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On TerminologyUrban Art: Creating the Urban with Art

:VTL�+LÄUPUN�(ZWLJ[Z�PU�.YHɉ[P��:[YLL[�(Y[�HUK�<YIHU�(Y[
1VOHUULZ�:[HOS
 
Abstract
.YHɉ[P�OHZ�KL]LSVWLK�PU�HU�PU[LYLZ[PUN�^H`!�MYVT�H�JYHM[�[LJOUPX\L�PU�[OL�9LUHPZZHUJL�[V�H�KLÄUPUN�KPɈLYLUJL�THKL�
PU�[OL�� [O�JLU[\Y`�IL[^LLU�VɉJPHS�HUK�\UVɉJPHS�PUZJYPW[PVUZ��,]LU�[OLU��NYHɉ[P�^HZ�KLWPJ[LK�HZ�HU�HY[�VM�YLILSSPVU��0U�
JV\U[LY�WLYZWLJ[P]L�[V�[OPZ�[YHKP[PVU�VM�ILPUN�Q\Z[�WVSP[PJHSS`�YLILSSPV\Z��5L^�@VYR�^YP[LYZ�PUZ[LHK�OHK�KPɉJ\S[`�KLÄUPUN�
their practice between art, vandalism and rebellion.
:[YLL[�HY[�PZ�H�ZWLHRPUN�[LYT!�+LÄUPUN�H�WOLUVTLUVU�I`�P[Z�WSHJL�PZ�Q\Z[�VUL�LSLTLU[�VM�[OPZ�KLÄUP[PVU��;OL�JVUUV[H[PVUZ�
VM�[OL�^VYK�¸Z[YLL[¸�HUK�[OL�WO`ZPJHS�Z[YLL[�HZ�H�]PZ\HS�Z\IQLJ[�HZ�^LSS�HZ�H�ZP[L�MVY�HY[�ZOV\SK�IL�SVVRLK�H[�HZ�KLÄUPUN�
factors, too. How does street art refer to the fact that street perspective or mobility produces a way for people to look 
at things? What similarities exist if objects and their reception are compared to advertising or so-called “percentage 
art“? And where and under which conditions is street art free or applied art?
<YIHU�HY[�VWLUZ�HUV[OLY�KLÄUPUN�WVZZPIPSP[ �̀�/LYL�HZWLJ[Z�VM�\YIHUPZT�JHU�LUHISL�H�JSVZLY�SVVR�PU[V�[OLZL�WOLUVTLUH��
but also how factors of urbanity have changed during the last decades.

2L`^VYKZ!�.YHɉ[P��Z[YLL[�HY[��\YIHU�HY[��KLÄUP[PVUZ

0�[OPUR�[OH[�THU`�VM�[OL�[LYTZ�PU�\ZL�HUK�[OLPY�KLÄUP[PVUZ�THPUS`�MVSSV^�HWWYVHJOLZ�[OH[�HYL�UV[�HJJVYKLK�[V�HY[�OPZ[VY`�
[LYTPUVSVN`�HUK�^OPJO�HYL�[`WPJHS�PU�[OLPY�[PTL��0[�PZ�ZVTL[PTLZ�HT\ZPUN�[V�JVUZPKLY�[OL�JSHPTZ�[OH[�KLÄUP[PVUZ�THRL��
Typically, in a more business-related approach, a gallery assistant in Munich explained to the author that urban art is 
[OL�Z\WLYPVY�[LYT�MVY�HSS�MVYTZ�VM�HY[�PU�W\ISPJ��PUJS\KPUN�Z[YLL[�HY[��VM�^OPJO�NYHɉ[P�PZ�WHY[�

:VTL�ZOVY[J\[�KLÄUP[PVUZ�[Y`�[V�W\[�P[�PU�OPZ[VYPJHS�ZLX\LUJL!�NYHɉ[P�SH[LY�ILJHTL�Z[YLL[�HY[�HUK�L]LU�SH[LY�\YIHU�HY[��
;OL�NYHɉ[P�^YP[LY�4HYL��� �^YV[L�PU�������YLMLYYPUN�[V�[OL�� ��Z�PU�5L^�@VYR!�¸>OH[�^L�JHSS�Z[YLL[�HY[�[VKH`�PZ�UV[OPUN�
else than what writers made in those times.” (Mare 139, 2007: 110) The question rises if this can be regarded as a 
normal historical development or more like a marketing-minded relaunch of a product, which – from time to time – has 
not only lost a bit of its attractiveness but was taken out of the game because terms like urban art matched better 
with business activities.

���.YHɉ[P

0U�� ����H�KPJ[PVUHY`�LU[Y`�Z[H[LK!�¸9HYLS`�\ZLK�PU�[OL�� [O�JLU[\Y �̀�^OLU�P[�^HZ�ÄYZ[�\ZLK�V\[ZPKL�[OL�0[HSPHU�SHUN\HNL��
[OL� [LYT� ºNYHɉ[P�»�^OPJO�ZLLTLK� [V�IL� PU�\ZL� MVY�HSS�RPUKZ�VM�ZJYH[JOPUN�� PUZJYPW[PVUZ��JHY]PUNZ�HUK�ZJYPIISPUNZ�VU�
whatsoever surface, takes a new meaning: for the archaeologists and paleontologists, it becomes a general term 
ZLY]PUN�[V�KPZ[PUN\PZO�WVW\SHY�PUZJYPW[PVUZ�MYVT�VɉJPHS�PUZJYPW[PVUZ�PU�HU[PX\L�TVU\TLU[Z��¯���;VKH �̀�P[�PZ�JVTTVU�
ZLUZL�[V�JHSS�NYHɉ[P�HSS�\UVɉJPHS�KYH^PUNZ�HUK�PUZJYPW[PVUZ�[V�IL�MV\UK�VU�Z\YMHJLZ��HYJOP[LJ[\YHS�VULZ�HUK�V[OLYZ��
PU�^OPJO�[OL�WYPTHY`�M\UJ[PVU�KPɈLYZ�MYVT�[OVZL�BZ\YMHJLZ��1�:�D��^OPJO�HYL�UVYTHSS`�PU�\ZL�MVY�KYH^PUN�HUK�^YP[PUN�¹�
(Curry et al. 1970: 850).

It is remarkable that the authors use the singular NYHɉ[V and mention French users of NYHɉ[L��WS\YHS�NYHɉ[P�
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;OL�KH[L�^OLU�[OL`�W\ISPZOLK�[OPZ�KLÄUP[PVU�PZ�JSVZL�[V�;OLVKVYL�9VZaHR»Z��� � ��L_WVZP[PVU�VM�PKLHZ�HIV\[�JV\U[LY�
J\S[\YL�� /V^L]LY�� [OL� MVJ\Z� VU� [OL� \UVɉJPHS� LSLTLU[� PU� NYHɉ[P� OHK� VSKLY� YVV[Z�� 0U� OPZ� JVTTLU[Z� VU� 7VTWLPHU�
L_JH]H[PVUZ�HUK�OPZ�KPZJV]LY`�VM�NYHɉ[P� PU�[OL�TPK�UPUL[LLU[O�JLU[\Y �̀�9HɈHLSL�.HYY\JJP�����������PU[YVK\JLK�HUK�
\ZLK�[OL�[LYT�NYHɉ[L�MVY�L]LY`�\UH\[OVYPaLK�H[[YPI\[PVU�[V�W\ISPJ�^HSSZ��^PKLUPUN�[OL�MVYTLYS`�[LJOUPJHS�KPɈLYLU[PH[PVU�
between ZNYHɉHYL (scratching) and WLU[PTLU[P for legal and thus social aspects.

)\[�YLMLYYPUN�[V�NYHɉ[P�HZ�HY[�PZ�HUV[OLY�X\LZ[PVU�[OHU�[V�HZR�MVY�[LJOUPJHS��SLNHS�VY�MHZOPVU�KLÄUP[PVUZ�

One might ask: How do scratching and related techniques refer to art? Can art be counter culture? At least, scratching 
THKL�H�KPɈLYLUJL�PU�.LYTHU�SLNPZSH[PVU�KPZJ\ZZLK�PU�[OL�TPK�LPNO[PLZ��0[�TH[[LYLK�̂ OL[OLY�̀ V\�Q\Z[�HS[LYLK�[OL�Z\YMHJL�
VY�¸OHYT�[OL�Z\IZ[HUJL�¹�5V^HKH`Z��[OL�KLÄUP[PVU�VM�[OL�¸Z\IZ[HUJL¹�PZ�]LY`�SHYNL��;OL�HS[LYH[PVU�VM�[OPZ�UV[PVU�OHZ�
enforced stricter laws. An addition in the 1979 judgment against Harald Naegeli put a related perspective into words 
(cited by Thoss, 1983: 215-225). 

“Harald Naegeli has, over years and with incomparable hardness, consequence and ruthlessness, managed to make 
[OL�YLZPKLU[Z�VM�A�YPJO�PUZLJ\YL�HUK�[V�\UZL[[SL�[OLPY�MHP[O�PU�[OL�PU]\SULYHIPSP[`�VM�WYVWLY[`�IHZLK�VU�V\Y�SLNHS�VYKLY�¹

-PN������¸>PY�ZWY�OLU�UPJO[�]VY�-YL\KL�����¹��^L�KVU»[�ZWYH`�V\[�VM�M\U��2�SU��4HNU\ZZ[YH�L��WOV[V�[HRLU�(\N\Z[�� ��D�
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Fig. 2 - Footprint and ghost writing in Edinburgh, photo taken 2012].

-PN������9LK�0UKPHU�[LU[�PU�5L^�@VYR»Z�ÄUHUJPHS�KPZ[YPJ[��WOV[V�[HRLU�6J[VILY�� ��D�
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)LZPKLZ�[OLZL�X\LZ[PVUZ��NYHɉ[P�OHZ�ILLU�H�OPW�[LYT��(Z�HU�L_HTWSL��.LVYNL�3\JHZ»�OPNOS`�Z\JJLZZM\S�ÄST�(TLYPJHU�
.YHɉ[P��� ����\ZLK�P[��I\[�PU�UV�^H`�YLMLYYLK�[V�[OL�J\S[\YHS�PTWHJ[�[OL�ÄYZ[�NHSSLY`�ZOV^�^YP[LYZ�VM�[OL�<UP[LK�.YHɉ[P�
(Y[PZ[Z had in 1973.

As late as 1986, a bookshop catalog, which was structured according to art eras, was entitled .YHɉ[P, as the most 
current art movement (Delivery catalog, 1986). It might be asked if mentioning a word in a context like this is a sign of 
ZVTL[OPUN�[OH[�OHZ�HSYLHK`�LUKLK��/V^L]LY��JVTWHYLK�[V�[OL�L]LYSHZ[PUN�W\ISPJ�WOLUVTLUVU��NYHɉ[P�UL]LY�OHZ�ILLU�
Q\Z[�HU�HY[�LYH��;OPZ�PZ�VUL�VM�[OL�THPU�KPɈLYLUJLZ�^P[O�^VYKPUNZ�KLYP]PUN�MYVT�[OL�HY[�ZJLUL�1

It is worth considering how and why its forms have spread worldwide, how the promotional process took place. 
Nevertheless, the question remains: how much of it was a youthful art movement, how much of it a media phenomenon 
and how much a class-related item?

3VVRPUN�H[� [OL�^VYKPUN�VM�¸Z\I^H`�HY[¹�HUK�¸ZWYH`JHU�HY[�¹� [OL�KLÄUP[PVU� PZ�VI]PV\Z��I\[�H�ZOV^�I`�:PKUL`�1HUPZ�
.HSSLY`� PU�� ���TVKPÄLK� P[� [V� ¸WVZ[�.YHɉ[P�(Y[PZ[Z¹� �1HUPZ�� �����*HU�H�NYV^PUN�ZLNYLNH[PVU�IL� MLS[�OLYL&�-VY�HY[�
THYRL[PUN��P[�PZ�KLÄUP[P]LS`�IL[[LY�[V�SLH]L�[OL�PSSLNHSP[`�ILOPUK�HUK�THPU[HPU�[OL�^PSKULZZ�

The gallerist was very disappointed with his “wild” guests:

¸;OLZL�IV`Z�HYL�UV[�]LY`�YLSPHISL��������@V\»YL�KVPUN�I\ZPULZZ�^P[O�WLVWSL�^OV�HYL�TLYLS`�PYYLZWVUZPISL��;OLYL�
are few who are very sincere about it, but there are others. For example, when I took them to Madrid we 
made a big exhibition, maybe 75 paintings, they gave me two big galleries and (...) they got into trouble on 
the social side. Between their paintings, they were bad boys and I had a lot of trouble with them. So it was a 
chance for a reliable gallery like ours to really sponsor that kind of art because the whole thing might develop 
into something or the whole thing might collapse…” (Stahl 1990: 138).

.HSSLYPZ[�;VU`�:OHMYHaP�OHZ�OHK�ZPTPSHY�X\LZ[PVUZ��>OPSL�HJJSHPTPUN�NYHɉ[P�HY[PZ[Z� SPRL�-\[\YH������HZ�¸OLPYZ� [V� [OL�
continuing tradition of rebellion, play and adventure which is art” in 1982 (Shafrazi 1983), he was more reluctant to 
deal the case in 1986:

¸0[�PZ�PU[LYLZ[PUN�HZ�H�`V\UN�WOLUVTLUVU��I\[�\USLZZ�[OL`�SLHYU�HIV\[�[OL�YLZ[�VM�[OL�J\S[\YL��������`V\�JHU»[�
NV�]LY`� MHY�^P[O� [OH[�ILJH\ZL� P[»Z� [V[HSS`�UHP]L��\ULK\JH[LK�HUK�NYHK\HSS`�]LY`� SPTP[LK��<W�VU[V�H�JLY[HPU�
amount of time it has a certain interest of dynamic energy because it comes from the street, is very raw, 
]LY`�YLILSSPV\Z�HUK�[OH[»Z�HSS� P[� PZ��)\[�HM[LY�[OL�ÄYZ[�`LHY��[OL�ZLJVUK�`LHY��[OL�[OPYK�`LHY�`V\�L_WLJ[�ZVTL�
correlations with given things of the world” (Stahl 1990: 144).

In a letter to the author, artist Phase II made his controversial point of view clear: his aim was full acceptance, at least 
as a remarkable cultural impact, if not as art:

¸>VYKZ�SPRL�NYHɉ[V�HUK�NYHɉ[P�VUS`�TPUPTHSPaL��KPYLJ[�HUK�JVU[YVS�HU�HY[�VM�[YLTLUKV\Z�THNUP[\KL��LUKSLZZ�
direction and unpredictable aspects. (…) Titles have admittedly been used to satisfy an unreceptive >public< 
unprepared to deal with the beauty of this art and its existence” (Phase 1989).

1 - Similar question is asked by Raphael Schacter, (with the doubtful attempt to replace the term with “intermural art”):  
      http://hyperallergic.com/310616/street-art-is-a-period-period-or-the-emergence-of-intermural-art/. Thanks for the hint, Ulrich Blanché!
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���:[YLL[�(Y[

0[�PZ�̂ VY[O�NP]PUN�H�ZLJVUK�SVVR�[V�H�JLU[YHS�LZZH`�PU�[OL�NYV^[O�VM�HU�LZ[OL[PJ�]PL^�VM�NYHɉ[P��0U�� ����/\UNHYPHU�-YLUJO�
photographer and essayist Brassaï wrote his famous +\�T\Y�KLZ�JH]LYULZ�H\�T\Y�K»\ZPUL, an essay accompanied by 
WOV[VZ�[OH[�OL�OHK�[HRLU�VM�NYHɉ[P�PU�7HYPZ��/L�^YV[L!�¸;OL�HY[�VM�[OL�Z[YLL[Z�^P[O�IHK�YLW\[H[PVU�ILJVTLZ�H�]HS\HISL�
JYP[LYPVU��0[Z�SH^�PZ�MVYTHS��[\YUPUN�V]LY�HSS�[OL�JHUVUZ�^OPJO�OH]L�ILLU�LZ[HISPZOLK�^P[O�IPN�LɈVY[Z�I`�[OL�HLZ[OL[PJ�
theories” (Brassai 1933).

It is remarkable that the term “street art” is almost in use here, decades before Robert Sommer published :[YLL[�(Y[ 
(Sommer 1975). Used even earlier (Schmidt-Brümmer 1974), this term meant wall paintings. The objects shown there 
were mainly commissioned or tolerated murals trying to express dreams for and by ethnic minorities. It seems the term 
has undergone a basic change since then.

0U�VYKLY�[V�NL[�JSVZLY�[V�KLÄUPUN�ZV\YJLZ��ZVTL�X\LZ[PVUZ�TPNO[�IL�OLSWM\S��0M�[OL�Z[YLL[�PZ�YLNHYKLK�HZ�H�M\UJ[PVUHS�
space, how does street art deal with this functional aspect? First, I think street art should have to do with streets: as 
form, site, functional space and cultural phenomenon.

Fig. 4 - Keith Haring, Crack is wack (II), commissioned version of the mural, NYC, FDR Drive, photo taken 
in October 1986.    
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0M�Z[YLL[�PZ�YLNHYKLK�HZ�H�ZP[L��ILPUN�ZP[L�ZWLJPÄJ�JHU�IL�IHZPJ�MVY�Z[YLL[�HY[��9LTLTILY��[OL�KPZJ\ZZPVU�HIV\[�ZV�JHSSLK�
drop-sculptures, which might have been placed anywhere.

If people regard the street as an image, street art should refer to this role as part of the scenery - or at least as action 
space.

Fig. 5 - Lee Quinones: Allan Boys, NYC, Allen St, photo taken October 1986.

Fig. 6 - Using Street as canvas; Halle, Rathenauplatz, photo taken 2008.
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If street is considered as a meaningful creation, this raises questions about the meaning of public art.

-PN�������2HYS�7YHU[S��PU[LY]LU[PVU�H[�¸.YV�L�:[YH�L¹��5\YLTILYN�
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The .YV�L�:[YH�L” in Nuremberg was designed to be a solemn background for the marches of the National Socialist 
movement in Germany during the 1930s. Austrian sculptor Karl Prantl intervened in 1991, following a conception made 
by Israel artist Dani Karavan for a sort of aesthetic conversion of this Nazi ambient. If it follows these suggestions for 
KLÄUP[PVUZ��Z[YLL[�HY[�JHU�IL�HU�HTIP[PV\Z�\UKLY[HRPUN�

3. Urban Art

(Z�MVY�Z[YLL[�HY[��OLYL�PZ�HU�H[[LTW[�[V�ÄUK�ZVTL�IHZPJ�HZWLJ[Z�VM�[OL�[LYT�¸\YIHU�HY[�¹�0M�MVY�\YIHUP[ �̀�MVYT��M\UJ[PVU��
design and meaning of public space, and its forms matter, it has to be asked: How does urban art handle this?

Urban forms have long been in focus; urban surroundings determine human lives in so many ways. How streets, 
places, architecture, and habits form a sense of urbanity is the object of many considerations and even teaching 
UHYYH[P]LZ��+VLZ�\YIHU�HY[�[HRL�[OLZL�MVYTHS�JVTWVULU[Z�ZLYPV\Z&�(YL�[OL`�WVZZPIS`�KLÄUPUN�JVTWVULU[Z&

Many urban forms – whether planned or just developed by human behavior – are the result of common sense. 
1LHU�)H\KYPSSHYK�PU[LYWYL[LK�NYHɉ[P�HZ�H�¸YL]VS\[PVU�VM�ZPNUZ�¹�ILJH\ZL�[OL`�KPZ[\YILK�[OL�JVUZLUZ\Z�VM�ZVJPL[ �̀�IV[O�
by not respecting property and by refusing to give clear signs or topics of a public discussion. However, I doubt 
^OL[OLY�NYHɉ[P�^YP[LYZ�VY�V[OLY�\YIHU�HY[PZ[Z�^HU[LK�[V�SLH]L�HSS�JVTTVU�JVU]LU[PVUZ�PU�H�ZVY[�VM�HU�¸\WYVHY�VM�ZPNUZ¹�
�)H\KYPSSHYK�� ����VY�PM�[OL`�Q\Z[�^HU[LK�[V�¸^H[JO�[OL�UHTL�WHZZ�I`¹��4HPSVY�2\YSHUZR`�5HHY�� ����HUK�IL�WHY[�VM�[OL�
economics of attention using their own codes. In any case, they succeeded in many ways: They generated media 
hype and were acclaimed by the contemporary art scene as well as having commercial success. Seen from this point 
of view, the narrative of style wars appears also to be a mode of social consensus. The media hype about their pieces 
took them in anyway, be it by the success in an acclaiming art scene or on a commercial level. Seen from this point of 
]PL �̂�[OL�UHYYH[P]L�VM�Z[`SL�^HYZ�YL]LHSZ�H�UL^�SH`LY�VM�[OL�JVUÅPJ[Z�HIV\[�JVUZLUZ\Z�

Fig. 8 - Style, Berlin Wall, photo taken October 1986.
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If urban space is a construct formulating a public design: How does urban art interfere with this dimension? A similar 
X\LZ[PVU�TPNO[�IL�WVZLK�^OLU�P[�JVTLZ�[V�ZWV[Z�^OLYL�[OL�HYJOP[LJ[\YHS�KLZPNU�VM�H�[V^U�SPRL�/HUUV]LY�OHZ�Z\ɈLYLK�
from too car-friendly policies after World War II that overemphasized the street in the urban fabric.

 
*HU�PTHNLZ�VM�YH[Z�Ä_LK�[V�[OL�^HSSZ�I`�HY[PZ[Z�HZ�KPɈLYLU[�HZ�1\K`�9\WW��)SLR�SL�YH[�VY�)HURZ`�YLHSS`�PU[LYHJ[�^P[O�[OL�
city? Or are they just isolated images with their own narrative disclosed from architecture and citybuilding?

Fig. 9 - Andreas von Weizsäcker: hang over; 
1991. mixed media, concrete, Hannover, 
9HZJOWSH[aOVJOZ[YH�L�

Fig. 10 - Inner city interaction, mural in Brussels-Anderlecht, 
photo taken March 2008.

Fig. 11 - Space Invader, Paris, photo taken March 2008. Fig. 12 - “You are here,” position in town, Paris, photo 
taken March 2008.
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The mosaics from Space Invader, for example, rework the imagery from the 1970s video game; insofar as their 
iconography originates from outside of the urban narrative, transposing it to the contemporary city. Placed at spots 
where usually road signs are posted, the mosaics disturb orientation and modify the urban space.

:LO[�:PNLSSH\I»Z�MHTV\Z�HY[�KLÄUP[PVU�¸HY[�PZ�[V�JOHUNL�^OH[�`V\�L_WLJ[�MYVT�P[�¹�TPNO[�JVUZ[P[\[L�KLÄUP[PVU�JYP[LYPVU�
for all of these phenomena, whatever you call them. And it might depend on your own position, whether you feel this 
change or not.
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