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ABSTRACT 

. GrlJ7 

The attitude toward graffiti is in an uncertain place in contemporary culture. While part 
of mainstream culture rushes to embrace the graffiti art movement for what it is and for 
what it represents, others struggle to fit it into their established standards of ''fine'' or 
"high" art, and yet more reject it entirely as a form of creative expression. I propose that 
these conflicted reactions to the movement are the result of unfamiliarity with its 
historical origins and evolution as well as miscommunication between the community in 
which it developed and the communities that struggle to accept it. I seek to heighten 
awareness of the historical value of graffiti as part of the longest tradition of human 
visual communication we have, from cave painting to ancient Pompeii to World War II 
an beyond. I also seek to promote a better understanding of the artistic language, goals, 
and definitions that the contemporary graffiti art community has developed. Finally, 
through research and interviews, I seek to improve the communication between graffiti 
art culture and mainstream culnlfe in order to honor graffiti as art without condoning the 
disrespect and defacement of other art and built environments. Even so, I hope to do this 
without confining graffiti to traditional standards, definitions, or locations. 
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INTRODUCTION 

Graffiti will not die. Laws and activist websites will not erase the writing on the 

wall. Take a longer look at graffiti, however, and one might notice that it is not the script 

of impending doonl. It is not a sign of our failure as a society to bring up law-abiding 

youth or a prediction of our descent into a crime-ridden hell on Earth. Instead, it is a sign 

of the inevitability that human expression will resist oppression despite lack of resources, 

encouragement, and audience. Graffiti is an established mark of civilization. It was bonl 

in prehistory as the markings of our ancestors on cave walls. It covered the streets of the 

Roman Empire, and when those markings were discovered in the 1800s, it sparked a 

renewal of the definition of history and art. Finally, it made the jump across the pond to 

New York City where it flourished in the 1960s and '70s as a growing art form. Yes, 

graffiti is art. It calls upon diverse procedures and media. It responds to the conditions in 

which it evolves. It provokes the response of fellow artists and community members 

alike. It resists as people try either to put it on museum walls or to wipe it out. It inspires, 

and it finds its way into mainstream culture. But graffiti will not die, and it deserves 

recognition for its immortality. 

I grew up in Generation Next, through the comnlunication age, and my mother 

taught me that the most important factor in any relationship is good communication. I did 

not realize until college that what she meant was that communication is part of the very 

essence of being, and humans are desperate to express this existence to others. At this 

realization, I began to dedicate my education to the preservation of comnlunication and 

human expression. My interest in forms of communication, both written and visual, 

triggered a long process of reevaluating and recreating a degree program around the 
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ideals of the Classical Tradition. As a student 

in this program, I pursued records of cultural 

history, whether they are books, drawings, 

paintings, sculptures, structures, etc., in order 

to learn about contemporary culture and the 

history of the human race. Through an 

understanding of the history of human 

expression, I think we can express ourselves 

more clearly and more aptly interpret those 

expressions today. This is ultimately a pursuit 

of good communication so that we might 

respect one another's humanity. Because I 

place importance on communication and 

because I value art as one of the most vibrant 

methods of communication, I have a broad 

definition of art in all its forms. I try not to 

limit it to certain media, themes, or 

compositions. I recognize its place outside of 

the gallery or museum, and I respect it even 

Figure 1: Tattoo parlor graffiti-style advertising in 
my neighborhood of Monteverde in Rome. When 
the parlor closed during lunchtime and evening 

time, this fascinating creature rolled down to 
secure the windows. (Photo 'by Laura Gilbert) 

when it does not respect its own environment. 

This is where graffiti finds its place in my life. 

I first noticed the overwhelming 

presence of graffiti on a two-week summer 
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field study in Rome, and I loved it as part of the identity of the city. In the fall semester of 

this school year, 2011-2012, I made my second journey to Italy, this time to stay and 

study for a sen1ester at the American University of Rome in the neighborhood of 

Monteverde just up the laniculum from Trastevere (Figure 1). Throughout my stay, I 

reencountered graffiti in a range of forms that triggered a range of reactions. During my 

education in the Classical Tradition, I had become aware of the long practice of graffiti in 

the Eternal City, and I was pleased to witness it first hand, but I was conflicted about the 

potential for damage it could cause to the city's valuable architecture, and the residents of 

Rome seemed to agree. In other cities, however, the style and location of and reaction to 

graffiti were vastly different. During my fall break, I encountered graffiti in Paris, Bristol, 

and Dublin (Figures 2, 3, 4). In each place, the graffiti seemed to represent an identity 

and unique personality of the community, and it communicated a message about the 

people there that I could not and would not overlook. In fact, I enjoyed most of these 

vibrant graphics. I wanted to spend time with the graffiti, to read it, and to understand it. 

My reaction was shared with some of the people around me but not all of them, and I 

found myself hurt when I heard peers and community members scorn it but excited when 

I heard them praise it. Positive or negative, the attitudes of the residents and visitors 

toward the graffiti of each city seemed to be reflected in the atmospheres of the cities 

themselves. The difference between Bristol and the other cities had the largest impact on 

me. The love/hate relationship I noticed between the people in Rome and their graffiti 

was overshadowed by the respect and excitement from the Bristol natives I found on the 

single night I spent in the city. In addition, the amount of stylistically interesting, 
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Figure 2. Troll Below? Stencil 
graffiti on bridges and manhole 
covers throughout Dublin that, 
despite the humor, provoked a slight 
chill. (Photo by Laura Gilbert). 

Figure 3 (Above). I encountered these 
stickers and wheatpastings one early 
morning on a walk from my hostel in 
Montmartre to Notre Dame over fall 
break, 2011. (Photo by Laura Gilbert). 

Figure 4 (Right). "See No Evil" street 
exhibit in Bristol, UK, during my fall 
break, 2011. The exhibit was full of 
"monsters" and characters that 
challenged definitions of good and 
evil. (Photo by Laura Gilbert). 
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thought-provoking graffiti in the latter greatly outnumbered that of the former. I cannot 

ignore the fact that such excitement might stem from the uncharacteristic fame the city 

might be receiving as Banksy's native town, home to possibly the most fan10us graffiti 

artist ever to live, but I will say that I have never seen such excitement for a single 

contemporary - and controversial - art form pervade an entire community. The 

receptionist at the hostel in which I was staying was eager to share with me what he knew 

about Banksy's city. He pointed me in the direction of some of the artist's first pieces and 

suggested I visit the current public outdoor exhibit of graffiti art in the city. I was moved 

not only by the excitement caused by this man but also by the city's willingness to 

endorse street art. 

At this point of my visit overseas, I realized my interest in graffiti exceeded a 

desire n1erely to understand its evolution from ancient times. I knew the topic had the 

potential to challenge established definitions of art and push for improved 

communication between people of a variety of economic, social, and educational statuses. 

My initial instinct was to fight for a place in galleries and museums for these artists who 

were being ignored and suppressed. After preliminary research, however, I realized 

defending a place for graffiti is more complicated than I first thought. Artists with formal 

training are already appropriating graffiti, and governments are already designating areas 

for public, legal graffiti, but this is not pleasing to all graffiti artists. These are not the 

places they want for their art. Modem graffiti developed in the fast-paced, high-risk 

environment of New York subways, and that atmosphere contributed to its artistic 

elements. To remove the speed and risk of graffiti is to remove an element of the identity 

of its artists and the philosophy behind their art. At the same time, graffiti can be 
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detrimental to the architecture and existing personality of a space. The purpose of this 

thesis extends not only to explore the role of graffiti and street art within the larger 

context of the artistic world but also to find its place in our society. Is graffiti art, and if 

so, under what circumstances could it be so considered? How do we honor this art if it is 

not measured by traditional standards? 
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KNOWING GRAFFITI 


Roma rimanerai 
eterna dentro me. 
(Rome remains 
eternally in me.) I 
stumbled upon this 
simple graffito on a 
walk along the 
Clivio di Rocca 
Savella on the 
A ventine Hill during 
my stay in Rome, 
Fall 2011. The 
timeless· message 
seemed as though it 
could as easily have 
been written during 
the Roman Empire 
as it was in 2009. 
(Photo by Laura 
Gilbert). 

Graffiti is part of a longstanding visual and cultural tradition. Its existence since 

the beginning of recorded history hints at the agelessness of visual communication and 

the inevitability of its development with whatever tools accessible. There is something to 

be learned from the exceptionally long history of graffiti. Its endurance alone should 

point to the tendencies of n1ankind to communicate visually on the built environment. 

These tendencies seem not only to build communication skills but also to represent the 

voices and artistry of groups traditionally underrepresented culturally and creatively. If 

we look at this evolution in the same way that we look at traditional art history, we not 

only might expand our understanding of graphic representations of human 

communication but we also might build an enduring respect for the art form and people 

who have contributed to it. 
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THE BEGINNINGS: CAVE PAINTING 

Our recorded history of art begins with graffiti. Graffiti on the walls of caves, 

called cave paintings, serve as some of our only visual links to those periods of human 

history. While we can speculate that other fom1s of visual communication might have 

existed on less permanent media, it is enough to credit cave paintings for their endurance. 

Neither time nor weather wiped out these markings, and we should marvel in our access 

to them so that we might study them today. Our culture values these images as art, happy 

that we have record of visual expression from so long ago. The similarities between cave 

paintings and contemporary graffiti suggest that the value we place on the former is due 

the latter. 

Figure 5: Hand prints at Chauvet Cave in 
France as shown in Bruce Bower's article, 
"Children of Prehistory." The article suggests 
that the prints are such a size that they might 
have been the marks of children and "graffiti
minded teenagers." (Chauvet Cave). 
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The range of markings that exist for us to study is relatively wide considering their age. 

Unlike more recent graffiti, no verbal language exists for us to translate, and we must 

speculate on more abstract images. The figures that we have to observe include large 

animals (such as horses, cattle, and deer), stylized human figures, seemingly 

nonrepresentational images, and hands. Since the first discoveries at the end of the 1800s, 

anthropologists and historians have tried to decipher what these images could have 

represented and what roles cave painting might have served for early humans, but many 

agree that no matter what their meanings might be, these are among the first visual 

records we have of a human's assertion of being. 

In 1974, Robert Reisner and Lorraine Wechsler published an Encyclopedia of 

Graffiti, in which they began their introduction, "Graffiti have been with us since 

prehistoric man placed his hand on a cave wall and traced the outlines of his fingers with 

pigment. It was his way of saying 'I exist'" (v). But what did this existence mean, and for 

what audience was such a statement made? Many historians hypothesize that the obscure 

locations of most cave paintings suggest a more divine and less human audience, much 

like the art inside Egyptian tombs. In addition, the human forms are less representational 

than the images of animals, suggesting that the skill was there to depict realistic beings, 

but perhaps for religious reasons, such skill was selectively used. If indeed cave paintings 

served solely religious agendas, it would be difficult to tie the act of marking caves to the 

act of marking city walls, because the goal and audience are not the same. This does not, 

however, separate all of these markings from the more obvious tradition of graffiti. 

In fact, while cave paintings probably were not considered "public" art, Bruce 

Bower suggests in his 2007 article about prehistoric children that, indeed, cave paintings 
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have ties to graffiti. His article cites a series of studies that seek to prove that "playful 

children and graffiti minded teenagers" are responsible for some cave markings (264). He 

includes the studies of Kevin Sharpe from the University of Oxford in England and Leslie 

Van Gelder from Walden University in Minneapolis who performed research on finger 

fluting] in Rouffignac cave in France as early as 2005. Their studies suggested that the 

size, formation, and location of the imprints were such that they had to be made by 

children. Whether they were made with the help of adults for the purpose of religious 

ceremony or of their own accord is still a topic of debate, but the verdict remains that 

children had a "hand" in this art. 

Also cited by Bower, R. Dale Guthrie of the University of Alaska in Fairbanks 

points out that, aside from the finely crafted images of animals, "Stone Age caves also 

contain many unfinished or corrected sketches of animals as well as drawings of male 

and especially female sexual parts" (265). In her study, comparing 201 handprints from 

caves to a study of the prints of 700 modern humans, 5-19 years in age, she concludes 

that the majority of handprints in the cave must have been made by children 13-16 years 

in age (Figure 5). The study also concludes that the majority of these must have been 

teenage boys (265). "Small groups of boys, flush with puberty but not yet old enough for 

adult duties, probably invested considerable energy in exploring caves and expressing 

their hopes and fears on chamber walls, Guthrie proposes" (265). This is important, 

because it could nlean that even in our oldest recorded history, youth were using graffiti 

to express themselves visually. The techniques they employed were similar to many of 

the styles we see today, including scratching, imprinting, and tracing. In sonle cases, the 

I Finger flutings are the indented markings left on cave ceilings as people ran their fingers through layers of 
dirt and mud to leave patterns of ridges. 
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markings that we see are actual carvings into the cave wall, similar to the scratchings in 

Ancient Pompeii and on the Plexiglas windows of modem trains and buses. In other 

cases, they used pigment to trace or stamp a handprint, much as contemporary spraycan 

artists spray over stencils. 

These studies are exciting for more than one reason. First, they give us a glimpse 

into the lives of children and teenagers, a glimpse we rarely see in history. Second, they 

mean that this underrepresented group of people authored works of art that still exist 

today. For some, news of the young authorship of cave paintings is disappointing, but 

Guthrie says, "Paleolithic art books are really biased in showing only beautiful, finished 

cave images ...The possibility that adolescent giggles and snickers may have echoed in 

dark cave passages as often as did the rhythn1 of a shaman's chant demeans neither artists 

nor art" (265). While they were learning to communicate, they were leaving marks of 

humanity that still exist. These marks reached a larger audience than they would ever 

have known. It was in their minds to practice, "to get the word out," so to speak, and 

those actions are not far from contemporary graffiti that continues to assert the existence 

of nontraditional groups of people today. 
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THE BEGINNINGS: ANCIENT POMPEII 

Reisner and Wechsler also provide a definition and etymological origin of graffiti 

in their encyclopedia. They use the word to define "inscriptions of figures, designs, or 

words on rocks or walls or sidewalks or the like, or on artifacts made of plaster, stone, or 

clay" (v). Their definition is not a lin1ited one and could easily be extended to define cave 

paintings. Many others limit the term, however, to describe only those markings made the 

Classical Western Tradition, beginning with the graffiti found in Pompeii and Rome. In 

all cases, the word is used to describe the images that remain from the act of marking. 

While I, like Reisner and Wechsler, choose to extend my definition to cave paintings to 

encompass the "hun1an tradition," it is important for us to recognize the etymological 

beginnings of the term in the Classical languages of Greek and Latin. These Classical 

cultures set the scene for what we know as conscious marking of city walls for 

communication by typically underrepresented groups of people. 

The graffiti of this time served a variety of purposes. They expressed support of 

political parties, advertised for shows, businesses, and real estate, and provided public 

news (Tanzer 5). Already, we see that today's public advertising began in the form of 

graffiti. Of course, many people also had personal agendas, such as insulting enemies, 

proclaiming love for a sweetheart, or exercising creative ideas. The techniques for 

carrying out these graffiti are similar to the techniques employed by cave artists and 

contemporary graffiti artists - scratching with a sharp tool or marking with pigment. For 

the ancients, this pigment was most often in the form of charcoal or red chalk (Tanzer 3). 

In The Common People ofPompeii, published in 1939, Helen Tanzer details the 

roles of graffiti specific to Pompeii. She was particularly attracted to Pompeiian graffiti 
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because of its potential to illuminate the lives of the working-class. In her introduction, 

she emphasizes that the town was primarily composed of "well-to-do peasants and 

prosperous freedmen'~ (2). Because of this majority of working class citizens, we see the 

evidence of a large presence of a typically underrepresented population in Pompeii. 

Tanzer uses graffiti to glean insight into the opinions and occupations of this population, 

but she also discusses the graffiti in general terms and what it said about the people. She 

describes Pompeii as "a true democracy" and points out that 

at election time the whole town turned out to secure as many votes as possible for 

their favorite candidates, and not only the citizens who had the vote, but also the 

corporations and individuals who had no vote - women, children~ gladiators, Jews 

- expressed their preference, warmly advocating the election of the man of their 

choice and lauding his qualifications for the post he sought (3). 

This picture of diverse verbal expression is evidenced in the graffiti that also either 

warmly supported or lashed a candidate. We might compare such visual~ verbal 

expression to the political satire we see in the comics of our newspapers or on posters 

similar to the ones I saw on the streets of Rome that ridiculed Prime Minister Burlosconi 

for his disreputable social life. We might also compare it to the modem graffiti of Jean-

Michel Basquiat~ Banksy, or the graffiti I saw at the Venice Biennale2 that pushed back 

against certain institutions of government (Figures 6, 7). 

2 The Venice Biennale is an international art competition between the "best" artists and curators of each 
country, but many complain that the art is neither selected nor judged on its merits but rather to fulfill 
political and capitalist agendas. In fact, the show is full of beautiful, well-made art by talented artists, but 
one must question, as the graffiti did, who represents the "anonymous, stateless immigrants." 
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Figure 6: Anonymous, Stateless 
Immigrants Pavilion. This stencil 
graffiti was all over Venice on 
bridges, buildings, and even on 
some of the pavilions within the 
Venice Biennale during my visit 
in fall 2011. (Photo by Laura 
Gilbert). 

Figure 7: Democrazia 0 Guerra? 
(Democracy or War?) This simple 
political question was stenciled in 
my neighborhood while I was 
staying in Monteverde, Rome, in 
fall 2011 (Photo by Laura 
Gilbert). 
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In another parallel to Basquiat, whose art will be described in more detail later on, 

other Pompeian graffiti took the form of poetic verse. Some writers imitated or copied 

great poets while others composed their own. Tanzer says, "The graffiti, despite 

numerous errors in spelling and grammar, give us the impression of a high degree of 

literacy among the lower classes. We find numerous quotations from Vergil and some 

from Propertius, Ovid, and Lucretius." (6). This style of graffiti cannot be ignored. It is a 

blatant attempt to pay homage to great artists or to become one. It also proves a 

familiarity with literature and respect for the art form. A similar kind of respect seems to 

be given the writers' chosen medium. One poem reads: Admiror, Paries, te non cecidisse 

ruinis,/ Qui tot scriptorum taedia sustineas - "We too wonder, 0 Wall, that you've borne 

your burden so bravely/ Under the weight of the words scribbled all over your face" (95). 

We cannot ignore such a poen1. It acknowledges the importance of the role of the built 

environment in artistic expression, an importance that remains in the philosophy of 

contemporary graffiti. 

More similarities between ancient and modem graffiti are evident. For example, 

Tanzer describes groups who identified themselves based on geographical locations, the 

Urbulanenses and Salinenses, based on their neighborhood locations in the city and near 

the salt works, respectively (91), in the same way we see the marked territory of modem 

graffiti crews. She also identifies a distinction between amateurs and professional 

scriptores. The differences, of course, rest in uniformity and legibility as well as the tools 

used - scratching versus painting (95). 

Tanzer suggests that the reasons for ancient graffiti writers to identify with certain 

groups or place concern on authorship is that they cared about the impressions of the 
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audience: "Probably many of the notices and messages scrawled on the walls were 

intended for the visitors [of Pompeii] rather than for the local people" (6). This suggests a 

desire to reach a wide audience, a desire for social recognition as supported in Tanzer's 

assessment of the political graffiti. She says we cannot tell if people were rewarded in 

some way for promoting politicians or if they did it for "self-advertisement" or "the 

pleasure of being associated with the great" (4). In both cases, the public, visual/verbal 

exposure of the name was important. She says, "Messages, tags of verse, pleasant 

thoughts of friend of sweet-heart, bits of self-glorification and the like all allow the 

people to reveal themselves to us" (83). 

Not only does Tanzer's study document the graffiti of Rome, but it also gives us 

insight into some of the opinions of modem and ancient graffiti. In page six of the 

introduction, Tanzer sites Professor Mau-Kelsey who "regrets that the information to be 

gleaned from the graffiti concerns the common people rather than the well-to-do ... [ and 

are] 'not representative of the best elements of society'" (6). Tanzer is so kind as to say 

that these very elements make them "valuable" for her study (6). Mau-Kelsey's opinion 

seems to be a harsh one, and disrespectful to the people who made these marks, 

particularly because they seem to have had an impressive level of knowledge, skill, and 

composition despite "spelling and grammar errors." In fact, as Tanzer points out, "the 

inhabitants of Pompeii in the first century were active and busy" and that "when they 

were freed from their duties they were still busy, though at leisure" and it was important 

that this leisure not be idle (83). This suggests that graffiti itself, be it in ancient Pompeii 

or contemporary New York, is not an idle act of vandalism but rather a productive effort 

on the part of the people to express themselves and communicate ideas. 
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Figure 8. Self portrait of J.J. Grandville marking on 
a graffiti wall in imitation of the child next to him 
from Aaron Sheon's article, "The Discovery of 
Graffiti ." (Grandville). 

THE BEGINNINGS: 19TH CENTURY FRANCE 

In the early 19th century, archeologists discovered some of the first graffiti of 

Rome and Pompeii (Sheon 16). In "The Discovery of Graffiti ," an article written by 

Aaron Sheon and published in the College Art Association's Art Journal in 1976, Sheon 

describes the impact this discovery had on the visual culture of France at the time. He 

writes, "In little over two decades after 1820, the European public went from a state of 

almost total ignorance of primitive art to a period when that art was considered worthy of 

being collected, exhibited, and studied" (21). 

In the article, he points out examples of French caricatures and writings that 

suggest not only heightened awareness but also "reflected a major change in the critical 

appreciation of vernacular art forms" (16). His article describes two caricatures from the 

1800s in which figures are writing graffiti. In one caricature, a "sophisticated artist 

intentionally associated his skill with children's art and graffiti" by writing his own name 

on the wall next to and in the style of the child next to him (Figure 8) (16). It seems the 

artist in the caricature not only recognized the graffiti on the wall as art but also respected 
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it and felt a desire to imitate and associate himself with it. Even before this time, Sheon 

describes the diary of popular novelist Restif de La Bretonne, entitled Mes inscripcions. 

In the diary, he copied the same graffiti he also made on the walls of Paris as well as "the 

·pleasure he felt when he later spotted one of his works surrounded by other markings" 

(16). In addition to interest in the visual aspects of art, Sheon cites added interest in art's 

role as a source for history: "Romanticism had stimulated interest in many neglected 

types of art, and related to this aesthetic change was the idea that all art forms provided 

historical information about the society which produced them" (16). He says that Thomas 

Wright asserted that graffiti and caricature were among the first artistic expressions, as 

evidenced by cave paintings. An 1835 article in Magasin Pittoresque incorporated graffiti 

into studies about gladiatorial combat (20). Just 20 years later, Raffaele Garruci published 

the first source on the Graffiti de Pompei (17). 

We have much to learn from our 19th Century French ancestors. This article hints 

at the beginnings of respect for the tradition of graffiti. These men established it as an art 

form worthy of study and imitation, and sought historical information from its existence. 

In the 1840s, Swiss caricaturist Rodolphe Topffer wrote in his Reflexions et menus 

propos [sic}: "every society ... had created graffiti 'stick-men' and these were reflections 

of an important universal art style" (20). Since then, have we built on this respect or 

erased it? Do we consider the graffiti of our society a reflection of an important universal 

art style? If the discovery of graffiti sparked such interest for 19th century France, why do 

we struggle to honor contemporary graffiti today? 
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The History oj Graffiti by Freedom, 1986. This 
graffiti is a tribute to Taki 183, Barbara 62, Voice 
of the Ghetto, StayHigh 149, Phase 2, Caine 1, 
Cliff, Tracy 168, In, Blade, and Lee. (Freedom). 

MODERN GRAFFITI 

At this point, it is important to make distinctions in the definitions of graffiti. 

Until the dawn of modem graffiti, the word was used in Italian and English to describe 

the plural of a single graffito. In the 1960s and '70s, when graffiti exploded as street art 

in New York City, the plural word was used to describe a singular graffito, mUltiple 

graffiti, and the graffiti art movement (Chalfant and Prigoff 7). The term remains an 

umbrella term for all street markings, and historians continue to employ it in the singular 

and plural to describe ancient graffiti and cave paintings. In popular culture, however, use 

of the plural tenn and omission of the singular is tied to the 20th and 21 5t century marks 

made by contemporary graffiti artists. For the purposes of this paper, I have chosen to use 

the term with distinction between the singular and plural for those marks made before the 

20th century, as historians do, and in plural form only to refer to both singular and plural 

marks made after the 20th century. 
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MODERN GRAFFITI: 1960's - 1970's 

As significant as graffiti's historical beginnings are, modern graffiti takes its 

stylistic characteristics and visual appearance directly from the streets of New York City. 

While most art historians trace the beginning of modern graffiti to the end of the 1960s 

and 1970s, I have chosen to include a story dating back to World War II. In an article in 

Western Folklore by Charles Skilling, there is a small tribute to James J. Kilroy, author of 

"Kilroy was here." (Figure 9) (276). Not a graffiti artist in our contemporary sense, 

James Kilroy began by marking his name on equipment at the shipyard where he worked 

as an inspector. The repetition and widespread occurrence of his mark must have been 

appealing to others around the shipyard, because it spread from the equipment Kilroy 

inspected to other areas in the shipyard, into the city, and overseas with American 

soldiers fighting in the war (276-277). Some sources suggest that Kilroy caught on 

abroad, because similar graffiti existed in other countries. In an article about the Korean 

War by Andrew J. Huebner from Kansas University entitled "Kilroy is Back," he 

suggests that Kilroy was an Everyman for soldiers during both wars: "Kilroy was part of 

Figure 9. Kilroy was here. 
Engraving on the WWII 
Memorial in Washington, 
D.C. (St. Florian). 
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a vast, democratic effort and proud of it" (124). The graffito came to represent the 

identity of soldiers at home an abroad, and its sheer repetition solidified their hope of 

survival and recognition even when hope for life seemed futile. 

The first explosion of modern graffiti as a personal expression of communication 

developed in a similar way. We are fortunate to have the 1971 New York Times article, 

published just two years after the phenomenon began, that describes the writer some call 

"the first famous graffiti writer." In 1969, T AKI 183 began writing his name all over his 

neighborhood in New York City (Figure 10). While TAKI 183 was not the first (he 

attributes his inspiration to JULIO 204), he was the first to spread his tag to such an 

extent that it caught the eyes of other writers and the media. According to the New York 

Times article, TAKI 183 inspired BARBARA 62, Joe 136, EEL 159, YANK 135, and 

LEO 136. The number of followers, or "pen pals" as well as the relatively quick media 

coverage make T AKI 183 the first famous graffiti artist and the "father of modern 

graffiti" in the eyes of many writers and scholars alike ("Taki [sic]" 37). Stylistically, 

many argue that TAKI 183 has little value as an artist. Certainly, articles such as the one 

Figure 10. One of many of 
TAKI 183's signatures 
from his "gallery" of tags 
on the TAKI 183 website. 
(Marsiello). 
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above seem careful to describe him as a writer rather than as an artist. T AKI' s popularity 

lies primarily in the recurrence of his tag. It was this repetition and clear exposure to a 

vast audience that inspired writers and artists with more to say than a name and address to 

"get Up,,3 all over the city. 

For stylistic inspiration, instead we tum to Vaughn Bode. The same year that 

T AKI 183 made his first tag in 1969, Vaughn Bode moved to Manhattan where he 

worked as editor for two issues of Gothic Blimp Works, an underground comic magazine 

(Frucci). Who was this man, and what did he have to do with graffiti? Vaughn Bode was 

a cartoonist and creator of the famous cartoon, Cheech Wizard (Figure 11). This 

character, as well as his Bode Nudes, not only made him one of the most famous 

underground cartoonists of his time and times to come, but it 
Figure 11. The Wizard of OZ 
by Vaughn Bode. The 
Cheech Wizard in a yellow is also considered one of the most influential characters to the 
hat with red legs leads Bode 
interpretations of Wizard of modem style of graffiti. Henry Chalfant (famous graffiti 
Oz characters (Bode). 

photographer) and 

James Prigoff call Bode 

"one of the spiritual 

ancestors of graffiti" in 

their book, Spraycan 

Art (7). In a 2004 New 

York Times article 

about Vaughn Bode 

and his son, Mark, 

3 Refer to the "Vocabulary" section of the paper. To "get up" is to be a prolific writer. 
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journalist Angela Frucci points out that the elder Bode was "an unwitting guru of urban 

street culture," because "his characters were picked up and recreated into images by the 

New York graffiti artists that were put on walls and train and subway cars." She cites 

Ivor Miller, author of Aerosol Kingdom and historian at DePaul University, who said that 

the worlds Bode created related to the worlds graffiti artists wanted to create and that 

they "codified" modem graffiti "if there was anything that [did]". 

What was the world of graffiti artists in the 1970s, how did it relate to the world 

of soldiers in World War II, and how did Bode's cartoons relate to these worlds? The 

answer lies in the destruction out of which they came and with which they attempted to 

cope. Both New York City in the 1970s and the whole world in the 1940s were facing 

depression and war. In a history of New York City nicknames, Jenna Flannigan of 

TimeOut New York writes, 

There was a lot to be afraid of in 1975: The city endured an economic collapse 

and suffered from high crime rates. The same year, the NYPD protested cutbacks 

by handing out "Welcome to Fear City" flyers to tourists, warning them to "stay 

away if you possibly can," and offered advice on how to remain safe if they 

wouldn't leave-like avoiding the subway at all costs (1). 

New York's war was one of class, race, gender, and survival in the city, and the people 

who sought ways to preserve their existence in such a dark time dealt with it in a similar 

way as the soldiers did with Kilroy. They created new worlds and iconic figures whose 

repetition ensured recognition. Bode's characters and other comic book style characters 

brought bright, bold colors and simplified lines for easy readability to the dark, uncertain 

world around them. Thus an art form was born. 
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MODERN GRAFFITI: GRAFFITI VOCABULARY 

With' a medium and style established, new styles and techniques as well as a 

language to describe them continued to develop at rocket speed. As did many artists and 


poets of our time, graffiti artists developed their own language in order to better express 


their world. Because modern graffiti had its roots in and spread from New York, most 


literary sources and websites specifically define New York graffiti. Artists all over the 


world adopt many of these words, but each community also adds, changes, and omits 


words to form their own vocabularies. Like all languages, new slang terms replace one 


another and regain their old places. The list I have chosen is a short one in comparison to 


the lists one can find online. It is meant to give the reader a sense of the language and 


culture of graffiti as well as to provide a basis of understanding for references later in the 


paper. My sources include Henry Chalfant and James Prigoff's list in Spraycan Art, an 


extensive list from Art Crimes that borrows from Spraycan Art, and the most recent list 


from the 1491h Street website that borrows from both. 


Bite: n. plagiarism of graffiti. 


Bomb: v. to be "prolific" (Chalfant and Prigoff 12). 


Buff: v. to remove graffiti from public spaces. According to Graffit.org, this word was 
originally used to refer specifically to the acts of the transit authority but has expanded to 
refer to all forms of removal. 

Buff: n. 149th street uses this term, "the buff," to refer only to "the MTA's removal 
program." 

Crew: n. this word loosely defines a group of writers. According to Spraycan Art, the 
word "clique" is also used. According to Art Crimes, most crew names are three letters 
long, many including the letter "K" to stand for "kings" or "kills." 

Fame: n. the traditional sense of the word applies. "Fame" is the result of "constantly and 
consistently getting up." Art Crimes notes that a writer can seek fame within the graffiti 
subculture or beyond it. 

http:Graffit.org
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Figure 12. Photographer and 
author of Spraycan Art, 
Henry Chalfant, documenting 
New York Style graffiti. The 
famous, "Henry Shots" of 
graffiti in movement on the 
side of a train were his 
creation. (Chalfant and 
Prigoff). 

Fanzine (zine): n. "A fan magazine devoted to narrow interest." Art Crimes cites 
International Graffiti Times as the first graffiti fanzine. 

Flicks (flix): n. prints made from photographs of street art. 

Get up: v. originally, to complete a piece successfully. According to 149th street, in order 
to be up, the writer's pieces must have high visibility. Art Crimes makes a distinction 
between "getting up" and "being up": "Tagging something once would be getting up, but 
would not make you an 'up' writer." 

Get over: v. to succeed (in a similar sense to "being up"). 

Henry Shots: n. 1491h Street uses this term to define photographs in the style of graffiti 
photographer Henry Chalfant. In this technique, "the camera remains in one spot with 
automatic film advance while the subject (train) moves. The end result is a 
straightforward single image built from several frames providing more detail." (Figure 
12). 

Hip Hop: n. the cultural movement from which graffiti takes its beginnings. With graffiti, 
breakdancing and the hip hop style of music also emerged during the Hip Hop period. 

Hit: v. in a similar sense as "to bomb," to hit is to put up one piece of graffiti. 14!lh street 
calls a hit "the act of writing." 

Kill: v. also like "to bomb," to kill is "to hit or bomb excessively" (Chalfant and Prigoff 
12). 

New School: n. the younger group of writers since the 1980s. I491h Street places the exact 
date as 1984. 
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Old School: n. the older group of writers before the 1980s. 1491h Street places the exact 
date in 1984. Both New School and Old School can also be terms to describe the styles of 
these groups. 

Piece: n. short for masterpiece, the word used to describe a work of graffiti art. Art 
Crimes stipulates that a piece usually "must have at least three colors." 

Piece: v. to paint or put together a work of graffiti. 

Piece book: n. a sketchbook in which writers keep ideas, record the work of other artists 
for inspiration, and develop their style. Art Crimes and 1491h Street also call this a "black 
book." 

Props: n. "proper respect." 

Stickers: n. a subset of graffiti; images prepared on paper and adhered to public spaces. 
According to Art Crimes, these "can be anything from computer-generated, clear, generic 
blank stickers that have the writer's name on them to elaborate stickers with little pieces 
and characters." 

Tag (tag up): v. to mark a signature by using spray paint or marker. As Art Crimes 
describes, tagging is "the most basic form of graffiti." 

Tagger: n. a writer; specifically, a writer who does not piece but rather only tags up or 
makes a throw-up. 

Throw-up: n. less quickly generated than a tag and more quickly generated than a piece, a 
throw-up incorporates a signature with one outline. 

Wildstyle: n. a complicated style of graffiti; Art Crimes calls it "a hard style that consists 
of lots of arrows and connections." For this reason, the style is difficult to read from the 
perspective of a non-writer (Figure 13). 

Writer: n. "practitioner of the art of graffiti"; graffiti artist (Chalfant and Prigoff 12). 

It is important to consider what this construction of vocabulary means for the 

graffiti subculture. While some reject graffiti and its participants because of its departure 

from the norm, a close look at the process of its development reveals several connections 

between the subculture and mainstream culture. This language is one such connection. 

With graffiti, we see an act of expression not unlike the work of Romantic poets and their 

descendants. Graffiti writers have not only located a medium for expression but also 
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developed a language with which to communicate. For some, this language might seem 

foreign or lazy, but we cannot forget that Catullus, Dante, Shakespeare, Donne, 

Cummings, and a large number of some of the greatest poets of their time did exactly the 

same thing. Like these poets, graffiti artists created a language for their work, because the 

language they had did not communicate their ideas and medium. With an understanding 

of the context, the words and phrases of the graffiti subculture are rich with meaning. 

Consider such phrases as "getting up" and "getting over." These are not chosen from a 

hat, nor are they the product of delinquents playing around with words. No, consider 

what a graffiti artist does and where he does it. They post their designs on existing 

canvases, often "up" above their heads, not in a studio, not at an easel, but on walls. To 

"get up" is more than completing a piece. It is to succeed in getting the image up on the 

wall or train, like a billboard ad, where an audience can see it. For these artists, this 

language suggests that the walls are more than a canvas but are also representative of 

obstacles to overcome. In this sense, to "get over" is no small task. Consider, also, words 

like "hit," "bomb," and "kill." They might intimidate a non-writer, and indeed they 

probably are meant to do just that. Society is at war with these writers. Some might 

respond, "all the more reason to suppress them, so they don't hurt anyone." I challenge 

the reader to reconsider the achievements of the Impressionists or any of the other 

modernists who declared war against the societies that suppressed them. Then, I ask the 

reader to consider the "weapons" these artists have chosen: paint , marker, and chisel. 

Though a short list of words often dismissed as slang, I encourage critics and viewers to 

take the language seriously. It will not only better inform the reader as he continues this 

essay but also enrich his understanding of the art form. 
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Figure 13. Wild Style by Zephyr and Revolt, 1983. 
Hip Hop group, Rock Steady Crew pose in front. 
(Chalfant and Pri g off) . 

MODERN GRAFFITI: STYLES 

The "modern" graffiti that developed on 

New York subways in the 1970s and '80s 

already discussed in some detail is 

considered New York Style Graffiti. New 

York Style Graffiti is generally considered 

the father of all graffiti. In general, New 

York Style Graffiti artists addressed issues 

of social, racial, and gender inequality of its 

time, as seen in Basquiat, Julian Schnabel's 

movie about the artist. Because graffiti was 

quickly made illegal in the city, it developed 

in a fast-moving, high-risk atmosphere. 

Artists frequently painted trains under the cover of night with the few materials available 

to them, and thus the style often contained movement of its own. Bright colors, not only 

because they were available in spray paint cans but also because of their ability to attract 

the eye, became key components to the style as well. As the vocabulary section 

described, the more complicated of the New York Style graffiti is called "Wildstyle." 

Today, other kinds of street art have been born from this style. The nature of street art is 

based on resources, and, as street artist, Ames4 
, said in an interview, the artists employ 

"pretty much anything you can get your hands on and use in a creative way." For this 

reason, it is important to look at the various styles that exist today. 

4 Pseudonym 
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• 	 STENCIL GRAFFITI: Stencil Graffiti is a more static form of graffiti popular in 

Europe and made famous by Banksy of Bristol. Before Banksy, however, other 

European artists such as Blek Le Rat, the originator of stencil graffiti in 1981, 

began to cut stencils into paper and cardboard and spray over them on city walls 

("About"). Blek Le Rat began by stenciling little black rats all over Paris, 

creatures that" [spread] the plague everywhere, just like street art," and today 

produces life-size images of a variety of subjects, including sheep, political and 

movie icons, and homeless people (Figure 14) ("About"). His website cites 

Shepard Fairey's comments on his art: "Blek Ie Rat's stencils distill the essence of 

the human struggle into poetically concise images. Blek shows clarity in his work, 

he makes every stylized mark count, yielding art that is at once personal and 

universal, economical in gesture, and bountiful in statement" ("About"). Fairey 

himself practices stencil graffiti, but is most famous for his role in the sticker 

graffiti art movement. 

Figure 14. A collage of 
two of Blek Ie Rat's 
styles: His famous rats 
surround a stencil of a 
homeless man sleeping 
on the street with his 
dog (Blek Ie Rat). 
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• STICKER GRAFFITI: Also produced 

at home or in a studio, sticker graffiti allows 

the artist the freedom to complete an elaborate 

work of art before adhering it to a building. 

Sometimes artists paint onto a surface with an 

adhesive backing, sometimes they generate 

graphics on a computer and print it. According 

to Sticker Art, a book by Claudia Walde, 

"[adhesive art's] rich history in urban art 

stretches back to the 1950s and is intertwined 

with the growth of the advertising industry, which has always 

relied so heavily on the ideas of freethinking artists for innovative 

artistic approaches" (Walde 12). Walde gives credit to 

Gutenberg's movable type in the 15th century, lithography in the 18th century, and 

the color posters of Toulouse-Lautrec in the 19th century for the birth and 

inspiration of sticker graffiti art (14). Postage stamps and gum wrappers and 

finally the "sticky label," invented by R. Stanton Avery in 1935 also established 

the medium of some of the most prolific graffiti artists in the world (16). 

In 1972, when New York City passed the anti-graffiti law, some artists 

turned to postal stickers as a replacement to painting directly onto a wall. Not 

only were they almost as difficult to remove as the paint itself, but they were also 

free of charge (31). Another popular replacement was the "Hello, my name is ... " 

sticker popular at group meetings and parties in the 1960s (Figure 15). Walde 

Figure 15. Photograph 
of various artists on 
"Hello, my name is ... " 
stickers and postal 
stickers in Dresden 
(Slide). 
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credits the sticker as a method of getting to know one another, perhaps an agenda 

party-goers shared with graffiti artists (31). In 1979, Dan Witz took the sticker 

movement in a new direction when he stopped painting photorealist 

hummingbirds directly on the surface of walls and started using stickers of the 

same subject (Figure 16). Now, he puts stickers of frames around existing graffiti. 

He says, "My work is dedicated to graffiti's beauty. Nobody really risks looking 

as it is. However, as soon as my work comes into play, something that people 

recognize, perhaps they perceive it" (34). Later, Shepard Fairey began to post his 

Andre the Giant OBEY stickers on a whim all over Rhode Island in 1984 (Figure 

17). Today, Fairey might be considered one of the most mainstream sticker artists 

after his involvement in the 2008 Obama campaign (38). 

Figure 16. A photorealistic hummingbird by Dan 
Witz, 1979. (Witz). 

Figure 17. Shepard Fairey descends from a 
billboard onto which he has pasted one of his 
famous Andre the Giant stickers. (Fairey). 
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Walde makes several distinctions between spraycan art and adhesive art. 

The greatest difference is that artists can construct stickers or stencils for the latter 

at home or in a studio before taking them to the streets and producing multiple 

versions of the same image, "thus the quality of a spray-painted picture is often 

inferior to that of a poster, which is prepared at home and can be very detailed" 

(83). Perhaps for this reason the latter is also more readable to the mainstream 

audience and more widely accepted: "With adhesive art people can feel 

integrated, have an instant connection with the motifs, and can make 

interpretations of their own" (68). 

• 	 WHEATPASTING: Wheatpasting is similar to sticker graffiti and involves 

indoor production before adhering it to the architecture. Wheatpasting is often 

considered a more organic and traditional process, because frequently it is done 

on newsprint paper and adhered to the building with a simple homemade paste in 

a process not unlike old advertising posters. According to Walde, "artists often 

spend years developing their own secret glue recipes" (86). Most recipes range in 

complexity from wallpaper paste, latex adhesive, wood glue, and ground glass to 

the most basic wheat paste: flour, sugar, and water, heated (86). Because such a 

recipe is so basic and inexpensive, and because there are many environn1entally 

friendly media available, wheatpasting is growing in its popularity as a form of 

street art. This particular form has also extended to include the installation of 

other media into an urban environment such as wood, foam, and ceramic tiles 

(84). 
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Figure 18. Go Gently reverse graffiti by Moose. (Moose). 

• 	 REVERSE GRAFFITI: Reverse graffiti is an emerging form of graffiti made 

popular only as recently as the 21 st century. The method employs no materials 

beyond the city walls themselves and a method of cleaning them, either by hand 

or with a pressure washer. Reverse graffiti removes dirt and grime from walls or 

underpasses to reveal an image behind a stencil in a reverse method to that of 

traditional stencil graffiti. It was made popular by Moose's Reverse Graffiti 

Project in 2008 (Figure 18). 
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Some irony from Banksy: If 
graffiti changed anything, it 
would be illegal. (Banksy). 

RESPONDING TO GRAFFITI 

The relationships between communities and street art have not been comfortable 

during the past 2000 years. Historically, respect for graffiti as art has been overshadowed 

by dismissal of graffiti as representing insignificant members of society, provoking a 

potentially violent and dangerous counterculture, and destroying the built environment. 

As evidenced by the example of ancient precedents, graffiti simply was dismissed as 

historically worthless by some scholars even in the 20th century. It was considered neither 

a form of artistic expression, nor was it considered important historical information, 

because it represented an "insignificant" segment of the population. Recall Professor 

Mau-Kelsey's opinion of the graffiti of Pompeii in 1907. There was little push to study 

graffiti, because graffiti said very little about the "well-to-do" and didn't represent the 

"best elements of society" (6). Tanzer's study, however, and the newly published 

materials regarding Pompeian graffiti show that interest in the historical value of the 

markings and the people they represent has grown. In his article, Bower asserted that 

interest in traditionally underrepresented groups such as children and teenagers continues 

to grow. 
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While some audiences continue to refuse to make the connections between 

contemporary graffiti and its historical precedents, in many places the relationships 

between contemporary audiences and graffiti art have changed from those of resistance to 

those of acceptance. This acceptance, however, has come with stipulations and attempts 

to control and change graffiti into an art form that more easily fits into the conventional 

constructs of mainstream culture. While appreciation for and excitement about graffiti 

has been steadily increasing, respect for the historical development and context of the art 

form as well as for the processes and media used by the writers themselves remains in 

doubt. While writers might take comfort in the growing recognition of and enthusiasm for 

their art, they often take offense at the methods by which audiences try to bring it into 

their communities. This conflict of understanding and the very real issue that graffiti can 

• do damage to the built environment leaves artists, aficionados, and protesters alike in a 

difficult situation. How do we respect artists and honor art using the standards of the 

artists if the audience does not understand or recognize their standards or if their 

standards encourage illegal and harmful actions? A look into community opinions of 

graffiti, the attempts already made by communities to respond to graffiti, and first-hand 

assessments of those opinions and attempts will inform us about what attempts we should 

be making today and what attempts graffiti artists might have to make in return . 

• 
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ARGUMENTS AGAINST GRAFF'ITI: GRAFFITI IS NOT ART 

In his 1975 review of Norman Mailer's The Faith ofGraffiti ~ Monroe C. 

Beardsley cites an article from Philadelphia's Bulletin, published a year before: 

Despite what some advanced thinkers suggest is a new art form, graffiti in its 

mindless scrawls on city walls is ugly, ugly ugly ... All sorts of excuses can be 

advanced by the goo-gushers for graffiti spraying as a means of self-expression. 

The real fact, though, is that graffiti's idiotic and sleazy scrawls are criminal and 

have to be treated as such (Beardsley 373). 

This quote addresses a popular reaction to modem graffiti. It illustrates the nature of the 

complaints that still exist regarding its aesthetic appearance, and such complaints are 

• 
difficult to combat, because they are so laden with frustration with graffiti's criminal 

nature that those who object are blinded to any aesthetic value the graphics might have. 

While the quote does hint at objections to the frequently vulgar language of graffiti 

("idiotic and sleazy scrawls"), it also addresses a common mistake in a community's 

assessment of its artistic value. Preoccupation with its illegality prevents the observation 

of its beauty. As Beardsley says, "However admirable some graffiti may be from the 

aesthetic point of view, it does not follow that they are civically tolerable" (374). For 

those without formal training in aesthetics who rarely see or have an opportunity to 

appreciate high art, it is little wonder that the aesthetic value of graffiti seems secondary 

to the more obvious fact that it is a defacement of property. In my small , rural town of 

Monticello, Indiana, for example, which has no art museum and no art galleries, 

definitions of graffiti rarely, if ever, cross into the realm of art. In a large city, however, 

• 
where space, population, and access to other art drives inspiration and competition, 
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assessments of graffiti's artistic value are more likely. Still, while Norman Mailer was 

quick to call graffi6 an art form in 1975, Beardsley was hesitant. He argued , 

The faith of graffiti lies in the inscription itself, as the record of the act of protest 

- not a political, but a symbolic, act, and therefore with an element of self

transcendence. That is not enough to make graffiti art - not even if we add 

Mailer's romantic picture of the lone hero ... struggling to make a significant 

symbol, despite recalcitrant surfaces and the imminence of the transit police 

(374). 

Beardsley's reasoning is similar to that of a local curator of education at Ball State 

University's David Owsley Museum of Art, Tania Said. In an interview with her in April 

of 2012 regarding definitions of art and graffiti, Said wondered if "maybe in one person's 

• expression [graffiti] is too episodic [to be considered art]." Based on this comment and 

the other research, the aesthetic objection to graffiti seems to be focused on tagging, the 

basic, singular markings of individuals on an ego trip who do no more than write their 

names on the sides of buildings. In these cases, no concepts of design influence the 

appearance of the work and no premeditation of theme, message, or composition exist. 

Said and director at the same museum, Peter Blume, also discussed what Said is 

careful to define as "graffiti art." When Beardsley wrote his article, the artists who 

pioneered graffiti art had not yet made their mark on the definition of the art form, but 

graffi6 that applied philosophy and technique to its design and message could be found 

• 

~ throughout the city. Since then, it has thrived. For example, both Said and Blume recalled 


famous artists with work in museums that began as graffiti artists: Keith Haring and Jean


Michelle Basquiat. At the end of the '70s, Jean-Michel Basquiat, famous for his political, 
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Figure 19 . A Pile of Crowns
neo-expressionist painting, was not only spending time for lean-Michel Basquiat by 

Keith Haring, 1988. (Haring) . 
with downtown artists and musicians such as 

Michael Holman and Vincent Gallo who joined 

Basquiat's band, Gray, but he also developed 

an interest in the uptown Hip Hop scene 

involving such graffiti writers as Fred 

Braithwaite and Lee Quinones who introduced him to more writers like Rammellzee. On 

his own, Basquiat began to tag buildings with friend, Al Diaz. The tags included 

philosophical and poetic phrases under the name of SAMO (Figure 20). These kinds of 

words also found their way into Basquiat's paintings, for which he gained acclaim in the 

'80s, His work was high profile in galleries for most of the decade and went on exhibit in 

New York Museums with the likes of Haring (who also had his beginnings on the streets 

(Figure 19)), Jenny Holzer, Barbara Kruger, David Salle, and Cindy Sherman during his 

lifetime. Also exhibited in shows with him were the work of other graffiti artists, Ali, 

Crash, Dondi, Fab 5 Freddy (Braithwaite), Haze, Lady Pink, Seen, and Zephyr ("Artist"), 

Figure 20. "The whole livery 
line bow like this with the big 
money all crushed into these 
feet." Graffiti by Jean-Michel 
Basquiat as SAMO. (Film 
still). 
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These graffiti artists who made it into museums and exhibits still have traces of their art 

on the streets of New York, and this work as well as the work of artists with similar talent 

is probably what photographer David Robinson referred to in the introduction to his book 

of photographs of 1990s SoHo graffiti. In it, he said that graffiti has clear stylistic 

elements: "Since I am conditioned to see this way, I often wonder why others do not, why 

people can gaze reverently at paintings in museums but completely ignore the 

unsanctioned stimulus of their environment once they step outside (5). 

In response, Beardsley's article suggests that the reason why people do not see 

graffiti as art is the inability of the average citizen to separate valuable graffiti from 

destructive graffiti: "Some indeed are clear cases of defacement, substituting for an 

object (the front of an old bank building) of substantial aesthetic worth. Blank gray walls 

and old subway cars may be a different story" (374). Had he seen the work of Basquiat 

and Haring, Beardsley might have been more certain in that final statement, but for him 

and for others who still are unfamiliar with graffiti art, the illegality of graffiti and the 

harm it causes to "objects of substantial aesthetic worth" prevails. 
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ARGUMENTS AGAINST GRAFFITI: GRAFFITI IS VIOLENT 

The perceived connection between graffiti and violence is another obstacle for the 

average person to overcome. While I came across public opinion articles on community 

websites on more than one occasion that continually associated graffiti with crime, I had 

difficulty locating academic work that assessed the connections between the two. The 

involvement of gang activity with graffiti, however, does cast a negative light on the art 

form. For example, in a 1994 New York Times article, "In a City of Graffiti, Gangs Tum 

to Violence to Protect Their Art," Drummond Ayres Jf. reported a story of increased 

violence in Los Angeles as a result of graffiti competition. He said, "Once crews engaged 

in spirited but friendly artistic rivalries, holding 'paint offs' to show off their skills. Now 

there are frequent beatings over tagger turf and, worse, periodic shootings and stabbings 

over real and imagined slights and insults" (Ayres). While Ayres' article gives credit to 

graffiti as art and graffiti writers as "skilled," it illustrates a real concern with graffiti's 

association with gang violence and crime. The communities in which graffiti had its start 

overlapped with communities prone to gangs and violence. They are frequently low

income communities with little access to resources - artistic or otherwise. As one article 

entitled "Powerlessness and the Amplification of Threat: Neighborhood Disadvantage, 

Disorder, and Mistrust" by Catherine E. Ross, John Mirowsky, and Shana Pribesh points 

out, "mistrust develops in neighborhoods where resources are scarce and threat is 

common, and among individuals with few resources and who feel powerless to avoid or 

manage the threat" (568). They also say that such mistrust, as was the case in L.A. in 

1994, could trigger violent responses. Even though the conditions that inspire a person to 

pick up a can of spray paint and provoke a person to exert violence as an act of mistrust 
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may be the same, and because the two occasionally overlap, this does not mean that 

graffiti itself is violent or breeds violence. In fact, as we will see in an example of 

community acceptance of graffiti, the art form can be redirected to help curb violence and 

inspire peace. 
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ARGUMENTS AGAINST GRAFFITI: 


GRAFFITI DESTROYS THE BUILT ENVIRONMENT 


Figure 21 . Far from 
destroying the built 
environment, the floral 
graffiti on the boarded 
windows of this 
building near the "See 
no Evil" exhibit in 
Bristol brought some 
cheer to the rundown 
structure. (Photo by 
Laura Gilbert). 

The most accurate and well-founded argument against graffiti is that it crosses the 

bounds of personal and state-owned property and defaces the built environment. So many 

are offended by graffiti, because it seeks no permission. As Said pointed out in a 

hypothetical scenario, if she were a shop owner, she would remove graffiti if for no other 

reason than the offense of the action itself, no matter how beautiful. In old cities such as 

Rome, graffiti poses even more of a threat, because it not only defaces a building, but 

could deface a building historians and archeologists are trying desperately to preserve. 

Graffiti, particularly spray paint, is difficult to remove, and it becomes a topic of concern 

when the common practices of pressure washing or painting over would harm the 

existing structural or aesthetic value of a historical building. 

Though this argument is well-founded, as always, we must consider it in context. 

In 1970s New York, where modem graffiti had its start, the neighborhoods in which 

people were practicing graffiti were not comparable to the streets of Rome. The 

communities in which graffiti develops are often neglected, run-down, and decrepit. 
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Observe images of graffiti to see that the most popular locations include trains, 

underpasses, and uninhabited structures. Figure 21 on the previous page, for example, is 

an old building in Bristol with peeling paint and boarded windows, but with the help of 

some spray paint, bright flowers now bloom on its drab surface. For many graffiti artists, 

their art is a way to bring beauty and order into a built environment that has little value of 

its own. It can be an attempt at reclamation of other people's property, but it is not a 

violent assault on other members of the community. 

Instead, it is a process of beautification when others seem unwilling to address the 

problem in the first place. Chalfant and Pligoff cite artist 3D's well-founded defense of 

graffiti art. They write, "To the objection that writers are forcing their art on a public that 

has had no say in the matter, 3D answers that people are quite powerless in any case to do 

anything about the esthetics of their surroundings" (10). They go on to quote 3D: 

No one comes up and says [to the graffiti community], "We're building this, 

do you like it? Here's the drawings, we'll take a poll." So why should I have to 

explain what I do? ... Maybe in the eyes of this town I'm not so important, 

because I don't have all that high a status, as in class and job, but I live here 

so I should have as much say as anyone else, and that's why I go out and paint, 

'cause I want to say something, and I don't want to be told when I can do it. (10) 
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ACTION IN RESPONSE 

After an assessment of common objections to graffiti, let us consider some of the 

actions communities have taken and continue to take in response to graffiti. These 

attempts to resist, remove, record, and preserve graffiti, and the successes and failures of 

such attempts should inform a list of possible solutions of our own. From the beginning 

of the modern graffiti movement, the first response has almost always been to remove it. 

While some modern cities such as L.A. and historical cities such as Rome have legitimate 

concerns about the effect graffiti has on other art and architecture in the city, others seem 

to have attempted to wipe it out on unclear grounds. In some cities, the attempt has been 

to accept graffiti but to curb the art form into sanctioned community art or to pull it off 

the streets entirely and place it in art museums. Some advertising companies have 

recognized graffiti's value but instead of supporting the art form, they appropriate its 

styles for their own commercial use. Stories of successful and respectful responses to 

graffiti also exist, however. In the 21 S[ century, many galleries and some museums and 

even whole communities have sponsored shows and exhibits that showcase real graffiti 

artists, even outdoors rather than in a museum or gallery space. A survey of these actions 

is crucial to help us better understand an appropriate response of our own. 
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ACTION IN RESPONSE: REMOVAL 

Because of the objections to street art, the tradition for "cleaning" or ren10ving 

graffiti is almost as old as the art form itself. T AKI 183 bombed New York City in 1969, 

and by 1972, the city had instated an anti-graffiti law (Walde 31). Volunteer and 

government organizations both focus on the removal of graffiti. In a backlash against 

such removal, writers bomb more and more and seek new places with higher visibility for 

longer amounts of time. Even in the '70s, "the buff," the Manhattan Transit Authority's 

removal program, struggled to keep up with the prolific taggers of trains. Chalfant and 

Prigoff, however, point out that graffiti in other cities and countries developed under a 

more static context, on walls rather than on trains. They attribute this to the fact that, 

outside of New York, the train authority outnumbered the writers, and train graffiti only 

reached low levels of visibility before it was cleaned off. Today, we see that graffiti 

appears more frequently on walls than on trains for this very reason. In the beginning in 

New York, however, these trains, particularly trains that traveled great distances provided 

the highest amount of exposure for writers. 

While these trains held little architectural value, and the damage to the built 

environment was relatively low, removal committees continued to crack down on train 

graffiti, and artists found new ways to lash back. For example, in a recent article in Art 

Newspaper in October of last year, the growing problem of the defacement of murals in 

LA is detailed. The article discusses concern that laws that protect the historical murals of 

the city also prevent the city from cleaning the graffiti that cover them. The article raises 

several issues and questions. First, it points to the blatant disrespect writers are beginning 

to have for the historical value and artistic abilities of the work of other artists. Second, in 
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keeping with aesthetic objections to graffiti, it points to a presumed aesthetic tendency of 

the city to place more value on a sanctioned mural than on graffiti art (Sharpe). 

Because the city's laws prevent the covering or removal of graffiti over existing 

murals due to the damage such actions could cause to the original work of art and the 

artists' rights to that work, graffiti in these places stays up significantly longer than other 

graffiti in the city. The article suggests that writers used to avoid these spots out of 

respect for the original artists, but now they recognize the advantages of such a location. 

These locations are places of high visibility, where people visit to see the rich mural 

history of the city, and the laws that protect the work of the original artists also 

inadvertently protect the work of more recent writers who tag or throw up over it. The 

article also brings the prevailing disrespect of the community for the work of graffiti 

artists to light. In fact, the title of the article is "Vandals target Los Angeles' murals." 

The subtitle is "an increasing graffiti problem is threatening the future of the city's public 

works of art." This is a good place for a discussion about what each community considers 

art. The article obviously incriminates the graffiti artists who write over the work of 

artists sanctioned by the city. Certainly, the acts of the former are against the law, but the 

article does not address the artistic value of the illegal street art that covers the sanctioned 

street art or the lack of rights for current graffiti artists in the city. They are portrayed as 

"vandals" who choose to "target" the work of real artists. The article considers them a 

"problem" in and of themselves, and omits the perspective that the street artists have been 

driven to express themselves in locations where they originally stayed away by the 

communities' resistance to their work as a whole. The conflict is a tricky one. Graffiti 

artists are losing even more respect and admiration by sacrificing the integrity of their art 
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to deface the art of "real" artists, but the laws certainly do not favor the work of the 

graffiti artist no matter the)ocation of the work. They do not consider graffiti art at all, 

and instead of wiping out the vandalism, they might wipe out art and fuel vandalism. 

This aesthetic conflict with graffiti is not unusual. Chalfant and Prigoff describe 

an earlier example in the '80s. Similar to L.A. and cities all over the world, the city of 

Philadelphia took pains to remove graffiti from its streets. While we should recognize 

that in the case of L.A. the officials were concerned with the damage this graffiti did to 

the property of others and that such actions were not only legal but also disrespectful, 

Philadelphia's campaign pushed for the removal of graffiti whether it was legally painted 

or not. An "anti-graffiti task force" gave writers amnesty if they gave up writing. In place 

of illegal bombing, the Philadelphia task force asked the writers to help paint large legal 

murals in the city. The murals, however, were not allowed to contain the graffiti style, 

and the task force went so far as to "put pressure on local merchants to get rid of murals 

done in graffiti style on their shops, even though these had been painted with their 

permission" (11). The reaction from Philadelphia writer Parish expresses the problem 

with such censorship: "They just want to you to paint their silly-looking murals with 

paint brushes, you know, like pictures of farms, grass land ... No kid is gonna respect 

that. Writers are gonna go right over that" (Chalfant and Prigoff 11). Parish's response 

touches on a reality many critics of street art overlook: Some writers have respect for 

other artists. They make value decisions about where they choose to paint and what they 

choose to cover, but when their values are disrespected and subverted by a city 

commissioned mural that does not respond to the urban environment, they use their own 

art to lash out against such suppression. The cycle is counterproductive on behalf of cities 



48 

and artists alike. By attempting to wipe out the graffiti style, cities might be pushing 

artists to retaliate against the very forms of art that are meant to substitute their own, and 

by lashing out, graffiti writers lose their credibility as artists. 
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ACTION IN RESPONSE: APPROPRIATION 

In some cities, unsanctioned, non-institutionalized graffiti are not the only 

graphics taking over the streets. The PlayStation ad campaign in 2005, for example, 

raised a great deal of noise in Philadelphia. According to an article on December 25, 

2005, in USA TODAY, "PlayStation ads, disguised as graffiti, spark controversy," the 

company commissioned "artists" to paint graffiti-style images of children playing with 

PlayStations as though they were skateboards, Jacks-in-the-box, and lollipops (Figure 

22). The "stealth marketing campaign" angered community members for more than one 

reason ("Playstation"). One member of the community against graffiti in general, Mary 

Tracy, head of the Society Created to Reduce Urban Blight, said, "They're breaking the 

law," because the company painted the images directly onto the city walls. In a different 

opinion, Jake Dobkin said, "they hired artists just to copy the same figure over and over, 

which isn't too creative" ("Playstation"). With this last complaint, graffiti artists would 

agree. They find this type of appropriation disrespectful and sneaky, and they do not 

appreciate companies profiting from a style they neither understand nor respect. 

Figure 22. The PlayStation ad 
campaign in graffiti style on 
the streets of Philadelphia. 
("Play Station"). 
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Even so, we cannot overlook the visual power of graffiti, a power that drives so 

many to use it for their own purposes. We must also consider that advertising and graffiti 

share the same visual history. Both stem from those ancient precedents as seen in 

Pompeii, and both developed in a painting tradition that used the sides of buildings as a 

canvas. In a May/June issue of Art Papers in 2003, Kristin Herndon lists other 

similarities in her article, "Hybrid Vigor": "Both occupy public spaces, are pervasive and 

not always welcome, and attempt to hijack the attention of the idle passerby ... And both 

have an aesthetic that develops and evolves outside of gallery walls, without looking to 

the art establishment for guidance or sanction" (31). She also lists that the major 

difference between graffiti (she calls it vandalism at this point in the article to emphasize 

its stigma) and advertising is that, "unlike vandalism, advertising is legal and has a 

budget" (31). We might note the irony in such a difference. She makes little distinctions 

in the stylistic differences between graffiti and advertising, and if she did, I think many 

would agree that graffiti is much nearer traditional definitions of art than advertising. 

Instead, she associates the two with similar characteristics, characteristics for which 

many communities reject graffiti and yet embrace advertising: They occupy public 

spaces, they employ the built environment, and they beg to communicate with the 

audience. Yet the community accepts one over the other, whether because young 

counterculture types make the other or because it has been deemed illegal, a law we 

might consider extending to advertising if we are so victimized by the visual invasion of 

a style. I suggest a different route. Herndon cites the insight of Grey, a writer who 

straddles the line between street artist and advertiser: 5 "The first mark was made by the 

5 The Altoids company commissioned work from Grey, but unlike other advertising companies, the Altoid 
name did not appear on the graffiti pieces, and they were used to show support of the art fOnTI. 
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primal desire to create," he says. "It was later prescribed as destructive after the creation 

of property, and eventually the creation of authority. Property and authority both came 

long after marks were made on surfaces" (33). What Grey suggests is that graffiti is a 

natural result of human desire for expression. It is only different from other forms of art 

in its acceptance by mainstream culture. Herndon writes, 

In the end, maybe graffiti doesn't seem to fit under the umbrella of contemporary 

art because it is just too vigorous: hundreds of thousands of practitioners working' 

every day, schooling themselves-and with a hermeticism surrounding their culture 

that inspires respect because it is real and organic, not tacked-on as an 

afterthought or a defensive measure (32). 

Yet why would we call this outside the bounds of contemporary art? Robinson argued it 

was just as artistic as what he had learned in his formal art classes, but he agreed that "the 

art outside was organic, not restricted to white walls and neutral space" (5). Does the 

subversive culture from which it originated somehow place it outside the realms of art? 
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Tate Modern, London 
Move your mouse 0 r the artworks 
on the building for more information 

Figure 23. Still from the Tate Modern's 
interactive website for the "Street Art" 
exhibit in 2008 (This image is no longer 
interactive). (Tate). 

ACTION IN RESPONSE: ACCEPTANCE 

Fortunately, not all communities are rejecting graffiti and accepting advertising. 

In fact, many activist groups work to wipe out illegal advertising and fight the inundation 

of ads on the streets. More importantly, other groups, including museums and community 

centers, are working to put on exhibitions of graffiti artists' work, in their own styles and 

in the streets. Certainly, as early as Basquiat, galleries and museums supported graffiti 

artists, though not necessarily graffiti art. In 2008, however, graffiti found commission 

from a museum in its original form. From May 23rd to August 25th of that year, the Tate 

Modern hosted an exhibition, entitled "Street Art," not in the museum but on it (Figure 

23). For the exhibit, curator Cedar Lewisohn commissioned six pieces from writers or 

crews across the world. The group included Italian writer, Blu, who often makes stop
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animation videos of his process; Faile, a duo crew from New York, USA, who take 

inspiration from pop art and advertising; JR, a sticker artists from Paris, France, who 

wraps bridges and buildings in larger-than-life size photographs; Os Gemeos, a brother 

duo from Sao Paulo, Brazil; Sixeart from Barcelona, Spain; and Nunca, also from Sao 

Paulo. The museum calls the exhibit, "the first commission to use the building's iconic 

river fac;ade, and the first major public museum display of street art in London" 

(Lewisohn). The exhibit calls attention to the built environment on which graffiti has 

evolved and which most artists think it needs to thrive. In the museum's video that 

accompanied the exhibit, JR explained, "I want to use the architecture of the street. .. The 

location is much more important than the photo itself' (Lewisohn). Faile joked that they 

were happy to be invited to participate in such an exhibit, because they were going to 

bomb it anyway. These honest expressions about the nature of graffiti are reflected in the 

museum's exhibit. We see in the Tate exhibit an example of an attempt at respect for the 

origins and essential style of street art. Of Os Gemeos, the museum says that "their work 

is now equally at home in the museums and biennales of the world as it is on the streets 

of their neighbourhood, Cambuci, in Sao Paulo" (Lewisohn). At the same time, the artists 

themselves recognize the fine line between bombing the streets of their cities and 

exhibiting at major museums. Faile might have been joking about illegally bombing the 

museum, but the distance between an institution like the Tate and artists typically 

opposed to such institutions is no joke. Nunca raised awareness of this separation. He 

pointed out that, as this was his first time working with "big institutions," he has reached 

"another level in his work" (Lewisohn). 
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I found a similar success story during my 

Figures 24, 25. Images of the "See No 	 short time in Bristol. Eighties artist Inkie and Team 
Evil" exhibit in Bristol during my visit in 
fall 2011. (Photos by Laura Gilbert). 	 Love, Bristol music promoters, are given credit for 

the 2011 exhibit, "See No Evil," that took place on 

ten buildings along Nelson Street. Bristol City 

Council member and "place making director ," Mike 

Bennett, was also involved ("See"). The exhibit was 

similar to the Tate exhibit, because it provided a 

built environment on which to paint. It also 

commissioned artists from all over the world, but on 

much larger scale than the museum (Figures 24,25). 

The excitement surrounding the exhibit was evident 

on the evening of n1y stay. The receptionist at my 

hostel was eager to tell me about the show, to show 
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me where it was, and to insist upon my visiting it in the twelve short hours of my stay. 

The exhibit itself was difficult to miss, but not evident as commissioned work. Instead, it 

looked like talented writers had happened to agree to bomb the same ten buildings on a 

single street. The styles were fresh and addressed the space as unsanctioned graffiti 

usually does. Perhaps this natural aesthetic was a result of the way the commissioners 

approached the show. As the hostel receptionist suggested , one of the artists worked to 

get permission from the city to allow other artists to practice their work in whatever way 

they saw fit. The theme was suggested, but the final products were almost as organic as 

the New York graffiti Herndon and Robinson described. 

City-wide projects are beginning to pop up more and more frequently. Some cities 

designate specific legal walls for artists, many of which can be located online at Legal 

Walls (http://www.legal-walls.netl). Some cities tactfully Figure 26. Do you want to die 
old and slow or young and 
tragic?, Liverpool (photo embrace the graffiti aesthetic without stepping on the toes of 
provided by Madeline 
Witek). 

the artists. Liverpool's "Visible Virals" (Figure 26) appeared 

http://www.legal-walls.netl
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on public transport and buildings all over Liverpool in 2008. The project was 

commissioned by the Liverpool Culture Company and expressed statistics about "the 

average Liverpudlian" along with provoking questions and statements regarding the 

statistics. Stockholm artists collective A-APE was responsible for the project and 

conducted surveys and translated the results into the striking graphics across the city 

("Visible Virals"). 

We might take solace in the growing respect on behalf of some communities 

around the world. Certainly, other communities can learn from the successes of their 

attempts at reconciliation between the graffiti counterculture and mainstreanl culture. 

Cities such as Bristol and museums such as the Tate are receiving attention for their 

progressive views and definitions of contemporary art. Other city programs have 

incorporated graffiti history and culture into education and revival. These programs that 

encourage and educate about graffiti are also making attempts to grant it the honor it 

deserves. 

Rather than a product of and catalyst to violence, graffiti can be a creative outlet 

for expression for people who feel a sense of entrapment within the traditional bounds of 

society. In fact, graffiti has been implemented into therapy and after school programs to 

help cure violence and crime. For example, Chalfant and Prigoff describe an incentive 

program in London in the' 80s in which the Greater London Council supported the 

incorporation of Hip Hop and graffiti into activities for youth clubs. The council donated 

£2000 to Tabernacle Community Center for the purchase of spray paint and track suits 

for writers and breakdancers. Workers at the center were shocked by the improvement in 

attitude and atmosphere at the center as youngster behavior went from "apathy" to 
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"bustling" (11). As well as donating supplies, the council invited writers to programs to 

"lecture kids on the fine art of painting with an aerosol can" (10). Support and funding 

from the GLC and other city organizations prompted some writers and crews in the' 80s 

to devote their skills to legal painting. 
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Even a small city such 
as Muncie, Indiana, 
has found its own way 
to honor graffiti art. 
This artist puts up his 
piece along the White 
River Greenway as 
part of an organized 
project of graffiti art. 
(Muncie Visitor's 
Bureau). 

HONORING GRAFFITI 

Not all writers make the switch, however, to legal art. Should we expect them to? 

After a look at its history, common opinions regarding the art form, and existing attempts 

to address the issue, how do we honor graffiti without confining it to traditional 

standards? Reassessing definitions and vocabulary surrounding graffiti is crucial. Many 

of the biggest objections to graffiti art could be eliminated if people were able to separate 

it fron1 graffiti done as intentional defacement. Director of Ball State University's David 

Owsley Museum of Art, Peter Blume, was quick to associate graffiti with its legal 

definition: vandalism. He was also quick to make distinctions between TAKI 183's 

stylistically insignificant tags and Keith Haring's drawings on the blacked ad spaces in 

the subways (Figure 27). While both used nontraditional and illegal media, the former 

simply wrote his name and address while the latter made art that "translated into the big 

themes of his era in the most genuine way." Tanya Said, curator of education at the same 
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Figure 27. Keith 
Haring draws one of 
his iconic graphic 
images on a blacked ad 
space in the New York 
subway in 1985. (Chi). 

institution, also makes distinctions between graffiti and what she calls graffiti art. Street 

artist Ames makes a similar distinction between graffiti and street art. He says, "It is 

possible to be involved in both worlds, but it is a different mindset. Street art may have 

evolved from graffiti, but now it is a totally different species." We should note that even 

the graffiti community has made distinctions between writers who employ methods 

violent to the built environment and those who do not. The term "tagger," for example, 

distinguishes between an artist who never pieces (creates masterpieces - refer to the 

vocabulary section of the paper for a more detailed definition of the verb) and one who 

does. The Art Crimes definition goes so far as to point out that "Some taggers seem to 

like more destructive methods such as scribers and sandpaper in addition to markers and 

paint." This suggests a certain disdain toward those writers who do not take the art 

seriously and maliciously deface property from within the graffiti community. This 

distinction between artists who tag and artists who piece could be better defined and 

maintained by artists within the community and police who patrol it. Beardsley's article 

gives sound advice in response to these distinctions: 
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The law ought to be wary of requiling the artist to wipe out a fine piece of work to 

restore the drabness that existed before; and even when legal guilt is found, 

certainly a plea for extenuation can be entered on the ground that the ground that 

the spraypainting, though criminal, resulted in something that was momentarily 

well worth looking at" (374). 

As Said says, "context is everything." The mark of any good artist is that "the 

medium suits the ideas or message." This might be the reason why, for Said, graffiti 

seems more a part of the identity of a city such as New York and less a part of one such 

as Washington, D.C. Of course, the historical roots of the movement in the former city 

might lend to a more developed and cultivated style than that of the latter, which might 

also lend to more of a sense of "belonging." At the same time, Said suggests that we 

should "always be gently questioning why sometimes graffiti feels like it belongs there 

and sometimes it does not." We should ask ourselves, "Where is it? Is it appropriate 

[there]?" In all cases, she felt people who only tag should be considered "petty 

criminals," because they do not offer a message and tagging does not embody talent or 

skill on the part of the writer. In most cases, Said points out that artistic "results are better 

in an invited location," because there is more opportunity for the artist to demonstrate his 

or her skill. Under the fast-paced, high-risk darkness of unsanctioned graffiti writing, the 

artist might make hasty mistakes that he would not otherwise make in an invited location, 

and yet we might link such technique to abstract expressionism, she later considers. 

For Ames, context certainly is everything, but he might not agree that "results are 

better in an invited location." When I interviewed him about his processes and definitions 

regarding graffiti, he said that "location is key" to the success of graffiti art. He 
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elaborated, "Your audience totally changes depending on where you put it. You always 

have to know your audience with regards to public art." Not only is awareness of 

audience important to the location of graffiti but so also is the built environment. For 

example, modem graffiti evolved as a result of the culture and conditions out of which it 

grew. New York style graffiti was born on the side of a train, and the style of this graffiti 

reflects that motion. As London writer Shame 181 pointed out in Spraycan Art, 

[The American] style is for trains. Our style over here, I couldn't see any that 

stuff being put on a train 'cause I don't think it would rock. For a wall, yes, 

alright. But to rock on a train, the piece needs movement. Most of the English 

pieces don't got no movement at all (9). 

For this reason, if a piece needs to be on a train, it might not "rock" in a sanctioned 

location as Said proposes. Nor would it rock in a museum. Ames was explicit in his 

opinion of honoring graffiti art: 

As far as honoring the art form. Making it legal and putting it in a gallery doesn't 

accomplish anything. You can take the same aesthetic from one place and put it in 

another. But that's like taking the Sistine Chapel and putting it on the side of 

Bank of America, it doesn't carry the same importance. The importance changes, 

and if that's what you want, fine -- but personally I don't want to see 

Michelangelo anywhere near an A TM. 

Said and Blume make it clear that such a response to graffiti is difficult for 

museum directors and curators, particularly in a small Midwestern city. Said addresses 

the complexity of choosing graffiti art to display in a museum and educating an audience 

about the history of graffiti. She points out that, particularly as she works in a museum 
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with an educational mission, "[they] must be careful when introducing graffiti into 

mainstream culture." When and if informing the museum's audience of the history of 

graffiti, they must "define it and provide caveat" so as not to promote illegal acts of 

vandalism. Said also recognizes that curators must also be careful in choosing graffiti art 

to display in a museum space. She likens it to displaying a stained-glass window from a 

medieval church. "It's something I struggle with all the time, but I hope that even 

extracted from its original source we can still appreciate it." Again, Said points out, 

context is everything. Curators must attempt to describe the original location and 

environment from which a work of art has come and consider the options of how it might 

be displayed to better communicate its original setting. 

As we have seen, however, some museums and even whole communities have 

succeeded in giving graffiti art an honorable place in the art world. It is important that 

after noting points of conflict we en1brace the actions that have potential for success. The 

2008 exhibit at the Tate Modem should be cause for celebration within the graffiti 

community and without. The museum made a sincere effort to allow graffiti artists the 

resources they prefer to use, and in doing so, made a major statement about the 

relationship between graffiti and the built environment by allowing the artists to paint or 

paste directly onto the museum. In the three-month duration of the show, six works of 

graffiti art received high visibility and were captured in images for permanent record. 

After the conclusion of the exhibit, the works of art were removed from the building, and 

no damage was done to the fa~ade (Figure 28). Bristol and Liverpool are more examples 

of successful community responses to graffiti art. In their examples, they were able to add 

either small, low intrusion but high impact graphics all over the city or huge, meaningful 
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Figure 28. A "clean" 
Tate Modern in 2010, 
two years after the 
2008 "Street Art" 
exhibit. (photo by 
Maddy Witek. 

images in rundown or empty spaces. Cities such as these are examples of Said's 

observation of varying community responses to graffiti. As with New York, I think she 

would have found that graffiti seemed to "belong" in Bristol. This shows that how the 

community chooses to respond to both artistic and criminal energy might not always be 

the same. Said does say, however, that it seems that sometimes places where graffiti is 

more widely accepted show a kind of "respect for the past and community pride," and 

this was certainly the case with Bristol. 

Not all street artists will be welcoming of such community acceptance, despite 

excellent efforts to maintain the integrity of the art form. Many harbor resentment toward 

all institutions for years of ignoring the value of their work. Some dismiss those who 

participated in such exhibitions as sellouts who accept too much money and fonnal 

recognition for work that is supposed to be a raw expression against the suppression of 

mainstream culture. We must consider ways to offer respect to those artists and expect 

respect in return from them. In some cases, the community might have to cut its losses as 

some artists continue to resist legitimate efforts at reconciliation. In some cases, total 
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reconciliation would stunt the raw creative edge that occurs in the thrill of an 

unsanctioned environment. 

At the same time, perhaps as Said expected, the time and freedom allowed to an 

artist who is working in a community-approved environment might encourage new 

creativity. For example, in response to the harm spraycan art can cause to the 

environment, built and otherwise, some graffiti artists are practicing new styles of graffiti 

that are less and less detrimental to the surfaces to which they adhere. Stickers, 

wheatpasting, and reverse graffiti have shorter life-spans and do less damage to the 

surfaces on which they are applied. The adhesive backings of stickers are easily washed 

off by the natural processes of wind and rain. Wheatpasting is even less permanent. It 

employs the use of a basic paste, historically used to tack newsprint paper ads to the sides 

of buildings. Even the newsprint quickly decomposes and does no harm to the built or 

natural environments. Reverse graffiti uses no other materials than the dirt that already 

exists on city walls as the artist scrubs away grime to leave images similar in effect to 

stencil graffiti. As artists take steps to find safer means of production they might also 

challenge and adapt their creative processes of expression. As Ames pointed out, though, 

challenging artists to adapt their processes does not mean confining them to a museum or 

gallery. It means asking them to make judgments about where and how to make a piece. 

Artists and communities alike also need to consider the temporary nature of the 

graffiti art form. Both Blume and Ames touched on that part of graffiti art's identity. 

When I asked Ames if the permanence of his work was important to its success, he 

responded, "I think the impermanence of the work is one of the most interesting parts." 

Blume also mentioned that some graffiti might have artistic elements, but that does not 
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mean it should be "enshrined for all time." Certainly many graffiti artists share Ames' 

opinion that the impermanence of their art adds to its value. This can be a difficult fact to 

accept, particularly in the case of well-made, meaningful art. Some, such as Chalfant, 

work to enshrine graffiti by photographing it in its context. This is a valid attempt at a 

substitute for the real thing. In this way, we might think of graffiti as a kind of 

performance art that a select group might experience. Photography can help those who 

saw the graffiti in its context share the memory of that experience, while helping the rest 

of the audience consider its message and guess at its original splendor. 

The reality of graffiti's history and evolution and responses to it has been laid out. 

The question remains: How do we honor graffiti? The answers are not simple, and as the 

culture changes, so will they. We can start, however, by opening our minds to other, less 

sanctioned forms of artistic expression as been the case with the recent acceptance of the 

graphic novel into the literary canon. In her community, which is an institution of higher 

education, Said says, "we should have opportunity to express our creative impulse as 

long as it is not destructive to the environment." The last part of her sentence is very 

important. This means that we have to make judgments on whether art - any art, not just 

graffiti - is destructive to the environment. We might also make distinctions between 

graffiti art and graffiti that makes no attempts to go beyond gossip or signature. Just as 

art that is not worthy of an art museum doesn't make it into an art museum, so can we 

continue to remove graffiti that is disrespectful of its environment. The more difficult 

graffiti to address, however, is that that does contain artistic elements. In many such 

controversial issues, many argue that because we do not know where to draw the line, 

zero tolerance should be allowed. Might we try approaching it another way? What 
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happens if we start slowly redefining and moving the line? Sure, we risk eliminating 

"good" art and leaving "bad" art, but this is no different a situation than we have today. 

Perhaps, if as a community of observers, we allow graffiti artists their own territory, then 

we might ask them to respect the territory of others, and as we observe this graffiti, we 

can educate ourselves on how to make informed decisions about appropriate and 

inappropriate graffiti. 

The answer to honoring graffiti is that of balance. Cities such as Bristol and 

museums such as the Tate are on their way to finding this balance. On the one hand, 

communities need to recognize the historical and artistic value of graffiti and allow its 

organic nature to thrive on buildings and in neighborhoods already in decay. At the same 

time, they need to recognize the efforts graffiti artists do make to respect the 

environment. Why remove stickers or wheatpasting when they do no damage to the 

architecture? Why ask shopkeepers who embrace the graffiti movement to remove these 

legal pieces of art? On the other hand, the graffiti community needs to embrace and 

celebrate the efforts made by mainstream culture to respect graffiti and incorporate it into 

the community, and draw a line between art that improves the aesthetic of a space and art 

that defaces an existing one. 

This means that not every community will have the same response to graffiti. We 

have the responsibility to be informed residents and active members of ours. Bristol has 

chosen to act as a community to accept and endorse respectful graffiti art. Such a decision 

has created a vibrant and exciting atmosphere in the city, an atmosphere I couldn't have 

missed even during the half a day I was there. Rome, on the other hand, might have to 

employ the use of legal graffiti walls and rely instead on educating its graffiti artists 
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about the rich architectural and artistic history of the city in order to gain and expect their 

respect in turn. New York City has the potential to be Bristol, but resists as though it is 

Rome. Communication and education is necessary in such a community to decide on an 

identity and embrace it. 

In my research, I was expecting to be disappointed in my own small, Midwestern 

city, but I am happy to have discovered that it also has found a beautiful balance. Though 

graffiti is not prevalent in cities such as Muncie, the graffiti that exists here is frequently 

well executed. In fact, this is because the city endorses it in certain locations. One such 

location, the White River Greenway, offers a stretch of wall that follows Muncie's White 

River (as seen in the cover photo for the "Honoring Graffiti" section). The Muncie 

visitor's bureau lists it among Muncie's "outdoor art." This final example should be a 

testament to the potential of honoring graffiti. It need not always be on as grand a scale as 

that offered Bristol or the Tate, but nor should it be dismissed as vandalism. The answer 

to honoring graffiti is as simple as Ames final statement to me: "If you really want to 

appreciate it, do it." 
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