Crew are a collective of several 

artists, three of whom engaged in the project to beautify 
the Plazoleta de la Memoria at Avenida Calle 26, directly 
adjacent to the Centre for Memory, Peace and Reconciliation 
(see figures 1, 2, and 3). The initiative, which is part of the 
Eje de la Memoria, combines the active construction of 
lieux de mémoire with an imperative to reappropriate urban 
space. It is therefore no wonder the graffiteros were eager 
to take part in the enterprise. In the words of Baudrillard, 
‘they [graffiti] territorialize the decoded urban space – this 
or that street, this wall, that quarter come to life through 
them, become a collective territory again’ (Baudrillard, 
1978: 28). As a consequence, we need to read the city's 
memorial landscape, like graffiti, as something that comes 
into being and disappears in the day-to-day in many languages, 
and many different materials (Martín Barbero, 2008: 219). 

The development of the three murals comprising the 
project incorporated three open councils, in which the 
graffiteros developed the images in accordance with 
representatives of victim's organisations, the city's Office 
for Culture, Recreation and Sports, and the interested 
public. The three themes elaborated in these councils are 
the victims of the union's movements, the victims of the 
Unión Patriótica, and Colombia's over four million internally 
displaced persons.10

The open councils took place on March 2, 17, and 30, 
2013, respectively, and were accompanied with commemorative 
events including presentations and music. They aimed at 
‘establishing alliances and dynamic interactions which result 
in innovative creative processes that visualise the complex 
of the victim's rights, generate processes of conscious 
realisation among the citizenry in general, and contribute 
to processes of integral reparation of the victims’11 (Alcaldía 
Mayor de Bogotá, 2012: 3).

What makes the three murals into lieux de mémoire 
has to do with two aspects: first, they are lieux in a very 
obvious way, as the physical space they occupy is an actual 
plaza. In addition, they are situated just across the Centre 
for Memory, Peace, and Reconciliation, making them an 
extension in public space to the archival and educational 
work that is done there. Secondly, the topics contained in 
the graffiti create a discursive space to remember and to 
express public experiences. As Pierre Nora himself has 
put it, ‘lieux de mémoire are simple and ambiguous, natural 
and artificial, at once immediately available in concrete 
sensual experience and susceptible to the most abstract 
elaboration. Indeed, they are lieux in three senses of the 
word – material, symbolic, and functional’ (Nora, 1989: 18f). 
The murals that I am discussing display these qualities 
accurately. They are material sites because they are painted 
walls, they symbolically repair the victims of the internal 
armed conflict, and they help create a (functional) open, 
public space. But more importantly, they comply with ‘the 
most fundamental purpose of the lieux de mémoire [which] 
is to stop time, to block the work of forgetting, to establish 
a state of things, to immortalize death, to materialize the 
immaterial’ (Ibid.; see also Rolston & Ospina, 2017: 41). 

STREET ART AS PALIMPSEST
Close to the Centre of Memory, Peace and Reconciliation 

and the three murals is another, even more fitting example 
of street art as lieux de mémoire. The mural shows the 
face of Jaime Garzón, a famous Colombian comedian who 
was killed on August 13, 1999. He engaged in political comedy 
and developed several of his characters by doing interviews 
with important figures in the Colombian political landscape, 
including presidential candidates, paramilitary leaders,  
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or family members of assassinated opposition politicians.  
His most famous impersonation was Heriberto de la Calle, 
a shoe shiner from the barrio with a toothless smile, who 
would confront his interviewees in a charming and humorous 
way with direct statements that were widely held to be true, 
but never spoken out loud. His interviews were generally 
a success, because Garzón was able to lift the fog up from 
one or another corruption scandal, and helped viewers 
engage critically in what politicians said. He was able to 
speak about issues in a simple language, close to the people, 
while protecting himself with the aura of the one who's just 
repeating the rumor. Apart from his political comedy, which 
always aimed at raising a critical consciousness and 
educating his viewers in a culture of peace, he also engaged 
as negotiator in several operations to end guerrilla kid-
nappings (see Salazar Isaza, 2011).

His assassination, in a way, was the story of a death 
foretold, as he received death threats after exposing 
paramilitary brutality and their connections to high ranking 
politicians. The news came as a huge shock to many people 
and is frequently remembered by them with the words of 
a TV host, who, on the day of the assassination, finished 
his presentation with the words ‘hasta aqui los deportes, 
país de mierda’ (or ‘those were the sports news for today, 
shit country’). The reference to ‘shit country’, combined 
with the smiling face of Jaime Garzón, were the most 
prominent features of the old version of the wall (figure 4), 
elaborated by the MAL crew in 2010.

In 2013, the wall was repainted during an urban art 
festival on the occasion of Bogotá's 475th anniversary. 
Originally, it had been assigned to an Argentinian street 
artist called BICROMO, who had planned to paint it over. 
But public demands, articulated both on the street and on 
social media, made him reconsider and cooperate with the 
members of MAL. The image of Garzón was then 
reincorporated into a new framework, imitating an emblem. 
The slogan was amplified and transformed into ‘…hasta 
aqui las sonrisas, país de mierda…’ (‘…those were the 
smiles for today, shit country…’). The wall is one of very 
few sites of commemoration for the comedian, and it was 
especially the residents of the barrio that urged the artists 
to keep his memory alive. This has become an increasing 
concern for MAL, as Camilo, one of the members told me 
in an interview:

Lately, we have become more aware of this, that 
these images can last for a while, that you can create 
collective memory from graffiti. It's a weird contra-
diction, because graffiti is usually very ephemeral, 
but it can become something that is remembered.12 
That's why we started to call the project Mala Memoria, 
because there are people who have no idea who 
Jaime is.

And the story of the mural doesn't end there: After 
a small majority of voters rejected the peace agreement 
between the Colombian state and the FARC-EP on October 
2, 2016, the MAL crew again repainted the wall. In this 
redoing, the face of Jaime Garzón was not kept intact, but 
instead the wall was painted over with a different character 
of Garzón's named Dioselina Tibaná, a maid for high ranking 
politicians. They added the slogan ‘La paz a fuego lento’ 
(‘simmering peace’) to illustrate how the peace process 
takes more than the negotiation of an agreement between 
the government and the guerrilla group, and instead has 
to be communicated and negotiated with the citizens as 
well (see figure 5).

The concept of the palimpsest can very fruitfully be 
applied to reading and interpreting configuration of urban 
areas, as Andreas Huyssen (2003) has shown for Berlin. 
While originally, much like the testimonio, the term was 
used for textual objects only, it also illustrates the layering 
of memories in material sites. Thinking about the incorpo-
ration of Jaime Garzón's face, and the changed quote on 
the mural as a palimpsest, helps to discern how nuances 
in memory overlap in the conflation of layers that comprise 
the image. Nonetheless, the example also bears witness 
to a trend in aestheticising memory. The once central and 
therefore radical ‘país de mierda ’ became a minor comment 
on the side of the image in the first redoing of the work, 
turning the focus toward the commemoration of Garzón 
rather than on a comment about the state of the nation, and 
in the third version, it has disappeared completely. 

The wall as a palimpsest exemplifies the quest to 
commemorate Garzón's legacy. As Peteet has observed, 
‘one could read the battle of the walls much the way an 
archeologist reads stratigraphy – layer by layer – each layer 
of paint indicating a partial and temporary victory in an 
ongoing battle’ (Peteet, 1996: 139). The battle around memory 
is, of course, not only fought in the streets, but the unique 
potential of street art and graffiti provides a key site in 
which fraught contests over memory can be staged, thanks 
to the accessibility that its position offers in the public 
sphere. In the case of the mural of Jaime Garzón, each 
layer of paint represents another facet of the comedian's 
oeuvre and each of these facets comments differently on 
the current political situation. This illustrates very poignantly 
the way that memory works: Jaime Garzón's memory is 
kept alive through the recourse on his work from the past 
as a perspective on the present.

IN MEMORIAM FELIX THE CAT
That graffiti and street art are ideal means of keeping 

memories alive can be illustrated with another example, 
the death of Diego Felipe Becerra, a 16-year old sprayer 
working under the name of Trípido, and who was famous 
in the community for his paintings of Felix the Cat. When 
he was fatally shot in the back by a police patrol on August 
19, 2011, his death impacted the community in a fundamental 
way.

While generally, there is no guarantee of permanence 
for any graffiti, those done by ‘Trípido’ became exceptions 
to this rule after his death. Felix the Cat did not disappear. 
On the contrary, he multiplied since others started to paint 
the iconic cat in tribute to Trípido's violent death. Occasion-
ally, new graffiteros or those not familiar with local stories 
accidentally paint over one of his works, or they are whitened 
out by the authorities, so the city is an ever-changing canvas 
where ‘even the dead will not be safe from the enemy if he 
wins’ (Benjamin, 1986: 255). Yet, Bogotá's graffiteros are 
conscious historians that go out and recuperate whatever 
wall is lost. The bridge of Calle 116 with Avenida Boyacá 
has become a lieux de mémoire for Felipe Becerra, where 
family and friends gather annually to commemorate his 
death and invite the graffitero community to spray the 
bridge (see figure 6). Several of them have repainted walls 
with either Felix the Cat, or a portrait of Diego Felipe in 
front of one of his works that was written over (Caracol 
Radio, 2015).

A consequence of his shooting has been a further 
institutionalisation of graffiti and street art and its 
incorporation into strategies of urban development. Along 
the lines of the example of the murals for memory by the 
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Figure 4. First version of the Jaime 
Garzón mural. MAL crew. Bogotá, 
Colombia, March 1, 2013.  
Photograph ©Hendrikje Grunow.

Figure 5. Third version of the Jaime 
Garzón mural. MAL crew. Bogotá, 
Colombia, 15 March, 2017.  
Photograph ©Hendrikje Grunow.

Figure 6. Pedestrian bridge in 
memoriam of Felipe Becerra. Various 
artists. Avenida Boyacá with 116th Street, 
Bogotá, Colombia, 18 January, 2017. 
Photograph ©Hendrikje Grunow.
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APC crew, the death of Felipe Becerra has intensified 
collaboration among the graffiteros and sparked debate 
about their legal situation. The organisation of graffiteros 
in the District's Round Table, and the establishment of 
Decree 075 of 2013 are an outcome of this process. In the 
direct aftermath of his death, a legal agreement was 
formulated, which assigned legal and illegal places for it 
(see Acuerdo 482 de 2011, article 3-5). These declarations 
bear witness to a conscious re-elaboration of urban art as 
artistic practice for the benefit of the people, and, furthermore, 
they speak to the increasingly legalised ambience in which 
graffiteros enjoy a growing amount of security even if their 
activities remain at the limits of legality. Everything else 
would seriously contradict their self-understanding, yet, 
anything less can become deadly, as the case of ’Trípido’ 
has shown. But the assassination of Diego Felipe Becerra 
not only changed the legal situation for graffiteros in Bogotá. 
As Toxicómano has mentioned in an interview, the attention 
that his death generated in the media also changed public 
opinion about spraying more generally (Sánchez, 2016). In 
consequence, the situation of graffiteros in Bogotá has 
evolved in that it made half-legal what had previously been 
lethal. As Diana Taylor noted, ‘while performances as such 
may not topple governments, [they can] strengthen the 
networks and communities that can bring about social 
change’ (2006, 83). In the case of Bogotá's graffiteros, this 
change comes in the form of institutionalisation, but also 
widespread acceptance among the general public. Street 
art can thus be understood as a memory-making practice 
in two ways: the repainting of Felipe Becerra's portrait, or 
Felix the Cat, is an active re-inscription of his memory into 
the urban landscape and it brings the community together 
to work toward a common goal, commemorating the history 
of their movement.

NOT EVERY IMAGE CHANGES YOUR LIFE
On an early Wednesday afternoon in April 2013, I 

walked down Avenida Caracas, about twenty blocks north 
of the historic city centre. The street was busy as always, 
crowded with official and unofficial busses, taxis, private 
cars, one or two daring cyclists. The smog and the noise 
were almost unbearable, but I had an appointment with 
Yurika MDC, who was painting a wall close by and who had 
invited me over to chat. He has a very special style of 
spraying, nothing like the iconic stencils and paste-ups I 
have investigated here, but a tremendously elaborate and 
incredibly colourful repertoire of tags he paints in several 
parts of the city, often on request. When I reached the place, 
the sidewalk was filled with dozens of cans in all colours of 
the rainbow. We sat down on the sidewalk and looked at 
his work and he asked me whether I liked what I saw.  
I admitted that I didn't think I understood, and he answered 
that sometimes, you can't understand everything. That 
sometimes the things painted in the streets were more like 
music, which, even without understanding its lyrics, can 
take us someplace else. But then again, not every song 
transports us elsewhere, just as not every image changes 
our lives.

The potential to change ‘our lives’, or rather, the 
social and political realities in which Colombians currently 
live, is part and parcel of the appeal of urban art. It caters 
in a unique way to Walter Benjamin's preoccupations about 
narratives of progress that consider oppression not as the 
historic norm, but the exception. This is why Benjamin 
insisted on attempting to bring about a real ‘state of 
emergency’: ‘In every era the attempt must be made anew 

to wrest tradition away from a conformism that is about 
to overpower it’ (1986: 255). Graffiti and street art in Bogotá 
have this potential, in articulating a shared narrative of 
oppression, not only by visualising it, but already in the very 
act of spraying. The dangers of (over-)institutionalisation 
are real, but so are the dangers of continued oppression, 
both through the city's policies concerning graffiti (see Finn, 
2016), and for the memories they invoke.

The multifaceted ways in which street art intersects 
with memory can help us stop thinking about the image as 
only an emitter of messages. Rather, these works suggest 
that street art should be considered as part of a larger web 
of relations between artists, walls, passers-by, wall-owners, 
urban space, spectators, paint, state functionaries, and 
other persons and things as well as mediators in contexts 
and the construction of meaning(s). All of these intersecting 
valences ultimately might affect each other in ways that 
are not necessarily linear, and which may be unpredictable. 
The memory work done by and through street art expresses 
itself in different realms, four of which I have proposed 
here. In testifying, or telling a different story differently, 
urban artworks are able to create solidarity among a 
heterogeneous population without subjugating this 
heterogeneity to a norm. The layering of paint symbolises 
a layering of perspectives, building upon one another. Street 
art is able to create spaces, even monuments, because it 
can ‘stop time, […] block the work of forgetting [and] 
immortalize death’ (Nora, 1989: 19). Finally, the rebellious 
act is also a form of ritualised commemoration that 
strengthens community ties and might ultimately be able 
to bring about the social and political change so desperately 
wanted by many Colombians.
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1 There is no distinction between the 
two in legal documents.

2 See for example Stinkfish, 2013.

3 It is much more common to refer to 
the fabrication of street art and 
graffiti as writing, rather than 
painting. While this mostly refers to 
text-based graffiti, there is no need 
for textual meaning. Tags, 
combinations of letters, signs, and 
numbers, are examples of this 
practice which critically engages with 
advertisement-overcharged spaces.

4 Es un mensaje contundente, político 
como ninguno: aquí estoy y existo por 
encima de este sistema que anula y 
mata al que no pertenece a sus 
lógicas, aquí estoy y pinto estas 
calles cuando quiero y como quiero, 
por más vigilantes, por más policías, 
por más cámaras de seguridad que 
existan; si mañana no estoy miles 
más estarán. (All translations are 
mine.)

5 Following Rama, the ‘fools’ are those 
who write on materials that haven't 
been intended for writing – thereby 
inscribing the history of graffiti within 
a context of colonial aspirations to 
civilise (Rama 1984, 54).

6 In addition, Yúdice underlines the 
amplification of the genre to other 
forms of mass communication, which 
include corridos, newspaper articles, 
television, and even posters (Yúdice, 
1992: 228).

7 Tratamos de hacer de la 
comunicación algo muy sencillo; los 
discursos al final resultan ser para 
las élites. Nos gusta la sencillez, una 
frase fácil de digerir. Al comienzo 
todo era crítica, pero últimamente 
reitero el mensaje simple, con la ideo 
de lograr un espacio en la mente de 
las personas.

8 El testimonio puede entenderse como 
representación de lucha pero su 
función más importante es servir de 
vínculo solidario entre diversas 
comunidades. Así pues, su política 
cultural atraviesa fronteras e 
identidades establecidas en pro de 
una transfomación democrática.

9 La presente ley reconoce que los 
efuerzos transicionales que 
propenden por la materialización de 
los derechos de las víctimas, 
especialmente a la reparación, 
involucran al Estado, la sociedad civil 
y el sector privado. Para el efecto, el 
Gobierno Nacional diseñará e 
implementará programas, planes, 
proyectos y políticas que tengan 
como objetivo involucrar a la 
sociedad civil y la empresea privada 
en la consecución de la reconciliación 
nacional y la materialización de los 
derechos de las víctimas.

10 This number has increased to over 
six million by 2015 (NRC/IDMC 2015).

11 … propiciar alianzas e interacciones 
de las que resultan procesos 
creativos innovadores y que 
visibilizan la problemática de los 
derechos de las víctimas, generando 
procesos de conciencia en la 
ciudadanía en general y aportando en 
los procesos de reparación de las 
víctimas.

12 The MAL collective are conscious 
about the implications regarding the 
increasing heritagisation of their 
work. They see changes to the mural 
critically and have for now refrained 
from making further changes, as the 
demands from the community, but 
more so from the city government, 
go increasingly against their political 
ideals of independent and marginal 
street art practice. See Bonadio, 2019 
and Hansen, 2018 for discussions of 
authenticity and appropriation by the 
community in street art practice and 
conservation. For a brief history of 
the mural, see La vuelta al día, 2017.
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Growing up in Beirut, like most others of my generation, 
I regularly encountered the remains of the Lebanese civil 
war (1975-1990). Bullet traces, abandoned buildings, a city 
that never fully recovered from the war – a painful decade 
and a half undocumented in history books. No one wanted 
to answer any questions; no one wanted to talk about the 
war. Faced with silence and reticence, I came to the 
conclusion that Beirut is in denial of its painful past – the 
healing process of the city is on hold, and we currently live 
in a new form of civil war.

I see my urban interventions as a way to make a 
change. In 2018, I decided to transform Burj El Murr (El 
Murr Tower), one of Beirut’s abandoned contemporary 
heritage buildings located in the city centre. The tower was 
once considered an architectural icon of innovation, but it 
became a snipers’ tower during the civil war between East 
Beirut (the Christian cluster) and West Beirut (the Muslim 
cluster). As a result of the war, the tower was never 
completed, and with no plans for renovations due to the 
urban strategies controlled by political powers, it was 
doomed to remain a constant reminder of the bitter history 
of Beirut. Currently, the first four floors serve as an army 
base while the other 36 floors are empty.

To transform the tower, an installation was made 
from 400 colourful window curtains installed on both the 
eastern and western façades. The curtains were made of 
the same fabric and colours as those seen in the crowded 
streets of Beirut where locals actually live, in contrast to 
the coldness of the upscale glass towers in the city centre, 
which has become a ghost town due to its privatisation 
after the war.

Since permission from Solidere (the owners of the 
building and most of the city centre) was not sought, the 
challenge was to complete the installation quickly and 
discreetly. For this reason, during the six days of work on 
site, the curtains were rolled inwards to avoid being seen 
from the street. On the final day, all of the curtains were 
opened together and the blowing wind started moving them 
– giving the tower a breath of life. The ‘tower of bitterness’, 
once a separator standing at the demarcation line, was 
transformed into the ‘tower of wind’ (Burj El Hawa). A 
dancing tower in the Beirut skyline calling out for the city 
to start its long-awaited healing process.

Solidere ordered the immediate dismantling of the 
installation. Nonetheless, it survived for two weeks and 
became a locus for urban activism – acting as a wake-up 
call for people to reclaim the Beirut city centre and to 
participate in building a vision of their own future city. 

The ‘Burj El Hawa’ instal lation has since been 
internationally acclaimed. It won the 2019 Arte Laguna Prize 
in Venice and I have been asked to make similar installations 
on the National Museum of Beirut (on April 13, 2019, the 
memorial date that marks the beginning of the Lebanese 
civil war), the Beirut Pavilion at The Countless Cities Biennale 
in Favara, Sicily, as well as in other cities.

BURJ EL HAWA
Jad El Khoury, Beirut

TOWER OF WIND
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Burj El Murr (El Murr Tower). Beirut, Lebanon, 2018. Photograph ©Jad El Khoury.
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Burj El Hawa (Tower of Wind). Jad El Khoury, Beirut, Lebanon, 2018.  
Photograph ©Jad El Khoury.
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Erasing the Memory

on the Streets
Unknown Author

On November 17, 2012, in a village near the city of 
Assiut, Egypt, a train crashed into a school bus killing 51 
children. These kinds of accidents have always been brushed 
aside as random acts of chance. The minister of transportation 
resigned as a result, and the families of the children were 
compensated financially. There was a huge public outcry, 
but eventually these children were forgotten.

The details of this accident that circulated on social 
networks were vivid. A video of a regretful father who, 

when asked the last thing he said to his son before he got 
on the bus, cried bitterly and said that he hit his son so that 
he would not miss the bus. Another video showed a girl, 
only nine years of age – one of the survivors – saying calmly 
on TV to the government, ‘You are all dogs’. A note circulated 
commenting on the price paid by the government to each 
family and comparing it to other more expensive items, 
like an iPhone or the front light of a Mercedes Benz. The 
image of the children wrapped in their shrouds. The cries 
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of the Revolution

of Cairo
All photographs by author

of the mothers who lost two, or three, or four children in 
that accident — one of them has been admitted to a 
psychiatric ward. And finally, a list of the dead children's 
names.

All the other details were very painful, but the list of 
names must have locked the deal in the artist's head. They 
wanted to paint these children. These children were killed 
by a corrupt system of governance. We started a revo- 
lution so that accidents like this would not happen again.  

The artist wanted to bring the children back to life.
The artist collected the names of the children and 

grouped them into boys, girls, and families. They wanted 
to paint the sisters and brothers who died together – so 
that they could come to life again on the streets of Cairo, 
together. They painted each child walking on a train railway. 
The children are painted in black but their wishes and 
dreams are painted in colour.
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Figure 2. Inside bubble (in red): 
Congratulations on the new paint. 
 Cairo, Egypt. 

Line 1, engraved in the paint:  
Fuck the Muslim Brotherhood
Line 2, engraved in the paint: They (the 
Muslim Brotherhood) are the terrorists

Figure 3. Inside bubble (in black by 
artist): Has illiteracy disappeared?  
Cairo, Egypt.

Line 1, sprayed in black: CC1 is a murderer 
Line 2, sprayed in white: Syria is free

Figure 4. Inside bubble (in black by 
artist): Has the revolution succeeded? 
Cairo, Egypt.

Line 1, sprayed in red:  
Morsi is my president
Line 2, sprayed in red: Islamic not Secular

Figure 5. Inside bubble (in black by 
artist): Not yet2 (covered in white).  
Cairo, Egypt. 

Line 1, sprayed in red:  
CC is a traitor and a murderer
Line 2, sprayed in green: Remember Allah

Figure 6. Inside bubble (in black by 
artist): Khalawees (Are done)?3 
Cairo, Egypt.

Line 1, sprayed in black: Do you know that 
Morsi is your president, Morsi is your 
president, Morsi is your president.

Figure 7. Inside bubble (in black by artist): 
Not yet? (in red): CC is a traitor.  
Cairo, Egypt. 

Line 1, sprayed in black: We are going to 
defeat frustration (defeat)

Figure 8. Inside bubble (in black by 
artist): Not yet? (in red): CC is a murderer. 
Cairo, Egypt. 

Line 1, sprayed in red: Nawal's Army4

Line 2, sprayed in red: Left Army5 ← Previus spread: 
Figure 1. Children painted on Ring-Road 
with empty bubbles, Cairo, Egypt.
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Figure 14. Inside bubble (in black by 
artist): not yet (covered in white).  
Cairo, Egypt.

Line 1, sprayed in black: CC is a traitor

Figure 9. Inside bubble (in black by artist): 
Are the roads clean? Cairo, Egypt.

Line 1, sprayed in black: CC is a traitor

Figure 10. Inside bubble (in black by 
artist): Not yet (covered in white).  
Cairo, Egypt.

Line 1, sprayed and engraved in paint:  
They (meaning the Muslim Brotherhood) 
are the terrorists
Line 2, sprayed in black and white:  
CC is a murderer

Figure 11. Inside bubble (in black by 
artist): has Egypt become heaven on 
earth? Cairo, Egypt.

Line 1, sprayed and engraved in paint: 
They (meaning the Muslim Brotherhood) 
are the terrorists
Line 2, sprayed in white: Egypt is Free

Figure 12. Inside bubble (in black by 
artist): has education improved?  
Cairo, Egypt.

Line 1, sprayed in green: Remember Allah

Figure 13. Inside bubble (in black by 
artist): not yet (covered in white). Cairo, 
Egypt.

Line 1, sprayed in black: Egypt is Islamic

ERASING THE MEMORY OF THE REVOLUTION ON THE STREETS OF CAIRO
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On January 25, 2013, the children of Assiut were painted 
on the walls of Cairo. Some of them appear alone to ask a 
question, like ‘I wish I grew up to be a princess’ or ‘I could 
have grown up to be a policeman or a scientist’. A sister calms 
her brother with a lullaby near a bus stop. The lullaby reads, 
‘Mother is on the way’ and her brother asks her, ‘Soon?’  
A little girl states that she has died and gone to heaven but 
they (meaning those responsible) are all going to hell.

In April 2013, the children were painted on the ring 
road of Cairo but this time the artist left the bubbles empty 
in the hope that someone passing by would fill them with 
their own dreams. For a while nothing happened. People 
would pass by the wall and nobody wrote anything. Then 
one night, the artist filled them in. The text in the bubbles 
made it seem as if the children were playing a game of hide 
and seek. So, one child would ask a question like: ‘did 
education improve?’ or ‘has Egypt become heaven on earth?’ 
and the next child would answer ‘not yet’, giving the message 
that none of the hopes of the revolution have come true yet.

On July 3, 2013, national religious figures along with 
the legal scholar Mohamed ElBaradei, General AbdulFattah 
al-Sisi, and several other army generals all appeared on 
television to announce the ousting of Mohamad Morsi from 
his post as president and to declare a new roadmap for 
Egypt.6 Pro-Morsi supporters flooded the streets in the 
thousands occupying two major squares, al-Nahdaa and 
Rabaa al-Adawiya Square. On August 14, 2013, the Egyptian 
army and security forces raided the two camps of Muslim 
Brotherhood protesters in Cairo. Initiatives to end the six-
week sit-ins by peaceful means had failed and the camps 
were cleared out within hours. The raids were described 
by Human Rights Watch as ‘one of the world’s largest kill-
ings of demonstrators in a single day in recent history’.7 

According to the NGO, a minimum of 817 people died during 
the dispersal. ‘However, according to the Egyptian Health 
Ministry, 638 people were killed on August 14 (of which 595 
were civilians and 43 police officers) and at least 3,994 
were injured.’8

Suddenly the paintings of the children of Assiut came 
to life and a conversation took place. The artist included 
the pre-coup and post-coup images of the same child with 
their name on their backpack as a reference to what 
happened in the country within the six months of when the 
children were first painted and when they were last 
documented in November 2013. The images on the left are 
from before the coup and the images on the right are from 
after the coup. (see Figures 2–14).

Many people refused to believe that what had happened 
was a military coup because in a way it was also the will of 
the people; people did go down to the streets in the millions 
demonstrating against the Muslim Brotherhood regime.  
A video circulated of General al-Sisi saying that he had no 
interest in anything except seeing Egypt as the best country 
in the world, that the army had no intentions of running the 
country, and that they were only concerned with realising 
the will of the people. General AbdulFattah al-Sisi resigned 
from his post as head of Egypt's armed forces in March 
2014 to announce that he would run for president.9 In May 
2014, al-Sisi was elected president with the overwhelming 
majority of votes in his favour.

On June 17, 2019, president Mohamad Morsi died due 
to a heart attack while undergoing trial for accusations of 
espionage. Al Jazeera (2019) reported that, ‘former president 
Morsi's death followed years of government mistreatment, 
prolonged solitary confinement, inadequate medical care, 
and deprivation of family visits and access to lawyers.’10 

Sarah Leah Whitson, executive director of Human Rights 
Watch's Middle East and North Africa division, tweeted 
that his death was ‘terrible but entirely predictable’.

The fact remains that police brutality, activist im-
prisonment and assassinations, as well as the silencing of 
opposition, have intensified. The examples are too many 
to be ignored. Will the people go down to the streets again? 
We do not know; so far some of the people are still happy 
with their ‘elected’ president, but the torture machine is 
still working. Part of society chooses to ignore the fact that 
injustice is being practiced against people who have views 
different from its own, but how long can this section of the 
public really ignore it? The road to justice is still long and 
the biggest battles are yet to be fought. Decades of corrupt-
ion will not disappear overnight. What we are left with is 
a journey and the realisation that this is a long term fight, 
and we may not live to see its fruits.

1 CC here meaning president 
Abdulfatah El-Sisi.

2 Lissa is a word said by children when 
they are playing hide and seek and 
are not ready to come out.

3 Khalawees is a word shouted by 
children when they are playing hide 
and seek, meaning did you hide? Are 
you done?

4 Nawal is a term used by the Muslim 
Brotherhood to call out the Egyptian 
army. Nawal is the name of a woman 
and also the name of an army 
general, Nawal elSaid, from the 1973 
October War. The term ‘Nawal's 
army’ emerged when president 
Anwar el-Sadat was asked about the 
date of the October war, and replied 

‘ask Nawal.’ Fundamentalist army 
officers assassinated el-Sadat on 
October 6, 1981. This video shows 
young men showing placards with the 
Rabaa sign (4 fingers up, as rabaa 
also means 4 in Arabic) identifying 
the June 30th 2013 massacre as a 
military coup, and calling out Nawal's 
Army, ‘Left Army’, like the graffiti 
sprayed on the wall: https://www.
youtube.com/watch?v=lb-Y6oOqa1w.

5 The word Shimal or ‘Left’ is 
vernacular Egyptian slang and in this 
context means gay.

6 The video ‘Dr. Mohammad 
al-Baradie's speech at the Armed 
Forces conference, July 3, 2013’ (in 
Arabic) can be seen here: https://
www.youtube.com/
watch?v=Wu1A79IpogA. The video 
‘Statement of the army's general 
leadership and Egyptian Armed 
Forces on the excommunication of 
President Mohammad Morsi, July 3, 
2013’ (in Arabic) can be seen here: 
https://www.youtube.com/
watch?v=dAssiYJLfL4. The video 
‘Sheikh al-Azhar excommunicating 
Morsi from rule, July 3, 2013’ (in 
Arabic) can be seen here: https://
www.youtube.com/
watch?v=UbAY5gvnXzU.

7 https://www.hrw.org/
news/2014/08/12/
egypt-rab-killings-likely-crimes-
against-humanity.

8 https://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/
August_2013_Rabaa_massacre.

9 The video ‘Sisi: I swear by Allah that I 
will not run for the presidency’ (in 
Arabic) can be seen here: https://
www.youtube.com/
watch?v=AhXZKNWG5jo.

10 Al Jazeera (2019) Morsi's death 
spotlights systematic mistreatment 
of prisoners: https://www.aljazeera.
com/news/2019/06/
morsi-death-spotlights-systematic-
mistreatment-
prisoners-190619111348984.html
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Figures 15 & 16. Panels before the coup and panels after the coup. Cairo, Egypt.

ERASING THE MEMORY OF THE REVOLUTION ON THE STREETS OF CAIRO
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In November 1989, I moved to Manchester. By the 
early nineties, Mancunian nightlife became my natural 
habitat – clubs and bars my home. I was a tourist in the 
daylight – when the sun was up, I bent the straight world. 
Homophobia was my theme tune and “Fucking Faggot!” 
was the chorus.

Sometimes I'd get angry and shout back. Mostly I'd 
hide, wither, fall back into my childhood self. I was catapulted 
to a time when I was panicked that my secret sexuality 
would unfurl in front of them. Shame and pride combined 
into a poisonous mix of self-loathing and anger, sadness, 
and sometimes despair. I sat with it, rarely expressing the 
way these micro-aggressions impacted on my daily life.

Tourist in  
the Daylight

Paul Harfleet, London

Paul Harfleet is a London based artist, writer, and designer. He formulated The Pansy 
Project in 2005 in Manchester, since then he has travelled across Europe, America, and 
most recently Canada. His first book, Pansy Boy, was short-listed for the Polari First Book 
Prize in 2018 and is available in independent bookshops. He is currently developing an 
exhibition with Homotopia Festival and St Helen's Libraries in Merseyside which opens 
in November 2019. Further information about his work can be found on thepansyproject.com.
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Paul Harfleet documenting pansies in Brussels, Belgium in 2014. Photograph ©Wen-Chi Su.

Early 2005, on another cold day in Manchester, I left 
Lamport Court. Two boisterous builders sat on a low brick 
wall. I looked at them silently hissing like a cat to a dog, “it's 
about time we went gay bashing again. Isn't it?”, they 
laughed. I melted into myself, tears welling. I shuffled away, 
hunched over, saying nothing. I continued through the day, 
trying not to dwell on it. Later I told my boyfriend, we shared 
the anger. “Let's go for a walk”, he said. We wandered 
through the streets. From the hedgerows a gaggle of youths 
appeared. They clocked our relationship and started 
throwing stones and insults. We exchanged worried glances 
and hurried away. Shaken, we carried on. 

We reached our destination, ‘The ‘B’ of the Bang’ by 
Thomas Heatherwick. Partially built, spiking into the sky, 
it would later be dismantled, a failed monument to the 
starter's gun. 

A man approached. “Do you have any spare change?” 
“No, sorry.” I responded. “You ladies have a nice day”, he 
said sarcastically. My boyfriend bristled, about to react. 

“Faggots!”, the man said under his breath. We hurried home. 
Defeated.

These three incidents had just enough threat to create 
the impetus for an artwork. I would pass the locations, 
recalling the experiences. There was an emotional response 

– the shame, the rage, the hatred, rolling off an empty 
roadside. 

My observations of floral memorials began to make 
a different kind of sense to me. I remembered the places 
I marched to protest Clause 28. How it felt to reclaim the 
streets on a pride march in the nineties on a trip to London. 
These were the ingredients that formed the work that would 
keep me busy for the next decade and beyond.
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“Don’t ask that guy – he wants to hang them all.” President Donald Trump comments on Vice President Mike Pence's views on gay rights. 
White House, Washington D.C., USA, 2018. Photograph ©Paul Harfleet.



67

I returned to painful places with a tray of pansies 
and a trowel, I nervously knelt, punctured the neglected 
turf, and placed a pansy in it. I pressed it into the ground 
and stood. I backed away, watching the flower bounce in 
the grey wind, like a jolly pink flag – it was instantly pleasing, 
like a balm. The flower had a personality, a demeanour 
that echoed my own. It felt small and gentle and easily 
ignored. 

Hundreds of pansies and fourteen years later, I stood 
in the shadow of Parliament Hill in Canada's capital in Major 
Hill's Park, pansy and trowel in hand. This place was once 
a renowned gay cruising ground. ‘Roll a queer’ was a term 
adopted by aggressors. It referred to the act of mugging, 
beating and then pushing men off the precarious cliffs that 
framed the park. In the summer of '89 countless attacks 
occurred, and as many as four men were killed. 

That summer, after his shift in Château Laurier, Alain 
Brosseau was walking home. Four men attacked him. He 
ran, they chased him through the park, dragged him to 
Alexandra Bridge, dangled him over the edge, and dropped 
him. “Nice shoes, Faggot!” were the last words Brosseau 
would hear. His body was found the next day in the river. 
Alain Brosseau was not gay, but his killers believed he was. 

For months, the LGBTQ2S+ community had been 
telling the police of the attacks. They did little. When a 
straight white man was killed, it was suddenly worthy of 
attention. Before long the slow process of educating the 
police began. Thirty years later the police have improved, 
but homophobia persists, even thrives.

“Nice Shoes, Faggot!” For Alain Brosseau. Alexandra Bridge, Ottawa, Canada, 2019. 
Photograph ©Paul Harfleet.

“Roll a Queer.” For Phillip Jennings. Major Hill's Park, Ottawa, Canada, 2019.
Photograph ©Paul Harfleet. 

“I think it's about time we went gay bashing again, isn’t it?” Grosvenor Street, Manchester, UK, 2005. 
Photograph ©Paul Harfleet.

TOURIST IN THE DAYLIGHT
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“Indistinct Abuse, Stone Throwing.” Gurney Street, Manchester, UK, 2005. Photograph ©Paul Harfleet.

Despite the apparent strides forward, being queer 
still merits attack. In June, 2019, The Guardian reported 
that ‘offences [have] doubled since 2014 against gay and 
lesbian people and trebled against trans people… The rate 
of LGBT hate crime per capita rose by 144% between 2013-
14 and 2017–18. In the most recent year of data, police 
recorded 11,600 crimes, more than doubling from 4,600 
during this period.’ 

Wherever I take The Pansy Project, I continue to find 
stories of violence and homophobia. When the project 
began, I naively believed that this work would gradually 
fade as society evolved into a final destination of acceptance. 
Alas the opposite appears to be true, as more black trans 
women are killed in America every day and beatings on 
public transport ripple through the press. 

Homophobia continues, and so shall I. 

“For Tyli’a ‘Nana Boo’ Mack.” Stabbed to death. 200 block of Q Street, N.W. Washington D.C., USA, 2018. Photograph ©Paul Harfleet.
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“Beaten.” Jayhawk Motel, 1004 N 3rd St, Lawrence, Kansas, USA, 2018. Photograph ©Paul Harfleet.

“Fucking Faggot!” Queen Street, Blackpool, UK, 2014. Photograph ©Paul Harfleet.
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ill Architecture was born from a desire to shine a 
light through the ‘conspiracy of blindness’ (Thompson, 2017) 
to the rubbish problem in Greater Manchester. Fly-tipping, 
the act of dumping waste items and materials in public 
space, is a problem in the city – as it is wherever the UK 
government's policy of austerity has decimated local 
services. Piles of wood, prone mattresses, spilt bags of 
rubbish, and more can be found everywhere from dead 
ends, to ginnels,  and residentia l  areas. In poorer 
neighbourhoods, it has simply become part of the street 
furniture.

ill Architecture recycles this detritus into temporary 
interventions, making the neglected spaces where dumping 
occurs impossible to ignore, thus forming new memories 
in each transient audience, both during the process of 
making the work, and for the lifetime of each piece thereafter.

The process of each work is an essential part of the 
piece, as they are executed in daylight and often in places 
with very high foot and vehicle traffic. Painting rubbish on 
public land is not illegal, but it is transgressive enough to 
elicit varied responses. This impulsive methodology engages 
publics in ways that sanctioned art cannot. I am often 
engaged in conversation by passers-by and stakeholders 
in the spaces in which I work. These chance encounters 

more readily reveal things about the spirit of place (genius 
loci). The genius loci uncovered whilst on site for many 
hours, across multiple visits, is one part of a multi-dimensional 
conversation with residents and the city, creating memories 
in forgotten places.

The project has grown into three distinct threads; 
works that illuminate the problem, those that imitate the 
immediate architecture the material was found in, and 
works that leave spaces immaculate. This third version, 
‘bin bag works’, uses yellow bin bags with a thick black line 
to illustrate the amount of time given over to cleaning a 
given area. If any design is completed without the material 
being taken away, I contact the local council to inform them 
of the rubbish on site. The life of each piece is then from 
that phone call or email until the material is disposed of.

Placemaking may wel l provide an ornamental 
gathering point in areas of gentrification, but the ephemerality 
of these temporary and sudden interventions – whilst 
disrupting the perceived lifespan of public art – can generate 
conversations around neglected space not otherwise heard, 
especially when executed in areas yet to be gentrified.  
ill Architecture is a viable and responsive alternative to the 
artwashing practices of placemaking.
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ill Architecture

Oliver East, Manchester
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Figure 2. Found bed frame, double 
glazed windows and spray paint. Ayres 
Road, Old Trafford, Greater Manchester, 
UK. Photograph ©Oliver East.

Small cars thumb their snotty nose at 

The puny speed humps. A scroat in 

Training holds a wheelie above

The women's headscarf. I'm followed 

By a surveillance van. We nod.

Figure 1. Bin bags and rubbish. St Michael's 
and Angel Meadow, Manchester, UK. 
Photograph ©Oliver East.

Each bag roughly twenty minutes 

Of litter picking in mazy

Runs under Mancunian Way

Combing grass verges of this proud 

Town that will tell anyone still.

Paying attention that ‘we do

Things different here’. All these sacks

O'shite beg to differ, sunshine

We do doorstep dumping as well

As the rest. Civic pride my arse.

First thing on a Sunday morning.

Armed with bags warning ‘offensive

Material’, I start clearing

A former homeless camp having

Arrived a day late to be of 

Any real use to the former 

Residents, whose temporary

Camp I had hoped to tidy. Light 

Green squares now dot one corner 

Of the park where tired bodies.

Lay the night before. With me in 

This urban plot, two young drunks and

One quiet man. He’ll drop to the floor

A kitchen knife from his trench coat

And apologise as he wraps 

It back in newspaper. One of 

The other lads will scope me out 

As Feds by bowling up to me 

And back to his butt strewn perch, where

I'm confirmed as ‘safe’ to his pal.
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Figure 3. Three found doors and spray paint. 
Maher Gardens, Greater Manchester, UK. 
Photograph ©Oliver East.

The sound of stuttering shuttle

Runs on loose stone and glass. Fitful

Legs between emptying cans and

The job at hand. Vacant thresholds

Persistently prone, they’re not fussed.

Arcade sky from Hulme to Moss Side

Covers, in sight, myself (clearly)

And the odd walker using lines

Warn down through small gaps in fences.

Going church, college or Asda.

Figure 4. Second visit. Maher Gardens, Greater 
Manchester, UK. Photograph ©Oliver East.

As heavy doors pirouette on

Corners before crashing down on

Uneven ground, flipping their brass

Handles to the young architect's

Desire to have them stand just so,

The man hopes this clumsy attempt

At spatial agency will at

Least tempt the students to bite and

Ask of his design on dormant

Place. But he's left to fuss alone.

Losing panes as planes to fill with

Each meet and great with floor and door,

The glass to grass ratio does

Naught for paws nor claims to turn

Ignored space to dynamic place.

Figure 5. Third visit. Maher Gardens, Greater 
Manchester, UK. Photograph ©Oliver East.

More and more like clowns as doors made

Up for shows for naught but those that

Knows short cuts and time. Time to spare

For dawdle and pace, getting to

Place one foot in front of t’other.

The guard doing laps of college

Grounds measures his gait so that each

Fly by abides by the same count

Of steps, give or take. He cares not

For what he's up to with them doors.

With fists of bags, black save for where

They’ve split and warned to spill colours

Running the gamut from Fisher-

Price pink to pilau white, the tank

Topped woman dumps them in plain sight.

NUART JOURNAL
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Shelves, I think. The audit’ll wait

Though as I'm blindsided by the 

Matriarch who dumped this shit, armed

With tea and biscuits plus pasta

And potatoes. I'm welcomed home.

The merry mother of three (that

I can see) stifles my questions 

As to why she's littered with Rich

Tea. Six biscuits to one brew. A

Treat to graft ratio askew.

At school runs I'm blessed by a crowd

Easily impressed. Saddled up,

They circle, at a distance mind.

Daylight transgression allows a 

handsome studio and soapbox.

When I return each morning my

Past inquisitors have left their 

Own marks on their new public art

As tyre treads and skids now top

The paint and scrape it from the wood.

From my lectern on the grass I 

Can lecture lithe young men in the   

Outfield as Pakistan take on

More Pakistan. Deep square leg gets 

An earful mid stuttering starts.

The Match of the Day theme plays (like

(a birthday card speaker system)

Across the streets of Old Trafford

As Mr Whippy, or a Sikh 

Sibling, parks by my feeder's house.

After accepting double pay

For a cider lolly so he’ll 

Reverse four feet so me photo's,

Just so, my audience figures 

Rise ninety-nine with a flake times.

Figure 6. Found wood and vinyl paint. 
Four consecutive visits to St Bride's 
Way, Old Trafford, Greater 
Manchester, UK.  
Photographs ©Oliver East.

Figure 7. 

Figure 8. 

Figure 9. 
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Figure 10. Found cushion, pillow, bungee 
cord and vinyl paint. John Street, Salford, UK. 
Photograph ©Oliver East.

John street should be prefixed with an 

‘Off’ or a ‘Back’ and take its name 

From a surrounding road, as to 

Bestow full-on road worthiness

On this moody stretch of cobbles

And a beauty of a blind wall,

Is, well, spot on, on reflection.

The buddleia, the red brick, grey

Flags are all very everyday.

Ordinary. Perfect. They’re ‘John’.

Figure 11. Found fridge and spray paint. 
Greenthorn Walk, Hulme, UK. 
Photograph ©Oliver East.

Between the first trip and the next

A stack of twenty-plus white bowls

Is left on the ersatz table.

Dictating the day's design, they

Find a new home before I'm back

For a third, on which I find a

Key ring with the portrait of a

kid, propped up in room in Hulme,

I assume. The vivid frigid

Box amplifying its return.

Figure 12. Found easel and spray paint. 
Salem Avenue, Toronto, Canada. 
Photograph ©Oliver East.

Trying my best to wait till that 

School bus rolls past again, so this

Thing works. Painting on the school run

But no joy. On frozen finger

Petting terms with local fingers though.

Figure 13. Bin bags and rubbish. 
Mancunian Way, Manchester, UK. 
Photograph ©Oliver East.

Toiletries and bags of bras, socks

And pants. Things we know where to find

At home and dry, lay here, piss wet

Through. Abandoned when told to do

One from this mint city of ours.

NUART JOURNAL
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Oliver East
As a dyslexic with attention deficit disorder, I'm forever exploring methods for betterment 
outside of a classroom and quickly. I have created many long walks with arbitrarily imposed 
restrictions to complete whilst figuring this out. I'm interested in walking as a creative 
act, and how one might create knowledge from this. I design situations that put myself or 
a project at risk of total failure, and then create work telling you how badly that went – such 
as walking from Helsinki to Tampere whilst drawing constantly. I currently use impromptu 
illustration as a means to expose issues regarding the ownership, demarcation, and 
governance of public space. I live and work in Manchester, UK.

Figure 14. Various shapes and lengths of found wood 
and spray paint. South Croston Street, Old Trafford, 
Greater Manchester, UK. Photograph ©Oliver East.

The sound of a busy timber 

Yard. Let's assume a Polish tongue 

Before our prejudice is kicked

To the kerb by Balkan banter

Labouring Man U's loss last night.

‘You-Nigh-Teed’, peppered with childish 

Jeers, starts keeping metronomic

Time with reversing signals from 

Lorries backing in to pick up

Or drop off all the wood you’d need.

Broken English across the yard 

May be why our ‘Anyone but 

United’ friend is taking this

Slight and running with it. Leaning

Half out his cab, grin breaching ‘tache.

ILL ARCHITECTURE

Reference
Thompson, M. (2017) Rubbish theory: the 
creation and destruction of value London: 
Pluto Press.
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Traces from the Past:  
Ghost Buildings  
in Brussels

I moved from Helsinki to Brussels at the turn of the millennium. To make sense of the new environment, I started 
to photograph the visual scenery and statements of the city. I took my first photo of a ghost building in 2010 – a crumbling 
tile wall with distinct painted rectangles that outlined the walls of a flat in Molenbeek, Brussels. This spurred me to notice 
palimpsests around the city. 

Riitta Oittinen, Brussels
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Ghost buildings are buildings that do not exist anymore, and have only a ‘negative’ or non-existent presence.  
They are memorials of things lost. This phenomenon has been called, among other things, an architectural fossil, phantom, 
or palimpsest. Each term refers to the ghostly remains of buildings, or parts of other buildings that are still apparent 
on adjacent structures (Ephemeral New York, 2017; Madrid no Frills, 2017; Spencer, 2017).

Architectural palimpsests, abandoned places and ghost buildings have also been the focus of photographers such 
as Thom and Beth Atkinson, Marcus Buck, José Antonio Millán, Thomas Monses, and Xenmate who have each produced 
thematic series on this theme (Dornob Staff, no date given; Kohlsted, 2017; Tonkin, 2015), while the artist Flavia Mielnik 
has drawn furniture and household objects on ghost buildings (Helm, 2012). Some have noticed that demolition exposes 
‘accidental paintings’ by revealing colourful abstract formations of past houses. In online discussions, people associate 
these paint traces with the works of Joan Miró, Gordon Matta-Clark, Clay Ketter, Clyfford Still, and Richard Diebenkorn. 

Ghost buildings can stand for greed, neglect, change, destruction, and the general passing of time. They are like 
a missing tooth that has left a hole in your smile. They contain a touch of history and nostalgia, and also a hint or promise 
of the future – the void might later house a new building, car park, or leisure area. There is cruelty in ghost buildings, 
too, as they reveal private choices not meant to be seen by others. From these remnants one can try to guess who the 
previous occupants were and what their lives were like. 

TRACES FROM THE PAST
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All photographs were taken by the author in Brussels (2010–2019).

There are four overlapping types of ghost building. The first type consists of clear marks of past housing and 
room divisions: paint, ceramic tiles, wallpaper, kitchen cupboards, fire places, or toilet facilities. Removed stairs leave 
a mark where the painted wall surface stopped. The second type is exemplified by the silhouette of a demolished house 
that is visible in the walls of a building left standing. You may trace doors or windows that have been covered with bricks. 
In the third case, structures left by a demolished house are scaffolded, supported, insulated, or protected in ways that 
leave the outlines of the demolished building traceable. The fourth variation results from a visual intervention. A wall 
left by the removed house has been covered by a mural or an artistic installation. More commonly, these markings are 
unofficial, and take the form of graffiti or posters. Plants such as vines and climbers can have a similar effect.

There is a visual sameness in ghost buildings around the globe (Meier, 2013). They are eyesores and open wounds 
in the cityscape. At the same time, they exude a strange melancholic beauty and ask questions about city planning, 
regulation, and land use. Encountering them stimulates your imagination to grasp past lives, actions, and histories. 

Riitta Oittinen is a social historian (MA) who lectured at the University of Helsinki for over ten years. She lives in Brussels 
where she divides her time between research, science journalism, and projects that combine research and art. Oittinen's 
work often combines research with photography. She has been involved in the planning of exhibitions in museums, 
galleries and pop up spaces, and her research, documentary photos and artworks have been published in journals, 
books, and online. They have also featured in group exhibitions in Belgium, Canada, China, Estonia, Finland, France, 
Germany, Great Britain and the USA.
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The ephemerality of wall art offers the opportunity to follow interwoven stories by recording the evolution of 
particular sites over a period of time. Indeed, by taking a methodologically planned approach to the longitudinal photo-
documentation of chosen sites, an as yet small number of researchers have been able to draw conclusions about, for 
instance, the positive impact of graffiti (Andron, 2013), the effects of social media on graffiti's aesthetic features 
(MacDowall, 2016), and the existence of ‘conversations’ that take place between walls, artists, writers, and the wider 
community (Hansen & Flynn, 2015; Hale, 2018).

Wall story

Megan Hicks, Western Sydney University

An eleven-year  
visual record

of a street art  
site in Sydney

In a small series of photographs taken on six days between 2008 and 2019, I have recorded stages in the 
transformation of markings on part of an inner suburban wall in Sydney, from stencil art, through tags and other forms 
of graffiti, to the present-day large scale artwork. My study differs from those cited above in that the longest of these 
lasted 500 days (MacDowell, 2016), whereas my series covered a period of eleven years. However another significant 
difference is that my photographs were not taken with any methodical regularity. Instead I took them whenever I saw 
that there had been a noticeable change, thus missing some of the more subtle modifications to the wall over time.  
This means that I could not analyse short term ‘conversations’ in the way that the other researchers have done. 

However, as Hale (2018: n. p.) has pointed out, individual agglomerations of graffiti contribute to ‘the palimpsest 
of the urban environment’ and form ‘part of a complex ‘graffitiscape’ comprising networks of actors, from graffiti artists 
to local businesses, municipal contractors, artists, and civic and national institutions’. So, with the help of various sources, 
and some local knowledge, I have been able to retrospectively trace and describe some of the environmental factors 
that influenced – and in turn were reflected in – the changes in the wall markings. And by poring over the photographs 
I took on each of the six days, I have found details that I did not originally notice. 
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Figure 1. Alfalfa House, Newtown, Australia, 2019. Photograph ©Megan Hicks.

Figure 2. Little Diver. Banksy. Alfalfa House, Newtown, Australia, 2008.
Photograph ©Megan Hicks.

The wall in question is in Phillip Street, on the corner 
of the Enmore Road shopping strip and near the juncture 
of Enmore and the better known inner west hub of Newtown, 
in New South Wales, Australia. It is the clearly visible 
sidewall of Alfalfa House, an organic food cooperative that 
opened in 1981. The co-op has continued to do business 
since then despite (or because of) the gradual gentrification 
of the local area and the development of Enmore Road as 
a destination for non-locals. Nearby laneways have become 
famous for their large-scale street art, the old Enmore 
Theatre opposite Alfalfa House has burgeoned as a comedy 
and live music venue, and many of the other shops on the 
strip have been renovated as bars, cafes, and eateries. 

 
 

In mid-2008, I photographed a fading piece of Banksy graffiti 
on the then paintless sidewall of Alfalfa House. It was a 
version of the UK artist's ‘Little Diver’ stencil and he would 
have made it in 2003 during a secretive visit to Sydney.  
I had often noticed the stencil but the main focus of my 
urban explorations lay elsewhere. It was not until 2008, 
when global interest in Banksy was heightened, that I finally 
decided to take a photograph before the stencil faded any 
further.

Only a few people knew about Banksy's brief visit to 
Australia and while the whereabouts of some of his stencils 
in Melbourne were known, it was curious that so little 
attention had been paid to this one in a fairly busy street 
in Sydney, especially as one of his works on a wall in London 
had sold for some thousands of pounds in early 2008. But 
by November 2008, Enmore's Little Diver had finally received 
attention. The names ‘Vice’ and ‘Quid’ had been sprayed 
over his helmet, but it is not possible to say whether this 
had been done out of ignorance or defiance.

NUART JOURNAL
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Figure 3. Little Diver. Banksy; Vice; Quid. Alfalfa House, 
Newtown, Australia, 2008. Photograph ©Megan Hicks.

Figure 4. Little Diver. Banksy; Vice; Quid; Unknown artists. Alfalfa House, 
Newtown, Australia, 2009. Photograph ©Megan Hicks.

It could be that an article in the Sydney Morning 
Herald newspaper earlier that year had stirred up interest 
in the work. Even though the journalist had acknowledged 
that ‘Graffiti artists keep the whereabouts [of Banksy's 
Sydney works] secret because there are fears the rocketing 
price of Banksy's work means they might be broken out of 
the walls on which they are painted’, nevertheless he had 
been quite specific about the location of the Little Diver in 
Enmore (Jinman, 2008).

 In January 2009, two months after my previous visit, 
I returned to photograph the same section of wall. By now 
it was covered with tags, stencils, paste-ups, and paper 
notices. The ‘Vice’ and ‘Quid’ tags had initiated an onslaught 
and the Little Diver, which had remained untouched for five 
years, was now barely discernible under a vertically written 
red tag.

WALL STORY
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Figure 5. Unknown artists. Alfalfa House, Newtown, Australia, 2010. 
Photograph ©Megan Hicks.

Figure 6. Love Food Hate Waste. Province Studio. Alfalfa House, 
Newtown, Australia, 2012. Photograph ©Megan Hicks.

Over a year later, in September 2010, paper paste-
ups and notices now seriously outnumbered new spray-
painted works and covered many of the old ones. The 
Banksy stencil was gone. Glued over its faint remnants 
there were three hand-painted, hardboard plaques. All of 
them had been sprayed over with swirls or crosses, but it 
was possible to read, thickly painted on the middle one, 
‘Banksy woz ere/But now invisible/Lisa Marie Smith’. The 
wording and font style paid homage to the inscription on a 
symbolically vandalised Little Diver stencil in Melbourne. 
In Flinders Lane, around December 2008, silver paint had 
been poured down the back of a perspex sheet meant to 
protect the stencil, and ‘Banksy woz ere’ had been painted 
over the perspex. The lowest of the three plaques on the 
Alfalfa wall was a footnote to the one above it, a pink triangle 
that read ‘Invisible one’, with a halo over the ‘one’.

When I next photographed this patch of wall in 
February 2012, nearly everything, including the Little Diver, 
had disappeared under a wall-length mural, although the 
damaged outline of the hardboard ‘Banksy woz ere’ plaque 
and the ‘Invisible one’ triangle were still visible beneath 
the grey paint. The mural, painted by design collective 
Province Studio some months earlier had been commissioned 
by the local council for the Love Food Hate Waste campaign, 
whose message, not at all coincidentally, was congruent 
with the philosophy of Alfalfa House. 

Designed to depict the seasons, with the dull colours 
of the section over the Banksy space representing winter 
produce, the mural's repetitive geometry made it unlike 
any other local work of street art. But, aesthetic considerations 
aside, in covering over what went before the mural had 
crossed a line, from informal graffiti to commissioned art, 
and the local council had become a player in the wall's 
dramatic narrative. 

NUART JOURNAL
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Figure 7. Phibs. Alfalfa House, Newtown, Australia, 2019. 
Photograph ©Megan Hicks.

Figure 8. Phibs and unknown artist. Alfalfa House, Newtown, Australia, 2019. 
Photograph ©Megan Hicks.

My latest photographs, taken in February 2019, show 
that the length of the Alfalfa House wall is now covered by 
an extensive work in gelato colours by internationally-
recognised local street artist Phibs. For whatever reason, 
by 2015 the Love Food Hate Waste mural had become 
redundant and the owners of Alfalfa House applied to be 
part of Perfect Match, an annual programme in which the 
local council pairs street artists with property owners. It 
is a scheme initiated by the council to ‘tackle unwanted 
graffiti’ and it capitalises on the area's reputation for large-
scale street art. 

Towards the end of that year, a match between Phibs 
and Alfalfa House was consummated and the Phillip Street 
wall became an item on the itinerary of walk-cycle-bus 
tours of Sydney's inner west street art. At the foot of the 
wall the surface of the triangular ‘Invisible one’ plaque has 
been knocked off since the Phibs work went up but, underneath 
the layers of paint, words on the damaged middle plaque 
can still be read in relief: ‘ere/But now invisible/Lisa Marie 
Smith’.

Since its launch in 2014, the Perfect Match graffiti 
prevention programme has continued to expand with an 
increasing number of new street art commissions completed 
each year. They are spread across the Inner West local 
government area, the majority of them clustered around 
Newtown and Enmore, and several of them by Phibs. The 
council boasts that the scheme has been embraced by 
artists, residents, businesses, property owners, and 
community. Plus, of course, day trippers to the area. 

But that is not the end of the Alfalfa House wall story. 
On the pale oval shape, just above and to the left of where 
the Little Diver once stood, there is a small, indecipherable 
message tentatively scribbled in black. Even the popular 
Phibs is not immune to overwriting. 

WALL STORY
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Megan Hicks is a freelance museum consultant and an Adjunct Fellow with the Urban 
Research Program at Western Sydney University. Her research interests include museums 
and heritage sites, the visualisation of cities and suburbs, writing seen in public places, 
urban imaginaries, and the pavement as a cultural artefact. Her blog Pavement graffiti 
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Andron, Sabina (2013) ‘100 days of Leake 
Street’ Sabina Andron [Online], https://
sabinaandron.com/leake-street/.

Fairbank, Toby (2013) ‘Banksy’ 
allThoseShapes [Online] http://
allthoseshapes.com/banksy_street-art/. 

Hale, Alex (2018) ‘Is 52 weeks enough? 
Unsettling archaeology with graffiti 
recording’ Graffiti Review [Online] 
http://graffitireview.com/
is-52-weeks-enough-unsettling-
archaeology-with-graffiti-recording.

Hansen, Susan & Flynn, Danny (2015) 
‘Longitudinal photo-documentation: 
recording living walls’ Street Art and 
Urban Creativity, 1: 26-31.

Houghton, Janae (2018) ‘The painter 
painted: Melbourne loses its treasured 
Banksy’ The Age [Online] https://www.
theage.com.au/national/
the-painter-painted-melbourne-loses-
its-treasured-banksy-20081213-6xzy.
html.

Jinman, Richard (2008) ‘Details emerge 
of Banksy's Sydney visit’ Sydney 
Morning Herald [Online]  
https://www.smh.com.au/
entertainment/art-and-design/
details-emerge-of-banksys-sydney-
visit-20080117-gdrx5q.html.

MacDowall, Lachlan (2016) ‘A boneyard 
of data: graffiti and street art's 
temporalities’ Street Art and Urban 
Creativity, 2: 48-59.

Pike, Laura & Dadak, Anne-Louise 
(2011) ‘Love food hate waste’ Province 
[Online] http://www.provincestudio.
com.au/love-food-hate-waste.

(No author stated) (2003?) ‘A 
warehouse for Banksy and Shepard 
Fairey (Obey)’ SemiPermanent [Online] 
https://www.semipermanent.com/
projects/banksy-shepard-fairey. 

(No author stated) (2008) ‘Banksy works 
snapped up at street art auction’ ABC 
News [Online] https://www.abc.net.au/
news/2008-02-06/
banksy-works-snapped-up-at-street-
art-auction/1034074. 

(No author stated) (2017) ‘Inner West 
residents embrace Perfect Match’  
Inner West Council [ONLINE] https://
www.innerwest.nsw.gov.au/about/
news/media-releases/2017-media-
releases/inner-west-residents-
embrace-perfect-match. 

(No author stated) (2019) ‘Perfect 
Match: Council plays Cupid again!’  
Inner West Council [Online] https://www.
innerwest.nsw.gov.au/live/living-arts/
arts-and-cultural-programs/
perfect-match. 

(No author stated) (2015) ‘Perfect Match 
street art for the Inner-West’ Sydney 
Morning Herald [Online] https://www.
smh.com.au/entertainment/
perfect-match-street-art-for-the-inner-
west-20150802-40c46.html.

NUART JOURNAL

References 



89NUART JOURNAL 2019 VOLUME 2  NUMBER 1 89–97

On May 12, 1989, New York's Metropolitan Transport-
ation Authority officially declared that the war on graffiti 
was over. The last graffitied train had been cleaned, or 
buffed. (MTA, 2014)

In 1992, only three years after the end of the glorious 
style wars on the New York subway, the first documented 
metro train was painted in Rome, Italy. At first the transport 
company cleaned the sporadic pieces appearing overnight, 
but as the number of graffiti writers grew and they found 
more places to paint, above or below ground, their pieces 
started to run. Like in the Big Apple only a few years earlier, 
trains were not cleaned and graffiti travelled through and 
under the city, back and forth, shining its flashy colours 
daily to hundreds of thousands of Roman commuters and 
tourists who came to the Eternal City to witness firsthand 
its ancient history and glory.

ROMAN GRAFFITI

A STUDY OF 
DETERIORATION  

AND STRATIFICATION 
ON SUBWAY TRAINS 

(1992–2019)

Jonathan Levin, Rome



90

This unique situation where graffiti lives relatively 
untouched for years at a time, represents in the collective 
memory of graffiti writers worldwide how subway graffiti 
should be. In most countries, graffiti is immediately cleaned 
off the trains and the public never gets to see the graffiti 
writers’ creations. But more importantly, the writers 
themselves only rarely see their pieces running, and usually 
only for an extremely short time, if at all. Seeing one's 
name run up and down the city for months and years on 
end together with the names of the multitude of other writers 
sharing the same subway system, and seeing the trains 
gradually fill up with every colour imaginable like gigantic 
rolling canvases, is an experience to behold, so shocking 
and powerful, that word soon spread outside of Rome and 
Italy, attracting the first foreigners who, starting in 1994, 
travelled there to experience in person that bygone New 
York feeling of breathing in a completely painted subway 
system. German, Dutch, French, and Spanish writers, 
among others, began visiting on a regular basis, bringing 
with them their experience, different styles and taste, and 
considerably influencing the mentality and attitude of local 
writers. Rome soon became the main destination for subway 
writers from all over the world. (Figure 1. ‘SHIT's RUNNIN!’ 
written in green above the windows by Nesh from Austria, 
indicating his excitement in seeing the completely painted 
trains running. Below, a piece by a Berlin writer, and a 
tag in yellow by Oval, another Austrian. Lido line, Rome, 
Italy, 1996. Photograph ©David Busby.)

From the mid-'90s onwards the situation evolved 
considerably. Many different crews of writers sprang up 

around the city, with every line being regularly painted.  
The Lido line in particular, which goes to the seaside, was 
so heavily hit, that all clean space quickly filled up and 
writers started routinely painting over each other's works, 
resulting in the stratification, or layering of the graffiti on 
the sides of the trains. The rest of the metro lines eventually 
suffered the same fate, as did all of the other suburban 
train lines connecting Rome to towns in the Lazio region.

Since then, Rome's subway cars have been painted 
over and over in a mad struggle to attain visibility, in an 
attempt to stay afloat in the suffocating, alienating chaos 
of everyday city life that has reflected as a suffocating 
visual chaos on the sides of the trains. (Figure 2. Apart 
from the Romans Gast, Jn, Hiom, Konos, Far, MDF, and 
Chiz, also present here are Parisian writers Fuzi, Vans, 
Siter 1, and Gaz, as well as Honet and Opak who came 
on a separate occasion. Lido line, Rome, Italy, 1996. 
Photograph ©Jonathan Levin. Figure 3. B-line and Lido 
line trains crossing over a bridge in the S. Paolo district. 
Rome, Italy, 2012. Photograph ©Jonathan Levin.) 

Due to the ephemeral nature of this phenomenon, 
graffiti writers routinely document their creations. Rome's 
subway cars have been photographed again and again at 
irregular time intervals by each generation in the attempt 
to capture and document the graffiti present on the trains 
in their time. (Figure 4. Writers photographing an A-line 
train running over the Nenni Bridge which crosses the 
Tiber River. Writers: THE, Lit, Jn, Men, Genews, Reo, 
Dome, Esor, Wies. Rome, Italy, 2001. Photograph ©Marco 
Lanzoni.)
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Figure 5

Figure 7

Figure 6

Figure 8
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So, the focus of my work has been essentially archival, 
having digitised the photo collections of dozens of individuals 
revolving around the Roman metro. Thousands of photographs 
taken with a myriad of different photo cameras, amateurish 
or professional, analogical or digital, and shot in many 
different situations: in sunlight or in shade, from close up 
or far away, by day or by night, sideways or frontally.

By organising these images by train line, year, author, 
and most importantly, carriage number, I have been able 
to identify and reconstruct different moments in time for 
hundreds of these subway cars.

One thing is immediately apparent: not only do the 
surfaces of the carriages repeatedly change aesthetically, 
but in particular, the graffiti itself also transforms, gradually 
deteriorating by way of various natural and human causes.

Additionally, the more time passes, the more probable 
it is that several of these causes or dynamics may be present 
concurrently on the same subway car, adding up cumulatively 
and thus determining its resulting aesthetic appearance.

This transformational quality is part of the very 
essence of this graffiti that slowly gets old and eventually 
dies just like its creators. One could say that these graffiti 
works live a life of their own.

Below are listed the different natural and human 
dynamics accompanied by examples of their photographic 
documentation. The multiple-photo layouts show the same 
subway cars over time at irregular intervals, and the images 
are to be read from top to bottom, where the first one is 
farthest back in time, and the last one is most recent in 
time. Dates represent years when photos were shot, which 
may or may not correspond to the year the graffiti was 
painted.

NATURAL FACTORS:
Whitening: the graffiti is exposed to the action of the 

sun, and this causes the paints to gradually become whitish 
or lighter in colour. (Figure 5. Writer: Poison. Lido line, 
Rome, Italy, 2007 & 2014. Photographs ©Davide Mancini 
& ©Jonathan Levin. Figure 6. Writer: Stand. B-line, Rome, 
Italy, 1996 & 1999. Photographs ©Emiliano Cataldo, 
©Jonathan Levin.)

Darkening: soot, grease, dust, and general filth tend 
to darken the graffiti over time. Colours lose their brilliance 
and luminosity, becoming sombre. (Figure 7. Writer: Jn. 
B-line, Rome, Italy, 1996 & 1999. Photographs ©Jonathan 
Levin. Figure 8. Writer: Ver. B-line, Rome, Italy, 2005 & 
2012. Photographs ©Andrea Rodolico & ©Jonathan 
Levin.) 

Discolouring: the colours may discolour (physically 
disappear from the surface), especially metallic colours 
such as gold or silver. Red paints can also be especially 
susceptible to this dynamic. (Figure 9. Silver paint 
disappears completely, showing train's original orange-
gray livery. Writers: Was, Starsky, Endone, Esor, Rote. 
A-line, Rome, Italy, 1994 & 2004. Photographs ©Emiliano 
Cataldo & ©Davide Mancini. Figure 10. The red and 
fuchsia discolour significantly, especially on the blue 
doors made of smooth plastic where the paint adheres 
less effectively than on the rest of the textured metal 
surface of the carriage. Writers: Kare, Poo, Des, Lash, 
Kaio, Cronz, Stan, End, Boom. B-line, Rome, Italy, 2004, 
2012 & 2017. Photographs ©Jonathan Levin, ©Cristiano 
Di Domenico & ©Jonathan Levin.)

HUMAN FACTORS:
Buffing: systematic removal of paint from train 

windows with acids that damage the graffiti below. This is 
one of the most common dynamics encountered. Partial 
or complete removal from train cars with these chemicals.
(Figure 11. Removal of paint from windows. Graffiti work 
is almost completely destroyed. Writers: Des, Gast. 
B-line, Rome, Italy, 2004 & 2007. Photographs ©Andrea 
Rodolico. Figure 12. Paint removed from windows and 
from where buttons to open doors are located to ensure 
commuters can find them (blue rectangles). Writer: One. 
B-line, Rome, Italy, 1997 & 1999. Photographs ©Daniele 
Carlucci & ©Jonathan Levin. Figure 13. Car with graffiti 
on it (top image) and after its complete removal (bottom 
image). Black tags beside the car number (centre, top) 
that survived cleaning, and orange and silver tags on 
the motor below are proof both images are of the same 
side of the subway car. Adhesive livery depicting the 
Colosseum, St. Peter's Basilica, the Altar of the Fatherland, 
and the Trevi Fountain, all famous Roman monuments. 
Writers: Nriu, Carne, Scream, PMS, Kediz, Fuzi (Paris), 
WPA, Wine. B-line, Rome, Italy, 2017 & 2018. Photographs 
©Jonathan Levin.) 

Application of adhesive films: the transport company 
applies adhesive films to completely wrap train cars in an 
attempt to cover the graffiti which is not cleaned beforehand.
(Figure 14. Car with graffiti on it (top image) and after 
application of adhesive film (bottom image) featuring 
what might look like graffiti at first glance, but is really 
a commercial advertisement. Writers: ZTK. B-line, Rome, 
Italy, 1995 & 2004. Photographs ©Jonathan Levin.)

Accumulation: the writers’ tags, throw-ups, and 
pieces gradually fill up all clean space on the subway cars 
in a random and arbitrary manner. This is actually only 
partially true, as this dynamic is also heavily determined 
by the various interactions between graffiti writers, and 
by their codes of conduct that often result in episodes of 
crossing out, or stratification. (Figure 15. Writers: Bam5, 
Che, Teach and Zomby and Fume (London), Math 
(Amsterdam). Rome, Italy, 1995, 1996 & 1999. Photographs 
©Emiliano Cataldo, ©David Busby & ©Jonathan Levin.)

Stratification: differences in style, mentality, or 
outlook – often resulting in conflicts between writers – can 
cause them to paint over each other's works. But as all 
clean space on the sides of the trains fil ls up, graffiti 
inevitably stratifies if writers want to keep up their activity.

It is not only graffiti writers who cross each other 
out, but the security guards protecting the depots too, who 
have often written insults and threats on graffiti works with 
spray cans left there during chases. Some of them have 
even chosen pseudonyms just like the writers themselves. 
(Figure 16. Details of the painted explosion on the upper 
half where the windows are located allow identification 
that it is the same subway car. Writers: Men, Syla, Jn, 
Skee and Oase and Set (Amsterdam), Noia, Ver, Kare, 
Pim. Rome, Italy, 1999, 2000, 2000 & 2000. Photographs 
©Jonathan Levin & ©Andrea Rodolico. Figure 17. Three 
security guards use their pseudonyms: Doc Verga, Ronny, 
and Lulas to cross out a CAPUT MUNDI wholecar with 
tags and an insult, translation: “POISON EXCREMENT” 
Writers: Reps, Poison, Kripoe (Berlin), Moke. Rome, 
Italy, 2011 & 2012. (Photograhs ©Poison & ©Jonathan 
Levin.) 
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Figure 13
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This year marks the 25th anniversary of Juxtapoz 
magazine. How did Juxtapoz move from being a 
small alternative art magazine to a multi-platform 
entity? 

Evan Pricco: 25 years ago, Juxtapoz was founded by 
pop-surreal artist Robert Williams, who at the time had 
established himself as a bit of an underground art legend 
in Los Angeles, and had started a mag called Art Alternatives. 
That did not last, as a lot of magazines don't – the fact that 
we're celebrating 25 years is actually quite amazing, 
considering we're an independently owned magazine.

Anyhow, Robert had been in a really seminal art show 
at the MOCA in Los Angeles called Helter Skelter, and what 
he noticed there is that he was perceived as this ‘underground 
comic’ who wasn't getting the appreciation, or the attention, 
or the critical study of his work that his contemporaries 
were. And it kind of felt like he was being left out. 

Magazines and establishments like Art Forum and 
Art America dominated the art lexicon for almost a hundred 
years in America. And we were always told what art is  

important, and what art you are supposed to go see, but 
what Robert wanted to do was to create an art magazine, 
and an art history, that celebrated the art that we live with. 
That means the comic books, the rock posters, the album 
covers, the graffiti – all of these art movements that were 
not getting an art history established along with them. 

So, the first years of Juxtapoz were basically a 
celebration of these alternative art communities – but they 
were also predominantly about the things that people already 
knew. I mean, people knew about Michael Jackson album 
covers, but they didn't know Mark Ryden had created them. 
These little things that we live with that don't get any credit 
for being art. 

And that's how we connected to street art later on 
– Juxtapoz was giving a voice to movements that weren't 
necessarily getting a critical, or an art historical, academic 
presentation – which is important.

Evan Pricco on 
Juxtapoz Magazine: 

An interview with Evan Pricco, 
Editor-in-Chief of Juxtapoz Magazine

25 years of 
Art & Culture

NUART JOURNAL 2019 VOLUME 2  NUMBER 1 100–103



101JUXTAPOZ MAGAZINE

So, 25 years ago, this was the very first issue? 
You must have been in high school then? 

Yeah, I was in junior high at that point – so, no I wasn't 
working for Juxtapoz yet! But I was lucky that I grew up in 
San Francisco to parents that had psychedelic rock posters 
in the house growing up, and who had bought comic books 
from people like Robert Crumb in the streets of San Francisco 
back in the ‘60s. So, I was lucky to have a certain kind of 
visual history. But I didn't know who any of the artists were, 
and it wasn't until I met Robert Williams and his friends 
that I started learning about this stuff.

Obviously, stylistically, things have changed quite a 
bit since the grotesque of pop-surrealism in 1994. There is 
a striking difference to the way that the cover of Juxtapoz 
looks now, but the whole point of what we're still trying to 
do is to make sure that all of the art that is happening in 
the world is connected, and that you don't necessarily have 
to have some sort of separation between high and low 
cultures. We have always tried not to make a distinction 
between high and low, the way some publications do.

So, issue 73 was the first one you worked on?

Yes, this was my first issue. My first assignment 
at Juxtapoz was to organise a photo shoot with Dennis 
Hopper, who was one of my heroes. I almost had a nervous 
breakdown on the phone with him.

But the really important thing about this issue is the 
cover. Swoon was a such big moment for art magazines. 
This was the first time we had put a street artist on the 
cover. And at the time we faced a little bit of a backlash for 
doing that. Because, traditionally it has been all about 
painting. But all of a sudden, we were putting a wheatpaste 
installation on the cover of Juxtapoz and I think everybody 
had pretty much a nervous breakdown that we were going 
to ruin the magazine. But I think that it was important not 
only to have Swoon on the cover, but also to establish street 
art as something that needs to be part of the Juxtapoz 
language that we have tried to establish.

Juxtapoz Issue 73, 2007. ©Juxtapoz Magazine.

Juxtapoz Issue 1, 1994. ©Juxtapoz Magazine.
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How has Juxtapoz changed since your first issue?

In 2006, all we had was a shitty website. Fast forward 
to 2019, and Juxtapoz does about 25 different things. We've 
got a bookstore, a gallery, a magazine, a website, an Insta-
gram, a Facebook, a Twitter – we have a clothing line, we 
do books, we do events every single year. The nature of 
what we're doing – and what all these scenes are doing – 
has changed so much. It's not just about a magazine, it's 
not just about a website telling you about what's happening, 
it's about creating your own culture. And we try to go to 
the most well established art events, like Art Basel, and 
then to create our own little universe outside of that universe 
– we try to make people feel comfortable with art. Because 
the way that art is still explained to people is that, ‘it's not 
really for you’. 

In every single issue, we're trying to have an honest 
conversation with people about what's actually happening 
in the art world. It just so happens, that in 2019, that conver-
sation needs to be across about 15 different platforms, 
every single day, at all times. 

How have you created space for art and culture 
outside of the magazine itself?

Ten years ago, when we celebrated our 15th anniversary, 
we did a fundraiser where we created art residency programs 
in Detroit, where we took a lot of homes that were being 
foreclosed on, and bought them and gave them to artists 
to create bodies of work and to use as studios for the year. 
It's an ongoing thing – it's happening, still today. It's this 
idea of creating a space and place for creativity to happen 
outside of a print publication – and if we have the platform 
to do it, we feel like we should do it. We feel like it's the 
artists that run the magazine. It's not just the five of us that 
put it together – there is only five of us, by the way! – it's 
about establishing a good thing for artists, because they 
give us so much. 

In 2015, we were asked by the Times Square Alliance 
to create an art object in Times Square for two weeks, so 
we created an old fashioned news stand, where we had 
artists take it over for the day and sell products and prints, 
and it turned into an art activation zone in the middle of the 
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most corporate environment in the world. But the great 
thing about it was that people were so convinced it was a 
real newsstand, they would come up to us and ask for gum 
and cigarettes and newspapers all day long. We ended up 
selling cigarettes and gum to people. You've got to create 
an alternative economy for yourself! 

So, you can get into these really established places 
and do something unique, and you can do something that's 
going to have an impact and that's going to kind of confuse 
people – and that's totally fine. And that's our version of 
what the street artists do.

Print magazines seem to be becoming extinct – 
how has Juxtapoz survived?

So, last year we went from a monthly to a quarterly. 
Not necessarily to combat falling print sales, but mostly 
because we wanted to create more projects outside of the 
print magazine, to keep the momentum going. They're 
projects that allow us to keep the magazine alive, and also 
make the print product a little bit more archival and a little 

bit more special for people, and maybe to do stories that 
are a little bit more special too. Because when you are a 
small staff putting something on every month, you end up 
focusing just on that, and in the blink of an eye it's been ten 
years. So, we took a step back to focus on doing better things.

Again, it's really a lot easier when you're independently 
owned, and you're not a corporation that thinks about cuts 
and the balance sheets every single issue. We're lucky that 
it's only just a small staff, and we've got a good foundation 

– we don't necessarily have to go by what Vanity Fair and 
Rolling Stone magazines have to go by. Our adjustment 
has been a little bit of luck too – we didn't think we were 
going to have a million Instagram followers! We've always 
wanted to be the biggest art magazine in the world, but we 
just didn't want to have to be like the other ones, so we've 
tried to find a way of broadening our scope without losing 
our integrity.

Also, there is a re-establishment, especially for crea-
tive people, to buy physical objects. We're not going to see 
the end of magazines.

JUXTAPOZ MAGAZINE

Juxtapoz Newsstand, New York City, USA, 2015. ©Juxtapoz Magazine.

Evan Pricco, Editor-in-Chief of Juxtapoz Magazine. Photograph ©Nuart
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Congratulations on the launch of issue 1 of Boulevard! 
It's great that you’ve rescued some classic texts 
from history, and that you’ve translated some 
texts into English that many people would otherwise 
not be able to understand. So, where did this idea 
come from? Has the Boulevard project been a 
long time in the making?

Robert: The Boulevard project builds on our work 
with Zugriff – Schriften zum visuellen Ungehorsam, which 
is a critical magazine on graffiti that I’ve been publishing 
together with Harald Hinz, who is also on Boulevard's 
Editorial Team. So, we’d taken Zugriff to the Unlock Book 
Fair and other international urban art and graffiti events, 
and people were always like, ‘yeah this looks very interesting, 
but it's in German – why can't you publish in English?’

Thomas: I think it was obvious, I don't know why no 
one else did it before, it was just a matter of putting all the 
things together we were already working on – everything 
just came together naturally. People also understand the 
newspaper format, and the look and feel of it. Everyone's 
doing glossy magazines and websites, for us it was an 
obvious choice to go back to basics.

I really like your use of Katja Glaser's quote in 
your Editorial on the paucity of critical and art 
historical discourse on urban art,  and the 
consequences of this for our field. I guess this is 
a gap that Boulevard seeks to address?

Robert: Yeah, that quote from Katja is one of my 
favourite quotes ever. It's from her book, Street Art and 
Neue Medien. I’ve used it in like 15 publications already, 
because she was the first to write down so simply what 
everybody was thinking anyway: we need more critical 
discourse on urban art. The general lack of critical thought 
and argument, be it art-historical, philosophical, or otherwise 

contextualising, is a shame and should be counterbalanced. 
At least if the most interesting art form of today is to live 
up to its full potential. But much of what might contribute 
to a well-informed conversation is traditionally scattered, 
or out of print and hard to get hold of, so we came up with 
the idea of Boulevard – basically we applied the old Reader's 
Digest concept to the field of urban art.

Why did you choose a three-section format for 
Boulevard? Why not focus just on the Reprints 
section? 

Robert: Because Tom wanted pictures!
Thomas: I have to admit, it's my Catholic background 

– it's always in trinity! It was important to include images 
in our Cases section. If you have a good image, there's so 
much discourse in it – art is a different code. And the Talks 
section reflects the fact that when we see something new, 
very often the most interesting works are somehow 
connected to the graffiti and urban art scene. It's good to 
include work from people who started collecting graffiti in 
the '80s, or who are trying to come up with exhibition 
concepts in this field.

Robert: When we first had this idea of collecting 
reprints, Tom had the idea of the newspaper format, which 
is the aesthetic frame for this project. So, then you have 
to think about who you want to reach, and what kind of 
public there is for this kind of stuff. When you produce 
something in a newspaper format, it somehow makes no 
sense to produce only 200 copies like a zine, so you produce 
a LOT more copies. And then you also have to ask, like, for 
us – and for maybe 200 other people – it's super interesting 
to read these rare reprints and translated texts, but we 
wanted to reach out to more people than that. So, with the 
Talks and Cases sections, we’ve created a frame for the 
Reprints section to lead people inside the magazine to the 
texts.

Texts Lost in Time: 
Boulevard Magazine

An interview with Robert Kaltenhäuser 
and Thomas Lauterberg from Boulevard's 
Editorial Team.
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It's interesting that in this digital age you decided 
to go for such an old-school print format. Have 
you got any plans to make Boulevard available 
online?

Thomas: Sure, there's always the possibility to 
extend the articles by putting some content online, but that 
would require resources we don't have right now. Also, we 
don't have permission from the authors to make the reprints 
available online. But it would be nice for people who work 
in this field to be able to access some of this content online, 
perhaps in the future.

Robert: The online content is still in the making. 
Right now, we are focused on the printed object. We are 
producing a cardboard box to hold the newspaper, so it will 
be more durable, and people can put it on their shelves.

Was it a difficult process to get the copyright 
permissions to reprint all of these articles? 
 
Robert: It took a few emails back and forth, and 

some articles we took from our own publications. There's 
one by me from ten years ago, where I pointed out some 
fallacies in Jean Baudrillard's famous Kool Killer text. I 
don't want to boast about it, but I think I was the first person 
to say this. But I said it in a graffiti magazine that no one 
ever read – except for graffiti writers, I guess! We didn't 
include original pictures, mostly for copyright reasons. Also, 
we wanted to focus on the text. So, for example, Schwartzman's 
(1984) Street Art text is originally from an illustrated book, 
with photographs from many different photographers, but 
we only published the text, accompanied with a few photos 
of work by John Fekner.

For this first issue, we were looking for a general 
mix of interesting stuff, which is why we included texts like 
Schwartzman's. It's such an important text, but not many 
people seem to know about it. I knew it by the cover, and I 
must have flipped through the pages at some point, but 
back then I was in the hardcore graffiti mindset of youth, 
so I never actually read the text of the book. Then, just 
recently, I saw it at my friend Jens Besser's place, and I 
picked it up and read it and was blown away. Like, what 
the fuck, how could he have already written about everything 
that's been discussed over the last 20 years, in 1984? But 
nobody's really aware of Schwartzman's Street Art text. 
Today he's some big guy at Sotheby's – so he was always 
like, ‘I'm in Hong Kong, I will get back to you.’ But in the end, 
he was super helpful – he allowed us to reprint his text.

Street artists draw our attention to what we look at 
every day but no longer see. Street art is intended 
to shake us from the complacent stupor that promotors 
of passivity encourage. Whether or not our attitudes 
about the urban landscape will change because John 
Fekner stencils ‘DECAY’ on our abandoned cars and 
buildings remains to be seen. Time will tell if these 
artists going out into the street will make it possible 
for art to develop a lasting function in a world for 
which it seems no longer to be of much value.

Allan Schwartzman: Street Art, first published in 
1984, and reprinted in Boulevard.

So, the reprints are amazing and a great thing to 
focus on in Boulevard, but we were wondering if 
you have any plans to commission new articles in 
future issues of the magazine?

Robert: We don't know exactly yet. There's always 
the option. With the Cases and Talks sections we are free 
to do whatever we like. Maybe we will invite some more 
current authors to write original texts for these sections, 
but they’ll be shorter in form, or focused on an image series.

But I think we can say for sure that what we don't 
want to do is to become the next journal – we don't want 
to be Nuart Journal – because this already exists, so why 
do another one? The unique selling point of our publication 
is the Reprint section. If we publish any current stuff it 
should always have the extra value of a being a new 
translation from another language, or being lifted out of a 
very rare zine or obscure place. That said, we are also 
considering the option of adding a fourth section sometime 
in the future, for which textual content would be produced 
in a workshop setting. Maybe in collaboration with an 
institutional partner.

What's in store for Issue II of Boulevard?

Robert: For the next issue, which will focus on Form, 
we will have some extracts from our own Harald Hinz's 
unpublished dissertation – which is currently only available 
at a university library in Austria! We will also have something 
by Lene ter Haar, who was the artistic director of the first 
museum to acquire work by the conceptual trainbombers 
Moses & TapsTM.

Form is a really interesting theme to work with, 
because it will take us into the field of iconographic theories. 
For example, what François Chastanet did with Pichação, 
was to really analyse in detail the visual aesthetic in relation 
to the material givens and the performative movement of 
the body. This is something rarely done in relation to graffiti 
and illegal artistic interventions. A lot of current academic 
approaches are sociological and ethnographic, and there 
are some art historical approaches, but rarely do we see 
any kind of strictly formal analysis of urban art and graffiti. 

Can people suggest texts to you?

Robert: Yes of course! Whenever we’ve talked to 
people about Boulevard, they were super enthusiastic, and 
immediately sent us emails with ten or twenty propositions 
for what we should reprint – thank you, Ulrich Blanché, 
Javier Abarca, Pietro Rivasi, and others! This is really 
exciting, as a lot of this was stuff that we were not aware 
of. So, we’d like to invite everybody who is interested in 
this kind of thing, to send us their recommendations for 
texts we should reprint or translate.

Boulevard is a means to echo our critical texts back 
to a bigger public. If somebody in in Finland knows of a 
really brilliant article that came out only in Finnish, five 
years ago, in a 100-copy zine – that nobody else knows 
about, but that everybody should read, please let us know!

For more, see: boulevard.rcrdng.net

TEXTS LOST IN TIME
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A Philosophy Guide to 
Street Art and the Law

Panel Debate, City University London
Andrea Baldini, Enrico Bonadio, Sabina Andron & Susan Hansen

Enrico Bonadio and Andrea Baldini. City University London, UK, 2019. Photograph ©Susan Hansen.
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Enrico Bonadio: What is the relationship between 
street art and the law? In his latest book ‘A Philosophy 
Guide to Street Art and the Law’ Andrea Baldini argues 
that street art has a constitutive relationship with the law. 
The first lines of Andrea's book – ‘I fought the law, and the 
law swanned’ – introduce the reader to the relationship 
between art and law with a citation that adapts the lyrics 
of a song by the British punk band The Clash – the story of 
a young man who ends up in jail after committing armed 
robbery.

Andrea then proposes an interesting analogy: the 
law swans in the street art world, and it does so in an 
inconsistent and causal way. On the one hand, the full weight 
of justice punishes street artists and graffiti writers that 
paint illegally because of laws that treat them in the very 
same way members of organised crimes are treated. On 
the other hand, our societies often glorify the vandalism of 
certain artists, especially the most famous ones.

This is the well-known ‘street art / vandalism’ dichotomy 
or paradox. Yet, Andrea believes that this is actually not a 
dichotomy – let alone a paradox. He sees the relationship 
between street art and vandalism as not incidental. The 
various forms of art placed in the street – as Andrea puts 
it – are both ‘art’ and ‘vandalism’. In other words, vandalism 
is a technique that street artists and graffiti writers use to 
imbue their creations with meaning and subversive value. 
Infringing the law constitutes the very meaning of the street 
artwork or the graffiti piece. Andrea stresses in his book 
that subversiveness and illegality are the main structural 
features of these forms of art.  

Subversiveness is a theme that also pervades the 
second half of Andrea's book, which focuses on the 
relationship between street art and graffiti and copyright. 
Andrea notes that it is because of the subversive nature of 
these forms of art that copyright is not an appropriate legal 
tool to protect artists from corporate misappropriation. 
Contrary to my own opinion on this subject, for Andrea 
copyright is capable of corrupting, destabilising and 
jeopardising the very heart of street art and graffiti. 
According to Andrea, copyright has the power of turning 
everything it touches into a ‘hot commodity’. As mentioned, 
I have an opposing view, but I welcome robust academic 
debate, and I hope that this critical discussion will stimulate 
further research on this fascinating area at the intersection 
between subcultural creativity and intellectual property 
laws.

Andrea wil l now present his book, with critical 
responses from Susan Hansen, Sabina Andron, and members 
of the audience.

Andrea Baldini: Why do people get interested in 
academic discussions on street art? We all come from very 
different backgrounds in terms of disciplines. Interdisciplinarity 
is largely a myth – it's usually an illusion – but somehow 
street art is capable of violating boundaries, even when 
we get to academic discussion, because it's very difficult 
to actually understand the complexities of the phenomenon 
from only one point of view.

This book is about how the law relates to street art. 
In it, I argue that street art has a constitutive relationship 
with the law – I think that it is not accidental. But, what is 
the link binding law and street art together? Is street art 
necessarily illegal?

In the book, I build on Alison Young's account in her 
book Street Art, Public City to introduce a distinction between 
illicitness and illegality – where illicitness is basically a 
matter of violating social norms and customs, and illegality 
is actually a notion that relates to violating a positive law. 

I use an example in the book about the illicitness of Hawaiian 
pizza in Naples. But nobody goes to jail for that.

Illegality has to do with positive laws. Something 
becomes a token of illegality when a judge decides it. This 
is very important. So, illegality is not a property, strictly 
saying, that inheres in actions – it is actually something 
that is conferred by the action of a judge. If you kill somebody, 
you haven't done something that is illegal per se, it is 
something that is characterised as illegal by a judge. 

There is a further way of distinguishing the question. 
On the one hand, you could say that illegality is a necessary 
condition for street art, on the other, that it is a sufficient 
condition for street art. So, when you talk about a necessary 
condition, you want to say that you can find X feature or 
property in ALL genuine examples of street art. However, 
this view has counterintuitive implications at a conceptual 
level and in terms of demarcation – insofar as many accept 
at least some legal works as street art. In the second sense, 
one may say instead that the property of ‘being illegal’ is 
a sufficient condition for an artwork to be street art. As a 
sufficient condition, illegality need not be present in all 
genuine cases of street art, but it provides us with enough 
ground for considering an artwork as street art. For instance, 
Andrea Brighenti says that illegality is the zero degree of 
street art – or graffiti. Following from this claim, one could 
say that there are many borderline cases – legal artworks, 
commissioned artworks, etc. – whose identity as street 
artworks is contested. However, there are some core cases 
– illegal artworks – that straightforwardly qualify as genuine 
street art. Their illegality is sufficient for making them 
street art.

I also believe that this second view is actually false: 
there are cases of artworks that, although illegal, do not 
qualify as street art. In the book, I use the example of street 
based work by Fauxreel – who did a series of giant 
wheatpastes in Toronto that looked like street art but that 
turned out to be part of an illegal advertising campaign for 
Vespa. Now if you want to say illegality is a sufficient 
condition, then you have to tell me that this is actually street 
art. But a lot of people were critical of Fauxreel's actions, 
and many refused to consider it to be street art, despite 
the fact that this campaign was illegal. 

So, is illegality a necessary or sufficient condition 
for an artwork to be street art? In the book, I argue that 
illegality is neither a necessary nor sufficient condition for 
an artwork to be street art. However, ‘being illegal’ does 
function as a ground for the social holistic property of ‘being 
subversive’.

I define street art as an essentially subversive art 
kind. An art kind is basically a set of artworks that share 
a particular value. My argument is that the value that all 
street art works share is their subversive value. And the 
subversive value of street art is a function of its capacity 
to question acceptable uses of public spaces. The idea is 
that there are certain social norms, laws, habits, that 
regulate what you can do, and what you can't do, in public 
spaces. For instance, you can't walk outside naked, you 
can't paint on the street. But you can do other things. Today, 
the set of norms that regulate public spaces gives priority 
to advertising transforming public space into a forum for 
economic transaction. I call this the corporate regime of 
visibility, which street art challenges.

Susan Hansen: As Andrea mentioned, one of the 
really neat things about scholarship on street art and graffiti 
is that it is interdisciplinary. Everybody on the panel today 
comes from a different disciplinary background – which I 
think can be quite productive – but I'm not sure that I agree 
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with Andrea when he says we are speaking the same 
language, because I think sometimes we are not. While 
interdisciplinarity can lead to complementarity, I think it 
may also be productive to explore some of our differences.

With our divergent backgrounds in law, philosophy, 
anthropology, and architectural history we bring some of 
these differences to the table tonight. My own background 
is in art history and social psychology. My work is grounded 
in ethnomethodology – a form of sociology with a focus on 
people's own mundane sense-making methods, rather than 
top down forms of categorisation and analysis.

I’ve been trying for the last decade or so to apply 
some of these ethnomethodological principles to the analysis 
of graffiti and street art, which are obviously primarily 
visual, and often presented as works of art. We're used to 
seeing works of art in gallery space as discrete objects 
produced by one person, and that's also the way that we 
tend to reproduce images of street art on Instagram, or in 
beautiful books. These usually feature photographs that 
capture artworks shortly after they were painted. But that 
is a different thing from street art as it exists on the walls 
of our cities. If you look at street art the way that ordinary 
people passing that wall on their way to work every morning 
look at it, you will see it instead as part of a living wall – as 
a changing surface that is not the result of single authorship. 
Unlike art in galleries, multiple people contribute their 
thoughts to our city walls, and if you have a lipstick or a 
pen in your pocket you can make your own mark. This is 
very different from art as it exists in museums. 

This is a stil l from a 5-year longitudinal photo-
documentation project that I thought might be relevant to 
our discussion today. We can see the distinction being 
drawn here by the artist Mobstr between what is received 
as ‘a Banksy’ versus ‘vandalism’ or graffiti. This draws 
attention to the hierarchy of aesthetic worth that guides 

our very practices of looking when we're talking about 
graffiti and street art. This text arrests the viewer with an 
exclamation and an injunction – ‘Darling look, it's a Banksy!’, 
that is, it's worth looking at because it's street art. But this 
is followed by the dismissive and downgrading retort, ‘Don't 
be silly my dear that's just some vandalism’. So, this is a 
satirically banal commentary on our mundane evaluation 
of the status or worth of street art, that critiques the 
objectification and commodification of street art that Andrea 
just alluded to. Here ‘a Banksy’ (street art) is positioned 
as something that's worth exclaiming over and looking at 
and ‘some vandalism’ (graffiti) is the stuff that's not worthy 
of viewers' attention.

The main point here is that art on our city walls is 
temporally unfolding and permanently unfinished, which 
makes it a slightly different kind of thing that Andrea and I 
are talking about, even though we're trying to describe 
similar practices. Our cities have living walls, and that kind 
of energy is something that's very difficult to capture with 
declarations of what street art should be. 

As academics, we tend to work on top-down theories 
and categories that we produce to explain either how things 
are, or how we think they should ideally be arranged. 
Ethnomethodology tries to focus instead on how ordinary 
people, in the empirical data we can actually see, come up 
with their own explanatory categories – how we make sense 
of the world ourselves, so that there's not this gap between 
how ordinary people make sense of stuff, and use categories 
like ‘street art’ and ‘graffiti’, and how we as academics use 
them. Because for me, that is a problem. Collapsing graffiti 
into the category of street art because it makes logical 
sense – as you have done in your book Andrea – is problematic 
for me, because it does not seem to match the ways in 
which graffiti writers and street artists – not to mention 
ordinary people – use these categories.

‘Darling Look it's a Banksy.’ Mobstr. London, UK, 2014. Photograph ©Susan Hansen.
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Here is an example of what I mean in practice. 
Someone has identified the ‘graffiti’ covering Mobstr's 
‘street art’ (above) as ‘TRASH NOT ART.’ This is an evaluation. 
It's also possibly intended as an insult. But what happens 
next is that someone else intervenes to turn this into a 
positive evaluation: ‘THIS CRAP IS NOT ART AND THAT's 
GOOD.’

As we can see from this example, what we think we 
can do in terms of describing how to evaluate street art 
and graffiti, or what the qualities of these may be in formal 
terms, as academics, is actually, in practice, variable, 
complex and flexible. So even something offered as an 
insult (or a negative evaluation) of graffiti can be turned 
into a positive evaluation because maybe, graffiti doesn't 
always want to be called ‘art’. At least, for this particular 
writer, in this particular case.

Sabina Andron: So, what is Andrea's book about? 
What are the themes that are approached in this book and 
how do we situate these with reference to different bodies 
of knowledge? 

This book is about art and politics and the law. These 
are big themes, but I believe that everything is about politics. 
It is also about subversion and vandalism. I would also point 
to the title of the book, which is A Philosophy Guide to Street 
Art and the Law – and I'm particularly interested in the fact 
that you’ve decided to call it a guide, because I think in many 
ways, that's what it is: it is a very good source for legal 
precedents, if you're interested in finding out examples of 
when street artists have had to deal with the law, there are, 
especially in the footnotes, quite a few good examples of 
these in the book. 

It's also about freedom of speech, which I think is 
also interesting – especially if you come from a legal 
background – it's about commodification; it's about resistance, 
and the issue of moral rights. Taking a step back though, 
as I am not a legal expert, it may be interesting to consider 
the wider implications of this for us as citizens of urban 
environments, whether we produce graffiti or not.

As Susan said, we come from different disciplines, 
and each of us has a different angle on the various themes 
that come out of Andrea's book. And I think this is one of 
the important points that I would like to start with. This idea 
of studying art and law is something that is a more recent 
turn. It is an interdisciplinary way of doing things, but I think 
it's quite crucial that this book was published in a series 
that looks at the intersections between art and law. Often 

this is more object-centred, as Susan says, especially if 
we look at fine art. This is also true of heritage studies' 
attempts to protect works of art, for example. But I think 
in this case, in what Andrea discusses, it has more to do 
with the process and other aspects that are not necessarily 
object-centred, in terms of the relationship between art 
and law. 

Now, I come from a built environment perspective. 
While there is a lot of talk about the legal turn in different 
disciplines, there is also a lot of talk about the spatial turn. 
Law and space, and how these come together, is something 
that interests me in my own research, and I think this is 
another aspect that comes about in your book in certain 
points. I think that perhaps there is some scope for these 
kinds of inscriptions, whether they're graffiti or street art, 
beautiful or not, to rewrite the idea of property. To rewrite 
what's public and what's private. My own proposal is to 
rewrite it as a commons, to think about the surfaces of the 
city as a third-type of property – something that is public 
by virtue of how it is used, not by virtue of ownership. 

Again, I'm not a legal scholar, but the point about this 
is not for it to be achievable in practice and then the 
government issues a policy tomorrow. Rather, the point is 
to give ourselves agency to speculate on how this could be 
better. Maybe there is a way to approach the law based 
on looking at rights, and who should have the rights to what 
– the right to citizenship, the right to produce space, the 
right to occupy space. So how can we enable a kind of law 
that protects the right of surfaces to be inscribed, not for 
them not to be inscribed. Rather than heritage approaches, 
which stop people from writing on walls, what if there was 
a form of listing that actually said well, there should be 
more people who have the right to write something here. 
So, a kind of law that protects against stillness. Leake 
Street (a legal graffiti tunnel in London) would be an example 
of this.

There is no apolitical art. I think there should be, 
rather, no apolitical art. I think this is the conversation that 
we should be having. This is the thing that matters: how to 
produce more politics. Andrea, you started by saying that 
everything was complex. This is true, but we're not 
acknowledging it as such, and I believe it is our duty as 
academics to complicate things, to complexify things, to 
problematise things. We're here to make things more 
complicated, not to give TED talks. Philosophy can perhaps 
be a way to achieve that.

A PHILOSOPHY GUIDE TO STREET ART AND THE LAW

Mobstr, Oker & unknown artists. London, UK, 2016. Photograph ©Susan Hansen.
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You said one thing that I really liked in your present-
ation, Andrea, which was that philosophy is about how 
things should be, and maybe this is a power that philosophy 
has for us. Of course, we need to clarify what is there first, 
but then we need to be able to lift it from where it is, 
complexify it, and then make the world better through 
speculating, through being imaginative in our solutions. 

Max Morris: I think there might be a certain assumpt-
ion in the argument that you’ve built, Andrea. I really like 
how you began by setting up that question about art versus 
vandalism, and then saying that the question is wrong. But 
then when you were talking about the Fauxreel/Vespa case, 
I started thinking ‘why did you not consider that to be street 
art, what was it?’ And by the end of the presentation you 
came out with this c learer posit ion – because it 's 
commodification. But aren't you just setting up another 
false binary there, between it's either commodified, or it's 
subversive, and it can only be street art if it's the latter? 
Actually, I would argue that commodification can be sub-
versive, and there's a lot of examples of that, for example 
Pop Art, Andy Warhol's work. And you can't really separate, 
I don't think, street art from Pop Art, because they are so 
closely aligned in many ways. You could even make an-
other historical argument by saying that commodification 
is subversive towards a much older, almost aristocratic 
traditional view of art – which says that only real art, the 
best art, is that which is done not for profit, in an aristocrat's 
spare time – and commodification is actually subversive 
towards that much older conservative notion of art.

Andrea: Thank you for your question. I define 
subversiveness in terms of the rejection of what I call the 
corporate regime. Street art cal ls into question the 
commodification of our public spaces – street artists 
transgress the rules of market economy by being a ‘gift’ to 
the city. So, the idea is that by being a gift you have some-
thing that is excessive in many ways, it basically makes 
you question all sorts of assumptions that you have about 
public space. One of the aspects that people are most 
puzzled by when they think about street art and graffiti, is 
that the artists get nothing out of it, and they usually spend 
their money to do this work, for free. As Michel de Certeau 
argues, in capitalist economies gifts carry a subversive 
potential insofar as they challenge the logic of value exchange. 
Gifts are not traded with the expectation of receiving some-
thing in return. 

Susan: But do you think graffiti (as opposed to street 
art) is received as a gift, normatively?

Andrea: I get this question all the time. Not to dismiss 
the question, but we struggle to understand what is a gift, 
if not in terms of trading. So, the idea is that today we 
understand gifts as a way of, if I give something to you, you 
give something to me. 

Susan: But what if I give you something that you 
don't want? And what if it's not really intended for you, but 
for a subcultural audience that you are not a part of? 

Andrea: The point is that in traditional gift-giving 
you can receive gifts that you didn't want, and that you didn't 
expect. 

Susan: But then you understand that this was intended 
as a gift, with benevolent motivations, even if you don't like 
it. This seems true of the way that street art is often offered 
and received, but I am not sure that you can include graffiti 
in this claim. There is still a hierarchy of aesthetic worth 
at work here, and arguably street art and graffiti are still 
received very differently by the general community – and 
in any case, it seems that they are intended for very different 
audiences.

Andrea: But that's the way that we treat gifts today 
– traditionally. It seems to me that the central idea of the 
gift is that you give something without the purpose of 
economic return. For me, to be subversive, for street art, 
is not to be commodified.

Luke McDonagh: There's something that struck me 
about your book. It's a series of decisions that you’ve made, 
which are quite brilliant, in their way. You know, you decide 
what subversiveness means in the context of the book, and 
then everything flows from that. You know, even the title 
‘A Philosophy Guide to Street Art and the Law’ is a different 
thing to ‘A Philosophical Guide to Street Art and the Law’. 
It's an interesting thing to do, a philosophy guide to street 
art – much more so than doing just something that has to 
do with the law. Because as we have seen from these 
differing perspectives, street art is something that is 
incredibly fluid. And I think that it is so fluid that as soon 
as you draw a line, you begin to lose some of that unique 
character. There's so much going on here, it's impossible 
to capture, even with these five academic disciplines 
represented here tonight. You could not have a philosophy 
guide unless you made some clear points. But when you 
do that, you begin to lose something else, somehow – some 
of the messy details. 

Andrea: I perfectly agree, and everybody hates 
philosophers, because they like to define things. For good 
reasons, philosophers have this attitude where they want 
to tell you what things are.

Susan: Or what they should be.
Andrea: What I try to provide are conceptual tools 

that allow us to clarify the problems we face. But sometimes 
as a philosopher, I see the wrong questions. There are all 
sorts of assumptions that we bring to the mix, often without 
actually being aware of those assumptions. That's why we 
need to take an interdisciplinary approach.
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