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    INTRODUCTÌON

    When we think of graffiti today, we usually conjure images of multi-colored patterns and cartoon characters that are found on abandoned factory walls or underneath grungy bridges. We think of tags and stylized writing and the often rude scribbles on the backs of public toilet stall doors. Some of us may even remember graffiti political slogans calling for peace, war, freedom, or the incarceration of certain members of society. Perhaps hearing the word “graffiti” makes us reminisce about scratching our initials into a desk top during interminable math lessons. Or perhaps it’s that old heart with an arrow through the middle carved into a tree trunk, immortalized with two sets of initials.

    But what is graffiti exactly? Is it limited to political ideals, personal initials, spray can art, or discussions about bodily functions? If graffiti encompasses only unsolicited text and images, then where does cave art fit in? Or pieces that have been commissioned by school or city councils? And who should say if graffiti should be illegal, painted over, or not? And in the same vein, we must ask if the graffiti that sells for thousands of dollars through art galleries is really, in effect, graffiti or some new art form.

    And why do we feel the urge to leave an unsolicited mark on the objects that surround us? Is it so we’ll have a personal memorial for generations to come—a kind of immortal residue? Or is it a secret knowledge that we have left a bit of ourselves somewhere we shouldn’t have? How old is this phenomenon we’ve termed “graffiti”? When did we make our earliest scratching as a human race? Where do you find graffiti, and why does it seem to have such appeal for us?

    It is also important to ask, in addition to why graffiti came about, where graffiti is headed? Is the spray can becoming redundant in favor of laser projections or flash drives jammed into walls for the passerby to plug into their iPads? The hows and whys of graffiti have been studied by academics across the globe, and while their research may at times be obscure, particularly to the lay person, the one thing they all agree on is that graffiti is a worldwide practice. One journalist suggests it is so common that it can almost be classified as a human characteristic. It is both an anonymous voice and a public one; executed when no one is looking but there in full view for all to see. The subject matter ranges from toilet humor to philosophical musings. Graffiti can mark territory or provide relief from dreary bricks and mortar that are in need of a facelift. Graffiti can be painted, etched, pasted, knitted, stenciled, carved, or even projected onto a surface. Its scope is so broad that it is hard to decide where to draw the line (excuse the pun) on what actually constitutes graffiti.

    This book will try to look at as many aspects and types of graffiti as possible, from the distant past to the most up-to-date practices. It may not answer all the questions about graffiti’s history and its future, but hopefully it will provide a wider window into an activity (and art form) that affects us all and that many of us may never give a second thought.
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    This is one of the most famous images from prehistory—a magnificent red bison from the Cave of Altamira in Spain.

  


  
    CHAPTER ONE

    PREHÌSTORÌC GRAFFÌTÌ

    At some point in mankind’s early history, probably after we learned to stand upright and possibly about the same time as we discovered fire, we picked up a sharp object or a lump of charcoal and made a mark on another object or surface. Perhaps it was an accident, perhaps a hunter who was chipping away at a piece of flint to make a stone tool found that he was making scratches, not just a sharp edge. Maybe someone cooking meat on a fire rubbed a sooty hand over her brow and realized she’d left a black smudge. We will never know how it happened, but when it did, leaving marks on cave walls, stones, and other surfaces became an integral part of human life. Soon, drawing and painting were used to help hunters learn how to track down and kill essential meat. Tallies were used to keep track of numbers, pictograms evolved to leave messages for others, and finally cuneiform and other types of markings emerged, leading our species to writing as we know it, in its various scripts and alphabets of today. But let’s begin at the very beginning and find out where and when our first scratching and scribbling took place.
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    Like the Coso people of the Mojave Desert, the ancient Pueblo people of the Colorado plateau held the bighorn sheep central to their culture.

  

  PETROGLYPHS

  If we take the word “graffito” right back to its etymological origins, insisting that it refers to something being scratched onto a surface, then the best place to begin our discussion of the history of graffiti is through a particular form of rock art from prehistoric times known as petroglyphs.

  Petroglyphs can be found all over the world, except in Antarctica. While most petroglyphs consist of paintings on rocks, there are some instances of images scratched into rock, though this seems less frequent. Perhaps that is due to the fact that the effort required to cut images into stone was much more laborious than simply mixing pigments and wiping or brushing them onto rock. And while petroglyphs most certainly date back more than 40,000 years, there are sadly not many cave paintings left from that long ago. The bulk of these forms of rock art begin around 27,000 years ago—many of which are found in Australia—while others are only 10,000 to 12,000 years old.

  While cave paintings do not tend to depict landscape motifs, petroglyphs are thought to illustrate maps and landmarks to facilitate and communicate to other ancient humans about travel or to show where tribal boundaries were. When a petroglyph pictures a landform—a river, hill, or the like—archeologists call this a geocontourglyph.

  Across the globe, petroglyphs show many similarities in style and content, even when found on continents that are far apart. One’s natural surroundings, it has been argued, provides an immediate source of inspiration—a rock is a rock whether it is in Russia or South America; a river is the same in China or Scandinavia—so the depictions of these natural landscapes don’t alter significantly from area to area. On closer examination of the glyphs, some scientists feel that the closely-related artistic styles (excluding the subject matter) might well be attributed to human migration across the continents, but there are others who see this as evidence of the “genetically inherited structure of the human brain.”
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  A non-prehistoric cave painting made by the San people of the Kalahari Desert, whose culture has been studied with the hope of shedding light on our early ancestors.

  Many petroglyphs are thought to be the precursor of a written language system; many seem to use symbols to represent things and ideas, not just pictures of those things (which we term pictographs). Furthermore, for some scientists there has been much debate about whether petroglyphs were made consciously or whether they were the result of a person in an altered state of consciousness, such as that brought on by hallucinogenic drugs. Scientists at the Rock Art Research Institute have studied the modern day San people of the Kalahari Desert region. This culture believes that the artists of the tribe actually go into and beyond the rock face (in a trance-like state). On the other side, in the spirit world, these artists capture images that they bring back to etch into the rock. It is thought that perhaps ancient mankind may have been in a similar hypnotic state while making their incised drawings.

  European Bronze Age Petroglyphs

  The Vallée des Merveilles in Southern France is home to the largest collection of outdoor petroglyphs on the European continent. The majority of the markings found here are from the Bronze Age and feature tools, daggers, axes, spears, and scythes alongside horned and anthropomorphic animals, suns, stars, and a selection of geometric designs, some of which have been identified as symbols for the earth itself.

  The petroglyphs at Vallée des Merveilles were discovered in 1881 by Clarence Bicknell, an amateur archeologist from Britain. Bicknell spent about five years studying the glyphs, recording them, and making drawings of them. He noted more than 10,000 of them. But it wasn’t until 1967 that a professional study was conducted of the drawings.

  The overseeing archeologist for this study, Henry de Lumley, thought the glyphs were primarily the work of a Bronze Age people who worshipped a bull god.
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  An engraving of an owl originally found in the Chauvet Caves in France, but now only seen as a reproduction in the Caves’ replica museum.

  America’s Petroglyphs

  A major petroglyph area in America spreads across the Coso Range, which is situated between the Sierra Nevada and the Argus Range, covering an area of 400 square miles. Throughout this region, there are approximately 20,000 images made by Paleo-Indians, or the Native Americans. Within the Range are a number of canyons, two of which are named the Big and Little Petroglyph Canyons, and these are the galleries featuring the most extensive and well-preserved petroglyphs. These glyphs are divided into six categories: human figures (which includes anthropomorphic figures); bighorn sheep; a mixture of other animals including deer and antelope; weapons; tools; and entopic or “medicine bag” images. The glyphs are thought to be about 10,000 years old. Why they were made is not known for certain, but various theories abound. One theory proposes the glyphs were part of some magical hunting ritual, while another posits the idea that they are linked to various shamanistic rituals.
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  Coso figure of a stylized human accompanied by a snake and lizards.

  [image: image]

  Petroglyphs made by the ancient Coso people on a rock. It is a highly stylized piece but looks as though it might be a human figure with an elaborate headdress underneath an arch that may represent the sky.
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  Bighorn sheep with lambs inscribed into rock by the Coso people.
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  More bighorn sheep, two with horns locked in combat, made by people living in the vicinity of the Columbia River Gorge in the United States.

  Nazca Lines

  The geoglyphs in the Nazca Desert in Southern Peru, covering a massive area of 190 square miles, are believed to have been made somewhere between 400 and 650 AD, and are therefore relatively young compared to some of the petroglyphs found in Europe and Australia. These images are made not as etchings in the rock, but in the same way that the chalk drawings in the United Kingdom have been made. To achieve this type of rock art, the top layer of the earth is removed (in the United Kingdom it is grass, but in Nazca it is the red pebbles of the desert) and a trench 10 to 15 centimeters is dug. The ground beneath, heavy with lime, is revealed in contrast to the surrounding top layer and helps make the design stand out better. When condensation falls on the exposed lime, the mineral hardens and becomes more difficult to wear away.

  These Nazca Desert petroglyphs in Peru were discovered by archaeologist Toribio Mejia Xesspe in 1927, but it wasn’t until some ten years later that any serious examination of them was made. Then, in the early 1940s, a historian from Long Island University, Paul Kosok, on a trip to study ancient irrigation systems, viewed the drawings as he flew over them in a small, low-flying plane. Of the hundreds of pictures in the desert, many of them are geometric designs, but there are also numerous depictions of living things: birds, monkeys, spiders, and plants, to name a few.
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  The petroglyphs on Newspaper Rock in Eastern Utah are so closely rendered that from a distance they appear to be like newsprint, hence the name. Newspaper Rock and its surroundings feature the largest known collection of petroglyphs in the world. The first are thought to have been made 2,000 years ago. The place is called Tse’ Hone in Navajo and means “a rock story.”
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  The precision with which this huge eagle and the other giant figures found in the Nazca Desert were made is astonishing when you realize the limited technology available to the artists. It has led to the speculation, by a limited few, that the indigenous people were given extraterrestrial help.

  Kosok and the German mathematician and archaeologist Maria Reiche worked together to try to discover the purpose behind the Nazca Lines. They hypothesized that some of the lines pointed to positions on the horizon where the sun, moon, and various stars rose at particular times of the year—the solstice and equinox, for example. Reiche thought that some of the figures might also have represented constellations.

  Apart from why the lines were made there remains the enigma of how they were made with such accuracy. At the end of some of the lines, the remains of wooden posts have been discovered. It is thought that these may have been anchors to tie strings to and then used to measure out the dead straight line in the manner of early surveying tools. Besides offering an explanation to the lines’ construction, the wooden posts have also helped scientists pinpoint possible dates of the creation of the lines through carbon dating.
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  Nazca Lima
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  Nazca Monkey
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  Yet another example of modern petroglyph graffiti. You can make out a love heart towards the bottom. There appears to be some Korean signatures on the left-hand side and a fairly recent visitor has carved the name “Jacko” to the right.
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  Modern-day petroglyphs scratched into rock in the popular tourist area of the Blue Mountains just west of Sydney, Australia.
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  Further along the same trail is an area where the graffiti is so densely carved that the whole surface is worn away.
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  More petroglyphs found on walking trails in the Blue Mountains. Note how they overlap and how some are obviously in languages other than English that use different characters.

  Later scholars have argued over the theories of their earlier colleagues about these drawings, stating that there just is not enough evidence in the lines of geoglyphs alone to make such assumptions. And even one of Reiche’s own pupils took her mentor’s constellation theory a step further, suggesting that the lines were not the constellations themselves but the spaces between them.

  Yet another theory put forward was that the lines were part of the Nazca Indians’ spiritual belief system that was influenced by landforms such as rivers, mountains, and other natural structures. There has even been a theory that links the lines to the woven motifs on funeral shrouds, suggesting that the trenches were some kind of giant loom for the weaving of these very long textiles. Other speculations are a bit more fanciful in nature. One scientist believes the ancient makers of the geoglyphs could have constructed them only with the aid of an aircraft and thinks a hot air balloon would have been a possible option. The notoriously unreliable but imaginative Eric von Daniken believed they could have been made only with the help of beings from another planet.

  We may never know the truth behind the Nazca geoglyphs, especially as the lines are now very much in danger of complete eradication. Climate change and erosion brought on by deforestation is beginning to wreak havoc on them. While they were able to withstand the minute rainfall of the area over centuries, more recent downpours have caused flooding and have damaged many of the lines.

  Geopglyphs may have been one of mankind’s earliest forms of graffiti, but they are also a practice that is still being implemented to this day. Caves, rock faces, and monuments all pose an enticing surface to scratch in one’s initials and a date. The picture shown here illustrates a popular tourist area in Blue Mountains National Park, Australia, where visitors from decades ago have made records of their visits. In the Jenolan Caves, an hour or so further west of the mountains, visitors in the early part of the twentieth century would venture into the caverns equipped with candles, oil lamps, and knives, their main purpose being to carve their names and the date of their stopover into the rock’s surface.

  Rongorongo and the Petroglyphs of Easter Island

  In the nineteenth century, some interesting artifacts were found on Easter Island. They were pieces of wood with symbols and little pictures on them. It is thought they represent a type of ancient writing. These pieces are called rongorongo, but the full title was supposedly kohau motu mo rongorongo, meaning “lines inscribed for chanting aloud.” The glyphs are written in a system called boustrophedon, which means they are read from left to right and then the following line is read right to left.

  In addition to the rongorongo, Easter Island is well known for its extensive collection of various petroglyphs. Even the huge heads for which the island is most famous have been covered in engravings, some of which have been painted red and white. The motifs used on these rocks include animals, mainly of the marine variety, domestic fowls, canoes, anthropomorphic bird figures, and the face of Makemake, their creator god.

  Throughout the centuries, the glyphs on these rocks have been altered and carved over. The earliest were made when the Polynesians inhabited the island, somewhere between 700 and 1100 AD. The first Europeans set foot on the island in 1722 and colonized it right away. Buildings were put up over areas featuring glyphs that have since been rediscovered. Among the 4,000 recorded glyphs, there are several that are very similar to some motifs in the rongorongo tablets.
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  Glyphs on Easter Island.
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  Rongorongo script found on Easter Island.

  CAVE PAINTING

  While modern-day graffiti is considered by some to be a blight on urban buildings and is also seen as a form of vandalism, this was clearly not the case in prehistoric days. Scientists have found markings on walls, stone, the trunks of trees, and elsewhere from centuries ago. And while these ancient forms of art are quite different from our modern spray-painted tags, I have decided to include ancient cave painting in this book as a form of graffiti because it illuminates what appears to be a timeless obsession throughout mankind: drawing and painting on stone and making one’s presence known through images. The paintings rendered on cave walls in ancient times were the forerunners of the modern graf-fitist’s in our culture today. Hands were used as reverse stencils and the mouth blew the liquefied paint over them to form an image of a hand, the same principle as spray can stencil art today. A hand may also have been a kind of tag, a personal and/or community identity marker such as the stylized initials graffiti crew use to mark their turf.

  As mentioned at the beginning of this chapter, the oldest cave paintings yet discovered throughout the world are around 40,000 years old. Australia has a number of sites where the indigenous people have painted images of the now extinct mega fauna that they hunted, such as kangaroos and wombats as big as oxen. One such painting found on the Arnhem Land plateau, in the territory of the Jawoyn people and rendered in red ochre, features two creatures that are thought to be giant emus—genyornis as archaeologists have called them—with their long necks stretched out in front of them. Scientists believe the birds represented in these images to have died out more than 40,000 years ago, which suggests the painting predates their demise and coincides with the estimated date of the beginning of human habitation in Australia. It has also been suggested that firsthand knowledge of genyornis would not be necessary for an artist to depict one, but experts say that the detail on the paintings could only come from great familiarity with the animal and would not be obtainable through the oral tradition of storytelling. Of course, another argument put forward against the age of the painting is that the birds actually enjoyed a much longer life as a species, but there is little other evidence to support this.
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  A painting of an Australian Thylacine, popularly known as a Tasmanian tiger and extinct since the 1930s, made by indigenous Australians at Ubir.

  Photo image used with permission of the Northern Territory Tourism Authority.

  [image: image]

  An Australian Aboriginal painting of a turtle, also found at Ubir. These paintings, although not ancient, are typical of the much older style of the giant animals.

  Photo courtesy of the Northern Territory Tourism Authority.
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  As we have seen with the modern-day petroglyphs, overlaying of images is common even in cave or rock art. This rock at Ubir shows multiple images placed over one another to the point where the earlier ones are practically obscured. The ochres, chalks, and charcoals used in painting are ephemeral media that can be rubbed off, blown away by wind, and washed off with water. The surprising thing is how long they sometimes last.

  Photo courtesy of the Northern Territory Tourism Authority.

  One of the problems archaeologists face in trying to date ancient art is the fact that mineral pigments that were used in many of the paintings, like ochre, are not organic and therefore cannot be carbon dated. However, archaeologists have found that some of the paint contains traces of organic material, such as soot from a campfire, that will respond to carbon dating, so scientists are able to make at least a rough estimate of its age. Other ways of dating cave art can be deduced by examining the pictures themselves and what they represent, as we have seen in the case of the giant emus; artifacts might also be found at the site that are in keeping with the subject of the picture, such as animal bones.

  European Cave Art

  At the beginning of 2012, an important cave art discovery was made in the Cave of El Castillo in Spain. The cave paintings found included one small red dot and several hand stencils, which were effectively dated back to 42,000 years ago, making them the oldest recorded cave paintings in Europe, if not the world.

  Just as the Australian representation of the giant emus seemed to have been made at the time Australia first became inhabited by humans, so the Spanish red dot is thought to have come about at the time Europe saw its first settlers. This important discovery has led to a heated discussion about whether the paintings were made by Neanderthal man. If Neanderthals were actually the artists of these drawings, then this suggests that they were the first human-like creature to paint on cave walls, hence their intellectual and cultural development was as advanced as that of their near contemporaries who we call our direct ancestors, Homo sapiens. Such an argument leads us to the further surmise that perhaps Homo sapiens and Neanderthals were not so different after all and may have even been two sub-sects of the same species rather than two completely different animals.

  The ongoing debate over the existence of Neanderthal symbolic art and its relationship to Homo sapien cave paintings provides yet another illustration as to the importance of studying phenomena such as graffiti, whether it be thousands of years old or only two weeks old.
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  Drawings of lions reproduced for the replica caves at Chauvet in France.

  Chauvet Caves

  From Spain, we move to France and the Chauvet Caves that had been thought, until the recent discovery of the El Castillo paintings, to house the oldest cave art in Europe. The art at Chauvet is thought to date back to around 35,000 years ago. The images at this site have been carbon dated using samples taken from the accumulated smoke on the roof and walls made from torches, as well as the remnants of charcoal and animal bones on the cave floor. The radiocarbon dating process has been very thorough and the results are felt to be reliable enough to classify the Chauvet paintings into two distinct periods and dates: the first being 35,000 years ago; the second 30,000 years ago. Interestingly, it has also been noted that many of the paintings have been retouched or repainted over the millennia. It is thought that a landslide blocked the entrance to the caves about 25,000 years ago and kept their treasures inside untouched until their discovery in 1994.

  The paintings at Chavet, done in ochre, hematite, manganese oxide, and charcoal often over engravings in the rock, depict mostly large animals, such as bison, deer, and horses, which are the most numerous subjects. It is interesting to note that the animals painted here are not actually the same species hunted by the painters who rendered them, as evidenced by animal bones found in the caves. Additionally, human figures are rare in these paintings and, when they do appear, are highly stylized compared to the naturalistic drawings of the animals. One theory for this difference in style between animals and humans is that there may have been religious reasons for not realistically depicting humans.

  Again, there is heated debate over these paintings: Why were they painted and by whom? One argument is that they are the work of shamans who painted while in a trance-like state; therefore, they may be the result of dreams or visions (perhaps in ways similar to those of the San people in the Kalahari Desert). Another theory suggests that the works are by a variety of people of different ages and even genders. Larger animals (one of which may have a bull or bison head giving it the appearance of a Minotaur) and Venus-like figures (voluptuous females named after the famous Venus of Willendorf figurine) were possibly the work of young adult males, while many of the hand stencils were conceivably made by women and children.

  It is typical to find little emphasis on human figures in early European Cave art. In cases where humans are depicted, it’s common to find body parts represented by themselves: heads, hands, and genitalia are the most common. Other exclusions in the artwork include small animals, such as rodents, insects and reptiles, and landscapes. Throughout cave paintings the world over, there are no depictions of plants, hills, water features, or everyday living quarters; these seem to have been the exclusive subject matter of geoglyphs.

  One unusual feature of the paintings at Chauvet is the inclusion of animals such as hyenas, panthers, and lions alongside the more usual suspects: cattle, mammoths, horses, and bison. Some of the figures appear to be part of a larger picture, as they fight or interact with each other, making these paintings quite different to others dated from a similar age.
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  Beautiful detailed renderings of bison, horses, and rhinoceroses, two of which are engaged in fighting, presented as faithful reproductions in the replica caves at Chauvet, France. There is nothing primitive about these drawings—the proportion and animation are excellent and would not look out of place in any modern art gallery.
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  A close-up of a reproduction drawing of horse heads at Chauvet, France.

  In other areas of the cave there are hand L stencils, possibly done by the women and children of the tribe. There are also a series of dots and lines. Two drawings look a bit like butterflies, but they have not been positively identified as such.

  Archaeologists have been able to uncover another fascinating aspect to the Chavet cave paintings and that is the preparation that was made to the walls prior to the paint being applied. It seems as though the walls were actually scraped down, clearing them of any underlying moss, lichen growth, or any rough patches that would hinder the painting process. And some of the images have been incised into the stone before or after the painting was done, giving them a more three-dimensional appearance.
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