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INTRODUCTION

In the early spring of 1890 the drug manufac-
turer Eugene Sheiffl in released 40 pairs of star-
lings into the sky of Central Park, New York. Ex-
actly one year later he released another 40 pairs 
at the same place. This was part of his project 
to transplant all the birds mentioned in Shake-
speare’s sonnets to the “New World”.

Today, more than a hundred years later, the 
amount of starlings are estimated to be around 
200 million from Canada in the north to Mexico 
in the south.

At the beginning of the 70s a group of rebel-
lious kids developed a culture of writing on the 
subway trains in New York. Even though those 
trains are quite clean from graffi ti nowadays, you 
can see that it exists at other places — not least 
in other parts of the world. 

In the spring year 2000 I initiated a project I 
call KING SIZE. It is a work where I embrace this 
subculturally globalized expression. To do this I 
built 20 markers. Unlike the markers you can 
buy at the shop, mine are big. They carry more 
ink — 20 centiliters — and have a broader tip — 
50 millimeter.
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There is a special craftsmanship tradition within 
the graffi ti movement, especially for the supply of 
markers — reconstructions of ketchup bottles, 
blackboard erasers and deodorants. It’s a form of 
take-what-you-get mentality; an engineering that 
comes out of lack in material supply and favour-
able conditions. I’ve always had a passion for 
constructing things this way; bikes, furniture and 
small houses. The markers aren’t built entirely 
out of scrap but still in a Do-It-Yourself ideal; alu-
minum pipes, springs, foam plastic and screws.

After having constructed the markers, I’ve 
passed them out around the world. I’ve chosen 
to give them to writers that have certain individu-
al qualities but mostly because of their notorious 
relationship to the activity itself. Some of them 
are presented in this book.

Scheiffl in’s starlings disturbed the ecological bal-
ance. They are vociferous, they make a mess 
and they compete with other cavity-nesting birds 
for nest sites. Graffi ti carries the same reputa-
tion — that it creates a deterioration into slums 
and that it sponges on existing forms. 

I’ve set something uncontrollable in motion, 
an organic form of activism where I — no matter 
what — stand as an indirect sender.

Graffi ti will always be organic. It is uncontrollable 
as a phenomenon by its independence.

Adams — March 2004.
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(H)  Screw,
      80mm long —  5mm,
      reaches all the way up in the tip

(I) Helicoidal spring,
 42mm — 200mm unbraced length,

pressure: 0,189N/55 — 13,5 effective turns

(J) Packing ring,
 50mm

(K)  Aluminum bottom fl ange,
 55mm external thread, 55mm external thread, 55mm external thread,
 60mm grip 60mm grip 60mm grip

(L) Sponge cushion,
12mm thick — 50mm,
open cells

(M) Plastic foam,
inner  20mm — outer  52mm,
35mm thick,
closed cells — liquid resistant

(N)  Plastic cap,
 55mm — 60mm long 55mm — 60mm long 55mm — 60mm long

(A) Aluminum pipe,
inner  50mm — outer  54mm,
30mm long

(B) Aluminum plate,
inner  20mm — outer  53mm,
1,5mm thick

(C)  Aluminum pipe,
inner  55mm — outer  60mm,
120mm long,
internal thread in the bottom

(D) Hexagon nut,
 5mm

(E) Lock spring,
       5mm

(F)  Foam rubber slab,
       50mm — 4mm thick,
      to keep the valve from leaking

(G)  Aluminum chip,
      50mm — 1,5mm thick,
      4 slots to get the proper fl ow of ink



GOTTEN UP

You probably don’t know me, unless you’ve read 
a book called “Getting Up: Subway Graffi ti in New 
York” published back in 1982. 

If you have read it you are part of a very small, 
not to say elite, group of readers and I want you 
to know that I appreciate your interest and sup-
port. Various professional critics denounced the 
book for not supplying what they called a theoreti-
cal construct for the book which I take it to mean 
a statement of my political, sociological, and ar-
thistorical leanings. As it was, they threw up their 
hands and said that it was a passable book, de-
scriptive but not profound. 

Since then I haven’t heard or thought much about 
it and it came as a real surprise to me recently to 
fi nd that there are people out there who are still 
reading the book and actually like it. 

This is the fi rst time I’ve written anything about 
my book since it was published twenty years ago 
and I’m doing so at the request of my new friend 
Adams who made no theoretical demands on me 
at all, but simply asked me to refl ect on my experi-
ences writing about graffi ti in the late 1970s.
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That semester I was also taking a course in An-
thropology taught by Margaret Mead, the only fa-
mous person I have ever met whom I think was 
really worthy of being famous. 

I wanted to write something really interest-
ing for her, so I expanded my research on graf-
fi ti and started talking to Transit Police offi cers, 
public offi cials, subway yard workers, and a wider 
circle of graffi ti writers. I spent days and nights 
hanging out at the writers corner Street in Bronx 
interviewing writers and photographing trains as 
they passed by. I summed up my research in an 
expanded version of Nasty Stuff, and submitted 
it to Dr.Mead. To my surprise, she sent me a let-
ter inviting me to visit her in her tower offi ce at 
the Museum of Natural History and there told me 
that I should turn my paper into a dissertation 
for a doctorate and that she would gladly be my 
sponsor. 

I decided to take her up on her offer.
For the following year and a half I worked in 

the college bookstore in the morning, taught at 
the College of Staten Island at night, took seven 
courses a semester, and spent every minute of 
spare time learning about graffi ti. I spent hours 
riding the trains with writers and cops. I inter-
viewed transit offi cials, the transitpolice chief, 
even the mayor. I visited the headquarters of 
every street gang in the Bronx and Brooklyn. I 
spent countless hours in the morgues of the 
Daily News York Post, and in the bowels of the 
municipal library, looking up everything that had 
ever been written about subway graffi ti. In a to-
tal of two and a half years I earned two masters 

In 1978 I was a student teacher of English at the 
High School of Art and Design in midtown Man-
hattan. At the time I was also a graduate student 
in education studying for a masters degree and a 
teaching certifi cate at Columbia University. 

I taught several classes a day, but my favorite 
students were a carefully selected group of kids 
whom nobody else in the school wanted to work 
with, kids who had fl unked the newly hatched 
(and soon to be defunct) Citywide Achievement 
Test (which has risen again, like some mangy 
phoenix, in recent years to torment the students 
I new). The text we were provided for our class 
was a set of tattered books, published in 1937, 
of the worst writings of prominent American au-
thors. I couldn’t bring myself to read it, much 
less ask my students to do so, and cast about 
for something better. 

I needed a book that would hold their interest 
and encourage them to read. The answer was for 
us to write our own book, and that is what we set 
out to do. I asked them what subject interested 
them and they said graffi ti. I told them I know 
what that was and they immediately, all twenty of 
them, whipped out their black masterpiece books 
and showed me their work. I was impressed and 
for the next few weeks I interviewed each of my 
students on tape and, at night, transcribed the 
tapes onto paper. We then edited the interviews, 
discussed them and put them together into a 
lavishly illustrated book which we called Nasty 
Stuff. 
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help thinking of him as if he were one of my stu-
dents and I was always trying, unsuccessfully, to 
convince him to fi nish high school and enrol at 
one of the city art schools. When I completed my 
dissertation, I invited Richie and Lee to attend 
my dissertation defense. 

The dissertation defense is a sort of rite of 
passage, in which the doctoral candidates spon-
sors critique his dissertation and rake him over 
the coals to make him feel like he’s really earned 
his stripes. 

In my case, the three professors who were 
charged with giving me a hard time were so 
charmed by Lee and Richie that they spent the 
entire two hours speaking to them and hardly 
thought to ask me a question. When the time 
was up, they had no choice but to accept the dis-
sertation without revision and Lee, Richie and I 
went out and celebrated with an enormous din-
ner at the Shanghai restaurant on 125th Street 
(at that time the greatest single restaurant on 
earth). 

A few weeks after my defense Lee called me and 
told me that an art dealer had agreed to sponsor 
him and was throwing him a party to celebrate his 
entry into the real world of art. The party was held 
at the dealers immense mansion on the Upper 
East Side of Manhattan. I had never seen any-
thing like it outside of the movies. 

Lee’s paintings hung on every wall, looking a 
little out of place among the marble columns, crys-
tal chandeliers, and Greek statues. The food was 
elegant and I had my fi rst taste of real caviar. 

degrees, a doctorate and wrote a book. I have 
no idea how I did all of that and it is a blur in my 
memory.

There are a few things that do stand out. 
I became friends with Richard Admiral who 

had written Phase Two trains. He was a great 
source on the history of graffi ti and provided more 
of the information contained in the book than an-
yone else. He was working as an airbrush-artist 
at a factory that turned out genuine oil paintings 
that were sold in cheap art stores in Midtown. He 
was paid by the piece and was required to turn 
out a dozen or more paintings a day to keep his 
job. At the time he had stopped his own painting 
because his job was, as he said, killing his crea-
tivity and his selfrespect. We would meet at his 
apartment, I always brought Chinese food and we 
would eat and talk about graffi ti. 

I am happy to say that the process of remi-
niscing over old times not only provided me with 
great material, but inspired him to begin painting 
for himself again. I haven’t heard from him for 
many years, but I hope that he is still painting.

I also became friends with Lee, who was about 
18 years old at the time, had dropped out of 
high school and was working at a pet store and 
painting whole-cars and the occasional mural at 
night. Lee was a remarkably talented artist and 
deserved the fame he enjoyed among writers 
throughout the city. 

We spent many hours talking and riding the 
trains. Although he was the teacher, I couldn’t 
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praised me as a visionary advocate of revolution-
ary art or denounced me as a friend to antisocial 
vandals. 

Nobody seemed to get the point of the book, 
which was that, like it or not, graffi ti was a prod-
uct of the remarkable energy, imagination and 
creativity of streetkids whom most people looked 
down upon or ignored. These were the same kids 
who also revolutionized popular music by devel-
oping rap and hip-hop in the streets and parks 
and afterhours clubs of the Bronx and Brooklyn. 

Graffi ti has since become an international 
movement, attracting fans and detractors all 
over the world. 

Anyway, I always thought of tags as being impor-
tant, so kept a record of every one I saw during 
the time I was doing my research. I had photo-
graphs or sketches of hundreds of them. 

I always carried a small camera in my pocket 
(along with a tape recorder and an autograph 
book), and photographed every new tag I saw. 

Tags have always been what graffi ti essential-
ly is. Getting your name up is primary, and tags 
perform that function more effi ciently than larger 
pieces.  Big pieces are often beautiful — but in 
strict graffi tiwriting terms, they are just fancy 
tags. While larger pieces on the outsides of 
trains were more impressive, tagging was always 
more important to the writers.  

Tags were the fundamental form of com-
munication. Writers read the insides of cars 
with as much, if not more, interest than the out-
sides. Writers who limited themselves only to 

Lee and I stood in a corner, gawking at the crowd 
tuxedoed and gowned swells. At midnight the 
host called Lee over to him and introduced him 
to the crowd. Everyone applauded. He gave a sig-
nal and servants appeared carrying an immense 
canvas and a boxful of Red Devil spray cans in 
various colors. 

He then announced that Lee would perform 
for them and produce a masterpiece just for 
them. They clapped again. Lee was clearly em-
barrassed (he was a very shy kid), and was fro-
zen to the spot. The crowd encouraged him. He 
looked panicked. His sponsor gave him a little 
shove. I walked over and suggested we get out of 
there. His sponsor gave me a shove. 

The crowd was beginning to complain. The 
sponsor announced, sotto voce, that Lee would 
paint or his career was over. Lee picked up a can 
and started spraying. People made comments, 
in French, Italian and English, the gist of most of 
which seemed to be, Look at him go! Isn’t this 
young savage remarkable! Lee was being treated 
like a performing monkey and he and I both knew 
it. I left, quickly, feeling unclean. Lee stayed. I 
never heard from Lee again. 

Later I heard through the grapevine that he 
had fallen in with a would be graffi tiwriter and 
rapper who called himself Fab Five Freddy who 
declared himself Lee’s agent and was managing 
his career, to disastrous effect. I have no idea 
what happened after that.

I published my dissertation as a book a year later 
and enjoyed some brief attention. Critics either 
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tags were treated with respect by other writers —
perhaps not with the awe reserved for the artists 
who created masterpieces on the outsides — but 
they were considered full-fl edged writers.  

The goal, after all, was to get up, and any way you 
did that — tag or whole-car — was legitimate. 

Tags, on the whole, were designed with great 
care and inventiveness and the vast majority of 
the writers in the city were nice kids, but gangs 
had been marking their turf in New York with tags 
for two hundred years and some of the most un-
savory and violent people in the city considered 
themselves to be writers, too. I could recognize 
familiar tags from a great distance — each was 
unique, thirty years after Taki and Top Cat’s fi rst 
tags, people around the world still know their 
names and emulate their styles.

I am pleased to know that Adams and oth-
ers are documenting and studying this phenom-
enon. 

As for all that I ever wanted to say was: look at 
these kids, aren’t they incredible?

Craig Castleman
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GRAFFITI IS VANDALISM

The Vandals were the small tribe of people on the 
edge of the Roman Empire that will always be as-
sociated with its fall. The sacking of Rome in 455 
has immortalized their name in the verb to van-
dalize.

According to the Encyclopaedia Britannica, 
the term now means “an apparently meaningless 
and incomprehensible destruction of property”— 
with the addition “in urban areas”.

Graffiti fulfils all of the required criteria of van-
dalism. It is destruction of property and it is a 
decidedly urban and modern phenomenon. Most 
people would also call the activity both meaning-
less and incomprehensible. But as little as the 
Vandals were destructive in their own eyes, I find 
it equally unbelievable that graffiti artists are only 
interested in destruction.

Opponents are keen to depict them as unso-
ciable, as misfits in the population, equally fright-
ened of light as of crowds, while much suggests 
the complete opposite. Graffiti artists do not hide 
away, but look for places in cities where they 
meet a large number of people. I am increasingly 
convinced that they have something to tell us.
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has followed American influences. It has followed 
the export of American film and popular music, 
without a regulating agreement, as a stowaway 
or parasite. It is impossible to discuss the devel-
opment and spread of graffiti outside of the US 
without relating to the image of the US during the 
last few decades.

There is much discussion in Sweden today, 
often in worried tones, about globalization. Thirty 
years ago this was known as Americanization. 

The largest symbol for this Americanization 
was the company Coca-Cola. At that time opinion 
of the US was shaped by your attitude to the war 
in Vietnam. There was strong opposition to the 
super power. To allow a soft drink symbolize the 
US must be seen as a mockery. This means that 
commercial interests govern the world’s largest 
democracy.

Until this time, for the almost 200 years since 
the creation of the Union, the US was a paradise 
in the collective European imagination. America 
was not only the land of milk and honey, but also 
the freest place on earth. A land without nobility 
and royalty, where there was freedom of religion 
and actions were more important than origins —
which is incidentally what the bourgeois revolu-
tionaries in France and Germany fought for but 
never achieved. 

The United States and the Americans have a re-
sult always been viewed with suspicion, if not 
contempt, by the landed gentry and privileged 
in Europe. The country “over there” was a par-
adise for the commoners. Its standing was not 

The oldest images we know are cave paintings. 
It is generally assumed that these were creat-

ed during some kind of a ritual and that they have 
some magical function, to evoke or to ward off 
something, though no one knows for sure. The 
paintings could just be evidence of someone dab-
bling or a need for self assertion. There is some-
thing undeniably magical in painting and drawing 
or writing. This is why texts and images are sur-
rounded by so many rules and restrictions in our 
religions. But the ability to communicate using 
signs and images must have been highly magical 
in the early history of mankind. I presume it was 
a question of life and death. 

It appears to be a basic human strategy to 
leave traces and signs at important places. That 
graffiti dates from ancient times does not vindi-
cate the activity, but it could be useful to remind 
ourselves that it apparently is the result of a pro-
found human need.

Graffiti today has very little in common with the 
cave paintings from southern France. It was born 
in a culture that overflows with images and signs 
— late 20th century America. In several ways, 
graffiti is a typically American phenomenon. It is 
fast, loud, effective and low art (financially). 

Graffiti also has strong ties with the people, 
as an expression of the sub-culture of poor urban-
ites. This same group has given us hip-hop and 
break dancing. It has been easier for the rest of 
the world to accept and absorb this music-related 
expression than graffiti.

Graffiti is a product of the US, and its spread 
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In the ten years following the Second World War 
the US was awarded 25 prizes, while the three 
European states together were awarded 18.5. 

US dominance was most prevalent in the en-
tertainment industry and in consumer goods. 

The entertainment industry was not a priority 
in the rebuilding of Europe. Films from the Soviet 
Union and Germany, which were as expensive as 
their American equivalents, along with German 
dance music were popular in Sweden before the 
outbreak of war. By the end of the war, jazz and 
rock had taken over and all of the major feature 
films came from Hollywood.

America was not only a great power, it was the 
first super power. The world witnessed a new type 
of empire building. Expansion took place without 
resistance and the vassal states joined of their 
own free will. There was no defeat at the hands 
of powerful central authority embodied in a king, 
emperor, or dictator. It was more of a question 
of joining forces with the people in a democratic 
federation. But more important for this expansion 
was the superior ammunition the US had in its 
new goods. On the whole the military and diplo-
matic successes were of secondary importance 
to the unparalleled success of American compa-
nies, and the “goodwill” this gave the US.

The US offered things the rest of the world 
could not resist: Nylon, Coca-Cola and Valium. In 
Sweden it became compulsory to read English at 
school, and the Swedish language was enlarged 
with American words and expressions. Swedes 
learnt English and over time acquired increasing 

seriously affected by slave trading, the Civil War 
or the depression. It culminated in the Second 
World War. The US was hailed as saving the 
world and soldiers from the victorious army were 
everywhere. The soldiers were also welcome eve-
rywhere. Everyone loves a winner, but the pres-
ence of the Americans promised more. 

People sensed the world was on the verge of 
a new age and that this new age would belong 
to the US. The European empires, which had 
dominated the world since the Middle Ages, were 
heavily weakened and in different ways discredit-
ed. American soldiers did not represent a coloni-
al power but symbolized on the contrary freedom 
from foreign masters. 

The American soldiers brought with them 
American habits and goods. This is how Coca-
Cola, Wrigley’s, Disney and Lucky Strike began 
their triumphal progress across the globe. They 
were new products that tasted of sweet victory. 

The signature “Kilroy was here”, what could 
be called a collective tag, was used by American 
soldiers and spread on freight goods across the 
world.

During the time that followed the US dominated 
just about all fields. There were no longer any 
worthy opponents. The Old World had its history 
and its traditions but everything new came from 
the US. The changed balance of power can be il-
lustrated by looking at the Nobel Prize. Between 
1901 and 1939, the US was awarded a total of 
18.5 Nobel prizes, compared with Germany’s 41, 
Great Britain’s 24.5 and France’s 21. 

136 137



Robert Rauschenberg all have important works at 
the museum, but another New York artist is more 
familiar to Swedes. Andy Warhol’s work was first 
shown at the Museum of Modern Art in 1964, 
and the first one-man show was held in 1968. 

Warhol’s manic repetition of the smallest el-
ements of the American dream, in screen prints 
from the 1960s, creates a parallel to the “bomb-
ing” of writers — a type of elevated nonsense.

Companies such as Campbell’s, Coca-Cola 
and Heinz use Warhol in their marketing, but 
when the work’s of art were initially created the 
companies were probably more undecided about 
the attention he showed their products, when oth-
er themes he used were the electric chair and car 
crashes. Pop art soon became commercialized, 
but initially it was seen as criticizing commercial-
ism and the consumer society. 

Around this time, in New York, modern graffiti 
was born. Graffiti writers were young or very 
young. They adopted more or less meaningless 
artist names and wrote their tags everywhere 
with the ingeniousness of children playing.

One needs to separate two types of graffiti, the 
individual and the collective. Collective graffiti is 
used to mark a range and is part of the territory 
mentality, often between competing gangs, and 
as a result is often written on fixed objects.

Individual graffiti has a completely different 
purpose. The individualist’s tags do not stand for 
anything more than the writers themselves. They 
are used to mark existence. Individual tags are 
placed where they can be best seen and where 

insight into how the country on the other side of 
the Atlantic worked. It eventually became clear 
that it was no paradise.

Anyone that read a newspaper could under-
stand that something was wrong. The Korean War 
and McCarthyism, the Bay of Pigs and the assas-
sination of John F Kennedy, the institutionalized 
racism of the southern states and the murder of 
Martin Luther King and above all the involvement 
in the war in Vietnam created a growing suspi-
cion against the US. This went so far that people 
began to question the end of the Second World 
War and the bombing of Dresden, Nagasaki and 
Hiroshima.

There was also an important vein of social criti-
cism that found its way across the Atlantic. The 
vanguard of this internal criticism and self-exami-
nation comprised a new generation of intellectu-
al, authors and artists which questioned the foun-
dation of the American way of life — which was 
on the whole also the equivalent of the Western 
world’s ideal. This social criticism reached Swe-
den primarily through popular culture, through 
music and films, but also through art. New York 
had become the art capital of the world and had 
the same attraction in the 50s and 60s for young 
artists as Paris once had.

In Sweden and Stockholm American post war 
art had influential advocates in the top ranks of 
the Museum of Modern Art, which during the 
1960s became one of the most important Eu-
ropean museums of contemporary art. Jasper 
Johns, Willem De Kooning, Jackson Pollock and 
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Graffiti arrived in earnest in Sweden in the late 
1980s. It arrived along with hip-hop, though punk 
had attempted to introduce it ten years earlier. 

During the punk era Swedish bands, follow-
ing the example of The Clash or The Jam, created 
graffiti-inspired “tags” of their names. This was 
however limited to fans copying the bands signa-
ture at various locations.

One may think there is a big difference be-
tween British punk and American hip-hop, but it 
is interesting to consider the similarities. Both 
styles of music are originally from the US and 
were created from a position near the bottom 
of the social hierarchy. Revolt has always been 
one of the basic chords in rock music, but punk 
pushed this aspect to its extreme. 

Punks were proud of being against everything. 
They adopted the symbol for international 

anarchism, an encircled A, as a symbol for their 
ideology. Punks created no tags of their own but 
their written style was completely different to 
what people were accustomed to. The idea may 
have been remote for the writers, but with the 
experience of hindsight it is obvious that they 
were reproducing logotypes. Shortly after its in-
troduction in Sweden a clear dividing line arose 
between the right and left in the new music. Oi 
music and skinheads became right-wing and 
punk more or less radical left. Punks wrote their 
anarchist symbols and skinheads their swastikas 
and SSs on walls.

The punk paradox in Sweden was that it became 
intellectual, that social criticism became social 

they will attract most attention. It was individual-
ists that used the commuter trains and gave train 
traffic a central role in graffiti culture. On trains, 
their tags were constantly on the move and met 
a steady stream of new viewers.

While gang tags were used in a way reminis-
cent of a national coat of arms or colors in the 
ancient world, the individual signatures have 
more in common with corporate logotypes.

In the early 1970s, graffiti was so widespread 
that is became something characteristic for New 
York. From a distant horizon it became a sym-
bol for a contemporary, post-modern, city. This 
symbolism was however not without complica-
tions. Inhabitants of the city probably disliked it 
as much then as Stockholmers do today, and it 
definitely did not fit in with the official image of 
New York. One can toy with the idea of what the 
tourist symbol for New York would have looked 
like if Mervyn Kurlansky had been commissioned 
to create it instead of Milton Glaser. 

In 1973 Glaser created the world-famous symbol 
with the heart and the three letters. The follow-
ing year the Pentagram design agency in London 
published Kurlansky’s “Watching My Name Go 
By”, with photographs by Jon Naar and text by 
Norman Mailer. The book is 140 pages long and 
in folio. The register in the book includes 750 
tags, from Abad to Zip. In a brief forward, Mervyn 
Kurlansky describes the overwhelming impact 
graffiti made on him during a visit to New York in 
1972 and how he decided to document the “phe-
nomenon”.
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rived from Iran and Iraq, and from Africa. From a 
land of emigrants in the 1800s, Sweden has be-
come a land of immigrants in the 1900s. Almost 
1 million Swedes emigrated between 1850 and 
1950, primarily to the US. During the second half 
of the 1900s the country has received almost as 
many immigrants. The hip-hop culture is the first 
youth movement in Sweden that embraces all of 
these “new” Swedes.

That graffiti did not catch on with punk can proba-
bly be explained in that it took the long way round 
via the UK. It was only in conjunction with a thor-
oughly American style of music that it could really 
established itself. The US is an emblem for the 
multi-cultural society — “the melting pot” — and 
Sweden became multi-cultural in the late twenti-
eth century. 

One thing has not changed. The middle class 
in Sweden has the preferential right of interpre-
tation. The Swedish middle class is surprisingly 
homogenous, despite the fact that it comprises 
such a large portion of the population, but the 
overriding aim is mutual understanding.

The group is remarkably tolerant and open-
minded — one could call it liberal in some areas, 
socialist or perhaps even communist. There is 
currently no party in the Swedish parliament that 
calls itself communist, but the governing and by 
far largest party represents a mild reformist so-
cialism. Everyone is welcome to join the Swedish 
middle class with the condition that you do not 
deny the goal of mutual understanding. You must 
disassociate yourself from extremes.

commitment. Punks were anarchistic symbols, 
but in real life punk converged with the opposi-
tional socialism which had grown up during the 
1960s on university campus’s in Sweden, as had 
happened in the rest of Europe. (Opponents of 
globalization from the West are today gathered 
under the label “autonomous”. Here we find the 
last of the Swedish punks, alongside squatters, 
animal rights activists, syndicalists and vegans.)

The difference was to a large extent class re-
lated, the well-off youth became punks and the 
less privileged became skinheads. Even if punk 
in Sweden was not openly racist, as with the skin-
head culture, it was in practice ethnically pure.

There are several of dissimilarities between 
Sweden and the UK and US. The country has 
been in the control of a central power since the 
1500s and its borders have been stable for 200 
years. It has a small and homogenous population 
and its social differences are relatively small. Im-
migration has been very restrictive. Up until the 
Second World War there was in effect no non-Nor-
dic immigration. As a result of the war, Sweden 
opened its borders to an extended neighboring 
area, primarily Germany, Poland and the Baltic 
States.

In the 1950s and 1960s this immigration was 
extended with the import of labor from southern 
Europe. During this time political refugees also 
arrived in part from the same countries, from 
Hungary, Yugoslavia, Greece and Turkey.

The non-European immigration increased fol-
lowing the military coup in Chile, and following 
the South Americans there came immigrants ar-
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Some people try to find shelter from the idea that 
graffiti is art. For me, this issue is unimportant. 

Graffiti deserves to be taken seriously wheth-
er it is art or not. As a social phenomenon, politi-
cally or aesthetically. In Sweden there is a dis-
cussion about whether it is possible to reduce 
the damage by offering “legal walls”. For society 
it is probably necessary to create legal channels 
for graffiti, to tone down the conflict between the 
authorities and writers, but this will hardly benefit 
graffiti. It is part of the nature of graffiti to be 
subversive. The activity is not only generally il-
legal, illegality is actually a distinctive feature of 
the activity.

Graffiti writers are a heterogeneous group. The 
smallest common denominator is perhaps an in-
terest in revolt. Most graffiti writers are not at all 
interested in politics, but the activity has unde-
niably political implications. Graffiti costs money 
while no one makes any money from it. Few peo-
ple would question these manifestations if graffiti 
appeared on paid advertising space. A pessimis-
tic but nevertheless reasonable interpretation of 
this is that we have become accustomed to the 
idea that everything is permitted if you can pay 
for it. The public space has shrunk. Commercial 
activity in public spaces is rarely questioned. The 
repressive attitude to graffiti writers illustrates 
however how difficult it is for an individual to get 
noticed in contemporary society.

Graffiti writers challenge advertising. They oc-
cupy space that the advertising sector does not 
have access to. Advertising agencies, like graffiti 

Hip-hop has to some extent suffered the same 
fate as punk — a middle class-ification. Swed-
ish bands are so good natured that politicians 
have them on their top tens and hip-hoppers are 
accused of “playing at ghetto”. The fact is that 
not even Sweden’s most neglected suburb can 
compare with low priority areas in the US and the 
gang culture that exists in several cities there 
does not exist here.

The goal for politicians has been that all 
Swedes should feel that they belong to the same 
family living under the same roof. This vision is 
still alive and kicking in 2004. Without graffiti hip-
hop would be completely uncontroversial. 

Through graffiti it maintains some of its vital-
ity. At the same time, it is important to remem-
ber that only a minor share of the graffiti visible 
on the streets of Stockholm is directly linked to 
hip-hop.

The main influences are American, but some-
thing has happened during graffiti’s journey 
across the Atlantic. Here, it meets a European 
tradition of opposition and revolt, politically on 
the left wing, in art formulated by dadaists, surre-
alists, and situationists in Berlin, Paris etc.

Graffiti poses a delicate problem for the mid-
dle classes. Not only is its tolerance put to the 
test, the test is not made easier by the fact that 
graffiti writers are their own children. The middle 
class would like to understand, but graffiti refus-
es to make itself easily understood. The difficulty 
in describing and categorizing graffiti creates an 
uneasy feeling for both individual citizens and the 
authorities.
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Graffiti is like a poison that has spread alongside 
the Jugend swirls of the Coca-Cola logo.

According to the myth, graffiti writers stole 
their tools. This myth is important even if it is not 
based on fact. It means that the graffiti writers 
deny their role as consumers.

A hundred years ago, people in Sweden were 
surrounded by products they had either created 
themselves or had been manufactured by some-
one in their immediate vicinity. We do not need 
to romanticize this society. We are better off in 
every way today, however one cannot deny that 
most people at that time were creative. Furniture 
and tools were made in the village. Clothes were 
not only home-made, often the material was wo-
ven using wool or linen from your own farm. One 
cultivated and ate crops that could grow close to 
the home. 

In modern society, citizens are reduced to con-
sumers and have gradually become completely 
dependent on people that supply them with 
goods. 

Today we can choose. The creative talents 
of citizens are spent on the choice of pension 
funds, at the frozen-food display in the conven-
ience store and using the remote control in front 
of the TV. People no longer even write by hand.

The esteemed Royal Swedish Library in Stock-
holm has in its collection a comprehensive col-
lection of “autographs”, with manuscripts and 
letters from the great authors and other his-
torically prominent people. These are often very 
beautiful and personal, independent of what they 

writers, repeat their signatures as often as they 
can as publicly as they can in order to strengthen 
their brand. Tags are actually so similar to logo-
types that they undermine the validity of the val-
ues companies credit themselves and their prod-
ucts as having.

One cannot call graffiti meaningless without 
admitting that this criticism also affects adver-
tising.

The first people to acknowledge the merits of 
graffiti were artists and art theorists. Art, both 
artists and exhibitors, have in the 1900s shown 
an almost unseemly interest in subcultures and 
have exploited these to their own ends. Graffiti is 
no exception.

In the 1980s several graffiti artists and street 
artists were transferred from the streets to the 
galleries, the most famous being Keith Har-
ing and the Andy Warhol protégé Jean-Michel 
Basquiat. The obscure origins and intentions add 
to the problems of selling graffiti. Businessmen 
probably sense the potential, Basquiat and Har-
ing have obviously been marketable, but it has 
proven difficult to successfully commercialize 
graffiti. Many have tried, but without much nota-
ble success. The most successful have been the 
fashion industry. The German perfumery Escada 
launched its “Sexy Graffity” perfume in 1993 and 
consumers can now buy children’s clothes with 
“tags” on from Hennes & Mauritz. 

It is, one could maintain, in line with the fact 
that clothes have been increasingly decorated 
with dominant brand names and logotypes.
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was not the case then graffiti could be seen as 
an expression of frustration felt by the less fortu-
nate members of society. I see the statement by 
the minister of justice as provocative. I believe it 
is ignorant. It shows how incapable and unwilling 
the authorities are to understand contemporary 
society.

Class differences are on the increase in Swe-
den and the divide between people with influence 
and people without is growing. It is a general 
problem that affects young people more than 
most. Young people are particularly excluded 
from power and their commitment is not taken 
seriously.

It is said that a slave stood behind the Emperor 
in his triumphal chariot when he arrived in Rome 
after a victorious campaign. The slave was there 
to remind the Emperor that he was mortal. While 
the people cheered he whispered “Remember 
that you are mortal— that everything is tran-
sient!”

We live in a society where we do all in our 
power to deny our mortality. We have every rea-
son to call our culture pagan. Every reminder of 
the departed is seen as blasphemy. This also 
originates in the US. 

The Norwegian author Jens Bjørneboe wrote in 
the early 1950s an essay on the superficiality of 
Western culture, “The Fear of America Within Us” 
(Frykten for Amerika i oss). The text concerns the 
lack of spirituality, which the author believes has 
resulted in a fear of death, which is manifested 
in the cult of youth, the mania of cleanliness and 

actually say. Few people today have their own 
handwriting. With e-mail and text messaging we 
no longer write letters by hand. 

There will be few manuscripts to archive from 
our time. It is curious that a new written language 
should appear in our time. Graffiti is a completely 
contemporary written language — only a few dec-
ades old and already spread over large parts of 
the world — an eclectic script where the basic 
elements are found in American commercial 
aesthetics, with fantasy- and outline typefaces, 
meet Chinese and Arabian style elements. You 
could say that graffiti writers have developed a 
new trade. They possess considerable technical 
skill and knowledge of their materials. I am con-
vinced that future research will reassess their 
activities.

It is obvious to me that they are driven by a desire 
to create and not a desire to destroy. They are 
bold enough to believe that they have something 
to convey, but their work is seen as destruction.

Graffiti writers destroy an alleged harmony 
and soil something that is assumed clean. The 
opposite to clean is dirty, and this dirtiness is the 
commonest starting point for describing graffiti. 

Opponents tend to compare graffiti with other 
criminality found in our cities, primarily with gen-
eral vandalism but also with drug and violence 
related crimes. The Swedish minister of justice 
describes graffiti as a “gateway” to criminality 
and many people repeat his words.

In my experience, graffiti writers are often 
well-behaved middle class young people. If this 
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is sure where they went. They returned to the 
outskirts after a visit to the center. Posterity has 
judged them. 

Graffiti writers whisper in the collective (sub-) 
conscious ear. I believe it our duty to try to inter-
pret their message. Personally, I see it as a prom-
ise rather than a threat. 

Despite everything, I find it reassuring that the 
world changes.

Andreas Berg

(Translation by Geoff Cooper)

a weakness for the artificial. “Following in Ameri-
ca’s footsteps there is a feeling that makes life 
poor and death meaningless. Death is an unin-
vited guest, whose arrival cannot be stopped with 
a fridge and illustrated in a magazine. / Fear of 
death is a companion to an appetite for life.”

Graffiti arouses such strong emotions that it 
reminds us of the changing society and our own 
mortality. Bjørneboe quotes Tom Wolfe, “A race 
that spends so much time washing itself must be 
immensely dirty inside.”

Stockholm exteriors have probably never been 
cleaner than they are today. Street cleaning has 
probably never been such a lucrative business. 

The city’s cultural commissioner has made 
the fight against graffiti one of her most impor-
tant tasks. You could interpret this as a sign 
that she has misunderstood her public function, 
that she spends so much of her working time on 
something she defines as not culture, but she no 
doubt knows what she is doing. Like the minister 
for justice, she is picking up easy points from a 
fear of deviant behavior, which is seen as difficult 
and described as dirty.

We imagine that we are at the end of history, but 
instinctively we know that new societies will fol-
low ours. Even the Roman Empire fell. Its spoils 
were scattered and the Vandals were blamed for 
it. It was of cause not their intention. They sought 
out the imperial capital to be a part of its great-
ness and not to undermine its importance.

The Vandals ruled Rome for seventy years 
and were then were crushingly ejected. No one 

150 151



FOE
Paris — France



154 155



156 157



158 159



160 161





KEGR
Copenhagen — Denmark



166 167



168 169



170 171



172 173



174 175



176 177



178 179



180 181





184 185



186 187



188 189



190 191



192 193



194 195



196 197



198 199



200 201



202 203



204 205



206 207



208 209



210 211



212 213



214 215



216 217



TWO TAGGED STORIES FROM THE USA

1. “Sign Here:”

A few years ago, l went through a couple of hell-
ish weeks when l was unable to sign my name in 
the “authorized” way. By the “authorized” way, l 
mean the way (my) signature appears on my driv-
ers license, my faculty ID from the university where 
l work, my credit cards, and other state-issued and 
corporate-issued (“authorized”) documents. 

For the last twenty years or so, my signatures 
all looked the same, or very similar. And then, 
suddenly, l was unable to sign my name in that 
way again with any consistency. When signing my 
checks, I was never sure of what would appear 
on the dotted line. My name would appear in 
some form, certainly, but not the signature that 
l had used — that identified me as a unique indi-
vidual — up to that time.

This problem has never really gone away. All 
that has really changed since the initial “crisis” 
about my signature is that l have stopped worry-
ing about it. l am no longer worried that “the real 
me” that (supposedly) wrote that older, consist-
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2. “Footprints and Sandcastles:
Write Your Name”

So many of us, even in the richest nations, do 
not own buildings or land in cities: yet we live 
there.

Who will say that the contemporary city is sig-
nifi cantly more human-friendly than its modernist 
predecessor, which appeared in full force 50 to 
80 years ago? Our shared urban public spaces 
are now surrounded by monumental, overwhelm-
ing, uniform walls that starkly announce the so-
cial and political authority of their owners. 

Very little is really new in public space. Some 
of the older modernist buildings in some parts of 
the cities have been allowed to fall into ruin. 

City dwellers have become accustomed to 
having sidewalks enclosed/closed so repairs and 
construction of privately-owned buiIdings can pro-
ceed with some degree of safety. And everywhere 
in the USA, we step over the homeless. Side-
walks and roads allow most everyone to pass by 
the walls that surround our public spaces. 

For most passersby (including me), buildings 
are coated with a kind of invisible cultural repel-
lent. This invisible repellent has the quality of 
deflecting attention away from the social and po-
litical authority of the buildings’ owners. 

For most of my life, I hardly noticed buildings’ 
walls as anything other than overwhelmingly 
large, expected, and inevitable material bounda-
ries that surround public spaces — sometimes 
ugly, sometimes not so ugly, but mostly indiffer-

ent signature is fading away, deteriorating, false, 
or in some way distressed. l am no longer con-
vinced there is (and perhaps, ever was) a “real 
me”.

There are at least six or seven identifiable 
“styles” of (my) signature in routine circulation 
now and a huge number of minor variations on 
those six or seven styles. My signature has be-
come a performance, a simple assertion of self: 
this is who l am, and l dare you to challenge that, 
to prove otherwise. 

My signature will always be authentic, even if it is 
not always the same.

Oddly enough, no one else has even noticed 
this change. Retail staff compare the signature 
on my drivers’ license and my checks and never 
question why they look so different. The bank has 
never hesitated because of the diversity of my 
signatures on their documents. The state and my 
employer have equally accepted any scribble that 
l have made for my signature, no matter how dif-
ferent it is from past signatures.

Now I am left to wonder: Is no one watching? 
Was l wrong to believe that my signature has 
some significance to these authorities, these 
authorizing agencies? Was the consistency of 
my signature, its individual uniqueness and (yet) 
sameness, only of importance to me all this 
time?

Tag, I am it — (the one that performs, the one 
that signs his/her name). And you are it, too.
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on the wall and decorate the city in any unauthor-
ized fashion. l think this may be partly because 
we mistakenly think all spaces are alike. Many 
of us have deep emotional, intellectual, and spir-
itual commitments to own private spaces. These 
spaces (we may or may not own them) are places 
of sanctuary, privacy, protection, often love and 
nourishment. But we confuse our private spaces 
with the walls that surround our shared public 
spaces. 

We do not want our private sanctuaries invad-
ed, so we leave other spaces — our public spac-
es — to the authorities. You leave me alone, l 
leave you alone. In our confusion, we consent to 
the walls being owned and wholly controlled by 
someone else, a small few.

Taggers seem to be less hindered by the common 
sense cultural assumptions and affirmations that 
the buildings we live in are exclusively owned, 
“finished”, or adequate to their task of making 
human life livable. What distinguishes owners 
and advertisers from taggers is the business peo-
ple’s devotion to the authorized practices of pri-
vate property in the public spaces of the city. Who 
has rights to the city? The law and its officers say 
that the owners have these rights. Who owns the 
city? The law and its officers say that the city gov-
ernment owns the public buildings and lands and 
individual private citizens and corporations own 
the rest.

Taggers remind us — and many of us would 
not see the walls at all otherwise — that we have 
a right to the city. The taggers’ names draw the 

ent, l walked by unaware, focused on something 
else. Walls were beyond my control, since I didn’t 
own any walls. The buildings and walls were “nat-
ural”, unchangeable, enduring forever, at least 
until the owners decide to change them (or al-
lowed them to decay).

If you peel back the invisible cultural repel-
lent, this repellent that turns your attention away, 
you will find writing. That writing will say: This is 
not your space, it is not your property, it is not 
your concern.

Of course, the cultural repellent and the 
affirmations of ownership that they cover over 
have never been fully effective: neighbors com-
plain; the city inspectors, the neighborhood block 
committee, and the police come to examine the 
premises; kids throw eggs or bricks or toiletpa-
per or trash. 

The walls are already covered with writing, most 
of these being names, even before the taggers 
arrive to redecorate. 

Governments have written their names and 
slogans on public buildings for centuries. Since 
the industrial revolution built the modern cities, 
owners have written their names all over the 
buildings they own, and then sold the remain-
ing space to advertisers who write the names of 
their clients. 

In some ways, taggers follow a very old tradi-
tion of writing names in public space.

Still, overall, the repellent and the messages 
written underneath work remarkably weil to keep 
most of us in line and law-abiding. Few of us write 
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outlines of another city, an alternative city, a city 
within a city, a city of the imagination, a city be-
yond the law and ownership and its hellish injus-
tices. This is a city where each citizen’s identity 
is a fluid and stylish performance, like the tagged 
walls themselves.

So many of us, even in the richest nations, do 
not own buildings or land’ in cities: yet we live 
there.

Joe Austin
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