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Street Art: The Transfiguration of the Commonplaces

i. introduction

Here is a story you might have heard before: some-
thing huge happened around the time that Pop Art
entered the artworld. Modernism, through the in-
fluence of formalist theory and criticism, had sep-
arated art and life by insisting that the significance
of art is never relational. Artistic significance was
to be found solely in a work’s aesthetic, largely
visual, formal properties, not its representational,
social, metaphorical, or political content. Andy
Warhol’s acclaimed Brillo Box, and similar works,
took this idea to task. Brillo Box is visually in-
distinguishable from James Harvey’s splendidly
designed shipping boxes for the popular Brillo
cleaning pad. As a result, art could no longer be
distinguished from nonart by its visual properties.
Artworks, it seemed, could look like, or be, any-
thing. Even the most banal everyday object could
be “transfigured” by appropriately placing it in the
artworld. Such works effectively collapse the for-
malist distinction between art and the everyday. A
consequence of the fact that anything can be art
is a proliferation of styles, media, movements, and
influences—a flood of creative freedom. Histori-
ans and critics can no longer craft their “master
narratives” that attempt to capture the defining
influence of a single master or of a manifesto-
wielding movement. This is all the better for the
“Post-Historical” response to modernism, since
these narratives serve to reinforce the artificial
distinction between art and the everyday—a dis-
tinction that a fully realized, truly pluralistic art-
world should abandon.1

Less familiar is the fact that there is more than
one way to abandon the Modern distinction be-
tween art and life. According to our story above,
we entered the post-historical artworld, in large

part, by allowing everyday objects and events to
enter the museum, gallery, and art-critical con-
versation. Another possibility, another response
to modernism, is to do just the reverse: weave
art into everyday life. But how would that work?
How could there be an art practice that requires,
in a manner of speaking, taking art out of the mu-
seum, gallery, and private collection—ultimately,
out of the artworld—and putting it into the frac-
tured stream of everyday life? How could there
be post-museum art?

Imagine an intentionally anonymous art prac-
tice, most of whose works are destroyed by na-
ture and, often intentionally, by humankind. This
anonymity and ephemerality hinders the construc-
tion of a master narrative. Imagine a practice
whose artworks are largely disconnected from the
artworld because their significance hinges on their
being outside of that world. This disconnection im-
pedes the artworld’s involvement in the practice
and ensures that the works enter the museum,
gallery, and art market only at great, if not total,
cost. Imagine an art practice that, instead of de-
lighting merely the refined sensibilities of an elite
few, has the power to engage, effortlessly and aes-
thetically, the masses through its manifest creativ-
ity, skill, originality, depth of meaning, and beauty.

What I have asked you to imagine is embodied
in the practice of street art. It responds to mod-
ernism not by hosting the everyday—its works are
typically not everyday objects and, like Modernist
works, often retain recognizable visual properties
of art—but by making art in the streets for all to
see. Street art is neither postmodern, nor post-
postmodern. It is the other response to the Mod-
ern separation of art and life.

In what follows, I expand upon these ideas by
offering a way of thinking about the nature of
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street art. In Section II, I define “street art.” I then
defend the definition by addressing its treatment
of similar arts. In Section III, I address graffiti,
and in Section IV, I discuss the relation between
public and street art. Along the way I demon-
strate the definition’s art-historical and art-critical
advantages.

ii. defining ‘street art’

The question What is street art? might seem easy
to answer. We have all seen it: graffiti, scribbled
names, and murals. It is just art placed on the
street, where ‘the street’ is taken in a very broad
sense to denote, roughly, any urban public space.2

However, this commonsensical answer cannot be
right. Imagine a gallerist bringing in new works
who leans a painting against her car before open-
ing the gallery doors. The painting was placed
in the street but clearly is not street art. In art
fairs around the world, paintings are placed in the
street, but they are not thereby street art. The no-
tion that street art is art placed in the street is
also misleading insofar as it suggests that street
art is made and subsequently placed in the street.
This is true of some works, but as we will see, in
many cases, the street is employed in the produc-
tion of the art. It does not help to add that the art
must be in the street for at least a certain length
of time. Aside from being ad hoc, it is false. Street
art spans works that are utterly ephemeral and
relatively enduring.

Consider Josh Allen Harris’s inflatable sculp-
tures. Harris creates inflatable creatures out of
diaphanous plastic material and tapes them to sub-
way air ducts on the sidewalks of New York City.
When the subway passes, air shoots out of the
ducts (Remember Marilyn Monroe?) and inflates
the animals, casting them into a short and frenzied
existence. The inflatable sculptures last about as
long as it takes for an average-sized chain of sub-
way cars to zoom by.3 On the other side of the
temporal spectrum are the works of “Stikman”
(see Figure 1). One of Stikman’s projects involves
placing little thermoplastic stickmen in the middle
of the street (normally in crosswalks). Unless they
are deliberately destroyed, they will be there as
long as the crosswalk is. Invader’s work is equally
enduring. With powerful glue, he affixes colorful
mosaics depicting digital-style space creatures to
various surfaces (see Figure 2). The artist REVS,

Figure 1. Stikman (photography by Luna Park).

whom I discuss in more detail below, welds or
bolts medium-sized metal sculptures of his name
to loading docks, iron beams, sidewalks, and other
city surfaces.

Other street artworks have a far less direct con-
nection to the street, which raises the question of
whether street art must be physically in the street.
The artist Blu created Muto, a fascinating piece of
animation that uses the street as a drawing board.
Blu painted characters in his distinctive style on
various street surfaces, took a photograph, shifted
the character slightly, took another photograph,
and so on. He then stitched the images together
and added sound effects. Human-like figures walk
along walls, crawl under windows, and kick over
logs; they morph into bugs, lose their heads, ex-
pand, split in half, and multiply; teeth crawl along
the sidewalk and up walls. One really must see it
to believe it.4 Another example: Invader’s mosaics
are placed all over various cities, but the finished
product is normally a map that details the loca-
tion of each work. Invader prints the maps and
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Figure 2. Invader (photograph by Luna Park).

distributes them in the “invaded” city. The Paris
and Los Angeles invasions are detailed in books
sold on Invader’s website. These maps and Muto
are arguably street art even though they are not
physically located in the street.5

It cannot be a necessary or sufficient condi-
tion that street art be art-in-the-street. Still, street
art obviously has some strong connection to the
street. A different suggestion is that street art is
art that employs the street as an artistic resource.
Now, there are different kinds of artistic resources.
One kind of artistic resource is the physical ma-
terial artists use to create their works. Just as
painters use canvas, paint, frames, galleries, and
walls, street artists use elements of the street. The
subway and its brief shots of city air are literally
part of Harris’s sculptures; the street is the draw-
ing board for Blu’s animation; doorways, windows,
sidewalks, signposts, rooftops—all are used to cre-
ate street art. Another kind of artistic resource is
the context in which the work is displayed. Some

artists use the gallery, studio, or museum; street
artists use the street. So perhaps an artwork is
street art if, and only if, its creator uses the street
as an artistic resource in at least one of these ways.

This definition gets something right, but it is
too inclusive. Commercial art uses the street as an
artistic resource in both senses—mass stenciling by
movie production companies, posters, billboards,
projected advertisements—but none of it is street
art. That an artwork uses the street is not sufficient
for its being street art. But given that it covers all
our examples thus far, it does seem necessary. Our
definition should entail the material requirement:
an artwork is street art only if it uses the street as
an artistic resource. (I will often say that artworks
that satisfy this requirement make a material or
artistic use of the street.)

For a work to use an artistic resource, it is nec-
essary that the creator of the work intentionally
use it in the creation of the work. (It is not nec-
essary that the concept of the material feature in
the intention. For example, an artist can “intend to
use iron” in a work by intending to use this stuff ,
which is iron.) When this material is the street, a
further commitment is at least implicitly (but nor-
mally explicitly) incurred. This is a commitment to
ephemerality. In using the street, artists willingly
subject their work to all of its many threats—it
might be stolen, defaced, destroyed, moved, al-
tered, or appropriated. This is not to say that all
street artists expect their work to be short-lived;
surely Stikman expects his works to endure. It is
to say that, in using the street, they relinquish any
claim on the work’s integrity, or on the integrity of
the part of the work that contributes to its being
street art. (So, for example, Blu’s use of the street
in creating Muto involves the commitment.)

A notable feature of much street art is that its
meaning is severely compromised when removed
from the street. Josh Harris’s inflatable sculptures
would lose something important if they were in-
flated by an industrial fan in a museum or gallery,
presumably because the artist’s use of the street
plays an important role in the interpretation of
the work. The regular movement of the city brings
Harris’s sculptures into existence and introduces
them to a brief and animated life. As the subway
passes on, so do the sculptures. In Harris’s work,
the life of the city just is the life of the sculpture.
The artist C. Finley beautifies rugged steel dump-
sters by covering them with pretty wallpaper.6 The
fact that the wallpaper is on a dumpster—a veteran
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denizen of the street—is what makes it significant.
By covering dumpsters with such homely décor,
Finley draws attention to the fact that the street is
also a kind of living room. Her work reveals that
the elements of our commonplaces need not be so
uninviting. The dumpster—like the kitchen trash
bin or the home toilet—need not reflect its con-
tents. Wallpaper alone is merely pretty. Wallpaper
on a dumpster: that is street art.7

In contrast, the meaning of an advertisement
does not change if it is removed from the street.
Its message is generally buy this or see that no
matter where it is. Of course, that the ad conveys
this message might depend on its use of the street,
and the rhetorical effect of an ad is often severely
diminished when removed from a public location;
if removed, it might be ineffective commercial art,
but it would still mean the same thing. If C. Finley’s
wallpaper is removed from the dumpster, or if the
wallpapered dumpster is placed in a warehouse
(or a gallery), the meaning of the work will be
severely compromised, if not entirely destroyed.8

This indicates that, for street art, the artistic
use of the street must be internal to its signifi-
cance, that is, it must contribute essentially to its
meaning. Features of artworks can be either ex-
ternal or internal to their meaning.9 Think of the
meaning of a work as given by an interpretation.
The size of Odilon Redon’s Guardian of the Spirit
Waters is an eliminable feature of any interpreta-
tion—one need not discuss it to make sense of the
work. However, the size of Barnett Newman’s Vir
Heroicus Sublimus or of Robert Smithson’s Spi-
ral Jetty must play a role in their interpretation.
Duchamp’s Fountain is pretty because it is made of
glossy white porcelain, but its prettiness has little
to do with its meaning (contrary to what some for-
malists have thought). In contrast, the loveliness of
C. Finley’s wallpaper dumpsters would play an es-
sential role in any reasonable interpretation. This
suggests that any reasonable interpretation of a
piece of street art must refer to the way in which
the artist uses the street to give meaning to the
artwork. Call this the immaterial requirement: If
a work is street art, then its use of the street is
internal to its meaning.

Notice that the immaterial requirement implies
the material requirement. If an artistic use of the
street is internal to the meaning of a work, then,
obviously, the work uses the street. Perhaps, then,
the immaterial requirement is also a sufficient con-
dition. Thus,

An artwork is street art if, and only if, its material use of
the street is internal to its meaning.

It is a virtue of this conception of street art that,
given certain facts about the street, it implies
that street art is at least likely to have properties
that it in fact often has. The definition implies that
street art is likely to be, among other things, ille-
gal, anonymous, ephemeral, highly creative, and
attractive.10

The street is composed largely of surfaces and
objects owned by the city and other people; the
artistic use of these surfaces is normally an act
of vandalism. This fact forces many street artists
to be anonymous or to use pseudonyms. Many
street artists are notoriously unidentifiable and
difficult to contact. Also due to the illegality, and
partially as a result of exposure to the forces of
nature, street art is highly ephemeral—some of
it exists for only a couple of hours before it is
buffed out, scrawled over, or naturally erased.
Furthermore, street art does not exist in a des-
ignated “artspace”—a place like a museum or
gallery specially reserved for art. As a result, it is
much more likely that the public will notice these
works if they are visually striking—street artists
are pressured to make their works pop out of the
street and call on passersby and other artists to
pay attention. They employ various strategies to
achieve this. They make their works visually stun-
ning (Figure 3), examples of extraordinary skill
(Figure 4), highly original and imaginative, or all
at once (Figure 5). As a result, most pieces need
not be placed in a gallery, reviewed by a critic,
or blessed by the artworld to be appreciated as
art.11

This way of thinking about street art also helps
make sense of the experience of seeing street art
in designated artspaces—it invariably feels dead
and inauthentic. When a work is moved into an
artspace, the one thing that changes is the very
thing that made it street art; at best it looks like
street art. One could experience it as street art
only by imagining what its use of the street might
have been. At best, then, one could imagine how
the work seen in the gallery might have been street
art.

In Style Wars (Henry Chalfant and Tony Silver,
1983), the early documentary of the culture that
gave birth to contemporary graffiti, art dealers in-
vite young graffiti artists to produce and sell works
on canvas. In one scene, which Arthur Danto calls
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Figure 3. Blu, 2007 (photograph by Luna Park).

Figure 4. C215 (photograph by Luna Park).
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Figure 5. Dan Witz (photograph by Luna Park).

“the most dispiriting sequence” in the film, the
viewer is witness to a savage gallery opening where
the writers’ distinctive styles are exploited in an
attempt to make them viable in the artworld.12

Danto’s words are chosen carefully. It is the “most
dispiriting sequence” because it is the only place in
the film where we see graffiti outside of its proper
context, cut off from the street, and thereby de-
void of its distinctive meaning. It has literally been
stripped of its spirit.

Street art is deeply antithetical to the artworld.
That is, for each part of the artworld, street art
resists to some appreciable extent playing a role
in it. Consider a museum. There could be an ex-
hibition of street art only at great cost to the sig-
nificance of the works exhibited. By pulling them
from the streets the curator eliminates their ma-
terial use of the street, thereby destroying their
meaning and status as street art. What is exhib-
ited in the museum is at most a vestige of street
art. Imagine, if you can, a gallery that deals solely
in street art. Street art is done on owned prop-

erty. What is there to sell? Legally speaking, it is
already owned.13 Of course, it would be possible
to create a temporary gallery in the streets full
of ephemeral art that cannot be sold. Artist Erik
Burke has done just that with his (Con)temporary
Gallery in Reno, Nevada.14 But such a “gallery”
hardly has the institutional structure required of
an artworld gallery.

Even some of the thought-driven realms of the
artworld—art criticism and the philosophy and his-
tory of art—look different when directed at street
art. I think many art critics evaluate street art
by relating it to the history and critical back-
ground of institutional art. Critics tend to as-
sess street art in terms of how such work would
fare in a gallery or museum setting. Unsurpris-
ingly, such assessments are invariably negative,
but they do little more than point out the obvi-
ous fact that street art makes bad institutional art.
This is not to say that criticism of street art is
impossible, or that it must ignore its relation to
institutional art. Below, I discuss the relevance of
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Barnett Newman’s paintings to a specific piece of
graffiti.

Street art raises problems for justifications of
the museum that appeal to the purported unique-
ness and power of the works it contains. Street art
is largely ephemeral art that is usually cheap to
make, free to experience, and owned and overseen
by no one (or, rather, everyone). Museums often
contain art that is extremely expensive (to make
and own), costly to experience, and overseen by an
elite few. One reason for visiting a museum, and a
reason to maintain the expansive, expensive, and
exhausting network of artworld roles that sustain
them, is that what is in the museum is supposedly
sufficiently different from what is outside it—it is
more powerful, full of complex meaning, more
beautiful, challenging, and rewarding than the ev-
eryday. This is indeed true of art like Brillo Box,
which carries a significance that Harvey’s every-
day boxes lack. But when the everyday includes
street art, the reason loses bite. Danto, in a discus-
sion of this very issue, asks what art must be like to
justify a newcomer’s trip to the museum. He says,
“[Y]ou want to make sure that they will not, upon
entering the museum, find something that strikes
them as just like what they saw on Broadway and
145th Street, for then they will ask what the point
of going to the museum was.15 That question—
What’s the point of going to the museum?—is es-
pecially pressing in the face of a flourishing street
art practice.

Not only is street art antithetical to the art-
world, but it also is at odds with the Modern vision
of art and art criticism. Our definition implies that
it is impossible to employ solely formalist prin-
ciples in a critique of street art. The very thing
whose use contributes essentially to the meaning
of street art, the street, itself has meaning. The
doorways, windows, alley walls, dumpsters, side-
walks, signs, polls, crosswalks, subway cars, and
tunnels—all have their own significance as public,
everyday objects. These are shared spaces, ignored
spaces, practical spaces, conflicted spaces, politi-
cal spaces. To make sense of street art, the critic
is forced to discuss the significance of a work’s
use of these inflected spaces. This violates the
formalist principle, derived from the principle of
aesthetic autonomy, that to appreciate a work of
art the critic must attend to its aesthetic features
alone. According to our definition, making sense

of street art requires attending to a nonaesthetic
feature of the work, namely, its material use of the
street.16

A formalist critique of a street artwork would
not be a critique of it as such. This is not to say
that street art is formally uninteresting. (I have
already provided examples of formally accom-
plished street art.) It is to say that strictly formalist
art criticism cannot handle street art, in spite of its
often dazzling aesthetic qualities.

The ubiquity of these qualities indicates how
street art respects at least one formalist tenet. For-
malists thought that art should lift us out of the
everyday. They thought it should have the power
to disengage us from our practical concerns and
lift us to a higher place of disinterested contem-
plation—contemplation of art itself, apart from
the quotidian concerns of everyday life. Clement
Greenberg, the preeminent formalist critic and
theorist, made sure he would have such experi-
ences. On gallery visits, he would shut his eyes and
have artists guide him to their new works. When
he was correctly positioned, he would abruptly
open his eyes to bring the work into view and
inundate himself with aesthetic stimuli.17 Green-
berg’s “pure aesthetic experience” often formed
the basis for his critical opinion of the work. One
can only wonder whether Greenberg would have
preferred to have a stranger jump out at him on
the street holding the fresh artwork, flashing it vi-
olently before his eyes. He would not even have
been thinking I’m about to look at art; I’m about
to look at art. The experience could not be more
“pure” or “unmediated” than that.

Yet this is how street art often enters one’s
stream of consciousness. Walking down the street,
on the way to work, a friend’s house, dinner, a bar,
a lecture, one haphazardly glances in the right di-
rection and BOOM!—an unsolicited aesthetic in-
jection. One is jolted out of whatever hazy cloud
of practical thought one was in; one is forced to
reconsider one’s purely practical and rather indif-
ferent relationship to the street, and a curiosity
to explore the work develops. However, the expe-
rience is not, contrary to formalism, the primary
ground for a critical opinion. Criticism appropri-
ate to street art requires further consideration of
the work’s meaning, especially the significance of
its use of the street. (The critic, too, must return
to the cave.) The aesthetic features of street art
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Figure 6. Swoon (photograph by Luna Park).

are often guides to that significance. The meaning
of street art outstrips the power of its mani-
fest aesthetic properties. There is no necessary
tension between a work’s beauty and its philo-

sophical, critical, religious, or moral force (see
Figure 6).18

I defined street art, showed that it is deeply anti-
thetical to the artworld, and argued that formalist
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principles cannot adequately address it. It follows
that street art embodies a response to modernism
that is interestingly different from the postmod-
ern, or post-historical, response. Modernism sep-
arated art and life. It exalted art to extinction. The
post-historical artists corrected this by allowing
the everyday a place in the gallery. Art and life
were conjoined in the world of art. Consequently,
we lost the ability to recognize art by its visual
properties; to grasp an object’s art status, the story
goes, one is forced to consider its possible rela-
tions to the artworld. This is not the case for an
art practice that rebuts modernism by incorporat-
ing art into the everyday. Not only can such art
retain artistically distinguishing visual properties,
but it should—if it does not call on the viewer to
appreciate it as such, it risks blending into the un-
differentiated scene, sinking to the bottom of the
fractured stream of life.

iii. graffiti

One might worry that this definition implies that
graffiti is not street art. Here is an argument to
that effect:

(1) Graffiti is illegal writing, usually a
pseudonym, on a public surface.

(2) The material use of the street is not essential
to the meaning of a piece of graffiti.

(3) Given the definition of street art, then, graffiti
is not street art.

The first premise seems intuitively true of graffiti.
The second premise is supported by the fact that
its location makes no difference to the meaning of
a piece of graffiti. It means the same in a public
bathroom, on an alley wall, or on a bus. I take it as
given that any definition of street art that implies
that no graffiti is street art cannot be right. Thus, if
this argument works, then the definition is badly
mistaken.

Until now, I have hardly mentioned graffiti. I
did this in order to show how diverse street art
is today. People unacquainted with the richness of
street art tend to equate it with graffiti. They think
that (a) street art is graffiti and that (b) graffiti is il-
legal writing on a public surface (same as (1)), and
that (c) all such writing is not art; it is mere vandal-
ism or territory marking. All of these assumptions
are wrong. In the previous section, I showed that

assumption (a) is wrong—a lot of street art is not
mere graffiti. Street art entertains a wide range of
artistic practices, from sculpture to painting, video,
and performance. Here I show that assumptions
(b) and (c) are also wrong. I thereby show that the
premises of the above argument are mistaken. Not
all graffiti is mere writing on a surface, but even if
it were, its use of the street can be essential to its
meaning. Not only can graffiti be street art, but it
can also be very good street art. To make this last
point more vivid, I show that, in at least one case,
a mere tag—an unadorned name on a surface—is
street art of the highest caliber. In doing so, I hope
to illustrate one way in which street art criticism
can proceed.

Examples, which abound, show that assump-
tion (1) is false. Getting a better sense of contem-
porary graffiti will help us reformulate (1) and
recast the initial argument in its strongest form.
Contemporary graffiti artists use media as diverse
as paint, chalk, light, video projection, and com-
puter programming. The Graffiti Research Lab, a
group of so-called Geek Graffiti writers dedicated
to inventing and providing open source technol-
ogy for graffiti artists, makes graffiti with small,
magnetized LED lights called “throwies” because
they can be thrown onto otherwise unreachable
metal surfaces.19 They also use powerful lights to
shine graffiti onto buildings. Some graffiti artists
hack digital road signs to display their own mes-
sages. I mentioned earlier that REVS welds metal
sculptures of his pseudonym to parts of the city.
Those works are largely just metal cutouts of his
widely recognized tag, and many consider these
sculptures to be graffiti. Graffiti is not always as
simple as illegally writing a name on a public sur-
face. Light writing is not necessarily illegal, and
REVS’s sculptures are not writing on a public
surface.

It helps to distinguish two basic kinds of graffiti,
mere graffiti and artistic graffiti. Our opening ar-
gument fails to make this distinction. Mere graffiti
is really what premise (1) has in mind. It is graf-
fiti that says, “so-and-so was here,” or “Jack loves
Jill.” Mere graffiti is not art, so the question of
its status as street art does not arise. The salient
question is whether and when artistic graffiti is
street art. Artistic graffiti is hard to define, and
the boundary between artistic and mere graffiti is
certainly vague. Suffice to say that the paradigm
case of artistic graffiti is done in a distinctive style
that originated in New York City in the 1970s and
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1980s, and it is created with a distinctive attitude
or intention.20

The argument that artistic graffiti is not street
art now goes: artistic graffiti is public writing in
a distinctive style, created with a particular atti-
tude. The material use of the street is irrelevant to
its meaning because it can be anywhere and still
mean the same thing. Therefore, according to the
definition of street art, no artistic graffiti is street
art.

We need to make a distinction here between
general and specific uses of the street. A general
use of the street is a use of a public surface for its
publicity. A specific use of the street is a use of the
specific features of a public space. Specific uses of
the street are either specific uses of a type of street
space (for example, a doorway or a brick wall) or
specific uses of a token space (this particular brick
wall).21 It is difficult to imagine how any artistic
graffiti that makes a specific use of the street is
not street art according to our definition. So the
argument that graffiti is not street art must be the
argument that artistic graffiti that makes a general
use of the street is not, qua artistic graffiti, street
art because its use of the street is not internal to
its meaning.

It is unclear whether this argument should
bother a proponent of the definition developed
here. Even though artistic graffiti that makes a
general use of the street is not street art in virtue
of its being graffiti, some such graffiti is street art
in virtue of its significant general use of the street.
The use of the street might not be internal to a
work’s significance as graffiti, but it might be in-
ternal to its wider artistic significance.

Consider MOMO’s Manhattan Tag. In 2006,
the street artist MOMO made what is likely
to be the largest tag ever created. It even has
a claim to be among the largest artworks; it
is larger than Robert Smithson’s Spiral Jetty,
Michael Heizer’s Double Negative, and James Tur-
rell’s Roden Crater. The artist tagged “MOMO”
across the width of New York City with a thin
line of paint. The piece starts on the far west side
of the West Village and ends in East River Park
just south of Houston Street. It is over two miles
wide and about one mile high. This is clearly artis-
tic graffiti that makes a general use of the street.
MOMO simply tagged the street. It just happens
to be very large.22

The sheer size of this tag is not the only thing
that contributes to its significance. Equally impor-

tant, in my view, is the style, in particular the thin-
ness, of the line he painted (see Figure 7). The
vastness of the tag is evident to anyone who pays
attention to it, yet any attempt to obtain an all-
encompassing vision of it is futile. Any aerial posi-
tion that allowed one to see the relevant section of
Manhattan would be too high to see the thin line.
The artist himself has never seen the whole thing.
Yet a central goal of tagging is to “get up”—graffiti
writers want to make their name as visible as pos-
sible to as many people as possible, especially to
other writers. It is sweetly ironic that the biggest
tag in the world is designed to be invisible in its
entirety.

But the significance of this piece outstrips, and
outshines, its irony. In a way, MOMO has taken
an idea of Barnett Newman’s one step further.
Newman’s large paintings are widely considered
to be sublime. According to Immanuel Kant, the
sublime, to put it overly simply, involves a feeling
of displeasure followed by a feeling of pleasure. It
is the experience of an object or event that over-
whelms the imagination or the senses—the infinite,
the power of nature, the vastness of the universe—
while recognizing that we can rationally grasp the
totality of such things. The pleasure we take in the
sublime, according to Kant, is the pleasure we feel
in realizing that, although our imaginations are
stymied (the source of displeasure), our reason
understands. Reason’s got Imagination’s back.23

Newman wanted his large paintings to be expe-
rienced up close, so that they take up even the
farthest reaches of one’s peripheral vision. He
wanted the viewer to be overwhelmed by the vast-
ness of the painting; viewed at the appropriate
distance, our senses are incapable of taking in the
whole thing, resulting in a Kantian feeling of dis-
pleasure in our inability to take in the whole thing.
This feeling can be overcome by the pleasure felt
when we use our reason-laced autonomy to take
a step back and view the whole painting, thereby
completing the two-course meal of sublimity.

MOMO’s piece artfully supplies the feeling of
displeasure at our inability to see the whole tag.
But there’s no stepping back, no pleasurable re-
assurance of our reason’s power. Any attempt to
bring the entire piece into view simultaneously
takes it out of view. One is confronted with the
fact that one’s senses simply cannot take in this
work. What we can do is draw the piece out on a
map; we can use Google Maps to visually imag-
ine the piece. The resulting “feeling of pleasure”
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Figure 7. (Part of) MOMO’s Manhattan Tag (photograph by Nicholas Riggle).

would be a pleasure in the power of the imagina-
tion to recreate the piece in a digital medium—the
sublime in the twenty-first century.

The definition proffered here counts as street
art some artistic graffiti that makes a general use
of the street. It does not cover it all. This might
bother you. But I think it is the correct result:
street art and graffiti are different arts that some-
times meet in a single work. Some street art is
graffiti; some artistic graffiti is not street art. There
is no essential connection between the two. This
is not to deny that graffiti and street art have a
strong historical connection. In fact, a case can
(and should) be made that graffiti culture was the
driving force behind the development of street art.
But this strong historical connection does not im-
ply a connection in essence. This shows that street
art is just one form of postmuseum art—a category

that includes artistic graffiti.24 If my definition is
correct, then art historians should not just look
to early graffiti for street art’s predecessors; they
should also look to artists whose work materially
incorporates the street, artists like Gordon Matta-
Clark, Felix Gonzales-Torres, Krzystof Wodiczko,
Robert Smithson, Barbara Kruger, Jenny Holzer,
Vito Acconci, and Francis Alÿs, to name a few.

iv. public art

In a sense, all street art is public art, since all
street art is public. But to what extent is public
art street art? Some public sculptures, which are
clearly not street art, appear to use the street in
a way that is internal to their meaning. Does that
make them street art? To address this question, let
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us focus on Richard Serra’s much-discussed Tilted
Arc—a large steel slab 120 feet long, 12 feet high,
and 2.5 inches thick, placed in the center of New
York City’s Federal Plaza and widely considered
to have been a site-specific sculpture. Tilted Arc
enraged the public it addressed, and in 1989 it was
dismantled against the will of the artworld. Any
street artist or street art enthusiast would deny
that Tilted Arc is street art. Yet, given our defini-
tion, there is a simple argument that it is:

(1) Tilted Arc’s use of public space is internal to
its meaning.

(2) By using this public space, Tilted Arc uses the
street.

(3) So Tilted Arc’s use of the street is internal to
its meaning.

(4) Therefore, Tilted Arc is street art.

Premise (3) follows from (1) and (2) by simple
logic, and premise (4) follows from (3) and the
definition of street art. Premise (1) is very diffi-
cult to deny. Serra conceived and designed the
piece specifically for Federal Plaza, and a National
Endowment for the Arts Site Review Advisory
Panel concluded that Tilted Arc was a site-specific
piece.25 There is a straightforward way to defend
premise (2): if Invader put one of his mosaics in
Federal Plaza, it would be street art in virtue of its
use of the Plaza. So, the use of the Plaza is a use of
the street. Tilted Arc’s material use of the Plaza,
then, is a material use of the street.

There is a quick response to this argument that
I would like to set aside, but which is important
to note. The response is to point out that Serra’s
use of the public space did not involve any commit-
ment to the work’s ephemerality. The artist fought
long and hard to prevent its removal. As a result,
Serra did not intend to use the street in the rele-
vant sense. This is important to note because the
same goes for nearly all public sculpture. Almost
all public sculpture’s use of the street lacks a com-
mitment to ephemerality, and as a result, none of
it uses the street in the intended sense.

But still, one can imagine a public artwork that
uses the street in the relevant sense. Although
Serra tried to prevent the removal of Tilted Arc,
he could have intended the sculpture to corrode
over time.26 I want to formulate two responses to
the argument on the assumption that the quick
response is unavailable. The second response to-
gether with the quick response constitute a power-

ful case against the opening argument and against
any formally identical argument purporting to
show that a public artwork is street art.

The first response is to bite the bullet and accept
that Tilted Arc is street art but sweeten the bul-
let’s taste by explaining why it is exceptionally bad
street art. One could point out that it looks a lot
like the stuff one sees in a museum; that it is really
big and poorly incorporated into its environment;
that, as a result, it is imposing and obstructive,
plain and bewildering; that its use of the street is
offensive to those who use it even more. Surely
very few pieces of street art are this bad. But, says
the bullet biter, that does not mean that it is not
street art. Tilted Arc is street art, really bad street
art.

Biting the bullet might be a satisfactory re-
sponse to some arguments that a certain public
work is street art, but in the case of Tilted Arc,
there is too much metal to bite. The other response
is to deny premise (2), which is supported by the
fact that a typical piece of street art that used Fed-
eral Plaza would be street art in virtue of that use.
The most salient difference between this imag-
ined street artwork and Tilted Arc is that the full
range of artworld institutions backed the latter.
One might argue that the artworld’s involvement
with Tilted Arc made the work transform the pub-
lic space it used. Tilted Arc drastically changed
the geography of the plaza. To those who were
not privy to the intra-artworld significance of the
sculpture, it was merely an obstructive and im-
posing feature of the space. The effect was to
transform Federal Plaza from a somewhat drab
and oppressive empty space to one that was
even more oppressive. It transformed it into an
artspace.

One might think that the artworld’s involve-
ment with Tilted Arc has nothing to do with its
transformative effect, that its sheer size and posi-
tion is what changes the nature of the space. But if
a lone street artist coyly installed an exact replica
of Tilted Arc in Federal Plaza, it would not trans-
form the public space into an artspace. The public
could do whatever they wanted with the sculp-
ture. They could take it down, write on it, or cut
doorways in it. The work would not be merely
for the public to reflect upon and exalt. It would
be for the public, period. The crucial difference
really is the involvement of the artworld. Tilted
Arc, along with the artworld, took over Federal
Plaza. Its use of the public space is the use of an
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artworld-sanctioned artspace. Arthur Danto ex-
presses this thought in his review of the work:
“Tilted Arc,” he says, “is the metal grin of the
art world having bitten off a piece of the public
world.”27 What they bit off was the street; what
they spit out was a museum-in-public.

The final step in the counterargument is to ar-
gue that this artworld-sanctioned and protected
artspace is not the street. This would be so if no
such artspace is the street, or if, more sweepingly,
no artspace is the street. So what does it take for
something to be the street? Whether or not a place
is the street depends in part on the way people
who inhabit or frequent the place treat it. For a
place to be the street, people must treat it as the
street, which means they must maintain a vague
constellation of practical attitudes toward it. It is
difficult to say what these attitudes are and which
are more central than the others. One important
attitude seems to be the consideration of a space
as social, as playing a role in the organization and
functioning of a society. Another important atti-
tude seems to be the belief that the space is primar-
ily public, that it is basically for-the-public. Other
conditions must hold as well, such as, for exam-
ple, that the space must be regularly used by a
fair number of people and it must be outside, in a
sense.

This is clearly an incomplete answer to the ques-
tion, but it is enough to carry on with the argu-
ment. We need only ask to what extent someone
can reasonably maintain these attitudes toward
an artworld-sanctioned and protected space. In
some cases, it seems quite easy. Tom Otterness’s
Time Square is a good example. In others, it seems
nearly impossible. The Tilted Arc–inhabited Fed-
eral Plaza is a case in point. In using this public
space, Tilted Arc, along with the artworld, trans-
formed it into an artspace that resists characteri-
zation as the street. Serra was correct in predict-
ing that once Tilted Arc was installed, “the space
will be understood primarily as a function of the
sculpture.”28

The response to the opening argument, then,
is this: if Tilted Arc is street art, then it is at best
extremely, almost unrecognizably, bad street art.
Some, including myself, will be unwilling to accept
that Tilted Arc is street art. Those who like the def-
inition proffered here will have to contend with
either premise (1) or (2). My response is to argue
against premise (2). In addition to the quick re-
sponse, there is a strong case to be made that Tilted

Arc is not street art insofar as (a) it transforms the
public space into an artworld-sanctioned artspace,
and (b) no such space is the street. What appears
to be a use of the street is no more than the use
of public museum space. I have focused on Tilted
Arc, but the treatment generalizes to all public art.
There is a tension between a certain kind of pub-
lic art that uses the street and street art. Intrusive
public art that exudes from the artworld threatens
to transform its residence into a museum-in-public
and thereby devoid its use of public space of any
street artistic significance.

v. conclusion

I have argued that we should think of street art
as all and only those artworks whose use of the
street is essential to their meaning. The street can
be used as a physical part of the work, or it can be
the work’s proper context. In using the street, the
artist must incur a commitment to the ephemer-
ality of the artwork, which relinquishes any claim
on the work’s integrity. A public space is the street
only if it is the object of a certain constellation of
practical attitudes, including the belief that the
space is primarily for the public.

This conception of street art reveals how street
art differs from mere graffiti and artistic graffiti.
Some artistic graffiti that makes a general use of
the street is street art. Furthermore, much public
art is not street art in spite of its apparent use of
the street. And although street art flourishes at a
comfortable distance from much of the artworld,
it is not immune to criticism, though such criticism
must be careful not to presuppose principles that
might be appropriate only for the critical treat-
ment of institutional art. Street art critics must
make sense of how a work’s meaning depends, at
least in part, on its use of the street. The definition
also supports placing street art in an interesting
art-historical position.

Street art embodies the other response to mod-
ernism. The post-historical response reformed the
artworld to allow the everyday a place in its ranks.
Post-historical art rejected the distinction between
art and the everyday, between “high” and “low”
art, by bringing the everyday into the artworld.
Ironically, some of those very objects have be-
come the most vivid symbols of the artworld’s ex-
travagant distance from even the closest outsider.
As a response intended to collapse the artificial
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distinction between art and life, one has to won-
der whether it is a success. Street art embodies
a different response—one that truly allows art to
join the living.29
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