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Editorial

Unsanctioned
Art in Times of
Pandemic Anxiety,
Rampant Inequality,
and Anti-Colonial
Iconoclasm
Martyn Reed, Editor-in-Chief
& Susan Hansen, Editor

A little later than anticipated, but we are excited to
finally be releasing the fifth issue of Nuart Journal! COVID-19
is our alibi. Unfortunately, the unusual and unexpected
circumstances caused by the pandemic severely impacted
our capacity to deliver this issue in September 2020, as
originally scheduled.
A lack of submissions was not the issue. On the
contrary, with the overall state of anxiety brought about
by the lockdowns, curfews, and other restrictive measures
that followed in its wake – making everyday life eerily resem
ble a dystopian novel – the coronavirus proved to be a rich
source of inspiration for both artists and academics alike.
Apart from causing an abundance of loneliness and
misery, one thing the pandemic did in a truly explicit fashion,
was uncover and exacerbate existing inequities all over
the world. As billionaires' net worth increased by a stag
gering $3.9 trillion between March 18 and December 31,
2020, millions of people lost their jobs and have fallen into
destitution − with women, people of colour, and those
from marginalised communities being among the worst
affected.
Non-profit group Oxfam identified flawed and ex
ploitative economic systems, entrenched inequality and
oppression, patriarchy, and structural racism ingrained in
white supremacy as the root causes of injustice and poverty.
Along with police brutality, these are precisely the issues
that motivated millions around the world to join Black Lives
Matter protests following the killing of George Floyd, which
sent shock waves around the world.

The anger and outrage of many was such that the
urge to go out and raise one's voice outweighed the import
ance of staying at home and adhering to health guidelines.
Consequently, cities in lockdown with barely a soul on the
streets suddenly saw large-scale and sustained protests,
typified first and foremost by controversial acts of icono
clasm. This, in turn, gave fresh impetus to the debate in
many Western societies over how to deal with the grim
realities of a colonial past.
The above crises are very much entwined. And it
comes as no surprise that artists and writers working in
public space have responded immediately to these develop
ments. Especially now, the art on our cities' streets power
fully mirrors both our communities' concerns about the
present and aspirations for our collective future.
In the call for papers for this issue of Nuart Journal,
we purposefully kept the theme open and unrestricted to
encourage a diversity of submissions that reflects the rich
and interdisciplinary field of contemporary research on
street art and graffiti. However, given our rapidly changing
world, we also emphasised our interest in finding out more
about emerging artistic forms of response and resistance
to our current times; about the new challenges and inequities
emerging from the impact of the COVID-19 pandemic; and
about the productivity of unexpected alliances and new
creative connections forged in the face of this particular
moment in our collective history. As a result, many of the
articles in this issue represent an analytical, thoughtful,
democratic, and aesthetic engagement with the hurdles
all of us have encountered over the last year.
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The lead academic article for this edition is ‘Creating
a Global Archive of COVID-19 Street Art’, in which Heather
Shirey and David Todd Lawrence describe their development
of a collaborative database of street art across the globe
produced in response to the pandemic. The authors provide
key insights (‘notes on research in progress’) into their
methods in approaching this formidable task, as well as a
sense of the diversity of the art that was produced over the
past year in various countries around the world. Notably,
they have also created a parallel George Floyd and AntiRacist Street Art Database, to gather together street-based
responses to systemic racism and the related global outcry.
Ulrich Blanché has written a detailed and insightful
analysis of Keith Haring's illegal street-based interactions
with the likes of Jean-Michel Basquiat, Richard Hambleton
and others on the streets of New York City in the 1980s.
Particularly, it highlights the dynamics and complexities
that were at play among these highly popular artists, as
they repeatedly worked around, over, and in response to
each other's artworks, most notably Hambleton's mysteri
ous and menacing shadowmen that enthralled many a
passer-by back in the day.
Enrico Bonadio and Olivia Jean-Baptiste have contri
buted a legal analysis of Banksy's recent trade mark case
revolving around his image of the ‘Flower Thrower’. A
decision by the European Intellectual Property Office
released in September 2020, represents the conclusion of
a two-year battle between Banksy and Full Colour Black,
a UK-based greeting card company. Bonadio and JeanBaptiste explain how one of Full Colour Black's key claims,
concerning ‘bad faith’, ultimately proved to be Banksy's
downfall in the case.
Also featuring in the original articles section are two
submissions with a focus on South America. María Fernanda
López Jaramillo's provides an in-depth analysis of the
history of chapeteo, a once thriving form of urban calligra
phy in Guayaquil, Ecuador. Based on extensive research
and interviews with chapeadores, her essay is an insider's
account of a local phenomenon that was normatively
stigmatised on account of its association with gang culture
and crime, and which many people would therefore rather
forget. López Jaramillo not only zooms in on the many traits
of this style of writing, she also takes a wider view on the
issue, highlighting striking similarities with two more such
‘regional calligraphies’: pichação in Brazil and ganchos
in Mexico. We are pleased to announce that this is our very
first dual language article, as the English is accompanied
by a Spanish version of the text.
‘The Forest on the Walls: Indigenous Street Art’ by
Laura Burocco is an iconographic journey along various
artworks in different cities in Brazil, Paraguay, and Bolivia,
most of them by Indigenous artists, a significant number
of whom are female. Throughout her article, Burocco raises
critical and provocative questions regarding the fraught
relationship between street art and Indigenous knowledges.
Arguing that gentrification can be considered as a new
form of urban colonialism, she wonders how we may libe
rate Latin American street art from the weight of European
and North American references, in order to ultimately de
colonise street art.

In the visual and experimental section, the lead
article by John Fekner − ‘Revisiting The Detective Show ’
− links us right back to Gorman Park in Queens, New York,
1973. This was a foundational intervention with a much more
quotidian, quiet, and nuanced character compared to most
contemporary street art festivals, with their monumental
murals and city-wide atmosphere. As such, Fekner's visual
essay deftly connects with the productive restrictions
COVID-19 has placed on organised urban creativity in
2020–2021.
Aida Wilde and Ego Ahaiwe Sowinski have contri
buted an evocative account of their collaborative response
to the pandemic, and to the Black Lives Matter movement.
Their collection of narratives/poems and calls to action are
grounded in conversations between the duo during the first
UK lockdown in 2020. The resulting works were exhibited
as part of disCONNECT in London and Hong Kong.
Taking as a starting point the Black Lives Matter
‘statue storm’ which has seen confederate statues in the
United States and imperialist statues in Europe toppled,
defaced, or slated for removal, Kristina Borhes tells the
story of various forms of iconoclasm in different places
over time in her essay titled ‘A Brief Moment of Monument’.
By focusing on the tools and methods of the trade, she lays
out how the idea of iconoclasm as an act of destruction
gradually shifted away from the concept of total erasure
to overwriting in the second half of the 20th century. Ropes,
hammers, and blowtorches are still being used today, but
have partially made way for spray cans and marker pens,
skateboarding, light projections, and drones − and soon
perhaps the hacking of virtual realities. All of these enable
their own particular forms of (temporary) demolition − either
in a literal sense, or, no less powerful, conceptually in the
minds of great numbers of people.
Another visual contribution that connects with con
temporary themes is Julia Tulke's ‘#StayAtHome Protest’.
This visual essay addresses the use of handmade protest
banners in the windows and on the balconies of private
buildings throughout Berlin – banners meant as express
ions and performances of political protest and solidarity.
Tulke's photos are a vivid illustration of the ways in which
the pandemic has provoked palpable shifts in our strate
gies of urban visual activism.
For their part, Kehinde Christopher Adewumi and
Joy Iorvihi provide an illustrated account of their ‘Boxed
In Project’ in Abuja, Nigeria. This pop-up installation and
street-based performance, produced by a voluntary collect
ive, was based on the masquerading tradition that has long
been a part of African culture and was designed to sensitise
the community to the existence of the COVID-19 pandemic,
and to make people aware of their individual and collective
risks, rights, and responsibilities.
For the final submission in this section, we again hop
from one continent to another, allowing Jan Vormann to
make plain how decades of neoliberal policies have caused
both great inequities as well as massive and nation-wide
protests in Chile. By inviting local residents to come over
and paint a wall of his own home in the city of Valdivia, the
artist produced a powerful collaborative mural that enabled
its creators ‘to release the pressure that is weighing down
on them’.

UNSANCTIONED ART IN TIMES OF PANDEMIC ANXIETY, RAMPANT INEQUALITY, AND ANTI-COLONIAL ICONOCLASM

In our lead review article, Minna Valjakka attests to
the novel and complex ‘role, (re)mediation processes, and
(im)materialities of graffiti and street art’ raised by the
particularities of the year 2020. In her review of the
disCONNECT hybrid multi-site urban art exhibition that was
held in London and Hong Kong, as well as online, she dis
cusses how responsive collaborative installations have
disrupted conventional art world paradigms and stimulated
new questions on ‘how and where graffiti and street art –
and/or manifestations based on these practices – can be
exhibited and documented’.
Finally, in our interview with Bill Posters, we discuss
his recent book, The Street Art Manual: A Step-by-Step
Guide to Hacking the Streets . This is an incendiary text,
with a benign cover that belies the critical content within.
Written with a high level of wit and a Do-it-Together ethic,
and presented in an accessible format, this manual provides
anyone who is keen to become active in public space in
one artistic way or another with vital practical and legal
tips, alongside history and critical theory.
The crown-like virions that are the perpetrators of
this whole ordeal have proved uncannily versatile and
stubborn. While many at the start of 2020 thought, perhaps
naively, that the madness the entire planet is going through
would be over in a matter of months, one year on we are
slowly becoming aware that the disease may be here to
stay, and that this is only the end of the beginning, not the
beginning of the end. However uncertain the future may
be, with vaccination campaigns underway in most countries
there seems a glimmer of light at the end of the tunnel.
Until we get there, we can take solace in the knowledge
that (street) artists across the globe will no doubt continue
to be at the forefront of social, political, and environmental
change, and will one day reconvene in Stavanger and
Aberdeen to reignite our interrupted twenty-year Nuart
Festival tradition.
As they keep finding novel ways to subvert the system,
express themselves, and engage and embellish the cities
that we inhabit, we remain committed to our mission of
bringing you the most creative and innovative research in
the field of unsanctioned public art practice in the issues
of Nuart Journal to come.

If you would like to contribute to a future issue,
please see the back cover for the call for papers.
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Creating a Global
Archive of COVID-19
Street Art
Heather Shirey & David Todd Lawrence
Saint Paul, Minnesota, USA

Notes on Research
in Progress

Artists and graffiti writers producing work in the
streets create art of an ephemeral nature that
reveals very immediate responses to the global
COVID-19 pandemic in a manner that can be raw
and direct. In the context of a global public health crisis,
street art has the potential to reach a wide audience,
transform urban space, and foster a sustained dialogue.
The role of art in the streets is particularly important at a
time when museums and galleries are shuttered due to
the pandemic.
For artists working illegally, the lockdown period
has, depending on the location and mode of work, made it
at once easier and more complicated to produce. Working
in the streets might require violating stay-at-home orders
and put one at a higher than normal level of risk, both legally
and in terms of physical health.
At the same time, in many cities, miles of fresh wall
space – often in the form of plywood covered shop windows
– has served as an invitation to paint and write. Even as our
physical movement in public spaces has been limited due
to public health concerns, we have witnessed an explosion
of street art around the world created in response to
COVID-19.
The work of many artists and writers producing
works in the street expresses an understanding that we
are living through a transformational historical moment.
Artists and writers convey disbelief and distrust, as well
as hope and a vision for navigating new social norms. We
would argue that it is crucial that we document and analyse
street art responding to COVID-19 not only because it is so
ephemeral, but also because it captures the complexity of
pandemic experiences around the world.

CREATING A GLOBAL ARCHIVE OF COVID-19 STREET ART

CREATING A BORN-DIGITAL ARCHIVE /
GLOBAL STREET ART DATABASE
For the past two years we have been engaged in
research on street art in collaboration with an interdisci
plinary team of faculty and students from art history,
geography, cultural studies, communication studies,
international studies, and museum studies. This research
group at the College of Arts and Sciences at the University
of St. Thomas is called Urban Art Mapping. Working in
collaboration with local arts organisations, our research
prior to COVID-19 was focused on street art in Saint Paul,
Minnesota, USA. We have been interested in how art serves
to activate community identity as a response to gentrifi
cation and broader economic and social pressures (Shirey,
Lawrence, & Lorah, forthcoming 2021). This project has
required us to develop a hands-on methodology for docu
menting, mapping, and analysing graffiti, murals, stickers,
wheatpaste posters, light projections, and other forms of
urban art. Our qualitative research involved ethnographic
interviews with artists, business owners, and community
members. We have also undertaken spatial analyses,
allowing us to explore relationships between urban art and
social, economic, and demographic variation in the neigh
bourhoods of the Twin Cities (Minneapolis and Saint Paul).
This methodology was absolutely reliant on our active
presence in the streets and in the community.
In early March, our research trips were cancelled
abruptly due to COVID-19, and our typical method of working,
involving face-to-face interviews and documentation of
street art in context, was now impossible. Working under
stay-at-home orders, the dining room table was suddenly
the centre of work life. At the same time, we became aware
that street art was popping up all over the world in response
to the pandemic, which we mostly saw by way of main
stream media coverage and Instagram (MacDowall, 2017;
Young, 2016).1 Working from a laptop instead of in the streets,
we started creating the COVID-19 Street Art Database,
seeking to document examples of COVID-19 related street
art from around the world. 2 This archive includes both
illegal and sanctioned art, with an emphasis on pieces
located on fixed surfaces. Since spatial analysis is an
important component of our team's research, we have not
documented works that move, such as those painted on
trains and trucks.
As we collect everything from small bits of text and
stickers slapped up illicitly to large, commissioned murals,
there are always different ways of categorising artworks
in the database. For example, one could make the decision
to separate out sanctioned versus illegal art, or to organise
works by type so that all of the graffiti is grouped together,
separate from all of the murals. Instead, from our perspec
tive, it is useful to investigate not so much the format, but
the larger contexts of individual works, what they communi
cate and what role they play in a conversation. Additionally,
we are particularly interested in capturing change over the
course of time, as discussed by Ulrich Blanché (2018).
Initially the database came in the rudimentary form
of a spreadsheet, but we soon found this did not allow us
the space to capture extensive metadata necessary for
contextual analysis. We determined that a crowd-sourced
database using the Omeka platform would enable us to
define the specific metadata needed for our research
methodology, which requires documenting what themes
appear in what specific locations and at what point in time.
Additionally, this platform, often used in the context of
higher education and museums, offers many options for
teaching with the material. In both cases, Omeka allows
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us to make the metadata and images available for noncommercial, educational use, creating an archive that can
serve as a resource for the public. In this respect, the
images and metadata are shared in accordance with the
best practices outlined in Enrico Bonadio's 2019 book The
Cambridge Handbook of Copyright in Street Art and Graffiti
(Bonadio, 2019).
By the time we had established the foundations of
this project and were building a representative sample of
art from around the world, another crisis erupted following
the murder of George Floyd on May 25 in Minneapolis, just
a few miles from where our research team is based. Over
the days and weeks that followed, the streets of Minneapolis
and Saint Paul were filled with art. Using the knowledge
that we had acquired building the COVID-19 born-digital
archive, our team was able to quickly launch the George
Floyd and Anti-Racist Street Art Database in early June. 3
With time, we intend to design curriculum materials so that
both databases can be deployed as active tools to help
create a more just and equitable world by way of an exami
nation of street art.
In addition to documenting and preserving, the in
tention of both these street art archives is to help us under
stand how people responded to these crises − COVID-19
and systemic racism − in different locations and at different
times. The metadata, which include a description of the
work and the predominant themes, as well as the location
and date of documentation, are designed to capture these
responses across time and place.
Since the aim is to document work globally even
during a time of lockdown, both archives are reliant on
crowd-sourcing. Although we rely heavily on artists who
share their own work on social media, they − as well as
chroniclers of graffiti and street art around the world − can
also submit photographs and metadata directly to us.
THEMES AND ISSUES
ADDRESSED IN COVID-19 STREET ART
The roughly 500 works in the COVID-19 Street Art
database represent a wide range of artistic forms, themes,
and iconography. In a favela in Rio de Janeiro, for example,
Angelo Castro painted ‘Fica em casa!’ In this piece, a young
boy brandishes a belt, mimicking an authoritarian adult
who commands that a child ‘Stay at home’ with the threat
of punishment, thus mocking the lack of authority and
leadership of the Bolsonaro government.4 A quickly drawn
image of a doctor with text reading ‘RIP Li Wenliang’
appeared in Bangkok, Thailand, paying homage to the
doctor who first called attention to the presence of a novel
and deadly virus in Wuhan, China. 5
Graffiti reading ‘cops everywhere, hospitals nowhere’
was thrown up on a wall in Athens, Greece, a location that
prior to the crisis was already activated as a site for highly
politicised graffiti. 6 A piece by lmnopi in New York City de
picting a nurse wearing protective gear served as both a
tribute to healthcare workers and a reminder of the public's
obligation to stay healthy so as not to overtax the medical
system.7 Misha Blaise's poster in Austin, Texas, depicting
a fat cupid in his underwear accompanied by text reading
‘let love be your contagion’, was a lighthearted call for hope
and unity during the crisis. 8 Using a portrait of David Bowie
and speech bubbles reading ‘We could be heroes’ with the
addendum ‘by just staying home’, Emmalene Blake / ESTR
made popular culture references to reinforce new social
norms and reinforce public health guidelines (Figure 1).9
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Indeed, one of the most basic roles of art in the
streets relating to COVID-19 is to raise awareness of public
health concerns and a great number of works, which app
eared in a variety of forms, sought to educate the public
about the virus and promote modes of prevention, such as
the use of face masks and social distancing. An example
is a large wall by the Mathare Roots Youth Group in Nairobi,
Kenya, documented on April 2, 2020. This piece depicts a
young man wearing a face mask, accompanied by text
reading ‘Corona is real’.10 A large mural in San Antonio,
Texas, by Colton Valentine shows Cardi B. with a face mask
and a text bubble reading ‘Coronavirus − Shit is real!’.
In this case, the face mask and quote were an up-to-theminute addition to an already existing piece.11 On a smaller
scale, a quickly written ‘wash your hands’ in Austin, Texas,
was similarly created to convey a public health message,
albeit prior to the tremendous outbreak of COVID-19 that
later raged through the state.12 A stencil by Domus26 in
Washington D.C. showing two elephants social distancing
on a see-saw, accompanied by text reading ‘Play at a Safe
Distance’ uses humour to promote social distancing (Figure
2).13 A COVID-19 update was added to previous graffiti in
Wellington, New Zealand, where ‘NZ stand together’ was
spray painted on an underpass in response to the Christ
church mosque shootings on March 15, 2019. In 2020, text

Figure 1. ‘We Could be Heroes’. Emmelane Blake / ESTR. Dublin,
Ireland, May 12, 2020. Photograph: © Emmelane Blake / ESTR.

reading ‘2 meters apart’ was added, something that would
only make sense in the context of the pandemic.14
In March and April, many works in the streets around
the world expressed doubts about the threat of the Corona
virus, often articulating a fear or distrust in government.
An example is a short line that reads ‘Covid is a scam’,
hastily written on a barricade that was used to close off a
street, turning it into a pedestrian pathway during a period
of lockdown (Figure 3).15 The Velvet Bandit's small paste
up ‘My Virus, My Choice’ takes a dig at the politicised
responses to COVID-19 and resistance to government
mandates, especially in the USA, where restrictions that
are put in place based on scientific evidence and in the
service of the public good are often challenged on political
grounds (Figure 4).16

Figure 4. ‘My Virus, My Choice’. The Velvet Bandit. Geyserville,
California, USA, May 22, 2020. Photograph © The Velvet Bandit.

Figure 3. ‘Covid is a Scam’. Artist unknown.
Saint Paul, Minnesota, USA, March 28, 2020.
Photograph © D. Christopher Brooks.

Figure 2. ‘Play at a safe distance’. DOMUS26.
Washington D.C., USA, May 10, 2020. Photograph © DOMUS26.

CREATING A GLOBAL ARCHIVE OF COVID-19 STREET ART

In the United States, where the former president
and other leading officials have actively undermined the
work of scientists by putting in place policies that run con
trary to scientific evidence, a number of works focused
specifically on White House advisor and immunologist
Anthony Fauci, especially in New York, where the impact
of the virus was particularly severe in early spring. Dellarious,
for example, created a life-sized image of Dr. Fauci dressed
in his signature suit and tie, holding a cardboard sign reading
‘Trust Science (Not Morons)’ (Figure 5).17 Justifiably, many
other works centred around the president himself. On April
23, 2020, Trump suggested in a briefing that a disinfectant
might be used internally to ‘cleanse’ the body of the virus.
The next day, Robin Bell responded with a light projection
in Washington D.C. reading ‘disinfect the president’, refer
encing this absurd moment (Figure 6).18 Representations
of Trump as a virus are also frequent, such as ‘Vote Out
the Virus’ with a grotesque closeup of a scowling president.19
Hoarding of basic supplies such as toilet paper and
hand sanitizer made its way into street art, as fears of
supply chain breakdowns and the realities of price gouging
dominated the news in spring. Artists such as Ja!Da! in
Cologne20 and Teachr in Los Angeles21 envisioned a black
market in toilet paper, while Dario Fleming's ‘Pure'll Gold’,
a larger-than life rendition of hand sanitizer as liquid gold,
mocked the inflated value and scarcity of previously common
products. 22 Hoarding, price gouging, and supply chain
disruptions made social disparities in society even more
evident. Celout's mural in Melbourne, in which a white,
blond mother and her matching white, blond child gasp in
horror, presumably about a toilet paper shortage, prods at
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the way affluence allows people to focus on supply chain
issues, ignoring the larger inequities plaguing society
(Figure 7).23 As far as these inequities and losses of income
are concerned, calls for rent strikes24 emerged in many
different countries, especially around May Day.
A great quantity of work we have documented focuses
on essential workers, and healthcare workers in particular.
As far as works examining hoarding are concerned, some
of these pieces focus on the crisis caused by shortages of
protective gear and the obligation of the public to protect
healthcare workers. An example is a work by Frank Riot
in east London with a close-up face of a healthcare worker
wearing a ‘#protect NHS workers’ mask, accompanied by
an emphatic call for ‘PPE PPE PPE’ and ‘TEST TEST TEST’.25
Among expressions of gratitude, depictions that equate
healthcare workers with superheroes (most notably
Superman) are ubiquitous – they can be found from Russia26
to England 27.
Essential workers are defined differently, and some
times more or less broadly, depending on location – and
this has also evolved over time. A piece from Kenitra,
Morocco, by Jalal Al Crete/Jalel L/k (mural) and Rizwan
(calligraphy) expanded the definition beyond medical
workers to include journalists, people working in con
struction, and members of the military, for example.28 One
can also find a critique of what are perceived as superficial
signs of gratitude to essential workers: a stencil in Berlin
reads ‘higher salaries instead of praise’, thus questioning
the value of expressions of gratitude in the context of tre
mendous economic inequity. 29 Image-based works also
offer nuance to these expressions of gratitude. A wheatpaste
piece showing two nurses with text reading ‘How do you
like us now, Boris?’ was created in London by SubDude after
Boris Johnson had recovered from COVID-19 (Figure 8).30
When Johnson was released from hospital, he issued a
public expression of gratitude to his nurses, both of whom
were immigrants to the UK. This was remarkable consider
ing his attacks on the NHS in late 2019 as well as his longstanding anti-immigration stance.

Figure 5. ‘Trust Science (Not Morons)’.
Dellarious. Rochester, NY, USA, April 26, 2020.
Photograph © Dellarious.

Figure 6. ‘Disinfect the President’. Robin Bell. Washington, D.C.,
USA, April 24, 2020. Photograph © Robin Bell.
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CONCLUSION
Both COVID-19 and the murder of George Floyd
allowed for new variations of existing structural critiques
that relate to issues such as the militarisation of the police31,
surveillance, patriarchy, and racial inequities 32 – all of
which are exacerbated in a time of crisis. In this regard, it
was particularly noteworthy that, following Floyd's death,
to many people the importance of going out to protest and
engage with public spaces outweighed the public health
risks involved.
All the while, the quantity of street art produced in
response to these intertwined crises − the pandemic,
systemic racism, and the militarisation of police around
the world − is astounding. We find ourselves wondering,
at what point in history has so much art been created in
response to a set of issues around the world and in such
a condensed period of time?33 Although the art is destined
to be short-lived, owing partly to Urban Art Mapping it will
continue to tell our stories of both the pandemic and the
fight for justice − specifically in the context of the ways in
which we reestablish our relationship to public space, locally
and globally. In 2020, art in the streets has proven once
more to have the power to speak to the immediacy of the
moment and − in the midst of an enduring crisis − to find
an audience eager to engage.

Figure 7. ‘It's All Gone’. Celout. Melbourne, Australia, March 4,
2020. Photograph © Celout.

Figure 8. ‘So How Do You Like Us Now Boris?’. SubDude.
London, UK, May 10, 2020. Photograph © SubDude.
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CREATING A GLOBAL ARCHIVE OF COVID-19 STREET ART

1

2

As we shift our methodology
from a field-based approach
to one that is heavily
reliant on social media,
we reflect on observations
by MacDowall (2017: 231-249)
and Young (2016: 32-33) who
discuss the ‘mainstreaming’
that potentially occurs as
a result of dissemination of
street art via social media.
This is particularly
interesting when unsanctioned
art in the streets takes
a truly global issue such
as the COVID-19 pandemic
as a topic.
Urban Art Mapping COVID-19
Street Art Database:
https://covid19streetart.
omeka.net/.

3

https://georgefloydstreetart.
omeka.net

4

Angelo Campos, ‘Fica em
casa/Stay at home’, Urban
Art Mapping: COVID-19 Street
Art, accessed September 23,
2020, https://
covid19streetart.omeka.net/
items/show/411.

5

6

7

8

9

‘R.I.P Li Wenliang’, Urban
Art Mapping: COVID-19 Street
Art, accessed September 23,
2020, https://
covid19streetart.omeka.net/
items/show/198.
‘R.I.P Li Wenliang’, Urban
Art Mapping: COVID-19 Street
Art, accessed September 23,
2020, https://
covid19streetart.omeka.net/
items/show/198.
lmnopi, ‘Protect Nurses’,
Urban Art Mapping: COVID-19
Street Art, accessed
September 23, 2020, https://
covid19streetart.omeka.net/
items/show/456.
Misha Blaise, ‘Let Love Be
Your Contagion’, Urban Art
Mapping: COVID-19 Street
Art, accessed September 23,
2020, https://
covid19streetart.omeka.net/
items/show/104.
Emmalene Blake / ESTR, ‘We
Could Be Heroes’, Urban Art
Mapping: COVID-19 Street
Art, accessed September 23,
2020, https://
covid19streetart.omeka.net/
items/show/246.

10 Mathare Roots Youth
Group. ‘Corona is Real’,
Urban Art Mapping: COVID-19
Street Art, accessed
September 24, 2020, https://
covid19streetart.omeka.net/
items/show/189.
11 Colton Valentine, ‘Cardi B
with Face Mask’, Urban Art
Mapping: COVID-19 Street
Art, accessed September 24,
2020, https://
covid19streetart.omeka.net/
items/show/11.
12 ‘Wash ur hands’, Urban Art
Mapping: COVID-19 Street
Art, accessed September 24,
2020, https://
covid19streetart.omeka.net/
items/show/413.
13 DOMUS26, ‘Play at a safe
distance’, Urban Art Mapping:
COVID-19 Street Art, accessed
September 28, 2020, https://
covid19streetart.omeka.net/
items/show/424.

14 ‘NZ stand (together) 2m
apart’, Urban Art Mapping:
COVID-19 Street Art,
accessed September 24, 2020,
https://covid19streetart.
omeka.net/items/show/245.
15 ‘Covid is a Scam’, Urban Art
Mapping: COVID-19 Street
Art, accessed September 23,
2020, https://
covid19streetart.omeka.net/
items/show/77.
16 The Velvet Bandit,
‘My Virus My Choice’, Urban
Art Mapping: COVID-19 Street
Art, accessed September 24,
2020, https://
covid19streetart.omeka.net/
items/show/386.
17 Mike Dellaria/Dellarious,
‘Trust Science (Not Morons)’,
Urban Art Mapping: COVID-19
Street Art, accessed
September 24, 2020, https://
covid19streetart.omeka.net/
items/show/102.
18 Robin Bell, ‘Disinfect the
President’, Urban Art
Mapping: COVID-19 Street
Art, accessed September 24,
2020, https://
covid19streetart.omeka.net/
items/show/225.
19 ‘Vote Out the Virus’, Urban
Art Mapping: COVID-19 Street
Art, accessed September 24,
2020, https://
covid19streetart.omeka.net/
items/show/481.
20 Ja!Da!, ‘Toilet Paper
Dealer’, Urban Art Mapping:
COVID-19 Street Art,
accessed September 24, 2020,
https://covid19streetart.
omeka.net/items/show/360.
21 Keith Biele/Teachr,
‘Untitled (TP Guy)’, Urban
Art Mapping: COVID-19 Street
Art, accessed September 24,
2020, https://
covid19streetart.omeka.net/
items/show/67.
22 Darion Fleming, ‘Pure’ll
Gold’, Urban Art Mapping:
COVID-19 Street Art,
accessed September 24, 2020,
https://covid19streetart.
omeka.net/items/show/351.
23 Celout, ‘It’s All Gone’,
Urban Art Mapping: COVID-19
Street Art, accessed
September 24, 2020, https://
covid19streetart.omeka.net/
items/show/119.
24 TROPPO, ‘Rents Due…But We’ve
Got the Flu!’, Urban Art
Mapping: COVID-19 Street
Art, accessed September 24,
2020, https://
covid19streetart.omeka.net/
items/show/370.
25 Frank Riot,
‘#PROTECTNHSWORKERS’, Urban
Art Mapping: COVID-19 Street
Art, accessed September 24,
2020, https://
covid19streetart.omeka.net/
items/show/385.
26 Alpha youth center,
‘Superdoctors’, Urban Art
Mapping: COVID-19 Street
Art, accessed September 24,
2020, https://
covid19streetart.omeka.net/
items/show/448.

27 Lionel Stanhope, ‘NHS
Superhero’, Urban Art
Mapping: COVID-19 Street
Art, accessed September 24,
2020, https://
covid19streetart.omeka.net/
items/show/191.
28 Jalal Al Crete/Jalel L/k
(mural); Rizwan
(calligraphy),
‘Multi-figured montage’,
Urban Art Mapping: COVID-19
Street Art, accessed
September 24, 2020, https://
covid19streetart.omeka.net/
items/show/345.
29 ‘Mehr Lohn statt Lob’, Urban
Art Mapping: COVID-19 Street
Art, accessed September 24,
2020, https://
covid19streetart.omeka.net/
items/show/493.
30 SubDude London, ‘So How Do
You Like Us Now Boris?’,
Urban Art Mapping: COVID-19
Street Art, accessed
September 24, 2020, https://
covid19streetart.omeka.net/
items/show/235.
31 ‘Cop. = Covid’, Urban Art
Mapping: COVID-19 Street
Art, accessed September 24,
2020, https://
covid19streetart.omeka.net/
items/show/79.
32 Lionel Milton, ‘Justice for
Ahmaud’, Urban Art Mapping:
COVID-19 Street Art,
accessed September 24, 2020,
https://covid19streetart.
omeka.net/items/show/270.
33 Coupled with the explosion
of art in the streets in
the context of COVID-19,
it is interesting to note
that the critique of the
institutional power of
museums has grown stronger.
As museums are now opening
with limited capacity, how
can they not become even
more exclusive in terms
of audience, potentially
undoing efforts that many
museum professionals have
been making to rectify
their elitist history?
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Figure 1. Chalk tags. Jean-Michel Basquiat, Keith Haring. New York City, USA,
ca. 1981 [first half of the year]. Photograph ©Klaus Wittmann.
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(INVOLUNTARILY) SHARED WALLS

INTRODUCTION
Although street art and style writing graffiti in the
early 1980s was much less often documented than in 2020,
illegal street works by big names such as Keith Haring
(1958–90), Richard Hambleton (1952–2017), or Jean-Michel
Basquiat (1960–88) were photographed and published quite
frequently in mass media already in the '80s, even though
this concerned only a fraction of their work.
Like Hambleton, Haring rarely documented his own
street works. Both had photographers who photographed
their works anyway – people who had gotten their permission
to take pictures and who they supplied with information
before or after creating an artwork.1 As opposed to the
case of Hambleton, hardly any of Haring's illegal works
were photographed more than once. This is because of
the ephemerality of his preferred medium in the New York
underground system: chalk, which is nowhere near as
durable and wall-invasive as the tar black paint Hambleton
used to work with. But Haring, like graffiti writers, also
quite frequently used marker pens, whose marks were
supposed to stay around for much longer.
However ubiquitous his works were, they were hard
ly documented at the time. The unsanctioned works on the
streets (not in the underground) I discuss in this article
have to be looked at as some of the rare documented ex
amples of many lost figurative tags by Haring in Manhattan
before 1985. The present analysis deals mostly with Haring‘s
illegal interactions with others (including Basquiat and
Hambleton) on the streets of New York City. Instead of
talking about his well-documented murals or official inter
actions and diverse collaborations, I analyse photos of a
few urban walls, for which the term ‘collaboration’ is less
fitting than ‘shared walls’.
Haring's main source of influence when he started
his signature street art drawings after some experiments
with xerox art and stencil art (Deitch et al, 2008: 39, 52–59),
was the two years younger Basquiat aka SAMO, who was
probably also the first one with whom Haring deliberately
shared walls:
[T]here were a lot of things in New York that influ
enced me: graffiti writers, and street artists. People
like Jenny Holzer, who took propaganda-like texts
onto the streets, which aroused the public curiosity.
SAMO, who used the whole of downtown Manhattan
as his field of operation, was the first to write a sort
of literary graffiti. He added a kind of message to
his name which conveyed an impression of poetry:
statements criticizing culture, society and people
themselves. Since they were so much more than
ordinary graffiti, they opened up new vistas to me. 2
I know of only two urban surfaces on which Basquiat
and Haring left traces together and that have been photo
graphically documented. The better-known representation
of the two concerns a seemingly temporary plywood wall,
which is even preserved in two different ways: as an earlier
photo and as a later plywood street fragment. Both show
Haring's crawling figure, often called a baby, and his animal,
often referred to as a dog 3 , as well as Basquiat's crown
above the word ‘Aaron’ and a crude, angular drawing of a
car. With name signatures lacking, both these artists' signs
act as pictorial signatures, since they appear in a variety
of their other works as well. Apparently, both artists worked
with the same tool, i.e. white chalk of the same thickness,
which may also indicate that both were drawing on the wall
at the same time. It is obviously not a real collaboration,
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rather two pictorial signatures side by side, since apart
from the (possibly) shared work equipment and the shared
wall, no obvious interaction between the two iconic images
is discernible. This is not unusual for graffiti writers, who
often work at the same time, that is to say, side by side rather
than really together.
Most representations of this shared wall are in
complete. The best available representation of this shared
wall was photographed by Klaus Wittmann (Figure 1) as
the construction fence stealer cut off Basquiat's car. This
shared wall is dated to 1981 (Deitch et al., 2008: 101). Reasons
for that might be that Basquiat was no longer active under
the name SAMO, which he was until early 1980 (Goldstein,
2017) and already when Haring met him around 1979 (Gruen,
1991: 52–53). Since Haring did not begin to draw his crawling
(baby) figure until late 1980, and as it still had no rays, which
he started to add even later (ibid.: 62, 68), 1981 seems to be
right. Photos of the same two (and most well-known) Haring
figures on toilet walls of the club Peppermint Lounge, which
date from 1981, provide further evidence, as they equally
show the crawling figure without radiation beams (Deitch
et al., 2008: 101). The same applies for an exhibition invitation
card from February 1981 (ibid.: 160). The rear poster layer
on the plywood was pasted over Haring's ‘dogs’. It got stencil
designs by Anton Van Dalen on it, advertising an exhibition
that ended on Sunday June 20, which was a Sunday in 1981,
but not in 1982. Since the exhibition started in May, Haring's
chalk drawing might have already been on that plywood
at that time. After 1981, Haring and Basquiat became alien
ated because, according to Haring, they were forced into
a competitive situation against each other (Gruen 1991; 54).
This makes a joint spraying action after 1981 less likely as
they probably would not combine or attach their motifs on
one surface, after one might have seen the work of the
other on a wall. Wittmann's photo is probably from July
1981, the date of the most recent poster depicted on it
(‘Symphony No. 1’). The plywood piece was of course pro
duced quite some time later as it has some additional style
writing graffiti on it, as well as other posters. Both motifs
are not primarily relevant as individual works of art, but as
with graffiti tags, they gain significance with quantity.
Haring and Basquiat were known for leaving their drawings
everywhere on the streets of Manhattan. Their drawings
were, and aimed to be, recognisable in style and visual
content.
Haring produced early crawling figures, animals
(the ‘dog’) and smiling faces drawn with black markers
elsewhere in New York City too, and also with chalk on the
ground in a park (illustrated in Deitch et al., 2008: 98–101).
He maintained this semi-legal, harmless and ephemeral
activity for years, also exporting it overseas. During his
stay in Cologne, Germany, in 1984, for example, he drew
in chalk in front of the cathedral and on the doors of the
gallery that featured his works (Maenz, 1984), but also in
the studio of the young and wild local painter Walter Dahn
(van Treeck, 2001: 152).
Haring's chalk and marker drawings on the streets
of the New York City were rarely documented, much in
contrast to his chalk drawings in the New York subway
system, for which he published even his own book. The
fact that his drawings were omnipresent at that time is
highlighted in a quote by well-known graffiti writer Andrew
Witten aka Zephyr (Witten, 2011: I):
I spotted my first baby on Canal Street. It was 1979
[…]. The Mudd Club […] was the epicenter of the
neo-punk no wave scene. Because it was located

18

NUART JOURNAL

on White Street, a block south of Pearl Paint, Canal
Street was common territory for punk band pestering
and occasional one-off acts of avant-garde street
decoration. But these babies were different. The
babies, quickly hand-rendered yet remarkably exact,
were drawn onto the concrete edge around the exit
of the subway station. They were sweet and fresh,
and Futura and I immediately knew we were looking
at something special. The babies were rendered
with our tool, a black Niji marker. In 1979, the black
Niji magic marker was the staple for all self-respecting
vandals. And had the babies not been so damn cute,
they could have easily made us mad. Graffiti writers
are, if nothing else, territorial, pathologically poss
essive, and bombastic. We consider even our magic
markers sacred. We don't want you using them.
The babies multiplied like Chinese wisteria. Within
weeks they were everywhere, and then it was all
about ‘Who?’ The ‘Who’ we soon discovered, it was
a low-talking, mousy kid from Pennsylvania Dutch
Country named Keith.
Although Zephyr's dating is two years too early, it
points to the recognition of Haring's illegal work by graffiti
writers and to the fact that in addition to their graffiti writing
tag quality (although he himself created a figurative tag),
Haring also took up their working tool (the Niji marker) and
their aim for quantity during a longer period of time – which
did not apply to the temporary punk Xerox posters and
stencils with which Haring had also experimented months
earlier (Deitch et al, 2008: 39, 52–59). Haring also conducted
his self-authorised institutionalisation, parallel to his selfauthorised drawings on the street: he curated large onenight group exhibitions in clubs, for instance Club 57 and
the aforementioned Mudd Club (Gruen 1991; 62). The first
of these Haring-curated pop-up club exhibitions took place
on September 15, 1980 (Haring, 1980), a month before he
started drawing on the street. The second one, in February
1981 (Haring, 1981), featured a total of 80 artists, including
Basquiat and Zephyr, as well as several graffiti writers who
were already well-known, such as Lee (Quiñones), (Donald)
Dondi (White), (Stephen) Rammellzee (Piccirello), Fab5
Freddie (Frederick Brathwaite) and (John) Crash (Matos),
all of whom are among the most influential in US style
writing graffiti history.
David Wojnarowicz – who worked with Haring at the
club called Danceteria (Carr 2012: 159) and died of AIDS in
1992, two years after Haring – was also represented in both
exhibitions. Brazilian photographer Fernando Natalici
documented a door in the East Village (Figure 1) which
had – in addition to written tags by graffiti writers – image
tags by Haring, Basquiat, and Wojnarowicz on it. Again, it
is possible that here Basquiat and Haring worked together
with markers, since their stroke width is similar and their
works – Haring's (already radiant) baby and Basquiat's
crown with the word ‘coal’, combined with Hitler's face, a
cubist skull and an Indian tent – were created at the same
height. Wojnarowicz's stenciled burning house signature
tag seems to have been added later next to Basquiat's part,
as in terms of placement it rather filled the last gap on the
upper left half of the door. According to Wojnarowicz‘s
former collaborator Julie Hair, Wojnarowicz also created
fake ‘mutant’ Haring chalk drawings in public space
(Blanché, 2020), none of which have been documented,
unfortunately. At the time such works formed a different
kind of interaction among street artists that oscillated
between mockery and the graffiti writer's toy concept of

mimicking the style of others.
Much in the way that Haring and Basquiat used their
figurative tags, Wojnarowicz also used his stencils in a
modular way, i.e. the range of pictorial elements he applied
could mean different things in different combinations. Haring
cites Beat Generation writer William Burroughs‘ (1914–97)
cut-up technique as an inspiration to work in that modular
way (Deitch et al., 2008: 96). On the door in Figure 1 there
is also the figurative tag of the Brazilian street art pioneer
Alex Vallauri (1949–87), who began using a similar modular
cut-up technique with stencils in São Paulo (Dettmann
Wandekoken, 2017: 69–70; MIS, 2017: 14–15; Rota-Rossi,
2013: 107) even before Basquiat, Haring, or Wojnarowicz
did so in New York. Vallauri demonstrated this concept
also on many New York walls (illustrated in MIS, 2017:
18–23). His modular approach also integrated the works of
other artists: best documented are his many shared walls
with Richard Hambleton, although none of the photograph
ers seemed to have known Vallauri's name. 4 Vallauri
appreciated Haring's work, as he mentioned in a letter
(Rota-Rossi, 2013: 169 –170). He got to know Basquiat
personally and told his biographer João Spinelli about a
joint spraying action with Basquiat (Dettmann Wandekoken,
2017: 37) – perhaps on this very door? Since Vallauri was
not in New York City before 1982 (Dettmann Wandekoken,
2017: 84), the early dating of the photo (1979–80) by the
gallery that sells it in 2020 (1stdibs, 2020) is unrealistic.
Haring's ‘baby’ tag on that door was crossed out,
with the derogatory expression ‘YIPE!’ written above it
with the same thick marker pen. Haring did not only make
friends with the omnipresence of his tag. Maybe it was
even Basquiat who crossed out Haring's baby as Basquiat
had done (still as SAMO) on several occasions to the
stenciled figure of a man with an umbrella by Eric Drooker
in 1979, documented in a few photos by Henry Flynt. 5 When
confronted by Drooker, Basquiat stated (Drooker, 2018):
‘I cross out words so you will see them more: the fact that
they are obscured makes you want to read them.’
Haring himself seemed never to have crossed out
the tags of others, the most violent way of interaction, but
his approach was still ambivalent. In 1989 he stated (Deitch
et al., 2008: 96):
From the beginning, I would fit my tags in between
other ones and never did them on top of anyone
else's. They were always in between because I didn't
want to have fights with anyone else. I wanted to fit
in with other people's stuff. I would do them on the
bottom of a lamppost, if I saw an empty spot where
there was some graffiti.
The opposite of what he stated can be seen in a photo
next to a reprint of this quotation: Haring is standing in
front of large versions of his chalk figures, which he had
drawn in all-over manner over style writing graffiti tags
behind it (illustrated in Deitch et al., 2008: 97). In the subway
system, he did actually often place his chalk drawings in
spaces next to graffiti that was already there (illustrated
in Haring, 1984: unpaged). Apparently, conversations or
other experiences with graffiti writers had triggered a
process of cognition within him, but this was not yet completed
in mid-1981, when this photo was probably taken – if one
assumes that the Symphony No. 1 poster in the background
from July 16–19, 1981 did not hang there a long time.
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Figure 2. A door featuring visual and written tags by Jean-Michel Basquiat, Keith Haring, David
Wojnarowicz, Alex Vallauri and others. New York City, USA, 1982/83. Photograph ©Fernando Natalici.

PAINTING ON HAMBLETON‘S SHADOWMEN
Although the concept of street art repeat photo
graphy (Andron, 2016) or longitudinal photo-documentation
of urban art (Hansen & Flynn, 2015) had not yet been invented
in the 80s, there were already street works, like the ones
by Hambleton, that were photographed repeatedly by diffe
rent photographers, such as Franc Palaia (1982), Thomas
Christ (1987), and Hank O’Neal (2014). They did so inde
pendently of each other and for two reasons: the works
were often left in place (albeit not untouched) for years due
to a lack of money of building owners and local authorities,
and because their author, Hambleton, was quite famous
at that time.
This important street art pioneer and classically
trained artist had started creating street art years before
Haring and Basquiat, in the mid-1970s (Rappolt, 2010).
Hambleton was present in mainstream media as prominently
as Haring and Basquiat (ibid.), and initially his art was worth
as much as Haring's and more than Basquiat's (Gracia,
1983). Both Basquiat and Haring at least once painted on a
(different) shadowman by Hambleton. Shadowman paint
ings were omnipresent in Manhattan in the early 1980s:
they were a series of silhouetted images of some mysteri
ous person that Hambleton began in November 1980 and
called ‘Nightlife’ (Smith, 1982). After a number of years – at
the height of his popularity – he started to produce a different
type of art that few were interested in, while at the same
time getting seriously addicted to drugs. Consequently, he
virtually vanished from the scene. Although he did survive
both Basquiat and Haring by more than 25 years, producing commissioned artworks for wealthy buyers until his
death in 2017, he lived the final decades of his life in poverty
and misery.

Although Hambleton's eerie Shadowmen characters
invited interaction – life-sized and completely black as they
were – the artist himself did not always appreciate the inter
ventions of his colleagues. In 1982, his regular photographer
in New York (Ortiz, 2017), Franc Palaia, published a photo
of one shadowman (Palaia, 1982) where someone – pre
sumably Hambleton himself – had carefully removed an
addition by Alex Vallauri: a stenciled telephone with a cable
attached to it. 6 This careful removal of the Vallauri part
rather precludes the possibility that a homeowner was
responsible for it. A photo by Vallauri (Figure 2), on the
other hand, shows both works without the buff (Dettmann
Wandekoken, 2017: 122). Interactions and additions by
others softened the uncanny nature of these shadow fig
ures, or ridiculed them to some extent. This cannot be said
of Basquiat's addition of a gloomy skull, which was photo
graphed by O'Neal 7, but it did apply to Vallauri's stenciled
phone and Harings' radiant baby drawing, which he put
inside the head of a shadowman, as photographed for
instance by Thomas Christ (1987: unpaged)8 . A sinister man
who got a baby inside his head appears less sinister. The
shadowman (without Haring's addition) was illustrated in
the 1982 Palaia book authorised by Hambleton. By adding
his baby, Haring had blacked out the shadowman's eyes
that were still visible in that earlier photo by Palaia. As for
Basquiat's addition to Hambleton's shadowman – a limited
edition photo of which by Palaia is today on sale for £10,0009
– later photos by O‘Neal seem to be proof 10 that Hambleton
himself had apparently painted over that one as well. He
seemed to have liked interactions more as a backdrop for
his work, not front stage. However, decades later Hambleton
seemed to feel differently. When confronted with Basquiat's
skull over his shadowmen, he said he ‘loved the interaction’
(Jacoby, 2017, TC: 23.54 min.).
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Because Haring, Hambleton, and Basquiat were all
well-known in early 1980s New York City, I would not argue
that one of them acted as a ‘free rider’ in relation to the
other with these kinds of interactions. I would insinuate
this only – to a certain extent – to Wojnarowicz, who admired
Haring‘s and Basquiat's street work (Carr, 2012: 165, 175–176),
and tried to get into the art world in 1982. On one occasion,
Wojnarowicz stenciled his burning house tag also next to
a Hambleton's shadowman (illustrated in Palaia, 2011: 30).
Vallauri's interactions with Hambleton are actually
the most interesting: from a non-Brazilian point of view it
seems that with his quite frequent11 additions to Hambleton's
shadowmen (they never happened the other way around)
he made use of one of the best known artists in New York.
Vallauri admired Hambleton's work, as he himself stated
(Dettmann Wandekoken, 2017: 37), though he never seemed
to have cashed in on his interactions with the shadowmen.
As a result, Hambleton is remarkably absent from the
extensive Brazilian literature on Vallauri. Vallauri, very
famous in his home country, was either called the Brazilian
Warhol or the Brazilian Haring. He did sell and spread
photos of his New York street works, including his inter
actions with Hambleton, but without crediting him for it.
Consequently, examples of those shared walls, reproduced
for instance in a dissertation by Dettmann Wandekoken
(2017: 122), or to be admired in a collection of Vallauri photos
in the possession of the Museum of Sound and Image in
São Paulo (2017: 48), simply fail to mention Hambleton. In
this collection, Hambleton's part of the artwork is even cut
out almost completely. Ironically, it concerns the same
shadowman painting in which allegedly Hambleton himself
removed Vallauri's part.12 So Hambleton did not like the
interactions of Vallauri, who did not really take a free ride
on his fame, but never gave him any credits either.
Several of the sanctioned murals by Haring were
also interactions with artworks that had been painted there
before. On the Berlin Wall, Haring created his drawings
over a row of large Statue of Liberty stencils by French
artist Thierry Noir (2018):
On October 23, 1986, three months after I had painted
the Statues of Liberty, I heard […] that Keith Haring
was in Berlin to paint the Wall at Checkpoint Charlie.
I went there and I saw that my statues were all gone,
painted over by a huge amount of yellow paint.
I talked with Keith about this and he was embarrassed
and apologised to me. He said that: ‘in New York
you can get killed for that‘. [T]he section of Wall had
been preprepared for him with a yellow base that
went over the Statues that I had painted. The yellow
colour was very transparent so it was possible to
see my Statues through it.

So Haring was well aware of the physical consequences of painting over the works of others, which he did
not do out of decency. In a short-lived variation of his famous
Crack is Wack Mural, this time at 525 East Houston Street
in New York City13 , Haring apparently did paint over tags
from graffiti writers. In order to show them his respect, and
probably also to prevent them from destroying his mural
out of revenge, he integrated the following inscription:
‘KH86 LES – NYC CBS – MMC RESPECT’. KH86 takes up
the New York graffiti writer habit of having a pseudonym
that consists of letters followed by numbers, which is often
an abbreviation of the number of the street the writer is
from, such as the well-known Taki183. In this case, ‘KH86’
stands for Haring's initials and the year in which he produced
that mural, similar to the way you would see it in a classic
painting. ‘LES – NYC’ and ‘CBS – MMC’ in the inscription
are two writers, or rather, two crews to whom Haring paid
his ‘RESPECT’.
CONCLUSION
Haring, Basquiat, Wojnarowicz, and Vallauri all used
their figurative signature tags both in an additive as well
as a modular way – modular not only as far as their own
imagery was concerned, but also that of others such as
Hambleton, as works by various artists popped up on the
same urban walls. Those figurative, Burroughs‘ cut-up-like
tags did not only cement each artist's fame as a result of
widespread distribution, similar to graffiti writer tags, they
thus also led to numerous different compositions and local
situations that included the works of several different artists.
Haring put his tag simply next to those of others, for instance
Basquiat's, and he built new visual connections with the
work of Hambleton, as did Vallauri and Basquiat. Haring,
Basquiat, and Vallauri painting over or adding elements to
a number of Hambleton's shadowmen can be seen as a
real interaction in terms of content, but could also be
interpreted as a form of ridicule. One Hambleton body was
fitted with a Basquiat skull while another one got a Haring
child for a brain. For his part, Vallauri made Hambleton's
shadowmen more communicative and lighter, he never
destroyed them. Those interactions on shared walls rarely
seemed to be an act of taking a free ride, rather, they were
artistic expressions on par with each other. Nevertheless,
such interactions were not always desired by the one whose
work appeared first on a wall, as Hambleton sometimes
removed the interventions of others.
At least occasionally Haring deliberately painted
over other street artists, the most aggressive form of
interaction with others, although he stated he always did
the opposite. If he did, Haring sometimes apologised or
paid respect to those whose works he had painted over. At
times, his own works also got painted over, although he
soon tried to fill in his drawings rather than actually interact
with others, as for instance Vallauri did with Hambleton.
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BANKSY'S
BATTLE
WITH
TRADE
MARK LAW:
THE
‘FLOWER
THROWER’
CASE

Figure 1. ‘Flower Thrower’. Image of the
cancelled European Union Trademark.

Enrico Bonadio & Olivia Jean-Baptiste
City, University of London & Queen Mary University of London

Figure 2. ‘Flower Thrower’. Banksy. West Bank, Palestine, August, 2020. Photograph ©ZaBanker via Wikimedia Commons.

BANKSY'S BATTLE WITH TRADE MARK LAW

BACKGROUND
At one point in time Banksy was fiercely critical of
intellectual property rights openly encouraging a culture
of appropriation. Even though it appears this initial disdain
has faded, his turn to the law has not been smooth. Indeed,
the prominent and enigmatic artist has recently lost the EU
trademark registration representing his artwork ‘Flower
Thrower’ (Figure 1) following a cancellation action brought
at the European Intellectual Property Office (EUIPO).1
The decision – released on September 14, 2020 –
marks the end of a two-year and increasingly bitter fight
between Banksy and Full Colour Black, a UK-based greeting
card company known to sell merchandise featuring the
artist's creations. The company made a filing for invalidity
against the trademark registration owned by Pest Control,
the official body which authenticates Banksy's art (the
trademark had been filed at the EUIPO in February 2014).
Full Colour Black brought two key claims: lack of distinct
iveness of the brand and bad faith. It was the latter that
was to be Banksy's downfall.
The trademark incorporated Banksy's iconic artwork
‘Flower Thrower’, created by the artist in the 1990s2 and
also painted on a wall in the Palestinian town of Bethlehem
in 2005 (Figure 2). It may be described as one of the artist's
most iconic works and has been reproduced widely on all
sorts of merchandise by countless people and companies,
including Full Colour Black.
The row between the two companies hit a fever pitch
in the autumn of 2019 when Banksy opened a store named
Gross Domestic Product in Croydon, South London. At the
time, Banksy stated: ‘A greetings card company is contesting
the trademark I hold to my art and is attempting to take
custody of my name, so they can sell their fake Banksy
merchandise legally.’3
Banksy described the legal battle from his perspect
ive as a fight for the right to his art. Yet upon examination
of the evidence that the artist himself provided, he had
made little (legitimate) effort to defend his trademark −
certainly not in the way expected of a serious entrepreneur.
As we will see, Banksy's actions were closer to those of
someone seeking to circumvent the stipulations of copyright
law in order to protect his artworks via trademarks. This
made for murky waters in the assessment of bad faith and
was duly noted by the EUIPO's Cancellation Division hearing
the case.
Moreover, the artist's anti-intellectual property stance
was a hot topic for discussion. On various occasions Banksy
claimed that the public had a moral and legal right to repro
duce any copyrighted works.4 While this could not be held
against him as the reason for cancellation of the ‘Flower
Thrower’ trademark, Banksy's misguided, yet at times
candid statements and actions created a cumulative effect
in his disfavour. The EUIPO panel found sufficient evidence
for the cancellation of the mark within the assessment of
bad faith and did not find it necessary to explore the claim
for lack of distinctiveness of the brand.
BAD FAITH
Bad faith in trademark law is found where the right
holder acts without the aim of engaging in fair competition,
instead acting with the intention of undermining the inte
rests of third parties. 5 Banksy's actions were found to fall
within such a realm of ‘dishonest practices’.
Firstly, Banksy had acknowledged from at least 2007
on his webpages that he was aware of the widespread use
of the ‘Flower Thrower’ trademark by third parties. Although
he denied that this was done with his permission, he took
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little action against unauthorised use, thus lacking evidence
that he fought for his artworks within the territory that
trademark law covers. The EUIPO panel added that in some
of his own works, Banksy incorporated works made by
others 6 , thus suggesting that Banksy himself might have
violated other people's copyright.
The EUIPO panel also noted that Banksy had never
actually marketed or sold any goods under the contested
sign. In fact, on the artist's own website it was previously
stated that: ‘Banksy does not endorse or profit from the
sale of greeting cards, mugs, t-shirts, photo canvases etc.’7
Massive use of the ‘Flower Thrower’ picture by third
parties (rarely objected by Pest Control) coupled with the
artist's statement that he does not truly seek to use his
mark in relation to goods had a rather damning and cumula
tive effect on Banksy's trademark registration. Also, when
Banksy opened his store Gross Domestic Product in the
autumn of 2019, it opened after the cancellation proceed
ings were launched at the EUIPO and therefore just in time
to support the artist's trademark claims. Banksy himself
frequently referred to the shop as basically a defensive
strategy. The artist described the opening of the shop as
‘possibly the least poetic reason to ever make some art’. 8
While the store consisted of an outer displayer by which
patrons could then purchase items online, no evidence of
sale invoices related to the ‘Flower Thrower’ was provided
by Pest Control during the proceedings. Other comments
made by the artist and his legal advisor did not really help,
including the following statement by Banksy: ‘I've been
making stuff for the sole purpose of fulfilling trademark
categories under EU law − not a very sexy muse.’9 His
lawyer also confirmed this approach publicly stating that
‘because he doesn't produce his own range of shoddy
merchandise and the law is quite clear – if the trademark
holder is not using the mark then it can be registered to
someone who will’.10
Against this background, the EUIPO held that the
artist acted just to fulfil the minimum requirements laid
down by trademark law. The emphasis on the construction
of a legal argument being the main reason for the shop's
construction was a significant factor in the finding of bad
faith. In other words, Banksy himself and his advisor unequi
vocally stated that the artist made use of the picture to
circumvent trademark law – and that he sold products
bearing the ‘Flower Thrower’ not out of genuine use, but
as result of a calculated legal strategy, namely only to show
that he had an intention of using the picture.11
TRADEMARKS AND COPYRIGHT
The case raises issues across the spectrum of intell
ectual property. Can artworks be monopolised by register
ing them as trademarks? Copyright and trademarks are
different intellectual property rights. While copyright aims
to protect artistic works such as paintings, trademarks
protect, inter alia, logos, and signs that help consumers
to make informed purchase choices when it comes to
buying products.
Banksy – who has clearly expressed his dislike of
copyright in the past − has tried to rely here on trademark
law to protect his artworks. Banksy's aversion to copyright
can be explained by his need to preserve anonymity.
A copyright suit would require Pest Control to show that it
has acquired the copyright from the artist. But this would
reveal Banksy's real name, which the famously anonymous
artist wants to avoid, as it would remove his aura of mystery
and affect the commercial value of his art. The point that
the artist has merely acted to register the ‘Flower Thrower’
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brand to avoid the stipulations and procedures of copyright
law had been highlighted by Full Colour Black in the EUIPO
proceedings.12
Also, copyright is limited in time, while trademarks
can be continuously renewed. Protecting an artwork by
trademarks therefore potentially gives the artist a perpetual
monopoly over it. This may offend a basic copyright law
principle, namely that after a specific period of time every
one should be able to use, and build upon, artworks that
have fallen into the public domain. Of course, there are
artworks which are registered and enforced as trademarks,
such as Walt Disney's iconic characters, and the fact that
they are already protected by copyright does not preclude
them from also being registered as trademarks: the EUIPO
accepted this. In most cases a work of art registered as a
trademark is used in a genuine way, with merchandise
regularly produced and sold by the right holder. But as soon
as trademarks are aimed just at getting around the law,
there is reason for concern. More so in cases like Banksy's:
namely, when an artist does not want to claim copyright
but at the same time seeks potentially perpetual trademark
rights over his art.
ILLEGAL GRAFFITI
The EUIPO also acknowledged that there is an argu
ment that illegal graffiti may not be protected by copyright
because it is produced through the commission of a criminal
act; and that as graffiti is normally placed in public places
for all to view and photograph, no copyright might be claimed.
These statements are not accurate, though. In several
countries the process of creating an artwork, whether legal
or illegal, is not conclusive when it comes to determining
whether copyright comes into existence.13 For example, if
we steal a pencil and create a wonderful drawing, we may
face the legal consequences of such stealing, but why
should we be denied copyright and be forced to tolerate
someone else cashing in on our work? It would be unfair.
The same could be said of illegal street art. Also, the fact
that graffiti is placed in public locations does not assume
that artists waive or are deprived of the rights copyright
law offers them. That is simply mistaken.
After all, the fact that illegally created artworks
should be protected by copyright was also confirmed in
Creative Foundation v Dreamland 14 , the first UK legal
dispute to expressly consider ownership of walls on which
artworks are placed. In that case, a tenant (a company
called Dreamland) removed the Banksy piece Art Buff from
a wall of a building in the English town of Folkestone and
the landlord wanted it back. The judge, Arnold J., refused
to accept the company's argument that it had acquired
property of the piece of work as it was discharging its
repairing obligation. He instead held that when the section
of the wall was removed it became a chattel, which belonged
to the landlord.15

OUTLOOK FOR THE FUTURE
Banksy (via Pest Control) may now choose to appeal
the Cancellation Division's decision of September 2020.
Thus, there is the chance for the EUIPO to deal with and
consider these issues again.
Remarkably, despite the lengthy discussion surroun
ding the issue of bad faith in the ‘Flower Thrower’ case,
Pest Control successfully obtained the registration, as EU
trademark, of an almost identical sign earlier this year.16
Importantly, this occurred despite opposition from Full
Colour Black which had pointed out that the artist's action
to register the mark was undermining the (at the time)
pending invalidity proceedings with regard to the other
(almost identical) ‘Flower Thrower’ picture.17
Also, further complications may loom for Pest Control
as five additional EU trademarks incorporating Banksy's
artworks (depicted in Figures 3, 4, 5, 6, 7) are now at risk
of being cancelled on similar grounds.
Each of these five marks were filed by Pest Control
in 2018 and registered in June 2019. If Banksy had envisioned
that the registration of these trademarks would be
unattackable, he was woefully mistaken. Full Colour Black
has indeed started proceedings before the EUIPO to
invalidate all said registrations18 – by relying on the same
arguments as the ones put forward in the ‘Flower Thrower’
cancellation proceedings, i.e., lack of distinctiveness and
bad faith. Time will tell how these proceedings will end up.
CONCLUSION
All in all, apart from the point on illegal graffiti, the
decision by the EUIPO is well-reasoned and fair. If Banksy
wants to own, keep, and enforce registered trademarks,
he needs to act in good faith, and start using them seriously
by regularly selling merchandise, as all entrepreneurs do.
The artist may also run the risk of losing other trademarks
incorporating his art, in Europe and beyond, on the same
grounds.
What certainly did not help Banksy in this dispute is
his old statement that ‘copyright is for losers’.19 This has
now come back to bite him. His negative stance about an
important intellectual property right clearly jeopardises
his position in proceedings where proprietary rights are
debated, as the EU Intellectual Property Office suggested
in the ‘Flower Thrower’ decision. Certainly, a valid point
could be made that an anti-establishment viewpoint does
not prevent artists from relying on ‘establishment’ legal
tools (such as those offered by intellectual property laws)
to protect the very rights they criticise. To allow otherwise
would unduly restrict freedom of expression. As explained
by the EUIPO, a trademark owner cannot lose the right to
a mark because he has once said that copyright is for
losers. Ultimately, you can still be anti-establishment and
take legal action to protect your intellectual property. But
what you cannot do is to behave as Banksy did when he
created his shop to simply get around the law and try to
keep perpetual monopolies over his art.

BANKSY'S BATTLE WITH TRADE MARK LAW

Figure 3. ‘Laugh Now’. Image of the European
Union Trademark pending cancellation
proceedings.

Figure 6. ‘Bomb Hugger’. Image of the
European Union Trademark pending
cancellation proceedings.

Figure 5. ‘Radar Rat’. Image of the European Union
Trademark pending cancellation proceedings.
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Figure 4. ‘Nola’. Image of the European
Union Trademark pending cancellation
proceedings.

Figure 7. ‘Love Rat’. Image of the European Union
Trademark pending cancellation proceedings.
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1

See Bonadio (2020).

2

On the history of the
‘Flower Thrower’ artwork,
see Blanché (2020).

3

Statement made by Banksy
in 2019, see Bakare (2019).

4

See page 3 of the decision
in which the applicant's
argument for invalidity is
summarised and page 11 of
the decision in which the
Cancellation Division quotes
the artist noting: ‘I still
encourage anyone to copy,
borrow, steal and amend
my art’.

5

See page 8 of the decision
which outlines the
requirements for ‘bad faith’
under EU trademark law.

6

See page 9 of the decision
where the EUIPO Cancellation
Division notes Banksy's
statements against
copyright.

7

See page 10 of the decision
where it is stated that
upon the examination of the
submitted evidence Banksy
had never actually marketed
or sold goods under the
contested sign.

8

See page 10 of the decision
which comments on the
applicant's evidence:
publications in which Banksy
is quoted as saying the sole
reason for creating the GDP
shop was to fulfil trademark
categories under EU law.

9

See page 10 of the decision
where the EUIPO Cancellation
Division quotes an article
submitted as evidence by the
applicant in which Banksy
states he started selling
merchandise as a solution
to the trademark dispute.

10 See Lance (2019).
11 See page 11 of the decision
where the EUIPO Cancellation
Division refers to a Mr. S.
(legal advisor to Banksy)
who made the quoted
statement.
12 See page 3 of the decision.

13 Yet, in some jurisdictions,
even where copyright
subsists in a work, there
may be restrictions as to
the possibility to enforce
it in court. See for example
Sec. 171(3) of the UK
Copyright Act.
14 Creative Foundation v
Dreamland & Others [2015]
EWCH 2556 (Ch), September
11, 2015. For comments on
this case, see Wickenden
(2016: 119).
15 Art Buff had been painted
by Banksy in September
2014 during the Folkestone
Triennial, an art event
organised by the Creative
Foundation. The artwork
quickly became popular and
attracted a lot of visitors.
It was subsequently removed
by the tenant (the company
Dreamland). The Creative
Foundation (which in the
meantime had acquired the
rights to the piece from
the landlord) was unhappy
about this, successfully
sued the tenant, and got
back the artwork.
16 See the EUTM filing
information at the EUIPO
website (https://euipo.
europa.eu/eSearch/#details/
trademarks/018118853),
showing that the trademark
has been registered and that
no cancellation proceedings
are currently in progress.
17 See page 4 of the decision.
18 See EUTM file information
for the artworks ‘Love Rat’
https://euipo.europa.eu/
eSearch/#details/trademarks/
017981624, ‘Laugh Now’
https://euipo.europa.eu/
eSearch/#details/trademarks/
017981629, ‘Nola’ https://
euipo.europa.eu/eSearch/
#details/trademarks/
017981633, ‘Radar Rat’
https://euipo.europa.eu/
eSearch/#details/trademarks/
017981636, and ‘Bomb Hugger’
https://euipo.europa.eu/
eSearch/#details/trademarks/
017981637.
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Would Rather Forget
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El presente paper hace referencia
al chapeteo, un tipo de identidad
gráfica en Guayaquil comúnmente
marginado y condenado por su relación
con el pandillaje y la asociación ilícita.
Estas marcas en el espacio surgieron
a finales de 1980 y se extendió su uso
a toda la década de los 90 e incluso

INTRODUCTION
‘Young people are the mirror
of the society in which they
live, in the reflection of their
problems they throw back an
image that we usually don't
want to see.’ Nelsa Curbelo

Guayaquil tiene una amplia con
centración urbana conformada por
16 parroquias: Ayacucho, Bolívar,
Carbo, Chongón, Febres Cordero,
García Moreno, Letamendi, Olmedo,
Pascuales, Roca, Rocafuerte, Sucre,
Ximena, Urdaneta, Tarqui, y Nueve
de Octubre. Geográficamente están
divididas en zona norte, centro, sur,
este y oeste. Estas parroquias a su

‘Chapeo in Guayaquil is not bound by limits’, Yinsu 96
said when I asked him where in town I could find chapeo.
  Third frame.

INTRODUCCIÓN
‘Los jóvenes son el espejo de la
sociedad en la que viven, reflejan
sus problemas devuelven una
imagen que muchas veces no
queremos ver.’ Nelsa Curbelo

‘My number must never be forgotten.
My name is Plomo and my last name
is Seventysix. Plomo 76’, he said astu
tely when I asked him to explain the number next to his
‘chapa’ [tag], which I had stupidly overlooked at first…2
  Second frame.

Guayaquil no solo es la concen
tración urbana más grande del
Ecuador, sino que constituye una
ciudad símbolo de la pujanza, el
desarrollo y la modernidad ecuat
oriana. Desde su fundación en 1537
la ciudad se convirtió en un puerto
estratégico para el comercio entre
las costas del Pacífico y el Caribe.
Particularmente para el Ecuador
la ciudad constituye el principal
polo agroindustrial, comercial,
portuario e incluso turístico.

entrados los 2000; es por esta razón
que podemos inferir que existen al
menos tres generaciones de chapea
dores.3 La reflexión profunda del
chapeteo comienza con una breve
descripción del contexto de Guayaquil
y las características claves de esta
ciudad.
Guayaquil es la segunda ciudad
más grande del Ecuador y es también
el puerto principal del país. Esta ciudad
está conformada por una población
diversa de origen mestizo, indígena,
europeo y afrodescendiente, así como
también migrantes económicos de
los Andes ecuatorianos que se cono
ce como ‘La Sierra’. La mayoría de
personas trabajan en el campo del
comercio. A decir del teórico Francisco
García Serrano (2013: 204):`

It is two in the morning on a regular
Saturday, we went out for drinks with
Fun. While he is tagging, someone
suddenly starts yelling at us from the
darkness of the streets − ‘oee, oee
hand me that can!’ We were petrified,
thinking we would get mugged. Along
comes a man aged around 45, saying
‘Calm down ’pana ’ [mate], I am
Fantasma 77, I tag too, but I do the
chapeteo…’1  First frame.

‘Para chapear en Guayaquil no
había límites…’, me dijo Yinsu 96,
cuando le pregunté sobre la ubica
ción geográfica del chapeo en
Guayaquil.  Tercera imagen.

‘Mi número no puede olvidarse
jamás. Mi nombre es Plomo y mi
apellido seventysix. Plomo 76’, me
supo decir; cuando pedí que me
explicara este tema de la numera
ción junto a la chapa, que yo estúpi
damente había pasado por alto…2
  Segunda imagen.

Son las 2 de la mañana de un sába
do cualquiera, hemos ido por unas
copas junto a Fun. En medio de la
oscuridad de la calle y mientras él
marca su tag, alguien nos grita de
pronto: ‘oee, oee presta esa lata’.
Nos asustamos, sentimos miedo,
pensamos que se trataba de un
asalto. Aparece de pronto un hom
bre de unos 45 años aproxima
damente que nos dice: ‘tranquilo
pana, soy el Fantasma 77, y yo
también rayo, pero yo le hago al
chapeteo’…1  Primera imagen.

AN IN-DEPTH LOOK INTO THE HISTORY OF CHAPETEO
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The present paper 3 deals with
chapeteo, a type of urban mark making
in Guayaquil, Ecuador, that is usually
marginalised and condemned for its
association with gang culture and crime.
It began in the late 1980s and continued
all the way through the '90s and early
2000s, meaning there are at least three
different generations of chapeadores.4
This in-depth reflection of chapeteo starts
with a brief description of the context of
Guayaquil and the key characteristics of
this city.
Guayaquil is the largest city in
Ecuador and also the country's main port.
It has a diverse population composed of people of (mixed)
indigenous, European, and African descent as well as
economic migrants from the Ecuadorian Andes known as
Sierra. Most people work in the fields of commerce and
trade. In the words of theorist Francisco García Serrano
(2013: 204)
Guayaquil is not only the largest urban
conglomerate in Ecuador, it is also
a symbol of strength, development,
and modernity. Since its foundation
in 1537, this city turned into a strategic
port for commerce between the
Pacific coasts and the Caribbean.
Guayaquil constitutes the main hub
for the agroindustry, commerce, port
services and tourism in Ecuador.

Figure 1. Yinsu 96 doing chapeteo . Guayaquil, Ecuador, 2000. Personal archive of Yinsu 96. Photograph ©Yinsu 96.
Figure 2. Chapeteo by GDN. Los Sauces, Guayaquil, Ecuador, 2020. Photograph ©Snop10.

vez cuentan con barrios, tanto en el
norte como en el sur, que se consideran
como tradicionales: Centenario,
Urdesa, Las Peñas, Alborada, entre
otros. Algunas zonas en cambio son
id e ntifica d as co m o pe lig rosas :
Guasmo, Cristo del Consuelo, La
Floresta, Monte Sinaí, Bastión Popu
lar, El Fortín, El Suburbio. Durante los
80 y 90, la situación de estos sectores
tradicionales, peligrosos o no, y la
ciudad en general se debatía en medio
de problemas de insalubridad, caos,
inseguridad y déficit de servicios
básicos. Este panorama urbano iba
de la mano de un crecimiento desme
dido, desordenado y la ausencia de
políticas públicas para la regulación
de espacios públicos y el manejo de
zonas comunitarias. De cara a cuesti
ones en términos de acceso a educa
ción o empleo, la situación no era
muy optimista. Al parecer, estos
rasgos descontrolados de un Guaya
quil en vías de desarrollo y expansión
fueron el caldo de cultivo adecuado
para que pertenecen a diversas formas
asociativas juveniles que empezaban
a buscar sus propios escenarios y su
lugar en la urbe. Tomando en cuenta
que en la ciudad de Guayaquil se
asienta un mayor índice poblacional
que en el resto del país, el volumen
considerable de habitantes jóvenes
pasaría a ser un factor detonante en
el aparecimiento de las denominadas
pandillas . Surgen así estas agrupa
ciones en este excepcional momento
para la ciudad.
En el 2004, la activista de origen
uruguayo Nelsa Curbelo publicó el
documento Las expresiones culturales
como agentes de cambio en grupos
juveniles violentos, que contenía en
sus páginas un intento de trazar la

Eran tiempos violentos en Guaya
quil, tiempos en que la descomposición
familiar impregnada de los primeros
movimientos migratorios, creaban
hogares disfuncionales que generaban

Guayaquil has a large urban concentration formed
by 16 parishes: Ayacucho, Bolívar, Carbo, Chongón, Febres
Cordero, García Moreno, Letamendi, Olmedo, Pascuales,
Roca, Rocafuerte, Sucre, Ximena, Urdaneta, Tarqui and
Nueve de Octubre. Geographically these parishes are
divided into northern, central, southern, eastern and western
zones. The parishes have certain southern and northern
neighbourhoods that are considered traditional: Centenario,
Urdesa, Las Peñas, and Alborada among others. Certain
other areas are flagged as dangerous such as Guasmo,
Cristo del Consuelo, La Floresta, Monte Sinaí, Bastión
Popular, El Fortín, and El Suburbio. During the '80s and '90s,
much of the city faced a lack of basic services, unhealthy
living conditions, chaos, and insecurity.
This situation went hand in hand with
excessive and disorderly population
growth and the absence of public policies
to regulate public spaces and manage
community zones. In terms of access
to education and employment, the
situation was far from optimistic either.
It seems like the uncontrolled traits of
a Guayaquil that was in the process of
development and expansion, created
the right breeding ground for the
emergence of various forms of youth
organisations in search of their own
scene and place in the city. The fact that
Guayaquil has a much higher population
density than the rest of the country
equally triggered the emergence of the

Según los datos recogidos por la
DINAPEN, en la provincia del
Guayas en el 2003 existían 404
pandillas, representando el 57%
del total nacional. Según esta
entidad, la cantidad de adolesc
entes detenidos, en el mismo año
2003, por contravenciones asoci
adas a graffiti, asociación ilícita,
actitud sospechosa, daños a la
propiedad, consumo de drogas y
escándalos, fueron aprehendidos
10.141 personas de un total de 19.640,
es decir, el 52% del total de
detenciones.

Por su parte la investigadora
Blanca Rivera (2016: 9) señala:

Las pandillas son grupos de jóv
enes entre 20–30 integrantes con
edades que van desde los 13 a los
30 años. No obedecen cadenas de
mando ni tienen reglas escritas.
Están compuestas por jóvenes de
ambos sexos, se reúnen en parques,
para conversar, planear paseos,
‘echar cabeza’ o ver quien pasa
(planear o ejecutar asaltos y robos
a transeúntes).

genealogía de las pandillas y naciones
en Guayaquil. En dicha publicación
se estableció que las pandillas se
trataban de grupos mixtos, hombres
y mujeres de entre 12 a 30 años unidos
por vínculos de amistad (Curbelo,
2004) Al respecto, menciona Curbelo
(2004: 9):
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so-called pandillas (gangs). All the aforementioned factors
contributed to the surfacing of these gangs in this exceptional
moment in time for Guayaquil.
In 2004, the Uruguayan human rights activist Nelsa
Curbelo published a paper titled ‘Cultural Expressions as
Agents of Change in Violent Youth Groups’. Its pages contain
an attempt to trace the genealogy of the gangs and ‘nations’
in Guayaquil. The publication established that gangs were
formed by mixed groups of men and women between the
ages of 13 and 30 and united by bonds of friendship (Curbelo,
2004). In this regard Curbelo (2004: 9) points out:
The gangs are groups of young people made up of
about 20 to 30 members aged between
13 and 30. They do not follow hierarchical
orders, nor have set rules. Both men
and women join these groups that gather
in parks to talk, trace routes and plan
the execution of muggings and thefts.
They use specific slang to express
themselves such as echar cabeza (‘throw
head’) that refers to the act of observing
people who pass by.
In turn, researcher Blanca Rivera (2019:
9) highlights that:

According to data collected by DINAPEN,
in the province of Guayaquil in 2003,
there were 404 gangs, which represents
57% of the national total. According to

Figure 3. Los Contras 101 alphabet. 2016. Personal archive of Yinsu 96. Photograph ©Yinsu 96.

Además de los elementos que
crean cohesión de las pandillas
mediante el ejercicio del poder ent
endido como violencia, las políticas
afectivas en su forja como cultura
jugaron también un papel decisivo.
Los profundos lazos de amistad y
lealtad existentes en esos días,
perduran en muchos miembros sobre
vivientes hasta hoy.
Entonces nos encontramos frente
a un escenario conformado por
jóvenes, armados, constituidos en
hermandad y con necesidades espe
cíficas de articular otras realidades
en respuesta a sus carencias. Caren
cias originadas en sus hogares e
incrementadas por un estado que no
les garantiza ni sus más mínimos
derechos como ciudadanos. Tal como
los chapeadores, mencionan en sus
entrevistas, es el mismo gobierno
que se encargó de criminalizarlos y
hasta de hacerlos desaparecer de
las calles con diversos operativos de
limpieza social no oficiales.

La hipótesis que propongo es que
ser pandillero plantea una forma
de vivir la ciudad, la polis. Por lo
tanto nos encontramos frente a
un acontecimiento político, que
tiene sus propios códigos, alfabetos,
música, jerga, estructuras que
representan una cultura en la que
el manejo del poder está siempre
presente aunque las múltiples
agrupaciones se definan a sí
mismas como subterráneas y
clandestinas.
A lack of love, we all have the
same story. Moms acting as
both mom and dad. Divorce,
stepfathers, stepmothers. We
would go out on the streets
searching for the attention we
couldn’t find at home. In the
gangs we would find all the love
we needed, food, someone
saying ‘hello, how are you?’. If
we didn’t have what we needed,
we would go out to steal.

This need for bonds and well-

Esta necesidad de crear vínculos
y bienestar llevó a estos grupos a
cometer hechos delictivos con el
objetivo de sacar para la comida ,
buscar latas de aerosol para rayar
paredes y producir fiestas y bailes
que fuesen del agrado de todos los
miembros. El trabajo etnográfico
realizado arroja una edad promedio
de 8 a 13 años para el ingreso en estas
pandillas, y el tiempo de permanencia
en estos colectivos podría extenderse
hasta una década. Por las caracter
ísticas mismas de las pandillas, estas
incurrieron sin duda en hechos delic
tivos de menor y mediano orden.
Hubo verdaderas batallas cam
pales entre bandas rivales en la ciudad
de Guayaquil. En las más sonadas
estuvieron implicados Los Contras,
New People, Marea Negra, Cherooke,
Gobernantes del Norte, New Rebel,
entre otras A decir de Nelsa Curbelo
(2004: 2):

La falta de amor, todos teníamos
la misma historia. Había padrastros,
madrastras, mi madre que fue
padre y madre. Salíamos a la calle
a b usca r l a ate n ció n q ue no
teníamos en la casa. En la pandilla
teníamos el amor que necesitá
bamos, comida un hola, ¿cómo
estás? Si no teníamos, robabamos.

niños y niñas en estado de carencia
afectiva y soledad. Aparecía entonces
la pandilla como sustituto familiar,
una familia adquirida que estaba
dispuesta a abrazarlos y brindarles
la protección y afecto que en sus
hogares no encontraban. Como nos
indicó Snop 10, en la entrevista que
más adelante transcribimos:

AN IN-DEPTH LOOK INTO THE HISTORY OF CHAPETEO

this special police unit for children and adolescents,
that same year the number of adolescents arrested
for graffiti offences, unlawful association, suspicious
behaviour, damage to private property, drug
consumption, and rows, was 10,141 out of 19,640, i.e.
52% of all arrests.

Those were violent times in Guayaquil − times in
which family breakdowns related partly to cases of migratory
movements created dysfunctional homes that left children
in a state of affective deprivation and loneliness. Soon
enough, the gangs would appear to these children as a
family substitute, an acquired family willing to embrace
them and provide them with the protection and affection
they could not find at home. As Snop 10 states in the interview
transcribed further on:
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being pushed the youngsters to commit illegal acts to get
food to satiate their hunger, get spray cans to tag, and to
throw dance parties for all gang members to enjoy. According
to the aforementioned ethnographic study, kids would
typically join a gang between the ages of 8 and 13 and stay
a member for up to a decade. Due to the precarious situation
of these groups, it is certain they would all be involved in
minor to medium-level criminal acts.
There were major confrontations between rival
gangs throughout the city of Guayaquil. The best known
gangs were Los Contras, New People, Marea Negra,
Cherooke, Gobernantes del Norte, and New Rebel, among
others. In the words of Curbelo (2004: 2):
The hypothesis I propose is that the gang member
poses a way of living the city, the polis . Therefore,
we are faced with a political event,
with its own codes, alphabets, music,
slang, and structures that represent
a culture in which the use of power is
always present, even if the various
groups define themselves as under
ground and clandestine.
In addition to the elements that
create cohesion within gangs through
an exercise of power understood as
violence, it is the politics of affectivity
that played a decisive role in the forging
of their culture. The deep bonds of
friendship and loyalty existent in those

Figure 4. New People alphabet. 2000. Personal archive of Yinsu 96. Photograph ©Yinsu 96.

tipo de caligrafía era clave al momento
de ingresar a estas agrupaciones.
Sobre la base de una extensiva
observación, trabajo de campo y la
realización de entrevistas, podemos
enumerar tres causas o finalidades
principales para el advenimiento del
chapeo:

El chapeo, es una tipo de caligrafía
u r b a n a p r o p ia d e l a ci u d a d d e
Guayaquil-Ecuador, extensamente 1 Desde el pandillaje. Como ya ano
conocida también como chapeteo o
tamos, está claramente identificado
el chapeo como un tipo de letra y
letra pandillera. Única en su estilo, su
caligrafía específica que nació para
denominación proviene de la palabra
caracterizar a cada pandilla. Se
chapa , que significa sobrenombre,
configura entonces como una forma
es decir, el nickname del miembro
de comunicación distintiva y como
de la pandilla. Este se acompaña con
un número que corresponde con la
un lenguaje paralelo, encriptado y
línea de bus en la que se desplaza a
hasta, cierto punto, un verdadero
su vivienda, por ejemplo, Fantasma
códice contemporáneo.
77. Usualmente se realiza en color
negro, azul y rojo y, en términos estéti 2 Marcaje territorial clásico. De las
cos, sus formas pueden recordar una
entrevistas realizadas se pudo
escritura goticista, con un ductus
concluir que la rivalidad entre
cursivo y/o quebradizo, que procura
pandillas incluyó las guerras de
economizar en trazos y dotar de agili
chapeo, en las que cada grupo
dad a la escritura. A decir de Snop 10
competía por alcanzar el mayor
u n o d e n u es t ros e nt revis ta d os,
número de inscripciones dejadas
en la ciudad, contándolas. Debemos
antiguamente se usaba la sangre de
los adversarios caídos, pero hoy en
anotar que las chapas originales
de primera y segunda generación
día usan pintura de spray. El origen
correspondían a los nombres de
del chapeteo se remonta también a
la reinterpretación del alfabeto hecha
l a s p a n d i l l a s; m á s a d e l a n t e
marcarían sus miembros a título
por las pandillas, para establecer un
personal. Era todo un reto marcar
sistema de comunicación propio e
impenetrable.
en territorio de los rivales, y quien
lo conseguía se convertía en un
Es importante mencionar que cada
personaje de respeto y fama entre
pandilla tenía un abecedario propio,
que le permitía distinguirse frente a
sus pares. Quizás este rasgo guarde
relación con el graffiteo tradicional
las otras y fomentar un sentimiento
de arraigo y pertenencia entre sus
al New York style.
miembros. De esta forma los chapea
dores más apreciados eran quienes 3 Rivalidades entre instituciones
educativas. En este punto mencion
más huellas mantenían en el espacio
y eran fácilmente reconocibles para
aremos que dos colegios públicos
y de varones, emblemáticos de la
sus pares por su estilo. Dominar este

EL CHAPEO:
GÉNESIS,PANDILLAS,
GUAYAQUIL Y LA GENTE
‘El chapeo apareció cuando aquí
era el auge de las pandillas.’
  Plomo 76
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days endure in many of the surviving members to this day.
We are thus faced with a scene formed by armed
youngsters united in brotherhood who have the specific
need to articulate themselves in relation to other realities
in response to their shortcomings. Their precariousness
originated in their domestic situation and was increased
by a government that would not guarantee them even their
most basic rights as citizens. As the chapeadores point
out in the interviews, it was this same government that
criminalised them and aimed to wipe them off the streets
through different unofficial social cleansing operations.
CHAPEO: GENESIS, GANGS,
GUAYAQUIL, AND THE PEOPLE
'Chapeo appeared when the gangs were booming.'
  Plomo 76

Chapeo is a form of urban
calligraphy particular to the city of
Guayaquil, widely known also as
chapeteo or letra pandillera (gang
writing). Very unique in terms of
style, its name derives from the
word chapa (badge, tag) meaning
nickname − the nickname of each
member of the gang. This name
would be accompanied by a number
that identified the bus line the gang
members used to commute home
with, for example Fantasma 77.
Usually the tag would be executed in black, blue, and red
in an aesthetic that is reminiscent of gothic writing: a
cursive or brittle ductus to reduce the number of strokes
and endow the writing with agility. Snop 10, one of the
interviewees, explained that formerly these writings were
made with the blood of their adversaries but nowadays
they use spray paint. The origins of chapeteo go back to a
reinterpretation of the alphabet performed by the gangs
to establish their very own impenetrable system of
communication.
It is important to mention that each gang had their
own alphabet that allowed them to differentiate from others
and foster a sense of belonging among its members. The
most appreciated chapeadores were those who would
leave the highest number of marks − marks that would
instantly be recognised by their
p e e rs b e ca use of t h eir s t y l e.
Mastering this type of calligraphy
was key to becoming part of these
groups. On the basis of extensive
observation, fieldwork, and con
ducting interviews, three main
causes and purposes of the advent
of chapeo can be listed:
1 Gang activity. As highlighted be
fore, chapeo can be identified as
a specific type of calligraphy and
writing system, created with the
aim to characterise each gang.

Figure 5. Chapeteo by Los Gobernantes del Norte (GDN). Guayaquil, Ecuador, 2018. Personal archive from Snop 10. Photograph ©Snop 10.

ciudad de Guayaquil, el Colegio ciudad con el fin de comprender su
fiscal Aguirre Abad, que fue fund sentido positivo. Sistematizar estas
ado en 1944, y el Colegio Nacional acciones de calle constituye una
Vicente Rocafuerte, creado en 1900, estrategia ante su extinción y el creci
fueron claves en la detonación del ente fantasma de criminalización que
chapeteo entre sus escolares. sufre el movimiento graffitero en toda
Cuentan los informantes que varios América Latina. Escribir sobre el
miembros de las pandillas, asistían chapeteo es poner en valor la presen
a estos dos colegios y eran un cia de toda una generación de jóvenes
clásico las disputas y rivalidades guayaquileños cuya existencia se
por obtener el reconocimiento en debatió en una situación de calle,
juegos de pelota, otras competi atravesados por problemáticas pro
ciones y, por supuesto, en batallas fundas desempleo, desprotección
familiar, falta de espacios de cohesión
de chapeteo.
cultural, ambiente de violencia, etc.),
Considerando lo mencionado o motivados simplemente por la
anteriormente, es sumamente rele necesidad de dejar su impronta en el
vante prestar atención a este tipo de espacio-ciudad. el chapeteo es enton
inscripciones en el espacio público ces la representación visual de la
con toda su carga en torno a la lucha para buscar y preservar una
memoria de la ciudad y sus cambios identidad tanto como miembro de
generacionales. Por otra parte, el una pandilla y como adolescentes en
estudio de estas inscripciones corre la ciudad.
Armar un mapeo sobre la actividad
sponde a la necesidad creciente de
analizar fenómenos orgánicos que del chapeteo es en sí mismo un
identifiquen, analicen y resaltan otras ejercicio político que ejerce un testi
formas de graffiti más allá del Times monio directo sobre estas formas
Square Show4 y el boom neoyorquino. conflictivas de estar en la ciudad,
Sacar a la luz el chapeteo y ponerlo desde la insatisfacción, el desorden,
en debate al mismo nivel que otras la violencia y lo grotesco. Escribir
manifestaciones similares, como la sobre el chapeteo es hacerle frente
pixaçao en São Paulo (Brasil) o los a esa común necesidad de remembrar
ganchos de Monterrey (México), hace lo bello y permitido, lo limpio y lo
justicia a un estilo lleno de herencia aceptable, dejando de lado esas hu
sociocultural, política y económica, ellas, esas improntas y susurros que
en resistencia; que la memoria oficial se prefiere ignorar, borrar y olvidar.
se niega a reconocer por las impli el chapeteo se muestra entonces
caciones delincuenciales y la violencia como una presencia que perturba,
implícita que se le asocia. Desarr fastidia y destruye esos anhelos
ollaremos este punto en amplitud, fallidos del proyecto moderno de
Guayaquil como ciudad progresista
más adelante.
Intentar reconstruir este fenómeno y emancipada . Así, la historia siem
guayaquileño es configurar espacios pre preferirá mirar para otro lado y
de crónica y testimonio acerca de eliminar todo aquello que le recuerda
aquellas presencias molestas en la que existen fisuras y resquicios por
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It is configured as a distinctive form of communication
and as a parallel, encrypted language, which to certain
extent works as a true contemporary codex.

2 Classic territorial marking. It can be inferred from the
interviews that the rivalry between gangs included chapeo
wars, in which each group would compete to have the
highest number of tags spread around the city (these
would be actually counted). It should be noted that the
first and second generation of tags represented the
names of the gangs, it was only later that gang members
would tag in their personal capacity. Either way, tagging
in rivals’ territories was a major
challenge so whoever managed to
do so gained a lot of respect and
fame among peers – which obviously
brings to mind the traditional New
York City graffiti practice.

3 Rivalry between educational insti
tutions. Two public boys’ schools
that were emblematic in Guayaquil
were key in detonating the chapeteo
phenomenon amongst the students:
Colegio Fiscal Aguirre Abad founded
in 1944 and Colegio Nacional Vicente
Rocafuerte created in 1990. The
interviewees explained that many
gang members were enrolled in
these institutions and that there was
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no lack of classic rivalries when it came to ball games,
other competitions, and of course chapeteo battles.

Considering the above, it is of major significance to
look into this type of inscription in public space, not least
in relation to the history of the city and its generational
changes. Moreover, the study of these inscriptions comes
in response to a growing need to identify, analyse, and
highlight other organic forms of urban writing and graffiti
that go beyond the well-known Time Square Show5 and the
boom of New York City's graffiti. Acknowledging chapeteo
and discussing it side by side with similar manifestations
such as pichação in Brazil or ganchos
from Monterrey, does justice to a style
of resistance fraught with sociocultural,
political, and economic heritage – a
style which, according to some, should
not be recognised and should be erased
from the official memory merely
because of the criminal and violent
implications associated with it. I will
expand on this point further on.
To try to reconstruct the Guaya
quil phenomenon is to trace the chro
nicles and testimonies of the disruptive
existences within the city with the
purpose of bringing to light their positive
sides. Systematising this street reality
is a strategy to avert its extinction and

Figure 6. Chapeteo by Los Gobernantes del Norte (GDN). 2016. Personal archive of Snop 10. Photograph ©Snop 10.

donde se cuelan estas manifesta
ciones incómodas; esas cicatrices
propias de su tiempo.
Escribir sobre el chapeteo es
también, una deuda histórica con
todas aquellas estéticas disidentes,
desobedientes y maliciosas, opaca
das por el deber ser de la cultura y el
arte culto. A partir de las entrevistas
realizadas para la producción de este
paper y a lo largo de mi trayectoria
como investigadora de la cultura del
graffiti y el arte de calle, se puede
afirmar que el chapeteo tiene un tras
fondo violento, delictivo, pandillero y
delincuencial; que forma parte de su
contexto. A pesar de ello, marginarlo
o intentar borrar su presencia de la
historia urbana de Guayaquil resulta
inútil. Este estilo tan propio y único,
parido en esta ciudad del trópico
ecuatoriano se sitúa más allá de con
venciones moralistas y juicios de
valor. Estas acciones en el espacio
público tienen múltiples dimensiones
que incluyen lo lúdico, divertido,
inocente y vibrante. Un sentido de
pertenencia, complicidad y afectivi
dad que también está implícito.
Generaciones enteras que, resistiendo
a la muerte, llegaron a reconocerse
desde el chapeteo. Grupos de jóvenes
que pusieron en jaque la visualidad
de una ciudad y le apostó a lo abyecto,
a lo repulsivo; a una línea caligráfica
cuyo origen va de la mano de las
asociaciones juveniles propias de
Guayaquil y sus elementos distintivos.
El chapeteo nos devuelve a una dimen
sión ni buena ni mala, sino humana
acerca de las formas de habitar la
ciudad. Si retomamos al teórico
español Fernando Figueroa, que en
su texto ‘El grafiti de firma’ ahonda
profundamente en esta dimensión de

lo humano (Figueroa, 2014) − advert
imos la necesidad de recoger estas
experiencias urbanas que podrían
llegar a incomodar a más de uno,
porque en este ejercicio de remem
branza de lo malo, está la extensión
misma de lo humano.
En un sentido diferente, el chapeteo
es también un legado de la construc
ción de masculinidades en el contexto
guayaquileño. Si bien en los testimonios
que leeremos a continuación mencio
nan la presencia de elementos femen
inos en las pandillas, las mujeres han
tenido un lugar menos protagónico e
incluso se sitúan en el rol de acomp
añantes, sin plantearse la toma de
decisiones y aspirar a un papel prota
gónico. Tanto la rivalidad de colegios
masculinos como los rituales de
iniciación, que incluían robos, golpizas
y enfrentamiento, tienen una dimensión
masculina en cuanto afirman el poderío
a través de la identificación del más
fuerte y aguerrido. Características
propias de una milicia creada desde
las calles, en los barrios y aulas de
Guayaquil. De ahí que en términos
estéticos, el chapeo incluya, formal
mente, rasgos fuertes, marcaciones
profundas y una línea dura, alargada
y violenta. Esta forma de escritura
propone, en este sentido, un ejercicio
de poder que subvierte el orden esta
blecido de manera arbitraria. Quien
chapetea tiene el control de la pared,
es el ganador, tiene el control sobre
su entorno, es el que tiene el mando.
Con aerosol en mano y acompañados
de la pandilla, todos eran invencibles.
Respecto a los sonidos que acom
pañaron este estilo guayaco, nos
asombra de cierta manera sus nexos
con el house, el techno noventero, el
reggae panameño y el house boricua.
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respond to the recurring criminal
isation of graffiti movements in Latin
America. Moreover, writing about
chapeteo is valuing the presence of
an entire generation of youths in
Guayaquil whose street life existence
was traversed by profound problems
such as unemployment, lack of family
protection, lack of spaces for cultural
cohesion, and violence. Leaving
traces in the urban environment was
a way for them to give expression to
their situation. Chapeteo was thus
the visual representation of a struggle to find and preserve
an identity both as gang members and as adolescents in
the city.
Mapping the activity of chapeteo is in itself a political
act and a direct testimony of the factors triggering conflict
in the city: the dissatisfaction, the disarray, the violence,
and the grotesque. To write about
chapeteo is to confront the normative
way of writing history and the common
need to remember what is beautiful
and permitted, what is clean and
acceptable, leaving aside those traces,
imprints, and whispers that most
scholars prefer to ignore, erase and
forget. Chapeteo manifests itself as
an annoying and disturbing presence
that wrecks the failing aspirations of
the modern project of Guayaquil as
a progressive and emancipated city.
In this respect, history will always
choose to look the other way and
eliminate everything that reminds us
of the cracks and fissures through
which the manifestations of discomfort
arise as scars of their own times.
Writing about chapeteo is part
of an historical debt to all those
dissenting, unruly, and malicious
aesthetics obscured by the hegemony
of high art and culture. From the
interviews held for this paper and
throughout my trajectory as a researcher of graffiti culture
and street art, it can be affirmed that there is in fact a
violent, criminal, and gangster-like undertone to chapeteo.
These aspects are inherent to its context and marginalising
or trying to erase its presence from the urban history of
Guayaquil is pointless. This style is so unique and local it
cannot be undone by moral judgments.
There are multiple dimensions to
these public space interventions and
the words play, fun, innocence, and
vibrancy spring to mind first and
foremost. Yet, each trace also carries
a sense of belonging, complicity, and
affectivity. Entire generations trying
to withstand hardship found a common
language in chapeteo. Groups of
youngsters that threatened the facade
of the city and honoured the abject

Figure 7. Snop 10, a high-ranked member of Los Gobernantes del Norte (GDN), 2018. Photograph ©Snop 10.
Figure 8. Chapeteo by Los Gobernantes del Norte (GDN). Francisco de Orellana Avenue, Guayaquil, Ecuador, 2020. Photograph ©Snop 10.
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and repulsive. Their calligraphic
lines stem from the distinctive visual
elements of Guayaquil's youth
associations. Irrespective of the
notion of good and bad, chapeteo
points to the human dimension in
terms of inhabiting the city. According
to Spa nish theo ris t Fern a n d o
Figueroa – who in his text ‘Signature
Graffiti’ expands on this human dimension (Figueroa, 2014)
– there is a need of collecting these types of urban experiences
even if they are uncomfortable to some. After all, the
remembrance of the bad is inevitably an extension of what
it is to be human.
In a different sense, chapeteo is also the legacy of
the increasing importance of masculinity in the context of
Guayaquil. There is a feminine presence in the series of
interviews conducted for this research, yet women in gangs
played less prominent roles, being mostly ‘companions’
who did not aspire to be decisionmakers or protagonists. Both the
rivalry between male gang members
as well as the initiation rituals − that
included robbery, beatings, and other
physical confrontations – were
masculine in nature insomuch as they
affirmed power through the
identification of the strongest and
toughest. These characteristics are
typical of a militia forged in the
neighbourhoods and classrooms of
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Guayaquil. Consequently, chapeo
has strong features also in terms
of aesthetics: elongated, jarring,
and aggressive lines and deep
markings. In this sense, this type
of calligraphy is an exercise of
power that subverts the established
order in an arbitrary manner. The
one who does chapeteo is in control
of the wall, is the winner and master of the territory. With
a spray can in hand and backed up by their gangs, chapea
dores all felt invincible.
With regard to the music that accompanied chapeteo,
it is somewhat remarkable to find that the writers would
listen to nineties techno, Panamanian reggae, house, and
boricua house. These musical genres invited gang members
to measure their strength through dancing, not only on the
streets, but also in the first nightclubs of that time: Latin
Palace, Forever, Magnate, and La Terraza. This is the
playful and affective side to chapeteo
which shows that it is a social
phenomenon that integrates different
manifestations of urban culture. These
particularities were found in the
interviews and upon review of firsthand testimonies. On the crossroad
between the fraternity, the city, the
rhythms, and the shadow of death,
chapeteo provides an insight into the
way of life and survival in Guayaquil.
Figure 7 is a portrait of Snop

[…] el graffiti puede ser conocido
como expresiones de una comuni
dad o individuos determinados
que son realizadas en soportes
elegidos y por medio de los cuales
se manifiestan sentidos, que de
marcan territorios en el espacio
y tiempo que son inscriptos y
representan la identidad y recono
cimiento (mismo sin saber leerlos)
de una mente interpretante.

Este trabajo de investigación,
pretende poner en perspectiva las
similitudes, diferencias e intersecci
ones que presenta la visibilización
de las caligrafías orgánicas propias
de contextos específicos en relación
con lo que llamaremos graffiti ‘puro’.
Para ello hemos de tomar en cuenta
casos afincados en la región como
lo son los ganchos de Monterrey
México y el pichação en Brasil. Eviden
ciar sus rasgos característicos en
cuanto al estilo, desentrañar el origen
de su aparición, su desarrollo y
proyección futura es importante ya
que proporciona la base para futuras
investigaciones. Este abordaje sist
émico permitirá obtener un mejor
entendimiento de estas prácticas en
calidad de archivos de la cultura
urbana en Ecuador y en Sudamérica
en conjunto. Como manifiesta Pedro
Russi (1999: 20):

Tendencias musicales que invitaron
a sus miembros a medir fuerzas
también en el baile, que no se agotó
en la calle, sino que entró a las pri
meras discotecas de ese entonces
Latin Palace, Forever, Magnate, La
Terraza. He aquí la dimensión lúdica
y afectiva que habíamos mencionado
anteriormente, misma que da cuenta
de que el chapeo es un fenómeno
social que integra diversas mani
festaciones de la cultura urbana. Estas
particularidades son hallazgos encon
trados en las entrevistas y la revisión
de testimonios de primera mano.
Entre lo fraterno, la ciudad, el ritmo,
y la sombra de la muerte, el chapeteo
es un estilo que nos brinda un testi
monio sobre la forma de vida y super
vivencia en Guayaquil-Ecuador.
La Figura 7 es un retrato de Snop
10 integrante representativo de los
GDN Gobernantes del norte quien
posa junto a armamento propio
representativo de su rango y antigüe
dad en el grupo. Aerosol y armas
muestra un pasado en el que las pan
dillas se tomaron Guayaquil. Hoy en
día estos grupos se encuentran des
armados manteniendo la tradición
del chapeo sobre todo en reuniones
grupales que evocan la cultura de
esos días. Se puede advertir también
en la fotografía el tatuaje en el pecho
GDN, la piel como extensión del signo
y significante. Decimos pues que la
pertenencia a estos grupos cierra un
complejo sistema semántico de
representación e identidad.

PICHAÇÃO, GANCHOS
Y CHAPEO; UNA
CALIGRAFÍA REGIONAL
Infelizmente a pichação
É um degrau pra criminalidade
Começa a roubar, praticar um doze
Perigo para a sociedade
  MC Papo 5

Figure 9. Ganchos by Edy from the Warrios de la More. Monterry, Mexico, year unknown. Photograph ©Edy de los Warriors.
Figure 10. Ganchos by LR from the Z gang. Valle Verde, Monterrey, Mexico, 2018. Photograph ©LR.

PICHAÇÃO, GANCHOS,
AND CHAPEO:
REGIONAL CALLIGRAPHIES
'Infelizmente a pichação
É um degrau pra criminalide
Começa a roubar, practicar um doze
Perigo para a sociedade'6
MC Papo

This research aims to put into per
spective the similarities, differences, and
intersections between local, organic, and
site-specific calligraphies and what I would
call ‘pure’ graffiti. For this purpose, I will
take into account two more such ‘regional
calligraphies’: ganchos in Monterrey,
Mexico, and pichação in Brazil. Showing
their stylistic features and untangling the
origins of their emergence, development,
and projected futures is important and

Esta descripción llama mi atención
ya que si advertimos las imágenes
enviadas por el propio LR estética
mente los ganchos tienen un asom
broso parecido al chapeteo. Y si
analizamos detenidamente podremos
encontrar una mayor cercanía visual
entre el pichação, los ganchos y el
chapeteo. Estas formas caligráficas
en su necesidad de distanciamiento
quizá con la estética del graffiti, des
arrollaron formas experimentales de
escrituras en un mismo rango de
tiempo, es decir entre los 80s y los
2000. Esta necesidad de distinción y
marcaje en contraposición al graffiti
puro, da cuenta que las generaciones
más recientes de escritores urbanos
han perseguido la singularidad. Tanto
en forma como fondo, las juventudes

Los gancheros, en cambio, afir
man con orgullo que son únicos,
cualquiera que esté un poquito
involucrado con el arte callejero
lo confirma. Antes del internet y
poco después de la explosión del
hip-hop, comenzaron a desarr
ollarse los ganchos en Monterrey.
En esa época la información que
llegaba acerca del graffiti de otras
latitudes era muy poca, la mayoría
en películas comerciales o revis
tas de corte musical. La falta de
información permitió que los
apañes adquirieran característi
cas propias: fluidez de movimiento,
amplias curvas, una geometría
casi obsesiva, simbolismos, letras
que no parecen letras sino animales.

11 muestra a Snop 10 realizándolo.
En el artículo publicado por Pablo
Perez sobre los ganchos de Monerrey
se señala (2013: 2):
10, a member of the Gobernantes del Norte (GDN, The North
Governors) posing next to his own firearm which hints at
his rank and seniority within his mob. Spray cans and
weapons allude to a past when gangs took over Guayaquil.
Nowadays, these groups are disarmed but maintain the
tradition of chapeo in gatherings to evoke the culture of
those days. The GDN tattoo on Snop's chest uses the skin
as an extension of the sign and the signifier. Clearly,
belonging to these groups involves a complex semantic
system of representation and identity.

Q uie n es l os rea liza n b usca n
generar rasgos distintivos que asocien
esta producción gráfica con un
momento y territorio. En el caso del
chapeo ha sido creado ajustando el
medio: quienes lo hacían ‘operaban
las mechas’ es decir intervenían las
válvulas para lograr el efecto deseado
de acuerdo con su estilo. La Figura

Los ganchos y apañes yo creo que
son influenciados por los mismos
pandilleros más antiguos es decir
en los 60s. Acá ya había pandillas
y las pandillas empezaban a mar
car su terreno poniendo el nombre
de su pandilla y sus apodos en las
paredes y ya más adelante y los
ochentas pues la raza empezó a
hacer lo mismo pero ya con la
letras más distorsionadas pero
aún legibles entonces se viene los
apañes que son menos legibles
en los 90 también después llama
dos ganchos y ya en el dos mil les
dejaron de decir apañes u firmas
ya les digo ven gancho por cost
umbre a qué ya así se decía 'vamos
a aventarnos unos ganchos, se
refiere a que a las letras les
hacíamos muchos adornos como
ganchos.

El punto de la identidad, esto es
medular ya que el Chapeteo es una
forma caligráfica y a la vez un proceso
de identificación grupal. Esa sería
una característica que atraviesa al
graffiti, incluyendo al pichação, y los
ganchos. Al respecto de esto LR de
los Z de Monterrey explicó en una
conversación que sostuvimos que
hay un sentido sólido de unidad entre
los grupos a través de una proliferación
las gráficas identitarias:
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provides ground for future research. Such a systemic
approach will allow for a greater understanding of these
practices as archives of urban culture in Ecuador and South
America at large. As Pedro Russi explains (1999: 20):
[…] graffiti can be considered as expressions of
specific communities or individuals which are made
with selected support and through which meanings
are conveyed. They demarcate territories in space
and time and represent the identity and recognition
    of the interpreter (even when unable
   to decipher).
The point about identity is fundamental
because chapeteo is both a calligraphic
practice as well as a process of group
identification. This is a trait that pertains
to every type of graffiti, including
pichação and ganchos. In this respect,
LR of the ‘Z’ gang from Monterrey
explained in a conversation I had with
him that there is a solid sense of unity
within the groups through the proliferation of identity-based graphics:

Ganchos and apañes, I believe, are
influe nced by the oldest ga ng
members from the 1960s. Back then,
there were already gangs here that
started marking their territories by
putting their names and nicknames

Figure 11. Snop 10 producing chapeteo having twisted the nozzle of his spray can. Guayquil, Ecuador, 2018. Photograph ©Snop 10.

mexicanas, brasileñas y ecuatorianas
La lucha por la diferencia, tener
tenían el deseo de explorar una su propia identidad y modelos de
caligrafía propia. En términos geo representación autónomos tienen
políticos nos encontramos con estas como resultado sistemas de opresión
presencias en el Norte y Sur del conti no distintos a los experimentados en
nente americano y en la mitad del décadas previas por las minorías en
mundo; esto es Ecuador. Son polos los guetos de Nueva York. Este con
geográficos que narran una propia texto fue tierra fértil para el flore
historia y configuran una arqueología cimiento de estilos originales lo cual
contextual que nace de fenómenos ha desembocado en una forma de
sociopolíticos, económicos y culturales producción fuera del sistema, una
propios.
lucha contra lo llamado alta cultura
Como se mencionó anteriormente, y un momento decisivo respecto al
en el chapeteo como hemos indicado arte hegemónico. El estudioso mexi
antes, la línea relacional con la cano de la cultura del pichação Marco
migración, la desintegración familiar Tulio Pedroza (2018: 3) sostiene:
y la pérdida de nuestra moneda son
claves. La historia se repite para
Pichação es un estilo de graffiti
ambos los ganchos y el pichação :
exclusivo de Brasil, una cultura
juventudes desesperadas y en soledad
de escritura urbana alternativa
que urgen un sentido de pertenencia
basada en la ejecución de firmas
y una disposición a tomarse la ciudad.
sobre la ciudad entera y más allá.
Por su parte, el pichação configura
Los pixadores asocian la pichação
un espacio de resistencia gráfica y
a firmar, marcar, manchar, pero
denuncia social en torno a las pro
principalmente a la protesta y a
fundas inequidades de la sociedad
la trasgresión. La pichação trans
grede la imagen visual de la
brasileña. Estamos frente a procesos
mayoría de los espacios públicos
comunicacionales de corte críptico
de las ciudades por todo Brasil.
que muestran esas otras ciudades,
Su estética transgrede la estética
definidas desde la marginalidad y las
hegemónica, dicha trasgresión
carencias tal como fueron los inicios
implica firmar excesivamente
del graffiti en Nueva York. En este
todo lo que los pixadores encuen
contexto Russi (1999: 23) habla de
tran a su paso, razón por la que
estrategia para la creación de signifi
está criminalizada.
cado basadas en prácticas y reglas
específicas que resultan en apropia
En las calles los gancheros, los
ciones urbanas. Tanto el pichação,
como los ganchos y el chapeo mue pixadores y los chapeteadores dejan
stran similitudes con el graffiti puro improntas y códigos semánticos
en términos de estrategias, ilegalidad distintivos legibles para sus pares.
y lo efímero y el anonimato, pero se Un sistema de comunicación único,
alejan del tradicional tagging y bomb que los libera y separa del resto, esta
ing en términos de forma.
producción visual y representativa
les otorga un sentido de individualidad
única. Esta búsqueda de generar
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on walls. At a later stage, in the ‘80s, people started
doing the same but with more distorted yet still legible
letters. It was only after that time that the barely
legible apañes began to appear. In the 2000s they
stopped calling them apañes and writers stopped
doing signatures. Instead, we got used to seeing
them as ganchos (hooks) and to call the practice
‘throwing hooks’, as the letters we would make had
hook-like ornaments.

Typically, writers sought to generate distinctive
features that could associate their graphic production with
a territory or moment in time. Chapeo has been created
even by adjusting the medium: writers would ‘operar las
mechas ’, i.e. deform the nozzles of
the spray cans to achieve the desired
effect according to their style. Figure
11 shows Snop 10 doing this.
In an article about ganchos in
Monterrey Pablo Perez points out
(2013: 2):

Gancheros , in turn, proudly
claim to be unique, as anyone
with even only a slight involve
ment in street art will confirm.
Before the internet and shortly
after the explosion of hip-hop,
ganchos in Monterrey emerged.
At that time, there was very
little information about graffiti
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from other parts of the world, mostly in commercial
films or music magazines. The absence of information
allowed apañes to acquire their own shape: fluid
movements, wide curves, obsessive geometry,
symbolism, letters that don’t look like letters but like
animals.

This description catches my attention because looking
at the images shared by LR himself, aesthetically speaking
ganchos has a striking resemblance to chapeteo. In fact, a
careful analysis shows visual similarities between pichação,
ganchos, and chapeteo. In their need to distinguish them
selves from the aesthetics of graffiti, these three forms of
writing developed during the same time span, i.e. between
the ‘80s and 2000s. This need to
differentiate from pure graffiti provides
proof that more recent generations
of urban writers have pursued singu
larity. In both form and substance,
Brazilian, Mexican, and Ecuadorian
youths had the desire to explore a
calligraphy of their own. In geographical
terms, these types of practices
manifest themselves in the north and
south of the Americas, as well as in
the middle, which is more or less
where Ecuador is situated. These are
geographic poles which, in terms of
their sociopolitical, economic, and
cultural circumstances, narrate their
own history and contextual ‘archeology’.

Figure 12. A wall covered with pichação. Various artists. Location unknown. 2015. Photograph @pixadores.
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As mentioned before, chapeteo bears a direct relation
to migration, family disintegration, and economic
circumstances (the devaluation of the Ecuadorian currency).
The story repeats itself for both ganchos and pichação:
desperate and lonely youths urging for a sense of belonging
and willing to take over the city. For its part, pichação
configures a space of graphic resistance and social
complaint around the profound inequalities of Brazilian
society. It is a process of cryptic communication from that
side of the city which is defined by marginalisation and
precariousness, similar to the beginnings of graffiti in New
York. In this context Russi (1999: 23) discusses strategies
of meaning-making based on specific practices and rules
that result in urban appropriations. Picha ção, ganchos ,
and chapeo show commonalities with pure graffiti in terms
of strategies, illegality, ephemerality, and anonymity, but
move away from the traditional culture of tagging and
bombing in terms of form.
The endeavour to be different, to have an own identity
and autonomous models of representation comes in
response to systems of oppression not dissimilar from the
one experienced in previous decades by minorities in the
ghettos of New York. This context was a breeding ground
for original styles, which has led to a form of production
outside the system, a struggle against so-called high culture
and a watershed with respect to hegemonic art. Marco
Tulio Pedroza (2018: 3), a Mexican scholar specialised in
pichação culture, puts it like this:

On the streets, gancheros, pixadores, and chapet
eadores leave distinctive and semantic imprints and codes
legible only to their peers. A unique system of communication
that liberates them and separates them from the rest. This
visual and representational production grants them a sense
of unique individuality. Their search to generate parallel
systems to the one established through territorial and
nominal mark marking, could be recognised as an inherent
condition to these three native expressions, as well as to
pure graffiti. In the words of the Mexican academic and
expert on this subject Dr. Marco Tulio Pedroza (2018: 3):

Pichação could be defined almost in the same terms
as tagging, as its conditions of production are exclus
ively illegal. As is the case with other graffiti writers,
pixadores use a tag in the form of a nickname, alias,
or pseudonym which they treat as though it were their
real name. Tags become a mechanism that grants
them a public identity, which guarantees anonymity
towards everyone outside of their culture. Simult
aneously, writers gain recognition for their work inside
of the culture, which can be expressed in different
ways: fame, prestige, admiration, or respect.

Pichação puede ser definida casi
en los mismos términos que el
tagging, pues se realiza exclusiva
mente en condiciones ilegales de
producción. Al igual que sucede
entre los escritores de graffiti, los
pixadores utilizan un tag en forma
de apodo, alias o pseudónimo, y
mantienen con él la relación que
Es innegable la influencia grafitera
se tiene con un nombre propio.
Este tag, deviene en un mecan pero nos encontramos frente a un
ismo que otorga al pixador una fenómeno regional, digno de estudio.
identidad pública, que le garantiza Estas formas caligráficas poco abor
el anonimato hacia el exterior de dadas constituyen la voz de varias
su cultura y simultáneamente gana generaciones marginadas en sus
el reconocimiento de sus trabajos países, criminalizadas sumidas en la
hacia el interior, esto puede ser periferización. El pichação, los gan
expresado en distintos casos como: chos , y el chapeo representan un
fama, prestigio, admiración o nicho de investigación fresco para
respeto.
quienes hemos hecho de la calle
nuestro camino en la academia.
En este contexto, el análisis de la
escritura urbana, nos brinda diversos
TESTIMONIOS
matices para el abordaje de estas
Esta parte del documento muestra
manifestaciones caligráficas en el una selección de entrevistas a repre
espacio público. Hay que apuntar sentantes del chapeo: Pipo 12, Yinsu
desde los estudios culturales a 96, Snop 10, Fantasma 77 y Caos 30.
entender que estas son verdaderas
formas de habitar la ciudad y crear
PIPO 12 (NEW PEOPLE)
sistemas relacionales únicos, ya que
circulan alfabetos paralelos y com
¿Cómo surgió el chapeteo en la
plejos sistemas de comunicación que
ciudad de Guayaquil y de donde
los distinguen de la masa. De tal forma
vino el estilo de escritura?
el tagging de las primeras generaci Hay que ser sincero, todo lo que nace
ones de escritores está íntimamente de la chapeada aquí en Guayaquil es

Del Graffiti a pichação Si bien
ambos tienen las mismas raíces,
tanto el graffiti como el pichação
son considerados ilegales y sus
intervenciones urbanas hacen uso
del mismo medio (la ciudad), y las
mismas herramientas (aerosol y
pinturas) ambos han surgido como
una respuesta de los jóvenes que
viven en periferia como producto
de la exclusión que han tenido
lugar en las ciudades.

sistemas paralelos al establecido por
medio del marcaje territorial y nominal
podría ser una condición inherente a
estas tres expresiones nativas y al
canzan también al graffiti puro. Al
respecto incluimos algunas puntua
ciones realizadas por el académico
mexicano y experto en estas temáticas
Dr. Marco Tulio Pedroza (2018: 3):

relacionado con estas formas otras
de producción caligráfica; sin embargo,
la búsqueda de originalidad es una
constante. Al respecto señalan Cantillo
y Naranjo (2019: 2):

Pichação is a style of graffiti exclusive to Brazil, an
alternative culture of urban writing based on the
execution of signatures throughout the whole city

and beyond. The pixadores associate pichação with
signing, mark making, staining, but mainly with
protest and transgression. Pichação transgresses
the appearance of most public spaces all over Brazil.
Its aesthetic flies in the face of the hegemonic
aesthetic, which implies excessive tagging of anything
pixadores find in their path, hence this practice is
criminalised.

AN IN-DEPTH LOOK INTO THE HISTORY OF CHAPETEO

Graffiti and pichação both have the same roots, as
both are considered illegal and use the same medium
(the city) and the same materials (spray paint and
paint). Both have emerged as a response from young
people living in the outskirts to the exclusion they
have suffered in the cities.
The influence from graffiti is undeniable, but there
are regional phenomena worthy of study. These disregarded
calligraphic forms constitute the voice of several generations
of people marginalised, criminalised, and submerged in
the peripheries of major cities. Pichação, ganchos, and
chapeo represent a fresh niche of study for those who have
made the streets their path in academia.

How did chapeteo come about in Guayaquil and
where did the style of writing come from?
To be honest, everything related to chapeteo here in
Guayaquil is directly connected to the gangs. The roots of
chapeteo, the very first writings, were made by Los Contras. People began choosing their tag, name, nickname,
and pseudonyms. Numbers attached to names depended
on where you used to live. I am Pipo 12 [of New People]
because that's the busline that passed by my house. We
were all in different sectors [neighbourhoods], we would
go out and represent ourselves. The verb is chapetear. The
typography is 100% from here, you won’t find these letters
anywhere else. Once it started, the style kept on mutating
and it was perfected until it became what it is today. People
would tune it up and each sector would come up with its
own alphabets. In the south of the city it was more angular
and aesthetic, in other places it was spikier. In one line you
could find the chapeteo of 15 different guys.
How would you organise going out to tag?
Usually after classes, people would be ready with their
cans. Mates would come over and operaban la mecha:
make the hole in the nozzle of the spray can bigger with a
razor blade or needle. This made the spray come out faster
and in a wider and more fluid way. We would call this a conaso. Then one of us would stand on the corner to alert the
others in case cops would arrive on the scene. Each one
alerts the other. Another one would yell which chapas to
paint. Sometimes there were eight to 15 of us.

¿Cómo se organizaban
para rayar?
Normalmente a la salida de los cole
gios, la gente estaba lista con sus
latas, vienen los compañeros, que se
le llama operar la mecha, el cup del
aerosol. Se lo operaba con gillette,
con agujas. Con esto hacía que la
propulsión del aerosol sea más
fluida, más rápida y más ancha; a
esto se lo llamaba un conaso. Uno se
ponía en la esquina a estar pilas con
los policías, uno le gritaba al otro.
Había uno que le gritaba las chapas
que tenía que poner. En ocasiones
eran ocho, quince manes.

¿Cómo te iniciaste en el chapeteo?
Me inicié en el chapeteo leyendo lo
que había, era lo que me llamaba la
atención, aunque no entendía, quería
entender qué era lo que hacían, por
qué lo hacían. Me criaron en Bastión
Popular, sector medio peligroso,
dice la gente. A los 13 años hacía mis
primeros garabatos con crayón, con
carbón, con marcadores. En el
colegio me interesaba la pelota, pero
no había lo que yo quería y veía. Un
pana de mi barrio, que ya estaba en
quinto curso, era de los Contras 96,
una pandilla de mi barrio que hacía
reuniones; que hacían pruebas,
reuniones. Esos fueron mis inicios.
Si había robos, hubo cosas que no
me cuadraban. Poco a poco me fui
abriendo, en ese entonces mi papá,
que en paz descanse, vivía en el sur,
en el Guasmo Central. En ese tiempo
todos los que rayaban eran pandill
eros, había de todo; gente buena,
gente mala.

YINSU 96

directamente conectado con pan
dillas. Aquí la raíz del chapeteo las
primeras letras son de Los Contras
La gente empezó a coger su chapa,
su nombre, su apodo, su pseudónimo.
El número es según por donde vivía.
Yo soy PIPO 12 porque la línea que
pasaba por mi casa es esa. Está
bamos
sectorizados,
salíamos,
representábamos. La palabra es
chapetear. La tipografía es 100 % de
acá, se fue perfeccionando hasta
llegar a lo actual. En el sur era más
cuadrada, en otros lugares puntia
gudas, en el sur era más estética. En
una línea podía haber el chapeteado
de 15 manes.

a un lado, si alguien me rayaba en
cima, había que buscarlo.

TESTIMONIES
This part of the paper features a selection of interviews
held with representatives of the chapeo scene: Pipo 12,
Yinsu 96, Snop 10, Fantasma 77, and Caos 30.

PIPO 12

¿Cómo se desarrolló la
caligrafía del chapeteo?
En ese tiempo existían Los Contras,
New People, La Mancha Negra, se
¿Cuál era el objetivo del chapeteo? identificaban por el tipo de letra en
De una u otra manera se marcaba punta, cuadrada o redonda. Otros
territorio, la gente se conocía en la tenían un tipo de letra estilizada. No
calle. Un ejemplo, yo iba a la 38 y siempre se veía la misma tipografía,
Portete, y veía una pared bacán y me siempre había detalles en cada letra.
chapeteaba PIPO 12, luego otros Había tipos de letras, había 15 tipos
panas; uno andaba en busca de las de letras A, se podía mezclar sin
paredes más vistosas y principales, ningún problema. La mayor cantidad
la cosa era ganarse las paredes, así de chapeteros, estaban en el colegio
nos borren. Mi grupo venía y rayaba Vicente Rocafuerte y Aguirre Abad.

In this context, the analysis of urban writing offers
various nuances for approaching these calligraphic
manifestations in public space. The aim of cultural studies
is to understand that these are true ways of inhabiting the
city and creating unique relational systems, as they circulate
parallel alphabets and complex systems of communication
that distinguish the writers from the masses. In this way,
the tagging of the first generations of writers is intimately
related to these other forms of calligraphic production.
Nevertheless, the search for originality is a constant factor
as Castillo and Naranjo (2019: 2) point out:
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hacía eso. El resalte es que el que
más lo hacía era el más vacán. Entre
las cosas buenas, estaba la amistad.
Hay gente que está viva.

¿Qué música escuchaban los
¿A qué pandilla pertenecías?
chapeadores y cómo vestían?
Cuando yo me hice New People en el La moda para ese tiempo era la
año 1997–1998, yo todavía era un moda ancha, las leñadoras, las botas
muchacho de colegio, vivía con mi Caterpillar amarillas. Las discotecas
papá en el Guasmo. Los llegué a para ese tiempo eran Forever,
conocer, al Pista 76 y Pluma 73, con Display, La Cocodrilo, El Latin Palace,
versamos, no recuerdo bien cómo El Mundo Frío. El Latin Palace, La
nos hicimos panas, les dije: ‘mira, yo Terraza. Baila que había, siempre
quiero aprender lo de ustedes, quiero había chaperos, o se topaban o se
ser New People', porque ya estaba hacían panas. La edad de los chap
un poco más familiarizado con lo que eros de 14 a 22 años, pertenecían a
era rayar; ya había graffiti, les dije colegios masculinos. Naturalmente
que me dieran chance. Nos reunimos cuando terminábamos en las disco
primero tres personas, luego 10, 15, tecas salíamos a rayar, a la salida
20, hasta que sin exagerar se habrán era a darle todo a la pared, Dos
hecho unas 150 personas o más. Se Pistas y Pley. En ese tiempo lo que
llegó a coger gente que era de Pascu escuchábamos era rap en español.
ales, del Fortín, de la Prosperina, Apareció el reggae panameño, Cu
Bastión, de la Florida, imagínate entos de la Cripta. El house era
todos esos cristianos rayando la infaltable en las discotecas. Había
ciudad. En esa época ya no había unas pequeñas batallas de baile.
donde rayar. En ese tiempo pusieron ¡El fin común para todos era rayar!
recompensa para los que rayaban A veces la noche terminaba en una
las paredes, 1.000 dólares. Hubo pro piedriza.
hibiciones. Una vez en el sur estáb
amos unas 12, 13 personas al día. No
SNOP 10
había hora fija, de día, cuando se
¿A qué pandilla pertenecías?
pegaba la gana. El que rayaba, ray
aba desde el bus que se iba a subir. Si Gobernantes del Norte aparece en el
me iba del sur al centro, ese carro ya año 1997. Anteriormente miembro de
iba rayado. Era el mismo fin: rayar. la Chemise, que inicio en el año 1982,
Rayar, rayar. El tema era el que más incluso mucho antes que Los Contras
rápido lo hacía, el que mejor lo hacía. y la New People. En el año 84, cuando
Lo más arriesgado que hice fue rayar inició la nueva era en medio de la
cerca de la PJ. Una ocasión, si me represión del gobierno de León
metieron en el hogar de tránsito por Febres Cordero. Nos empezamos a
andar rayando las paredes. Me meti unir como medida de autodefensa.
eron tres días con mi familia en Si robaban, mataban el chapeteo,
contra, que me decía que porqué era con sangre en la pared. En 1987 el

Íbamos a las ferreterías y nos llevá
bamos las latas, soplados. Cogimos
esa pequeña joda de llevarnos las
pinturas. Esto era para casos extre
mos que no había.
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What were the objectives
of chapeteo?
In one way or another, territories got
marked and people would get to know
each other on the streets. For example, I would go to the intersection of 38
and Portete, I would find a cool wall
and tag Pipo 12, then others would
come and do the same. One was always on the lookout for the most eyecatching and prominent walls. It was
about claiming those walls, even if our
tags would get erased. My group would come and tag on
one side, if someone would then tag over me, we had to go
find them.
YINSU 96

Can you tell us about your initiation into chapeteo?
I started off in chapeteo simply by reading what was there.
The writings would grasp my attention,
and even if I couldn’t understand them
I wanted to know what they were
about and why they were made. I was
raised in Bastión Popular, a rather
dangerous area according to some.
At the age of 13, I would do my first
doodles with crayons, charcoal, and
markers. In school I would play ball
games but that was not what I was
truly interested in. Some dude from
my neighbourhood, who was already
in fifth grade, was part of Los Contras
96, a gang from around here. They
would set up reuniones (meetings)
and they would try you. Those were
my first experiences. There sure was
theft and that kind of stuff, that didn’t
really go down well with me. Little by
little I would open up more, around
that time my dad − may he rest in
peace − lived in the south, in Guasmo
Central. Back then everyone who
painted was a gang member, there were all kinds of people,
good people, bad people.

How did the chapeteo calligraphy develop?
Around those days there were ‘Los Contras’, ‘New People’,
‘La Marea Negra’, which could be identified by the type of
calligraphy they would use: a spiky, square or round typeface. Others had a more stylised way of writing. You
wouldn’t find the same thing all the
time, there were different details in
each letter. There were types of letters, around 15 different types of the
letter A for example, and you could
mix and match styles easily. Most of
chapeteadores, were in the colleges
called Vicente Rocafuerte and Aguirre Abad. We would go to the hardware stores and steal the cans of
paint. We would go through the hassle

Figure 13. Chapeteo by Yinsu 96. Guayaquil, Ecuador, 2015. Photograph ©Yinsu 96.
Figure 14. Snop 10 performing chapeteo . Guayaquil, Ecuador, 1996. Photograph ©Snop 10.

¿Qué fue lo más
audaz que hiciste?
Nosotros rayamos un avión, letreros,
edificios, los carros de la policía, el
cartel. El alcalde Jaime Nebot me
estuvo buscando como dos años,
estaba harto de mí; yo le había
rayado todo. Había una lista de los
más buscados por rayar y yo estaba
primero. El chapeteo era una forma
de comunicación para que nadie
entienda, íbamos modificando las
letras para evitar su entendimiento.
Si había otro con tu misma chapa
había que eliminarlo.

¿Cómo describirías aquellos
días de chapeteo?
El que rayaba más, tenía más respeto.
El que se metía en la zona de otros a
rayar ganaba respeto. Contras, New
People, del Norte se unieron y
sacaron la GDN, que fue nombrada
también por ser la más peligrosa. En
el 2009 hicimos un pacto de paz. Se
unieron mujeres. Te cuento, la Cris
81, Diva 10, la Girla, la Rose, la Nena.
En el caso de las mujeres, para
FANTASMA 77
entrar se tenían que acostar con los
seis miembros superiores del grupo,
¿Cuéntanos de tu experiencia
con los jefes. La pandilla estaba en la
con el chapeteo?
Ciudadela Modelo, la Muerte era de Yo entré en el 91 a Los Contras,
Simón Bolívar. Yo empecé en las cuando tenía doce años. Mi referente
calles cuando tenía ocho años.
fue el Gota 42 Suburvio, Los Coquis,
ellos empezaron con el chapeteo.
¿Por qué se formaron las
Ellos empezaron a hacer letras que
pandillas en Guayaquil?
bradas. Ellos se hicieron amigos y
La falta de amor, todos tenemos la los llevaron a los esteros. Los pri
misma historia. Si tu madre fue meros manes en hacer letra que
padre y madre. Había divorcios, pad brada. Los Contras 42 empezaron a
rastros, madrastras. Salíamos a la remodelar letras. Los estudiantes
calle a buscar la atención que no que iban siendo expulsados del
teníamos en la casa. En la pandilla Vicente Rocafuerte se extendieron a
teníamos el amor que necesitá lo largo de todo Guayaquil. En el 91
bamos, comida, un hola cómo estás. ya estaba rayado todo Guayaquil.
Si no teníamos, robábamos. Íbamos Actualmente ya no rayo, me apagué
a las ferreterías y pedíamos entre en el 1999 y me volví a prender en el
dos o tres aerosoles, pedíamos los 2010. Activé Contras de la última
sprays y aplicábamos la voladora. La generación en el 2010–2012, osa,
pandilla te ofrecía su resguardo, su metralla. Ellos son la unión de los
apoyo, con la condición de que pert chapeteros vieja guardia, Contras,
enezcas a la organización de ellos. New People y GDN en el año 2011. En
Nos daban armas, nos daban todo. esa cita estuvimos Star 85, Buffon27,
Había escuadrones para armas, Stan 27 y mi persona. Ese día ray
para rayar y para robar.
amos todo el cuartel modelo. Nos
cogieron presos ese mismo día. El

primer graffiti apareció con la nueva
generación. A finales del 80 al 90
había en Guayaquil más de 300
pandillas.

AN IN-DEPTH LOOK INTO THE HISTORY OF CHAPETEO

of simply taking the paint in the extreme event there would
be none of it left.

Which gang did you belong to?
When I became a ‘New People’ member in 1997-1998 I was
still a college kid, I lived with my dad in the sector called
Guasmo. I got to meet Pista 76 and Pluma 73. I don’t remember well how we became friends but we talked and I
told them: ‘I want to learn your thing, I want to be with New
People’. I said to them I was familiar with tagging and that
they should give me a chance. I first met with three of them,
then 10, 15, 20. I don’t mean to exaggerate but at one point
there were around 150 people or more. We gathered people
from Pascuales, del Fortín, de la Prosperina, Bastión, de la
Florida, just imagine all these ‘Christians’ tagging all over
the city. Soon enough, there was no more room left to tag.
By that point, those who were painting risked being fined a
thousand dollars. There were bans on graffiti. Every day in
the south of town there would be
around 12 or 13 people out there
painting. There was no fixed time,
we did it whenever we wanted,
even in broad daylight. The painting would start on the busses we
were riding. If I would take the bus
to the city centre, it would be
tagged all over by the time it got
there. We only cared about one
thing: tagging, tagging, tagging.
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What mattered was whoever did it fastest or best, that was
the coolest person. The riskiest thing I did was painting
near the premises of the judicial police. One time I got detained because they caught me tagging. I was locked up for
three days and my family kept asking why I would do such
a thing; they were against me. Among the good things
were the friendships. Some of those people are still alive.

What kind of music would chapeadores listen to
and what would they wear?
The fashion in those days was flannels, baggy trousers,
and yellow Caterpillar boots. The nightclubs were Forever,
Display, La Cocodrilo, El Latin Palace, El Mundo Frío, El
Latin Palace and La Terraza. In any dance party you would
find chaperos – you either bumped into your mates or made
new friends. The chaperos all went to boys’ schools, their
ages ranged between 14 and 22. Naturally, once we were
done in the night clubs, we would go out to go paint. Every
time, on our way out of Dos Pistas
or Pley, we would go hit the walls.
Around that time we listened to
Spanish rap. Out came the Panamanian reggae by a group called
Cuentos de la Cripta. House music
was a must in the nightclubs. There
were some dancing battles too.
But what we all cared about was
tagging! Sometimes the night
would end up in a fight.

Figure 15. Snop 10 performing chapeteo . Guayaquil, Ecuador, 1996. Photograph ©Snop 10.
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SNOP 10
Which gang did you belong to?
‘Gobernantes del Norte’, which was formed in 1997. Before
that, I was part of ‘Chemise’, which started in 1972, long before Los Contras and New People. In '72, when a new era
began amidst the repressive government of León Febres
Cordero, we started getting together for self-defence. If
someone robbed or killed a chapeteo, his blood would be
used on the wall. In 1987, the first graffiti appeared with the
new generation. By the end of the '80s and beginning of the
‘90s there were more than 300 gangs in Guayaquil.
How would you describe those days of chapeteo?
The one who would tag the most would be the most respected. The one who would sneak into someone else's
zone and paint would earn even more respect. Los Contras
and New People joined forces to push out GDN, which was
notorious for being the most dangerous gang. In 2009 we
made a peace agreement. Women became part of the
gangs: Cris 81, Diva 10, la Girla, la Rose, la Nena. In order
for women to join a gang, they had to sleep with the six
most senior members, the bosses. The gang came from
the Modelo neighbourhood, La Muerte was based in Simón
Bolívar. I first roamed the streets when I was eight years old.

What was the boldest thing you did?
We tagged signage, buildings, police cars, the police station and even an airplane. Mayor Jaime Nebot was looking
for me for around two years, he was sick of me, I had been
tagging everything everywhere. There was a list of the
most wanted persons for tagging and I was first on that list.
Chapeteo was a form of communication intended not to be
understood by anyone. We would keep modifying the letters to make sure they could not be read. If we would find
someone with the same tag we had to eliminate them.
FANTASMA 77
Please tell us about your experience with chapeteo.
I joined Los Contras in 1991 when I was 12, my touchstones
were Gota 42, Suburvio, and Los Coquis, who were just
starting with chapeteo. They were the first to develop the
unique style of writing with jagged lines by the river bank.
Then Gota 42 started redesigning those letters. Students
that were being expelled from Vicente Rocafuerte spread
all over Guayaquil. By 1991, the city was fully covered with
tags. Nowadays I don’t tag anymore, I stopped in 1999
though briefly returned to the practice in 2010–2012 when I
activated the last Contras generation − we were the bomb!
In 2011 some old guard chapeteros from the Contras, New
People, and GDN – Star 85, Buffon 27, Stan 27, and myself −

¿Cuéntanos de tu experiencia
con el chapeteo?
Empecé en el 2001, cuando tenía
doce años hice letras pandilleras
junto a los Rebel People de Durán.
Me salí porque había mucha droga,
robo y así. La iniciación incluía reali
zar pequeños robos. Cuando ya volví
a Guayaquil a vivir en la zona centro
sur por el Estadio Capwell, empecé a
ver letras pandilleras de forma más
frecuente. Miraba rayas de los GDN,
los NPE, pero me llamó más la aten
ción de los GDN por los espacios que
utilizaban. Pertenezco a la cuarta
generación de chapeadores que mu
taron al graffiti. Las zonas en las que
yo rayaba eran de la calle Portete,
Centro, 25 de Julio. Una de las anéc
dotas más grandes de mi vida es
cuando nos metimos a rayar al aero
puerto, nos persiguieron junto a
Bufon 27 y Made. Me alcanzaron los
policías y me robaron todo lo que
tenía, con el aerosol me rociaron y
tomaron fotos. Estuve encarcelado
en el CDP. Salí y busqué a los policías
que me hicieron esto. Les había
puesto dos denuncias. Luego de en
contrarlo, le pedí que me devuelva
mis cosas y que me apoyara a hacer
un graffiti. Desde ese entonces me
ayudó.

CAOS30

primer día de reunión Las Letras
Pandilleras salen del suburbio, Los
Contras le pusieron más piquete. Te
diré que también chapeteaba Papi 77,
el Papi de las Nenas, pero solo de
las buenas; comandando la calle.
Cuando nos volvemos a encontrar,
escuchamos música house boricua,
techno industrial para recordar.

CONCLUSIONES
1. El chapeo, llamado también
chapeteo por la gente común, como
le llaman sus protagonistas a los que
son ajenos, es un estilo caligráfico
único de la ciudad de Guayaquil. El
desarrolló de este tipo de escritura
se volvió popular entre los jóvenes a
fines de los años 1980 y a principios
de la década de los 90. Funcionaba
como una especie de ritual de calle
basado en dejar marcas y señales
por toda la ciudad y consistía en la
creación de alfabetos que exploraban
la forma de cada letra, llegando a
tener hasta más de 12 tipologías por
vocal o consonante. La morfología
de cada letra responde a la ubicación
geográfica de sus creadores. Redonda,
cuadrada o en punta son las formas
distintivas, según el barrio y la zona
del chapeador. Este punto es import
ante ya que estamos frente a la con
strucción de un alfabeto paralelo al
establecido, con el interés de generar
procesos de alfabetización a los que
solo los miembros de la pandilla pudi
eran tener acceso. Es decir, nos en
contramos frente a una forma de
comunicación endémica, creada
específicamente por y para estas
agrupaciones. Mensajes crípticos
dejados por toda la geografía de la
ciudad, que casi siempre consistían
en el nombre de la pandilla junto a la
numeración de célula o grupo derivado.
Así, de las más representativas puede
destacarse la pandilla Contras 666.
2. En su origen, el chapeo se ori
enta a un marcaje colectivo, es decir
prima dejar el nombre de la agrupa
ción o pandilla por ejemplo ‘Contras’,
‘New People’ o ‘Marea negra’. Las
pandillas de Chapeo estaban form
adas por múltiples presencias anó

Why were gangs in Guayaquil formed?
A lack of love, we all have the same story. Moms acting as
both mom and dad. Divorce, stepfathers, stepmothers. We
would go out on the streets searching for the attention we
couldn’t find at home. In the gang we would find all the love
we needed, food, someone saying ‘hello, how are you?’. If

we didn’t have what we needed, we would go out to steal.
We would go to the hardware stores, ask for two or three
spray cans and then hit the streets. The gang would offer
you protection and support just for staying loyal to their organisation. They would give us weapons, everything. There
were squads for weapons, for tagging, and for stealing.
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nimas las cuales todas adoptaban el
nombre del grupo. Es significativo
anotar esta connotación colectiva y
de tipo comunitario del chapeo vs.
tradicional hacerse ver en singular;
herencia de la multiculturalidad
neoyorquina (Castleman, 1995 [2012]).
Basándonos en esto, no considero
que la práctica del chapeo, en esta
fase al ejercicio pueda ser equivalente
al tagging, ya que siempre estará
presente la alusión al colectivo; en
tanto que el tag es personal.
En un segundo momento del chapeo,
la chapa de cada integrante, se empezó
a rayar junto al número de transporte
público de la línea que usaban para
trasladarse a sus hoga res, pero
siempre rayando el nombre de la
pandilla a la que pertenecían. Para
este fin desarrollaron abreviaturas y
ejercicios de síntesis de los nombres
de los grupos. Por ejemplo, los New
People redujeron su nombre a una
sigla para inscribirse por el chapeador
detrás de su chapa: Pipo 12 NP. Esto
implica todo un estudio de formas,
para la realización de abreviaturas;
que visualmente pasan a formar una
especie de fórmulas de compleja
lectura en los muros.
3. Otro rasgo característico de
quienes se dedicaron al chapeo fue
el actuar en grupo. Es decir, reconocen
como una costumbre caminar juntos
entre más de 5, 10 o 15 personas, cha
peando por la ciudad. En sus relatos
mencionan que esto se realizaba
incluso a plena luz del día, al contrario
de la discreción de sus pares en otras
latitudes en cuanto a firmar (De Diego,
2000) (Figueroa, 2014) (Castleman,
1995 [2012]). Este modus operandi
configura una metodología de los
chapeadores que incluía la asignación

a dos miembros de la pandilla para
que hicieran la suerte de campanas
en los laterales de los muros, con la
finalidad de advertir de la presencia
policial o de la reacción de vecinos
contrarios a estas prácticas en los
barrios. Estaba también el que can
taba los nombres, un vocero cuya
misión era la de mencionar a quienes
se plasmaría en la línea . Finalmente,
estaban los dedicados a escribir la
compleja caligrafía en las paredes,
quienes eran conocedores del alfa
beto y sus formas en profundidad en
relación a tres aspectos: el estilo
caligráfico de la pandilla, la marca
ción de acuerdo con el barrio y la
numeración de la célula en específico.
En este sentido, podemos mencionar
que el chapeo además de considerarlo
como un género, tuvo también una
metodología colectiva particular.
4. El chapeo constituye una forma
gráfica que retrató y retrata la forma
de habitar la ciudad de al menos tres
generaciones completas de jóvenes
(décadas 80, 90, 2000), que resistieron
desde el pandillaje la transición a la
llegada de clanes y naciones (Latin
Kings y Ñetas). Estas asociaciones
de mayor rango y jerarquía, en gran
medida, desarticularon las pandillas
nativas en la urbe; polarizando en
dos bandos a los iniciales grupos
juveniles. Los clanes y naciones se
tradujeron en asociaciones más org
anizadas y con formas operativas
más complejas y sectarias. En pala
bras de la activista Nelsa Curbelo
(2004: 5):

Could you tell us about your experience
with chapeteo?
I started gang writing with the ‘Rebel People’ from Durán in
2001 when I was 12. I dropped out of that group because
there were too many drugs, stealing and stuff like that. The
initiation rituals included doing small robberies. When I got
back to Guayaquil to live in the southern central zone by
Capwell Stadium, I would find more and more gang writing.
I would look at the writing of GDN and NPE. I was most interested in the tags by GDN because of their use of space. I
belong to the fourth generation of chapeadores that moved
over to graffiti. I used to paint in the areas around Portete,
Centro, and 25 de Julio streets. One of the most meaningful
anecdotes of my life was when Bufon 27, Made, and I
sneaked into the airport to paint, and we got chased by the
police. They caught me and stole everything I had. They
spray painted me with my own cans and took a bunch of
photos. I was put in pretrial detention. When I got out I
searched for the cops who did this to me. I filed two complaints against them. When I finally found one of them I
asked him to give me back my stuff and to help me do graffiti. Ever since he has been helping me.

Conclusions
1. Chapeo, also known by the common people and
the protagonists of this practice as chapeteo, is a calligraphy
style unique to the city of Guayaquil. The development of
this type of writing became popular among youths in the
late 1980s, early ‘90s. It functioned as a sort of street ritual
based on leaving traces and marks all over the city, and
consisted of the creation of alphabets that explored the
forms of each letter, with up to 12 different typologies for
each vowel or consonant. The outline of each letter depended
on the geographic location of its creator. Round, square,
or spiky were the distinctive basic shapes depending on
the neighbourhoods and zones of the chapeador. This is
of major importance as we deal with the construction of
alphabets parallel to established ones. The express purpose
was to create a complex process of literacy only gang
members would have access to. It concerns an endemic
form of communication created specifically by and for
street gangs. Cryptic messages comprised mainly the
names of gangs coupled with a number representing
specific cells or derivative groups. The most represented
gang was Contras 666.
2. At the outset, chapeo was oriented towards tagging
on behalf of the collective, i.e. tagging the name of the
group or gang, for example ‘Contras’, ‘New People’, or
‘Marea Negra’. Chapeo gangs were formed by multiple
anonymous presences that all adopted the group's name.
It is significant to highlight the connotation of collectivity
of chapeo in comparison to the more traditional, individual
ways of making oneself notorious with a spray can, which
stems from the New York City graffiti practice (Castleman,

Son grupos juveniles más exten
sos y organizados que obedecen
a una cadena de mando según la
antigüedad y méritos obtenidos.

got back together. That day we tagged the police barracks
of Modelo all over and got arrested for it. Right on the first
grand reunion Las Letras Pandilleras got out of the suburbs while the Contras also spiced things up. Papi 77 was
there too, the ‘Good Girl's Daddy’ owning the streets. Every
time we get together we listen to boricua house music, industrial techno to refresh our memories.
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Besides being a genre of graffiti, chapeo thus also comes
with a particular collective methodology in terms of execution.
4. Chapeo constitutes a graphic form that continues
to shed light on the ways in which at least three generations
of youngsters (from the ‘80s, ‘90s, and 2000s) inhabited the
city – youngsters who, through gang conformation, tried
to resist the transition to clans and ‘nations’ such Latin
Kings and Ñetas. These higher-ranking associations
managed to disassemble the native gangs of the city,
polarising the initial youth groups into two camps. Clans
and nations are associations with more complex and
sectarian organisational and operational forms. In the
words of activist Nelsa Curbelo (2004: 5):
They are larger and more organised youth groups
that obey a chain of command based on seniority
and merit. They have a minimum of one hundred
members and are divided into cells according to the
laws of the streets. They hold a pyramidal, hierarchical
structure very similar to that of the military.
In the midst of the establishment of these new street
customs, chapeo was substituted by the demand for more
elaborate graphics such as graffiti. For their part, both Latin
Kings and Ñetas were looking for more legible forms and
a symbolic presence which the complex chapeo could not
provide. More accessible letters, symbols, and graphics
were needed to announce to Guayaquil that these new
nations were here to stay. Along with this need for visibility,
stones were exchanged for weapons and dance wars were
replaced by turf wars in the fight over domination of the
territory. While aggression and quarrels were already a

En medio de la instauración de
estas nuevas costumbres callejeras,
el chapeo se vio sustituido por la
exigencia de una gráfica más comp
leja y de mayor elaboración como el
graffiti. Por su parte, tanto los Latin
Kings como los Ñetas buscaban
formas más legibles y una presencia
simbólica, que el complejo chapeo
no les podía brindar. Letras, carac
teres y grafos más accesibles eran
necesarios para dar a conocer a un
Guayaquil a donde las naciones habí
an llegado para quedarse. Y junto a
esta necesidad de visibilización, se
cambiaron las piedras por las armas
y las guerras de baile (break y house)
por guerras campales por la domina
ción del territorio. Si bien este compo
nente de agresiones y riñas no estuvo
alejado de las pandillas, con el adveni
miento de las naciones y clanes se
agudizó. Se puede decir que la vio
lencia extrema, atribuida a este
fenómeno urbano local, se activó de
forma más extrema con la posterior
llegada de estas asociaciones, princi
palmente de España, Italia y Estados
Unidos. En su mayoría procedentes
de segundas o terceras generaciones
de migrantes ecuatorianos retornados
de esos destinos. En términos crono
lógicos la decadencia del chapeo se
centró a finales de los noventa y
principios del 2000, gracias a estos
cambios en el tipo de presencias
asociativas en la ciudad.
5. Otra de las causas de la casi
total extinción del chapeo radicó en

Cuentan con un mínimo de 100
integrantes y se dividen en células
según la ley de las calles. Tienen
una organización piramidal, jerár
quica muy semejante a lo militar.

el control policial. La serie de regula
ciones y prohibiciones de tipo muni
cipal que llegaron incluso a imponer
altas multas, frenó a los ya no tan
jóvenes miembros de las pandillas,
que en varios casos pasaron a formar
parte de las naciones. Aunque muchos
no estuvieron de acuerdo en este
tránsito, por la violencia e incluso la
muerte de muchos, estar lejos de las
pandillas de base significaba camin
ar solos. Amenazados ya no solo por
las nuevas asociaciones, el endureci
miento de la criminalización y los
problemas familiares que causaba
seguir en el chapeo, la presión policial
y legislativa lo hacía insostenible.
Desde la municipalidad se implementó
la creación de un plan de seguridad
ciudadana denominado Más Seguri
dad, que contó con el aval incluso de
la ciudadanía, y pretendió regular
toda acción que pudiera generar caos
y violencia entre los habitantes, much
os de los cuales apoyaron la iniciativa
(Allan, 2010).
6. Hoy en día han pasado, aproxi
madamente, más de tres décadas
desde los testimonios sobre los
primeros vestigios del chapeo. En
sus últimos años, algunos de sus
miembros se dedicaron a la configu
ración de crews. Entre los que cambi
aron el chapeo por el graffiti e incluso
el arte urbano están Pipo 12, Climax
106, Yimbo, Yinsu 96, Smock 96, Plomo
76, Pley, entre otros. Las reuniones
hoy en día son incluso de carácter
familiar y queda la nostalgia de aqu
ellos días de pandillerismo y juventud.
En el caso de la New People, esta
agrupación se ha convertido en una
asociación civil que mantiene un
activo trabajo, incluso con la institución
municipal. La New People ha partici

1995 [2012]). Based on this, I would not consider that the
practice of chapeo, especially in its first phase, could be
equated to tagging, as there was a sense of the collective
present at all time, while the act of tagging is personal. As
things progressed in the second phase of chapeo, the
number of the bus line every individual gang member would
use to go home was added to the chapa (tag). Subsequently,
writers would also include their own nicknames and develop
abbreviations and synthesising strategies for the names
of their groups. For example, a member of New People
would write: ‘Pipo12 NP’. Fully understanding these
abbreviations – which at times seemed to morph into
complex formulae − demands careful study.
3. Another distinguishing feature of those dedicated
to chapeo was that of truly acting as a group. It is part of
gang practice to walk in groups of at least five, ten, or 15
people tagging across the city. The interviewees mention
that they would roam the streets together even in broad
daylight, in contrast to their much more discreet peers in
other parts of the world (Castleman, 1995 [2012]; De Diego,
2000; Figueroa, 2014). This modus operandi, however, did
entail assigning two members of the gang to act as
camapanas (bells) at both ends of a street to warn in case
of approaching police or residents. In addition, there would
be someone acting as ‘speaker’, calling out loud the names
that would get inscribed in the collective tagline. Finally,
there were obviously those dedicated to actually performing
the complex calligraphy on the walls. These writers had
in-depth knowledge of the alphabet in its various forms
and were savvy with regard to three aspects: the calligraphic
style of the gang, the mark making in relation to the
neighbourhood, and the numbering of the specific cells.
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The analysis of the peculiarities of chapeo highlighted
in this paper has contributed to understanding this major
form of cultural expression typical of youth associations
in Guayaquil. It is a style whose historical value transcends
the spaces occupied by morality and decency. The once
omnipresent phenomenon of chapeo articulates memories
and has constituted an archive of images and stories from
the underground, an archive of those who made out of the
streets a battleground and a blank page to write their
alphabets. Chapeo will always be more than mere gang
writing, it is the graphic testimony of an historical epoch
of the city of Guayaquil.

pado directamente en festivales y
proyectos orientados al ornato y al
turismo de la ciudad de Guayaquil.
Sin embargo y pese a este epílogo
asociado a la normalización y entrada
a la adultez de sus protagonistas
originales, siempre queda la posibili
dad de salir a chapear con la
complicidad de los panas en medio
de la nostalgia y la remembranza de
aquellos días.
El análisis de las singularidades
d e l c h a p e o r e s a l ta d a s e n e s te
documento ha contribuido a la com
prensión de esta gran forma de
expresión cultural propia de asocia
ciones juveniles de la ciudad de
Guayaquil. Es un estilo cuyo valor
histórico atraviesa espacios ajenos
a la moral y las buenas costumbres.
Presencias como el chapeo articulan
una memoria y archivo clandestino
de quienes hicieron las calles de la
ciudad, más que un campo de batalla,
una hoja en blanco en la cual plasmar
su abecedario. El chapeo será siempre,
más allá de su denominación común
como letra pandillera; el testimonio
gráfico de una época histórica de la
ciudad de Guayaquil.

part of life in the gangs, this was exacerbated by the advent
of the nations and clans. Excessive violence attributed to
this urban phenomenon took on even more extreme forms
with the arrival of second or third generation Ecuadorian
migrants who had returned from countries like Spain, Italy,
and the United States. In chronological terms, the decay
of chapeo began in the late ‘90s and early 2000s as a result
of these new associative presences in the city.
5. Another reason for the almost total extinction of
chapeo was police control and a series of municipal
regulations and prohibitions, which went so far as to impose
heavy fines. These restraints affected the no longer young
gang members who in many cases chose to become part
of the nations. Even if many of them did not agree with this
transition because of the violence and great number of
deaths, stepping away from the gangs altogether would
have meant having to walk alone. Threatened by the new
associations, a clamp down on crime by the police and the
law as well as terrible family situations, chapeadores faced
an untenable situation. The local government implemented
a security plan called ‘Más Seguridad’ (more security),
which was intended to regulate any type of activity that
could generate chaos or violence between citizens, many
of whom supported the initiative (Allan, 2010).
6. Today, at least three decades have passed since
the first testimonies of the first chapeo remnants. In recent
years, some gang members have founded graffiti crews.
Among those who have switched from chapeo to graffiti
or even street art, are Pipo 12, Climax 106, Yimbo, Yinsu
96, Smock 96, Plomo 76, and Pley. Gatherings of these
crews are more like family reunions and nostalgia for the
youthful days of gangsterism remains. New People even
evolved into a registered civil society organisation that
cooperates with municipal institutions, participating directly
in festivals and projects oriented towards ornamentation
and tourism in Guayaquil. Despite this epilogue, that has
brought normalisation and adulthood to the protagonist
writers of a time gone by, there is always the possibility of
going out to chapear with friends fueled by the remembrance
of the glory days.
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1

Anecdote from the streets of
Panamá & Junín in the
downtown area of Guayaquil
in December 2018. Fantasma77
is an old guard (second
generation) chapeador part
of the Los Contras gang. In
the streets it is well known
he is a pioneer of this type
of territorial mark making.
After this first encounter
we were able to chat with
him.

preferred to remain silent
about this activity while
the most unfortunate lost
their lives during the peak
of gang wars in Guayaquil.
While in the case of Mexico
it turned out to be vital
to dismantle the conditions
of production of ganchos in
order to understand the need
of an individual identity
in the development of a
collective graph.

2

A phrase from one of many
conversations held with
Plomo76, a leading character
of the Guayaquil graffiti
movement. Plomo is a writer,
tagger, and urban artist
with whom I have been in
touch since 2012. He is part
of the third generation of
chapeadores and a key
informer of this research
and writing.

3

I would like to thank Nelly
César Marín for the
translation of this article
from Spanish to English and
Damian Rosero for adapting
the original Spanish text on
the basis of the editing of
the English by the journal's
editorial team.

4

In terms of methodology,
this paper is based on three
constitutive elements:

2) My fieldwork
investigation allowed me to
be present in all sorts of
graffiti battles, collective
painting, festivals, and
encounters where many
writers gather. On these
occasions I had the
opportunity of holding
conversations with Caos,
Made, Toga, Joe, Yimbo,
Buffon, Nkay, Flama, Yimbo,
Climax, and other members of
the local crews who in some
cases had nothing to do with
chapeteo but pinpointed key
actors, while others were
somehow connected to the
practice. This proximity
to the graffiti movement
allowed me to have a less
skewed or moralist position
towards chapeteo , a style
I embrace despite all of its
negative implications which
are merely outcomes of the
system we inhabit.
Additionally, my work as a
researcher has brought forth
connections especially in
Mexico, a scene I feel very
familiarised with, hence my
closeness to LR from the
Z collective in Monterrey.
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1) The process of inquiry in
primary sources through
direct interviews with six
urban writers, initiated in
the tradition of chapeteo
plus a ganchero from
Monterrey, Mexico. This is
done with the purpose of
establishing similarities,
differences, and
intersections in these
different practices of urban
calligraphy. In writing this
paper I will use chapeo and
chapeteo interchangeably.
Chapeo is the internal gang
designation around this
practice, while chapeteo is
the common form that refers
to this phenomenon from a
collective standpoint. In
this context, the
participation of
interviewees like Plomo 76,
Yinsu 96, Pipo 12, Snop 10,
Fantasma 77, and Caos 30 has
been key. Their ages range
between 28 and 39 and all of
them currently live in
Guayaquil. They still
occasionally keep up with
the practice. In regard to
the Mexican contributor
identified as LP from the Z
collective in Monterrey, he
is 40 years old and in ways
similar to that of his
counterparts in Ecuador, he
still goes out to produce
his ganchos every now and
then. The contributions of
the interviewees are crucial
for this research as they
represent multiple
generations that have
witnessed foundational
actions of this genre. Their
involvement with this
practice began at an early
age when they were around
8–13. It must be mentioned
that other informers of past
generations migrated to
different places such as
Spain, Italy, or the U.S. in
search of better days.
Others left the streets and

3) Use of secondary sources,
i.e. bibliographical
material about signature
graffiti as a parallel
conceptual reference
(Castleman, 1995 [2012]; De
Diego, 2000; Figueroa, 2014
& 2017; Gálvez & Figueroa,
2014) that allow to identify
in chapeo a genuine exercise
native to the city of
Guayaquil. In addition
to these sources, I have
turned to the work of
Latin American authors
specialising in subjects
like pichação, such as
Dr. Marco Tulio Pedraza:
researcher at the National
School of Anthropology
and History in Mexico City.
5

In the summer of the 1980
The Times Square Show was
a group exhibition on the
initiative of artists’
collaborative COLAB
(Collaborative Projects
Inc.). It saw more than 100
young artists hard at work
experimenting and opposing
the art establishment in
punk-like rebellion. Open
24 hours a day, the show
took place in a vacant
six-storey massage parlour
at Times Square, New York.

6

‘Unfortunately pichação is
a step towards criminality,
you start stealing,
practicing a 12 [a graffiti
style], become a danger to
society.’ From MC Papo's
2007 song ‘Eu Pixava Sim’:
https://www.youtube.com/
watch?v=MJi4TCMxOMY.

Anécdota ocurrida en la
ciudad de Guayaquil
(Ecuador) en diciembre del
2018, en las calles Panamá
y Junín de la Zona Centro.
Fantasma 77 es un
chapeador de la vieja
guardia perteneciente a la
pandilla de Los Contras.
En las calles incluso se
rumorea que es uno de los
pioneros en el marcaje
territorial con este
estilo, perteneciente a la
segunda generación. A raíz
de este primer encuentro
pudimos conversar con él,
testimonio que veremos
más adelante.

Esta es una de las frases
dichas en alguna de las
varias conversaciones
mantenidas con Plomo 76,
protagonista del
movimiento graffitero
guayaquileño. Writter ,
tagger y artista urbano
con el que he tenido
comunicación desde el
año 2012, hasta la fecha.
Plomo es también
representante de la
tercera generación de
chapeadores e informante
del presente ejercicio de
investigación y escritura.
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1) El proceso de indagación
en fuentes primarias que
llevó a entrevistar, a
seis escritores urbanos
iniciados en la tradición
del chapeteo y un ganchero
originario de Monterrey
con el fin de establecer
semejanzas, diferencias e
intersecciones entre estas
caligrafías callejeras.
Para la redacción de este
trabajo la terminología
empleada será chapeo y
chapeteo indistintamente.
El chapeo es la nominación
interna de las pandillas
en torno a esta práctica,
y el chapeteo es la forma
común en la que se refiere
a este fenómeno la
colectividad. En este
contexto ha sido pieza
fundamental la
participación como
informantes de Plomo 76,
Yinsu 96 y Pipo 12, Snop
10, Fantasma 77 y Caos 30,
cuyas edades oscilan entre
los 28 y 39 años de edad.
Todos viven actualmente

Debe anotarse que para la
elaboración de este paper ,
existen tres elementos
constitutivos en términos
metodológicos:

Castleman, C. (2012) Getting
up Hacerse ver el graffiti
metropolitano en Nueva York .
Capitán Swing Libros, España.

en la ciudad de Guayaquil
y mantienen de forma
esporádica esta práctica.
En cuanto al compañero
mexicano LP de los Z de
Monterrey tiene 40 años
actualmente y al igual
que sus pares en Ecuador
realiza ganchos una que
otra vez. Su aporte ha
sido crucial, ya que son
representantes de varias
generaciones que fueron
testigos de las acciones
fundacionales de este
género. Su involucramiento
se produce desde muy
tempranas edades, que se
ubican entre los 8 y 13
años. Se debe indicar que
otros informantes de
generaciones posteriores
han migrado fuera del
país, a diversos destinos
como España, Italia o
Estados Unidos, en busca
de mejores días. Otros
han dejado las calles,
prefieren guardar silencio
respecto a esta actividad
o perdieron la vida
durante los años de
apogeo del pandillaje
en Guayaquil. En lo que
respecta a México ha sido
vital desentrañar las

De Diego, J.(2000) Graffiti ,
la palabra y la imagen ,
Los libros de la frontera,
Barcelona.

Curbelo, N. (2004) ‘Las
Expresiones Culturales
Como Agentes De Cambio en
grupos Juveniles Violentos’.
[En línea] Consultado el 20
de enero de 2021. https://
studylib.es/doc/5631122/
las-expresiones-culturalescomo-agentes-de-cambio.

2) La investigación de
campo misma, que me ha
permitido estar en
diversas batallas de
graffiti, pintas
colectivas, festivales
y encuentros, en donde
varios de estos escritores
se dan cita. En estos
espacios he tenido la
oportunidad de conversar
con Caos, Made, Toga, Joe,
Yimbo, Buffon, Nkay,
Flama, Yimbo, o Climax,
entre otros miembros de
las crews locales que en
algunos casos no tenían
relación directa con el
chapeteo, cuyos relatos
me llevaron a identificar
a actores claves, y en
otros casos si tenían
nexos directos con esta
práctica. Esta cercanía
con el movimiento
graffitero me ha permitido
tener una visión menos
sesgada y moralista
respecto al chapeteo,
estilo que abrazo pese

condiciones de producción
de los ganchos, para
comprender esta necesidad
de identidad propia al
momento de desarrollar una
gráfica colectiva.

Pedroza Amarillas, M. T.
(2018) ‘Cultura graffitera
brasileña’. Revista Digital
Universitaria (RDU). 19(2): 19.

Rivera Lucin, B. (2016)
Seguridad Ciudadana e
Iniciativas Culturales
En Guayaquil , En El Período
2000-2014 . Quito: Universidad
del Postgrado del Estado.

3) La información de
fuentes secundarias, es
decir bibliografía
especializada en graffiti
de firma como referente
conceptual paralelo
(Castleman, 2012;
Figueroa, 2014, 2017;
Gálvez y Figueroa, 2014;
De Diego, 2000), cuyas
características permiten
identificar en el chapeo
un ejercicio genuino,
originario de la ciudad
de Guayaquil, con
características propias.
Adicionalmente se ha
identificado autores
latinoamericanos
especializados en temas
como la pichação nos
referimos al Dr. Marco
Tulio Pedraza docente
investigador de la
Escuela Nacional de
Antropología e Historia

a toda su carga negativa,
fruto del mismo sistema
en el que habitamos.
Adicionalmente mi labor
como investigadora ha
tendido lazos sobre todo
en México, con cuya escena
me encuentro familiarizada,
de ahí la cercanía con LR
de los Z de Monterrey.

Perez, P. (2013) ‘Gancheros
somos en el apañe andamos’.
[En línea] Consultado el 20
de enero de 2021. http://www.
sexenio.com.mx/nuevoleon/
articulo.php?id=21124.

En el Verano de 1980 el
Time Square Show era una
exhibición de grupo de
la iniciativa del grupo
de artistas COLAB
(Collaborative Projects
Inc.). Tuvo más de 100
artistas jóvenes trabajando
duro en la experimentación
y en oposición del
‘art establishment’
(la institución arte)
en una rebelión de estilo
punk. El espectáculo,
abierto las 24 horas del
día, tuvo lugar en una
sala de masajes vacía
de seis plantas en
Times Square, Nueva York.
De la canción de MC Papo's
2007 ‘Eu Pixava Sim’:
https://www.youtube.com/
watch?v=MJi4TCMxOMY.

4

5

de ciudad de México.

Serrano, F. G (2013)
‘Geografía de la exclusión y
negación ciudadana: el pueblo
afrodescendiente de la ciudad
de Guayaquil, Ecuador’ in:
Grimson, A. & Bidaseca, K.
(ed.) (2013) Hegemonía
cultural y políticas de la
diferencia . Buenos Aires:
Clacso: 201–222.

Figueroa, F.(2014)
El graffiti de firma ,
Colección Textos, Madrid.

Cantillo, V. & Naranjo, F.
(2019). ‘El pixação como
medio de reapropiación
del espacio en un sistema
complejo’. XIII Jornadas
de Sociología. Facultad de
Ciencias Sociales, Universidad
de Buenos Aires, Buenos Aires.
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The Forest
on the Walls:
While in Brazil the COVID-19 public health emergency
highlights the violent dismantling of human rights,
the destruction of the environment, and the ongoing
attack against Indigenous cultures in the Amazon,
numerous critical actions are raising from the
Indigenous art world in Latin America. Through the
examination of a series of urban and visual works
by Indigenous local artists, mainly in Brazil, this article
reconsiders homogenising visions of urban cultural
manifestations around the world, and aims to contribute
to literature on graffiti and street art from the South.

Notes on Indigenous
Street Art
Laura Burocco
CHR – University of the Western Cape
Bellville, South Africa

INTRODUCTION
As gentrification can be considered as a new form
of urban colonialism (Burocco, 2018; Smith, 1996; Wharton,
2008) and most of the existing literature on the topic is
resulting from an Anglo-centric observation of cities located
in the North – mainly New York, London, and more recently
Berlin − a similar phenomenon can be observed with street
art. Asking ourselves how to decolonise a topic like gentrifi
cation that has its origins in the urban environment in the
post-industrial world, we can ask the question about which
original knowledge we can refer to. The present article
raises this same question with reference to Indigenous
knowledge, art, and street art. How can we free Latin
American street art from the weight of European and North

American references and, in doing so, attempt to decolonise
street art? This article is an iconographic journey along
various works of graffiti in different cities in Latin America,
most of them by Indigenous artists, a significant number
of whom are female. The iconographic research is based
on analyses of the 2020 Asamblea Mundial por la Amazonía
(World Assembly for the Amazon), several online discussions
and presentations on creativity and arts, the series of en
counters #SPTerraindigena, the urban art festival CURA–
Circuito Urbano, the exhibitions Vozes Contra o Racismo
and ReAntropofagia , the interventions of the São Paulo
collective LabLUXZ_. Desktop research into these events
was followed by personal correspondences with artists
and curators. All translations are mine.
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ISSUES ON REFERENCES
Without underestimating the practice of graffiti in
the southern hemisphere, São Paulo has been recognised
as the capital of graffiti in Latin America and graffiti artists
from São Paulo developed their own writing style popularly
known as pichação1 . However, street art and graffiti studies
continue to mainly refer to cities and graffiti artists in the
North, providing a limited framework for the topic. Yet
Latin America has had a strong historical influence on the
development of what has become street art. One significant
and historical street art movement in Latin America was
the Movimiento Muralista Mexicano. Founded by Diego
Rivera, Clemente Orozco, and David Siqueiros, it began
making street art for the public after the Mexican Revolution
of 1910. The movement had a strong political commitment,
valorising Indigenous culture and returning power to re
pressed sectors of society.
Similarly, in Brazil, graffiti became a form of political
dissidence during the 20 years of censorship and cultural
isolation imposed by the military dictatorship (1964–1985).
As Holly Eva Ryan remarks referring to the work of the
graffiti collective Grupo Tupinãodá, ‘even if the onlookers
did not understand these gestures to other worlds, the
presence of unsanctioned inscriptions across the city
signaled a breach of the regime's machinery and capacity
for total control’ (Ryan, 2017: 47). As a result of the fragile
recognition of the the history of Latin American arte callejero,
it is not surprising that the Paraguayan graffiti artist MOZ
declares in an interview that ‘whereas in Brazil street art
existed already around 40 years ago, it didn't land in
Paraguay until more than 20 years later. Still in the 1980s,
the only people who even knew such a thing existed, were
those who had lived or traveled in the US or Europe, and
had seen a part of this underground culture’ (Korhonen,
2016).

Figure 1. Taxonomy of online racism
(Tynes, Lozada, Smith, & Stewart,
2019: 200).
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The internet also contributes to exacerbating this
erosion of memory, as it plays a central role in the
transmission of popular culture and, in turn influences the
production of images and their repetition. Since the internet
is dominated by Western countries, especially North
American ones, the result in terms of graffiti culture is the
distorted view that ‘graffiti is by definition northern American’,
and that there is a certain homogeneity in the techniques
and stylistic choices featured. Apart from this, the prevalence
of images originating from the Western hemisphere
expresses an explicit racism covering the Other's productions.
This is part of a long history and is mirrored by the unequal
power relations between cultural and artistic productions
in the North and South. In the power game that characterises
cultural production and circulation, the internet is not neutral.
On the contrary, it is a key element of control. The Cape
Town-based collective Chimurenga has experimente d
directly with this control. Noting the lack of content related
to the African continent on Wikipedia, the collective tried
to remedy this by uploading Africa-related content to the
world's most visited online encyclopedia. According to the
collective, their attempts to ‘Africanise Wikipedia’ were
frustrated by the fact that ‘many of those new articles have
been rejected, some because their relevance was not
proved, others because the style or tone of those entries
was too personal or not deemed appropriate to the world's
most ‘open’ internet platform’ (Dyangani Ose, 2012: 117,
mentioned in Rezaire, 2014: 188). Both content and images
are thus submitted to similar parameters framed on a
Western aesthetic and gaze.
According to Tynes, Lozada, Smith, and Stewart
(2019: 196) online racism may be technologically mediated,
i.e. ‘built and expressed in the online infrastructure or back
end (e.g. algorithms), or through the interface (e.g. symbol,
image, voice, text, and graphic representations)’.

ONLINE RACISM

ONLINE RACIAL DISCRIMINATION
(MICROASSAULTS)

ONLINE RACIAL
MICROAGRESSIONS

ONLINE HATE
CRIMES

ENVIRONMENT
TECHNICAL STRUCTURE AND INTERFACE
Algorithms, filters, bots, AI, robots, design of interface
(e.g. algorithmic oppression, racist robots)

Miseducation
(often unintentional)
Educational apps,
games, wikis, blogs,
online courses, news;
hegemonic curriculum,
violence, omission
of POC, minimizing
contributions, lack of
attention to culture

Micro-invalidation
(often unintentional)
Text, video, images,
symbols; alien in own
land, colorblindness,
myth of meritocracy,
denial of individual
racism, claims of
"reverse discrimination"

Microinsult
(often unintentional)
Text, video, images,
symbols; ascription
of intelligence,
second class citizen,
pathologizing cultural
values, assumption
of criminal status

Misinformation/
disinformation
(often intentional
deliberately
misleading)
Websites, individual
articles, text, images;
propaganda, fake news,
cloaked hate sites,
Holocaust denial

Individual
(intentional)
Text, video, images,
symbols; verbal
or visual assaults
personally directed
at an individual on
the basis of race,
exclusion from
sites or convention,
cyberbullyng

Vicarious
(intentional)

Abuse
(intentional)

Text, video, images,
symbols; verbal
or visual assaults
including jokes on
a person's ethnic
group that are
witnessed, sale of
racist books, music

Criminal,
cyber harassment,
cyber mob threats

Privacy violations
Hacking, ID theft,
nude photos,
publishing personal info
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The authors systematise three types of racism pre
valent on the internet: online racial microaggressions (e.g.
miseducation, microinvalidations, microinsults, mis
information or disinformation); online racial discrimination
(e.g. individual and vicarious); and online hate crimes (e.g.
abuse and privacy violations).
We can position the racism determined by the under
representation of Indigenous and black artists as part of
online racial microaggressions. Despite the various exam
ples of microinvalidation denounced by most of the Indigen
ous artists presented on the following pages, in this article
I choose to focus primarily on ‘unintentional or intentional
actions of misinforming, or the condition of being mis
informed’ which, denying the existence of other references,
reproduce misinformation. This is distinguished from dis
information, which is ‘information that is deliberately false
or misleading’ (Jack, 2017 mentioned in Tynes, Lozada,
Smith & Stewart, 2019: 203). The reinforcement of the circu
lation of works of Indigenous artists has an impact on what
one artist defined as ‘the necessary decolonisation of the
images’, which she hopes contributes to overcoming this
gap of visibility. As the Brazilian artist Aline Motta remarked
in an online discussion ‘our story is made by the images
that accompany us. For this reason, as artists, we have
the task of creating new ones, and creating new circu
lations.’2 This article also aims to address the apparent
contrast between a practice which by definition revolves
around the urban environment (street art), and images and
representations concerning socio-environmental issues
and Indigenous cosmologies related to native peoples and
the forest environment. The goal is to subvert this dichotomy
by reinforcing what these Indigenous artists claim: their
Indigenous identity in an urban environment.

Figure 2. WERC and Gera working on a mural during the Latido
Americano art festival. Assunción, Paraguay, 2016.
Photograph ©Latido Americano website.

THE FOREST IN THE CITY: WHY NOT?
In July 2020, a network of Indigenous organisations
and civil society associations organised the online Asamblea
Mundial por la Amazonía (World Assembly for the Amazon)3
to articulate initiatives to confront ethnocide, ecocide, and
claims for oil, gas, and other natural resources in the
Amazon. In one of the presentations creativity was de
scribed as ‘the possibility of imagining many creative words
in their diversities’. The aim was to show cultural initiatives
and artists in Latin America devoted to denounce environ
mental violations which, despite being aggravated in more
recent times, have been part of the reality of Indigenous
peoples on the continent for a long time. Oz Montanía, an
internationally acclaimed illustrator and street artist from
the Paraguayan capital Asunción was part of the presentation.
He is one of street art's pioneers in his home country since
the late 1990s. Together with the Peruvian artist Entes, he
was the organiser of Latido Americano, a Latin American
urban art festival in 2016.

Figure 3. A mural by Oz Montanía. Asunción, Paraguay, 2016.
Photograph ©Oz Montanía.

One of the recurring characters featured in Oz
Montania's murals is Yara, the ‘mother of all waters’
according to the cosmology of the Guaraní-Kaiowá, an
Indigenous people in Paraguay, Brazil, and Argentina. During
the Amazon World Assembly the artist declared that ‘Yara
represents the desire to defend and protect the waters and
all the life that subsists through them. Water resources
need to be defended from the corporations that have been
destroying our natural resources for decades, and the
impunity and complicity of the ecocide endorsed by the
governments that bleed our continent should be fought’.
This is echoed by the work of the Bolivian graffiti artist
Oveja213, who stated during the Assembly:
The fight for demanding respect for the Earth, the
Amazon, the forests is a commitment that each of
us must assume in order to make visible the circum
stances that native people are going through in these
places. It is our duty as street painters, we cannot
be indifferent to the destruction of life, responsible
for the extinction of others. Let us not be silent
accomplices in the mismanagement of our natural
resources and the petty interests of our governments.
The mural by Oveja213 in the Bolivian city of Cocha
bamba (Figure 4) was made during an event organised to
raise environmental awareness. He told me that ‘it reflects
the transition from industrial gray to the colour of the vege
tation, alluding to how concrete disguises itself as modernity.’

Figure 4. Three images of one and the same mural by Oveja213 & the
Puriskiri KSR crew. Cochabamba, Bolivia, 2016. Photograph ©Oveja213.
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For their part, the Chilean street artist duo Tikay and
Aner investigate the history of the Guaraní, a group of
Indigenous peoples living in Paraguay, Argentina, Bolivia,
and Brazil. Among other things, their work represents the
legend of Yerba Maté, a medicinal and stimulating herb.
‘The Guaraní name of Yerba Maté is Caá, and it is said to
have the property of bringing the hearts of men closer
together.’
Many of Tikay's murals represent female figures.
The artist declares: ‘I have always painted women. I do not
know if I had a well-formed intention at the beginning, but
over the years, since the recovery of my own family history,
that has to do with my Mapuche ancestors, I have learnt
several things that made me relate to my painting in a
different way. Women have always had an important role.
Those themes have always been in my life, my mom is a
midwife and I have always participated in women's circles
and ceremonies’ (Mavizu, 2016).
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up and nail paint for the ‘beautification’ of the local Yanomami
women. 5 Brazilian Indigenous leader Ailton Krenak6 comm
ented saying ‘it is not enough for them to end our culture,
they even want to end our aesthetic’.7
As the Indigenous issue (questão indígena) worsens,
Indigenous resistance increasingly manifests itself in Latin
American cities, reaffirming that it is not the Indigenous
land that is in the city, but that it is the city that is in the Indig
enous land.

Figure 6. A screenshot of a presentation by Apitatán at the
World Assembly for the Amazon, July 2020.
Screenshot ©Laura Burocco.

Figure 5. Tikay and Aner working on a mural. Asunción,
Paraguay, 2016. Photograph ©Tikay.

Ecuadorian street painter Apitatán holds a critical
view of Quito, Ecuadorian, and Latin American culture, as
his works feature various colourful characters including
anti-heroes, gods, ancient warriors, legendary shamans,
mythical animals, and everyday people. According to the
biography on his website ‘their presence transforms mono
chrome urban spaces into mirrors that remind us of who
we are, where we come from and that laughing at ourselves
allows us to know ourselves more profoundly.’4 The artist
affirms that ‘it is very important to me to fight against every
thing that is a threat to the Amazon, such as the extraction
of natural resources, the displacement of Indigenous
peoples and the overwhelming acculturation that is caused
by contact with people from elsewhere’.
In his presentation for the World Assembly for the
Amazon, Apitatán described the work in Figure 6 as being
‘inspired by the Waorani culture of the Amazon jungle. This
mural shows the ancient tradition of women painting each
other for ceremonial events using achiote paste.’ It also
evokes a controversial event that had occurred in Brazil a
few days before the Assembly. Despite the COVID-19 pan
demic and the growing number of Yanomami who had died
infected by the coronavirus in the Amazon, wives of Brazilian
military officers travelled to an isolated village to offer
doing some social work for the community: applying make-

BRAZILIAN EXPERIENCES
During 2019, Indigenous artists, in collaboration with
a network of collectives and cultural producers from São
Paulo, realised a series of encounters under the name of
#SPTerraindigena 8 (São Paulo Indigenous land). Parquinho
grafico, a workshop space aimed at graphic experiment
ation hosted a series of events, which included workshops
with a focus on the Indigenous artists Sallisa Rosa and
Gustavo Cabloco.
Sallisa Rosa, a journalist, photographer, and artist
whose work investigates images and themes crossing the
feminine universe, fiction, and decolonisation, focused her
attention on the need to decolonise images. Refusing the
stereotype of Indigenous people being crystallised in their
past, similar to the objectification of Indigenous culture by
visual arts and cultural anthropology in the academic world,
Rosa's work turns to the trajectory of urban Indigenous
people in the Brazilian territory. The artist highlights how
the native peoples occupied the Brazilian lands long before
their alleged discovery, and how the current urban settle
ments were originally Indigenous lands. Cognisant of how,

Figure 7. Indigenous protest against the construction
company Tenda. São Paulo, Brazil, March 9, 2020.
Photograph ©Guardiões da Floresta.
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Figure 8. Posters by Sallisa Rosa. São Paulo, Brazil, 2019. Photograph ©Parquinho grafico.

even in contemporary times, colonisation persists through
(the production of) imagery, Rosa reflects on contemporary
native identities as she distributes her stencils and lambe
lambe (wheatpastes) in Brazilian cities.9
Another workshop, Arte Indígena Contemporânea:
Atualizando Identidades e Memorias (Contemporary
Indigenous art: Updating Identities and Memories), was
curated by the Indigenous artist Gustavo Cabloco. Born in
Curitiba in the southern state of Paraná, he made his first
visit to the Canauanim Indigenous Land in the northern
state of Roraima in 2001 when he was introduced to his
relatives. This memory prompted him to work on Indigenous
identity and his ancestral landscape in dialogue with the
current situation in the country. The aim of his workshop
was to reflect on Indigenous identities, the processes of
erasing memories, and silencing Indigenous narratives.
CURA (Circuito Urbano de Arte) is an urban art
festival in Belo Horizonte first organised in 2017. The 2020
edition saw the creation of 18 large-scale and highly visible

Figure 9. Posters by Gustavo Cabloco. São Paulo, Brazil, 2019.
Photograph ©Parquinho grafico.

murals: the highest number of ‘XL murals’ ever produced
in a single street art event in Latin America. Founded by
Janaína Macruz, Juliana Flores, and Priscilla Amoni, the
festival has a strong female component, in fact, most of
the murals of the 2020 edition were made by female artists.
Among these, the Indigenous artist Daiara Figueroa Tukano
painted Selva Mãe do Menino Rio, a great mother of the
forest who holds in her arms her child Rio (‘river’ in
Portuguese). According to Tukano: ‘Rivers are grandparents,
every grandfather has been a child, and every river has a
mother, and that mother is nature’ (Burocco, 2021).
The exhibition Vozes Contra o Racismo (Voices
Against Racism) curated by Hélio Menezes in collaboration
with black cultural workers of the São Paulo Municipal
Secretariat of Culture, shows a series of artistic inter
ventions, graffiti pieces, wheatpastes, and installations in
different parts of São Paulo. In a moment of serious racial
intolerance and with the president of the country accused
of genocide10 due to the government's negligence in the
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management of the current health care emergency (which
affects particularly Indigenous people in the Amazon and
black people around the country), the exhibition aims to
value the work and the life of Indigenous and black artists,
offering visibility to their serious reality. One year after the
election of Jair Bolsonaro, the COVID-19 pandemic appears
to be accelerating a project that was already in place,
providing continuity to ancient processes.
In collaboration with the Coletivo Coletores, visual
artist Denilson Baniwa − a native of the Baniwa people − in
2020 subverted the huge Monument to the Bandeiras, a
symbol of Brazilian colonisation which is currently being
erased from the visual field. In Ibirapuera Park, a prominent
location in São Paulo, it commemorates the 17th century
bandeirantes, and their slave and gold hunting expeditions
into the interior of Brazil. Many Indigenous people were
killed and enslaved by the bandeirantes. Baniwa's video
projection begins with a Portuguese caravel wrecked by
the forces of nature, creating a dialogue with the statue of
Pedro Álvarez Cabral − a Portuguese navigator credited
as ‘the discoverer’ of Brazil – some 300 metres from the
site. According to curator Hélio Menezes11 , ‘in this work,
Baniwa offers to the city of São Paulo other mirages:
historical, social, artistic, mythical and, above all, urban.
Through the lights that shape Kamathawa 12 and other
characters of the Baniwa cosmology, he subverts the art
and symbolism of the doomed monument by the ItalianBrazilian sculptor Victor Brecheret. Baniwa projects in
Portuguese – the language imposed on thousands of people
who lived and live there, and whose languages are now
lost or threatened − the phrases SP TERRA INDÍGENA
(SÃO PAULO INDIGENOUS LAND) and BRASIL TERRA
INDÍGENA (BRAZIL INDIGENOUS LAND) in pichação-like
letters, as if he (re)demarcates, even if only symbolically,
the great looted Indigenous territory on which this city and
country were built. In another invented writing, the artist
reverses the experience of non-translation, in a sequence
of symbols readable only to those who have the codes for
their deciphering.’ It is not the first time that Baniwa has
ventured into the practice of imagery occupation of the
city of São Paulo.
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In 2018, after a meeting with the Guaraní of Jaraguá
(a small Indigenous village located in Pico do Jaraguá, a
rural area in the state of São Paulo), the dwellers of the art
squat Ouvidor 63 joined forces with the artistic duo LabLUXZ_
(Paulinho Fluxus and Diogo Terra) to project Baniwa's
drawings on the facade of the building opposite the squatted
edifice in downtown São Paulo. Paulinho Fluxus, who works
with laser projections, and Baniwa met in the Amazon in
the early 2000s during a workshop on how to manage a
radio programme through independent broadcast tools in
several languages. In 2013, about a decade later, Baniwa
decided to create Radio Yandê13, defined as an ‘educational
and cultural radio station with the objective of spreading
Indigenous culture through traditional views, but adding
the speed and reach of technology and the internet’. Fluxus
told me that he had ‘rejoined this story 18 years later, climb
ing the external safety stairs of a squat in downtown São
Paulo to design his drawings’. His close collaboration with
the Guaraní Indigenous community in the state of São Paulo
lasted for about three years.

Figure 10. Selva Mãe do Menino Rio. Daiara Figueroa Tukano.
Belo Horizonte, Brazil, 2020. Photograph ©CURA.

Figure 11. Light projections on the Monument to the Bandeiras. Denilson Baniwa. São Paulo, Brazil, 2020. Photograph ©Juan Quintas.
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Figure 12. Laser projections by LabLUXZ_ of drawings by Denilson Baniwa. Ouvidor 63, São Paulo, Brazil, 2018. Photograph ©Rafael Avancini.

Following the projection made in Jaraguá during an
encounter with several Indigenous leaders in support of
the Jaraguá movement in 2017, LabLUXZ_ was invited by
the Mbya, a branch of the a Guaraní people, to make
projections at Renascer Ywyty Guaçu near Ubatuba in 2018.
This small village was founded in 1999 by five Tupí Guarani
and Guarani families, who aimed to regain the lands that
traditionally belonged to their ancestors.14
Denilson Baniwa also works as a curator to promote
Indigenous contemporary art. Together with Pedro Gradella,
he organised the exhibition ReAntropofagia in Rio de
Janeiro in 2019. The title refers to the Brazilian Anthropo
phagic Movement of the late 1920s.15 With reference to the
will of this movement to devour everything, Baniwa told
me in an interview: ‘I think it is great! We need to deepen
the discourse on how anthropophagy is necessary today
for rethinking colonisation and seek means, through art, to
find ourselves represented in contemporary Brazil’ (Burocco,
2019). With the history of their ancestors and the context
of a centuries-long struggle in mind, today's Indigenous
artists devour Western contemporary art, digital art, and
street art, questioning their languages and concepts which
are historically determined by the criteria of a non-Indigen
ous society. While the 1928 Anthropophagic Manifesto
continues to be a subject of discussion among white people,
the Indigenous (and black) re-anthropophagy radically
subverts the order of the discourse, by placing Indigenous
productions at the centre. The Brazilian Movimento Antropo
fágico recalls the 20 th century Movimiento Muralista in
Mexico and Indigenismo as intellectual and artistic
movements that developed in several Spanish-speaking

Figure 13. Laser projection by LabLUXZ_. Renascer Ywyty
Guaçu, Ubatuba, Brazil, 2018. Photograph ©Raphael Braga.
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Latin American countries at the beginning of the twentieth
century (Rochfort, 1997). However, the movements have a
different approach. The Brazilian Anthropophagists’ search
for a national character refers more to the European avantgarde than to ancestral knowledge, focusing on the definition
of Brazilian modernism. On the other hand, Mexican artists
and exponents of the Indigenismo saw in muralism the
best way to express their ideas about national popular art
with a strong recovery of Indigenous culture, intending to
educate and raise awareness of the political moment among
the population. From a socio-historical point of view, the
contemporary Indigenous artists seem to give continuity
to the effort of breaking with European traditions and
establishing a distinctive form of art. Following Baniwa's
provocation about the Brazilian Movimento Antropofagico,
the current Indigenous artistic movement in Latin America
could be observed as a contemporary response to the
Indigenismo. It radicalises its positions through an internal
reflection originating from Indigenous peoples, striving
towards the recognition of a meaningful multiculturalism.
Moara Brasil and Nana Kaingang are two Indigenous
female artists that were part of the ReAntropofagia exhibition.
Moara Brasil was born in Belém do Pará of a mother who
is a descendent of the Tupinamba people. In the exhibition,
she showed a series of artworks inspired by the feminist
revolution among the Yawanawá people. The series, which
started in 2016, was called Sagrado Feminino 16 but was
renamed ‘Mirasawá’, which means ‘people’ in Nheengatu,
an indiginous language from the Tupi-Guarani language
family. The artwork is a collage of mixed techniques and
could be defined as an appropriation of the aesthetics of
pop art with Amazonian influences.
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Figure 14. Laser projections by LabLUXZ_. Renascer Ywyty
Guaçu, Ubatuba, Brazil, 2018. Photograph ©José Moreau.

Figure 15. Laser projections by LabLUXZ_. Renascer Ywyty Guaçu, Ubatuba, Brazil, 2018. Photograph ©José Moreau.
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Figure 16. A collage by Moara Brasil. ReAntropofagia
exhibition, Rio de Janeiro, Brazil, 2019.
Photograph ©Laura Burocco.

Among Indigenous communities, shamanism is
generally performed by men, but in the state of Acre border
ing Peru, there exist the first Indigenous female shamans
of the Yawanawá people. These women inspired the artist
to develop this series of collages. According to Baniwa
‘the artist has been searching for the knowledge of female
caboclo (shamans) in the Amazon, healers and midwives.
The Yawanawá Indigenous female shamans are warriors
who fought to conquer a place never inhabited by women’.17
Brasil is also dedicated to graffiti, and she runs graffiti work
shops in public schools and cultural institutions across Brazil.
Naná Ywá − born in Paraná and of Kaingang origin

Figure 17. Moara Brasil painting a mural. São Paulo, Brazil, 2019.
Photograph ©Rafael Avancini.

− defines herself as an urban Indigenous. She is a writer of
essays and poetry, and is a literature student at the University
of São Paulo USP. Since 2018, she has developed a digital
collage work that accompanies her publications. She is
one of the founders of the Levante Indigena 18 (Indigenous
Uprising) a movement of Indigenous students started at
USP in 2016 following a strike for the approval of the racial
quota meant to improve the access of Indigenous students
in public universities. Similar to the South African student
movement Rhodes Must Fall, started in 2015 at the University
of Cape Town, Levante Indigena is committed to denounce
the underrepresentation of Indigenous students and
professors, to call for the decolonisation of school curricula
through the inclusion of Indigenous knowledge, and to stop
the erasure of the history of native people from those
selfsame curricula. The movement also aims to give
visibility to the struggle of Indigenous people to be accepted,
not only in the university environment, but also in the city.
The inclusion of native peoples in the urban scene is central
in Nana's posters and wheatpastes. She seeks to question
and deconstruct the dichotomy created by white people
between Indigenous people versus the city.

Figure 18. Two works of collage art by Naná Ywá. ReAntropofagia
exhibition, Rio de Janeiro, Brazil, 2019. Photographs
©Laura Burocco (right) & ©Levante Indigena website (left).
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The ReAntropofagia curators told me that ‘her visual
work mixes ancestral traditions with urban settings, giving
rise to reflections on the exclusions of Indigenous peoples
in the urban environment. It also seeks to analyse how
these spaces can, and must be occupied by these people,
without implying a denial of their ancestral knowledge and
identity.’ It seems to be widely believed that the only true
native is the one isolated in the forest, without outside
contacts or cultural influences. In reality, many Indigenous
people denounce a ban on using technologies and Indigenous
artists assert to be part of the contemporary world. Like
Africans on the continent who seem to be hostages of the
past as a result of Western laziness when it comes to acquir
ing a deeper understanding of African contemporary
realities, the Indigenous people in Latin America too must
live up to the imaginary image of purity required by the
Western representation of their realities. The claim of these
artists is that the use of technologies (like video, digital
photography, digital drawing, design, and even cellphones)
does not diminish their culture, on the contrary, it enables
them to make their ancestral knowledge echo louder.
Finally, there is the work of Jaider Esbell, one of the
pioneers of Indigenous contemporary art. Native of the
Makuxi people, he was one of the first Indigenous artists
to achieve more visibility in the media and in the official
art world being nominated for the Premio Pipa, one of the
Brazilian highest awards in the field of visual art. The artist
runs his own gallery in Roraima in the far north of Brazil,
which became a reference for the interaction between
artists, artisans, community leaders, and society in general
around the struggle of Indigenous people. He uses his art
as an instrument to raise awareness about Indigenous
issues, emphasising how his ancestry and art feed each
other. He told me his work should be considered as the
result of a collective experience. In this regard, Esbell
explains on his blog that the task of Indigenous artists is
not simply that of discussing decolonisation but also of
deconstructing it: ‘This second option can give us a more
energetic and active role than the discussion, which ends
up leaving us only in the passive field of validating the
theory’ (Esbell, 2020). Somehow, he ended up creating
paths for many younger Indigenous artists who are now
producing and showing their work to a growing audience.
Like Daiara Tukano, Esbell was part of the 2020 CURA
urban art festival showing an installation titled Entidades
(‘Entities’ or ‘Bodies’). It represents two large snakes placed
on an overpass in the city centre of Belo Horizonte. The
Mboi-Una or cobra-grande is a mythological creature in
Amazonian mythology which, according to Esbell, ‘warns,
protects, and keeps alive the peoples of the Earth.
It represents different symbols, from fertility to abundance,
because it lives in the great underground rivers, always
keeping the water flowing’ (Burocco, 2021).
CONCLUDING REMARKS
Indigenous thinkers and artists often repeat that
there is no adequate translation for the word art in their
native languages. With reference to white people who
attribute value only to what can be bought, Jaider Esbell
adds to this, that ‘art for Indigenous artists is only seen as
a weapon to be used in order to fight on equal terms’.
With regard to the distinction between living and making
art, Ailton Krenak, in turn, states: ‘I do not perceive this
separation in any of the thoughts of the Indigenous peoples
I have known. Everyone I know dances, sings, paints, draws,
sculpts, does everything the West attributes to a category
of people, who are artists’ (2016: 182). According to Daiara
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Tukano, ‘if there was a word for art in the Dahseyéi (Tukano)
language, the most appropriate would be Hori , as it
represents the perception of the world in its colours, shapes,
and vibrations’. Hori is the miração (perception and visual
expression) which is present in the material and spiritual
world, in the visible and invisible (Tukano, 2020). This does
not mean the Indigenous people do not have art, instead,
maybe that art is simply everywhere. An art that is fueled
by a rich cosmology, which deserves to find more space
of expression and circulation in the contemporary art world.
Having analysed the artworks presented in this article,
it is safe to conclude that most of them draw on ancestral
memories. Yara, the mother of all waters according to the
Guaraní Kaiowa cosmology, is present in works by OZ
Montanía, Tukano, and Esbell. Both the kamathawa hawk,
part of the Baniwa cosmology and featured in Denilson
Baniwa's work, as well as the jaguar, which is a symbol of
strength, are often represented in the works of many Latin
American street artists. As there is no difference in Indigenous
cosmology between art and life, or between human and
nature, the South American production of imagery sees a
much stronger presence of nature compared with European
or North American graffiti. But this presence is also the
result of a more direct coexistence with environmental
disasters caused by neoliberal policies of natural resources
extraction in Latin America, as denounced by Oveja213 and
Puriski, as well as OZ Montanía.

Figure 19. Entidades. Jaider Esbell. Belo Horizonte, Brazil,
2020. Photograph ©CURA.

The issue of gender finds space not only in the strong
female presence among Indigenous artists, but also in the
depiction of women figures (the female cabocla shamans
by Moara Brasil) and in the theme of motherhood (as shown
in Tikay and Tukano's work). Central in these artistic produc
tions are the personal journeys of their authors, as they
strive towards defining and affirming their identities. The
way of representing identity is informed by the personal
histories and experiences of each artist, and art becomes
a healing tool for advancing the struggle of the next gene
rations of Indigenous people. Visual art is used for interlock
ing processes of affirming identities and imagining urban
territories. As reaffirmed in the United Nations report ‘State
of the World's Indigenous People’, the idea of citizenship
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includes not only political rights or economic resources,
but also, and especially, the right to self-determination,
visibility and cultural influence (2009: 50). In the context of
Indigenous peoples, citizenship would include a presence
in the cultural and artistic world, including urban art. As
Sallisa Rosa remarks, coloniality (Quiano, 1989) is still evident
in the production of images. It is the task of the artists to
define new images through which to denounce the past and
present, and create a new story. This commitment became
especially explicit in the work of Baniwa on the Monument
to the Bandeiras. Considering the current iconoclastic
moment, the artist does not aim to erase the past, but rather
to make it even more evident, leaving no alternative but to
confront the histories that these statues represent.
When art is not even considered to exist as something
in itself, it seems possible to escape the power relations
that characterise it. ‘For us, there is no difference between
art and life, or between art and resistance like there is in
the West, where art is an instrument of power in relation
to other human beings’, Baniwa stated in an interview
(Rkain, 2020). This approach is reflected in artists’ collabo
rations, and it also seems to acquire additional significance
in relation to the debate regarding street arts and graffiti,
and their legitimate presence in the streets as opposed to
gallery spaces. Hence, it is not surprising that rarely they
define themselves as artists, preferring to call themselves
communicators, which also brings to mind the role of
shamans. From this point of view, there is indeed no better
place for their art – be that graffiti, stencils, wheatpastes,
or in some cases laser projections − than in the streets.
They claim their right to be like any ‘urban being’ in the
globalised world we inhabit, not to be equated but to be
equipped equally for raising their voices. As Jaider Esbell
puts it:
The art system was one of the first to be inherited
from the European world and along came Western
standards of aesthetics, ethics, and knowledge. To
correct this historical wrong, it is necessary to seek
partnerships in an ethical context and gather the
will to create the conditions for sharing the ‘traps’
that belong to the art world, albeit using the same
instruments the European world uses.19
Collaborations bet ween Indigenous and non Indigenous people are examples of these partnerships,
and several of these have been presented in the article:
#SPterraindigena and the collaboration with the projections collective LabLUXZ_ and Coletivo Coletores, as
well as the photographers who registered all these actions,
Rafael Avancini, Raphael Braga, and José Moreau. Ailton
Krenak (2016) calls them alianças afetivas (affective
alliances). As Esbell remarks: ‘when art becomes the
capacity to create connections between energies, it does
not matter where these connections happen, in the streets,
the gallery, the forest, or the city.’ Baniwa and Esbell's
words confirm that ‘the common expression uttered by
leftist militants, ‘everything is political’, acquires a radical
literalness in the Amerindian case (Danowsi & Viveiros de
Castro, 2014: 94). As curator Paula Berbert reminds us,
‘years ago, at an event that brought together Indigenous
artists and thinkers, Ailton Krenak said that it is necessary
to demarcate not only the canvases, museums, and art
institutions, but also the Indigenous lands’. Likewise, there
is no reason why Indigenous artists cannot demarcate the
walls of the streets of the cities they inhabit.

1

2

See Gil Larruscahim (2014)
and the documentary Pixo
by João Wainer and Roberto
T. Oliveira. Available at
https://vimeo.com/155039793.
Diálogos Cultura Presente:
A arte de (re)existir,
Secretaria Municipal
de Cultura de São Paulo.
https://www.youtube.com/watc
h?v=G7YhauTPWDQ&feature=youtu.
be&fbclid=IwAR0l0gNT3Ldu6QlY
30j3vxODCiqieyp115tjbmDYyo_
J2vCXkwhYAVrfWm4.

3

https://
asambleamundialamazonia.org/.

4

https://www.apitatan.com/bio.

5

https://noticias.uol.com.br/
colunas/rubens-valente/2020/
07/17/militares-coronavirusindigenas.htm.

6

Ailton Krenak is an
important Indigenous
Brazilian leader and
thinker. On November 4, 1987
he spoke before the National
Constituent Assembly in
Brasilia, turning his speech
into a powerful performance.
While delivering his speech
at the lectern, Krenak –
wearing a white suit −
painted his face with black
ink in protest of what he
considered a setback in the
fight for Indigenous rights.
https://www.youtube.com/
watch?v=kWMHiwdbM_Q.
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Revisiting
The
Detective
Show
Gorman Park
Queens
NYC

John Fekner

May 7–June 30, 1978
The Detective Show was quite unlike current (or at least, prepandemic) street art festivals, with their spectacular large
murals, bright colours, and street fair atmosphere. The
show was quiet and removed; distanced from the usual
New York art world locations and audiences. Extremely
low key; it was a temporary art installation about subtlety,
nuance, and the magic of discovery by happenstance.

Created for an unsuspecting Queens neighbourhood community, it was unexpected and not intended to overwhelm
the viewer. It was beyond the visible; a kind of hide and
seek art game; participatory projects that made you engage
with the work which ultimately would inform, question and
challenge the concept of art, with viewers of all ages,
within a New York City playground.
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REVISITING THE DETECTIVE SHOW

All photographs courtesy of © John Fekner
and © Len Bellinger archives. Queens, New York.
'Memory' was not part of the 'Detective Show', 1981.
Photograph: ©Martha Cooper
In order of appearance:
Richard Artschwager (black blps on parkhouse)
Carolyn Conrad (handball court installation in progress)
Elisa D'Arrigo (fence installation in progress)
Dave Santaniello assisting Gary Hutter aka John Fekner (YOUth)
Len Bellinger (painted water fountain), Don Leicht (park bathroom)
Lucio Pozzi (painted trash in bocce court)
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John Fekner is a multimedia artist best known for his series
of environmentally conceptual works consisting of words, symbols,
and dates painted throughout the five boroughs of New York in
the '70s. The ‘Warning Signs’ pointed out hazards and dangerous
conditions that overtook a financially bankrupt city in disrepair.
Using hand-cut cardboard stencils and spray paint, he began in
the industrial streets of Queens and on the East River bridges,
and continuing to the South Bronx in 1980 where his ‘messages’
brought awareness to areas that were in desperate need of
attention, whether through demolition or repairs. His ‘labeling’
of these structures brought emphasis to the problems, where
the objective was a shout to the authorities, agencies and local
communities to, above all, take action.
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#StayAtHome Protest
DIY
Banners
in Berlin
Julia Tulke
University of Rochester, USA

Protest banners on buildings are not an unusual sight in
Berlin. They are typically found on what might be called
‘disobedient buildings’ − occupations, squats, autonomous
house projects, and other sites that rehearse alternative
modes of (co)inhabiting the city − where they form part of
a broader visual culture of resistance, placed alongside
political graffiti, posters, flags, and other objects that convey
the site-specific politics of a particular building.1
In the context of the COVID-19 pandemic, which has
introduced fundamental shifts to the terrain and conditions
of urban political activism, the practice of displaying banners
on buildings has come to transcend its habitual setting.
Handmade protest banners now drape over balconies and
window sills of private apartments all throughout central
neighbourhoods of the city. Within the broader visual
assemblage of COVID signs and performances − social
distancing marks, public health notices, graffiti and street
art, balcony choreographies − they stage a kind of
#stayathome protest, claiming the very threshold between
interior and exterior, private and public as a site for extended
performances of political expression and solidarity (see
Andron, 2020a & 2020b).
Occupying the urban landscape rhizomatically, these
banners offer a response to the historical conjuncture of
pandemic and protest through both content and form.

As registers of political action based on the collective and
embodied occupation of public space have been largely
suspended, the banners articulate demands for horizontal
solidarity and mutual care, and against racist and colonial
violence at the very place which most people now largely
find their lives confined to: the home. In relying on the
specific affordances of the protest banner as a durable
and mobile artifact of resistance (Posters, 2020; Sifuentes,
2018), these dispersed yet interconnected instances of
political expression ultimately gesture beyond the contemp
orary moment towards the possibility of a return to embodied
forms of protest and solidarity.
Within the broader context of the pandemic cityscape,
conceptualised by urban scholars as a site of ‘waning
sensuousness’ (Lancione & Simone, 2020a) characterised
by a ‘shrinking sense of our world’ (Low & Smart, 2020,: 2),
these interventions foster contingent encounters between
city dwellers and the environment they inhabit. By imbuing
the walls of the city with a sense of political and affective
urgency, they invite a kind of reattunement with the urban
landscape ‘that can contribute to a renewed sense of
intimacy’ – and, I would argue, political potentiality ‘with
and through the extended world we inhabit’ (Lancione &
Simone, 2020b).

#STAYATHOME PROTEST
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DISOBEDIENT BUILDINGS

The natural habitat of protest banners within the
Berlin cityscape are squats, autonomous house projects,
and occupations. ‘Part direct action, part performative art’
(Posters, 2020: 101), banners are here displayed in changing
constellations that dynamically respond to urgent political
matters and emerging situations.
The blue building is Liebig34, a queer-feminist house
project in Friedrichshain, photographed shortly before its
contested eviction in October, its facade covered in antipolice slogans and calls for resistance. The white building
is Reiche 63A, a self-organised house project in Kreuzberg
and home of the anarchist library Kalabal!k, with banners

on and in front of the building responding to the COVID-19
pandemic (‘Make the rich pay for COVID-19’) as well as
the transnational threat of police and state repression.
The black banner on the left reads: ‘Even if we will never
win, we will always FIGHT – No forgiveness, no forgetting!
– VASILEIOS MAGGOS2 beaten and tortured to death by
Greek cops.’ The white banner on the right reads: ‘HELIN
BÖLEK3 killed by the Turkish State AFTER 288 DAYS OF
HUNGER STRIKE – Freedom for the members of Grup
Yorum – They don't let us sing, they fear hope, they fear
our songs because our songs will annihilate them’.
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LEAVE NO ONE BEHIND

In the context of the COVID-19 pandemic and the shifting
degrees of lockdown it imposed on public life, political
banners have proliferated beyond their usual spatial embedding and come to adorn everyday residential spaces.

The most common iteration of the #stayathome protest
banner simply bears the words ‘Leave no one behind’, a
slogan and hashtag that emerged from a solidarity campaign and petition initiated in March 2020. ‘Leave no one

#STAYATHOME PROTEST

behind’ signifies the demand for protections for those most
vulnerable to the effects of the pandemic: the homeless,
the elderly, and, most urgently, the thousands of refugees
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forced to live in the unsafe conditions of overcrowded
camps at the borders of Europe. Photos taken in Neukölln,
Kreuzberg, Alt-Treptow, Prenzlauer Berg, and Friedrichshain.
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EUROPEAN BORDER REGIME

Other banners more explicitly condemn the violence of the
European border regime. In a case of eerie foreshadowing,
many of them call for the evacuation of Moria refugee
camp on the Greek island of Lesbos (‘Solidarity, not borders’,
‘Protect people not borders’), a place that like no other
symbolises the failure of European solidarity in the context
of the pandemic. Built to house 3,000 people, yet chronically

overcrowded with an occupation close to 20,000, Moria
burnt to the ground at the beginning of September. The
camp had presumably been set on fire by inhabitants
desperate to escape their situation and an impending COVID
outbreak. Photos taken in Neukölln, Prenzlauer Berg, and
Alt-Treptow.

#STAYATHOME PROTEST
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ANTI-RACISM

Several other interventions signal their solidarity with the
global mobilisation against anti-black racism and violence
in the aftermath of the murder of George Floyd in Minneapolis

in May 2020, galvanized by the Black Lives Matter movement.
Photos taken in Neukölln, Alt-Treptow, and Prenzlauer Berg.
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HANAU

Others engage more specifically with articulations of racist violence specific to Germany's own history and present,
for which the city of Hanau has become the most recent
site of reckoning. Here, on February 19, 2020, a far-right
extremist attacked two Shisha bars, shooting nine young
patrons, later killing himself as well as his mother. The
incident has laid bare the systematic failures of the German police apparatus to prevent and adequately respond
to racist violence.

While the six-month anniversary demonstration to commemorate the lives lost in Hanau was cancelled with just
one day notice due to the heightened risk of pandemic
transmission, in Berlin the memory of Hanau remains ever
present in the public consciousness as DIY banners, along
with countless posters and stickers, remind passersby to
say and remember the names of Ferhat Unvar, Mercedes
Kierpacz, Sedat Gürbüz, Gökhan Gültekin, Hamza Kurtović ,
Kaloyan Velkov, Vili Viorel Păun, Said Nesar Hashemi, and
Fatih Saraçoğl u.
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#STAYATHOME PROTEST

1

2

3

The term ‘disobedient
buildings’ borrows from
Catherine Flood and Gavin
Grindon's ‘disobedient
objects’ (2014), a term
that describes the material
cultures and practices of
object-making adopted by
social movements.
In July 2020, 27-year-old
Vasileios Maggos was found
dead in his home by his
mother, exactly one month
after he was severely beaten
by police in his hometown
Volos in Greece during a
protest against the burning
of garbage by a local
company that was allegedly
polluting the atmosphere.
Helin Bölek was a Kurdish
member of the leftist
Turkish folk music band Grup
Yorum. She died on April 3,
2020, the 288th day of a
hunger strike at her home in
Istanbul, which was held as
a means to protest against
the treatment of her band
by the Turkish government.
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Aida Wilde & Ego Ahaiwe Sowinski
London and Mni Sota

‘Notes from
a Phantom’

This collection of narratives/poems and ‘call to action’ are based upon observations,
conversations, and memories that took place during the UK lockdown in 2020.
The pieces were made for and exhibited at ‘disCONNECT – A ‘Locked-Down’ Artist
Takeover’, a transatlantic collaborative endeavour by Schoeni Projects and HKwalls who
commissioned ten international urban artists to transform a Victorian townhouse in South
West London. Their works were on display in July and August 2020.

‘NOTES FROM A PHANTOM’
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‘Notes From a Phantom’. Screen print on lace. Aida Wilde & Ego
Ahaiwe Sowinski, 2020. Photograph © Aida Wilde & Ego Ahaiwe Sowinski.

The white lace curtains for the artwork were salvaged
from the street in Hackney Wick, East London, during the
mass pandemic spring clean that took place during the
height of lockdown. They begin with the words ‘Day 00’ in
reference to the first official day living our ‘New Normal’
lives under what felt like a house arrest, patiently or impa
tiently waiting for instructions from our leaders in what
actions and precautions we were supposed to be taking.
The texts are based on the endlessly drilling and repetitive
government guidelines on washing hands, staying at home
and saving lives. Other observations include the loo roll
panic and the cosmic collective consciousness that was
baking banana bread and using Zoom. Composed in the
midst of a global pandemic and an uprising, the narrative’s
hint of darkness and ironic plot descends into heaviness,
ending with a penultimate of conversations between Wilde
and her long time art college friend and artistic collaborator,
the artist and archivist Ego Ahaiwe Sowinski, who is now
based in Minneapolis.

The two pieces with their grey texts are screen
printed onto black lace, reminiscent of traditional mourning
funeral veil covering, and are a reference to the unlawful
murder of George Floyd, and many others, in the US and
the Black Lives Matter (BLM) protests that took place
following Floyd's killing. They speak about the importance
and the power of ‘Stillness and Silence’ from the maddening
world around them. So much noise – white noise. It is hard
to hear yourself think. There is contemplation, reflection,
and gathering of thoughts within the silence. This was a
direct and hard-hitting response from Wilde to the inherent
institutional racism and what now appears the scrambling
of panic-written empty statements that were issued by
many people regarding BLM. The question that kept going
around both the artists’ heads was WHY, WHY NOW?
WHY NOW?
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We
We
We
We
We
We
We
We
We
We
We
We
We
We
We
We
We
We
We
We
We

need
need
need
need
need
need
need
need
need
need
need
need
need
need
need
need
need
need
need
need
need

2020 VISIONS
WHAT DO WE WANT?
new strategies not more tragedies
new strategies not more tragedies
new strategies not more tragedies
new strategies not more tragedies
new strategies not more tragedies
new strategies not more tragedies
new strategies not more tragedies
new strategies not more tragedies
new strategies not more tragedies
new strategies not more tragedies
new strategies not more tragedies
new strategies not more tragedies
new strategies not more tragedies
new strategies not more tragedies
new strategies not more tragedies
new strategies not more tragedies
new strategies not more tragedies
new strategies not more tragedies
new strategies not more tragedies
new strategies not more tragedies
new strategies not more tragedies
AND WHEN DO WE WANT IT?
NOW!

The final piece of work is a direct ‘Call to Action’
written by Ahaiwe Sowinski in response to Wilde’s request
for the two to collaborate on a piece for the disCONNECT
project. The powerful chant, evoking the sound of protest, in
the tradition of call and response, is an extract taken by
Aida from Ego’s initial written piece (which was also on

display in the ‘Pandemic Panic Room’ Installation in the
exhibition) and is adapted to its final state for the hanging
banner. Based on discussions, the piece refers to the need
and demand for systemic change and the end of statesanctioned police violence.

‘NOTES FROM A PHANTOM’

Ego Ahaiwe Sowinski is a London and Mni Sota based, mixed-media artist/designer, archivist, and
organiser. Her work investigates archives in relation to African diaspora communities in Britain
and throughout the world, often theorising and sharing her ideas on archives as spaces of therapy.
She was a founding member of X Marks The Spot, an art, archives, and research group that produced
a publication called Human Endeavour : A Creative Finding Aid for the Women of Colour Index .
Ahaiwe Sowinski is a member of the Remembering Olive Collective 2.0. She is also the archivist
for the Rita Keegan Archive Project, working with artist Rita Keegan, to prepare her papers for
deposit at the Women’s Art Library.
Aida Wilde is an Iranian born, London-based printmaker/visual artist, and educator. Wilde’s
predominantly diverse screen-printed indoor/outdoor installations and social commentary artworks
have been featured on city streets and galleries around the world and are responsive works on
gentrification, education, and equality. She has been an associate lecturer and course director
(2004–2015) at the Surface Design and Foundation of Applied Arts at the London College of
Communication, University of the Arts, of which she is also an alumna. Wilde’s serigraphs have
been exhibited in the UK and beyond, including at the Victoria & Albert Museum, Women’s Art
Library, Goldsmiths, Vienna’s Fine Art Academy, Somerset House, and Saatchi Gallery.
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A Brief Moment
of Monument:
Let's pretend that it is possible to take a certain moment
in time, a particular Sunday afternoon in June 2020, and
look at the world from above. What might be of interest to
us is something like a shift in reality, an abrupt alteration
of the regular urban setting in several distant spots. At this
moment, for a split second, the rainbow flag in the sky over
Kyiv is transforming an artefact of Soviet oppression into
a symbol of freedom; in Richmond, a protester is writing
with spray paint on the stone base of the Robert E. Lee
Monument, thereby facilitating the point when inscriptions
metaphorically appropriate the statue and become the
monument in their own right; in Bristol meanwhile, the
eloquent emptiness above the plinth on which the statue
of Edward Colston once stood gives rise to a myriad of
interpretations for this well-grounded absence.

Kristina Borhes
Independent researcher,
Chernivtsi, Ukraine

Iconoclasm in the Age
1
of the Anthropocene
Whether it is Confederate monuments in the US, or
imperialist monuments in Europe, we are facing a ‘statue
storm’ owing to the Black Lives Matter movement. If we
put the matter into perspective, it seems like this particular
wave of iconoclasm started around 2015 with the Rhodes
Must Fall campaign and the subsequent ‘calls for the elimi
nation of all symbols of colonialism’ across South Africa,
and later the UK, Germany, and Canada (Lowe, 2020: 10).
Yet, not all acts of iconoclasm in recent years are part of
the current reckoning with the world's colonial and imperial
past; the demolishment of ancient statues by IS in Syria
and Iraq in the past decade, or the 2015 ‘decommunisation’
laws in Ukraine are just some examples among many more.
New iconoclastic outbursts around the world remind us of
the fall of communist monuments after 1989 and the
destruction of the tsarist monuments before that; of the
déboulonnage of the Vendôme column during the Paris
Commune in 1871; to a lesser extent they may also bring
to mind watershed moments in the history of iconoclasm
such as the 16 th century Reformation, the destruction of
religious images in the Byzantine Empire during the 8th and
9th centuries, or the pharaoh Akhenaten who, with his hymn
poems written to the solar deity Aten, radically changed
traditional forms of Egyptian religion in the middle of the
14 th century BC. A renewed vision on commemorative
monuments prompted by the most recent events encourages
us to look at the history of assaults on statues in order to
understand whether humanity is now bringing something
new to the table.

In terms of power, there is of course a distinct diff
erence between a Roman emperor attempting to erase his
predecessor from the historical record and a group of
protesters dismantling a bronze effigy of a despotic leader.
Whether it is iconoclasm ‘from above’ or ‘from below’
(Gamboni, 1997), or whether this act is classified as ‘ideo
logical’ or ‘conventional’ vandalism, or as ‘tactical’ or
‘vindictive’ (Cohen, 1984), in all cases, alienation from the
original state of being is a common denominator.
In the debate of whether a particular case of destruc
tion should be considered ‘iconoclasm’ or ‘vandalism’, it
is curious how the ’reckoned presence or absence of a
motive’ (Gamboni, 1997) is chosen to be the leading argument.
Simply put, if the act of defacement has a convincing
meaning (for the public), then it is regarded as ‘iconoclasm’,
if, on the other hand, the act is seemingly ‘meaningless’
and ‘unfavourable’, it always falls into the category of
‘vandalism’. As Dario Gamboni (1997) put it:
Whereas the use of ‘iconoclasm’ and ‘iconoclast’ is
compatible with neutrality and even – at least in the
metaphorical sense – with approval, ‘vandalism’
and ‘vandal’ are always stigmatizing, and imply
blindness, ignorance, stupidity, baseness or lack of
taste.

A BRIEF MOMENT ON MONUMENT

Figure 1. Stalin statue. Budapest, Hungary, 1953. Photograph ©Fortepan, Gyula Nagy.

Figure 2. The demolished Stalin statue after the Hungarian Revolution. Budapest, Hungary, 1956. Photograph ©Fortepan, Pesti Srác.
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Figure 3. Iconoclasts posing with Stalin's boots.
Budapest, Hungary, 1956. Photograph ©Fortepan, Gyula Nagy.

The term vandalisme was coined by priest Henri
Jean-Baptiste Grégoire specifically to condemn the acts
of destruction during the French Revolution. Therefore,
since 1794 most subversive grass-root initiatives have been
consistently labeled as ‘purposeless’, whilst the same
actions regulated ‘from above’ have mostly been deemed
reasonable and grounded. When it comes to the topic of
destruction of art, there is often a certain bias as this action
is rarely truly ‘devoid of meaning’. We tend to believe that
any modification to architectural structures in public space
has a specific motive based on the personal appreciation
of the ‘surface’ (whether it is appraisal or contempt).
Therefore, defining the presence or absence of such motive
and the subsequent classification of it as right or wrong
frequently becomes an obstacle on the way to understand
ing the nature and creative potential of destructive acts.
I choose to follow the path of Dario Gamboni (1997)
and to use the term iconoclasm regardless of a ‘reckoned
presence or absence of a motive’. As for the timeframe,
this discourse departs from the hypothetical point in time
when spray paint by and large replaced the penknife in
the hand of those defacing monuments around the world.

It does not mean that iconoclasts abandoned traditional
means such as the rope and hammer against the bronze
of statues and limestone of pedestals. Yet, since the 1950s,
new tools have been invented, and more importantly, the
very idea of iconoclasm as an act of destruction shifted
away from the concept of total erasure to overwriting . In
other words, the act of creative transformation of commemo
rative structures appeared on the scene as a metaphorical
form of iconoclasm. Amusing examples of this approach
can be traced back to 1956 when, during the Hungarian
Revolution, an enormous statue of Stalin in Budapest was
dismantled by a crowd of protesters who cut the bronze
likeness with a blowtorch right above the boots (Figures
1, 2, 3). Thus, while the broken pieces of Stalin were lying
all over what was then ‘Stalin Square’, his boots remained
on the pedestal glorifying the moment of the dictator's
downfall. 2
A massive wave of ‘urban fallism’ (Frank & Ristic,
2020) within the countries of the former Eastern Bloc foll
owed the collapse of the Soviet Union in 1991. Like most
image breakers from centuries ago, the new iconoclasts
just wanted to destroy the totems of the unwanted regime
in their entirety, and the governments frequently facilitated
the process. Generally, the large fragments of fallen comm
unist monuments were transferred to the outskirts of cities.
After a while, some of the places where they had been
stored were turned into bizarre open-air sculpture museums.
Yet, in the case of Lenin's statue in East Berlin, the icono
clastic initiative ‘from above’ (partly supported by the
community) met with resistance from a group of locals
acting in favour of its preservation. The granite monument
became a battlefield which saw both sides apply all sorts
of creative methods to it (from writing with spray paint,
stencils, and paper signs to banners and projections). Soon,
Lenin's effigy became a mere surface, the stone base for
interchangeably applied qualities of anti-monument and
counter-monument − everything but the symbol of power
it originally used to convey. In the end, this monument was
more than just demolished. Broken into 129 pieces, the fine
red granite of Lenin's statue was buried in the forest on
the outskirts of Berlin. Unlike many other fallen monuments
scattered across wastelands, this one remained hidden
literally under ground. In 2015, after twenty-four years, the
head of the statue was excavated to be displayed at the
Spandau Citadel, a fortress in Berlin turned into a museum.
Yet, this reinstallment had an iconoclastic effect which is
almost equal to demolishment itself. The symbolism of the
reemerged head of the prominent statue was transformed
spatially, physically, and semantically through its postfallist representation in the exhibition (Frank & Ristic, 2020).
Seeing the giant head of the statue, detached from its body,
unearthed, and destined to pathetically lay on its right cheek
from that moment on, there was no doubt it could never
again fill someone with awe. It had become a mere reminder
of the fall of a monster (Lowe, 2020) rather than a comm
emoration of the rise of an icon.
There are many more examples of appropriations
and interpretations of communist monuments. A variety
of modified Lenins and defaced Stalins, ‘speaking monu
ments’ of Marx and Engels (Gamboni, 1997), a red-painted
Dzerzhinsky in Warsaw or a pink Soviet tank in Prague −
they were all meant to deal with the controversial heritage
in the most accessible way.

A BRIEF MOMENT ON MONUMENT

SPRAY PAINT
As the iconoclasts’ armoury expanded in the 1950s
with tools that were never seen before, newfound methods
lead to new forms of iconoclasm. In 1949, an American
called Edward H. Seymour was the first to put paint in a
spray can (Lewisohn, 2011). Surely, he could not have imag
ined the revolutionary potential of his invention. When it
comes to unauthorised mark-making in public space, spray
paint is less time consuming to use than a penknife, it is
easier to hide than cans of paint and brushes, and its traces
are more permanent than those of chalks. It therefore
came as no surprise that aerosol paint quickly replaced
the old iconoclastic tools. So, whereas Czechs used to
change the names of the streets in Prague to disconcert
the Russians as a guerilla action, youths in New York armed
with marker pens and spray paint scrambled the signals
of urbania and dismantled the order of signs (Baudrillard,
1993: 80–81).
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In the particular case of the famous defacement of
the Soviet Army Monument in the Bulgarian capital Sofia
in 2011, both the practical and symbolic qualities of spray
paint enhanced the power of the iconoclastic act. The
comparative effortlessness and efficiency of spray paint
allowed the art collective known as Destructive Creation
to repaint the soldiers on the pedestal in the city centre
quickly and without being caught (Figures 4, 5). Symbolic
ally, the fact that Soviet soldiers were repainted into
characters from American pop culture with the use of a
tool widely associated with American-born (and eventually
highly commercialised) graffiti culture, is an eloquent
emphasis on the sprayed message: ‘abreast of the times’.

Figure 4. THe Soviet Army Monument before defacement. Sofia, Bulgaria, 2010. Photograph ©Ferran Cornellà.

Figure 5. The Soviet Army Monument after the defacement by Destructive Creation. Sofia, Bulgaria, 2011. Photograph ©Ignat Ignev.
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Figure 6. The Robert E. Lee monument covered in graffiti after the Black Lives Matter protests. Richmond, Virginia, USA, June 2020.
Photograph ©Tom Iacuzio.

A BRIEF MOMENT ON MONUMENT

Solitary exclamations sprayed on commemorative
public art do not surprise us anymore. In fact, such writings
are generally ignored, much like the monuments them
selves, which are of interest probably only to the birds. Yet,
the ‘textual’ appropriation of the Robert E. Lee Monument
in Richmond, Virginia, makes a great difference (Figure 6).
During the protests that followed the May 2020 police killing
of George Floyd, the stone base of the monument was
entirely covered with sprayed messages. The slogans do
not reach the actual statue of general Robert E. Lee, nor
his horse, but the colourful horror vacui of the enormous
stone base looks so solid that it seems like a new-born
monument altogether, wreathed in names, quotes, prayers,
and damnations. Phrases like ‘I can't breathe’, ‘no justice
no peace’, ‘we are one’, ‘fuck Trump’, or ‘uplift black voices’
vigorously sprayed on a Confederate monument, empha
sise this historical moment better than any new statue
could do.
‘We live in an era where people question the symbols
of the past with increasing frequency’ (Lowe, 2020), there
fore it seems reasonable to preserve the history not as a
sequence of erasures but rather as a set of overwritten
values. In this case, the future generations at least will
have a chance to come to terms with it in their own way,
without us dictating for them what is right or wrong from
the past. And whereas ‘WC’, written in chalk on the broken
face of the Stalin statue vanished during the first rain
shower in October 1956 – the word ‘prick’ sprayed in blue
paint on the bronze of the Edward Colston statue stays there
even after bathing in the waters of Bristol's harbour. Ready
to face the whole range of interpretations in the future.
SKATEBOARDING
In 1956, the first mass-produced skateboard was
introduced on the west coast of the US. Normally, surfing
on the sidewalk and performing tricks and manoeuvres
are not associated with iconoclasm, but, as we already
learnt before, contemporary iconoclasm frequently deals
with metaphorical appropriations instead of physical de
struction. To treat a commemorative structure as a mere
surface basically means to dissociate the stone object
from its ideological function. Therefore, deliberate misuse
of monuments by skateboarders could be considered as
a process of decontextualisation.
Apparently, the semantical transformation seems
less spectacular and demonstrative than the physical one.
Iconoclasm by means of a skateboard is not often discussed
in the media even though it is largely reflected in some
artistic practices. French artist Raphaël Zarka captures on
camera the moments when skateboarders are literally
riding modern art. In this case, appropriation of public art
proposes ‘liberation from cultural memory as an arrested
state’ (Cotter, 2008). More recently, Ukrainian artist Vova
Vorotniov has taken this discourse to the next level. In his
‘DECKommunismus’ installation, skateboarders are
manoeuvring on Soviet monuments, eventually depriving
these relics of their bygone authority (Figure 7). Vorotniov
presents the process of skateboarding on Soviet monu
ments as a ‘dance on the bones of totalitarian ideology’
(Kalyta & Yakovenko, 2019), opposing formalised decomm
unisation that often turns out to be nothing more than re
ideologisation in Soviet fashion.
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LIGHT PROJECTIONS/MAPPING
Technological progress often determines radical
changes in society. Emerging technologies challenge
the usual order of things from the past and propose
alternative perspectives on monuments which are
useful for the creation of new cultural conditions
toward the ultimate situation in which there will be
no need for new memorials (Wodiczko, 2020).
Jenny Holzer is the first name that springs to mind
when it comes to light projections in public space. The
American artist started to use LED signs and monumental
light projections back in the 1980s but some of her artworks
seem even more relevant now than they were before.
The very idea of having a war memorial seems to
be quite controversial. Such wartime values as national
power, courage, perseverance, and military triumph (which
are meant to be glorified by memorials) rarely prompt us
to think about the opposite side and the consequences of
war. Abuse, fear, violence, rape, and loss of human dignity
are carved on every war memorial, victory column, or
triumphal arc, yet these are unseen (and are consequently
not discussed). In 1996, Holzer reversed the usual appear
ance of the Monument to the 1813 Battle of the Nations in
Leipzig, Germany, by projecting excerpts of her ‘Lustmord’
poems onto it. She wrote these three poems to draw people's
attention to the brutal acts of rape and murder of women
in wartime (Lustmord is German for ‘sexually inspired
murder’) and to propose to look at ‘sex crimes’ from the
perspective of the victim, the perpetrator, and the observer.
In the cold darkness of night, she illuminated the massive
monument and its recognisable silhouette finally started
to speak about the disasters of war.
On January 16, 2020, the statue of Admiral David
Glasgow Farragut, ‘Civil War hero, soldier, navigator, and
survivor of stormy seas, hostile lands, and mortal battles’
(Wodiczko, 2020) was reanimated and literally started to
speak at Madison Square Park, New York. He spoke with
the different voices of forced emigrants, adjusting to their
experiences and appeal. Krzysztof Wodiczko, the artist
behind the ‘Monument’ project, used projection-mapping
technology to turn the silent and motionless object into a
‘speaking and performative monument to refugees −
unacknowledged civil war heroes’ (Wodiczko, 2020).
Hence, the speaking monument phenomenon discussed
by Gamboni (1997) has reached new heights.
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Figure 7. A drone on its way to the Motherland Monument, part of the ‘Mother Will Understand’ intervention by KyivPride.
Kyiv, Ukraine, June 2020. Photograph ©KyivPride.

DRONES
There is a certain element of detournement in the
way technologies invented for policing, surveillance, and
military purposes are now being used against the system.
As the domestic drone industry grows feverishly and multi
copters become more accessible, there is no longer any
question as to the enormous potential of this technology
for subversive acts on the streets (Michel, 2015). These
developments offer new opportunities for grassroots
initiatives to operate in the sky.
In this respect, it would be odd not to mention the
artist KATSU with his graffiti drone. In 2015, his drone
painting on a Calvin Klein billboard in New York CIty was
described by Wired magazine as ‘an epic beginning of the
Age of Drone Vandalism’ (Michel, 2015). Considering the
recent presentation of his first for-sale smart painting drone,
it is just a matter of time before some previously unreach
able statues will be defaced literally from above.
However, painting is not the only iconoclastic ability
of a drone. In response to post-lockdown restrictions, acti
vists from the Ukrainian LGBT+ organisation KyivPride
demonstrated an extremely poetical way of aerial iconoclasm
(Figures 7, 8). On June 21, 2020, the meaning of the Soviet
victory symbol known as the Motherland Monument was

alienated with flying colours, both literally and figuratively.
For a short moment, the rainbow flag carried by a drone,
rose above the Soviet statue, proudly waving from the sky.
The Motherland Monument has been standing in
Kyiv since 1981. It was erected as one of many victory
monuments across the Soviet Union, meant to be a symbol
of power and confidence (Lowe, 2020). Like most of the
Soviet war memorials, this one has a giant sword and a
shield with the State Emblem of the USSR which makes
unders tandable why someone in today's independent
Ukraine might want to get rid of it, especially considering
the fact that the country is at war with a direct successor.
Probably, one can destroy the oppressive symbols, reuse
560 tonnes of steel residue, and replace it with national
pride. But destruction does not liberate people from what
they call the ‘past’. As a matter of fact, this is precisely the
method that was practiced back in those days. To imitate
the actions of the outdated system means to stay in its
obsolete reality. In essence, it would not be much different
from holding on to the past by building new Second World
War memorials across the country (which happens in
modern-day Russia after more than seventy-five years) in
a pathetic attempt to revive the long-past deceitful glories
and empire that is forever lost. 3

A BRIEF MOMENT ON MONUMENT
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Figure 8. The ‘Mother Will Understand’ intervention by KyivPride. Kyiv, Ukraine, June 2020. Photograph ©KyivPride.

Instead of the total erasure of symbols, one can
approach the matter as a sculptor ‘chipping off bits of
textual or visual material in order to give shape to new
semiotic patterns’ (Caws & Delville, 2017). A new context
and a latter-day approach exorcise the old demons from
controversial monuments. No longer possessed by ideology,
such monuments are just surfaces, ‘a messy palimpsest
on dirty vellum’ (Kenarov, 2020) helping us to come to terms
with the past.
The moment that a drone with a giant rainbow flag
rose above the Soviet statue, the modern symbol of freedom
overpowered the authority of the past. The threatening
statement of the sword changed to a welcoming gesture
toward the future. Even though the flag flew above the
monument only for a few seconds, the moment became a
point of no return. It marked the start of irreversible
processes in society toward new cultural conditions. Such
a deliberate attack on old meanings is worth more than
any broken Lenin statue because it ruins the stone blocks
in the psyches of millions, eventually becoming the most
efficient form of iconoclasm.4

As time passes, monuments change, so does icono
clasm. Considering the rapid development of new tech
nologies and enthusiasm of artists incorporating it in their
art, it is not hard to imagine the future of monuments, for
instance, in the digital realm. Jeff Koon's Balloon Dog in
New York's Central Park, or KAWS's Companion floating
over the Shibuya Crossing in Tokyo are just two examples
of augmented reality sculptures which can be seen only in
specific places through the use of an app. Augmented
reality seems to be quite a good solution for monuments
as they can be constructed in the most interpretive way,
and will be easier to take down. People will have the possi
bility to make selfies with virtual monuments in the back
ground, but the priceless thing about it would be that they
are invisible to anyone who wishes not to see them. However,
even by just imagining this digital scenario, I find it difficult
not to think of hacking as an action of new iconoclasm
inevitably waiting for our virtual monuments. Because, as
time passes, society changes, and so do its values. And
when the change comes, our monuments – and the values
that they represent – remain frozen in time (Lowe, 2020).
It is just a matter of time before someone would want to
burn them down.
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Kristina Borhes is an independent researcher, writer, and
documentarist and co-founder of MZM PROJECTS. Her work is
focused on graffiti associated movements and their place
within the realm of contemporary art. Currently she's
cooperating with PVS (an artist-run space based in Ukraine)
and fully dedicated to in-depth research on the history of
the post-graffiti movement. Based in Chernivtsi, Ukraine.

1

2

The Anthropocene is a
proposed geological epoch
dating from the commencement
of significant human impact
on Earth's geology and
ecosystems, including,
but not limited to, climate
change. The international
and interdisciplinary
Anthropocene Working Group
considers the year 1950 as
the starting point of this
era (Carrington, 2016).
The idea of significant
human impact is used rather
metaphorically in this text.
Naturally, it was the
students who proposed
‘Stalin Square’ to be
renamed ‘Boots Square’
and to retain the renewed
monument as a permanent
reminder of revolution.
Unsurprisingly, the
students' demand did
not meet the government's
approval and the boots
eventually shared their
owner's fate. In 2006,
however, the sculptor
Ákos Eleőd made a life-size
interpretation of the
famously defaced statue
and today, the pair of
Stalin's empty boots −
instead of Stalin's entire
stature – welcomes visitors
at the entrance of
Budapest's Memento Park.

3

4

In his 2020 book Prisoners
of History , Keith Lowe
offers a broad analysis of
Second World War monuments
and the meanings they
convey. He argues that the
construction of enormous
victory monuments (including
the Motherland Monument
in Kyiv) across the Soviet
Union was a method of
consolidation. Soviet people
did not benefit economically
in the aftermath of the
Second World War, they were
traumatised by loss and
forced to face Stalinist
repressions. The idea of
‘national greatness’ that
was proposed by the state,
could be the only
consolation for the people.
Victory monuments were
meant to be ‘the symbols
of reassurance to the Soviet
people’. Lowe tries to
understand why Russian
authorities keep building
war memorials today, long
after the collapse of the
Soviet Union and the end of
World War II. He comes up
with two possible reasons:
new war memorials are the
answer to trauma caused by
war (although he writes that
‘it does not explain why
the memorials are growing
and replicating now more
than ever’); or it is again
about national greatness,
about Russia that has lost
an empire and has ‘not yet
found a new role for itself
in the world. For many
Russians, the building of
war memorials serves as
a reminder of the status
their country once had, and
perhaps also gives a sense
of hope that, one day soon,
Russia might rise again.
The bigger the monument,
the greater the sense of
pride – and the greater the
nostalgia. The glorification
of the war has become a
central pillar of Vladimir
Putin's programme to forge
a new sense of national
identity.’
This is a reference to
Joshua Yaffa's recent
article in The New Yorker
titled ‘What the Removal of
a K.G.B. Statue Can Teach
America’. In it, he argues
that the removal in Moscow
in 1991 of the statue of
Felix Dzerzhinsky − ‘who
founded the first Soviet
secret police which gave
way to the N.K.V.D., which
in turn, after World War II,
morphed into the K.G.B.,
the notorious state within
a state that embodied the
Soviet system's fundamental
illiberalism’ − did not
prevent Russia from being
ruled by Vladimir Putin, ‘a
product of the very organs
that Dzerzhinsky founded and
came to symbolize’. Yaffa
continues to point out that
the removal of statues have
little effect as long as it
is not accompanied by a more
complex approach: ‘even as
Dzerzhinsky's bronze
likeness vanished, few
bothered to talk about, let
alone, process or exorcise,
the Dzerzhinsky who
continued to inhabit the
psyches of millions’.
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Figure 1. Federal Secretariat, Abuja, Nigeria, 2020.

As partial and total lockdowns were imposed in different
parts of the world in an effort to curtail the spread of COVID-19,
it became imperative to sensitise people to their individual
and collective responsibilities. This is what Creative Cities
Abuja − a collective made up of the alumni of the Creative
Cities Project in the Nigerian capital Abuja – set out to
achieve with its Boxed In pop-up installation and performance,
which the collective thought would make a valid contribution
to enhancing this social agenda.

Without any external funding or sponsorship, the project
was curated by five members of the collective; Joy Iorvihi,
Rowland Goyit, Gbenga Soyinka Billz, Stella-Cornel Aghamba,
and Thomas Jeffery Seaman. The idea behind the project
was to a large extent based on the masquerading tradition
which has long been part of African culture. Consequently,
both fundamental similarities as well as specific differences
could be noticed between the typical African masquerade
performance and the more contemporary, contextualised
Boxed In project.
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Figure 2. Federal Secretariat, Abuja, Nigeria, 2020.

In Africa, events and occurrences such as birth, death,
initiations, rites of passage, commemorations, acts of
worship, seasonal rituals, festivals, and social unrest are
all sufficient ground to enact masquerade performances.
During such performances, animal motifs and other symbolic elements – specific visual indications as to why a
masquerade is taking place in public space − are often
incorporated into the costumes for semiotic purposes. This
custom stems from the consciousness that every masquerade performance in the traditional African context
has a specific reason and purpose, and therefore there is
no such thing as a performance for performance's sake.

In congruence with this practice, the collective chose to
spray paint large cardboard boxes in bright and conspicuous hues, adding informative messages in simple cursives
based on the World Health Organisation's approved guidelines for reducing the spread of the virus. The messages
included ‘Avoid Crowded Places’, ‘Wear Face Masks’, ‘Stay
2 Meters Apart’, ‘Wash Your Hands Regularly’, ‘Stay Safe’,
and ‘COVID-19 is Real’. The colourful nature of the masquerade regalia was essential because of the intended
purpose of the performance, which was to attract the
attention of people in public spaces around Abuja.

Figure 3. UTC Market, Area 10, Garki, Abuja, Nigeria, 2020.

Volunteers wore perforated paper bags over their heads
as masks. A major component of most masquerade
costumes is the mask. According to the late Christopher
Roy1 of the University of Iowa, ‘figures and masks make
the spirits visible, giving them shape and substance’.
In representing the ancestral spirits, the mask also
conceals the identity of the masquerade performer,

thereby enhancing the mystical nature of the masquerade.
This stands as one of the conceptual bases for the paper
masks worn by the volunteers during the performance in
Abuja. Coincidentally, wearing a face mask is in line with
measures aimed at curtailing the spread of COVID-19: in
Nigeria, wearing a face mask in public spaces is mandatory.
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Figure 4. UTC Market, Area 10, Garki, Abuja, Nigeria, 2020.

Figure 5. UTC Market, Area 10, Garki, Abuja, Nigeria, 2020.

Amidst the partial lockdown − which was imposed at the
end of March and lasted for over a month until restrictions
were eased somewhat, though a curfew remained in place
− the painted boxes popped up in a number of relatively
busy locations in Abuja, such as UTC Market in Garki and
Federal Secretariat in a procession that was similar to that
of the well-known ‘Eyo’ masquerade in Southwest Nigeria.
The public acceptance of the creative initiative was illu

strated by the fact that there were individuals who volun
teered to participate in the performance. As such, in a
carefully choreographed and coordinated movement
pattern, the colourful procession of educative boxes
attracted the attention of people going about their daily
duties. While they were being entertained by the display,
they were also compelled to read the messages, culmi
nating in the success of the performance.
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Figure 6. Federal Secretariat, Abuja, Nigeria, 2020.

Figure 7. UTC Market, Area 10, Garki, Abuja, Nigeria, 2020.

In order to manage the attracted crowd, the performances
were deliberately allowed to last for just one hour in the
various locations they were enacted. There were mixed
reactions from the people who encountered the procession.
While some did not believe the virus existed at all, others
complained about the difficulties they faced during the
lockdown and expressed their hope that the government

would do something to ease their plight. The total lack of
belief in the existence of the virus is what necessitated
captions such as ‘COVID-19 is Real’ as illustrated in Figure
7. Some people could not resist the urge to stop and take
photos with the ‘COVID-19 masquerades’. So far, with the
help of the volunteers and security personnel, the project
has been effective and generally accepted.
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Figure 8. UTC Market, Area 10, Garki, Abuja, Nigeria, 2020.

Interestingly, Figure 8 exemplifies how effective street art
can be in connecting with different age groups and shows
the extent to which the Boxed In project was welcomed.
Whether or not the toddler understood the message
promoted by the art, he was in any case attracted to its
vibrant and compelling aesthetics.

Figure 9. UTC Market, Area 10, Garki, Abuja, Nigeria, 2020.

Figure 9 presents an interesting paradox. Although the box
in the picture carries a clear message urging people to
‘Avoid Crowded Places’, it proved a major agent for drawing
in a crowd, as creative pop-up elements in public space
naturally tend to do. The name of the project – Boxed In − is
also a reference to the lockdown protocol during this pan
demic, as people's movements have been significantly

restricted, especially in public spaces. Thus, most of the
time they have been boxed in in their homes. In the face of
such realities, the project preaches that we indeed play
our individual and collective roles by adhering to the
recommended measures in controlling the spread of the
virus, while we hope and wait for the moment we can return
to a healthy and virus-free environment.

THE BOXED IN PROJECT

1

Christopher D. Roy (n.d.)
explains the different
dimensions to the existence
of masks and masquerades in
Africa in his article ‘Signs
and Symbols in African Art:
Graphic Patterns in Burkina
Faso’. https://africa.uima.
uiowa.edu/topic-essays/
show/38?start=8.
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All Photographs courtesy of © Creative Cities Abuja and depict the masquerades' procession:
a pop-up installation and performance dubbed Boxed In.
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In recent times Chile has been a country in turmoil, to put
it mildly. A rise in public transport fares in October 2019
triggered a student uprising in the capital Santiago. It was
soon backed by the majority of the population, as millions
came out of their homes to call for an end to the increasing
inequality and cost of living, and to demand good and
affordable social services like education and healthcare.
The daily demonstrations and riots in every city lasted for
months on end, until they were suddenly discontinued in
March 2020: the Coronavirus pandemic had reached South
America and started to engulf the country, emptying its
streets every bit as quickly as they had filled six months
earlier.
Had fate decreed otherwise, the protests would
surely have culminated towards April 26, 2020, when a
referendum was to decide whether or not to start the pro
cess of changing the constitution.1 The current constitution
still has its roots in the US-backed military dictatorship of
Augusto Pinochet, whose hardcore capitalist policies –
based on the neoliberal ideology of Milton Friedman – have
been in effect until the present day and now more than ever
visibly fail the majority of Chileans.
At some point during the protests, the military stepped
in with force. In the skirmishes, many lost their eyesight
due to the use of rubber bullets, and dozens lost their lives.
Shops went out of business or were barricaded with metal
plates in order not to be damaged by furious protesters
and hungry looters who did not benefit from the rudimentary
social system.
With a few notable exceptions, there is hardly any
street art and there are not many tags in the streets of
Chilean cities. But the walls of public spaces throughout
the country are packed with political graffiti and slogans.
They read like pamphlets and manifestos pleading for a
revolution, demanding change to relieve economic press
ure from the shoulders of the working class. Often they
denounce police and military brutality, as well as femicide.
They also frequently call for president Sebastián Piñera to
be locked up in prison or even to be assassinated for crimes
against humanity.

1

The referendum was held on
October 25, 2020, instead,
following renewed protests
and violent clashes with
the police. In the plebiscite
78 percent of voters backed
a constitutional overhaul.
The new charter will be
drafted by a specially
elected body of citizens
– made up of half women
and half men. The members
of this Constitutional
Convention will be voted
for on April 11, 2021.
Then, a third vote, which
is expected to occur no
later than August 2022,
will decide whether the
newly drafted constitution
will be accepted or rejected.

Since the end of March, 2020, not only are public
gatherings and demonstrations banned, universities – which
could be perceived as the epicentres of the social uprising
– are closed. With the pandemic as justification, the govern
ment conveniently imposed a nationwide curfew from 10pm
till 5am. Writing on walls used to take place primarily at
night time, but during the civil unrest it could be observed
also in broad daylight on the main squares and the surround
ing streets, as graffiteras acted under the protection of the
massive numbers of people turning up to support the change.
Now these opportunities have become rare.
Moreover, municipalities and major supermarkets
have used this period of partial lockdowns to erase many
of the messages on their buildings. Arguably, the political
slogans not only helped to communicate goals, they also
gave a voice to those who live in despair and cheered on
the ones who risk their freedom and livelihood in the struggle
to achieve a better world for us and our kids.
As these possibilities had been ripped away, we
decided to offer a wall of my own house in Valdivia, which
miraculously had not yet seen a single mark of graffiti. We
invited both grown-ups and children to restore messages
that elsewhere had been removed. The mural we created
is not beautiful, but it is heartfelt. Chile does not need
beautiful or witty street art. Many of its people are so fed
up and oppressed, they just need a valve to release the
pressure that is weighing down on them.
The mural was created by Milo, Dani, Cami, Blanca,
Eloisa, Robert, Ruben, Monyrem, Franck, Mati, Pipe, Fer,
Pingui, Miguel, Clau, Caiozzama, and Jan. Inspired by the
streets of Valdivia, the people of Chile, Void Projects Home
Mural Fest, and the Coronavirus pandemic.

A founding member of the T10 Studios in Berlin, Jan Vormann is an artist, researcher, and lecturer.
who lives and works in Valdivia, Chile, and Berlin. He studied Visual Arts at Kunsthochschule
Berlin-Weißensee, Germany, as well as Monumental Arts at the Stieglitz Academy of Fine Arts
in St. Petersburg, Russia. Vormann has lectured New Media / Interaction Design (IXD) at BTK
University's New Media / IXD Department in Berlin and has given numerous workshops and talks
at institutions including the Parsons School of Design in Paris, the ARCAM Amsterdam Institute
for Architecture, and the Kunsthochschule Burg Giebichenstein, Halle. In addition to interventions
in public spaces around the world, Vormann has presented his work at international exhibitions
including the Venice Biennale of Art (2011) and Architecture (2018), the Ars Electronica in Linz
(2010), the Nuits Blanches in Paris (2014), and the Humboldt Forum / Altes Museum, Berlin (2009).
Vormann's projects have been featured in global media outlets such as Le Monde, Financial Times
Deutschland, The New York Times Magazine, and Deutsche Welle.
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All photographs courtesy
of © VGBild/Jan Vormann.
Valdivia, Chile, April 2020.

  
vi teB s I ew rv er
ew rov Bnto s ie vi
e
  
e
o
i
w
I
o
e
teB s I kws rkv nt s
rov Bnto sB sie er In
B
v
e
o
i
w
I
s ekw orkv onot os ie t
IBn ss sie ek oIk w
r
n
B
t
s
o
s
B
v
s
e
w
i
o
ekw ork not os Bie teB
ss vsie ekr oIk owo rov
BIo Bw sv nst sk oie
ork not os Bie eB sIn
vsi ek oI ow rov Bt
o
k
o
o
s
B
s k

w
w
o
o
s
e
B
s
k
s
k
o   
v
R
s
B
o
ok ioe eo BRo IBn s
v
B
e
w
o
k
o
o
s
t
i
v
o
s
k
e
e
s
voi RB BR sw kies ork
eov oe Bs wB vsi
oew
k
e
s
i
v
R
e
R s R w ie e R
ev e s w vi ev
ie vi R s R ew i
e
w
e
s
R
v
e
w
s
ev R s ie vi R
e
w
e
w iew ev Re s w
s
s

From Material
Ephemerality
to Immaterial
Permanency:

a r.
ppe
disa – 22)
is t o 9 9 9: 2 1
1
os e
u r p r usi n ,
G
se p
w h o o l te r &
tion
(B
e d ia res .
of m requi
l og y
l it y
h n o a l re a
te c
s a at virtu
t it i
t h a a t us t h
r
a ns
me e appa
ic h
h
, w h u l t by t
i ve ”
ers e diffic
d
im m
is “ t is m a
l it y
re a ri ng a c
ual
Virt sa ppea
di
h is

the disCONNECT
Exhibition and
the Realms
of Interactive
Immersiveness

Int
as e ra c
we tiv
l l a it y
s t and
he
sta virtu
t us a l i
of t y c
a w all
o r i n to
ko
f a q u es
rt a tio
nd n t
the he
fun disti
c ti nc ti
on
o
of n be
the t w
ex e e n
hib
itio auth
ns o r
. (G an
ra d o b
u,
20 se r v
02
: 8 er
–9
)

t
Yet

Minna Valjakka
University of Helsinki, Finland

120–133
NUMBER 1
VOLUME 3
2021
NUART JOURNAL
120

FROM MATERIAL EPHEMERALITY TO IMMATERIAL PERMANENCY

The year 2020 highlighted intricate questions about the role,
(re)mediation processes, and (im)materialities of graffiti
and street art. Through changing levels of lockdowns and
restrictions, and through new social realities worldwide,
the coronavirus pandemic reshaped the positions of arts
and cultural productions. While many of those engaged in
the arts and cultural sectors had to cope with new require
ments in order to be able to keep on working and be access
ible, new opportunities also emerged, especially in and by
the virtual spheres. At the same time, these conditions had
an impact also on the possibilities of arts to enable people
to manage and reflect on their everyday circumstances. A
case in point is disCONNECT, an urban art exhibition coorganised by Schoeni Projects and HKwalls, first in London
(July 24 – August 24, 2020) and then in a locally adapted
form in Hong Kong (October 11 – November 29, 2020),
complemented by permanently available online displays.1
By disrupting the usual paradigms of the art world (both
gallery and street art scenes), the main aim of the organisers
was to create a novel approach that would enhance
togetherness and collaboration, and inspire conversations.
In globally precarious conditions, the disCONNECT
exhibition indicated not only the growing importance of
arts for bringing people together from all walks of life and
across artistic styles. In terms of contemporary arts in
general, it also contributed to an unprecedented paradigm
shift towards remote working and viewing practices across
cultural contexts. This hybrid, multi-site endeavour with
virtual exhibitions raises new questions within the longlasting discussion on if, how, and where graffiti and street
art – and/or manifestations based on these practices – can
be exhibited and documented. What are the defining feat
ures of ‘authenticity’, and how do the protagonists reexperiment with a host of artistic practices in order to
expand the field to interactive immersion? It therefore also
repositions research on graffiti, street art, and urban art at
the intersection of the immersiveness of virtual reality and
virtual arts (Bolter & Grusin, 1999; Grau, 2003; Popper, 2007),
the importance of (re)mediation processes for sense- and
memory-making (Bolter & Grusin, 1999; Erll and Rigney,
2009), and the growing interest in augmented reality in arts
(Geroimenko, 2014). Through close analysis of processes
and artworks, and by investigating the experiences and
perceptions of organisers, artists, and audiences, I disting
uish what kind of (dis)connections, interactions, and layers
of immersiveness the exhibition project made evident
through the ephemerality of the tangible art exhibitions
and the permanency of the intangible ones online. Even
though it is commonly acknowledged that a virtual art
exhibition cannot (yet) provide comparable sensorial
experiences, nor create similar affective atmospheres as
physical on-site art exhibitions can, new technological
advancem ents nonetheless bear increasing potential to
build towards enhanced immersiveness and interactions
in and between online shows.
READJUSTING ARTS AND STREETS
DUE TO THE COVID-19 PANDEMIC
Opening during the COVID-19 pandemic, disCONNECT
not only adapts to adhere to restrictions imposed by the
pandemic, rethinking creative and physical constraints
due to the current global crisis, but also prompts reflection
on the psychological reactions toward the pandemic as
well as the role of technology. (press release of disCONNECT
Hong Kong) 2
Since the first months of the COVID-19 pandemic in
the spring of 2020, a great many artists have started to
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engage with a variety of graffiti and street art practices for
communal, didactic, and sociopolitical purposes. Murals
of figures wearing facemasks and raising awareness of
public health security have gained the most public atten
tion, but they represent only one visual form and intention
among a multitude of related motifs and approaches. From
stencils and installations to masked-up public statues, all
such creative takes on the pandemic on the streets have
communicated shared mixed feelings of concern, criticism,
and, to a growing extent, gratitude to the front-liners’
tenacity. 3 Besides their unsolicited manifestations, artists
are also collaborating with local communities, officials,
and international programmes.4
The need for varied forms of art in public spaces
has been heightened by the lack of adequate access to
museums, concerts, and other indoor events. Such aspi
rations were further enhanced by the economic challenges
and existential threats that hit independent art organisations
and artists especially hard. Where possible, audiences and
artists alike moved their artistic practices to public spaces,
but in curfew circumstances, other options were called for
and fed the demand for online exhibitions and services. As
has often been the case during societal crises, art and
artists not only respond to and reflect on the existing hard
ships, but also seek new strategies for mitigating them.
Both the plans and the practices for the disCONNECT
exhibition project had to be similarly readjusted and gradu
ally implemented in relation to the local regulations during
2020. The organisers originally wanted to invite an inter
national group of graffiti and street artists to take over the
Schoeni Projects’ future space in London – a Victorian
townhouse in South West London – before its renovation.
This inaugural exhibition was planned to take place in late
April 2020. While most scheduled art events and exhibitions
were simply cancelled or closed, HKwalls and Schoeni
Projects felt that they needed to find a way to continue
regardless of the perilous circumstances and to develop
a cross-continental hybrid exhibition directly addressing
the realities of and reactions to the pandemic. 5 As Nicole
Schoeni elaborated before the opening: ‘You just have to
stay positive. This is the new norm and there's no certainty
when or if things will go back to what we are used to. […]
We have to reject the sense of loss of hope and instead,
make some positive sense about the situation we are in
and give it some meaning.’ 6
With international travel restrictions in place, my
plans to see the exhibition in person, at least in Hong Kong,
gradually evaporated too. Yet, the necessity to rely on
remote research methods, such as online communication
and digital information, in turn enhanced my understanding
of the artists' and organisers' experiences about new forms
of cooperation. As such, this study was also transformed
into a personal endeavour to examine whether and to what
extent this kind of hybrid exhibition could be examined.
How could I − eager to see and analyse art and, in particular,
to witness how it resonates with the site − adjust my working
methods to these new realities? Instead of urban ethno
graphy and close analysis of the artworks in situ, this paper
therefore tests novel research paradigms in practice,
resonating more with the exhibition project itself.
Paying close attention to health security and safety,
the curation of the London exhibition for the end of the
summer relied on innovative remote working methods and
collaborations. Detailed information and abundant visual
materials of the house, the rooms, and the utensils available
for the artists to choose from were sent to the artists to
facilitate their creation processes. Four artists based in
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London – Mr. Cenz, Aida Wilde, Alex Fakso, and David Bray
– took turns creating their artworks in the townhouse, while
other artists were occupied by the search for innovative
remote working methods due to international travel re
strictions. For instance, the house's original doors and
curtains were sent to Vhils in Lisbon and Adam Neate in
São Paolo respectively, to enable them to create directly
on these objects, which were then returned to London and
placed back into the townhouse. Likewise, Paris-based
Zoer could not travel to London to set up his work, so local
artists and assistants were needed to paste up his largescale and meticulously detailed installation. Icy and Sot
found a kitchen table in New York similar to the one in
London and after carefully designing the plates and cutlery,
they sent these across the pond to be installed on the
original table in the exhibition space. Preparing and placing
Isaac Cordal's miniature sculptures around the house and
the garden relied on multidimensional communication
between Cordal in Norway, his Bilbao-based studio, and
the curatorial team. In Germany, the artistic duo of Herakut
created their cardboard figurines in their studio and shipped
them over to be installed. Yet, handwritten texts on the
walls by a curatorial team member required projections
and online video consultation with Hera in order to match
the right style and rhythm. The final touch of playfulness
in the room was created by small children who were invited
to draw on the walls, which added another layer of inter
action and collaboration in terms of shared agency.7
The London exhibition was already an unprecedent
ed international collaboration, but to transfer a selection
of the artworks and set these up anew in Hong Kong for
the second edition in November raised the translocal (re)
mediation processes to a new level both in terms of logistics
and curatorial practices. 8 Four local artists, Kacey Wong,
Jaffa Lam, Go Hung, and Wong Ting Fung, were invited to
respond with their art and create further discussion about
the pandemic and about how the related emotions and
anxieties are to a large extent globally shared. Obviously,
the exact same narrative and curatorial strategy would
not be feasible because of the different layouts and features
of the physical sites – a British townhouse from the 1850s
versus a restored Hong Kong tenement building from the
1950s and an annexed pop-up space in a shopping mall
close by. Relying on both professionals and volunteers to
take care of a vast array of responsibilities, altogether
around 215 to 220 people in ten countries took part in this
cross-cultural project. Taking into consideration how much
of the organisational and curatorial communication relied
on technological interfaces, disCONNECT attests to the
possibility of international collaboration regardless of
restricted circumstances.
Adding to these practical challenges of transfer
during the pandemic are the dissimilar habits of visiting,
viewing, and appreciating arts in these two rather different
cultural contexts. For instance, visiting exhibitions in
museums and especially shows in art galleries is less
common in Hong Kong than it is in London. Moreover, the
multilayered history of graffiti and street art has gained
more media coverage and appreciation in the 21st century
in the UK. For Nicole Schoeni, one of the defining features
of street art is its accessibility to the general public, as it
is neither displayed in white cubes nor intended for art
enthusiasts only. Together with HKwalls' managing director
Maria Wong and co-founder Jason Dembski, Schoeni was
keen to demonstrate the diversity of street art in nongallery-spaces in order to question the internal hierarchies
of contemporary arts that still confine graffiti and street
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Figure 1. Exported images from the virtual exhibition
interfaces. Images ©Schoeni Projects and HKwalls.
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artists into less valued categories.9 Keeping the innova
tiven ess and quality of art as the primary criteria, the
curatorial team had set its sights on a rich mix of emerging
and more established local and international artists with
varying approaches and methods engaging with public
spaces, publicness, and communities. In spite of the numer
ous technical challenges, the notions of ‘publicness’ in art
and how it can be enhanced through online interfaces, not
limited to social media, gained additional dimensions: the
online exhibitions featured high-resolution imagery and
specific soundscapes, while the virtual reality manifestation
required a VR headset or glasses for viewing. This approach
applied to all three exhibition sites (Figure 1). Before delving
deeper into these multilayered interactions, interfaces,
and immersions of the on-site and online exhibitions, it is
worthwhile to examine the prevailing affordances of and
alignments between digitalisation on the one hand and
graffiti and street art on the other.
DIGITAL RESONANCE IN AND
FOR GRAFFITI AND STREET ART
The digital documentation and distribution of graffiti
and street art through the internet towards the end of the
1990s had a major impact on artistic practices on the streets
across continents. While such (re)mediation processes
were – and still are – essential for enhancing translocal
knowledge exchange, they are also to some extent prone
to (un)intentional partial information, misrepresentations,
and misreadings. In the 21st century, an increasing interest
in improving the visibility and understanding of graffiti and
street art practices worldwide has emerged among pro
tagonists and researchers, leading to a flurry of online
databases, platforms, and map applications. Curatorial
aspects and permanent online preservation are increas
ingly emphasised by initiatives such as the Google Cultural
Institute's Street Art Project. Launched in June 2014, this
project relies on collaborative partnerships with graffiti,
street art, and muralism communities around the globe.
Yet, as Glaser (2018), among others, elaborates in detail,
digital archiving projects are liable to multiple issues,
including but not limited to platform politics, accessibility,
incompleteness, and subjectivity.
These intricate questions of documentation and
preservation, whether within or beyond the urban infra
structure (see also Bonadio, 2019), directly interrelate with
broader critical discussions on the institutionalisation of
graffiti and street art by galleries, museums, art markets,
and street art festivals. The repercussions and prospects
of (re)positioning and documenting graffiti and street art
in an institutional space, and the ways in which processes
of ‘translation’ depend on the medium and the site, can be
analysed in detail from a variety of perspectives (see e.g.
Di Giacomo, 2020; Hansen, 2018). Even if the first exhibit
ions were organised in New York by United Graffiti Artists
already in the 1970s, the inquiries into representational
politics are well grounded today – not least because of the
new layers of (re)mediation added by virtual exhibitions.
Another major change that the (re)mediation pro
cesses have brought about is experimentation with digital
practices in graffiti and street art, which, in turn, have
established new interactions between (im)material forms
of art both in tangible urban landscapes and intangible
virtual realms. While various technological advances have
been keenly experimented with in new media art especially
since the late 1960s, it was not until the mid-1980s that digital
interventions by contemporary artists such as Krzysztof
Wodiczko emerged in the urban infrastructure. By adding

disCONNECT LDN
Date

24 July – 24 August 2020
Virtual exhibition from 24 July onwards;
including a ready-made virtual tour and
Isaac Cordal's art hunt available at:
disconnect.schoenigprojects.com
Exhibition in a virtual reality mode
(to be viewed with a head set or vr
glasses; no soundscapes) available at:
my.matterport.com/show/?m=zmdCtk8qkjK

Site

A Victorian townhouse in
South West London

Artists

Adam Neate (UK); Aida Wilde {Iran);
Alex Fakso (ltaly); Mr. Cenz (UK);
David Bray (UK); Herakut (Germany);
lcy and Sot (Iran); Isaac Cordal (Spain);
Vhils (Portugal); Zoer (ltaly)

Visits onsite

ca. 900–1000 (almost half of
registered did not show up)

Visits online

2,698 (by 4 Jan 2021)
2,781 (by 5 Feb 2021)

Programs

Art Treasure Hunt, Wall of Fame
Live IG Q&A with artists

Core project group

4

Workforce for
installation
and open house
(inc. press)

ca. 70

Workforce for general
organization

Virtual exhibition

Shipping + insurance
An estimated number of people involved in the whole project

Figure 2. General information about the exhibitions in London and in HK.

multiple layers of signification which directly questioned
the official narratives maintained by public art and spaces,
his pioneering public projections revealed how ephemeral
practices could disrupt the predominant power structures
and aesthetic codes of the city.10 In the realms of graffiti
and street art, similar advancements towards digital, virtual,
or augmented features started to gain more interest around
2006–2008. Holograms, projections, laser beams, and virtual
reality (VR) allowed for new modes of engagement with
the urban environment and enhanced a multitude of intent
ions, from unauthorised urban hacking to commissioned
spectacles. Some well-known examples include the GRL
L.A.S.E.R. Tagging System developed by the Graffiti Research
Lab11, and INSA's hand-painted, animated street art, gif-iti.12
These have both also been introduced and employed in
translocal collaborations in East Asian cities.13
Inevitably, laser tagging and virtual bombing, together
with projections and new manifestations made possible
by augmented reality (AR) applications, question the pre
vailing understanding of graffiti and other creative inter
ventions as destructive vandalism. Yet, their immateriality
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disCONNECT HK
11 October – 29 November 2020
Virtual exhibition from 24 July onwards; including
both sites and a recorded time-lapse of the walk
between the two sites available at:
disconnect.schoenigprojects.com
Exhibition in a virtual reality mode (to be viewed
with a head set or vr glasses; no soundscapes)
for Pak Sha Road available at:
my.matterport.com/show/?m=zmdCtk8qkjK
for Urban Sky at:my.matterport.com/show/?m=zmdCtk8qkjK

A 1950s Hong Kong tenement building at Pak Sha Road;
a pop-up space of Urban Sky at Hysan Place; Causeway Bay
Adam Neate (UK); Aida Wilde (Iran); Alex Fakso (ltaly);
Mr. Cenz (UK); David Bray {UK); Go Hung (HK); Jaffa Lam (HK);
Kacey Wong (HK); Herakut (Germany); lcy and Sot (Iran);
Isaac Cordal (Spain); Wong Ting Fung (HK); Vhils (Portugal);
Zoer (ltaly)
ca. 4,500–4,600 visits on Pak Sha Road and Hysan Place,
including walk-ins (registration on site) and guided tours
Pak Sha Road: 2,735 (by 4 Jan 2021); 2,887 (by 5 Feb 2021)
Hysan Place: 661 (by 4 Jan 2021); 692 (by 5 Feb 2021)
7 public programs (virtual and physical); live painting,
workshop, group discussion, guided virtual tour on
disCONNECT LDN, artists interviews 22 guided tours
(for age groups 9–60)
6
ca. 110

5

5
ca. 215–220

enables new takes on ‘virtual vandalism’ not limited to
urban space and public artworks but happening also in art
institutions and exhibitions.14 Even more importantly, these
examples demonstrate the shared need for digital equipment
as an inherent part of the processes of creation and
perception. Such reliance on technology not only further
complicates issues of ownership, accessibility, and visibility,
but necessarily adds to the multilayered significations that
these interventions create in and beyond the tangible (semi)
public space. In this respect, the above examples of the
Graffiti Research Lab and INSA indicate the rich variety of
practices that have continued to strengthen the mutual
dependence of the analogical and the virtual. Consequently,
they closely resonate with the following, much-quoted
words by Lev Manovich (2013: 15):
I think of software as a layer that permeates all
areas of contemporary societies. Therefore, if we
want to unders tand contemporary techniques of
control, communication, representation, simulation,
analysis, decision-making, memory, vision, writing,
and interaction , our analysis cannot be complete
until we consider this software layer. Which means
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that all disciplines which deal with contemporary
society and culture − architecture, design, art criti
cism, sociology, political science, art history, media
studies, science and technology studies, and all
others − need to account for the role of software
and its effects in whatever subjects they investigate.15
Understandably, the ‘real’ site-responsive, unauthor
ised interventions created manually in-situ in physical urban
infrastructure remain the valued cornerstone for many
protagonists.16 Such interventions are the key defining
factor of ‘authenticity’ and ‘keeping-it-real’, not only for
old-school graffiti writers but also for the majority of street
artists whose work leans on the nuanced interconnected
ness with the site and the materials. Hence, Manovich's
perceptions on the ubiquity of software does not infiltrate
all the graffiti and street art practices in the tangible urban
environments to the same degree. Yet, besides actual artistic
and creative practices, other related areas − from the design
and planning of activities to documentation and supervision
− are subjected to information and communication tech
nologies (ICT) and henceforth to datafication with unpredict
able consequences. This in turn is reshaping the field and
highlights the need for further studies in the future.
Throughout my research across eighteen cities in
East and Southeast Asia during the past decade, it has
indeed become evident that a growing variety of artistic
and creative practices in urban public spaces are actively
using digital devices and applications in order to find ways
to engage and interact with different layers of (sur)reality.
My findings therefore further confirm Gwilt's (2014: 189–190)
perceptions that connecting augmented reality with graffiti
and street art ‘provides us with a complex socially and
technologically encoded interface that has the potential to
combine the first-hand experience of public space, digital
media and creative practice in a hybrid composition’. At
the same time, AR applications enable activists to explore
innovative ways of disseminating information, enhancing
participation, and circumventing censorship (see, e.g.
Skwarek, 2014). Forms of ‘augmented urbanism’ with mixed
reality tools bear the potential to activate the city by en
hancing community engagement through less-privileged
neighbourhoods too (Wilkins & Stiff 2019). In the same vein,
amplified knowledge exchange could also increase AR
applications’ efficacy in building reciprocal communication
in graffiti and street art with new methods of increased
site-responsiveness in the urban environment and beyond.
In light of these intersecting trajectories, the
disCONNECT exhibition highlights new potentialities for
interconnectedness by providing both on-site and online
displays (see Figure 2).17 Digitalisation practices inevita
bly add new layers of emphasis on ephemerality both in
the tangible environments of streets and in temporary
exhibitions indoors. Simultaneously, the employment of
new digital applications enhances the works' permanence
and broader visibility in intangible, virtual realities. This
rewarding contradiction provides innovative ground for
both sense- and memory-making processes. But can a
virtual exhibition offer added value to a physical exhibition
regardless of its limited sensory experiences and affective
ness? Given that the detailed, high-resolution virtual displays
of the artworks, their physical surroundings, and workspecific soundscapes all contribute towards an immersive
experience, disCONNECT also provided new challenges
and prospects for creating, perceiving, and researching
graffiti and street art.
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ONLINE / ON-SITE: NEW REALMS
OF INTERACTIVE IMMERSIVENESS
Virtual reality does in fact begin with the assumption
that vision, like the self, is disembodied. Nonethe
less, the goal of virtual reality is not rational certainty,
but instead the ability of the individual to empathize
through imagining. […] The technique of visual imm
ersion distinguishes virtual reality from the classic
transparent medium, linear-perspective painting.
(Bolter & Grusin, 1999: 251)
Virtual reality, by definition, relies much on the faculty
of imagination and brings forth strategies of visual and
audible immersion. However, as Grau (2002), among others,
elaborates, image spaces for creating illusions based on
varied immersion strategies have been commonly used
in visual arts even before digital affordances. Understanding
immersion from the perspective of a transmedia continuum
enables us to perceive how common the aspiration has
been – and still is – for making spaces reaching beyond
everyday realities, regardless of the differences in contempo
rary methods and technologies. Especially in interactive,
computer-aided real-time new media art, borrowing Grau's
(2002: 8–9) words, ‘[…] interactivity and virtuality call into
question the distinction between author and observer as
well as the status of a work of art and the function of the
exhibitions’. Still, it is important to consider that since the
1970s, interactive participation in contemporary arts has
found new strands to redefine − through material and
tangible forms − the interrelations between artist(s) and
audience(s) too.
In disCONNECT LDN, the interactions, interfaces,
and immersion were catalysed by multiple on- and off-site
practices. Taking over a townhouse and its garden in an
affluent area where artistic activities are not so common,
the artists composed a specific, temporary, and spatial
experience for the audience. The free of charge exhibition
opened when the first lockdown was eased and provided
both a somewhat unusual break from everyday circum
stances as well as an opportunity for reflection. While each
artist or artist duo employed their chosen methods, materials,
and aesthetics, and focused on their own room or space,
the exhibition as a whole highlighted a multitude of effects
and emotions that had been evoked by the pandemic, from
societal concerns, panic, and escapism to fear of crowds,
hope, anxiety, and resilience. Hence, the first layer of the
interactive immersiveness derived from a collaborative
transformation of a private space into an artistic experiment
as ‘a house of pandemic’ open to the public.
In addition to the spatial experience of visiting a
private Victorian townhouse, the layout and design of the
artworks throughout the rooms introduced further tactics
of immersion. In particular, in rooms where viewers were
fully encompassed by the artworks (e.g. Alex Fakso, David
Bray, Mr. Cenz) or summoned to physically position them
selves in the installations (e.g. Zoer's car, Herakut's chess
player, Aida Wilde's Pandemic Panik Room), the affect
could be overwhelming.18 As for the artworks that primarily
invited the visitors to pay close attention to the details and
their surroundings in the house and the garden (Adam
Neate, Isaac Cordal, Vhils, Icy and Sot), these too engendered
further nuances in terms of their multilayered siteresponsiveness, which enhanced the overall emotional
experience of the visit (Figures 3, 4).
Figure 4. Installations by Icy and Sot, and Isaac Cordal. ©Schoeni
Projects, HKwalls, Nick Smith (top), and Ian Cox (bottom).
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Figure 3. Installations by Zoer, Alex Fakso, and Herakut at
disCONNECT, London, UK, 2020. Photographs ©Schoeni Projects,
HKwalls, and Ian Cox (top right).

Whereas direct (physical) interaction between artists
and audiences was not possible in London at that time,
other ways were developed for members of the audience
to engage with the exhibition. Aida Wilde's installation
included posters which were collaboratively pre-made in
a workshop in June while creative contributions to the Wall
of Fame were stimulated by distributing online free colour
ing books designed by Mr. Cenz, Wilde, and David Bray.19
In addition, both analogical and virtual communications
through various channels (handwritten messages on empty
toilet paper rolls, social media platforms, and artists' video
interviews) were encouraged and eagerly made use of.
Some of the artists took it upon themselves to reply to
social media messages to interact directly with members
of the audience.
In disCONNECT HK, the practices for generating
interactions, interfaces, and immersion were adapted to

local circumstances, the artworks, and to the two sites
which differed from each other and from the site in London.
With the support of event partner Lee Gardens Association
and venue partner Hysan Place, the area and venues less
common for artistic activities were chosen for the exhibition
in Hong Kong: a renovated 1950s tenement building in Pak
Sha Road and a pop-up space, Urban Sky, at Hysan Place
in Causeway Bay. Organising most of the exhibition in the
residential building and distributing it over three floors that
used to be three private flats with different floor plans, to
some extent echoed the London townhouse structure. In
such a historical site, rich in architectural detail, and in an
area otherwise known for its offices and manufacturing
companies, the exhibition provided an unusual and access
ible break from everyday patterns. Both exhibitions also
aimed to connect with heritage and to open up an originally
private and domestic space to the public.
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Figure 5. Posters in Aida Wilde's
installation at disCONNECT
London (left) and toilet papers
roll messages at disCONNECT
Hong Kong (top). Part of the
Wall of Fame at disCONNECT
London (bottom right), 2020.
Photographs ©Schoeni Projects,
HKwalls, and Nick Smith (left).
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Figure 6. Installation views of disCONNECT from Pak
Sha Road and Hysan Place, Hong Kong, 2020. Photographs
©Schoeni Projects, HKwalls, and Daniel Murray Studio.

Figure 7. Viewers of Kacey Wong's video artwork, details from
Jaffa Lam's installation, and Wong Ting Fung's live painting
at disCONNECT in Hong Kong, 2020. Photographs ©Schoeni Projects,
HKwalls, and Daniel Murray Studio.

The atmosphere and surroundings were inevitably
very different from those in South West London, but in
disCONNECT HK too, the tangible site and its infrastructure
(with a main staircase and another one in the back) created
a space that was unusual in its environment. It was a
temporary realm in which one could enter not only to explore
the artistic responses to the pandemic but also to interact
and mirror one's own experiences. Like in London, it there
fore offered the possibility for affective immersion during
the visit, which was further enhanced by the fact that one
could walk from one floor to another at one's own pace,
not only as part of a guided tour as in London. Even though
the general curatorial layout of the exhibition was spatially
more fluid in Pak Sha Road, and artworks by different artists
partially shared the same space, some similar work-specific
immersion tactics were employed and some new ones
were added in the newly planned site. Besides being
surrounded by Herakut's installation (with local children's
contributions) or being closed into Aida Wilde's pandemicwallpaper-bathroom, visitors were keen to watch Kacey
Wong's video installation called The Quarantine, and pause
to sit in Jaffa Lam's installation entitled, Rocking in Mini Zen
Garden to be surrounded by stones, plants, the soundscape
of a beach, and the warmth of UV lights (Figures 6, 7).
While the small pop-up space of Urban Sky resembled
more of an ordinary gallery space with its curatorial app
roach, the large screen displaying a video from disCONNECT
LDN in a loop hinted at the international interaction and
communication that lay at the core of the whole project.
The door handles of the London townhouse that Go Hung
recreated as soap sculptures also highlighted such inter
connectedness between the two cities. Further engagement
with Hong Kong audiences was generated through a livepainting by Wong Ting Fung on the opening day, three
workshops by Go Hung, a group discussion, a series of
artist interviews available online, and 22 guided tours, some
organised in collaboration with local nonprofit organisat
ions and all without charge.
Yet another realm of immersiveness in these on-site
exhibitions was provided by the virtual online displays that
offered both the chance for a re-visit and even more im
portantly, made them accessible for those who could not
travel. Such flexibility provided opportunities to share the
experience, for instance, with an elderly relative living in
another city, as was recalled by James Reeve, the house
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manager in London. 20 Obviously, the virtual exhibition
cannot offer the same affective experience as the on-site
visit, but it may provide further opportunities for sense- and
memory-making. In particular, the artwork-specific sound
scapes that were not available on-site affirm an additional
layer of immersion, available only online. For instance,
Zoer created the sound space with his musician friends
especially for this project. He was keen to investigate the
interrelation between volume, sculptural characteristics,
and the density of the object for the virtual experience. 21
Together with the sound effects that simulate the sounds
created by moving around the house (thumping, squeaking,
dripping, chirping, and rustling, among others), the highresolution 3D documentation that allows close examination
of the materials and details, contribute to the immersive
effect online. As Grau has elaborated in detail, illusion and
immersion are often interdependent aspects, especially
in a virtual space:
[…] the illusion works on two levels: first, there is
the classic function of illusion which is the playful
and conscious submission to appearance that is the
aesthetic enjoyment of the illusion. Second, and by
intensifying the suggestive image effects and through
appearance, this can temporarily overwhelm
perception of the difference between image space
and reality. This suggestive power may, for a certain
time, suspend the relationship between subject and
the object, and the ‘as if’ may have effects on aware
ness. The power of hitherto unknown or perfected
medium of illusion to deceive the senses leads the
observer to act or feel according to the scene of
logic of images and, to a certain degree, may even
succeed in captivating awareness. This is the starting
point for historic illusion spaces and their immersive
successors in art and media history. They use multi
media to increase and maximize suggestion in order
to erode the inner distance of the observer and
ensure maximum effects for their message.
(Grau, 2002: 17)
While there is a difference between the image space
of the virtual exhibition and the reality of the viewer's
surroundings – also due to the technical devices facilitating
the virtual visit, as Bolter & Grusin (1999: 21–22) remind us
– several aspects may blur these distinctions. For instance,
the video installations are fully embedded into the virtual
displays of disCONNECT HK and hence provide a simulative
experience of viewing them on-site. A time-lapse of the
walk between Pak Sha Road and Hysan Place, although
somewhat accelerated, also gives the illusion of ‘being
there’ in person. Yet other dimensions for imaginative
engagement not available on-site are effected by views
and modes of illusion.
The ability to examine the entire London townhouse
and its interior, or the three-floor exhibition space in Pak
Sha Road as a ‘dollhouse’, evokes both an illusionistic and
an immersive approach. This is further encouraged by
imaginative ways to interact with the virtual interface, such
as rotating long-distance perspectives and transporting
oneself virtually from any one spot to another (through
floors and walls). Such digital affordances, and especially,
as Isaac Cordal elaborated, this possibility ‘to view from
above, from the perspective of the God, which is becoming
the new normal, is changing something in us and how we
think about the world and the universe – we are our own
satellites.’ 22 For Jaffa Lam, the transparency and 3D

rendering enhances the virtual exhibition visit, ‘you feel
like you are taking an adventure’. 23 If viewed in a quiet and
dim environment, through a large high-resolution screen
and with headphones and/or a virtual reality headset, the
online exhibition visit can be quite an immersive experience
even though some haptic and olfactory sensations are
missing or remain quite indistinguishable. 24
(DIS)ENGAGEMENTS
[…] virtual connections are still worthwhile, they
remind us that you do have a place in the world, you
are not just flowing in the space alone, but you have
a position. (David Bray, in an interview with the
author, November 19, 2020)
For all except one of the artists, this was the very
first time they had been involved in such a hybrid, multi-site
cross-cultural exhibition project, with permanent virtual
displays available online. Whereas these unusual working
conditions and exhibition modes generated new modalities
for connecting and collaborating, they also revealed aspects
of detachment and dissociation. For the four artists working
on-site at the London townhouse, the personal, emotionally
invested experience of being and creating in situ enhanced
their notions of engagement and belonging in the disCONNECT
project in ways not fully possible for those working remotely,
even though many were committed and thrilled to be
participating.
While some of the artists had collaborated with
HKwalls or Nicole Schoeni before, and most of them (working
either on- or off-site) were quite familiar with some of the
other artists' oeuvre and had some associations before the
exhibition, most of them found the lack of physical interaction
with other artists regrettable. Even the artists working onsite took turns in the house and focused on their part in total
isolation from the others. Missing the chance to meet and
work with the others – as is usual in group exhibitions, at
least for openings – resembled the disruptions caused by
the pandemic at all societal levels and left some feeling
relatively disengaged from the exhibition. Yet, the very
same disconnectivity made most of the artists and organisers
feel closely connected emotionally. The conceptual frame
work that the artists shared in their works, and the way in
which the exhibition was realised through technological
innovation and cooperation, attest to the power of connect
ivity for a common cause. The notion of ‘we connected
through disconnection’ in and beyond the artworks was
echoed time and again in the interviews with artists and
organisers both from London and Hong Kong. Although
the artists mainly worked in isolation and through their own
subjective perspectives and artistic sensibilities, the art
works demonstrate the collective and multi-layered in-depth
consciousness about the shared issue.
Nonetheless, regardless of plans for collaborative
engagement between the artists in the London and Hong
Kong editions, notions of disengagement and detachment
could not be completely avoided. The original idea was to
deliberately focus on non-Asian artists first, then transfer
their works to another cultural context and invite local,
Hong Kong-based artists to respond with their own art and
insights. While the project as a whole was successful and
both editions received abundant, mainly very positive press
coverage, some of the artists contributing to the exhibition
in London felt ‘completely disconnected’ from the Hong
Kong edition, especially in cases where setting up their
artwork did not require much of their own input. Secondly,
the artworks that were purposely designed for the London
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townhouse were displayed in such a different setting in
Hong Kong, that the original ‘wholeness’ of the installations
was disrupted. Obviously, some layers of signification were
also altered. As Icy and Sot asserted, because the artwork
was based on the original townhouse's table, ‘it can't have
exactly the same meaning elsewhere’. 25 Thirdly, whether
or not the artists had any previous engagements with Hong
Kong had a direct impact on the levels of (dis)connectedness
with the artworks and sites of the HK edition. Obviously,
personal memories facilitated sense-making in the new
context.
The disCONNECT project revealed novel perspect
ives and raised new questions with regard to authenticity
too. The clear majority of the original artworks were
designed and made for the London house, engaging directly
with its history, materials, and architectural features. While
graffiti and street art are usually created by the artists
themselves, it is not unheard of to have assistants work
with or for you, for instance, in large-scale stencil projects
that are quite impossible to realise on one's own. Also,
putting up stickers on others' behalf, even in locations not
visited by the artist in person, is a common practice. So, is
the authenticity of an artwork reduced in any relevant
measure if it is designed and created by the artist but pasted
or set up by someone else on the site or spot it was designed
for, in close collaboration with, and with guidance from,
the artist(s)? For instance, while Wilde felt emotionally and
physically exhausted after five days of intense work with
an assistant in London, she was ‘over the moon with how
the work translated in its entirety in Hong Kong – I would

Figure 8. Details from Herakut's installation in
London and from David Bray's in Hong Kong, 2020.
Photographs ©Schoeni Projects, HKwalls, and
Nick Smith (left, cropped from the original).
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actually say, it worked better there than in London for me
personally. It is just a shame and a little heartbreaking that
I could not physically be there to install and to experience
it first-hand but it all looked so awesome and fun.’26
It could also be proposed that setting up something
which is a finished piece in itself loses next to nothing in
authenticity – even if significant details in lighting and the
overall experiment could not be fully controlled by the artist(s).
In terms of rewriting the texts on the walls – as was the
case in Herakut's installations both in London and in Hong
Kong, and David Bray's work in the Hong Kong edition –
such finishing touches could also be seen as a form of
co-creation. Without a doubt, collaborative approaches
require trust and commitment, but as Hera and Bray affirmed,
for them, it was intriguing to see something that appeared
exactly as though it was put there by their own hand, yet
was in fact executed by someone else.
Obviously, many layers of original site-responsive
ness and engagement were lost when the artworks planned
for the London townhouse were transferred and reset in
Hong Kong. This was the case even despite careful efforts
to reduce such losses to a minimum, such as maintaining
the general layout of an installation or building partial walls
covered with wallpaper that simulated the originals. Given
that some of the artworks (e.g. a detailed painting on the
wall) could not be transported, partial disconnection was
unavoidable. But does such a cross-cultural transfer from
one exhibition site to another diminish the authenticity of
an artwork if its form allows it to be replaced without any
physical harm to the work itself? This is an especially rele
vant question for this exhibition project, as all the artists
involved knew in advance that the exhibition in London was
only temporary while the intangible virtual displays would
remain accessible to the public.
Such circumstances pose new questions regarding
the artist–artwork relationship beyond the tangible on-site
exhibition and its transfer. True, seeing one's work online
and with sounds can foster wonder, disassociation, disbelief,
and otherness, especially when the work has been set up
by others. But it was equally true that many artists were
delighted and appreciative of the quality of the virtual
exhibitions and of how the artwork-specific soundscapes
stirred new sentiments within themselves. The practices
aimed at enhancing interactivity and immersion could,
nevertheless, be developed even further if technological
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advancements permit. Added value, as assistant curator
Angel Wai-sze Hui elucidated, could be created through a
virtual ‘gallery assistant’ (a live person or a bot application)
available to provide additional information to virtual exhi
bition visitors, or someone else to share one's impressions
and experiences of the artworks with. 27 A step further in
terms of interactivity could be the development of applications
that would allow shared online exhibition visits (similar to
playing online games) where a group of friends could agree
to meet and explore an exhibition together (e.g. through
avatars), as suggested by James Reeve. Virtual exhibitions
of cyber art for virtual audiences do already exist in virtual
spaces, such as Second Life, but they are reserved for
registered users only and in terms of image quality, are
not yet able to provide high resolutions displays.
CONCLUSIONS
According to the artists and organisers of disCONNECT,
despite varying practical challenges, the exhibition project
exceeded their expectations. Even if taking an empty build
ing as ‘a blank canvas’ is not unheard of, the exhibition was
perceived as conceptually powerful, daring, and refreshing
by the artists. Their ability to create something unprecedented
together and through collaborative efforts to reach out for
new audiences, sparked hopes for reconnections. As Mr.
Cenz emphasised, ‘people need that hope now more than
ever’, and therefore, in several ways, ‘street art is more
important than before.’28
As some of the artists emphasised, the virtual exhi
bitions provided a permanent sphere for remembering and
reconnecting with their own artworks and the real exhibition,
unlike in temporary, tangible group shows. Given that the
virtual displays offer a full documentation of the artworks
and the exhibition sites, they also attest to the novel power
of the intangible for memory- and sense-making: basically,
anyone with an internet connection can (re)visit and closely
examine any given artwork and its engagement with the
site. This opens up new prospects for artists, curators, and
art researchers alike and enables them to study and reflect
not only the individual artworks but the overall exhibition
project. Detailed discussion on the in-depth sociopolitical
reflections of each artwork is beyond the scope of this
paper. The surreal circumstances of isolation, the dis
connection from normal behaviour, the growing need for
escapism and the long-term societal implications of the
pandemic, are some key issues examined by the artists
which are worthy of further research.
Besides the new media arts, scholarly discussions
in museum studies have examined how virtuality, digitali
sation and AR are causing changes in value creation pro
cesses in relation to experiencing art and museum visits
in general. I share the call for a more nuanced understand
ing of how institutions ‘relate to their audiences as users
of cultural content’ (Bertacchini & Morando, 2013: 60; see
also Geismar, 2018), while more attention should also be
given to artists' positions as the creators of cultural contents.
As discussed in this paper, new digital interfaces are not
unproblematic – not least because they rely on technical
resources not necessarily available to everyone – but they
offer unprecedented possibilities for developing multilev
eled interactive immersiveness in and beyond on-site and
online realms. This kind of interrelated physical and virtual
immersiveness improves the potentialities of both the
ephemerality of tangible art exhibitions and the permanency
of intangible online exhibitions.
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1

2

3

The virtual exhibitions
have been made permanently
available online at
https://schoeniprojects.com/
vr, and at https://hkwalls.
org/disconnect/.
Available online at
https://websiteschoeniprojects.artlogic.
net/usr/library/documents/
press-release/schoeniprojects-disconnect-hkpress-release-en.pdf.
Abundant coverage is
provided by major media
outlets and art platforms.
See e.g., Ricci (2020),
Reuters (2020), and Urban
Art Mapping: Covid-19 Street
Art database.

14 See, among others,
Codrea-Rado (2017)
and Palumbo (2018).
15 Originally published
in an online draft of the
book in 2008. Available at
http://softwarestudies.com/
softbook/manovich_softbook_
11_20_2008.pdf.
16 With ‘translocal siteresponsiveness’, I call for
a more nuanced understanding
on how the multilayered
signification processes
emerge in organic and
spontaneous fashion, in and
beyond the specific physical
site (Valjakka 2018b).
17 The virtual tour was created
by Flick360 with Matterport.
The soundscapes and Isaac
Cordal's ‘sculpture hunt’
were created by Elastic
Teams.

4

See, for instance,
IOM (2020) and UNODC (2020).

5

For more information,
see the HKwalls and
Schoeni Project websites.

6

Nicole Schoeni, Maria Wong,
and Jason Dembski in an
interview with the author
on July 16, 2020.

7

Information derives
from phone and video
call interviews and email
messages with organisers and
artists during the extended
period from the beginning
of July to December 2020.

19 Available on the HKwalls
website: https://hkwalls.
org/disconnect/disconnectlondon-a-locked-down-artisttakeover-en-2/#colouringbooks.

To resemble the atmosphere
of the original setting
in the townhouse, a section
of temporary walls with
identical wallpaper was
installed in the Hong Kong
exhibition space for
mounting the doors.

21 Zoer, in an interview
with the author,
November 22, 2020.

8

9

For a more detailed
discussion about the
hierarchies and
valorisations of the
different statuses among
graffiti writers and more
‘regular’ artists, see
Valjakka (2018a).

10 On Wodiczko's own insights
about his interventions,
see Wodiczko
(1999, especially 42–73).
11 For more information, see
Graffiti Research Lab's blog.
12 An introduction with
examples is available
online, on Gif-iti.
13 For instance, laser tagging
was experimented with in
Hong Kong in 2007 and was
planned to be used in
Beijing in 2008. In 2014,
INSA's collaboration with
Madsteez for POW! WOW!
Taiwan gained media
attention. In 2019, INSA
participated in HKwalls.
Information derives from
fieldwork notes by the
author.

18 Reflections on audience
behaviour were discussed
in detail with James Reeve,
the house manager in an
interview with the author,
November 13, 2020.

20 James Reeve, in an
interview with the author,
November 13, 2020.

22 Isaac Cordal, in an
interview with the
author November 27, 2020.
23 Jaffa Lam, in an
interview with the author,
December 23, 2020.
24 For instance, the dreamlike
impact of UV lights on the
colours and aesthetics of
Mr Cenz's paintings proved
irreproducible in the
virtual realm.
25 Icy and Sot, in an
interview with the author,
November 30, 2020.
26 Aida Wilde, in an email to
the author, December 7, 2020.
27 Angel Wai-sze Hui, in an
interview with the author,
7 January 2021.
28 Mr. Cenz, in an interview
with the author, 7 December
2020.
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Bill Posters

The Street
Art Manual
A Step-by-Step
Guide to Hacking
the Streets

Interview with Bill Posters (aka Barnaby Francis)

THE STREET ART MANUAL

Congratulations on the launch of The Street Art
Manual. How long was the process of working
on this book? Does the final form match your
original vision?
Thanks. It's been a little while in the pipeline, so it's really
good to finally get it out there into people's hands where
it's needed. The original idea for this book is based on the
same type of framework of a book I wrote about subvertising
in 2017. It was a subvertising manual built around what you
need and how to do it, and it was released with Dog Section
Press, an anarchist publisher based in London. This new
book concerning street art and creative activism in public
space was based around the same format and framework
of that initial publication. There was interest from Laurence
King Publishing to do something similar but that covered
a much wider scope of forms of street art and that became
the basis for the concept of The Street Art Manual . It in
cludes the social political history of 11 forms of street art,
and an expanded section at the beginning of the book
around best practice for hacking public spaces, and then
an additional series of chapters exploring trespassing,
accessing, and infiltrating sites such as abandoned buildings,
rooftops, train yards, and high security areas. It was almost
two years from the initial conversations to the release of
the book. In terms of the writing process, I wrote the initial
30,000 words in about six weeks in autumn 2018 because
the publishers wanted to try and slot it into a ‘spring 2019
release window’ and they thought there was a good scope
to turn it around that quickly, so I literally just ate, slept and
breathed this book into being and completed the first draft
of many in a relatively short time frame.
That sounds painful.
Yeah it was, but it was valuable because I went very deep
into the subject matter, and I was privileged to have the
space in my day-to-day life to be able to allocate six weeks
to that first draft. As you know, the editing process is much
longer than that and it took a further eight to nine months
of edits and development before the book was ready for
the design phase.
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The book does feel quite coherent − sometimes
a book this ambitious in scope can feel a bit
incoherent and bitty, because so many topics are
crammed in.
Thank you, I really appreciate that. Yes, the book does cover
a lot of areas and attempts to provide theoretical and
value-based frameworks that cut across art forms in public
space alongside examples of artworks and actions by artists
and collectives operating in five continents. Content has
also come from fifteen years of my personal street art and
creative activism practices. I have a lived experience and
relationship with 10 out of the 11 forms of street art I cover
in the book, but there were also a lot of informal advisors
and supporters from across the street art scene that have
aided in the development of chapters and my thanks and
respects are given to them in the book. I feel that the book's
strength is definitely in the sum of its parts and as you know
I'm a big fan of collective processes.
Which is the one street art form that you haven't
tried?
Yarnbombing. That's just the one that's been least access
ible for me personally. I've had experiences that bridge a
connection to the radical history around craftivism via
activism and it was really exciting to draw together threads
in this chapter in order to challenge some boundaries and
try to connect some dots to this art form. The collectivised
element to craftivism is especially powerful, you see it with
the interventionist works of individual artists who have a
collaborative intervention approach to a yarnbombing
installation. I think that is one of its main strengths on the
process side. In the book, I constantly try to make the case
that process is possibly more important than aesthetic
output, and I try to ground different forms of street art within
that framework because it can be so individualist. This
was really inspiring to learn more about when researching
into yarnbombing.
Decentring the idea of an individual author or
artist?
Yes. The movement, its origins and its history of art, has
a heavy element of collective process
and community. These ‘Do
It Together’ (DIT) values and
principles were really strong
− you can see it in the strength
of early graffiti ‘crews’ − even
more so in the noughties. The
street art movement and the
first wave of street artists
were deeply anti-consumerist
and anti-capitalist when they
emerged into popular culture,
and the question of how we can
connect our knowledge back
to some of these foundational
principles is really one of the
main points of focus of this book.
As history consistently shows
us, as soon as a subculture em
erges into popular culture, it
grows, becomes profitable, and
inevitably internalises the values
of capital which can change the
nature of the subculture. This
book attempts to wrestle street
art back from the void a little bit.
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So, that's the intention of the book?
Alongside other aims, yes. My research was focused on
how can I apply this critical learning and try to reconnect
younger audiences today to the really powerful forces that
street art can manifest − and that's through process and
experiential kinds of engagement as much as it is through
aesthetics, scale, and the socio-political environmental
context.
The book is a crossover text. Your writing style
seems very democratic – the book has lots of
accessible practical and legal tips but you mix
this with critical theory, history, and politics. This
is quite unusual − most manuals for street art or
stencils or paste-ups seem based primarily on
process, not politics.
Thanks for drawing that thread through, because you've
hit the nail on the head. Nothing exists in a vacuum. Every
thing is political. One of my personal motivations with this
book was concerned with how can I get a widely distributed,
mass-produced book about street art, that looks very benign
and is very accessible and relational, yet within it is a deeply
critical set of ideas, of politics, and of social activism. To
illustrate this, I wanted the cover to look friendly and nonthreatening, I didn't want it to look sharp and edgy. And I
don't think it should either as the content in this book is
really in line with what many forms of street art were
primarily concerned with at their inception. This book is
about repopularising some foundational key principles and
ideas about street art and is aimed at those that are now
coming up around the world – especially young people not
living in the West. Thanks to the support of some high
profile street artists providing images and guidance
I feel that we did this quite well.

So basically you fool people into buying the book
for their kids?
I would reframe this slightly – how can we create a publi
cation that can simulate and subvert popular culture at the
same time? Because if I'd gone to a large publisher like
Laurence King with some of the content that's in there now
in the beginning, there would possibly have been a lot more
push back against this book, but throughout they were very
willing to support an activist project which is quite surprising
when you look at their back catalogue.
It's impressive that you pulled that off. But I can
see that the publishers have put a disclaimer on
the inside front cover?
Yes, but I think that is fairly standard. I thank the editors at
Laurence King for being so open and seeing value in the
project. They could've just said, ‘no, this is too edgy for us’
or ‘we want it to be soft and non-political’ etc. The editor
for the book is Chelsea Edwards and she was incredible
throughout and ensured the focusses of the book stayed
strong. It turned out we had actually met several years
earlier during a direct action protest in a coal mine in Wales!
There's also a strong legal section and practical
guidance chapter at the back in case you get arrested in
any country in the world. From a global perspective, it
became a really important theme to provide good, solid
practical advice for how to deal with fascist or racist police,
‘tricks of the trade’ in case you do get busted as well as tips
on how to stay safe online whilst still sharing your work,
especially if you are in a country that heavily oppresses
free expression or political dissent. This will hopefully
provide good
foundational sets of knowledge that
will stop people getting into unnecess
ary trouble, whilst giving them con
fidence in process and belief in their
own power to create art in public space
with others.
In the book, you actively interrogate
your own privileged identity as a
white guy doing street art.
Absolutely. And I try to provide guid
ance for others to do this as well.
Not in a weird white saviour way,
but if you are in a crew that has
black or brown friends in it, just
making sure that everyone's got
each other's back is really im
portant, especially when dealing
with security or the police. Be
cause if you have someone who
feels safe handling the police or
a problematic interaction due to
their privilege, it's crucial to
think about this before you go
out and to make a plan. So, I
wanted to try to demystify that,
because most people who read
the book could be predomi
nantly white, possibly male
and ‘Western’ − even though
the book has been written for
global audiences. It's trying
to be international in its focus,
but you have to draw that out and take a critical
look, and to ask the reader to take a critical look at them
selves as well, especially concerning how they relate to
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others within certain contexts where white privilege is the
difference between a potentially positive interaction with
police or an incredibly negative and oppressive one.
It's good to see that level of critical consideration.
Moving on to your chapter on murals – some
people might argue that a large-scale mural is
something that's almost impossible to execute
without permissions, cherry pickers, and days of
authorised work. Yet in the book you very much
focus on street art as an unauthorised and selforganised process. Do large scale murals really
fit as one of these renegade tactics?
Well, there is an incredibly long history of muralism across
continents in the world that has existed for millennia before
the good old cherry picker was invented, so I would definite
ly question the Western-centric framing on this one. There
are many methods to create a large mural in the city, one
of which is illustrated in the diagrammatic ‘step by step’
section for this chapter.
Murals can be both authorised and unauthorised in
nature and there are tangible benefits to both when it comes
to process and self-development for those involved in the
creation. Whilst I make the case for the value of unauthorised
art throughout the book, it isn't the only method that has
value and forms of authorised art are also supported and
referenced in the book. When it gets to something as
involved as a large-scale mural, it's true that it takes time
on site, but there are hacks around that. You can simulate
the signifiers that give an official semblance to what it is
you're doing, making sure, for example, you have some
visible element of health and safety, like cones or tape that
make it look like it's a managed safe space. Street art
doesn't have to be unauthorised or illegal, I just think that
it retains more of its power socially if that is the case. I do
try and make an argument in the book that conscious
trespassing in particular is super important as a formative
process. It is a provocation for finding new visions for
social, cultural, or political possibilities for life. By trans
gressing those boundaries and stepping out of the norm
you realise that all frameworks are conditional − it's only
when you cross those boundaries that you realise just how
much behaviour, how much activity, or how much cultural
creation is controlled within that space. You need to cross
these boundaries to try and see things from the other side
and discover this whole constellation of possibilities that
you might not have considered before. And then the learning
of that journey is really what I think is so rich about street
art, because it gives you power and agency. You can express
yourself, which is fundamentally, foundationally important.
Having an experience of doing something and getting away
with it is a richly rewarding gateway form of street art.
It's great that you've included a section on graffiti,
but this is possibly also a contentious inclusion
to some people − especially as a form of ‘street
art’. Many people would characterise graffiti as
a separate or parallel subculture that has a history
of its own. Also, you've collapsed a lot of different
forms of graffiti − political graffiti, NYC style
graffiti, etc. − into one narrative, and there's no
actual graffiti in the modern sense pictured in
this chapter. What was your thinking behind this?
This one did cause a bit of a headache when considering
the rich histories of graffiti and how these could be combined
into the framework for the book. There is an extensive
collection of books that go deep into those different types
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of graffiti, writings that are much more authoritative than
what I could possibly produce with a thousand words. I
decided that I definitely wanted to include it as an art form
in public space. I absolutely agree there are disputed
relations to the history, trajectories, and cultures of graffiti.
It's such a fascinatingly complex form of art that it was
worth including an overview from a specific perspective
– that of the social history of tagging – than to leave out
such an inspiring and rich form of art in public space.
If we look at the history of graffiti, in the book I provide
a basic overview of the historiography, but we're talking
about a timeline that goes from 50–60,000 BC to the present.
What I wanted to do was to go back to tagging, to go right
back to that original form of modern graffiti in public space
– so I would dispute your notion that no actual graffiti in the
modern sense is pictured in this chapter. My lens was to
look at the social application of that original form, before
it gets to throw ups and other contemporary developments.
Because it's the unifying form of graffiti in public space
that's universally despised, yet recognisable, whether you
are in Botswana, Lagos, New York, or Chile. And when
there's a bit more of a hidden history in there − from the
Pixadores in Latin America and Brazil who were developing
tagging at the same time as those in New York in the '70s
– there's a deeply political component of that action too.
These predominantly young boys coming out of the barrio,
going to hit up wealthy neighbourhoods, climbing up resi
dential skyscrapers to tag them up and then heading off
back to the barrios. It's insurgent.
This chapter extends this line of enquiry to look at
how graffiti tagging has also been central to social justice
movements. That's why that image from Don McCullin is
in there (from the UK in the '70s) with two young black boys
looking into the camera, while it says in antifascist graffiti
in the background ‘No Nazis in Bradford’. Writing in public
space has been key to loads of social movements and
political revolutions, from Latin America to the Middle East:
think of acts of resistance against Pinochet in Chile, up
risings in the Gaza Strip and the Westbank, and more
recently the revolution in Egypt. If there's one thing I wanted
the graffiti chapter to do, it was to make a case that tagging
is valid and it's important, and it can be powerful. But there's
also a few tongue-in-cheek things in there, like the instruct
ional ‘what you need and where to get it’ − it just takes the
piss out of itself − you don't really need a manual to do art
on the streets, and you certainly don't need instructions on
‘how to do graffiti’, although maybe it's helpful to have some
of its myths busted in relation to technique and practice.
But as far as process goes, to start you just need to get
hold of a can and a nozzle and start spraying.
In the book, you also look at the nexus between
street art and land art. That's something that is
really starting to gain traction and seems especially
evocative when it's focused on environmental
activism. Land art does not necessarily manifest
itself in urban space yet it comes with some of
the same tactics and ethos as street art. So, you
placed this street/land art combination into the
category of ‘aerial art’, but I wonder whether you
considered including any smaller scale or less
monumental and masculine examples to represent
the street art meets land art nexus?
That's an interesting one. Yes, there were three forms of
art in public space that couldn't make it into the book, due
to space limitations. One of them was really small-scale
miniatures and micro-installations. To go from micro to
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1

Make sure the fire extinguisher is empty.
Check the pressure gauge is at 0.

3

Mix three parts paint to one part water or
paint thinner. Fill the extinguisher two thirds
full using a funnel.

2

Remove the top using an adjustable spanner.

4

Connect the valve of the bicycle pump to
the valve at the base of the handle of the fire
extinguisher. Make sure it is firmly attached.

THE STREET ART MANUAL

5

Pressurize with the bicycle pump (the needle
on the pressure gauge needs to be in the
green zone).

6
Stand a few metres away from the wall
and press the handle to start painting.
Extinguishers empty quickly – you'll have
between 10 and 30 seconds – so don't waste
time, and make sure you finish your tag.

139

140

NUART JOURNAL

macro would have been a dream. I also wanted to do a
chapter on inflatables − there's a long running history of
radical play and inflatables in public spaces going back to
the ‘60s. In the UK and mainland Europe in particular, there
have been huge inflatables in different contexts, going up
to the present day with the inflatable Trump Baby. I thought
this was a really rich narrative that would have been really
interesting to include, but when it came to it, a brutal
decision had to be made due to the lack of space, and I had
to leave out several chapters. Basically, I would have had
to leave out the legal guidance chapter just to fit in another
form of street art and to be honest, I just thought that if we
can have ten or eleven forms of street art in there, then
that's quite a solid amount of content.
Aerial art in particular is quite interesting because
of the cartographics involved and the way in which the
artists imagine art in public space in ways that shift the
axis from the vertical to the horizontal − is really exciting.
We've seen some quite powerful examples of that recently,
especially in relation to the racial justice movement Black
Lives Matter. But some of those initiatives – for example
the large commissioned street painting in Washington −
have been a bit shady because they involve artwashing to
make it look like the state is doing something very provo
cative, while in fact structurally and systemically there's
not that much going on to address those deeply damaging
racial inequalities in the US.
In relation to the monumental side of it being a
masculine practice, yes there are male artists exploring
this new territory, but there are also queer and female
artists creating and leading in that space too. I think that
aerial art is providing a whole new conceptual plane for
the creation of art in public space that is being facilitated
by emerging technologies such as light-weight and low-cost
drones. This is really exciting, and I hope the examples in
this chapter ignite the curiosity of the reader to get involved
and explore this form of art too.
When I found the early land aerial art piece by Chilean
poet Raúl Zurita, that just took my breath away. That's
probably my favourite piece of work in the whole book
because of the way he could articulate his trauma and
express it in a poem written on
a three kilometre stretch of the
Atacama Desert with a bulldozer:
‘ni pena ni miedo’, mea ning
‘without pain or fear’.
It was such a powerful
story, learning about Raúl Zurita's
struggles, and the fact that he
was dreaming about writing
poems in the sky while being
to r t u re d d u ring Pin o c h et 's
dictatorship in Chile was like a
big middle finger up to that
oppression. He goes out and
etches that into the sand for
future generations. It's very
moving now just talking about
it. This is one of the most beauti
ful forms of art in public space
I've been privileged to learn
about and it made me think that
this is the chapter that should
be included above, say, minia
tures or micro-art.

There must have been other more well-known
Western examples of aerial art that you could have
included – would these have been less powerful?
Not less powerful, just less suited to the kind of book I
wanted to put together. To not include any artists or collect
ives from Latin America or from South America in this
chapter would be to exclude the rich history of land art and
aerial art that's been present in South American cultures
since Nazca geoglyphs first appeared in Peru in 500 BC.
So, Raúl Zurita was a bridge to the rich past of Latin America
as well. The telling of that story was a leap through time
to connect the reader to more ancient practices in the
region. There are Western examples as well, but for each
chapter I tried to create space for the voices and stories
that are not the usual white male Western artists. I tried to
be as inclusive as possible in bringing in stories and voices
from as many different spaces, places, and cultures and
histories − to get away from this whole white supremacy
idea of modern art rooted in Anglo-Saxon culture. It's power
that allows those stories to dictate their prominence, really.
When I was writing graffiti when I was 13, if I'd have known
there was an equally powerful and interesting graffiti tagg–
ing movement that was going on in Sao Paolo or Brazil in
the '70s at the same time as New York, that would have lit
my mind on fire. But there weren't those stories or the
space for those stories then.
Can you remember when you became aware
of that parallel history?
Grateful as we are for them, foundational resources and
guides like Martha Cooper and Henry Chalfant's images
and books are super important but this is still a partial
history. So, yes I'm a white male trying to facilitate some
of those stories out of respect.
So, your book is a corrective history?
I'm hesitant to take on this mantle for this book as that is
a huge responsibility, but I would like to think that this book
celebrates more cultures and voices than mainstream
street art culture has popularised. I wanted to carve some
space to get more of those histories out in an accessible
way to honour the rich histories and cultures that make
art in public space so
universal to the human
condition.

‘Ni pena ni miedo.’ Raúl
Zurita. Atacama Desert,
Chile, 1993.
Photograph ©Raúl Zurita.

And to think critically
about what it is we're
doing?
Yes, you don't get taught
critical learning in most
educational contex ts
today. But I am so inspir
ed by how switched on
and articulate the young
Gen Y / Gen Z is right now.
I go to speak in the UK,
Europe or East Africa for
example, and there are
young people in the room
from a variety of different
backgrounds, but I can
take five minutes and
speak to any of the young
people in the street, and
they'll be just as articulate
about what's going on
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environmentally, politically, socially. That for me is such a
source of inspiration. I wanted to write this book to try and
open source a wider array of tools, methods, ideas and
foundational knowledge to ignite that curiosity and then
that hopefully leads to the kind of interrogative critique that
is going to be necessary if we are to escape these multiple
converging crises we are facing.
Critical thinking is a weapon?
Exactly, it's a means of bolstering people's
inherent power. Especially today when
we have to contend with hyperreal, posttruth political and media environments.
‘Si la prensa calla entonses, que hablen
las murallas’: ‘If the press is silent, then
let the walls speak’.

International Language Editions
of The Street Art Manual
English: https://smarturl.it/
streetartmanual.
French: https://www.eyrolles.
com/Arts-Loisirs/Livre/
le-manuel-du-street-artcontestataire9782212679663/?ae=2.
Spanish: https://www.promopress
.es/en/manual-de-arte-urbano1180060-000-0001.html.
German: https://www.thalia.de/
shop/home/artikeldetails/
ID150126809.html.
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is an artist-researcher, author and activist who is interested
in art as research and critical practice. He is also co-founder
of Brandalism and the Subvertisers International (SI).
Poster's works often interrogate persuasion architectures and
power relations that exist in public space and online. He works
collaboratively across the arts, sciences, and advocacy fields
on conceptual, intervention, synthetic, net art, and installationbased projects. Recently he has pioneered forms of synthetic art
that include deep fake and deep-video portrait works.
Posters is a published author on the subjects of subvertising,
protest art and computational propaganda. His latest book,
The Street Art Manual: A Step-by-Step Guide to Hacking the City ,
is published by Laurence King.
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Instructions for Authors
Nuart Journal is a peer-reviewed open access journal.
It presents the work of an international network of artists,
curators, academics, independent researchers and
industry professionals on street art and related topics.
Though the journal is intended as a scholarly journal
for new and experimental modes of research as well as
traditional academic papers, it is also a site for artists,
curators and independent researchers to publish articles,
conversations, projects and opinion pieces. We welcome
visual submissions and high quality images/photography.
The journal is overseen by a small group of international
co-editors assisted by an international advisory board
that reflects the diversity of street art practice. We
welcome submissions from a broad range of authors
including cultural heritage workers, historians,
critics, cultural and human geographers, political
theorists, anthropologists, ethnographers, sociologists,
psychologists, criminologists, curators, artists, writers,
taggers, anarchists, and out and out vandals.
All submissions should be emailed to:
editor@nuartjournal.com
For more information, see:
nuartjournal.com
Nuart Journal welcomes different types of submissions,
from full-length papers to shorter or experimental works.

Full-length academic papers
Full-length papers should be 5000–8000 words in
length, inclusive of citations and bibliography.
Manuscripts should be sent as an MS Word document
(*.docx). Please avoid the use of referencing software
(e.g. EndNote, Zotero, Mendely) as they do not always
work well across operating systems and word processing
software. Manuscripts should be in A4 or Letter format,
double-spaced, with page numbers. Harvard referencing
style should be used. Manuscripts should be anonymised.
Please provide a separate cover page with your article
title and contact details.
Full-length papers will be sent out for anonymous peer
review to appropriate expert reviewers selected by
the editorial team.
Shorter submissions
Shorter or experimental submissions are welcome.
These may include research notes, photo essays and
other visual submissions, book reviews, interviews, and
opinion pieces. Please contact the editorial team if you
wish to discuss an alternative or experimental mode
of submission.
Shorter contributions may be reviewed by the editorial team.
Visual materials
High-quality images are encouraged for all submissions.
Photographs and figures may be included within the
manuscript text for original submission. However, figures
must be sent as separate files prior to printing and must
be sent at a minimum resolution of 300 dpi. Figures should
be captioned accordingly. This includes always crediting
an artist’s work appearing in any photographs, where
practicable.
Copyright material
Authors are responsible for obtaining permissions
for the reproduction of copyright material.

Nuart Journal is a forum for critical commentary
on urban art, defined as broadly as possible
to include all aspects of both independently
sanctioned and unsanctioned art in public
space that does not fall under the general rubric
of traditional public art practice. Nuart Journal
includes traditional peer-reviewed academic
papers as well as more experimental modes
of research. It is a site for scholars, artists,
curators and independent researchers to publish
articles, conversations, reviews, projects, and
opinion pieces on street art and related topics.
The journal is built on the foundations of the
annual Nuart Plus symposium, the world’s
first annual symposium dedicated to street
art practice. Nuart has long been a place for
catalysing important debates around street
art and for challenging entrenched notions of
what art is. The journal strives to bring these
conversations to a wider audience.
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