WHERE VANDALISM BECOMES ART

PAULA RICHARDSON

Here, Paula explores where
the boundary between graffiti
and street art lies.

Graffiti is often seen as an illegal, anti-social
activity, an attack on the environment or
property on the one hand; but as street art
it can be clever, ornamental and appealing,
often raising awareness about major issues.
We see it everywhere. It's all around
us and everyone has a view about it. For
some it brightens up and enlivens the
landscape of our towns and cities, for
others it blights our neighbourhoods and is
regarded as vandalism. Whatever we feel
about it, graffiti has been around for a long
time and is here to stay. Found during the
excavation of Egyptian tombs, graffiti was
also uncovered on buildings in Pompeii. In
[talian graffiti means 'little scratches’, while
graphein means to draw’ in Greek, so the
name has a long history. Modern-day graffiti
art really only began to appear in the 1960s
in New York and other major American
cities, since when it has spread worldwide.
Graffiti usually involves difficult-to-read
words, together with name ‘tags’ or symbols,
often sprayed onto surfaces to leave clues
about the person responsible for doing it.
However, graffiti is rarely done without a
purpose — some is gang-related (where
groups mark out their territory) while other
messages often make a comment that is

politically or environmentally motivated.
‘Tagging’ is where graffiti artists leave a
particular mark or nickname to identify their
work. Some use shapes cut from cardboard,
which allows quick and accurate images to
be sprayed on their chosen surface. Time is
often of the essence when carrying out
what is, after all, an illegal activity! In some
instances, graffiti can only be described as
vandalism; here a wish to despoil property/a
feature is the main driver for creating it.

Graffiti is not just confined to places or
features in run-down locations, it can be
found on trains, buses, shops, offices —
anywhere that provides a suitable surface to
decorate. Graffiti often conveys a message
and so needs an audience: visibility is
important. Underground/Tube/Metro trains
in cities such as London, Paris and Berlin
provide excellent examples of what can
only be termed ‘a moving message’.

An excellent example of graffiti was
that created along the Berlin Wall, where
the side facing West Berlin was heavily
decorated while the side facing East was
untouched! The original wall paintings
have all-but disappeared (having been
attacked by ‘wallpeckers’ and sold on as
fragments for souvenirs). It is somewhat
ironic that the City Council in unified Berlin
is reintroducing decorated wall sections to
the city centre, because they are a huge
tourist attraction. The authenticity of this
graffiti is now open to question!

Street art

Street art has developed over the years
in a more thoughtful and planned way.
It is seen as a way to communicate with
everyone, and often includes impressive
murals and complex images. Frequently,
this artwork is intended to convey well
thought-out messages. Unlike graffiti
(which is usually illegally created), street
art has an air of respectability — and,

in many cases, is sanctioned or even
commissioned by the local council to
enhance areas that have poor quality
environments. Many of the now-legal
street artists started out as graffiti
taggers.

Like many major UK cities, in Bristol
street art is sometimes carried out
privately, but increasingly the local council
commissions work for underpasses,
walkways, sides of buildings or hoardings.
The Stokes Croft area of Bristol is home
to a vast collection of street art, which
now characterises the area and attracts
tourists. Figure 1 shows an example of
work in this area of the city (see further
images via the web panel). Early street
art here was often the work of Banksy
(well-known as a graffiti artist), but now
the shops have entered into the spirit of
decorating their doorways, walls and
windows with striking images which, taken
together, enliven the street and help to
create a very individual feel to the area.

Figure 1: Street art has come to characterise the area of Stokes Croft in Bristol. Photo © Paula Richardson.
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Figure 2: An artist sketches out the mural from their original paper design. Photo © Paula Richardson.

Bristol City Council (like others)
commissions artists to create large designs
to enliven underpasses or buildings and
walls in open spaces. Initially, the artists
sketch their designs on paper and then
use these to construct large-scale images in
designated locations (see Figures 2 and 3).
The murals are drawn in charcoal then
aerosol spray paint is used to fill the shapes
with colour. A complex design can take a
day or more to complete and the artist will
use around 20 aerosol cans of paint.

The development of street art in Bristol
has led directly to the establishment of
festivals to celebrate what have become
colourful and vibrant environments.
However, random and unauthorised graffiti
is often viewed as an unwanted attack on
the environment, and local councils have
become less tolerant in allowing it to
continue. Many are now taking action
against both the graffiti itself and its
creators. Anyone caught creating graffiti
or identified through their distinct tags is
liable to prosecution. Unwanted marks are
removed and the more popular surfaces
are treated with anti-graffiti paint. By way
of contrast street art culture is being
supported, with its importance in adding
character to an area fully recognised. You
could say, it has come of age.

A new form of ‘spray’ is now even
being used — moss. Moss clings to surfaces
easily and spreads quickly, it can be dyed
and cut to create different forms of public
art. It is also environmentally more in tune
with current thinking, both visually and
philosophically.

Given the widespread availability of
both graffiti and street art, how can we
use it as a resource in the classroom? Pupils
can usually easily find where it occurs in
their own area. As a cross-curricular theme
graffiti/street art has huge potential in
linking subjects such as geography and art.
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[t makes very visually exciting material

to identify, appreciate and analyse, using
such questions as: ‘what does the graffiti/
street art show?’, ‘'what impact does it
have on the area?’, and ‘what do people
feel about it?’

Street art activities

e On walks around the local area,
identify hot spots where graffiti is
found. Why do they think it has
been created in this particular place?
(Remind them about messages and
audiences.)

e Can they work out any particular style/
theme/objects in the picture? Is there
atag on it?

e What do they think about the work?
Would they describe it as graffiti or
street art? Why? Does it make the
place better or not?

e Take pictures and display them in
class. Locate areas on a local map
and see where graffiti/street art
occurs in relation to roads, buildings,
etc.

e |dentify a theme relating to your area
(something as simple as banning
parking or building houses in a green
area) and ask pupils to design some
street art to convey the message they
would like to give.

e Introduce pupils to street artists such
as Banksy. What makes his work
distinctive? Why is he so mysterious?
Get them to create a small stencil and
practise using it on large sheets of
paper. Why do they think he chose
this graffiti method?

e QOlder children can research graffiti that
conveys powerful political messages in
other parts of the world, including the
US, Brazil or Germany.

Figure 3: An artist fills in the shapes and
detail with aerosol spray paint. Photo © Paula
Richardson.

e Conduct a survey to find out what
other people think about graffiti — do
they think it is ever justified? (Everyone
has a view about it, remember!)

Some form of graffiti or street art is
certain to be found in your area, and the
possibilities for exploring it in geography
are endless. It provides a rich resource for
pupils to identify, question and develop
their own viewpoints about whether
graffiti/street art adds or detracts from
the quality of the local environment.
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WEB RESOURCES

Street art in Stokes Croft:
www.geography.org.uk/pg

Examples of street art: www.
boredpanda.com/creative-street-art

Drawing graffiti in class:
www.youtube.com/
watch?v=NeY6tWYRya4 and

www.youtube.com/watch?v=dQbicrv/5zs
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