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Introduction






  From William Blake through to Iain Sinclair literature has sought to engage with and transform urban space; and, as it is this space in which more and more of us find ourselves living, this engagement has never been more pertinent. This is reflected not only by the growing interest in reading literary texts through the lens of postmodern spatial theories, but also in architects seeking the input of poets and in the employment of storytelling in urban regeneration. This collection of essays seeks to explore this relationship between imaginative writing and the built environment from a variety of perspectives about a variety of places — from London to New Orleans, Copenhagen to Vienna, Northern Ireland to South Wales, Canada to Columbia. Most of the contributors to this collection discuss how this relationship between language and place manifests in their own work (whether that be fiction, poetry, serial plays or site installations), while others interrogate the work of other writers.




  The term ‘writer’ is a flexible concept here. For instance, performance poet Pete Bearder’s essay focuses on how mass produced signs and slogans have taken over the urban environment, producing a media-owned space that suffocates the public’s right to be heard. His essay contends that these ‘meme superhighways’ can be subverted through ‘small visual or verbal spanners’. Bearder discusses how practices such as graffiti art and billboard liberation are politically radical whether, domestically, highlighting the ‘gentrification’ of Britain, or, internationally, interrogating politics in South America.




  This theme also resonates in Liam Murray Bell’s essay on the murals of Northern Ireland. Bell sees these murals functioning as a form of community activism and expression, a space upon which the oppositional politics of Northern Ireland is represented, but also a space for personal catharsis; a creative vent in a time of conflict. In the context of his own fiction, however, the murals further act as territorial signifiers, as important indicators of boundaries and denotations of space that allow him to map the city of Belfast within his novel.




  This concern with mapping recurs in Jane Cali-Madell’s exploration of Vienna, in which she undergoes a narrative journey through its streets, creating ‘images of space and place where before there were none’. Cali-Madell augments this engagement with the city and its history with an exploration of Freudian ideas of the living burial and the desire to return to the womb, as she seeks a greater understanding of the blind protagonist of her novel-in-progress.




  Becky Cremin, however, is concerned with disrupting the city and its sign systems. Drawing on the work of Michel de Certeau she employs her serial play as a method of interruption. Building on the ideas of Carla Harryman, Cremin is interested in how performance is part of a ‘(re)finding and (re)situating’ of the body within the city and the establishing of a ‘parallelism between the body and the social order.’




  Sarah Butler, also using de Certeau’s ‘practiced place’, is interested not with disruption but regeneration. Via ‘co-authored stories’ her work aims to ‘enable people to communicate with architects, planners, and developers, so that they start to feel that they have agency over and responsibility for the places they use’, approaching the public’s right to be heard from an alternative angle to Bearder. More than this, Butler demonstrates how narrative elements can be incorporated into the very ‘physical design’ of spaces such as playgrounds, and posits the similarities between building and writing.




  This latter issue is further explored by Rosa Ainley, who writes that ‘both writing and architecture start by imagining the unimaginable, giving it form’. Ainley’s piece centres around one house in particular, and draws on Gaston Bachelard’s idea of ‘topoanalysis’ with its concern with ‘the systematic psychological study of the sites of intimate lives’. She discusses her engagement with the ‘creating and revealing’ of what she calls ‘interstitial spaces’. This interest in the liminal, in spaces that ‘cross or allow the crossing of borders’, links back to Cremin who states: ‘it is this BETWEEN which is of interest in performance.’




  Like Ainley, Gavin Goodwin’s piece focuses on one building (a Brutalist high school in South Wales) and the lives of those that inhabit it. In particular he is interested in examining the gap that often exists between the ideals of the architect and the lived experience of the user, and draws on Lefebvrian ideas of conceived and lived space to explore this in a poetic context. Following the example of George Oppen, Goodwin employs ‘found text’ within his poem to represent a polyphony of different voices, a technique that is also a central concern of Elizabeth-Jane Burnett’s essay on the work of Cynthia Hogue and Rebecca Ross.




  Burnett’s piece explores how, in the aftermath of Hurricane Katrina, ‘documentary reportage’, in the form of found materials, interviews and photographs, seemed like the apposite way to react artistically to a humanitarian and environmental tragedy in light of the realisation that the poet can’t speak on behalf of the citizens affected. She discusses the difficulty of responding creatively to a natural disaster, a theme that also underpins the last essay in this collection by Jenna Butler. Further, Burnett also discusses the extent to which drawing attention to issues like contaminated milk in Bogota, Columbia – by placing images in an urban space – can become a form of speaking out against political or social injustice, a concept that resonates with Bell’s work on the murals of Northern Ireland.




  Jan Hatt-Olsen’s poetry installations, on the other hand, are less overtly political. Instead they aspire to a Blakean transformation of the city, by literally turning a part of the town of Værløse into a collection of poetry – with pieces of text stuck to the road that people cycling to work can read like scrolls. The end aim of this, for Hatt-Olsen, is to highlight what he sees as the poetry that is already inherent in the urban landscape. His work also connects to Sarah Butler’s essay in discussing the idea of writing as socially participatory process.




  Holly Prescott is less interested in how space is socially constructed, than with those places that have been abandoned. In her essay she points to what she sees as the shortcomings of the theories of Lefebvre and de Certeau, among others. Prescott argues that in the novels of Nicolas Royle not only does space become a ‘catalyst for the narrative itself’, but drawing on theories of affect, she suggests that ‘disused and redeveloped spaces tak[e] on something of an agency of their own, above and beyond human actualization’.




  Including extracts from his novella, David Ashford’s piece draws on the late writings of Derrida to investigate the construction of a Gorilla House at London Zoo as a ‘blueprint for the future development of the human metropolis’. For Ashford this modernist space that resisted being lived in and the tragic end that met the baby gorillas that were housed there was symptomatic of ‘a terrible mistake in Cartesian philosophy underpinning modernist thought’.




  Thus, we arrive at Jenna Butler’s essay that discusses her attempt to use her poetry to speak to a Canadian natural disaster from 1903, the Frank Slide, engaging with ideas of how we, as a society, have moved away from the natural world and towards ‘industrial excess’. Jenna sets her own work in the context of the Mennonite poet Di Brandt, who comes from a simple, rural way of life and attempts to articulate and engage with the urban environment and the ‘failed utopia of modernism’. Her discussion of Brandt’s struggle to interact echoes, humanises and poeticises the resistance Ashford identifies in the Gorilla House.




  The concerns of these essays overlap and interpenetrate, with each serving to enhance, challenge or complicate the other. A writer’s engagement with urban space is no more straight-forward than her/his engagement with anything else. Thus, whether gaining agency over the streets via storytelling or subverting the media onslaught by interrogating how our perception is constructed or how our bodies form the city; whether the concerns are domestic, political, environmental or spiritual; whether in celebration, condemnation or regeneration; the writing of urban space is considered in this collection as something both complex and urgent.




  Word on the Street: Subvertising and Rewriting the Urban Visual Landscape with Street Art




  Pete Bearder


  





  Radical street art is about reclaiming the urban environment for an alternative discussion that those in charge would rather we did not have. In modern times, one of the largest targets of radical street art has been to satirise, parody and destroy what has been described as “the largest single psychological project ever undertaken by the human race” - corporate advertising.1 Radicals say, because the concentration of media ownership has suffocated the public’s right to be heard. American Labour Rights Activist Tim Brissell argues that “people resent the destruction of culture and its replacement with these mass produced corporate logos and slogans street artists who seek to reshape the ambient spectacle of the city operate under the belief that media saturation of the urban environment has had a negative impact on public psychological and physical health . This is not all that is at stake. Freedom of speech is under threat, they say. It represents a kind of cultural fascism.”2





  Subvertising




  Subvertising is the practice of throwing small visual or verbal spanners into the work of advertising. By making skilful changes to corporate messages it is possible for any pedestrian to spoof, parody and satire the biggest of multinational corporations with a stencil, a poster or the simple stroke of a pen or a spray can. Coca-Cola becomes Killer-Cola, Shell becomes Hell, ‘Just Do It’ becomes ‘Just Screw It’ and so on. By hi-jacking their targets, they benefit from the millions of dollars spent on brand recognition and publicity. Subverts can be powerful, apt, rude or funny. Their cheeky nature makes them highly photographic and imitable subjects for discussion.




  Kalle Lasn (author and editor of Adbusters magazine) describes the process as “uncooling brands”, something that “cuts through the hype and the glitz of our mediated reality and momentarily, tantalizingly, reveals the hollow spectacle within”.3 He places this in a larger strategy of “demarketing”; the act of “unselling the consumer society; turning the incredible power of marketing against itself.”4 This is the world of ‘culture jamming’. Subverts take their place within this as a form of ‘social hacking’ or ‘meme hacking’.




  In the 1990’s, ethologist and evolutionary biologist, Richard Dawkins first coined the term ‘meme’ as a unit of cultural ideas, practices or symbols that (like genes) evolve, mutate and compete for reproductive success. Unlike genes, memes transmit between minds rather than through bodies. They reproduce and replicate through writing, speech, rituals, gestures or other imitable cultural phenomena. Urban city centres, then, can be described as meme superhighways. They provide a space where visual representations of conflicting agendas, ideologies and brands evolve and compete at an accelerated pace. As advertising strategies and communication medias develop, memes reproduce with increasing sophistication. A good meme hack will successfully subvert this memetic code and will go viral with the aid of a photograph, an email or word of mouth. Subverts and other forms of radical street art take up arms in what Marshall McLuhan in 1968 predicted would become the Third World War “a guerrilla information war with no division between military and civilian participation”5.





  

    Potent memes can change minds, alter behaviour, catalyze collective mindshifts and transform cultures. Which is why meme wars have become the geopolitical battleground of our age6


  




  Billboard Liberation





  Perhaps the most visible way to prick people’s consciousness is to deface billboards. The Billboard Liberation Front started in San Francisco in 1977. It was founded on the idea that citizens can, and should, employ their imagination in changing the messages of corporate advertising. Billboards, they say, should be used as a medium for public expression, protest and social communication rather than for private commercialism. They state that their work is not ‘illegal’ but instead ‘un-voicible’ within a dominant ideology of consumerism and corporate power.





  

    Old fashioned notions about art, science and spirituality being the peak achievements and the noblest goals of the spirit of man have been dashed on the crystalline shores of acquisition; the holy pursuit of consumer goods. All old forms and philosophies have been cleverly co-opted and re “spun” as marketing strategies and consumer campaigns by the new shamans, the Ad Men.7



  




  In 1990, Reverend Calvin O. Butts of the Abyssinian Baptist Church in Harlem, New York, targeted predatory tobacco and alcohol billboards in poorer black and Hispanic neighbourhoods. He would replace the standard Surgeon General’s Warning with: “Struggle General’s Warning: Blacks and Latinos are prime scapegoats for illegal drugs, and the prime targets for legal ones.”8 In the 1980s media activists came to Oxford for a billboard blackout competition. After an informal conference about media and alternative media, participants split up, ran across Oxford, and painted almost all the billboards black.




  In 2000 in New York, a group called The Public Ad Campaign organized a guerrilla operation that went one step further in their attempts to reclaim public space. The group (comprising volunteers and artists), white-washed and redecorated 120 billboards that they identified as being without legal permit. The Public Ad Campaign are part of a large national network of well organized community associations that are working to protect cityscapes and their inhabitants from unwanted advertising and the harmful effects of the ‘Ad Men’.





  Subvert to the Left?




  Do subverts have to be politically radical? Strictly speaking they do not. Subverts are essentially visual puns and can be used by anyone, including political parties or large companies. Overwhelmingly, however, they are associated with anti-corporate or anti-establishment perspectives. One of the central purposes of subvertising (called ad-busting in the U.S) is to shock the viewer by juxtaposing easily recognisable images with shocking and disturbingly frank realities. Models that appear on posters for the fashion industry have, on countless occasions, had their faces turned skeletal in an effort to highlight the role of such companies in bringing about eating disorders among women. In Oxford, 2008, a billboard for the new BMW Mini was engulfed in pasted-on waves alongside a message about climate change. By encouraging critical thinking in this way, subvertisers seek to challenge received ‘wisdom’ and to bring about change.




  In the UK, one of the most common subject matters for political street art is ‘gentrification’. The unregulated and unopposed arrival of private interests to spaces known for their inclusive, diverse or public nature leads to small businesses and poorer inhabitants being priced out of a community. One Oxford based stencil artist developed a series of subverts designed to raise awareness about changes to the Cowley Road area. The Cowley Road, once known for its radical politics and underground music scene, has been heavily sanitised by the arrival of chain stores, students and an increased police presence. Carefully targeted and strategically placed subverts transform Costa Coffee into Costly Coffee, Subway into Sadway and Subvert, Tesco into Tescopoly and Blockbuster into Blockbusted.




  Street artist Erik Triantafillou, however, believes that such pieces are limited in scope. They are not, for example, able to give the viewer a deeper understanding of gentrification’s complex ‘socio-historical dynamic’. Instead they deal in ‘binary idioms’ that fail to encompass the rainbow of social actors involved: from banks, planners and developers through to property owners, exploited construction workers and community associations.





  

    the image of colonising yuppies in search of authentic cultural interaction flattens this complex set of actors and interests into an easy-to-digest call to action...the spatial component of capitalism’s necessity to continuously accumulate and expand – is something these symbols cannot communicate, and in fact obfuscate.9



  




  The picture becomes even more confused when we look at some unlikely reactions to the work of the best known of all radical street artists – Banksy. In April 2009 an anti–police piece of his was defaced in Bristol. A group called Appropriate Media claimed responsibility, stating that “graffiti artists are the performing spray-can monkeys for gentrification”10. This incident represents one of the more militant examples of growing opposition to such art work on the grounds that it makes the area more desirable to property speculators. This means increased rents and displaced poor.




  In 1998, under the Serbian dictatorship of Milosevic, we see an example of ‘official’ and ‘un-official’ street art blurring. Otpor (meaning ‘Resistance’ in Serb), was a student network that opposed Milosevic. They received a donation of over one million pounds from George Sorros. Most of this was spent on spray-paint and stickers to plaster the country with anti-Milosevic street art. They helped to overthrow the dictator later that year.11 George Sorros is a Hungarian-American currency speculator, stock investor, businessman, philanthropist, and political activist. His CV does not fit neatly with the usual stereotype of how street art is generated.




  In Caracas, Venezuela, we can find another unusual case study. The graffiti writing group Guerrilla Communications is a project of the Ministry of Communes; a branch of the revolutionary government of Hugo Chavez. It offers graffiti and stencil workshops around the city in an effort to ‘communicate the revolution’. Others (like the Communications Liberation Army) have more independence, but still get material like spray paint from the government. This is state sponsored propaganda with a difference. According to Sujatha Fernandes, a sociologist at Queens College in New York:





  

    These groups share the objective of reclaiming public space and turning it into a kind of street periodical that can be constantly renewed and painted over to get their message out.12



  




  In neighbouring Colombia, where politics is very much a matter of life and death, the remaining public universities provide concrete canvasses for political discourse. As well as idolising leftist war heroes, factions and ideologies, the pieces communicate a huge array of political issues that are marginalised from the mainstream media: police assassination of student activists, university privatisation and opposition to international trade agreements and US imperialism.




  Similarly, in New York, marginalised communities paint street memorials for departed community members. These serve as road side shrines, turning public spaces into sites of collective memory. Pieces such as these represent what Jeff Ferrell describes as a ‘visual conversation’. It is necessary, he claims, because ““public” officials have disallowed murals dealing with police brutality, war, AIDS, and other topics”.13




  Tools of the Trade




  In the last 2 decades, culture jamming has gone high tech – with computer programmes such as Photoshop enabling people to match fonts, colours and materials more precisely. Simultaneously there has been the rise of culture jammers that colonise cyperscapes with their words and images and ‘hacktivists’ that infiltrate and subvert corporate websites.14




  But it need not be any more high tech than a permanent marker. For poster street artists, the medium is paper, print and wallpaper paste. For them, the low-tech nature of artisan street art is central to encouraging participation. It stands in contrast to mass produced art that is geared towards maximum exposure, maximum coverage and maximum output. “It is important to be reminded to slow down” says poster artist Sam Sebren. “Making and seeing handmade art are poetic, necessary reminders of human energy and personal and political expression ”.15




  Fellow artist Claude Moller describes this as “a good example of unalienated labor”. In an almost communist analysis, he claims that the art becomes empowering when “control of production” is “in the hands of the creators”.16 Political print maker Dylan Miner agrees, claiming that the scale of street art, the materials it uses and the spaces in which it is seen make it an “accessible and non-elitist” art form. Poster prints are a practical and accessible way of circulating material amongst large audiences without it “being contained with capitalist social relations”.17





  The Role of the Artist




  Ad busting is a tool for artists to take a proactive approach to commercial infringements on public space. The role of the artist is transformed and put towards a direct community service, rather than serving a commercial agenda for the sake of a salary. In the words of Erik Triantafillou, it creates “spaces for collective reflection and political education.”18 Media activist Emily Pohl Weary describes this as nothing less than “an evolving medium of social dissent, community communication and grassroots promotion”19. These posters enable independent artists to interact directly with people in their community.


  





  It changes the perception of urban space into something that is shaped and improved by the people who live there, and turns skyscrapers and concrete into a home that visitors quickly identify as a unique and individual community.20





  Conclusion




  The streets of the modern city provide a visual battleground for public consciousness. Subverts are effective when they succeed in planting a seed in the viewer`s mind. For the converted, the artwork will be empowering because it alerts them to the presence of others who hold a given belief or viewpoint and are prepared to break the law to express it.




  With some notable exceptions, it is a direct and unmediated art form. Nothing comes between the pedestrian and the artist who remains independent of large scale finance. By design, it sets itself apart from the commercial agenda of advertising. This is significant because it is about where, why and by whom the words and images that convey our culture are conceived.




  Moreover, it helps shape identity and gives a voice to sidelined communities and marginalized viewpoints, be they geographically sidelined, stigmatized as criminals or simply frustrated. Artists are able to combat the pollution of our urban visual landscape by profit-driven enterprises that are becoming increasingly sophisticated at catching our eyes and arousing our desires at every street corner. Though it is mostly illegal it is the product of citizens reasserting their right to artistic and political expression and their sovereignty over public space.
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  Writing on the Walls: Discourses of Violence and Catharsis in the Murals of Northern Ireland




  Liam Murray Bell


  





  We begin with a disclaimer: this essay is not intended as a chronology of mural-painting in Belfast and Derry, nor is it presumed to be an exhaustive study of the symbolic value of the murals. Such discussions of historical significance and the potential for murals to function as iconography can be found elsewhere21. Instead, this essay deals with the possibility for the imaginative integration of the murals into writings about the North of Ireland. That is, it is concerned with the ways that murals may manifest themselves in contemporary literature and the prospective value of them for writers— such as myself— who deal with the period of the Troubles. In order to do this, a three-strand approach will be adopted. First of all, I will examine murals as providing an expression for collective feeling, focusing on the extent to which murals represent the communities whose gable walls they occupy, and the degree to which graffiti can perform a similar function. Then I will discuss the possibility of articulating the personal through the mural in a cathartic way; the opportunity for utilising this urban canvas as a creative vent in a time of conflict. Finally, the essay will address the importance of murals as territorial signifiers; essentially as signposts marking out the oppositional communities. These three sections will be related to my novel entitled So It Is, which details the discourses of violence that the protagonist, Aoife, appropriates in the wake of the maiming of her brother, Damien, at the hands of the British Security Services.


  





  * * *


  





  It can be argued that the tradition of mural painting has been maintained as it provides a method for the communities of Northern Ireland to represent themselves and to communicate their beliefs and political opinions to both their own support-base and then on out into the wider world. Alex Maskey, the former Sinn Féin Mayor of Belfast, has noted that the murals “echo the feelings of the majority of the people”22 in any given area, and Tim Pat Coogan states that “mural culture has traditionally expressed the strident emotions of the Six County streets”23. Yet it is telling that the majority of murals express some affiliation with a paramilitary grouping and it is difficult, therefore, to determine whether it is fear of reprisal or, instead, organic and quantifiable popular support that sustains them. There are over five-hundred murals documented in the University of Ulster’s CAIN database24 and these compiled images only account for roughly a quarter of the murals that have been painted since the onset of the Troubles in 1969, without even accounting for those that have been repainted or significantly changed as the conflict has progressed. It is true to say that they are the images most associated with Northern Ireland, with many news presenters and documentary makers featuring them in their programmes. (An episode of Channel 4’s Come Dine With Me25 featured stills of the murals to establish that the programme was set in Belfast, even though such images obviously bear no relevance to the show’s content). Murals have, of course, also made appearances in the fiction produced from Northern Ireland, with Robert McLiam Wilson, for example, talking of them in his novel Eureka Street by writing: “The city keeps its walls like a diary. In this staccato shorthand, the walls tell of histories and hatred, shrivelled and bleached with age.”26 However, it is debatable whether these symbols of conflict truly represent the two traditions of Northern Ireland— which can be categorised as Nationalist and Unionist— or just the two often-violent factions— which can be categorised as Republican and Loyalist.
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