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FREEDOM

Editorial:
Martyn Reed, Editor-In-Chief Nuart Journal
Susan Hansen, Editor Nuart Journal
2020 marks the 20 th Anniversary of Nuart Festival,
home to the world’s first annual symposium dedicated to
street art practice. Nuart Journal is built on the foundations
of this critically renowned annual symposium. Nuart has
long been a place for catalysing important debates around
street art and for challenging entrenched notions of what
art is. Nuart Journal strives to bring these conversations
to a wider audience.
Issue IV of Nuart Journal is dedicated to the theme
of Freedom. Freedom is a paradoxical theme, given our
current state of near global lockdown, and the consequent
deprivation of so many daily taken for granted liberties
that we are living through. When we announced this theme
in our call for papers last year, we could not have imagined
that our lives could change so swiftly, nor that ‘freedom’
would come to have such a bittersweet resonance only a
few months later. We hope to foreground new work
responding to the current global crisis in the next issue of
Nuart Journal.
This issue of Nuart Journal contains a collection of
new academic articles, visual essays, interviews, and
reviews which critically address ideas related to freedom,
democracy, and our right to public space – freedom of
artistic expression, freedom of movement, freedom from
harassment, violence, and arrest.
Freedom is a radically inclusive theme which draws
together a range of provocative contributions. The work
included in this volume responds to the theme of Freedom
in ways that emphasise the fundamental role this occupies
in the principles, politics and practices of our culture(s).
Our authors and artists reflect on the power of, and limits
set, on freedom of artistic expression in public space; the
role of street art as a vehicle for free speech and protest
in the recent civil uprisings in Beirut and Hong Kong; and
on the consequences of the radical deprivation of freedom
experienced by artists and writers who are arrested,
charged, and imprisoned for making work on city streets.

Nuart Journal is divided into three main sections:
Original articles
Experimental and visual essays
Interviews, book reviews, and talks
In Section I, the peer-reviewed academic articles
deal with a number of key legal, political, and conceptual
issues currently facing critical street art practice. The lead
academic article for this issue, Enrico Bonadio and Olivia
Jean-Baptiste’s ‘5Pointz for Freedom’, analyses the recent
decision of the US Court of Appeal in the 5Pointz case, and
the implications of this for artists and writers. This landmark
opinion recognises the value of street art and graffiti as
part of the wider culture of a nation. The court stated ‘that
temporary artwork may achieve recognized stature so as
to be protected from destruction by the Visual Artists Rights
Act and that [the artists’] work had achieved that stature’.
This section also includes ‘Spotting trains’ by Malin
Fransberg, who investigates spatial subcultural play in the
city, via a close examination of the subcultural media
practices adopted by graffiti writers in Helsinki. Amy Melia
explores the role of the art of urban working-class communi-
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ties in creatively resisting gentrification, while Katja Glaser
examines street art practices characterised by iconoclastic
(or self-destructive) traits, with a focus on Essen-based
artist Gigo Propaganda.
The visual essays in Section II expand on the academic
papers of Section I and are designedly less measured, and
more confrontational and experimental – indeed, this
section of the journal is intended to push the conventional
boundaries of scholarly and artistic thought. The lead visual
article for this issue is an evocative photo essay based on
a project from sister and brother photographers Roxana
and Pablo Allison. It explores the period leading up to, over
the course of, and after Pablo’s imprisonment, which was
a consequence of Operation Jurassic, one of the largest
anti-graffiti police investigations in the United Kingdom.
In their visual essay, the authors incorporate photographs,
diary entries, letters, and drawings from this eight year
period. Their work offers a uniquely powerful insight into
the emotional impact of the legal process on individuals
and their families, and a quietly critical response to the
criminal justice system’s approach to graffiti and freedom
of artistic expression.
Section II also features Oсколки/Oskolki’s latest
project from Russia, ‘‘HE’ / ‘NO’’; a guerrilla exhibition on
the London Underground by Alex Stone, Vanessa Onwumezi,
and Martin Wakefield; internationally renowned artist and
filmmaker Julien de Casabianca’s provocative new paste
up series in Paris, ‘Sex against the wall’; Jonna Tolonen’s
‘Paint like a girl!’, a photo series which captures street
interventions challenging sexual harassment; Anneke
Coppoolse, Chan Ka Man, and Yu Wing Ching’s ‘Contested
Canvas’, a photo essay on the street art of the recent
uprising in Hong Kong; and Cybèle Andrei’s vivid photo
essay, ‘I Am the Revolution’, which portrays both protestors and revolutionary street art in the Lebanese cities of
Beirut and Tripoli.
Finally, Section III contains interviews with and talks
from leading artists and academics. Building on Andrei’s
photo essay, Danielle Karam provides an insider’s account
of the street art produced in Beirut during the recent
revolution. Lachlan MacDowall discusses the impact that
Instagram has had on graffiti and street art; and we
interview the Political Stencil Crew about their new book,
which documents five years of collective political art on
the streets of Athens; and the legendary photographer
Martha Cooper discusses Selina Miles’ new documentary,
Martha: A Picture Story, with Juxtapoz Editor-in-Chief
Evan Pricco.
By continuing to provide an open access forum for
cutting edge scholarship, visual interventions, and incisive
commentary on urban art cultures, street art practice, and
graffiti, Nuart Journal marks our collective progress
towards realising a more critical street art. We are committed
to showcasing both new academic articles and more
experimental and visual work. We have an open call policy
and we welcome high quality submissions that challenge
conventional modes of scholarly and artistic communication.
We believe there is a productive synergy activated by
bringing scholars, artists, writers, photographers, and
curators together.
If you would like to contribute to a future issue,
please see the back cover for the call for papers.
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ANOTHER WIN FOR
5POINTZ:

View of the front of 5Pointz. Queens, New York City, USA. January 2013. Photograph ©Ezmosis via Wikimedia Commons.

DESTROYING
STREET ART AND
GRAFFITI DOES NOT
ALWAYS PAY OFF
Enrico Bonadio & Olivia Jean-Baptiste
City University of London; Queen Mary University of London

The decision of the US Court of Appeals in the 5Pointz case has been long-awaited.
It was finally given on February 20, 2020. It confirmed the earlier 2018 ruling from the
District Court of New York which for the first time had protected street and graffiti
artists under the Visual Artists Rights Act (VARA). VARA is a piece of legislation introduced in the US in 1990 to give visual artists moral rights, including the right to prevent
destruction of their works.

ANOTHER WIN FOR 5POINTZ: DESTROYING STREET ART AND GRAFFITI DOES NOT ALWAYS PAY OFF

RECAP
Jerry Wolkoff, the defendant in this dispute, allowed
his property to be used by street and graffiti artists for
many years. The complex became notable to the extent it
was regarded as the ‘Graffiti Mecca’ or ‘United Nations of
Graffiti’. In the 1990s the property owner had agreed to
allow the derelict factory to be used as a showcase for
local graffiti talent. The previously called Phun Factory was
renamed 5Pointz in 2002 by what would become his de
facto curator, Meres One (real name: Jonathan Cohen).
Under the artist’s watchful eye, it evolved into an appreciated
‘aerosol art centre’ and became famous the world over –
a huge draw for graffiti aficionados and tourists alike.
The structure was knocked down in 2014 by Mr.Wolkoff
to build luxury condos. The year before the demolition, 21
artists that had painted at 5Pointz had tried to prevent the
planned demolition of the warehouse buildings and consequent destruction of their artworks, but the court refused
to issue an injunction to prevent the building owner from
tearing down the site. Mr. Wolkoff not only had been approving the art on his building for many years, but also
profited from it, as the value of the complex went up from
$40 million to $200 million as soon as the variance and the
green light to build the condos were obtained.1 Destroying
5Pointz – as also stressed by Judge Frederic Block in the
first instance proceedings2 – permitted the owner to realise
that gain.
After the demolition, the 21 graffiti and street artists
sued for damages under VARA. The first instance decision
condemned Mr. Wolkoff’s actions, finding that 45 murals
(out of 49 pieces identified in the complaint) had ‘recognised
stature’ and that the property owner had illegally destroyed
them, awarding the artists a staggering sum of $6.7 million
in damages. The artworks in question included both graffiti
lettering pieces (4) and figurative works of street art (27),
with the remaining murals (18) being a mix between lettering and pictorial elements.
The property owner expectedly appealed the decision.
Yet, in a stunning affirmation of the first instance decision,
the Court of Appeals totally confirmed the first instance
ruling, siding once more with the street and graffiti artists
and confirming the $6.7 million damages award. The 32
page appeal judgement rejected all defences brought by
the owner of the site, firmly placing the artists’ rights within
the scope of the law and Mr. Wolkoff’s actions outside of
it. In other words, the decision makes clear once again that
ignoring the moral rights of artists, including street and
graffiti artists, will have consequences, and they may
be costly.
RECOGNISED STATURE
The most important issue of the case was whether
the 5Pointz artworks satisfied the ‘recognised stature’
requirement under VARA. This criterion acts as a filter, so
that only works of high quality or a particular status are
protected from destruction. This provides a necessary
balancing exercise between artists’ rights and property
rights within the law.
A key element of recognised stature was established
in the seminal case of Carter v. Hemsley Spear 3, where it
was held that this requirement is a sort of gatekeeping
mechanism. What the Carter case required was not that
the work of art reached the level of a masterpiece and was
widely admired:
A plaintiff need not demonstrate that his or her
artwork is equal in stature to that created by artists
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such as Picasso, Chagall […] Nor must the trier of
fact personally find the art to be aesthetically pleasing4
Conversely, the recognised stature requirement aims at
preventing lawsuits over minor artistic outputs. Thus,
to reach the required threshold, it was held in Carter that:
a plaintiff must make a two-tiered showing: (1) that
the visual art in question has ‘stature,’ i.e. is viewed
as meritorious, and (2) that this stature is ‘recognised’ by art experts, other members of the artistic
community, or by some cross-section of society.
In complying with these obligations, artists should
rely on expert testimony (Chused, 2018). But in the 5Pointz
case both the first instance judge and the Court of Appeals
embraced a generous interpretation of this requirement,
confirming that expert testimony is not the sole relevant
determination when it comes to verifying whether a work
is of recognised stature. 5 Indeed, in the first instance
proceedings, Judge Block refused to apply the methodology proposed by the expert for the property owner who
‘used an unduly restrictive interpretation of recognised
stature that was more akin to a masterpiece standard’ and
would end up protecting just works mentioned in academic
publications. 6 In other words, following this approach
– Judge Block noted – only works made by artists like
Caravaggio and Rembrandt would reach that level.7 It was
instead stressed that to reach the recognised stature
requirement it was enough for the 5Pointz artists to show
their professional achievements, including evidence of the
appearance of their works in movies and online videos, on
TV, blogs, and social media, as well as other media.8 Judge
Block also added that even under the most restrictive of
evidentiary standards the pieces would still qualify as
works of recognised stature. The Court of Appeals confirmed this point, adding that:
(t)he most important component of stature will
generally be artistic quality. The relevant community
[to be taken into account when it comes to verifying
whether the required level of stature is met] will
typically be the artistic community, comprising art
historians, art critics, museum curators, gallerists,
prominent artists.9
Both parties – Mr. Wolkoff and the 21 artists – fiercely
battled over the issue of expert testimony. The site owner
claimed that the artists’ expert assessment was misguided
because she had based her testimony on images rather
than having visited 5Pointz before destruction. The Court
of Appeals did not agree, recognising the impracticability
of this line of argument and affirming instead that the quality
of a work assessed by an expert after it has been destroyed
can be probative of its pre-destruction quality, status, or
caliber.10 Indeed, if the Court were to accept Mr. Wolkoff’s
assertion here, it would have had the effect of unduly limiting
the chances of meeting this require-ment. The option of
using images for expert review – the Court of Appeals
confirmed – is an essential part of analys-ing artworks.
Another argument made by the property owner was
focused on the temporary nature of the works at 5Pointz ,
which would allegedly vitiate any route to obtaining recognised stature.11 Yet, the Court of Appeals was not impressed
by this argument. Although street and graffiti art are known
to be ephemeral, the court noted, VARA does apply to
temporary forms of art:
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We disagree. We see nothing in VARA that excludes temporary artwork from attaining recognised stature. […] The
statute does not adopt categories of ‘perma-nent’ and
‘temporary’ artwork.12

community. The appearance of a work of art at a
curated site such as a museum or 5Pointz means
that the work has been deemed meritorious by the
curator and therefore is evidence of stature.16

The court consolidated the judgement on this issue
by discussing previous ephemeral artworks of high repute.
More precisely, it noted that in 2005 the well-known artists
Christo Vladimirov Javacheff and Jeanne-Claude Denat
(collectively known as ‘Christo’) installed ‘The Gates’, a
temporary installation of gates adorned by saffron coloured
flags across Central Park, in New York City. The installation
stayed for less than two weeks. Nevertheless, the court
noted that the installation could be considered as having
recognised stature and, if needed, would have been protected
against destruction under VARA.13
The court backed up such arguments by referring
to Banksy. Remarkably, the consideration of Banksy’s
celebrity also formed part of the assessment of stature at
5Pointz. While the British artist was not involved with any
of the works at the site, Banksy’s art was used to form a theoretical argument. Indeed, the Court of Appeals noted that:

This part of the appeal’s ruling echoes what the first
instance judge had already highlighted as an important
factor, namely the artistic and social importance that 5Pointz
had acquired throughout the years, which was manifested
on the one hand by the brilliant supervision and selection
skills of its curator, Meres One 17, and on the other, by the
fact that the site had become an attraction for New York
visitors, with busloads of tourists, schoolchildren, and
married couples visiting it constantly.
The Court of Appeals also held that because Jonathan
‘Meres One’ reviewed a plan for each artwork before
allowing it to be painted, the case for recognised stature
was strengthened.18 The curation of 5Pointz followed a
system of conscientious consideration determined by Meres
One, who constantly presided over the site and enforced
social norms so that both long-term and short-term graffiti
was created. This structured system carried extra weight in
the appeal case in favour of the artists and their claim that
their pieces were worthy of obtaining recognised stature.

A Banksy painting at 5Pointz would have possessed
recognised stature, even if it were temporary […]
the temporary nature of the art is not a bar to recognised stature.
The court also emphasised the fact that Banksy had
appeared aside notable figures such as former US President Barack Obama and Apple founder Steve Jobs on Time
Magazine; and also recalled the moment when, in 2018,
Banksy famously shocked and captivated onlookers at a
Sotheby’s auction with his self-destructing artwork ‘Girl
with Balloon’.14 These comments do not come as big
surprise. VARA’s role after all is to protect any work of
cultural value. If there were mandated lifespans for protected
art, many cherished works would be left vulnerable to
illegal manipulation or destruction. In other words, the
court stressed that if there is opportunity for cultural
evaluation there is also potential for legal protection against
prejudicial and destructive treatments of ar t works,
irrespective of their lifespan.
Mr. Wolkoff also argued that because the artists
were aware that the 5Pointz buildings may eventually be
destroyed, they should have expected the potential destruction of their works. This argument was also rejected as
VARA expressly states that because of the possibility of
salvaging removable works (and several murals at 5Pointz
could have been removed relatively easily), property owners
are obliged to allow for a 90 days’ notice to facilitate such
attempts 15: which Mr. Wolkoff did not do.
Another factor considered by the Court of Appeals
is the context in which the 5Pointz pieces were placed.
The site had gained notoriety and became a star feature
of the graffiti scene in New York, also gaining recognition
globally. This was a crucial factor, particularly in regard to
establishing the reception by the community. Evidently, the
location of the art is relevant when considering its position
in the law, which protects artists’ moral rights (Chused,
2018). After all, context is crucial also for works of fine art
exhibited in museums, as the Court of Appeals correctly
pointed out:
Appearance at a major site – e.g. The Louvre or the
Prado – ensures that a work will be recognised, that
is, seen and appreciated by the public and the art

WILFUL CONDUCT
The Court of Appeals also found that Mr. Wolkoff’s
illegal activity was wilful. Indeed, he was aware prior to
the whitewashing that the artists were pressing VARA
claims, evincing the deliberate choice to violate the law. A
decision that – the court confirmed – served no apparent
purpose and has been perceived as nothing more than a
malicious display of power. Importantly, the whitewash
was not at all necessary to begin construction of the
apartments. It was just an act of ‘pure pique and revenge’,
to use the words of Judge Block in the first instance decision,
also highlighted by the Court of Appeals.19 Mr. Wolkoff
could have allowed the artworks to remain visible until
demolition began, giving the artists time to photograph or
to recover their works where possible. 20 Instead, he
destroyed the works immediately after the district court
denied the preliminary injunction and before the same
court could finalise its promised written opinion (as mentioned, he also did not serve the required 90-day notice which
would have allowed artists to save some of their pieces).
Moreover, when his behaviour was questioned by
the court in the first instance proceedings, the property
owner offered a weak explanation, citing that he had feared
the artists would attempt to access the property illegally
to gain possession of their works. However, the Court of
Appeals noted that there was no evidence confirming this
circumstance.21 Also, as also noted by Judge Block in the
first instance proceedings, Mr. Wolkoff did not help his
cause when he later reminded the court that he ‘would
make the same decision today’.22
It is clear such a wilful disrespect of an important
legal provision pushed Judge Block to award the artists
the maximum amount of damages (Bonadio, 2018a), and
the Court of Appeals to confirm the award. Mr. Wolkoff
had many opportunities to change course. He had been
warned at the start of the first instance proceedings, and
before the whitewashing, that there was a potential for
high damages if the artworks then deemed protectable
under VARA were going to be destroyed. Perhaps it was
his certainty that street art and graffiti would not be covered
by US moral rights law that made him act so misguided –
in defiance of the legal advice of even his own lawyers.23
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CONCLUDING REMARKS
The appeal decision in 5Pointz confirms once again
that society’s attitude towards street art and graffiti is
progressively changing. Practitioners of a type of art that
has long been considered by wide sectors of society as of
minor artistic value have been given a form of legal
protection which was originally designed with traditional
fine artists in mind. In other words, what this case confirms
once more is that – in the eyes of the law – the gap between
street and graffiti art and fine art is narrowing, which may
contribute towards changing the perception that members
of the general public have of these unconventional forms
of creativity.
The 5Pointz case seems to mark a defining moment
in the evolution of graffiti and street art, which have long
been considered as temporary art forms (Bonadio, 2018b).
Artists within these scenes appear more interested in
trying to preserve their works (Chused, 2018). And the high
damages award may persuade many artists to bring legal
complaints against property owners where their pieces
are unjustifiably destroyed or threatened with destruction.
The 5Pointz case has also confirmed the importance
of protecting artists’ moral right of integrity. The enforcement of such (private) rights has also the potential of
protecting the interest of the general public in preserving
valuable art (Bonadio, 2020). US lawmakers’ debate
surrounding the introduction of VARA is quite revealing in
this regard. During the legislative process which led to the
final act, it was noted that ‘society is the ultimate loser
when the works are modified or destroyed’24; that moral
rights protect both ‘professional artists who build their
future on the integrity and authenticity of [art] in public and
private collections, and […] the public [by] preserving its
cultural legacy’25; and that the rationale for such protection
is the need to preserve important works of art that eventually become ‘an invaluable part of American culture’.26
This important feature of moral rights has also been
highlighted by the Court of Appeals in 5Pointz when citing
Carter : ‘VARA protects ‘the public interest in preserving
[the] nation’s culture”.27
There seems therefore to be a coincidence between
the self-interest of artists in taking action to save their
works by relying on the moral right of integrity and the
public interest in the preservation of works of art (Merryman,
1976; Sax, 2001; Swack, 1998). This correlation is epitomised,
with particular reference to street and graffiti art, by the
‘gift to the public’ narrative. Many people within local
communities believe that by placing art in their area, artists
give them something to enjoy and to reflect upon. Thus, when
artists rely on moral rights’ law to attempt to save their
pieces, they are trying to ensure that their gift is maintained,
in furtherance of a public interest (Bougdanos, 2012).
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As far as the increase in the value
of the site is concerned, see also
Bonadio E. (2018) ‘Graffiti Gets
VARA Protection: the 5Pointz Case’.
European Intellectual Property
Review, 40(6): 409–413.
See page 46 of the first instance
ruling which states how Mr. Wolkoff
benefitted from the artist’s activities
as the price of the site increased.

Carter v. Hemsley Spear (1995) 861 F
Supp 303 (SDNY 1994) and 71 F.3D 77
(2nd Cir 1995), underlining the
requirements of recognised stature.

4

Carter v. Hemsley Spear (1995) 861F.
Supp. page 325 emphasises that the
court will not make an aesthetic
judgement on the work.

5

Indeed, in the first instance
proceedings Judge Block endorsed
the case of Martin v. City of
Indianapolis (which had affirmed
that the Carter test ‘may be more
rigorous than Congress intended’);
and recalled that in Martin the
requirement in question was satisfied
by merely relying on newspaper,
magazine articles, and various letters
including a letter from an art gallery
director. What Martin confirms
– Judge Block reminded in the first
instance decision – is that ‘expert
testimony is not the sine qua non for
establishing that a work of visual art
is of recognised stature’ (see page 29
of the first instance ruling).

6

See page 31 of the first instance
ruling, the defendant’s expert
testimony was flawed, in addition to
the restrictive approach the expert’s
reliance on social media was
questioned by the judge who stated
her lack of findings defied credibility.

7

See page 32 of the first instance
judgement which highlights the issues
with the final conclusion of the
defendant’s expert.

8

See page 31 of the first instance
judgement which affirms the
existence of accolades recognising
5Pointz outside of the site.

9

See page 23 of the appeal judgement,
confirming that a respected aerosol
artist’s opinion will be sufficient for
a finding of stature.

10 See page 22 of the appeal ruling
in which the court reaffirms the
works’ recognition.
11 See page 17 of the appeal ruling
which confirms no error was made
in the District Court regarding the
admissibility of temporary works.
12 See page 16 of the appeal ruling
where it is unequivocally stated that
VARA does not exclude temporary
works from being protected under
VARA.
13 See page 19 of the appeal judgement
which discusses the lifespan on
a work will not a bar to protection
where there is opportunity for the
work to be viewed and evaluated.
14 See page 18 of the appeal judgement,
also noting that in recent years street
art, much of which is temporary,
has emerged as a major category
of contemporary art.
15 If the artwork incorporated in the
building is not removable without
damaging the piece, the property
owner is still able under VARA to
destroy it under the condition that
artists have waived their moral rights
through a written instrument signed
by both the artist and building owner:
see 17 U.S.C. § 113(d)(1)(b).

16 See page 24 of the appeal judgement
which discusses how stature is
established holistically, including
consideration of the site.
17 See page 23 of the appeal judgement,
confirming that a respected aerosol
artist’s opinion will be sufficient for
a finding of stature.
18 See page 25 of the appeal judgement
which establishes that when the
curator is distinguished his selection
of the work is especially probative.
19 See page 29 of the appeal judgement
which stresses that statutory
damages were awarded to sanction
Mr. Wolkoff’s conduct.
20 In the first instance proceedings
Judge Block noted that: ‘The shame
of it all is that since 5Pointz was a
prominent tourist attraction the public
would undoubtedly have thronged
to say its goodbyes during those 10
months and gaze at the formidable
works of aerosol art for the last time.
It would have been a wonderful
tribute for the artists that they richly
deserved’ (see pages 49–50 of the
decision).
21 See also page 26 of the appeal
judgement which discusses
Mr. Wolkoff’s ‘bad behaviour’ and
highlights Mr. Wolkoff’s testimony as
a deliberate choice to violate VARA.
22 See page 27 of the appeal ruling.
In the first instance proceedings, the
property owner also argued that he
had whitewashed the art to prevent
additional conflict and to reduce ‘the
pain of seeing the painted walls being
pulled down’. He even added that he
cried when the site was torn down.
Yet, Judge Block was highly sceptical
about that being true. See pages
40–45 of the first instance decision.
23 The murals painted at 5Pointz
were authorised by the property
owner. Would the decision have been
different if the artists had painted
at 5Pointz without Mr. Wolkoff’s
authorisation? The issue is not
entirely clear under US law.
In the case of Ron English et al.
v. BFC & R. 11th Street LLC it was
held that protecting illegally created
pieces ‘could effectively freeze
redevelopments of vacant lots by
placing artwork there without
permission. Such a construction of
the statute would be constitutionally
troubling, would defy rationality and
cannot be what Congress intended
in passing VARA’. Yet, in the
subsequent case Pollara v. Seymour,
the court clarified that the ruling in
Ron English only applied to illegal
works that could not be removed
without destroying them, therefore
suggesting that in case of illegal
works that can be removed without
harm, VARA does apply, and artists
can thus save them from destruction.
In Pollara , the Court added that ‘there
is no basis in the statute to find a
general right to destroy works of
art that are on property without the
permission of the owner’. This point
confirms that US courts have not
taken a clear stance when it comes
to interpreting the right to prevent
destruction in case of illegally
produced works.
24 136 Cong. Record H3111-02 (daily
ed., June 5, 1989, statement of
Rep. Kastenmeier). See also the
statement by Hon. Ralph Oman,
Register of Copyrights: ‘[D]estruction
of works of art has a detrimental
effect on the artist’s reputation, and
[…] also represents a loss to society’,
quoted in H.R. Rep. No 101–514,6915.

25 H.R. Rep. No. 514, 101st Cong., 2d
Sess. 6 (1990), statement of artist
Weltzin Blix.
26 101 Cong. Rec. H2690 (daily ed. June
13, 1990), statement of Rep. William;
see also H.R. Rep. No. 101–514, pt.
2,6916 (1990), stressing the benefits
‘not only to individual visual artists,
but also to the American culture to
which these artists make such a
significant contribution; see also
the statement by Professor Jane
Ginsburg, H.R. Rep. No. 101–514
(1990),6924: ‘protecting the works
[…] against destruction or mutilation
[…] may enhance the creative
environment in which artists labor.
[…] Equally important, these
safeguards enhance our cultural
heritage. […] The integrity right helps
preserve artworks intact for all of us
to enjoy’.
27 See page 14 of the appeal ruling
which states the underlying goal
of VARA is the protection of the
nation’s culture.
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SPOTTING
TRAINS:

Figure 1. Graffiti panels on a commuter train spotted at Käpylä station. Helsinki, Finland, 2018. Photograph ©Malin Fransberg.

AN ETHNOGRAPHY OF
SUBCULTURAL MEDIA
PRACTICES AMONG
GRAFFITI WRITERS
IN HELSINKI
Malin Fransberg, Tampere University

This research article examines the subcultural media practices among a group of male
graffiti writers in the city of Helsinki, Finland. It builds on Jeff Ferrell and Robert Weide’s
‘spot theory’ and focuses on letter-based graffiti writing on trains. The object of this
study is to articulate how local graffiti writers, who take part in the city’s spatial subcultural
play, use subcultural media for the purpose of ‘spotting’ and boundary making. It concludes
that seeking respect and prestige in the local community is not always achieved by way
of acquiring visibility or ‘fame’, or through the proliferate circulation of graffiti painted
trains on different media channels. The article is based on the findings of a long-term
ethnographic fieldwork project (2011–2018) carried out in Helsinki.

SPOTTING TRAINS: AN ETHNOGRAPHY OF SUBCULTURAL MEDIA PRACTICES AMONG GRAFFITI WRITERS IN HELSINKI

INTRODUCTION
At 6 AM, it was still dark and freezing. So, we were
waiting at the station; the train was supposed to
arrive in ten minutes. The guys looked tired and
serious; they were dressed in black and sported
hoodies. They were looking at the ground, avoiding
the CCTVs. I did the same. The train arrived. ‘Fuck,
it’s the wrong train!’, one of the guys responded, and
I saw nothing on the train. ‘Let’s check if it’s the
other train; can you see the [graffiti] pieces on the
other side?’ The guys stretched their necks, looking
through the windows, but it was dark and, at least,
I couldn’t see anything ‘on the other side’. ‘Was it
that one? Fuck it wasn’t!’ ‘I couldn’t see anything.’
‘Did it have three carriages?’ ‘Did you see if the first
two wagons had waves on its side?’ ‘Yeah, it wasn’t
that one for sure.’ ‘Fuck if they’d pulled it out of
service.’ ‘Don’t think so, they wouldn’t have time.
For sure that’s the one they took out from the yard,
that’s the one that leaves first.’ The guys had reckoned
it wrong. I said nothing, just followed them out from
the station. ‘Next one [train] will be in 20 minutes.’
(Fieldnote, 2012) 1
This fieldnote was written after a fieldwork trip with
a group of male graffiti writers in Helsinki, Finland. The
night before, two different commuter trains standing at a
station had been painted, and we were supposed to ‘spot’
these trains in traffic as part of the post-spray painting
ritual of documenting the short-lived graffiti while in
circulation. It is simply deemed cool to have a photo made
in traffic. This essentially meant taking photographs in
some place at a station or along the track that offered
enough of a view to ‘catch’ the passing trains. It was crucial
for the writers to spot these trains because none of them
had proper photographs of their pieces. They had painted
in a narrow aisle between the trains in the darkness of
night, and in those hours, producing a satisfactory photo
of their graffiti pieces was apparently challenging. It was
also important to catch these trains during the morning’s
first rush hour as graffiti covered trains are taken out and
sent into the ‘buff’2 after only a single round of service due
to the zero tolerance 3 policy employed by the Finnish railway company VR.
In this article, I apply a methodology I call ‘spotting
trains’, influenced by Jeff Ferrell and Robert Weide’s (2010)
spatial analysis called ‘spot theory’. Spotting trains reflects
both the creation of visual documentation as well as the
physical movement, i.e. The writer’s chase of the train in
its movement (see Figure �). The documentation and the
chasing of the train are a form of subcultural play and
demonstrate graffiti writers’ sense of the local subcultural
idioms and the specific landscape of train writing in ‘the
cities in the city’ that alter the dominant approach to the
legislated city (Young, 2014). The preconditions set by the
spatial dimensions in the city’s train system, the policy of
the train company, and the subcultural value of getting a
train photographed in traffic all contribute to the graffiti
writers’ specialist knowledge of the circulating trains. Thus
the ‘spotting’ is not only a subcultural skill for selecting an
appropriate ‘spot’ for graffiti writing (Ferrell & Weide,
2010: 49), but a further engagement with the spot by regularly
extending its spatial dimension through pictorial rerepresentations. Spotting therefore becomes a powerful
source to mediate, transform, and promulgate subcultural
spots that physically appear as temporary and ephemeral,
often as a result of control policies, most notably the zero
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tolerance policy under which graffiti is quickly removed
from urban space.
This article is at the theoretical intersection of subcultural theory and cultural criminology, and addresses
their overlapping interest in the making and the control of
subcultural and mediated urban spaces. The resulting
interdisciplinarity occupies a field which seeks to extend
the boundaries of spatial knowledge employed in subcultural meaning and value making. Subcultural theory
engages the exploration of contested meanings with regard
to deviation from, or resistance to the conventional and
the dominant, often referred to as the mainstream (Hannerz,
2016: 52; Thornton, 1995); yet, it also shapes the structural
significance of the ‘subcultural subject’, while recording
the rhetoric of social privilege and hierarchy within certain
spatial contexts (Blackman & Kempson, 2016: 10; Jensen,
2018). While subcultural theory has a long history and has
developed as a dialectic of differing paradigmatic schools,
cultural criminology is a fairly new subfield. Established
partly as a critique on positivistic criminology, situational
crime prevention, crime mapping and, moreover, the broken
window model of zero tolerance, cultural criminology has
come to participate in the alternative ways of interpreting
the relationship between space and crime by recognising
cultural and mediated dimensions often overlooked by
these simplistic methods of crime control (Hayward, 2012:
441; 2009).
This research article embraces urban fieldwork and
notions of edge ethnography used in cultural criminology
(Ferrell & Hamm, 1998). Ethnographic research in cultural
criminology is profoundly engaged in situated dynamics,
emotions, and meaning in everyday life within particular
(sub)cultural milieus (Ferrell, 1999: 399). Conducting ethnography in illicit subcultures often requires researchers’
participation and deep immersion in order to produce a
multifaceted knowledge of the studied field. Being in such
a position, the researcher becomes a part of the generated
research knowledge and, as such, requires at least a partial
understanding of one’s own positionality within the field.
Blackman and Kempson (2016: 10) stated that ‘this realisation
requires the development of innovative methodologies that
are equipped to offer multiperspective views on researcher/
participant relations, and on the process of identifying
which findings are ‘significant’’. Methodologies of both
cultural criminology and subcultural studies often combine
urban ethnographic participatory observation with media
content analysis, using research particularly at the intersection of media, crime control, and subcultures (Ferrell,
1999: 400; Hayward, 2009; Thornton, 1995). It is here that
urban ethnography is able to find a context that imposes
creativity, transgression, and collective solutions among
members in subcultures controlled by a city’s policy.
Furthermore, ethnography is a research design whereby
the research questions often emerge as the methodological
practice goes along. It was precisely by participating in
graffiti writers’ photographing practices, ‘spotting trains’,
that I became interested in how graffiti writers publish
train graffiti and how they use different subcultural media
for the benefit of their own train writing missions. Thus,
this article addresses some of the subcultural publishing
logics with regard to visibility and the way in which visibility
is involved in boundary making inside the graffiti subculture,
focusing on those claiming ownership of an itemised
subcultural landscape, or more specifically, ownership of
particular spots for train writing.
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This research article stems from a long-term ethnographic research project conducted in Helsinki (2011–2019).
I have applied multiple sets of different participatory
observation methods for different graffiti writers and street
artist groups, including participant interviews and the
analysis of different graffiti-focused micromedia. In this
article, I address the subcultural media practices of a
distinct all-male group of graffiti writers in Helsinki engaged
in the practice of train writing. Train writing can be defined
as a genre of graffiti subculture dedicated to spray painting
passenger trains, freight trains, and subway carriages,
and is based on both the classical letter style and the
practice of name writing in public space. With reference
to its historical roots in the New York graffiti youth culture
that emerged in the late 1960s, train writing is often presented
as the fundamental act of graffiti subculture (Austin, 2001;
Stewart, 2009), which is known for such concepts as manliness, being ‘real’, and striving for hegemony within the
scene (Macdonald, 2002).
The first intensive observation period in this rather
loosely organised community of graffiti writers started in
August 2011 and lasted until February 2013. Subsequently,
I kept following some of the members of this group and
finally conducted six in-depth interviews in 2018–2019. These
taped interviews varied from one to three hours and were
semi-structured by themes, such as ‘graffiti and media’,
‘zero tolerance policies’, ‘Helsinki graffiti’, and ‘gender in
graffiti’. The analysis of this article focuses on the themes
that arose as significant in the process of spotting trains
and in relation to the media practices among these graffiti
writers. The analysis is based on fieldnotes and the thematic interviews, as well as local graffiti magazines, books,
and online digital media that deal with graffiti in Finland.
Before moving on to the ethnography of this article, I will
first outline the concept of an ecology of spots by revisiting
Ferrell and Weide’s idea of spot theory.
THE ECOLOGY OF SPOTS
Ferrell and Weide’s (2010) ‘spot theory’ maps graffiti
writers’ conceptions of spatiality in the city and the ways
they choose significant spots in which to paint. As a starting
point, they argue that the collective motivation for spot
selection is recognition and prominence among other
writers and city residents, and as such, each act of graffiti
writing involves a trade-off between the factors of visibility,
location, and risk. Ferrell and Weide (2010: 51) maintain
that graffiti writers seek an audience in order to increase
their subcultural status and acquire fame, which is a widely
accepted idea in the research of the graffiti subculture
(Bloch, 2019; Castleman, 1984; Lachmann, 1988; Macdonald,
2002; MacDowall, 2019; Snyder, 2009). Fame refers to the
graffiti subcultures’ own prestige economy of ‘getting up’
and the labour involved in maintaining a presence in a city’s
spatial dimensions. Austin (2001: 40–43) stated that fame,
in the early 1960s writing culture of New York, was an
alternative route for poor, racialised youth to exist and to
manufacture a name in the city’s complex economy. Other
previous studies on graffiti subculture have constructed
the fame game as an alternative, deviant career path; a
social ladder that has been described on the basis of a
number of similar overarching distinctions: toy to king
(Castleman, 1984: 77), toy to muralist (Lachmann, 1988) or
graffiti writer to graffiti artist (Stewart, 2009: 83), presenting
the outcome of a path that leads to cultural recognition in
the mainstream art world, while simultaneously provoking
tensions for remaining underground and subcultural. Later
studies have contributed to the graffiti career approach,

and the fame hunt has been affiliated with a self-concept
for constructing a masculine identity (Macdonald, 2002)
or a route for career paths in creative labour, while challenging class-analytic subcultural theory (Snyder, 2009: 171).
Choosing spots is thus directly linked to the substance
of fame, as visible spots become resources for subcultural
credibility. However, Ferrell and Weide (2010: 56) note that
spots are clearly not fixed or denoted as static urban locations, but are always situated in the city’s complex changing
physical ecology. Especially in the genre of train writing,
the connection between the painted spot and the viewed
spots may be disrupted, as the moving object is often
painted somewhere other than where it is viewed in the
city’s transit system. Trainyards, layups, and terminal
stations may act as spots, yet they are constantly in a
changing process; trains are pulled in and out, cleaners
come and go, and there are surveillance cameras operating
in the area. As such, patterns of different entrepreneurs,
urban policing, graffiti removal, and private security interfere with writers’ ongoing struggle to get status and visibility. This specialised knowledge of the changing spatial
dimensions is elsewhere recognised as subcultural ‘skills’
accumulated by the social community of writers with its
shared goal orientation (Austin, 2001: 64– 65). Graffiti
writers internalise the rhythms and pulses of the city in
order to access and master spots. In this way, according
to Ferrell & Weide (2010: 57), spots are understood as liquid,
as they are constantly subaltern to the city’s ecological
and social malleability.
As a creative subcultural resistance against the
removal of graffiti from public space, Ferrell and Weide
point towards the rise of graffiti media: subcultural micromedia, photographs, magazines, videos, and online media
channels have altered the earlier prestige system of writing,
as they have provided new subcultural spots for recognition
and visibility (see also Austin, 2001: 249; Snyder, 2006).
Spots become further liquefied by the increasing use of
digital media and material uploaded to the internet, which
disconnect the physicality of the spot and its traditional
subcultural status rooted in maximum street visibility. Here,
they state that the interplay between what they call urban
spots and mediated spots is not only circulated globally,
but circles back on their sources in a way that challenges
the distinctions between source and simulation (Ferrell &
Weide, 2010: 59). Current graffiti studies focusing on digital
and social media present a shift insofar as they define the
fame game not as a straightforward process, and they
raise awareness of the fact that there are differences in
fame in relation to particular media, such as the ‘instafame’
earned online which invokes a more genuine reputation
earned offline or in analogue media (MacDowall, 2019). As
such, various media also confront the essence of fame
beyond a simple visibility linked to spatiality, and bring out
new complexities and different meanings for fame. Moreover, they contribute to the subcultural difference, as
different subcultural media come to present different
meanings in relation to each other and to what could be
understood as the mass media or mainstream media
(Thornton, 1995; Hannerz, 2016).
The ‘liquidity’ of spots displayed in the wide range
of media aligns with ideas of a postmodern hyperreality
accompanied by a strong emphasis on agency. As such,
the subcultural terrain appears as fluid, uncertain, boundless, creative, and liberating. However, despite being
constantly reshaped by human action, urban space is never
free from structural inequalities and social divisions (Joseph,
2008). Although Ferrell and Weide’s article describes how
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the patterns of spots get altered by public authorities, it
does not extensively explore the patterns of unequal access
to spots or how writers become able to choose urban or
mediated spots beyond simple fame seeking or applying
writers’ moral codes (Ferrell & Weide, 2010: 54). Spots –
urban or mediated – are not just liquid but bound to and
shaped by the city’s physical, cultural, and social order.
Crucial for spotting and the interplay with spots are the
cultural and social conventions with regard to the ablebodied, which relate to gender, race, and social class, and
shape the ways in which writers gain access to spots or
are able to stroll through the city. Bodily capacities which
allow to get to hard-to-reach spots, to move in and out of
specific places, and to be able to escape from risks and
dangers, are integral to the practices of graffiti writers,
but are also built on the normative notion of an able, white
male body (Hannerz, 2017: 374–375; Macdonald, 2002).
Moreover, the ability to avoid control and having access
to spots is granted to bodies that are able to ‘pass’ unnoticed
in districts or in moments of the city, often excluding
racialised or gendered bodies from its space (Hannerz,
2017: 275–376). Yet, passing some place unnoticed and the
overall mobility between the spots – such as travelling from
one city or country to another – also involve notions of social
class and economic resources necessary for such mobility.
Rather than proposing a spatial uncertainty of mediated spots, I suggest that graffiti photos and videos, as
outcomes of spotting, play an important role in mapping
the city’s subcultural landscape and regularly function as
a resource for graffiti writing. The archives of mediated
spots decentralise the topographic information earlier
controlled by able writers living nearby. Spots become
k nown through the enormous archives of mediated
information and are conceptualised by writers who have
never visited the spot physically. Yet, spots, as a resource
for subcultural play, are bound to municipal policies, and
limited resources do not always serve a perspective of
subcultural fame seeking, as media attention may invite
‘others’ to visit the spot. Thus, in the city’s complex ecology,
media easily become a meeting point for different social
representations, and channels for micromedia are no
longer relegated to narrow subcultural circuits in the way
underground DIY-fanzines perhaps used to be, as many
now have the ability to publish and create micromedia
online. The increasing use of digital devices gives random
passers-by, visiting graffiti writers, or graffiti admirers
the opportunity to post graffiti online, while challenging
the unified publishing logics set in localities or in subcultural
divisions. This constant interplay between urban and
mediated spots and between opposing media practices
may enhance boundary making, and may also construct
dialogues, negotiations, and conflicts in an ecology of spots.
SPOTTING TRAINS AND
ARTICULATING PUBLISHING LOGICS
‘Did you get ‘em?’, Janne asks before we even greet.
He is out of breath. ‘Yes, I’ve got them.’ ‘Were they
good?’ ‘Well, look for yourself.’ Janne inspects the
photos for ten minutes. I thought the photos were
good, but Janne criticises his [graffiti] piece. ‘Check
out that line, it should not go like that. Now it’s
bollocks!’ I could not believe how self-critical he
was, but he said that there was always room for
improvement. (Fieldnote, 2012)
My presence in the all-male group became more or
less accepted as the writers realised that I was useful in
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photographing their graffiti paintings on trains while the
art pieces were still ‘running’ in traffic. Moreover, being
female perhaps put me in a better position to photograph
graffiti-painted trains at a close distance and circumvent
the surveillance of guards, train drivers, and conductors
who occasionally would confront my male informants at
the stations. During the first observation period (2011–2013),
I met these writers two to three times per week, from six
hours up to 24 hours per meeting. Often, the meetings
involved swapping SD cards with pictures of train panels,
discussing the last train writing mission, and planning the
next one. Janne, like all the other writers I followed in this
community, had several years’ experience of train writing,
and most of these writers had started writing graffiti in
their early teenage years. They were active train writers
committed to the time-consuming activities of scoping out
train yards, planning ‘missions’, and spotting trains. They
took their train writing seriously, and this meant not only
performing strictly planned and strategic train actions, but
also making sure there would be good documentation of
the actual graffiti pieces; the ‘panels’, ‘top-to-bottoms’ or,
at times, even ‘whole carriages’.
From 2011 to 2013, the group consisted varyingly of
ten white males aged between 20 and 30. Generally, this
was a group whose members had had limited schooling
and ‘drifted around’. Many of the informants were unemployed, a few were taking vocational courses, and some
had short-term jobs in industry, construction, logistics, or
manufacturing. Additionally, some of the graffiti writers
faced serious outcomes from police investigations that
had resulted in several convictions and huge claims for
damages from the railway company VR and the Helsinki
Regional Transport Authority (HSL), which – considering
also their low income – clearly put them in a perilous social
position. These graffiti writers were not developing artistic
careers and did not have jobs on the market for creative
labour, despite being well-known and respected in the local
graffiti scene. Rather, they had remained in the maledominated working-class sector of society, and by 2019,
only two of them had pursued higher education since the
first observation period. I consider these writers to be part
of the precariat class, even though they rarely articulated
a clear class position for themselves.
Indeed, contemporary class formations are complex,
but class consciousness seems to be troublesome for young
people in these times of neoliberalism, which tends to
emphasise the role of the individual, rather than articulate
belonging to a social class (Jensen, 2018: 410–411).
Participating in spotting and documenting train
graffiti allowed me to gain a perspective on the subculture’s
publishing logics, and on the ways this shaped some of the
focal points within the community. The face-to-face interaction and trading of graffiti photos generated complex
informal rules of what constituted a presentable photo, but
most importantly, it helped decide who has the right to
publish and on which media platforms. Some of the spotted
trains that I witnessed were published in local graffiti magazines, yet countless graffiti pieces on trains were never
published, and almost none were published online by the
graffiti writers themselves. Perhaps the main goal for
these writers was not to claim fame, but to be able to
govern the circulation of one’s own graffiti photos, for there
was a difference as to where these photos were supposed
to be published. Most of the writers preferred to publish
their photos in local graffiti magazines, as these were
considered the exclusive platforms for presenting a selection
of ones’ achievements (see Figure 2). Finnish graffiti
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magazines contain mainly visual content – i.e. images of
graffiti – and rarely include any articles (see Figure 3).
Submitting a photograph to a graffiti magazine was guided
by two principles. First, who painted the train, and second,
who took the photograph. If a writer had spotted another
writer’s train piece, it was generally not acceptable to
publish it without the consent of the author. Sometimes
this did happen, however, triggering conflict inside the
community:
Kari was raising his voice: ‘Who gave you the
permission to send in that photo?’ Niko answered
nonchalantly: ‘I don’t need a permission, it’s my
photo. I took the photo.’ (Fieldnote, 2013)
Crucial in terms of their use, the ownership of an
image is defined both by the producer of the photograph
and the writer behind the graffiti piece. Some writers
claimed ownership of images because of the hard work
that was required to take the photo: ‘He didn’t have the
guts to go to the station, whereas I did’ or ‘No one else
turned up that morning’. Others dictated ownership in
terms of content, with writers sometimes editing photographs of graffiti pieces in case consent was not received
from all: ‘Better to cut his piece out’.
Another often discussed topic was images considered ‘too hot’ to be published; some photos contained
important time-spatial information that is useful for acquiring subcultural skills required for the practice of train
writing, and in this way, they proved to be significant learning
tools. For instance, analysing a bunch of photographs in
mag-azines allowed for the construction of spatial patterns,
such as one writer’s development of photographing styles,
or typical places where he/she usually took photographs
of trains in traffic. The circulation of trains on different
lines could be identified on the basis of stations or architecture recognised from a photo, which in turn helped to
find potential loopholes for painting trains on specific lines.
If the photo appeared to have been taken inside a train
yard, the possible location could be recognised by looking
at the train models and particular features in the background, such as fences or other specific objects. Graffiti
writers have, as already noted, a special ability to discern
the infrastructural patterns within a city and this sometimes
motivated my informants to search for new and innovative
spots for taking photographs, which were not typically
known among their peers:

Figure 2. A sample of Finnish graffiti magazines, published between 2000 and 2018.
Helsinki, Finland, 2019. Photograph ©Malin Fransberg.

Some magazines were more train oriented, whereas others
also included sections of walls and street bombing. The
graffiti magazines were also quite often considered as biased
as a result of editors favouring certain graffiti writers. This
was explained in an interview with one of the informants:
I think, in any graffiti media, whether it be a book,
a magazine, or a video, they’re always slanted. And,
if you look at Finnish graffiti magazines, they’ve
always given you a wrong picture. Hell no are they
true, and the author is always recognisable, who’s
done it, what crews he has, it’s really interpretable.
(Niko, 2019)
However, this could also be realised as a promising issue:

The photo of the ‘top-to-bottoms’ was taken in
unfamiliar terrain: the old commuter train was riding
over an old bridge. Nobody was able to recognise
the place, and everyone was asking ‘Where did you
take this photo?’ ‘Won’t tell you!’, Kari laughed.
(Fieldnote, 2013)

For me, the thing is that the magazine itself is also
a piece of art, and I don’t want to have a [graffiti]
piece catalogue. For magazines can’t have an objective representation of a scene, can they? I would
rather publish in a magazine that has more quality
and where my piece is among the best ones. For
example, I don’t want to publish in X4 , because it’s
published too often and that’s why it has a bad filter.
(Aleksi, 2019)

Additionally, the time a photo was taken was measured by analysing its lighting. Was a photo taken in broad
daylight, or during the first rush hour in the morning? Were
there any signs of winter, or rather of a summery white
night? The ability to read the photos was thus an important
factor in producing subcultural knowledge and obtaining
substantial information for local train writing.
Some of the magazines had ‘open calls’ on Facebook
pages or Instagram accounts; however, others collected
photos only during personal encounters. The local graffiti
magazines displayed various local graffiti styles, and the train
writers would often rank the magazines against one another.

In these comments, Niko and Aleksi pointed out two
contrasting ideals for graffiti magazines, where one proposes an impartial truth of the subcultural landscape – that
is, representing the diversity of graffiti seen in the urban
space from the wide range of different artists in the city.
The second view proposes a subjective perspective of the
scene, presenting graffiti from specific cliques often
associated with the editors of graffiti magazines. Similarly,
Austin (2001: 260) recognises the editors’ powerful role in
the subculture, and that ‘getting up’ in a magazine may be
more dependent on who a writer knows than on his or her
talent. The editors of various graffiti magazines are thus
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Figure 3. A page featuring train graffiti in the graffiti magazine Adults (Vol. 4, 2018). Design ©Adults.
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Figure 4. A tribute to Red-Devils in the graffiti magazine Boiling Point (Vol. 2, 2012). Design © Boiling Point magazine.
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recognised as important actors in the process of subcultural
construction, and magazines contribute to subcultural
boundary making by highlighting the ones who get published
– often those graffiti writers who have already established
a name for themselves in the city. On the other hand, the
magazines might present up-and-coming crews and younger
writers performing in a favourable style; thus, they also
mark generational changes in the subcultural landscape.
EXPLORING MEDIATED SPOTS
Online publication has clearly marked a rapid change
in the subculture’s characteristics, especially in its ability
to bring different city dwellers into a common space of
communication. Generally, the observed writers were
sceptical of online publishing, and they avoided publishing
online themselves. Despite avoiding publishing online, they
were all following various digital platforms administered
either by other graffiti writers or by graffiti admirers who
publish graffiti from a wide range of different artists. During
the first observation period (2011–2013), Instagram was not
yet widely used in the local graffiti subculture, but several
sites, such as Flickr, Fotolog, and Tumblr, were actively
followed by graffiti writers. Later, during the interviews
conducted in 2018–2019, it was evident that Instagram had
jumped into the fray, as it spontaneously became a common
topic in all interviews and was presented as a dominant
medium for circulating graffiti pictures. It was also on all
these platforms that graffiti writers could randomly spot
their own works online:
I don’t cry over spotting my pieces on Instagram.
I make them in public space. I often hope that they
won’t be there [online], but I’m not worried about it.
I should cover them up or make them in hidden places
if I don’t want them to be seen. It’s another thing if I
give my picture to a friend and he publishes it without
my permission. (Aleksi, 2019)
The extract above reflects the online circulation of
graffiti images as a by-product of contemporary graffiti
writing in public space, independent of the writers’ own
publishing patterns. The online sharing of images reduced
the exclusivity of a graffiti piece, meaning they generally
became less scoopful in printed magazines or graffiti books.
But there were also useful effects; a train piece that was
not spotted offline and that eventually appeared online
could offer valuable documentation for the writer. Moreover, following the Instagram accounts of local train-chasing
obsessives allowed train writers’ to keep up to date on
who painted what and on which train lines, which in turn
had an effect on their everyday practices. The constant
flow of online information was used to compound a spatialised knowledge of the subcultural field which directly
involved one’s own train writing practices. For example,
if a train line was considered as having been painted too
often on the basis of many online updates within a short
period of time, this could indicate that a specific spot had
changed in terms of its surveillance and had thus become
easy to paint. On the other hand, this could also have been
interpreted as the spot having become too busy, which
could, in turn, lead to increased surveillance.
The participants’ online interaction is best characterised as a one-way digital process of gathering information
on urban spots and on how and where to paint. While
observing writers in their homes, I often sat with them in
front of computer screens as they were exploring spots
by studying several online resources simultaneously.

The informants could spend inordinate amounts of time
researching different online platforms for graffiti photos
from a particular city or a specific train system, and
investigating timetables and routes to enter different train
lines, tunnels, and yards worldwide. Digital media, including Google Maps and train spotter websites such as
Urbanrail.net, allowed these writers to engage in creative
ways to plan trips to other localities for the purpose of
painting different subway or train models. This was realised specifically by ‘virtually’ travelling to spots in different
cities, such as a specific subway yard, and by interactively
exploring several information resources and discovering
the routes to enter them:
In a YouTube video, a group of graffiti writers have
just climbed down a cement fence. They are entering
the subway yard. I watch Tony rewinding the clip
again and again. He pushes the pause button second
by second. ‘Yes, look at it. It has to be somewhere
next to a street, because you can see the streetlights
quickly on the right corner’. The scene is blurry, and
I have difficulties in recognising any streetlight on
the screen. Tony checks the Google Map again and
zooms into the subway yard, setting the street view.
He is persistent in finding that same cement fence
seen in the video clip. ‘It has to be somewhere here…’,
he points with the cursor on the screen. ‘I will check
it out next summer when I’ll be traveling down there’,
Tony says. He then returns to study the city’s subway
timetable. (Fieldnote, 2013)
The interplay between different information sources
enabled writers to gain a complex spatial understanding
of certain geographic locations, despite their own physical
location at the time. Thus, people’s images and videos of
urban spotting uploaded to online platforms, had created
the opportunity for writers to start a form of online spotting,
and it is this digital exploration of spots that characterises
the digital realm as a resource for writers’ subcultural play,
a ‘circle back on their sources’, as Ferrell and Weide noted
about mediated spots (2010: 59). In fact, online spotting
very much simulates exploring and mastering spots in
situ. A diverse set of media can thus be used to construct
a cartography of graffiti spots – a mental map of what,
where and when by ‘following’.
PROTECTING URBAN SPOTS
Within graffiti subculture, ‘collecting systems’ comes
down to spray painting as many different train models as
possible and could be understood as an extended level of
moving up from ‘all cities’ to ‘all nations’. As the graffiti
subculture has developed into a transnational movement,
cities have come to represent certain tastes with their
distinct train models. Graffiti writers collect different
systems and often appreciate old train models; in terms
of prestige, the New York City Subway has earned the
status of being the most legendary object to paint, yet some
writers enjoy the time-honoured RVR trains existing in
Post-Soviet states, while in Finland writers value the old
commuter Sm1 train endearingly named the ‘Red-Devil’
(see Figure 4). As cities employ different strategies and
policies to combat graffiti, the train system itself is also
affected by the policies of local authorities.
Some systems, such as the old RVR trains in Belgrade,
are fully covered by graffiti, and writers struggle to find a
clean or an appropriate space to cover while avoiding
conflicts with other graffiti writers. Other train systems
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are rigidly controlled and get cleaned continuously, like the
Stockholm subway (Karlander, 2018). Moreover, different
policies apply to different train systems, which, in turn,
differ from each other in terms of volume and physical
appearance, and therefore present different opportunities
for writing surfaces in the ecology of the city’s spots.
The local writers often described Helsinki as a difficult
city to paint in, referring on the one hand to its zero tolerance
policy, and other other to the compact train system which
offers limited spots to paint on.The Helsinki metro, sometimes
nicknamed the ‘carrot’ due to its orange colour, was built
in 1982 and has only one line consisting of 25 stations. The
Helsinki metro has one metro yard and only a few layups,
making it the smallest metro system in the Nordic capitals.
It turned into a desired transnational subcultural target for
its limited accessibility, for being part of a graffiti-controlled
city, and also for being the one closest to the North Pole:
It’s really a wanted train [Helsinki metro]. And it
does have a bad reputation […] But maybe a bit too
hard a reputation. I mean you can always do a backjump. It’s doable. But, to do a really good piece,
that’s really hard to do. That’s respected and wanted.
I think one of the most wanted trains in Europe,
maybe. (Risto, 2018)
The ‘backjump’ method originated in the early 1990s
in Scandinavia and is a subgenre of train writing particularly
used in well-guarded train systems (Kimwall, 2014: 194).
In a backjump, the writer quickly completes a piece on the
train in service during a prolonged stop, such as at a
terminal station (Karlander, 2018). A backjump spot at a
terminal station is fairly accessible compared to sealed
off metro depots, and a proficient writer is able to complete
a backjump within minutes. Compared to terminal stations
inside tunnels, outside stations are preferable from a
writer’s point of view, as they are less secure and usually
only necessitate a jump over a fence next to a track to
reach the train. Yet, in Helsinki, there is only one outside
terminal station. Thus, to paint sophisticated and complex
graffiti pieces requires not only more time, but also a lot
of information on routes to enter less visible spots, and on
alarms and motion detectors possibly situated in these
locations.
Exploring mediated spots online revealed how ‘other’
graffiti writers, travellers from abroad, non-locals, and
graffiti tourists examined the train models and spots in
Helsinki. Finnish graffiti magazines sporadically present
graffiti on the Helsinki metro, but as it is different from the
local commuter trains, the metro appears to be a rare
object among the local writers: ‘If the commuter train is
hit ten times every week, the metro is painted maybe ten
times in a year’. Nevertheless, the first volume of AntiSocial magazine presented a section of graffiti painted
subway carriages. The spread depicted in Figure 5 was in
no need of words as the images are sufficiently potent; in
one of the photos, two writers pose in front of a carriage
in a tunnel with their arms triumphantly up in the air. In
another magazine, Boiling Point (Vol. 2, 2012), the editor’s
note describes just how challenging it is for a writer to
have a go at the metro in the Finnish capital:
The Helsinki subway is one of the hardest trains to
paint in the world. The things that make it so hard,
are the size of the system and of course the city’s
graffiti policy, zero tolerance indeed!
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Finnish graffiti movies are rare, but a few such
movies published by non-locals presenting sequences of
Helsinki metro graffiti can be found online. In one of them,
a movie called Hamaz II 5, a scene (16:30) presents the
Helsinki metro ‘as a system that seems to take the word
impossible as its model’. Right thereafter though, the
voice-over says that ‘…once you are here, and see it with
your own eyes, you know that there is a way to make the
impossible possible’. The scene continues with a group of
graffiti writers quickly painting a backjump on the Helsinki
metro. Graffiti videos published online of the Helsinki metro
were seldomly respected by the informants, who were
highly critical of how the footage revealed too much
information on the local spots. It was precisely because
of the limited opportunities that the train writers seemed
to be keen on protecting ‘their’ spots of train writing:
Of course, you hope that others don’t do your spots,
but if they find their way in there on their own, you
can’t complain. The main reason [for not publishing
movies] that I’m stressing about, is that you show
off about how you do things. (Aleksi, 2019)
By ‘showing off’, media are understood to expedite
the identification of the locations of specific spots, arousing
the curiosity of other writers about these spots. The fear
of Helsinki becoming a popular city for graffiti writers
around the globe as a result of the increase in online
publishing, provoked hostile attitudes among some of the
informants. Moreover, the anxiety about the city becoming
too exposed was reinforced by the experiences from other
popular graffiti cities:
We can’t have the [graffiti] tourist seasons like they
have in Berlin and Copenhagen. We would not be
able to paint then. [If we had the same situation
we’ve seen] some summers in Berlin, it would be
impossible for us to paint the trains here (Kari, 2018).
Therefore, too much media attention, publicity, and
visibility seemed threatening for a subcultural landscape
with limited resources for train writing. Aleksi proposes
that local writers and authorities thus share a common
rationale concerning the visibility of train graffiti in Helsinki:
I think VR and HSL want to keep up their image of
having a top security system, so it’s sheepish if
[graffiti] stuff is seen. Like, when the Germans
entered the [metro] hangar, they did a big thing about
it. Again, it’s like writers and authorities have the
same agenda in keeping tourists outside. We have
the same motivation. I don’t think we can stop them
[tourists], but it doesn’t help us if people keep shooting
their videos.
Aleksi refers to an event in 2011 when a group of
graffiti writers entered the metro yard in Helsinki and
painted four graffiti pieces on one of the carriages. The
event was filmed and later published as a scene in an online
graffiti movie. The video included several scenes of train
painting missions in different European cities, and provided
a peek into the transnational subcultural game of train
writing, ‘collecting systems’ in jargon. The graffiti video
became national news in 2013, when the police stated that
four young men had travelled to Helsinki with the specific
intention to paint the metro and that they had subsequently
released a scene of the event in a graffiti movie.6
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Figure 5. ‘The carrot’ in Helsinki, Finland. A spread in the graffiti magazine Anti-Social (Vol. 1, 2008). Design ©Anti-Social magazine.
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Two years after the graffiti writers left the city, an
international warrant was issued to arrest all four of them.
Eventually they were each prosecuted, convicted, and
sentenced to a six months’ probation and a €10.000 fine
by a Helsinki court in 2014. Among the local writers, these
‘tourists’ were labelled as amateurs as they had touted
their novice eagerness to gain publicity for a one-time ‘hit’
on the Helsinki metro. For the locals, the case proved that
publishing online is not without consequences, as it led the
local police force to track down the offenders.
In this case, it was not only a fight against the controlling authorities, but also against ‘outsiders’ and those who
are defined, as in the statements by Kari and Aleksi above,
as ‘tourists’ in order to maintain a subcultural exclusiveness
among the local train writers. Disputes in the graffiti
community are often related to one’s honour being at stake,
usually as a result of a writer’s tag in public space being
‘crossed out’ (Macdonald, 2002: 211). Likewise, others have
noted that spots claimed by locals may trigger conflict if
outsiders paint in these spaces without permission (Ferrell
& Weide, 2010: 51). With regard to the fluid realm of urban
and mediated spots, and with a diverse set of contesting
subcultural media players, there is a desire to understand
the emerging and active use of media by those who want
to stand out in the subcultural field. Here, the virtual reinforces new territories of subcultural play, altering enclaves
of ‘locals’ and those who attempt to be in control of certain
spaces in mediated and transurban subcultures.
CONCLUSION
Spatiality, or spots, are resources for subcultural
play and, as such, are fought over, controlled, and used in
the game of name writing, which unfolds on trains among
other places. Media can be used to navigate the city’s subcultural landscape and they therefore serve as a learning
tool in knowing the city as your own, creating a site for
spotting and belonging to subcultural play. Austin refers to
this cognition as a body of spatialised local knowledge that
is reproduced in the peer culture ‘since the necessary
[knowledge] for writing is not available elsewhere’ (Austin,
2001: 65). Clearly, the expansion of online information
resources challenges the notion of ‘local’, much in the same
way that it callenges the boundaries that mark acceptable
doings within the subculture, as the media actors are not
merely cit y residents or cer tain groups denoted as
subculturally exclusive, but also people who happen to pass
by and become interested in the city as a site for subcultural
play.
This article has explored a group of male graffiti
writers’ subcultural media practices through the methodology
of spotting trains. At times, these graffiti writers were
hostile towards outsiders on account of certain media
practices and in the context of maintaining dominance in
the city’s train writing subculture. Mostly, they preferred
their pieces to appear in local offline publications and
graffiti magazines that exclusively involve the local scene
and that are printed in small numbers. These publications
distinguish themselves from the much more widely followed
online media channels of what the graffiti writers called
‘tourists’. The train writers in the Helsinki community would
painstakingly gather information online, but would not take
part in the process of uploading content and sharing their
creativity online. Subcultural micromedia, such as specific
Instagram accounts and YouTube videos, were preferably
used to identify locations, ‘mediated spots’, and to gain
temporal-spatial knowledge of spots in different train systems.

One may ask if the subcultural media practices of
these local graffiti writers are specific to this group. This
would require a larger comparative look at the ecology of
spots in different cities and necessitate taking into account
subcultural media practices in relation to social class,
gender, ethnicity, and age. However, some general thoughts
can be offered about the studied case, as the group of train
writers consisted of white males employed in male-dominated,
but precarious sectors of society. After years of graffiti
writing, they had clearly developed a deep subcultural
identity and they were obviously committed to play a part
in the city’s subcultural scene. Moreover, their experience
with zero tolerance policies and the limited number of spots
in the city, along with the criminal convictions and the
ensuing economic consequences some had faced, marginalised their position in the city, even if this experience gained
them respect in the local subcultural scene. Against this
background, developing an artistic career on the basis of
subcultural fame was challenging. The idea of a commercial
graffiti career developed out of a subcultural pastime would
in any case have been problematic in the sense that it
implies by and large leaving behind what is ‘underground’
and working towards a taken for granted middle-class
lifestyle ‘ordinary’ people strive for.
The photos of spotted trains proved to be a significant subcultural source for these graffiti writers, and surely,
they would have been able to travel far with the recognition
and fame earned in the form of these photos. Yet, they
were eager to control the circulation of these photos for
the fear of losing their limited spots to ‘outsiders’. Furthermore, seeking respect and prestige in the local community
was not based on simple visibility, ‘fame’, and a flourishing
circulation of graffiti painted trains on all kinds of media
channels. Rather, these writers built their subcultural
judgement on prohibited and acceptable doings coupled
with the limited and controlled spatiality for train writing
in the city. This indicates that solutions in a distinct subcultural context are not only reduced to values of a global
subculture, but work interactively with the moral codes
implied in locally distinct subcultures. Whether the media
practices were significant for their social background calls
for further studies, and a more profound sociological analysis is thus encouraged in order to engage graffiti and
street art research with questions of structural inequalities.
This article captured the theoretical intersection of
cultural criminology and subcultural theory, and has provided a perspective on how urban policies, such as zero
tolerance, have a dynamic influence in the shaping of
boundaries and meanings of difference in subcultural media
practices. In subcultural theory, exploring media practices
has been crucial in defining both the subcultural difference
and the social logic of subcultural capital, and the latter’s
relevance in illustrating a mainstream represented by the
mass media (Thornton, 1995). Within graffiti subculture,
fame as a form of visibility has largely been understood
as the subculture’s own form of subcultural capital. Yet the
narrow perspective employed on the graffiti career and
the alignment on the transferability of fame as a form of
subcultural capital into an economic one have, in some
aspects, resulted in overlooking the complexities of urban
space and the ways in which it distributes power and affects
cultural notions around the able-bodied in local specificities.
As graffiti subculture has developed into a global game of
writing, taking part in it is most likely to be the privilege of
white, middle-class youth who have the means to travel
and are least dependent on spots in a single city.
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1

All fieldnotes and quotes were
anonymised and translated from
original scripts into English by the
author, except the English quotes in
Finnish graffiti magazines – these
were kept in their authentic forms
with their typographical errors.

2

For graffiti-specific slang words
in this article, see the glossary e.g.
in Kimwall (2014: 192–215).

3

Theorising zero tolerance is beyond
the scope of this article. However,
the following note is worth mentioning:
there is a specific history of zero
tolerance politics against graffiti in
the Nordic countries, that, since the
1990s, has been partly lobbied for
through public anti-graffiti campaigns
in which many of the Nordic train
companies were active (see i.e.
Kimwall, 2014). The Nordic zero
tolerance dictated a principle of
complete censorship of both legal
and illegal graffiti in public and
private spaces.

4

A Finnish graffiti magazine, which
will not be disclosed here to avoid
conflicts inside the community.

5

Hamaz II can be found at
https://www.youtube.com/
watch?v=3Ic3AlYD6EE&t=996s.

6

‘Perpetrators of the graffiti attack
on Roihupelto are known to the police’
(headline translated into English),
Yle News, May 17, 2013.
https://yle.fi/uutiset/3-6646878
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URBAN GENTRIFICATION
AND ‘NON-ARTIST’
AGENCY:
TOWARDS A
WORKING-CLASS TURN
IN ANTI-GENTRIFICATION
ART PROJECTS
Amy Melia
Liverpool John Moores University

It is common practice to focus on the artist or cultural agent’s role in
gentrification1 – to examine their position as either complicit enabler or
socio-aesthetic activist in urban art initiatives (Courage, 20�7; Deutsche,
�996; Deutsche and Ryan, �984; Graham, 20�7; Miles, �997; Pritchard, 20�9a,
20�9b; Rosler, �99�). However, as urban art scholarship continues to devote
its attention to the role of the art professional in gentrification, it arguably
prolongs the out-of-date idea of the exalted, over-mythologised artist.
Furthermore, a vital theoretical omission arises – precarious working-class
communities, who are at the centre of urban gentrification urgencies, are
addressed as secondary actors. If urban-centric art debates are to live up
to their radical and progressive reputations, would it not make more sense
to focus on the precarious working-class communities who are facing
dispossession and displacement? This paper aims to shift focus away from
the artist and cultural producer, examining instead the importance of
working-class communities in European anti-gentrification art projects
within the last 30 years. The terms and conditions of these projects are
that they are working-class initiated/driven, are durational, and operate
on a �:� scale.2 It is not the intention of this paper to completely disregard
the artist’s presence in anti-gentrification art projects, but rather, to consider
them as supportive facilitators (as opposed to exalted heroes or protagonists)
of gentrification resistance. Mith the urban working class at the centre of
its analysis, this paper will highlight the various tactics and socio-aesthetic
tools, which have enabled these communities to hold their immediate needs
and struggles at the heart of the production process. Focusing on the
working class in anti-gentrification art projects is not only a corrective to
the multitude of artist-centred analyses, but is also a requirement in
highlighting this field’s apparent ‘working-class turn’. In the mid-‘90s, urban
working-class communities revealed a determination to be active agents
of creative gentrification resistance and no longer passive receivers of
art’s gentrifying, colonising arm. Morking-class communities at this time
gained authorial rights in anti-gentrification art initiatives, as they, more
generally, sought freedom from outsourced political power.

URBAN GENTRIFICATION AND ‘NON-ARTIST’ AGENCY: TOWARDS A WORKING-CLASS TURN IN ANTI-GENTRIFICATION ART PROJECTS

NEOLIBERALISM AND THE FAILURES
OF REPRESENTATIVE POLITICS
The examples of anti-gentrification art projects
addressed in this paper either occurred or commenced in
the ‘90s – a decade marked by the triumph of neoliberal
capitalism in the West and its extension into urban policy.
In the UK, the introduction of ‘New Labour’ promised a
‘third way’ between socialism and capitalism. However, in
reality, the neoliberal strand of New Labour was dominant
and its social-democratic strand, subordinate. As Duncan
and Schimpfössl (20�9) assert, the fall of the Berlin Wall
in �989 and the collapse of the Soviet Union in �99�,
discredited the idea of socialism, and were perceived as
signalling the definitive victory of capitalism (Duncan and
Schimpfössl, 20�9: 3). This era’s neoliberal politics and
social welfare decline also possessed urban modalities.
At the dawn of the ‘90s, the rapidly intensifying neoliberal
economy stimu-lated a shift towards a new form of urban
governance. This new model of urban governance, which
Harvey described as ‘urban entrepreneurialism’, prioritised
‘investment and economic development with the speculative
construction of place rather than amelioration of conditions
within a particular territory as its immediate (though by
no means exclusive) political and economic goal’ (Harvey,
�989: 8). This prioritisation of western cities as centres of
financial capitalism ostensibly worsened gentrification levels.
The ‘90s was also a period in which more structured
forms of political representation, such as trade unions,
were on the decline (Wald, �998: 70). This decline of consensus and representative democracy, which reached an
apex of sorts in the ‘90s, seemingly figured into the decade’s
demonstrable increase in anti-gentrification art being
initiated and driven by the urban working class. The failures of representative politics in the ‘90s potentially fostered
a desire in the working classes to take gentrification
resistance into their own hands – to no longer outsource
Figure 1. Harbour Edge Association, Park Fiction (1994–ongoing).
St. Pauli, Hamburg, Germany, 2014. Photograph ©Tony Webster.
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political power, but to harness and cultivate it from within
the urban neighbourhood. In other terms, the decline of
confidence in official forms of political representation produced a new generation of anti-gentrification art projects,
which were initiated and driven by working-class communities. The general loss of faith in official political representatives seemingly cultivated a desire in working-class
neighbourhoods to self-organise and to favour ground-level
direct action over protest. Arguably, the working class in
western metropoles experienced a ‘reversal of perspective’.
According to Lovell, ‘to reverse perspective is to stop
seeing things through the eyes of the powerful; it is to
create a new vision of possibilities’ (Lovell, 2009: 90). A
‘reversal of perspective’ transpired in two major ways:
firstly, ‘non-artist’ communities recognised their potential
to initiate creative gentrification resistance; secondly, this
took place within the working-class neighbourhood as
opposed to the political sphere. The urban working classes
stopped seeing the urgencies of capitalism through the
‘eyes of the powerful’, and began seeing them from the
perspective of self-organised ground-level activism.
A WORKING-CLASS TURN IN
ANTI-GENTRIFICATION ART PROJECTS
With its radical ‘non-expert’ production process,
Hafenrandverein’s (Harbour Edge Association) Park Fiction
(���� – ongoing)3 is a standout example of a successful
and ongoing working-class anti-gentrification art project
(Figure �). This project was initiated in �994 by St. Pauli’s
working-class association and was later supported by
artists/cultural agents Christoph Schäfer, Margit Czenki
and Ellen Schmeisser (Thompson, 20�2: 200). St. Pauli is
a working-class neighbourhood in Hamburg, which has a
significant history of everyday, bottom-up radicalism and
dissent. The squatter movement, for instance, is a prominent highlight of this area’s history. In the early ‘90s,
developers made a bid on a riverbank property in this
neighbourhood and locals risked losing the only available
space for public use. Park Fiction subsequently evolved
out of this anti-gentrification campaign led by locals. Instead
of protesting against the threat of gentrification, locals of
St. Pauli began picnicking on the site as though it would
soon house a public park. Although extremely quotidian,
these picnicking activities kick-started a community-led
planning process, which eventually deterred developer’s
plans. The everyday, micro-level actions of working-class
locals infiltrated urban development’s macro-level discourse, infusing it with accessible, participatory values.
Harbour Edge Association maintained the working-class
foundations of the project though their development of
‘special tools’, which kept the ‘non-expert’ planning process
accessible to the whole community. These tools, which
combined quotidian working-class urban experience with
creativity, included a plasticine office, an ‘archive of desires’,
questionnaires, maps, and a telephone hotline with an
answering machine for those who got creative at night. The
planning process was rendered game-like, encouraging
co-production and negating gentrification’s exclusionary
thematics. As artist and Marxist theorist, Guy Debord,
argued years earlier, ‘the most pertinent revolutionary
experiments in culture have sought to break the spectator’s
psychological identification with the hero, so as to draw
them into the activity’ (Debord, �957 [2006]: 40 – 4�).
Corresponding to this statement, Harbour Edge Association
produced a game board, which shared all of the playful
ways that locals could maintain their centrality to the project.
Park Fiction’s tools therefore supplemented the community’s
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anti-hierarchical rejection of the so-called ‘heroes’ of urban
governance and ‘democratic’ politics. Mith these tools,
St. Pauli’s working-class inhabitants were able to remain
active agents of an accessible, ludic planning process.
It is interesting to consider the fact that the project
took place in a major German city only a few years after
the fall of the Berlin wall – an event, which supposedly
signalled ‘the victory of capitalism over social alternatives
of any sort’ (Burchardt and Kirn, 20�7: �35). Remarkably,
through the Park Fiction project, the locals of St. Pauli
found an opening towards a horizontal, leftist urban
programme at the height of capitalism’s victory over
socialism. The insurrectionary, social-uniting aspects of
Berlin in �989 have been mirrored by this project. However,
they have also been successfully combined with anticapitalist resistance – something quite notable in light of
the project’s socio-political context. On the subject of unity,
whilst gentrification only unites those threatened with
displacement in their separateness, Park Fiction has
created a space for genuine social unity and community
solidarity. As locals were united through a variety of
collective, playful activities, the project has boldly mitigated gentrification’s fragmentary social effects. Social
unity was also forged through a shared labour process
between working-class locals and their supportive artist
allies. Therefore, unity not only constituted the project’s
end-goal (to create a free space for social unity), it was
also vital to its production process. Through sharing
resources and labour, urban public space was reclaimed
as a shared resource in which locals could also be ‘in
common’ with one another
Park Fiction also responded to gentrification’s
tendency to delete local, ground level memories. Specifically speaking, an ‘archive of the people’ (the ‘archive of
desires’) was formed, which memorialised the project’s
working-class development process. This functioned as
an effective counter-model to the official, power-serving
forms of history and memorialisation that proliferate our
cities, such as civic monuments of glorified historic figures,
which are often used by city councils and developers as
sophisticated tools to gentrify urban space (Boyer, �983:
50; Deutsche, �986: 20–2�). Official history is opposed to
everyday working-class experience. The former is often
employed as a sophisticated way to censor the social
urgencies of the latter in favour of urban image branding.
As Deutsche (�986) highlighted, in his text Union Square
(�933), novelist Albert Harper juxtaposed the ‘big history’,
represented by the monuments in Union Square Park, New
York, with the real ‘historical class struggle, whose skirmishes were then being waged within the square itself’
(Deutsche, �986: 2�). Correspondingly, Boyer stressed how,
due to their association with order and moral perfection,
neo-classical reproductions of Greek and Roman sculptures
are often used in the public spaces of cities to uplift ‘the
individual from the sordidness of reality’ (Boyer, �983: 50).
In Park Fiction , however, working-class urban experience
trumped the potentially gentrifying representations and
narratives of history. In collaboration with landscape
architects, residents were also able to effectively bring to
life the area’s most micro-level stories and hopes. For
instance, a drawing made by a local boy in �997 inspired
the site’s now iconic artificial palm tree island. This could
be described as a ‘social history’ approach, favouring the
everyday urban histories of local peoples over the rarefied
narratives of conventional history.
Social history can be defined as an approach to
history that centres on the working class and everyday life.

It is, in this sense, a radical negotiation of historicity, offering a ‘history from below’, which celebrates working-class
quotidian experience (Evans, 2008). Social history is
concerned with the quotidian rather than with abstractions,
and with ordinary people as opposed to glorified individuals. Through its archival activities and commitment to
memorialising local collective memories, Park Fiction
mirrored the values of social history. The project’s ‘archive
of desires’ memorialised the area’s alternative planning
process so that subsequent working-class, grass-roots
activists can reactivate it in the future, potentially using it
as a go-to guide for resistance and dissent. However, by
memorialising Park Fiction , the ‘archive of desires’ not
only celebrated the dissenting working-class history of the
project, it also functioned to remind the community that
they could ‘make history’ rather than passively observing
it. By reclaiming an area for social exchange unmediated
by capital, Park Fiction favoured working-class ‘use-values’
of space over capitalist ‘exchange-values’. The directly
lived nature of the park’s ‘use’ by working-class locals,
countered the inauthentic, dehumanising nature of exchangevalue, which reduces real social space into a mere representation. Neoliberal urbanism (‘urban entrepreneurialism’)
and its gentrification processes, prioritise the exchangevalue of space, transforming it into an ‘image-commodity’4,
which can only be ‘looked at’ by the urban working- class,
whether it be privatised or caught in the machinations of
speculative capital. These features of neoliberal urbanism
are perhaps symptomatic of capitalist ‘spectacle’. The
spectacle is a late capitalist economy in which our lives
are no longer primarily defined by consumption, but by the
passive reception of images broadcast by the mediaeconomy alliance (Debord, �967 [20�4]). In Park Fiction ,
working-class usership has opposed the capitalist spectacle’s reduction of urban space into a series of imagecommodities. Fundamentally, the project allowed for the
undermining of speculative exchange-values by social,
community-centred use-values.
Granby Four Streets (�998–ongoing)5 also aimed to
replace neoliberal exchange-values with working-class
use-values. This project grew out of a community’s twentyyear struggle against local governments’ attempts to
demolish their homes. It provided a vehicle for residents
of a neglected area in Liverpool to own assets and develop
a thriving urban environment outside of the housing profit
motive. Like Park Fiction, the residents of Granby in Toxteth,
Liverpool, initiated the project. It was only further into the
project’s development that the artist collective ‘Assemble’
came into the picture, simply supplementing the creative
groundwork that locals had produced. Morking-class people
‘commanded art for their community’, rather than, as is
usual, ‘art commanding a community’ in the interests of
power. Assemble did not enter the project as ‘elevated
outsiders’ but as ‘sympathetic facilitators’, helping locals
to achieve their agenda – to reclaim and renovate their
homes. Assemble did not ‘parachute into the neighbourhood’ as paternalistic ‘saints’, to ‘rescue’ the community.
Rather, with humility, they keenly supplemented, supported,
and built upon, the creative anti-gentrification work already
initiated and established by locals. Such an approach to the
artist’s role in anti-gentrification resistance is vital because,
as Graham argues, people living in precarious conditions,
threatened with displacement do not want to be included in
‘sounding exercises or pseudo-consultations, visioning
activities, engagement activities, or being told to ‘listen’. They
demand to be heard in such a way that the inevitable story
of gentrification can be altered’ (Graham, 20�7: 47).
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Figure 2. Granby Four Streets CLT and Assemble, Granby Four Streets (1998 –
ongoing). Liverpool, UK, 2019. Photograph ©Amy Melia.

The artist’s role is not rendered obsolete, but rather undergoes a transformation, which better aligns it with the progressive, social democratic ethics of urban art initiatives. The
works addressed imagine a more ethical artist role in
gentrification, whose involvement is centred on the workingclass communities they are supposedly assisting. The
working class defines the artist’s role, not the other way
around. Artistic mediation is also reformed in projects
such as Park Fiction. Instead of being pacifying, paternalistic,
and colonising, artistic mediation in anti-gentrification art
initiatives has supplemented already established workingclass resistance and, in the long term, supports and
facilitates it.
Granby Four Streets is, foremost, a working-class
negation of housing’s irrational status as a ‘cash cow’ for
speculative capital. Granby homes were not demolished
for gentrification (the more profitable solution). Rather,
they were restored and inhabited by locals who have reinstated their use-values as repositories of shelter, security,
and community. Granby residents were also involved in
decorating derelict houses, planting and crafting items for
sale on the local market. The crafting of useful everyday
items has been central to the Granby Workshop, which is
run by locals and a member of Assemble. As a pre-industrial
form of production, craft is conducive to the solidarity and
self-organisation of the working classes. It is a potentially
activating, creative labour, which tackles the non-intervention
of capitalist consumerism. Granby has, therefore, become
a rich site for producing useful objects, countering the
passive consumption cycle that neoliberalism necessitates.
It is perceivable that a community-centred ‘economy of
use’ has been established in the area, further reiterating
working-class ‘use’ over neoliberal exchange-values. The
bureaucratic ideas of ‘public interest’ and ‘common interest’,
which do not serve working-class people as much as they
imply, have been replaced with ‘common needs’ (or ‘common
use-values’) fulfilled by the community, for the community.
Mith an established ‘economy of use’ operating through
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Figure 3. Granby Four Streets CLT and Assemble, Granby Four Streets (1998 –
ongoing). Liverpool, UK, 2019. Photograph ©Amy Melia.

reclaimed homes, a monthly market and workshop, Granby
has democratically managed its community’s ‘common
needs’ following Assemble’s involvement. Around the mid2000s, Granby locals started forming creative methods of
everyday resistance such as planting, sitting at tables,
redecorating boarded-up buildings, and developing their
knowledge of housing laws. These everyday activities,
which, in spite of their modesty, successfully problematised
housing expropriation, could be understood as tactical
subversions of urban space (Figures 2 and 3). As Granby
residents engaged in activities not usually undertaken in
spaces planned for redevelopment, they produced spatial
‘tactics’. Likewise, in Park Fiction, modest picnicking activities on a site planned for redevelopment became a means
of occupation, which ultimately curtailed gentrification.
According to philosopher Michel de Certeau (�984),
whilst ‘strategy’ is an instrument of power, ‘tactics’ belong
to ‘the people’. De Certeau described ‘tactics’ as the means
with which the proletariat ‘make-do’ with situations imposed
on them by power. However, these everyday activities
could also be considered spatial détournements. Détournement was a creative activity celebrated by a radical art
collective, the Situationist International, in which capitalist
cultural forms and meanings would be radically altered or
misappropriated (Debord, �959 [2006]: 67). Capitalistic
media would be turned against itself, or have its significations negated altogether so that new, subversive meanings
could be produced. As Granby Four Streets has encouraged
activities not usually undertaken in spaces planned for
demolition and redevelopment, it has arguably produced
détournements of urban space. Likewise, in Park Fiction ,
modest picnicking activities on a site planned for redevelopment were fantastically transformed into a means
of occupation, which prevented gentrification. Applying
for Hamburg Department of Culture’s Art in Public Space’s
programme, Park Fiction artists tactically acquired greater
political influence with the city’s council, which still wanted
to sell the site for building purposes (Rühse, 20�4: 40). The
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Hamburg Department of Culture initially supported the
project but withdrew funding with an official statement
citing procedural difficulties. The consensus was that
politicians did not want to be connected with critical activists.
Nevertheless, to prevent mass social upheaval, the city
finally made special allowances in �997 (Ibid.). Artists in
Park Fiction have, therefore, acted as ‘double agents’,
finding loopholes in official practices, and potentially
gentrifying city council art initiatives. Artists have mockingly used their status as ‘artists’ to manipulate urban
governance and genuinely serve the demands of St. Pauli’s
working class. The Situationists characterised détournement as a ‘real means of proletariat artistic education’
(Debord and Wolman, �956 [2006]: �8). Correspondingly,
in Park Fiction and Granby Four Streets, the détournement
of urban space has been an accessible artistic strategy –
a tool with which even working-class/non-artist communities have been able to problematise gentrification.
Claremont Road (�993 –94) also harnessed the
quotidian, proletariat activity of tactic and détournement.
An army of residents, activists and artists fought against
the development of an M�� link road, which would lead to
the demolition and gentrification of Claremont Road. Over
�8 months in the early ‘90s, anti-road protesters forged an
anarchic occupation of the street, which was planned for
demolition. The street was turned into a vibrant space to
live, play, socialise, and even sleep. Unlike the previously
cited projects, however, there was not a successful outcome, as homes were eventually demolished. Nevertheless, it is still an excellent example of how working-class
communities have been active drivers of creative antigentrification resistance. Furthermore, because this project
lasted several months, it caused significant delays to the
road development. Many of the campaigners would also
later re-emerge in the activities of ‘Reclaim the Streets’
(Blunt and Wills, 2000: 33). Similar to previous examples,
quotidia n actions functioned as powerful tactics or
détournements, which disrupted the story of gentrification.
During the ‘battle of Claremont Road’, furniture was moved
out of homes and placed onto the street, laundry was hung
out to dry, chess games were played on a giant chessboard,
fires were lit, and parties were held (Jordan, �998: �35).
Residents painted cars, adorned the exterior walls of their
homes with colourful designs, and gave each house a
specific insurgent purpose (Blunt and Wills, 2000: 33) (Figure
4). However, the most powerful détournement in this project
(as was also the case in the previous examples) was a
‘reversal of perspective’. Residents of Claremont Road,
like the other everyday radicals addressed in this paper,
stopped seeing things ‘through the eyes of the powerful’
and started to ‘create a new vision of possibilities’ (Lovell,
2009: 90). Locals reversed the standard top down perspective
by treating urban space as what they wanted it to be, not
what city council or developers wanted it to become.
Another interesting tactic used throughout Claremont
Road ’s working-class-driven production process involved
sustaining urban ruin and decay. Locals elaborately decorated
the deteriorating street and its houses, transforming them
into impressive art installations. Many locals also locked
themselves to rooftops, with nets hanging over the street,
and many other dilapidated structures planned for demolition.
Because it had sustained urban ruin and decay for an
extended amount of time, Claremont Road represented a
huge affront to capitalist urbanisation’s requirement for
linear development and progress. Similarly, in Granby
Four Streets , by sustaining their ‘urban ruin’ homes with
painted decorations and plantings, residents successfully

deterred gentrification. In both projects, the sustenance
of urban ruin and decay problematised gentrification.
However, in Granby Four Streets, it successfully kick-started
a renewal process, which was decidedly bot tom -up,
community-driven and, most importantly, communityserving. The linearity of capitalist urban development and
its gentrification processes was replaced by the more
cyclical process of urban ruin and decay being resurrected
from the ashes and given new life. The inclusion of ruin/
decay in Granby Four Streets formed a cyclical development
process that mirrored the pre-capitalist, uneconomic cycles
of nature. This cyclical urban development process invoked
a p h o e n ix risi n g f r o m t h e f l a m e s, w h ic h o p p os e d
gentrification’s linear process of demolishing and rebuilding
from scratch – the preferred solution for profit seeking
private and public entities. Aspects of renovated homes
in Granby such as fireplaces, doorknobs, and tiles, were
made from the wreckage of housing demolition (Granby
Workshop, 20�5). From the rubble and ruin of Granby’s
neglected neighbourhood, a community-driven development
process by the community, for the community, rose up.
The sustainment of urban ruin and decay, as evidenced in both Granby Four Streets and Claremont Road,

Figure 4. M11 Link Road Protest – Munstonia House. Various Authors.
Fillebrook Road, London, 1995. Photograph ©Earth First.
old.earthfirst.org.uk/efau/EFAU017-jun95.pdf.
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functioned in opposition to gentrification’s colonial rhetoric
of hygiene, sanitisation, and order. City councils and
developers view gentrification as a ‘civilising’, ‘purifying’,
‘sanitising’ process. Gentrification processes often use a
language of ‘hygiene’ and ‘cleanliness’ to displace certain
social groups (Campkin and Cox, 20�2; Danewid, 20�9). The
exclusion of migrants and racial communities, for example,
has been ‘central to the construction of ‘clean’ and ‘orderly’
streets’ (Danewid, 20�9: 8). Mithin this context, spaces to
be gentrified or expropriated are characterised as ‘dirty’,
‘unclean’, and ‘dangerous’. Urban ruin and decay have, in
this sense, come to symbolise the disenfranchised and the
working classes who city councils aim to ‘sweep away’, so
to speak. Sustaining urban ruin and decay therefore becomes an obvious metaphor for the working classes
countering the ‘cleansing’ and ‘sanitising’ actions of gentrification. Another creative working-class tactic against
gentrification is ‘use’/‘usership’. Like the previous examples
addressed, Claremont Road also harnessed the radical
plebeian power of ‘use’, invoking De Certeau’s (�984)
acclaimed hypothesis that usership offers radical everyday
openings for working-class resistance. In Claremont Road,
‘using’ simply involved occupying a residential street planned
for demolition. ‘Use as misuse’ enables radicality to emerge
out of banality (misusing a public park, misusing derelict
homes and misusing an entire street planned for demolition).
Park Fiction’s use of a space planned for gentrification as
a public park was so banal that it was initially inconspicuous
to urban governance. The socialising and urban planting
in Granby was also inconspicuous and unthreatening. Use
thus becomes a ‘direct action’ in everyday life whose radical
power ultimately lays in its invisible, modest banality. Use’s
plebeian banality endows it with a powerful invisibility to
hegemonic forces. This unromantic, plebeian, and even
‘philistine’ nature of useful art, however, means that antigentrification resistance can ‘go unnoticed’, avoiding the
interference of power.
The various uses or ‘misuses’ of urban space that
have featured in the addressed projects have illustrated
how ‘use’/‘usership’ threatens the notion of expertise/
expert culture. Use has been central to anti-gentrification
art projects initiated by working-class communities, as it
is immediately available and something that is so radically
‘anti-expert’. Integral to everyday life, use and usership
are not the special property or initiative of power or privilege, or some elevated, inaccessible form of activity (Wark,
20�3: �0). ‘Usership’ is placed in diametrical opposition to
‘expert culture’ (Wright, 20�3: 468). In truth, there is no one
particular way in which something must be ‘used’, and
therefore, ‘use’ strips away expert culture’s veneer of
specialised, elevated skill, highlighting openings for workingclass, ground level action. It is a remarkable fact that
pedestrian uses of urban space such as, planting, painting,
and hanging out laundry etc., have come to represent, in
the addressed projects, that which initially disrupts gentrification. Everyday working-class uses of urban space in
Park Fiction , Granby Four Streets and Claremont Road ,
have arguably disrupted gentrification because they expose
the irrational logic of valuing capitalist exchange-values
over basic human needs and rights. In other words, in
actively demonstrating the ways in which urban space has
clear and fundamental use for an entire community, the
unjust nature of the profit motives behind expropriation
and dispossession are brought to light. Ultimately, use
speaks of the invisible ‘power of the people’, of the invincible
agency of the working class to ‘use’ urban space in whatever
way they wish.

33

CONCLUSION
This paper has examined the importance of workingclass communities in anti-gentrification art projects within
the last 30 years. It has argued that working-class agency
has been vital to anti-gentrification art projects – especially since the ‘90s. During this decade, neoliberalism, urban
entrepreneurialism, and a decline in structured forms of
political representation, seemingly fostered a workingclass desire for self-organisation and direct action. It has
been observed that, in the mid-‘90s, urban working-class
communities gained significant authorship rights in antigentrification art projects, becoming active initiators and
‘non-artist’ agents. Mithin this configuration, artists were
no longer rarefied cultural producers, but rather, ‘supportive
facilitators’ of working-class agendas, sharing their
authorship with communities. Artistic mediation, on the
other hand, has become ‘supportive’, ‘supplementary’, and
‘activating’. The theoretical implication of this research is
that contemporary art scholarship needs to place the urban
working class, as opposed to the artist, at the centre of its
discursive attention. In the examples addressed, workingclass communities have not been ‘shown’ or ‘told’ what to do
by art’s paternalistic, colonising arm, but rather, have directed
their own thrilling stories towards brighter urban futures.
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GIGO PROPAGANDA:
FRAMING AND
REFRAMING
Katja Glaser
Independent researcher
Cologne, Germany

ICONOCLASM
Iconoclasm is not a new phenomenon in the art
world. At least since modern art was faced with the representational system of photography and had to struggle for
survival, it has engaged in iconoclasm – a never ending
story of expulsion, destruction, demystification, smashing,
and elimination (Assheuer, 2002). The so called ‘Bilderwut’
(literally translated as ‘rage against images’), consequently,
does not only come from outside of the art world but also
comes from within it. The historical avant-garde can be
seen as a prime example: whereas Kazimir Malevich declared the zero of art with his Black Square, Daniel Spoerri,
for his part, used the Mona Lisa as an ironing surface.
Lucio Fontana, in contrast, became famous for slashing
his canvases and performance artist Timm Ulrichs committed an official murder of the aesthetic subject by painting
over his own portrait (Assheuer, 2002). In 2002, the ZKM
Center for Art and Media in Karlsruhe, Germany, dedicated
an entire exhibition to the phenomenon, titled What is
Iconoclash? Or is there a World beyond Image Wars? and
co-curated by French sociologist Bruno Latour (Assheuer,
2002; ZKM, 2002). Needless to say, this history of iconoclasm and auto-iconoclasm has continued to the present
day, enriched by many new chapters and side stories,
raising complex questions about fundamental cultural,
socio-political, and aesthetic issues.
Therefore, it is no surprise that in recent years, urban
art 1 has also contributed to the rewriting or on-writing of
this history, questioning the different forms of artistic
functionalisation, socio-political instrumentalisation, and
commercial exploitation of art. This became most evident
in the case of Italian artist Blu, who blackened two of his
iconic murals in Berlin-Kreuzberg in order to avoid artistic
misappropriation (Henke, 2014). Another example is Banksy’s
prank at Sotheby’s where he shredded his Girl with Balloon
moments after being sold for $1.4 million at auction
(Johnston, 2018).
However, this article is not about the phenomenon
of auto-iconoclasm or self-destruction in the proper sense
of the word; instead, it addresses a particular art practice
that is characterised by iconoclastic traits. This article
focuses on Essen-based artist Gigo Propaganda, whose
art practice is probably best described by the term ‘framing’
(Gigo, 2015).

This text follows a media-ethnographical approach
and is mainly based on interviews I conducted in 2015 and
2019 with Gigo. It is my primary intent here to let the artist
statements speak for themselves instead of directly
subjecting them to a comprehensive and critical academic
reflection. The images I show were provided by the artist
and serve as an additional, visual source. Sometimes they
are used as simple illustration of his work.
FRAME(WORK)S 2
Art has always been known for its framing function.
But what happens if art does not only self-reflexively display
its own framings, but lets them detonate in an art practical
and ideological manner? Gigo tries to foster this undertaking.
In order to do so, he uses other people’s works as an artistic
play- and background and incorporates them into his own
works. He works with visual material found in the streets
– including graffiti pieces, tags, leftist and rightist phrases,
fan slogans, childish love declarations, and adolescent
writings (Figure 1).
By framing these finds with a semi-transparent
overpainting3, Gigo converts them into his own works and
makes them operable as a canvas. In Figure 2, for instance,
we can see one of Gigo’s framings that uses tags and some
rather rudimentary graffiti pieces as an artistic background.
By conceptually framing these with white paint and by
writing the German word ‘Liebe’ (‘love’) in capital letters
– using colour-block, semi-transparent aesthetics which
allows the underlying layers to shine through – he creates
a new level of meaning. The piece is located in Essen,
Germany.
Generally speaking, Gigo’s ambition is to trigger
new associations and carry out reinterpretations (Gigo,
2015). Nevertheless, this does not necessarily mean that
he explicitly deals with the ‘content’ of his findings or that
he reinterprets these explicitly, rather, he pays close
attention to the context and sociopolitical framework in
which these findings were produced. So, while his works
are not expressly site-specific, they require painstaking
observation and provide evidence of contextual social
engagement.

GIGO PROPAGANDA: FRAMING AND REFRAMING

Figure 1. Pieces and tags by various artists on a wall that Gigo Propaganda set out to frame. Essen, Germany, 2015.

Figure 2. ‘Liebe’ (‘Love’). Gigo Propaganda. Essen, Germany, 2015.
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LETTERING
Gigo does not write his name, nor does he sign his
works in the way that a lot of other graffiti artists and taggers do, but he does work with letters and writing. In his
opinion, ‘written letters are the top-level league of art
production’ (Gigo, 2019). Gigo (2019) asserts that he chooses
‘his letters and words’ rather spontaneously, but that these
are often linked to the location they are situated in. Besides,
the precise choice of words is also influenced by the mood
of the moment, a personal history, a memory, or a single
situation – but this mostly remains hidden from the observer
(Gigo, 2019). For instance, in his piece in Mostar, Bosnia
and Herzegovina, Gigo wrote a poem-like phrase which
read ‘Please open up your mind’ (Figures 3 & 4) 4. Gigo
was born in Mostar, from which he was forced to flee as
the city repeatedly came under siege during the Bosnian
War, which was waged in the 1990s. On the one hand, the
poetic phrase can be perceived as a personal artistic
approach to coping with the past, on the other hand, it can
also be seen as a friendly, open appeal addressed to the
general public.
Due to the fact that the single letters were spread
over a rather large surface 5 , the recipients possibly
didn’t get the whole message. It always depends on
where people find themselves and start reading.
If they are located somewhere else or start reading
in a different order, another meaning arises […]
which, in a way, is welcome too. (Gigo, 2019)
BREAKING THE RULES
Especially from the point of view of New York graffiti
culture, Gigo’s art practice appears provocative, given
that the destruction or overpainting of other people’s tags
and pieces is considered as a gross violation of the internal
graffiti codex (Hinz, 2015). This means that within the world
of graffiti, iconoclasm is usually not welcome or normally
accepted without comment. However, as pointed out earlier,
Gigo does not fully destroy other people’s works, rather,
he functionalises them for his own purposes: ‘I play with
the colours of other writers’, Gigo states.
In my opinion, this has nothing to do with destruction.
If one wants to look at it that way, one could possibly understand it as some kind of confrontation.
It’s cheeky, but it’s not rude. And it addresses the
intelligence of its authors. Actually, they should have
fun observing the further development of their works.
Beyond that, it’s in the nature of graffiti and part of
the development of style worldwide. If I, personally,
see something good, I don’t care what was underneath. I have no intention of harming or offending
people, but we all know that some kind of battle is
always part of the game, don’t we? (Gigo, 2019)
This means that, from the artist’s point of view, the
aforementioned functionalisation has nothing to do with
an iconoclastic attack. Rather, he considers his art practice
as a kind of confrontation – a conceptual colour play that
provokes further discussion and debate.

A FRESH BREEZE
By means of his framings, Gigo creates ‘pictorial
writings’ that connect painting to lettering, image to text,
and day to night 6 , and lets all these collide with each other.
However, the important thing here is that the different
layers, visual languages, and styles do not blur or mutually
dissolve into each other. Rather, their special aesthetic
lies in their independence and visual autonomy. By almost
falling into one, their differences become visible, creating
a composition of expressive tension (Glaser, 2015).
This is quite an innovative approach, whose originality is manifested both in the content and on the formal
level.7 Art historian Harald Hinz, for example, sees in Gigo’s
framings a new form of muralism which gives a fresh and
unexpected impetus to the ordinary, stagnating graffiti
aesthetic. Against this backdrop, Hinz criticises the continuous, partly unreflected transferring and copying of rusty
artistic structures, and calls for a visual breakup within
the complacent graffiti movement. In his opinion, this would
make a decisive contribution towards pushing new forms
of visual dialogue (Hinz, 2015).
And Hinz may be right, as the artist himself holds a
similar view. Indeed, Gigo also calls his framings ‘graffiti
imitations’. ‘In a way, they are an attempt to be graffiti’, he
explains (Gigo, 2015). His aim is to put emphasis on the
loss of content within the graffiti world, the disappearance
of unique characteristics, as well as the inflationary use
of legal walls and the term graffiti in general. As Gigo (2015)
points out:
When graffiti from Germany and Europe respectively went to the art spaces, a lot of writers decided
to meet or adapt to the requirements of these
spaces. The so called lettering was neglected and
sometimes frowned upon by the artistically ambitious writers. For the other writers, the search for
unique characteristics required sacrifices and clear
demarcations. The forms became more abstract
and unique while suffering a loss of content.
He continues:
Personally, the alternative that I found in the ill style
is endless. Still, this makes it all the more disappointing that, years ago, this field was left to an armada
of weekend-hobby-superstyle-heroes that ruin and
over-aestheticise our cities as part of questionable
legalisation campaigns and under the encouragement of the general public. (Gigo, 2015)
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Figure 3. Tags on a wall that Gigo Propaganda decided to frame. Mostar, Bosnia and Herzegovina, 2013.

Figure 4. Detail of ‘Please open up your mind’. Gigo Propaganda. Mostar, Bosnia and Herzegovina, 2013.

39

40

NUART JOURNAL

NO COMPROMISE
Legal walls, painted during daytime and most likely
on commission or in the course of graffiti events and street
art festivals, are a welcome target to serve as background
for Gigo’s framings. Figure 5 shows a legally painted wall
in Essen that got framed by Gigo, resulting in the word
‘Kampf’ (‘battle’ or ‘struggle’). The additional writing in
black at the top says ‘Kein Writer ist illegal’ (‘No writer is
illegal’). On the one hand, this writing makes reference to
the popular nationwide network ‘kein Mensch ist illegal’8
(‘No one is illegal’), that stands up for foreigners without
a resident permit and migrants subjected to the threat of
deportation.9 On the other hand, this text could also be
interpreted as a form of implicit criticism of the strong
increase of legally painted walls in general.
However, legal walls represent a fundamentally
different ‘backdrop’ to that occupied by halls of fame. In
2012/2013 Gigo began to (over)paint the halls of fame in
Essen and Bochum (Figure 6) and in consequence, some
writers became very upset. But, as Gigo makes clear, his
actions were not meant to attack a whole collective of
writers. Rather, his critique was directed towards the hall
of fame’s inherent structures and frameworks which, in
turn, are man-made, as Gigo explains:
There are people responsible for that […] Kids and
young people are used to getting money from the
youth welfare office, but if you look closely, you will
see that these funds are being used by middle-class
thirty-something year-olds to finance their own
pieces. That’s a huge mess. (Gigo, 2019).
Gigo’s controversial intervention attracted significant attention and did have some consequences: he got
into trouble, was verbally attacked, and was faced with
unpleasant emails and social exclusion (Gigo, 2019). As he
explained in the interview (2019), he subsequently tried to
resolve this conflict by means of a filmic approach, but this
proved unsuccessful.
Against this background, Gigo’s art practice can by
no means be seen as a deframing, but rather as an explicit
reframing. His art practice opens up critical reflections on
today’s image production and exposes what people perceive as the graffiti trend – a phenomenon that is spreading
all over our cities and that objectifies itself on numerous
international gallery walls (Glaser, 2015). Consequently,
Gigo’s framings do not accentuate a border; although
frames are generally known for doing that. On the contrary,
they put emphasis on a mandatory shift, conquest, or
readjustment of antiquated borders and self-imposed
artistic limitations. Gigo uses the practice of framing as
a self-reflexive, artistic method to explore the limits of
image production, and forces art to question its own rules
and framings (Glaser, 2015). In doing so, he makes use of
a visual imagery that refuses any purely decorative style,
and, most probably, won’t find its way into popular culture.
His framings remind us what graffiti is – or at least once
was – all about. Gigo provocatively confronts art with its
own self-image.

Katja Glaser is a media scientist. She graduated at the
DFG Research Training Group Locating Media at the
University of Siegen, Germany. Her book Street Art and
New Media. Actors – Practices – Aesthetics was published
in 2017, framing street art as a media-related, socially
constructed artistic practice. It addresses topics such as
media aesthetics, navigation, net politics as well as digital
archiving and art history.

All photographs ©Gigo Propaganda.
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I use this as an umbrella term to
address visual phenomena from both
the street art and the graffiti world.
For further contextualisation and
differentiation see also Abarca,
Bengtsen, Blanché, Derwanz,
Glaser, Stahl, and others
This term is used here to illustrate
the general concept of Gigo´s art
practice knowing that the terms
‘frame’ and ‘framing’ have a long
history and are applied in a lot of
different contexts and disciplines –
think for example of Erving Goffman’s
famous Frame Analysis (1974).
However, there will be no further
discussion on the concept of
‘framing’ at this point.

3

Additionally, Gigo sometimes
also uses a small outline.

4

Note that Figure 4 shows only a part
of the piece. Unfortunately, a picture
of the whole piece was unavailable
prior to this number going to print.
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Figure 5. ‘Kampf’ (‘battle’ or ‘struggle’). Gigo Propaganda. Essen, Germany, 2013.

Figure 6. ‘Wenn du sprichst dann wird es HELL’ (‘When you speak it gets BRIGHT’). Gigo Propaganda. Hall of Fame, Bochum, Germany, 2013.
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Roxana & Pablo Allison, Manchester & Mexico

OPERATION
JURASSIC
(2010–2018)

Operation Jurassic is an eight-year-long collaborative personal project between sister and brother photographers
Roxana and Pablo Allison that portrays their emotional journey leading up to, during, and after Pablo’s imprisonment
in the United Kingdom. Their visual account uncovers feelings and the passing of time through legal documentation,
paperwork, letters, diaries, drawings, and photographs, offering the viewer an intimate approach of the legal process
whilst quietly raising issues of freedom of expression, graffiti, and the criminal justice system.
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Pablo was arrested in his own home in March 2010 on suspicion of having committed ‘criminal damage by means
of graffiti to trains, railways infrastructures and other buildings’ between January 2003 and October 2009. His apprehension was part of one of the largest and possibly most costly anti-graffiti police investigations in the UK, which was
conducted in London and was officially called Operation Jurassic. This was not an isolated case, as police investigations
against graffiti and street artists whose work is illegal are carried out regularly in Britain.
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In November 2012, along with four other graffiti artists, Pablo was sentenced to nineteen months’ imprisonment
serving five and a half months at two different facilities in London: Wormwood Scrubs and Brixton Prison. The rest of
his sentence was completed on house arrest with a monitoring device attached to his ankle.
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49

50

NUART JOURNAL

Roxana and Pablo’s project – named after the police investigation – emerged from their need to detach from the
situation they were faced with, but as time passed, it proved to bind them closer together leading up to a tight-knit
photographic collaboration with its own challenges, allowing them to retrace and understand their relationship.

OPERATION JURASSIC (2010–2018)

51

The collaboration resulted in a self-published book, which was part-funded with a small grant from the National
Criminal Justice Arts Alliance (NCJAA) bursary and with financial aid from the Digital Women’s Archive North (DWAN).
The book was launched at the Impressions Gallery Photo Book Fair in Bradford in October 2018, with an ‘In Conversation’
with Pippa Oldfield, Head of Programme at Impressions Gallery.
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The London-based Pavement Studio designed and co-published the book, which features an introduction by writer,
curator, and educator Pete Brook, whose main subject of interest is photography and the criminal justice system.
The first edition sold out within three weeks of launching; a second edition has been released in the winter of 2020.
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An extract from Pete Brook’s introductory essay:

‘This book is a thread. A warm thread spun by two siblings during one’s incarceration. These images, conceived during months of separation and crafted during more months of house arrest, emerge from the worry and
dislocation imprisonment brings. Born of necessity, these images are what Pablo and Roxana Allison did, dreamt up
and fabricated; emotional twine that kept them sane and connected both.’

Siblings Pablo (1981) and Roxana Allison (1980) are a collaborative photographic duo working on themes of incarceration,
isolation, displacement, and migration. They have participated in public debates on photography and incarceration with
specialists including acclaimed artist Edmund Clark, and San Francisco-based author and prison educator Pete Brook,
and received commissions and funding from organisations such as The University of Nottingham, the AHRC, The
Embassy of Spain, the National Criminal Justice Arts Alliance, and The Digital Women’s Archive North. Published by
The Pavement Studio and launched at the Impressions Gallery Photobook Fair 2018, they co-authored the photo book
entitled Operation Jurassic, a long-term personal photographic project revolving around Pablo’s journey through the
UK’s criminal justice system.
To view a more extensive version of this photo essay, visit:
roxanaallison.co.uk/operation-jurassic

All photographs
©Roxana & Pablo Allison
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Ocкoлки
“НЕ”
NOt clear what is going on.
But possible to say what is NOt.

NOtime
NOfreedom.
NOanarchy
NOutopia.
NOpeople
NOme
and other NO’s.

Oskolki
“NO”
The project started in
2019 and is still in process.
It continues and develops
‘Oskolki: Black Bombing’
project (2015–2017).

It’s connected with
the current situation
in Russia, the world etc…
NOcomment.

Oskolki / Ocкoлки /Ockolki
is a graffiti artist/crew
from Saint-Petersburg
and Moscow, Russia.
Active on the streets
everyday/night since 2013.

Locations of activity:
Saint-Petersburg,
Moscow, Malaga.
All photographs
© Ocкoлки 2020.

Oskolki / Ocкoлки / Ockolki

ОСКОЛКИ “НЕ” / OSKOLKI “NO”

NOfreedom — НЕсвобода.

NONO — HE NO.
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NOme — НЕя.

NOtime — НЕвремя.

ОСКОЛКИ “НЕ” / OSKOLKI “NO”

NOutopia — НЕутопия.

UNknown — НЕзнакомец.
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NOcriminal — НЕпреступник.

NOanarchy — НЕанархия.

ОСКОЛКИ “НЕ” / OSKOLKI “NO”

NOoskolki — НЕосколки.
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INTERVENTION
ON THE
UNDERGROUND
Alex Stone, Vanessa Onwumezi & Martin Wakefield
Royal Central School of Speech and Drama, London

On the evening of May 10, 2018, the second to last carriage
of a Victoria Line underground train in London got turned
into a guerrilla exhibition featuring twenty-four grainy black
and white images capturing the traces of morning commuters.
These images were made by artist Alex Stone using a
homemade pinhole camera. ‘Intervention I’, as she called
it, took place with the aim of subverting this public, yet
commercially-dominated space, creating an event as a
way to free members of the public from the conventions
of the underground and to encourage interactions between
strangers. The text below is written by Vanessa Onwumezi
and Martin Wakefield in response to the intervention.

‘Intervention I’, guerrilla exhibition on the Victoria Line. London, UK, May 2018. Photograph ©Caro Gervay.

Reaching up. Our hands and arms obscure our faces.
In rush hour, one hundred people in this carriage – 32 sitting,
68 standing, 8 carriages, a train every 50 seconds in and

out of each station on this line. It’s all arms and hands
holding on.
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A pinhole image, part of the guerrilla exhibition on the Victoria Line. London, UK, May 2018. Photograph ©Alex Stone.

We fear. We fear each other’s gaze. We fear, as Perseus
knew, we’ll be turned into stone. It’s safe to look only in a
mirror. My book is my mirror. My phone is my mirror to
the outside, an uneasy peace.

A pinhole image, part of the guerrilla exhibition on the Victoria Line. London, UK, May 2018. Photograph ©Alex Stone.

All the thousands of people, in the hundreds of carriages,
travelling throughout the spindles and branches of this
network carry on the same way. It’s as beautiful as the
movement of wildebeest on the plains of the Serengeti or
the murmurations of starlings over Brighton West Pier.

And yet, no talking, and as the spaces between fill with
bodies we draw in, further in, and look down. We are deindividuated within the force field of this crowd and we
turn inward to protect ourselves.
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A pinhole image, part of the guerrilla exhibition on the Victoria Line. London, UK, May 2018. Photograph ©Alex Stone.

Eight in the evening; the journey begins on the blue line,
we stop, more people board than get off, the carriage fills.
The woman in the black leather jacket with the Baby On
Board badge is using her thumbs to type into her phone.
She’s saying the man opposite in the grey three-piece with
a blue triangle in his breast pocket is typing into his phone

saying that the boy with the red-framed glasses and the
box-fresh Nikes is typing into his phone saying that the girl
in the paisley headscarf and the black jeans is typing into
her phone saying that the man with the long grey hair and
florid complexion is typing into his phone saying that
everyone in the carriage is typing with their thumbs.

A pinhole image, part of the guerrilla exhibition on the Victoria Line. London, UK, May 2018. Photograph ©Alex Stone.

With flick after flick of the wrist the photos go up, the ads
disappear one after another – Ecover (People said we
were crazy), Dave, Addison Lee, Relish (Break free from
your broadband), Insure & Go, Pregnacare (Most trusted

by mums), Zurich, Iron on Iron – and are replaced by pinhole images, black and white exposures, blurred faces,
hands caught in movement.
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Ads are replaced with pinhole images as part of ‘Intervention I’ on the Victoria Line. London, UK, May 2018. Photograph ©Caro Gervay.

Offerings of food and drink – crisps and tonic – go round
and a few faces lift from their distractions. There is one
that beams. As though his existence has been affirmed.
His keen eyes slide over the photos and over them again.
Thank you – the sound of ice breaking.

Others look but don’t seem to see, or don’t want to see or
be seen. Not today. They leave the carriage, taking their
thoughts with them. But to not understand, or say no, is to
engage nonetheless, to make a choice about which way
you go.

A pinhole image postcard. Victoria Line, London, UK, May 2018. Photograph ©Caro Gervay.

Intervention interrupts the dead, stony gaze, forces itself
though the mirror, and guides eyes upward. Intervention
brings down the barriers between us, if only for a moment;
those social, imaginary barriers which are difficult to
surpass. We take the opportunity to be here instead of

connecting to the world via reproduced images: the newspaper for the yesterdays, the phone for the now right now,
the advert for the thing that we might want, might need,
might desire someday. But now, this public view is for us,
today.
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A Facebook screenshot of scenes from the guerrilla exhibition on the Victoria Line. London, UK, May 2018. Photograph ©Nicolas Laborie.

A couple – woman in blue coat and man, tall and grey – are
on their feet. Hands holding blue bars, bodies engaged as
they shift along and steady their gait while the carriage
gallops on. We are now creatures that use our hands to
get around; we hold, we touch, we are alive and we are

here. Doors will open on the right-hand side. Nine more
people on. Need a hand? Tell us what you think, we say.
And now we are a scrum, a ball of people, a small intervention, a shapeless noise, talking, laughing, crunching
crisps, sipping tonic.

Scenes from the guerrilla exhibition on the Victoria Line. London, UK, May 2018. Photograph ©Caro Gervay.

We take in more than we know, more than we are told:
CCTV always in operation, please keep your belongings
clear of the doors. Highbury and Islington, it smells of dust.
Kings Cross feels warm and clean. Euston has a cold light.
Warren Street, yellow tiles. Pimlico is so polite.

Brixton lifts your spirits. We are hurtled through black
corridors pushing heavy air before us. Noises are deadened by the soot-laden walls of the tunnels and suddenly
the rails screech and the tiled platform echoes the rolling
sounds of raw machines.
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A pinhole image, part of the guerrilla exhibition on the Victoria Line. London, UK, May 2018. Photograph ©Alex Stone.

Intervention asks you to look, to become aware. There are
no more adverts, but now, in their place, beautiful and
ambiguous, half-ghosted black and white photographs of
us, underground explorers of time and space.

A girl with a black suitcase holds her drink and stares up
at the image. It’s removed, whipped away as quickly as it
came, but her eyes remain fixed, glazed. Where has she
gone? Down a tunnel, deep under the earth, yes, but, the

A pinhole image, part of the guerrilla exhibition on the Victoria Line. London, UK, May 2018. Photograph ©Alex Stone.

fear of petrification lifted, now mindful of the choices she
has, the question of her destination has become more
urgent. Where are we going? Where will we get off?

What’s at the end of the line? We now come to understand
that we are ‘representatives of a species whose mission
remains obscure’.
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Alex Stone is an artist and Lecturer at the Royal Central School of Speech and Drama in
London. She uses light and explores materials to examine themes of temporality and
trace. Her work is site specific – aiming to disrupt the flow of the spaces she works in.
She has exhibited in a range of environments, from underground carriages and stairwells to white walled galleries around Europe. She is a Co-director of The Gate Darkroom
in Woolwich.
Vanessa Onwumezi is a writer and poet living in London. She completed an MA in Creative
Writing at the Birkbeck, University of London, 2018. Her story ‘At the Heart of Things’
won The White Review Short Story Prize 2019. She was a Showcase writer featured by
the Literary Consultancy, UK, 2018, and has received a commendation for her flash fiction,
‘The Crossing’, from Bare Fiction Magazine, 2017. Onwumezi is interested in expanding
the reach of the prose form through collaboration. She has produced exhibition texts for
artists Lauren Keeley (‘Lanes and Lanes’ at Frutta Gallery, London, 2018) and Kira Freije
(‘Mouthing the living, undetected, on breeze or breath’ at Soft Opening, London, 2019).
Martin Wakefield is the author of Zugunruhe, a collection of poetic texts published by
Hesterglock Press in November 2019, and has also had work published at MIR Online as
well as in The Idler magazine. He has a BA (Hons) in Philosophy from the University of
York, and an MA in Creative Writing from Birkbeck, University of London.
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Sex Against the Wall
Julien de Casabianca, Paris

Julien de Casabianca is an internationally renowned visual
artist and filmmaker. Since 2014, his Outings Project has
seen him liberate paintings from the walls of museums, to
paste them – often on a monumental scale – on city
walls, giving art back to the people, and creating rich new
visual landscapes in poorer areas of the city. He has been
invited by many museums around the world to play with
their collections, and to exhibit photographs of his streetbased work.

This paste up series and photo essay were produced
exclusively by De Casabianca for Nuart Journal. This new
body of work follows the same ethos and method as the
Outings Project, but has a particular focus not often seen
in the work of street artists, but is often the subject of art
within the walls of museums: sex.
De Casabianca has also pasted a manifesto for this work
in the streets of Paris. The following paragraphs are an
excerpt from this manifesto.
All photographs ©Julien de Casabianca.

No matter how hard I try, I cannot think of a form
of art where sex is absent. You will find more blowjobs
and butt fucks in Antiquity, Ancient Egypt, or the Middle
Ages, than on today’s city walls. Throughout history, all
artists have represented sex – except for street artists.
Yes, there are small amusing dicks drawn by lanky adolescents, and the cute doggy-style by Keith Haring drawn in
five lines. But in terms of sex that owns up to itself, that
treats itself like sex in all the other arts – realistic, dirty
and/or beautiful, a subject like any other for the artist –
we’ve got nothing.
When I say sex, I’m not talking about close-ups so
close that little children don’t understand, or the limp dicks
graffitied on a wall in Brussels – these are organs no more
sexual than a cirrhotic liver. From street artists, there has
been nothing at all; not a lousy fuck in any shape or form,
not even a penis that doesn’t try to protect puritanical
symbolism.
There are two sides to every wall: the outside and
the inside. Inside it's private, outside it's public. On the
outside, street artists do not depict sex, or the erotic, or
the pornographic, or respond to sexual violence or abuse
– but on the other side of these same walls, in the private
homes of the bourgeoisie, people are having all kinds of
sexual encounters. Outside it's clean because street artists
respect bourgeoisie rules and morality. While inside, the
bourgeoisie seem to respect fewer rules and morality
than the street artists outside.
Why is it that street artists do not feel free to explore sex in their work? Where is this self-censorship coming
from? Pavement rebels, spray gangsters, emancipated
from the law, the risk-it-all underground tunnel pros, the
vandals, the wild and free you say you are – where are you?
On the other side of the white wall you do not dare
to sexify, the bourgeoisie – the bourgeois – is pinned to
the wall and is being fucked by their colleague and lover,
while you, on the other side, on the street, leave their walls
virgins. Sex-free. Why? Because we can’t? Gear up, fuckers!

The ‘Sex Against the Wall’ manifesto. Julien de Casabianca. Paris, France, 2020.
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PAINT LIKE
A GIRL!
Street Interventions Fighting Against
Sexual Harassment in Greece And Spain

Jonna Tolonen
University of Lapland
Public spaces represent cities’ ability to enhance
the quality of urban life, which includes access and use for
all citizens, free from discrimination, spatial exclusion, or
fear. However, various studies have shown that up to 55%
of women have been sexually harassed in public spaces
in the EU, and in the cases of Greece and Spain, over 60%
of women have experienced some form of sexual harassment since the age of 15 (Kosyfologou, 2018; Picierno, 2018;
Salas Oraá, 2018). One of the most common places where
women experience verbal, visual, and physical sexual
harassment – which ranges from name-calling and flashing
to sexual assault and rape – is out on the streets. Therefore,
it is not surprising that some artists, like Spanish Sara
Batuecas, have chosen to fight sexual harassment with
street interventions:
I really wanted to place my posters in the streets
because most of the cases of sexual harassment,
assaults, and violations happen in the streets. There,
the works are also accessible to everyone, regardless
of age or social status. I was hoping that people who
would see these posters wouldn’t feel indifferent,

would question things, and would be touched by them.
And that they would feel uncomfortable with all those
women in the posters being groped, looking straight
back at them. Let’s put them for a moment in someone else’s shoes, to feel what women feel… Most of
the posters didn’t last 24 hours. They were ripped
off or covered by advertising posters. I didn't expect
this and I was disappointed and angry. I didn’t understand why people got upset about claiming our
freedom and criticising them for violating us.1
(Batuecas, 2019; see the image top left)
In this photo essay, I analyse the ways in which art
interventions on the streets raise awareness of the sexual
harassment that women experience on a daily basis, and
how these interventions are utilised as part of women’s
anti-sexual harassment activism. The images presented
here show how wall writings, posters, and stencils I encountered in cities in Spain and Greece 2 express unity, strength,
and defiance among women, and by what means these
artworks seek to redefine femininity.
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Sara Batuecas began her project by photographing
three of her friends and uploading their pictures to the
internet. The pictures made such an impact that soon she
had a lot of women volunteering to pose for this poster
series. One night, the same group of women spread the
posters in different locations around the neighbourhood
of Lavapiés in Madrid. Sara Batuecas. Madrid, Spain,
September 29, 2018.

‘NO MEANS NO’ is a worldwide slogan used by antirape activists. Pink, purple, and red are popular colours
among women’s rights activists. A4-sized stencils are
used most frequently as they enable easy and quick multiplication onto the walls. (Tolonen, 2016) Femstoria. Athens,
Greece, November 8, 2019.

The text in this stencil is a quote from Pink’s song
‘I’m not here for your entertainment’ (2006). Here, women
are framed contrary to intergenerational problematic
ideologies that equate femininity with objectification,
vulnerability, and passivity (Hoppstadius, 2019). As the
stencil states, ‘you don’t really want to mess’ with this
woman, who is not afraid and can, if needed, defend herself
too. This work also raises questions of eliminating the
constant fear that has generated a self-sustaining cycle of
violence perpetuated against women daring to go out after
dark (Smith Madan, 2019). Women’s Collective 619. Athens,
Greece, November 2, 2019.
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In many countries, forming the thumb and index
finger into a circle is known as the OK gesture. When
making this gesture with both hands below the waistline,
it refers to ovaries – a common symbol among women’s
rights activists. In this stencil, the female organ is combined
with the conventionally more male-affiliated ‘tough’ word
gang. Artist unknown. Las Palmas, Spain, December 23,
2017.

This piece challenges the stereotype behind the
saying ‘like a girl’, and the traditional generalisation of
framing women and girls homogeneously as an inferior
group. Artist unknown. Athens, Greece, May 30, 2018.

Stencil ‘ELLA NO ESTÁ SOLA’ [SHE IS NOT ALONE].
In Spain, this phrase is harnessed to raise awareness of
the prevalence of sexual harassment and assault. It also
emphasises women’s group support for every woman, and
invites each woman to take care of other women. Artist
unknown. Madrid, Spain, September 26, 2017.
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The picture beside the text is intentionally evocative
to get the attention of as many passers-by as possible.
This piece makes a statement about ‘bodily autonomy’:
all women should have the right to self-govern over their
bodies without any external influence, pressure, or coercion.
Bodily autonomy is a human right that relates not only to
abortion, but also to ending human rights violations such
as sex trafficking, sexual assault, and genital mutilation
(Amnesty International, 2019). Unknown artist. Athens,
Greece, November 23, 2019.

This message seeks to make men who walk the
streets feel threatened. By purposefully using words such
as ‘one’ and ‘we all’, solidarity among women is underlined
while men are excluded from the narrative. Unknown artist.
Athens, Greece, June 4, 2018.

Burning at the stake used to be a form of execution
for women found guilty of witchcraft especially in the 17th
and 18th century. Nevertheless, the last known victim, Ama
Hemmah, was burnt to death for being a ‘witch’ in Ghana
in 2010 (BBC, 2010). This stencil reverses the situation by
suggesting that this gruesome way of dying should be a
punishment for rapists instead. (The stencil on the left
calls for the release of a prisoner and is unrelated to the
struggle of women’s rights activists.) Unknown artist.
Athens, Greece, November 8, 2019.
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‘MUJERES EN LUCHA’ [WOMEN TAKING UP THE
FIGHT]. Street interventions like these offer women a
powerful image of being strong and in charge of their own
life and body – including their ovaries. Artist unknown.
Madrid, Spain, October 2, 2017.

‘If you really want to understand a specific phenomenon in a certain place, you have to go and see and feel
it for yourself. The Ninja piece I spotted today is an example
of the visuals I’m trying to find in order to understand the
atmosphere of this area. The photograph I took of the work
is part of that understanding. But there is more. I could
see so many other pieces painted that were about resistance. I could see people passing by these works and giving
me the thumbs up. I could smell the paint. I could feel the
spirit – it was telling me: let’s fight! ’ (Tolonen, 2019). Luigi.
Valencia, Spain, April 1, 2019.

Jonna Tolonen is a photographer and a postdoctoral researcher at the Faculty of Art and
Design at the University of Lapland, Finland. Her thesis was titled ‘Visage of Madrid –
Illegal Graffiti as a Part of Spanish 15-M Protests’. Jonna is a member of INDAGUE, the
Spanish Association of Researchers of Graffiti and Urban Art, and has published widely
on Spanish street art. Her current research interests deal with visual culture, socioenvironmental justice, and artivism.

All photographs ©Jonna Tolonen.
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Contested Canvas
Anneke Coppoolse, Chan Ka Man, and Yu Wing Ching
The Hong Kong Polytechnic University

In the summer of 2019, the streets of Hong Kong became a global stage of a stillongoing fight against authoritarianism. This was not the first time for the territory to
find its otherwise carefully maintained and seemingly orderly public realm turn into a
space for political mobilisation in response to increasingly diminishing freedoms. YunChung Chen and Mirana M. Szeto (2017: 69-72) argue that this kind of resistance began
with Occupy Queen’s Pier in 2007, when an attempt was made to stop the demolition of
the Pier, which was a significant transport hub but also an important civic space. Since
this Occupy movement of 2007, there have been several moments in which important
spaces in Hong Kong were reclaimed through collective civil disobedience and with the
intention to ‘speak in the face of power’ (Chen & Szeto 2017: 80). Indeed, as Chen and
Szeto (2017: 81) assert, the reclamation of public space in Hong Kong ‘has been a means
for political mobilization and building of civic and political subjectivity in a context of
growing political repression’.
What is new to the movement of 2019 is the explosion of written notices of discontent in the spaces of the city. Don Mitchell (2003: 35) contended that it is not predetermined
‘publicness’ that makes a space public, but that it is a particular group in society that
makes space public through either deliberate or unplanned actions. Hong Kong’s public
spaces have become ‘contested terrains’ (Loukaitou-Sideris & Ehrenfeucht 2009: 30)
through physical occupation, but citizens have also resisted the ‘disciplinary demands’
(Geyh 2009: 1) of the urban spaces in which they live through a visual occupation of the
walls of these terrains. Rather, the public’s demands to have its voices heard have been
made through a reclamation of what could be called a ‘contested urban canvas’. Hong
Kong’s façades, windows, bus stops, underpasses, and any other of its wall-like surfaces
have been occupied and repurposed as canvasses for ‘voicing out’ – something common
in many parts of the world, but relatively uncommon in the context of Hong Kong until
quite recently.
The walls of Hong Kong’s contested terrains were
initially covered in coloured memos, followed by increasingly well-organised poster arrangements. Soon, however,
more ‘permanent’ messaging emerged around the urban
areas of the territory – Hong Kong’s sporadic graffiti writing
quickly developed into rich spatio-textual discourses not
only around the so-called Lennon Walls 1 , but along the
entire stretch of urban space where marches and gatherings were held. More specific locations in the city also
invited painterly correspondences. Particularly, façades
of government buildings, entrances of MTR 2 stations, and
shop fronts of businesses that are outspokenly pro-Beijing
turned into critical canvasses of sorts. Hanauer (2011: 316)
suggested that ‘the uncensored nature of graffiti writing
(or to be more exact, the illegal nature of all graffiti writing)
creates a situation in which competing political understandings can be presented’. In Hong Kong, this competition
of opposing political ideas plays out not just between one
graffiti text and another, but it eventuates in a visual power
play that involves the erasing of these texts and their subsequent reappearance 3.

While the urban canvas is reclaimed in pursuit of
freedom, constant attempts are made at a visual silencing
of the voices on Hong Kong’s walls through different tactics.
Urban façades are written on, yet are often quickly painted
over, brushed out, or otherwise covered up. In this competition of voices and their erasure, the public space becomes
an active space for discourse. With every attempt at concealing messages of revolt, the authorities and other
institutions of power both produce obvious markers that
uncover their intended ‘silencing’, and unintentionally
encourage more graffiti precisely by creating new and
quite perfect empty canvasses. Indeed, where coloured
memos and posters were relatively easily (though never
entirely) erased – leaving behind scraps of paper; remainders
of discontent; visual proof of societal scarring – the attempts
at erasing Hong Kong’s graffiti that ‘speaks in the face of
power’ have led to a kind of political dialoguing between
voices and silences. This is the contested canvas of Hong
Kong: in a political context where the authorities have chosen
not to listen but to suppress, urban walls become canvasses
that not only present ‘competing political under-standings’,
but also record failing attempts at concealing discontent.

88

NUART JOURNAL

‘Hongkongers, rise up!’ and ‘Disband police’ written on a Jersey barrier, while hotel Eaton HK’s billboard features in
the background. Graffiti can be found everywhere, especially around main roads where marches take place. Messages
of protest have become part of daily life. Attempts are made to cover them up, but in a context where the authorities
choose suppression over listening, freshly painted surfaces invite new messages to appear. Jordan, Kowloon, Hong
Kong, 2019. Photograph ©Yu Wing Ching.
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‘Communist bank’, ‘Say no to RMB 4’, ‘Liberate Hong Kong’, ‘Revolution of our time’, ‘Our leader is conscience’. Mainland
Chinese banks use white construction hoarding to cover their damaged shop fronts, providing ample space for graffiti.
Prince Edward, Kowloon, Hong Kong, 2019. Photograph ©Yu Wing Ching.

Around Hong Kong’s contested Lennon Walls, posters are not only ripped off, they are also responded to in other ways.
Competing political understandings emerge in a collage-like, mixed-media fashion, with red-inked chops being a typical
medium for supporters of the establishment: ‘Help the police enforce the law. Hong Kong cockroaches [protesters]
are the trash of our time.’ Tuen Mun, New Territories, Hong Kong, 2019. Photograph ©Anneke Coppoolse.
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‘Liberate Hong Kong, revolution of our time’ and ‘The ideas are bulletproof’, featuring beside the V for Vendetta symbol.
Several university campuses had become sites of unimaginable conflict. These are the windows of one of the administration
buildings. The message is loud and clear. Hung Hom, Kowloon, Hong Kong, 2019. Photograph ©Anneke Coppoolse.
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Hong Kong has been a commercial space from its outset; a neoliberal spectacle with billboards and other visual stimuli
that suggest economic activity and prosperity. Its billboards have been overridden. Displays of commerciality have
transformed into displays of discontent: ‘Five demands 5 ’, ‘Heaven will destroy the CCP6’, and ‘Liberate the Hong Kong
Polytechnic University’. Hung Hom, Kowloon, Hong Kong, 2019. Photograph ©Anneke Coppoolse.
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Billboards at tram stops have been taken down and replaced with white boards; an open invitation to graffiti, which
gets erased by the authorities not long after it appears. A competition of opposing political understandings results in
painterly abstraction. Central, Hong Kong Island, Hong Kong, 2019. Photograph ©Chan Ka Man.

Perfect canvasses are created unintentionally, ‘covering up’ damaged walls and inviting fresh graffiti writing at the
next protest or sooner. Central, Hong Kong Island, Hong Kong, 2019. Photograph ©Chan Ka Man.
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The covering up of façades sometimes serves also another purpose; contributing to the creation of presumed ‘normalcy’.
A great number of station entrances have been turned into ironclad fortresses by MTR, a corporation that is known to
collaborate with the authorities. Soon enough, plaster and paint will be added to this entrance to make it look ordinary.
Until fresh graffiti emerges. Central, Hong Kong Island, Hong Kong, 2019. Photograph ©Chan Ka Man.

The act of ‘covering up’. The windows of MTR entrances have been covered up with iron plates, plaster, and fresh paint.
Jordan, Kowloon, Hong Kong, 2019. Photograph ©Anneke Coppoolse.
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No matter the effort individuals put in repainting MTR entrances, the public’s voice persists: ‘Rapist’, ‘Murderer’,
‘They [police officers] don’t need a reason to pepper spray you’. Yau Ma Tei, Kowloon, Hong Kong, 2019. Photograph
©Anneke Coppoolse.

Initial messages of discontent on a white surface had been covered with black paint. These are markers of intended
‘silencing’. Yet, opposing responses soon emerged. Jordan, Kowloon, Hong Kong, 2019. Photograph ©Anneke Coppoolse.
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1

2

The Mass Transit Railway (MTR)
is the main public transport network
serving Hong Kong.

3

Interesting to note is that the erasing
of messages of discontent from the
Lennon Walls turned into a more
organised form of political
participation among supporters of
the government when controversial
lawmaker Junius Ho launched a
clean-up campaign, calling for
volunteers to participate in a
clearance action on 21 September
2019. This was, in turn, an invitation
to supporters of the movement
to expand the Lennon Walls and
produce fresh batches of posters.

4

RMB is the abbreviation for the
renminbi, the currency of the
People's Republic of China.
Hong Kong has its own currency:
the Hong Kong dollar.

In 2014, during an earlier democracy
movement that is generally referred
to as the Umbrella Movement, a
number of central roads in Hong
Kong were occupied for months.
At the main site, near Hong Kong’s
Central Government Complex, the
wall of an outdoor staircase was
covered with messages of support
and political grievance, written on
coloured memos. The wall came to
be referred to as the Lennon Wall,
named after the original Lennon
Wall in Prague, Czech Republic.
During the still-ongoing democracy
movement that erupted in the
summer of 2019, similar Lennon Walls
popped up around (and outside of)
Hong Kong – in underpasses, on
footbridges, and in other strategic
locations with much pedestrian
traffic. These Lennon Walls were
initially covered with memos, but
soon a nearly continuous production
and distribution of posters that
responded to the most recent events
in the movement helped convert
these otherwise unremarkable
spaces of pedestrian passage into
sites for conversation. These sites,
however, also became places of
conflict. Especially those located in
areas where larger concentrations
of opponents of the movement
reside, would see posters getting
ripped off and arguments break out
between people with opposing views.

5

Hong Kong’s protests began when its
pro-Beijing government proposed the
‘Fugitive Offenders and Mutual Legal
Assistance in Criminal Matters
Legislation (Amendment) Bill 2019’,
which would allow extraditions
between Hong Kong and territories
Hong Kong currently does not have
extradition agreements with, among
which Taiwan and Mainland China.
The bill was perceived as a threat
to Hong Kong people’s (and visitors’)
freedoms as it could subject them
to the legal system of the Mainland.
Moreover, while the Hong Kong
government claimed that the
proposed amendment responded to a
murder case in Taiwan with a suspect
in Hong Kong, Taiwan’s Mainland
Affairs Council that deals with crossstrait matters had indicated not to
have an interest in the extradition of
the suspect and also other foreign
government bodies had expressed
concern about the bill. When the
Hong Kong Government and Chief
Executive Carrie Lam initially
continued to defend the extradition
bill, the protests developed into a
bigger movement with five core
demands: full withdrawal of the
proposed extradition bill (which
was withdrawn after many weeks
of protests and therefore ‘too little,
too late’ according to the protesters);
the establishment of an independent
commission of enquiry into alleged
police brutality; the retraction of
the characterisation of the June 12
protest as ‘riots’, as those charged
with ‘rioting’ can face a prison
sentence of up to ten years; amnesty
for arrested protesters and, lastly,
the implementation of universal
suffrage for the elections of Hong
Kong’s Chief Executive and the
Legislative Council.

6

The Chinese Communist Party (CCP),
also called the Communist Party of
China (CPC), is the ruling political
party of China.
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‘I Am

Without any premonitory signs, except for devastating forest fires that a few days
earlier had engulfed much of the country, a popular uprising suddenly ignited all of Lebanon
on October 17, 2019. As if the blaze had fuelled a collective and deeply repressed need to
release and express frustration at a system that had utterly failed the vast majority of
citizens. The government announcement of an unexpected monthly tax on WhatsApp
calls, gas, and tobacco was the final provocation that triggered massive and persistent
								 
The Lebanese society
protests throughout the nation.
is not only divided by social class, but also by religion, with a complex, confessional
power-sharing system among Muslim (Sunni and Shia), Christian, Druze, and other
communities. By the time the people took to the streets, they had finally come to realise
that whatever their origin or religion, they are all equally affected by poverty and are all
victims of State inefficiency. Their goals are the same: to change the government and
to put an end to corruption, favouritism, and incompetency. In light of its magnitude and
in reference to other social protests in the Arab world, the goings-on were immediately
called a ‘Revolution’. It is the first strong and lasting social uprising in recent history,
unifying all communities. Many even consider it the real end of the 1975–1990 Lebanese
Civil War, after 30 years of ceasefire.    Overnight, men and women stood up to
vindicate their demands for political change and to occupy the streets and squares of
major cities. They destroyed gates and barriers that impeded access to a number of
emblematic places that have been abandoned since the end of the war. As if their desire
for freedom had to be expressed by the occupation of public space as a symbol of a
country whose fate all of a sudden seemed in the hands of its citizens. The two most
notable public places that were occupied in the capital Beirut, are the ‘Egg’ (‘#Eggupation’),
a cinema that had never been completed and was riddled with bullet holes, and the nearby
Grand Theatre, which both lay in ruins.
Cybèle Andrei
Just as noteworthy is the fact that from the outset of the Revolution, art on all sorts
Beirut, Lebanon
of (abandoned) buildings has been created by street artists and ordinary citizens alike.
The unique moments of social euphoria indeed prompted young people who had never
painted before, to grab brushes and to join street artists working on what were called
the ‘Revolution Walls’ in the centre of both Beirut and Tripoli – the second largest city in
the country, which has fully participated in the uprising. Political messages calling for the
removal of the political class were interspersed with sophisticated slogans, the everrecurring word ‘Revolution’, ordinary drawings and even never seen messages with
sexual connotations.    A selection of photographs from
the project called ‘I Am the Revolution’ shows how the
Lebanese people have enjoyed asserting their right to
public space in order to openly call for freedom. This project
was incepted at the start of the uprising and is an ongoing
process. As the days passed by, the walls, streets, and
pavements of the cities were chang-ing aspect, colour, and
texture. The pictures capture fugitive moments when
braving the forbidden suddenly proved possible. Resistance
gestures, simple and yet so meaningful.

the

Revolution’

All photographs were taken by ©Cybèle Andrei between
October and December 2019.
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Traveller, enthusiastic, and in search of little tales that,
each on its own, make up the big story – microcosms of
their own, which subtly assemble or disassemble the pieces
of the planetary puzzle that connect or disunite us. Cybèle
Andrei’s social work has led her to travel through many
tumultuous countries, torn by armed conflict. She likes to
capture slices of life in the form of photographic clichés
as well as documentary films about authors, especially in
Colombia, Cuba and Cambodia. She is currently working
on a film project named ‘Baracoa’ about a bohemian
slammer in an isolated area of Cuba. The Middle East
welcomed her with open arms with the most beautiful gift:
to witness the revolt of the Lebanese people who claim
with such humanity what is naturally due to them.
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A protester looks out over their fellow protesters from inside the 1929 Grand Theatre in Beirut. The barriers
surrounding it have been used for artistic expression and are part of the ‘Revolution Walls’. This part of the wall
features a painting by artist and rights activist Selim Mawad, who, like many other artists, had never worked outside
of his workshop before the Revolution.

Street artist Weesdom spray painting the ‘Revolution Wall’ in Beirut at night time.
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A masked protester resembling a ghost strikes a pose for the camera from inside the Grand Theatre in Beirut.
Although in a terrible state of repair, this iconic building remains a magical place with its dome and balconies
overlooking the stage.

A boy playing with candles for peace in front of the barrier that surrounds the Grand Theatre in Beirut. The graffiti
piece behind him by street artist Phat2 reads ‘Beirut spoke’ in Arabic.
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The last visitors leave the Egg after attending a public discussion on energy supplies in Lebanon, December 2019.
The Revolution has seen many Beirutis enter the Egg and climb onto its roof by using a 20-metre fragile ladder. There,
overlooking ‘Martyr Square’ – the main square of the protests in the capital – they proudly took pictures and selfies
carrying the Lebanese flag.

A public discussion on energy supplies in Lebanon that took place in the eccentric Egg building in Beirut in December
2019. Since the start of the Revolution, the Egg has hosted a range of debates and artistic activities, including the
screening of documentaries and a photo exhibition. It has been covered with all sorts of political and artistic graffiti
and paintings.
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A painting on the ‘Revolution Wall’ by a young female artist who preferred to stay anonymous. The veiled girl
spontaneously joined forces with street artists when she saw them painting at night. She said she had never painted
before. Her potent message reads ‘I am scared you will never speak again’.

Scenes from Nour Square in Tripoli (December 2019), the main gathering place for protesters in the city. Artist
Mohamed Abrash painted the Lebanese flag and the inscription ‘Tripoli, city of peace’ on the abandoned building in
the background. The building terrace serves as a podium from which speakers and DJs animate the protesters.
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Scenes from Nour Square in Tripoli, December 2019. The abandoned building in the background is full of graffiti and
portraits of victims (‘martyrs’) of the Revolution.

A mural by street artists Dew and Rainoz (DRS Crew) next to Nour Square, Tripoli. In December 2019, protesters
next to it were seen queuing up to go the terrace of the abandoned building that serves as a podium from where
speakers and DJs invigorate the protests.
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‘Thawra’, the character representing the ‘Revolution’, seen from the broken window of a trashed luxury building in
downtown Beirut that was under construction.

Selim Mawad creating one of his trademark bulls that comment on the state of the country on a wall of the Lebanese
electricity company in Beirut. Power cuts occur every day throughout Lebanon, leaving citizens without electricity
sometimes for hours on end.
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Street artist Renoz putting the finishing touches to a mural in Choueifat, outside Beirut, a few metres from the spot
where a protester was killed only days earlier.

Scenes from Tripoli in December 2019. Elderly women have actively participated in the protests.
The wall in the background is covered with graffiti related to the Revolution and signatures of DRS and Phat2.
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Painting a

On October 17, 2019, Beirut slept to the sound of
protests; the next day, Lebanon woke up to cheers of revolution. The demonstrations followed in the wake of the
introduction of new taxes and fees, which was the last
straw for the Lebanese people, the majority of whom have
been enduring difficult economic and social conditions.
The protests soon transformed into a revolution against a
sectarian political system led by a corrupt elite since the
1990s, who have driven the country to the brink of economic
collapse and have prioritised their personal interests over
the rights of citizens (including the right to basic amenities
such as electricity, water, and hospital care) and creating
conditions for minimum standards of living in dignity.
In the early days of the protests, the people’s rage
was expressed in a chaotic manner: roads were blocked
with burning tires and garbage bins, protestors broke into
shops and vandalised the streets and walls of the city. This
behaviour was largely disapproved of, after which protests
quickly took a peaceful and civilised turn. That is when we
began to witness the people’s cultural and creative ways
of voicing their demands, and artists were naturally the
pioneers of this movement. The roads, walls, buildings,
and monuments of the city became a canvas for all people
in general, and for artists in particular, to express their
aspirations for true freedom and democracy and to call
for all sorts of rights (including women’s rights and LGBT
rights). The city experienced a blast of artistic expression
varying from the word ‘Revolution’ written in Arabic in
different graffiti styles to drawings representing messages
of power and patriotism, and caricatures attacking the
governing politicians (Figure 1):

Revolution
‘If the walls could talk, they would say heaps. Graffiti
populated walls: paintings, writings, caricature, slogans,
and slurs of all shapes and colours were added on almost
every single surface. Art happened everywhere, in an
ornamental, intrinsic, or vandalistic manner, depending
on how one sees it.’ (Hammoud 2019)

Against Walls
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Figure 1. Revolutionary expressions by various artists. Beirut Central District, Lebanon, 2019.

This artistic expression was not limited to paintings
and drawings; it evolved into yet other forms of public
artworks which included an unexpected installation of
furniture in the middle of a main road known as ‘The Ring’,
creating a living space for protestors while blocking the
street as a means of pressure on the government to respond to their demands.1 There were also many live
performances, including one by a group of protestors who
projected a video of a speeding train on a banner, accompanied by a simulation of the warning sounds of a railroad
crossing near the location of a former train station in the
area of Mar Mikhael (Beirut). This was done to call for the
return of train lines and condemn the yearly payment of
millions of dollars to the Railway and Public Transport
Authority while not a single train has been running in
Lebanon since the start of the civil war in 1975 2.
Graffiti and street art, which I will refer to in this
paper as ‘Independent Public Art’3 (Schacter, 2014), are
not new to the Lebanese scene; they originate from political
posters commemorating leaders and martyrs in the late
1960s and early 1970s (Jarbou, 2018) as well as graffiti and
stencils used by local militias to mark their territory (Richa,
2019) during the 1975–1990 Lebanese Civil War, thus creating
a negative perception of these forms of expression that
were associated with vandalism and were hardly perceived
as art. After the war, graffiti converted to an opposite
narrative shaped by the new apolitical generation that
despised the war and was influenced by emerging western
art movements (Jarbou, 2018). Lebanese graffiti and street
art proliferated in the early 2000s; they gained popularity

first as a form of political resistance during each major
event and turmoil in Lebanon (such as the demonstrations
following the assassination of Prime Minister Rafiq Hariri
in 2005 and the July War of 2006), and later as an expression of solidarity with the Arab uprisings in Egypt, Syria,
Bahrain, and Libya. During the last decade, street art and
graffiti spread in Beirut but also in various parts of the
country to be gradually embraced by different communities as a colourful means of tackling social and political
issues, and as a tool of resistance. ‘Beirut was revived as
a cultural hub and became a canvas for the revolution’
(Jarbou, 2018: 132) years before the burst of its own revolt.
Nevertheless, it looks like the 2019 revolution was a
turning point for the Independent Public Art scene in Lebanon.
It provoked the booming of artistic forms of claiming social
and political rights and freedom, and paved the way for
the emergence of artists on this art scene. It also prompted
the birth of a new special connection between these kinds
of art and the public who saw its problems, demands, emotions, and aspirations materialise in the paintings and tags
spread across the walls of the country. Protests and revolutionary movements tend to bring the public closer to, and
also make it involved in, street art and to ‘legitimise’ graffiti
(Jarbou, 2018) as people witness the powerful influence of
these forms of art that cannot be denied even by politicians
‘who rush to have the city’s walls whitewashed in an effort
to solidify the state’s authority’ (Taş, 2017: 805–806). This
novel bond could be observed in similar uprisings and
protests in Tunisia (Georgeon, 2012), Egypt, and Turkey
(Taş, 2017).
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RECLAIMING THE RIGHT TO PUBLIC
SPACE AND REINFORCING SOLIDARITY
Remarkably, this artistic movement broke many
geographical and conventional boundaries of art in public
spaces in Lebanon – which is normally limited to the graffiti
on walls of poor or neglected neighbourhoods, or to commissioned works or murals that require previous permission
– to the extent of translating into the reclamation of public
space. This movement especially marked the Beirut Central
District which hosted most of the protests in Beirut. This
district used to be vibrant with life and a venue for markets,
a cinema, and an opera house until it was ravaged by the
Lebanese Civil War. After the end of the war, Solidere – a
private company owned in majority by one of the political
elite families – undertook the redevelopment of downtown Beirut.4 After its reconstruction, Beirut Central District
became a cold concrete jungle devoid of life.
In fact, before the revolution, very few artists ventured into the territory of Solidere and those who did were
viciously fought by the monster contractor. The most
prominent art installation in this district in recent years
was ‘Burj El Hawa’ (Tower of the Wind) in 2018 by Lebanese
artist Jad El Khoury, who succeeded in reviving the
abandoned ‘Burj El Murr’ (Murr Tower) – one of the best
known war ‘monuments’ in Beirut Central District – by
installing colourful curtains on its 400 dark windows without
prior authorisation from Solidere. 5 Despite the forced
dismantling of the installation 6, the dancing curtains moved
by the wind survived in the minds of the citizens, as they
transformed the bitter monument into a happy tower
conveying positivity and contributing to erasing the dreadful
collective memory of the war. The impact of the installation
also took another dimension as its forced removal sparked
controversy among the press and awakened the dormant
voice of the citizens who desire to reclaim public space.
The October 2019 revolution opened the door wide
for breaking the ‘untouchable’ character of the gentrified
zone of the Beirut Central District and stimulated a fullfledged awakening of the desire to recover areas and
monuments that were once open to, but had since been
‘robbed’ from, the public. People spontaneously sprayed and
painted stencils, tags, words, and drawings everywhere,
perhaps without entirely realising the motive behind their
actions and their powerful impact. Street art and graffiti
hence became popular tools not merely for professional
artists, but for everyone who wished to assert their right
to public spaces, and they emerged as forms of resistance
challenging the state’s authority over urban space.
The movement particularly targeted former cultural
monuments, driven by a collective yearning for the cultural
venues that once characterised Beirut, and for public
recreational spaces that the city sorely lacks, as can be
inferred from the interventions described in the following
paragraphs.7
Soprano singer Mona Hallab shot a short video
inside the derelict Beirut Grand Theatre where she sang
the lyrics of a song written by a protestor, to make a
statement about the people’s right to public spaces. The
theatre, like many other cultural monuments in Beirut, has
been abandoned since the end of the civil war and is yet
another ‘victim’ of Solidere that has demolished some parts
of the magnificent structure that represents a principal
element of the heritage of Beirut (Figures 2 and 3).8 In the
same spirit, a live cello performance was organised in front
of the theatre in an attempt to revive the iconic landmark.

The artistic movement did not spare one of the most
controversial monuments in the Beirut Central District,
which used to be the largest film theatre in Lebanon and
which, due to its shape, is called the ‘Egg’.9 The building
was left abandoned as a result of the civil war that damaged
it and interrupted the construction of an adjoining structure and it remains, to this day, a vacant bullet-riddled grey
lump in the city centre.10 In the midst of the chaos early in
the revolution, the fences shielding the Egg were removed
allowing the rebirth of this monument as a historical sightseeing landmark, a meeting place for cultural discussions
and events, and even as a venue for film screenings and
techno parties. Visitors made sure to leave their marks
with paint and spray cans; tags, writings, drawings, and
colours revived the inside walls of the dome as well as its
façade (Figures 4 and 5). Surprisingly, neither the owners
of the Egg nor the security forces contested or halted the
art ‘attacks’ on the dome. However, those interventions
prompted an angry backlash from some people who opposed any changes to a structure they believed is an iconic
monument and an important landmark in the history of
Beirut – that, as such, should remain intact. This opposition
was especially flagrant and escalated on social media with
the hashtag #DontPaintTheEgg when the artist Mohamad
Abrash proposed to paint the Lebanese flag on the dome.
Yet others acclaimed art interventions on the Egg as they
felt the abandoned gloomy theatre only served as a trigger
for bad memories and was a sore reminder of the regretted
‘Golden Age’ of Beirut, and hence they encouraged it becoming a revolution monument marking the real end of the
Lebanese Civil War and symbolising the cradle of a new
era for Lebanon.11 Despite the Egg being a privately owned
building, it is part of the collective memory of Beirut,
which is the very reason why having artworks on the dome
remains controversial. Imane Assaf, the director of an
organisation called ‘Art of Change’ 12 , mentioned in an
interview conducted for this paper, that she personally
wishes that there were guidelines to ‘paint the Egg properly and in a beautiful way’, but she does not, however, see
the random artworks on the structure as a ‘bad thing’.
Rather, she embraces these as a representation of the
whole revolution and as a reflection of the chaotic situation
which leaves no room for proper guidelines. In essence,
the symbols of resistance are not destined to remain as
memorial shrines but should continually metamorphose
in tandem with the causes, purposes, and characteristics of resistance that keep changing with time; in Rana
Jarbou’s words ‘constructing new collective memories in
public, and defacing older ones, exhibits the transitory
nature of resistance and its prevailing impact in challenging systems of power.’ (Jarbou, 2018: 149)
More than 60 days after the start of the revolution,
and instead of finding ways to mend the broken bridge
between the ruling class and the people and to encourage
unity between citizens, officials ordered the installation of
a fence (later reinforced with cement walls) at the entrance
of Nejmeh Square 13 , where parliament is located, and
commanded the construction of cement walls in different
locations in order to block the entrances to Riad El Solh
Square (one of the main gathering points of the demonstrations) and separate the citizens following a few violent
clashes between protestors, security forces, and some
residents of the surrounding areas. Despite strong criticism,
the walls were built as part of an attempt by the authorities
to further deviate from the people’s demands and aspirations for unity and freedom, and they established fiercer
geographical restrictions, hence the name ‘Wall of Shame’.
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Figures 2 & 3. Beirut Grand Theatre. Beirut, Lebanon, 2019.

Figures 4 & 5. ‘The interior and exterior of ‘The Egg’. Beirut, Lebanon, 2019.

Artists were very quick to react to what many felt was an
outrageous measure, and turned the walls into pieces of
art overnight, with graffiti slogans such as ‘the fall of the
Wall of Shame’ and ‘Beirut is ours’ alongside drawings and
paintings (Figure 6). Political resistance movements have
shown that the public resents separation walls and tends
to favour solidarity and peace. This rejection was previously
articulated for example through graffiti on the Berlin Wall
which divided East and West Germany (Taş, 2017), and
more recently during the 2011 uprisings in Egypt through
paintings illustrating the extension of the street beyond the
walls that were erected by the regime to block the roads
around Tahrir Square in Cairo (Jarbou, 2018).

Figure 6. Wall of Shame. Various artists. Beirut, Lebanon, 2019.
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ARTISTIC EXPRESSION OF
DEMANDS, RIGHTS, AND ASPIRATIONS
The revolution put new influential spaces at the disposal of artists – ironically in areas and on walls that ‘belong’
to the same political elite and public institutions that are
targeted by the uprisings – not only to reclaim the right to
public space, but also to express the people’s (and, evidently,
the artists’ own) other demands, rights, and aspirations.
Indeed, the organisers of Art of Change believe in
the great impact of street art, notably when the works are
located in strategic areas of protests to convey the people’s
voice while at the same time giving the protestors drive
and motivation. According to its director Imane Assaf (2019)
‘the walls are supposed to be part of the demonstrations
in the scene’. Art of Change played an essential role in the
advancement of the public art scene in Lebanon in general14
and of the street art scene during the revolution in particular. As the revolution gained momentum, Art of Change
wanted to contribute to the uprisings by gathering a team
of artists to express people’s pain and anger through art
on walls in the revolution area. The initiative started with
calling artists to draw on the outer wall of the ‘ESCWA’ 15
building located in Riad El Solh Square. The wall was labeled
the ‘Revolution Wall’ (Figure 7). The Revolution Wall then
expanded beyond its original location to reach ‘The Ring’
bridge which is another main location for protests in Beirut
(Figure 8), as well as the wall of ‘Electricité du Liban’, the
main electricity producer in Lebanon, which also witnessed
protests condemning the daily power shortages in the
country (Figure 9).
The walls include works not only of artists that were
connected to the Art of Change, but also of other artists
who joined from the street.16 The drawings on the Revolution
Wall stemmed from the requests and pains of the people
(including the artists themselves), hence serving as a
support for all demonstrators.
However, holy places and private properties remain
off limits for Art of Change, limits that do not seem to apply
when it comes to properties of the state. No rules have
stood in the way of making statements on the wall of the
just mentioned and state-owned Electricité du Liban, which,
in the words of Assaf (2019), ‘is a major culprit in the corruption. We are telling ourselves that it’s fine to do it’, she
said jokingly, explaining that the wall in Riad El Solh Square
is not the actual wall of the ESCWA building but a protective
wall built around it. Such street art ‘attacks’ are common
in the context of political uprisings. Their rationale may be
explained by a desire of revenge, an act of assertion of
power and control by the people or an emphasis on human
existence and dignity. A similar pattern could be discerned
during the uprisings in the Middle East and its neighbouring region to the west: following the Tunisian revolution in
2011, artists were able to paint on the walls of the former
property of the ousted president ‘taking revenge against
Ben Ali himself […] through art by defacing the walls of this
powerful symbol of repression’ (Georgeon, 2012: 73), while
graffiti on military tanks and public vehicles in Egypt during
the 2011 revolution and in Turkey during the 2013 Gezi Park
protests was a symbol of ‘defiance against the state’ and
represented ‘symbolic transgressions that question who
actually owns the streets and the resources of the state’.
(Taş, 2017: 810) This denotes the reappropriation of public
spaces and properties, and reminds those in power of
the existence of the people, who desire equal respect.

The assessment of the limits of Independent Public
Art, or even the existence of such limits at all, remains
subjective: some might argue that the artistic interventions
went so far as to become vandalism, ruining the appearance of the city, while others root for absolute freedom of
expression, especially in the context of a revolution. This
divergence of opinions is generally inherent to street art
and graffiti but is especially flagrant during political uprisings and may even occur between artists of the same
crew (Georgeon, 2012). In all cases, Beirut has undoubtedly
bloomed to become an arena for artistic expression and
the voice of freedom – whether through random, impulsive
interventions, or more organised ones – making the city
centre resemble its citizens again in addition to providing
a tool to regain possession of public space.

Figure 7. The Revolution Wall. Various artists. Riad El Solh, Beirut, Lebanon, 2019.
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Figure 8. The Revolution Wall. Various artists. The Ring, Beirut, Lebanon, 2019.

Figure 9. The Revolution Wall at the site of Electricité du Liban. Various artists. Beirut, Lebanon, 2019.
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Figure 10. The Phoenix. Hayat Nazer. Beirut, Lebanon, 2019.

RESISTANCE, FREEDOM FROM
VIOLENCE, AND FIGHTING OPPRESSION
Much in line with the general peaceful character of
the Lebanese protests, street art and graffiti have also
been used as a peaceful weapon of resilience against
attempted acts of state violence aiming to silence the voice
of freedom. Street art and graffiti epitomise sheer democracy in the sense that ‘everybody is a potential graffiti or
street artist’ (Nielsen, 2018: 308), fighting violence and
oppression with a counter-force distinguished by beauty,
peace, and unity.
Out of the ruins of the protestors’ tents destroyed
by thugs (defending, and most likely encouraged by the
political regime) in ‘Martyr Square’ in Beirut Central District,
Lebanese artist Hayat Nazer built a sculpture of a phoenix
with the help of people who joined from the streets on
Independence Day 17. In an interview conducted with the
artist for this paper (Nazer, 2019), she explained that, with
the unwavering support of the joiners, she was determined to make the phoenix rise on that same day to convey
a message that the protestors will rise again and again
despite all the attempts to defeat them. The sculpture also
holds another powerful message of unity and love, as Nazer
considered the men who smashed the tents to be ‘our brothers,
because if they hadn’t destroyed the tents, we wouldn’t have
been able to build the phoenix’ (Nazer, 2019) (Figure 10).
Many Lebanese artists had no street art experience
prior to the revolution, but as they joined the protests they
felt the need to express themselves in the urban environment. A good example is Nazer, who discovered that street
art is something very selfless that can make people happy
as they feel included in her work, and she even believes
that it is her duty to provide something to the protestors

and to come up with projects that encourage people to take
part in the protests (Nazer 2019). Her statement concurs
with Taş’s insight on graffiti as a form of resistance that
‘not only sustains the protests in the present, but also draws
its viewers into the protests’ (Taş, 2017: 809).
Drawings and paintings on the walls and floors of
the streets where protests were taking place concurrently
depicted the actual events and celebrated resistance and
victories, such as the power and role of women in resisting
violence and oppression 18 , and the victory of the independent candidate at the Beirut lawyers’ bar elections 19. In
addition to its commemorative role, Independent Public
Art in the context of the revolution provides the people with
a continuing reminder of their cause and ideals, as they
encounter works which visibly record their words that
otherwise have an ephemeral nature and disappear once
spoken: ‘graffiti makes the revolts immediate, as part of
‘today’ and not a matter of ‘yesterday’’ (Taş, 2017: 808).
WHAT IS NEXT?
The surge of Independent Public Art that recently
swept Beirut is unprecedented, but is evidently not autonomous as it keeps pace with fluctuations of the sociopolitical context. In fact, it is not so sudden; it has been
surely and gradually building up over the course of the
years – just like the people’s anger and frustration – anticipating the Spring. However, this does not mean that
Independent Public Art is merely a follower of, or subordinate to the socio-political situation as we cannot deny
the role of street art and graffiti in fueling the recent
protests. Indeed, Independent Public Art and the revolution
alternatingly feed each other. In this same context, Taş
argues that graffiti cannot be reduced to a simple expression
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Figure 11a & 11b. Revolutionary
expressions by various artists.
Beirut Central District, Lebanon, 2019.

of the ‘political sentiments of the time’; he asserts that
‘graffiti not only reflects, but also interjects. It not only
represents but also performs resistance’ (Taş, 2017: 803).
Street art and graffiti can even spark uprisings, as in the
case of the Syrian protests which were triggered after a
teenager, Naief Abazid, impulsively wrote on a wall in
Dara’a ‘Your turn has come doctor’, alluding to Syrian
president Bashar Al-Assad following the ousting of his peer
Husni Mubarak in Egypt (Jarbou, 2018: 134).
The artistic movement that Beirut witnessed since
the start of the revolution equally mirrors and sustains the
popular uprisings that destroyed the barriers of fear – fear
of the other, of those in power, of the reoccurrence of the
horrors of the war – to instead unfold into a culture of beauty,
freedom, and unity. No matter the form of expression, all
the described public artistic interventions have a common

denominator; they broke preset conventional boundaries
and shattered the wall of fear allowing a stream of shapes
and colours to reach previously forbidden geographical,
physical, and psychological territories to serve a greater
cause: freedom. (Figure 11)
With regard to the perception of street art and graffiti
in Lebanon and beyond, the Lebanese revolution seems
to have pushed, if not erased, the line between, on the one
hand, the liberty of artistic expression, and on the other,
the act of reclaiming public space through resistance, or
even vandalism, trespassing, and transgression. The
question however remains: will this line be restored after
the end of the revolution or has it permanently shifted in
favour of freedom?
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For pictures of ‘Beit El Sha’eb’ (the
house of the people), see: Hammoud
(2019).

2

Lebanon suffers from massive traffic
jams as a result of poor infrastructure
and road conditions as well as a
very limited public transport system.
Rail transport in Lebanon was
begun in 1895 and for a long time the
railways used to connect Beirut to
neighbouring countries. However,
many railways and train stations
were destroyed during the civil war
that broke out in 1975 and railroad
transport has been halted ever since.
As corruption crept into most
institutions and authorities after
the end of the war in 1990, the
government has never shown
any intention to restore it.

3

Schacter (2016, Preface) uses the
term ‘Independent Public Art’ as an
‘umbrella label which incorporates
all forms of autonomously produced
aesthetic production in the public
sphere’, including street art and graffiti.

4

The works of Solidere were largely
controversial and contested by the
citizens who claimed that the
company illegally seized most of
the buildings in the district from their
property rights owners (landlords
and tenants) and demolished
hundreds of historical remains
and cultural heritage buildings.
Those who exceptionally maintained
their rights of property are being
constantly fought and denied licenses
with pressure from Solidere.

5

For more about Burj El Hawa, see:
El Khoury, J. (2019) ‘Burj El Hawa’.
Nuart Journal , 2(1): 52–57.

6

Solidere ordered the immediate
dismantling of the installation, but the
artist managed to keep his art piece
alive for a couple of weeks before
succumbing to the attacks of the
company.

7

8

9

This observation stems from the
build-up of public resentment, over
the years preceding the revolution,
towards the expansion of private real
estate development at the expense of
public spaces and from the nostalgic
regret for the lost cultural venues in
Beirut expressed by the older
generation. It has manifested
during the 2019 revolution through
the different interventions,
performances, and activities that
took place in abandoned cultural
structures and public places.
On this subject, see Hammoud (2019).
The Beirut Grand Theatre was
built in the 1930s and hosted a large
number of performances by local and
international artists. Since the early
1990s, it has been fenced off and any
plans for its restoration have been
indefinitely delayed. With the start of
the revolution, the fences around the
theatre have been removed to reveal
the glorious gem which was unknown
to many people.
The ‘Egg’ was conceived initially
to be part of a commercial complex
designed by the Lebanese architect
Joseph Philippe Karam in the 1960s
and was distinguished with its modern
architecture at the time.

10 The ‘Egg’ is currently privately
owned after it was sold by Solidere.
This sale was also controversial as
it did not guarantee the protection
of the building as a historical site
and the parceling of the land does
not leave any room to preserve or
restore the structure.

11

Although the Lebanese Civil War
ended in 1990, its ghost haunts the
Lebanese people, and especially the
war generation, to this day. Many of
the protestors claim that the 2019
revolution marks the real end of the
civil war.

12 ‘Art of Change’ was created in May
2019 as a partnership between two
organisations: ‘Ahla Fawda’ an
NGO working on community projects
and managed by Imane Assaf who
supports artists to execute murals in
Beirut and organises art festivals that
bring international artists to work with
local artists, and ‘WhereTheresWalls’
represented by Jason Camp who
facilitates connections between the
Lebanese and international street art
scene. It is dedicated to urban street
art and aims to turn the streets into a
public street gallery that gives access
to culture to people of all financial
classes and invites people to look at
art in a positive way and appreciate
its impact on them and on society.
13

Nejmeh Square is a public area
which used to be bustling with people,
either visiting restaurants and cafes
or just enjoying a walk around. As the
square hosts the parliament building,
it was repeatedly closed off to people
during the last decade for security
reasons, which caused the businesses
in the area to shut down. Protestors
have always been faced with a shield
of security forces and later with
cement walls at the entrance of this
area, prohibiting them from reaching
closer to the parliament.

14 Since its inception in May 2019,
‘Art of Change’ has organised the
painting of 12 murals in the area of
Hamra (Beirut) alone.
15 United Nations Economic and Social
Commission for Western Asia
(ESCWA).
16 Imane Assaf explained that the
number of artists in the team
increased from 15 to around 45.
In her words ‘it [the team] grew
spontaneously, just like the revolution’
(Assaf 2019).
17 Independence Day is celebrated
on November 22, commemorating
the independence of the Lebanese
Republic from the French mandate
in 1943. The annual memorial usually
excludes the participation of the
Lebanese people and is limited to
a military parade attended by the
president and high-ranking officials.
In 2019, the picture was different as
the people took back the city center
by organising a civil parade in the
heart of Beirut, with celebrations
that included people from all over the
country as well as expatriates, while
the officials were confined to their
usual ritual in the suburbs.
18 On the first day of the revolution,
a woman kicked the bodyguard of
a member of parliament who was
holding a firearm and aggressing
protestors; the kick became an icon
of the revolution and illustrations of
it went viral. Another central role
for women during the revolution was
them standing as a human shield
between the protestors and the riot
police to avoid any clashes between
them.
19 Beirut lawyer’s bar elections
represent a major indicator of the
popular voting behavior in future
parliamentary elections. Polls were
held on November 17, 2019 to elect a
new president of the bar where the
independent candidate supported by
the protestors defeated his rivals
who were backed by traditional
political parties.

Danielle Karam was born and raised in Lebanon. She has
always been a keen believer in the ideals of freedom and
justice, so she went to law school and graduated with a
Master of Laws in 2014. However, her career path failed to
fulfil her aspirations and to extinguish her frustrations about
events and behaviours surrounding her. Looking for alternative ways to articulate her feelings and thoughts, Karam
started to dig into her childhood to rediscover her love for
art, music, reading, and writing, and remembered how her
mother used to read her short stories and tell her that one
day she would become a writer. All the while, she got more
and more acquainted with the art scene and in September
2019, she had the chance to attend Nuart Festival in Stavanger,
where she was fascinated by the artworks she encountered
on the streets and the social and political messages they
conveyed. She then decided to combine her love for writing
with her passion for photography and use that as a tool to
transmit a full image of the street art world and to emphasise and spread the messages behind it.

All photographs ©Danielle Karam.
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Lachlan MacDowall speaking at Nuart Plus. Stavanger, Norway, September 2018.
Photograph ©Runa Andersen.
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talk given by Lachlan
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in Stavanger, Norway.
Lachlan MacDowall’s
new book Instafame:
Graffiti and Street Art
in the Instagram Era.
Chicago: University
of Chicago Press is
out now.
All images
©Lachlan MacDowall.

For the last five years, I’ve been thinking about the impact that Instagram has
had on graffiti and street art. I grew up in the graffiti scene in the 1980s and ‘90s. We
had no technology in the way that we do today. No mobile phones, no internet. So, like
many of us, I’ve lived through a transition where art forms like graffiti, and later street
art – which emerged on the cusp of the digital revolution – have now shifted into a
space where we are drenched in forms of media culture.
This is not a pro-Instagram talk, but as a scholar and as someone who makes
art on the streets, I’ve become fascinated with how Instagram has reorganised aspects
of street art culture and also how it has made visible some things that were previously
invisible. My new book, Instafame, looks at the top 100 accounts for street art and
graffiti. It gives a broader theoretical concept to this digital shift and it looks in detail
at the kind of data that is produced by Instagram.
This project began with the very simple realisation that, when we are flicking
through Instagram on our phones, there is a vertical feed – a mesmerising transition
of images –, our finger is rubbing the screen and the images are floating up and down.
For me, the transition of images across our eyes has a lot of similarities with the
experience of being on a train, looking out the window. There’s a longstanding theoretical tradition that thinks about the connections between train travel and the
emergence of visual technologies like cinema, but for me it was an intuitive realisation
that scrolling through Instagram is like looking at graffiti from a train.
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A spectator photographs a mural by Rone. Melbourne, Australia, 2015.

A Melbourne train carriage, with windows resembling
the square format of the early Instagram feed.

As someone who looks at graffiti, you begin to
develop particular techniques of scanning images.
Graffiti itself is very much attuned to the logic of Instagram, because graffiti is all about grasping your attention
in an instant. Something about this very small fraction
of time – the instant, the speed of contemporary culture
– gives graffiti a real opportunity, a real connection, to the
perceptual apparatus that has developed on Instagram.
My point of argument in the book is that Instagram
accelerates and amplifies forms of street art and graffiti.
In more formal terms, it institutes a series of feedback
loops that influence every aspect of the production and
consumption of graffiti. I’m thinking here about that
moment when graffiti writers and street artists begin
to embrace technology and start to use their phones in
the street, there’s no more sketches, no more blackbooks
– suddenly this digital object becomes the filter through
which art is produced. Phones also become integral to
the documentation of art on the streets, and they become
the tool through which we all begin to encounter street
art. There has been a radical amplification – where
street art is now available to enormous audiences who
will never encounter the work in its original location.
Digital audiences start to swell, and now dramatically
outnumber the people who would ever see the work in
the flesh.

And there is also pressure on artists to become
involved in this series of transactions that revolve around
Instagram. You know from your own use of phones that
Instagram produces certain types of anxiety, certain
fears about visibility – and it’s not too long before we
see artists being drawn into that system – feeling like
they have to be on Instagram, as this is the place where
things are happening.
So, we have a series of feedback loops that really
begin to organise the field of street art in interesting
ways. They make visible new forms of aesthetics, which
are a correlate of the ‘likes’ on Instagram; they also
begin to organise forms of affiliation, this is the idea
of followers; and finally, there’s this notion of attention
(or comments). Indeed, the attention economy is organised by the architecture of Instagram. We begin to see
in Instagram a collapsing of context, and a radical
equivalency between categories which were previously
separate. We begin to see forms of collapse, both in
terms of spatial categories and in terms of temporal
categories. To take one example, here’s a couple of
images: A crate man figure in Melbourne in 2005 and
a work by Ben Wilson on the Millennium Bridge in London.
The work on the left, as you can see, is made of milk crates,
and the work on the right is the size of your fingernail.

SNITCHES, GLITCHES AND UNTOLD RICHES: GRAFFITI AND STREET ART ON INSTAGRAM

A ‘Crateman’ (sic) at Victoria Park station, Melbourne, mid-2000s and a painting
on discarded chewing gum by Ben Wilson, Millennium Bridge, London, 2015.

So, in terms of spatial and temporal collapses,
when these works are posted on Instagram they are
often out of sequence – the spatial scale of the two
works is completely missing, the spatial context in which
they happen evaporates, and any sense of the duration
of the works is lost. These crate men figures existed
for only a month, while Ben Wilson’s work is virtually
indestructible, and will last at least ten years. In the
world of Instagram, we have this radical equivalency
where space and time start to collapse. We can see
this in many different types of production. We see artists
playing with, or being sucked into, this radical equivalency,
as people try to respond to the force of gravity of Instagram.
This all shows a number of very negative effects;
the erosion of experience, of tradition, and of many of
the earlier forms of graffiti. The title of my book –
Instafame – is therefore an idea that’s filled with cynicism.
This idea that the goal should be fame, and that you can
gain this instantly. But as a scholar, I began to think
about other aspects of Instagram and thinking about
how it begins to make visible a number of things that
scholars have been interested in, but have been unable
to fully grasp or fully represent. So, in the second part
of this talk I want to show some examples of what I
have done recently by extracting forms of data from
Instagram and using that to represent aspects of street art.
I’m trying to avoid the impression here of giving
a Ted talk and also trying to avoid the impression of
giving a share market report. My slides look a little bit
like a share market report of street art, but really it’s

about taking some tools and inventing some new methods
that will help us to chart the institutionalisation of street
art. So, for instance, some of my work has been about
addressing this question of gender and thinking about
how we can use Instagram to produce statistics to show
the limited representation of women in the industry
elite. As someone who got acquainted with street art
at a time when it was a radical democratic practice, a
practice that was an open invitation to change the city,
it’s almost with horror that I lived through this technological change, but also this institutional change, which
is producing a kind of aristocracy within street art – often
with artists whose work I really admired, but I just had
this uneasiness about this. So, I’m hoping that this work
will not add to this production of an aristocracy, but rather
provide more visibility to some of these tendencies.
I’ve been developing data on the 100 most followed Instagram accounts for graffiti and street art, and
I’ve used this data in many ways to try and visualise
this global trend, particularly over the last four years.
So, this is just one example; thinking about street art
– which is framed as this global practice with our coffee
table books full of images in exotic locations – we can
see from this mapping that the elite in street art really
are clustered in three zones: on the West Coast of the
United States, in New York, and in Western Europe. So,
while street art has shaped the globe in many different
spaces, these metropolitan centres in the United States
and Europe are still the focus of this kind of work.
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Cities of origin of graffiti writers and street artists in the top 100 most followed graffiti and street art accounts on Instagram, 2015.

And here’s a mapping of the most followed accounts, the top 20 accounts on Instagram:
Street Art Globe
Instagrafite
Banksy
JR
Os Gemeos
Juxtapoz Magazine
Shephard Fairey
Mr Brainwash
KAWS
Street Art News
Nychos
Invader
Eduardo Kobra
1UP Crew
Montana (mtncolors)
Ironlak
Montana (montana_colours)
Sofles
Pow! Wow! Worldwide
Cost

The top 20 most followed graffiti and street art accounts on
Instagram, as at January 1, 2017.

These are the elites of street art; the artists,
festivals, organisations, and publications that have the
most followers, and therefore the most influence. Once
we have data like this, other kinds of questions emerge.
And one of the ways that I wanted to think about this
space is in relation to graffiti and street art, and the
relationship between these two formations. In many
cities around the world, this has become a topic of
debate over recent years – often a topic of contestation,
conflict, and even physical conflict. Having an affiliation
to both graffiti and street art myself, I never see this
conflict in black and white. It’s not that I don’t think that
the two formations have differences, it’s mostly that I
actually see they also have many similarities, which set
me thinking about how I might code this data. Whereas
ideas and concepts related to graffiti are represented
by the red in the image below, those related to street
art are in the blue, while the overlapping space in the
middle is represented by the colour purple.
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Three possible relations between graffiti and street art.

When we look at the artists in the top 100 you can
see that they have very varied backgrounds, but on
many occasions, there is often a very strong relation
between graffiti and street art. Either the artists have
had a strong origin in graffiti and then have moved into
street art, or perhaps they have a parallel practice, like
Banksy was rumoured to have a parallel practice of
street art and more illicit graffiti, or perhaps they had
a hybrid kind of notion. So, trying to think about this data,
what does it look like if we begin to code it in relation to
these categories? This is obviously a highly controversial
exercise. It’s very difficult, for example, to think of a
way to categorise the artist duo Os Gêmeos, as these
two artists have grown up with hip hop, but now produce
very much ‘street art’ kind of work. That’s why for me
they exist in this hybrid (purple) sort of space.
In each particular case, I’ve weighed up the artists’
allegiances to graffiti and street art in terms of their
background but ultimately, I’ve simplified the data and
given their Instagram accounts a kind of coding. All the
green accounts in the image below are institutional
accounts – they are not artists’ accounts, they are either
aggregated displays of street art, or they belong to
publications like Juxtapoz. You can see that the top of
this tree of the elite is dominated by street art accounts,
there are very few pure graffiti writers in this top 20 of
most followed accounts. This changes as the data
moves down. But thinking about how this might help us
to address some of these debates really shows some
of the complexity of this space.

So, the title of my talk is ‘Snitches, Glitches,
and Untold Riches’. There’s a saying in graffiti culture
– a very clichéd saying – about ‘snitches get stitches’,
meaning people who cheat other people and talk to
people they shouldn’t, will get physical abuse – but I’m
not really into that! I wanted to update ‘snitches get
stitches’ to think more about glitches and also riches,
because these are two elements that are really now
very visible on Instagram. So, we have snitches (or bad
behaviour), glitches (which is the way in which the
architecture of Instagram itself shapes some of these
ideas), and also untold riches (that is, the economic
and social affiliations and arrangements that underpin
what is now a big industry, which is very valuable and
lucrative for some).
Let’s have a look at some snitching and glitching.
I’m going to be the snitch in this and I’m going to call
out the biggest account on the list. I’ve been tracking
this data by hand for the last four or five years, and I
want to tell you about just one element, one story, about
the transition behind an account like Street Art Globe,
which is now not just the biggest account in the top 20
list, but the biggest account by far.
It has 7.2 million followers and though it is called
Street Art Globe, it’s not just about street art, it’s got
weird pictures and videos of different kinds of art. It’s
a really voracious monster that’s gaming the system
to produce very high scores and drag in new followers
and I want to talk about a little controversy that emerged
around Street Art Globe. This is important because it
raises some broader questions about the organisation
of Instagram. In January 2017, there was an attack on
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Street Art Globe
Instagrafite
Banksy
JR
Os Gemeos
Juxtapoz Magazine
Shephard Fairey
Mr Brainwash
KAWS
Street Art News
Nychos
Invader
Eduardo Kobra
1UP Crew
Montana (mtncolors)
Ironlak
Montana (montana_colours)
Sofles
Pow! Wow! Worldwide
Cost

the Charlie Hebdo offices in Paris, a very shocking
incident that drew a lot of attention around the world,
including a lot of attention from street artists. In the
hours after that attack, an drawing of pencils – one
whole (yesterday), one broken (today), and a third,
where the broken pieces are sharpened into new pencils
(tomorrow) – was posted on an Instagram account with
the name @Banksy. As we know, Banksy has a complex
relationship to technology, and to social media; he does
not like to be on a lot of social media. But there’d been
this Banksy social media account weirdly floating around,
not getting a lot of attention until suddenly, the eyes of
the world were on this account. A lot of newspapers
started to report that Banksy had a new artwork made
in response to the Charlie Hebdo attack. But very quickly,
those same newspapers had to adjust their reporting,
as the day after it became clear that this was not Banksy’s
account and this was not Banksy’s artwork. It was the
artwork of a French illustrator, Lucille Clerc.
Because I had been following the data on these
accounts, I was able to produce a different kind of
narrative about what happened here. In my raw data
sheet the names of the accounts on Instagram are
coupled with a long number, which is the user ID.
It turned out that the user ID of Street Art Globe is identical to the ID of the Banksy account. So, this shows that
this was not Banksy’s account; it was an account which
was very cynically run under Banksy’s name to gain
more followers, posting images of other artist’s work,
even work that was made in response to a brutal terrorist attack. And then, when it was uncovered, the administrators very quickly changed the name of their account
to Street Art Globe. Their everyday practice of reproducing artists’ work without credit is cynical, but this
was suddenly uncovered and became a lot more visible
as a result of the newspaper reporting about the terrorist
attack, so the artists had to be credited after all.

The top 20 most followed graffiti and street art accounts on Instagram, as at
January 1, 2017, coded as aggregated accounts (green), street artists (blue),
graffiti writers (red) and hybrid artists (purple).

This is part of the inglorious history of Street Art
Globe, its voracious interest in attracting followers,
without any kind of traditional ethical arrangements in
terms of moral rights of artists, or any sense of what’s
going on in the world outside. It’s a beneficiary of this
outrage economy. It has also forced artists like Banksy
to start using their Instagram account. Banksy now has
a verified Instagram account, with a blue tick. He wants
to ensure that his name is not used to generate profits
for this nameless personal corporation, but Street Art
Globe has continued to simply refine its practices such
that it continues to grow and draw in followers simply
by bottom feeding off other artists’ work and intervening
in this attention economy. So, I’m snitching on Street
Art Globe!
What about some glitches? Here is a glitch that
I found in the system. By glitch I mean a way in which
the Instagram platform is not just a container for street
art or a big electronic photo album, but actually a form
of architecture that structures, produces, and processes
the data and the images that are uploaded. To take one
example, muralist SAINER has got a peak following on
Instagram. He started with Instagram in 2013, posting
images of very beautiful work that attracted a lot of
interest and followers. SAINER has a close colleague
he paints with called BEZT, whose work actually starkly
resembles his own. BEZT joined Instagram a year later,
in 2014. When you join Instagram, it’s like the snakes
and ladders game where you start at the bottom of the
tree, in other words, you start with zero followers.
So, in analytical terms, this was an interesting contrast
as BEZT arrived late to this technology, yet posting very
similar kinds of work to SAINER as they have the same
colour palette and realist style. In case they collaborated, they even posted images of the same works.
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Screenshots of @sainer_etam and @bezt_etam accounts on Instagram.

So, what happens to the data around these two
accounts? What happens is a glitch in the system, which
I will come back to in a moment. My question was, in
terms of artists posting on Instagram, ‘which artists
generate the most attention with the least number of
posts?’ While some accounts post a lot of stuff to
generate a lot of followers, other accounts post very
little and yet still seem to generate a lot of attention.
I invented a methodological category, which I call the
yield of a post; the average number of followers that
you would gain by posting something on Instagram.
This yield will vary pretty widely for different accounts.
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Number of followers compared to yield (number of followers/number of posts) of the Top 100 graffiti and street art accounts on Instagram.

For those not used to looking at data, all the dots
on the left hand side in the image above represent a
kind of ‘normality’. This is the middle of the cluster – this
is what happens to the accounts of most people when
they post images, generating two, or four, or six hundred
new followers for each image that they post. But there
are also people who are real outliers in the system;
Street Art Globe, situated in the top right hand corner,
is posting a lot, but it’s also generating a lot of followers.
Down at the bottom right corner we find SAIDER and
BEZT, the crewmates making similar looking work, who
joined Instagram at different times and as a result have
different numbers of followers. And yet, the yields on
their posts seem to be strikingly similar. That’s the
glitch in the system that I find remarkable. These guys
are the ‘Os Gêmeos of data’, they are data twins of
each other. They don’t have the same amount of followers – SAINER has 210,000, BEZT only 131,000 – and yet
the proportion between the number of posts they make,
and the number of followers that they gain for each
post, is very similar. So, there is something here about
a hidden digital footprint, an unconscious patterning of
audiences, that is slowly being made visible through
some of this data.

Let me give you one more example – thinking
about untold riches. Here are some more dots on a page.
Instagram is a regressive platform. That is, it is regressive like taxes can be regressive. It’s regressive
because it rewards people who already have a lot of
followers. Capitalism rewards people who already have
a lot of capital, allowing them to make more capital.
Instagram regressively rewards people who already
have a lot of followers. So simply charting the number
of followers in different accounts on Instagram isn’t
necessarily going to be a very good model for anything.
It tells you a lot more about when people came to the
technology. What might be a better measure is thinking
about this data over time. However, Instagram doesn’t
allow you to do that. You can’t go on your Instagram
feed and find out what number of followers someone
had a week or a month ago, so it’s only through playing
with this data for the last few years that I’ve managed
to generate these kinds of patterns.
This is one of my representations of the world of
street art and it uses the notion of rates of growth to
generate quadrants. That is, four groups within the
world of street art.
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Number of followers compared to yield (number of followers/number of posts) of the Top 100 graffiti and street art accounts on Instagram.

The first group, in the bottom left hand corner, is
simply ‘most people’. These are people who post fairly
regularly (up to 1000 posts in a year) and the rate of
growth for these accounts is pretty strong, up to 40%.
This is how most accounts evolve, but more interesting
things happen in the other quadrants, most notably the
top left quadrant. Here we have the accounts of those
that are posting a lot more than the average person, and
use Instagram really as a kind of broadcast medium;
festivals, magazines, spray paint manufacturers and
aggregated accounts like the one from Lois Stavsky’s
Street Art NYC, who I like to single out, as she has
posted 30,000 images on Instagram and posted three
times more than the next most frequent poster in the
period examined.
And then we come to the third quadrant in the
bottom right hand corner. Again, an interesting cluster
of data. Not so much in terms of where individual accounts
are, but when we think about the rates of growth – if this
was a share market, if you were thinking about what
shares to buy, what’s hot right now, what are the accounts

that are likely to grow really quickly – it’s in this little
cluster of artists’ accounts. The accounts of three artists
– Banksy, Kaws, and the Australian artist Lush (aka
Lushsux) – are generating enormous growth, and we
can attribute that to a whole range of reasons over a
year, not just the number of works that they’ve made,
but also the kinds of works as well as the kind of audiences
that they are eliciting. Kaws has had a whole host of big
gallery shows and other reasons why his Instagram
account might be hot, Banksy’s account is always hot,
and Lush’s work is often tailored specifically to the
contours of Instagram, making arts data memes.
Finally, the image below shows the rates by which
the accounts of the top 100 artists have grown over the
last year. It’s another way of visualising the global
institutionalisation of street art, but this time without
thinking about how the architecture of Instagram is
shaping the categories. Lush is on top of the list as a
result of his explicit working of the Instagram platform, but other artists on this list make very interesting
work too.
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Annual rates of growth of accounts within the top 100 most followed street art and graffiti accounts on Instagram,
coded street artists (blue), graffiti writers (red) and hybrid artists (purple).

Although we should be critical of these analyses
and think about how limiting they are, this project has
been the first to chart some of these global relationships in graffiti and street art. I used 23,300,000 pieces
of data to produce some of these maps, a very large
number of global decisions which could help us chart
some of these broader arrangements of taste, and think
about how others are responding to this world – a once
analogue world with neither smartphones nor the
internet, but one that has long moved into a new digital
paradigm.

SNITCHES, GLITCHES AND UNTOLD RICHES: GRAFFITI AND STREET ART ON INSTAGRAM

AUDIENCE QUESTIONS
Street Art Globe is an account that started
following the street art movement, but they have
become a bucket of memes, jokes, and videos. I don’t
think this is actually destroying street art, but the
perception that street art is about something so
stupid makes me angry. Is Street Art Globe so popular because it’s basically a ‘show’? In your opinion,
why does it attract so many people?
MacDowall: I would say a couple of things.
Firstly, there has always been ‘street art.’ There have
been a lot of practices in the streets, and historically
the term street art has been taken up in many different
ways. In the 1970s, street art in the United States is
Afro-American art, in other places like Italy, it’s about
street theatre. So, leaving aside what it actually means,
just thinking about the popularity of the term, it becomes a very important rhetorical container, and a very
popular idea, in the early 2000s. Part of the attraction
of an account like Street Art Globe is the idea of ‘street
art’ in the title. This provides a space for very many
different practices. So, the invention of street art is
partly about the invention and promotion of a kind of
‘hashtag street art’. And what that does is open up a
space that’s potentially infinite, and feels very democratic – streets are everywhere, artists are everyone,
and we’ve created X and Y axes of practices that could
include a whole range of things.
So, we could say that’s the more democratic
answer – that people go to Street Art Globe because
they are attracted to this very ephemeral notion of
street art, that for them feels very open. But Street Art

Globe is like a machine, like an algorithm. Maybe there’s
no personal corporation behind it, maybe it’s just a
churn of images. What’s clear is that they are watching
very carefully to see which of the things that they post
are responded to, when they are responded to, and by
whom. I am not sure if you are aware of what it looks
like to be an account holder with millions of followers.
I spoke to a few people that had more than 100,000
followers, and I said to them, ‘have you imagined your
audience?’ And they looked at me like, ‘Imagined? We
don’t have to imagine.’ And they showed me their
Instagram account. It’s not like our Instagram accounts.
There’s a special Instagram account for people of that
size. And they have an enormous amount of data about
the countries and gender of their followers, about the
time these people spend on their accounts, etc. This is
computational capitalism; very carefully curated content
designed like a shark to go through the ocean and eat
as much attention as possible.
Is it a coincidence that most of these accounts
are near the equator, and that all of the painters are
white men – does this reproduce hegemonic power?
It’s no coincidence at all. In fact, in a geographical
mapping exercise, I have data to show where artists
were born, and where they are now based, in that top
100. And it’s a vortex that is pulling people from the
South up to the North to those big metropolises. People
are being drawn into that system. Instagram is about
the reproduction, in this data set particularly, of hegemonic tastes. So, I want to be careful to map, but not
to reproduce, this notion of the elite. I want to show
how this elite world is operating.

Working across art-making and academia over three decades, Lachlan MacDowall
is a scholar of graffiti, street art, and digital culture, best known for pioneering research
methods that mix genres, images, and data. He has published widely on the history
and aesthetics of graffiti, as well as urban informality, public art, cultural policy, and
digital platforms. As a writer and photo-grapher, he has pioneered new methods to
register the complexity of graffiti and street art, including its rise as cultural heritage,
challenges to documentation and photographic practices, the uses of bio-social
paradigms, ficto-criticism, the analysis of data-rich environments, and its connection
to white supremacism and the alt-right. His work is widely cited and has been translated
into French, Italian, and Ukrainian. His most recent book is Instafame: Graffiti and
Street Art in the Instagram Era (2019), published by Intellect and University of Chicago
Press (2019). He is currently an Associate Pro-fessor at the MIECAT Institute in
Melbourne, Australia.
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Figure 1. The Political Stencil Crew. Athens, Greece, 2017.

THE POLITICAL
STENCIL CREW
Athens, Greece
We are the Political Stencil Crew, a group of artistactivists based in Athens. Since 2014, we have intervened
in public space with political stencils and graffiti, both in
Greece and abroad. Our priorities are social and political
commentary, practical commitment to social struggles,
refugee issues, and anti-fascism. Our target is the state’s
repression, fascism, and sexism, and the austerity policies
that have been violently applied in Greece in recent years.
We treat our field actions as unarmed military operations. We operate in public space, in a ‘hostile’ territory
supervised by the authorities: we operate under bridges,
on private walls, banners, banks, electricity boxes, and
public buildings – any surface that offers a direct view to
passers-by, passengers, and drivers. Each case is separately considered, taking into account the peculiarities and
factors that can cause complications. ‘Our strong cards
are speed and time.’ (Lawrence, 1927: 37).
When necessary, we take precautions against the
authorities. We often pretend to be cleaners or groups of
volunteers cleaning the city. Whatever precautions we take,
we know that ‘a properly started operation is bound to fail
if it lacks determination. Instead, hesitation and fear will

be present. The determination of the people involved is
the secret of a successful action, whether it is simple or
complex.’ (Marighella, 1985: 50–51).
Our actions reveal elements of a guerrilla war without ammunition, small rehearsals for war in an urban
environment. Political and social events are the fuel that
drives the team. They trigger group discussions and the
creative process on the basis of which the group then intervenes in public space with multiple stencil works.The works
are also released on social media so as to encourage interaction with and awareness of these issues.
Our work draws on cognitive tools from the field of
visual literacy. The images we use often invoke a narrative,
based on the influence of particular events in society. There
is a fundamental difference between images in which those
depicted look directly at the viewer and images in which
those portrayed do not. For Halliday (1985) the gaze of
someone who is depicted ‘requires’ the viewer to enter
into some sort of imaginary relationship with that very
person. In political stencils, the subject often looks straight
at the viewer, urging them to stop and think, if only for a
moment (Figure 2).

THE POLITICAL STENCIL CREW

Figure 2. A stencil commemorating Vangelis Yakoumakis,
‘Killed by leventes.’ Political Stencil. Ioannina, Greece, 2014.
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of ‘nothing’, and I found it.’ (Warhol quoted in Belle, 2007:
430). The means is the purpose in pop art; unlike in our
own work, where it is not used for or against an ideology.
The verbal text framing our work is usually beneath,
to the right, or above the subject. Words have a syntactical
role and mediate, but do not merely provide information
(e.g., name, place, event) but also work to create some
sort of emotional appeal.
The messages that complete our stencils contain
dialectical references to cultural beliefs and moral codes.
In figure 2 the text, ‘killed by leventes’ reworks the word
‘leventes’, or ‘lads’. A good lad is conventionally regarded
as ‘straight, honest, and dutiful’ (Bampiniotis, 2004: 570).
Here, ‘leventes’ is transformed linguistically to stand for
a modern version of patriarchy, homophobia, and a widespread violent attitude against those who are ‘weak’.
Vangelis Yakoumakis, who is depicted in this artwork,
committed suicide after long-lasting homophobic abuse
and intimidation by his fellow students. However, sometimes the content of our work has a more playful character.
In the case of the ‘best is yet to come’ project, the image
took the same form as the building. The composition was

Figure 3. A stencil commemorating Zak/Zackie Kostopoulos. ‘Our lives matter.’
Political Stencil. Athens, Greece, 2018.

The people depicted in our graffiti artworks are dead
but not forgotten. We believe that not all of the dead pass
into the oblivion of history. We therefore also classify our
work as ‘memorials’, as we aim to represent and remember
the victims of the unconquerable war that rages in our
society – all persons that were targeted because they
represented a kind of threatening nonconformity: those
who were lynched because of their sexual orientation
(Figures 3 and 4); those who were killed for supporting
a particular football club (Figure 5); and those who were
murdered for being active anti-fascist hip hop artists
(Figure 6).
We use a basic colour palette – black, red, gray, and
white without hues. Our stencil technique and the serial
reproduction of our work on multiple walls refer directly
to Andy Warhol’s pop art with a basic, noticeable difference:
for us the content exceeds the technique, the means serve
the purpose and not itself. In the case of pop art, the seriality of the reproduced object weakens the content, which
for Warhol was mundane and inconsequential in any case
(think of his images of Marilyn Monroe, Mao Zedong,
Campbell Soup, etc.). As Warhol stated, ‘I wanted to paint
‘nothing’. I was looking for something that was the essence

Figure 5. A ready to be used paste up commemorating Kostas Katsoulis 1968–2014.
Political Stencil. Chania, Crete, Greece, 2015.

Figure 6. A paste up commemorating
Paylos Fyssas-‘fighter’, 1979–2013.
Political Stencil. Athens, Greece, 2015.
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co-decided; we thought that the ideal ‘shocking’ object for
the horizontal layout of the metal banner would be a
horizontal erection. The text followed the form, framing
the erection with the phrases ‘the best is yet to come’ and
‘blessed’ (Figure 7).
This work was painted on the roof of an old facility
belonging to a 120 formerly associated factories located
in Ekali on the outskirts of Athens, along the highway leading
to Lamia. We chose this location for its easy access, the
fact that we could work there without any obstructions, and
the clear view of the building from the highway.
On the opposite side of the building is a huge area
containing department stores – a no-man’s consumption
land, which includes food store chains, toy stores and
consumer electronics retailers. Our goal was to capture
the attention of the people who visit this consumption zone
on a daily basis – those who do not tend to share the financial
problems common to other citizens, as they reside in Ekali,
one of the most affluent suburbs of Athens.
In addition to shocking the middlebrows and disrupting their shopping excitement, the work was intended
to make a bitter comment about the future, a comment on
the fragile ‘prosperity’ of Greece. This prosperity goes
hand in hand with false hope, harsh repression, the decomposition of society’s networks, and the country being
placed at the mercy of world financial markets. Greece is
a countr y which sees 35% of its youth labour force
unemployed, which suffers from serious brain drain as
hundreds of thousands of young people have sought their
fortune elsewhere, and in whose waters thousands of
migrants have drowned trying to cross the Turkish-Greek
border situated in the Aegean Sea. Moreover, Greece is
at the tip of NATO’s spearhead and, geographically, is a
land which finds itself right in the middle of a vicious rivalry
between imperial powers.
For three weeks, we intervened for a few hours
every weekend until the project was completed, knowing
at the outset that it would not remain untouched for long.
As it turned out, at least one consumer was offended and
complained to one of the department stores. Within 20
days, a private group of painters hired by one of the stores
was sent to make sure that the erection would be removed.
However, the slogans ‘bless’ and ‘the best is yet to come’
remained unmarred.
Meanwhile, the police sent a report to the central
district department saying that the graffiti ‘offended public
morals’ and ordered public sector cleaners to remove it.
However, due to a lack of state resources, it took eight
months for them to come into action. The moment they did
eventually get on top of the roof, they began to remove the
vertical iron blinds that had already been partly cleaned
eight months earlier by the privately hired painters.
The supervisor of the building called the police for
the illegal invasion of the public cleaning crew and the
illegal removal of private property, as had been neither
requested nor licensed by the owner. The police arrived
and arrested the cleaning contractor and one of his
employees. A few days later this employee appeared on
the state TV channel ET1, where he complained about his
irrational arrest (Figure 8). In the same broadcast, journalists showed the graffiti and argued that ‘it is not possible
for someone to make money from these paintings’, completely missing the point of why this intervention was carried
out in the first place.

5 YEARS OF ACTION – INTERVIEW
The Political Stencil Crew’s income comes from
book sales, as well as donations and other contributions.
Selling books provides the crew members with a basic
income which allows them to move around, buy materials
and paint, and cover other expenses. The team is selffinancing, and has no contacts with foundations, sponsors,
public authorities or companies.
Both their first book – published in 2014 and titled
Political Stencil in the Streets of Athens – as well as their
second book – which came out in 2019 and is called 5 Years
of Action – have been self-published. Following this latest
publication, which provides an overview of Political Stencil’s
work of the past five years, Nuart Journal took the opportunity to talk to the crew.
Why did you decide to produce this book?
Because street art is temporary art, this means you
can spray now, but by tomorrow it can disappear. So, we wanted to have a record of our actions. We have produced many
hundreds of stencils and bombings over the last five years.
In the introduction to the book, you point out that
all graffiti involves a kind of political action (when done
without permission). In what sense is Political Stencil’s
work political?
We use political stencils as a means to have an
influence on society. We are a part of a bigger movement.
We are working in the interest of the working class, the
anarchists, the students, the unemployed – so we use our
art to communicate demands from these parts of society.
Your work seems very responsive to the sociopolitical environment in Athens – do you think that the
crisis has stimulated more people to engage in artistic
expression on the streets?
Definitely. There has been an explosion of creativity
since 2008. There are many groups and individuals going
out to spray. We are in a constant crisis in Athens, because
we have had so many things happen. In 2008, there were
huge demos and rallies, and conflict with the cops. Then
we had the economic crisis, and then a massive wave of
refugees in 2015–2016. But when society has to resolve
multiple problems, people’s creativity and involvement in
art booms.
Does the Political Stencil Crew aim to activate
people’s artistic and political agency? Do you think
people are encouraged to go out and make their own
art, after seeing your work?
Yes, this is our purpose – to inspire the people to
action. You know, in Syria, the incident that triggered the
civil war was someone spraying a wall. So, this is our aim.
That doesn’t mean we achieve it, because we can’t know
for sure the impact of our actions on others, but we do
know that we have thousands of followers on social media,
and we know that we are touching people’s hearts and
minds. And very often we receive messages from people
asking about techniques in stencil methods, and asking
questions about how to paint in different places, and we
send people advice and free programs. I think that we are
effective somehow, in helping people to go out and spray
themselves.

THE POLITICAL STENCIL CREW
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Figure 7. ‘The best is yet to come’.
Political Stencil, Athens, Greece, 2017.

Figure 8. A still from Greek national
television (2017); the partly censored
artwork by Political Stencil and the man
who was tasked by the authorities to
remove it, but got arrested for doing so.

Figure 9. The Political Stencil Crew’s
new book: 5 Years of Action.
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In your book, you describe fascism as ‘the absence
of humanity and compassion’ – your work covers an
incredibly diverse range of political topics and human
rights issues, including LGBT rights and homophobia;
women’s rights and sexism; refugee rights and xenophobia; the impact of the crisis and austerity policies;
the problems caused by drug dealing; art to enhance
the lives of women with children in prison – and protests
against particular politicians and so on. Why do you take
on so many issues?
We have a diversity of unresolved problems in Greece,
and so we produce art about the multiple problems we are
faced with. We wouldn’t want to be just an anti-fascist crew
– there are plenty of anti-fascist crews that already spray
a lot. We wanted to make something wider, to embrace
people from the many parts of society that are invisible,
that need someone to spray for them – even if it’s a gay
student pushed to suicide, even if it’s for members of society
who are not politically engaged. Because everyone matters.
What’s next for the Political Stencil Crew?
We have a big mural on the way – illegal of course!
The government is planning to make a huge celebration of
200 years of the Greek state, so we are planning to make
a huge painting about this, mocking this bullshit. We are
also planning a lot of small-scale actions – we are helping
to raise funds to help a group of anti-fascist activists who
got arrested by the cops. They have to pay €30,000 for their
bail. We are going to help by selling books and giving money
from our own funds. And we are helping a refugee squat
that the government is planning to evacuate. There are
many refugee squats in Athens. This refugee squat called
us and asked us to do something with the kids from the
squat – some stencils, and some spraying around the
neighbourhood – and we hope that this will be a tool which
will help them to avoid this police raid. So, we are very busy!

Figure 10. The Political Stencil Crew’s new book: 5 Years of Action.
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Looking for Creativity
in Everyday Life:

Martha Cooper and Evan Pricco at the Scandinavian Premiere of Martha: A Picture Story.
Nuart Festival, Stavanger, Norway, September 2019. Photograph ©Runa Anderson.

Martha Cooper
and Selina Miles
in Conversation
with Evan Pricco
The following is a transcript of an interview conducted by
Editor-in- Chief of Juxtapoz Magazine Evan Pricco with
photographer Martha Cooper and filmmaker Selina Miles,
following the screening of the film Martha: A Picture Story
during Nuart Festival in Stavanger, Norway in September 2019.

LOOKING FOR CREATIVITY IN EVERYDAY LIFE: MARTHA COOPER AND SELINA MILES IN CONVERSATION WITH EVAN PRICCO

EVAN: Selina, you originally planned on this film being a
10 minute short – but what happened when Martha opened
up her storage space of archives?
SELINA: I think it was on one of the first few days
in New York that I realised. Like a lot of people, I
had met Marty through the street art and graffiti
connection, and I hadn't realised that she’d worked
for National Geographic, or that she’d had this project in Baltimore, or done any of these other amazing
things. So, as that kind of revealed itself I was like,
‘Oh no. This is not going to fit in 10 minutes.’ And it
just kind of escalated from there.
EVAN: Martha, what was your first response when Selina
said this is going to turn into a full feature documentary?
MARTHA: I was really surprised! But I don’t think
I quite realised how much time it would take.
EVAN: Was it interesting for you to look back at some of
the early projects that you worked on? For example, the
Japanese tattoo stuff and all of these subcultures that
you’ve attached yourself to. You’ve had a focus on outsider
art for so long – is there any sort of thread that you notice
even more as you look back, watching this, about the way
you approach these subjects?
MARTHA: You know, I think I approach them in the
same way that I always did. Which is just a pretty
much straight on literal approach – I'm usually
focusing on something that I feel will make a good
photograph, and I’m always looking for people being
creative in everyday life. That’s the common thread.
EVAN: Selina, how aware were you of all of Martha’s
career before this? You said that you learned about her
National Geographic work, but were there other things
that you discovered as the film was developing? And how
did you start finding the narratives, as a filmmaker?
SELINA: That’s a good question. I didn't even realise
that I was making a feature until maybe a year into
the project. I just kept following Martha around
filming her, without really knowing what was going
to come of it. It wasn’t until I met my producer Daniel
Joyce, who really gave me the confidence to believe
that I could make a feature, and that this story
warranted one. For him, the appeal was the story
– which is a narrative that appeals to a lot of people –
this idea of experiencing delayed success for this
thing that you’ve put everything into. I feel like that's
what happened with Subway Art. Martha worked so
hard on that book and no one understood what she
was trying to do for 20 years. So, that was really the
spine of the story, but I also really wanted to show
the ways in which she’s been doing this for so long,
across so many different genres. She wasn’t a
graffiti fan, she was doing it from a sort of anthropological interest, and seeing graffiti as a folk art,
which nobody else could see – and I think that’s what
made her special. But it was hard to decide what to
put in the film – she’s published 17 books!
MARTHA: You counted?
SELINA: Yeah, I counted! 17. So, you can’t fit all of
her work in one film. It was also a matter of what
we had to work with. Because most of the film I shot
on my own or with one other person, so we just kind
of grabbed everything that we could, and then we
would sit down and start piecing the story together
from those bits and pieces. Os Gêmeos was one of
the last things that we shot because we knew we
needed that story. Because their story is the uni-
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versal story of Subway Art – so many writers have
had that same experience of this book.
EVAN: Martha, one of the things that Selina really captures
really well in this film is that your photos are very fucking
good. I think that one of the parts of the story that needs
to be talked about more is how great of a photographer
you are.
MARTHA: Well, thank you very much, but let’s remember I’ve been a photographer for about 70 years
– a long time! I do think that people don't realise how
technically skillful I am. They are not simply snapshots. I’ve worked hard on it.
EVAN: Do you ever miss film?
MARTHA: No! I would never go back to film. Digital
is more versatile. But using film made me understand how to use a camera in ways that most people
probably don’t – changing shutter speeds and F
stops and just automatically thinking through, ‘OK
the trains are moving, I’d better shoot this at 500 th
of a second, but then I need to up the ISO’. After so
many years, I’m just automatically making those
adjustments. With digital cameras you can immediately look at what you’re getting, and if you’re making
a mistake you can correct it. With film, you didn't
know whether or not you got the shot until you got
the film back. I shot Kodachrome. You had to send
it away to Kodak to be developed, so if I didn't get
it back for a week, it would be too late to reshoot.
EVAN: Do you feel that because of the folk and underground aspect of graffiti, that as a fine art form it’s still
taking time for fine art institutions to see that this is actually
a really critical part of American art history?
MARTHA: I feel that the major contemporary art
museums have been very slow to embrace anything
that has to do with graffiti. I haven't heard about the
Museum of Modern Art looking for early graffiti
pieces for their collection. I don't think they own any
graffiti pieces. But they are a contemporary art
museum and what could be more contemporary
than this worldwide art form? You’d think that they’d
be onto it, because now would be the time to go and
grab those pieces because this movement is going
to be around for forever. Graffiti will be important
to the history of art from this time period and museums will have holes in their collections. Haring,
Basquiat, and Banksy pieces have made their way
into contemporary museums, but curators aren’t
seriously looking at letter graffiti.
EVAN: Selina, you’ve looked at the world through Martha’s
lens for the last couple of years. Has making this film
changed how you're going to approach your own practice?
SELINA: It’s hard to remember where I was at, and
the way I was thinking about things, before this two
year project! I went from doing everything alone as
a self-shooter and self-editor, to working with a huge
crew. Working with Martha and with Susan Welchman,
a former photo editor at The New York Post, and
Senior Picture Editor at National Geographic, was
incredible. Having those types of mentors has
changed everything.
Also, a lot of the decisions about the way I shot the
documentary were based on Martha’s approach to
photography. So, everything in the cinematography
of the film is very straight up. It’s all shot on a 35mm
lens – there’s no interesting angles, there’s no
shooting through things.
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MARTHA: I'm not a fan of interesting angles!
SELINA: It’s all just like: here it is. And it’s the same
with the presentation of Martha’s photographs in
the film. I've just tried to be super respectful of the
presentation of the photographs. So yeah, it’s influenced me in lots of ways.
EVAN: Martha, what was it about the 1 UP crew that has
caught your attention in recent years? It seems as if there’s
an energy there that might remind you of some earlier times?
MARTHA: Yes, it was a welcome reminder of those
exciting times because I’d gotten used to shooting
so many legal walls.
EVAN: You like the playful risk part of it?
MARTHA: I do. It’s very exciting which makes it
easier to understand why so many people want to
do it. Maybe if you live in the country, it’s like climbing
a tree or something dangerous, but if you’re in a
cement desert, then the trains are an urban adventure.
AUDIENCE: Martha, can you remember a time when there
were like-minded people who were photographing the
same things that you were? When you were documenting
the early trains, were there other people there?
MARTHA: There were only a handful of photographers, and we pretty much knew who. Jon Naar and
Jack Stewart shot the earlier generation of writers.
Henry Chalfant shot the most trains, but he was
doing it completely differently from me, so that
wasn’t a conflict. Flint Gennari and Wesley Boxce
were both writers who were also good photographers.
AUDIENCE: And where are they all now?
MARTHA: I’m still in touch with a lot of these writers,
and actually they frequently documented their own
work but often did so with a disposable cardboard
camera. If you troll the Internet you can find a lot of
sites that have those early pictures. Mostly they're
not very good pictures, but they are important
historical records. In one of my photos in Dondi’s
room, he’s holding a photo album full of pictures of
graffiti pieces on trains and those are pictures that
he took himself. He told me that he didn’t want to
paint a train unless he had a camera. He got his
cameras the same way he got his paint – for free.
But some of those little cameras did a pretty good
job. The photos were the only proof of what you had
painted, so photography was always very important.
There are many writers today that try to tell me
about the trains they painted in Queens but they don't
have the photos. These were subway lines that
neither Henry or I photographed. Those writers
always ask why we didn’t shoot those lines. Both
Henry and I lived in the Upper West Side in Manhattan
and so we mostly photographed the lines that ran
up and down the west side. Those were our favorite
lines, because both the Brooklyn writers and the
Manhattan writers were painting on those trains.
We kind of ignored the other lines, and those writers
are sad about that today.
EVAN: This is also a good story about the importance of
keeping your archives. Because you still have most of
everything you shot, I assume?

MARTHA: Well a few photos got lost along the way,
but I have most of it. I’m sure that everybody tries
to keep their archives but people move around a lot.
Things get lost so easily – the box gets stored somewhere and forgotten, or there’s a fire, or you give
it to your mom and after 10 years she throws it out.
I’ve heard every possible story.
AUDIENCE: It seems to me that you’re facing a double
challenge in your life. You're a woman in a man’s world,
and you are a photographer taking street pictures in a fine
art world. It seems that one of the themes of that film is
the search for recognition, and I wondered whether you
are you still looking for recognition, even though there are
millions of people who know your work?
MARTHA: I feel like I’m recognised within the graffiti
and street art world, but I would just like to be
recognised in the photography world a little more.
I know the names of so many contemporary photographers in New York – I know who they are, but
they have no idea who I am. I read about them but
I don’t go to their events, because I’m not invited.
There are as many photography festivals as there
are street art festivals. I would just like to be included
in the world of photography in New York City today.
AUDIENCE: Does the impact of your history on graffiti
overshadow the impact of your history on photography?
MARTHA: Apparently! But I’m very happy about my
impact on graffiti and I feel lucky to have had this
impact. But I worry that photography editors and
curators dismiss my work as ‘graffiti photography’.
AUDIENCE: What would you like to be remembered for?
MARTHA: Just that I was a good photographer.
That’s all.
AUDIENCE: Have you ever had any legal problems, or
been asked to produce evidence, or actually been caught
in train yards or anything?
MARTHA: Not yet.
SELINA: This film was funded by the Australian government, so from a filmmaking perspective we had to be pretty
watertight legally. We got legal opinions in three different
countries about the footage that we used, and what it might
mean for Martha. In Germany, the USA, and Australia,
everybody said that it would be unprecedented for a
journalist to be prosecuted for documenting something
like this. So, for anyone out there who might be thinking
about making a film about this kind of stuff, it’s probably
not as serious as you think. Martha was a little worried
she might have trespassed, but she didn’t commit any
serious crimes! She could be subpoenaed, but it would be
unprecedented. That was the three time opinion. But we
put money aside for her legal fees just in case!
AUDIENCE: As a filmmaker, you’re tasked with
finding an ending, especially when your subject still
has a very active career. Was there an element of
this being a closure on the story of graffiti into street
art? By the end of the film, we get to the point where
it’s become a global phenomenon, with Wynwood
walls and Instagram. Do you see that being the final
piece of that story?
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MARTHA: I would say no. The film ends with ‘what’s next’
basically and my feeling is that I’m not leading, but I’m
following, and I’m always looking to see what’s next. There
are always things that are next. I'm doing projects with
Charlotte Pyatt about sustainability for example, and I
recently shot a project in Brazil with the artist Mundano
about recycling, so I feel like there’s a lot more to come,
and if I’m able, I will try to keep following.
SELINA: I learned a lot from Martha, because shes
seen so much, and she’s experienced so many
chapters of this story. And she is also just a very
pragmatic person. I can’t imagine Martha ever
saying, ‘Oh, it was better back in the ‘70s when I was
doing stuff’. Martha just seems very aware that her
role as a photographer only goes so far, and she’s
been very good at saying, ‘Well this is what I can do,
and all I’m doing is documenting, and no matter
where it goes – if it goes in a direction that I don’t
agree with, as long as I get a picture of that, then
that’s my job.’ I really admire that.
But for me, in the editing process it was very difficult
to chart you know, hip-hop spreading around the
world, and all of the things going on during this time.
It was like, ‘how the hell do we explain this?’. It was
really challenging, and the mantra with my editor
ended up being, ‘just stick with Martha. It’s her story.’
We’re not trying to tell the story of the history of
graffiti and street art, because it’s just huge and
impossible. This is Martha’s story. So, there were
heaps of interviews that we got with really smart
people like Carlo McCormick and Sean Corcoran
from the Museum of the City of New York that didn’t
even make it into the film, because they weren’t
there that in that particular moment in time that
we’re talking about. That was a system of deduction
that helped us to find our way through. But from
early on we knew that we were going to end with a
shot of Martha running away. There was no other
way it was going to go down. I’m so glad I got that
shot – I think it’s the best one in the whole film.
Martha giggling and running off into the night.
AUDIENCE: Martha, you’ve been in documenting the graffiti
evolution from the beginning, and nowadays it’s changing.
Do you see this as a change into street art, or is graffiti on
a parallel course? Do you see graffiti and street art as the
same thing?
MARTHA: I do NOT see graffiti and street art as the
same thing! I see them as very different with an
overlap. There are a lot of street artists that started
out doing graffiti, but graffiti is about letters, it’s
about writing. The letters can be can be written in
any alphabet – Arabic or Hebrew or Hindi. I’ve seen
graffiti in many letters other than the Roman alphabet.
Graffiti writers mostly use markers and spray cans,
but street artists use absolutely anything and is more
about images. So, I see the two as very different
phenomena.
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AUDIENCE: Do you feel people often get the two mixed up?
MARTHA: Yes, they completely get it mixed up, and
they call street art graffiti, and graffiti street art – but
we just have to educate them.
AUDIENCE: Selina, for a long time you were typecast as,
‘the Limitless girl’. You became known for that one thing –
and all of the other brilliant things that you were doing
almost didn’t matter. Do you feel the same kind of pressure
now having done a feature on Martha Cooper?
SELINA: I made Limitless , a video that went viral,
about five or six years ago – and it’s true that for a
long time I was known just for that video. Do I feel
that now that I’ve done a feature film there’s the
same pressure? No, not so much, because I think
that doing a two-year project has made me a lot less
concerned about outwardly facing things, like goals.
Because it breaks that habit of constantly having to
be doing something new, and posting something
new. For two years, everyone that talks to you asks
what you are up to, and I was like, ‘I’m still doing the
documentary’. So, it changes your mindset. But I do
get asked what’s next all the time, and I’ve got a few
things in development. I’ve also realised that the
whole process of making the film – writing it, shooting it, editing it, and then touring and speaking about
the film in different cities for months – means that
it has to be the right project. There’s no rush in figuring out what the next project is, because you have
to really love it, and believe in it. Luckily I’m so proud
of this film. I was thinking today, imagine if you
weren’t quite happy with it, how painful it would be
to have to go and watch it hundreds of times, and
talk to people about it!
EVAN: Can you tell us about the wider release of this film?
SELINA: From the first meeting, the distributors
that we worked with, said, ‘this is going to be a theatrical release’ – and I was like, ‘Really?’ And they
said that the biggest consumers of cinema right now
are women over the age of 55, and they thought that
this would be a perfect film for them, because it's
about this inspirational woman who has found success
later in life. I was like, ‘what about the fire extinguisher graffiti? Are they gonna like that?’ And they
said, ‘Yeah, they’re gonna love it!’

Selina Miles discussing her new documentary, Martha: A Picture Story.
Nuart Plus, Stavanger, Norway, September 2019. Photograph ©Susan Hansen.
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