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HISTORY AND IMPACT OF STREET ART AND GRAFFITI


As an artform, Street Art, or Graffiti, has often been shrouded in controversy over whether can exist as a legitimate form of art. “Some types were regarded as legitimate or permissible; others were seen as more objectionable.” (Dr Fiona Campbell, 2008). Street Art is the action of marking a public space using a wide array of different methods, ranging from spray cans to paint markers. Street Art has also borrowed influences from many other artistic movements and parts of popular culture throughout the decades. From pop culture and abstract expressionism in the 50s, to cartoon characters that can be recognised by anyone.

While graffiti has existed for centuries, dating back as far as the stone age, modern graffiti as we know it originated in the late 1960s and early 1970s in New York and San Francisco. While used a territorial act by gangs in the 60s, the first act of graffiti as we know it was by a youth who went by the name of Taki 183. Taki worked as a messenger using the New York subway as his main method of transport, Taki would mark his name everywhere he travelled, which eventually began to be appreciated by other teenagers across the city who were “impressed by the public notoriety of a name appearing all over the city” (Cooper and Chalfant, 1984, pg14). While this is where the movement truly began artists such as Blade, Smily and Ped, Seen and Zephyr, all hailing from New York, pioneered what is now seen as spray can art. The main goal of these artists was to gain fame and be seen as the best among the other thousands of artists who will judge your work based off comparing it to theirs. “A writer is judged by his mastery of painting and by the number of times he “Gets Up”. (Cooper and Chalfant, 1984, pg28).

 By the late 70s, the graffiti movement in North America began to find itself influencing artists who would not align themselves with this movement, most notably Keith Haring and Jean Michael-Basquiat. Basquiat being a fine artist and Haring going down the route of commercial art. What began as a form of expression, had now found itself being shown in galleries across the world. This influence found Graffiti evolving into its own subcultures across the globe, from London’s “more gallery-friendly type of work, often labelled ‘street art’” (Schacter, 2013, pg150) to Melbourne’s mixture of New York style hip-hop graffiti and elegant wild style letters. Another graffiti forward city is Bristol, the city home to one of the world’s most renowned street artists, Banksy. In Bristol, it’s difficult to not see the influences that Graffiti has had on modern art, with a different mural or painting being on every other street. Bristol is also home to Europe’s largest street art festival, Upfest. 

Graffiti and Street art are both valid and ever-lasting forms of art, and will never be seen as outdated or boring due to the ever-changing themes and practices within the culture, best said by Banksy “TV has made going to the theatre seem pointless, photography has pretty much killed painting, but graffiti remains gloriously unspoilt by progress” (Banksy, 2005, pg184)

For an exhibition based around the history of Street Art and the impact it has had on the wider art world, there needs to exist a variety of pieces that showcase different eras of the art, as well as pieces that show direct influence that Street Art has had on the wider world. An exhibition should also allow free thought on the future of the art, for example the pieces curated in this exhibition should challenge what someone believes street art is and allow them to interpret a different form and create a new style or form for others to interpret, as ultimately that’s the goal of street art. My exhibition will be held within a classic New York train line train, more specifically a ‘Flat’ which are “the older trains, built around 1950, which have flat sides and a painted surface” (Cooper and Chalfant, 1984, pg23). I believe this is a perfect place to host this exhibition as overground and subway trains are routed in the DNA of street art, and without them it would be hard to picture the scene as it is today.


Hand of Doom by Seen
Richard Mirando, or Seen UA, is one of the most well-known subway graffiti artists in the world and is often called the ‘Godfather of Graffiti’. Born in the Bronx in New York, Mirando was right at the heart of the beginning of the Street Art movement, beginning painting the New York subway system in 1973. Since then, he has begun painting on canvas and has hosted many solo exhibitions between the years 1982 and 2011. While not much is known about the meaning of Seen’s piece ‘Hand of Doom’ it shows a link to Black Sabbath’s song ‘Hand of Doom’ in which there is a clear depiction of Death’s hands being portrayed with the lyrics “Feel your body heave, Death’s hands start to weave” (Black Sabbath, 1970). This again shows the influences that street artists take from popular culture of their time.
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Fig. 1, Hand of Doom, Seen


Zydeco by Jean Michael Basquiat
Jean-Michael Basquiat was an American Artist from New York City. Originally in the graffiti duo SAMO, known for writing epigrams across New York. Basquiat’s solo work grew to fame for its chaotic forms of art which draw many influences from his street art background, Basquiat uses his art to tell a story of a “fragmented and chaotic world” (Editorts of Phaidon Press, 1996, pg33) by the time he was 21, his paintings were being exhibited in multiple galleries, something unheard of for a street artist. His painting ‘Zydeco’ pictures a man holding an accordion, an instrument often associated with the musical genre ‘Zydeco’. The bright array of colour used along with the rushed style of painting connects directly to his street art past. 
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Fig. 2, Zydeco, Jean Michael-Basquiat

Monkey Puzzle by Keith Haring
Keith Haring was an American pop artist from Pennsylvania. Haring was a commercial artist who produced art for public spaces and illustrations for children’s books and work that was not intended for a gallery. After moving to New York, Haring began by painting his signature cartoon figure on any surface he could find in the city. Haring worked as part of a bigger emerging art scene along with fellow artists Jean Michael-Basquiat and Kenny Scharf. The painting I have chosen, ‘Monkey Puzzle’, depicts monkey like figures engaging in a ritualistic dance together. The piece resembles ancient cave markings, one of the earliest forms of Graffiti. It uses a similar colour palette to that which a street artist would use, using bright-popping colours on a blank background to exaggerate the over-the-top nature of the painting.
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Fig. 3, Monkey Puzzle, Keith Haring

Blue Lines cover by Robert “3D” Del Naja
Robert Del Naja, also known as 3D, is a musician and artist from Bristol, United Kingdom. Del Naja was born and raised in Bristol and is known as being Bristol’s first Graffiti Artist. Alongside art Del Naja was a founding member of musical collective ‘Massive Attack’. His work has been featured across all their cover art, as well as in several exhibitions across the years. Del Naja has also had been theorised to be infamous street artists ‘Banksy’ due to his use of stencil graffiti as well as his Bristol Origins. I have chosen to use Massive Attack’s Blue Lines cover because I believe it is a perfect representation of what street art has brought into the music world. The cover features large spell out letters of the band name overtop of a flammable gas sign, a perfect embodiment of one of the fundamental acts of graffiti and street art, creating your art for the public view.
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Fig.4, Blue Lines Cover, Robert Del Naja

Love Is in The Bin by Banksy
Banksy is arguably the most well-known street artist in the world. Living in Bristol in the 90s, Banksy says his main inspiration was Massive Attack’s Robert “3D” Del Naja. His work is often surrounded by social and political commentary. His main medium is stencil and spray can onto public surfaces, which he uses perfectly in conjunction to create pieces of art that are recognisable to most people. His work is the best example of street art crossing the bridge into becoming art appreciated by people outside of the subculture, hosting several exhibitions for his work, the earliest being in 2003. Love is in the Bin is a piece and art intervention by Banksy which features one of his earlier pieces “Girl with Balloon” being shredded within its frame. The speculated meaning of this piece was “a direct representation of the artist’s attitude towards the selling of art” (LSU Media, 2021). It’s supposed representation says that the love of art has disappeared, instead being replaced by big money auctions for profit. 
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Fig. 5, Love is in the Bin, Banksy
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