
 
 
 
 

Emerging Out of Graffiti Into the Gallery 
 
 
 
 
 

Kieron Wilson 
 
 
 
 
 

Queensland College of Art  
Griffith University 

 
 
 
 
 

Submitted in fulfillment of the degree of  
Master of Arts in Visual Arts  

 
 
 
 
 
 
 

Supervisors 
Professor Pat Hoffie 
Dr. George Petelin 

 
 
 

October 2015 
 
 
 
 



	 ii	

Statement	of	Originality	
	
	
This	 work	 has	 not	 previously	 been	 submitted	 for	 a	 degree	 or	 diploma	 in	 any	
university.	To	the	best	of	my	knowledge	and	belief,	the	thesis	contains	no	material	
previously	 published	 or	written	 by	 another	 person	 except	where	 due	 reference	 is	
made	in	the	thesis	itself.	
	
	
(Signed)_____________________________	
Name	of	Student	

 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 

	



	 iii	

Acknowledgements 

I	would	like	to	acknowledge	my	principal	and	associate	
supervisors	Doctor	George	Petelin	and	Professor	Pat	Hoffie	
for	their	unlimited	support	and	encouragement.		

 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 



	 iv	

Abstract 
 
This exegesis develops and applies strategies for how my practice emerging out of the 

tradition of graffiti in contemporary Australia can maintain its criticality in a gallery 

context crossing over from the street to mainstream Visual Art practice. This exegesis 

gives an account of graffiti as a criminal act deliberating the implications of the 

aesthetics and the intrinsic principal of graffiti being corrupted by the mainstream. 

The exegesis gives an analysis of graffiti as a skill different to art making, and looks 

at the cultural background of the marginal graffiti practitioner. 

 

In this investigation, the aim is to assess the corrupters of graffiti that are embedded in 

laneways, media, industrialization and the gallery. In this exegesis, I attempt to 

defend transgressing from graffiti into the gallery as a better option of losing 

criticality, to gain indiscretion in my practice. This study considers the effect of 

laneways, describing how they exclude graffiti by usurping public space from the 

marginal, and how media reproductive capabilities can be deceptive in the 

commodification of graffiti aesthetics through industrialized art and design. 

 

The purpose of research into forms of corruption in graffiti is to create a range of 

counter strategies that utilize a historical resistance and subvert the supposed rules 

and terms of graffiti. Using the proposition of Australian Bushmen artists of the 

Heidelberg School ‘9 by 5’ impressionist exhibition format informs my practice of 

making work that is cheaper, quicker and less elitist.  

 

Utilizing techniques associated with the critical reception of the ‘9 by 5’ exhibition 

such as the loose unfinished look of their paintings, provides a method of how to 

examine ways to connect Visual Art and graffiti that maintain an authentic, less 

incriminating perception of graffiti to be displayed. The proposed new methodology 

uses graffiti’s form in context of it’s aesthetics with those of outmoded visual art 

practices such as, ceramics and watercolours, combined with contemporary forms of 

graffiti subjects in the landscape. 
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Introduction 
This is an exegesis to support my visual practice towards a Master of Arts in 

Visual Arts that investigates ways in which visual practice emerging out of graffiti 

traditions might maintain criticality crossing over from the urban setting to 

mainstream Visual Art practice. To examine the difficulties involved in graffiti 

being employed in the Visual Art context I will discuss how the essentially 

transgressive nature of graffiti as practiced in the urban may be corrupted by the 

capitalist nature of our society. The corrupters that my research targets are council 

sanctioned laneways, graffiti portrayed by gallery settings, media and industry 

sponsorship.  

 

I sense that the form of graffiti writing I began in 1991 has been degraded beyond 

repair by the capitalist processes I have previously mentioned as corrupters. The 

irony is that I have turned to the gallery display setting that is generally associated 

with capitalist marketing of art, to display watercolour landscape paintings of 

urban graffiti, and porcelain icons of graffiti tools. The gallery setting allows me to 

initialize an attempt to recognize the corruption at what may be its very source. 

Whereas in urban spaces, conservative institutions or organisations have 

introduced pseudo versions of graffiti that are alternative to the intrinsic nature of 

graffiti forms, while adapting laws outlawing graffiti tools as a crime against 

mainstream society. I feel the representation or performance of graffiti as a 

commodity devalues its intrinsic nature. I will argue through reference to left-wing 

theorists, that the principles underlying graffiti may now have been largely 

corrupted and it is this corruption that robs illicit authentic graffiti of its energy, 

removing the ability for graffiti to communicate genuine views of marginalised 

groups by replacing them with bland market-determined statements. 

 

Following an analysis of graffiti, I will discuss how urban graffiti has become 

corrupted in laneways, industry, media and the galleries of contemporary 

Australia. I will then attempt to counter this corruption by introducing studio 

strategies utilising styles and forms associated with historical resistance to 

commodification of Fine Art as metaphors for critiquing the corruption of graffiti 



	
	

2	

in the gallery. Distinctively different to the gallery, urban locations are where 

graffiti has real liberation, as Mayakovski wrote in the journal of art of the 

commune “the streets are our brushes, the squares our palettes.”1 By operating in 

materials associated with Fine Art traditions instead of graffiti media I try to create 

a respect in the gallery for graffiti on equal terms with Fine Art practices, rather 

than misplace graffiti in the gallery space under the assumption of graffiti as art. 

 

Unlike the urban, the gallery provides a place where criminal laws regarding 

graffiti do not pertain and are replaced by judgments of aesthetic and conceptual 

development. Illicit graffiti exhibited in a gallery setting could be understood as 

pseudo graffiti. Although the gallery can absorb graffiti forms, it is graffiti’s 

aesthetics of illegality and risk that a gallery may find hard to tolerate from a 

curatorial standpoint.  However, the gallery can become a democratic space to be 

occupied, evident by Queensland Art Gallery exhibition ‘Balance’ in 1990, which 

demonstrated democratic spaces could be implemented by creating a space for 

inclusiveness through the social demographic of Australian identity on a grand 

scale. Art should not be a barrier for graffiti but rather a vehicle for inclusion and 

this research aims to use the gallery as a place where the corruption of graffiti can 

honestly be admitted to and debated in the public through Fine Art conventions.  

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

																																																								
1 Christina Lodder Russian Constructivism, (Yale University Press, 1983) 76. 
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Graffiti Analysis 
The wild names and appearance of graffiti may relate to other wild actions 

associated with graffiti that could be understood as unlawful behavior. Melbourne 

criminologist Alison Young writes about graffiti, that “its aesthetic is not one of 

calm or serenity: rather, its styling’s are both wild in name and in appearance.”2 

Because graffiti is a marginal practice there is a tendency to revolve in marginal 

circles, triggering graffiti writers to be perceived as criminals through associating 

with other unlawful behavior such as robbery, drugs and violence. However, for 

marginal dwellers that lack outlets or who struggle to publicly communicate, 

graffiti may not be perceived as a crime, rather instead it is understood as a way to 

socially connect.  

 

Perhaps the simplest description of graffiti’s form is by notorious New York 

subway graffiti writer CAP who states, “I am not a graffiti artist. I am a graffiti 

bomber.”3 Bombing is getting your name up, which is a culturally significant rule 

of the graffiti writer, to get their name up by any form possible and as much as 

possible, where a lot of people will see it. Early New York subway graffiti writers 

such as PHASE 2 fervently objected to the term graffiti artist both on aesthetic and 

political grounds.4 PHASE 2’s plea that “so called graffiti terms should have been 

thrown out the window”5 has been ignored. The dialogue of graffiti has been 

dissected and represented in alternative visual media for the mainstream to 

understand the cultural significance of graffiti. Film Director Tony Silver’s 

inspiring graffiti TV movie ‘Style Wars ‘(1983) calls them writers “because that's 

what they do. They write their names among other things everywhere. Names 

they've been given or have chosen for themselves.”6 Professor of Psychology and 

author of Street Art (1975) Robert Sommers doesn’t define graffiti as an art form 

																																																								
2 Alison Young, Judging the Image: Art, Value and Law (Routledge London, 

2005) 51. 
3 Tony Silver Style Wars (New York Public Art Films, 1984). 
4 Jason Dax Woodward How To Read Graffiti (1999). 
5 Phase 2 The Original Videograf Series Issue 1. 
6 Tony Silver Style Wars (New York Public Art Films, 1984). 
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but does note that the issues graffiti raises are “relevant to legitimate art forms.”7 

What constitutes artistic relevancy is debatable but the criminal laws imposed on 

graffiti that are intrinsic to its definition is unquestionable. 

 
Graffiti writing in letterforms is fundamentally different from letter writing in the 

gallery. Placing it inside the gallery takes illicit graffiti out of its own environment 

and misplaces what power the individual or group had outside the gallery. 

Similarly, aesthetic criteria improperly applied to graffiti can rob its transgressive 

nature. In particular current prolific Copenhagen graffiti writer BATES whom 

represents mainstream graffiti on a global scale uses terms to explain how to hold 

the can, describing it as “Can Control,”8 which is based on how you judge the 

distance from the surface and the speed of hand movement while spraying. Terms 

like how to control a can is what creates elitism and homogeneity within graffiti 

practice, which contributes to impeding graffiti’s development. Unlike what 

BATES or others trying to commoditize graffiti say, there is no skill requirement 

essential for doing graffiti.  

 

 
Figure 1 Utah & Ether, Sleepless in Seoul 2014. 
																																																								

7 Robert Sommers Street Art (Quick Fox Inc. NYC, 1975) 13. 
8 Bjorn Almqvist et al Graffiti Cook Book (Dokument Press Poland, 2013) 93. 
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International contemporary graffiti developed as a Western phenomenon and is 

seen to be still evolving in the East, evident by the lack of local graffiti represented 

in the zine and spray paint nozzle adapter video advertisement for graffiti company 

Oink Art Ltd ‘Sleepless in Seoul’ 2014 (Figure 1) from South Korea, by 

American based graffiti writers UTAH and ETHER.9 This is not because the East 

lacks quality graffiti materials but instead perhaps lacks developed graffiti 

networks. The pragmatics of a graffiti writer is not those of a refined practitioner, 

rather those of a resourceful impromptus learner who uses what is at hand. It is 

through networks with other graffiti writers social relationships can be built 

without public approval or company sponsorship, wherein the graffiti writer is 

taught the foundations of graffiti. 

 

Australian graffiti writer Adrian Tan, a Chinese Malaysian Australian graffiti 

writer or better known as DASH 88, and participant in the first Australian National 

Aerosol Art Exhibition “Pump Up the Can” in 1991 says, graffiti allowed him to 

“mix it up with people from different backgrounds with the common interest of 

graffiti.”10 DASH 88 being a Chinese migrant graffiti writer, illustrates how 

graffiti allowed him a voice that gave him the presence to say, “I exist.”11 

However by participating in the Australian National Aerosol Art Exhibition I 

would argue that DASH 88 had become corrupted to work in a commoditized 

form. The participants of the exhibition had transferred their work to canvas 

(Figure 2), which then could be commoditized and marketed in terms of skill. 

 

																																																								
9 UTAH and ETHER Sleepless in Seoul (2014) 22. 
10 Artlink vol 34 #1(2014) 61. 
11 ibid. 
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Figure 2 Adrian Tan, Dashtroyer 1991, Spray paint on canvas. 

 

Laneway Corruption 
Rather than constantly removing graffiti, current trends have been to promote 

laneway galleries of pseudo graffiti. French writer Guy Debord editor of 

Internationale Situationiste pointed out that cultural structures vanish in a new 

world, culture becomes nothing more than a commodity.12 Numerous regional 

towns and cities plagued by graffiti and youth problems have adapted graffiti 

laneway programs into their infrastructure that are comparable to Melbourne’s 

Hosier Lane. As a legal graffiti zone Hosier Lane has become known as the capital 

of Australian graffiti. Hosier Lane also contains Youth Projects a separate entity 

																																																								
12	Christopher	Crouch	Modernism	in	Art	Design	and	Architecture	

(Macmillan	Press	Ltd	London,	1999)	161. 
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from street art as a hub for health, outreach, community and employment, 

education and training services to individuals experiencing disadvantage, 

unemployment, homelessness, alcohol and other drug issues.13 The Townsville 

City Council Street Art Action Framework also attempts to tackle youth problems 

with “Free Walls, a way to help disenchanted youth”14 but provides no way of 

support for the youth besides a wall to paint. Hosier lane (Figure 3) is a 

commodity to Melbourne but the council has not usurped the marginal dwellers 

space. Instead it has taken a proactive approach with Youth Projects to support 

disenchanted youth to the backdrop of graffiti.  

 

 
Figure 3 Hosier Lane, Melbourne city 2014. 

 

Councils are forced to admit the difference when structuring legitimate street art 

programs containing the use of illicit graffiti tools. The mainstreaming of pseudo 

graffiti presents itself, as Guy Debord argued “nothing more than that which 

appears good, that which good appears.15 The Townsville City Council Street Art 

Action Framework has a three-year pseudo graffiti plan from 2015 – 2018 that 

attempts to describe the difference between commercial and illegal graffiti through 

																																																								
13 Youth Projects.  
14 Townsville City Council STREET ART Activation Framework (2015) 53. 
15 Guy Debord The Society of the Spectacle (Canberra Hobgoblin Press, 

2002) 12 
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a proactive approach.16 The Street Art Action Framework also recognizes the 

outlawing of authentic graffiti by banning and criminalizing graffiti tools in 

Queensland, particularly marker pens.17 While the Street art Action Framework 

initiative helps protect the rights of artists who paint pseudo graffiti legally on the 

street for the council,18 it outlaws graffiti done without their permission by 

removing it. 

 

The void created by Government removal of graffiti occurs within the same 

landscape that pseudo graffiti exists. The proactive approach to the consumption of 

space by pseudo graffiti essentially shows previous Government tactics of zero 

tolerance on removing graffiti failed and a cultural shift in the structure of social 

relationships concerning the occupation of space has ensued. However, graffiti 

writers like DVATE “are hitting back.” 19 Not because graffiti was the majority of 

street art removed from public and private properties but rather because they are 

not getting the same opportunities to participate in these new street art projects. 

Unlike words by DVATE printed in the media, the real payback can be seen in the 

letters by NWO graffiti writers, which overlap the Melbourne pseudo graffiti 

mural by SHIDA (Figure 4).  

																																																								
16 Townsville City Council STREET ART Activation Framework (2015) 16. 
17 ibid. 84. 
18 ibid. 85. 
19 Aisha Dow Aerosol cans drawn in war on Melbourne's artful dodgers, The 

Age.  
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Figure 4 Shida, Public Art Mural Melbourne, photograph Kieron Wilson 2014. 

 

Contemporary graffiti done illicitly is an unmitigated power over a space, whereas 

pseudo graffiti draws comparisons to advertising and art, particularly when it 

becomes a design project refurbishing space. From the spectator’s interpretation 

this may create confusion in regards to authenticity of graffiti. Criminologist Suniti 

Bandaranaike from Townsville argues that graffiti is a culture of winning space 

and assertive behavior, rather than a culture of aggression that usurps the rightful 

space of another.20 However, the only competition for space graffiti has in the 

peripherals and abandonments of society is nature. In mainstream society space 

has a price, which those from the marginal can’t afford and in order to consume 

that space it must be usurped. 
																																																								

20Suniti Bandaranaike “Graffiti: a Culture of Aggression or Assertion? 
Australian Institute of Criminology” (paper presented at The 
Character, Impact and Prevention of Crime in Regional Australia 
Conference convened by the Australian Institute of Criminology and 
held in Townsville 2-3 August 2001). 
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Industrial Corruption 

When products graffiti writers’ use illegally can also be the same tools used by 

commissioned artists that advertise the company manufacturing the graffiti 

markers and spray paint, then graffiti has become an enclave of the Culture 

Industry: enlightenment as mass deception, in which Theodore Adorno and Max 

Horkhheimer spoke of real life becoming indistinguishable from entertainment.21 

Graffiti was an independent movement that initially lived up to Adorno’s demands 

that required art be problematic in its conversion to a commodity.22 Graffiti’s 

intention to function independently is problematic as Guy Debord stated that 

modern society “lives in thrall to the global domination of a banalising trend”23 

and regardless of a practice's intent, Debord was certain that wherever 

representation took on an independent existence that the spectacle would 

reestablish its rule.24 Mainstreaming graffiti has had little effect in stopping it but it 

has dissolved the pockets and groups of individual graffiti, placing them under the 

control of products that signify their need for being successful at graffiti. 

 

Spray paint involves aerosol and a brush together, which comes at a cost price. 

However, Lady Pink, a subway graffiti artist who once worried about being a 

female graffiti writer going out by herself in 1980’s New York now worries about 

spray paint being costly, unprofitable and thinks artists who plan large-scale works 

that rely on it are misguided.25 Levi Ramsey, founder of Australian spray paint 

label Ironlak whom manufactures spray paint in China for global consumption 

specifically aimed at the graffiti consumer market, noted that at one time in 

Australia quality graffiti spray paint cost Au $17.00 a can.26 However, Ramsey’s 

statement misleads you to thinking of spray paint being made just for graffiti, 
																																																								

21 Theodore Adorno and Max Horkheimer Culture Industry enlightenment 
and Mass Deception (New York Routledge, 1944) 34. 

22  Alex Thomson Adorno: a guide for the perplexed (London Continuum, 
2006) 61. 

23 Guy Debord the Society of the Spectacle (New York Zone Books, 1967) 38. 
24 ibid. 17. 
25 Bjorn Almqvist et al Graffiti Cook Book (Poland Dokument Press, 2013) 

122. 
26 Levi Ramsey (2014) Ironlak’s mastermind tells us how he created the 

company from scratch, Interview Acclaim August. 
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whereas auto paint and other Australian paint companies supplied spray paint for 

approximately Au $3.00 per can many years before Ramsey’s company existed.  

 

While people will always argue for better economic value, where there is an 

economic shift there is also a cultural shift.27 Ramsey points out his Australian 

product Ironlak didn’t take on Europe until they had positioned themselves fairly 

well in other parts of the world.28 By shifting the culture of graffiti through the 

economic base Ramsey turned graffiti into a commodity, mainstreaming graffiti 

tools for a consumer market, beginning with Australia. The mainstreaming of 

graffiti tools created opportunities for graffiti to be used as a product in other 

commodities such as advertising graffiti for graffiti products (Figure 5). 

 

 
Figure 5 Ironlak, Bates advertisement 2008. 

 

I believe the real contributors of graffiti to be the graffiti writers, not the spray 

paint companies or their sponsored products. Industrializations innovative style of 

creativity may lead to a situation in which the creative contribution of accomplices 

																																																								
27 Christopher	Crouch	Modernism	in	Art	Design	and	Architecture	(London	

Macmillan	Press	Ltd,	1999)	13. 
28	Levi Ramsey (2014) Ironlak’s mastermind tells us how he created the 

company from scratch, Interview Acclaim August.	
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are not recognized or undervalued. Walter Benjamin certainly believed it was 

possible for the cult status given to the star or celebrity in the work could now be 

reproduced by technological means altering the relationship of art,29 even going so 

far as removing the individual from the art, which is what global spray paint 

companies such as Ironlak, Montana, Molotow and Belton have done. 

 

Media Corruption 
Media can have both a positive and negative role for documenting graffiti’s time 

and place. Photographer Brassai had high hopes through his recording of graffiti 

and focused on capturing themes of love and death in graffiti of Parisian streets. 

Brassai suggested the camera was the “deus ex machina”30 that could save graffiti 

by employing photography as the best way to understand graffiti’s ephemeral 

nature forever, “for all that lives for only an instant.”31  

 

The graffiti BATES does for himself and for his employer Ironlak can be 

understood as commodification of graffiti by acting out a fantasy that you can pay, 

click or link to consume it. Although BATES is a popular figure in graffiti folklore 

it is alleged his rise to mainstream graffiti is attributed to sending photographs of 

his graffiti to magazines or as graffiti writer MINS MOA says, “He cuts other 

writers out of the picture.”32 Although, I would not buy a BATES book expecting 

to see MINS MOA work, I know of BATES because of the images I have seen in 

graffiti magazines. MINS juxtaposes the solo BATES image displayed in the book 

BATES On The Run Vol.2, 199833 alongside MINS in the book Monsters Of Art 

20 Years of Havoc, On The Run Vol.13, 2011 (Figure 6). 34 What may seem petty 

rivalry reveals a bigger picture that BATES didn’t transgress from the marginal 

																																																								
29 Walter Benjamin The Work of Art in The Age of Mechanical Production 

(Penguin Books Ltd) 40. 
30 Brassai Graffiti (Flammarion Paris, 1993) 7. 
31 ibid, 8. 
32 Monsters Of Art 20 years of Havoc (Denmark From Here to Fame 

Publishing, 2011) 48-49. 
33 Bates On The Run Vol.2 (Denmark From Here to Fame Publishing, 1998) 

48. 
34 Monsters of Art On The Run Vol.13 (2011) 48-49. 
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graffiti writer on his own. Images have proven vital not only for mainstreaming 

graffiti but also for the public in understanding cultural use of graffiti aesthetics. 

 

 
Figure 6 MINS, Monsters Of Art 20 Years of Havoc 2011. 

 

Although the viewer is not buying the image, it is still used to promote a 

commodity. Ron Ellis presents a crude but legitimated perception of 1975 

Australian Graffiti in the image “Discover your clitoris,”35 (Figure 7) which 

shows how media of offensive acts of graffiti can also have social meaning. The 

image of the female juxtaposed for Ellis’s photo is empowered by capturing the 

female’s hand gesture of grabbing her crutch, overstressing the feminist 

protagonist in the graffiti. Those who may otherwise turn away from graffiti might 

now be drawn to reading a book with graffiti content, which could employ a 

middle class understanding of graffiti.  

 

  
Figure 7 Ron Ellis, Australian Graffiti Revisited 1979. 

 

																																																								
35 Rennie Ellis Australian Graffiti Revisited (Melbourne Sun Books Pty Ltd, 

1979) 4. 
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While books and magazines record graffiti, seeing a work in the street instead of 

through images is no different to seeing a picture of the Mona Lisa compared to at 

the Louver. Walter Benjamin thought photography robbed an artwork of its aura.36 

Using photo documentation and other media outlets not only to record but also to 

present graffiti, gives authority and authenticity through reproduced images of 

graffiti to other authors, allowing graffiti to take on alternate purposes. 

 

Images abide by the slippery slope principle that when you start making images, it 

is inevitable that images will take on a life of their own.37 Publications can have a 

negative role, on the other hand publications can convey graffiti’s message in a 

more beneficial way. Brassai photographed Parisian graffiti themes of love and 

death to present in his own exhibitions.38 Brassai’s exhibitions in the mainstream 

through dominant cultural institutions could be seen to help absorb graffiti into a 

culture industry that at first possibly didn’t recognize the potential of illicit graffiti. 

 

Gallery Corruption 
BATES description of graffiti as a “craft“39 bearing similarities to being trained in 

art skills implies the possibility for its use as an art form. The fabrication of New 

York City graffiti as an art movement succeeded as a global phenomenon and 

opened new perceptions to art making. The phenomenon of New York graffiti can 

be seen in the work of recognized graffiti descendant Jean Michel Basquiat who 

used graffiti aesthetics to transgress from marginalization in the street, to dominant 

mainstream cultural institutions. 

 

Basquiat’s transgression into Visual Art gallery settings was not without its critics. 

Robert Hughes described Basquiat as a conduit of the 1981-83 urban graffiti 

movement whose importance was merely that of a symptom that signifies little 

																																																								
36 Walter Benjamin, The Work of Art in the Age of Mechanical Reproduction 

in Illuminations (London Jonathan Cape Ltd, 1970) 221. 
37 William John Thomas Mitchell What Do Pictures Want?: The Lives and 

Loves of Images  (Chicago University of Chicago Press, 2005) 134. 
38 Brassai Graffiti (Paris Flammarion, 1993) 8.  
39 Bjorn Almqvist et al Graffiti Cook Book (Poland Dokument Press, 2013) 

95. 
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more than the hysteria of instant reputation still so grotesquely afflicting American 

taste.40 Hughes’s implication that graffiti has passed its use by date and belongs to 

part of an instant celebrity cult has merit but the celebrity of art related to graffiti 

such as Basquiat or Keith Harring serve now to justify the rise of new pseudo-

graffiti. What matters however is not the ‘taste’ of the art but whether artworks 

question the whole category of what art is? I would argue that much of what is 

called graffiti today resembles art and has become benign or banal, and no longer 

challenging to the mainstream. 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

																																																								
40 Robert	Hughes	Requiem	for	a	featherweight:	The	sad	story	of	an	artist's	

success.	The	New	Republic,	199(21),	(1988)	34.	
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Counter Strategies 
To counter the corruption in the political nature of urban graffiti without 

contributing to it, the strategies I put forward for my visual art practice counter the 

mentioned four corrupters of laneway graffiti, gallery graffiti, industry graffiti and 

media graffiti by rebuking the formal practice of mainstreaming graffiti.  

  

Anti Gallery Corruption 

Using historical resistance within Fine Art as a signifier for graffiti, attempts to 

make Visual Art connections to historical Australian landscape painting of the 

Heidelberg school ‘9 by 5‘ exhibition of 1889 through the size of media. Featuring 

183 works the ‘9 by 5’ exhibition was named for the dimensions of most of the oil 

paintings ‘9 by 5’ inches (23 cm × 13 cm), the size of a cigar box lid upon which 

many of the works were painted (Figure 8). 41  Applying the ‘9 by 5’ size format 

to my watercolor works is to make art that is not comparable to a commercial 

poster like notable watercolorist Blamire Young’s ‘Music Maker’ (figure 9) or a 6 

x 4 inch photographic representation. By using watercolors I hope to attain a 

looseness and conventional artistic representation in a lesser size, limiting the 

formal technical capacity of watercolors washes and increasing the lack of 

definition. The choice for watercolors is to oppose the sharpness and perfection of 

design considered the pinnacle achievement for graffiti writers like BATES via 

terms “can control,” or the crisp reproduction techniques of photography that 

Brassai employed to steal the aura of authenticity for personal benefit.  

																																																								
41	National	Gallery	of	Victoria.	
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Figure 8 Arthur Streeton, Lovers Walk 1889, oil on cardboard 23.4cm x 13.8cm. 

 

Considered transgressive for its time, the critical view that flowed from Heidelberg 

Schools ‘9 by 5’ exhibition was some of the paintings represented by impressionist 

techniques were admired for their advancement to the body of Australian art, while 
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others expressed a loathing of the unfinished look.42  Rather then an appropriated 

polished copy of graffiti styles my minute watercolour works aim to reproduce and 

emulate atmospheric associations of graffiti in situ. Constructing new visual forms 

through progressive art conventions may allow my practice to contribute towards a 

new understanding of urban graffiti aimed at a gallery audience. 

 

 
Figure 9 Blamire Young, Music Master 1901, watercolour and gouache on paper 

105.7cm x 105cm. 

 

The critical view of the “unfinished look”43 in ‘9 by 5’ provides a methodology for 

my practice in which to configure illicit images with other marginal locations so as 

to make them less obvious or confrontational (Figure 10) to art traditionalists. 

Portraying scenes as visual art practice of picturesque watercolor landscape 

paintings rather than photographic evidence, removes the illegality of graffiti. 

																																																								
42 Anne Kern Arthur Streeton  a Man and His Art (Heidelberg Publishing 

Company Pty Ltd Sydney NSW, 1981 )1. 
43 Anne Kern Arthur Streeton a Man and His Art (Sydney Heidelberg 

Publishing Company Pty Ltd, 1981) 1. 
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Instead the pictures become elegant elements that relate to Visual Art and not 

crime. To sustain obtainable and economical frames for the ‘9 by 5’ exhibition, 

Tom Roberts had them cut from solid pieces of red pine, the frames needed only 

be beveled no joinery was necessary.  However, redwood is not economical today 

and to achieve the imitation and mockery of Australian landscape painting of 

Heidelberg School I have employed an A3 size beveled redwood colored board, 

with no joinery.  

 

 
Figure 10 Kieron Wilson, New Farm 2015, watercolour on paper 15cm x 20cm. 
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At the time ‘9 by 5’ was considered to be the most controversial art exhibition in 

Australia during the 19th Century.44	What is noticeable in their work is the 

omission of the hardness of the bush by its nature of fire, drought, flood and 

Aboriginals. Australian conceptual artist and scholar Ian Burn defines the 

Heidelberg School Australian Bush art movement as a mediating recreational get 

away alike fishing.45 Australian Modernist Kenneth McQueen, described by 

Professor Pat Hoffie as the most “distinctive watercolourists of his generation,” 46 

portrays much more conviction in representing social relationships concerning the 

simple flat countryside of the Australian bush.  

 

McQueen’s plein-air watercolour landscape composition ‘The Tank’ (Figure 11) 

signifies concerns of anthropogenic ecological issues through subjects of cattle 

ponds in drought stricken plains, which is a truth of the Australian bush 

Heidelberg artists obscured. Similar to McQueen’s visual representation of the 

impact natural and human forces have on the Australian bush, my use of 

watercolours attempt to display an urban landscape where	nature	has	receded	

and	a	new	relationship	with	the	Australian	landscape	is	spawned.	 

																																																								
44	Allan	McCulloch,	A	The	Golden	Age	of	Australian	Painting:	

Impressionism	and	the	Heidelberg	School	(Melbourne	Landsdowne	
1969)	44.	

45	Ian	Burn	Beating	About	the	Bush	The	Landscapes	of	the	Heidelberg	
school	in	Australian	Art	and	Architecture	(Melbourne	Oxford	
University	Press,	1980)	86.	

46	Pat	Hoffie	Making	it	Modern	–	The	Watercolours	of	Kenneth	McQueen,	
Artlink	vol	28	#1	(2008)	99.	
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Figure 11 Kenneth McQueen, The Tank 1950 Watercolor over pencil on paper, 

39.8cm x 46.7cm. 

 

Anti Industrial Corruption 
Watercolors, formally known for washes to create landscapes and skies, have 

technical differences to industrial production and are more relational to organic 

practices evident by the way watercolors struggle to capture the geometric shapes 

of graffiti from the urban landscape. English art critic Fredrick Wedmore’s opinion 

of modern art was that real historical painting of our time is the characteristics of 

our life – its labour, its pleasure and its personages.47 The timeless quality of the 

Australian bush had a flatness and simplicity of representation in contrast to the 

ongoing changes of Australia’s landscape that can be seen in ‘Yuendumu’(Figure 

12), which illustrates the intertwining of traditional Aboriginal culture with urban 

forms.  

																																																								
47	Leigh	Astbury	City	Bushmen:	The	Heidelberg	School	and	the	Rural	

Mythology	(New	York	Oxendford	University	Press,	1985)	38.	
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Figure 12 Kieron Wilson, Yuendumu 2015 watercolor on paper, 15cm x 20cm. 

 

Using the medium porcelain for making iconic graffiti tools could express the 

cultural significance of art and craft by imposing a technique typically foreign in 

graffiti culture. In retrospect the representational use of porcelain for graffiti 

objects rather than for consideration of ceramic practice could create alternative 

dialogues within gallery practice. The labor of tagging is a dominant part of the 
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modern urban landscape made by marking tools. The symbolism of graffiti 

markers still have formal meaning as ceramics but lose relation to the functional 

significance of graffiti as mark makers. The contradictory relationship of graffiti 

and ceramics aims to create a contrast in tension between populism and elitism 

through the choice of materials and object representation of the marker (Figure 

13). A marker is not an ornamental object but rather a hostile implement for 

causing willful damage, evident by the Queensland Police charges, not just against 

its use but also its possession that carries a maximum penalty of $2277 or one year 

in prison.48 

 

 
Figure 13 Kieron Wilson, Porcelain Pens 2015, porcelain slip cast, with under 

glaze decals, variable dimensions. 

 

It is my intention to use representations of graffiti to resist criminal laws and 

responsibility acts that define not just graffiti but also the use of graffiti 

instruments as illegal.49 Australian ceramist Gwyn Hanssen-Piggott whose Asiatic 

influence for ceramics, which places primary aesthetic value on the relationship 

																																																								
48 Queensland Government.  
49 Townsville City Council STREET ART Activation Framework (2015) 84. 
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between form and function50 informs how ceramics can bridge into other 

disciplines of installation and painting. Comparable to Gwyn Hanssen-Piggott my 

artwork is exhibited as a contemporary work of art that is an installation of 

sculptural forms with absolutely no functional intention.51 I anticipate that in the 

context of gallery display the ceramic works will become disconnected from their 

theoretical intent of destruction. The softness and dysfunctionality of the ceramic 

marker is a purposeful disguise that subverts laws against graffiti tools, allowing 

them to shift between visual and ornamental while retaining their iconic outsider 

connotations.  

 

Anti Media Corruption 
My influence in using ceramics and watercolors is drawn from using outmoded 

inexpensive media that was once a synonymous part of mainstream contemporary 

art that has now become obsolete. Blamire Young, a recognized Australian 

watercolorist of distinction was critical of those who still sought to emulate 

Roberts or Streeton.52 I have similar views as Blamire Young towards those who 

seek to emulate Basquiat or Keith Haring.  Rather than transpose urban graffiti 

onto the walls of the gallery and attempt to call graffiti art, I have emulated the 

Australian Impressionists idea of using minimal low cost approaches to represent 

the socio demographics of landscapes where graffiti originates. My practice of 

porcelain objects and minimal sized watercolor landscapes are visual 

representations of historical and social relationships that adopt a personal and 

relative social exchange. My practice doesn’t pursue an extrinsic reward or 

converge with design project management agencies to produce fleeting 

experiences of commissioned murals for public relations marketing or digital 

media reproduction. 

 

 

 
																																																								

50Ross Woodrow Newcastle Art Gallery, Ceramics.  
51 ibid. 
52	Elly	Fink	The	Art	of	Blamire	Young	(Sydney,	Golden	Press	Pty	Ltd,	1983)	

30.	
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Anti Laneway Corruption  
The apprehension of graffiti as unlawful behavior is partly due to anxiety of the 

community being potential victims to projected criminality.53 To counter this city 

councils have adopted street art projects that do not involve graffiti, which leaves 

few options for independent non-commercialized graffiti. Instead of being a voice 

for pseudo graffiti laneways, the abandoned peripherals of society gain a new life 

span through independent graffiti, such places as the Morningside Queensland 

College of Art in Brisbane.  

 

Exploring the Morningside Queensland College of Art I gathered multiple spray 

cans that appeared obsolete. Upon further investigation these cans still retained 

paint used in the production of graffiti works at Morningside. Experimenting with 

the spray cans in alternative 2 dimensional and 3 dimensional methods I found 

exploding the remaining filaments from multiple discarded spray cans onto a 

surface at alternate angles created an autonomous layered abstract design. This 

approach used a different technique to controlling the can through lack of hand 

movement. Within the painting ‘Morningside’ (Figure 14) an abandoned art 

college landscape littered in empty tins becomes a historical artifact containing 

elements of graffiti writers work of the now demolished Morningside Queensland 

College of Art. 

																																																								
53 Suniti Bandaranaike “Graffiti: a Culture of Aggression or Assertion? 

Australian Institute of Criminology” (paper presented at The 
Character, Impact and Prevention of Crime in Regional Australia 
Conference convened by the Australian Institute of Criminology and 
held in Townsville 2-3 August 2001). 
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Figure 14 Kieron Wilson, Morningside 2015, spray paint on canvas 65cm x 50cm. 

 

Rather than partake in corruption of graffiti I want graffiti to have artistic influence 

within the gallery that presents a form that exploits graffiti definitions like “can 

control.” Making the spray can product automatically useless and uncontrollable 

by blasting open spray cans with a sharp object results in an autonomous approach 

to controlling properties of pressure and valve technologies. While this method can 

create new forms of movement, containing energy and violence that relate more to 

action painting than graffiti, it is also regarded as dangerous by the paint 

manufacturer and may therefore be discouraged by proactive governmental 

approved approaches to graffiti, in turn boycotting the corrupters legislation.   
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Conclusion 

I began this thesis by arguing that graffiti conventions of the 1990’s set to the 

background of hip-hop boomed, and flowed.	The	empirical	findings	in	this	study	

provide	a	new	understanding	of	transgressing graffiti in gallery settings through 

Visual Art practices that may allow new interpretations to be deliberated via 

reconfiguration of industrial art techniques, sculptural and painting forms. As 

noted graffiti is not without it’s criticisms but graffiti in the gallery has never been 

graffiti, even art critic Robert Hughes described Jean Michel Basquiat as a 

“conduit of graffiti,” which proposes Basquiat’s art exhibitions never were about 

graffiti and that he merely appropriated graffiti aesthetics. Social knowledge of 

artistic modes for doing graffiti have been devalued in significance due to the 

commodification of graffiti determining practical usefulness for the form. Graffiti 

has become less about the skills of the individual graffiti writer and more about 

company products, which establish a rule of thumb for graffiti standards and 

define the success of the movement.  

 

The	findings	of	my	research	provide	insights	into graffiti practice for fostering 

alternative methods to counter systemic corruption embedded in contemporary 

urban art forms. Graffiti is a part of the landscape, which in my practice is the 

landscape of the nomadic journey between marginal and mainstream cultures. I 

have explained how authentic forms of graffiti can have negative connotations 

imposed by lawmakers as a criminal activity. However, because graffiti is 

marginalized and perceived as a crime doesn’t imply that I would want to stay in 

the marginalized with the robbery, drugs and assault. Opposingly pseudo graffiti 

design, mural projects and laneway festivals are presented as something positive 

that benefits particular companies, communities and governments, while 

simultaneously repossessing the domination of space occupied by illegal graffiti. 

Pseudo graffiti is an agent of corruption that abolishes historical and social 

relationships graffiti has manufactured between humanity and nature. 

 

My watercolour paintings of graffiti landscapes present an alternative method for 

experiencing nature and humanity without omitting ecological changes or cultural 
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shifts that art movements such as Heidelberg School failed to address. The 

watercolour paintings of graffiti landscapes document how graffiti responds to 

constant challenges against its intrinsic nature by different levels of corruption and 

alternating environmental factors. The irony of using the gallery lies in what 

criticality graffiti can maintain as it transgresses into the mainstream and how an 

artist maintains their connection to the marginalized without being consumed by 

the mainstream. Watercolors and ceramics convey a passage of merit for my 

marginalized practice of graffiti to infiltrate the gallery, while misuse of industrial 

spray paint expresses my defiance towards the commodification of graffiti. 

 

The corrupters I mention are not necessarily bad but rather misguided and the 

gallery could function as a moderator that offers an honest debate concerning the 

credibility of graffiti. The methodology of my practice applies Visual Art mediums 

to make graffiti forms and what graffiti aesthetics I can utilize for making Visual 

Art. The crux of my practice is maintaining criticality by subverting graffiti and 

Visual Art practices in mainstream contexts. I am not simply regurgitating past 

Visual Art practices or diminishing graffiti aesthetics to gain mainstream 

acceptance. My practice attempts to find a medium between the marginal and the 

mainstream through appropriation of forms and techniques that are not necessarily 

appeasing.  
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Images 

	

	
Figure	1.	Utah	&	Ether,	Sleepless	in	Seoul	2014.	
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Figure	2.	Adrian	Tan,	Dashtroyer,	1991	spray	paint	on	canvas.	

	

	
Figure	3.	Unknown,	Hosier	Lane	Melbourne	Australia,	2014.	
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Figure	4.	Shida,,	Melbourne	Australia,	photo	Kieron	Wilson,	2014.	
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Figure 5. Ironlak, Bates advertisement 2008. 

 

	
Figure 6. MINS, Monsters Of Art 20 Years of Havoc On the Run, 2011.  

 

	
Figure 7. Ron Ellis, Australian Graffiti 1979. Photograph. 
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Figure 8. Arthur Streeton, ‘Lovers Walk’ 1889, oil	on	cardboard,	23.4cm	

x	13.8cm. 
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Figure 9. Blamire Young ‘Music Master’ 1901,watercolor and gouache on 

paper 105.7cm x 105cm. 
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Figure 10. Kieron Wilson, New Farm 2015, watercolour on paper 15cm x 

20cm. 
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Figure	11.	Kenneth	McQueen	‘The	Tank’	1950,	watercolour	over	pencil	

on	paper,	39.8	x	46.7cm.	
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Figure	12.	Kieron Wilson, Yuendumu 2015 watercolor on paper, 15cm x 

20cm.	
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Figure 13. Kieron Wilson, Porcelain Pens 2015, porcelain slip cast, with 

under glaze decals, variable dimensions. 
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Figure	14.	Kieron Wilson, Morningside 2015, spray paint on canvas 65cm 

x 54cm.	
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