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by Shepard Fairey


I used to like D*Face. In fact, I still do for the most part. I first met D at my 1999 London art show. We got along right away, and discussed our mutual influences of graffiti, skateboarding, punk rock, stickers and graphic design. He wasn’t really known as D*Face yet, but he was clearly enthusiastic about the things people now fondly associate with his art and mischief. After I headed back to California, D and I kept in touch through mail and email. I sent him packs of my stickers and he sent me some great typefaces he had created while working as a graphic designer. He had also developed some unusual extracurricular interests such as sticker bombing, while continuing to look for subversive opportunities within the structure of his day job as a designer. At one point he sneaked an OBEY giant onto the packaging design of a major supermarket brand! It was clear that D*Face was a risktaker who had the guile and ambition to work the inside-outside angles.


When I headed back to London in the summer of 2002, D*Face and I went out poster bombing in his vintage Mini. At our first spot we were stopped by the police, who made us take down the posters and dump out our glue. We talked our way out of being arrested, but a close call like that would bring an end to most missions, or at least knock the wind out of most people. Not D*Face: he was down to move to a different area and crush it until the morning. I admire tenacity and I correctly assumed that this would be the first of many bombing partnerships with him over the years. I had brought over a telescopic extension pole for my paste brush, which seemed like a revelation to him, so I handed it to him as a thank-you gift before heading back to LA. I doubt that passing that paste brush was much like passing a torch, but D*Face’s street activities began to escalate in the scale and daring of their execution. I saw pictures of great spots he did all over Europe, often with The London Police collective. Instead of me just sending him stickers, I started receiving envelopes of D*Face stickers with myriad welldesigned, cohesive images. I felt a little bit of pride when I saw his style and graphic language develop in real time, knowing that my posters and stickers had been a modest influence. I know evolution is real, and certainly possible when someone has the courage to pursue their potential, but what has impressed me in D*Face’s case is just how rapid his evolution was.


‘D*FACE COMES FROM THE DO-IT- YOURSELF CULTURES OF SKATEBOARDING AND PUNK ROCK, SO HE HAS AN ETHOS OF RESOURCEFULNESS’


D*Face’s art is hard to categorize because it falls into several genres – street art, pop art, fine art, illustration, sculpture and installation – and driving each of his executions are his ideas. I believe D*Face’s work evolved (I resist saying ‘matured’) very quickly because his deep reservoir of art-historical and pop-cultural inspirations fuelled his ideas and meant that it was only a matter of time before his technique caught up with his concepts. D*Face comes from the do-it-yourself cultures of skateboarding and punk rock, so he has an ethos of resourcefulness: making things happen by any means necessary. Putting art in the streets requires quick installation and an ability to adapt to unpredictable circumstances, just as skateboarding is about creatively and irreverently adapting to obstacles in the urban environment. The adrenaline rushes of skateboarding and street art are similar, and their modes of image dissemination through stickers and stencils are shared too. D*Face had a model in skateboarding to inspire aspects of his street art, and his background in graphic design and illustration allowed him to develop a vocabulary of images, slogans, icons and colours that stood out from the white noise of the city. His irreverent treatment of cultural symbols and iconography also connects to skate graphics, but D’s meticulous illustration style can be traced most profoundly to Jim Phillips’ art for Santa Cruz, as well as a love of comic-book superhero art. Even though skateboarding and punk rock are mostly about a rebellious attitude and not prissy virtuosity, for every Jamie Reid hastily glueing images together for the Sex Pistols, there is a Jim Phillips or Vernon Courtland Johnson taking immense pride in their craftsmanship for Santa Cruz or Powell-Peralta board graphics. One of the paradoxes within rebellious subcultures is that there is irreverence towards the establishment, but a reverence for, and pursuit of, a high quality standard in the art. This paradox, or dichotomy, is visible in D*Face’s practice in ways that reinforce his ideas rather than create uncomfortable contradictions.


Even though his art is mischievous and subversive, D*Face has developed a mastery of techniques that allow him to create his art with precision, and he has the skills to approach many styles and mediums with confidence. This ability is hugely beneficial for the many subjects he tackles, and he often morphs his style to suit the subject matter. The paradox of showing stylistic reverence towards subject matter he irreverently subverts demonstrates his sophistication in commenting on, and being part of, pop art and pop culture simultaneously. The layers of ideas and references in D*Face’s art are fascinating, and include artists such as Warhol, Lichtenstein and Haring, along with advertising iconography, comic-book superheroes, money, punk rock, graffiti and skateboarding. Sometimes there are multiple references in the same piece, but once filtered through D*Face’s sensibility it all feels like his work.


One of my favourite D*Face paintings is called Over Me Over You, which includes a series of paint strokes over one of his street icons. The piece is not only a commentary on the politics of graffiti, but a clever stylistic tour through paint strokes from pop art and graffiti. There are references to Lichtenstein and Haring along with graphic pop stylizations of spray paint and paint drips. The implication is that street art is not only a competitive subculture in which people dominate by going over each other, but also that it has arrived as a genre as culturally relevant and legitimate as Pop Art. Whether or not D*Face’s work feels ‘serious’, his ideas and executions are all rigorous. Many of his site-specific installations are hilarious, but the humorous elements reinforce the ideas. In another take on the Over Me Over You concept, a Lichtenstein-style, stylized brush stroke is painted on the gallery wall, crossing over the painting to suggest a transgression. Rationally, the viewer sees that the canvas was painted first, but there is a provocative irony in the admiration, or respect, for the disrespect that the installation embodies. Another D*Face installation that uses humour and irony to great effect is the concrete spray cans which appear to have broken through the sidewalk, literally bubbling up from the underground, to assume a statue-like perch in a public square. The installation begs the questions: how soon will the powers that be decide that graffiti has moved from profane to sacred? Would they then just sweep away the rubble to leave another statue in the square to be etched and tagged upon?


‘NOT A LOT OF PEOPLE CAN “REACH THE BOUGEOISIE AND ROCK THE BOULEVARD” WITH THEIR ART, BUT D*FACE DOES IT WITH STYLE AND HUMANITY’


Over the years, D*Face has built an incredible body of work as a street artist, fine artist and designer. A lot of artists move away from their roots in counterculture to work only in galleries once they establish a foothold in the fine art world. D*Face has become a very successful fine artist, but has maintained his presence on the street and within the subcultures that helped shape him. Even though he still poster bombs and sticker bombs without permission, he has become an ace large-scale mural painter. Ephemeral, illegal street art is great, but D*Face’s labour-intensive painted murals are a visual spectacle and a gift in their accessibility and scale. He has also completed several projects that are part of skateboard culture, including a deck series for Real Skateboards. On top of all of his personal art endeavours, he also owns and runs StolenSpace gallery in London and supports other artists. D*Face embodies the ethos of his cultural inspirations, and strives to be accessible yet awe-inspiring with his creations. Not a lot of people can ‘reach the bourgeoisie and rock the boulevard’ with their art, but D*Face does it with style and humanity. Like I said, I used to like D*Face. Now I admire him.


–Shepard Fairey
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D*Face & ghosting Shepard Fairey poster Tokyo, 2011
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D*Face & Shepard Fairey posters New York City, 2003
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ONE MAN & HIS DOG


I grew up … well, actually I’ve never really grown up, I’ve just grown older, the son and younger of two siblings to my hardworking parents. I was born, bred and raised in a London suburb, and I joke that my parents found me in a cereal packet at some point in the 1970s. My mother jokes that I was left on the doorstep; what she doesn’t say is that she left me on the doorstep of our neighbours, but they had seen me arrive in swaddling clothes a day earlier and kindly returned me home.


‘MY PARENTS FOUND ME IN A CEREAL PACKET AT SOME POINT IN THE 1970S’


I don’t remember much of my childhood before the age of ten, and there’s not much photographic evidence to prove that I actually existed. The few memories I have are only inconclusively mine; the prominent one is of my sister dragging me out of my cot, downstairs, out the back door and into the garden using a wire coat hanger hooked around my head. My mother was on the phone at the time and oblivious, too engrossed in conversation – in any case, I was found in the garden. Luckily I was born during a typically crap English summer, or I might have been baked by the heat or frozen to death before I was found. It wasn’t until some years later that I would wreak revenge with a cup of water and a fresh dog shit… All you need to know from these episodes is that, strangely, I get on incredibly well with my sister; like me, she has never been conventional, but her life has taken her down the paths of maths and banking, and being the only woman in a male-dominated world. There is a sense of being a fighter and going against the grain in both of us. I’m not sure how our upbringing contributed to this, but I always had a sense of not belonging or conforming from a very early age, and from what little photographic evidence exists, it seems that my mother’s ‘eye’ for what I should wear as a toddler only aided this. Think 70s-style floral curtains and my sister’s hand-me-downs, cut and shut together by my mum. It sounds as though I might be a secret cross dresser, but I assure you I’m not. I should tell you, though, that being dressed as Jack in the Beanstalk in a green leotard and tights by my sister for her home theatre production will certainly have had its side effects. This sense of standing outside the norm is something that runs as a strong streak through me. My mother calls it unconventional, my wife anarchic, which fortunately she finds endearing.


For a while, my mother had two jobs: she worked as a bank clerk during the week and as an estate agent at weekends. She worked hard so that my sister and I could have the best opportunities possible, given our family’s working-class background. She truly wanted the best for us. My mother hated her jobs, and I always got a sense that she wished her work days away, and thus a large proportion of her life. This had a profound effect on me, and made me strive to love what I do and live doing what I love – the saying ‘if work is play, then there is no work’ is something I live by.


My father worked as a metal fabricator and car body painter. He hustled and worked most evenings and many weekends repairing cars. He is incredibly skilled with his hands and has a practical mind better than most people I’ve met. He can’t spell for shit and swears he’s an undiagnosed dyslexic, but he made bent wrecks look better than new and made me some of the best toys from nothing. A dog-food tin lid and bit of string became a rip saw, and two blocks of wood and a nail became military walkie-talkies or the most amazing go-cart. My father’s motto is ‘if someone else can do it, I can learn to do it myself’. He couldn’t afford for someone else to do the jobs he wasn’t able to, which only left him one option: to learn for himself. He is pretty much self-taught in every aspect of his life. Since his ‘private work’ was based out of our home garage, and my bedroom was above it, I fell asleep on countless nights to the sound of my dad’s air compressor and the smell of cellulose paint. You could say that air propelled paint runs in my veins, like the instinct to make things myself. To this day I still find the sound of a compressor comforting. I only say this because as I’ve got older I’ve realized that this upbringing has played a bigger part in shaping me as the person I am today than any of my school education ever did.
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