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The Rise of Graffiti as Artistic Expression
Graffiti, once dismissed as vandalism, has evolved into a powerful form of artistic expression worthy of preservation and exhibition. For many years graffiti was associated mainly with illegal activity and deviant behaviour, often getting removed from public scape as quickly as it appeared. However, attitudes toward graffiti have evolved over time as people have begun to recognise its artistic value and cultural significance. What was once only seen as damage to property is now being seen as a creative practice that gives people a voice.
Graffiti is more than just art on a wall. It can communicate personal stories, highlight social issues, and express political opinions that might not be able to be heard any other way. Artists use public spaces as their canvas to challenge authority, comment on current events, and represent identities that are often overlooked in traditional art institutions.
Within this essay I aim to show graffiti’s transformation from vandalism to respected artistic practice by exploring how it moved from the streets into museums and galleries around the world. This exhibition will show graffiti not only as a visual art form, but also as a cultural movement that reflects changing attitudes towards public space, creativity and social expression. By presenting graffiti in an exhibition setting, my intention is to challenge traditional ideas of what belongs in a gallery and encourage viewers to reconsider the meaning and value of art created outside of more formal art spaces. Ultimately, this exhibition will demonstrate that graffiti is not simply am act of rebellion, but an important part of contemporary art and design history that continues to influence artists, designers, and communities today.

Graffiti culture started as a form of expression in urban environments, where young people used public spaces to make their presence visible. Although various forms of writing on walls have existed for centuries, modern graffiti culture is most strongly linked to the 1970s in New York City, particularly on the city’s subway [image: A train with graffiti on it

AI-generated content may be incorrect.]system (Castleman, 1982). At a time when many inner-city neighbourhoods faced poverty and neglect, graffiti gave young people a way to claim space in a city where they often felt overlooked by wider society (Gastman and Neelon, 2011). Subway trains became moving canvases, allowing names and messages to travel across the city and be seen thousands of people each day (Lewisohn, 2008).          Figure 1 (New York City Subway)
One of the first most recognised graffiti writers was TAKI 183, whose simple tag appeared throughout Manhattan. His name combined his nickname with the street number where he lived, creating a personal identity that became recognised across the city (The New York Times, 1971). Tags were usually created quickly with markers or spray paint, focusing on bold lettering that could be repeated many times (Ganz, 2004). As graffiti developed, artists began experimenting with larger and more complex letterforms, transforming simple names into colourful pieces that demonstrated technical skill and originality (Gastman and Neelon, 2011). Artists such as Lady Pink helped expand graffiti beyond tagging by introducing figurative imagery and narrative into larger mural-style works (Lewisohn, 2008)
Graffiti was closely linked to youth subcultures and the rise of hip-hop, alongside breakdancing, DJing and rap music (Ganz, 2004). Stylised typography became the main aspect of graffiti’s visual identity, with exaggerated shapes, outlines and shadows making each artists work distinctive. Graffiti became a way of expressing identity, marking territory and building reputation within a growing underground culture (Castleman, 1982). Through its materials, lettering styles, and social context, early graffiti established the foundations of a movement that would later become recognised as an important part of contemporary visual culture.

As graffiti developed beyond its early roots in tagging, it began to serve as a powerful tool for political expression and social criticism. Artists increasingly used public walls not only to display their names but also to communicate messages about inequality, conflict and authority. Because graffiti exists in shared public spaces, it can reach audiences outside of traditional galleries and directly engage with everyday life (Lewisohn, 2008). This accessibility allowed graffiti to become a global visual language of protest, giving artists a way to challenge social systems and encourage public discussion about important issues (Ganz, 2004).
One of the most influential figures in this development is Banksy, whose anonymous identity has become central to the impact of his work. By remaining unknown, Banksy shifts attention away from himself and towards the message within [image: A child with a balloon

AI-generated content may be incorrect.]the artwork (Ellsworth-Jones, 2012). His use of stencilling allows images to be produced quickly in public spaces while still appearing visually sharp and recognisable. This technique became one of his defining methods, enabling him to create satirical images that combine humour with criticism of politics and society. Works such as Girl with Balloon and Figure 2 (Girl with Balloon).      Flower Thrower, a masked protester appears ready to throw a bouquet of flowers instead of a weapon, replacing violence with peace while questioning conflict and aggression (Manco, 2005)
Including Banksy’s work in my exhibition would help me to demonstrate how graffiti evolved into more than visual rebellion. It became a form of activism that addresses war, capitalism and power structures while remaining accessible to the public. To reflect this meaning, my exhibition could display Banksy’s works within a space designed to resemble an urban street wall, helping viewers experience the raw environment where graffiti was originally intended to be seen. Presenting work in this way would maintain a sense of authenticity while showing how graffiti became an internationally recognised form of artistic protest.

As graffiti became more widely recognised, its influence began to extend beyond public streets and into the world of contemporary art. During the 1980s, artists who had been inspired by urban visual culture started to exhibit in galleries, challenging the distinction between street art and fine art. This shift marked an important moment in art history because it demonstrated that forms once considered temporary or rebellious could be accepted within established art spaces (Lewisohn, 2008). Graffiti’s bold lines, expressive marks, and use of text introduced a new visual language that changed the appearance of contemporary painting and design. 
[image: A painting of a skull

AI-generated content may be incorrect.]Two important artists connected to this transition are Jean-Michel Basquiat and Keith Haring. Basquiat first gained attention in New York City under the name SAMO, writing short poetic phrases on walls before moving into gallery spaces (Emmerling, 2003). His work Untitled (Skull) combines rough brushwork, fragmented text and repeated symbols to explore identity and race. The skull image reflects the raw energy of graffiti while also     drawing on traditional painting. Haring also began by drawing in subway stations using simple white chalk on black advertising panels. His well-known symbol Radiant      Figure 3(Untitled).     Baby became one of his most recognised images, using bold outlines and repeated movement lines to communicate innocence, energy and hope (Gruen, 1991)
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AI-generated content may be incorrect.]These works show how graffiti influenced contemporary visual culture by introducing direct imagery, handwritten text and freehand drawing styles into mainstream art. For the exhibition, this section could move visitors from a street-style environment into cleaner gallery style space. This change in layout would symbolise graffiti’s transition from the street into more formal gallery settings, helping victors understand how graffiti        Figure 4 (Radiant Baby).   became an important influence on contemporary art and design.

Graffiti has had a major influence on modern design and popular culture, extending far beyond its origins on city walls. What began as an underground form of expression has become a recognised visual style used in fashion, advertising and graphic design. Designers have adopted graffiti’s bold typography, layered imagery and energetic lines to create work that feels expressive and urban (Ganz, 2004). As a result, graffiti has moved into everyday life and continues to shape how brads communicate with younger audiences.
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AI-generated content may be incorrect.]One clear example of this influence can be seen in Supreme and other streetwear brands that borrow from graffiti culture to create a sense of rebellion and authenticity. Graffiti inspired lettering is often used in posters, album covers and advertising campaigns because it attracts attention and creates a strong                 Figure 5 (Supreme).                    visual identity. Public murals have also become popular in urban design, transforming bank buildings into artworks that connect communities with local culture (Lewisohn, 2008). These examples show that graffiti is no longer viewed only as vandalism but as a valuable source of creative inspiration.
Within the exhibition, this final section could display posters, skateboard graphics, clothing and branding examples to show how graffiti continues to influence contemporary design. Presenting these objects would help visitors understand that graffiti has become an important visual language that continues to shape modern culture and commercial design.

My exhibition would guide visitors through graffiti’s development in four connected spaces. Room one would focus on its origins, displaying photographs of New York City subway graffiti alongside early tags and lettering styles. Room two would explore protest and politics through works by Banksy against an urban wall setting. Room three would present work by Jean-Michel Basquiat and Keith Haring in a gallery-style setting. The final room would examine graffiti today through fashion, digital design and streetwear. 

In conclusion, graffiti has developed from underground street expression into a recognised art form while still maintaining its connection to identity and protest. This exhibition would show how graffiti has influences contemporary art, design and popular culture. By exploring its journey from city walls to galleries, visitors would gain a better understanding of graffiti as an important form of creative expression.
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