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Foreword

Graffiti, tags, murals, stencil art, paste-ups, calligraffiti, furtive art, Post Vandalism, ‘crime-time’-style – what these terms represent and how they relate to each other, are recurring themes in this collection of essays.

When does a piece truly add something to an environment, and how can we appreciate it as artistically distinctive? How do you exhibit graffiti in a museum? How does the documentation or the online experience of a work compare to the physical object that occupies its own reality in public space? What remains and what is lost when illegal graffiti gets replaced with commissioned murals? How problematic is it when illegally produced expressions of artistry are supported with public money? If we, as the national fund for visual arts and heritage, want to support street art, how can we best encourage and value the talents of street artists? And how do street artists relate to artists within the canonical arts?

These sorts of questions came to our table when street art portfolios were submitted, and our advisors had to assess them. As it turns out, it wasn’t always easy for them to properly evaluate these artistic expressions.

To test our approach to street art as a fund, we previously decided on a pilot project. Together with the ‘Urban Culture Specialists’ Collabros, we looked into commissioning street art in Weert in the province of Limburg, within a reasonably manageable location: the Zuilenkabinet. This is a space between the pillars under a highway that provides a legal platform for graffiti and street art.

There, our Fair Practice values clashed almost immediately with the artists’ experiences. Paying a fair fee for a piece? If you did that, it essentially became a commissioned artwork and no longer the autonomous expression the artists valued, even though we clearly distinguished ourselves from commercial clients who often only want to give their products some street credibility. Luckily, we managed to solve this. At the edge of the Zuilenkabinet there’s now a sign with the logo of the Mondriaan Fund, just below an instruction that works may be placed on the pillars by invitation only.

Last year we started a new pilot, working with a number of scouts who invited specific street art projects to apply for funding. This has resulted in a number of new and existing projects that will be supported in the coming period.

Scratching the Surface is a next step toward gaining more insight into the value of graffiti and street art. These art forms may not necessarily need or want to be understood or institutionalized, still this publication allows us to look for the answers to the questions that arise at our table.

The authors of Scratching the Surface guide us through their professional and personal experiences with these art forms. Their contributions provide us with a solid foundation for further discussions on street art and graffiti.

Daniël de Jongh introduces the necessary context for the terminology surrounding graffiti, street art, and murals, and shows how these art forms are interrelated – from prehistoric cave paintings to tags on subway cars in New York. Lene ter Haar and Robert Kaltenhäuser, in turn, describe the distinctive unauthorized nature of graffiti and how exhibitions could be curated without losing this key aspect.

By introducing a new conceptual framework, Javier Abarca opens up the discourse around graffiti and street art, creating space for connections with other art forms. Raenys Martis, in his role as a mural curator, provides insight into how a good mural can be produced. The opportunities and challenges of murals in the specific context of mural-rich Aruba are discussed by Ana Maria Hernandez. When is a mural genuine, and how does it contribute to the community?

Stephen Burke gives a glimpse into the world of Post Vandalism and graffiti as social resistance, while Robin Vermeulen shows how graffiti today and in the future functions as cultural heritage.

This is not a collection of essays aimed at reaching unanimous conclusions. There is plenty of room for interpretation and preference between the contributions, and that’s fine. It is precisely in the diversity of positions and perspectives that we find the opportunity to explore the potential of street art and provide guidance for its proper implementation in our cultural policies.

I thank all the authors and editor Milo Vermeire for their efforts to further map out this sometimes still uncharted territory for the fund, helping us take future steps in the right direction.

Eelco van der Lingen
Director Mondriaan Fund
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I vividly remember walking through the coastal city of Bergen, Norway, on a quiet Sunday morning ten summers ago. During my stroll, I stumbled upon a small factory nestled in the middle of a residential area. My gaze wandered to a small passageway in the back. Could there be something beautiful hidden back there? Whether or not I was allowed to venture there, I wasn’t sure, but the closed boom barrier didn’t apply to me as a pedestrian and because there wasn’t a single person in sight, I decided to have a quick look.

My curiosity was rewarded: an image of a girl made up of dozens of triangles in various sizes had been conjured up on the wall of the passage, using a black and a white spray can. My excitement was twofold: I had discovered a splendid work of art, in optima forma, and I had come to this discovery by thinking the same way the artist had. Apparently, the creator had explored the area in a similar way to me, and saw the passageway as the perfect place for a new stencil work – knowing that very few people would find it there. Since I had been able to ‘read between the lines’ of the city at the right moment, I considered myself lucky to be one of them.

This experience is by no means unique. I have come across the most fabulous, funny and fascinating creations in cities at home and abroad in a similar way, off the beaten track. In other cases, all kinds of artistic expressions compete for attention in more prominent parts of the city: on walls, electricity boxes, lampposts, traffic lights and rubbish bins. From tags and graffiti pieces to street art and murals: for many years now, a boisterous feast of mostly autonomous creativity has taken hold of cities worldwide.

The great common denominator of these rather elusive art forms is that they manifest themselves (all jumbled together) in public space. And, while they share commonalities in other respects as well, they differ more fundamentally than they are similar. They are popular, but are frequently mixed up and met with a lack of understanding. The fact that clear-cut definitions and dividing lines are lacking doesn’t make things any easier. In light of all this, it can’t hurt to try and place graffiti, street art and murals into some (historical) context.

All three involve recognizable visual languages that transcend boundaries. In a physical sense, as artists travel a lot and work in different places, and in a digital sense, because new work can be dropped online in an instant, available for all to see. Social media is largely to thank for the explosive growth of street art and murals in particular, with artists often reaching a global audience. Such art is also increasingly being produced with Instagram in mind, raising the question of whether the photograph is ultimately the real work of art.1

I. Graffiti: I spray, therefore I am

Humanity is characterized by many things, one of which is the urge to write one’s name on all sorts of objects, both at home and abroad. This phenomenon dates back to prehistory: the millennia-old outlines of hands found on cave walls can be seen as the earliest form of the message ‘X was here’.

People have always scratched, carved and chiselled their names on trees, rocks, bridges, churches, monasteries, castles and other buildings. ‘I was, after the fashion of humanity, in love with my name, and, as young uneducated people commonly do, I wrote it down everywhere’, Goethe wrote in 1811 in From my Life: Poetry and Truth.2 The sphinxes and pyramids are covered with them, as are the remains of Greek temples and the ruins of Pompeii. These names – some thousands of years old, others ‘only’ hundreds – have become part of our cultural heritage, but you better think twice about eternalizing your name on the Colosseum today.

Writing names in public spaces as an expression of ego-tripping, also known as ‘mark marking’, is the most common form of graffiti. Traditionally, however, this overarching act has been applied in many countries and cultures for mainly practical communication purposes. In various regions, all sorts of information were carved into stones and rocks – shepherds in the Alps used to do it, and so did nomads in the Middle East.3 In the US, hobos had their own code language which they scribbled on freight trains. Much has been written (and continues to be written) on prison walls. The list of examples is endless.

A major difference from that distant past is that since the mid-twentieth century, the use of spray cans and permanent markers has become the norm. And, when it comes to name writing, one’s own name has been swapped for a relatively short pseudonym. In a few quick, energetic hand movements, graffiti writers sign their alias, signature or tag in their own style. The finest examples of tagging are essentially calligraphy: graceful writing, often in one fluid motion. Try tracing the lines of a complicated tag that you see on the street, and you will soon realize that tagging demands skill. In ‘calligraffiti’ – Niels ‘Shoe’ Meulman’s speciality – calligraphy, typography and graffiti merge together.

Tags are at the heart of today’s graffiti culture, but the majority of people couldn’t care less about that. In the street, tags – as well as larger, illegal graffiti works – are considered to be a nuisance by most. The label vandalism firmly clings to this form of expression. Not unreasonably so, because no matter how you look at it, it is vandalism. Graffiti is a raw, competitive, nocturnal – and predominantly male – affair that requires audacity, spatial awareness and the necessary physical strength. Much comes down to timing and instinct, while patience and urgency alternate: wait for the right moment, then strike quickly. Although anonymous, pseudonyms indicate authenticity. The more a name pops up in unlikely public places, the more prestige its writer gains within the scene, although writers who get in each other’s way sometimes end up exchanging fisticuffs. In the same way dogs mark their territory by taking a pee every few metres, writers go out to claim their share of the urban environment. As if they could not stress it enough: ‘I spray, therefore I am.’ Having your name in big fat letters on a train or metro carriage is, to this day, pretty much the highest level of achievement – however bothersome to transport companies. Spraying trains at a marshalling yard is fraught with danger, while spraying on a municipality-designated wall (‘hall of fame’) is risk-free.

As the result of an activity that is generally hidden from view, graffiti draws attention not only to itself but also to the city’s ragged edges, revealing to the world what is bubbling beneath its surface. Its visual eloquence is undeniable, it’s in your face. Yet the graffiti world is mostly introspective and exclusive, as it is only truly understood by insiders who know the moral code and can actually ‘read’ the works. The outside world has to make do with what, on many an occasion, culminates in visual chaos. Whether you love or hate it, graffiti cannot be captured by aesthetic standards.

Warped letters and bold colours

The graffiti that originated in Philadelphia and then New York in the 1960s, was absorbed and reformed by the hip-hop scene in the 1980s. The shape it took at that time has been dominant on a global scale ever since. This is mainly due to the 1983 film Style Wars (originally graffiti was called ‘style writing’, a term that has now all but disappeared) and the extremely influential photo book Subway Art (1984) which captured graffiti on underground trains.4 This ‘graffiti bible’ has been instrumental in firmly anchoring the art form in today’s pop culture and the advertising industry, but has also ensured that a variety of other graffiti styles and movements that originated elsewhere have ceased to exist, fallen into oblivion or remain largely unnoticed. That said, Brazil’s pichação (heavy metal-like runic characters) is fairly widely known and has some international following, while abstract, non-letter-based forms of graffiti represent a growing niche.

Before hip-hop graffiti – characterized by heavily warped letters, bold colours and various 3D effects (‘wild style’) – made its debut in Europe, young people in cities such as Madrid and Stockholm were already tagging and spraying in their local style. This was also the case in Amsterdam, where punk graffiti defined the cityscape from the late 1960s onwards, with Dr. Rat as the main exponent.5

Before continuing let us take one last step back into the twentieth century, because from a historical point of view, Brassaï’s pioneering work is worth mentioning. He zealously photographed engraved wall markings in Paris, being one of the first, and at the time, one of the few to recognize such markings as art. His first graffiti photos were published in the Minotaure magazine in 1933; a photography book followed in 1961 after three decades of documentation.6

II. Street art: jumble of art forms

Moving on to the street art category, the trickiest one to pin down. Tricky as it involves a catch-all term that is as appealing as it is uninformative: street art emerges in a wide variety of forms. Artist John Fekner once defined street art as: ‘All art on the street that’s not graffiti.’ And that wasn’t commissioned, I would add. Common are pieces produced with a spray can (with or without the use of stencils that allow templates to be repeated endlessly), paste ups (similar to billboard poster), stickers, tiles, pixel art, sculptures such as 3D figures, knitted yarn (‘yarn bombing’), adaptations of advertisements and traffic signs, as well as other types of large or small installations consisting of various materials, including even bulky waste. The art form is primarily image-based, although text is also a common feature.
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