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ABSTRACT
This thesis explores the central research question: “What is the dynamic social and political
role of “graffiti” in the neighbourhood of Fitzroy, and how is this expressed in the practice
and aesthetic expression of graffiti as contested in urban public space?” Graffiti is a dynamic
form of expression that is performed and negotiated amongst numerous competing social
groups. Such expressions and relations were experienced and recorded during eighteen
months of fieldwork in Melbourne’s inner-north suburb of Fitzroy and are described both
historically and through numerous fieldwork vignettes. At the heart of graffiti is a contest over
what might be described as “public space” and contemporary theoretical perspectives on
“space” are explored to assist in understanding the dynamic social practice that is graffiti. This
contestation is based around distinct yet overlapping aesthetic and moral values. This
includes between graffiti writers themselves and different forms of graffiti, and at a more
fundamental level, between graffitists and the state, including legal ideas of ownership.
Despite increasing acceptance of graffiti in recent years, ongoing negotiations of individual
and group expression within contested and politicized “public” space ensures the everchanging mode of visual expression within the urban environment. Graffiti has become part
of the social fabric of Fitzroy and can be seen as a dynamic arena of social and political
expression and contestation around the visual expression of identity in “public” yet
sometimes privately owned space.
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INTRODUCTION
The following thesis is based on a small ethnographic study in the inner urban area of Fitzroy,
Melbourne, including the precincts on its fringe. Underpinning the study is the central
research question: “What is the dynamic social and political role of graffiti in the
neighbourhood of Fitzroy, and how is this expressed in the practice and aesthetic expression
of graffiti as contested in urban public space?” The thesis considers the influence and impact
of graffiti in the lives of diverse inner city dwellers and the battle that is emerging within
Fitzroy’s urban boundaries. This is not intended to be a definitive study, nor representative of
all graffiti or contemporary urban environments in which graffiti appears to so often flourish.
Indeed, and as this thesis shows, graffiti is representative of a stunning plurality of creativity
and tension, reflecting the ever-changing character of this vibrant suburb.

As a social researcher, my research is primarily about people; exploring the motivations and
social dynamics that drive individual and collective choices and actions in society, and in
particular, inner urban communities. For me, ethnography is not simply about observing
people. Citing Wolcott (2008), Madden (2010:96-98) writes that “ethnography is a particular
way of seeing”.

He refers to the “ethnographic gaze” and asserts that ethnographic

observation is more complex than just looking at people because, “While ethnographers do
indeed look at people, they do this in such a way as to frame the observations in relation to
the interrogative boundaries, conversations and intersubjective embodiment that comes with
being in an ethnographic field.” For Madden (2010:12), reflexivity is critical if ethnographers
are to acknowledge how history, socialisation, politics and power shape their ways of seeing.
Further, he asserts that the ethnographic gaze is a systematic and disciplined way of seeing
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things where, “Ethnographers need to train their eyes to observe structures and behaviours
and to note quantities and qualities of relevance to their project.” Madden’s reflection on the
shortcomings of his own earlier research work in settings familiar to him because he
“overlooked” some structures and/or behaviours was a salient reminder from my perspective
because my research was also to be undertaken in a location very familiar to me.

While my previous research in this field had been predominantly observational, this
ethnographic study involved talking to people – all sorts of people in different places in daily
interactions. As a local resident I was able to tap into a well-established and extensive web of
social networks in Fitzroy which I had developed over many years. This included local
residents, students, workers and business people sharing their morning coffee at the same
café in Brunswick Street, Fitzroy for more than a decade. Or, as a practising and exhibiting
visual artist myself (painting, printing and sculpture), chance encounters with local painters,
potters, photographers, designers and writers in the street or meeting informally over coffee
or a casual lunch at the café. These social networks provided regular opportunities to engage
people in conversation, and by listening astutely to what was important to them, to decipher
the essence of what was really going on from their perspective. As a researcher the challenge
is to effectively engage with people in their community setting, to reflect upon what has been
seen, heard and shared in that context, and to tell the ethnographic story. This thesis aims to
tell the story of a particular ethnographic encounter, or rather set of encounters, taking place
within the social and political context of graffiti in Fitzroy.

The multifaceted nature of graffiti poses a challenge in finding a clear definition of that term.
As Brighenti (2010:316) has noted in her study of graffiti in Italy,
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Graffiti writing is a field whose definition is problematic for a number of reasons. To
begin with, it is difficult to identify its boundaries. Writing interacts and often overlaps
and interweaves with the fields of other practices.

For Brighenti, graffiti writing can also include considerations of the aesthetics of art, its
illegality as vandalism, the politics of resistance and its marketability as merchandise in the
market place. She further asserts that because there are no universally agreed definitions of
all these boundaries, graffiti writing appears to be ”an interstitial practice.” As Brighenti notes
(2010:316), “An interstitial practice is precisely a practice about whose definition and
boundaries different social actors hold inevitably different conceptions.” It is interstitial
because, when we look at it from the perspective of one of the different social fields just
mentioned, writing seems to be located precisely in a residuum of one of those fields.

Durmuller’s (1988:1) definition of graffiti as “written cultural phenomena making use of both
symbolic and iconic language” has some appeal because it does not differentiate nor imply
judgement about the differing form graffiti might take or the function it may fulfil. Willet
(1996:1) defined graffiti as

unauthorized inscription, word, figure, painting or other defacement that is written,
marked, scratched, sprayed, drawn, affixed, painted or engraved on any surface of
public or private property by any graffiti implement to the extent that it was not
authorized in advance by the owner or occupant of the property.

While I find this definition overly descriptive of graffiti form, and reject the judgement implied
by the use of the term “defacement”, references to graffiti being “unauthorized” and “on any
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surface of public or private property” are useful inclusions. For the purposes of this study my
working definition of graffiti is: “Unauthorised written cultural phenomena making use of
both symbolic and iconic language on any surface of public or private property.”

Throughout this study individuals practising graffiti will be referred to as graffitists or graff
writers. Graff writers is the term most commonly used by social researchers. The exception
to this is researchers primarily focussed on a criminal or forensic perspective who tend to use
terms such as “vandals” or “deviants”, or describe the act of graffitiing as “deviant” or “antisocial behaviour”.

While graffiti is not a new phenomenon, having been commonly documented in ancient
Greek, Roman and Egyptian civilizations (Ohlsen 2010, Caminos 1976) amongst others, there
has been an explosion of graffiti in urban environments over the past decade or more. In
bustling cities in Western, middle Eastern and Asian countries the residents, shopkeepers,
business and property owners, drivers of delivery trucks and vans, and even visitors, are
bombarded by a juxtaposition or intersection of commercial advertising and graffiti. Both
dominate our contemporary visual landscape and each elicits a diversity of reactions and
responses.

Graffiti appears in public places; on buildings and walls, in pedestrian laneways, on poles and
fire hydrants, at tram stops and bus shelters, on trains and delivery vans; places where it can
be seen by others. It is highly visible by intent. According to Bruner and Kelso (1980: 241),
“the writing of graffiti is an essentially social act…. To write graffiti is to communicate; one
never finds graffiti where they cannot be seen by others.”
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However, graffiti’s illegality means making it visible can be a particular challenge for graff
writers. They commonly undertake their activities at night to avoid detection by authorities
adding another element of risk to their sometime death-defying scaling of multiple storeyed
buildings or entry into areas under electronic surveillance such as railway sidings and yards.
Graffiti has become a part of our everyday urban landscape and aesthetic. Yet graffiti remains
a highly contentious social practice which polarises public opinion and challenges more
traditional understandings of space, place, belonging and community. As a form of social
discourse graffiti is an activity which may appear to the passerby or outsider to be unhindered
by “normal” or standard rules of communication. Contemporary urban environments provide
the backdrop or forum for the discourse, but who are the participants in this dialogue and
what is the conversation really about? Is it one conversation or many, and how can these be
interpreted to enrich our understanding?

A contemporary urban setting
The study looks at the dynamic impact of graffiti in Fitzroy and the areas on its fringe, the
majority of which fall within the municipal boundaries of the City of Yarra which includes the
areas of Fitzroy, Collingwood and Richmond. Fitzroy is one of the oldest parts of inner
Melbourne. The area belonging to the Woiworung tribe became Melbourne’s first suburb and
smallest municipality when it was separated from the City of Melbourne in 1858. Fitzroy, like
other old, congested inner suburbs witnessed immense diversity over time. The Fitzroy
History Society website 1 provides the following insight into the evolving nature of Fitzroy from
those early days:

1

http://www.fitzroyhistorysociety.org.au/hist.php accessed August 2013
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In the early years of European settlement, Fitzroy was considered such a pleasant
place that large houses were built on Eastern Hill. Later North Fitzroy, separated from
the older south by the Reilly Street drain (now Alexandra Parade at the end of the
Eastern freeway) set the residential tone. Fitzroy is the most complete repository in
Melbourne of the kinds of buildings erected in the early colonial years, the great
period of bluestone construction. Fitzroy also has Melbourne’s oldest surviving terrace
houses in Gertrude Street. Fitzroy became a compatible mix of light industry and
residential housing. Progressively the neighbourhood acquired a distinctive, though
continually changing character.

The economic depression of the late nineteenth century reduced Southern Fitzroy to a
rundown depressed area occupied by those who were economically and socially
disadvantaged. Churches and charitable groups worked with residents who were unemployed
or suffering other hardships. It is interesting to note that there are a number of welfare
organisations which have remained in Fitzroy to this day. By the 1930’s Fitzroy was regarded
as a slum filled with criminals and prostitutes by many Melbournians. As part of a slum
clearance strategy in the 1950s the State Government replaced large tracts of streets and
housing with multi-storeyed apartment blocks.

In this era there were dances and debutant balls in the Town Hall and football at the
Brunswick Street Oval on Saturdays. Older residents recall going to the Fitzroy Baths in the
days when a bathroom with a bath and running hot water was a luxury.

Dispossessed of their land, the Aborigines began to congregate in Fitzroy, especially between
the wars. They stayed and made many parts of Fitzroy their own. Other European, Middle
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Eastern and Asian immigrants have lived in Fitzroy as a staging post on their journey to the
suburbs.

The period since the 1950s has seen an increasing focus on urban renewal, and more recently
the gentrification of its existing cottages and factories. These small renovated homes and
refurbished warehouse apartments are in stark contrast to the high rise public housing towers
for low income families and individuals. The public housing estates are located on main
thoroughfares and intersections in Fitzroy and Collingwood. Residents in these housing
towers include those born in Australia, and various waves of migrants over several decades.
An example of this is Atherton Gardens in the Fitzroy estate which consists of four 20-storey
tower blocks and 800 dwellings in all, which house some 2000 residents. It is home to a multiethnic, multi-lingual and multi-faith population living in low-income households. A significant
minority of residents on the estate arrived in Australia from Vietnam and speak Vietnamese
as their preferred language. More than thirty languages are spoken by residents from
countries including China, Turkey, the former Yugoslavia, Spain, Greece, Iran, Iraq, Laos, the
Philippines, Somalia and Ethiopia (Hopkins et al 2005). By the early 1990s there were more
than seventy ethnic groups represented in Fitzroy. Fitzroy therefore provides an eclectic mix
of the old and the new, the young and ageing, the “foreign” and the “local”, and those who
might be termed “professional” and “upwardly mobile” and those who are reliant on social
security for their survival.

Fitzroy is also known for a culture of bohemianism, for example being the original home of
Melbourne's Fringe and MidSumma Festivals, and having spawned a unique array of coffee
shops in the 1960s and 70s, and boutique clothing designers and quirky book and music stores
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years before they became popular elsewhere in Melbourne. In recent years Fitzroy has
become known for the growth of its “retro” clothing shops, its cafes, bars and music venues,
and in particular, for the vibrancy and proliferation of the graffiti located within its
boundaries. There is a duality to Fitzroy. While it provides an ideal setting in which diverse
voices, including those relating to graffiti, may flourish, it is also Melbourne's smallest suburb
in terms of area, being only approximately 100 hectares. Given the concentrated nature of
this area, space, for whatever purpose, is at a premium.

There are highly contested battles being fought for space and place within Fitzroy and its
surrounds by graffitists and those who oppose them, between graffitists disagreeing about
what constitutes “legitimate” or “true” graffiti, and in recent times between graffitists and
those who differentiate themselves as “street artists”. In my research I have sought to learn
more about the interface between graffitists and their protagonists and antagonists, and to
gain some understanding and insight into why there is a proliferation of graffiti in urban
environments like Fitzroy. More generally, I am interested in the characteristics of inner
Melbourne which attract graffitists, including those of international standing, to write
themselves into the landscape of this contemporary inner urban environment.

Engaging within the community
The study builds on previous research undertaken by me in recent years. It extends the
exploration by moving from a primarily observational approach to one that is highly
interactive. As a researcher I bring an in-depth knowledge of the local terrain and a willingness
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to explore its hidden laneways and back streets, as well as its main thoroughfares. This is
combined with extensive social networks I have built up with local residents, workers,
students and business owners as well as trusted intermediaries who have credibility with
graffitists within and beyond the local boundaries. Part of my research strategy relied on my
daily visibility in the local area and the build up of rapport or credibility in situations where it
may not have already existed. This raised the question of how I conceptually positioned
myself within the study, and whether there were any implications which needed to be
understood and articulated to provide clarity about the validity of both the research process
and any research findings.

In her exploration of autoethnography Voloder (2008: 27) notes that,
Anthropologists working at ‘home’ or in the realms of the familiar often share a
considerable sense of connection with participants. In these contexts, the researcher’s
potential position as an ‘insider’ offers particular opportunities for utilising self as a
key resource.

During my fieldwork many participants acknowledged me as a local and appeared to assume
a shared understanding of the issues and factors at play in our local community. I also shared
connections with some individuals that existed prior to this study. The benefit of this was that
it not only provided opportunities for open dialogue, but on occasion extended my social
networks by way of introduction or by a willingness of the participant to contact third parties
locally who may have been interested in the research, or specific key informant activities.
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The diversity of my social networks meant that my reach into the local community was
reasonably extensive and ever expanding: a ripple effect which kept the momentum going.
At times some members or participants of these social networks would, unsolicited, take on
a role of quasi research assistant or “spotter”. When we next ran into each other in the street
or café they would enthusiastically regale me with ideas about who else I might meet with,
an interesting discussion they may have had with local graffitists known to them, refer me to
an article they had just seen in that day’s newspaper or advise me of the location of a new or
topical graffiti piece they had noted in their movement around the local community.

The places where I would meet and interact with people were not specially arranged or
assigned for this research, but rather were part of my daily journey cycling around the local
environment. It was one that I was intimately familiar with, in which I had extensive social
networks and which provides ready and everyday access to the field. There was never a
shortage of people to speak with while having my daily coffee or through chance encounters
cycling along the streets and laneways of Fitzroy.

I concur with Voloder’s (2008:28) perspective that:

the autoethnographic approach … provides a strategy for negotiating the challenge of
incorporating personal reflection into ethnography and utilising self to understand the
experiences of others…Incorporating one’s own personal experiences into
ethnography is a delicate exercise. Including measured amounts of ‘self’ into the study
requires traversing the not so clear boundaries between insightful reflection and selfabsorbed indulgence, the intention being to allow the inclusion of self to inform the
study without overwhelming it with the researcher’s presence.
20

This was particularly pertinent when I had discovered that my public bike rack sculptures in
Brunswick Street Fitzroy had been graffitied overnight. My first reaction had been “Oh no!”
in response to the interference with these pieces. However, I reflected on this initial reaction,
its potential alignment to that of shopkeepers or residents experiencing unsolicited graffiti on
their property, and laughed at the irony of this situation given the subject of this thesis. The
bike rack sculptures continue to be regularly graffitied and my response has become one of
an interested researcher and observer, rather than the emotional investment of an owner or
artist.

The design of this study is interactive by intent. Indeed, it can be seen to engage in the very
dialogue it seeks to understand. Given the diversity of potential informants and data sources,
multiple strategies have been devised and implemented to encourage optimal participation.
This study, as with other studies involving the recruitment of a sample of individuals engaged
in illegal activities, necessitated the collection and triangulation of data from multiple sources.
The research methodology included: a self-administered survey of graffitists, a comprehensive
photographic diary of local graffiti collected throughout the research period (and the period
immediately preceding this), thematic analysis of graffiti-related media and written
community responses to two graffiti-themed exhibitions held in local cafes, and conversations
with a range of local people. In addition, a decision was made to explore some of the key
issues and themes using a small number of more detailed case studies from the fieldwork.

My priority in undertaking this engagement was one to one/person to person interaction
wherever possible. When done well, such engagement provides an opportunity to build
rapport and to delve beneath the surface of the initial social conversation. As Madden (2010:
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67) observes, “Interviewing as a means of establishing knowledge is utterly
pervasive…interviewing does remain one of the most important ways of knowing others.” The
interactions ranged from unstructured conversational exchanges, which Madden terms
“ethnographic interviews”, to nine more structured one to one interviews with questions or
conversation starters provided to the informant prior to interview (attachment 1).

The self-administered survey (attachment 2) was distributed to graffitists by an intermediary.
This individual, a longstanding social contact of the researcher, had previously been a graffitist
and had maintained good networks with current graffitists in the local area. The survey was
structured to firstly seek basic demographic information about age and gender, then to
explore experiences and perspectives in relation to a range of factors. These included, for
example, the nature of their initial introduction to graffiti, motivation/s then and now,
whether graffiti was undertaken as an individual or as a member of a group, the focus or
nature of their graffiti and determinants of site selection. The survey concluded with
questions seeking comment about whether anything might stop them pursuing graffiti in the
future, what they categorized as graffiti, how important it was/was not to them and anything
else they wanted to say about graffiti in Melbourne. The survey was trialled as a draft with
two graffitists who provided positive feedback about its brevity, ease of understanding, and
an overall comment that it was interesting to do and should be well received. Care was taken
with the construction of questions and the overall literacy level of the survey to make it as
inclusive and accessible as possible. Seven surveys were completed by graffitists and returned
to me via the intermediary.
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Another component of the methodology was self-funded fieldwork in New York City and
Berlin: two cities known internationally for their graffiti. I met with graffitists at each site to
provide an international context for my research, and to learn more about the regulatory
framework of the state and the currency of graffiti culture and “community” in each
contemporary urban setting.

The concept of the “ethnographic gaze” is typically used to define how anthropological modes
of looking at their research subjects tends towards “objectification”, and is therefore often a
reification of unequal power relations. The “ethnographic gaze” has application to all forms
of ethnographic observation including direct observation, photography, video, film and audio.
Photography is one form of ethnographic observation I find fascinating, and that is of
particular relevance in this regard. In this thesis I use photographs as a way of enabling
dialogue with my research subjects. In addition, the inclusion and analysis of visual images
are integral components of the study because there is simply no better way for the reader to
share some of the experiences of the researcher. Words alone would be inadequate to try to
capture the diversity, public visibility, vibrancy and visual expression of so much graffiti, nor
its transitory nature and the changes occurring within a site over several days or weeks.
Graffiti has been produced to be seen; it is for an audience of some sort - be it graffiti peers,
the public at large or authorities and institutions. The use of visual images is important
because as Madden (2010: 106-7) has stated,

images can be powerful and affecting devices; they can move people to extremes of
emotion, they can add a sense of validity in the way they allow a reader to see exactly
what the ethnographer saw, they can pick a reader up and drag them into the text in
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a way that a purely textual strategy could not…Images offer tantalising insight,
perhaps the sort of insights that could be gained by no other experience but being
there.

The photographic diary of graffiti images was a constant activity throughout the research
phase, and continues beyond this study. The images were captured using a camera on most
occasions, although from time to time there was also recourse to the quick use of the camera
on my mobile telephone. Emmison and Smith (2000:22) note that, “…the generation of and
use of photographic still images, primarily by ethnographically oriented researchers, is an
additional means of documenting social and cultural processes.”

Of particular interest was the work of Sarah Pink (2001, 2008) with visual ethnography and
what she refers to as “mobilising visual ethnography” (2008: article 36:1). Pink is interested
in an analysis of how routes and mobilities are represented in local visual culture. Referencing
the work of the philosopher Edward Casey she argues that the primary context for research
activities is “place”, and wants to understand the emplacement of others and the practices
through which the places they form part of are continually reconstituted (Pink, 2008: article
36:3). Her interest in movement as a form of placemaking resonates when considering the
mobility evident in graffiti and the movement of graff writers as they, via the visibility of their
unique identifier, move around the inner urban space, undertaking their journeys of
expression and place making.

This rich photographic essay is complemented by key informant interviews with a range of
significant stakeholders such as graffitists, local residents, business owners and graffiti
cleaners. The case studies featured in Chapter Two tease out some of the complexity and
24

interwoven themes such as graffiti and identity, place and political expression that began to
emerge when reflecting on the dynamic that graffiti appeared to generate.

As well as providing a visual component in the thesis itself, images were actively engaged with
as part of the research data collection process. Two graffiti-themed exhibitions were mounted
at a local café over a two year period. Café patrons were provided with framed photographic
images of local graffiti and individual statements expressing an opinion about graffiti. Several
copies of a statement about the focus and requirements of La Trobe University in relation to
the research study were pasted up in key positions around the exhibitions. Each of the ten
tables in the café had a book with a pen attached and an invitation to anonymously write
personal responses to, or comment about, graffiti. This was a resource-intensive activity
building on months of work photographing graffiti and seeking initial community opinions. In
addition, time was required to find and secure a suitable community venue and further, to
frame and mount the exhibition. However it proved to be a highly effective strategy resulting
in a collection of approximately three hundred written opinions over two separate three week
exhibitions. Being a regular patron of this local café also provided unique opportunities to
observe the reactions of customers to the exhibition, and on occasion, to witness the fierce
debate the graffiti theme generated amongst some patrons. Analysis of this data revealed a
cross section of opinions and an apparent subtle shift more generally in community opinion
over the two year period of the research.

Exploring the influence and impact of graffiti on people in this study provides a unique
learning opportunity to consider the characteristics of a modern urban environment and the
responses these evoke in contemporary society. This exploration therefore contributes to a
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greater awareness of the diversity of expression and form that graffiti provides. The images,
experiences and differing perceptions of graffiti captured in this thesis contribute to
reflections about issues such as concepts of place (Gieryn 2000), the need to engage with the
social, political and cultural dimensions of space (Rau 2009), identity and the tension of trying
to straddle or transition two sub-cultures (MacDarmid & Downing 2012) and the impact of
mainstreaming elements of graffiti subcultures (Ferrell 1997, Snyder 2009).

If I do have a personal bias or interest in relation to particular forms of graffiti, it is probably
leaning towards the written word and the battle of words that is happening on Fitzroy’s walls.
Even so, I accept all types of graffiti – overtly political, tagging, art, humour – as equally
legitimate expressions in the visual dialogue of the streets explored here. Speaking more
generally, for me the focus is not about concepts of “good” or “bad” graffiti, or more
particularly the aesthetics of what constitutes art. As a social researcher I am interested in
people and the nuances and sociological understandings associated with concepts of value
that such expressions reflect, contested space and factors contributing to how cultures
change.

An overview of the thesis
This thesis is a journey through the streets, laneways and parks of Fitzroy and the complexity
and multiplicity of roles that are revealed by graffiti therein. Graffiti is a dynamic form of
creative expression that is performed by and negotiated amongst numerous competing social
groups. The dynamic social and political expressions and relations that were experienced and
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recorded during eighteen months of fieldwork in Melbourne’s inner north suburb of Fitzroy
are described via the daily journey and encounters in the field in Chapter One, and captured
in numerous fieldwork vignettes in Chapter Two. Chapter Three outlines contemporary
theoretical perspectives on “space” and “place” and highlights how these assist in
understanding graffiti as a dynamic social practice. It focuses on graffiti as an expressive arena
in which diverse individuals and groups compete for legitimacy through particular forms of
aesthetic expression. Chapter Four links these practices within the overarching context of
state and legal control. The Conclusion draws the arguments together to answer the key
research question: What is the dynamic social and political role of “graffiti” in the
neighbourhood of Fitzroy, and how is this expressed in the practice and aesthetic expression
of graffiti as contested in urban public space?
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CHAPTER 1: THE JOURNEY BY BIKE
As well as being a social researcher I have always enjoyed creating something visual whether
it be a painting, print making or a sculpture. Several years ago I designed and constructed two
sculptured bicycle racks for public use by cyclists. The prime source of materials was recycled
metal pieces from local iron foundaries which were closing down, and factories being sold
and converted into residential properties in and around Fitzroy. This was supplemented by
other metal items found discarded in the streets and laneways of this community. Once
completed, these sculptures were permanently positioned in Brunswick Street, Fitzroy – a
main thoroughfare in the municipality. While riding past these bike racks a few years later
something caught my eye. Something had changed. I moved closer and circled one of the
sculptures trying to take in what had occurred. “Oh no, graffiti on my bike racks!” And so
began my journey into the world of graffiti.
Image 2: “Oh No – graffiti on my bike racks!”

In those earlier years cycling around Fitzroy on my bike, there were stickers on the pole l
chained my bike up to. However, l barely took any notice of them and my environment more
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generally, apart from the coffee shops I frequented. Now graffiti jumps out at me everywhere
– on lanes, poles, seats, tram stops, buildings; few surfaces appear to be untouched.
The research is also a narrative about my physical and intellectual journey through graffiti in
my local inner urban environment of Fitzroy. It is a community of which I am part; my
community, where I live and socialize, and in which I freely move about on a daily basis. As
Passaro (1997:153) recounts, “I did not enter and re-enter the field every day – the New York
I lived, worked and played in was all ‘the field’ “. Fitzroy was “the field” for me and I was
immediately immersed in it the moment I opened the front door of my house and began my
twice daily cycling journey. There was no need to introduce or paint myself into the field; it
was and is there as part of my everyday existence, and the riches it provides never cease to
stimulate and excite me. Living in this local community is part of my identity and I suspect
over time, in some quarters at least, I may be a tiny part of its identity and character also.
Along the course of this journey I encountered numerous individuals who were connected by
various threads to graffiti. The majority of people wanted to talk about their experience and
a number would regularly pull me aside to share their latest involvement with graffiti. The
daily cycling ride also continually reinforced the fact that graffiti is by its very nature not static.
Graffiti pieces were seldom permanent, rather they were transient expressions that faded
into obscurity or more commonly were cleaned off only to be replaced by new pieces. Each
encounter or observation prompted reflection and a continuing refinement of the questions
these often raised.

Figure 1: Daily cycling route taken in Fitzroy by researcher
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My journey began from the moment I stepped outside my front door. The pages which follow
provide glimpses of scenes and chance encounters from my everyday cycling trips.

The ambivalence of the graffiti cleaner
It was not uncommon for my first encounter of the day to begin with the contracted graffiti
cleaner who undertook a weekly clean up of the bus shelters on the local route to and from
the city, including the shelter directly in front of my house. Over time we had several
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conversations about new graffiti he had noted in the area, his personal graffiti preferences
(likes and dislikes, as he described himself these days as “a collector of good graffiti” which
he hung on the walls of his house), and the occasional frustrations of the job.
Image 3: Contracted graffiti cleaner who collects graffiti

He explained that he had even left notes at several bus shelters for one graffitist whose work
he particularly admired, explaining to him that prosecution would be less likely if he used
paint rather than etching his work into the shelter walls. The paint could be removed, but the
scratched glass or perspex surfaces were expensive to replace. At what point did the cleaner
start to engage with graffiti as a form of expression? His shift over time was in stark contrast
to a council worker who attended one of the graffiti-themed exhibitions I mounted and
commented that “Graffiti is a social disease and springs from the hip hop generation in
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America – they have gotten over it – we haven’t. I am a Graffiti Officer in (suburb name
deleted) and I can tell you what a pain in the arse it really is.”

The battle for place
In the latter stages of the fieldwork, in a small laneway only about one hundred metres from
my home, I encountered at least three different groups of graffitists on separate occasions
painting up new pieces during the day. While some wore hoods in an apparent attempt to
disguise their identity, others were more confident in not covering their faces, with one group
even bringing ladders to assist them reach the higher levels of the double storey factory wall
on that laneway. Not only was the length of this laneway being covered with graffiti pieces,
but something else was happening that piqued my curiosity. Within a few days of a new piece
being sprayed up on the wall, other individuals or groups would appear and paint another
graffiti piece directly over the first work. This was surprising as in previous research
discussions with graff writers, both here and in New York, they had consistently articulated
that a fundamental “rule” of graffiti was never to paint over the work of another graffitist. A
local graffitist I had interviewed said the only exception was if the original piece was “crap,
done by a beginner, an amateur” and then, if inclined, “you’d just go for it!”. As my fieldwork
advanced past the first six month period I began to notice a number of graffiti “pieces” that
had been painted over or attacked in some way. These observations did heighten my
awareness of a sense of tension in some locales within the research area.
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Image 4: Daytime graffitists in a local laneway

During my fieldwork in New York, one New York graffitist had been far more unequivocal in
explaining to me that not only was it “not on” to paint over the work of another, but that
punishment would be meted out, particularly if the culprit/s were unrepentant or tried to
deny responsibility for their action. As Chief69 (graffiti street name) said,
If we find them we say they have to pay up by giving the first graffitist/s good quality
paint or money for paint. If they refuse or try to get out of it then they’ll get beaten
up for sure! They have to learn; it’s just not on. They have to show respect. Respect is
important. A lot of them are just amateurs; they don’t use the right paints, don’t know
what they’re doing and don’t even know how to do outlines properly!
In reflecting on these rules and the apparent breach of these locally I began to wonder about
what was really happening in this small laneway in North Fitzroy? What was the battle about,
between which parties and were there any consequences for the participants and their
perceived lack of respect for the graff writing of others? Given there was an abundance of
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unused wall space for new graffiti pieces further down the same laneway, what was really
going on here? The contested space which constituted the battleground was definitely more
publicly visible as it was on the corner of the laneway and the street, and therefore could be
readily observed by the many cars and pedestrians traversing this street. But were positioning
and visibility the only issues at play? I return to this example of contested space in Chapter
Three.

The transitory nature of graffiti
Two weeks earlier I had encountered three young women on the side street less than twenty
metres away from the laneway, but on the opposite footpath. Cycling towards them I noticed
that two of them were doing something on the footpath while the third was taking
photographs of the event. While chatting to each other they were taking turns using thick
pastel-coloured chalks to write their message of “Equal Love” for all on the footpath.
Image 5: Equal Love – One Way
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After I introduced myself and the focus of my research they were not only eager to converse,
but also insisted that I take photographs of them. In discussion they explained that their chalk
piece was in support of the right of gay people to marry in the same way that heterosexual
members of the community could. They said they had chosen the rainbow because not only
was it an acknowledgement of all people, but it was also a symbol of hope. Within two days
the rain had washed this political statement away emphasizing the temporary nature of chalk
graffiti, but also the determination of the graff writers to make a timely public statement
while this issue was prominent in the media.

In another part of Fitzroy other residents were outraged and protesting about the Council
trying to include the use of chalk on pavements under graffiti laws and local regulations.
These residents had used chalk to write that “THIS IS NOT GRAFFITI!!” and further that “IT IS
NOT ILLEGAL 2 DRAW!!” (Despite using Photoshop it may be difficult for the reader to clearly
see the first part of this message. I returned the next day to re-photograph the piece only to
find the rain had washed it away).
Image 6: It is not illegal 2 draw!!
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Two years earlier another Council had tried to fine a local café proprietor for providing chalk
to customers accompanied by young children so that when they were dining outside on the
pavement area the children could entertain themselves. The fine had been rigorously pursued
by Council officers despite the fact that the cafe owner used water to remove the drawings
and markings at the end of each day. The local outcry against the stance of that Council
eventually led to the matter being dropped at that time. However, a recent similar example
within Fitzroy would indicate that this matter is not resolved, at least in the eyes of local
authorities. Even when graffiti has a very short life span, as in the case of the chalk drawn
examples, its existence is a challenge to perceptions of social order and control for some
members of the community.

Graffiti and the mural
Perhaps one of the more difficult to categorise interactions occurred a little further into my
daily ride. One day I noticed a woman cleaning graffiti off one wall of a building. In discussion
she advised me that she was the owner of the property which was her home, and that she
was cleaning off the tagging, but trying to retain or save some of the other historic graffiti
that she valued. This included a number of small stenciled pieces and one or more political
statements or slogans. This individual, like many of the respondents to the graffiti-themed
exhibitions, had singled out tagging as one aspect or form of graffiti that she found
unacceptable and difficult to understand. We discussed my research and she also insisted that
I photograph her and expressed a hope that I would be able to include the photo and her
experience and perspective as part of the thesis. The conversations continued in the ensuing
months, and when she was approached by young German street muralists visiting Melbourne,
permission was provided to paint a mural on the outside walls of her two storey residence.
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Image 7: Selective removal of tagging by a local home owner

It is interesting to note that because the young visiting muralists had the permission of the
home owner to undertake their unpaid work, the local authorities were happy to provide
some of the equipment for the artists to safely reach the height of the top of the walls on a
busy part of Brunswick Street in Fitzroy. I visited the site each day as it was directly on my
route, engaging in conversation with the three visitors about the focus of my research study.
They were interested, but indicated that they were artists, or to be more specific muralists,
and definitely did not consider themselves as graffitists. They were travelling around trying to
find opportunities to paint their public murals and thus contribute, as they explained, to the
contemporary street art scene of Melbourne. They had been drawn to Melbourne because of
its international reputation for graffiti and street art.
It took me by surprise when one day they asked me to add something to one of their walls.
Despite being a visual artist as well as a researcher, but being unprepared on this occasion,
all I could think to write or draw on the spot was simply my name!
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Images 7 & 8: Young travelling muralists from Germany paint resident’s walls with owner permission
and invite researcher to contribute

The muralists were treated with respect, provided with assistance in terms of equipment to
ensure they could safely reach the higher levels of the walls, and were welcomed by Council
and the home owner as adding cultural value to the area. Crowds of bystanders would gather
each day to watch the painting of the mural. I do not believe the actions of these muralists
were perceived in any way as challenging concepts of public and private space, and their
enthusiastic approach to their worth gathered admirers.

Graffiti as a public tribute
Continuing on my journey I noticed a large graffiti piece which resembled the “tribute walls”
I had been shown by American graffitists in New York in 2012. In earlier years I had noticed a
number of these tribute walls around Fitzroy, but they had tended to be of international cult
figures such as Jimi Hendrix or Malcolm X rather than local or national icons.
Image 9: Tribute wall to Jimi Hendrix in Fitzroy in 2010
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More recently, in Fitzroy a large section of a boundary fence had been painted with the head
and partial initials of a local street identity known to the researcher and many residents and
business owners in the community. In this instance graffiti had been used to capture or
immortalise a highly visible and iconic local character.
Images 10 & 11: An iconic Fitzroy figure captured in an uncommissioned graffiti piece

This graffiti tribute in Fitzroy was never subject to tagging nor further graffitiing over it. This
tribute graffiti was an innovative way of engaging people without direct personal contact, but
could also be interpreted as building or strengthening a social connection to that local space.
Similarly I noted that the North Fitzroy house wall painted with the Aboriginal indigenous red,
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black and yellow flag had remained unadorned by graffiti for almost a decade. It seems certain
images are simply too sacred to touch, even by taggers. These walls are reminders to all who
pass that there is a social fabric to community; that there are people or peoples who have a
story to tell.
Images 12: Remember Me

In New York the pieces that I saw tended to capture iconic cult figures, particularly those
associated with Afro-American culture, music or graffiti. Many of these individuals had died
at a relatively young age and the walls were tributes to their contribution to black American
history - which graffitists explained to me would be otherwise lost. This was emphasized as a
significant way of keeping their culture and contribution in the public memory as they noted
that “our black history is being written out of white American history”. Famous graffiti crews
in New York such Tats Cru often repainted these images annually or new images of other
cultural heroes as a sign of respect and a contribution to their communities. One figure had
been repainted with a new image of the same person annually for the past fourteen years
and a candlelight vigil was held at the wall on the anniversary of his death each year.
Image 13: A tribute wall in Harlem inside the grounds of a local school
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Graffiti polarises community opinion
Another day, I stopped on my bicycle to take a photograph of some graffiti done at the bottom
of a large pasted up advertisement. It had not been there the day before so must have been
done the previous night. A man in overalls watched me then walked behind me and, in a
comment obviously directed to me, simply said “Graffiti! That looks awful.” This sort of
interaction was commonplace and continually reinforced an impression that most people I
encountered in the local community seemed to have an opinion about graffiti and were eager
to share their thoughts, whether or not they had been sought.

The graffitist, the mother and the graffiti removalist
When I would finally reach the café for my morning coffee, a trusted associate would often
greet me with information about a new graffiti piece he had spotted, or with ideas about how
to contact additional local graffitists. He asserted that he “used to do graffiti, but not any
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more”. While conversing over coffee, and observing the inclement weather one day, he
quietly commented that “Rain is the enemy of the graffitist”.
Image 14: “Rain is the enemy of the graffitist”

At the same coffee shop a worker came in for morning coffee and chatted with other
customers, including this researcher. Looking outside I noticed a parked van advertising the
“Graffiti Killers”, a service specialising in graffiti removal and protection for commercial and
industrial businesses. I wandered outside to take some photographs of the van, then returned
to the café and rejoined the casual conversation. After a period the worker got up, said
goodbye to everyone and after leaving the cafe, jumped into the graffiti removalist van and
drove off. For whatever reason he had chosen not to reveal his line of work, and I cursed a
lost opportunity to find out a little more about the experiences of this mobile graffiti
removalist.
Image 15: Outside café – researcher and “graffiti killers” van
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The next day at the same coffee shop (my daily haunt) I was enjoying a bowl of soup at
lunchtime. The woman sitting next to me at the counter starting chatting and we discussed
the focus of my research. She indicated that she was the mother of a very young graffitist and
was visibly upset at the trouble he was getting into including scrutiny by the local police and
court appearances. She was worried about where graffiti might be taking him. As an aside, it
was her young son, the graffitist, who took the photo of us chatting (image 16).
Image 16: The concerned mother of young graffitist in constant trouble with police and the courts

Graffiti morphing into mainstream
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The daily fieldwork also revealed other individuals who had quite a different relationship with
graffiti. One day I observed a smartly dressed man in his late thirties or early forties
photographing a wall with a brightly coloured geometric patterned graffiti piece. He took a
number of images from different angles. I was curious as, whilst it was not unusual to observe
young interstate and overseas tourists being photographed in front of prominent graffiti walls
in Fitzroy, he did not seem to fit this category at all. After introducing myself and the research
study he gave me a business card, explaining that he worked for a design company, was
always scouting for new ideas for their business, and that graffiti was a rich source of ideas
and inspiration.
Another individual to benefit commercially from graffiti was a former graffitist who a number
of years ago had established a business painting what he termed “professional” graffiti-styled
murals on the walls of local businesses keen to deter unwanted graffiti. His business venture
appeared to be going well as I noticed him painting a number of business walls in the Fitzroy
area throughout the research period. He also handed me a business card.
In recent months I was introduced by a mutual friend to another person (female) whose
pieces I had seen throughout Fitzroy. The subject of these large works was usually a large,
doe-eyed female cartoon-like character who was inevitably portrayed as a feisty adventurer
in control of their situation. We began chatting about her work and my research. She handed
me a business card explaining that “When I was younger and pretty immature I used to do
graffiti, but for the past couple of years I’ve been a street artist. You may have seen some of
my work around on Fitzroy and Collingwood walls. They’re murals. A lot of it has been
commissioned by Council to brighten up the area and stop graffiti.”
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Graffiti or street art? The battle begins
Over the past two years I had noted with interest the appearance of a large image of a 1930s
style beautiful and sophisticated looking young woman on various walls around the City of
Yarra. The image of that face became immediately recognisable, with one long side wall of a
very popular Brunswick Street Fitzroy café completely covered by multiple copies of the same
image covering its fifteen metre length. Within weeks this image was reproduced on small
envelope-sized paste ups which suddenly adorned Australia Post mailing boxes, tram stops,
street signs, poles – in fact anywhere you could manage to get one to fit. As a researcher my
curiosity grew when the large image on walls began to be accompanied by words. The first
image bore the words “Can’t Stop”. A few months later another version of the beautiful face
appeared, but this time the wording had subtly changed to “Won’t Stop”. This was intriguing,
particularly when a third image suddenly appeared on a very prominent wall with just one
word “Unstoppable!”.
I eventually met up with Rone, the producer of these images. The face had been inspired by
a close female friend and it was not long before Rone and his associates (he appeared to have
a number of assistants who undertook some of the work on his behalf or assisted him at
times) became highly visible painting the images around Fitzroy during the day. Rone’s fame
quickly grew, he and his work featured in a number of newspaper articles, and over the past
twelve to eighteen months Rone has been invited to paint his “classic beauty” female face at
major public venues or on buildings in New York and Berlin. In 2014 Rone completed a large
commissioned painting of his now recognized face on a prominent building in Collins Street,
Melbourne; the heart of the central business district.
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Image 17 & 18: “Won’t Stop” and Rone and researcher

However, not everyone in the local community was happy about his work. The long wall of
duplicate posters of the female face by Rone attracted the attention of at least one graffitist
who expressed their displeasure with the words “Fuck ART”.
Image 19: “Fuck ART”

Elsewhere, other graffitists expressed their attitude to “street artists”.
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Image 20: “Fucking Street Artists”

Following Rone’s growing profile also raised questions for my research in relation to the
blurring of lines between graffiti and street art. The series of large faces throughout Fitzroy
had been painted on highly visible public walls of local houses and businesses during daytime,
and with permission. Similarly with the large poster paste ups. Only the small stickers bearing
that by now familiar face of beauty perhaps truly fitted my working definition of graffiti. They
appeared on the front and back of traffic signs for motorists, on council street rubbish
receptacles and on poles and posts throughout Fitzroy. However, their sudden appearance
over the course of a week were somewhat reminiscent of a marketing exercise or campaign.

The exceptions to the rule: no comment
Unplanned encounters occurred every week. For example, while riding my bike near home
on my way to lunch in Brunswick Street, Fitzroy I saw a young man about nineteen years of
age or perhaps slightly younger. He was wearing a black hoodie, was average height and was
rather skinny. He had a bag of spray cans on the ground beside him. The young man was

47

graffitiing a tag on a powerline pole only a few feet from me, but on the other side of the
pole. I turned my bike around and rode up to the graffitist saying, “Excuse me, I’m from La
Trobe University and I’m doing my thesis about graffiti and would love to chat with you.”
Before I could say anything more he took off! I pedalled after him on my adult trike trying to
explain that I meant no harm, but he was too fast for me and disappeared around the corner
a block away. This was the first time in my daily cycling trips around the field that I had come
across this flight reaction: most people were eager to engage in conversation about graffiti.
On reflection, he might have mistaken my blue and yellow safety vest for that of a council
worker or a policeman. This young person did not display the confidence of the daytime
laneway graffitists referred to earlier in this chapter. When discussing permission (or
otherwise) to paint the laneway walls one of them had laughed and winking at me
commented “Yeah sure”. They had appeared to be a few years older and were mainly working
in groups of two or three people. As a solo graffitist the younger graff writer had no lookouts
to protect him and so was potentially at greater risk of being reported or apprehended by
police.
On another occasion I cycled by a tall man wearing a hat who was about twenty-five years
old. I stopped when I noticed he had a thick texta and was drawing on a public meter box. We
started talking. He told me that he was an artist. He was drawing figures of people. He
indicated that he did not have permission, but that did not seem to worry him. He was not
particularly interested in the research study as he was too busy drawing. A friend called him
into a nearby house for lunch, and he disappeared without further conversation.
These two encounters were exceptions to the common situation I encountered of individuals
wanting to talk about their activities once they had determined it was safe to do so.
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Initial Reflections
My twice daily journey within the concentrated space of inner Melbourne’s Fitzroy had
provided a fertile field in which to research graffiti. Graffiti was literally everywhere: an
explosion of colour, shapes, characters and statements. Almost every street, laneway, park
or public space I traversed yielded some evidence of its existence and diversity of form. Tags
jostled alongside pieces, throw ups, stencils, paste ups and commercial advertising. For me,
graffiti broke up the predictability and consumer-focussed branding of much of the business
and recreational parts of this urban space. Community feedback about graffiti making
previously invisible spaces visible, or bringing colour into an otherwise grey, lifeless space
flitted through my musings, as did those who voiced concern or anger about this uninvited
intrusion into “ordered” space. This reflection raised questions in my mind about the concepts
of “public space”, “private space”, the control and potential privatisation of public space,
notions of reclaiming public space and the battle for space, and place, that was being played
out in Fitzroy and the precincts on its boundaries. These issues, amongst others which
emerged through the course of this research, are explored in Chapter Three.

The constant changes in the visual landscape observed throughout my fieldwork highlighted
the predominantly transient nature of the majority of graffiti, and contributed to my early
reflection that time was an important element in the graffiti story. “Temporary”, “fleeting”,
“momentary”, “of short duration” are some of the suggested substitutes or alternatives for
the term “transient” in the Thesaurus (Oxford 2007). Time: finding the right time, the safe
time to graffiti; graffiti fading, disappearing, being removed or replaced with new graffiti with the passing of time.
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The diversity of people directly engaged in, or impacted by, graffiti was far more extensive
than I had previously realised. There had been no shortage of informants eager to share their
unique relationship to graffiti. The focus of Chapter Two is people. Case studies are utilised
to explore and describe one or more of the subgroups which emerged during the research
and to begin to draw the battlelines which exist.
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CHAPTER 2: PEOPLE
Chapter Two utilises a series of more detailed case studies or vignettes to delve further into
the stories/narratives of people and their involvement with graffiti. The case studies offer a
unique opportunity to gain some insight into the diverse experiences and perceptions of these
individuals, and to reflect upon the role graffiti has played, or is playing, in their lives. The
stories which emerged from my daily journeys were generally related in person; happening
in the street, cafes and shops and sometimes over a coffee or a casual meal. A small number
of graffitists preferred to respond via a survey. Additional information, particularly from those
who self-identified as street artists, was sourced from direct conversations and a number of
web, blog and YouTube sites devoted to contemporary graffiti and/or street art in inner
Melbourne.

The case study informants have been categorised into four different groupings. The first set
of case studies involves graffitists who see themselves as the “true” graffitists; those for
whom graffiti is a way of life. The second category relates to individuals who are political
activists using graffiti as one means of communicating their issues of protest. The third group
explored via case studies is those who are most commonly referred to by themselves and
others as street artists, and the final study group is local business owners in Fitzroy whose
experience of graffiti is markedly different from the three preceding groups.

Graffiti and the lived experience of “true” graff writers
Ben is now in his early twenties and has been graffitiing for the past ten years. His story, I
exist; I was here traces his early attraction to graffiti throughout his journey from early
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adolescence to young adulthood. This is complemented and contextualised by analysis of
responses to the survey distributed to local graffitists via a trusted intermediary with
credibility in local graffiti networks.

‘I exist; I was here’
I first interviewed graff writer Ben three and a half years ago. At that time, and at his request,
questions were provided in advance of our face to face conversation (Appendix x:
Conversation Starters). At eighteen years of age Ben, a tall but rather stooped young person,
was initially suspicious and somewhat anxious when he agreed to meet in a local café in North
Fitzroy for lunch. He chose the locale and I shouted lunch. As the meal progressed Ben
gradually relaxed and became more involved and animated during the conversation.

Ben told me he had first been attracted to graffiti at about twelve years of age when he
noticed a small character appearing on walls around his local area. He was intrigued by this
and decided he wanted to try it for himself. Ben did not know anyone involved in graffiti so
initially started alone with just a spray can. He was nervous at the beginning and so chose less
visible locations where he could practice what he hoped would become his unique identity
“tag”, learn more about the techniques of graffiti and develop his own toolkit and “tools of
the trade”. Ben used spray cans, but explained that he gradually found out about the
speciality shops in inner Melbourne which catered for graffitists supplying, for example, a
range of nozzles to create different effects. As a secondary school student and later a part
time tertiary trainee, Ben had little money and commented that while he usually shoplifted
basic spray cans from various stores (“it’s easy as and why should I pay?”), he was prepared
to pay for the specialist nozzles and a particular silver paint which he explained was “almost
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impossible to remove from surfaces”. Over time he met other young people who also had an
interest in graffiti. A number became friends. Ben noted that “We’re scattered everywhere
now, but we still catch up when we can.” Ben talked about the various types of graffiti that
he was involved in such as tagging where each person tries to develop an unique “tag” or
identifiable name, “throw ups” which are quick one to two minute works often involving
“filling out bubbly letters”, and “pieces” which are more complicated and intricate works
developed over time. He advised that “You can do tagging anywhere, but it’s different for
pieces. You want to practice these before you put them in a public place.”

He said that it was best to practice in ”chill” areas such as abandoned buildings, bike paths
and main roads by moonlight. However, Ben noted that while it had been easier in earlier
times to access these sort of locations, it was a lot more difficult these days with night lights,
cameras and police, but that these attempts to deter graffitists also “makes me want to do it
even more in this sort of space.” He had found it helpful to work with a couple of others so
that someone could keep an eye out, to “keep guard”, for any unwanted intrusion or
disruption to their late night or early morning graffiti activities.
Images 20-21: graffiti practice sites inside abandoned or empty factories and buildings
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In discussing his graffiti he said that “It takes time to do a full colour ‘piece’; sketching and
designing…and sometimes I might get a friend who’s really good at sketching or whatever to
help.” Ben stressed the importance of making sure that whatever piece he did in a highly
visible location must be of a very high standard, or else risk the derision of other graff writers
who would know it was his work. Developing skills and gaining the respect of his graffiti peers
was very important to Ben. In addition, he talked about the respect and camaraderie
associated with being willing to take risks to undertake graffiti. This had included many
sessions of night time graffitiing of trains or scaling heights to reach that second storey or
taller factory or shop wall to graffiti his multi-layered tag or piece. Ben described how, in his
early graff writing career, he and fellow graffitists would scale or use pliers to cut through the
barbed wire security fences to railway yards, stations and sidings in inner Melbourne. It was
fraught with danger – in part, due to close encounters with speeding trains and live wires, but
also because of the threatening presence of railway security forces who had a reputation for
their heavy-handed response to the intrusion of graffitists. Ben recounted how on at least
one occasion he had been cornered and badly bashed by guards. Another time he had been
arrested and charged with trespass and criminal damage, but as a then minor had been given
a warning by the court with no conviction recorded. The death of two graffitists in separate
incidents on trains in mid 2014 in Melbourne highlights the high level of risk involved in
attempting to graffiti trains, particularly moving ones.

Images 22 - 26: high risk sites for graffiti identified by Ben
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Ben reiterated the point that if a piece was good he would put it in a spot where people would
see it in the future. Later in the conversation he returned to this theme stating that graffiti
was important to him because “I enjoy it; it’s a way of expressing myself, and it shows people
I’ve been here; I was here when I did that.”

Ben had initially adopted and utilised an identity tag which, unbeknown to him, had strong
right wing European associations. Surprisingly, it was his mother who advised him about how
this might be misinterpreted. Within days he had a new unique identifier which he continues
to use to this day. Ben further hinted at the importance of an acknowledgement of his being
here/existing and belonging, which even influenced his choice of graffiti materials reporting
that “I use inks for markers, so it won’t get wiped off.” Similar sentiments and comments were
scattered throughout our first conversation.

This determination to leave a permanent mark of his existence, his unique identifier, was also
evidenced in Ben’s meticulous photographic documentation of the work of himself and others
so that he could, as he explained, remember “what I’ve done, what my friends have done”
and to capture images of really good pieces by others in inner Melbourne. He talked about
the importance of leaving signs and some sort of record that he had been here, was here and
“I exist.” Issues of identity are explored further in chapter 3, but listening to Ben I did reflect
on the work of Ferrell (1995, 1997, 1998, 2001, 2005, 2009) and wondered how relevant this
might be for Ben’s experience. Ferrell, an American researcher, had undertaken numerous
studies focussed on graffiti and graffitists. His research had included observation and multiple
interviews with young graffitists in the course of their activities over several months. Ferrell’s
2005 study hypothesises about the alienating nature of modern urban environments and the
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lack of control individuals, particularly young people, have over their lives. He suggests
contemporary graffiti occurs in an urban environment which is increasingly defined by the
segregation and control of social space: that graffiti is one means for young people to respond
to or resist the alienating nature of such environments.

During our first meeting I had Ben’s full attention when I mentioned that I had recently been
to the Australian Centre for Moving Image (ACMI) in central Melbourne to see a documentary
about graffiti in Melbourne in the 1980s and 1990s. It had been a well researched film
highlighting the subgroups that existed throughout the period, with group members talking
about the importance of belonging to their own group where everyone looked out for one
another. What I had found surprising was the film’s exploration of the group and territorial
battles between graffiti sub-groups even then. Another interesting aspect of the documentary
was the fact that a small number of young women had also been involved in graffitiing in that
era. Two of these young women had spoken about the lengths they had to go to in order to
earn the respect of their male counterparts. In discussion Ben indicated that while he knew a
few females currently doing graffiti, their involvement was still not commonplace and he
believed it took a long time for them to be taken seriously and earn the respect of their graffiti
peers. (As an aside, anecdotally my research had indicated that females were a significant
component of the population self-identifying as street artists; at least in inner Melbourne and
more specifically in Fitzroy).

Ben asked if there was anything else about the documentary that I had noted. Suppressing a
smile I referred to the two key male figures from that period, almost revered as elder
statesmen, who had spoken at length to camera about their desire to pass on their knowledge
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and mantle to the new generation of inner Melbourne graff writers. The next scene in the
film had featured three or four young people, all wearing hoodies to disguise their identity
from the camera, being mentored by the two “old guard” graffitists. Despite the grainy nature
of the black and white film utilised to make individual identification even more difficult, I had
recognized Ben’s slightly stooped and thin physique and told him so. As an eighteen year old
he beamed with pleasure and recounted that it was “an honour; the proudest day of my life”
before adding quietly, “I hope Mum doesn’t find out. She’d flip out big time!”

As well as his pursuit of identity, Ben reflected on the rules or codes of behaviour which bound
“true” graffitists together. Two key non-negotiables were not to copy anyone else’s style and
not to paint over old pieces, especially if they were “really old”, for example “more than ten
or fifteen years old.” These pieces that had lasted the ravages of time, or escaped the
attention of removalists or other graffitists, were held in high regard. The exception to the
rule about not painting over other graffiti was if it was “new and crap”. When asked to explain
what constituted “crap” Ben replied, “someone not better than me.”

Ben expressed annoyance that graffiti by high profile graffitists such as Banksy were now
considered acceptable and valuable, while he battled the threat of legal sanctions and assault,
particularly by railway security guards, for his graffiti. Ben concluded our first interview by
indicating that he saw graffiti as an ongoing part of his life and that ideally, he would like to
exhibit his work in a gallery in the future.

I met with Ben again early in 2014. The intervening years had been extremely difficult for Ben
as he had been unable to find any ongoing employment post-school, had experienced a range
of health and well-being issues including those associated with his increasing use of ‘heavy’
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drugs and appeared less self confident than at our first meeting. He told me that he had been
arrested several times for graffitiing and was due to appear in court in the coming months.
During our conversation Ben reiterated his earlier statement that graffiti was “just part of
who I am. It’s part of my life.” and added that he would “always do graffiti no matter how old
I am. I love it and it’s important to me.” He had participated in one or two small Councilsponsored projects which paid young graffitists modest amounts for transposing their work
from public spaces and surfaces onto canvas. However, he had found these did not live up to
their promise, or at least his expectations. As recounted by Ben, these initiatives were very
short term, failed to assist him in making appropriate connections and therefore had not led
to other gallery or commission opportunities. One sensed from Ben’s attitude and comments,
that these initiatives had been at best naïve or patronising in their conception and
implementation. Ben indicated that he no longer trusted these overtures from those in
control within the mainstream, and if anything, seemed to be more firmly committed to
graffiti as an ongoing part of his life and lifestyle. While he still expressed a particular pride in
finding new, and at times, high risk (physical) sites for his graffiti, he also stated that “I don’t
do trains or railways anymore. It’s too hard with cameras and everything and the railway cops
are just too heavy; always looking for someone to push around and bash up. It’s not fun
anymore.” He was also worried that these locations attracted too much attention and were
more likely to lead to charges and convictions in court. Ben suggested that as he was now
legally an adult the courts might not be as lenient in the future. He was desperate not to get
a conviction

“because I want to go to Berlin and be part of the graffiti scene there. Everyone says it’s great
and I’ve got contacts now because I met some graffitists from Berlin when they came to
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Melbourne to do graffiti and they said to come and visit and stay with them. So all I’d need is
the money for the airfare. If I get a conviction do you think it would affect my passport? Would
it stop me going to Berlin? Better not!”

While I was unsure about Germany, the experience of other acquaintances would suggest
that Ben might have trouble entering America: New York was another famous international
graffiti home he was keen to visit. Ben talked about Melbourne’s international reputation as
one of the key graffiti capitals in the world and said he had met a number of overseas
graffitists who had travelled to Australia, and Melbourne in particular, to experience its graffiti
culture and leave their own mark on it in some way. He seemed pleased that he had been
able to make these connections and was excited by the possibility (assuming no legal barrier
arose) of pursuing his graffiti in other parts of the world. I privately reflected about the
apparent mobility of graffiti and on what Elliott and Urry (2010) referred to as our “mobile
lives” with an increasingly complex, de-traditionalised patterning to personal life. I wondered
whether graffiti was breaking new ground in terms of portable personhood with its seeming
ability to transpose the concept of placemaking from a locally bound setting to an
international one. Elliott and Urry’s work raises theories about the global narrative of
mobility, technology and personal identity by exploring the impact on individuals of living in
a world which is not constrained by spatial and temporal boundaries. For graffitists
technologies such as the internet, YouTube, blogs and twitter are overcoming distance and
time to enable their unique relationships with space and place to be shared globally, and in
doing so, opening doors for further connection and participation.
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Ben’s stated commitment to graffiti as part of who he was, and as something he would
continue to pursue throughout his adult life, challenges assumptions inherent in some of the
law and order/civil disobedience-focussed graffiti literature (Phillips 1999, Ferrell 1995,
Kramer 2010, White 2001) with its emphasis on various constructs of rebellious youth and
“deviant” behaviour. However others including MacDarmid & Downing (2012) have
suggested that graff writers in their study cohort began to compartmentalise their graffiti and
mainstream lives as they moved into adulthood. They suggest that the reward or perceived
benefit from their pursuit of graffiti changes as the person moves from adolescence through
their twenties and beyond. This theme is explored in more detail in chapters three and four,
and it may go some way towards an understanding of the rise of street art over the past five
years in inner Melbourne.

Towards the end of our second interview Ben touched on the subject of street artists. He did
not perceive their work to be graffiti and felt concern that their rising profile was fuelling a
more generalised intolerance of graffiti within the community. Ben also talked about street
artists basically being paid to paint murals to deter graffiti and graffitists. His prime concern
was that graff writers now competed with street artists for the limited public space which did
exist in inner Melbourne. Ben accepted the inevitability of tension between graffitists and
authorities over space, but was angered by individuals who he saw as artists using the street
as a stepping stone on their artistic pathway into galleries, commissions, patronage and the
market place for art, at the expense of graffitists.
This tension between graffitists and street artists was a central conflict over the use of public
space that became apparent in my ethnographic research, and also reflected a possible
generational conflict between younger and more established graff writers. Those writing on
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graffiti such as MacDairmid & Downing (2012) who have looked at age as a factor, have
primarily focussed on young people moving away from practices of graffiti as they move into
early adulthood. Changes in the form or genre of visual expression utilised by graff writers as
they move out of adolescence has not been a significant area of study to date.
Survey feedback by local graffitists
The self-administered survey developed for this ethnographic study was distributed and
collected by an intermediary trusted by the local graff writers. The intermediary advised that
the respondents were males aged in their mid twenties to early to mid thirties. The
experiences and opinions of the seven survey respondents echoed many of the themes
emerging from the interviews with Ben. When asked about the age at which they first began
experimenting with graffiti the respondents were generally a little younger than anticipated
with ages ranging from eight years of age through to fifteen. The informants were attracted
to graffiti at that time for a variety of reasons such as “music, culture lead me to the world of
graffiti”, “the colour’s 2, individuality, expression” and “art and danger”. One person had
started with a friend, but others, similar to Ben’s experience, had begun their graffiti journey
alone and either continued graffitiing alone or had joined with others in a group. These graff
writers carried out their graffiti activities in Fitzroy, Collingwood, Brunswick and North
Melbourne. When asked how they decided where they would do their graffiti the answers
could be summarised by the following two statements: “I like to get a place where no one
else can get to” and “Up high above building’s , so that people driving can glance at the piece”.

2

Note: Many of the graff writers and other interlocutors cited in this thesis used idiosyncratic spellings and these
are reproduced faithfully here.
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Like Ben, when asked why graffiti was important to them, informants cited reasons such as
“It’s my life”, “It’s my life. It can tell a story.” and “It’s an old and new way of expressing your
imagination”. Graffiti appeared to hold a central role in their lives and in their narration or
sharing of themselves as individuals. In addition, one person who had provided a written
response at one of the graffiti-themed exhibitions I mounted at a local café, had echoed
similar sentiments to Ben and the survey respondents when he or she simply wrote “It’s my
way of life”.
Survey respondents also shared similar perspectives about graffiti that they did not like.

Taggers were the subgroup within the graffiti community who appeared to be almost
universally disliked by everyone. There was little tolerance for what some graff writers
perceived to be a lack of respect and skill associated with tagging. As one survey respondent
noted:
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Ben had talked about the battle with law and order figures such as the railway police and the
courts, and also touched on the battle for space between graffitists and street artists. Graff
writer respondents to the survey had signalled another battleground between “true”
graffitists and taggers; those who were perceived as showing ultimate disrespect to other
graffitists by spraying over the original piece or work. As mentioned previously, this was a non
negotiable rule, both locally and internationally, in the graffitists’ code of behaviour.

Graffiti and overt political protest
While it might be said that graffiti in and of itself could be termed a political act because it
challenges mainstream culture and values, I also wanted to meet and interview individuals or
groups who practised a more overtly political mode of graffiti with clearly identified targets,
issues and statements. This proved more difficult than originally anticipated. While there
were multiple examples of this type of graffiti, unlike other graffiti pieces or expressions, the
graff writers did not use an identifying symbol or tag which could assist in establishing contact
via social networks. However, I was able to interview three local informants with extensive
histories of political activism who were either still practising or had previously utilised graffiti
as one means of voicing their protest. As a long term friend and/or former political ally of
each I was a trusted confidante and they were eager to share their narratives. After initial
conversations the informants requested to see my draft written transcripts of the stories they
had recounted as they believed that this political perspective and lived experience of graffiti
had not been well documented as part of Melbourne’s more recent activist history, and were
keen to add detail where required.
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Their stories, “The new fence”, “Kilroy was here” and “I do have a texta in my bag” are
reproduced verbatim and with their permission. Each was passionate about the importance
graffiti could play, or had played, in communicating political messages to a larger public
audience. As a social researcher I believe their inclusion not only provides some historical
context, but is a useful reference point for reflections about the direction of contemporary
graffiti in inner Melbourne.
Images 28 - 30: Political graffiti in Fitzroy and Carlton 2012-2014

The new fence: L.’s story
The new fence had no graffiti. ‘No War’ had been painted on the old fence in huge bold letters
during the invasion of Iraq. It could be seen from the passing train. It was important to graffiti
the new fence, but the war had passed and something more topical needed to be written. It
was the time of the TV show Big Brother and one of the contestants had just been expelled
from the house. He had hidden a tshirt with ‘free the refugees’ written on the front ready for
this occasion. In front of the television cameras he ripped off his shirt to reveal the message
on his tshirt. By accident the ‘e’ had dropped off the word ‘the’ and so the message that

65

Australia saw was ‘FREE TH REFUGEES’. It caused a sensation. And it gave us the idea for what
to write on the new fence.
It was a cold sunny winter’s afternoon. P. drew the message on the wooden fence pales and
then commenced to colour them in with black paint. A woman walked up to us saying she
lived down the road, was concerned about what we were doing and demanding to know if we
lived in the house.
People stopped in their cars to watch and make calls on their mobile phones. Trains ran past.
It was getting dusk when a police car pulled up. “Keep going” I said to P. anxious we finish
before night came. A big burly cop got out of the car and walked over.
“Had a report from a train driver that two young boys are graffittiing a fence”, he said
scratching his head and looking at us two middle aged women.
“Well we’re not young boys and it’s our fence and we can write on it”, I said.
Image 31: Free th refugees
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‘Got any identification, proof you live here?” asked the cop. I could see P. getting mad. “Keep
going and don’t argue” I said to her as I pulled out my driver’s licence. By this stage two other
police cars had pulled up. The cop went over to check my licence and to discuss what to do
with the others. Twenty minutes later he came back. He was at a loss and then he noticed
there was no ‘e’ in the word ‘the’. “You’ve left off the ‘e’” he said glad to berate us about
something. “Can’t you spell?” One of the other cops pulled out a torch. “Here - some light
might help you get it right” he said. “It’s supposed to be like that” said P. finally finishing. “It’s
from Big Brother. You cops should know about that.” We went inside and the police drove
away.
I worked at the local council and other council workers were amazed. Never heard of anyone
graffitiing their own fence they said. The missing ‘e’ caused people no end of trouble. Someone
came along and drew an ‘e’ in outline, someone came later and painted it in. Other people
came and crossed out ‘free’ and wrote ‘fuck’. One of the neighbours at 3am turned ‘fuck’ into
‘suckle’ and painted a big red heart. One time a car screeched to a halt, a woman got out and
yelled over the fence “Fuck the Refugees.” The sign made it into the local community radio
3CR’s best graffiti calendar. Letters arrived over the course of time from the council offering
free graffiti removal, and asking us if we felt safe living in such a graffittied environment. The
letters were returned with the comments “Graffiti is a political expression and at times a sign
of social morass. LEAVE OUR GRAFFITTI ALONE.” The graffiti is still there waiting for the time
when the fence next needs to be replaced.
The two women who painted the fence continue their political activism through a myriad of
social strategies including protest rallies, the use of plays, short stories and community action
campaigns. In discussion with me the key informant L. admitted that they were surprised by
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the extent of the role the fence and its graffitied message played as a conduit for social
dialogue. They relished the confusion and consternation their direct actions created for public
officials and residents by blurring the boundaries and distinctions between public and private
space and questions about lawful and unlawful activity. As a researcher L’s story raised issues
for me about the intersect between public and private space and utilisation of privately
owned space to cast a public message. Commercially driven corporations had utilised public
space via billboards to promote their products and businesses for decades.
Another informant D. with a long history of political activism, including being shot at by
federal police and subsequently imprisoned for two years for refusing to be conscripted to
fight in Vietnam, recollected a number of political graffiti writings of the 1960s and 1970s.
This included his own high risk graffiti efforts hanging upside down from a railway bridge while
several trains passed directly under the bridge.
Kilroy was here: D.’s Story
“Kilroy”, “Chad” or ”Foo” were some of the names associated with a simple cartoon character
of a nosey face peering over a wall. Although Foo was not actually depicted on the graffito
“OPPOSE FACISM” in Heidelberg I did wonder how much facial discrimination was occurring
in the neighbourhood.
When the anti-conscriptionist John Zarb was jailed we made the same mistake others made
later when student activist Albert Langer was jailed. ‘FREE LANGER’ was daubed on a brick
wall in Alexandra Parade, Fitzroy. Some perplexed commuters were left wondering what a
‘langer’ (or a ‘zarb’) was, and where they could obtain their free sample.

68

During the late 1960s while living in Richmond I daily encountered the paint up ‘KEON TRAITOR
TO ALP’. Stan Keon, former MP for Yarra had championed the ‘Industrial Groups’ and joined
the DLP in 1955. They had long memories in Richmond! Around that time the U2 spy planes
were in the news. On a railway bridge further along my line was a prominent paint up ‘U2
THREATENS YOU TOO’.
I never liked the idea of defacing public property, but Government policies and actions
demanded that protests had to be expressed. I always carried a texta pen and used every
opportunity to write up anti-war/anti-conscription slogans. One night my mate Barry F. and I
painted on a railway bridge between Clifton Hill and Westgarth ‘STOP THE VIETNAM WAR’.
We took it in turns to watch for trains and hold the other’s feet while we painted the slogan
upside down dangling about twenty feet above the railway lines and passing trains. There
were plenty of other paint ups, but that one was truly reckless!
Images 32 - 34: Recent anti-war and conservation graffiti in inner Melbourne
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The third informant in this group was T, a woman in her early 50s who has lived in Melbourne
for over 35 years. She is the daughter of Greek migrants who worked long hours to make a
new life for T and her siblings in Australia. During our conversation T said that she has always
had a strong sense of justice and what is right and fair. She is a longstanding community
activist who hates discrimination of any kind and has campaigned for many years for the rights
of refugees held in detention centres in Australia. T welcomed the idea of a few questions to,
as she put it, “get me going”. We started with the questions and then moved into an easy
conversation and dialogue about T’s experiences over many years.
Images 35-36: Anti-government graffiti in Fitzroy in 2014
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I do have a texta in my bag: T.’s Story
I was about 21 and living in Prahran when I first got involved with graffiti. For me it was
political; I wanted to make statements and was angry at the world. I wanted to let the world
know that I had an opinion that mattered and that it made sense. I started noticing graffiti on
walls, at the railway station and just around the place. In those days graffiti was essentially
just words, and mainly political words at that. I loved it, the wit, the sentiment and the
purpose. The public-ness of it. And knowing what people risked doing it made it even more
attractive. Graffiti was a way that I could use to get my opinion out to the world. But it was
all in code, you couldn’t really tell many people that you were responsible for that great piece
of political insight right there on that huge public wall!!! I started graffiti as part of a group of
friends at first, but then I joined a political women’s group, Feminist Urban Guerilla Movement
(FUGM) and we used graffiti as a means to get our message out there!! We graffitied large
public billboards that used sexist stereotypes of, or denigrated, women. My focus was political
and against the mainstream. I loved the thought that what I wrote on a wall could make
people think; that it was controversial and provocative. We did our graffiti in the inner urban
area of Melbourne because that’s where I lived and played, and also lots of people would see
it.
Image 37: Graffiti NO GOD NO Husband in Carlton in 2012
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In terms of where we did our graffiti, security played a role in deciding where to do it; that is I didn’t want to get caught by the coppers. And I wasn’t into really destroying private property,
so public walls, toilets, train stations were the obvious choices. However, once we did graffiti
a real estate agent’s window because they were despicable landlords who had treated people
unfairly.
Image 38: Contemporary graffiti about disreputable property agents in Fitzroy in 2014

We just used spray cans, and once we even used a paint brush and paint. And as stated before,
we did political messages, so it was words; short sharp statements.
Image 39: Anti-police graffiti in Northcote, inner Melbourne in 2013
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Now I love graffiti that embraces and reflects the environment that it is in, that is really artistic,
colourful. I think it’s great; it has a real place in the urban landscape as we know it. However,
I’m not huge into the graffiti ‘tagging’ stuff that goes on, but I appreciate its value and its
place in the urban landscape; it just feels a bit self-indulgent.
I really don’t do graffiti at all nowadays; well except for the occasional toilet wall gripe and
that generally is in reaction to something that is already written on the walls. I do have a texta
in my handbag ready for such occasions.
Two of the three informants in this category always carried a texta pen with them so they
were prepared to graffiti their message or political response should the occasion arise. This
was less obvious than the practice by many contemporary graffitists of carrying multiple spray
cans in small backpacks. The political activist tended to focus on quickly executed short sharp
statements, while spray can graff writers were generally more likely to focus on presentation:
style, shape, colour and size. The three vignettes confirmed the importance of site selection,
with priority given to high public visibility despite the risk on occasion, as was the case for the
painting of an anti-war slogan on a railway bridge by D. However, the degree of risk in relation
to location was not cited by the political activists as something which bought particular kudos
to individuals or groups; getting the message out was the primary focus. T referred to “the
public-ness of it” and that “graffiti was a way that I could use to get my opinion out to the
world”. Interestingly, both D and T expressed similar concerns about defacing property
although D’s concern was with “defacing public property”, while T reflected on “destroying
private property”. However, both were able to put aside these concerns because, as D noted,
“Government policies and actions demanded that protests had to be expressed”.
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While all three informants still held very strong views about unacceptable government
policies, class warfare, inequality and discrimination, graffitiing was no longer the strategy of
choice for some. It was unclear whether this primarily related to fragmentation or
disintegration over time of former political and friendships networks, decreasing appeal or
interest in high risk activities, age, health and/or lifestyle issues or other factors.
Image 40 below, Public transport is rooted, is a more recent example of clever political graffiti
being used to publicise dissent via amendment to a corporate advertising billboard.
Image 40: Public transport is rooted graffiti on poster in inner Melbourne in 2011

In September 2014 an interesting and topical paste up appeared in Fitzroy on the highly visible
wall of a very popular hotel which features live music and regularly has people, mostly in the
18-30 year age group, queueing for entry on Friday, Saturday and Sunday nights. What at first
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glance appeared to be yet another poster for an upcoming band or event, was in fact a paste
up in four sections. Given the current Federal Government’s “Stop the Boats” public campaign
and active policing strategy in response to refugees and asylum seekers seeking a safe haven
in Australia, it is highly topical. It cleverly uses the government’s slogan in relation to refugees
to remind the public of Australia’s history in relation to the slaughter of its indigenous
communities.
Image 41: Stop the Boats graffiti paste up in Fitzroy September 2014

Throughout 2012-13 I also noted with interest the case of a Melbourne man who was
charged, fined and later imprisoned for painting out or over advertising billboards. He did not
graffiti slogans, symbols or images, but instead simply chose to use white paint to obliterate
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or blank out examples of corporate advertising in prime locations with content he found
offensive. In court (Herald Sun August 23, 2012:9) he had argued that corporate advertising
was an uninvited and unwelcome intrusion into public space, and that this was his only means
of protest given public space was being sold to powerful private business interests with
substantial capital to invest. For him the battle was between community/public and private
ownership and control of public space.

Graffiti and the emergence of street artists
The past five to seven years have seen the emergence of individuals and small collectives who
use the term “street artist” to describe and differentiate themselves from graffitists in inner
Melbourne. Street artists have currency with Melbourne’s mainstream culture and the
dynamic impact of this is explored further in Chapter Four. During the course of my research
I met with four local street artists who have garnered local, national and in the case of at least
two of these individuals, international fame. In addition I also met with street artists from
Japan, Germany, America and England who had been attracted by the lure of Melbourne’s
reputation as the graffiti capital of Australia and its ascendancy internationally. Those I
conversed with were not a homogenous group, with many primarily focussed on their art and
successful entre into mainstream culture and acceptance, with a smaller number espousing
philosophical ideals and a commitment to exploring social and/or community issues. An initial
observation, and one I will reference in more detail in Chapter Three, is that by and large
members of this cohort or subgroup were generally older than the population of graff writers
I had met with, most being in their late twenties through to late thirties/early forties age
group. I observed an overall greater self assurance and ease with their growing public profile
evidenced by their websites, blogs, interviews and accompanying photographs in mainstream
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media and for a number, the proffering of an individual or collective studio business card. The
websites provided profiles of themselves with examples of their artwork, information about
their achievements to date, links to mainstream and/or fringe media interviews,
announcements of forthcoming exhibitions and information about the range of services they
could provide including, for example, commissions, murals, posters and community projects.
It was interesting to note that a number of people had joined together to share warehouse
premises, with studio spaces being made available to individual artists to foster their ideas
and works, and to share their creativity with others, sometimes in the development of group
pieces or projects. While this was usually a private arrangement within a trusted social
network of practising street artists, it reminded me a little of the earlier initiative of the
Gertrude Street (Fitzroy) studios, and to a much lesser extent, of the much larger 5 Pointz
centre in New York which I had visited in 2012. However 5 Pointz was clearly identified as a
centre that celebrated graffiti rather than street art. The original water meter factory in New
York was first established as the Phun Factory in 1993 under a program called “Graffiti
Terminators” to discourage graffiti vandalism by encouraging artists to display their work as
what was termed “legal graffiti” in a formal setting.
Eventually the building became known as the 5 Pointz Aerosol Art Center, Inc. The name 5
Pointz signified the five boroughs coming together as one but, because of its reputation as an
epicentre of the graffiti scene, the industrial complex became known to spray can graffitists
around the world. Graffitists from around the world painted colourful pieces on the walls of
the 200,000 square foot factory building. In April 2009, the New York City Buildings
department ordered the largest building closed after citing it for numerous building
deficiencies including the studio partitions which were built without permits. In August 2013
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the New York City Planning Commission unanimously voted to approve plans to build one
thousand residential units on the site. In November 2013 the 5 Pointz building was painted
white overnight despite a lawsuit and a public rally to save the building. In February 2014
protestors sprayed “Art Murder” in large lettering on the side of the building and in March
those fighting for National Register of Historic Places landmark status for the building staged
a protest by draping a large yellow “Gentrification In Progress” banner around the building.
During my research visit to New York graffitists had spoken at length about the decade long
multi million dollar Mayoral campaign to eradicate graffiti from New York, and to enforce
imprisonment for graffiti convictions. The associated gentrification of districts such as Harlem
and Greenwich (traditional homes for graffiti) had forced graffitists to the more industrialised
areas of Queens, Brooklyn and the Bronx.
Image 42: 5 Pointz Center in Queens, New York 2012

Recent encroachment of gentrification into these suburbs was yet another challenge to the
survival of graffiti in New York.
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Image 43: 5 Pointz Center in Queens, New York 2012

In speaking to a number of the local street artists in Fitzroy I noted an apparent ambivalence
about the term graffiti, although this was not unanimous. At least one person indicated during
our conversation that “I used to be a graffitist, but that was when I was much younger and
pretty immature.” Another appeared to associate graffiti as being little more than very basic
tagging, and therefore as being something without merit. At least one local website I accessed
in relation to inner Melbourne graffiti and street art displayed numerous photos of both
forms, but did not carry any descriptors or definitions to distinguish between graffiti and
street art images. And yet I would suggest, as I detail in later chapters, that these terms and
the activities they represent are not necessarily interchangeable.
The following case study, Civil (Tom Civil), is representative of that smaller group of street
artists who were focussed on social awareness and community engagement. Civil was of
interest to me because I had heard him speak at a public forum on graffiti and public space in
2011, had observed his work in numerous places around my research field, discovered by
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research his commitment to community connectedness and eventually met him in person in
2014. Research also included accessing a number of online blogs and webzines such as Invurt 3.
Civil’s work is the sort of thing you may come upon by chance in unexpected places such as
the entry to building sites, on roller doors, on fences: in the most unassuming and modest of
local urban settings. The iconic stick figures he uses at first glance appear to be such simple
images, and yet he often manages to capture and prompt thinking about more complex ideas
and scenarios. It was through his interest in exploring the idea of being a civilian, and how to
represent this that the stick figures emerged. Civil found this a useful beginning when he
lacked confidence in his own drawing ability.
Images 44-45: Common Civil images found in Fitzroy in 2012 – 2013

As he noted in an interview with Invurt webzine in 2012:
My stick people characters allow me to tell stories, and they allow other people to make up
their own stories about them. I think that this is possibly the most important thing about art

3

http://www.invurt.com/2012/05/23/interview-tom-civil/ accessed in May 2013
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for me, telling stories, creating myths. I’ve been thinking about how possibly I’m some kind of
folk street artist, or something, of late. Possibly all graffiti and street art is a kind of folk art.
Often not really seen as ‘art’, but loved by so many people, and will be seen as one of the
bigger art movements of our time in the future. I often wanted to represent people in my
painting, and to communicate across different cultural, language and sub-cultural barriers, as
well as the fact people were often asking me to represent ‘community’ through different
projects I was working on. I got totally addicted to drawing them, and people kept telling me
how much they loved them, including my grandma, which I knew was a good sign to keep
going. I wasn’t that comfortable with drawing at the time and so developed my own style.
Image 46: Civil -making the seemingly invisible or ordinary visible in everyday life

Civil’s concept of the civilian is not unlike that of the common person (previously known as
the common man) or the ordinary person on the street going about their everyday life. The
figures also seem to have a bit of whimsy and humour about them and, in line with Civil’s
stated aim, may transcend the limitations of language or cultural boundaries (although I have
not pursued this aspect of his work in this study). Interestingly, Civil has acknowledged that
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he finds it difficult to draw what he refers to as “my little people” as the bad guy: for example,
the soldier, the police or the person with a gun.
While he moved to Melbourne years ago, Civil grew up in country NSW and has maintained
his interest in connecting and communicating ideas to regional areas of Australia as well as
the cities. In discussion Civil talked about the emergence of graffiti culture in regional centres,
not just inner urban spaces. As a researcher this was something I had also begun to observe
on a number of train and car journeys throughout Victoria and interstate, particularly along
outer suburban, regional and country railway routes as the train approaches the population
centre, or on poles and benches or disused shopfronts as you enter or leave regional towns.
From Civil’s perspective “Murals are the new skate park, well kind of, well at least I think they
should be. There is so much potential in regional Australia and, in years ahead, it’s going to
be fascinating to watch as country towns turn into cities, throughout Australia.” Civil is also
interested in politics and art and finding the links between them. He believes he has a
responsibility to speak up about social issues and to get involved, but “never forgetting our,
my, privilege in the world as a relatively rich white man and the power dynamics surrounding
this.” More specifically, in relation to how graffiti and street art fit in he comments that,
Talking about graffiti seems to get to the core of the politics of space and the city: what
avenues we have to communicate in, and how controlled or uncontrolled this should be. I
love the anarchic participatory nature of graffiti and believe this should be protected.
Image 47: typical Civil stick figure piece (display at RMIT as part of forum on graffiti and public
space)
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Image 48: Close up section of Civil work panel in image 47

As well as graffiti and street art, Civil established Breakdown to pursue his love of producing
creative political publications and posters to reach the broadest possible audience. He
believes that a lot of political campaigning has moved from the streets to the digital world of
the internet and websites, and that graffiti and street art are starting to merge. Civil, reflecting
on the global graffiti and street art scene observed that, “Australian street artists have
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potentially a stronger, more developed sense of identity.” Civil observed that “The CBD is
bigger, richer, and more spread out. Interesting work can be found spread out over a bigger
area now, probably mainly due to the fact people are forced in all directions due to higher
rent.” He expressed an interest in what he saw as the more spiritual imagery generally in
murals and characters, noting that “the development of character graffiti in general is huge.”
Civil still had a commitment to site-specific work, particularly murals, which he believed linked
the history and people of the place to create “some of the most powerful and affecting work.”
Image 49 -50: Researcher with Civil & colleague working on funded community garden project
in Fitzroy, June 2014

In person Civil comes across as a genuinely modest person who is trying to use his art to live
up to his ideals of social awareness and his political philosophy. He is increasingly in high
demand for a range of community projects and commissioned public art works, and as a
spokesperson or advocate for the role of art in urban spaces and communities.
Image 51: Civil meter box artwork commissioned by City of Yarra, Fitzroy 2014
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Finally, Civil commented that, “even to this day, I find it hard to call myself an artist”.

Graffiti and local business owners
The fourth category or subgroup I selected for the case studies was local business people and
shopkeepers whose experience of the impact of graffiti was significantly different to those of
the graffitist. The retelling of their stories is short and to the point; as they were in their
conversations with me. One business owner, Michael, is a regular morning coffee drinker at
my local café in Brunswick Street, Fitzroy so we have discussed his experiences and
perspective on multiple occasions. The second informant, Neil, operates a business in Smith
Street, Fitzroy who I observe regularly in the street and with whom I undertook one interview
several months ago.
Michael has operated his family business in North Fitzroy for many years. He is articulate,
travels interstate and overseas regularly for his business, and Michael and his wife are keen
supporters of the arts in Melbourne. However, the presence of graffiti in his day to day world,
particularly at his work premises, has presented Michael with a dilemma. As he explained to
me during several conversations,
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I’m all for freedom of expression and I don’t even mind some of the graffiti I see around the
place BUT I operate a business that relies on our customers and agents coming to visit us at
our office and warehouse in Fitzroy. Our office is the public face of our business, and first
impressions are very important in our line of work. Customers come to see us to arrange or
negotiate orders, pick-ups or to discuss new markets. It’s not a professional look when the
front and the back of the building has graffiti scrawled all over it. And it’s always messy tags
– probably because the front of our building is on a busy road with trams and cars going by
until late at night.
Michael was also upset because of the time required to either try to clean it off or to see if
the Council could provide graffiti removalists. He commented that the Council had also sent
him an anti-graffiti cleaning kit, but as he said, “I’d need dozens of them because it happens
all the time!” Just as the graffiti might be impermanent, so too were the fresh clean walls he
attempted to maintain to greet customers and the general public. Michael was a member of
the local traders association and graffiti was one of a number of issues the association had
raised with the Council.

Image 52 - 53 : Graffiti on walls near local businesses
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Neil experienced similar frustrations at his shop on busy Smith Street, Fitzroy. For him it was
a daily task on such a busy public trading street to clean up new daily graffiti. Some days, he
explained, he needed to bring a ladder himself to scale the height of the building to remove
the graffiti, but as Neil said “I’m fighting a losing battle. I really hate starting the working day
facing new graffiti and the battle to clean it off… and some of the newer paints they’re using
are getting harder to get off! It’s a real pain.” Neil noted that his section of Smith Street was
getting “a real down and out look about it” and that he was doing his best to keep his shop
looking clean and orderly, but that he felt he was losing the battle. At times he wondered and
worried about the risks some graffitists must have taken to get to the upper heights of the
second storey of the building, but he was getting suspicious that the graffitists may have been
gaining access through the window of the upstairs flat which would mean they knew someone
there – or perhaps, he pondered, he was just a bit tired and starting to imagine connections
where they did not exist. It was just, he reflected, that some of the places they reached would
have involved almost unimaginable risks. However, as has been acknowledged earlier, for
some graffitists this was part of the challenge and appeal of graffiti and it earned respect from
graffiti peers in that subgroup. The frustrations and anger of the two business owners were
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echoed by at least one home owner who had written the following at the graffiti-themed
exhibition I had mounted at a Smith Street café:

Further Reflections on the Case Studies: Summing Up
In reviewing the four categories of case studies it was apparent that there were differing
motivations for why individuals may have become involved with graffiti. Key informants
included graffitists, former graffitists, political graffitists, street artists who do not see
themselves as graffitists and also anti-graffitists business owners.

As Ben and his self-

proclaimed “true graffitists” continually asserted, graffiti was part of their identity, “who I
am”, provided a visible record that “I exist: I was here” and had become part of their avowed
ongoing lifestyle. The question of identity in contemporary urban environments is considered
further in Chapter Three. What was apparent from the consultations with these “true
graffitists” was that the primary audience for their work was fellow graffitists. The rewards
were respect, credibility and inclusion in a much-sought-after graffiti culture and peer group.
For some the risks appeared to be part of the appeal, and as Ben commented in reference to
efforts to deter graffiti, “that just makes me want to do it more”. This challenge to authority
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figures and the power they exerted over space in their urban environment resulted in
inherent tensions between the two groups, and constituted one of the more obvious battles
in the graffiti scenario.
For the overtly political activists graffiti was one means of getting their message out to a broad
public, albeit within a localised area defined by who had access to that public space. Their
graffiti usually consisted of short sharp statements such as “stop the Vietnam war” or “free
th refugees”. In some situations, exemplified by the story of The new fence or captured in
current anti-logging graffiti messages, the graffiti created a springboard for a public forum in
a public space with multiple voices contributing to the dialogue. It was interesting to note
that a number of graffitists involved in more overtly political graffiti had expressed some
reservations about graffitiing in public or private spaces, but as D stated, “Government
policies and actions demanded that protests had to be expressed”. Although the motivations
of political activists may have been different to those of other graffitists their activities
similarly brought them into conflict with the authorities with the power and control over the
use of public and private space. The emerging trend of some home owners to use their private
property to engage in public debate and the public space challenges authorities reliant on the
use of law and order regulation and sanctions to deter voices in the community. This also
created a challenge of sorts to my working definition of graffiti in relation to “without
permission”. The initial message painted on the fence was by the home owners who did not
require permission and yet wanted to express a public protest. The subsequent additions
were anonymous and done under the cloak of night.
A number of research informants, including those constituting the political activist case study
cohort, commented on their perceptions of a decrease or loss of overtly political graffiti in
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Melbourne and its replacement by tagging and murals in contemporary public spaces.
Perhaps, as Civil had suggested, a lot of political campaigning had moved to the internet with
numbers of websites, Facebook and Twitter accounts dedicated to political issues and public
debate. However, while there may potentially be a theoretical “worldwide” audience, some
informants felt this was a loss of local visibility and community connection. I wondered
whether there was an actual decrease in the amount of political graffiti, or was that graffiti
simply overshadowed by the dominance of tagging and other graffiti forms? Had the greater
competition now for highly prized public space had an impact also?
The street artists presented yet another profile with some informants acknowledging that
they had utilised graffiti as a time-limited stepping stone on their journey into the world of
art exhibitions, gallery and patron sponsorship, public and private commissions and wider
acceptance as artists. Age appeared, at least from the small selection I encountered and
interviewed, to be a pertinent factor in their movement away from graffiti. Some were
dismissive of the graffitiing efforts of others, particularly the much-maligned taggers. Few
appeared to be cognisant of the role commissioned street art might potentially be playing in
the contest for public space, or that street art was a strategy increasingly adopted by
authorities and mainstream culture to deter graffitists and shape public opinion about the
“vandalism” of graffiti. Notable exceptions to this observation were street artists and
graffitists like Civil who expounded a social conscience and commitment to promoting
community participation in public life and urbanised environments. Civil continued to carry
out some of his activities without permission, but was increasingly sought out for community
art projects and as an advocate for art in urban spaces. However, he appeared to remain true
to his political philosophy, and along with other well known street artists such as Kaff-eine,
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was attempting to use his passion for visual expression to promote social connectedness, or
in the case of Kaff-eine, to support particular causes addressing poverty and disadvantage
while still pursuing a burgeoning artistic career.
In stark contrast, the lived experience of graffiti by business owners highlighted the tensions
which played out in their daily lives and in their efforts to make a living in an environment
where space was contested and a battle for control was being fought. The fact that my
research had revealed growing partnerships between street artists and property owners and
authorities such as local government to deter graffitists raised issues for me in my reflections
about power, co-option, commodification and the battle that was playing out in the streets
and laneway of Fitzroy and its adjoining precincts in inner Melbourne.
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CHAPTER 3: CONTESTED SPACE AND CONTESTING PEOPLE
Contested Spaces – the battlegrounds of Fitzroy
“The street is a place to play and learn. The street is disorder.” (Henri Lefebvre 2003)

The previous chapter has demonstrated by way of a series of vignettes that graffiti is a vibrant
area of cultural creativity and critique, but one that is also fraught with conflict. The more
obvious conflict that is occurring between graffitists as a broad group and those who oppose
graffiti will be considered in Chapter Four. Chapter Three outlines contemporary theoretical
perspectives on “space” and “place”, and shows how these can help us to understand graffiti
as a dynamic social practice. It focuses in particular on graffiti as an expressive arena in which
diverse individuals and groups compete for legitimacy through key forms of aesthetic
expression – “graff”, “tagging” and “street art” especially.

The chapter begins with an overview of the battles which are currently occurring within the
graffiti “community”, exploring the social sources of the tensions which fuel these battles.
The discussion then moves to theoretical considerations of space, place and identity and their
relationship or contribution to framing my reflections about graffiti as a form of social
engagement in a contemporary urban environment.

The proliferation of graffiti in Fitzroy has previously been noted in the Introduction to this
ethnographic study. The competition for space in which to “place” tags, graffiti more
generally, or street art is increasingly intense and I found evidence of the territorial “war of
the walls … and worlds” (Ferrell, 1995:83) on an almost daily basis. Jostling for prime
positions, at least in some parts of this inner city suburb, has led to some graffitists turning
92

on each other with much energy being focussed on painting over or publicly critiquing the
perceived poorer quality graffiti of others. In my discussions and interviews with graffitists
like Ben in the early research phase of the study, this aggressive response was primarily
directed at what I would call new start or very young graffitists whose early work was
restricted to simple tags in various spots across the neighbourhood. This was also evident in
the survey responses from graffitists to the question of whether there was any graffiti they
did not like. The overwhelming response was a rejection of very basic, simplistic tagging which
was perceived as showing no skill or respect for more experienced graffitists.
Example of survey response from graffitist about any graffiti they did not like

Speaking more generally, the struggle playing out at graffiti “hot-spots” was underpinned by
divergent moral aesthetics as to what constitutes legitimate forms of visual expression in the
urban environment. In the laneway near my home I witnessed the almost daily “dog eat dog”
battle which was not, as in the above example, between very new and older, more established
graff writers. The two or three groups of graffitists who jostled for the prime space on the
laneway wall appeared to be slightly older, being somewhere between mid to late twenties,
and used vibrant paint colours and a range of relatively complex techniques and styles in
producing their individual or more commonly, group/crew identity tags. One day I noticed a
new piece had appeared and dominated that prized corner of the laneway that faced a busy
street with constant passing cars and pedestrians. The next day I saw that someone had
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painted the words “Your so shit!” over the piece. Two days later the wall was covered in a
large new piece with the by-line graffitied at the top of the piece “Getting on top of shit”.
Images 54-55: “Your so shit!” and the rejoiner graffiti piece “Gettin on top of shit”

This battle witnessed over a three to four day period was the latest episode of a battle that
had been raging in that corner of the laneway for several months. I am waiting for the next
instalment of this particular skirmish as it is a microcosm of the battle which seems to be
erupting across Fitzroy. The earlier reported “code of conduct” or fundamental rules in
relation to not painting over the work of other graffitists appears to be changing as disputes
arise over access to, and control of, space.

When I had visited New York two years ago to provide an international context to my work, I
had been surprised when travelling around some areas to note white painted walls with
“Reserved for Tats Cru” signs painted on them. My New Yorker graffiti hosts said that the
highly respected Tats Cru, who had survived for over twenty years in New York and had their
own headquarters, were probably the only crew that could get away with such an expression
of ownership of that space. However, my hosts were also rather concerned when they noted
a line, termed a “scrawl” in graffiti language, had been used to strike out the reserved
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statement. From our discussion it was clear this intrusion and public statement of utter
disrespect would not be tolerated and that some sort of serious payback would be exacted.
They indicated the culprits did not know who they were disrespecting, and commented that
“Man, they are dead meat!”

Image 56: “Reserved Tats Cru” from New York research trip

Over the past eighteen months I had observed some ”reserved” or similar signs on walls in
Fitzroy, but this did not appear to be a widespread phenomenon in Melbourne as yet. I noted
a similar red “scrawl” of disrespect on the second local example and wondered whether,
unlike New York, the battle would be purely played out on the walls of Fitzroy rather than
result in direct physical conflict and contact. I did not hear of any physical battles between
graffitists occurring throughout the research period of this study, and it would generally
appear that the battle is restricted to the visual surfaces of the inner urban district.

Images 57 – 58: Reservation signs warning other graffitists that this spot is taken in Fitzroy

95

The concept of reserving a wall for an illegal activity in a public space appears to mimick
corporate advertising practices of renting space in the public purview, and utilising stickers
advising that this space was reserved for whatever advertising campaign was about to follow.
In this regard notices by graffitists “reserving” a particular space seemed to contradict the
assumed graff ethos of challenging ownership of public space.

Another example of this written or inscribed argument between graffitists was the one
featured on the cover of this thesis: “Pay attention asshole…”. For some time I had been
observing a particularly long boundary wall of multiple factories which had become the main
communication board or wall for multiple graffitists and crews with a diversity of messages
including tags, symbols and a range of statements or examples of humour. There was
obviously, at some point in its origin, an understanding among the contributors that as there
was plenty of space in this area, the space was to be used respectfully. This was indicated by
the fact that there was an unspoken “agreement” that pieces would appear alongside each
other, but never over the top of another graffitist’s work. However, in one case, a graffitist
decided to draw a “scrawl” through the graffiti of another graff writer and graffiti various
symbols and a tag over the original graff piece. The response of the original graffitist was to
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paint the dominant statement “Pay attention asshole…” over the top of it all. The context
and nature of this exchange was explained to me in detail by two self-identified graffitists on
a quiet Sunday morning. They were not graffitiing when I arrived, and approached me with
some suspicion when they noticed me taking photographs. When I explained the focus of my
thesis and my interest in graffiti, their demeanour immediately became more animated as
they explained the “scandal” that had erupted over the graffiti exchange, especially
considering the original piece was by a highly regarded and “really tops” graffitist. Everyone
was keen to learn the identity of the newcomer so that they could be told that their action
was “not on!”, but in the meantime they hoped the “Pay attention asshole…” graffiti would
get the message across and warn other intruders off this wall.

Image 59: “Pay attention asshole . . .”

The other conflict I signalled previously in this study was the antagonism expressed by a
number of graffitists to the emergent group of muralists who self-identified as “street artists”
and who were competing for access to the same public space. While some graffitists
acknowledged the skills or techniques of some “street artists”, others were angry at what
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they perceived as either a “sell out” or compromised stance. For some graffitists “street
artists”, by seeking permission and/or commission, were undermining the challenge to the
use of public space and the place making of graffitists. They were perceived as “selling out”
to achieve mainstream acceptance and income. This sense of compromise also suggested the
blurring of battlelines with societal authority figures such as the state, local government
authorities or the police. Aspects of this battle and its inherent tensions and conflicts of
interest are touched on in other parts of this chapter, but also in more detail in Chapter Four.

Space
The graffiti battlegrounds of the inner Melbourne suburb of Fitzroy highlight the complexity
and plurality of existence and expression in this contemporary urban environment. As
Melbourne's smallest suburb, space is at a premium. Multiple social agents are fighting to
claim or reclaim a space for themselves. Why is this battle for space important, what might it
signify or represent and what might it tell us about living in urban communities?

The term “space” has been debated and variously described by social scientists. Foucault
(2003:18) defines space as;

The space in which we live, which draws us out of ourselves, in which the erosion of
our lives, our time and our history occurs, the space that claws and gnaws at us, is also,
in itself, a heterogeneous space.

Thus, he suggests, “we live inside a set of relations”. Thrift (2003: 95-96) defines space as,
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The outcome of a series of highly problematic temporary settlements that divide and
connect things up into different kinds of collectives which are slowly provided with the
meaning which render them durable and sustainable.

Both look beyond basic Oxford and Webster dictionary definitions which focus on the physical
elements of space such as, “the dimensions of height, depth and width within which all things
exist and move” or a “continuous area or expanse that is free or unoccupied”. For human or
cultural geographers like Cresswell (2008, 2010, 2011), and like Foucault, their interest lies in
the objects within space, their relative position to each other and the relationships between
them. As Rau notes (2009:26 )

Individuals act as social agents and constitute spaces in the process. However, their
action is dependent on economic, legal, social, cultural, and spatial structures. Spaces
are therefore the outcome of action, but spaces can both constrain and enable action.

My research is grounded in the conceptualisation of “space” as the social space in which we
live and create relationships with other people, societies and surroundings. Space is the social
activities it hosts. I concur with Rau’s observation (2009:20) about “the need to engage with
the social, political and cultural dimensions of space”. She asserts that spaces are the result
of continuous work building and maintaining collectives and attempting to bring different
things into alignment. It therefore follows, as Rau has asserted, that different spaces can exist
which may or may not relate to each other. Because spaces are socially constructed, they can
be constructed in different ways by different people and as such, may also involve conflicts
of interest and/or power struggles. It is possible for multiple spaces to co-exist within the
same physical space. Given this, Flyvbjerg and Richardson (1998: 9-10) suggest the need to
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analyse how discourses and strategies of inclusion and exclusion are connected with
particular spaces, and through the meanings associated with space and associated spatial
practices.

The social construction of space raises questions about the types of spaces in which people
engage with others and/or participate in the life of their community, or what Rau (2009:18)
refers to as “the spaciality of human social life”. As a key example, Peillon (2006:162) argues
that “public space is not a universal as is generally made out” because certain groups remain
excluded from it. Marginalisation and exclusion are themes which underpin much of the
research focussing on youth and graffiti, and the use of graffiti to claim or reclaim space as
part of their search for and expression of identity and a sense of belonging (Ferrell 1993, 1997,
1998, 2001, 2005; Phillips 1999). Ferrell in particular has raised concerns about the alienating
nature of modern urban environments and the lack of control individuals, but particularly
young people, have over their lives. He suggests that contemporary graffiti occurs in urban
environments that are “increasingly defined by the segregation and control of social space”.
For Ferrell, graffiti is largely about resistance to increasing segregation and control by
authorities. I revisit the work of Ferrell later in this chapter, but find there are some limitations
to generalising from his studies given their sole focus is the experiences of young graffitists.
Throughout my study I met a number of graffitists who may have started at a young or very
young age (some in primary school), but had continued well into their adult years with graffiti
as a central activity within their life. Those I interviewed, surveyed or informally chatted to
commonly articulated their intention to always do graffiti because, for example, “it’s just part
of who I am” or “It’s my life”. With this in mind, it is not just important to note that graffitirelated tensions occur between graffitists and the authority of the state, including for instance
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local councils, but also between different groups of graffitists and the moral and artistic
aesthetics they represent.

Italian ethnographer Brighenti’s exploration of graffiti practice, territory and what constitutes
public space is useful in this respect. In her study of a crew of graffiti writers in the northeast
of Italy, Brighenti (2010:315-329) attempts to provide a conceptualisation of the uses of walls
in public urban spaces as an instance of territorial formations. Her research explores the
connection between urban environments, walls and social relationships. Brighenti (2010: 325)
asserts that graffiti writing is,

…territorial – that is, amounting to an act of writing (Fraenkel 2007). A territory
constitutes relationships at the convergence between the material and the
immaterial; and it is in relation to these two characteristics that graffiti writing appears
on the public stage – or, better in the public domain.

Graff writing and production of graffiti presuppose a public. The graffiti draws attention to
the wall or surface which is followed by reactions, and amounts to what Iveson (2009:242)
has referred to as a “public address”. Reflecting on her ethnographic study Brighenti raises a
basic question about the nature of public space: What is precisely public in public space? Or
as she states elsewhere in her study, and in reference to what she terms “the public domain”:
what is politically, legally, economically and jurisdictionally speaking, public? (Brighenti
2010:316)

This question is one upon which I have reflected many times in my own study. For me, public
space or domain implies something shared, communal; that is, accessible to whoever from
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the “public” at large. To be able to be shared I would assert that it must be visible to others.
Further, I would also suggest that the actual “ownership” of the physical space at that time,
for example the external wall of a building, may be of secondary importance compared to the
wall’s role as public space. My reflection or interpretation is that its public visibility or
existence in an open space visible and accessible to the community/public is what renders it
to be part of the public domain. For graffitists this provides a visible social space: a space for
visual expression, for sharing and, over time, for dialogue with the community. The following
example in the City of Yarra, which includes Fitzroy, does I would suggest, provide some
evidence to support this interpretation of what constitutes public space or public domain.
While the Council may have been more preoccupied with matters of permission, regulation
and income, it never-the-less demonstrated its authority over what could be painted on the
publicly visible wall of a private residence. In 2011, a Melbourne music reporter, Ian “Molly”
Meldrum, had murals painted on the public facing external wall of his Richmond home to
support two areas of his passion; Egyptology and rock music. The first mural promoted the
exhibition, Tutankhamun and the Golden Age of the Pharoahs and the second the musical
Rock of Ages. Both events were on in Melbourne at that time. The City of Yarra Council (The
Age April 15 2011) argued that the murals “… appear to be advertising signage…the two, 10square-metre billboards far exceeded the legal limit of two square metres for promotional
signage in residential areas”. Meldrum responded that in the previous fourteen years he had
commissioned annual wall murals without seeking Council permission, and that there had
never been an issue. Previous murals included pieces supporting his local football teams St
Kilda and the Melbourne Storm. In the newspaper article the then Mayor of Yarra, Councillor
Clarke, was quoted as saying Council “had never before seen the need to make Molly’s mural
a Council matter. However these new ones fall into a grey area where it is yet to be
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determined if they constitute advertising material”. The murals had to be removed. Private
ownership of the residential wall became irrelevant, apart from the potential of directing
financial sanctions against the owner. Instead this case demonstrated that the fundamental
debate was really about control of that public space: about who decided who could use that
space and for what purpose. Graffiti is, by definition, “without permission”. Its visible
presence in public spaces challenges where that power and control lie. For some graffitists
their graffiti is an attempt to claim or reclaim power and control for the individual and/or
group, or an action to get urban dwellers to start to think differently about the social space
they inhabited and shared.

The issue of ownership is important in considerations relating to power and vested interests.
Ownership may have legal implications, particularly in relation to potential sanctions for
“uninvited” use of the space, or condemnation for breaching the moral code or social norms
of the mainstream culture. While graffiti may challenge concepts of public and private space,
it could be seen to primarily contest the authority of the state, with local government being
an arm of the authority of the state. As an aside, it is interesting to note that for some
researchers, such as Peillon (2006), the current notions of spatial relationships are too
simplistic, and they raise concerns about what they perceive to be serious limitations in the
conceptual divisions of space into public and private. The extent of these limitations is not
explored further in my study other than to reflect on the challenge graffiti may present to our
current understandings of space.

Place
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Graffiti is a tribute to the placemaking capabilities of graffitists as they move about their
community. Placemaking provides positive evidence of the social activity of individuals and
groups who might otherwise be excluded from the dialogue of the community. The studies of
a number of researchers (Ferrell 1995/7, Taylor 2012) have highlighted the alienation and
marginalisation experienced by young people in particular, and discussion of place provides a
deeper understanding of the role graffiti may play for these individuals. Ferrell (1995:83-84)
observed that, “while writers tag and piece against the controls of the city, they also tag and
piece for one another” and “graffiti writing shapes youthful identities”, and “in doing so builds
alternative communities”. For graffitists places are created or reclaimed by their practice and
emotional investment in the production of their visual expression.

Gieryn (2000) refers to the “sociology of place” arguing that despite the technological
revolutions in transportation and communication (overcoming the limitations of location,
distance and time), place persists as a constituent element of social life and historical change.
He posits that while urban places can be engaging, tolerant and welcoming of public
participation, they can also alienate and exclude individuals and groups leading to a sense of
anonymity, segregation and disconnection. While Gieryn does not fully expand upon this
social division, I would suggest that it would be reasonable to assume that practices of
exclusion are likely to be linked to socio-economic, political and power status, and that other
factors such as race, gender and age may be additional considerations.

In addition, Gieryn suggests that the places that are built now have a sameness or uniformity
about them; a blandness and lack of distinguishing characteristics, and as such, they become
virtually interchangeable. For Gieryn, this is exemplified in the way places such as the
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pyramids of Egypt or the Eiffel Tower can be copied and “reassembled” in Las Vegas. I would
suggest, as does Auge (1995, 2008), that this assembly line approach is also evident in certain
food or hotel chains and holiday resorts where the décor, the food, the rooms, the buildings
or the holiday experience are intentionally constructed to be identical, and the location or
place, almost becomes irrelevant. Auge’s work on place and what he terms “non-place”
further explores the uniformity that he attributes to globalisation and urbanisation. As Auge
(1995:63) writes “If a place can be defined as relational, historical and concerned with
identity, then a space which cannot be defined as relational, or historical, or concerned with
identity will be a non-place.”

While Fitzroy is not a new “assembly line” suburb, its heritage protection overlay has ensured
some sense of uniformity in the presentation of its older residential properties and street
landscapes. This concern with uniformity and control is also reflected in the local council’s
focus on bylaws to control the use of public places and social behaviour in highly visible
commercial zones such as the restaurant, shopping and entertainment areas of Fitzroy. For
the past two years the Council has tried to introduce local regulations prohibiting residents
congregating in public places and consuming alcohol unless it takes place at one of the nearby
restaurants with their licensed pavement dining areas. The Council has also had a zero
tolerance approach to graffiti including the provision of graffiti removal kits and workshops
for business owners and residents. As I had noted in New York, a regular sight these days is
the Council graffiti removal vans and personnel, with the recent addition of mini vans filled
with sullen looking and hooded young people (predominantly male) undertaking graffiti
cleaning activities. Further investigation revealed that these young people graffiti cleaning in
Fitzroy were under community-based orders of Corrections Victoria, in partnership with a
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number of councils in Victoria. These young offenders were not necessarily graffitists, but had
been found guilty of some offence and placed on a community order.

For Gieryn place and space are not interchangeable, and as he writes: “Put positively, place is
space filled up by people, practices, objects and representations” (Gieryn 1995:465). Space is
converted into place by the introduction of the lived experience; through the activities of
people moving into and within that location, and over time creating a sense of place with
symbols, objects and markers expressing human presence. In observing graffiti throughout
Fitzroy, I noted that walls which were previously “invisible” because they displayed no
distinguishing features or specific characteristics, had become “visible” as these surfaces
became a home for displays of graffiti. In the past the function of the walls may have been to
define territory and create boundaries between public and private domains. From my
perspective there was abundant evidence that graffiti had the capacity to transform walls into
seemingly “outward looking” objects which invited rather than deterred engagement and
connection. However I was conscious that mine was only one within a diversity of opinions,
including those who felt that graffiti was an eyesore. Indeed I was a part of the very
conversation and debate I have described. This complexity of individual reactions is central to
the experience of graffiti.

Images 60 & 61: Transformation of a Fitzroy wall
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Gieryn identifies three defining features of place which are interlinked and integral to a sense
of place: location, material form and meaningfulness. Location refers to geographic location,
“the distinction between here and there” (Gieryn 1995:464), and could refer to something as
small as a favourite chair in which to catch the afternoon sun in the back garden, or a whole
continent such as Europe or Asia. He also notes “Place is stuff” (Gieryn 1995:465); it has a
physicality with its things and objects constituting its material form. Finally Gieryn looks at
the meaning and value we assign to the physical spot which completes its transition into a
place. For Gieryn it becomes a place when there is history, identity or memory, amongst other
things; in other words the associations made by persons with this spot. These three features
of place provide a useful ethnographic lens when looking at graffiti from a cultural or
sociological perspective. Where is graffiti located within the boundaries of Fitzroy and what
might the selection of location tell us? What material form/s does it take and what
representations or objects does it present in an effort to add meaning or value to that place?
As Gieryn (1995:465) has observed, the meaning or value of a place is not set in concrete; it
can change in the hands of different people or cultures and place is “inevitably contested”.
Contested place was an issue that kept surfacing throughout my fieldwork and my reflections
about my research findings. Place was contested by graffitists and authorities, by graffitists
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battling other graffitists, between graffitists and the emergent street artist cohort – each
seeking to turn a space into a place of their own, and in doing so to raise questions about
where power and control resided. Individual battled individual and group battled group in an
effort to assert their individual or collective identity and existence. As one graff writer
explained to me: “It’s dog eat dog out there on the streets.” Using the theories of place and
place/non place articulated by Gieryn (2000) and Auge (1995, 2008) I would argue that graffiti
is one means to respond to or resist the potentially alienating nature of modern urban
environments. In doing so consideration is given to the significance of place in individual
identity, and to the creation of a sense of belonging as graffitists write themselves into the
landscape of the urban environment. Despite technological advances overcoming the
confines of time and distance, the reality of place appeared to have significance for individuals
living in these contemporary environments.

Gieryn (2000:481) asserts that attachment to place occurs as a result of “interactive and
culturally shared processes of endowing rooms, buildings or neighbourhoods with an
emotional meaning”, and that attachment to place “facilitates a sense of security and wellbeing, defines group boundaries and stabilizes memories (Halbwachs 1980) against the
passage of time (Logan and Molotch 1987)”. These two statements could potentially have
relevance for both graffitists and those who oppose graffiti, although I suspect there may be
some distinction between the emotional connection experienced by, for example, local
residents and that of business owners or state authorities whose connection may be
associated with other considerations such as business amenity or control of environments.

108

Finally, as a consequence of the importance Gieryn assigns to the role of place, he concludes
that a loss of place has implications for individual and collective identity. In considering the
work of these and other social theorists and researchers the work of Gieryn and Ferrell, and
to a lesser extent Auge, resonate with me, albeit with some limitations. Gieryn’s argument
about the significance of place in our lives is potentially persuasive. His three defining
characteristics of place: location, material form and meaningfulness do provide the
beginnings of a framework for assessing the graffiti of Fitzroy. Similarly, his assessment that
attachment to place “facilitates a sense of security and well-being, and defines group
boundaries” may in part assist in trying to understand the cultural, social and political
response of anti-graffitists and political and legislative authorities, as well as graffitists. I
concur with Agnew’s (2011:22) reflection that,

Gone is the sense of places as natural units inherited from time immemorial. ..another
therefore, is the stress on the fluidity and dynamic character of places as they respond
to interconnections with other places. Consequently, places tend to have permeable
rather than fixed boundaries and are internally diverse rather than homogenous with
respect to their social and other attributes even as they express a certain communality
of experience and performance.

Graffiti is not static, and in the majority of cases, it is not permanent. As a researcher moving
about “the field” on a daily basis it was impossible not to notice the ongoing dynamic that, at
times, seemed to have a life of its own. Graffiti appeared, was joined by other tags, paste ups
or pieces, and was just as quickly eradicated by graffiti removalists, or lost under a wave of
new graffiti. The transitory nature of graffiti did not seem to deter graffitists, and I was
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interested to observe how places were constantly reconstituted and reshaped. As I walked
around the local community I reflected that not only was this a place where I felt I belonged,
but also that there were unseen others sharing this space and saying through their graffiti
that “I am here”.

Place does appear to be important to graffitists. It was apparent during the study that care
was taken in the selection of location; choosing the right place to achieve the greatest possible
impact. For some this meant quick “drive by” graffiti whilst cycling to get speedy access and
exit to a highly public spot on a main street or pedestrian pathway in the daytime. For others
it meant finding the place used by like-minded graffitists, or graffitists using the same form
such as stencils or spray cans. For another set of individuals it meant scaling dangerous
heights at night time, for example, to get to that particular place that had not been touched,
or to add to what was already there. Specific places emerged as focal points for particular
graffiti forms or communication by individuals and groups. Some places definitely developed
their own distinctive “look” or unique character in contrast to the urban uniformity deplored
by Gieryn. Previously “dead” or ‘invisible” walls did become highly contested places; primarily
between the graffitist and the public or private owner of the building, but sometimes between
different graffitists laying claim to that place, or at minimum making it clear that they
intended to have a say also.

As Alfredo Jaar (2007) remarked, “Any place is a political place, it’s a cultural space, it’s a
landscape”. Graffiti in Fitzroy was testament to the placemaking capacity of individuals and
groups.
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Identity
The American researcher Ferrell (1995:83) in reflecting on his studies of young people and
graffiti refers to:

the magnitude of the battle between graffiti writers and urban authorities. This battle
is certainly, as headline writers are wont to put it, a “war of the walls”; in doing graffiti,
writers challenge the ‘aesthetics of authority’ that govern the city, invent new visual
conventions, and give lie by their tags and pieces to the vision of a city under firm
political control. But this war of the walls is, more profoundly, a war of the worlds.

Ferrell (1995, 2005) asserts that graffiti occurs in urban environments which are characterized
by the lack of control individuals, particularly young people, have over their lives. For Ferrell,
graffiti is to a large extent about resistance; resistance to the efforts of authorities to control
them. From his perspective, graffiti is one means for people to respond to or resist the
alienating nature of their urban environments. Similarly, Rodriguez and Clair (1999:3) see
graffiti as “a discourse of self definition, as well as resistance”. However, for Brighenti graffiti
writing assumes its full significance not as a subcultural practice, nor as a personal search for
the thrill, but as a radical interrogation of public territories, a questioning of the social
relationships that define the public domain. Brighenti asserts that “graffiti can be called a
form of resistance only if by resistance we mean an actually creative, productive force rather
than simply a reactive one”. As a social researcher I am not sure that, at least at this stage in
my work, I am prepared to categorise and attempt to critique whether the activities of local
graffitists in Fitzroy constitute a “creative, productive force”. If the initial tagging of a young
adolescent, for example, is primarily as a reaction to their feelings of exclusion and inability
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to control major aspects of their daily life, is this not still an indicator of their attempted
resistance or challenge to social norms? My initial response is to reflect that creativity and
productivity potentially presuppose a degree of maturity or lived experience, self confidence,
a suitable skillset or competency and some form of connectedness with other “resistance
fighters”. My fundamental concern with Brighenti’s conceptualisation of resistance is the
implication that there is some sort of legitimate distinction between valid/invalid or
worthy/unworthy graffiti. From my perspective this feeds into current authority and media
presentations of graffiti as an act of vandalism; what some have termed “mindless
destruction”. As stated earlier in this study, I accept all forms of graffiti expression, am
interested in the function or role of graffiti for disparate individuals and subgroups, and am
not prepared to judge some expressions as more valid, creative, artistic or productive than
others.

In terms of identity and social connectedness, Ferrell (1995:86) argues that graffitists
construct alternative systems for gaining social status, shaping personal identity and building
alternative communities. He concludes that, “graffitists not only alter the look of a city…they
invent out of their own activities alternative systems of aesthetics, representation, identity
and meaning”.

For example, graffitists know that their work will definitely be seen by other graffitists and
rated according to varying criteria which may include style, effective use of colour,
complexity, level of public visibility and the degree of risk or difficulty in, for example,
graffitiing a moving train or scaling a tall building to work on a clean wall. The fact that many
people in the community do not see any meaning or point to tagging creates a point of tension
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between taggers and anti-graffitists, and sometimes between taggers and other graffitists
who are dismissive of tagging. This raises questions about who assigns value and meaning.
Perhaps, in the case of tagging at least, their communication may have a dual or multiple
purpose; subversion of control by authorities and the authorising environment, a reminder to
the community at large that “I exist”, “I’m here”, and thirdly to engage with other taggers in
practices, codes and behaviours which intentionally exclude other parties from participation
by the use of symbols, representations and modes of communication which are yet to be
deciphered by others. Ferrell suggests that while graffitists tag and piece against the external
forces controlling them, they also tag and piece for one another. In doing so they develop
deep social bonds and build alternative structures of meaning and status. As Ferrell writes,
“Tagging goes on as a collective conversation among writers, a process of symbolic interaction
by which writers challenge, cajole and surprise one another”.

He informs the reader that the works of graffiti writers are evaluated within “elaborate
subcultural conventions of colour, proportion and design”’. And further, that being judged by
others (peers) builds an alternative system of public communication; public communication
for young people who traditionally do not have access to avenues of urban information. In
relation to tagging, he discusses the use of a complex system of subterranean signs that would
otherwise render them invisible. Graffitists or “writers” as they are called by Ferrell,
“construct alternative systems of status and identity for themselves” (Ferrell 2001:34).

In 2006, Melbourne street artist Xero wrote an online article called “In Defence of Tagging”
which put forward a detailed argument as to why “putting up a tag is not mindless. It
represents imagination, dedication to an artform, and the willingness to take a risk in a public
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place to achieve an aesthetic outcome (even if it is one that we don’t happen to like)”. In
Xero’s view, all tags, even those that may not look aesthetically appealing, are worthy of
thoughtful consideration, because their very existence says something about the writer’s
commitment to making an image out of letters, in public space, often at some risk to
themselves of injury or arrest.
As the case study of Ben illustrates, taggers often spent considerable time refining and
perfecting their tag signatures. Despite the often complexity of their lettering and the time
put into the development of a tag, tagging was definitely the aspect of graffiti which elicited
the strongest and most oppositional responses during this study. Tagging appeared to be
almost universally discredited by the media, a section of the graffitist community and, if the
responses to my graffiti-themed exhibition were any indication, the most reviled group. Tags
were often referred to as “illegible scribble” or “scrawl” and taggers labelled “vandals”.
Images 62 –67: Examples of tagging in Fitzroy
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In her study seeking to better understand the reasons why young people are attracted to and
engage in graffiti, Australian researcher Taylor (2012:54-68) analysed data gathered from 16
semi-structured interviews, 911 web-blog comments and 16 newspaper graffiti incident
reports. Taylor asserts that engaging in risk-taking, boundary-testing and rule-breaking
activities “fulfils a basic adolescent need for individuality, control and autonomy” and that
young people utilise these strategies to “differentiate their evolving selves from that of the
adults who control their daily lives”. The researcher notes that the majority of adolescents
successfully work their way through these self-differentiation processes, via increased
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interaction with peers, to establish a social identity which generally conforms to the prevailing
social norms of their mainstream peer-group. However, a minority “seek non-conforming
social identities that actively challenge societal norms” (Taylor and Houghton 2008a), in this
instance via involvement in graffiti and associated risk taking activities. Taylor also discusses
what she terms the “infallibility belief” of young people: that is, a limited ability to fully
comprehend the consequences of their actions. She observes from her study that this appears
to change as young people move into late adolescence - early adulthood, become aware of
the legal sanctions and punishments associated with detection of graffiti and also move into
mainstream activities such as employment. She contends that young people are addicted to
the risk, recognition and respect that the graffiti lifestyle provides.

In Taylor’s research early adolescent graffitists identified six reasons for their involvement in
graffiti: boredom, emulation of others, the rush derived from committing an illegal act, the
rush gained from engaging in acts of aggression, the satisfaction derived from retaliation, and
the reward of a non-conforming social identity. The study’s participants indicated that the
adrenalin rush and exhilaration from graff writing were unlike anything else they had
experienced before. As one young informant explained:

I skate, but there isn’t much else out there that gives me such a thrill. Graffiti is a rush.
I definitely know what I’m doing is wrong, but I like doing it. Graf is such a big
adrenaline rush. You get a real rush out of it. You don’t need drugs to do it. It’s like so
bad. If, I get caught, then I’ll pay the consequences, but if I don’t, then WICKED cos it’s
like totally addictive.
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Ferrell (1997) and Snyder (2009) both suggest that graffiti writers generally view their writing
as largely harmless, but even more so as seemingly outside the realm of moral consideration.

According to Taylor, the addiction to risk is followed by an addiction to the recognitional
status to be achieved through engagement in graffiti. The study found that gaining
recognition and a reputation as a ”graff writer” was very important to older adolescent graffiti
writers. Status related to obtaining broad peer recognition of their tag name, and also for the
high level of risk involved in the placements of their tags. As Taylor (2012:61) notes, it was
“peers who bestow the highly prized reputational identity of a ‘graffiti writer’ on adolescent
prolific taggers”. Finally, part three of the study revealed that the key driver or motivator for
mid/late adolescent graffitists moving into adulthood was the goal of public respect for the
artistic merit of their graffiti. Growing into adult responsibilities did not appear to quench the
addiction to the graffiti lifestyle. As two older graffitists explained: “Graf’s a life-style, a mindset. A true writer’s addiction never stops. I love graf. It isn’t a hobby to me it’s a life-style” and
“I’ll always do graf in some form or other. I’ve heard people say it’s an addiction but I say, it’s
respect which is the addition. Respect gained from other people.”

These reflections of graffitists in Taylor’s Western Australian study are similar to those of the
graffitists in my research who reiterated several times that graffiti was part of “Who I am”
and “It’s my life”. Taylor’s findings in relation to the changing or evolving identity of graffitists
through their early adolescence through to adulthood align with my observations and
reflection about a number of older graffitists and the decision of some to move from illegal
to legally sanctioned activities as muralists and street artists. The tensions inherent in this
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changing dynamic form one of the battlefields described later in this chapter and explored
more fully in the fourth chapter of the thesis.

Taylor associates involvement in graffiti culture as leading to increased “anti-social
behaviours”, marginalisation and a pathway into more serious offending over time. Taylor’s
focus in trying to understand the attractions of graffiti is to use these findings to identify more
societally acceptable activities to replicate the benefits associated with the risk, recognition
and respect associated with the graffiti lifestyle. In Chapter Four I reference and explore
Kramer’s research (2010) into what he terms the “moral panic” defining intense anti-graffiti
attitudes, campaigns and programs in New York, and the role of the mass media and
authorities in presenting graffiti as a threat to society. This is compared to the setting of
Fitzroy, Melbourne.

In a similar vein to Taylor, Canadian researchers MacDiarmid and Downing (2012:605-617)
studied the lives of graffitists in Ontario to draw attention to what they term “the aging out”
of graffiti writers as they entered adulthood. The researchers note their analysis draws on life
course, subcultural and drift theories to inform their considerations of “deviance”. They
explore the tension between a subculture of resistance, and mainstream exposure and
acceptance which is central to their study. They relate the tensions and inherent conflict
experienced by older graffitists as they seek employment and form relationships with nongraffiti individuals while striving to remain members of the graffiti subculture. As they report:
“…Those in the subculture we study are not so quick to distance themselves from their
youthful companions, and in fact struggle to remain connected to these companions and the
subculture they constitute while also occupying and maintaining ‘legitimate’ social and

118

economic positions” (2012:606). The researchers describe graffiti writers as struggling, not
only with the conflicts associated with the watering down of the resistant element of their
subculture, but also their own involvement in the dominant, mainstream culture. The journey
or pathway of those older or former graffitists I met during the course of my research such as
Civil, Kaff-eine and Rone, and others I have researched online and via the media, present with
an almost identical profile and mainstreaming career trajectory as those in the Canadian
“Aging Out” study. Another interesting example was Anthony Lister. An Australian, Anthony
Lister is now an internationally renowned artist. He acknowledges his dual identities in the
following manner: there’s “Anthony Lister” for fine art and “Lister” for what he does on the
streets. “I have different identities for all of these social situations. I find sanctuary by not
needing to take a lot of credit for the things I straight-up enjoy doing”. Like his peer and friend
Banksy, Lister always tries to leave less-than-legal artworks when he visits different cities, and
says that Melbourne can expect to see a new piece pop up whenever he visits. One of these
pieces of night time graffiti that Lister did almost three years ago was the subject of a spray
can battle in Fitzroy. Angry local graffitists objected to what they saw as his street art and, as
a sign of total derision or disrespect, painted penises continually over the Lister work. Art
patrons and followers of Lister studiously and repeatedly decried this response, and repainted
the image to remove the graffitied tags and symbols which regularly appeared. However, in
the end the graffitists completely covered the Lister piece and Lister supporters gave up.

Image 68: Lister in Fitzroy – the battleground with penises graffitied over the piece regularly
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It is MacDiarmid and Downing’s contention that subcultures of graffiti may be less fluid than
they are multifaceted, or even compartmentalized. Like Lister, individuals may adopt different
identities for different social groups and social situations. From my study in Fitzroy I would
suggest some individuals in the broad Fitzroy graffiti “community” have experienced difficulty
trying to balance the pursuit of acceptance as an artist and retention of their “street”
credibility as a rebel graffitist.

Social discourse and connection
The earlier sections of this chapter have considered space, place and identity, particularly in
the context of alienating, segregated or excluding contemporary urban environments. Many
of the issues explored have focussed on the act of graffiti itself, and to a much lesser extent,
the form it may take and its content. One of the more under-researched aspects of graffiti
culture is the use of words and symbols to connect with or humanise space and create place
in an alienating environment. Words (and sometimes symbols) can capture and stimulate our
imagination to create its own images or response. Yet, leaving aside the language of taggers
which is not readily understood by many “non taggers”, written language is generally not
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considered to be a significant component of graffiti, nor has it featured strongly to date in the
debate about graffiti and the use of space by graff writers. The following examples from my
fieldwork provide a glimpse into how some graffitists have attempted to catch the attention
of a seemingly fragmented or disconnected world. What is also apparent in these works is
some acknowledgement by the graff writer that there is a community, or individuals within
it, who constitute the “audience” or “public” moving in and about the public domain. The
first example, “You are too observant”, was written high up on a two storey building. (Because
of its height and distance from the ground, there has been some difficulty reproducing a high
quality image).
Image 69: You are too observant

I suspect this graffiti would only capture the eye and attention of pedestrians in Brunswick
Street, Fitzroy looking beyond the street level attractions of cafes, book shops, retro clothing
shops and the odd assortment of low income and affluent passers-by sharing this public
space. And yet, as a social researcher these four words engaged me immediately, brought a
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smile to my face and evoked some sense of connection; of two way communication and an
instant rapport of sorts between the unknown graffitist and myself. I wanted to know more
about the graff writer: what had motivated them, the risks associated with carrying out their
graffiti in such a public yet high risk location, and finally their perceptions of the world which
had led them to create this particular piece of graffiti?

Fitzroy, and in particular North Fitzroy, has a reputation for the popularity of its bike and
walking paths throughout its district. The steady stream of weekday workers cycling to work
and the weekend recreational cycling groups jostle and often dominate the pathways,
sometimes to the detriment of local pedestrians, particularly those taking their dogs for a
daily walk. On occasion I had witnessed the pedestrians and their pets forced off the paths by
the sheer mass and speed of the cyclists, and this is perhaps what the unknown graffitist was
trying to capture or empathise with in the following stencilled “angel wing” graffiti which is
featured on several of the council’s dog walker symbols along the path. My housemate who
walks an elderly neighbour’s dog each day noticed this graffiti and said to me “They got it in
one!” She further commented that she very much doubted that any of the energetic, speeding
cyclists who regularly force her and the dog off the dual-purpose walking and cycling paths
“got it”.

Image 70: Pedestrians in Peril
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In recent months a red, two word greeting had been graffitied on the footpath in multiple
sites around North Fitzroy. It appeared at the front gate of a modest, single fronted timber
cottage; at the edge of a footpath just before you enter the roadway to cross, at the entrance
to a former factory site recently converted to apartments and at the point where the dualpurpose pathways met major roads. It simply read “hello beautiful”.
Image 71: hello beautiful

In talking to friends who lived in the local area, a number who walked around the streets
regularly, rather than travel relatively short distances by car, reported finding the “hello
beautiful” greeting. It had had a positive impact on these local residents, with at least one
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person commenting that she now looked out for new sightings of this greeting as she headed
out on her daily walk.

This simple greeting and its growing appearance throughout the neighbourhood made me
once again wonder about the graff writer and their story. Who was the person who had
conceived this idea and then carried it out with such stylised “handwriting”? What was his/her
motivation or intention? I noted they had chosen a good quality paint which meant the
greetings might survive for longer than much of the other graffiti in Fitzroy. This work also
recalled for me the now famous Eternity graffiti originally written in chalk on the streets, walls
and buildings of Melbourne and then Sydney for more than three decades from the early
1930s until the late 1960s. The identity of the graff writer, Arthur Stace, was unknown for
many years. Multiple sources including the websites of Wikipedia 4, the National Museum of
Australia 5 and the Australian Dictionary of Biography 6 were pursued to find out more about
this iconic graffiti and its writer. Stace had grown up in poverty, was gaoled at 15, had been
wounded in France during World War 1, and returned partially blind and suffering the effects
of poisonous gas. He was an unemployed, down-and-out alcoholic living on the streets. During
a visit to a church he was impressed by a powerful preacher, who shouted, “I wish I could
shout eternity through the streets of Sydney”. As he recalled, “Suddenly I began crying and I
felt a powerful call from the Lord to write Eternity…I think eternity gets the message across,
makes people stop and think.” Stace estimated he had written the word Eternity more than
half a million times during his thirty plus years spree. His chalk writings were decried as

4

en.m.wikipedia.org/wiki/Arthur_Stace website accessed July 2013

5

www.nma.gov.au/exhibitions/eternity accessed November 2013

6

adb.anu.edu.au/biography/stace-arthur website accessed January 2014
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graffiti, with local councillors calling for police to arrest Stace. Whenever police tried to arrest
him Stace always responded that he had his “instructions from a much higher authority”. In
Sydney’s Millenium celebrations for the year 2000, the Harbour Bridge was lit up by fireworks
spelling out the word Eternity in Stace’s copperscript handwriting style.
Image 72: Eternity by Arthur Stace

Two years ago my usually spotless, small local supermarket which had been operated by the
same Italian family for three generations provided the public backdrop for a piece of overtly
political graffiti. The graffitist had written “Did you know that logging causes bushfires?” One
day later a response appeared “No, but I do now”. The wall of the supermarket had become
a public forum, and I observed a few smiles and chuckles amongst the shoppers. However,
the owners were not impressed, had the wall completely cleaned and repainted the next day
and quickly installed evening spotlights to deter further dialogue on the walls.
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While he uses an iconic stick figure symbol rather than words, Civil’s common or “everyday”
person can be found in many tucked away nooks of the city. Civil had expressed interest in
how graffiti and street art could create a sense of community, mark space and act as “a
human-scaled anarchic form of urban architecture” (2012). Once you have spotted his stick
figures in the most ordinary and modest of settings you find yourself looking for them, and as
other community members had reported to me, felt like you had found an old friend when
you came across the familiar figure with others stick figures in doorways, on building sites, at
local playgrounds in parklands and on old garage doors. No words were required. Hello
beautiful and Civil highlight the capacity of graffiti to stimulate a sense of community in a local
area, through an ongoing conversation that locals become familiar with. The examples were
specifically aimed at, and indeed achieved, a form of positive community engagement. This
reaction was reported by others as well as confirmed by my experience.
Image 73: Civil stick figure humanises a building site in Fitzroy
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It was these ‘finds’ as you moved around the local community that were surprising and
sometimes made you wonder about the unseen person (or persons) behind each graffiti
piece. This was very much the case in the next image which I decided to name “The Original
Pedestrians”.
Image 74: The Original Pedestrians

Other statements are more subtle and subversive. A familiar sign only eighty metres from my
home caught my attention. From a distance of three metres I could see there were some
additional markings on the metal sign. I parked my bicycle and walked up closer, as any
passing pedestrian might do. The simplicity of the additional symbols to the standard Local
Traffic Area sign drew my admiration for the graff writer’s ingenuity. The symbols were a
spear held by the woman and a boomerang by the child. The assumed “white” child and
mother had turned into indigenous Aboriginals. Something so innocuous had changed into
something more symbolic, political and significant, and for me at least, it made me look at
this particular point in my daily journey quite differently. It became a place with symbols,
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objects and a sense of purpose and place. For me it had emerged as a place in its own right,
and it was one with which I connected emotionally. It came to signify the presence, no matter
how temporary, of the unseen writer and at deeper level, the indigenous inhabitants of times
past. This was an enriching experience and made me pleased to be part of this local
community.

The next two examples I have selected, “Another day at da office” and “One of those days”,
caused me to reflect about context – in this case the everyday context of work and what
constitutes “the office”, and what might constitute “the office” for the everyday graffitist. I
would suggest that many members of the community could identify with someone having
“one of those days”. These are two more examples of graffitists exhibiting sentiments that
were not at odds with those experienced by other community members, and also with a
glimpse of humour. Another forum for connection had been created in each situation.
Images 75-76: Another Day in Da Office & One of those days…
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The next image ‘Sorry about your wall’ has been selected because it is a communication which
perhaps conjures up an interesting image of the graff writer. Is the writer genuinely sorry or
being ironic or sarcastic?
Image 77: Sorry about your wall

Interpretation is totally in the mind of the viewer, but in its own way the graffiti invites
dialogue; if not with the graffitist at least with other members of the public walking by to see
what they think.

Graffiti is everywhere and it definitely has a social aspect: for example social recognition and
personal connection. This is particularly true when, as an inner city dweller, you find a familiar
tag or symbol of a graffitist in a new place. The draw of finding the second, third or fourth
symbol, character or other specific identification (ID) image used by an individual graffitist, in
new places within your local environment has a unique appeal. I would suggest that seeing
multiple copies of the same symbol in different locales has the potential to subtly shift the
perspective of the observer from merely acknowledging the graffiti, almost as an inanimate
object, to beginning to wonder about the graffitist him/herself and therefore to look beyond
the location and the material form. The familiarity of some symbols or characters and that
rush of recognition when you unexpectedly find one in a new location, in a sense can start to
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feel like the beginnings of a dialogue, even though you as an observer or member of the
audience are not in direct contact with the graffitist. It can also conjure an image of the
graffitist as someone like yourself, moving in and about the local community.
Images 78 – 80: The Graffiti cat gets around

This converging of patterns of mobile graffiti and what I term “graffiti spotting” has a sense
of being interactive. The recognition makes it personal. The “observer” has somehow
participated in the dialogue by virtue of this recognition. This engagement or capturing of
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your attention starts to rehumanise this faceless individual and work against the anonymity
of the contemporary urban environment.
Images 81 –82: Images of graffiti by Be Free

The images created by Be Free can be found as large paste ups on community halls, on the side walls
of cafes and shops or as small visual vignettes around Fitzroy, North Fitzroy and Northcote. The image
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above in North Fitzroy has captured an element of urban living in its utilisation of an abandoned,
broken vacuum cleaner on the street to form part of the visual statement. This is somewhat in contrast
to the paste up and tagging on the light pole in the foreground of the image. Other Be Free paste ups
involve a young female with a parasol or sitting at a glued on child’s tea table with a cup having a cup
of tea. Not unlike the pieces by Civil, there appears to be an almost childlike, whimsical quality to this
visual expression and its focus on the ordinary, everyday activities of life.

Further Reflections on Space, Place and Social Connection: Summing Up
Chapter Three has explored theoretical perspectives on “space”, “place” and “identity” and
how diverse individuals and groups in Fitzroy have competed for recognition and legitimacy
in “public” space, utilising differing forms of visual aesthetic or expression. What this research
has revealed is the importance of graffiti in the evolving personhood or identity/ies of
graffitists. For adolescents, participation in graffiti may provide a social forum for those who
want a space of their own away from the control and rules of adults. Young graff writers
commonly referred to the adrenalin or natural “high” associated with graffiti-related risk
taking, although this was not consistent moving into late teens and early adulthood. A number
of graffitists of varying ages through to their early thirties indicated that “It’s who I am”, “It’s
part of me”, “It’s my life” and “I’ll always do graffiti”. The practice of graffiti means that
graffitists have a unique relationship with their local environment as they explore the terrain
looking for suitable spaces for graffiti and placemaking. They are often looking at the spaces
that others do not see, despite their public visibility and planning the logistics of access. In
part, the chapter has also touched on the potential role of graffiti in exploring innovative
modes of engagement, questioning and social connection in the seemingly frenetic pace and
sometimes impersonal character of contemporary urban communities like Fitzroy.
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CHAPTER 4: THE POWER OF THE STATE
In Chapter Four I consider the practices and emerging themes outlined in earlier chapters
within the overarching context of state and legal control. The key arguments of the thesis are
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then drawn together and summarised in order to address the fundamental research question:
What is the dynamic social and political role of “graffiti” in the neighbourhood of Fitzroy, and
how is this expressed in the practice and aesthetic expression of graffiti as contested in urban
public space?

With the exception of reference to the impact of graffiti on business owners, and to a lesser
extent on residents, the thrust of the thesis to this point has been on the contest for “public”
space within graffiti and graffiti-linked networks or communities of interest. However, there
is a far more fundamental level of contestation which is integral to any social and political
understanding of graffiti in contemporary urban communities: that of the state.

In Victoria, graffiti is against the law. It is illegal and perceived in law as a criminal act. The
Victorian Graffiti Prevention Act 2007 defines graffiti as to, “write, draw, mark, scratch or
otherwise deface property by any means so that the defacement is not readily removable by
wiping with a dry cloth”.

In the State of Victoria it is unlawful to; (a) create graffiti on property if the graffiti is visible
from a public place, unless you have the owner’s consent; (b) create offensive graffiti that is
visible from a public place if that graffiti would offend a reasonable person; and (c) stick or
post any kind of signs, poster, sticker, paper on any part of building, wall, vehicle, structure
or a tree, unless you first get the permission of the owner.7 Under the Graffiti Prevention Act
2007 (and similar Acts found in other states), all graffiti types are treated equally, regardless
of the location or artistic content. The definition of ”mark graffiti” does not delineate

7

Graffiti Prevention Act, Victoria. 2007. P. 4. The definition in the Act includes work that could be classified as ‘street art’.
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between what may be perceived as “street art”, as opposed to illegal defacing of private
property, such as tagging or scratching.

In its fact sheet Graffiti Laws, August 2012, the Young People’s Legal Rights Centre Inc, (more
commonly known in Melbourne as Youth Law) has attempted to explain the law in layperson’s
terms and provide more explanation for young people. The Centre explains that graffiti is a
crime if it is done on property without permission from the owner. Alternatively, police can
charge a person with criminal damage or wilful damage. In addition, marking “offensive”
graffiti, with or without the permission of the owner, is a crime. “Offensive” graffiti means it
would offend a reasonable person and it is not a reasonable political comment. (As an aside:
I am curious about what might constitute or not constitute “reasonable political comment”,
but this is not something I have had the time to pursue in my current research). In Victoria it
is also illegal to carry a spray can in certain places, such as on public transport property, in a
public place that is next to public transport property or if trespassing on private property. It
is an offence to carry a spray can in those situations, even if there was no intent to graffiti. It
is a defence if the person is carrying a spray can for trade or employment purposes, but not
for other purposes such as education, training or a recreational art program. If caught in the
described situations the person can be issued with an on-the-spot fine of approximately $700
or may be charged in court. The police can also lay charges in court if a person is carrying any
implement that could potentially be used for graffiti such as textas, markers, stickers or any
tool for scratching. However, police must prove intent. Being in an area with fresh graffiti can
be enough for police to prove intent. In Victoria the police and the Protective Services Officers
(PSOs) of the public transport system have the power to undertake on-the-spot searches for
graffiti implements on anyone 14 years old or over if they believe they have reasonable
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grounds to suspect an individual may be carrying a graffiti tool. If an individual is aged
between 14 to 18 years of age police and PSO searches are restricted to inspections of bags
or similar, requesting a person to remove outer clothing such as coat and shoes and doing a
“pat down” search. If a person is over 18 years of age the police and PSOs must conduct
searches as quickly as possible and in a manner that respects individual privacy. Penalties for
graffiti in Victoria range from on-the-spot fines to imprisonment.

According to Victoria Police crime statistics cited in the City of Melbourne’s Graffiti
Management Plan 2014-2018 (2014:2) and re-presented in Table 1 below, the vast majority
of offenders within the Melbourne local government area are 19 years or younger.
Table 1: Victoria Police, Region One statistics – people charged with graffiti offences
2011-2012
10-14
yrs

15-19
yrs

20-24
yrs

25-29
yrs

30-34
yrs

35-39
yrs

TOTAL

2009-10

15

99

13

6

6

0
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2010-11

7

57

21

26

6

9
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2011-12

10

57

19

14

5

3
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However, as this police arrest data shows, in 2011-12 while sixty-seven young people (62%)
were aged between 10 to 19 years, at least forty-one individuals (37.9%) were aged between
20 to 39 years of age and twenty-two individuals (20%) were aged between 25 to 39 years.
While this data cannot be seen to be representative of all individuals who graffiti due to under
reporting and failure to apprehend, it does provide some evidence that although adolescents
are the largest profile group, a number do continue to graffiti well into their twenties and
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beyond. Not all graffitists “age out” and seek recognition and respect within the mainstream
in accordance with the social norms of their peer age group.
Under the Graffiti Prevention Act 2007, local government has the jurisdiction to remove
graffiti and street art from public and private property with the written permission of the
owner/occupier. The City of Melbourne (2014:3) removes graffiti in the public space,
because it has a negative impact on the amenity and presentation of the
municipality. Graffiti removal is part of good municipal management – in the same
way as street cleanliness and the collection of dumped rubbish
However, in its 2014 Graffiti Management Framework: Policy & Strategy, the City of Yarra
(City of Yarra, 2014: Attachment 1: 1) notes,
Graffiti is a problem for the some sectors of our community because it has an impact
on people’s perception of safety. Some people feel that an area with graffiti is unsafe
and therefore they may avoid areas where graffiti is present. It can increase feelings
of fear and disorder in the local community and distort perceptions around the actual
level of crime and safety. Graffiti can have a negative impact on the amenity and
general sense of safety in our community. Effective management of graffiti is
important to create and maintain quality open and public spaces and to engender civic
pride.
The wording is important in the above quote as it indicates a subtle shift from earlier public
statements by authorities and some criminology researchers about the purported dangers of
graffiti to the community, and the escalation of graffitists to a life of more serious crime.
Instead Council’s 2014 policy statement has taken a more considered approach in referring
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to “people’s perception of safety”, “Some people feel that an area with graffiti is unsafe” and
“increase feelings of fear and disorder in the local community and distort perceptions around
the actual level of crime and safety”. While a small number of graffitists may also be involved
in other illegal activities, there is no credible evidence which supports a direct causal link with
graffiti, at least in Australia. While researchers such as Brown (1978) and Dovey, Wollan &
Woodcock (2012) focused on the relationship between graffiti and serious criminal
involvement, their context was gang membership and the connection of gangs to serious
crime activity such as drugs and violence. This may have some relevance to aspects of gang
crime in America, but as explored by researchers in Australia (Halsey & Young 2002b), gangrelated graffiti is rare in Australia.
Involvement in a range of illegal activities by some young people may be linked to a number
of factors most commonly identified as risk factors for serious juvenile offending. As reported
in “Off the Wall! Graffiti management review and best practice” (Capire Consulting Group Pty
Ltd, 2012:4) produced for the City of Yarra,
In contrast to general perceptions, no specific profile exists for a graffer (person doing
graffiti). Traditionally, it was assumed that graffers came from socially disadvantaged
backgrounds and were males under 18. However, recent graffiti related charges under
the Graffiti Prevention Act 2007 in Victoria indicate a number of graffers are aged over
18 and come from a range of backgrounds.
The Capire Consulting Group (2012: 4-5) report provides evidence of the explosion of graffiti
in the municipality in recent years. During the 2011-2012 financial year, Council received
approximately 4,358 graffiti related requests, compared with 2,448 in the 2010-2011 financial
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year, and around 110 for 2003. The majority of graffiti requests related to private property
(44% of total requests) and commercial buildings (38% of total requests). Suburbs registering
the highest number of graffiti related requests include: Fitzroy, North Fitzroy, Collingwood,
and North Carlton. The report (Capire Consulting Group 2012:5) further notes that,
The above graffiti ‘hotspots’ do not directly correspond with key areas identified
through the March 2011 Annual Yarra City Council Customer Satisfaction Survey as
locations with heightened issues of maintenance and cleaning. The latest community
safety surveys have not identified graffiti as a priority issue.
Articles about graffiti, graffitists and anti-graffitists featured regularly in daily and weekly
newspapers such as The Age, The Herald Sun and the Melbourne Weekly Times throughout
the research period. In addition the local council for the area, the City of Yarra, distributed a
bi-monthly newsletter, Community News, to residents featuring graffiti-related stories or
promotions. The state and the media have played, and continue to play, a key role in
promoting a law and order regime based on demonization of graffiti and graffitists.
Inaccurate and exaggerated reports about the threat to public safety because of “unruliness”,
“civil disobedience” and links to “serious crime” appear to have contributed over time to the
anxiety expressed by some householders and businesses about the “dirty” and “down-and
out” character associated with areas where graffiti has markedly increased its public visibility.
In recent years the Mayor of the City of Melbourne, Councillor Robert Doyle, in an opinion
piece (Herald Sun, 17 April 2011:78) stated that it was time to crack down on “vandals” and
“graffiti morons”. He referred to “mindless tagging…from mindless dullards” and cited the
high cost of graffiti removal. In the same article he praised “world-famous graffiti art like
Hosier Lane” and drew the conclusion that “I do not think we are going to fix this problem
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through education programs. I think it’s a law-and-order issue….I think we need to work on
making vandals face consequences, such as financial penalties”.
Image 83: Example of recent media headline about graffiti

The majority of media articles and television reporting used value-laden descriptors such as
“vandals”, “gangs involved in illegal activities”, “deviants involved in anti-social behaviour”.
Image 84: Further examples of negative media about graffiti
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The newspaper article headed “Outrage at Tagger – Banksy stencils lost in vandal attack”
related to an interview with a community member who was a supporter of “street art” such
as a famous Banksy piece that was attacked in Melbourne. In recent years Melbourne has
seen the emergence of wealthy cultural philanthropists who had become “patrons” of graffiti,
but more commonly street art, and were publicly promoting their role as avant-garde cultural
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protectors of innovative visual expression. Patronage had commonly resulted in commissions
and national and international exhibitions and promotional tours. The presence of patrons
exacerbated the tensions and conflicts within the broad field of graffiti culture and practice,
that were already evident in my ethnography, interviews and interaction with the graffiti
“community”.
Returning to the issue of vilification of graffiti and graffitists, an American researcher Kramer
(2010:297-311) looked at what he termed a “moral panic” in response to graffiti. He asserted
that the reaction was disproportionate to the behaviour which violated accepted norms or
laws. In doing so Kramer cited earlier research by Cohen (1972) about the role “played by the
mass media and institutions devoted to social norms, most notably police, courts, and
politicians and legislators”. Kramer outlined three indicators of “moral panic” : (a) concern
and consensus - concern creates heightened levels of anxiety and consensus suggests a
relatively broad cross-section agrees that a problem exists and that it presents a threat; (b)
hostility – hostility towards the troubling behaviour will be openly expressed; and (c)
disproportionality – of the response to the behaviour. Citing Goode and Ben-Yehuda (1994)
Kramer argues that while the official reaction might be underpinned by concerns about social
and economic ramifications, there is a need to properly assess whether there is objective
harm caused by that activity. My review of mass media reporting of graffiti over the past two
to three years highlighted and supported Kramer’s contention about the reaction to the
activity of graffiti as an overreaction.
This was further reinforced when I analysed the results of community feedback to the two
graffiti-themed exhibitions I mounted in Fitzroy over a two year period. Approximately three
hundred de-identified community participants provided written responses to the exhibition
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and a question asking them their thoughts and reaction to graffiti. While this thesis does not
have the scope to do justice to this data, I intend to provide more comprehensive use of the
data analysis in further graffiti-related research I plan to undertake. What was apparent when
reading the written entries over the period of the study was that this was an issue that
generated very strong responses from and between participants. In the first data set there
was a marked polarization of opinion from graffiti bringing life and colour to harsh
contemporary urban environments to “not on my property” and issues associated with the
illegal nature of graffiti. Overall, the responses could basically be grouped as those who: hated
all graffiti, found it boring and saw it as vandalism- the destruction of property and against
the law; generally liked graffiti, but disliked tagging; enjoyed most graffiti and perceived it to
be a welcome form of human expression; welcomed graffiti as contemporary street art,
and/or those who were graffitists themselves. Over time there was almost unanimous
rejection by most respondents of tagging and taggers. This was more strongly expressed in
the second exhibition with no tolerance for tagging twelve months after the first. A selection
of responses from both exhibitions follows:
“The truly artistic graffiti is beautiful I think and if I woke up to see a cool piece of artwork on
the side of my building I would love it. However, the amount of tags and inappropriate scribble
polluting Melbourne and pre-existing artistic graffiti is gross. Ruining another artist’s graffiti is
disrespectful and creates bad imaging for all graffiti artists. “
“I’ve seen some beautiful art. I’m not supportive of mindless tags – I’m sitting opposite a chicken
shop that has the front door tagged! I would like to see more respect for private property – and
more opportunities for genuine artists to have ’canvasses’ in public places”
“Graffiti – a great expression and colourful and interesting. Makes a wonderful world more
exciting. No Taggers though! “
“It’s great. Gives deeper insight to a place and believe (sic – belief?). Allows free expression
and for a tourist I believe it allows them to see differences in each location.”
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“Brings some sunshine in the streets.”
”Graffiti – Don’t destroy other people’s property. Be creative in YOUR OWN SPACE! Boring …z
z z z”
“Awesome!! Informative, entertaining, creative and fun!!! I like that artists are able to name
their work but remain anonymous to the general public. Fully sik! “
“Generally
Rockin’
As long as
Friends
Frantically
Implement
Their poetic
Initiative “
“Graffiti is not a crime! “
“I like graffiti and street art, but hate tagging especially when it’s on private residential
property. It is not everyone’s right to deface private property. Graffiti that is clever and witty
is great.”
“There is graffiti that is an art form and there is vandalism – where to draw the line? Black
spray cans on public transport a no no. “
“They cause a desecration and they call it ART! “
“Hallelujah for Graffiti! A welcome mark of a very “human” habitation in an increasingly
regulated (by market & government) landscape.”
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The informant feedback from the graffiti-themed exhibitions appeared to generally align with
the findings of the 2012 Caprice Consulting Group (2012:4) report commissioned by the City
of Yarra to inform its revised framework and strategic approach to graffiti management within
the local community. It concluded that,
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Graffiti in the City of Yarra plays an important role in the municipality’s social fabric
and urban character. It occurs in a range of forms and in a range of settings, including
on commercial buildings, Council assets, toilets, pavings, poles and signs and on
private property (commonly on fences, walls and garage doors)
Further, the consultants suggested that a zero tolerance approach was inappropriate in an
area where graffiti was seen by some as positively contributing to the social and cultural
diversity and vibrancy of the environment. In this inner northern municipality graffiti has, over
time, become part of the social fabric and urban landscape of the local area. The report
recommended a more tolerant position may be more suitable and recommended a “whole
of community”’ approach (Capire Consulting Group 2012:6). This would include a set of
options for graffiti management encompassing graffiti removal, place management,
community education and information, planning and law enforcement and monitoring and
review. It was suggested such an approach would encourage partnerships between Council
and owner/occupiers, business owners, law enforcement agencies, statutory authorities,
utility owners and graffiti artists. The report also noted that the focus of the Council’s
approach in 2012 was on rapid removal, with the full 2012-2013 budget of $500,000
committed to these activities. It suggested Council’s policy should have a larger focus on
preventative and early intervention techniques that are youth-lead, including diversionary,
education and awareness programs and providing opportunities for legal community art
initiatives. It promoted consideration of allocation of approximately sixty per cent of the
budget to these preventative strategies (Capire Consulting Group 2012:8). This change in
focus and strategy was a significant paradigm shift which appeared to evolve over several
years of co-existing with graffiti in the area, its survival and indeed growth in spite of programs
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of zero tolerance and rapid removal, and one suspects a gradual acceptance of some forms
of graffiti as they became interwoven with the everyday environment.

Local government authorities in Melbourne, and more specifically the City of Yarra and a
number of other Victorian local government authorities, have reviewed their graffiti
management policies and strategies, and are moving towards a more tolerant approach (with
the exception of the continually maligned tagging). This was in stark contrast with New York
which has waged a ten year zero tolerance campaign led by New York’s Mayor and a
committee with vested interests of land and property management and profit. For example,
removal of graffiti was essential to the gentrification of Harlem which has been reported as
generally achieved. The social impact was the associated relocation of low income,
disadvantaged groups who had lived in Harlem for generations, to the outlying industrial
areas of Bronx, Queens and Brooklyn (Fainstein 2014:1). As Belting noted (2005:303) “the
anxiety over graffiti comes directly from its placement rather than its aesthetic.”

Based in New York City, the Social Science Research Council’s (SSRC) initiative The Decent City
has developed the City Papers; a collection of papers by academics and policy makers looking
at the complexities of what constitutes or influences :a decent city”. In relation to Harlem, in
her paper Farnstein (2014:1) notes,

gentrification, which can produce greater heterogeneity in previously ghettoized
neighborhoods, is feared for its displacement effects on low-income residents.
Additionally, original inhabitants often resent the cultural differences and implied
superiority of wealthier incomers. The presence of new, upscale stores has
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precipitated debate over their role in fostering residential gentrification, accused of
alienating long-time residents, and destroying authenticity.

As a researcher and visitor to New York in 2012 I was shocked at the eradication of so much
graffiti over the past decade, its absence in the mainstream of contemporary urban life and
the punitive approach of the authorities in setting very high fines and imprisonment for
graffiti offences by graffitists. While graffiti by contrast dominated many parts of central
Berlin in what I had initially assumed was a “laissez faire” tolerance approach to graffiti, I
quickly discovered that the state was not happy with graffiti on every public transport route
in contrast to the stark cleanliness of a number of public institutions such as the parliament
and museum which were pristine. During further background research online I discovered
that Berlin had hosted the first world anti-graffiti conference several years ago. In 2014 it was
reported on international news that Berlin had introduced small drones (planes fitted with
microscopic cameras) to monitor the movement and activities of graffitists in order to deter
them and stop further activities by charging them in court. During my stay in Berlin in 2012 I
chanced upon three buildings off a courtyard that were being squatted by many people who
appeared to be in their mid twenties to late thirties. These buildings and the large courtyard
and bicycle sheds were covered in an array of graffiti, the majority of which had some sort of
political message via the use of symbols, images and/or words. Over the next few days I spoke
with a number of male squatters who participated in graffiti in Berlin. They explained that it
was “safer” to do their graffiti within the courtyard away from public attention and the
scrutiny of the police. They advised that although the fines if caught initially were relatively
low at approximately three hundred dollars (Australian), these quickly added up and if not
paid quickly could lead to a period of imprisonment. My visits to New York and Berlin provided
148

a context for my research and helped to explain why many international graffitists were eager
to travel to Melbourne to participate in our relative celebration of graffiti.

It was interesting to observe that some sections of society recognized the value of graffiti well
before the rest of mainstream culture even contemplated a path towards partial acceptance.
Graffiti as a dynamic form of creative expression was quickly seized upon by the advertising
industry and the past four to five years have seen graffiti as a focal point or “cutting edge”
backdrop to sell everything from expensive cars, “cool” musicians and expensive designer
fashion in magazines, newspapers and on television. Similarly, the American television
cartoon show “The Simpsons”, a series noted for its often humourous and sophisticated
commentary on social issues and the ordinary events of daily life, was quick to recognize the
social and political dynamic of graffiti. To date there have been at least seven episodes
screened around the world which have featured graffiti, famous graffitists and the
introduction of graffiti into the Simpson household. The images which follow were from a
Simpson’s episode I had recorded where the son Bart is cross with his father Homer for a
punishment meted out and decides to exact revenge by stencilling posters of Homer’s face
accompanied by the word “DOPE” all around their local community of Springfield. Homer
drove past the image several times and thought the face was familiar, but did not recognize
it was himself. In the meantime “El Barto’s” (Bart’s graffiti name) fame had grown, he was
courted by world famous real life graffitists and even attracted the attentions of a Springfield
patron hoping to make money selling Bart’s graffiti pieces in a gallery. Everything falls apart
when Homer realizes it is his face that has been stencilled as DOPE all over town, and by his
son. Bart turns his back on graffiti fame and the show ends with Homer deciding maybe he

149

could become famous as a graff writer, although there are some aspects of graffiti he has not
yet grasped.
Images 85 – 87: The mainstream acceptance of graffiti captured in The Simpsons TV series

Graffiti appears to be flourishing in inner Melbourne despite the efforts of local councils with
anti-graffiti promotions, and free products and workshops for (primarily) business and
property owners. Perhaps more divisive (within graffiti circles) and effective are social
strategies which legitimise some graffiti pieces and writers over others, promoting these
individuals and their work as of cultural value. Even the Caprice Consulting Group (2012:56)
report to the City of Yarra recommends devising some indicators to assist Council in
determining what constitutes “good” and “bad” graffiti. In addition the report makes it clear
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that a more tolerant approach to graffiti excludes tagging which should be actively pursued
in order to deter taggers.
The rise of graffiti “patrons”, pieces moved into galleries and the commissioning of murals in
“public” space (to eradicate graffiti) highlight aspects of the paradigm shift which is occurring.
A potentially co-opted version of graffiti is becoming part of mainstream culture. In “Painting
with Permission: Legal graffiti in New York City”, Kramer (2010: 242-243), observes that,
Some writers started seeking out legal avenues in which to pursue their craft. This
third adaptation is, arguably, an important development within graffiti writing culture.
It could easily be said that enough graffiti writers have crossed the line that
distinguishes illegal from legal graffiti, such that it is possible to categorize ‘legal graffiti
artists’ as a distinct coterie within graffiti writing culture…this shift in the ‘mode of
production’ seems to have paved the way for the development of a new ideological
standpoint amongst those who produce graffiti with permission.
Graffitists attempt to establish a connection with their surroundings, and by doing so to
influence the way people think about modern urban life. As DeBord (2008:35) puts it, “to
practice examining the notion of ‘public space’… and to take effective possession of the
community of dialogue”.
Further Reflections on the State : Summing Up
Graffiti continues to flourish despite strong anti-graffiti legislation in Victoria that empowers
police to search young people irrespective of whether a crime has yet been committed, and
provides for enforcement through the courts of fines, community based orders and in some
cases, a period of imprisonment. The media has partnered government in its demonization
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of graffitists, and like the authorities, has championed anti-graffiti law enforcement and
campaigns as essential to maintaining law and order, public safety and in the most basic
terms, the very fabric of our society. This has given rise to what Kramer (2010) calls a “moral
panic” which he argues is a gross overaction to any actual threat that graffiti/graffitists might
present. Current “best practice” strategies of early intervention, co-option and
commoditisation of graffiti as a commercial product are creating further divisions in the
graffiti “community”, and it could be argued are to some extent a distraction from the
fundamental challenge graffiti presents to the control and ownership of “public” and
“private” space.

CONCLUSION
This thesis has explored the central research question: “What is the dynamic social and
political role of “graffiti” in the neighbourhood of Fitzroy, and how is this expressed in the
practice and aesthetic expression of graffiti as contested in urban public space?” It has told
the story of a particular ethnographic encounter, or rather set of encounters, taking place
within the social and political context of graffiti in Fitzroy. The design of this study was
interactive by intent, and my participatory ethnographic approach as a researcher ensured it
engaged in the very dialogue it has sought to understand. This engagement has provided an
opportunity for uniquely nuanced insights into graffiti culture as part of the ever-evolving
streetscape of community in Fitzroy.

My working definition of graffiti, as “unauthorised written cultural phenomena making use of
both symbolic and iconic language on any surface of public or private property,” was
articulated in the Introduction, as was the multi-faceted research methodology used to
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understand this phenomena. This methodology included, but was not limited to, an
international context gained from self-funded field visits to New York and Berlin, daily
encounters with graff writers, residents and business owners in Fitzroy, one-to-one key
informant interviews, and community responses gathered via two graffiti-themed exhibitions
in Fitzroy. Further, the dynamic social and political expressions and relations that were
experienced and recorded during eighteen months of fieldwork in Melbourne’s inner-north
suburb of Fitzroy, were described via the daily bicycle journey and other encounters in the
field in Chapter One, and captured in numerous fieldwork vignettes in Chapter Two. Chapter
Three outlined contemporary theoretical perspectives on space, place and identity and
demonstrated how these relate to the dynamic social practice of graffiti. It focused on graffiti
as an expressive arena in which diverse individuals and groups compete for legitimacy
through particular forms of aesthetic expression. Chapter Four linked these practices within
the overarching context of state and legal control.

My study of graffiti in Fitzroy has highlighted the plurality and complexity associated with
graffiti as both creative and socio-political practice. The complexity of individual reactions to
such practices and the material expressions produced from them is central to the experience
of graffiti. The series of vignettes with “true” graffitists, overtly political graffitists, “street
artists” and local business owners demonstrates that graffiti is a vibrant area of cultural
creativity and critique, but one that is also fraught with conflict. There are highly contested
battles over space, place and identity that continue to be fought within Fitzroy.

Battles are currently occurring within the graffiti “community”; between graffitists
disagreeing about what constitutes “legitimate” or “true” graffiti. This battle concerning
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creative intention and authenticity is played out on the walls, doors and fences of Fitzroy, yet
often entails the use of symbols or language, the purpose of which may not be immediately
apparent to a casual passerby. As one graff writer explained to me, “It’s dog eat dog out
there.” As another graffitist responding to the self-administered survey wrote, “You do have
to relize there’s a war with in the graffiti community. Good graph artists don’t like taggers and
bombers”. With only one or two exceptions, analysis of feedback in this study revealed that
taggers were universally disliked and rejected as not being “true” graffitists. Most informants
highlighted a perceived lack of technical skill, or for others, a lack of credibility because of the
“easy” positioning and placement of their visual expressions. Others were more concerned at
the lack of respect and perceived breaches by taggers of the graffitist rule of never painting
over the work of another graffitist.

And yet, as my field work advanced, it became apparent that there were some groups or
individual graffitists, not taggers specifically, who no longer upheld this code of ethics and
behaviour. This was evident in the laneway battle close to my home where competing groups
graffitied over each other’s work on an almost weekly basis. Sometimes this was accompanied
by a symbol or comment that formed an apparent critique of the former’s efforts of visual
expression. In this instance the battle appeared to be about more than the mere issue of
positioning in a public space. Instead, these tangibly visible social tensions related to a sense
of control or ownership of that space, one that was further layered by the expression of moral
judgements concerning the relative merit of the particular item of visual expression in
question. While graffiti researchers such as Ferrell (1995, 1997) have theorized that graffiti by
young people may form a reaction to their exclusion or marginalization from an adult world,
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the laneway battle was the first time I had witnessed a practice of attempted exclusion within
the graffiti “community,” one that was apparently enacted between social peers.

The research also identified another battle that has emerged in Fitzroy; between graffitists
and those who differentiate themselves as “street artists”. Although not a homogenous
group, “street artists” were sometimes ambivalent about their past or present relationship to
graffiti, and the graffiti “community”. While a few attempted to straddle both worlds, others
were quick to disassociate themselves from graffiti, or categorize their previous involvement
in that community of practice as “immaturity,” or at least as an entre into recognition as an
“artist”. Theoretical concepts of “aging out” (MacDiarmid and Downing 2012) explore the
tension between a subculture of resistance by younger adolescents, and mainstream
exposure and acceptance more commonly adopted as individuals move into adulthood. This
pursuit of recognition and acceptance may go some way towards explaining the changing
behaviours and attitudes of some “street artists” who had previously engaged in graffiti.
During my research, however, most self-identified “true” graffitists commonly articulated
their intention to always do graffiti because, as many graffitists explained to me, “it’s just part
of who I am,” and, “it’s my life”.

MacDiarmid and Downing (2012) contend that subcultures of graffiti may be less fluid than
they are multifaceted, or even compartmentalized. In their study they explored how and why
some graffiti writers transition into what they term “non-deviant lifestyles and careers”, while
others struggled to “age out” of “deviant subcultural involvement”. The authors (2012:605)
suggest that the aging out process “is not a clean one, but is indeed a rough, often back-andforth process.” For example, some individuals in my research tried to straddle the worlds of
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the illegality of graffiti and that of sanctioned or commissioned street art. For at least one
informant both of these sites of activity were seen as equally valuable to making political
statements about community access to public space. What I did find surprising, however, was
that in interviews with “street artists” there was a lack of acknowledgement that they their
expressive practice was commonly used by the state as a weapon against graffiti, nor did they
express a concern about how their activities might be perceived by “true” graffitists. The
graffitists who participated in this study were generally angry that “street artists” were
supported in their contest over scarce public space, and as such were “selling out” the
community of graffitists.

While conflict and tension amongst the graffiti “community” was palpably written on the
suburb walls, the most fundamental battle was between graffitists and the state. In Victoria
the Graffiti Prevention Act, 2007, provides the legislative framework for the state’s response
to graffiti. Graffiti is a criminal act if it is written on property without permission of the owner,
and even if carried out with the owner’s permission may still be classified as a punishable
crime if it is offensive to “a reasonable person”. Individuals can be stopped and searched if it
is believed they carry graffiti implements or may have or be about to engage in graffiti
activities. Graffiti convictions carry hefty fines and in some circumstances imprisonment. The
state also partners local government in its efforts to eradicate the practice of graffiti. As such,
authorities in Victoria, and more specifically in Fitzroy, have framed their highly publicized
and decade-long campaign against graffiti as a strategy to ensure the safety of the
community. Indeed, graffitists have been demonized as vandals, hooligans and criminals.
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Underpinning the state’s strategy is an assumption that there is an irrefutable link between
graffiti, escalating criminal activity and that, as such, it poses a significant threat to public
safety. However, this is not supported by any credible Australian studies, such that
demonstrate a direct causal link between graffiti and other crimes. Research into gang
warfare, graffiti and escalating criminal behaviour in the United States has not been shown
to have relevance or application to the Australian setting. Indeed, one American theorist,
Kramer (2010), has questioned what he terms the “moral panic” over the alleged threat to
public safety that graffiti is purported to pose, categorizing the response of the state as an
“over reaction”. Community feedback in the City of Yarra, including Fitzroy - a “hotspot” for
graffiti - has not raised graffiti as a priority issue in relation to community safety. As such,
graffiti management strategies can be seen as a reflection of broader processes of
governmentality (Dean 1999), such that entail the maintenance of relations of power and
social control, particularly around issues of ownership and the use of public space.

At the heart of graffiti is a contest over what might be described as “public space”. Through
graffiti, as practitioners, community members or opponents, multiple social agents fight to
claim or reclaim a space for themselves and their social beliefs. In this thesis “space” has been
conceptualized as the social space in which we live and create relationships with other people,
societies and surroundings. Space in the public domain, that is “public space”, provides a
visible community setting for those social relationships and interactions to occur, irrespective
of whether the “public space” is publicly or privately owned. As we have seen, however, the
existence and aesthetic presence of graffiti subtly undermines any easy distinction between
public and private space. Allowing access and creative use of the visible surfaces of “public
space” provides a unique and local opportunity for social connectedness in the community.
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What is often overlooked in studies of graffiti is the capacity of that practice to stimulate a
sense of community in a local area, through generating an ongoing conversation that locals
become familiar with and indeed may begin to actively engage with over time. This capacity
to stimulate dialogue is evidenced by the multiple examples of graffiti presented here, such
as “You are too observant”, “hello beautiful,” and in Civil’s stick figure symbol of the everyday
civilian.

Overall, this thesis has demonstrated that graffiti is a dynamic arena of social and political
expression and contestation around the visual expression of identity, occurring in “public” yet
often privately owned space. This expression is performed and negotiated amongst numerous
competing social groups. My study demonstrates that graffiti is a site that gives people who
might usually not be heard a voice, and this does not only include those who practice or
produce graffiti itself, but community members who engage with it on a day to day basis. The
canvas of the street is a site of multiple contested vocalisations. The contestation is based
around distinct yet overlapping aesthetic and moral values. Most basically these include, on
one hand, the competition between graffitists themselves, and the moral aesthetics
associated with different genres of graffiti. At another more fundamental level it is between
graffitists and the state, including legal ideas of private ownership. Despite increasing
acceptance of graffiti in recent years, ongoing negotiations concerning the visual aesthetic
expression of individuals and groups within contested and politicized “public” space ensures
the ongoing dynamism of this ever-changing mode of expression within the urban
environment. Graffiti has become part of the social fabric of Fitzroy, and as this thesis shows,
is representative of a stunning plurality of creativity and tension, reflecting the ever-changing
character of that vibrant suburb.
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APPENDICES
Appendix 1: Guiding Questions for 1:1 Interviews with Graffitists (Conversation Starters)
•

When did you first become involved with graffiti? How old were you?

•

What attracted you to graffiti?

•

Did you start by yourself or as part of a group?

•

What was the focus or purpose of your participation at that time?

•

What about now – has your involvement changed over time?

•

Are there particular suburbs you choose for your graffiti? Why?

•

How do you decide which places and surfaces you will use for your graffiti? eg. walls, buildings,
laneways, main streets etc.

•

How would you describe your style of graffiti, and what materials do you prefer to use?

•

Do you have favourite piece/s of graffiti, done by yourself or others, that are important to
you? Can you tell me a little about this/these and their significance to you?

•

Is there any graffiti you don’t like? Why?

•

From your perspective, what is graffiti and what does it mean to you?
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•

Is there anything that would make you stop graffitiing?

•

Do you think graffiti is different to street art? Why?

•

Any comments you’d like to make about graffiti in Melbourne?

Appendix 2: Self Administered Survey
(not to scale – survey ran over 3 -4 pages to allow sufficient space for responses)
Graffiti in inner Melbourne
Thank you for deciding to participate in this survey. As indicated in the Participant Information
Statement provided to you, your participation is voluntary and as a researcher I will maintain
confidentiality, anonymity and not disclose any information that could identify any individual
participant in this research study.
Thank you for taking the time to complete this survey. When you have finished, could you please put
the survey in the envelope provided and return this to the person who gave the survey to you.
Brian Scott
Principal Research Student – Master of Arts
School of Social Sciences
La Trobe University
-----------------------------------------------------------------------------------------------------------------------Date: . . . . . . . . . . .

Gender: Male

Female

Age: . . . . . . . years

1. When did you first become involved with graffiti? How old were you?

2. What attracted you to graffiti?

3. Did you start by yourself or as part of a group?
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4. What about now – do you do your graffiti by yourself or with others? Why?

5. Are there particular suburbs you choose for your graffiti? Why?

6. How do you decide which places and surfaces you will use for your graffiti? eg. walls, buildings,
laneways, main streets etc.

7. How would you describe your style of graffiti and what materials do you prefer to use?

8. Do you have a favourite piece of graffiti, done by yourself or others, that is important to you?
Can you tell me a little about this and its significance to you?

9. What is graffiti and why is it important to you?

10. Is there any graffiti you don’t like? Why?

11. Is there anything that would make you stop doing graffiti?

12. Do you think graffiti is different to street art? Why?

13. Is there anything else you want to say about graffiti in Melbourne?

Thank you for taking the time to complete this survey. Please place it in the envelope provided and
return it to the person who gave you the survey.
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