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Abstract
¸;OH[�̂ OPJO�HSSV^Z�\Z�[V�ZLL�[OL�[YP]PHS�̂ P[OPU�[OL�VɉJPHSS`�PTWVY[HU[�HUK�[OL�PTWVY[HU[�̂ P[OPU�[OL�VɉJPHSS`�TLHUPUNSLZZ�
is comic and stimulates laughter” (Marquard, 1989: 54). There is no doubt that many Street Art activities, small 
interventions in the existing public order, play just such a role—disrupting the hierarchy of importance, reversing 
VɉJPHS�YLSH[PVUZ�MVY�H�^OPSL��;O\Z��:[YLL[�(Y[�L]HKLZ�ZLYPV\Z�[HZRZ�H[[YPI\[LK�[V�[OL�HY[Z�HUK�PU�H�WLY]LYZL�^H`�YLHJOLZ�
its objectives. Sometimes the goal is only pure enjoyment, but quite often also an attempt to release and remove bad 
emotions through laughter. Even the most socially and politically engaged Street Art usually wins when laughter is its 
only weapon. Without preaching and imposing a new order, it uncovers what we do not want or fear to see in public 
spaces. Ludic, naive, childishly simple forms of Street Art confound critics and art curators, disarm viewers, and 
transform strained expectation into nothing (Kant, 2007: 161). Perhaps that is why Street Art thrives in places of the 
TVZ[�ZLYPV\Z�JVUÅPJ[Z�HUK�[LUZPVUZ�

2L`^VYKZ! 
Street Art, Odo Marquard, Humor, comical, Aesthetic values

Introduction

In 2014, a blogger who writes about city art asked me to make a short statement explaining what Street Art is for me. 
The blog is called (Y[PX\L�and the statement I gave was as follows: 

“I am a theorist of art, so Street Art poses the biggest challenge for me. And up till now, with a great deal of 
WSLHZ\YL�¶�0�OH]L�ILLU�SVZPUN�HNHPUZ[�[OPZ�[`WL�VM�HY[��@V\�JHUUV[�JYLH[L�H�KLÄUP[PVU��KPZ[PUN\PZO�NLUYLZ��[YLUKZ�HUK�
approaches or their representatives; it is impossible to create a trendy theory or to agree on common views. Street 
(Y[�PZ�MVY�TL�[OL�ILZ[�WYVVM�VM�[OL�\UIYPKSLK�PUZ[PUJ[�VM�JYLH[P]P[`�[OH[�KLÄLZ�HSS�LK\JH[PVUHS�TL[OVKZ�HUK�H[[LTW[Z�
at institutionalising. (…) I appreciate this kind of Street Art, in which I see spontaneity, sense of humor, insolence, 
KP]LYZP[ �̀�\UWYL[LU[PV\ZULZZ��YLZWLJ[�MVY�[LJOUPX\L�HUK�^OPJO�KVLZU»[�WYLHJO�¹�(Korzeniewski, 2014)

(M[LY�[^V�`LHYZ�VM�M\Y[OLY�YLZLHYJO��.YHSPǉZRH�;VIVYLR�HUK�2HaPTPLYZRH�1LYa`R���������0�Z[PSS�HNYLL�TVYL�VY�SLZZ�^P[O�
what I said then, though the issue of institutionalization of Street Art is raising my doubts more and more. However, I 
^PZO�[V�WYLZLU[�[OPZ�MLH[\YL�^OPJO�PZ�KPɉJ\S[�[V�UHTL�HUK�^OPJO�0�[YPLK�[V�JHW[\YL�\ZPUN�ZVTL�VM�[OL�ILMVYL�TLU[PVULK�
terms. In my opinion of a theorist of art, what distinguishes Street Art from mainstream art is serenity.
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���:LYLUP[`�B/LP[LYRLP[D
This term can be attributed to philosophical considerations on (LZ[OL[PJZ� HUK� (UHLZ[OL[PJZ of Odo Marquard. 
Perceiving in philosophy a critique of reality, “passionate, sad and bitter knowledge” (Marquard, 1989: 48), he seeks in 
art a sanctuary for serenity. But not always, especially in the twentieth century, art has been serene. There is no doubt 
that the avant-garde, by becoming philosophy and art critique in one, and striving to merge with the reality, sided 
with seriousness. “If seriousness comes into power, it banishes serenity” (Marquard 1989: 48), and there, where art is 
¸MVYIPKKLU�[OPZ�ZLYLUP[`�[OYV\NO�JYP[PX\L��P[�LTPNYH[LZ�[V�H�ZWLJPÄJ�HYLH�[OH[�PU�H�JVTWLUZH[VY`�THUULY�������WYV[LJ[Z�[OL�
serenity (...), to comic art, the realm of humor and laughter.” (Marquard, 1989: 53) I do not want to suggest here that 
Street Art was in principle the art based on the aesthetic category of humor, I just want to show its aspect of serenity, 
which we—theorists—increasingly often try to banish from this type of art, imposing seriousness.

�����:VTL[OPUN�[YP]PHS�PU�ZVTL[OPUN�PTWVY[HU[
Many examples of more or less known Street Art works are based on the principle of humor, which Marquard aptly 
described: 

¸^OH[� Z[PT\SH[LZ� SH\NO[LY� PZ� [OH[� ^OPJO� HSSV^Z� [V� ZLL� ZVTL[OPUN� [YP]PHS� PU� ZVTL[OPUN� VɉJPHSS`� YLJVNUPZLK� HZ�
PTWVY[HU[�HUK�[V�ZLL�ZVTL[OPUN�PTWVY[HU[�PU�ZVTL[OPUN�VɉJPHSS`�TLHUPUNSLZZ¹�(Marquard, 1989: 54)

/V^�THU`�YVHK�ZPNUZ�OH]L�HSYLHK`�ILLU�THKL�PU[V�Z[VYPLZ�MYVT�[OL�SPML�VM�ISHJR�Z[PJR�ÄN\YLZ&�,ZWLJPHSS`�WYVOPIP[VY`�
[YHɉJ�ZPNUZ�OH]L�ILJVTL�H�ÄLSK�MVY�QV`M\S�HUK�TVJRPUN�HJ[P]P[PLZ��WYVIHIS`�ILJH\ZL�VM�[OLPY�TVZ[�JH[LNVYPJHS�VYPNPUHS�
meaning and the ease of transformation of this simple form. The works of Jenkins, Clet or Dan Witz make you laugh 
because they change that which is important, functional, and creates order into something trivial. At the same time, 
they turn something straightforward and anesthetic for us into an ambiguous, narrative representation, which has 
no function apart from this particular one—to disarm functionality and seriousness. It is also very important for the 
signs to remain in their original place and continue to bear the marks of their original function in order for the humor 
to work. We can be amused by continually found on the internet photographs or collected, specially made, signs 
or reproductions of those signs that can be purchased like any merchandise in a gift shop. In this case, though, the 
comic aspect of surprise does not exist; there is no direct experience of this humor. This means it does not meet the 
principle of incongruity, “it is the perception of something incongruous—something that violates our mental patterns 
and expectations” (Morreal, 2012). This happens when, for example, the artist nicknamed Roadsworth transforms road 
lines and pedestrian cross walks into ornamental vines or zippers. Of course we can talk about a subversive action, 
deregulation, and criticism of overwhelming attempts to organize the reality according to rules that are imposed on us 
L_[LYUHSS �̀�/V^L]LY��[OL�ÄYZ[�HUK�WYPTHY`�YLHJ[PVU�VM�[OL�WHZZLY�I`·[OL�YLJPWPLU[·PZ�KPZILSPLM�HUK�[OLU�H�ZTPSL��;OL�
[YHUZMVYTLK�WYVOPIP[VY`�VY�THUKH[VY`�[YHɉJ�ZPNU�ILJVTLZ�MVY�\Z�ZVTL[OPUN�[YP]PHS��(Y[�PZ�UV[�HISL�[V�SPM[�[OL�WYVOPIP[PVU��
but can make it shortly powerless.

“His intention was to disrupt the regulated code of the city streets not to cause harm, but instead to play with 
the images, to re-employ them in such a way as to communicate something abstract and humorous rather than 
something regulative, cold and calculative.” (Murray, 2014: 62). 

This statement provides us with an important clue. The artist perceives something that is important to us (backed 
by the law), which has an unambiguous meaning, only as an image. Seeing the image—the form—he transforms it 
with the use of his imagination and allows us to see the play of images. This way, he frees the original image and us, 
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viewers, from seriousness. At least for a moment. In addition, admittedly, seeing such a sign turned into a story, we 
wonder if it is still in force as a prohibition.

����:VTL[OPUN�PTWVY[HU[�PU�ZVTL[OPUN�[YP]PHS
9L[\YUPUN�[V�4HYX\HYK»Z�KLÄUP[PVU�VM�O\TVY��^L�T\Z[�YLTLTILY�HIV\[�[OL�YL]LYZL�TL[OVK·HIV\[�ZLLPUN�ZVTL[OPUN�
important in something trivial. Street Artists, like children, have the uncanny ability of noticing small things and 
turning them into something meaningful, important or interesting. A stone, a gap in the wall, or a simple electrical box 
becomes something exciting and full of potential. That is how Street Artists work creating works that are often called 
PU[LY]LU[PVUZ��6M�JV\YZL��[YHUZMVYTPUN�H�[\M[�VM�NYHZZ�PU[V�OHPY�HUK�H�N\[[LY�PU[V�HU�LSLWOHU[»Z�[Y\UR�KVLZ�UV[�JVUZ[P[\[L�
HU�PTWVY[HU[�JOHUNL��0[�KVLZ�UV[�\UKLYTPUL�HU`[OPUN�VY�JSHPT�[V�ZH]L�[OL�^VYSK��HUK�[OH[�PZ�^OLYL�[OL�ZLSÅLZZULZZ�
VM�[OL�HLZ[OL[PJ�L_WLYPLUJL�VM�O\TVY�SPLZ��;OPZ�PZ�VUS`�H�ÅP[[PUN�TVTLU[�VM�H[[LU[PVU�ILPUN�KYH^U�I`�ZVTL[OPUN�[YP]PHS��
something that was completely excluded from our life and worldview. Laughter is inclusive in its nature by including 
what has been repressed by our mind, excluded from rationality. Therefore, when the artist in a comical way makes a 
trivial, damaged or degraded object stand out, through laughter we embrace it; welcome it back to the world.

���0UMHU[PSPaH[PVU

Street Art does not have to be complicated, sophisticated, and professional. It often seems childish, almost infantile, 
HUK�PU�[OL�JVU[L_[�VM�HUVU`TP[`�Z[PSS�L_PZ[PUN�PU�:[YLL[�(Y[��P[�PZ�VM[LU�KPɉJ\S[�[V�KPZ[PUN\PZO�^OH[�PZ�[OL�^VYR�VM�HU�HK\S[�
HUK�^OH[�^HZ�THKL�I`�H�JOPSK»Z�OHUK��3PNO[�OLHY[LKULZZ�HUK�JOPSKPZOULZZ�HYL�WHY[�VM�[OL�ZLYLUP[`�VM�:[YLL[�(Y[��;OL�
very activity—guerilla, illegal—may be considered immature and frivolous. If the democratic nature of this type of art 
lies in the fact that “anyone can do it” (Young, 2014: 27), this relieves the democracy from the burden of maturity. 
6M�JV\YZL��^L�JHU�JHSS�P[�PUMHU[PSL��HS[OV\NO�P[�T\Z[�IL�UV[LK�[OH[�[OPZ�^VYK�PZ�\Z\HSS`�\ZLK�UV[�[V�KLÄUL�[OL�UH[\YHS�
childishness, but retrogression of what had been mature. For a long time, at least from the beginning of the twentieth 
century, artists have stopped being treated deadly serious:

“Were art to redeem man, it could do so only by saving him from the seriousness of life and restoring him to 
an unexpected boyishness (…) All modern art begins to appear comprehensible and in a way great when it is 
interpreted as an attempt to instill youthfulness into an ancient world.” (Ortega y Gasset, 1968: 50)

Of course, over time the avant-garde became more serious due to its theoretical and critical attitude, which is the 
phenomenon of banishing the serenity of art that I will mention further. Marquard argues that nowadays in the era of 
accelerated pace; we all become childish through detachment from the world (Marquard, 1991: 75–76). As in the case 
of children, we increasingly lack personal experience and only make use of the experience of hearsay, we live based 
VU�ÄJ[PVU�HUK�PSS\ZPVUZ��7LYOHWZ�:[YLL[�(Y[�^P[O�P[Z�YPZRZ�HUK�PSSLNHSP[`�PZ�Q\Z[�YL[\YU�[V�[OL�^VYSK��H�ZLHYJO�MVY�V\Y�V^U�
experience?

3. Game

Ortega y Gasset meant the avant-garde when he said:

“Other styles must be interpreted in connection with dramatic social or political movements or with profound 
religious philosophical currents. The new style only asks to be linked to the triumph of sports and games. It is of 
the kind and origin with them.” (Ortega y Gasset, 1968: 50–51)

(ɈLJ[��7LYMVYTHUJL
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,]LU�[VKH �̀�HM[LY�TVYL�[OHU� ��̀ LHYZ��ÄYZ[�W\ISPZOLK�PU�� �����[OPZ�X\V[L�JHU�IL�\ZLK�[V�HUHS`aL�:[YLL[�(Y[��,ZWLJPHSS �̀�0�
would like to recall 3D images evoking a playful gaiety or anamorphoses painted with the use of the traditional technique. 
Illusions of space that nowadays become tourist attractions are primarily there to surprise, and hence entertain. What 
PZ�O\TVY�PM�UV[�[OL�^H`�^L�WLYJLP]L�[OLZL�YLWYLZLU[H[PVUZ&�7LYOHWZ�[OL�KLÄUP[PVU�VM�SH\NO[LY�WYLZLU[LK�I`�0TTHU\LS�
Kant best explains it “Laughter is an all action arising from a strained expectation being suddenly reduced to nothing” 
(Kant, 2007: 161). If from a certain distance, we see precipices, waterfalls, or multi-level dungeons opening up before 
us, we are surprised. Our surprise is associated with tension. Approaching closer, we see that this is only a painting. 
The wait turns into nothing, but is followed by ludic fun. Like other play activities, it sometimes takes the form that 
would not be mistaken for serious activity (Morreal, 2012). The viewer ceases to be just a passive observer, but is 
caught up in the game, becomes its participant. The viewer usually enters the painting as another element of illusion, 
HKVW[PUN�\UUH[\YHS�WVZLZ��WYL[LUKPUN��JOLH[PUN���+�WHPU[PUNZ�HYL�WLYOHWZ�[OL�M\SÄSTLU[�VM�[OL�[OLVY`�VM�HY[�HZ�H�NHTL�
presented by Hans-Georg Gadamer:

“The attraction of a game, the fascination it exerts, consists precisely in the fact that the game masters the players. 
(…) The real subject of the game (…) is not the player but instead the game itself. What holds the player in its spell, 
draws him into play, and keeps him there is the game itself.” (Gadamer, 2004: 106) 

Gadamer points out that the game is a representation that actually presents itself. Illusion of space presents itself as a 
trick, and the participant that ̧ THRLZ�P[�YLHS¹�PZ�VUS`�HUV[OLY�LSLTLU[��>OH[»Z�TVYL��[OL�WHY[PJPWHU[�VM�[OL�HUHTVYWOVZPZ�
presents it for others, for people photographing this person, for its inactive recipients. This person agrees to this 
game for a while, pretending to be someone else, leaving the usual role of observer to present this trick to others. 
0U�MHJ[��[OL�WLYZVU»Z�ILOH]PVY�PZ�Q\Z[PÄLK�VUS`�I`�[OPZ�PSS\ZPVU�WLYJLP]LK�I`�[OL�]PL^LY�ZL[�PU�[OL�YPNO[�WSHJL��6[OLYZ��
unaware passers-by, may laugh not because they recognize the trick, but because of the surprise caused by an odd 
behavior of a stranger. This is its ludic nature—the participant goes beyond the conventions of behavior in the public 
space, co-creating the quasi-reality, is subjected to its rules, and serves the illusion. Moreover, as Gadamer points 
out, participation in the game “is experienced subjectively as relaxation” (Gadamer, 2004: 105). Fun brings pleasure, 
although in this case it is burdened by a big dose of risk connected with breaking the established form of behavior. 

���3H\NO[LY�IYPUNZ�YLSPLM�

“Humorous is or has to be something which we cannot cope with – in a cruel or nice way (…) in this temporary 
situation of lack of burden, we enjoy the privilege of taking on the status of powerlessness.”�(Marquard, 1989: 55)

Usually, economic and political crises evoke ironic defense mechanisms. Everywhere where a crisis is growing, 
humorous commentary also appears on walls. Political humor has the longest tradition in Western civilization, as well 
HZ�WVSP[PJHS�NYHɉ[P��

¸7VSP[PJHS�O\TVY�OHZ�ZVTL[OPUN�VM�H�MVSR�UH[\YL��HUK�[OL�ZHTL�Z[VY`�^PSS�HWWLHY�PU�KPɈLYLU[�N\PZLZ�^P[O�KPɈLYLU[�
characters but the same point over the years. It is a testimony of certain enduring features of politics to continue 
to the object of ridicule or aggressive humor.”�(Schutz, 1977:26)
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>OL[OLY�PU�([OLUZ�VY�7HSLZ[PUL��)LSMHZ[��0Z[HUI\S�VY�*HPYV��`V\�JHU�HS^H`Z�ÄUK�TVJRPUN�HUK�O\TVYV\Z�^VYRZ�HTVUN�
politically engaged works of Street Art. Those are often caricatured presentations of politicians that is why they 
JHU�IL�YLHK�HZ�M\UU`�VUS`�PU�[OL�SVJHS�HUK�[PTL�JVU[L_[��7VSP[PJHS�HSS\ZPVUZ��\Z\HSS`�KPɉJ\S[�[V�NYHZW�JSLHYS �̀�ZH]L�\Z�
L_WLUKP[\YLZ�ULJLZZHY`�MVY�YLHS�JVSSPZPVU�^P[O�VɉJPHS�YLSH[PVUZ��4HYX\HYK��� � !������;OL�ÄNO[�^P[O�[OL�\ZL�VM�PTHNLZ�
and inscriptions, or jokes, has no chance of victory in the political reality, but it gives instantaneous relief, by putting it 
[LTWVYHYPS`�\WZPKL�KV^U��;OYV^PUN�ÅV^LYZ�PUZ[LHK�VM�Z[VULZ�^PSS�UV[�JH\ZL�H�Z\KKLU�JOHUNL��I\[�PU�[OL�M\[\YL��^OLU�
[OPZ�JOHUNL�VJJ\YZ��PU�OPZ[VYPJHS�HUK�J\S[\YHS�YLÅLJ[PVUZ��[OVZL�PTHNLZ�^PSS�ILJVTL�P[Z�THPU�Z`TIVS�

During the rule of martial law in the 1980s in Poland, apart from the strictly political underground opposition, a strong 
youth guerilla movement developed. The most spectacular were happenings organized by students participating in 
the underground anarchic movement called 6YHUNL�(S[LYUH[P]L. In places where authorities painted over political 
inscriptions, clear patches of fresh paint remained. On those patches, representatives of 6YHUNL�(S[LYUH[P]L painted 
the dwarfs.

“Twice Major and his friends were arrested while painting dwarfs. During one of these times Major while detained 
H[�H�WVSPJL�Z[H[PVU�PU�è}KǍ��WYVJSHPTLK��¯��HY[PZ[PJ�THUPMLZ[V�VM�[OL�ZV�JHSSLK�¸KPHSLJ[PJ�WHPU[PUN¹�PU�YLMLYLUJL�[V�
OPZ�V^U�NYHɉ[P�HY[��¸;OL�;OLZPZ�PZ�[OL�BHU[P�YLNPTLD�:SVNHU��[OL�(U[P�[OLZPZ�PZ�[OL�:WV[�HUK�[OL�:`U[OLZPZ�PZ�[OL�
+^HYM¹���OL�HUUV\UJLK��M\Y[OLYTVYL�KLÄUPUN�OPTZLSM�[V�IL�[OL�NYLH[LZ[�Z\JJLZZVY�PU�[OL�/LNLS�HUK�4HY_�[YHKP[PVU��
- „Quantity evolves into Quality – the more Dwarfs there are, the better it is.” (orangealternativemuseum.pl)

Happenings of 6YHUNL�(S[LYUH[P]L were full of absurd actions. To this day, many participants of this movement, and even 
scholars, claim that it was the alternative movement, not the political opposition that dismantled the communist system 
PU�7VSHUK��:[YLL[�PTHNLZ�^VU�[OL�^HY�MVY�[OL�TLTVY �̀�LZWLJPHSS`�ZPUJL�[OL`�ILJHTL�[OL�ZV\YJL�VM�H�UL^�^H]L�VM�NYHɉ[P�
HUK�:[YLL[�(Y[�PU�MYLL�7VSHUK��0U�[OVZL�KPɉJ\S[�[PTLZ�MVY�[OL�7VSLZ��O\TVYV\Z�PUZJYPW[PVUZ�HUK�PTHNLZ��[OV\NO�LWOLTLYHS��
allowed to maintain at least some serenity. 

Conclusion

The art critique is dangerous for serenity of art, because critics blame it for escape

“from that absolutely serious task which - (...) it must not shrink: from the alleged and total duty to turn sad relations 
into better ones, the best ones, hence seek to contribute to the improvement of the world.” (Marquard, 1989: 51)

The critique wishes to call art back to seriousness, make it accountable, drive out the spirit of serenity with a distrustful 
question what its relationship to this absolute task is (Marquard, 1989: 51). Indeed, a large part of Street Art manifests 
its commitment to improving the world and itself becomes its critique. If Street Art does so in a witty way, we are 
KLHSPUN�^P[O�PYVU`�HUK�ZH[PYL��(Y[PZ[Z�[HRPUN�[OL�ZH[PYPJHS�H[[P[\KL�JVUZPZ[LU[S`�HUK�\UJVTWYVTPZPUNS`�ÄNO[�^P[O�^OH[�
they deem wrong. Ironists from a distance and with a sense of their own superiority negatively relate to the objects 
of their criticism. Apart from them, there are also more serene ones in Street Art, those that can be called humorists. 
Polish novelist Boleslaw Prus described this attitude as follows: 

(ɈLJ[��7LYMVYTHUJL
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“A humorist, in a grand style, does not try to gain anything, does not convert anyone and does not submit to 
anyone, instead watches everyone and everything with indulgent calm. A humorist, in a grand style, does not 
recognise any dogma, does not think that something is necessary or impossible, just probable...” (Prus, 1890).

The main objective of a humorist is to evoke our smile, which is a manifestation of acceptance. Even if the artist is 
trying to be rather a humorist than a satirist, often art specialists or public space experts, seeing in this art a rebellion, 
^OPJO�[OL`�JHUUV[�[HRL�\W�[OLTZLS]LZ��Z[YPW�P[�VɈ�P[Z�ZLYLUP[ �̀�>L�ULLK�H�YLHSS`�NYLH[�ZLUZL�VM�O\TVY�HUK�JVTWHZZPVU�
for the world to escape propaganda or critique meeting the requirements of art. We should remember, that analysis 
PZ�[OL�TVZ[�KLHKS`�[OPUN�MVY�O\TVY��0�JHU»[�ZH`�[OH[�0�OH]L�MV\UK�PU�ZLYLUP[`�[OL�LZZLUJL�VM�:[YLL[�(Y[��<UMVY[\UH[LS �̀�
serenity remains only a small part of Street Art, which we should enjoy, at the same time being careful not to frighten 
and chase it away.

Translated by Marta Koniarek

Fig. 1 - Clet, London, 2017, photo: A.G.-T.
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Fig. 2 - author unknown, London 2017, photo: A.G.-T.
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9LMLYLUJLZ

� ���� ��� +^HYM� NYHɉ[P� VU� [OL� ^HSSZ� VM� [OL�
Polish cities during Marshall Law, O[[W!��^^ �̂
orangealternativemuseum.pl�
K^HYMZ�\UKLY�THY[PHS�SH ,̂ 
[Accessed: 28.01.2017]
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