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Abstract  

 

In any given context where the subjective need of groups to survive 

becomes an objective desire, a shift in culture is almost certainly 

predictable. The considerable debate as to whether graffiti, ubiquitous in 

contemporary urban environments, is art or vandalism or the 

communicative strategies of individuals or groups who have been 

disaffected depends on who is producing the work, where it is, who the 

viewer is and who is commenting.   This debate has spawned a multitude 

of studies of graffiti internationally. However few, if any, have given 

consideration to graffiti as a communicative act at the intersection of the 

visual and verbal.  The connections and disconnections between verbal, 

written and visual languages in contemporary graffiti, all of which have 

specific properties and structural, communicative and psychological 

characteristics underpin the research questions of this study.   

 

No communicative action, however, exists in a vacuum. The key to 

understanding the diverse communicative acts of outsiders is to locate the 

often multiple intertexts involved. For example, there may be a close 

connection between contemporary Australian graffiti (writing) and the 

ideologies of the culture in America, primarily through the selection of the 

medium. Its form, image and idea originating in the ghettos of New York 

and Los Angeles, the politico-religious message of Afro-American and 

Latino youths strike a chord here and in other capitalist countries.  

 

Writing might be hypothesized as a battle between insiders and outsiders, 

or a counteraction against unilateral forms of communication (one sided 

and authoritarian) as exists in books, newspapers and television. Writing 

might also constitute a reversion to a medieval chirographic culture, the 
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technology of writing a retroaction against typographic print culture which, 

until recently, was the dominant technology of the Industrial Age. Slayden 

et al (1999) argue that, despite the existence of more means today, less 

real communication is taking place; discourse has been subsumed by 

ritualistic and stylistic performances. The acts of writers might be 

considered to be of such a nature.   

 

Personal artistic practice is driven by an abiding interest in the 

relationship between survival instincts and desire manifest in such 

communicative acts. In order to explore these questions, the data 

collection involved a group of volunteers photographing graffiti 

encountered anywhere in Australia but primarily along the east coast.  The 

data analysis framework provided a conceptual basis for visual textual 

imagery reflecting the subversive elements of the social protest ethic; the 

initial outcome being presentation of imagery at exhibition.   

 

However, other significant questions materialized from the visual 

orientation of this study of the communicative acts of Australian writers, 

questions which may perhaps be answered more comprehensively at the 

intersection of the visual and verbal than might be possible from a 

dominantly verbal focus in the social-sciences.  Leading are the 

communicative acts of the current generation of electronic communicators, 

for example, gamers, particularly Massively Multi Online Role Playing 

Gamers (MMORPGs).  Not only does the dichotomy of the visual and verbal 

shift in expressive modes of communication, the transformation of the 

sensorium is palpable from the keyboard to the gamepad.  Ephemeral 

thought and its ensuing action are forever bound and may only be 

understood through analysis of both the visual and verbal artefact that 

endures after such action. Herein lies the challenge. 
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1. Communicative systems of power 

1.1. Language and alienation 

Language is the domain of groups.  It is the channel for communication 

between groups of two or more, its function being to facilitate relationships 

with others. Fundamental differences between thought and language are 

that the former is private, dominantly amorphous and unstructured, 

housed uncensored in the individual; the latter is public, linear, 

necessarily more structured and is prone to censorship relative to the 

relationship between the members of the group.   

 

In any societal grouping there will inevitably be insiders and outsiders.  At 

its most extreme the outsider group will not simply feel different but feel 

actively alienated.  The form which the alienation takes obviously varies 

but, in essence, it produces a cri de coeur.  As such, it is a potent form of 

communication, whether the form be visual or verbal. The word ‘alienation’ 

instantly implicates an environment, some place within which one 

experiences a sense of isolation and/or separation; it is the locus within 

which dominant groups operate unimpeded.  

 

Societal groups naturally base membership on shared language and 

territorial boundaries in addition to other fundamental commonalties of 

race, creed, political affiliation, for example, or, alternatively, a common 

purpose which may originally have been based on survival mechanisms.  

Consequently the dominant members of a particular group impose 

powerful might on the group to conform to agreed rituals, conventions, 
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customs, rules and principles, standards etcetera; together these create 

group strategies to maintain lifestyle and group harmony.  

 

1.2. The power of ritual language as communication 

Power in all cultures is institutionalized in language to such a degree that 

alienation and survival are virtually symbiotic. Smart (1989) argues that 

humans realized the etiquette of normal relationships involving bodily 

gestures and performance language, such as greeting, cursing, pleading, 

promising, thanking etcetera, served to create, in the first instance, 

effective communication strategies which kept groups together. These were 

strategies vital to their survival, and thus potentially, as ceremonious 

behaviour and ritual developed, might achieve more universal 

communication beyond the group. These ritual-signs, according to Foster 

& Brandes (1980), are of the greatest importance to the process of 

communication, to express the feeling, tone and intention of the social 

situation and relationships within that situation.  

 

As a means of controlling the forces humans believe affect their lives, 

Crystal (1987) points out the embraciveness of language in religious rites, 

black and white magic, invocations and litanies  

 

… language is thought to be able to cure sickness, keep evil away, 

bring good to oneself and harm to an enemy.  Such language usually 

has to be used with great exactitude, if an effect is to be obtained; 

meticulous attention is paid to pronunciation, phraseology, and verbal 

tradition (a factor which appears, most notably, in the history of 

Sanskrit and Massoretic Hebrew).  There often has to be a great deal 

of repetition, in order to intensify the power of the words.  The 

language, however, does not have to be intelligible to have its effect; 
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many magical formulae are meaningless to those who use them, but 

there is still great belief in the efficacy.  

Crystal, 1987:8. 

 

1.3. Subjective forms of communication and survival instincts 

Man’s instinct for survival, in all cultures, at all levels of existence 

including the prospect of a posthumous life, has been a wellspring for 

creativity, a primary influence on thought and the development of 

communicative strategies. For example, by elevating folklore through 

poetic narrative, mythology universally emphasises the supernatural to 

absorb religious beliefs which reflect the ultimate problems of existence 

(Leroi-Gourhan, 1964 translated in Bostock-Berger, 1993; Cotterall, 1979).  

 

Dissanayake (1990) and Barrow (1995) similarly argue that whilst fearful 

experiences are often suppressed, reminiscence of the survival of such 

experience is celebrated through religion, music and the visual and literary 

arts.  Thus, these forms of creativity attempt to improve our immaterial life 

in intangible, subjective ways and communicate how we feel about life.  

Since thoughts are equally related to our emotions, they may not always 

be easily explicable in verbal language.  

  

1.4. Objective forms of communication and desire 

On the other hand, objective, overt forms of creativity designed to navigate 

the tangible, external, material aspects of life more easily are aligned with 

the rational side of thought and are manifest in the scientific, technological 

and/or mechanical inventions of any kind. Writing is one such technology.  
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The technology of writing, and subsequently print, transformed the audible 

but intangible spoken word into its visible, material counterpart, a useful 

tool for the civilization of societal groups, not only to contain and organize 

knowledge, but to stabilize under law and order and to establish a deep 

sense of history.  

 

However, the objective/subjective dichotomy is a fluid one and 

researchers, for example Ong (1967), Meggs (1983), (Leroi-Gourhan, 1964 

translated in Bostock-Berger, 1993), Pächt (1984) and others, highlight 

how writing from the outset assumed magical and ceremonial qualities, a 

characteristic of the ritual performance of ‘the word’ inherited from oral 

cultures. Born of necessity and the creative and subjective graphic arts of 

prehistory, writing may be seen as the nexus of objective and subjective 

strategies to communicate explicitly with others. 

 

1.5. Word as an object in space 

Communication is more effective if the viewer is affected, negatively or 

positively, not merely by the text’s representation of sound but by its 

appearance as an object. Perception may include familiarity with, or 

experience of, an object in a variety of contexts, involving not only aural 

and visual senses but other sensations such as its tactility or olfactory 

qualities.  Thus it is not merely what the spectator recognizes, but how 

he/she feels about the object and/in its whereabouts.  For example, Pächt 

(1984) explains the function of the book in the Middle Ages, its 

metaphysical properties as a potent cult object symbolic of the promise of 

salvation.  

 

Objects have strong associative power. In oral traditions, the association of 

the word with objects was common, as Clanchy (1979) demonstrates, for 
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example. An object such as a knife was commonly exchanged as a 

testament to an agreement, often as proof of title for property, or as a 

mnemonic of agreements between groups. However, in the transition from 

oral to literate culture, writing gradually usurped the role of objects as 

proof of agreements from about the thirteenth century.   

 

Nevertheless, their associative power and fluidity of meaning is sustained 

to some degree in the graphic representation of letters.  Actual objects 

were synthesized with determinatives for sounds and ideas, “non verbis sed 

rebus (not by words but by things), to express meaning, context and purpose” in 

sense-signs in Sumerian script and Egyptian hieroglyphs, the latter 

meaning sacred carvings (Johnson, 1978:151).  To use Johnson’s (1978) 

example, a meaning-making determinative might be the graphic 

representation of a nose as a representation of nose but also as a concept 

of smell, joy or contempt.  According to Maresca (1997), the convention of 

using symbolic signs for sounds continued in the Greek alphabet. An 

anchor graphically represented, for example, had the power to generate a 

host of ideas both metaphoric and metonymic, including that of stability, 

security and hope because it signified a ship’s safe return from possibly 

perilous journeys; thus turned upside down in the Christian period, to 

form the Greek letter TAU, it resembled the shape of the Cross, a symbolic 

association of salvation through the crucifixion and resurrection. 

  

Communication is always contextualized.  Essentially, before sound was 

recordable, the perception may have been that power was attainable only 

where words were objects. In the contemporary context communication is 

dominated by electronic media; both the spoken and the written word and 

image are inextricably entwined in a stage described by Ong (1967) as 

secondary orality.  He and others (for example Goody, 1976, 1986; 

Havelock, 1963, 1986; and McLuhan, 1962) argue that the significance of 

the word changed dramatically with print media; its presence as an object 
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was reinforced through its production method in printing as a discrete 

object locked in typesetting, and as a visually processed unit where sound 

and image are locked together. 

  

The visual perception of word as an object was effected by the invention of 

alphabetic typography which coincided with a desire to control space both 

physically and imaginatively, a revolution in painting through the 

treatment of perspective, the mechanical reproduction of instructional as 

opposed to decorative illustrations and diagrams, and an increased use of 

maps associated with global exploration (Ong, 1967). Sound in the form of 

visual symbols was progressively used in script to the point at which it is 

impossible today to disassociate the spoken word from its written 

counterpart. 

  

1.6. Communicative codes of insiders and outsiders 

The written word is often the medium of both insiders and outsiders to 

garner or subvert public opinion through the codes of propaganda and 

protest respectively. These not dissimilar systems are exploited to 

broadcast ideas to subvert thought, to change behaviour within the group, 

to overthrow extant/dominant values. 

 

As the essential element of print media, word became a primary tool of 

subversion for propagandists and protesters alike, their positive or 

negative connotations used to sway or manipulate their audience expertly 

dependent on the purpose to which they are applied. The word manipulate 

(with its roots in man’s ability to handle tools) is extrapolated to mean 

control, not just of tools, but of another’s thinking.  A close relationship 

between thinking and manual dexterity is indexical of the actions of 
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humans to communicate their ideas through tangible objects, objects 

which are code for the utopian ideals they hold at any given time.   

 

Propaganda is the more insidious of the two as it works covertly from 

inside a culture and is orchestrated by the leaders in a group.  Common 

strategies are the combination of specific images and symbols, including 

text. According to Delwiche (2002) this process short-circuits rational 

thought thereby effectively shortcutting to basic human emotions, or it 

capitalizes on the ambiguity of language; strategies, as Eisenstein (1943) 

might explain, which produce a synchronization of the senses.  A practice 

as old as writing, (for example hieroglyphs in the tomb of Ramses II, extol 

the latter’s victories over the Hittites in 13CBC), the term propaganda was 

not coined until the Reformation of the sixteenth century and is thus 

synonymous with The Word1 in the context of religious purpose. The 

objective of the papal office to propagate the faith generated the printing of 

pamphlets and broadsheets in the thousands by both the reformists and 

counter-reformists (Arnold, 1996). The persistence of propaganda as a 

system in conventional cultural practice today, from politics and religion to 

commercial advertising, is testament to the efficacy of these strategies. 

  

Protest, on the other hand, works from outside mainstream cultural 

systems. Its function, to overthrow the dominant practice or ideals, is more 

explicit than propaganda in that it involves direct political action aimed at 

mobilizing public opinion against a particular policy or ideology, a 

mechanism which often leads to conflict. On a global scale, war is the 

consequence of radical difference. However, in the microcosm of daily 

existence where minority views or cultures are overshadowed or ignored or 

                                       

 
1 Capitalization of The Word is commonly used to stand for religious dogma. 
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even persecuted, survival instincts drive subversive strategies to make a 

protest public. 

 

Since public dissident speech in certain predicaments may be ineffective, 

even dangerous, the modus operandi of protestation may subsequently 

become indirect, writing acting as a substitute for the statement of 

personal perspectives or experience, removed spatially and even temporally 

from direct verbal interaction, nevertheless sustaining a relationship with 

collective life in its tenor and modality.  Traditionally, this is the function 

of graffiti.  

 

1.7. The affective power of graffiti as text and image 

With its roots in prehistoric ritual, graffiti is perhaps the oldest graphic 

representation of the feelings and thoughts of humanity, perhaps more 

specifically, those of the common people.  Graffiti’s link to religious fervour 

is notable in the Roman catacombs of the second and third centuries.  As 

the expressions and allegiances of early (outsider) believers before 

Christianity was legally sanctioned under the Roman ruler Constantine in 

the fourth century, the graffiti exemplifies the shifting relationship between 

that which is considered internal and external to the values of the group 

and by extension, the sliding conversion of the sign’s function from protest 

to propaganda.   

 

Graffiti in the catacombs explain the function assigned to text as a form of 

communication and as an index of societal beliefs and values.  As funerary 

objects located in sacred burial places, the function of the Christian graffiti 

and similarly the hieroglyphs in the Egyptian tomb of Ramses II was to 

communicate with the dead; the text acted as an intermediary or medium 

between the communicants of two worlds.   Written on the walls of the 



   9

underground burial grounds, Christian graffiti commonly embodied 

devotional messages to dead saints and martyrs invoking their aid in 

crossing over from this earthly life to the other-side where dead souls were 

thought to wander as shadows.  In the case of the Egyptians, the function 

was to carve out a deity for the Pharaoh in his afterlife.  

 

If culture is the intellectual activity of groups, patterns of practice are 

observable through the objects they produce. As McLuhan (1964, 1967) 

argues, the form of media may have a more significant effect on society 

and knowledge than the contents it carries.  Given the vast knowledge 

gleaned from graffiti historically, contemporary graffiti qualifies as a viable 

source of objects in writing and print from which to elicit the current 

culture and values of Australians for the following reasons 

 

a) its pervasive nature in the Australian urban 

environment;  

b) its interconnectedness with the music of a wider HipHop 

culture; 

c) its reference to popular culture in other electronic 

media, and   

d) its extension into fashion for example in décor and 

clothing.  

 

Currently the forms commonly referred to as graffiti vary from what might 

appear to many as elementary scribbles or expressions of private 

dissatisfaction to those of highly organized gangs bombing2 the public 

domain and declaring group allegiance, to protestations which subvert the 

political/religious status quo. They represent communicative and perhaps 

                                       

 
2 To bomb, cane, destroy, kill is to completely cover something in graffiti (MacDonald, 2001) 
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survival strategies outsiders have utilized from the beginning – the power 

of the group to compel others to see/listen/change.  As a reaction to 

dominant culture, their subversive activities attack the intangible forms of 

thought of the dominant made tangible in their material culture.  

 

Contemporary graffiti is subject to highly official sanctions.  However, one 

might question what threats to dominant cultures in contemporary society 

are so fundamental to graffiti that its proponents are prosecuted if 

apprehended?  What messages are implicit and explicit in urban graffiti?  

How are extant values and culture different from those of the participants 

in the production of graffiti? Why is it necessary to subvert the status quo 

anonymously?   

 
Plate 1.8.1   Queensland Rail anti-graffiti poster (1990s) 
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1.8. Rationale for and aims of the thesis 

The phenomenon of graffiti is thus considered as a communicative act at 

the intersection of the aural and the visual in the context of contemporary 

Australia in terms of insiderness and outsiderness.  Research in this area 

has not hitherto been published. A niche therefore exists to document and 

interpret these visual communicative acts in contemporary Australian 

writing in the contexts of other written objects, and in a contemporary 

culture dominantly electronic wherein sound is intrinsic, to elicit how the 

graphic codes in aerosol graffiti may be mirrored in the political, social or 

religious ideals of other cultures, past and present. 

 

The considerable debate as to whether graffiti is art or vandalism or the 

communicative strategies of individuals or groups who have been 

disaffected depends on who is commenting, who is producing the work, 

where it is, and who the viewer is.   This debate has spawned a multitude 

of studies on graffiti internationally, for example from Bushnell (1990), 

Russia; Geason and Wilson (1990), Kolesnik (2000), Australia; Huber & 

Bailly, (1986) France; Whitford (1992), Back, Keith & Solomos (1999), 

MacDonald (2001) Britain; Chalfant & Cooper (1984), Chalfant & Prigoff 

(1987), Ferrell (1993), Whitford (1993), Bakewell (1995), Gadsby (1995), 

Tobin (1995), Austin (1996), Bordwell (1996), Creswell (1996), Abel & 

Buckley (1977), Powers (1999), Galeano (2001), United States of America; 

Allen (2000), Canada, and Millán (2004), Portugal, to cite but a few. Ellis 

(1985) aptly expresses the perplexing question for many who try to see 

beyond the obvious damage that now plagues our cities   

 

…At what point, one might ask, does graffiti make the metamorphosis 

from vandalism to art, from mindless scribblings to pop philosophy?  

Ellis, 1985: unnumbered  
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Similarly can/might graffiti make the transition from protest to 

propaganda; if so, at what point? This author’s familiarity with the culture 

of graffiti was initially restricted to encounters with a number of drawing 

students and a broader cultural awareness of its outsiderness. The 

unconventional approaches of students involved in graffiti culture and 

their resistance to formal approaches to drawing motivated a closer 

examination of the culture and a realization of its connections and 

disconnections to verbal, written and visual languages, all of which have 

specific properties and structural, communicative and psychological 

characteristics which have subsequently directed this thesis.   

 

Naturally, the overarching factor that sparked curiosity in graffiti was an 

abiding personal practice driven by an interest in these communicative 

acts.  The development of textual imagery for exhibition will logically be a 

synthesis of the research filtered by previous preoccupations in practice. 

The challenges implicit in these questions provide the niche for the current 

study, the aims of which are 

 

1) To explore the use of text as image in subversive communication 

with a specific focus on Australian graffiti in order to: 

a. Identify the latent iconic, indexical and symbolic signs in 

graffiti;  

b. monitor shifting ideologies across time / space; 

c. identify thematic commonalities / differences, and 

d. classify textual methodology  

2) To utilize the data synthesized in (1) above to develop visual 

textual imagery reflecting the subversive elements of the social 

protest ethic. 
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1.9. Organization of the thesis 

The thesis structure is outlined in Table 1.9.1.  

 
Table 1.9.1 Organization of the thesis 

 

Chapter Purpose Content 

1 Introduction Themes relevant to research topic 

2 Graffiti  

3 Communication theories 

4 

Literature review 

Ideologies in writing 

5 Trajectory of practice Overview of previous practice 

6 Methodology of research 

Synthesis of communication / 

ideological theories / visual grammar 

to devise a suitable model for data 

analysis 

7 Data analysis 
Documentation and analysis of 

photographic data 

8 Methodology for practice 
Conceptual and technical processes 

in response to data 

9 Outcome of research 
Exhibition development and 

documentation 

10 Evaluation for future directions 
Reflections on the process and 

subsequent developments 
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2. Graffiti: Words and words worth 

2.1. Perspectives from the literature on graffiti  

Initial keyword library and Internet searches for the term graffiti yielded a 

spectrum of meanings. However, the scope of the research unfolded as new 

terms and contexts emerged to encompass writing, writing on the wall, 

public space, youth subculture, scribes, codes and symbols.  

 

The etymology of the word graffiti is variously derived from the Greek 

graphien, to mark, draw or write, or the Italian graffiare, to scratch, graffito 

or sgraffito (pl.-ti), drawing or writing scratched on walls, and originally 

referred to marks found on ancient Roman architecture.  In a broader 

sense the term has been applied to any design produced by scratching 

through one layer of paint or other material to reveal a ground of another 

colour for example in medieval panel painting; or any casual writing, rude 

drawing, or marking on the walls of buildings, as distinguished from an 

official writing known as an inscription, either scratched on stone or 

plaster by a sharp instrument.  More rarely, it applies to writings in red 

chalk or black charcoal found in great abundance on, for example, the 

monuments of ancient Egypt (Phillips, (1996), Oxford Dictionary of Art: 

graffito (1993)). 

     

The nomenclature of the practice of graffiti indicates that its existence is 

almost as inclusive, as continuous and as polemic as humanity itself.  Its 

study extends from the petroglyphs and cave paintings of Palaeolithic to 

Neolithic people, from the expanses of Africa, Europe, North America and 

New Zealand; to archaeological digs of ancient cultures, medieval panel 

paintings of Europe and/or inscriptions incised into the walls and pillars 

of medieval English churches; to conversational and declarative carvings 
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throughout history and to designs and writings of aerosol spray cans and 

magic markers that invade the public spaces of every developed city of 

every contemporary society.   

 

In Budapest, Hungary, contemporary forms of American graffiti were 

credited with the development of the Büro Destrukt graphic school; the 

term graffiti, including official placard design, is explained in the 

Hungarian lexicon as short texts, slogans, rhymes scribbled on the walls 

and other public places and with themes which include the political, 

erotica and mocking (BIF ONE, accessed 8.11.2002).  

 

The Russian language has no word for the first visible sign of 

contemporary-style gang graffiti known as fanati or fan graffiti (fan, 

meaning one with excessive enthusiasm, is derived from fanatic).  Symbols 

of soccer clubs with devotional or denunciatorial comments by supporters 

or foes appeared around Moscow in the 1970s (Bushnell, 1990).  In 

Russia, graffiti is a learned word which generally refers only to historical 

inscriptions, for example in ancient churches, in folk epics, in declarations 

of authorship, devotion, inscriptions of ‘ownership’.  Various examples of 

informal inscriptions are found on clay vessels and dishes of the classical 

era, on doughnut shaped slate weights placed on women’s spindles of the 

Kievan age, or on bon mots scratched on public walls of medieval Rus.  

Unlike the stone or masonry walls of the Romans, these wooden cities 

failed to survive the ravages of time or the torching by raiding conquerors. 

Dirty words or zabornye vyrazheniia (fence language) is the term for all 

other forms of illicit writing in Russia, the majority of which are 

traditionally the chalk scribblings of children; the closest approximation to 

the English understanding of graffiti being nadpis or nastennaia nadpis, a 

broader general term meaning inscription or sign or announcement 

painted on a wall (Bushnell, 1990).  
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In Brazil, pichao (which is untranslatable in English, but close to wall 

scribble) is used to describe plain writing on the wall, but the word graffiti 

is used to cover all forms of writing and painting on any wall, whether legal 

or not (Farrell, 1994).  

 

Ellis & Turner (1975) claim the term graffiti may have been coined to 

describe the Pompeii wall writings unearthed by archaeologists to study 

the lives of Romans prior to the eruption of Mount Vesuvius in 79AD. They 

differentiate between forms of mark-makings which qualify as graffiti and 

those that do not, ruling out pre-historic drawings at Lascaux and 

Altamira or those of Australian Aborigines as having a sacred or ritualistic 

significance, which distinction might rule out the votive graffiti in Medieval 

churches or other devotional, sacrificial or tribal forms which in 

contemporary times may include the fanati of Russian graffiti, or American 

gang graffiti. Tobin (1995) classifies graffiti as that which described writing 

on the walls of buildings by the Romans when they conquered cities, from 

which different forms developed such as gang graffiti which street gangs 

made to mark their territories, another form used for political commentary 

and a new phenomenon of the last twenty-five years, artistic graffiti, which 

evolved from scrawls to a complex form of personal expression. 

 

Generally, the term graffiti has become one which encompasses every 

mark or writing which is drawn, scratched, painted, sprayed or etched by 

an anonymous author or authors on any illegal or non-conventional 

surface that is located in what is generally accepted as public space.  

Historically, it carries connotations of subversive and deviant behaviour as 

ancient as political parody in Egypt’s Eighteenth Dynasty, in crude 

drawings about the sexuality and/or the sexual life of Hatshepsut with her 

chief steward, Senenmut, scratched into the temple walls of Deir el-Bahri 

(Wente, 1984); likewise in the public bath houses of the Romans or 

through sexual insult and obscenity (one of the earliest uses to which 
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writing was put by the common people) in the marketplace in ancient 

Athens (Abel et al, 1977). A biblical account of reading the writing on the 

walls records one of the earliest philosophical graffiti messages, “mene, 

mene, tekel upharsin” (measured, measured and found wanting) and is 

attributed to Nebuchadnezzar (Farrell, 1994).  

 

The vast tract of information from multiple fields of enquiry necessitates 

the development of a systematic management strategy. Given the extent of 

the literature on graffiti and its reach, it is clearly necessary (a) to capture 

its essence concisely and (b) to develop a sampling frame to track the 

range and reach of the material.  Hence Table 2.1.1 (Appendix A) 

documents literature in relation to the scope, nature and magnitude of 

graffiti, its perpetrators and its placement.  Table 2.1.1 is organized as 

follows  

Column 1   Author/s  

Column 2  Publication date 

Column 3  Country of origin  

Column 4  Title 

Column 5   The stated/implied aims 

Column 6  Focus or content 

Column 7   Directions, if any, for the present research 

 

The criteria for inclusion in Table 2.1.1 relate to whether stated aims, 

focus or content within the text specifically documented or analysed the 

following 

 

a) The production of graffiti and mark-making, legal or illegal, in 

public or private spaces; 
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b) Attitudes to graffiti and anti-graffiti pursuits; 

c) The various approaches to graffiti research or text analysis; 

d) The role of specific environments, particularly urban, in graffiti 

and mark-making; 

e) Surface/space on/in which graffiti or mark-making is drawn, 

and 

f) Writing in subcultures as different to writing in dominant 

cultures. 

 

The literature chronicled in Table 2.1.1 ranges from the historical 

(including an anthropological focus), (for example, Lindsay, 1960; 

Pritchard, 1967; Lang, 1976; Abel et al, 1977; Ellis et al, 1975; Cooper & 

Sargent, 1978) to the vast range of contemporary texts which are in intent 

variously minatory, (for example, Geason et al, 1990; Whitford, 1992; 

Goldstein, 2000), investigatory or sociological (Bakewell, 1995; Austin, 

1996; Cresswell, 1996; Borden, 1996; Back et al, 1999; McDonald, 2001). 

A scan of Table 2.1.1 highlights a burgeoning literature from America since 

1985, indicative of the escalating impact of graffiti activity there.  However, 

a similar trend, if not a torrent, is evident elsewhere (see for example 1.8). 

 

2.2. Content and contextual differences 

Research in and documentation of graffiti demonstrates its integral 

relationship to culture; hence the content is not identical in all societies in 

any given place or time although there may be similarities between 

cultures or periods.  For example, the informal inscriptions of earlier 

historical periods in Russian forms described by Bushnell (1990) bear 

similarities to marks on clay vessels found elsewhere including those 

found in the Agora excavations in Athens described in Lang (1976).  These 
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would nevertheless exhibit contextual differences just as the aerosol 

stencil graffiti photographed by Huber in 1980s Paris specifically reflected 

a culture of contemporary urban nightlife in that city (Huber & Bailly, 

1986).   

 

The significance of contextual difference is evident also when comparing 

contemporary forms of gang graffiti. In Moscow, for example, where fanati 

is executed by soccer fans, an understanding of gang graffiti is vastly 

different to that in New York or Los Angeles wherein the content of 

American gang graffiti incorporates territorial and gang symbols thus 

communicating more about ethnic specifics than sport; similarly in 

British, European or Australian cities where religious, ethnic and popular 

culture mixes vary, gang graffiti illustrates that particular societal forces 

and cultural practices affect what is written and by whom. 

 

Powers (1999) typifies contemporary American documentation of graffiti 

and its progenitors in perceptibly mythologised stories and images relating 

the writers’ graffiti activities and placement. In the same vein, Chalfant et 

al (1987) highlight variations in spraycan graffiti between cities in ten 

countries including Sydney, Australia. Simultaneously they describe the 

typically New York icons perpetuated in spraycan graffiti worldwide, thus 

referencing the aspirations and ideals associated with the origins of that 

particular form. Ferrell (1993) presents oppositional perspectives of writers 

who view graffiti as an empowering form of self expression and those 

upholders of social law and order who view it as vandalism and a threat to 

their social values.  

 

Exemplary of sociological perspectives, Austin (1996) focuses on the 

correlation between the economic mismanagement of New York and its 

ideological construction of graffiti as criminal activity.  He argues, in fact, 

that its production was a vast improvement in some cases to that which it 
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covered. Cresswell (1996) and similarly Scollon & Scollon (2003) examine 

ideals and transgression in relation to place, whilst Back et al (1999) write 

from a linguistic perspective to examine racial aspects of British culture 

through use of the written word, symbols and emblems.  

 

Posner (1982, 1986) focuses on politically motivated graffiti.  Whilst the 

content of her earlier publication originates in Britain and documents 

Feminist and No Nukes campaigners; the later volume records Australian 

political protestations, the acts of anti-smoking lobbies C.O.U.G.H U.P. 

(Citizens organization using graffiti to halt unhealthy promotions) and 

B.U.G.A U.P., (Billboard-Utilising Graffitists Against Unhealthy Products).  

 

While Table 2.1.1 cannot claim to be totally exhaustive in reach, the 

virtual non-existence of literature which analyses or documents exclusively 

contemporary Australian graffiti is nevertheless noteworthy. An exception 

is the publication of Ellis and Turner’s (1975) Australian Graffiti which 

reflects the perspectives of Australian culture in various contexts evident 

in conversational and declarative graffiti and Ellis’s (1985) more recent 

contribution, The All New Australian Graffiti, which documents some 

contemporary innovations; for example, from New York the advent of 

stencil graffiti in Sydney and Melbourne by skilled designers allied to the 

HipHop culture of break and rap dancing, reflecting trends in social, 

political and economic change since the 1980s.   

 

More current research nationally, focused on social perspectives, (Geason 

& Wilson, 1990; Kolesnik, 2000) examines graffiti generally as an object to 

be observed, to be destroyed or treasured, rather than specifically as an 

interactive form of communication.  

 

The input of the abovementioned does not, however, exhaust 

contemporary forms or contexts of Australian graffiti.  A niche therefore 



   21

exists to explore the essential characteristics of graffiti as writing, as a 

communicative object, both visual and aural. Since the late 1980s, more 

decorative forms of writing co-exist with distinctly linguistic forms, styles 

of writing which are often difficult to interpret, styles which, through their 

visual impact, communicate through visual language.   

 

2.3. Classifying graffiti culture 

The proliferation of names, categories and approaches to the study of 

graffiti in the literature necessitates a classification of the types, the 

contexts and cultures which generate it. 

 

Abel et al (1977) differentiate between two forms of graffiti - one public, 

where “initials, names, and code names are written, carved or spray-painted on 

the exteriors of buildings, trees, fences, billboards, subway cars and so on” and a 

private form found indoors, usually in public toilets (Abel et al, 1977:16). 

They and others argue that it is the preoccupation of adolescents from the 

lower socio-economic classes leaving their mark, and rarely found in 

middle or upper-class neighbourhoods; however, more recent studies have 

found otherwise (for example Geason et al, 1990; Austin, 1996; Jacobson, 

1997; Alonso, 1998).  

 

From a social science perspective, Abel et al (1977) attribute the private 

form, which they claim focuses on sex and excretion, as a reflection of the 

need of people with “deeply-rooted obsessions” to use public toilets as a 

confessional to deal with their “unconscious impulses and conflicts” (Abel et al, 

1977:17,19).  Alonso (1998) classifies five types; existential, tagging, 

piecing, political and gang.  Themes are associated with employment and 

labour conditions, religious philosophies and political issues including 
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freedom and civil rights, the latter much more prevalent in authoritarian 

governments.  

 

Gadsby (1995) classifies six types; latrinalia, public, folk epigraphy, 

historical, tags and humorous.  Latrinalia, a term which Gadsby (1995) 

attributes to Dundes (1966) to define restroom graffiti, is now in common 

use in studies of the type Abel et al (1977) categorize as private.  However, 

Alonso (1998) categorizes that which is found consistently in public 

bathrooms as existential graffiti; additionally, he says, it is referred to as 

expressive, individual personal commentary. Public encompasses slogans 

or messages which appear on the walls of buildings, subways, trains.  Folk 

epigraphy generally refers to carvings of the common people throughout 

history appearing usually on rocks, trees or finished wood surfaces, 

whereas historical graffiti accounts for wall writings and petroglyphs of the 

past (carved or scratched signs of simple figures on rocks), some 

pictographs and some ideographs (symbols to represent ideas or concepts) 

(Meggs, 1983). Humorous, a self-explanatory category, may encompass 

witticisms, song lyrics, ditties or aphorisms.  

 

Members of the contemporary youth subculture, HipHop, and its forebears 

of late 1960s America describe their practice of tagging3 public space using 

spray-paint and magic markers as writing.4  The practice is typically 

enacted in the urban environment, often in the subway and particularly on 

trains. Tags, individual signatures (albeit pseudonyms) are the 

fundamental element of aerosol graffiti art at which one has to become 

proficient and widely published to become recognised as a writer. 

                                       

 
3 The writing of coded signatures in public space with aerosol spray-paint and permanent markers 
4  The use of italics for Writers and writing from this point on is to refer specifically to those involved 
in and the act of creating aerosol graffiti to avoid confusion with the use of the word in general 
contexts.   
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Jacobson (1997) ascribes TTP, an acronym for tags, throw-ups and pieces, 

as a more comprehensive term than tags for the combination of elements 

of aerosol graffiti. Piece is the term for finished works and is derived from 

masterpiece.   Pieces were once associated with Black and Hispanic youths 

but are now attributed to white middle-class youths from the suburbs 

(Alonso, 1998).  A practice closely aligned to the subculture HipHop, TTP is 

usually produced with permanent markers and/or aerosol spray-paints 

and is generally presumed to be written by adolescents acting on their own 

or in gangs or crews.  Tags offer a writer the opportunity to reinvent 

oneself according to Chalfant et al (1984), and range from hastily scrawled 

coded signatures to elements incorporated in designs of a complex nature, 

often combined with symbols or images from popular culture. Noah (1997) 

describes such writing, known as Wildstyle, as 

 

…a form of graffiti composed of complicated interlocking letters, 

arrows, and embellishment. Like all forms of graffiti art, it is spray 

painted on walls, trains, and other public surfaces, frequently 

illegally, and is intended to impose on public visual space, and to 

challenge viewers’ ideas of who has the right to represent themselves 

publicly, and what art is. It is created both for, and in defiance of, the 

audience, which is made up of other writers and both supportive and 

unsupportive members of the public. 

Noah 1997:1 

 

The latter are distinguishable from Throw-ups, quickly painted signatures 

using one layer of paint to make an outline, often in bubble letters.   

 

Dubbed graffiti by the New York media in the early 1970s and thereafter 

by the authorities and general public (Austin, 1996), writers generally 

denounce the term. Nevertheless, as Phillips (1996) notes, the term has 

persisted, and subsequent recognition of the practice as graffiti has been 
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exploited to publicize and/or to provide outsiders’ accessibility to the 

culture, for example, via searches on the Internet. However, early New 

York graffiti writer and editor of writers’ magazine IGTimes, spelled out 

why the writers’ intentions had nothing to do with conventional 

understandings of the word ‘graffiti’ to describe what a predominantly male 

youth subculture is  

 

You know, a 15-year-old kid in ’73, when he heard the word ‘graffiti’ 

probably looked up the word in the dictionary.  “Oh, is this what I’m 

doing?”   

Austin (1996) interview of Schmidlapp: 278. 

 

It may even be arguable that the act of naming the practice of writing as 

graffiti contributed to a deviation from the use of aerosol sprays and magic 

markers to the more destructive practice of scratching and etching of 

surfaces in compliance with any common definitions of the word.   

 

Classification is perhaps, in some instances, subjective to suit the 

purposes of the author; for example, Tobin (1995) might distinguish 

between politically motivated messages or hastily scrawled tags and 

artistic graffiti, an emergent modern day complex form of personal 

expression disconnected from gang style graffiti. However, connections 

between them are perhaps even more complex than the creative designs 

that emerge. Phillips (1996) classifies three genres of graffiti; the first as 

Historical graffiti which presumably encompasses Latrinalia and Folk 

epigraphy; the contemporary forms involve a second genre, Gang graffiti, 

and a third labelled Graffiti Art, distinguishable from each other chiefly by 

the producers of the work and their motivations. Gang graffiti imparts 

criminal overtones whilst the latter, considered as art, is semi-legitimised 

by popular culture.  The second genre is confined to urban areas and 

consists of cryptic codes and initials rigidly styled with specialized 
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calligraphies, whilst the third genre is part of the now international culture 

of HipHop, or New York Style graffiti.  Classification may be an attempt to 

exclude the third genre from all other types that are commonly regarded as 

vandalism (or heritage if it occurred in the distant past).  

 

In the literature, there appears to be a degree of crossover between Public, 

Folk epigraphy, Tags and Humorous – the latter three falling within the 

first, that is, outdoors, or outward looking, humorous possibly existing 

within both public and latrinalia, if we take the latter to be private, indoor 

graffiti.  Historical, a broader category to contain graffiti of the past, 

consists of all forms with the exception of tags.  A further distinction is 

often made between declarative graffiti, that which does not invoke a 

response from the viewer, and conversational, which often does.  

 

2.4. Extracting the essence of graffiti 

The abovementioned represent a sample of the proliferation of categories, 

meanings and motivations attributed to graffiti across the range of 

approaches to its study, thus contributing to the multitude of descriptions 

and classifications.  Gadsby (1995), for example, lists nine approaches to 

graffiti study; cultural, gendered, linguistic, folkloric, quantitative, 

aesthetic, motivational, preventative and popularisation.  

  

In adding to these approaches, Gadsby (1995) proposes that the 

subjectivity of the author in many cases adds to the problem of 

comprehension as particular points of view are not always supported by 

the data gathered or may be limited to the researcher’s own points of view 

or life experiences rather than objective analysis of data gathered from 

graffiti writers or spectators.  Hence, assumptions may be drawn without 

any substantive basis. For example, Gadsby (1995) cites Landy & Steele’s 
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(1967) research which compared the proliferation of graffiti in the men’s 

toilets yet absence of graffiti and a profusion of cigarette butts in the 

women’s. Following Freudian theory, they concluded that males had the 

ability to act out their need for phallic expression while females smoked 

theirs out (Gadsby, 1995).  

 

In order to examine graffiti objectively, Table 2.4.1 lists the characteristics 

of, perceived motivations for, and the substrates upon which the various 

forms of graffiti are produced, by whom and when, as a way of analysing 

the results  of an environmental scan of the terms in use.  

 



  27 

Table 2.4.1 Classification of Graffiti 
 

 

FOLDED A3 SHEET TO BE INSERTED HERE – CHARACTERISTICS OF 

GRAFFITI TABLE.  



Table 2.4.1 Classification of Graffiti 

Canvas Author Genre Era Motivations Codes I symbols I drawings Initials I signatures Slogans and messages 

Private - Inward lookinq- declarations that are taboo in social life of writer 
In public restrooms, Anonymous - Continuous Creative or physical urge Crude or rude drawings ego Male/ female Scrawls and 'chicken scratch' Obscenities and insults 
alleys, unsurveilled Individual though the - To purge - sexual gratification, fetish, obsession genetalia - Declarations of love or 
interiors, on walls of annals of - To declare - love or hate hate 
garages and jail cells Latrinalia civilization Self expression - Scrawls and chicken 

scratch 
- Witticisms of political or 
philosophical nature 

Public - - outward looking individual or mass communications - either conversational or declarative - reflexive or eJ~QI"essive 
Cave walls Anonymous 

Prehistoric 
Communicative or Religious/ritual purposes Petroglyphs pictographs and ideographs 

Sandstone quarries in The literate in As marks of ownership, authorship, declarations, devotion Usually in cursive Latin. In Rome, from highly - Informal inscriptions - Stamped or moulded 
Greece and Egypt pre-literate Ritual practices religious skilled lapidary capitals to very irre~ular capitals - Marks of ownership or inscriptions on amphora 
On pottery, lamps and societies- in - Need for public recognition in 1" C. to freer styles in 2nd and 3' . Egyptian commercial notation handles/clay pieces 
pieces of clay Ancient Egypt, Rebellion / transgression against the dominant authority Proto-Sinaitic, Proto-Canaanite texts - Love and hate names - . Devotionals/convivial 
universally Greece, Rome or Need to appropriate public space or someone else's private space for - Names on Sherds inscriptions e.g. on 
Public baths and Medieval Europe, 

Ancient 
group/ individual purposes Numerical notations on Hellenistic pottery and late 

market places Rome, Meso·America - Sherds Roman motto mugs 
Greece, Egypt Scribes, Clerics, -

Masonry - Political, religious or 
tradesmen- social commentary/ 
crusaders Historical witticisms 

Architectural walls and Anon - including - As marks of ownership, authorship, declarations, devotion English churches and elsewhere in Europe - Informal inscriptions- marks of Messages and lists riddles, 
pillars - On clunch in possibly - Ritual practices religious symbols, severed heads, body parts- votives ownership or commercial Philosophical/Political! 
English Medieval crusaders - Need for public recognition also found in, human-animal representations, notation Love and hate religious or social witticisms/ 
churches - Rebellion / transgression against the dominant authority indications of ritual practices e.g. bird-headed names. Names on Sherds commentary/ Prayers, Latin 

Need to appropriate public space or someone else's private man possibly St. John. Pagan symbols .', Numerical notations on couplets, Shimpling 
Medieval space for group/ individual purposes Drawings of ships, fleur-de-lis, heraldic crests, Sherds (Aramaic inscription) in 

swords, helmeted heads Interlaced plait-work some English churches 
other motifs as found in Book of Durrows-
Inscriptions in medieval Latin, Middle English, & 
Norman-French. Passages of music Drawings 

: ofbuildinQs 
Rocks, trees or The Common - To transgress spaces or existing social orders Use the national language, and retain a 

! 
Proof of existence - Individual political, or social 

finished wood people in literate - To declare ownership, ·authorship straightforward aesthetic style. immortalisations Declarations commentary - expressions 
surfaces, billboards societies- - To mark out territories, belongings and Proclamations of love of criticism, protest, rejection 
and hoardings individuals - To advertise -search for contacts or agreement /Witticisms in 
Political type extended 

Folk 
For Public recognition - response to advertising 

into legitimate spaces- Activists - often 
Epigraphy 

Aesthetic, physical or creative urges Affirmations or 
stickers, posters and well educated Self expression or to entertain . denunciations Philosophical 
comic books, mural Members of aphorisms 
painting, newspapers Subcultures 
and pamphlets, 

Contempor political art exhibitions 
Any surface in public Predominantly 

ary 
Social forces - Recognition, power and fame Gang graffiti -Cryptic codes and initials rigidly TTP -Tags throwups and Political racial religious 

space - particularly in young males- Proof of existence - marginalisation styled with specialized calligraphies pieces- coded nicknames, social expressions of 
subways, on trains, individually or in Rebellion / transgression - against authority Cryptic messages toward their own closed gang, crew initials eg.RS (Rail criticism, protest, rejection or 
walls of buildings, gangs, crews - A need to appropriate public space or someone else's private community Hip-hop - tags, throw-ups and Squad), PMC (Pavement agreement 
roads Urban space for group or individual purposes pieces crushers) FM (FucM cru) Devotion to groups/ 

aerosol - To vent aggressive impulses, to address the world at large Images from popular culture and other art 
, 

signatures and symbols in cults/clubs / fraternities 
May merge with other - Devotionals/ Public testimonials- historical sources flourishing letters within 
art forms, like tatioo - To enhance group solidarity of fraternities/subcultures/ gangs stylised aesthetic systems 
and clothing styles - To identify with vibrant, VISIBLE subculture / gang / crew 

Pleasure in aesthetic,-phvsical or creative acts 

28 
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The most obvious forms in which graffiti are manifest are in slogans and 

messages or in initials and signatures, either separately or accompanied 

by diagrammatic or representational drawings or symbols.  Under the 

heading symbols, codes, drawings, an analysis not only of the content of 

accompanying drawings and symbols is considered, but also codes, for 

example, the language code and the types of lettering used, which are 

embedded in the former two groups, slogans and messages and initials 

and signatures. 

 

The genres of graffiti have also been simplified into three dominant 

types; Latrinalia, usually private indoor graffiti, Folk epigraphy, usually 

public outdoor graffiti which may appear on rocks, trees or any part of 

the landscape and Urban graffiti, that which appears in cities on 

buildings, roads, subways or any surface which supports aerosol spray-

paint, Nikko pens or Magik markers or, more recently, etching media.  

Historical graffiti encompasses all three genres of graffiti, however, as 

would be expected, Urban graffiti of the past used media other than 

aerosol spray-paint or marking pens since those media are more recent 

technologies.  

 

The anonymity of the authors and their use of particular, usually illegal 

canvases, contribute to the subversive nature of graffiti.  However, just 

as meaning and content are analysable through the codes of language 

and text types, graffiti reveals volumes about the status of its authors. 

Graffiti thus organized demonstrates the continuity of a universal 

subversive practice.  Whilst similarly driven throughout history in 

writing cultures, the motivations attributed to its production are 

various, for example 

 

a) revenge, anger, boredom, acquisition, exploration, aesthetic 

experience or existential exploration (for example, Gadsby, 

1995); 
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b) an urge to communicate, comment, inform, entertain, 

persuade, offend or confirm an existence (Ellis, 1985; Noah, 

1997), and  

c) mass and reflexive or categorical and individual 

communications to prove or document existence, 

membership of group, to express oneself, out of an 

aesthetic, physical or creative need or boredom, to 

categorically criticise, protest, reject or agree, mark out 

territories or search for contacts (Gadsby, 1995). 

   

Millán (2004) explains how opposition is actively expressed through 

image by examining 150 pictographs from disaffected city-dwellers.  

Graffiti are the manifestations of unverbalized thoughts and desires in 

tangible form, the reifying of mental concepts through their transference 

into graphic visualizations. They are, considering the relevance of 

prehistoric and historical forms, objects from which may be determined 

the ideological makeup of specific cultures, through the subversive 

actions of those who consider themselves outside mainstream culture.  

  

Despite its diversity, the presence of graffiti clearly indicates proactive 

behaviour in the perpetrator and reactive in the viewer.  Generally 

graffiti is extreme in nature in that it represents or symbolizes some 

form of threat or promise to the viewer, a paradox considering the 

seemingly harmless elements involved for example 

 

a) graffiti’s material properties, as visual images/objects 

consisting of painting or drawing media, are physically inert 

remonstrations/communications of an anonymous 

collective, intentionally or not; 

b) a vast proportion of graffiti is indecipherable (tags for 

example), thus, as communication the mode is code, 

intelligible to the few, perceived by the many.  Arguably, the 

vulnerability of the viewer increases with the alien nature of 
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the language/communication in graffiti, since the object is 

unfamiliar to the viewer, and 

c) the most common form of urban graffiti, TTP, is the visual 

component of the contemporary youth culture HipHop, of 

which music, dance and language are integral. 

 

Millán (2004) argues that the visual language of graffiti, posters and 

pamphlets are the classic expression of opposition to power, resistance 

through images where the sender communicates to the receiver “that 

he’s opposed to a certain person, institution or practice, because undesirable 

consequences derive from it for whoever emits the message” (Millán 2004:24). 

Graffiti is “a form of popular protest, a people’s art, and also implicated in 

brutal forms of symbolic violence, genocide and racism” (Back et al, 1999:69), 

or, according to Cresswell (1996),  it is projected as a transgression of 

social order in particular places, described by some who wish to impose 

their own discourse of order on certain geographies as “garbage, pollution, 

obscenity, an epidemic, a disease, a blight, a form of violence, dangerous, and a 

product of the mad, the ghetto and the barbarian” (Cresswell 1996:37). 

 

Conversely, Ellis et al (1975) argue that graffiti, including modern 

stickers which carry philosophical observations or political slogans, are 

subversive reactions to official signage or advertising 

  

…mutilations that transform flat, pompous or threatening public 

statement into something ridiculous…informal communication in 

writing of an individual message, often of a scandalous, salacious 

or otherwise disapproved kind. 

Ellis et al, 1975: unnumbered   

 

Broadly, graffiti is a public record of private behaviour (Klingman & 

Shalev, 2001).  Geason et al (1990) note that graffiti is not only written 

by alienated teenagers, but over time it has involved, and continues to 

involve, a multitude of practitioners with a host of motivations, in 

various forms, in various spaces. 
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Writing, it might reasonably be argued, does not necessarily present as 

a vice; however, since many regard it as such, Abel et al’s (1977) 

premise that the values of an era are more easily discerned from the 

vices rather than the virtues of a culture is credible. In any specific 

macro/ microcosm of culture, democratic or otherwise, values/ 

ideologies are enforced by powerful hierarchical groups which exert 

increasingly more pressure on those progressively further down the 

hierarchy whose actions are linked to survival strategies.  Maxwell 

(2003) defines the HipHop culture as one where 

 

Knowledge is rationally derived from first-hand experience through 

the application of common sense.  This experience is available 

from or on the street, the underground, from the margins, from 

positions of disempowerment.  The shared experience of, or the 

ability to empathize with, oppression of any form (particularly 

racial and economic; sexual oppression is not really in the picture), 

allows social agents to transcend their differences, and to share a 

globally inclusive culture. 

 Maxwell, 2003:122 
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3. Graffiti: a communicative language 

3.1. Perspectives from communicative theory 

The universal element in Graffiti is written language as demonstrated in 

Table 2.4.1.  Commonly regarded as the perfunctory actions of vandals, 

production of graffiti is the proactive behaviour of writers.  However, as 

MacDonald (2001) points out, to relegate the communicative motivations of 

the culture’s vast active participants to a single nominated sub-culture is 

to disregard the fact that writers/graffitists reflect similar disparate groups 

as are representative of the community generally - multiple identities, with 

individual perceptions, values, styles and ways of life.  

 

As indicated in 1.4, writing is the nexus between objective and subjective 

forms of communication.  Graffiti, as a form of expressive writing, is 

endowed with diverse meanings, since, as Goody (1987) observes, the 

system of interactive communication includes reflexive forms of 

meaningful acts involving reception as distinct from emission, even when 

there may appear to be an absence of the writer’s explicit intent and there 

is temporal distance between the sign and the receiving or interpreting.  

Mitchell (1994) argues that representation and discourse are inextricably 

interwoven, “the imbrications of visual and verbal experience” regularly 

overlapping (Mitchell, 1994:83).  Indeed, for the receiver, the message is 

affected by a host of variables including an individual’s personal 

experience and environmental factors, for example, the time of day, 

whether the weather is hot or cold, whether in a crowd or alone etcetera. 

These factors complicate analysis of the communicative act.  The 

communicative process thus relies largely on reception by the senses, the 

perception of meaning from any source, not merely the seeing or hearing of 

a sign (Goody, 1987; Scollon et al, 2003 and others).  
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Goody (1987) contends that the earliest forms of writing had either 

communicative or expressive functions at the intersection of the visual and 

verbal; as such they were  

 

…An incomplete communication….self-communion, a kind of graphic 

monologue…the externalization of thoughts and feelings or simply the 

creation of design itself (as in a doodle or some more regular pattern) 

without any immediate communication……the encoder and decoder 

are one and the  same. 

Goody 1987:4 

 

Sensory perception tends to vary with the function of the written object. 

For example, in pre-literate cultures, writing was non-utilitarian, the 

written text secondary to the production by scribes of aesthetic 

masterpieces incorporating painting, metalwork, calligraphy. Ong (1967), 

Clanchy (1979) and others argue that a shift in sensory perception was 

effected by literacy, for example, “writing has the power to change the way 

words are perceived by the senses, because it shifts the emphasis in 

communicating language from hearing to seeing” (Clanchy, 1979:223). As 

material marks in an environment, these also affect others in the 

environment in a form of interaction.   

 

Mitchell (1994) examined the materiality of representation in the visual 

and verbal and sensory subordination of one to the other in specific 

mediums. He points out how technologies affect one or the other senses; 

for example, emphasis shifts from the visual to the verbal in the speech 

bubbles which emanate from the mouth/head in cartoons as opposed to 

the visual emphasis emanating from bodily gestures of the hands in the 

illustrated scrolls of Blake’s late 18th century illuminated manuscripts. He 

stresses the futility of comparison between the two, arguing that perhaps 
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the visual and verbal systems of language might each be considered 

mediums through which the message is coded since very few 

representations are pure, that is, perceivable / conceivable / readable 

through a single sensory source; they are in fact  

  

…internally divided force-fields, scenes of struggle indicated by the 

hybrid term of the ‘imagetext’ – the power of the image understood as 

the ‘other’ or ‘slave’ to the master’s poetic and narrative voice, the 

power of the image to resist or collaborate with language.  

Mitchell, 1994:323-324 

 

Study of the production and exchange of meanings in culture was 

spearheaded by Saussure (1857-1913) and Peirce (1839-1914).  Chandler 

(2002) and similarly Fiske (1997) clarify these alternative perspectives. 

Semiology, Saussure’s approach, (published in 1906 and 1911 lectures), 

was based on linguistic action and interaction which studies the role of 

signs as part of social life as distinct from the study of the formal doctrine 

of signs in the Peircean (1931-58) tradition, originally termed semiotics. 

The latter term now embraces all fields in which signs are studied.   

 

However, communication research tends generally to be representative of 

the discipline within which it is conducted.  According to Fiske (1997), two 

schools have emerged from Communication Theory, developed subsequent 

to the influence of semiotics 

   

1. the process model, wherein the transmission of messages is pivotal, 

the sender affects the behaviour or state of mind of another, the 

receiver, and 

2. a model wherein the message is the focus and the sign is referred to 

as the text.  
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The models embrace polar philosophical perspectives and are compared by 

Fiske (1997), Schirato et al (1996) and Chandler (2002).  Fiske (1997) 

found each model had elements of merit and argues the need for the two to 

be brought closer together.  He explains the process model as one which 

would describe socio-cultural difference as communication breakdown, 

whereas the semiotic model would dispute the existence of the latter, 

rationalizing it instead as a message about social relations.  He concludes 

that, whilst the semiotic model addresses more important issues in 

communication, “the process model is needed to fill dangerous gaps left by 

semiotics” (Fiske, 1997:190).  Conversely, Schirato et al (1996) refute the 

value of the process model, with the exception of its concept of binary 

opposites, as one which decontextualizes the sign, preferring instead to 

focus on the sign as it is ideologized and framed in various cultures 

wherein the rules and conventions are familiarized and negotiated.   

 

Scholars’ recognition of the diversity of approaches has stimulated 

interdisciplinary collaboration through symposia and subsequent 

publication of more lateral perspectives (for example, as edited by 

Schramm (1963); Borbé (1979); Foster et al (1980) Fawcett, Halliday, Lamb 

and Makkai (1984)). A stimulating merge in the humanities of cultural 

theory, visual arts and linguistics since 1990 has opened the field to 

communication study (for example, Mitchell (1980, 1994); O’Toole (1994); 

Barrow (1995) and others). Whilst Mitchell (1994) outlines the need for a 

comprehensive “picture theory” he also recognizes problems inherent in 

developing one (Mitchell, 1994:417). Acknowledging the systemic-

functional theories of language of Burke (1945), Bakhtin (1919, 1924), 

Halliday (1984) and earlier linguists, O’Toole (1994) devised a useful 

semiotic model to analyse the signs in displayed art, architecture and 

contemporary living which systematically moves through examination of a 

work as a whole to examination of individual elements.  
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Fiske (1997) examined contemporary research and theories to provide 

appropriate analytical methods directly applicable to everyday experience 

of communication.  Schirato et al’s (1996) model for the analysis of visual 

signs in popular culture is heavily reliant on Bourdieu’s (1990) theory that 

the rules and conventions of a culture govern how people act and 

communicate, and Bakhtin’s (1986) speech genres emanating from his 

theory of dialogics. Their criteria for analysis involves examination of field, 

mode and tenor, field having two dimensions, that of culture and of 

discourse.    

 

As technological mediums of communication, words, writing and the 

electronic media are the focus of other research (for example McLuhan, 

1962, 1964, 1966; Goody, 1976, 1986, 1987, 2000; Ong, 1967, 1982; 

Havelock, 1963, 1986). Ong (1967, 1982), Havelock (1963), McLuhan 

(1964) describe language, and writing particularly, as communicative 

technologies. That currently on the Internet approximately 81,500,000 

entries discuss McLuhan’s well known aphorism, the medium is the 

message is testament to both the power of media and research in 

communication technologies 

(http://www.google.com.au/search?hl=en&q=the+medium+is+the+messag

e&meta accessed 19/03/2006).   

 

Chandler (2002) makes clear the divergence of function and purpose as 

discrete yet often confused aspects of communication.  Media and purpose 

are often considered symbiotic; however, purpose 

  

…may be subtly (and perhaps invisibly), redefined by use of a 

particular medium… [media theorists arguing] our technical means 

and systems always and inevitably become ‘ends in themselves’ 

Chandler 2002:4   
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Further, media  are “typically treated instrumentally as a transparent vehicle of 

representation by readers of texts composed within it, but the medium used may 

itself contribute to meaning” (Chandler, 2002:232).  Jakobson’s (1960) model 

involves six functions of language, one of which is always dominant in any 

discourse.  However, Chandler (2002) and Fiske (1997), in reviewing 

Jakobson (1960), interpret the latter from a slightly different orientation as 

follows.  Chandler (2002) listed each 

 

• Referential- context oriented -imparts information 

• Expressive – addresser oriented - expresses feelings/ attitudes 

• Conative – addressee oriented – influences behaviour 

• Phatic1 – contact oriented – establishing/maintaining social 

relationships 

• Metalingual – code oriented – refers to the nature of interaction 

(genre) 

• Poetic – message oriented – foregrounds textual features 

Chandler, 2002:179 

 

Fiske (1997) represents the functions in a vertical/horizontal relationship, 

moving from the (emotive) feelings of the addresser to the content 

perception/meaning for the addressee (conative) mediated by the other 

four functions encoded in the medium as represented in Figure 3.1.1. 

Referential 

Poetic 

Phatic 
Emotive 

Metalingual 

Conative 

 

Figure 3.1.1 The functions of communication (Fiske, 1997:35) 

                                       

 
1 Phatic –denoting speech used to express or create an atmosphere of shared feelings, 
goodwill, or sociability rather than to impart information: phatic communion 
(Dictionary.com Accessed 9/03/2007)  
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The structural coding of the earlier theory in these two interpretations 

demonstrates the complexity of signification and understanding.  A basic 

model as a framework to encompass all of the relevant elements is 

necessary.  To this end, Chandler (2002) advocates a comprehensive 

framework for systematic text analysis which includes content and 

expression as outlined in Table 3.1.1. 

  

Table 3.1.1 Chandler’s comprehensive model for text analysis (Chandler, 2002:54) 

  Substance Form 

Signifiers: 
Plane of 
expression 

Substance of expression: 
Physical materials of the medium (e.g. 
photographs, recorded voices, printed 
words on paper) 

Form of expression: language, formal 
syntactic structure, technique and style 

Signified:  
Plane of 
content 

Substance of content:  
‘human content (Metz, 1981), textual 
world, subject matter, genre 

Form of content: 
‘semantic structure’ (Baggaley and Duck 
(1976), ‘thematic structure’ (including 
narrative) (Metz, 1981) 

 

 

However action is a key component of any form of symbolic interaction and 

a point of discussion across communicative theories discussed. Action 

Theory dates back to Aristotle. In A Grammar of Motives, for example, 

Burke (1945) contends that interaction and communication involve the 

elements of a pentad consisting of act, scene, agent, agency, and purpose 

in symbolic action; not simply explicable as the what, where, who, when, 

why, and how but how each interrelate. Further, he argues that Western 

thinking and all symbolic social action is organized within the biblical 

framework of the Book of Genesis, a hypothesis with which more recent 

research is somewhat accommodating (Ong, 1967; Goody, 2000; Scollon et 

al, 2003 for example).   
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In order to synthesize current theories in discourse analysis, linguistics, 

communication and human geography, Scollon et al (2003) focus on the 

intersection between social interaction and the space and time within 

which human action occurs to define four key elements in any three-

dimensional multiple discursive space 

 

1. Social actor – (largely unconscious actions involving a 

history of experience, motivations, interests and 

dispositions, and expression); 

2. Interaction order – (simplified as socially constructed 

worlds of discourse involving rules for good performance, 

sense of time and personal space and sensory perception); 

3. Visual semiotics – (pictorial spaces compositionally and 

modally organized independent of social interaction), and 

4. Place semiotics – (where in the material world an action 

takes place). 

 

These elements are mediated by the three principles: indexicality, 

(signs context-dependency particularly of language), dialogicality, 

(response to prior discourse and anticipation of subsequent 

discourse), and selection, (an actor selects a subset of signs for 

attention), in Scollon et al’s (2003) theory of Geosemiotics. 

 

Cherry (1980) argues that a philosophy of communication is needed to 

determine exactly what is communication, a term that means sharing, a 

means of not only conveying meaning but also of conveying attitudes and 

senses of purpose which, if successful, is a shared system. In 

industrialized countries the explosion of technologies has had a dramatic 

effect on communicational relationships. Additionally, Cherry (1980) 

distinguishes between bilateral and unilateral communication 

technologies, the former a shared system for communication, for example, 
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the telephone is a bilateral technology, whereas no sharing occurs in the 

latter form. Books, journals, newspapers, radio, television are unilateral 

communication technologies requiring the services of professionals which 

effectively 

 

…may greatly increase the dominance of authorities of many 

kinds…offering no means of answering back, of criticizing, expanding, 

or questioning.  The receiver is frustrated in certain ways that render 

all such systems ‘against nature’ and that may inspire feelings of 

threat.  

Cherry, 1980:251-257  

 

Millán (2004) devised a simple model of the interaction between the 

sender and receiver where graffiti, posters or pamphlets represent a 

form of opposition to such unilateral systems. The model (see Figure 

3.1.2) is a visual demonstration of the act of subversion; in 

interactions involving the participants, the message and desire, the 

sender forces the receiver to enter into a single cause/effect 

relationship above which the sender becomes isolated. 

 

Figure 3.1.2 Expressions of opposition (Millán, 2004:23)  

 



  42 

3.2. Graffiti as communicative pulse/impulse 

The communicative function of graffiti assumes social/cultural 

significance in critical moments of political events, upheaval or repression. 

In delving into the “dynamics of the unconscious” Kristeva (1991) explains 

how anguish often accompanied by a compulsion,, linked to an “uncanny 

strangeness” may remain as a psychotic symptom unless acted upon; “drive 

impulses” compel one to repeat the act until such anxiety is overcome 

(Kristeva, 1991:182-184).  Just as archaeological and anthropologic 

research analyses graffiti to provide evidence regarding the people of past 

eras (for example, Lindsay, 1960; Pritchard, 1967; Lang, 1974), the effects 

of significant contemporaneous events may be gauged as the pulse of the 

people by the meaningful relationship they have with objects containing 

graffiti. Almost half a million entries on the internet about the loss and/or 

preservation of the graffitied Berlin Wall since the 1989 collapse of 

Communism, demonstrate such a relationship 

(http://www.google.com.au/search?hl=en&q=graffiti+berlin+wall&meta= 

accessed13/5/2005).   

 

The following diverse entries are persuasive 

 

a) a chunk of the graffitied wall presented to the United Nations as 

a gift of Germany’s parliament (Harris, 2003);  

b) one specimen carefully cut out and mounted for display outside 

the Imperial War Museum, London (Art of the State, 2003), and 

c) many pieces sold or collected as memorabilia, until the last 

surviving 25 metres of graffitied wall was preserved to be 

enshrined in a government building (Sun Herald, 2004). 

 

In the broader culture, writing is produced in a particular context as a 

cultural object and as a communicative act involving gesture, sight and 
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sound.  Theories related to its communicative function are thus central to 

its interpretation.   Table 3.2.1 (Appendix B) lists chronologically texts 

pertaining to writing as a symbolic language/act/image through the 

production of signs for communication, the structure of such objects and 

ideological constructs evident in their social and cultural function. Texts 

relate to urban cultural communication, discourse analysis and semiotics 

which, directly or indirectly, inform this study on the phenomena of graffiti 

and other subversive uses of text as communication.  Reference to 

comparative objects in other material cultures is included; for example, 

insights into Celtic illuminated manuscripts is pertinent as some of the 

more elaborate examples of contemporary Australian graffiti bear explicit 

similarities (see 6.1).  

 

Relationships between aural and visual languages and urban culture are 

thus the criteria for inclusion of texts in Table 3.2.1 if content or focus 

relates to the following aspects 

 

a) formal structure of language, visual and aural;  

b) cultural and social functions of visual and oral language, and  

c) Relationships between oral, aural and written communications and/or 

between chirographic and typographic cultures. 

Column 1 Author 

Column 2 Publication date  

Column 3 Country of origin 

Column 4 Title 

Column 5 Focus/major content areas 

Column 6 Relevance for study 
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3.3. Writing: a synthesis of left and right brain function 

Whilst theorists for whom the communicative focus is largely as it 

applies to art (for example, Arnheim, 1956, 1969; Edwards, 1979, 

1987), scant attention is applied to graffiti, an exception being 

Emmisson and Smith (2000).  The latter argue the advantages of 

exploring objects over texts within visual research and treat graffiti “as a 

3D form of data because it exists in situ on objects”, its physical location an 

important key to understanding its context and audience (Emmisson et 

al, 2000:139). Scollon et al (2003) similarly focus on this aspect of 

indexicality in their Geosemiotic Theory of signs in place, hypothesizing 

that the meaning of a sign “is anchored in the material world”, rather than 

in language (Scollon et al, 2003:3).  

 

Whilst for these theorists contextualization is the starting point for 

understanding writing, other theorists source meaning from thought.  

Edwards (1979; 1987), in demonstrating that an intuitive 

understanding of the meaning of marks is universal in her erudite 

publications on visual language, argues a relationship between visual 

creativity and right brain function. On the other hand, Joseph (1992) 

argues that language and thinking abilities are exclusively restricted to 

the left brain, specifically between the Wernicke’s and Broca’s areas, 

whereas numerous other abilities, impulses and inclinations are 

functions of the right brain, and are often suppressed or censored “since 

the invention of complex spoken language and the advent and eventual 

dominance of linguistic consciousness” (Joseph, 1992:301). Arguing that the 

visual and the verbal are separate functions of the right and left 

hemispheres of the brain, Joseph (1992) segregates language and thus 

thinking from visual creativity.  

 

The concept of gestural origins of language, based on left-brain 

function, is recent. Of anthropologists who focus on the origins of 
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language, the corpus of research is divided between that which 

examines the possibilities of the species’ early or late acquisition of 

language with the emergence of homo sapiens (for example, Bower 

(1994)), and supporters of reciprocity of gesture or gesture as a 

precursor to language (Corballis (1999); Place (2000); and Goldin-

Meadow (2002)). Commonly, theorists (for example, Joseph (1992); 

Dissanayake (1992); Corballis (1999); Ullin (2000) and Masataka (2003)) 

argue that speech ability was crucial to the evolution of the species 

since the anatomy of the brain used for language is simultaneously 

used for manual dexterity. Vocal-motor co-ordination enabled man to 

convert thought to action, hence tool-making (Goldin-Meadow (2002-

03), Masataka (2003)). According to Corballis (1999), the adoption of 

vocal strategies to communicate enabled exchange and instruction and, 

at the same time, freed the hands from the burden of communication to 

carry out manual arts.  

 

Whilst acknowledging the difficulties of reconciling the vast alternative 

perspectives, Corballis (1999) hypothesizes that vocalization was a 

recent development in language which originated in gesture perceptible 

in “behavioural and physiological connections between the hand and the vocal 

apparatus…routinely discernible in communicative acts between two or more 

people” (Corballis, 1999:138). Following Foster (1978), Disanayake 

(1992) also argues that human language is comparatively recent in 

relation to toolmaking, given that mitochondrial DNA supposes a 

common origin of humans 200,000 years ago. Correspondingly, 

Havelock (1986) argues that an unprecedented evolutionary increase in 

human brain size from 1000 to 1400 cubic centimetres, in less than a 

million years, altered human anatomy, allowing for acoustic 

communication at a time when visual responses were also essential for 

survival during the mid-Pleistocene era.  
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According to Schiffrin (1994), in reviewing the speech act theories of 

Austin (1962) and Searle (1969), the use of verbs demonstrates how 

meaning and action are related to language. Salisbury’s (2004) 

etymological study of specific roots and phonemes in various languages 

credibly demonstrates how language may have originated in the manual 

gestures of proto man. Salisbury’s (2004) study involved dictionary 

searches in various languages for patterns of meaning extant in all 

spoken languages, sounds which originally derived from actions. All 

words, which involve the three primordial sounds that utilize all 

consonant-forming regions in the vocal column, K-vowel-N, P-vowel-N 

and T-vowel-N, demonstrate their origins in man’s three main manual 

actions of grinding/scraping/gnawing things, chipping /pointing stone 

tools, and tamping/striking motions respectively.  

 

Whatever the case may be, the collaborative gestural activities of the 

human species - from the making of stone artefacts to drawing and 

writing, the invention of the wheel and the construction of sophisticated 

civilizations - are testament to the fact that survival, domination and 

intellectual activity are major achievements of problem-solving skills, 

practical skills associated with visual/gestural co-ordination and 

communicative co-operation.  A body of research, including Leroi-

Gourhan (1964, translated in Bostock-Berger, 1993), Mitchell (1994) 

and Goody (1987), argues the reciprocity of the visual and verbal in 

communication.  

 

Meggs (1983) considers that early writing had its roots in graphic arts. 

Leroi-Gourhan (1964, translated in Bostock-Berger, 1993), and 

similarly Goody (1987), argues that two languages, a visual and a verbal 

form, developed simultaneously from the same source but at opposite 

poles. Based on ethnological, anthropological, archaeological and 

linguistic research, Leroi-Gourhan’s (1964, translated in Bostock-

Berger, 1993) opinion that figurative behaviour (gesture) and language 
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cannot be dissociated stems from an interdisciplinary focus on human 

communication. He contends that language and graphism can never be 

mutually exclusive by tracing the history of graphic representation, 

highlighting abstract symbols and its association to language. Mental 

symbolization is a uniquely human relationship, he points out, a 

fundamental distinction which, occurring approximately 50,000 years 

ago after 2.45 million years of evolution, separates humanity from other 

vertebrates; a relationship which involves the pairs “‘face/reading’ and 

‘hand/graphic sign’” (Leroi-Gourhan, 1964, translated in Bostock-Berger 

1993:188). Accordingly, in higher vertebrates “two poles…in the field of 

responsiveness” convert thought to action on the one hand, and into 

sound symbols on the other; hand and facial organs participate equally 

in constructing objects and making communication symbols; “facial and 

manual organs maintain equal technical activity (and)…draw upon the same 

basic equipment in the brain” (Leroi-Gourhan, 1964, translated in Bostock-

Berger, 1993:113).6  Further, he argues, 

 

Before writing, the hand was used principally for making and the 

face for language, but with the invention of writing the balance 

between the two was restored. 

Leroi-Gourhan, (1964) translated in Bostock-Berger (1993:113) 

 

Leroi-Gourhan (1964, translated in Bostock-Berger, 1993) proposes 

that from the earliest graphic symbols of humanity there developed a 

pre-writing “mythography” parallel to the verbal myths of mythology; the 

face/hand dualism becomes phoneticized and linear in space rather 

than in time, united in a single instrument between the graphic and 

verbal (Leroi-Gourhan, (1964, translated in Bostock-Berger, 

1993:209,210). Further, the first musical instruments may have been 

inscriptions on pieces of bone and stick independent of phonetic 

                                       

 
6 Observation of any serious musician at work will confirm this hypothesis. 
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language which can only be expressed in the linear dimension of time.  

He considers that these graphic representations were a figurative 

language expressed in tight curves or series of lines or dots, the 

externalisation of thoughts for communication consistent with 

mythology and the multidimensional graphism of all primitive societies 

 

…from the time of the Upper Palaeolithic, reflective thought… found 

concrete expression …which could extend beyond the immediate 

present……[in] stark expressions of rhythmic value…as far 

removed from linear notation as myth is from historical narration. 

Leroi-Gourhan, (1964) translated in Bostock-Berger, 1993:195   

 

Mitchell (1994), from an English literature background, espouses in his 

picture theory, “an inseparable suturing of the visual and the verbal” 

between the literal (letters) and the figurative (pictures) and vice versa 

(Mitchell, 1994:95). Goody (1987) similarly argues that systems of 

graphic representations, from iconographic signs such as pictographs to 

formalized abstractions, for example, “four dots :: stand for a horse (the feet 

looked at from below)”, involve arbitrary rules similar to logographic 

symbols albeit less structured (Goody, 1987: 5). Nevertheless, he refutes 

Leroi-Gourhan’s (1964) assessment of the cave-art of South-western 

France as having a highly structured semiotic system.   

 

3.4. Communication: a synthesis of the senses and gesture 

Graffiti relates to the gestural act/performance of thought as a visual 

medium channelled through verbal language; thus, insight into the 

gestural aspects of communication, the very complex relationships 

between performance and speech and notions of conceptual and 

perceptual abilities, is pertinent. Whilst vocalization is a significant 

communicative medium, other sensory responses and gestural activity 
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contribute significantly in the continuing primacy of human 

communication.  

 

From a cross-disciplinary arts-science perspective, Barrow (1995) 

proposes that “instinctive aesthetic reactions to the world” might be intuitive 

adaptive responses that “enhance the chances of survival…a fusion of 

instinct and experience…residues of reactions to changes in the environment 

that require evaluation and response” (Barrow, 1995:91, 95).  

 

Burke (1966) perceives language and thought as “modes of action rather 

than as a means of conveying information” (Burke, 1966:54). A compatible 

opinion is consistently expressed by Arnheim (1956, 1969). In 1956, 

Arnheim argues that seeing is not a contribution of the intellect but a 

visual geographical judgement; the intellect is secondary to preceding 

judgements which are “immediate and indispensable ingredients of the act of 

seeing itself”; language, having no sensory contact with reality, is thus a 

subsequent act to describe what has already been seen, heard, thought 

or touched (Arnheim, 1956:2).  Further, in 1969, he argues that the 

visual medium is “enormously superior because it offers structural equivalents 

to all characteristics of objects, events, relations” (Arnheim, 1969:233); and 

additionally, “human thinking cannot go beyond the patterns suppliable by the 

human senses. Language, then, argues loudly in favour of the contention that 

thinking takes place in the realm of the senses” (Arnheim, 1969:233).  

 

Subsequently, Arnheim (1969) defines two kinds of perceptual thinking, 

“intuitive and intellectual cognition”; the first takes place in a perceptual 

field involving “a great deal of thinking and problem solving”; the second 

distinguishes between the various elements involved and logically 

orders them in linear succession, by the “stringing of concepts in verbal 

sequences, the counting or adding up of items, the chains of logical propositions” 

(Arnheim, 1969: 233, 234). 
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Similarly compelling arguments in relation to the sensorium and body 

language or gesture highlight how these are generally understated in 

the evolutionary story of human communication. For example, 

Dissanayake (1992) (and similarly Bolinger, 1980) explains that the 

psychobiology of aesthetic empathy is related to “non-linguistic avenues of 

processing and expression – notably images, patterns, music, emotional 

intonation, and emotion in general are as much a part of the human experience 

as are knowledge and language” (Dissanayake, 1992:154). Whilst Arnheim 

(1969) concedes that to locate visual perceptual acuity in the domain of 

arts practice would also isolate visual language which was/is a survival 

mechanism, he nevertheless points out that a lack of understanding of 

visual language is due to the fact that the experimental and theoretical 

basis for visual education is developed in psychology rather than in 

practical experience in arts practice 

    

…it is not enough to pay lip service to the doctrine of visual 

aids…The difference between a picture that makes its point and 

one that does not can be discerned by anybody whose natural 

responses to perceptual form have been cultivated rather than 

stifled…Visual thinking calls, more broadly, for the ability to see 

visual shapes as images of the patterns of forces that underlie our 

existence – the functioning of minds, of bodies or machines, the 

structure of societies or ideas.   

Arnheim, 1969:315  

 

Place (2000) proposes there were seven stages of evolution: mimed 

movement to indicate action is combined with referential pointing and 

mimic of animal noises, followed by finger counting and symbolic rather 

than iconic representation through to the emergence of syntax to clarify 

meaning.  He distinguishes language as a learned behaviour from pre-

linguistic communication systems which are “instinctive emotional 

responses to such things as other people’s facial expressions, tone of voice and 

‘body-language’” (Place, 2000:7).  His theory may share commonalities 

with Falk (2003) who contends that, as a means of retaining a 
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communicative relationship with their offspring as they evolved into 

bipeds, the act of human mothers humming to their babies may have 

been the origin of human language. 

 

Affection, the archaic meaning of which is the action or process of 

affecting or being affected, features importantly in the communication 

process. Gaze and gesture are pivotal in developmental accounts of joint 

visual attention in early communication theories. Flom, Pick & Phill 

(2003), for example, found that perception and participation is 

dependant upon these visual cues in early communications between an 

adult and an infant. Infants, they hypothesize, rely more on gesture; 

that is, pointing to an object is more effective (increasingly so as the 

gesture becomes more elaborate), than merely gazing in the object’s 

direction to engage the infant’s attention. Further, they argue, infants 

engage in joint visual attention where there exists a novelty of shape 

and colour in the object being gazed at, an indication perhaps of early 

aesthetic discrimination in infants.   

 

The remarkable importance of gesture is highlighted by Iverson and 

Goldwin-Meadow (1997) who found that children born congenitally 

blind also gesture during discourse. Subsequently, they hypothesize 

oral culture cannot exist without visual culture in some form whereas 

the reverse is not necessarily true. Gesture, as it relates to body 

language, is perhaps the most spontaneous and uncontrived, primal 

form of visual communication.  Gesture theorists, for example Goldin-

Meadow (2002-03) and Cassell (2004), commonly argue that thought is 

linked more inextricably and consistently to gesture than to oral 

language. Dichotomously, sounds (as words) may be carefully selected, 

controlled, considered and manipulated to achieve the desired outcome 

of the communicator, whilst the gestures and/or body language of the 

speaker reveal accurately what he/she is really thinking/feeling. 

Subconsciously, we are inclined to rely on the truth of the visible, at 
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least in first hand communicative situations. A picture really does paint 

a thousand words.  

 

The complexities of communication are as vast as the multiple 

approaches and fields involved.  Additionally, the meaning of terms 

varies between fields.  For example, the application of the word 

language to describe gestural communication in the common term body 

language is contrary to definitions by Ong (1982) or Crystal (1987) who 

discriminate between communication and language. Communication, 

according to Crystal (1987), is defined as involving all the senses, that 

is, aural, visual, tactile, olfactory or gustatory experience, whereas 

language is limited to sound and bound inextricably and exclusively to 

thought; exceptions include the rich gestural and visual sign languages 

of the Deaf and writing-based codes, including, for example, Morse.  

However, Scollon et al (2003) argue that crucial aspects of 

communicative interaction involve five types of perceptual space: visual, 

auditory, olfactory, thermal and haptic (or tactile).  

 

In the English language, the word audience is almost synonymous with 

spectator in meaning, yet distinguishes clearly biased preferences for 

auditory or visual strategies for communication. Theorists (for example, 

Leroi-Gourhan (1964, translated in Bostock-Berger, 1993); Corballis, 

(1999) and Place (2000)) agree that visual languages, including body 

language and/or gesture, and other sensory forms of communication 

are often neglected on account of the primacy of oral language 

dependent on the aural sense, or written communication which relies 

on both aural and visual senses. Comparatively scant attention is paid 

to tactile/kinaesthetic, olfactory or gustatory modes of communication 

today whereas, in other periods, in other cultures, other forms of 

language have operated, albeit superfluously to linguistic forms, for 

example, the language of flowers in the Victorian era; similarly, the role 

of olfactory senses, for example, the use of incense, extant in Christian 
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and other religious ritual, is evidence of other sensory communicative 

practices of the past.  

 

In Arnheim’s (1969) opinion, sensory responsiveness may be an 

intelligent behaviour if able to be organized into definite systems of 

shape as, for example, in sensing distance.  He reasons that sensory 

experience is not necessarily conscious, or at least not always 

consciously remembered, since “many processes – perhaps most of them – 

are now known to occur below the threshold of awareness.  This includes much 

of the routine input of our senses” (Arnheim, 1969:101).  It is perhaps for 

the reason that intellectual custodianship is centred upon the word, 

spoken or written, that the significance of other modes of 

communication is often overlooked.  

 

The common opinion, according to Pinker (1944), is that humans’ 

superiority over other species is attributable to their capacity for 

linguistic communication. This perceived exclusivity of the relationship 

between language and thought/intellect is espoused in Sapir-Whorf’s 

theory of Linguistic Determinism and is exemplified in statements such 

as “its unique role in capturing the breadth of human thought and endeavour” 

(Crystal, 1987:1). The attribution of pure thought to oral language over 

other modes of signification is termed phonocentrism7, and is a 

component of the logocentrism8 which, according to Crystal (1987) 

underpins Greek, Jewish, and Christian philosophy (1.2 (Crystal 
                                       

 
7 Defined by Chandler (2002), in critiquing Derrida’s (1976) criticism of Saussure and many 
other previous and subsequent linguists, as a “typically unconscious interpretative bias which 
privileges speech over writing (and consequently the oral-aural over the visual)” Conversely, the 
bias in which writing is privileged over speech has been called graphocentrism or scriptism. 
(Chandler, 1994:237) 
 
8 Term Derrida (1976) used to describe “the philosophical gesture which devalues writing, 
because speech always implies presence, can be construed as the principle common to all 
metaphysics, the system that always prefers presence to non-presence” (Maclachlan, 2004:16)  
Also refers “to a typically unconscious interpretative bias which privileges linguistic 
communication over the revealingly named ‘non-verbal’ forms of communication and 
expression, and over unverbalized feelings; logocentrism privileges both the eye and the ear 
over other sensory modalities such as touch” (Chandler, 2002:231-232) 
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1987:8)). Similarly, Burke (1945) argues that the framework for 

symbolic action and Western thinking generally is attributed to origin 

stories in the Book of Genesis (3.1).   

 

A counter position that the role of sight underpins and is inextricably 

linked to Western philosophy may be equally defensible. Drucker (1998) 

argues that the nomination of light as the first act of creation in Hebrew 

myth demonstrates “probably the most famous hierarchization of sight among 

the human senses” (Drucker, 1998:9). Scollon et al (2003) explain how 

alternative world views affect the hierarchization of the senses by 

highlighting the antithetical positions of Ong (1982) and the Chinese 

philosopher Xunzi, the view of the latter being that “our eyes only take us 

to the nearest wall; our ears take us to the end of the village” (Scollon et al, 

2003:52). Scollon et al (2003) find that perceptual notions of proximity 

in differing contexts are pertinent to hierarchization of the senses in 

differing philosophical traditions where either sight or sound might 

dominate. In Ong’s (1967) view, sound is a special sensory key to 

interiority, whereas sight presents surfaces and is keyed to reflected 

light. Thus, one might argue that the use of chiaroscuro in Western art 

and more recently, in film, are a consequence of such an overarching  

visual bias.  

 

Ong (1967) argues that the shifting emphasis on the visual sense was a 

biological evolutionary aid to survival; sight was a more informative 

ability to register depth and distance in the visual field than those 

senses formerly depended upon in more immediate contexts. In the 

same vein is Arnheim’s (1969) opinion that the shift in sensorial 

dominance from the kinaesthetic and tactile senses to sight is explained 

generally as a consequence of the development of an outward looking 

psyche in human consciousness, and more specifically, as a biological 

evolutionary aid to survival. Whilst he argues that sensory 

responsiveness may be an intelligent behaviour if able to be organized 

into definite systems of shape as, for example, in sensing distance, he 
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nevertheless reasons that sensory experience is not necessarily 

conscious, or at least not always consciously remembered, since “many 

processes – perhaps most of them – are now known to occur below the threshold 

of awareness. This includes much of the routine input of our senses” (Arnheim, 

1969:101).   

 

Whatever the case may be, one might argue that gesture is an 

important and constant signifier. According to Barrow (1995) in pre-

historic times, symmetry and broken symmetry of other animals, also 

interpretable as gesture, was an elementary device for recognizing 

threat (and pattern) in the environment. To reiterate Arnheim’s (1969) 

opinion that in line, shapes, colour, composition and movement, images 

“dwell at the most varied levels of abstractness” (Arnheim, 1969:137). Such 

a statement corroborates Barrow’s (1995) argument that a sensitivity to 

pattern in selection of shapes, line, composition, movement and 

geometry is related to survival mechanisms which override emotional 

affinity to patterns of shapes in nature; and by extension, 

Dissanayake’s (1992) hypothesis in relation to temporal rhythms 

created in visual art and similarly in music. Smart’s (1989) line of 

reasoning that ritual had its origins in repeated performance of 

successful strategies for communication accords with Havelock’s (1963) 

view of the function of the word in ritual performance. Havelock (1963) 

traces the shift from rhythmic sensual experience in the rituals of oral 

culture to the development of the abstracted object in Greek 

architecture, sculpture, painting and writing.  

 

According to Havelock (1986), the technology of writing wiped out the 

primary function of the acoustically trained memory in oral culture “by 

effectively releasing psychic energies required to do so for other purposes, but at 

the same time increased the pressure on the sense of sight” (Havelock, 

1986:101). Nevertheless, Mitchell (1994) logically considers that oral 

and visual languages are beyond comparison since a single theory to 

examine both is impossible. In any case, the evolution of oral and visual 
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communication is a matter for conjecture and debate since 

impermanence is a defining characteristic of aural communication 

before the advent of recording devices. Oral language relies on the aural 

sense, the ability to hear the sound co-ordination of phonic symbols, 

whilst language involving the sense of sight is connected to the 

development of gesture co-ordination and gestural command of graphic 

symbols. At the same time, sensory appreciation is not determinable by 

the mere reading or observation of the text but is simultaneously 

governed by the function of the written object in cultural practice. As 

Ong (1982) points out, that unlike the immediacy of the spoken word, 

“writing fixes marks in space in accordance with a rigid code of rules” (Ong, 

1967:95). Such codes are governed by cultural practice. 

 

Despite the primacy of the visual, kinaesthetic senses may also be 

involved in perceiving writing and any other object in an environment, 

since the composition of shape, form, line, colour, texture, tone and 

space are elements not merely of visual language but relate to a more 

primitive kinaesthesia now felt at a lower level of consciousness.  Whilst 

Arnheim (1969) touches on the role of kinaesthesia in his chapter 

“Concepts take shape”, he nevertheless defers to the visual by associating 

intellectual action with the activity of seeing (Arnheim, 1969:116-134). 

In attributing such ordering to the facility of vision, he argues, it “offers 

structural equivalents to all characteristics of objects, events, relations” in 2D 

and 3D space compared to the one dimensional sequence of verbal 

language (Arnheim, 1969:232). Our senses pick up on these elements 

through the relative aspects of placement, scale, rhythmic relationships, 

contrast, repetition, similarity and difference, principles which have 

survived with the species’ ability to recognize and respond to threat or 

harmonious relationships in their immediate environment to 

differentiate how many, how different, how close, what purposes 

etcetera. These principles usually nominated as those of visual 

language are, in fact, elements of metalanguage, a term which also 
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appropriately describes the synthesis of the senses used in all 

expressive communicative processes.   

 

Thus the affect of graffiti on our senses may relate to kinaesthetic and 

visual, even gustatory communication. Our aesthetic tastes may be 

challenged by its presence; or perhaps the recognition of threatening 

behaviour of a different culture affects our sensibilities, for, according to 

Barrow (1995) and similarly Arnheim (1969), aesthetic appreciation is 

“a fusion of instinct and experience…a by-product of selection for pattern 

recognition” (Barrow, 1995:95,105). Contemporary Western art 

philosophy, according to Dissanayake (1992), has abandoned former 

theoretical premises of defining aesthetics, of attempting to devise 

criteria to analyse “irreducible” art objects, of the notion that a genuine 

aesthetic experience is “something one experienced when contemplating 

genuine art…concepts (which) seemed to have been born of and continues to be 

sustained by a commercial society” (Dissanayke, 1992:40, 41). Indeed, 

contemporary writing, by its very nature, is consistent with 

contemporary notions of “art” as a non-commodified, anti-aesthetic 

non-object, however inverted its chirographic social function may seem.   

 

Clanchy (1979, 2005) and Ong (1982) found that the sensory processes 

involved in chirographic cultures during the medieval period were oral-

aural, not explicable by the process of enunciation of the separate 

phonemes written and read as singular syllables, but involving other 

senses related to their world view. Further, the power of words in oral 

cultures is observed by scholars in various related fields, for example 

McLuhan (1964), Havelock (1963) and Goody (1971, 1987, 2000) whose 

opinions are exemplified by Ong (1967) to the effect that in the context 

of oral cultures, words are 

 

…powered projections which have an aura ……are inseparable 

from action for they are always sounds…..appear of a piece with 

other actions, including even grossly physical actions…… can be 
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used to achieve an effect such as weapons or tools can achieve… 

Saying evil things of another is thought to bring him direct physical 

harm. Charms and magic formulas abound. This attitude toward 

words in more or less illiterate societies is an anthropological 

commonplace. 

Ong, 1967:113  

 

Words are projected powerfully in HipHop culture and gesture is 

integral, equally in writing as in break-dancing and emceeing.  Hand 

gestures and body movements involve symbolic ritualized rhythmic 

action in performance of the word in the music, in break dancing and in 

the flowing patterns of writing on the wall. Thus writers may be 

considered to be symbolic ritualized patterners. 

 

3.5. Aesthetics: rhythm and pattern in time and space  

In Armenia, Turkey, the Caucasus, Central Asia, Iran, and 

Afghanistan, there are over a hundred different spoken languages 

that do not have a corresponding written form; the indigenous 

peoples have always relied on oral traditions. Is it such a stretch 

to feel that in some ways their weavings may embody a ‘written’ 

record?  Not necessarily of events, in a ‘historical’ or linear format, 

but of ancestors, past eras, triumphs and tragedies that are felt 

more profoundly than letters on a page can represent. 

Maroulis, Accessed 17.6.2004 

 

Ritual patterning and repetition would appear to occur in verbal and 

non-verbal processes as a means of controlling reality. As discussed for 

example in 1.2 and 1.3, (Smart, 1989; Crystal, 1987; Foster et al, 1980), 

and in 3.2 (Havelock, 1963), the magical qualities of the ritualized word 

in performance in oral cultures are widely recognized. Similarly, Ong 

(1967), Meggs (1983), (Leroi-Gourhan (1964, translated in Bostock-

Berger, 1993) and Pächt (1984) discuss comparable visual patterning in 

prehistoric figurative drawing in/on ritualistic objects and in writing for 
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example during the illuminated manuscript period. Moreover, symbolic 

hand gestures have universal and/or specific meanings in many 

cultures. Their ritual significance is evident in religious statuary and 

images of specific denominations, such as St. Joseph, St. Therese or 

The Infant of Prague in Catholic culture, gods of Hindu, for example, 

Krishna, and similarly in the various attitudes of Buddha. They are 

particularly evident in ritual practice in blessings and in sacramental 

offerings.  

 

The process of symbolization is a complex one, particularly as it relates 

to graphic writing. However visual/verbal symbiosis may be explicable 

by Shotwell, Wolf & Gardner’s (1980) longitudinal study of the 

development of symbolization in young children which concluded that 

patterns of symbolic growth are universal; despite individual variation 

in styles which “go beyond media preferences, verbal versus visual 

inclinations, or person versus object-centredness” children followed one or 

the other of two discrete paths; one group they named Patterners, the 

other Dramatists (Shotwell et al 1980:176,177).  

 

Patterners exhibited a 

  

…strong interest and skill in configurational uses of 

materials…rooted  in a persistent curiosity about the object world 

around them, how it works, how it is constructed…more interested 

in design and mechanical possibilities of materials than in their 

uses for communication or for the recreation of personal 

experience… 

 

in contrast to dramatists who exhibited 

 

…an interest in sequences of interpersonal events, ones having 

dramatic or narrational structures…a strong interest in the world 

of persons and feelings…seek to embed objects within 

interpersonal exchanges or to exploit representationality in the 
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service of sharing experience in effective communication with 

others. 

Shotwell et al, 1980:176,177 

 

In binary terms, the distinction between verbal and visual preference 

seems obvious.  Differences between general characteristics in the two 

groups are listed in Table 3.5.1. 

 
Table 3.5.1 (extract from Table 4 General characteristics of Patterners and Dramatists, 

Shotwell et al, 1980:184) 
Dimension Patterner Dramatist 

Emphasis given to aspects of 
the symbolic act (in order of 
importance) 

Formal (design) properties, 
reference, communication 

Communication, reference, 
Formal (design) properties,  

Relations to others Private independent Interactive 
Focus of attention Exploration of object 

properties 
Recreation of personal 
experience 

Level of symbolic involvement Tending to stay close to 
object properties where 
substitutions and/or 
renamings of objects occur, 
they are based on object 
similarities; relatively low 
incidence of fantasy, but 
relatively high incidence of 
metaphoric behaviours 

Tending to override object 
properties; substitutions 
and/or renamings occur 
frequently and are based 
more often on need or desire 
than physical similarity of 
objects; high incidence of 
fantasy, but relatively low 
incidence of metaphoric 
behaviours 

 

Shotwell et al (1980) acknowledge the limitation of their research, partly 

because evidence of ritualized symbolic behaviour was minimal in the 

sample group of American Middle-class children which precluded 

patterns in preliterate or cross-cultural societies.    

 

Rhythmic body movement and performance of the word are two 

essential elements in HipHop; these are as essential to writing, as they 

are to Breakdancing and to Rapping.  Rap, or emceeing, or MCing, 

derives from West African oral traditions where the spoken word and 

music merge. According to Streek (accessed 24.5.07), the role of the 

griot, an inherited profession as historian/preacher/pastor of West 

African oral cultures, is to educate an audience.  This is achieved by 

generating a rhythmic beat whilst speaking, a device in oral cultures 

that Mitchell (1980) describes as “mnemotechnics”, a construction of 
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mental space or ordering of spatial memory “in the temporal flow of 

language”, a facility, he argues, considerably diminished in writing or 

printing cultures (Mitchell, 1980:289). In order to affect the senses, the 

word is delivered using rhythmic patterns and beats in conjunction with 

poetic devices including rhythmic parsing/phrasing, parallelism and the 

construction of lists. Such performance is interactive, according to 

Streeck (accessed 24.5.07), in that the griot uses a technique known as 

call-and-response to involve the audience in an embodied ritual 

experience.  

 

A legacy of the practice survives in other ritual practices, for example, 

the griot’s counterpart is found in the African-American church from 

whence Gospel music evolved.  These devices are similarly emulated by 

Rappers who, according to Streeck (accessed 24.5.07), recount their 

oral histories, particularly in relation to the Civil Rights movement and 

current issues of unemployment and poverty.  However, it is perhaps 

the profane rather than the sacred of those cultures upon which Rap 

draws.  Perceived generally as a nonviolent solution to gang rivalry, rap 

battles may be compared to a more secular, traditional African-

American genre known as playing the dozens. According to Streeck 

(accessed 24.5.07) a similar form of the latter exists in other cultures, 

for example, in Turkey and Lebanon;  essentially a street genre using 

the same embodying techniques as the more sacred form, it consists of 

verbal duels in which insults (often sexual) and usually involving the 

rival’s mother are traded. Arguably, the constant and offensive expletive 

motherf…er in Gangsta Rap derives from this source.   

 

Conflicting accounts of who founded HipHop credit either one of the 

rivals Afrikaa Bambaataa (for example, Blow, accessed 23.5.07) or DJ 

Kool Herc (for example, oldschoolhiphop.com accessed 24.5.07). 

Nevertheless, two distinct styles evolved according to Blow (accessed 

24.5.07) who was involved in both aspects.  Rhythm was the essence for 

its Black disco dancing audience in Disco style. DJ Kool Herc is credited 
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with inventing sampling of break beats for breakdancing, the concept of 

which may have originated as improvised body movements in discos 

during the breaks between songs or alternatively, or simultaneously, on 

street corners in street style as improvised movements during the 

mixing of samples. The other, B-Boy rap, a tougher street style where 

the most valued element was rhyme using the poetic devices of 

consonance, assonance and rhyme schemes delivered over a beat was 

arguably founded by Afrika Bambaataa. B-boy rap is distinctly 

influenced by the oral cultures of West Africa.  

  

Rhythmic patterns are persistently manifested graphically in 

contemporary forms of writing and are aligned to rhythmic patterns in 

music. For example, according to Bojorquez (accessed 24.10.2002), 

Cholo style, one of the earliest forms of contemporary HipHop style 

graffiti evolved from the 1940s Zootsuiters era; Latinos in Los Angeles 

who spoke Calo, a “cool jive of half English, half-Spanish rhythms”. They 

were particularly visible for their extreme clothing styles, and were 

closely associated with jazz and swing, whereas the rhythms of their 

counterparts in Harlem, New York City were derived from Afro-American 

influences. The Zootsuiters were notorious for the race riots in Los 

Angeles during June 1943 (Articles in Los Angeles Times, LA Opinion, 

New York Times, Excelsior and Time Life, June 1943 accessed 

24.08.2006). 

 

Bojorquez (accessed 24.10.2002), an accomplished contemporary Cholo 

writer, is influenced by Pacific Rim philosophies wherein the ethic of 

calligraphic script involves the concept of one hour of preparation for 

one minute of execution. Skull images symbolizing rebirth are iconic of 

his work. Formed from writing letters, the skulls derive from his 

Mexican and Aztec heritage, and in Cholo gang graffiti represent 

protection from death.  Bojorquez (accessed 24.10.2002) refutes the 

idea that the act of writing is a threatening form of defiance and 

describes the sense of personal achievement and pride to be had in 
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perfecting writing, an awareness of truth through “sheer beauty of 

control…a path, a spirit of choice, a true voyage seeking self esteem” 

(Bojorquez, accessed 24.10.2002). 

  

In examining the aesthetics of spatial form in literature, Mitchell (1980) 

argues that consistency of the stipulated correspondence between the 

spatial form and what it means and the persistence of these forms 

provides keys to understanding the formal patterns that exist in that 

artform.  For example, he observes that the serpentine line, vortex and 

spiral, geometrically imposed on a stable pyramid or rectangle, were 

decorative patterns that metalingually represented an aesthetic of 

beauty in 18th Century Rococo; whereas, in the 19th century, the spiral 

was a structural pattern linked to the “aesthetics of sublimity” and 

associated with catastrophe, for example, Blake’s maelstroms, Turner’s 

landscapes (Mitchell, 1980:290).  Edwards (1979, 1987) similarly 

establishes that there are universal structural patterns in graphic 

analogs which represent emotional states.  Thus analysis of the 

aesthetics of spatial patterns in pictorial form may similarly aid in the 

identification of symbolic signs in writing.  Dissanayake (1992) 

extrapolates the appeal to sensory and cognitive faculties of certain 

elements in the development of aesthetic values beyond utilitarian 

contexts, responses which involve the physiobiological process of 

empathy theory 

 

…making special…evolved for enhancement, pleasure, and 

gratification over and above (or along with) the sheerly 

informational or purposeful aspects which, in an academic or 

analytic sense, we can isolate and separate out. 

Dissanayake, 1992:55  

 

A passion for patterns, incorporating African and Latin rhythms which 

signify motion and flow, is a binding force for those who engage in the 

artistic form of aerosol graffiti known as Wildstyle (Bojorquez, 2002 and 
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Noah, 1997).  The style involves mutating the alphabet into forms which 

defy conventional expectations by reworking Arabic lettering so that the 

text can be only interpreted by a small group of fellow writers. Noah’s 

(1997) research reveals the complex mathematical relationships 

involved  

 

…in pattern creation and deciphering, and tools and practices of 

measurement and proportional translation utilized in production of 

pieces……spatial visualization, symmetrical and geometrical 

design and reasoning, and precise, consistent, and coherent 

application of pattern… 

Noah, 1997 

 

Barrow (1995) explains how rhythmic patterns were/are crucial to 

survival, thus influencing every action of our lives, from our social 

organization including habitat, clothing and shelter to our emotional 

responses to the universe.  Manifest in superstition, they are 

 

…imposed on us by celestial motions… inexorable motions of the 

heavens and earth…the underlying temporal patterns in the 

terrestrial environment [and]…learned human responses to the 

astronomical realm. 

Barrow, 1995:114 

 

Further, Barrow (1995) argues, daily cycles of light and dark, tidal ebb 

and flow and seasonal variation affected human evolution and continue 

to do so for many species, their biological clocks set to optimize female 

fertility around longest light and warmth, or perhaps darkness for 

nocturnal creatures; sensitivity to such patterns honed to maximise 

concepts of survival and desire.   

 

Similarly, Dissanayake (1992) explains how our first environmental 

awareness of comfort and safety is grounded in the womb in the 
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repetitive sounds of a mother’s heartbeat and blood pulsation, these 

rhythmic temporal sounds a reinforcement of existence; accordingly, 

their evocation reduces anxiety from the chaos of the external world by 

returning to ordered sound. Thus our aesthetic preferences for rhythm 

and geometric patterns, based on such a fundamental psychobiological 

propensity for sounds and movement and neurophysiological effects of 

ordering the visible world, are established in most spheres of action, in 

choosing words to fit what we are saying, rocking and patting babies 

and chanting, to discriminating and ordering patterns of shapes and 

colours in artefacts and textiles, “creating geometric form is a way of giving 

shape to, and manifesting control of, space.  Repetition and rhythmic variation 

do the same to time” (Dissanayake, 1992:82-83).  

 

Rhythmic patterns were/are deployed in rituals to memorize and retell 

effectively the collective knowledge of an oral culture as observed by 

Havelock (1986) in the Greek Homeric era, by Goody (1987, 2000) in the 

LoDagaa in Africa and in literate cultures who perform texts from 

memory, for example the Vedic recitations of sacred Hindu texts. The 

use of repetitive formulae and memorable themes are only incumbent in 

oral cultures, according to Goody (1977), when “epic, legend, myth or other 

narrative genre (were to) have a very high degree of continuity over time, as 

being the object of ‘memory’ and/or ‘repetition’” (Goody, 1977:116).  The 

aesthetic appeal and propensity for rhythmic patterns is universal and 

extant, for example, in Greek Classical achievement in architecture, 

sculpture, painting and poetry to their mastery of acoustic verbal and 

musical rhythm in the Dark Age (Havelock, 1963).   

 

 

Geometric patterns perform a similar function in visual cultures in 

motifs of Tukano Indians of the Amazon, regularity a point of departure 

in the geometric designs of the Navajo from which to emphasize the 

opposition between the dynamic and static “by means of interruptions, 

alterations, return, pairing, progression, transection, and ambiguity”, wherein 
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themes of  “renewal, regeneration, rejuvenation, and restoration within an 

‘unchanging’ framework” are emblemized in continued spatial repetitions 

of variations and similarity, similar to syncopated arrangement of 

patterns in sub-Saharan African textiles, music, dance and verse 

(Dissanayake, 1992:82).   

 

To reiterate Arnheim (1969), in line, shapes, colour, composition and 

movement, images “dwell at the most varied levels of abstractness” 

(Arnheim, 1969:137). Sensitivity to pattern and geometry is related to 

survival mechanisms which override emotional affinity to patterns in 

nature (Barrow, 1995), just as emotion is related to movement in 

temporal rhythms created in visual art and similarly in music 

(Dissanayake, 1992). In pointing out the ubiquity of pattern found in 

the Moorish decoration of the Alhambra, Maori decoration, vases of the 

Incas and ancient Egyptians and decorations world wide, Barrow (1995) 

acknowledges humans’ innate sensitivity for pattern, particularly 

patterns of sound, the underlying basis of which may be identified as 

chora.  According to Kristeva (1997) chora 

 

…precedes and underlies figuration … is analogous only to vocal 

or kinetic rhythm…is nevertheless subject to a regulating process 

(réglementation), which is different from that of symbolic law but 

nevertheless effectuates discontinuities by temporarily articulating 

them and then starting over, again and again…is a modality of 

significance in which the linguistic sign is not yet articulated as 

the absence of an object and as the distinction between the real 

and symbolic 

Kristeva, 1997:35-36 

 

The power of rhythmic pattern is habitual and extensive. For example, 

according to Havelock (1986), in their pre-writing oral culture, the 

Greeks exploited biologically pleasurable rhythmic patterns as “a direct 

avenue to political power”; oralized language is activist and dynamic when 
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the function of narrative action is combined with musical chants, 

melody and the physical motions of the body in dance; repetitive 

performance of important sayings, rules and stories for storage through 

ritual is a critical condition of survival (Havelock, 1986:75).  

   

Similarly, use of pattern and performance in the illuminated 

manuscript period is symptomatic of assimilation processes during the 

conversion of the pagan Celts to Christianity, according to Pächt (1984), 

a resolution of conflict between two systems of expression to attain a 

transcendental meaning. Texts were written in Latin which was not 

spoken locally but was representative of an earlier Roman literary 

culture, descended from Greek and Egyptian traditions (Meggs, 1983; 

Pächt, 1984) and was usually chanted or performed and thus perceived 

as voices (Clanchy, 2005). Since the book was the focus of Christianity 

and had metaphysical properties as indicated in 1.5, manuscripts were 

decorated in precious pigments, gold and silver, as a material witness to 

the word of God, “to the promise of salvation…the source of faith made 

palpable” (Pächt, 1984:10). They were designed to affect the senses 

generally or perhaps totally, in body and soul.   

 

The metaphysical function of manuscripts which prioritized the 

kinaesthetic senses and sight over any linguistic function was also 

evident in that words were not spaced, or were erratically so, or were 

hyphenated strangely without any internal punctuation according to 

Pächt (1984). In earlier manuscripts, words of little importance were 

written emphatically instead of major words that might convey the 

meaning of the text largely transcribed for design purposes.  

 

The word carried a symbolic representation linked to the magical 

powers of decorative patterns in Celtic oral culture. According to Pächt 

(1984), the innovation of initials incorporating zoomorphic and 

anthropomorphic figures intended to improve legibility, in fact, had the 

opposite effect as letters became lost in decorative patterns of organic 
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life and symbolism. Meehan (1994), citing a domnán’s text from the 

time regarding the Book of Kells, points out that meaning was often 

obscure, “‘everything that in the sacred scriptures is dark and most difficult 

became more plain’ as a result of an ecstatic vision” of St Colum Cille 

(Meehan, 1994:30). In the same vein, Howie (accessed 2002) refers to 

manuscript designs as shamanistic shape-shifters.  

 

Goody (1987) similarly describes the function of shamanic ritual 

practice and its relationship to the sacred lore illustrated on the 

birchbark pictographic scrolls of the Ojibway. In both cases, 

performance, not verbatim, but in the tradition of oral cultures for 

whom words had great power, was a combination of the dream of the 

individual  made richer by the texts which acted as a mnemonic tool for 

the rituals performed. Laughlin et al, (1980) explain ritual as bound 

inextricably to myth but more specifically as 

  

…the quintessential form of symbolic expression… a sequence of 

behaviour…structured or patterned…repetitive and rhythmic, 

tending to recur with some regularity …has the effect of 

coordinating intraorganismic neural subsystems of 

participants…coordinating the perceptions, affect, cognition, and 

response of participants… has the effect of drawing attention both 

to communication itself and to the structure of the ‘acts’ in which 

communication is taking place…is the mode for dealing with 

activity and its rules of modulation and patterning … is (mostly) 

performed outside of our awareness…is never directed at the 

solution of trivial problems but rather at those problems…[at] the 

zone of uncertainty. 

Laughlin et al, 1980:337, 338  

 

The function of the written word in literate culture is widely divergent 

from that in oral culture. Saussure (cited in Bally & Sechehaye (1966)) 

distinguishes between language and writing as constituting different 

systems of signs; his argument being that the spoken word is the only 
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concrete object or social product, writing’s sole ráison d’être as a record 

of the former (Bally & Sechehaye, 1966).  Yet more importance is 

attached to “the written image of a vocal sign than to the sign (the sound) 

itself”; its advantages, writing’s permanence and stability and because 

graphic representations are “sharper and more lasting than aural 

impressions” (Saussure cited in Bally et al, 1966:24, 25). This perspective 

is consistent with a world view of a light sensitive visual culture rather 

than a sound sensitive (perhaps even dark side?) oral culture.   

 

Leroi-Gourhan (1964, translated in Bostok-Berger,1993), Ong (1967) 

and similarly Goody (1987) attribute the diminished ability to 

understand graphic signs sensorially to the use of the printed word 

where sight dominates the other senses in understanding text. Goody 

(1977) argues that the magical power of the spoken word was 

transferred to the printed word with the foregrounding of science in 

Western thinking.  Further, Ong (1967) hypothesizes that the prevailing 

visual dominance as a result of script and print renders religion null 

and void since the latter was primarily concerned with the invisible in 

an earlier oral-aural world which concentrated on voice and sound. Yet, 

ubiquitous religious fundamentalism involving widespread war, Jihad 

and acts of terrorism has prevailed in the intervening period between 

his publication and current events, largely attributable to religious 

difference.   

 

The almost exclusive dominance of the visual, subsequent to 

developments in typographic culture, and the spread of literacy and 

ensuing industrial and electronic ages, has perhaps dulled awareness of 

the kinaesthetic senses to the point where they are relegated to the 

more external sense of sight.   

 

Complexities with the shifting sensorium, particularly the subjugation 

of the oral/auditory to the visual has prompted commentary from many 

quarters; in Ong’s (1967) opinion “the sensorium has been narrowed 
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somehow to the sense of sight as never before…this neutralized, devocalized 

physical world” (Ong, 1967:72, 73), and further, his appraisal of today’s 

culture as having an “artificial oral-aural public presence through the 

electronic media” (Ong, 1967:15). Similarly, related questions are 

explored in titles such as The domestication of the savage mind (Goody, 

1977), and Understanding Media: the extensions of man, (McLuhan, 

1964), (particularly in Chapter 9 of the latter, The written word: An eye 

for an ear). Perhaps a confluence of conditions have elevated the role of 

sight in a culture of spectatorship where multitudinous 

image/images/imagery has/have diminished our sensitivities; 

sensitivities conceivably still felt in more primitive less object conscious, 

less voyeuristic cultures still in tune with nature. Alternatively, in 

cultures of complex architectural habitats, sight has the unique ability 

to gauge the distances/spaces within which they are acculturated. 

 

3.6. The ritual dimension of graffiti 

In defining myth and ritual, Laughlan & Stephens (1980) describe both 

as quintessential forms of symbolic expression which organize 

experience around a society’s core symbols. Both work to neutralize the 

uncertainty of a significantly affecting set of events for which there are 

no perceivable causes and which remain problematic for a host of its 

members. For example, it is speculated that the mythology in 

zoomorphic and anthropomorphic images and the kinetic patterns and 

rhythms that decorate early Celtic manuscripts are the embodiment of 

typical aspects of a traditional oral culture of monks who converted to 

Christianity from the Celtic upper classes, including the Druids (Pächt, 

1984; Meggs, 1983; Howie, accessed 2002).  That rhythm has neural 

effects on participants in ritual practice was extrapolated in 3.3 (for 

example, Leroi-Gourhan, 1964 translated in Bostock-Berger:1993:195), 

and in 3.5  (Laughlin et al, 1980:337, 338), as was its relationship to 

the magical properties and potency of the spoken word in ritual 
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performance in oral traditions (for example, Goody, 1977, 1987; 

Laughlin et al 1980).   

 

Whilst myth orders information relevant to the events, ritual is 

expressed largely through nonverbal action which is linked to the event 

and “the development of rules for both sensorimotor sequence and 

signals…drawing attention both to the communication itself… and to the 

structure of the acts in which communication is taking place” (Laughlan et al, 

1980:337, 338).  Bloch (1980) states that ritual “creates a disconnected 

fantasy world that runs right against everyday experience…to mystify and hide 

the real situation…an alternative, exceptional mode of communication used to 

carry messages that run against the grain of ordinary communication” (Bloch, 

1980:94).  Dissanayake’s (1992) discussion on ‘dromena’ and rites of 

passage is similarly informative in relation to “the imperative to act” in 

circumstances of uncertainty (Dissanayake, 1992:69).  

 

The chirographic activity that is writing would appear to be a significant 

form of communication in this electronic age, a stage referred to by Ong 

(1967) as “a new orality… post-typographical …developed with the aid of 

writing and print… (yet) like early oral man… in a world of happenings rather 

than in the more exclusively cause-and-effect world favoured by writing and 

print” (Ong, 1967:301,302).  What cause-and-effect strategies might be 

employed by outsiders who lack the inanimate objects which define 

technological man? 

 

That there is an interrelationship between drawing and/or writing on 

the wall, prehistoric performance language and survival instincts would 

appear to be defensible. Graphic representations in the caves of 

Altamira and Lascaux, for example, and throughout the world from 

Africa and North America to New Zealand depict use of bodily gestures 

to maximise survival strategies against natural forces and in hunting 

and gathering. Combined with performance utterances and ceremonial 

behaviour, they explain the origins of ritual behaviour now explicit in 
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periods of crisis and in religious practice as indicated in 1.2 (Smart, 

1989; Foster et al, 1980) and extrapolated in 3.1.  Explicit in the 

tectiforms and rows of dots in Palaeolithic cave drawings in Spain and, 

as further extrapolated in 3.3 (Leroi-Gourhan (1964) translated in 

Bostock-Berger (1993) and Goody (1987), the importance of interiorised 

rhythmic patterns and the use of patterned decoration in the past and 

present illustrate humans’ predisposition for ritual behaviour and 

ordered abstract, non-natural shapes imposed on a natural world to 

regulate and control time and space (3.5, for example, Dissanayake 

(1992)).  

 

Historically, graffiti had a practical ritualistic function externalizing the 

feelings and thoughts of humanity as evident in the cave drawings of 

prehistoric times (Meggs, 1993); in the temples of Ancient Egypt (Wente, 

1984); in Athenian Agora (Lang, 1976); on the walls of Rome and 

Pompeii (Lindsay, 1960), and in Medieval churches during the Crusades 

(Pritchard, 1967). The ritual dimension of graffiti is persistent, implicit 

for example, in the graffiti produced in 1995 in Israel when the Prime 

Minister, Yitzhak Rabin was assassinated; youths venting their feelings 

of loss and grief by writing on the city’s walls during candle-bearing 

vigils in a healing process in which the most common symbol drawn 

was the peace symbol (Klingman et al, 2001).  

 

Leroi-Gourhan (1964, translated in Bostock-Berger 1993), Ong (1967), 

Smart (1989) and Pächt (1984) argue that  the earliest forms of visual 

representation had a ritual dimension which involved ceremonial 

behaviour typical of religious practice and reflective of the cultural life 

and ideologies of the group.  However, all religions that exist in the 

world display other patterns of behaviour in addition to ritual; in fact, 

according to Smart (1989), whilst equally applicable to secular world 

views, for example Nationalism or Marxism, there are seven dimensions 

the functions of which, whilst varying in presence, assist to identify 

religious ideology in practice 
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1. The practical and ritual dimension, often of a sacramental 

nature, develops spiritual awareness or ethical insight 

which may be informal in nature;  

2. The experiential and emotional dimension involves the 

emotions and experiences of men and women, including 

shamanistic types of experience where the numina or the 

spirits and mysteries overcome them; 

3. The narrative or mythic dimension usually tightly integrated 

into the ritual dimension acting as the channel for 

experience and ritual;  

4. The doctrinal and philosophical dimension expresses 

worldviews about liberation and salvation; 

5. The ethical and legal dimension defines the rules, laws or 

values which shape the society; 

6. The social and institutional dimension –the incarnation of 

religion embodied in a group of people, often formally 

organized e.g. Church/ Sangha/ Umma– but sometimes 

identical with societies, tribes or small scale groups, or 

charismatic, inspirational or revolutionary individuals, and  

7. The material dimension – the buildings, works of art and 

other creations.  

Smart, 1989:12-21 

 

It is perhaps possible to identify each of these dimensions in 

contemporary graffiti even if the paradigm of religion is not a conscious 

one. According to Foster (1980), metaphor, as “the major law of symbolic 

organization and growth…[and] a biological necessity for the cognitive 

functioning of Homo sapiens” is the basis upon which culture is created 

and “cognitive classes that determine action” are established, classes which 

are hierarchically organized and systematically polarized on the basis of 

inclusion-exclusion (Foster, 1980:372)  
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Metaphorical representation is explained as “cross-modal matching” a 

process whereby many representations are stored in different but 

interconnected areas of the brain, matching similar unconscious 

actions and perceptions of the world, for example, the facial expressions 

of a musician when playing a particular note (Dissanayake, 1992:166). 

Thus the processes of graffiti may be regarded as metaphorical 

processes reminiscent of other cultural practices, for example, religious 

practice.    

 

3.7. The intersection of sight and sound in performance of the word  

In the 1960s in the field of what some might refer to as highbrow Art, 

collaborators, Allan Kaprow and John Cage, instigated a merge between 

visual and performing artistic practices9 in Performance Art, the 

wellspring for the Fluxus Art movement and the staging of action 

events.  By the 1980s, the two fuse where performance is the key 

element.   However, in HipHop, a form some might regard as lowbrow 

art, performance emulates those in oral cultures where the primacy of 

the word takes precedence over other formal elements and practices; 

the devices of rhythmic patterns and beats are combined with poetic 

devices including rhyme in order to affect the senses (see 3.2., 3.4). 

   

The application of Scollon et al’s (2003) elements and principles, as 

discussed in 3.1, reveal much about the emergence of urban writing in 

signs emanating from the interaction order and urban context.  Initially 

a ghetto concept, urban aerosol graffiti evolved as a visual expression 

conjointly with a sound counterpart known as Rap music. Performed on 

                                       

 
9 Where each art form operates independently, similar processes, for example, eclecticism and 
appropriation are extant in both. Appropriation in visual arts developed into a theme in itself, its 
metalingual function being as quotation and/or deconstruction of the content of historical 
originals or as critique on simulacrum and reality.   Appropriation is similarly steeped in 
ideological processes in sampling, the mixing of samples from previous recordings in HipHop, 
for example. 
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street corners, Rap expressed the experiences and conditions of ghetto 

life (Element, 1996). The two forms of expression evolved into HipHop 

culture, incorporating a third, d-jing or mcing, a new sound competing 

with popular disco culture.  In the early 1980s, its popularity exploded 

through music videos of which various aspects of HipHop, NYC (New 

York City) street culture proved very appealing to masses of youth, 

particularly males  (@149st, 1998).  

 

Research shows that oral cultures without the technology of writing 

store their knowledge in events or happenings which rely on agents to 

relate through formulaic performance (for example, Havelock, 1963; 

Ong, 1967). HipHop is perhaps comparable to earlier oral cultures, the 

common element being ritual performance of the word.  Whilst Rap and 

d-jing are honed to sound and writing is dominantly visual, all may be 

seen as ritualistic performances, just as the secret language of hand 

signals further implicates religious practice. Whilst an Emcee, Master of 

Ceremonies (MC), is the agent for these performances as the high priest 

or shaman, “the one who can control the crowd with his voice and crush 

opponents with his lyrics”, (http://www.b-boys.com/hiphopculture.html         

accessed 20_09_06), the writer creates a visual spectacle of the word to 

affect the uninitiated populace on the city’s walls or passing trains, thus 

assuming the role of his predecessors, the scribes of earlier oral 

cultures.  At the same time, the writer adopts rhythmic movements with 

the arms in order to create the flowing patterns of tags and pieces 

evidenced in various videos of such performance (The second Route 

666: On the brink of Armegeddon (2000) for example). 

 

That body language is an integral part of performance is argued by 

Maxwell (2003) who examined bodies, sound and movement in 

performance in the Sydney HipHop scene between 1992 and 1994, 
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across the practices of break dancing, graffiti piecing, record scratching, 

recording, and rapping as channels for an embodying10 experience 

   

…as a state of being, of affect…. the formal qualities of the 

performances and practice are understood within the fleld… as 

being generated by the substratal form of the culture… the means 

by which the experiences and the performances of these agents 

are articulated to these discourses… sustained through strategies 

of explanation and narration….… A performative experience, 

perhaps, articulated to a world of discourse, but, first and 

foremost, an event made flesh…… in order to construct logics of 

necessity, or homologies, that could then be used to support a 

thesis of causality… hangs together as a function of belief… the 

intertextualities, propagations, and iconicities between these 

practices established through everyday practices of interpretation.  

Maxwell, 2003:178-180 

  

                                       

 
10 “…my friends are dancing to raps about gangbanging, about bitches and hoes. It’s dirty, 
funky: fluid mellifluous bass riffs looping around and around, generating a miasmic throb  (and 
more)……As I groove, the beats registering in my shoulders, in the rocking of my head, my lips, 
I’m sure (because by now I know these raps) mouthing all the words, I think “Yes, this is what it 
is like, if I live this music, if I can inhabit it, if it can inhabit me, then I can go to some alien place 
where there are guns, and gangs and hard, fluid bodies languidly hanging out…”” 
(Maxwell,2003:177) 
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4. Ideology and corporeality of the coded word 

4.1. The power of the written 

4.1.1. The interface between insiders and outsiders  

 

All over the world, the techniques of writing have been used to 

acquire, that is, to alienate, the land of ‘oral’ peoples.  It is a most 

powerful instrument, the use of which is rarely devoid of social, 

economic and political significance, especially since its introduction 

usually involves the domination of the non-literate segment of the 

population by the literate one, or even the less literate by the more.  

Where writing is, ‘class’ cannot be far away. 

Goody, 1987: xv 

 

Goody (1982) and Ong (1967) point out that writing is more complex 

than mere transposition of the verbal into a material form.  According to 

Ong (1967) writing is a means of grounding reality; it was and is a 

method for controlling space, and thus the ideas within that space. 

Power and space are coactive in that the latter is the temenos11 wherein 

control of the social and the psyche (through politics and religion) is 

enacted.  Historically, the raison d'etre for coded texts (including 

writing) has always been, and is today, to subvert such power by 

masking the unutterable within them.   

Protest is always the argument of the powerless, whilst propaganda is 

the tool of the powerful, the state, the wealthy or the church.  Back et al 

                                       

 
11 According to Molyneaux & Piers (2000), the word temenos is from Greek antiquity meaning to 

cut, referring to a piece of land cut off as the official domain of kings or chiefs or marked off for 

common use as the holy precinct of a god/gods, a sanctuary, grove or sacred space. Thus the 

word temenos is emblematic of the nature of control of the social and psyche of the majority.   
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(1999) describe writing as always narrative, thus as the narrative of 

outsiders, it always opposes the narratives and actions of the dominant 

culture.  Writing is the quintessential exemplar of Postmodernism, in 

that writing practices what Dear (2000) describes as the philosophy of 

the Postmodernism 

  

…[Writing attacks] the intellectual conditions that allow for and 

tolerate the dominance of one discourse over another… (in) the 

realization/belief that language lies at the heart of knowledge.  

Our conceptual orderings, it is claimed, do not exist in the nature 

of things, but instead reflect our mental architectures.  These, in 

turn, contain conscious and unconscious strategies of exclusion, 

and are rife with internal contradictions and paradoxes.  

Dear, 2000:36   

 

At the interface between insiders and outsiders, writing is rationalized 

in dominant discourse as blight, as a criminal act of vandalism 

(Creswell, 1996; Austin, 1996; Dear, 2000, for example).  Millán (2004) 

identifies graffiti as “the classic expression of opposition to power…the stock 

in trade of the less powerful”; previously incorporating slogans, 

inflammatory phrases and declarations, today it appropriates “the 

graphic forms of prohibition that power constantly emits… (and further) an old 

phrase… says that the walls will fall silent when men are free” (Millán, 

2004:22-25). He contends that the strong ideological transmission of 

graffiti, involving participants, the message and desire, is visible only in 

democratic countries because, in dictatorships, in the hours before 

dawn, any of the signs of resistance are removed from view. 

Democracies perhaps use more subversive strategies to counter 

opposition.     

 

Fiske (1997) explains the term incorporation as the process of 

naturalizing or defusing opposition to the dominant culture by 

incorporating its styles and mediums exemplified in the way 1960s 

resistance was reduced by incorporation into socially acceptable hippie 
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fashion and music style.  In relation to ideological substance, a 

convincing argument (Schirato et al’s, 1996 and others) that all signs 

have cultural capital, as well as economic power, relates here to the 

production of graffiti- 

…consciousness is produced through an understanding of the 

reality of material contexts, in particular an understanding of 

economic contexts and relations (the relation between workers and 

capitalists, the importance of the ownership of the means of 

production) 

Schirato et al, 1996:173,174 

 

Schirato et al (1996), extrapolating from Volosinov’s (1986) Marxist 

theories on idealized contexts, explain how the process of ideological 

conflict involves the cultural capital of characters who battle within 

culture to control space. Different types were identified in the 1960s 

television show, Gilligan’s Island, as a parallel microcosm of American 

culture, to demonstrate how the cultural capital of each effect strategies 

for survival when the group are stranded on a desert island. The 

professor (intelligentsia), the millionaire (production owner) and the 

skipper (foreman) each contest to have Gilligan (blunderer) and 

Maryanne (simple country girl) do their bidding as labourers. Whilst the 

latter two are endearing characters with whom the audience might 

identify, nonetheless, through their lack of opposition and portrayal as 

confused non-thinkers, they are pawns whose main purpose in life is to 

expedite the whims of the more powerful.  

 

Power is channelled through language in societies as argued in chapters 

One and Three. Whilst it serves the interpersonal function of 

communication between groups, transferred into writing, word 

noticeably becomes a material object as encoded information for 

storage, documentation, code which cultures follow. Schirato et al 

(1996) discuss the purpose of framing contexts in genres which 
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determine the rights to speak and appropriate subject matter for the 

context.  Saussure’s view (cited in Bally et al, 1966) that writing’s sole 

ráison d’être is as a record of the spoken word is extended by Goody 

(1987, 2000) and Clanchy (1979).  The function of writing is described, 

for example, as a “technology of the intellect” (Goody, 1987:59) which, even 

in writing cultures, was used by only a proportion of its society until 

very recently, a factor exploited by those with the facility to control and 

organize the majority, religiously, politically and economically.  Even 

then, control of power rests in a modicum of hands. Contemporaneous 

others with opposing ideologies/arenas (the religious or political) 

historically plot or conspire for change, for example, the secret societies 

of the Renaissance The Bavarian Illuminati, The Rosicrucians, The 

German Black Nights, The Freemasons to name a few (Chandelle, 

2005).  

 

According to Delwiche (2002), power is achieved through the use of 

words, pictures, songs and parades and techniques which include word 

games, special appeals (particularly fear) and false connections and by 

creating logical fallacies.  These processes of propaganda are commonly 

repeated using seven devices 

 

1. Name-Calling… links a person, or idea, to a negative 

symbol 

2. Glittering Generality… word games … seeks to make us 

approve and accept without examining the evidence- 

arouse their audience with vivid, emotionally suggestive 

words… pacify the audience in order to make an 

unpleasant reality more palatable… by using words that 

are bland and euphemistic e.g., war/defence, 

murder/liquidation.. 

3. Transfer… a device by which the propagandist carries 

over the authority, sanction, and prestige of something we 

respect and revere to something he would have us accept 
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4. Testimonial… most common misuse of the testimonial 

involves citing individuals who are not qualified to make 

judgements about a particular issue. 

5. Plain Folks … speakers attempt to convince their audience 

that they, and their ideas, are "of the people” 

6. Card Stacking… 

7. Band Wagon - "everyone else is doing it, and so should 

you."  

Delwiche, 2002 accessed 25.5.2005 

 

Historically, according to Havelock (1986), the corporeality of the 

written word using the Greek alphabet ensured the endurance of that 

culture’s values, a language “shaped acoustically for storage, a language of 

preserved communication, a body of ‘useful’ oral information” which preserved 

social habits, customs, conventions (Havelock, 1986:61). Goody (1987) 

argues that the scale and complexity of mercantile and bureaucratic 

operations, magnified by writing, were increased by the simplified 

alphabet; consequently literacy increased, the significance of which was 

a relinquishing of control by the religious domain.  Further, Goody 

(2000) argues that writing as a technology facilitated the colonization of 

non-writing cultures long before the Greek alphabet, in Assyria, China 

and India, and since.  

 

In the same vein, Scollon et al (2003) outline the extensive geopolitical 

power of written language to enact the transfer of land ownership. One 

of several examples given is the colonization of British Columbia. 

Occupied immemorially by two Indian tribes who referred to the land 

orally as The place where happiness dwells, it was labelled as IR-172 in 

1899 by a federal court which, in denying recognition of its non-

materialized name, successfully dispossessed the original owners. Thus 

have indigenous peoples universally suffered the injustices of the 

written word (Scollon et al, 2003:25). 
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The process of alienation through language and the written word is 

routinely documented. In the opinion of Jones (1997), for example, the 

Catholic Church controlled the religious worship of its followers until 

relatively recently, by enforcing the use of Latin as the only authorised 

language in religious practice, a control loosened by Luther who had 

bibles printed in the vernacular during the Reformation.  Similarly, 

Clanchy (1979) outlines the effect of writing in post Norman Conquest 

England. William the Conqueror’s conversion of Old English to Latin 

writing in official documents, whilst it brought England into the 

mainstream of medieval literate communications, effectively reduced 

literacy by shifting the written from the vernacular.  Thus, in 1086, in 

the first archived document in English history, over thirteen thousand 

settlements in English counties, including every piece of livestock, were 

surveyed, ostensibly for taxation purposes, and recorded in Latin in The 

Domesday Book, or The book of Judgement, the first title reflecting the 

locals’ disdain that the recorded decision was an unalterable one. 

 

Conversely history shows that objectors with the facility to write used 

coded texts as a means of survival and/or as a means of overcoming 

their oppressors. Notable are the coded texts of secret societies during 

the Renaissance, for example, the Rosicrucians and the Illuminati who 

conspired with the Freemasons to form a New World Order (Chandelle, 

2005). 

4.1.2. The print revolution: the rise and rise of propaganda, 

protest and of visual culture 

 

From the thirteenth century onward retention of records ensued on an 

unprecedented scale in England and elsewhere (Clanchy, 1979), and 

escalated dramatically in the fifteenth century with the invention of 

Gutenberg’s printing press and moveable type based on other mass 

production processes, for example, coin making, oil and grape presses, 

and paper mills (Moran, 1973).  As opposed to other forms of writing, 
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the limited characters of the alphabet facilitated the mass reproduction 

of identical text.   

 

Whilst more than half of the books printed were reproductions of 

ancient and medieval texts, bringing both periods into focus 

simultaneously, with print a new form of nationalism stretched the 

boundaries and patterns of culture. The corporate patterns of medieval 

organization were challenged, ending parochialism and the tribalism of 

close family bonds in private and social life bringing “political unification 

of populations by means of vernacular and language groupings” (McLuhan, 

1964:185-189).   

 

Gradual secularisation, commensurate with other more earthly 

preoccupations such as the development of new books in science, was a 

consequence of a print dominated European society between the 13th 

and 16th centuries. Whilst print was the means to disseminate 

information and ideas to the populace through propaganda, conversely 

as a medium of insubordination, it facilitated subversion of authority 

and power, motivated particularly by the Protestant Reformation of the 

16th Century (Jones, 1997; Arnold, 2002 accessed 27.6.2005).  

 

The impact of the printed word is at the heart of research of the 

twentieth century theorists, for example Ong (1967, 1982), Goody 

(1971, 1976, 1986, 1987, 2000, 2004 and 2004), McLuhan (1962, 

1964, and 1972), Drucker (1998) and Chandler (1994) (see chapter 3). 

Of the many consequences of typography discussed by theorists, 

McLuhan (1962) claims “perhaps the most significant of the gifts of 

typography to man is that of detachment and non-involvement – the power to act 

without reacting” (McLuhan, 1962: 184).  For Drucker (1998) the power of 

print is its ability to move “the interior voice, the personal word, into the 

cultural domain” (Drucker, 1998:4).   
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Meggs (1983) and McLuhan (1962) and others attribute typographic 

communication to shifting social and economic change during the 

Industrial Revolution.  After the nineteenth century, billboards and 

advertising replaced the book as mediums for dissemination of 

information (Meggs, 1983). Typography “revealed and extended the 

structure of writing” by extending the patterns of culture; it psychically 

extended the visual faculty, socially it effectively extended literacy 

universally and Western power by homogenization – “continuity, 

uniformity, and repeatability have become the basis of calculus and of 

marketing, as of industrial production, entertainment and science” (McLuhan, 

1962:186, 190).  Urbanization and industrialization created a demand 

for jobbing-printers and a differentiated tactile and expressive character 

in letter design on a significant scale and with greater impact. Larger, 

fatter and bolder type emerged through the decades, setting in motion 

an innovative boldness of expression 

 

…It was no longer enough for the twenty-six letters of the alphabet 

to function only as phonetic symbols.  The industrial age required 

that these signs be transformed into abstract visual forms 

projecting powerful concrete shapes of strong contrast and large 

size from the billboards.  At the same time, letterpress printers 

were under increasing competitive pressure from lithographic 

printers where skilled craftsmen rendered plates directly from an 

artist’s sketch and produced images and letterforms limited only 

by the artist’s imagination 

Meggs, 1983:156 

 

Ong (1967) and McLuhan (1962) express dichotomous yet strangely 

aligned philosophical views on the psychic effects of typographic 

culture. McLuhan (1962) reflects on how “cool visual detachment” impells 

man to action in spite of any adversity (McLuhan,1962:191), whereas 

Ong (1967) describes society today as “abject prisoners of the literate 

culture in which we have matured” in view of the fact that today words are 

regarded as written or printed facts, records of the past (Ong, 1967:19). 
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Thus, in contemporary culture where recorded stories are fixed, our 

perception differs vastly to that of oral cultures wherein events over a 

continuum of hundreds of thousands of years are not fixed but 

memorized and performed orally in formulaic phrases in a world of 

sound and myth.  

 

In examining the controversial debates preoccupied with the difference 

between literate and non-literate cultures, Goody (1987, 2000) outlines 

complex relationships between the two, for example “closed or open 

religious or ideological systems” (Goody, 1987:59), and later “material vs. 

immaterial” (Goody, 2000:137). Similarly, Chandler (1994), in reviewing 

the various Great Divide theories, points out binaries that characterize 

not only communication, but all human experience as insiders or 

outsiders, for example 

 

…'primitive' vs. 'civilized', 'simple' vs. 'advanced', 'pre-logical' vs. 

'logical', 'pre-rational' vs. 'rational', 'pre-analytic' vs. 'analytic', 

'mythopoeic' vs. 'logico-empirical', 'traditional' vs. 'modern', 

'concrete' vs. 'scientific', 'oral' vs. 'visual', or 'pre-literate' vs. 

'literate' 

Chandler, 1994:1 

 

4.1.3. Text and image – Projection and reversion  

 

In his chapter on the transformation of the word, Ong (1967) proposes 

psychosexual stages in chirographic and typographic cultures. He 

argues that chirographic culture progresses through stages of oral 

permissiveness: from fully oral cultures where sounds flow fluidly to 

constrictive anality as words become controlled in visual space as 

records in writing. Whilst words are non-existent before they appear in 

text in chirographic cultures, they became pre-existing objects in space 

“physically and literally” in typographic cultures as type units before 
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generating new words in print where “control of position is everything” 

(Ong, 1982:121). 

 

According to Ong (1967), words are intended to penetrate in a phallic 

stage where “typographic man enters into a spectacularly aggressive period”; 

words become constricted objects (locked down by the typesetter) 

demonstrated by the “close interrelationship of communications media with 

imperial expansion”12 possibly now diffused by the advent of the verbal 

communication of the electronic age of telephones, television and radio 

in the “anti-narcissistic stage of genitality” (Ong, 1967:99-100). 

   

The contemporary culture of writing on the wall is an inverted 

chirographic practice, perhaps entering a more spectacularly aggressive 

or defensive period aimed at penetration of/protection from, (depending 

on one’s perspective) a corporate commercial culture. Eco (1985) 

hypothesizes, in his essay Towards a new middle ages (Blonsky, 

1985:488-504), parallel cultural conditions between what is essentially 

American superpower culture and the fall of the Roman Empire, a 

prophecy reinforced in Austin’s (2001) chapter, A tale of two cities, 

where New York is referred to as New Rome.  

 

Recent research which focuses on urban graffiti would suggest the 

latter is a repercussion of the invasive nature of commercial typography.  

Back et al (1999) consider graffiti is “more than just a haunting emblem of 

public fears and anxieties. It is crucially implicated in cultures of urban 

expression” as acts of insubordination which challenge “the very status of 

language, dialogue and discourse within the public sphere” (Back et al, 

1999:70). Similarly, Austin (2001) claims contemporary writing is a 

reaction to the invasive nature of signs in the urban environment, 

                                       

 
12 The invention in the early 15th century of The Guttenburg Press coincides with The Age of 

Exploration 
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particularly the commercial signage in New York City, writing being “a 

long standing aesthetic tradition that has always been intimately connected 

with the major social trends and cultural innovations of its time” (Austin, 

2001:38-39).   

 

Subvertising is a new form of graffiti protest. Defacing advertisements is 

nothing new; the 1970s feminists defaced sexist ads as did anti-nuclear 

protesters in the 1980s. Most subvertisers have links to anti-capitalist, 

green or anarchist groups. Posener (1982), whose documentation of 

graffiti is focused on the recent innovation of refacing billboard 

advertisements and directed against the promotion of sexism, racism or 

drug abuse, clearly demonstrates cultural practice through its 

advertising and the ideals against which some graffitists protest. 

However in the 1990s Canadian “culture jamming” magazine Adbusters 

raised the profile of subvertising as an artform with its anti-consumerist 

attacks on American corporate giants including McDonalds and Nike.   

 

Regarded as the controversial father of Agit-Pop, artist/adbuster, Ron 

English is a leader in contemporary anti-propaganda graffiti protest, 

pirating billboard space to paste expressions of his own socially 

responsive ethic (English accessed 28.08.2006 at two sites,   

http://www.graffiti.org/ron_english/, http://www.popaganda.com/).  

His protest against the targeting of children by Camel cigarette 

advertisements is of particular note here. Camel advertisers were 

charged with subliminal messaging not only because the Joe Camel 

character’s nose and snout resembled a penis and scrotum, but for the 

reason it was designed to appeal to young audiences, children 

identifying the character more often than Disney characters 

(http://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Ron_English accessed 28.08.2006). 

  

On another level, MacDonald’s (2001) research focuses on the graffiti of 

male youth credited with the bulk of contemporary writing, identifying 

the urban warfare characteristic of writers’ physical and verbal activities 
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as reactions against societies’ stereotypical concepts of masculinity 

based on athletic prowess, as footballers and sports stars, generally of 

which they are not.   

 

Western culture celebrates success. Celebrities, be they in sport, the 

arts or entertainment, are feted and courted to advertise commercial 

products in environments where the ideological credo is that success 

breeds success. Given the breadth of the practice, the marketing of 

success to those who are neither successful nor wealthy is obviously 

both effective and affective psychologically, evident in both the 

sustained practice of contracting the famous for advertising and the 

number of commentators who critique commodification and/through 

the media in relation to word, image and what it refers to (for example 

Berger, 1972; Berger, 1995; Baudrillard, 1975; Poster, 2001). Best 

described in Poster’s (2001) words, the combination of signs in the 

media create a “hyperreality” the essence of which is “a strange mixture of 

fantasy and desire that is unique to late-twentieth-century and early-twenty-

first-century culture” (Poster, 2001:2). 

 

4.1.4. Names up in lights or on the walls 

The impact of signage of prominent corporations and stars’ names in 

advertising media was thus, initially, an impetus for tagging, the writing 

of one’s name on city walls in designs using similar typographies as 

those on billboards, neon lights, magazines, newspapers and comics 

(Austin, 1996).  It is conceivable that those alienated from the circle of 

success and its associated alluring lifestyle would emulate strategies 

perceived to realize those objectives, a cultural connection made by 

writers interviewed by Austin (2001, 1996)  

 

…in the United States, to see one‘s ‘name in lights’ is to achieve an 

exalted public status in the eyes of the world…strong connotations 

of Broadway, of ‘making it’ in ‘the city that never sleeps 

Austin:2001:39 
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And  

…Mr. Mobil; Mr. Amoco; Mr. Exxon.  They’re rich.  They can put 

their name on any sign, any place…So when this art form starts 

developing, why would it be any different?  It’s all in the name.  

When you’re poor, that’s all you got. 

Austin, 1996:274-275 

 

In the mid to late 1960s New York, as the gaps widened between the 

affluent and the poor and unemployed, social and political unrest added 

to the tensions of the city and the marginalisation of the disadvantaged 

(Austin, 1996; Dennant, 1997). Austin (2001) clearly explains how the 

expected social identity of urban youth from “young workers” to 

“adolescent students” was dramatically effected by an expanding middle 

class in America between the nineteenth and twentieth centuries 

(Austin, 2001:26). Higher education became a prerequisite for 

respectable employment in clerical, technical, managerial and 

professional positions as traditional entry-level employment was 

relegated to low-wage immigrants whose social status is undesirable.  

The notion emerged that to see one’s name up on the city’s walls was 

proof of one’s identity; in Pennsylvania Cornbread and Cool Earl wrote 

their names all over the city, whilst perhaps simultaneously Julio 204, 

Frank 207 and Joe 136  appeared everywhere in New York City.   

 

The culture spread beyond its confines in the streets of Pennsylvania, 

New York and Brooklyn to include, from the early 1970s, the subways 

of New York City. Although physically Kilroy was here first, the 

literature generally (for example, Chalfont et al 1984; Cresswell, 1996; 

Dennant, 1997; Element, 1996; @149st, 1998) attributes the tag on the 

city walls of one particular writer as the genesis of contemporary aerosol 

graffiti culture.  In 1969, Demitrius, a foot messenger all over the city 

and often in the subway, became Taki 183 and a celebrity as the 

subject of an article in the New York Times, cementing the idea of the 
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artist rebel.  The numerals following the nicknames were their street 

numbers, linking the writer’s identity to place.   

 

Issues of identity and disadvantage were an earlier legacy of the 

underground movement in Los Angeles.  The ethnic roots of Cholos 

street gangs harked back to hobo signatures on freight trains in the 

early twentieth century and shoe shine boys in the 1930s,  who marked 

their names on walls with daubers (Bojorquez, 2002).  The Cholos drew 

placas in their own neighbourhoods, (plaques, symbols of territorial 

street boundaries) as proof of Latino existence in non-accepting Anglo-

American societies who deported en masse Mexican-American citizens 

back to Mexico.  A distinction between this form of writing and the New 

York style is perceptibly visible first in the typography.  Latino gangs’ 

placas were always in an Old English font, in upper case, drawing on 

prestigious associations with formal or authoritative documents, 

embodied in a strict structure relating to corporate advertising formats, 

including headline, body copy (listing each gang member’s name) and 

logo of the writer (Bojorquez, 2002).   

 

Though initially the movement in Los Angeles and in other cities 

involved mostly the poor, particularly Puerto Ricans, the thousands to 

follow who became involved in writing  (10,000 or more in the early 

1970s according to Caine One, (2001)) spanned the economic, racial 

and socio-cultural spectrum (Dennant, 1997). Alonso (1998) points out, 

for example, that several types emerged in Los Angeles and likewise in 

other American cities, each serving a different function in society, each 

from different types of subcultures, a finding confirmed by Ferrell 

(1993) in Denver. However, of all the forms identified, tagging is the 

most widespread (Alonso, 1998; Ferrell, 1993), its function being to 

acquire a sense of power and fame and its allegiance to HipHop culture 

now universally documented in the literature. HipHop culture is now an 

international movement which includes Australian writers.  
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Effected by limited available writing space as a consequence of the 

massive increase in graffiti, and the New York Metropolitan Transit 

Authority’s “war” on graffiti, a search for new surfaces in the early 

1980s widened the gap between piecers and bombers in writing culture, 

the conventional “career path” of coming up through the ranks to achieve 

fame which previously involved a balance between style and 

productivity split in either direction (Austin, 2001:232). Bombers 

covered any and every surface in the city preferring highest visibility 

pedestrian or vehicular traffic volume areas to increase their fame, 

whereas piecers who pursued fame through style were content to find 

spaces where skilful, time consuming pieces might last longer, 

retreating to underground invisible space, under bridges and 

abandoned buildings.  

 

Transference to the streets from the subways sparked more competitive 

writing, tags became more sophisticated in style, scale larger by 

experimentation with aerosol cap sizes, writers riding the trains and 

hitting as many subway cars as possible, their goal to get up (their tags) 

as many times as possible. Despite administrative and public agencies’ 

attempts, including legal pursuits, high security systems and aggressive 

clean-up campaigns to contain the practice, (at an estimated cost since 

1989 of $US4 billion per annum in the United States (Element,1996), 

the culture transformed itself through the print medium, a “Zine 

revolution”, the publishing of “small-run, self-produced magazines containing 

photos, interviews and matters of concern to the culture” (Austin, 1996:281).    

 

By 1987, writing emerged as an international phenomenon, the print 

medium again contributing through the distribution of elaborate images 

in Subway Art (Chalfant et al, 1984), in the United States, Europe and 

English speaking countries, triggering the development of the culture in 

most major cities of the world, initially in Paris, Copenhagen, Berlin, 

Munich, Amsterdam, Stockholm, Dortmund and Sydney (Austin,1996; 

Dennant, 1997). In Australia, the culture is now vibrant in all major 
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cities, particularly those with major rail systems, but is not limited to 

those as is observable in regional cities which have no local rail 

commuting system.  Writing in Sydney emerged in 1982 by writers who 

were former break-dancers, to become just “names from nowhere and any 

word or phrase” (Vasconcelos in Chalfant et al, 1987:87) divorced from 

HipHop.  However, that was a quarter of a century ago.  Melbourne has 

emerged as one of the top three cities in the world for stencil art, the 

most recent development in street writing (Nader, 2003 accessed 

13.4.07). 

   

4.2. The coded word 

4.2.1. Technology and the word 

To understand the significance of writing, examination of earlier 

cultures that employ text in diverse forms is useful, as is consideration 

of the durability of its material forms and content to determine its 

cultural value. The major shift in culture and ideology which ensued 

when the printed word deposed the written as the foremost technology 

is well documented (Ong, 1967, 1982; Goody, 1987; McLuhan, 1962, 

1964, 1966 among others). Distinctions between the written word and 

the printed are particularly useful here since the practice of writing 

relates more to the earlier technology and culture, albeit in the post-

print culture of this contemporary electronic age. 

 

Reference to earlier traditions of writing on the walls is habitually 

alluded to in the literature, from prehistoric drawings on cave walls to 

graffiti on the walls of the highly civilized Roman city of Pompeii.  Leroi-

Gourhan’s (1964) hypothesis that writing signifies the convergence of 

oral and visual forms of communication through graphic representation 

of vocalized sounds is supported by Bloomfield (1961) and others. For 

example, Meggs (1983) linked directly the picture-writings or figurative 

art evident in the Palaeolithic era, in south-western France and later in 
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rock shelters of Southern Africa, later still in North America on bark 

scrolls; and, similarly, Leroi-Gourhan (1964) argues that “graphic 

building blocks…the support medium of an irretrievably lost oral context” 

related to magical-religious concerns of the Palaeolithic period, 

connected with cosmic symbolism, (Leroi-Gourhan, 1964 translated in  

Bostock-Berger, 1993:190). These graphic representations are described 

as tectiforms or abstract designs possibly representational of natural 

objects (Dissanayake, 1992); as precursors to the relatively recent 

developments of word writing exemplified in Chinese calligraphy and 

later alphabetic writing (Bloomfield, 1961); connected to later 

calligraphy, illumination and illustration (Ong, 1967; Goody, 1987), 

connected to modern advertising (Leroi-Gourhan, 1964) and perhaps to 

the writing on the walls of contemporary graffiti.   

 

The impact of writing is evident in societies’ endeavours to 

preserve/destroy it.  By writing/drawing on the outside walls of 

suburban trains, writers endeavour to maximise their audience by 

broadcasting images as often and as far as trains travel (Austin (2000) 

and others).  Similarly, on the outside walls of the urban environment, 

graffiti is aimed at spectatorship by the populace as it traverses the city.  

Whilst its permanence is as fleeting as the authorities of insider culture 

allows, the power of the fleeting/repeated message is understood by the 

outsider culture producing contemporary graffiti in an environment 

where commercial and television advertising is natural. In a way, the 

very act of removing graffiti is a form of its recognition and effectiveness.  

That zero tolerance actions to obliterate graffiti are evident in abatement 

programs in America is mentioned in 2.1, in Australia in Geason et al, 

(1990) and elsewhere, and in the criminalization of the practice noted in 

the literature (Creswell, 1996; Austin, 1996; Dear, 2000, for example).  

In stark contrast there are contemporary instances where graffiti is 

treasured (as indicated earlier in 3.1.1) and elsewhere where it supports 

the values of insider culture, for example, The Saint on Castle Hill in 

Townsville, Queensland is today emblematic, if somewhat 
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controversially so, as a tourist attraction, and similarly, as noted by 

Emmisson et al (2000), names of holidaymakers painted on boulders on 

the breakwater at Nambucca Heads, in New South Wales. 

 

Historically, no effort is spared in the obliteration of references to the 

cultures and values of the vanquished in human conflict; word’s 

permanence restricted to the victors, its form and content evidence of 

efforts to survive and/or attain/prolong dominance.  From cave 

drawings onwards, writing provided/provides a tangible record of and 

witness to a culture’s knowledge, values and technologies.  

 

Meggs (1983), Devitt, (1999) and others associate the social order, 

economic progress, technological and cultural development that shaped 

Western civilization with the intellectual revolution linked with writing 

around 5000 years ago in Mesopotamia. It was a tool of agrarian 

cultures in several different centres during the Ancient period for 

religious, political and mercantile purposes, providing “an instrument of 

storage, of precision and of conceptual analysis, bringing revolutionary changes 

in culture” (Goody, 1987:74, 75). Ong (1967) points out that writing, as 

opposed to speaking, transposes language to a spatial medium affecting 

the sensory perceptions of people in writing cultures and thus their 

perceptions of the world around them. It grounds reality. 

 

The durability of the surface upon which writing is practised 

demonstrates its value to its scribes/patrons. Enduring stone tablets 

recorded the laws and stories of ancient societies, examples being the 

Code of Hammurabi and biblical references in the Old Testament to 

God’s Commandments as handed to Moses; so too the inheritance of 

myth has endured through writing on stone as in the Epic of 

Gilgamesh. Cultures’ stored commodities were accounted for on pottery 

tablets designed to withstand time, made from the abundant clay in 

Sumer; whereas evidence of authorship, trademarks and logos were 

recorded in the cylinder seals of Mesopotamia, and stamp seals of 
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Persia (Meggs, 1983), practices found elsewhere, as noted for example 

in 2.2.  

 

Until the revolutionary codex, Roman libraries stored information on 

papyrus scrolls influenced initially by classical Greek culture which, in 

turn, was influenced by Egyptian antiquity for example, the Book of the 

Dead.  Using two, four or eight sheets of folded parchment, stitched and 

combined like the modern book, the codex provided an ideal, less 

cumbersome, (compared to unfurling scrolls) more durable substrate for 

data storage.  Parchment was made of animal skin, (pig or lamb, the 

highest quality of which was vellum (calf)), a labour intensive process 

and resource extensive thus necessitating the compression of letters 

into harder to read forms known as capitalis rustica (rustic capitals) to 

conserve space (Meggs, 1983).  Pächt (1984) points out that only that 

which was considered worthy reading in fourth and fifth century Rome 

was transcribed onto parchment hence the legacy to Western culture is 

highly selective, restricted to the biblical Scriptures and works by 

classical authors whose works were considered necessary reading for 

future generations and yet further restricted to those that survived the 

invasion of Islam. 

 

4.2.2. Writing in diametric cultures 

 

The diametric cultures of the West and the East are perhaps more 

immediately visible in their writing styles than any other single 

characteristic.  Sectarianism in religion and politics are as diverse in 

both, as are languages and dialects.  Scollon et al (2003) and others 

point out that philosophy relates to science, knowledge and visible proof 

in Western thinking whereas in Eastern thinking it relates to religion 

and the unknowable.  In a science-based society we think of directions 

in abstract concepts of east/west/north/south as distinct from cultures 

for which direction is referenced to landscape features, mountains, 
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oceans, rivers for example, up/downstream, away from or toward river.  

That alphabetic writing was the vehicle driving major shifts in Western 

thought is suggested by McLuhan (1964), Ong (1967), Clanchy (1979), 

Meggs (1983) and Goody (1987). 

  

Although religious practice belongs to the invisible, unknowable, the 

ancient Hebrews, as one of the peoples who possessed the alphabet, 

commanded religious practice when the word of God was revealed to 

them in the Old Testament (Ong, 1967).  Ancient Hebrews and Ancient 

Greeks put different values on the senses, the former more value on 

hearing, the latter on seeing (Ong, 1967), hence the dichotomies today 

of Christianity and Islam. In Greek mythology, the story that Cadmus 

sewed the dragon’s teeth which sprouted the alphabet is associated 

with his ability to raise armies.  Consequently the fall of the city states 

is ascribed to his command of the alphabet as a communication tool 

thus shifting the monopoly of knowledge and power from temple 

bureaucracies to military bureaucracies (McLuhan, 1964; Meggs, 1983 

and others).  Hence, the rise of empires in the classical world of Greece 

and Rome and industrial programs in Western practice (McLuhan, 

1964; Meggs, 1983). 

 

The shift in psychic and social organization, specifically in Greek 

culture and by association, Western civilization, favoured the chain of 

inference as the mark of logic and reason since it (and so too the 

alphabet) involves lineal structuring (McLuhan, 1964). Earlier 

established fields of mathematics and science, astrology and medicine, 

based on “now universal logographic symbols rather than restricted phonetic 

ones”, gained little from the alphabet (Goody, 1987:74). 

 

Contrary to other systems, for example, the word writing of the Chinese, 

sequential logic and the linear structuring of the phonetic alphabet 

demanded greater visual sensory perception thus diminishing the role 

of other senses of sound, touch and taste (McLuhan, 1964; Ong, 1967). 
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The transition from oral reasoning to its visible authoritative status in 

Western civilization established the accumulation over time of record 

making as a system of knowledge (Havelock 1963; Goody, 1987 and 

others), with the exception of law which retains vestiges of oral culture 

in oral argument and sworn oaths etcetera (Clanchy, 1979). 

 

4.2.3. Form and content: vehicle for protest or propaganda 

 

Having modified the Greek alphabet for their own purposes, the 

Romans designed monumental letters for architectural inscriptions 

representing imperialist accomplishments and victories (Meggs, 1983).  

The geometric shaping of square capitals, kerning and serifs (the latter, 

according to Meggs (1983), possibly a product of the tools used to chisel 

the lettering in stone) are iconic of those ideologies; hence the 

persistence of Times New Roman, as a conventional contemporary 

typographic font, is indicative of enduring philosophical perspectives. 

Similarly, the font Old English persists ideologically in authoritative 

documents and has subsequently been used as a form of protest by 

Latino writers as indicated earlier in 4.1.1.   

 

Similarly, the political and commercial functions of writing in Rome, as 

evidenced in Herculaneum and Pompeii, the practice of sign-writing, of 

advertising on exterior walls, placards and picture signboards, 

commercial records and the use of trademarks or logos for example 

(Lindsay, 1960; Meggs, 1983) were those we now associate with 

typographic culture.  

 

Christians adopted the codex as a sign of protest against the Roman 

pagan and Jewish convention of using the scroll as a format.  By the 

first century A.D. codices using paper, a much cheaper material, came 

into use for underground books of Christianity and others “dedicated to 

unworldliness” (Pächt, 1984:14).  As Christianity became the state 
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religion in the fourth century under Constantine, codices were used for 

most written material and classic and Christian literature were 

transcribed onto parchment for conservation purposes, hence its 

enduring influence on the development of European consciousness.   

 

As onslaughts by barbarian tribal peoples beyond the Danube and 

Rhine Rivers interrupted the homogenisation of culture and aided the 

rapid decline of the western half of the Roman Empire, regional 

languages, customs, superstition and the widespread illiteracy of the 

dark ages ensued (Meggs, 1983).  The making of books endured 

however, consistent with a sustained Christian belief in sacred 

writings13.  Hence religious centres, in the form of monasteries, again 

became the precincts of culture, education and intellect wherein 

knowledge was preserved in illuminated manuscripts.   

 

Since the book was the focus of Christianity, the hand-written 

manuscripts, carefully designed precious objects of ritual practice 

embellished with gold or silver, had both physical and spiritual 

functions as containers of form and content related to Holy Scripture 

(Meehan, 1994; Pächt, 1984). The functions of these objects as briefly 

outlined in 3.1.2 were  

 

a) to facilitate the expansion of The Word visually and sensitively in 

religious practice (Meggs, 1983; ) 

b) visually powerful material objects as potent symbols representing 

The Word of God (Goody, 1987) not necessarily faithfully 

transcribed, (Meehan, 1994); venerated as relics of the saints who 

preached from them, for example, those of St. Augustine and St. 

Columba (Pächt, 1984). 

                                       

 
13Understandable given the legacy of Egyptian influence on Greek and Roman culture and that 

hieroglyph means sacred writing.  
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c) a mnemonic tool for the transmission of sacred texts by the 

Church’s minister who was familiar with the texts, thus 

maintaining control of the knowledge governing the people as in 

other oral cultures (Goody, 1987). 

Societal value is evident in that production of illuminated manuscripts 

was extremely time and resource consuming; one manuscript might 

require the skins of up to three hundred sheep, the rare Lapis Lazuli 

mineral from Afghanistan for blue colour, gold leaf which had to be 

hammered into thin sheets, and precious jewels; some early 

manuscripts featured expensive purple-dyed parchment with lettering 

in silver or gold (Meggs, 1983; Meehan, 1994; Pächt, 1984).  

 

Manuscripts were frequently a curious mix of Roman lettering and 

pagan symbols as previously mentioned in 3.1.2., and as demonstrated 

in The Vatican Virgil of 4th century AD which was closely aligned to late 

Roman painting (Meggs, 1983). Migration to Celtic Ireland to avoid 

persecution prompted an innovative style of merging pagan Celtic and 

Christian symbols relating, most notably, the four gospels of 

Christianity. The dominance of Christianity was not however, an instant 

phenomenon of the confluence of barbarian and Roman cultures.   

 

The antithetical natures and ideological perspectives of the barbarian 

and Christian cultures are evident in these material objects. The 

merchant class of Celtic society was literate as evidenced in graffiti on 

pottery, coins, swords and calendars. Yet the highest educated and 

literate Druids resisted writing, fearing their powerful positions as 

custodians of sacred knowledge might be vulnerable (Howie, accessed 

2002). Although sacred knowledge could be incised in the ceremonial 

form of writing consisting of magical symbols known as Ogam, the Celts 

were a defiantly oral culture whose belief system valued the spoken 

truth of a druid, king or poet as having magical properties, a parallel 

with other oral cultures for example the Vedic sacred texts of the 

Hindus as outlined in 3.1.2.   
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The practice of writing in Latin reflected the control of the Catholic 

religion over sacred texts in the Celtic manuscripts (Howie, accessed 

2002), however radical design innovations included the highly ornate 

initials and “the practice of leaving a space between words to enable the 

reader to separate the string of letters into words more quickly” (Meggs, 

1983:54). The highly decorative carpet pages and capitals, involving 

complex twisting and weaving geometric linear patterns associated with 

oriental carpets, and interlacing created by animal forms known as 

lacertines, embodied pagan Celtic magic symbols which are features 

still coupled with Irish culture (Pächt, 1984; Meehan, 1994; Howie, 

accessed 2002).  

 

Before the influence of Roman traditions, early manuscripts are 

considered to be an amalgam of Celtic and Anglo-Saxon responses to 

Mediterranean styles (Howie, accessed 2002).  Pächt (1984) argues that 

at the point in time the codex replaced the scroll as a format, there was 

a shift in ideology which involved a positive hostility towards figurative 

art in the coastal regions of the eastern Mediterranean 

  

… a growing inclination to regard external reality as a transient 

metaphor for the true, primary and invisible, transcendental world.  

A distinction began to be made between outward and inward 

looking.  What was seen with the natural eye had only the value 

of a glassy reflection, a veiled intimation, a compass-needle 

pointing to something hidden behind the superficial surface of 

physical appearance – in short, as sign and symbol. 

Pächt, 1984:27 

 

The form of and content in writing, in Australia and elsewhere, would 

appear similarly to reflect a growing hostility.  Hidden behind the 

superficial surface of their physical appearance, the outward 

expressions in writing perhaps reflect the inward looking realities of 
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outsiders looking beyond the ephemeral nature of structures that 

symbolize dominant socio-political ideologies. 

 

Chapters 2, 3 and 4 explored writing and its contexts from an 

externalized perspective. The following chapter focuses more directly on 

internalized responses to writing and practice as an individual artist. 
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5. The trajectory of personal practice 

5.1. Concepts of survival and desire 

Experience affects our thinking and our actions; hence for this artist a 

focus on the communicative process is shaped by an active religious 

upbringing, subsequent maternal responsibility for eight children and 

thirty years insight into the complex relationships that develop in a 

large family. As a result, communicative themes relating to dependence, 

attachment, interaction, socialisation, isolation, independence and 

detachment persist as an impetus for research and practice.  

 

We are dependent on relationships or communications with others to 

the extent that a desire to survive (or not) in any context may depend on 

those interrelationships, one’s survival being logically dependent on the 

desire/s of another or others. Thus survival and desire are perhaps the 

two primary interrelated anxieties which confront human beings, one 

acting as a catalyst for the other.  From a maternal perspective, the 

birth of a child signifies a permanent attachment; one is no longer an 

individual but part of another.  Events which affect the other 

consequently affect one. Whilst attachment is in itself a form of 

jouissance, ambivalently it constrains the individual, acts as a barrier 

and/or provides a comfort zone from external forces.  

 

An infant’s first communicative experience is a kinaesthetic one 

through nurture.  Ong (1967) describes it as 

  

…sharing through touch, which will influence not only his feeling 

but his thought throughout his life.  Taste and smell attract and 

repel him in his relations with persons and things around him. 

Ong, 1967:1  
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However, an infant’s detachment from the mother coincides with a 

consciousness of others and other things and entry into the symbolic 

world of signification through language acquisition. Kristeva (1974) and 

others describe the latter as a protective mechanism for the body to 

signify itself at the confrontational point when he/she is cut off from the 

mother’s body. The concept of being individual reinforces cultural 

expectations of separation; however the anxiety of separation lingers as 

an affective experience.   

 

That past experience affects not only our behaviour but the 

representational complexity of cultural symbolic practice is 

demonstrated by Foster (1980) who recounted a poignant experience of 

Proust (1934) whilst visiting his mother.  Somewhat depressed, he was 

partaking of tea with a small cake, a petit madeleine 

    

…and soon, mechanically, weary after a dull day with the 

prospect of a depressing morrow, I raised to my lips a spoonful of 

the tea in which I had soaked a morsel of the cake.  No sooner had 

the warm liquid, and the crumbs with it, touched my palate than a 

shudder ran through my whole body, and I stopped, intent upon 

the extraordinary changes that were taking place.  An exquisite 

pleasure had invaded my senses, but individual, detached, with 

no suggestion of its origin  

Proust, 1934:34-35, cited in Foster, 1980:381  

 

Proust suddenly related the impetus of the mood swing to the taste of 

cake, recalling a time as a child when he was indulged by his Aunt 

Léonie with tea and the little cakes, that pleasure creating an analogy to 

his mother’s earlier indulgences as an infant, and subsequently this 

event recalling both previous experiences. The story highlights the 

complexity of affective experience and the associative powers of the 

subconscious. The analogy of events through time is the key to our 

unverbalized feelings and our aesthetic experiences according to Foster 

(1980), who claims religion and play are all evocative of our ordinary 



  104

experience of everyday life just as music is representative of “the tempo of 

life, with its pauses, emphases, uncertainties, experiments and resolution” 

(Foster, 1980: 382). 

 

5.2. Visual, aural and verbal antecedents of practice 

The coded manifestations of desire in sound and image from the poetic 

to the narrative in literature and art were the focus of an earlier study, 

Desire in the Balance (Foley, 1997).  An outcome of the research was the 

production of three sequential installations in an exhibition titled M.  

The title work, M As Latent Expressions of Desire (Plate 5.2.1), exploited 

the relationship between the sound, its visual representation and the 

manifestation of “m” shaped marks in Western male art.  

 

Plate 5.2.1   Installation 
of “M” As Latent 

Expression of Desire at 
Umbrella Studio 

Foley, 1997, 4m x 4m 
x120 cm 

Charcoal and Gesso on 

Dessin Canson 

 
 

The significance of the sound of the letter m was researched. Of Semitic 

origin, the mem, a wavy line representing ‘waters’ was adopted by the 

Greeks as mu and later taken over by the Romans as m (Stevenson, 
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1983). In Foster’s (1978) theory of primordial language, m is frequently 

used “as a stem in words with various meanings of taking or relating” 

(Dissanayake, 1992:171), and, similarly, Wyatt (1990) proposed that 

 

…m-sounds originally expressed incorporative drives addressed to 

the mother’s body; s and z recall the noises of suckling… 

alliteration of m’s and s’s calls upon specific drives in the reader- 

incorporation, suckling…the m- and s- sounds awaken the cluster 

of drives originally organized by dependency on the mother’s 

body, recalling a time when the reader’s self seemed indistinct 

from the other.  

Wyatt, 1990:72, 73 

 

Various manifestations of the female persona were investigated through 

a cityscape of etchings of text and image in Women in waiting, and, in 

an imaginary seascape, aspects of subconscious female desire were 

expressed in Chora, an installation of screen-printed and lithographic 

representations of floating sounds, fleeting conversations and 

correspondences (see detail Plate 5.2.2).  Kristeva (2002) describes the 

chora as 

 

… a modality of significance in which the linguistic sign is not yet 

articulated as the absence of an object and as the distinction 

between real and the symbolic.  

Kristeva, 2002:36 
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late 5.2.2   Detail of 
Triptych Chora 

Foley, 1997, 3 x 3 
layers x 70 x 56 cm 

Acrylic paint on 
Acetate over Screen 

prints and 
lithography on BFK 

Rives paper 

 

 

By fusing (or confusing) aural, verbal and visual devices in 1999, the 

titles became intertexts14 to decipher works in a solo exhibition titled 

Grammar at Perc Tucker Regional Gallery. As the prospect of becoming 

a grandmother emerged during production of the work, the concept of 

gran(d)ma, a near homophone of grammar,  influenced the development 

of the works. Whilst drawing on the artists, technologies and social 

contexts which combine to form Western Arts’ visual grammar and 

syntax, the elements of text, sound and image were integrated to 

represent a woman’s perspective in the broader context of Western Art. 

A suspended ball of wool (drawing wool an alternative act to knitting 

booties) in Wool and Clay was contained yet linked tenuously with 

appropriated elements of line from Magic Fish by Paul Klee (homophone 

of clay) in Plate 5.2.3, to reference his well-known concept of taking a 

line for a walk.  Wool is perhaps iconic of women’s perceived role, thus a 

sustained use of a woolly-like scribble has become a motif for 

ambivalence as a woman, parent, grandparent, artist. Subsequent 

works explored themes of identity, race and gender in a body of work 

titled The Wool Collection in (W)ink, 2002, a group exhibition of five 

women working in ink at Perc Tucker Regional Gallery.  Wool as 

                                       

 
14  Term defined by Fiske (1997) as texts for which meaning is determined partly by other texts 
to which it appears similar 
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allegories for various psychological or physiological states included the 

titles Subject, Object and Dyed in the wool (Plates 5.2.4, 5.2.5 and 5.2.6) 

 

 
Plate 5.2.3   Wool & Clay 
Foley, 1998, 56 x 76 cm 

Pastel and Screen-print on paper 
 

  
 

Plate 5.2.4   Subject 
Foley, 2000 Lithograph 

Plate 5.2.5   Object 
Foley, 2000 

Etching 

Plate 5.2.6   Dyed in the Wool
Foley, 2000 

Lithograph and stencil rollup 
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Plate 5.2.7 demonstrates a device frequently used in Grammar of using 

stamps as code. Up Close, 1998, a self portrait constructed from rubber 

stamps moulded from credit and medicare cards, paid homage to Chuck 

Close. The use of stamps, referencing Close’s (1986) fingerprint portrait 

of Emily, a critique of portraiture and notions of self in the post-

Orwellian context of Big Brother, were later synthesized with the wool 

motif in the lithograph, Subject 5.2.4, 2002. 

   

 
Plate 5.2.7   Detail of Up Close 

 Foley, 1998, Rubber stamps on Paper 
 

5.3. Potential of text as image 

Whilst text, as sound, was a persistent element in earlier work, the 

synthesis of verbal and visual signification evolved as a device in 

subsequent art production as an alternative to pictorial/narrative 

images through the use of cryptic titles and text as a glyph.  For 

example, in the exhibition Flirting 2002, Eyes for you, Plate 5.3.1, was a 

reproduction of the Mona Lisa’s eyes constructed with a rubber stamp 

of the word eyes which had been moulded from a potato carving (pun 

on the eyes of old potatoes intended whilst, on another level, the implied 

was the iconic value of Da Vinci’s piece in Western art and culture).  
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Plate 5.3.1   Eyes for You  
Foley, 2002, Rubber stamps on paper 

Similarly, personal interpretations in Plates 5.3.2 and 5.3.3, Golden 

Fleeced and Steelwool were cryptic comments on perceived systemic 

injustices in recent national politics. The stamped portraits were 

executed by using rubber stamps moulded from the stencilled words 

fleeced and steelwool to signify complex and often ambiguous 

relationships between the role of text, language, image and identity. 

  

Plate 5.3.2   Golden Fleeced 
Foley 2002, 56 x 56cm 

Rubber stamp portrait of Alan Bond on BFK 
Rives  

Plate 5.3.3   Detail Steelwool 
Foley 2002, 56 x 70cm 

Rubber Stamp portrait of Philip Ruddock, then 
Minister for Immigration on BFK Rives 

The dominance of text in art practice was contemporaneous with the 

teaching of drawing to students involved in HipHop/graffiti culture. 

Hence, a burgeoning interest in Street Art and/or Writing developed, 

despite the latter being a mode of visual expression generationally out of 

sync with one’s own. 
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6. Methodology 

6.1. Directions from the literature and previous practice 

Concepts of survival and desire have the capacity to stimulate cacoethes 

scribendi (the itch to draw) to communicate through the act of writing.  

This hypothesis derives from research and recognition of the limitations 

of spoken language to express physical, social or political anxieties 

which prevail in a visually dominant contemporary culture.  A medium 

at the forefront of recent electronic, typographic and chirographic 

technologies in human communication, writing produces a visual object 

at the intersection of the visual and verbal, interpretable through its 

textual and textural qualities and/or its dynamic rhythmic patterns, the 

origins of which are rooted in oral culture.   

 

Concepts of survival and desire, as discussed in Chapter 1 and explored 

in the literature in Chapters 3 and 4 and in personal practice in 

Chapter 5, specifically relate to ritual practice and, by extension, 

writing/drawing. Evolutionary shifts from protest to propaganda are 

directly related to an authors’ control/lack of control of space and time 

from the internalized practice of using rhythm and pattern in sound 

and in design to overcome anxiety, to more explicit externalized 

communicative acts embodied in writing’s idealistic functions. 

 

During the initial phase of collecting local photographic data, 

exploration of rhythmic patterns was triggered by recognition of 

parallels between extant specimens of Australian contemporary 

Wildstyle writing and Celtic illuminated manuscripts as exemplified in 

Plates 6.1.1 and 6.1.2.  
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Plate 6.1.1   Legal (commissioned) graffiti 
Minden Park Townsville by Style Troopaz 

Features Ren, from the excessive television 
cartoon duo Ren and Stimpy, erupting from the 

Wildstyle writing of the word anxious. 
(Photographed D.Foley, 2002) 

Plate 6.1.2   Folio 19v from the Book of Kells 
Lions (and a peacock not shown) consuming 
grapes from a vine emanating from a chalice 

decorating the letters R I N in the opening 
pages of St. John’s Gospel (Meehan, 1994) 

 

Photographed in Minden Park, Rising Sun, Townsville, the 

contemporary piece in Plate 6.1.1 bears distinct stylistic similarities to 

the interlocking patterns and overall design from the Book of Kells 

(Plate 6.1.2). The latter is from a folio of the highly decorated medieval 

gospel manuscripts written in Latin between the seventh and ninth 

centuries by Irish monks. The design features a decorated band of the 

letters RIN of the opening words of St. John’s Gospel (Meehan, 1994). In 

Plate 6.1.1, Ren, an iconic animated television character of the popular 

cartoon duo in Big House Blues (1989) and The Ren and Stimpy Show 

(1991) erupts from a complex Wildstyle design of the word anxious.  The 

cartoons which revolve around the excessive adventures of an angry, 

insane Chihuahua, Ren Höek, and his brain-dead sidekick cat, Stimpy, 

were broadcast from the 1990s on the Viacom's Kids' Network, 

Nickelodeon (Jimmyeatsoup, 2005).   

 

The relationship between the two designs poses a number of questions 

in relation to the aural/visual, spectatorship, ideology and propaganda 

in contemporary electronic media, in particular, the correlation between 

the purpose and functions of each.  Further, what are the implications 

of writing in a contemporary literate context considering the earlier 

work was produced in a dominantly oral culture of mass illiteracy?  
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Plates 6.1.1 and 6.1.2 are revisited in 6.4 to demonstrate the process of 

analysis. 

 

In order to scope graffiti as a visual object embodying verbal and visual 

language, extant literature on graffiti and a cross-section of research 

from across the vast fields of communication (synthesized in Chapters 2 

– 4) was utilized to 

  

a) define the nature and purposes/functions of graffiti  

b) define the nature of communication through mark-making (the 

means) and  

c) define the function of writing contextually.  

  

Since, historically, the form and content of the written object have been 

encoded by humans to master others and/or their environment, the 

literature has drawn upon an eclectic range of disciplines, and often 

discrete perspectives on writing and image to identify the significance of 

Australian writing.  The foci of perspectives on writing are diversely 

structural, technological, philosophical, psychological, semiologic (a 

focus on linguistic signs) or semiotic (all communicative signs), whereas 

writing has largely been contextualised in historical and/or cultural 

approaches (anthropological or archaeological).  

 

Insights into communicative media, particularly as they materialize in 

the written and printed word (for example McLuhan (1962, 1964, 1973); 

Goody (1971, 1976, 1986, 1987, 2000); Havelock, (1963, 1986); 

Clanchy (1979), Ong (1967, 1982) and others) scoped the relationship 

between oral and visual communication; theorists who examined the 

expressive functions of visual language (Arnheim (1956, 1969); Edwards 

(1979, 1987); Drucker (1998) and others) served to distinguish the 

purposes, characteristics, differences and commonalties of both forms. 
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Pächt (1984), Meehan (1994) and Meggs, (1983) who examined style and 

form in illuminated manuscripts and other objects, identify how visual 

language, combined with verbal language in text, is contextualised in 

cultural and stylistic signs often associated with religious practice. 

Smart (1989) explored the significance of ritual/performance language 

as it is manifest, not only in ritual practice, but in the seven dimensions 

underpinning all religious practice.  

 

A range of analytic models developed in semiotic approaches were also 

examined to facilitate an understanding of the material signs of 

communicative practice in comparative objects, for example Chandler 

(1994, 2002), O’Toole (1994) and Fiske (1997).  Table 6.1.1 provides an 

overview of the literature pertaining to graffiti from the 1950s to the 

present, its purpose being to provide an overview of perspectives and 

foci over the period.   

 
Table 6.1.1 Perspectives in the literature 1950s-2000s 

Date Text Perspective Focus 
1950s - 
current 

Marks as 
visual 
language 

Aesthetics and Visual 
theory, anthropological, 
archeological 

• Material object – sensory object – 
visual object.   

• Perception and markmaking – 
Image as text in literal 
representation and vice versa – text 
as image in literal representation ie 
the duality of the figurative (image) 
and the literal (letters).  

Pre 
1970 

Graffiti Anthropological/ 
Archeological 

• Historical cultures. 

1980s- 
current 

Graffiti Socio/Political/ 
Geographical/ 

• Social impetus. 

Word Philosophical, 
Psychological 

• The power of word - as fact, as 
truth, in ritual practice.  

Word Media and 
communications  

• Technological determinism - 
Message is the media – choice of 
media becomes part of the 
message.   

• Materiality - In storage – recorded in 
writing, implications of  
electomagnetic storage. 

1960s - 
current 
 

The written 
word 

Anthropological and 
Archeological 

• Material object – sensory object – 
visual object - communicative 
object. 
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The written / 
printed word 

Philosophical, 
Psychological and 
Semiotic  

• Writing – in Chirographic culture – 
oral/ aural/ words as sounds / 
technology of thought - internalised 

• Print –in Typographic culture visual- 
silent but noisy/ external/ remote/ 
alienating. Objects in space - texts 
to be interpreted. 

Text Semiologic (Saussurian 
linguistic approach) 

• Text as action and interaction as 
symbolic sign – linguistic based 

Text Semiotic – (Peircian 
approach - text is the 
assemblage of signs) 

• Anything and everything is a Text –
words, images, sounds, gestures 
and objects are texts to be 
interpreted - shaped by their 
context.   

All 
communic-
ative devices 

Linguistics, philosophical, 
psychological, literary, 
aesthetic and media 
theorists 

• Sensory dominance in 
communication. 

 

2000s Text as visual 
expression in 
space 

Sociological / 
Geosemiotic  

• Meaning of all signs, images and 
text are indivisible from social action 
and their material location (Scollon 
et al (2003), and others)  

 

That the dominant perspectives of earlier graffiti research are 

anthropological/ archaeological may reflect a less contentious 

retrospective view and curiosity of past cultures, whilst the shift post 

1980s to a range of social disciplines is perhaps indicative of its recent 

social/political impact. In the broader context of an image-conscious 

post-modern culture, the shifting significance of the written is evident 

in the definition of the word text.  The term previously alluded to the 

main body of written or printed material whereas, in current semiotic 

theory, it refers to any assemblage of signs which can be read.  The 

more contemporary, all-embracing concept of text is perhaps 

recognition of the role of multiple senses in the act of perception and 

the significance of its context today; text can, as Chandler (2002) points 

out 

…exist in any medium and may be verbal, non-verbal, or both, 

[and] despite the logocentric bias of this distinction…usually refers 

to a message which has been recorded in some way…that is 

physically independent of its sender or receiver.  

Chandler, 2002:2  

 



----------------------------------------------------------------------------------------------------------------------------------------------------------------------------------------- 115

Recent literature has highlighted the value of a cross-disciplinary, 

semiotic approach to the interpretation of the myriad contexts which 

contribute to the meaning of all texts.  Australian perspectives and a 

considerable volume of graffiti research elsewhere are predominantly 

focused on the production of an anti-aesthetic object, prevailing 

conditions which contribute to its production and means of controlling 

the production of the objects of outsiders. However, international 

research which examined the function of contemporary graffiti as 

politically/socially/culturally motivated communication, for example, 

Austin (1996, 2001), Alonso (1998) and others, informs the cultural 

influences on contemporary Australian graffiti and its subversive 

communicative and/or idealistic functions as a visual object.   

 

Australian graffiti is located in local and global social contexts, the 

current and past visual signs of which have considerable impact on 

interpretation.  Extant visual documentaries of contemporary graffiti 

universally lack any erudite analysis, their function being to proselytize 

writers as the new artists/philosophers/social reformers for example, 

Chalfant et al (1984, 1987) whose focus is writing’s visual impact, or 

others who draw attention to the verbal in recording, albeit fleeting, 

communications, (for example, Powers (1999), Posener (1982, 86), Ellis 

et al (1975) and Ellis (1986), the latter specifically Australian).   

 

Analyses of images or text abound in research; however, few, if any, of 

the recent academic publications have examined contemporary graffiti, 

Australian or elsewhere, from the perspective at the intersection of both 

the visual and verbal.  Whilst the act of writing is inextricably connected 

to the oral and visual, research which examines the interrelatedness of 

the act in terms of its visual and oral outcomes does not seem to have 

been a focus in the vast terrain of graffiti research over some five and a 

half decades.  Yet there are significant issues worthy of investigation in 

the connections between the two.  
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6.2. From Aims to Methodology 

Table 6.2.1 outlines the overarching process for achieving the aims of 

the study.  
Table 6.2.1 Methodology of the research 

 
Aims Objectives Methodology Outcomes 

To identify the latent 

iconic, indexical and 

symbolic signs in 

graffiti  

 

Collection and analysis of 

photographic data based on a 

synthesis of Chandler’s (2002) 

model and elements outlined 

by other semiotic theorists, 

(Jakobson (1960); Scollon et 

al (2003); Fiske (1997) and 

O’Toole (1994) for example), 

and/or comparison of parallel 

writing objects/contexts (Smart 

(1989); Meehan (1994) for 

example) 

To monitor shifting 

ideologies across 

time / space 

Literature review pertaining to 

graffiti over time/space  and 

data analysis of contemporary 

Australian writing   

To identify thematic 

commonalities / 

differences 

Contextualize themes in 

Australian writing through 

tabulated data analysis in 

terms of literature reviewed 

1)    To explore 

the use of text as 

image in 

subversive 

communication 

with a specific 

focus on 

Australian urban 

writing  

To classify textual 

methodology  

Synthesize photographic data 

analysis in terms of the 

literature review 

Documentation 

and classification 

of the social 

semiotic of 

Australian writing 

2) To utilize the 

data synthesized 

in (1) above  

To develop visual 

textual imagery 

reflecting the 

subversive elements 

of the social protest 

ethic 

Develop a conceptual 

framework to produce imagery 

consistent with a personal 

aesthetic in response to and 

as an outcome of the 

research. 

Visual research 

synthesized in 

exhibition 
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A focus on aerosol urban graffiti, including the use of permanent 

markers which are used in conjunction with aerosol spray paint, is 

argued on the following basis 

a) Its ubiquity in the urban environment nationally 

b) Its exclusivity as a contemporary communicative technology 

(availability of aerosol spray cans and permanent markers are 

limited to the last half century as distinct from those of folk 

epigraphy, carving, scratching, etching and other drawing 

materials, ochres, paint etcetera)  

c) Its capacity to reveal the use of specific communicative 

strategies, contemporary themes and shifting ideologies 

through writing.  

 

The culture of outsiders may reveal more about contemporary culture, 

for the reason Abel et al (1977) note, values are more strongly elicited 

from its vices than its virtues. The signs of shifting ideologies and 

perhaps shifting sensory perceptions may thus be clearly seen on the 

surfaces of public spaces in the content of Australian contemporary 

graffiti.  

 

6.3. Parameters for data collection and analysis  

The collection of photographic data re graffiti is necessitated by the 

scant visual data available nationally for examination. Acquisition of a 

substantial range of photographs is practicable and economically viable 

by garnering the support of volunteers from anywhere in Australia for 

this purpose. The timeframe for collection is constrained within the 

period December 2002 to June 2005 to enable the timely development 

of work for exhibition which is contingent upon the processing and 

analysis of the data.   
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To identify the signs, themes and ideologies encapsulated within 

writing, the parameters for reliable samples are bound by two 

conditions-   

a) The recency of the graffiti, a criterion determined by its 

legibility (not faded or eroded);  

b) Media utilizing aerosol spray-paint or permanent marker as 

opposed to carving, etching or scratching of the surface.   

 

In order to gauge the consistency of central themes in contemporary 

writing, volunteers of varying age, gender, life experience and training 

are sought to take into account multiple perspectives, referred to as 

orientation coding by Scollon et al (2003), to reflect a more accurate 

representation of  the styles, themes, content and dispersion of graffiti. 

Volunteers will be asked to capture any graffiti encountered during the 

course of their routine activities. However, since data and location are 

inextricably linked, age and gender of volunteers may also impact on 

the samples taken for the reason that accessibility to the broad range of 

extant graffiti may depend on the tendency of each photographer to be 

there.   

 

Each volunteer not in possession of a personal digital camera will be 

provided with disposable cameras to maximise opportunities to gather 

the data.  The process is designed to effectively realize the following 

outcomes  

a) Maximize the range of experiences and locations where graffiti 

might be observed within the capacities of contributing 

photographers; 

b) Counter to some extent subjective bias of personal perspectives in 

subject matter, themes, styles etcetera;  

c) Negate any preconceived hypotheses of the author. 

 



----------------------------------------------------------------------------------------------------------------------------------------------------------------------------------------- 119

Once collected, the data will be collated appropriately (in Table 7.1.1), to 

acknowledge the contribution of volunteers, their characteristics and 

the volume and locations photographed. The graphics software Adobe 

Photoshop will be used to catalogue photographs through scanning or 

importing each into the computer, where individual signs and themes 

will be scrutinized using the microscope tool.  The approximate date 

and site of the photographs will be identified in separately named 

and/or numbered folders, categorised by the development date of those 

taken with SLR or disposable cameras, or the shooting date if digital 

photography, followed by the location.  For example, the folder 

2002_12_14GARBUTT identifies the earliest digital photographs taken 

14 December 2002 at Garbutt, Townsville.  

 

6.4. Treatment of the data 

Analysis of an extensive body of photographs necessarily requires a 

concise methodology to achieve aim one of the research, that is, to 

identify the latent iconic, indexical and symbolic signs in graffiti in 

order to identify thematic commonalities / differences.  The majority of 

the models examined in 3.1 proved to be deficient for this purpose in 

that their focus was either the linguistic sign and the process model 

wherein signs are largely decontextualized or, alternatively, the formal 

structures of the visual sign. Fiske (1997) identifies a need for a 

combination of the process model and a semiotic approach to fill gaps 

in the latter and to encompass decontextualization in the former. To 

examine the signs in Australian writing, a methodology is needed that 

deals adequately with both visual and verbal, an imagetext as defined by 

Mitchell (1994) at the intersection of both.  Whilst Schirato et al’s (1996) 

deceptively simple model proposed an examination of field, mode and 

tenor, this provides no explicit criteria to analyse the specific and 

complex signs required in field, the cultural contexts, the interactions 

between institutions, rules and practices, and the nature of the social 

action that is taking place in the field of discourse.  
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Fiske (1997) and Scollon et al (2003) each discuss the selection of 

various elements (for example, context, medium and availability) as 

fundamental to understanding the process of communication between 

the addresser and addressee.  These aspects of signs are imperative to 

the production of graffiti and are implicit in analytic models of visual 

signs, for example O’Toole (1994) for whom a focus on visual language 

and/or sensory aspects of the visual sign does not incorporate the 

linguistic sign or cultural contextualization.   

 

Chandler’s (2002) matrix (Fig 3.1.1) presents an overarching framework 

for the examination of all signs where the substance of the visual and 

verbal may be examined across two planes, expression and content, to 

determine form (the signified). The framework is skeletal and can be 

expressed as an equation 

  

form = (substance) where (substance) = expression + content 

stated simply as form = expression + content 

 

Incorporation into the matrix of Jakobson’s (1960) functions of 

language, specifically as ordered by Fiske (1997) in 3.1, provides a basic 

structure for examination of the verbal and the visual in the data as 

illustrated in Figure 6.4.1. 
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Figure 6.4.1 Skeletal matrix for analysis derived from Chandler (2002) and Jakobson (1960) 

 

Within this overarching framework, a fundamental process, including 

criteria against which to extrapolate the various codes and the complex 

interconnecting relationships involved in graffiti is required.  The 

process of communication and appropriate criteria are provided in 

Scollon et al’s (2003) basic principles of selection, indexicality and 

dialogicality, where an actor selects for attention from a subset of 

context-dependent signs in response to prior discourse and anticipation 

of subsequent discourse.  Figures 6.4.2 - 6.4.6 progressively 

demonstrate the method of extrapolating expression and content by 

applying the appropriate principles and elements.  
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Figure 6.4.2 Basic process for methodology 

 

The complex multi-layered, overlapping aspects of form at the 

intersection of the visual and verbal are exemplified in graffiti, and this 

is diagrammatically represented in Figure 6.4.3 to illustrate how the 

subset of elements nominated by Scollon et al (2003) contribute to 

meaning in graffiti. 

  

 

 
Figure 6.4.3 Colour coded visual expression of the complex dimensions of form 
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The colour coded context dependent elements for selection demonstrate 

how each inter-relates with the expression and content of discourse in 

Figure 6.4.4. 

 

 

 
Figure 6.4.4 Processing expression and content via colour coded elements and principles of 

Geosemiotics  
 

Dialogicality is central to the deconstruction of signs which, according 

to the literature, are always ideological in content. Figure 6.4.5 is 

subsequently expanded to illustrate how Jakobson’s (1960) functions of 

language, O’Toole’s (1994) functions of visual language and Smart’s 

(1989) dimensions of religious/cult practice relate through cyclic 

communicative dialogicality. It is possible to perceive this process as 

three dimensional when the two dimensional diagram illustrated is 

joined/overlapped at the sides to demonstrate how the functional 
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aspects on the left and the religious dimensions on the right might 

intersect.  

 

 

 

 
 

Figure 6.4.5 Expanded model of process outlining the filtering devices for the analysis of form in 
complex signs in Australian writing.  

 

 

The entire communicative process is motivated dialogically by prior 

discourse, termed intertextuality by Fiske (1997), Chandler (1994) and 

others, referring to the plurality of other signs and contexts and/or 

parallel objects which contribute to the meaning. Provision for 

examination of prior discourse is thus integral to the reading of texts. 

Figure 6.4.6 illustrates the centrality of dialogicality as it applies to the 

deconstruction of imagetexts.  
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Figure 6.4.6 Analysis process of complex form involves intertextuality 

 

The extensive analytic methodology extrapolated in Figures 6.4.1- 6.4.6, 

involving the processes and criteria through which to extract the verbal 

and visual content in the data, is synthesised in Table 6.4.1 which 

provides a means through which appropriate elements are listed and 

deconstructed in a process from left to right by application of 

appropriate dialogical criteria, including intertextuality.   
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Table 6.4.1 Methodology for data analysis incorporating Chandler (2002), Scollon et al 
(2003), Jakobson (1960), O’Toole (1994) and Smart (1989) 

SIGNIFIER - 
Interpretive 

codes in 
context 

Elements  
Function/ Purpose 

(O’Toole 1994) 

(Jakobson, 1960) 

Religious 
dimension 

(Smart, 1989) 

Inter-
textuality 

(other 

texts) 

SIGNIFIED 

PROCESS> 
SELECTION 
/orientation 

DIALOGICALITY  
-response to prior discourse 

-anticipation of subsequent discourse 
INDEX-
ICALITY 

Visual Object - 
Commodity, 
Physical materials 
of the medium 
technique and 
style 

Representational, 
(narrative themes, 
agents, goals, characters, 
objects) Modal (rhythms, 
colour, light, modality,
framing, perspective) and 
Compositional 
(horizontal, vertical or 
diagonal, rhythms, 
parallelisms, scale,)
functions (O’Toole, 
1994)  
Referential - context 
oriented - imparts 
information (Jakobson, 
1960) 

-Material (buildings 
artworks other 
creations) 

Placement-coded 
orientation  
Where in the 
world interaction 
takes place 

Experiential and 
emotional- 
(including shamanistic 
experience) 

Gestural 
language- bodily 
contact/ proximity/ 
physical 
orientation/ 
appearance/ 
gaze/gesture 

-Social and 
institutional 
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of people, often 
formally organized e.g. 
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individuals 
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- formal syntactic 
structure 
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Behaviour-
protocols/ rituals/ 
role playing/ 
games 

Phatic – contact oriented 
– establishing/ 
maintaining social 
relationships (Jakobson, 
1960) 

-Practical and ritual- 
ethical insight or 
spiritual awareness, 
often sacrificial 

Subject matter- 
symbolic themes/ 
codes 

Media codes 

Poetic – message 
oriented – foregrounds 
textual features
(Jakobson, 1960) 

-Doctrinal and 
philosophical- 
expresses worldviews 
about liberation and 
salvation 
- Ethical and legal- 
rules, laws or values 

Genre 
 
Aesthetic codes 
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Metalingual –code 
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nature of interaction
((Jakobson, 1960) 

-Narrative or mythic- 
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experience and ritual 
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In order to demonstrate how the process of analysis outlined in Table 

6.4.1 applies to the visual and verbal signs in the data, Plate 6.4.1, a 

randomly selected imagetext photographed in 2004 in the Redfern-

Annandale area of Sydney, is deconstructed in Table 6.4.2. The process 

of analysis is undertaken by applying the dialogical criteria firstly to the 

visual object, and subsequently to each of the discrete elements for 

selection, to determine the explicit and implicit meanings which 

comprise expression and content.  

 

 

Plate 6.4.1   Scram, Sydney 2004 
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Table 6.4.2 Analysis of Plate 6.4.1 Scram 
 

SIGNIFIER 
Elements 

Function/ Purpose 
(O’Toole 1994) 

(Jakobson, 1960) 

Religious 
dimension 

(Smart, 1989)

Intertextuality 
(other texts) SIGNIFIED 

SELECTION 
/orientation 

DIALOGICALITY 
-response to prior discourse 

-anticipation of subsequent discourse 
INDEXICALITY 

Visual Object - 
Letter S topped 
with a 3 pronged 
crown containing 
the text SCRAM 
and TM -  
produced over 
and between 
vertical rhythmic 
patterns of 
orange-red text 
(DReDD). 

X shape over the 
top of the S 
image. 

Representational-
narrative battle played 
out by two actors – 
Dredd and Scram and 
perhaps a third Toy (X 
over S). 

Modal Bright orange-
red in colour, DReDD 
is repeatedly executed 
using a controlled 
even rhythm. In (black 
and white) contrast   
the focal point is the 
dominant crowned S 
on a neutral vertical 
background in 
response to the 
rhythmic text either 
side and behind the S 
image. 

Compositional – the 
flowing text pattern, 
DReDD repeated in 
parallel lines, 
(produced from top to 
bottom not left to 
right), its upper-case 
lettering in vertical 
format is partly 
obscured by the single 
solid 3D monogram 
Letter S.  

Referential- response 
to Commercial and 
mass-media culture – 
Comics, Typography, 
film, computer games 
and graffiti culture.  

Material --
Production of 
iconic and 
symbolic images 
DReDD’s 
controlled 
rhythmic 
movement is 
characteristic of 
ritual calligraphic 
practice and 
existentialism in 
Eastern / Pacific 
Rim 
philosophies. 
Superking 
exploits 
Superman as a 
contemporary 
otherworldly 
saviour- and 
notions of 
transcendence 
in Western 
religion  
Narrative/ 
mythological–
culturally 
constructed 
narratives of 
superlative 
beings, themes 
of power and 
salvation 
Experiential – 
ritual enactment 
of the writers’ 
sense of place in 
the world.  

Judge Dredd, Cult 
status as a villainous 
hero, futuristic street 
cop with instant judiciary 
powers in the 1977 
British comic strip 
2000AD- most popular 
of judges who rule over 
Mega City One, a 
megalopolis 122 years 
in a post-apocalyptic 
future devastated by 
global conflicts, 
overcrowding and 
pollution. 
(http://en.wikipedia.org/
wiki/Judge_Dredd 
accessed 14.11.06) 

Single 3D capital S, 
iconic of Superman, the 
Action Comic superhero 
character and iconic of 
superheros in Western 
ideology and 
Typographic practice.  

Dredd was the initial 
marker of the space. 

S capped with a 3 
pronged pointed 
crown, is a symbol 
signifying the 
position of King in 
aerosol graffiti-
culture, a title 
reserved for highly 
respected writers as 
opposed to Toys at 
the bottom of the 
hierarchy– signified –
Super King 
challenges and over-
rides the earlier 
DReDD text.  

X -Negation of Super 
king image by 
another writer in 
cheap chrome.  

Placement – On 
narrow verge 
boarded by road 
on outside and 
high vertical 
metal fencing on 
the inside. 

The layout of the 
text “SCRAM” 
enclosed by 
repeated letters 
“TM” within the S 
piece is later 

Phatic function 
involved – visual and 
verbal texts address 
insiders and outsiders 
in the community. 
Writing on urban 
thoroughfare mimics 
the function of 
billboard advertising 
aimed at passing 
pedestrians and 
drivers by emulating 
commercial strategies.

Experiential 
and emotional 
– (including 
shamanistic 
experience) –
ritualized writing 
are  invocations  
by DReDD on 
the streets 
(practice of 
street culture) 
whereas role 
playing of 
Superman/King 

Background panels 
indicative of lower 
socio-economic 
residential or industrial 
areas –  

 

Strong verticals 
designed to keep in/ 
keep out indicative of 
repression, 
outsiderness. 
Proximity of 
imagetext on the 
inside boundary of a 
narrow verge, 
indicates the close 
presence of the 
communicator to the 
pedestrian viewer 
and engages in eye 
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SIGNIFIER 
Elements 

Function/ Purpose 
(O’Toole 1994) 

(Jakobson, 1960) 

Religious 
dimension 

(Smart, 1989)

Intertextuality 
(other texts) SIGNIFIED 

than the vertical 
text. “DReDD” 
(evident in its 
partial obscurity 
on lower right 
hand side of the 
block letter S.  
Similarly the 
overlaying X 
over the Super S 
evidences a later 
interaction. 

 is involved by 
SCRAM . 

level contact with the 
vehicular passer-by.  

The text layout 
conforms to the 
graffiti culture 
convention of placing 
the Tag within or 
next to the Crew 
name – hence 
SCRAM is the tag, 
TM the crew name.   

Gestural 
language- 3D 
solid filled block 
iconic/ emphatic 
sans serif letter 
S with emphasis 
on verticality 
partly erases 
juxtaposed  
vertical red text.  

X shape over the 
top of the image. 
 

By exploiting a genre 
that empowers the 
individual regardless 
of his individual 
cultural capital 
(Schirato et al, 1996) 
SCRAM assumes 
speaking rights, and 
the role of dominance 
or centrality as 
Superking.  

 

X writer continues  the 
conversation and 
interactions of the 
culture. 

Social and 
Institutional – a 
practice 
consistent with 
HipHop culture- 
calling on/ 
emulating 
charismatic/ 
revolutionary 
individuals. 
 

Dredd’s repeated 
incantation –physically 
calling on the character 
for example  “This 
Cursed Earth will not 
break me 
I AM THE LAW I AM 
DREDD” ( Comic cover 
2010AD 7 October 
1978) (Wikipedia, 
accessed 14.11.06). 

DReDD’s vertical 
gestures are a 
ideological quest 
consistent with 
calligraphic 
existentialism 
SCRAM Implies 
power gesturing, 
presence - at ground 
level on narrow 
verge engages 
directly the 
pedestrian or 
vehicular traveller -its 
bodily proximity 
affects the spectator 
- accords with 
insiders, may 
threaten outsiders. 

Verbal 
language   
DReDD is an 
invocation. 
SCRAM and TM 
are acronyms 
each having 
context 
dependent 
meanings. The 
upper-case 
lettering is 
usually the tag of 
the writer  
accompanied by 
the crew’s name. 

 

Commonly used in 
graffiti culture, the use 
of acronyms highlight 
context dependency of 
language and the 
efficacy of language is 
to promote insider 
/outsiderness. 

Practical and 
ritual-DReDD is 
rhythmic writing 
repeated chant 
like in 
accordance with 
ritual practice 
SCRAM the 
message–is 
structured  on 
billboard 
advertising to 
deliver a 
message 
Each relate to 
ethical insight 
or spiritual 
awareness 
reflecting two 
opposing 
philosophies. 
 

In contemporary culture 
acronyms are 
commonly used to 
identify corporations – 
SCRAM, e.g., may 
represent the following: 
a Newcastle covers 
band; interactive role 
play initiatives of  NSW 
Law Society to develop 
peaceful dispute 
resolution skills; 
similarly, an initiative of 
Western Australia 
Education for Dispute 
Resolution for high 
school students 
(www.lawsociety.com.a
u/page.asp?PartID=763
5  or 

http://www.scram.busin
ess.ecu.edu.au/) 

or a Washing Powder of 
the 1950s 

(www.powerhousemuse
um.com/collection/datab
ase/?irn=263303) 

DReDD and SCRAM 
operate as single 
acts – DReDD –
repeatedly invokes 
the name DReDD 
(judge and jury) to 
invoke the strengths 
of character for 
which the namesake 
is noted. 
 
SCRAM -
incorporated in S for 
superman is encased 
between two TM’s in 
straight forward 
natural lettering and 
language may also 
be read as a threat 
/command to 
outsiders of the 
culture. 
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SIGNIFIER 
Elements 

Function/ Purpose 
(O’Toole 1994) 

(Jakobson, 1960) 

Religious 
dimension 

(Smart, 1989)

Intertextuality 
(other texts) SIGNIFIED 

(accessed 16.11.06)  

TM– Acronym / Logo for 
trademark - references 
commercial culture and 
the right to produce.  

Behaviour- 

The text layout 
conforms to the genre 
of graffiti text and is 
indicative of the 
practice and 
interactions within the 
culture- “buffing” 
(erasing), “slashing” 
undermines the 
posturing of a writer 
and is a declaration of 
war within the culture. 
The individual 
posturing of the writers 
and their anonymity 
may threaten 
outsiders; in addition, 
however, they reflect 
sectarian differences 
within the culture. 

 The second and third 
writers each counter 
the previous writer. 
X - A piece ‘slashed’ 
or ‘dissed’ (insulted)  
in such a manner in 
graffiti culture is 
usually characterized 
as the action of a 
Toy.  
The negation of 
image/text involves 
tribal interactions of 
insiders – and is 
considered 
disrespectful  within 
the protocols of the 
culture 

Subject matter- 
Superbeings, 
themes of 
salvation and 
liberation 

 

Media codes 

Poetic function – 
messages about 
superpowers, 
salvation, tribal 
warfare and survival 

Old Skool -Block 
letter graffiti and 
imagery consistent 
with the block letter 
style of 60s and 70s  

Genre 

 
Metalingual – 
superheros have 
coded meaning- role 
playing or invocations 
which call on them to 
enhance performance 
within particular 
ideologies.  
 
Each employs the 
codes of respective 

The narrative/ 
mythic and 
doctrinal / 
philosophical 
dimensions -The 
cult following of 
Judge Dredd 
extends into 
many quarters of 
contemporary 
popular culture. 
 
Superman 
similarly enjoys 
a cult status, 
and is revived in 
popular film. 
 
Each perhaps 
represents 
sectarian/ racial 
differences in a 

Old Skool – Originally 
19thC Presbyterian term 
for old and new 
theology, from 1986  
referred to HipHop 
Culture from 1970s 
(http://en.wikipedia.org/
wiki/Old_skool  
accessed 16.11.06)  
 
Comic character 
DReDD was originally 
inspired by the Clint 
Eastwood film 
character, Dirty Harry 
and right-wing 
Thatcherism.  Features 
in the computer game 
Judge Dredd Vs Death 
(Rebellion 2003), board 
games and role playing 
games, several novels 

Old Skool graffiti 
influenced by 
advertising and 
commercial culture 
relates to economic 
disadvantage as an 
impetus for NYC 
graffiti (Table 2.1.1) 
Writing on the wall – 
a medium of truth as 
a response to ghetto 
life 
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SIGNIFIER 
Elements 

Function/ Purpose 
(O’Toole 1994) 

(Jakobson, 1960) 

Religious 
dimension 

(Smart, 1989)

Intertextuality 
(other texts) SIGNIFIED 

Aesthetic 
codes and  
Stylistic codes 

comic characters in 
style. However, the 
block lettering of the S 
image is consistent 
with Old Skool Graffiti 
and an iconic aesthetic 
consistent with an 
ideology which 
promotes the 
individual whereas 
Dredd is more 
concerned with the 
rhythmic action 
evident in its repetition 
and patterning 
consistent with the 
ideologies which focus 
on the collective in a 
style that owes more 
to contemporary 
graffiti. 

predominantly 
male culture. 

and plays and several 
genres of music 
including Heavy Metal -
Anthrax, Ska –Two-tone 
Madness, Scottish Punk 
Band, The Rezillos and 
bands with religious 
connotations in their 
name - The Screaming 
Blue Messiahs, Manic 
Street Preachers and 
with themes about 
salvation and ghetto 
oppression, The 
Mixtape Messiah (to the 
sound of revenge) other 
aliases Black Rapper 
Hakeem Seriki, King 
Koopa, Chamillionaire, 
Color Changin' Lizard, 
Chamillionator, The 
Truth  From Texas - 
(http://en.wikipedia.org/
wiki/Judge_Dredd 
accessed 16.11.06).  

The combination of 
the Superman 
symbol, the crown 
symbol for graffiti 
King and Old Skool 
graffiti – the latter 
two ideologically 
linked to NYC ghetto 
culture and themes 
of identity and 
repression. Block 
lettering and 
simplified colours of 
black, white and red 
are indicative of 
Blockbuster style 
designed to gain 
most visibility for the 
name akin to 
advertising style 
(Austin, 2001) in 
addition to exploiting 
comic style.  
 
In straightforward 
language and in 
upper-case letters 
with the exception of 
the central lowercase 
e in DReDD writing 
emulates the original 
comic and film title 
use of normal upright 
sans serif block 
letters in red. 

 
 

The significance of intertextuality to interpretation is clearly 

demonstrated. The communication in Plate 6.4.1 is inconceivable 

without the prior discourses in Western culture of the superhero and 

the more contemporary mythologies presented in typographic culture.  

The metalingual function of and referential content implicit in Plate 

6.4.1 draw heavily on the earlier texts which, in turn, draw on prior 

discourses.  Anonymous, iconic futuristic beings with supernatural 

powers are moralistic inventions to overcome evil, conceived out of a 

superstitious fear of the unknown. Set in Gothic City, recalling the 

superstition of the Dark Ages, Superman’s invulnerability, flight 

capacity and strength are stimulated by the primitive desire to survive 
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in narrative themes dealing with the gothic fight between good and evil.  

Similarly, predictive future cosmic chaos invokes the latter-day 

superhero, Judge Dredd’s capacity for lethal enforcement of law and 

order.   

 

Expression and content in the signs are involved in a cyclic discourse 

(dialogicality) which relies on the stories of the past for existence.   Thus 

the doctrinal and philosophical, the ethical and legal and the social and 

institutional dimensions of religion are involved in this battle of the 

titans.  The power of judgement is a key theme in this work in its 

reference to Superman, in reference to the status of Kings and the more 

recent character, Judge Dredd.  Both fictional characters are heavily 

reliant on earlier mythological and biblical narratives and themes, the 

concept of a higher being and the moralistic premise of the day of 

judgement and/or Armageddon.  The text, in style, aesthetic and genre, 

refers to the materiality of superheroes in a more secular typographic 

culture, as opposed to the more sacred in chirographic culture.  

 

The role of intertextuality is highlighted in the above analysis; meaning 

is implied, interpretation dependent on knowledge of the previous 

contexts of Judge Dredd and Superman in contemporary popular 

culture. The accessibility of specific signs is also highlighted. 

Interpretation may thus be limited to one’s familiarity with the signs or 

the research skills of the interpreter.   

 

Expression and content may require an understanding or knowledge of 

the existence of a previous text in more obscure contexts. For example, 

as flagged in 6.1, Plate 6.1.1 is interpretable through the analysis of a 

parallel object, exemplified in Plate 6.1.2, a design from the Book of 

Kells.  
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Plate 6.1.1   Anxious Legal graffiti Plate 6.1.2   Folio 19v from Book of Kells 

 

Comparable formal syntactic structures are explicit in the material 

objects, each comprising intriguing designs of interlocking patterns, 

cartoon characters and verbal language. The model of analysis in Table 

6.4.1 is applied to both Plates 6.1.1 and 6.1.2 in Table 6.4.3 in order to 

compare the two, to identify commonalities at a glance, and to 

demonstrate further the role of intertextuality as part of the dialogical 

process. 

 

Table 6.4.3 Analysis of Plate 6.1.1 by comparison with parallel object in Plate 6.1.2 
 

SIGNIFIER 
Elements 

Function/ Purpose 
(O’Toole 1994) 

(Jakobson, 1960) 

Religious 
dimension 

(Smart, 1989)

Intertextuality 
(Plate 6.1.2) 

SIGNIFIED 
(PLATE 6.1.1) 

SELECTION 
/orientation 

DIALOGICALITY 
-response to prior discourse 

-anticipation of subsequent discourse 
INDEXICALITY 

Visual Object  

Representational-
Each use narrative 
themes based on 
symbolic and iconic 
cultural imagery- Both 
texts are about 
survival or salvation 

Modal – Each use 
intricate interlocking 
rhythmic patterns to 
engage the viewer 

Compositional – 
each use flowing 
rhythms and colour   

Referential- 
contemporary piece 
refers back to a culture 
where consummation/ 
communion are the 
promise of salvation 
and conveys an 
implicit message about 

Material – the 
production of 
iconic and 
symbolic 
imagery 
embodying 
symbolic use of 
text, for 
example, the 
monastic Church 
in 6th C Ireland 
differed 
fundamentally 
from the 
Episcopal 
Church in Rome; 
variations were 
characteristically 
reflected in 
writing. 
Narrative/ 
mythological–
In each, 
symbolic 

In order to convert the 
largely illiterate masses to 
Christianity, pagan 
symbols were incorporated 
into Christian rituals.  A 
visit to Trinity College, 
Dublin in 2004 to view the 
Book of Kells highlighted 
its potency; the production 
process is particularly awe 
inspiring.  However, its 
contextualization, even in 
the halls of Trinity, was 
incomprehensible prior to 
undertaking a pilgrimage to 
the attic of St. Colum Cille 
at the monastery in Kells, a 
grim reminder of the 
asceticism of the past. 

Overall design merges 
rhythmic patterns related to 
shamanistic experience, 

Plate 6.1.1 uses a 
typically 
calligraphic-like 
construction of 
energetic 
interlocking letters 
consistent with 
the Wildstyle 
aesthetic which 
incorporates 
rhythms, arrows 
and other forms to 
signify motion, 
flow and direction 
(Chalfant et al, 
1984; Noah, 1997 
and others). 
These may be 
inspired by Pacific 
Rim (Bojorquez, 
2002), African 
Latin (Noah, 
1997) or 
alternative 
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SIGNIFIER 
Elements 

Function/ Purpose 
(O’Toole 1994) 

(Jakobson, 1960) 

Religious 
dimension 

(Smart, 1989)

Intertextuality 
(Plate 6.1.2) 

SIGNIFIED 
(PLATE 6.1.1) 

consumerism and 
mass production. 

iconography of 
mass culture 
relate to 
animism, belief 
in spiritual 
beings or 
agencies  

with Latin (outsider) text 
employed in an oral culture 
of mass illiteracy with 
iconic cultural imagery and 
highly decorative materials 
to draw the broader 
population into the ritual 
practice. Similar motifs of 
the animal ornamentation 
in the manuscripts are 
found in jewellery, 
metalwork and Pictish 
stone carvings of Scotland 
(Meehan, 1994). The use 
of interlacing in illuminated 
manuscripts developed 
from the art of antiquity and 
“reached a high order of 
ingenuity” in the Book of 
Kells with zoomorphic and 
abstract elements 
complicated by Celtic 
spirals and trumpet devices 
(Meehan, 1994:17).   

cultures, counter 
to the hegemony 
of Western 
philosophies, for 
example Celtic or 
Viking.  The visual 
object consists of 
aerosol spray 
paint and, in 
overall design, 
references the 
earlier work by 
embedding 
intricately 
interlocking 
(outsider) text and 
using iconic 
imagery to 
communicate with 
media-
mesmerized 
urban masses.   
  

Placement  

Phatic function - 
Each text is placed in 
the domain of the cult 
leaders– only the 
initiated may read 
these texts, the high 
priests of the culture -
accessibility only to 
insiders of the culture 
– outsiders limited to 
awe-inspiring imagery 
designed to convert 
beliefs systems. 
 
 

Experiential 
and emotional - 
Ritual, as a 
quintessential 
form of 
expression is 
organized 
around a 
society’s core 
symbols and is 
usually practised 
by many of its 
members to 
neutralize the 
uncertainty of a 
significantly 
affecting set of 
events which 
continue to be 
problematic 
(4.2.4). 

The consolidation of 
Christianity in Ireland, 
converted by St. Patrick in 
the fourth century, required 
the tools of trade for 
practice, celebratory 
objects, particularly books, 
larger books for the altar, 
smaller pocket gospels for 
roving missionaries, which 
constituted an urgency in 
the commissioning of 
books.  St. Colum Cille 
headed two monasteries, 
one in Iona, a small island 
off western Scotland from 
whence the manuscript is 
thought to have originated 
before being moved to the 
other in Kells, County 
Meath, Ireland, after Viking 
raids jeopardized its 
survival. For  use in ritual 
practice, it was placed on 
an altar (the symbolic 
sacrificial table) for visual 
effect. 

On a legal wall 
(sanctioned for 
the activities of 
the sub-culture by 
city council is thus 
incorporated and 
defused into the 
dominant culture 
(see Fiske (1997) 
in 4.1.1). It is set 
amongst other 
such works at the 
scene of various 
interactions 
friendly and 
otherwise, where 
the visual signs 
evidence the 
battle between 
rival writers.  As 
such, Its life 
expectancy is 
ephemeral. 
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SIGNIFIER 
Elements 

Function/ Purpose 
(O’Toole 1994) 

(Jakobson, 1960) 

Religious 
dimension 

(Smart, 1989)

Intertextuality 
(Plate 6.1.2) 

SIGNIFIED 
(PLATE 6.1.1) 

Gestural 
language-  
 

Extrapolated in 3.4 
rhythm is biologically 
pleasurable, closely 
identified with sound 
and bodily processes; 
similarly in visual 
patterns. 

Social and 
Institutional – 
Each draws on 
trance-inducing 
rhythms and 
cultural imagery 
symbolic of oral 
cultures  
 

The spatial repetitions of 
variations and similarity are 
integral to oral cultures and 
are used here to convert 
pagan Celts to Christianity.  
 
The pagan iconography of 
the lions, in this piece, is 
transformed by consuming 
grapes symbolic of the act 
of communion in Christian 
ritual. 
 

Embodied in 
HipHop culture, 
rhythms are a 
channel for ritual 
practice in 
production of 
graffiti, particularly 
Wildstyle text. As 
a physically 
visible material 
object, it is 
similarly used to 
engage/inspire 
the broader 
audience. 
The body 
language of the 
cartoon character 
REN in this image 
displays an 
extended tongue 
representing the 
visual signs of 
thirst/fatigue, 
extreme distortion 
of the eyes 
bulging from the 
head; the body is 
elevated rather 
than grounded, an 
ideological 
connotation that 
his 
neurosis/stress is 
a result of 
contemporary 
culture. 

Verbal 
language   
 

Encoded in foreign 
language inaccessible 
to the broader 
community – in the 
opening pages of St. 
John’s Gospel  the text
RIN -in Latin- was not 
in the vernacular and 
was  thus inaccessible 
to the community – 
similarly ANXIOUS is 
heavily disguised in 
distorted interlocking 
patterns inspired by 
Arabic text.  

Practical and 
ritual- Each text 
has a practical 
/ritual dimension 
by invoking the 
magical 
properties and 
potency of the 
spoken word 
with kinetic 
patterns and 
rhythm 
quintessential in 
ritual 
performance in 
oral traditions  
(3.2.1, Goody, 
1977, 1987; 
Laughlin et al 
1980) and 
elsewhere.    
 
The illuminated 
manuscripts 

Verbal text in illuminated 
manuscripts was written in 
Latin which was neither 
spoken nor read verbatim.  

Literal translation 
of the Wildstyle
Text is ANXIOUS 
– extends the 
interactive 
function of the 
visual. 
Consistent with 
the culture’s use 
of rhyme and 
other literary 
devices in 
rapping, for 
example, 
metaphor, simile, 
consonance and 
alliteration, the 
cartoon character 
Ren  refers to the 
Latin text in the 
earlier work RIN > 
Ren –– implicitly 
refers to the shift 
in spirituality from 
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SIGNIFIER 
Elements 

Function/ Purpose 
(O’Toole 1994) 

(Jakobson, 1960) 

Religious 
dimension 

(Smart, 1989)

Intertextuality 
(Plate 6.1.2) 

SIGNIFIED 
(PLATE 6.1.1) 

the chirographic 
culture to a 
dominantly 
typographic 
consumer culture.
Similarly, 
Wildstyle lettering 
is designed to be 
legible only to 
other writers or 
insiders  
 

Behaviour- 

Elaborate patterns and 
colour are used 
aesthetically to 
influence the 
behaviour of the 
spectator (Arnheim, 
1969; Barrow, 1995; 
Edwards, 1979, 1987; 
O’Toole, 1994 for 
example). The neural 
effect of kinetic 
patterns and rhythm 
on participants in ritual 
practice was 
extrapolated in 3.1.1. 
(Leroi-Gourhan, 1964), 
and in 3.1.2  (Laughlin 
et al, 1980) 

The text of insiders in 
each is used to 
exclude/ manipulate 
outsiders. Wildstyle 
reinforces “a sense of 
having a secret 
society, inaccessible 
to outsiders” (Chalfant 
et al, 1984:70).     

were essentially 
visual aids to 
impress and 
revere in their 
highly decorative 
state as 
contemplative 
objects, proof of 
the word of God. 
Similarly in 
Wildstyle graffiti, 
exemplified in 
Plate 6.1.1,  the 
rhythmic 
calligraphic 
patterns 
(conative of 
trance/ flowing 
movement/ 
direction 
elaborated in 
3.4) are part of 
ritualized 
practice. 
Ethical insight 
or spiritual 
awareness – 
each expresses 
/ promotes 
particular world 
views.  
Similarly the 
contemporary 
piece refers to a 
culture where 
consummation/ 
communion is 
the promise of 
salvation. 

Use of Latin was a 
powerful device of the 
Christian Church to control 
sacred knowledge. (Jones 
1997 and others in 4.1.1). 
The object itself was used 
as a mnemonic tool to 
administer the Word of 
God.  
 

Wildstyle text 
accessible only to 
insiders to the 
culture of writers 
thus those who 
write minister the 
message.  The 
implication may 
be that for the 
broader culture 
writers are 
outsiders who feel 
the need to use 
strategies to 
express their 
disaffection within 
the culture. 
whereas straight 
letters are used to 
communicate to 
the public (Noah, 
1997; Dennant, 
accessed 2002 
and others). 

Subject 
matter- Back 
et al (1999) 
examined the 
use of symbols 
as a shared 
resource with 
mainstream 
culture to 
enable the 
narrative  in 
contemporary 
graffiti and 
claim  that 
“articulation is 
invariably and 
simultaneously 
both aesthetic 
and political, 
crystallizing 
complex 

Poetic function –  
In content, Plate 6.1.1 
is consistent with a 
culture which 
ideologically “disputes 
hegemony; proving its 
valid existence within 
and different from the 
dominant society's 
thinking” (Dennant, 
1997, accessed 
3.07.2002). Similarly, 
Austin (1996), Allen 
(2000) and others 
confirm this 
overarching premise of 
HipHop and writing 
culture. 
 
 

The narrative/ 
mythic and 
doctrinal / 
philosophical 
Each text 
expresses 
worldviews 
about liberation 
and salvation 
The Wildstyle 
work, and 
similarly the 
illuminated 
manuscript, 
operates as a 
religious/cult text 
which relates 
worldviews 
through known 
narratives 
related to iconic 

As discussed in 6.1.1, Folio 
19V (Plate 6.1.2) is one of 
the opening pages of St. 
John’s Gospel, 
incorporating the graphic 
symbology of the oral Celts 
around the Latin letters 
RIN.  
Zoomorphic and 
anthropomorphic images 
(lions, peacocks and vines)  
embody culturally specific 
symbolic themes of the 
Celtic oral culture, for 
example the ancient belief 
that the flesh of a peacock 
is incorruptible is used to 
represent the 
incorruptibility of Christ  
(Meehan 1994) 

Zoomorphic 
image and verbal 
language together 
reinforce concepts 
of anxiety in 
contemporary 
living–Cartoon 
narrative focuses 
on the story of 
hardship in inner-
city living. Ren 
represents the 
violence that is 
symptomatic of 
anxiety and of 
alienation perhaps 
effected by 
detachment in an 
essentially 
typographic 
culture as 



----------------------------------------------------------------------------------------------------------------------------------------------------------------------------------------- 137

SIGNIFIER 
Elements 

Function/ Purpose 
(O’Toole 1994) 

(Jakobson, 1960) 

Religious 
dimension 

(Smart, 1989)

Intertextuality 
(Plate 6.1.2) 

SIGNIFIED 
(PLATE 6.1.1) 

desires, 
dreams and 
claims” (Back 
et al, 
1999:70,71) 

imagery the 
focus of which is  
mythology of an 
oral culture.  
 

extrapolated in 
4.1.2 exemplifying 
the corruption of 
contemporary 
culture. In the 
contemporary 
analogy, Ren is 
an insane 
Chihuahua, the 
lead character in 
an extremely 
subversive 
animated 
television series in 
which Western 
culture is 
frequently 
lampooned, 
particularly for its 
materialism and 
superstition 
(http://www.dvdti
mes.co.uk/content
.php?contentid=5
718 accessed 
4/10/06). That the 
show reached cult 
status is 
attributable to its 
interpretation by 
largely college 
and university 
students who 
appreciate its 
macabre humour 
and the 
significance of 
violence in the 
character’s 
personification  

Media codes  
 

 
Metalingual – The 
selection of Ren as a 
parallel to the Latin 
text RIN might be 
argued as co-
incidental; however, in 
the context of the two, 
a counter argument is 
more plausible. The 
visual semiotics of the 
media and style 
reinforce the 
ideological content in 
accordance with 
McLuhan’s (1964) 
“Media is the 
message” and Neo-
Marxist theories of 
media control in 
contemporary culture 

Ethical and 
legal -rules, 
laws or  values- 
 

Illuminated manuscripts 
were designed as 
mnemonic tools for those 
familiar with the texts when 
addressing the 
congregation and as visual 
aids to impress and revere 
as contemplative objects, 
each a highly decorated 
precious object using gold 
leaf and other precious 
materials and modes of 
production as discussed in 
4.2.3, proof of the word of 
God.  Placed on an altar 
(the sacrificial table) for 
visual effect, the 
illuminated manuscript is 
used for transcendental 
ritual practice for ministry 
of  “The Word” of God   

Writing on the wall 
– a 
transcendental 
ritual practice – in 
a culture where 
the aphorism 
writing on the wall 
connotes 
prophetic truth, 
ministered by 
those who write 
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SIGNIFIER 
Elements 

Function/ Purpose 
(O’Toole 1994) 

(Jakobson, 1960) 

Religious 
dimension 

(Smart, 1989)

Intertextuality 
(Plate 6.1.2) 

SIGNIFIED 
(PLATE 6.1.1) 

Genre 
 

  

Aesthetic 
codes and  
Stylistic 
codes 

(Baudrillard, 1968, 
1973 and elsewhere). 
 
Significantly, in both 
texts, the iconography 
of mass culture is 
incorporated to 
communicate to the 
broader public. 

 

Latin (R I N) embedded in 
rhythmic patterns were 
subversive strategies  cult 
insiders used to 
communicate – holders of  
Sacred Knowledge within 
the Christian Church 
collude with converted 
Druid monks to convert 
others.  
Interlacing incorporating 
zoomorphic and 
anthropomorphic images of 
stylized peacocks, lions 
and grape vines, embody 
typical ritual aspects of a 
traditional oral culture of 
monks who converted to 
Christianity from the Celtic 
upper classes, including 
the Druids (Pächt, 1984; 
Meggs, 1983; Howie, 
accessed 2002). 

Cult text – relates 
worldviews 
consistent with 
HipHop culture -
through shared 
narratives  
(sentimentality for 
Celtic (perhaps 
mythic) culture) 
incorporating 
iconic imagery 
with text, (see 
Lachlan et al, 
1980 re myth 
4.2.4) 

 

 

The efficacy of the methodology is thus demonstrated in two 

significantly divergent texts, Plates 6.1.1 and 6.4.1 to identify the iconic, 

symbolic and indexical signs in the respective texts. The analysis 

effectively identifies commonalties and differences in the ideologies of 

the two in fulfilment of the first main aim of the thesis.  At the outset, 

the processing of the discrete elements of the visual object through the 

dialogical criteria reveals extant themes of survival, salvation and 

liberation, demonstrating the relevance of Smart’s (1989) religious 

dimensions and the agency of mass media iconography as powerful 

mediums for communication.    

 

Separate analytic deconstruction of each item in the extensive volume of 

data (in excess of 3000 samples) to the degree demonstrated in Plates 

6.4.1 and 6.1.2 is neither warranted nor feasible.  Hence data are 

grouped in terms of thematic commonalties/differences and processed 
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using the dialogical criteria set out in Table 6.4.1 to examine the 

discrete elements listed under (Selection).  The focus is on the visual 

objects, their placement, verbal and gestural language and behaviour in 

comparable contexts, and content genre, styles, aesthetics, and subject 

matter and is thematically classified accordingly. Where necessary an 

exemplary work is analysed in detail. In terms of the second aim of the 

study, themes encapsulated within the data is documented and/or 

classified in Chapter 8 for the purpose of conceptual development for 

exhibition work.  
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7. Substance in Australian Writing: 2002-2004 

7.1. Expression in writing  

7.1.1. Placement: Coded orientation  

There is a set of words comprising what we might call the Stance  

family, for they all derive from a concept of place, or placement. In  

the Indo-Germanic languages the root for this family is stā, to 

stand (Sanscrit, sthā). And out of it there has developed this 

essential family, comprising such members as: consist, constancy, 

constitution, contrast, destiny, ecstasy, existence, hypostatize, 

obstacle, stage, state, status, statute, stead, subsist, and system.  

Burke 1945:21 

 

The purpose of this chapter is to document the analysis of the 

subversive communication in the data set comprising over three 

thousand images of urban aerosol graffiti photographed chiefly along 

the East Coast of Australia between December 2002 and June 2005.  

The analysis is designed to classify the textual methodology used 

strategically to communicate common ideological themes through the 

use of iconic, indexical and symbolic signs in writing, as the basis for 

the development of imagery which reflects the subversive elements of 

the social protest ethic. 

 

From the outset, the true volume of the interactions taking place in 

Australian writing, and consequently the gamut of signs therein, are 

hidden, due predominantly to ongoing campaigns to obliterate it as 

soon as it appears.  Given the subversive nature of the practice, the zero 

tolerance war on graffiti in Australia is overwhelmingly under 

documented; a factor which not only masks the extent of its occurrence 

but also hides the true cost of the operations from the taxpayer. 
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However, some idea of the enormity of writing practice is imaginable 

given those statistics which are published. For example, Senator 

Campbell (1996) and others (for example Smith & Lee, 2003) claims 

over $200 million is spent nationally each year in removal costs, a 

figure not including law enforcement and other associated areas.  In the 

year to June 2006, the Sydney City Council reported removal of 

242,797 incidents of graffiti covering almost 108,000m2 in area, whilst 

Cityrail, New South Wales, reported removal of 513,326m2 from track 

siding and 444,753 incidents on trains (cityofsydney and cityrail, 

accessed 8/1/07). The extent of eradication by other public and private 

property owners in the area is inestimable.  However, the data collected 

are exemplary of the recurring incidences encountered, thus enabling 

inferences and conclusions to be drawn from the samples in the various 

locations over the period of the research.  

 

Table 7.1.1 indicates the scope of the writing, listing the locations and 

number of photographs imported/scanned into the computer, date, 

photographer details and the photographic means.  However, the 

number of photographs listed misrepresents the actual samples of 

writing (estimated to be well in excess of 3,000) in that some of the 

photographs include several different acts by as many writers as will be 

obvious from many of the plates discussed (e.g., Plates 7.1.82 and 

7.2.1).  Similarly, on occasions, a number of photographs record more 

detailed information about one particular instance.    

   

Table 7.1.1 Photographic data of Australian Graffiti 2002-2005 
Location # in 

each 
Date of 
photograph 
YEAR/MM/DD 

Digital (D)/ 
Disposable 
camera (DC) 
SLR (C) 

Photographer 
Gender (M or 
F) 
Age = (<) 
younger than 
35, (>) older 
than 35) 

Townsville 
Garbutt/Stuart/Minden Pk 

138 2002-12-15 D D Foley F> / 
K Wilson M< 

Nullabor Plain_South 
Australian Coast –
Victorian Coast 

36 2002_12 DC B Foley M< 

Adelaide 24 2002_12 DC B Foley M< 
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Location # in 
each 

Date of 
photograph 
YEAR/MM/DD 

Digital (D)/ 
Disposable 
camera (DC) 
SLR (C) 

Photographer 
Gender (M or 
F) 
Age = (<) 
younger than 
35, (>) older 
than 35) 

Brisbane  26  DC B Foley M< 
Townsville Pimlico/  47 2003-04-10 D D Foley F> 
Townsville City/Hermit Pk 66 2003-03-10 D D Foley F> 
Noosaville/ Bryon Bay/ 
Lennox Head  

36 2003-05-01 DC B Foley M< 

Melbourne Fitzroy/Carlton  36 2003_06 DC A Beckett F> 
Nimbin 27 2003-04-13 DC B Foley M< 
Townsville Hermit Pk/  8 2003-06-15 D D Foley F> 
Townsville 
Aitkenvale/Rising 
Sun/Heatley 

33 2003-06_15 D D Foley F> 

Townsville Ross River 2 2003_06_20 D 

 

D Foley F> 

 
Brisbane Eliz St Car Park 

 

24 2003_03_18 DC B Foley M< 

Park Rd Station Brisbane 26 2003_03_18 DC B Foley M< 
Brisbane 26 2003_03_18 DC B Foley M< 

Brisbane The Gap 
Auchenflour Tweed 

Heads 

26 2003_07-02 DC B Foley M< 

Brisbane Morningside 
Train station 

28 2003_07_03 DC B Foley M< 

Brisbane New Farm 
Brunswick St 

28 2003_07_03 DC B Foley M< 

Vincent Village 
Townsville 

30 2003_9_23 DC D Foley F> 

Townsville Cranbrook 20 2003_09_14 D D Foley F> 
Toowong 6 2003_09_15 D S Foley F< 
Tingalpa 30 2003_09_15 D M Foley M> 
Rockhampton 7 2003_09-16 D D Foley F> 
Sydney – 1 28 2003_09 DC B Foley M< 
Sydney-2 Clifford 26 2003_09 DC B Foley M< 
Sydney- 3 Clifford 27 2003_09 DC B Foley M< 
Sydney-4 25 2003_09 DC B Foley M< 
Sydney-5 26 2003_09 DC B Foley M< 
Sydney-5a  13 2003_09 DC B Foley M< 
Sydney-6 26 2003_09 DC B Foley M< 
Sydney-6a 23 2003_09 DC B Foley M< 
Sydney-7 26 2003_09 DC B Foley M< 
Sydney-7a 27 2003_09 DC B Foley M< 
Melbourne Fitzroy/ 
Carlton 

56 2003_10-24 D D Foley F> 

Melbourne Fitzroy  237 2003_10-24 D D Foley F> 
Melbourne City 24 2003_10-25 D D Foley F> 
Melbourne Carlton 113 2003_10-26 D D Foley F> 
Brisbane 
Wynnum_Morningside 

89 2003_12_28 D D Foley F> 

Brisbane 
Carindale_Manly 

20 2003_12_29 D D Foley F> 

Brisbane Paddington 11 2003_12_31 D D Foley F> 
Brisbane Mt Nebo Rd 6 2003_12 C M Mancy F< 
Sydney-8 27 2004_2_14 DC B Foley M< 
Sydney-9 26 2004_02_14 DC B Foley M< 
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Location # in 
each 

Date of 
photograph 
YEAR/MM/DD 

Digital (D)/ 
Disposable 
camera (DC) 
SLR (C) 

Photographer 
Gender (M or 
F) 
Age = (<) 
younger than 
35, (>) older 
than 35) 

Sydney – 10Clifford 26 2004_02_14 DC B Foley M< 
Sydney-11 27 2004_02_14 DC B Foley M< 
Sydney-12 34 2004_02_14 DC B Foley M< 
Sydney-13 26 2004_02_14 DC B Foley M< 
Sydney 14 27 2004_02_14  B Foley M< 
Sydney 15 28 2004_02_21  B Foley M< 
Sydney 16 28 2004_02_21  B Foley M< 
Sydney17-Newtown 27 2004_03_04 DC B Foley M< 
Sydney18 26 2004_03_04 DC B Foley M< 
Sydney19-Redfern 25 2004_03_04 DC B Foley M< 
Sydney20-Newtown 25 2004_03_04 DC B Foley M< 
Sydney-21 27 2003_11 DC B Foley M< 
Sydney-22 26 2003_11 DC B Foley M< 
Sydney-23 26 2003_11 DC B Foley M< 
Sydney-24 24 2003_11 DC B Foley M< 
Sydney-25 26 2003_11 DC B Foley M< 
Melbourne city-Flinders 
Lane 

8 2004_01-03 C T Duff  F> 

Brisbane Mt Nebo  3 2004_01-01 D D Foley F> 
Brisbane Milton_Nth 
Coast Highway 

31 2004_01-02 D D Foley F> 

Vincent Townsville 2 2004_01-06 D C Foley <F 
Rockhampton 2 2004_01-26 D D Foley F> 
Aitkenvale, Townsville 15 2004_01_06  C Foley <F 
Canberra 3 2004_4_02 D J OSullivan F> 
Mackay/Townsville 
Highway 

20 2004_02-08 D D Foley F> 

Vincent 32 2004_04-25 D J Osullivan F> 
Brisbane Morningside  26 2004_05-06 DC B Foley M< 
Townsville city 5 2004_07-12 D D Foley F> 
Brisbane Ferny Hills 
Track 

36 2004_08-08 D D Foley F> 

Brisbane 6 2004_06 D K Wilson M< 
Sydney-26 22 2004_09 DC J Morena M< 
Townsville 
Aitkenvale/Kirwan 

11 2005_06_05_ DC D foley F> 

Total photographs 
examined 

2236    

 

Since placement/orientation contributes significantly to meaning in 

visual objects, it is the first of the elements selected for examination.  

Research on minimization strategies to counter the impact of writing 

(for example, Geason et al, 1990) includes architectural planning and 

design to maximize surveillance and the use of surfaces resistant to 

aerosol spray paint. However, it is the textural substrates which provide 

the contexts in which to understand the textual content and expression.  



----------------------------------------------------------------------------------------------------------------------------------------------------------------------------------------- 144

 

Dialogical difference in expression was observed initially in various 

locations. The codes and intertexts embedded in diverse substrates, 

illustrated for example in Adelaide, Melbourne, Sydney, Brisbane and 

Townsville in Plates 7.1.1.-7.1.6, reveal how the phatic function or the 

experiential / emotional dimension might be implicit, and 

correspondingly, how contexts involved might be inextricably linked to 

those areas and surfaces.  The majority of graffiti, particularly that 

which uses text alone, is executed in highly public space, often on well-

maintained substantial substrates, such as those illustrated in Plates 

7.1.1 Adelaide, and 7.1.2 at The Gap in Brisbane, whereas more 

elaborate pieces are found in places affording more opportunity to 

complete the work in advance of detection, for example at Morningside 

in Plate 7.1.2. 

 

 Plate 7.1.1   Adelaide substrates

 

Morningside Park Road Tingalpa The Gap New farm 

Plate 7.1.2   Suburban substrates, Brisbane  

 

Disparity in substrates also contributes to the content thereon.  For 

example, the substrates in the metropolitan areas, in the suburbs 

within them and in various regional centres, such as those illustrated in 
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the above Plates 7.1.1 and 7.1.2, in Plate 7.1.3, in suburbs of Sydney, 

in Plate 7.1.4, inner-city suburbs of Melbourne, and in Plate 7.1.5, in 

disparate areas in Townsville, are code for their economic, demographic 

or ethnographic base.  

 

Plate 7.1.3   Suburban substrates, Sydney – Newtown, Clifford and Redfern  

 
Plate 7.1.4   Inner-city Melbourne substrates – Fitzroy and Carlton 

 

Plate 7.1.5   Disparate Townsville substrates 

 

Consistent with the forms of expression documented in Table 2.4.1, 

urban aerosol expression is largely made up of TTP.  Tagging is reported 

as the most prodigious form of expression; nevertheless, it is by no 

means the only form. Overt messages appear across the realm of 

practice, as accessible texts embedded in otherwise inaccessible 

Wildstyle text, in stencil graffiti, directly onto billboards, either co-

existing in areas where tagging is prevalent or in equally visible public 

spaces with high traffic.   
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The contextual substrates often mirror the localized economic, political 

or philosophical expressions of those who might participate. A 

correlation exists between the graffiti’s proximity to the nature of its 

subject-matter. Localized writing on the wall is discussed in relation to 

the plates in Plates 7.1.6 – 7.1.21.  

 
   

Plate 7.1.6   Anti-police sentiment Clifford 
Sydney 2004 

Plate 7.1.7  Anti-police sentiment Redfern 
Sydney 2004 

  

Plates 7.1.8 and 7.1.9   Racial connotations Redfern Sydney  2004 

  
Plate 7.1.10  Racial issues, Redfern Sydney 

2004 
Plate 7.1.11  Stencil track of police emblem 

Melbourne 2003 

 

Plates 7.1.6 -10 show how expression in Sydney’s suburb of Redfern is 

indexical of its economic base, racial tensions and strained 

relationships between a large indigenous population and local police, 

the latter highlighted in the January 2004 riot over the death of an 

indigenous teenager during a police pursuit.  However, similar 
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sentiments were observed universally in relation to local police, for 

example an almost identical version (in English) of Plate 7.1.7 was 

observed in the Marine Police car-park, Peniche, Portugal during the 

same year. A feasible influence on Plates 7.1.6 and 7.1.7 is the lyrics of 

F..k tha police by Gangsta Rap group N.W.A. (Niggaz With Attitude), on 

their album Straight outta Compton which reflects gang life, police 

brutality and racism.   

  

Plate 7.1.11 in Melbourne illustrates the concept of police presence 

symbolically represented by the repeated pattern associated with their 

uniform structured in the form of tracks.  

 

  
 

Plate 7.1.12  Drug implications Nimbin 2003 Plate 7.1.13  Drug implications Nimbin 2003 

 

Plates 7.1.12 and 7.1.13 indicate that Nimbin’s reputation as a hippie 

commune since the 1970s is synonymous with alternative culture 

including drug taking.   

 

  

Plate 7.1.14  Adelaide December 2002 Plate 7.1.15  Melbourne June 2003 
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Plate 7.1.14 represents a political comment regarding the then current 

Minister for Immigration, interpreted in context in Adelaide, possibly 

relates to the treatment of immigrants in the Baxter Detention Centre in 

South Australia.  Photographed in a back street behind a commercial 

building below a political poster, the sardonic content begins   

Allamericansareobnoxiousallaustraliansarearselickersallafghansareterrorists… 

 

Plate 7.1.15 in Melbourne reports on the long running forest blockade 

which protests the logging of one of the world’s oldest growth forests in 

East Gippsland (Accessed 13.01.07  

<http://www.goolengook.forests.org.au/goolengook.html>). 

 

 

  

Plate 7.1.16  Homeless Merry Xmas 
Elizabeth St Car Park Brisbane July 2003 

Plate 7.1.17  Something has happened to 
beauty Brunswick Street New Farm Brisbane 

2003 

 

Plate 7.1.16 homeless Merry Xmas in a Brisbane city car-park is 

evocative of the controversial evictions of squats in New Farm and the 

inner city at the time. An insight into the life of one homeless youth’s 

need to write in Brisbane can be gleaned from sk8tr_rat on the site 

homeless.org.au (accessed 14.01.07), the latter’s coded name a 

characteristic of the outsiderness of those who write. The comment 

Something has happened to Beauty, Plate 7.1.17, understates a shifting 

ideological stance which may not have the same meaning for all viewers. 
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Plate 7.1.18  Melbourne 2003 Plate 7.1.19  Inner city Melbourne 2003 

 

 

Plate 7.1.20  Deface Ads, Fitzroy Melbourne 
2003 

Plate 7.1.21  Civil disobedience Fitzroy 
Melbourne  2003 

 

Plates 7.1.18 - 21 reflect the high student population in inner-city 

suburbs in Melbourne, twenty-eight percent of whom profess to follow 

no religion according to the 2001 census (www.melbourne.vic.gov.au 

accessed 14.01.07).  However, deeper philosophical expression is found 

across the board as for example is expressed in Plate 7.1.17 in 

Brisbane. 

 

Nationally, political, racial, religious or social content appeared across 

the realm of issues confronting the population and in all forms of 

expression, as a stand alone message or embedded in pieces, stencils, 

amongst tags, or on traffic signs and billboards as illustrated in Plates 

7.1.22 - 38.   
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Plate 7.1.22  Melbourne 2003 Plate 7.1.23   Newtown Sydney 2004 

 

Plate 7.1.24  Lygon Street Melbourne 2003 

  

Plate 7.1.25  Fitzroy Melbourne  2003 Plate 7.1.26  Fitzroy Melbourne  2003 
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Plate 7.1.27  Newtown, Sydney 2004 Plate 7.1.28  Fitzroy Melbourne 2003 

 

 

Plate 7.1.29  Bergin Rd Cranbrook, Townsville 
2004 

Plate 7.1.30  Peace salaam shalom Fitzroy 
Melbourne 2003 

  

Plate 7.1.31  Food not bombs Park Road 
Brisbane 2003 

Plate 7.1.32  Consume because you’re terrified, 
Fitzroy Melbourne 2003 
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Plate 7.1.33  Water is Life / I must tread the 
earth carefully, Melbourne 2003 Plate 7.1.34  No War, Byron Bay 2003 

  

Plate 7.1.35  Advertise here  I love U Sydney 
2003 

Plate 7.1.36  Honk loves hearts near 
Carlingford Sydney 2004 

 

Plate 7.1.37  Writing on traffic signs and public utilities in Melbourne  

 

Plate 7.1.38  Writing on traffic signs and public utilities in Brisbane 
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National or global issues are consistent with messages and slogans 

elsewhere (see Table 2.1.1) in aerosol graffiti which uses the spoken 

language in a straight forward aesthetic style in commonly overt 

political, racial, religious or social expressions of criticism, protest, 

rejection or agreement relative to the demographics of the area typified 

in Plates 7.1.22-34.  Whilst the trend elsewhere of billboard refacing as 

political statement was not significantly documented in the data, writing 

was frequently observed on traffic signs and utilities as a form of civil 

disobedience as exemplified in Plates 7.1.35- 38.   

 

Conversely, place may directly influence the content in expression as 

Plates 7.1.39 - 41 demonstrate.  

 

Plate 7.1.39  Def Threats East  Brisbane 2002 
 

  

Plate 7.1.40  Def Threats  on side of train in 
rail yard at Garbutt Townsville 2002 

Plate 7.1.41  Internet blog by Def Threats 
writer 

 

The comment “you have new mail” in Plate 7.1.39, for example, is a 

dialogical response to its context where the commercial signage 

advertises “Mail Marshall, email content security”. The highly finished piece 
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dated 2002 by a Def Threats writer is located in a semi-industrial area 

in East Brisbane where one might expect low traffic after nightfall; 

conversely, Plate 7.1.40 exhibits a quickly executed tag by another of 

the crew on the side of a train at Garbutt, Townsville in 2002.  Plate 

7.1.41 appeared on an Internet blog by a Def Threats writer (2001), “Can 

you get arrested for making def threats against public figures”, in response to 

the previous blog “can I get arrested at 9 and 12?”  (Give Love: Get Love, 

accessed 22.01.07). 

 

7.1.2. Behaviour, gesture and language in the visual 

semiotics of writing 

In essence, the act of writing can be said to involve the writer as social 

actor in a socially constructed world of discourse, involving 

compositionally and modally organized placement and pictorial spaces 

(Scollon et al, 2003) in a symbolic social action organized within a 

contemporary framework that mimics the biblical Book of Genesis (see 

3.1.1; e.g., Burke, 1945; Ong, 1967; Goody, 2000; Scollon et al, 2003).  

The tag is irrefutably the basis of the culture of writing (4.1.4) and is 

ubiquitous and omnipotent in public space. Austin (2001) explains how 

the New York Transit Authority’s war on graffiti directly affected the 

activities of writers after 1984. Redirected from trains and the subways 

to public space, the city’s walls were targeted in divergent modes of 

practice 

  

…split into two overlapping communities of practice: one based on 

the production of masterpieces in areas of the city that are not 

under surveillance, and a second based on bombing the most 

visible of shared public spaces with throw-ups”  

(Austin, 2001:227).  

 

Those who commit to the aesthetic practice and development of style, 

design and technical skills plan and document their work in black 

books which have, in the United States and elsewhere, become 
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important artefacts of the culture. Whilst the illegality of practice 

remains very much an ideal, according to Farrell (1994), those who 

focus on style as an outcome are more likely to practise on legal walls 

until such time as they become better writers or simply because of the 

opportunity to do so. Since legal space is at a premium, the constant 

erasure of time-consuming elaborate pieces, exemplified in Plate 7.1.42 

in Newtown Sydney, and detailed in Plates 7.1.43 and 44 drives the 

more skilled back to illegal spaces.  

 

 

Plate 7.1.42  Sections of a production in Newtown Sydney 2004 

 

 

Plate 7.1.43  Detail A  of Plate 7.1.42 Plate 7.1.44  Detail B of Plate 7.1.42 
 

Superficially, the dominance of bombing might appear to indicate that 

few involved in the culture develop the design and technical skills 

required to participate in the production of masterpieces, but see an 

immediate opportunity to contribute to the culture through tagging. The 

productivity of a number of writers emerged from the data collected in 

each location as Plates 7.1.45 – 7.1.53 illustrate, notably Stanley, 
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2Balls, Muddle, Reify, Diva (also Diver), Sick, Brief, With, Bring and Dlux 

in Melbourne; Sofle in Brisbane; Meow, Phibs, (also Phiber), Akost, Verb 

and Gretci in Sydney, Next and Detox in northern New South Wales, 

Bone, Bake and Static in Townsville.  

 

Plate 7.1.45  Stanley in 
Melbourne 

 

Plate 7.1.46  2Balls in 
Melbourne 

 

Plate 7.1.47  Reify in 
Melbourne and Brisbane 

 

Plate 7.1.48  Phunie,The 
Gap, Brisbane 
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Plate 7.1.49  Sofle in 
Brisbane 

Plate 7.1.50  Verb in Sydney 

Plate 7.1.51  Gretci  in 
Redfern Sydney 

 

Plate 7.1.52  Static in 
Townsville 

 

Plate 7.1.53  Bake and Bone 
in Townsville 
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The coded tags of writers are classified under themes of identity in the 

literature. However, a broader understanding of themes as they relate to 

a writer’s existence is perhaps more useful.  The new identity a writer 

adopts as a tag may be made up or inherited from another writer, 

become one of a numbered series, or even chosen as a pun (Chalfant et 

al, 1984). It may pay homage to another writer whose achievements are 

appreciated; much in the way Christian children are given saints 

names.  Among other sources, according to Austin (2001), a writer’s tag 

has a lineage which may be traced from 1960s counter culture, or 

broadcast media which allows the individual to “imaginatively position 

her/himself in relation to one of the more powerful public spotlights in the 

contemporary fragmented social world” (Austin, 2001:45).  Bone in 

Townsville, for example, in Plate 7.1.50, may reference Bones15, also 

known as Frankie Bones, a writer on trains who gained a reputation as 

a main figure in the London House Music scene in the 1980s (Austin, 

2002).  

 

Alternatively, one might argue that bombing appears to be an 

experiential aspect of practice, a pattern of ceremonious behaviour 

where emotion is expressed through the ritualization of writing to fulfil 

the function of developing spiritual awareness or ethical insight.  

Simultaneously, and generally as productive as the more legible form 

above, other tags (e.g., in Plate 7.1.54) exhibit calligraphic mark-making 

consistent with the spiritual aspect of experience.  Production involves a 

transcendental calligraphic experience, evidence of a different worldview 

wherein ideologies are antithetic to extant values.  

                                       

 
15 A writer in Sydney also tags Bones. Yet another was photographed in Barcelona (DF, 2004). 
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a  b  c  

d  e  f  

g  h  i  

j  k  l  

Plate 7.1.54  Calligraphic Tags 

 

Spiritual awareness or ethical insight goes hand in hand with the 

practical and ritual dimension of the religious which is sometimes 

informal and often sacramental in nature, whilst the experiential and 

emotional dimension involves the emotions and experiences of men and 

women. Of the many manifestations of the latter dimension, Smart 

(1989) describes one type of feeling involved as a “mysterium tremendum 

et fascinans, a mysterious something which draws you to it but at the same 

time brings an awe-permeated fear” (Smart, 1989:13). It is conceivable that 

fear of being detected whilst endeavouring to execute marks of 

perfection might involve strong emotions bordering on religious 

experience.  On the other hand, the compulsion to create such rhythmic 
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patterns is behaviour consistent with a “fundamental psychobiological 

propensity in humans that provides pleasurable feelings of mastery, security, 

and relief from anxiety” (Dissanayake, 1992:84).   

 

Gesture features in diverse forms in writing.  In addition to the 

calligraphic mark-marking gesticulated in tags exemplified in Plate 

7.1.54, it appears explicitly in iconography as in Plates 7.1.19, 20, 23, 

26, 30, 33, and elsewhere as crude hand signals (for example in the 

linear drawing in Plate 7.1.7) or implicitly when combined with fonts as 

will be examined in 7.2.3 on metalanguage. 

 

Straightforward verbal language in writing often reinforces the visible 

gesture to express issues of identity, of success, of desire; however, as 

with gesture, it frequently conveys primary concerns related to survival, 

as represented in Plates 7.1.55 - 60.  

 

Plate 7.1.55  
Detox in 

Northern New 
South Wales 

2003 

a)  

b)  

 
Verbal language is explicit in Plate 7.1.55 for example; however, 

metalanguage embedded in the structure and mode of the visual 

expression reveals a greater depth of meaning.  In addition to the 

straightforward representational language, the writer of the tag detox 

exploits the visual potential of fonts; in a), in the left and right images,  

the upper case is used with the exception of the lower case for “t", its 

cruciform a visual expression for death and sacrifice. Despite the 

ambiguity of other letters in the remaining images, the meaning of the 
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letter “t” is consistent and is reinforced in the lower right image by the 

crucifix infill in the eulogy to Mars. Similarly, the verbal imperative of 

the verb is visually projected in all three images by using the two colour 

shadow format to create the illusion of three- dimensionality. 

 

Plate 7.1.56 underscores the duality of simple visual expression and 

complex meaning; the triple use of emphatic devices includes a 

preceding colon, (inferring perhaps care is one in a list of 

considerations), partial underlining of the first two letters and use of the 

imperative verb in :cAre.   

 

 

Plate 7.1.56  Care in Byron Bay 2003 

 

Similarly in Plate 7.1.58, the double “l” spelling of hellp, the first written 

in subscript, implicates a concept of Hell in the context of the 

imperative verb.  One can only imagine the thought processing involved 

during the stencil cutting of the expression in Plate 7.1.57; however the 

gesture expressed in S.O.S. detailed in Plate 7.1.60 leaves little to be 

imagined in the macro view of Plate 7.1.59.  Outsiderness is 

unequivocal, not only in the writing which includes the drug reference 

in budz on the extreme left of the image and the spiralling downward 

arrow on the right, but in the barred windows as a backdrop of a quasi-

lounge setting; here the obviously utilized seating is surrounded by the 

accoutrements of the homeless. 
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Plate 7.1.57  Sometimes when I relax I begin to 
panic  Fitzroy Melbourne 2003 

Plate 7.1.58  Help Park Road Station Brisbane 2003 

 
 

Plate 7.1.59  SOS, Redfern Sydney Plate 7.1.60  Detail Plate 7.1.59 

 

Expression and Content are inextricably entwined, the former 

denotative, the latter connotative and often complex; thus a more in-

depth discussion on connotations/metalanguage is needed and will be 

examined under Content in 7.2.  Nevertheless, gesture and intent in the 

verbal language in writing is explicit in the use of the imperative verb as 

typified in Plates 7.1.61 - 70.  Such intentionality may be interpreted as 

Action Theory in practice, its basic premise being that behaviour is the 

result of the interaction between an agent’s or individual’s action and a 

situation. 
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Plate 7.1.61  Kmon  Park Road Station Brisbane 
2003 

Plate 7.1.62  Clap Park Road Station 
Brisbane 2003 

   

Plate 7.1.63  Stencil without a cause Melbourne 
2003 

Plate 7.1.64  Fart on my face Melbourne 
2003 

 

 

Plate 7.1.65  Burn em up The Gap Brisbane 2004 Plate 7.1.66  F..k  QR (Queensland Rail)  
Garbutt Townsville 2002 
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Plate 7.1.67  Burn your values Sydney 2004 Plate 7.1.68  Make (your) own noise 
Sydney 2004 

 

Plate 7.1. 69  Force Unite FBB  Sydney 2004 

 

Plate 7.1.70  Melbourne 2003 

The message assumes various forms here, each possibly acting/reacting to the previous. The 
emphatic reference to Commonwealth Heads of Government Meeting dominates this view 
by virtue of its form (boxed acronym), the angle of the shot and its placement at the top of the 
frame.  Shut down the Stock Exchange (centre extreme left) echoes its political nature as 
does the lightest and perhaps earliest statement blockade (presumably that proposed by anti-
CHOGM lobby). The Einsteinian declaration Truth equals beauty in its placement, is 
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executed lower on the wall than would be if standing tall and thus conforms to Edward’s (1987) 
analogs of depression, perhaps indexical of a base reality or a question as similarly implied in 
Plate 7.1.17. In any case, it is not a lofty statement. 

 

Verbal language in the culture commonly parodies the hegemony of 

mainstream culture and its values through direct commands, as 

demonstrated in the above plates, as well as through verbal 

misrepresentation.  For example, Def, in Plates 7.1.39 - 41, is not a 

misspelling of deaf; it derives from the word death, and signifies a 

conventionally antonymous meaning in graffiti vocabulary, that being 

really good (Chalfant et al, 1984).  Similarly, the trivializing of the verb 

bomb in graffiti culture, meaning to cover the surface with graffiti, 

undermines the conventional impact of the word. Writers perhaps revel 

in the misconceived lawlessness in language whilst simultaneously the 

metaphors for war and violence deliberately question and point to the 

state of affairs in which they live, thus meaning within their culture 

often belies antithetical values. An appropriate example is thug, as 

photographed in Melbourne 2003 in Plate 7.1.71. 

 

 
Plate 7.1.71  Thug  Melbourne 2003 

 

In this example, Thug overwrites another bright yellow tag which ends 

in the letter  written as the sign for anarchy, a symbol commonly used 

in urban graffiti.  Given the format and placement of thug, centred 
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immediately beneath a stencilled gangster figure, it might be interpreted 

as a comment on, or label for, the image above.  The photograph is of a 

shadowy laneway wall reminiscent of a sinister film noir still. When read 

conventionally from the top left, at the shadow’s edge a gangster typical 

of the genre in comics hoists a machine gun in a power gesture.  

Horizontally aligned, a similar shadowy character is stencilled, 

separated by a vertical band of light created by a gap between buildings, 

in the centre of which a street sign casts its shadow. Other disparate 

representations within the space are difficult to connect; a faded “hello 

Ado”, also at eye level, connects to the right border; a calligraphic tag 

intercedes in an implied curve towards a grazing zebra at the bottom 

right functioning as an endnote to the various acts played out.  

 

In accordance with its conventional meaning and through its 

placement, thug appears to the outsider to reinforce/promote gangster 

behaviour associated with the imagery above.  In 2004, a large-scale 

version of thug appeared on a prominent corner of a major thoroughfare 

in Toowong, Brisbane. Scrawled very high across the façade of a 

commercial building; similar versions were noted in other locations, 

none of which presented an opportunity to photograph. A more accurate 

interpretation is facilitated through its contextualization as an acronym 

in HipHop culture and its intertextuality.  

 

The close association between HipHop music and visual culture, 

particularly graffiti and tattoo, was triggered by MTV when it first 

showcased Yo! MTV Raps in 1988, hosted by Rapper Doctor Dre and 

graffiti legend Fab 5 Freddy. Conceived by the American Gangsta 

Rapper, Tupac Shakur, and tattooed prominently across his chest, 

THUG LIFE is an abbreviation for his much publicised epistle The hate 

you gave little infants f..ks everything.  Tupac’s influence on the culture 

is significant; he is variously known as 2Pac, Pac, or Makaveli, 

synchronously the name of his record label, referencing his adherence 
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to the 15th Century Italian philosopher, Machiavelli, in particular his 

political treatise Prince (thuglifearmy.com  accessed13.5.2005).  

  

Tupac exemplifies how protest and propaganda are ideologically and 

strategically directed towards the socio-political/religious dimensions, 

at the intersection of the visual and verbal, at the interface between 

insiders and outsiders. Despite an often presumed mutual exclusivity of 

state and church, the functions of religious and political spheres are 

reciprocal; in 4.2.3, history shows how the two become a single agenda 

for action where the group feels threatened/ powerless.  Such action is 

shown in 3.3 to involve visual and aural strategies involving rhythmic 

patterns, verbal and body language, and other sensory perceptions for 

effective communication.   

 

Verbal and Gestural language and Behaviour, subheadings under 

Selection in Table 6.4.1, are aligned for analytic purposes to 

corresponding Dialogical aspects, the Phatic Function of expression  

and the Social and Institutional dimension of religious practice. Since 

the latter is often embodied in charismatic or revolutionary individuals, 

and in order to understand Tupac’s impact on the culture of writing, an 

analysis of the verbal and gestural language and behaviour is necessary 

in order to identify how and why the Gangsta Rapper’s political protest, 

combined with lyrics, music and performance style, reached messianic 

proportions after his drive-by death in 1996.  

 

An extensive and growing material culture presents Tupac as the 

crucified Saviour, for example, the typological allegories16 of Tompac, 

real name Tom Sanford, artist, New York, appropriates iconic religious 
                                       

 
16 Typological allegories (the connection of past events with the present) were used in the early 

Christian era to present the events of Christ’s life as the New Testament in terms of events in 

the Old Testament.   
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paintings, typified in The Defosition in Plate 7.1.72 

(http://www.31grand.com/artists/sanford.html accessed 20.11.2006). 

Sanford’s paintings frequently substitute original religious icons with 

associates of Tupac, including Tom himself represented as a witness, in 

this instance, a careful recoding of Van der Weyden’s 15th Century 

Deposition, Plate 7.1.73 (http://museoprado.mcu.es/iweyden2.html 

Accessed 20.11.2006), using powerful symbols which narrate the gang-

life of Tupac as Christ. 

   

  

Plate 7.1.72  Tompac , The Defosition, 2003 Plate 7.1.73  The Deposition, Van Der Weyden 
1435-40.  

 

There are many symbols in this image, including the elaborate border 

pattern which represents the bandana worn by the notorious Los 

Angeles Afro-American street gang, The Bloods, identifying the gang 

from their principal rival, The Crips, who are associated with the same 

bandana, albeit blue in colour.  Tupac Resurrection, a DVD released 

since his death, features the emotive hit single Running (Dying to Live, 

Living to Die) and dialogue he recorded before his death about his life 

and (as if speaking from the grave) his death, “This is my story…I got shot, 

I always thought I gotta get shot, but I didn’t think it was gonna happen at that 

particular moment…half my fans are white…” (http://www.tupac-

resurrection.com accessed 4.03.07).  Produced by Eminem, it also 

features tracks by associates, 50Cent and Outlawz.    
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A name is a powerful tool of language. Tupac’s name reflects more than 

a background steeped in the 1960s black power revolution17; it 

resonates for non-white cultures and others for whom racial, social, 

economic and political inequity and religious difference are major 

issues. Afro-American born, Lesane Parish Crooks was renamed Tupac 

(Incan for shining serpent) Shakur (Arabic for thankful to God) as a 

child, after Túpac Amaru II, a revolutionary descendant of the last 

Incan chief of the 15th century who was sentenced to death in the 18th 

Century for leading a Peruvian uprising against Spanish colonialism. 

(thuglifearmy.com; http://www.tupacfans.com/home.php accessed 

13.5.2005).   

 

Visually reinforced by his iconic image and gesture and his tattooed 

body, each habitually exhibited through the media of video and 

television, Tupac’s music about police brutality, racial and economic 

inequality struck a universal chord with non-white and/or non-

privileged/sympathetic youth. His music is characteristic of Gangsta 

Rap, a curious mix of the political and religious with roots in Black 

Gospel and Black Power politics; at the same time its themes are overtly 

violent and misogynist.  Plate 7.1.74 and 7.1.75 illustrate the powerful 

combination of the visual and verbal in the iconography of Tupac (in 

which his use of gesture is central) and the associated written text, its 

literal meaning and sound underscored visually.  

 

                                       

 
17 Tupac’s mother, Afeni Shakur, was a famous member of the Black Panthers who was 

acquitted of 100 charges of conspiracy against the United States one month before Tupac’s 

birth. 
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Plate 7.1.74  Tupac in the film Juice 1993  Plate 7.1.75  Iconic Image of Tupac  

Tupac’s debut into the celebrity world was in the film Juice. In the DVD 

cover of the film, Plate 7.1.74 (wikipedia.org accessed 20.02.07), an 

ethereal mood is set by using a blue tone and background; read as sky, 

it is perhaps symbolic of heaven or other world in the context where 

power and respect18 are represented in white (cloud-like) lower case 

sans serif font, each punctuated with a full stop, an end point.  They 

are separate statements – perhaps symbolic goals. However, in the story 

about the struggle for survival growing up in Harlem, the two are 

inseparable; juice is the respect one earns through the power of the gun. 

Juice stands modally and symbolically in stark contrast to the visual 

semiotics of power and respect; its three dimensional and textured font 

grounds it, whilst its colour, symbolic red, perhaps stands for 

bloodshed or even hell’s fire; there is no punctuation for juice, it exists 

in a continuum.   

                                       

 
18 In Rhythm and Blues R.E.S.P.E.C.T. was a defining hit song of 1960s African-American 
success in more ways than one.  The song, about the respect a woman should have for her 
man, was written by Otis Redding, for whom it was a significant hit on Billboards’ Black Singles 
Chart; however, Aretha Franklin’s female rendition of the song was even more successful, not 
only as a feminist anthem but also one for the Civil Rights Movement. Ward (2006) claimed the 
song transformed “what might have been a less sweeping plea for personal domestic respect 
into a universal demand for respect for black rights, achievements, and aspirations” (Ward, 
2006, accessed 17.3.07)   
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A parable relating themes of macho-criminality is played out in Tupac’s 

character Bishop, one of the four members of Wrecking Crew, in a role 

that parallels his own in real life. Tupac is a package; he is symbolic for 

all he stands for, a way out through music for the “young black male” for 

whom life expectancy is one of “…police brutality, poverty, unemployment, 

insufficient education, disunity and violence, black on black crime, teenage 

pregnancy, crack addiction” (Tupac interview, DavyD, accessed 5.03.07).  

2Pac may also draw intertextually on the colloquial term Six-Pack 

(referring to the three pairs of well-toned abdominal muscles) linking 

the two ideas at the site for his tattoo, thug-Life, thus emphasizing his 

machismo.  In the iconic image in Plate 7.1.75 (accessed 10.3.2005 

http://www.thuglifearmy.com) the thuglife tattoo uses the Old English 

font, conforming to the Cholos writing culture’s conventional use as 

elaborated in 4.1.4, a font now associated with Black Rap/HipHop text 

in material culture.  In addition to the recurrence of thug as illustrated 

in Plate 7.1.71, the various elements of Tupac echo in the Melbourne 

tags of 2Balls in Plate 7.1.43 and in Plate 7.1.76 a) DPak, and b), Juice 

in Nimbin. Juice is also the tag of a writer in Townsville. 

  

Plate 7.1.76  
DPak Melbourne 
and Juice Lennox 
Head NSW 2003 

 

 a)  b) 

 

A comprehensive analysis of Tupac’s lyrics, the rhythmic patterns of his 

music and devices in his poetry are outside the planned scope of this 

research; in fact, the complexity of the Tupac phenomena, his poetry, 

acting, music, performance and his much publicised personal life, 

involves material perhaps worthy of several theses. Suffice to say, that 

representationally, the lyrics are overtly political and it is obvious that 
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the Revolutionary’s devices, at the intersection of the visual and aural, 

are persuasive today in the same way that effective performance of the 

word involved ritual as a critical condition of survival in rhythmically 

structured performance in past oral cultures; repetitive performance of 

important stories using a combination of chant, melody, and dance 

rhythms.    

 

As the literature reveals (Goody, 1987, 2000; Havelock 1986; 

Dissanayake, 1992 and others in 3.4), the ritualization of important 

stories through rhythm and bodily movements ensures survival through 

memorization. As early as 35,000B.C, bone fragments and sticks 

featuring figurative rhythmic patterns were interpreted as musical 

instruments for the purpose of a form of coherent religious practice (3.3 

Leroi-Gourhan, 1964). Ward (2006) states that African-American music 

has  

 

…always favored certain musical techniques and devices (a 

preference for syncopated and danceable rhythms)… rarely been 

so preoccupied with dubious notions of musical authenticity or 

purity to overlook a good tune, an effective arrangement, or a 

telling lyric, no matter what their provenance 

Ward, 2006, accessed 17.3.07 

 

Use of the poetic devices of assonance, alliteration and rhyme are a 

characteristic of Rap music; just as Heroic Greek and Latin poetry was 

composed in Dactylic Hexameter (Havelock, 1986), Greek Tragedy in 

Iambic Trimeter (Bahktin, 1990), and the structure of the heroic couplet 

in English poetry involved sequencing of rhyming pairs of lines in 

Iambic Pentameter.  Poetic devices are specific to writing cultures 

according to Goody (2000) and others (for example Havelock, 1986) 
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…Many of the techniques we think of as oral, such as the 

assonance of Boewulf (or of Gerard Manley Hopkins), the 

mnemonic structure of the Rig Veda, the formulaic composition of 

the Greeks, and even the very pervasive use of rhyme, seem to be 

rare in cultures without writing. 

Goody, 2000:26    

 

The New Orality that Ong (1967) predicted would materialize in a post 

typographical world of happenings has transpired through the mass-

media of film, television and video. Perhaps, in what might be described 

as a flourishing revival of oral culture, themes of pop-culture have 

become the ritualized hymns of shamans /priests /priestesses beamed 

directly into the denizens’ lounge-rooms whilst the ministry of 

evangelists and true believers is performed in urban aerosol graffiti on 

the city’s walls.  Plates 7.1.77 - 81 substantiate writers’ values, reifying 

and perhaps even sanctifying contemporary prophets/saints whose 

music, lyrics, art, and associated symbols or actions are extant around 

Australia.  

  
Plate 7.1.77  Mike Epps  reproduced at Mooney Street, Townsville 2003 

(taken from his role in the film All about the Benjamins 2002. Epps also had a voice role in Dr. 
DoLittle2, 2001) 
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Plate 7.1.78 Johnny Cash,  Melbourne 2003 
 

Plate 7.1.79 George Harrison, Newtown 
Sydney 2004 

 
Cash’s cult status over decades as the Man in 
Black was recognized in 2005 in the film of the 
musician’s early career.  The title I walk the 
line was also one of his iconic songs.  

The Beatles star is revered as much for his 
spiritual and religious commitment as his 
music. 

 

 

Plate 7.1.80  Acca Dacca Cranbrook  
Townsville 2004 

Plate 7.1.81  Jimi Hendrix Newtown Sydney 
2003 

A tribute to pioneering Australian  Hard Rock 
Band AC/DC   

Jimi Hendrix features regularly in aerosol 
graffiti, here for his legendry performance of 
Voodoo Child at Woodstock 

 

According to Lerio-Gourhan (1993), “from the time of the Upper Paleolithic, 

reflective thought… found concrete expression …which could extend beyond the 

immediate present” in graphic representation (Leroi-Gourhan, (1964) 

translated in Bostock-Berger 1993:195). He also points out that an 

image can trigger the oral process, culminating in the recital of myth in 
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a way writing cannot because of its linearity.  Arnheim argues that 

“pictures are not mere replicas….a picture can dwell at the most varied levels of 

abstractness…(which) is a means by which the picture interprets what it 

portrays” (Arnheim, 1969:137). However, with image only representation, 

the story disappears with the narrator (Lerio-Gourhan, 1993), as 

demonstrated in the textless image in Plate 7.1.79 as opposed to the 

synergy between the words and image in writing (see Plates 7.1.78, 80 

and 81).  

 

At this point it is useful to draw attention once more to the tag Reify 

(Plate 7.1.47); meaning to make more concrete or real, the tag may or 

may not have been executed by a single writer, given its various visual 

forms; each of the variations on the left were photographed in 

Melbourne, whilst the single version on the right was taken at Park 

Road Station, Brisbane. Bahktin (1981) defines reification as 

  

…brute materiality…the process (rhetorically intended or 

historically caused) of stripping a word (slovo) of its ‘normal’ 

contexts.  This happens when a word is pokazano (exhibited) 

Bakhtin 1981:432  

  

7.1.3. The visual object and intertextuality in Australian 

writing 

The cliché a picture paints a thousand words is understated in urban 

graffiti; explicit meaning of verbal texts is frequently destabilised 

visually through use of fonts, format, style, colour and scale, by 

contextualization, or, alternatively, is dependent upon the 

accompanying visual imagery.  A coded narrative is constructed or 

reconstructed through the implicit use of intertexts involving 

iconography/texts from other contexts.  For example, (see Plate 7.1.71) 

thug’s coded narrative signified dependency on the multitexts of Tupac, 

as discussed in 7.1.2.  Equally, writing in Plate 6.4.1 was shown to 
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involve extant narratives of Superheros and their contextualization; just 

as the Wildstyle text Anxious (see Plate 6.1.1) became an agenda for 

change, a shift away from conventional values and ideologies in terms of 

its participation in the Ren and Stimpy narrative and its further 

intertextuality in Celtic orality as illustrated in Plate 6.1.2.  Thus, 

intertextuality is integral to understanding much of Australian writing 

as is further demonstrated by extrapolation of the stencilled tag on the 

lower right quarter of Plate 7.1.82, reks, and its association with the 

repeated banana imagery above it and the single banana imagery in 

Plate 7.1.83. 

 

   

Plate 7.1.82  Reks  Melbourne 2004 (photo by 
Duff) 

Plate 7.1.83  CD cover for Dandy Warhols album 
by Ron English  

 

Placement of the multiplicity of imagery on the wall follows no 

convention other than the ethic within writing culture of having respect 

for another’s work.  On the other hand, if mainstream convention is 

applicable, placement of reks in relation to the banana imagery, given 

observation of the paint which is common and the alignment of the two, 

it is reasonable to argue that both are logically authored by the one 

writer and thus contribute to a single message. 

 

In order to interpret the writing, insider information is required about 

reks. As an imperative verb, and homophone of wrecks, it is possible 

that it pays acoustic homage to, or reifies values espoused in, the 

parable of Juice and the narrative of Wrecking Crew.  However, the 

narrative may also include multiple intertexts associated with Plate 

7.1.83, (Wikipedia.org accessed 24.2.07). Consequently, an 
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understanding of the content of the music of The Dandy Warhols is 

required, (in addition to diverse intertexts related to the famous 1960s 

Pop artist, Andy Warhol, whose character is parodied in the band’s 

name), perhaps specifically the group’s album, Welcome to the Monkey 

House, or specific tracks from the album, for example, I am a Scientist; 

additionally, an understanding of the art and intent of renowned 

culture buster, Ron English who designed the CD Cover for the album.  

Any or all of the above contribute to understanding the visual image of 

reks in Plate 7.1.82.  At the same time, it is reasonable to argue that, 

given the precedence in writing of assuming the name of other famous 

writers (see discussion in 7.1.2), the tag possibly derives from a 

Brooklyn Style writer, Rek (1983) (see Plate 7.1.84) who is featured in 

Spraycan Art19, (Chalfant et al, 1987:37). Two different writers in 

Melbourne use the concept, Reks and Rekaone, variously Reka1 or 

Reka.  Similarly, dlux, another prolific writer in Melbourne, (also 

appears top left in Plate 7.1.82,) references Sir Delux, famed writer since 

1985 and published on the internet site, Art Crimes (graffiti.org 

accessed 20.4.2007).  

  

Plate 7.1.84  
New York, 

Brooklyn style 
writer, Rek, 1983 

 
 

As elsewhere, intertextuality abounds in all forms of writing in Australia 

from famed writers, iconic figures of popular culture to cartoon/comic 
                                       

 
19 The earlier publication of Subway Art (Chalfant et al, 1984) is generally credited with the 

universal spread of writing as discussed in 4.2.    
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characters, skulls and skeletons, to more subtle iconography.  Writers 

occasionally invent their own characters; more frequently, however, 

they use characters from comics, television and advertising, 

recontextualizing them to embody their own self image, often replacing 

letters in a piece with their character (Chalfant et al, 1984).   Arrows to 

signify motion and direction is discussed in both 2.3 and 6.4; however, 

even the direction of arrows may indicate particular influences, for 

example, Brooklyn Style arrows point “straight up and down or straight to 

the side” and the letters are more curved (Chalfant et al, 1987:37), thus 

the style of arrows is indicative of the philosophical roots of each writer.  

Additional elements such as bubbles and/or clouds, city backdrops, 

spray-cans and weapons frequently feature in various forms and styles 

of writing.  Plates 7.1.85 - 93 illustrate the fusion of common elements 

identified from the data and notably, the significant debt Australian 

writing owes to American graffiti for much of its iconography. 

 

Plate 7.1.85   
Minden Park 

Townsville 2003 

 

  

Surrounded by multidirectional arrows (which is also a feature in the text) is a safari-suited 
cartoon character who gestures towards the 3-D Wildstyle text which is encased in cloud-like 
shapes from which bubble shapes exude.  Characters are often expressions of the writer’s own 
self-image, a way of imparting information about themselves to other writers (Chalfant et al, 
1984) 
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Plate 7.1.86   
Brunswick Street, 

New Farm, 
Brisbane 2003 

 

Incorporates arrows, bubbles, exploding speech bubble background.  The exploding background 
conforms to Edwards’ (1987) concept of analogs of human energy as illustrated in Plate 7.1.96b. 

e  
Plate 7.1.87  Subz 

One Newtown, 
Sydney 2004 

 

Piece by Subz One incorporates arrows, bubble/cloud backgrounds, city surrounds, speech 
bubbles typical of the comic genre, and icecaps.  Plate 7.1.87 is closely modelled on the New 
York writer, Seen, as demonstrated in the piece Madseen (1986) (see Plate 7.1.94), as it 
appeared in Spraycan Art (Chalfant et al, 1987:32).  From the East Bronx, Seen’s style of text 
combined with melts and other elements has been emulated world wide (Chalfant et al, 1987). 

Plate 7.1.88  
Fulham Road, 

Townsville 2003 

 

Iconic film character, Secret Agent 007 James Bond, repeated throughout text and in gun-
shaped punctuation at end may indicate the writer sees himself as a secret agent.  The gun 
pointing to the right and succeeding the OO7 forms part of the conventional trademark. 
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Plate 7.1.89  Joyn   
Brisbane 2003 

 

A visual amalgamation of the text which foregrounds joy and join (“y” and “n” interlocking) is 
transposed over a head in a meditative state.   Clarification of the piece in more straightforward 
writing (right adjoining text) reveals a dedication to Joslyn, the letters “s” and “l” overlapping and 
backgrounded by the letters “O” and “y”. Circle above text implicates saint in mainstream 
religious context and in cartoon characterization.  The piece is signed off by the tag beneath and 
in writing on the left of the piece. 

Plate 7.1.90  
Resist, Aitkenvale 
Townsville 2004 

 

Plate 7.1.91  
Melbourne 2004 

 

Montage of  disparate images combine to form witticisms juxtaposed to philosophic narratives 
involving heroes / villains / revolutionaries, repetition of a single ant,  the grim reaper  with 
accompanying speech bubble typical of the comic genre “paint now, I’ll be back to buff later…”, 
a spray-can/ roller as weapon, mutated/robotic hybrids, other figures and texts. 
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Plate 7.1.92  Newtown, Sydney, 2004 

A confusion of texts, characterizations and iconography from various traditions and styles 
frequently converge on the walls, for example the above plate exhibits Wildstyle, bubble, 
blockbuster and straight text, anime and western cartoon characters and hooded skulls, bubble 
and city backgrounds 

 

Plate 7.1.93  Impose Dream, Dream One the Great, KOS Newtown, Sydney 2004 

The above plate exhibits styles ranging from the sharper, more angular and contrasting on the 
left to the softer, more flowing on the right, integrated throughout by arrows and floating bubbles 

 
Plate 7.1.94  Style innovator Seen and his piece Madseen, 1986 (Chalfant, 1987:32) 

 

Innovative writers invented the cloud as a background for the purpose 

of cleaning up the ghost images of previous pieces, according to 

Chalfant et al, (1984). However, its symbolic significance was exploited 
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in the work of famous writers such as Bil Blast. One of the earliest wall-

writers, his Sky’s the Limit (1982) piece, (see Plate 7.1.95 Views a, b and 

c) appeared in Spraycan Art (Chalfant et al, 1987:21). The long standing 

piece was eventually capped by other writers who, in turn, prompted 

further dialogue about respect. Clouds and bubble shapes became a 

common feature in Blast’s work which in turn influenced many others 

to strive for the highest standards. Bubble style was purportedly 

invented by Phase 2, another key figure in New York Style (Chalfant et 

al, 1984, and others).  

 

a)  

b)  

Plate 7.1.95  Sky’s the limit 
Piece  by Innovator Bil Blast 

(Chalfant et al, 1987:8) 
 

c)  

 

The obvious metaphor of looking skywards for transcendence is 

paralleled in graphic analogs of joy which are depicted universally by 

bubble-like floating shapes and/or upward lines. Edwards (1987) 
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established through case studies that there is a shared intuition in 

concept drawings of different emotions demonstrated by their structural 

similarity as exemplified in Plate 7.1.96; a “deep structure” of visual form 

in visual language is “wired into the human brain in a way which parallels 

verbal expression” (Edwards, 1987:76, 77).   

 

 
a) b) 

Plate 7.1.96  Edwards (1987) analogs of concepts of a) Joy and b) Human energy.  

Writers adopted such imagery in an attempt to transcend the New York 

ghetto landscape of “abandoned buildings and cars that are burnt and 

stripped” (BRIM in Chalfant et al, 1987:17).  Similarly, transcendental 

sentiments are expressed in straight forward public statements in 

writing on the wall, (e.g., Plate 7.1.97, Ghetto Art by Dream published in 

Spraycan Art (Chalfant et al, 1987:8)). 

    
Plate 7.1.97  Ghetto Art by Dream 1986 (Chalfant et al, 1987:8) 

 

Recognition of the integrity of visual and verbal expression in the 

context within which such iconography developed is critical to 

understanding its local relevance. The philosophical and technical 

prowess illustrated in the writing in Plate 7.1.42 supports such an 
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argument where it contrasts dramatically to its canvas, a towering brick 

wall topped with rows of dilapidated fencing and barbed wire. Plate 

7.1.98 is perhaps indicative of writers’ ability to critique the urban 

landscape and simultaneously devise innovative and creative solutions 

to transcend their immediate environment. 

a)   
Plate 7.1.98  
Whimsical 

patterns inner 
suburbs of 
Melbourne 

2003 

b)   

a) Critiques the barred grates on windows which frequent semi-industrial/commercial urban 
environments; b) humourously critiques the built environment by compositionally aligning its 
structure to a chess board pattern, further implicating power at play in urban environments. 

Writers frequently claim that their work enhances rather than detracts 

from the environment in which it appears (Austin, 2001; Chalfant et al, 

1984, and elsewhere). Thus, examination of the environment in which 

writing materializes and the role of intertextuality assist in decoding 
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meaning (e.g., see Plate 7.1.93, Impose Dream by Dream One, in Sydney 

2004).  Plate 7.1.99 provides a macro-view of its placement. 

 

 
Plate 7.1.99  Macro view of Plate 7.1.93 Sydney. 

 

According to the writing convention of sequentiality in devising tags 

(7.1.2), Dream One identifies with Dream, from Oakland, California, 

writer of the piece, Ghetto Art (1986) in Los Angeles, Plate 7.1.97.  A 

public statement by a number of writers on this wall is explicitly 

expressed in the piece under focus in Impose Dream, decrying its 

immediate environment on a dilapidated semi-industrial building where 

rusting steel grates cover the window openings (Detail A, Plate 7.1.100).  

 

Characterization of the kind exhibited in the piece is a multi-layered 

combination of cartoon characters, bubbles, arrows and wildstyle text 

drawing on binary traditions, firstly in comics and, secondly, in 

compositional modes. Details A, B, C and D in Plates 7.1.100-103 assist 

to further deconstruct the piece.  
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Plate 7.1.100 Detail A of Plate 7.1.93 Plate 7.1.101 Detail B Digital enhancement of 
Detail A, Plate 7.1.100 

  

Plate 7.1.102 Detail C of Plate 7.1.93 Plate 7.1.103 Detail D of Plate 7.1.93 
 

Youth, and simultaneously, a new generation, is represented in the 

Manga style, a Japanese alternative to American and English comics.  

Manga derived from the 17th Century woodblock print style, Ukiyo-e. 

Translated as “pictures of the floating world”, Ukiyo-e referred to the 

impetuous culture of urban youth.  Digital enhancement of the youthful 

profile (facing the past) of the anime character, as shape, in Detail A is 

achieved by fading its blocked-in colour, to reveal the mere shell of an 

older, linear defined, shrinking, balding, Andy Capp-like character in 

the style of  English/American comics, Detail B; his full frontal gaze (the 

present) connects with the viewer. The function of characterization in 

representing the ultimate (and aging) born loser, serves to do more than 

merely compare the subject matter and linearity of the old style comics 

and those of the new blocked-in shape style of anime; perhaps more 
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precisely it alludes to a new era consuming the old, both literally and 

metaphorically. Here, the dream imposed on the older character is 

effected by virtue of a dominating shadowy (warning) shape of the 

younger enclosed by a halo.  

 

Youthful and organized characterization is extended in the piece Impose 

Dream through the naming of the crew or squad, KOS20, (Kings Only 

Squad, Knock Out Squad, or even Kids Only Squad?) in Plate 7.1.102 

Detail C; Fibro, Yeha, Wax, Ikan, Zelis, Odyse, Lope and Space, the cast 

of a virtual army of imposers whose individual role is portrayed in their 

names. Binaries operate even within the piece, where characters may be 

understood in terms of their particular style; the bolder, more angular 

on the leading left of the single piece, Detail D Plate 7.1.103, contrasts 

to a less angular, more flowing, softer pastel colour style following on 

the right, each complementing or compensating for the other. 

 

Whilst not all writing is executed in ghetto-like physical environments, 

it might be argued that the psychological environments inhabited by 

writers are impoverished spiritual environments which leave much to be 

desired.  The physical materiality of writing as a commodity is a visible 

demonstration of lack of confidence in, or opposition to, prior/other 

discourse (Fig. 6.4.3) in the context in which it appears. Writing is 

always narrative (Back et al (1999); thus, as the narrative of outsiders 

in opposition to the actions of the dominant culture, it has the 

potential, by its very nature as a visual object, to express survival in 

representation, composition and mode.  

 

 

The ideology of writers appears frequently in public statements, notably 

in oft repeated tributes, for example, to Martin Luther King whose 

                                       

 
20 Previously (1998), DreamOne The Great was posted on The Art Crimes site (graffiti.org) as a 

writer for SDC (Subway Demons Crew, Sydney) 
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historic 1963 speech I have a dream culminated in the Civil Rights Act 

of 1964. Plate 7.1.104 is one of a number of tributes to the 

revolutionary martyr to appear in Spraycan Art (Chalfant et al 1987:93).  

Indeed, as an activist, even King’s name owes cultural capital to his 

namesake, the fifteenth century reformer, Martin Luther.   

 

 

Plate 7.1.104 Martin Luther King by Lac, Cel and Led, Spraycan Art (Chalfant et al 1987:93) 
 

As a public statement, the dream materializes frequently in writing of all 

forms in the data, often with religious/political connotations, as 

evidenced in Plates 7.1.104 – 108. 

 

 

Plate 7.1.105 Dream (2002) in Sydney 2004 Plate 7.1.106 Quotation attributed to Jacob’s 
Brothers in the Old Testament, Sydney 2004 
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Plate 7.1.107, Sydney 2004  
Moon /Cloud over Australia balanced by Sun of Aboriginal flag 

 

Plate 7.1.108 Detail top right of Plate 7.1.91 Melbourne 2003 

 

Collectively, the verbal and visual objects exemplified in the data 

demonstrate that expression is related to survival issues, the nature of 

which drive ritualized behaviour towards the religious dimension 

through tagging and other forms of representation. Further, universal 

dissatisfaction in social, political, racial and economic environments is 

expressed through revolutionary figures as conduits for change, and/or 

emblematic characters whose known narratives, broadcast in mass 

media, are used to convey coded messages, just as symbolic themes of 

the poetic/message oriented type are amplified in representations of all 

revolutionary characters in Australian writing. If ritual creates a 

disconnected fantasy world that masks real life as suggested by Bloch 

(1980), a conclusion may be drawn that a set/sets of significant events 

currently affect a considerable portion of the community, given the 

extensive practice of writing here and overseas. 
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7.2. Content in writing 

7.2.1. Subject matter, symbolic themes and codes 

 

Postmodern intelligentsia proclaim the death of metanarratives, of 

grand overarching truths, the death of movements, of isms 

(Dissanayake, 1992; Poster, 2001; Dear, 2000 and others), supporting 

instead the notion of a plurality of discourse in which representation 

and interpretation are 

 

 …mediated and conditioned by our language, our social 

institutions, the assumptions that characterize individuals as 

members of a nation, a race, a gender, a class, a profession, a 

religious body, a particular historical period 

Dissanayake, 1992:199 

 

And similarly  

…[postmodernism] celebrates difference and undecidability; it 

categorically rejects the hegemony of any single perspective 

Dear, 2000:76    

 

Despite this overarching premise of plurality in Postmodern culture, the 

polarity between theory and practice is, as ever, dynamic.  For a new 

generation there is unmistakably an overarching truth or reality in the 

present of exclusion, of ongoing injustice, unemployment, 

discrimination, poverty and violence and of disadvantageous political 

/social /religious management generally; yet, of these the privileged 

have little real appreciation.  Writing may appear to be a singular 

narrative of its author; however, the repetition and persistence of 

particular stories underpin a metanarrative which goes virtually 

unnoticed by those outside the subculture, despite its salience on the 

cities’ walls.   
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Hate and violence were Tupac’s subject matter, the cause and effect 

message embedded not only in his music but tattooed on his body – a 

living epistle underlying his worldviews about liberation and salvation 

reified in Australian writing. Credited as his greatest hit and his 

manifesto by some (Urban dictionary accessed 22.4.07) or conversely, 

considered pro negativity and violence, racist and misogynist by others 

(Changes.org accessed 22.4.07), the lyrics of Changes exemplify the 

evangelistic themes in Tupac’s work- 

 

I see no changes wake up in the morning and I ask myself 

is life worth living should I blast myself? 

I'm tired of bein' poor & even worse I'm black 

my stomach hurts so I'm lookin' for a purse to snatch 

Cops give a damn about a negro 

pull the trigger kill a nigga he's a hero 

Give the crack to the kids who the hell cares 

one less hungry mouth on the welfare 

 

It's time for us as a people to start makin' some changes. 

Let's change the way we eat, let's change the way we live 

and let's change the way we treat each other. 

You see the old way wasn't working so it's on us to do 

what we gotta do, to survive. 

Tupac (posthumous release 1998) 

 

Writing may be perceived as vandalism to some, as art by others; 

however its phatic, metalingual and poetic functions are driven by the 

political/socio-religious to the extent that its ritual practice, its 

institutional, philosophical and ethical dimensions synthesize with a 

mythic/narrative dimension proportionate to, and a movement akin to 

that of religion.  The narrative or mythic dimension of religion is usually 

tightly integrated into the ritual dimension, acting as the channel for 

experience and ritual (Smart, 1989).   
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The specific form of this religious conviction may be at variance with 

conventional understanding of religion; yet the origins of the Old 

Testament and the monotheism which underpins Christian, Moslem 

and Judea religions are similarly controversial.  Arguably, the 

construction of the Old Testament was a reactionary movement by a 

minority ruler and his scribes against  

 

… big-power politics in which every nation aspired to the imperial 

greatness of a Babylon or an Egypt. Judah, the sole remaining 

Jewish outpost by the late eighth century B.C., was a small, out-

of-the-way kingdom with little in the way of military or financial 

clout. Yet at some point its priests and rulers seem to have been 

seized with the idea that their national deity, now deemed to be 

nothing less than the king of the universe, was about to transform 

them into a great power. 

Lazare, accessed 17.2.2005 

 

Debate continues about the Old Testament’s historicity and/or its 

politically/socially controlling function no less than it does in relation to 

the promotion of Jesus Christ as the Son of God in the New Testament. 

Baudrillard (1979, cited in Poster (2001)) went so far as to say the non-

existence of God was the secret knowledge and thus power of the Pope 

and/or all great theologians.  Baudrillard emphasizes that ever since 

Machiavelli  

 

…politicians perhaps have always known that the mastery of a 

‘simulated’ space is the source of power, that the political is not a 

‘real’ activity or space, but a simulation model, whose 

manifestations are simply achieved effects.  ‘The very secret of 

appearances’ can be found in this blind spot in the palace, this 

secluded place of architecture and public life, which in a sense 

governs the whole, not by direct determination, but by a kind of 

internal reversion or abrogation of the rule secretly performed, as 

in primitive societies; a hold in reality or an ironic transfiguration, 
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an exact simulacrum hidden at the heart of reality, which reality 

depends on in all of its operations. 

Baudrillard 1979 cited in Poster, 2001:161. 

 

Urban planning for most of the 20th Century, according to Dear (2000), 

is “buffeted by Machiavellian levels of intrigue, and even reduced to a sinister 

instrument of social control and oppression” (Dear, 2000:120).  Tupac’s explicit 

obsession with Machiavelli’s Prince reveals his political nous, his 

perception of leaders who have historically manipulated people to their 

own ends.  It is not surprising then that the urban landscape is the site 

of retribution, the stage on which the various acts of a grand 

metanarrative are dramatized.  

 

The extensive use of verbs in the culture, particularly in the imperative, 

corroborates the intentionality of writing as a movement (see 7.1.2). 

Similarly, the use of the adverb in Plates 7.2.1 and 7.2.2 serves to 

intensify the intention expressed in writing. 

Plate 7.2.1   
Nimbin, 

2003 

 

Next is prophetic in nature; it predicts or calls forth subsequent events. 

From ancient times prophets in most religious contexts were cryptic 

message carriers of the future.  Today, we might refer to them as 

analysts who, by calculation, project future events, the hereafter.  The 
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repeated tag of Next (Plate 7.2.1) perhaps references an earlier text 

published in Spraycan Art (Plate 7.2.2 cited in Chalfant et al, 1987:59).  

Plate 7.2.2   
Next  by 
Chris, 

London 
1986 with 
Supergirl 

comic 
character 

(right inset) 

 

 

 

Each is exemplary of Action Theory in practice (see 3.1.1), the first in its 

simple adverbial structure and meaning, the latter by its appearance in 

the proselytizing publication, in its explicit visual and verbal content, 

and in the generation of consequential references to it (e.g., Plate 7.2.1). 

A mantra about the joy of graffiti for the unemployed by “Sir Drew, down 

with The Crew” was juxtaposed to Next, (Plate 7.2.2)  

…You’re unemployed, graffiti is your joy, 

Explain it with your art, you’re a million-dollar boy, 

Tag on the wall started it all,  

Homeboy drawin’ in a shoppin’ mall.  

He’s drawin’ his pictures and doin’ it right, 

Taggin’ on trains all through the night. 

People say you’re a vandal but you’re my man, 

Bustin’ out burners with a sprayin’ can. 

The beauty of ear is in each hand, 

But the police say you don’t give a damn. 

In the court of law they’re on your back. 

The law against graffiti definitely is the wak… 

 And you know that! 

SIR DREW, down with The Crew 

Chalfant et al, 1987:59. 
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The montage effect of this juxtaposition is the obvious pleasurable 

activity of writing for the writer and subsequently, visualization for the 

spectator, through the utilization of bold colour, flowing rhythmic 

gesture and gratifying subject matter, aurally supported through 

valorising themes and mnemonic rhyming devices in the verbal.  Super 

heroine themes consistent with those in underground comics are 

evident in Plate 7.2.2 where the characterization is evocative of 

Supergirl (top right inset).   Given the suit-like representation of which 

the text, Next, is constructed, it is perhaps indexical of the rise to power 

of women in the corporate world.  

 

Misogynist and/or erotic themes in HipHop music co-exist in comics of 

both the Superhero genre and of underground cartoonist, Vaughan 

Bode, a major influence on early New York City writers in the 1970s.  

His trademark characters included Cheech the Wizard and femme fatale 

characters that were published in the gentlemen’s magazine Swank. By 

reviving his father’s themes, his son, Mark Bode, continues to influence 

writers, particularly in the character of Cheech and in the publication 

The Lizard of Oz (Frucci, 2004). The influence of these themes is 

widespread in the data as demonstrated in Plate 7.2.3. The images in 

Plate 7.2.3A are drawn from Melbourne, Sydney, Brisbane, Townsville. 

Those in Plate 7.2.3B are from the comic strip Down and the cover of Oz 

(accessed 28.4.07 

http://www.markbode.com/site/vaughnbodetwo.html).  
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a)  Bode influence in Australian writing 

 
b)  Vaughan Bode Femme fatale and Cheech characters 

Plate 7.2.3 The femme fatale in Australian writing 
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In contrast to the superhuman traits and abilities that are 

characteristic of comic superheros, it is the erotic attributes of the 

femme fatale which define super (anti)heroines and latterly, the female 

in HipHop culture, commonly referred to in Gangsta Rap as Hoe or 

Bitch.  For example, Dr. Dre, Gangsta rapper of NWA (Niggaz with 

attitude) and multi-millionaire owner/producer of Death Row Records, 

produced the tracks Trust no bitch (NWA Legacy Vol 1) and To Kill a 

hooker: one less bitch (Niggaz4life).  Of the milder, less expletory and 

derogatory lyrics are those in U Betta Recognize, a song produced by Dr. 

Dre on Snoop Doggy Dogg’s album Doggystyle (1993) 

 

…Bitches give my mad rep, nothing but the brazen off tempo, 

thinking they can get my loot, I never trip to knock the boots. 

I gotta be wise, when time to dip between the thies (thighs?), 

all eyes on the price (prize?), so I think you better recognize.   

Dr. Dre, U Betta Recognize (1993) 

(http://www.mp3lyrics.org/d/dr-dre/u-better-recognize/ 

accessed 28.4.07) 

 

A  B  

C  D  

Plate 7.2.4   Betta recognize and Brat, Mackay, Qld 2004 
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Plate 7.2.4 demonstrates the direct connection between writing and 

music; images A and B reference Snoop Dog, C and D reference the first 

solo female Rap singer, Da Brat.  The connection between the story and 

the seductive use of space is extrapolated by Baudrillard ((1979) cited in 

Poster, 2001).  His treatise on seduction may be useful here to explain 

how the hidden or the repressed has a tendency to manifest in writing.  

Seduction functions as complicity, a secret; it operates instantaneously 

and rhythmically.  By never being spoken it  

 

…derives its strength from this allusive and ritual power of 

exchange…it inaugurates a mode of circulation which is also 

secretive and ritualistic, a kind of immediate initiation that plays 

only by its own rules. 

Baudrillard (1979) cited in Poster, 2001:162,163 

 

The reiteration of specific themes and subject matter corroborates the 

existence of a utopian vision of the future exemplified in the Sydney 

writer, Dream One the Great in his piece Impose Dream, Plate 7.1.93, 

and other dreamers as extrapolated in 7.1.3.  The dream is historically a 

euphemism or perhaps a metonymic overture21 for each new generation 

whose experience of the world is different to that of their predecessors 

and for whom change becomes either a passive aspiration or an active 

manifesto. The original Dream of TDK (variously Those Damn Kids, Tax 

Dollars Kill or The Dollar Kontrole referred to now as The Dream 

Kontinues) was murdered in 2000, his writing inspirational as a means 

for “mental liberation, focusing on issues such as police brutality, national 

liberation, racism, and rebellion” (www.dreamtdk.com/biography accessed 

                                       

 
21 In the art / expression of past generations, the euphemistic dream has often operated as a 

symbolic protest against current political, religious, social agendas, for example, in 

Romanticism, Expressionism or Surrealism. Whereas in the 1960s generation, the literal 

dreams of the hallucinatory drug culture of the hippy/punk generation perhaps diverted attention 

from their very active and literal participation in the socio/political revolutions of the Civil rights 

movements and anti-Vietnam War protests.   
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13/4/07).  Empathetic writers of Dream are located in many countries 

(see graffiti.org). DreamOne, Sydney, (Plate 7.1.93) is documented with 

others in the video Writers Bench (1996), in the act of writing on several 

trains, and even in observing the Rail authority obliterate his work.  His 

style at that time incorporated the tag Dreamone in bubble lettering, 

with occasional commentary, notably “in dark tunnels nobody can hear you 

scream” and “I am like your mums toast- I’m always burnin”, burner being a 

synonym for piece in graffiti culture.    

 

Simultaneously, themes of everyday reality materialize either literally or, 

conversely, symbolically, in Plates 7.2.5 - 7.2.15.   

Plate 7.2.5   
The Human 
Condition 

Sydney 2004 

 

The philosophical statement which reads from the extreme left in Plate 7.2.5, Toward a today 
that will never ask for tomorrows, appears prior to and below a discriminatory statement, Destroy 
homos.  The dialogical process is demonstrated in witty philosophical responses to both 
statements in Plate 7.2.6.  

Plate 7.2.6   
Sydney 2004 
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Plate 7.2.7   
$hell on Earth 

Melbourne 2003 

 

The combinative power of the vertical stroke through the letter “S” simultaneously divides the word 
Shell, implicating both the petroleum giant and fiscal wretchedness in a symbolic text which is 
apocalyptic in nature. 

Plate 7.2.8   
HSK Park Road 

Station 
Brisbane 2003  

 

The crew name HSK, Plate 7.2.8, appears frequently in the data and identifies itself here as Hell 
Sent Kaos.  It appears next to the plea Help (on the right hand side).Comparison is drawn to Help 
in Plate 7.1.58, contextualized as it appears in Plate 7.2.9, along the same stretch of hoardings.  
Since both occur in this area and identify with HSK crew, the writer of Plate 7.1.58 is perhaps 
another of the crew given the difference in the styles. The piece on the left in Plate 7.2.9 also 
appears related, with iconography of heart symbols in common with Plate 7.1.58.  The 
representation of stars and spirals as infill in the piece in Plate 7.2.9 is consistent with writers who 
are inspired by astrological or other-worldly themes.  Plate 7.2.10 is more explicit and personal.      

Plate 7.2.9   
Park Road 

Station 
Brisbane 2003 
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Plate 7.2.10  Help 
me Park Road 

Station Brisbane 
2003 

 

 
 

Plate 7.2.11  Help 
Morningside 

Brisbane 2003 

 

Considering Chalfant et al’s (1984) statement that writers draw characters to give an impression of 
themselves to other writers (see 7.1.3), the character in Plate 7.2.11 is an ET-like (Extra-terrestrial) 
character, albeit in the feminine form, who is in the act of pointing (a gesture iconic of ET) to the blood 
red text help with its right finger (positioned on the left side of the picture as indicated by bubble and 
manipulated for clarity). The visual narrative suggests a figure in an alien environment, or an alien 
figure in a conventional environment, perhaps longing to phone home (Intertext of ET). This plea for 
help is executed very differently from the beautiful calligraphic one illustrated in Plate 7.1.58, the 
elongated fonts literally dripping emotion in 7.2.11, however, the two share the subscripted letter “L”.  
Similarly, the two characters depicted in Plates 7.2.9 and 7.2.11 have in common alien 
characterization, the female form and a pointing gesture. 
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Plate 7.2.12  
Help sky divers 

Nimbin 2003 

 

The plea for help appears here as symbolic statement- Help sky divers - and probably relates to the 
eulogy RIP Mars 02 which appears between it and the piece.  Such eulogies and dedications are 
very common in the data and in the culture universally, highlighting the characteristic mortality-rate of 
writers, either drug-related or by misadventure. Detox’s heartfelt homage to Mars is also illustrated 
in Plate 7.1.55b. 

Plate 7.2.13  
Melbourne 

2003 

 

 

Simple visual representation of philosophical/religious message about division (columned) on earth, 
unity in heaven; the former aligned to a defensive position in martial arts, the latter to an elevated 
position. 
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Plate 7.2.14  
Newtown 

Sydney 2004 

 

Historically the single eye inside a pyramid has represented the all seeing eye of the Egyptian Sun 
God, Horus.  At other periods it has been associated with Christian Deity, even with Freemasonry. 
However, it is most commonly found on the reverse side of the American dollar bill representing the 
American Great Seal.  Pudl is associated conceptually (verbally) and structurally (visually overlapping) 
with the greater angry force of nature (representation of billowing cumulonimbus clouds) against 
presumably American capitalism (iconic, agent), who ignores visually (the sleepy eye) and aurally 
(back turned) to the impending storm or his TSC crew, the station to which the ghetto blaster is tuned.  
The theme of impending disaster is alternatively verbally expressed (e.g., Plate 7.2.15). 

Plate 7.2.15   
Elizabeth St 

Carpark 
Brisbane 2003 

 

 

Death is a very common theme in the data as verbal expression, as 

eulogy (for example in Plate 7.2.12), in the naming of crews, for example 

the Brisbane crew, Death Squad, but more particularly in Wildstyle, 

where elaborate designs are dedicated to deceased writers as illustrated 

in Plate 7.1.55, Rip to Mars, and others as exemplified in Plate 7.2.16.  
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RIP Raskle Tingalpa, 

Brisbane 2003  

RIP Jury, Cranbrook, 
Townsville 2003 

 

RIP Tremaine 81-97 Sydney 
2004 

 

R.I.P. Bingo  Sydney, 2004 

 

RIP Jamie – Killin Brain Cells, 
SWB Sydney 2004 

 

Plate 7.2.16  RIP Dedications 
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Alternatively, the theme of death materializes as a simple visual 

statement of the kinds illustrated in Plate 7.2.17. 

 

       

     

Plate 7.2.17  Death as visual expression  

 

Anecdotal evidence in writing culture points to widespread drug use, 

perhaps a symptom of alienation and/or repression, or perhaps a form 

of transcendental practice. Its manifestation is palpable in the data, for 

example, in the tags detox (Plate 7.1.55) budz (Plate 7.2.18), and in crew 

names, for example, ADW (All dope writers) and KOC (Kids on 

chemicals) (Plates 7.2.19 - 7.2.24). 
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Plate 7.2.18  
Budz Manly 

Brisbane 2003 
Redfern Sydney 

2004 

 

Plate 7.2.19  All 
dope writers 
Morningside 

Brisbane 2003 

 

Plate 7.2.20  
KOC, (Kids on 

chemicals) 
Tingalpa 

Brisbane 2003 

 

Plate 7.2.21  
KOC  Sydney 

2004 
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Plate 7.2.22  
Battle Boots 
2003 KOC 

Sydney 2004 

 

Writing is often both limited and limiting in verbal form, particularly in pieces or tags, and thus 
relies on its abstract visual language to explain the absences in the verbal text. For example, 
Battle Boots, in straight forward text below the piece (Plate 7.2.22), assists in reading Boots in 
Wildstyle. However, the visual language exposes the rich inner language and intent of the writer 
through the selection of colour, rhythm and shape and the use of line to represent an advancing 
ominous flying creature (dark bat-like/caped superhero in structure and form).  The imaginative 
challenge is extended by the text First Wave. However, the action of the text draws an 
unexpected reaction which changes the imaginative realm of action to the realm of the real 
“There are no waves (expletive)”.   The interaction highlights the fantasy nature of writing, of 
escapism.   

Plate 7.2.23  
For KOC  

Sydney 2004 

 

Plate 7.2.24  
KOC  Sydney 

2004 

 

Initially, the crew KOC consisted of two Brisbane brothers.  They moved to Sydney where their 
reputation amongst writers has grown exponentially.  They feature in at least one DVD 
production, The second Route 666: The brink of Armageddon (2000).   The fame of such crews 
in turn influences less well known writers.  In Townsville and Thuringowa for example, the tag 
KOC, has frequently been observed over a period of four years, on bus shelters, walls and 
fences, in 2006 on the Denham Street façade of Perc Tucker Regional Gallery.  
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Given that characterization is often a representation of the self, (see 

7.1.3), alienation presents as a major theme across all forms of writing. 

Whilst it is acknowledged that representation is adapted from 

characterization in popular culture, particularly mass media, its 

synthesis with personal identity perhaps indicates a sense of 

estrangement. As alien creatures and robotic figures, personification is 

indicative of outsiderness as demonstrated in the data in Plate 7.2.25.  

The impulse to write was discussed in 3.2.  Kristeva (1991), in 

critiquing Freud and others, explains how symbolic representation in 

magical practices and animism were effects of “uncanny strangeness”, 

just as they were in times of “intellectual uncertainty” and “disconcerted 

logic”; consequently the arbitrariness of the symbol is invalidated to 

assume the significance of the real 

 

…the material reality that the sign was commonly supposed to 

point to crumbles away to the benefit of imagination…takes over 

the full functions of the thing it symbolizes…(and further) 

…obsessional neuroses, but also and differently psychoses, have 

the distinctive feature of ‘reifying’ signs- of slipping from the 

domain of ‘speaking’ to the domain of ‘doing’.  Such a particularity 

also evinces the fragility of repression and, without actually 

explaining it, allows the return of the repressed to be inscribed in 

the reification under the guise of the uncanny affect…Conversely, 

our fleeting or more or less threatening encounter with uncanny 

strangeness would be a clue to our psychotic latencies and the 

fragility of our repression- at the same time as it is an indication of 

the weakness of language as a symbolic barrier that, in the final 

analysis, structures the repressed. 

Kristeva, 1991:186-7. 
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Plate 7.2.25  Alien and/or robotic characterization 
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The role of the word in religious practice is discussed extensively in the 

literature as is the affective power of graffiti in ritual practice.  Religious 

practice is explicitly analysed in the data through incorporation of 

Smart’s (1987) dimensions.  However, religious themes materialize in 

the data in diverse ways, at times as serious comment or with humour, 

through characterization in design, in verbal texts, (e.g., Plate 7.2.26) or 

in video documentation of writers wherein titles are explicitly linked to 

conventional religious themes. A DVD which documents KOC on tour 

and the activities of other writers is one example. The title, The second 

route 666: Brink of Armageddon (2000) parodies satanic forces in the 

main title, whilst exploiting recognizably religious themes under the 

scene heading, Disciples of the Night. The opening acts involve the 

writers Salvo and Ils, first, in the customary designing of a piece in a 

visual diary (black book) and in the subsequent execution of pieces on 

trains.  The structure involves first the critical religious heading then 

others of familiar socio-political themes, including Terror on the front 

lines (satirically referring to bombing train lines), Irreversible Outbreak, 

The persistence of decay, Warrior spirit and The perfect virus, thus 

demonstrating an understanding of the inextricable link between 

religion and politics in the genre.  Disciples act as active adherents or 

teachers of a creed function where oppositional forces must of need be 

fought; thus the linear structure of this documentary functions as 

propaganda.   
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a)  b)  

c)  

d)  

e)  
f)   

Plate 7.2.26  Conventional religions parodied in a) Melbourne,  b)Sydney , c - f) Melbourne 2003 

History shows us that the state of outsiderness eventually effects revolt. 

Che Guevara, Cuba and communism are usually freely associated in 

one’s mind as iconic forces against Capitalism.  Ironically, as an image, 

Guevara has become a universal icon of Revolution and, simultaneously 

and ambivalently, a highly commoditised figure in merchandising, 

particularly on T-shirts and posters. Alberto Korda’s photograph of 

Guevara is arguably one of the twentieth Century’s most recognizable 
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portraits and a “potent symbol of rebellion and the alluring zeal of revolution” 

(Dorfman, 2000 accessed 28.4.07). Thus, the coded function of Che 

Guevara, exemplified in Plate 7.1.91, may be symbolic on any number 

of levels, as one who promoted guerrilla warfare as being more 

productive than political indoctrination, as a martyr for a just cause, 

one who stood for social justice, as a saint who stood against Latino-

American subjugation, or simply as a symbol of revolution of any kind. 

Dorfman (2000) argues that “the powerful of the earth should take heed: 

deep inside that T shirt where we have tried to trap him, the eyes of Che 

Guevara are still burning with impatience” (Dorfman, 2000, accessed 

28.4.07). The stencilled Guevara is prominent on a number of walls 

photographed in Melbourne, for example in Plate 7.2.27. 

Plate 7.2.27  
Montage of 

writing 
Melbourne 

2003 

    

The particular power of stencils lies in the form of its repeatability and 

tractability in coding themes.  Through the power of association, writing 

in Plate 7.2.27 creates an unambiguous narrative.  Selection, 

particularly of placement, is critical where one stencil is juxtaposed to 

another, the singular narrative of one metamorphoses or branches and 

multiple stories co-exist as a grand narrative wherein similar themes 

underpin the code of belief in the movement.  The contemporary use of 

stencils prompts comparison with earlier perceptions of the image.  In 

examining the iconic Quarles (1665) Emblemes, Gilman (1980) 

describes Renaissance linguistic conception of the image as one which 
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resembled that of the Egyptian hieroglyph where “the emblem was 

understood to embody a language in rebus mutually interchangeable with the 

language in verbis of the accompanying text (Mitchell, 1980:61)(similarly 

Johnson (1978) in 1.5).  

 

Plate 7.2.28  
Bird/man 
in/out of 

glass dome 
in similar 
contexts 

Melbourne 
2003 

a)  

b)  c)  d)  

 

Representation of the bird in and out of the dome appeared in various contexts in Melbourne 
carrying with it a strong narrative dependent on other elements. Glass domes are conventional 
display cases particularly for clocks; however, the length of the dome also alludes to an 
upturned test tube. In a) juxtaposed to a rebus- (A=volcanic) A(p)point me(n)t= APPOINTMENT 
WAR and the tag Spasm;  in b) sitting outside but on top of  (potentially) a time bomb (red base). 

 

a)  b)  

Plate 7.2.29  Detail A and B of Plate 7.2.27 

 

In Plate 7.2.27, multiples of Ned Kelly, identifiably Australian, larrikin, 

outlaw, bushranger, folk hero, is iconic of all victims of the system.  As 

subject it precedes the verbal text which reads stencils.  However, the 

word may be interpreted alternatively as a rebus.  Visually, the letter 
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“S”, executed in reverse, becomes the numeral 2; the adjusted kerning 

of the word and capital “T” splits the consonant and first syllable to 

form the word “ten” which is subsequently isolated from the remainder 

of the word. Similarly, the differently angular font style for the letter “c”, 

just discernible in this image, also forms the backward arrow, “<” 

signifying less than. Thus stencils may be interpreted as 2 x 10 less 

il(l)s. This reading of the text may appear to be an imaginative leap, yet 

the narrative is clearly articulated in the subsequent elements. 

 

An allegory is constructed by creating a parallel story at the beginning 

of the second row.  The semiotics of misadventure are resonant in the 

image of a bird in a domed display case/upturned test tube (given its 

length).  Its duality draws ambiguously on many conventions and thus 

possible interpretations and questions, not least of a science-driven 

culture, a consumer-driven culture, the spectacle of life and death, even 

an analogy for a canary in a coal mine.  It precedes the canary yellow 

paste-up, Syn< optic< ((Plate 7.2.29, detail a), which is similarly subject 

to multiple possible interpretations including perhaps syn as sign or as 

an abbreviation for synonym, or even as the acronym for Student Youth 

Network (syn.org.au), and  optic, relating to seeing.  Reading linearly, a 

single ant labelled one (indexical of one small creature but also, given 

the characteristic of ants, one of a powerful working army). 

Subsequently, the revolutionary Guevara, crouched (a gesture typical of 

defence or of one avoiding detection or both) precedes a second Syn 

label detail b) in Plate 7.2.29, and a screaming blood-dripping (female?) 

face which does not merely represent a single entity; in the cutting of 

the positive, an indication that the shape is repeated on the left implies 

that a like figure/s adjoin it.   

 

Dorfman (2000) points out that currently three billion people live on 

less than $2 per day and forty thousand children succumb to chronic 
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hunger related disease daily.  That pecuniary preoccupation is voiced in 

the data and illustrated in various forms of writing (Plate 7.2.30) at the 

intersection of the visual and verbal portends an issue critical to 

survival and, simultaneously, carries a subtext about the inequitable 

distribution of wealth.  Akost, for example, extends its narrative 

potential exploiting a double entendre in the homophones, a 

cost/accost; the juxtaposed numeral 183 references the original NYC 

writer Taki 183 (Chalfant et al, 1984 and others.  See also 4.1.4). 

Designs incorporating the dollar sign, stars, flags, checkerboards were 

innovations by early writers in The Bronx, Manhattan and Brooklyn in 

the 1970s and have become universal symbols within the culture 

(Chalfant et al, 1984). Habitually, a vertical stroke through the letter “S” 

appears at the beginning or end of tags as an auxiliary reference to the 

dollar sign as illustrated in Plate 7.2.31 (see also Plate 7.2.7). 
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Kash Only  Sydney 2004 Dollar, Nimbin 2003 Dosh, Nimbin 2003 

 

 
 

Keep your coins, I want 
changes under revised text 
Melbourne 2004 modified  

More Australian Dollars The Gap 
Brisbane 2003 

Akost  Sydney 2004 (183 perhaps refers 
to the original writer Taki 183)  

 
 

The Almighty Dollar, 
Melbourne 2004 

US Dollar Fitzroy Melbourne 2003 
Reference to US Capitalism Melbourne 

2003 

  

Cash Wynnum Brisbane 
2004 

Cash Redfern Sydney 2004 

Plate 7.2.30  Economic themes in writing 
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Plate 7.2.31  Extensions of letter S  into the dollar symbol in Sydney, Brisbane and Townsville  

 

Pro/anti war themes proliferate in aggressive protests in writing, in 

behaviour and in gestural and verbal language, and simulated in the 

representational, compositional and modal functions of the visible 

object.  The latter functions in pro war expression are demonstrated in 

Plate 7.2.32, and similarly in Plates 7.2.34 - 7.2.38. However, the 

Darwinian principle of survival of the fittest is spurious in these 

challenges between crews or individual writers within the culture; 

whilst unambiguously vying for space, recognition or supremacy, each 

writes to the beat of the same/similar drum. 

   

 
Plate 7.2.32  Culture of Kings Aitkenvale Townsville June 2003 

 



----------------------------------------------------------------------------------------------------------------------------------------------------------------------------------------- 218

 

In a form of repartee, battle lines are drawn in each interaction.  

Typically, a statement of supremacy is declared, for example, in Plate 

7.2.32, the crew is represented symbolically as a group of Gothic kings, 

one of whom thrusts a sword at a map, directed at the northern tip of 

Australia. Compositionally and modally parallel to the sword and 

comparative in style is the opening letter “L” of the Wildstyle piece of 

Linz (the writer’s tag). The second letter, “I”, is at counter-angles to the 

arm of the King, its dot reinforced by the circular highlight on the 

crown, in direct provocation to his position as a king in the culture, and 

even the circular glow of the candle on the extreme left.  The diagonal 

structures of the image of kings grouped around the map on the table 

top parallel the structure of the textual piece.  Positioned between the 

two is the invitation to cross swords (symbolic here of spray-cans) in a 

declaration of war on Jury and Revs (possibly other members of his 

crew). The font of the middle letter “A” of war represents the middle 

finger22 gesture, just as the hand signal of the King with his back to the 

spectator is a gesture of supremacy in the culture of gang graffiti as 

illustrated in Plate 7.2.33, a gesture frequently used to identify their 

membership23 or to antagonize members of other gangs 

(http://zimmer.csufresno.edu/~haralds/htmlfiles/gang-signs.html  

accessed 2.2.07).  

 

In Minden Park, Townsville, below the iconic map of Australia, the 

writer, Linz, (featured previously in Plate 7.2.32) verifies the crew’s 

name as Rapid Fire War Crew in Plate 7.2.34.  In Plate 7.2.35 he again 

identifies the crew simply by the abbreviation RF, in this instance, in 

                                       

 
22 The significance of hand signals is profuse in graffiti, for example, the Zulu symbol for peace 

and love, raised hand with extended index and little fingers is frequently painted by B-Boy 

enthusiasts who emulate the demi-god New York graffitist, Africa Baambata. (Chalfant et al, 

1987).  

 
23 Further illustrated in Plate 7.2.58 p300 
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bold outlined uppercase lettering under the word War, which is 

similarly treated but on a larger scale, partially underlined and followed 

by the confident stance of Linz in Wildstyle, translated for all in 

straightforward black lettering below the piece. Rapid Fire possibly 

references B-Boy style delivery of Emceeing in HipHop, a preference for 

rapid fire rhyming over Disco style (Blow, accessed 2007) The writers of 

the pieces in Plates 7.2.36 and 7.2.37 similarly identify as belonging to 

the crew. One might consider these references to war as a form of sport 

where only one’s ego is on the line in a battle of style and virtuosity. 

  
Plate 7.2.33   2 Hand signs for Number One  

 

Plate 7.2.34  Linz in Minden Park 2002 

 

Plate 7.2.35  Linz in Cranbrook Townsville 2003 
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Plate 7.2.36  East Brisbane 28/12/2003 

 

Plate 7.2.37  Rapid Fire Crew – B Boy SeizTingalpa  15/9/2003 

 

Plate 7.2.38   Expressions of rivalry,  Minden Park Townsville 2002 
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Ignoble challenges are often mounted by rival writers (see Table 6.4.3). 

Writers whose work has been dissed in such a manner commonly 

trivialize the impact of toys, the name for those who lack respect as 

observable in Plate 7.2.39 and elsewhere. Exchanges are visually 

obvious compositionally and modally in various layers of text through 

slashing/writing over (as illustrated here and elsewhere - see e.g., Plate 

6.4.1.; Plate 7.1.95). Respect is a core value in the culture of writing as 

externalized in Plate 7.2.40.  

 

 

Plate 7.2.39  Disrespect in action, Sydney and Townsville   

a)  b)  
Plate 7.2.40  Respect as dogma, Bryon Bay and Tingalpa 

  

The militarist metaphor which underscores Western culture, 

particularly in language, is belied in the tribal culture of writing.  

Conversely, an  analogy may be drawn between the language of writing 

and combatant tribes who, for example, engage in a veritable mix of 

martial arts, sport and ritual in stick fighting, (Ethiopian Suri, the 

Sudenese Surma or the Filipino Kali, for example) thus evoking a 

picture of fierce, agile contenders battling opposing teams, crews and 

squads. Yet, these battles occur in the darkness, in relative isolation 
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and before the fact; their arms/armies are evident only on the (bombed) 

walls where the rhythmic patterns of paint trace their dexterous 

movements after the act.  

 

Global issues of warfare in mainstream culture consistently manifest as 

anti-war sentiment in urban graffiti throughout the country; for 

example, in the discourse on terrorism and weapons of mass 

destruction as illustrated in Plates 7.1.25 - 31, and further in Plates 

7.2.41 - 7.2.51.  

 

 

 Plate 7.2.41  Sydney February 2004 

 

 

Plate 7.2.42  Byron Bay 2003 Plate 7.2.43  Flinders Lane Melbourne 2004 
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Plate 7.2.44  Melbourne June 2003 Plate 7.2.45  Melbourne  October 2003 

  

Plate 7.2.46  Stencil Wars Melbourne 2003 Plate 7.2.47  War is bad for your complexion 
Melbourne 2003 

  

Plate 7.2.48  Take a Gamble on the Shell by 
Phool76  Newtown Sydney 2004 Plate 7.2.49  Stop WW3 Sydney 2004 

  
Plate 7.2.50  Anti-violence philosophical 

Melbourne 2003 
Plate 7.2.51  Reks and guns Melbourne 2003 
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Plates 7.2.41 - 7.2.51 exemplify anti-war/violence sentiment across the 

realms of practice in writing. The visual expression in each is very 

effective in exploiting the power of visual association, for example, in 

Plate 7.2.48 in the combination of objects, gesture, placement and the 

verbal tag Phool76; the petrol tanker which doubles visually as a high 

powered gun symbolizes the real driver of war, the bullet hole in the eye 

perhaps visually representing the dysfunctional vision of a warmonger.  

At the same time, the manner in which “the war on terrorism” in 

mainstream culture reverberates preposterously in “the war on graffiti” 

is frequently parodied.  

 

 

 
 

 

 
Plate 7.2.52  Weapons of destruction in Urban warfare 

 

 



----------------------------------------------------------------------------------------------------------------------------------------------------------------------------------------- 225

The weapon of choice, the spraycan, draws no blood. Yet as a symbol of 

power it is unparalleled in writing. In the culture of writing, the latter is 

universally chosen as a weapon against discrimination, violence, hatred 

and as a means (generally)24 of non-violent protest illustrated typically 

in Plate 7.2.52 and elsewhere. Any breast-beating is merely simulated 

in a war of dazzling texts. In Plate 7.2.53, for example, the efficacy of 

spray-cans as weapons of war sends up authoritarian aggression in the 

war against graffiti.   

 

 

Plate 7.2.53  Weapons of War against oppression 

 

Love, too, is handled in various ways in the data as illustrated in Plate 

7.2.54.  Of particular curiosity, is the presence of Jane, who was 

referenced in a number of the areas photographed, as illustrated here 

from Brisbane, Sydney and Melbourne.  

 

 

  
                                       

 
24 In Plate 7.2.2, as a symbol of power its representation reinforces the superwoman narrative 



----------------------------------------------------------------------------------------------------------------------------------------------------------------------------------------- 226

  

     

              

  

Plate 7.2.54  Themes of Love in the Data 

 

7.2.2. Genre, style, aesthetic and media codes: the nature 

of interaction channelled through the narrative and mythic 

dimensions  

 

In addition to tagging which is universal and perhaps proportionate in 

volume in all areas in the data, samples from Melbourne reveal a 

flourishing culture of stencil graffiti as divergent stylistically and 
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technologically from the dominance of Wildstyle found in Sydney. The 

genre variance may be attributable, at least in part, to the variable 

opportunities of photographers who encountered the graffiti in each 

particular location.  For example, the collection of Melbourne images is 

limited to inner city areas which include art/cultural precincts during 

daylight hours. Samples may perhaps reflect the contributing 

photographers’ proclivity to be in those locations since all are females 

over thirty-five years of age, each particularly interested in visual art. 

Equally, the stylistic variance in Sydney may be attributable to the 

opportunities of male contributors, none of whom have a specific 

interest in visual art; all are younger than thirty-five years and are 

employed in the proximity of the areas photographed.   

 

A cursory search of melbournegraffiti.com, a current internet site 

cataloguing graffiti since 1998, reveals that a rich culture of Wildstyle 

graffiti is equally evident in the outer Melbourne area 

(http://www.melbournegraffiti.com/ accessed 7.09.2006).  Similarly, 

stencil graffiti may be extant to a greater degree than is documented in 

Sydney, Brisbane or elsewhere.  However, of the samples photographed 

beyond Melbourne, stencil graffiti is comparatively rare/ minimal in 

occurrence.   

 

Variance in style may also reflect demographic factors, city dwellers as 

opposed to tourists, suburban or regional residents, or even tram 

mobility as opposed to train or other vehicular means. Correspondingly, 

and presuming print to be the habitual tool of the more advantaged, the 

higher student population in inner city Melbourne, as discussed in 

7.1.1, may reflect a proclivity towards a form of interaction closer to 

typographic culture.   Consistent with trends elsewhere, the emergence 

of stencil graffiti is overtly political, philosophical and/or humourous.  A 

study of Table 2.4.1 exhibits how, according to the literature, social 

forces motivate the act of writing in a public space.  Validation of the 
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values of individuals and groups in a specific environment continues to 

motivate the subversive acts of outsiders, just as it has historically. 

 

In that stencil graffiti is related more to typographic culture in a similar 

way as Wildstyle graffiti is related to chirographic culture, the generic 

difference might suggest the former is dominantly visual and more 

aggressive than the second dominantly oral form (see 4.1.2). The 

longevity and tradition of Wildstyle and/or Old Skool or bubble letters 

hark back to their source in New York Style and the disadvantaged (see 

4.1.4).  The connection between Wildstyle and earlier chirographic 

cultures was discussed in 6.1 and 6.4.  In 3.4 and 4.2.3 the aesthetic of 

illuminated manuscripts was shown to function in the assimilation of 

oral pagan culture into Christian culture, designed as they were to 

affect the senses through rhythmic patterns, use of colour and known 

iconography. Chirographic culture is conventionally sacred, tribal in 

nature and hearing-dominant as opposed to secular, industrial and 

seeing-dominant typographic culture (Ong, 1982, and others in 3.2, 

3.3). Cloaked in stylish visual gymnastics and coded texts and 

references, its chirographic agenda is often internalized and implicit.  

 

In the form of visual pieces, tribal messages are incorporated into the 

chirographic, with or without textual comments and/or in easily legible 

or coded tags/crew names where individual writers share a specific 

worldview or life experience as discussed in 7.2.1, (e.g., Plates 7.2.20-

25) and elsewhere. In Sydney, for example, SWB identified as Skinny 

White Boys, in Brisbane, BWP is variously identified as Blacks With 

Power, or Born Wicked Players, and similarly others as illustrated in 

Plate 7.2.56. 
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BWP Elizabeth Street Carpark, 
Brisbane 2003 

World domination, by Brissi Ajents, New 
Farm Brisbane 2003 

  
Aussie Logick Skwad Nimbin 2003 United Artists Newtown Sydney 2004 

 
Death Squad New Farm Brisbane 2003 

Plate 7.2.56  Coded crew names 
 

The tribal nature of the message is reinforced in a satire on the topical 

subject of terrorism in Plate 7.2.53. The tribe’s leader is a Bugs Bunny-

like character humorously bearing an explicit verbal message, terrorist 

attacks. Clad in a sweater featuring a Kings Only breast plate, the 

character indicates towards the weapons of mass destruction at his 

feet.  The multitude of spray cans form a common base line for several 

Wildstyle pieces along the wall. Similarly dominated by the visual, the 

explicit message tends to be masked in Plate 7.2.57.    
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Plate 
7.2.57  

Melbourne 
2003 

 

Acting tribally, Ade and Phb, code names of the writers, protest in explicit text – F..k a War, 
Paint a Wall Peace 2003.  Their world view is visually obvious in the piece; it uses cool, peaceful 
colour and flowing rounded shapes in joyful analogs. The aphorism, the medium is the message 
is connoted by the spray can encased in a love heart, an arrow passing through both. 
Additionally, the oral is emphasized, contained in a speech bubble emanating from a Robin 
Hood-like alien. The use of scrolls simultaneously issues a decree and references past oral/tribal 
culture; just one of an abundance of quite explicit signs, iconic and symbolic. The feather in the 
hat and a winged all-seeing hand, for example, effectively merge the mythologies and 
iconography of various eras in a well constructed narrative.   

 

Additionally, the tribal nature of chirographic representation is obvious 

in the hierarchy of writers.  Novices branded as toys must get up as 

often as possible in order to build both a reputation and skills that 

warrant respect from their peers; the greater the degree of risk involved, 

or the frequency of getting up, particularly in the heavens or in very 

public places, the greater the reputation (Chalfant et al, 1984 and 

others). Kings are at the apex of the hierarchy where status commands 

respect and prime wall space which is generally accompanied by the 

signage Kings Only. Plate 7.2.58 demonstrates a range of modes in 

which kingship is signified in the data.  
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  a)  b)  

c)  d)  

e)  f)  

Plate 7.2.58  Visual, Verbal and Gestural modes of representing Kings Only  

 

Kingship is signified in Plate 7.2.58 in verbal language “Kings Only” (d), 

as an acronym, “KO”, (c25 and d), metonymically as a crown in linear 

writing (a and b) and in pictorial form (f); the writer, Kasino, capitalizes 

on the shortform of his tag “KO” in aesthetic pattern-making which 

simultaneously encapsulates his name and rank. 

 

                                       

 
25 And simultaneously in gesture.  See discussion on gestural signification Plates 7.2.33 and 

7.2.34. 
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In that they do not identify as part of a crew, stencil writers may be 

seen as acting more as individuals in a manner typical of typographic 

man, detached and with the power to act (see 4.1.2).  The more recent 

genre is quite explicit in its verbal text, its visual semiotics akin to those 

of effective advertising and protest.  The extension of writing to a form 

more directly linked to typographic culture might be perceived as an 

event parallel to the print revolution during the Reformation (McLuhan 

(1962) and others in 4.1.2).  

 

Stencil writing perhaps signifies a political unification of broader, 

proliferating and more persuasive groups intent on reform.  The 

characteristic ability of stencils to be reproduced in multiple contexts 

facilitates the subversion of extant power and authority more effectively 

through the montage of known stories and exploitation of mass media.  

Thus, through proactive protest, the singular acts of individuals with 

similar worldviews and philosophies about liberation and salvation are 

multiplied endocytotically with each application of the stencil as 

demonstrated in Plates 7.1.91 and 7.2.27 and further in Plates 7.2.59 

and 7.2.60.  

 

Plate 7.2.59  
Stencils in 

Sydney 2004 
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Plate 7.2.60  
Stencils in 
Melbourne 

2003 

 

Plate 7.2.61  
VIX  
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Youth is the common subject in Plates 7.2.59-7.2.60; however, the 

undercurrent in these stencilled images portrays more than the death of 

innocence; each explicitly portends a new generation of horror.  In Plate 

7.2.59, for example, the image of a young schoolboy smoking is 

juxtaposed with prowling yet extinct Tasmanian Tigers and the 

immediate past Prime Minister as pirate; similarly in the wanted poster, 

Petty thief lout, the schoolboy (perhaps a metonym for education) is the 

product of his environment.  In Plate 7.2.60 the message is carried 

through the implicit use of genre, the reproduction of the evil Damien 

from the film The Omen and the Priest from The Exorcist recalls the 

bedevilled adolescent girl, Regan (as illustrated in accompanying DVD 

covers). (See also Devils Playground, Plate 7.2.26e).  Whilst stencils are 

explicit in their representation, chirographic writers reference similar 

themes perhaps through ritualized practice, for example, in Plate 

7.2.61, VIX, taken from the roman numerals common on clocks and 

alluding to a specific time, is drawn in fire (using cigarette lighter), the 

camera capturing the traces of the movement in space and time.  

 

7.2.3. The coded text:  metalanguage of graffiti from the 

ritualized to the psychosexual 

 

Coded forms of writing as an ideological tool were discussed at length in 

4.2 in relation to the metaphysical function of texts in oral cultures as 

sensory/sacred objects underscoring the magical and ceremonial 

qualities of the word.  However, with industrialization, perception of the 

word shifted so that the secularized text of typographic culture reduced 

to a visual object.  Thus are major shifts in culture associated with the 

technology of the word (see 4.1., Schirato et al, 1996; Goody, 1987; 

Havelock, 1986; Clanchy, 1979; McLuhan, 1964 and others).  Patterns 

of medievalism are obvious in Wildstyle writing (see 3.5; 6.4, and also 

the examples of Plates 6.4.1, 7.1.85) however, they are extant in all 
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styles and forms, in pieces and tags, in the very act of writing rather 

than printing, through frequent reference to scribes26 in the culture, in 

the decorative and tactile nature of writing, and its ability to affect 

senses additional to the visual.  The hierarchal structure of the culture, 

from toys to kings, (see 7.2.2), together with tribal behaviour (see 7.2.1) 

evidences nostalgia for more proximal relationships in view of the fact 

that the multiplicity of kingship connotes tribal culture or kingdoms of 

the past.   

 

A yearning to be heard and to forge closer familial and social bonds 

associated with tribalism is evident in Australia as elsewhere.  Affected 

by the detachment of man through industrialization, coupled with 

capitalist culture and typographic man (see 4.1.2), tribalism and its 

associated rituals exist, albeit post-industrial and post-typographic.  

The iconic American film of 1991, Boyz in the Hood, starring HipHop 

icon Ice Cube of NWA, draws directly on themes of patriarchy and 

neighbourhood, not to mention gang life, in Los Angeles ghettos.  In the 

same year that the film was released, one of Australia’s most 

commercially successful HipHop bands, Hilltop Hoods, was formed. The 

Hilltop, a name conferred by local youths for their urban origins in an 

east Adelaide suburb, metalingually implies tribe, as do others, Beastie 

Boys and The Herd, for example. 

 

                                       

 
26 Ritualization and the crossover between music and writing in HipHop is self-evident in the 

frequency of music groups with Scribe in their name and whose music covers genres of 

HipHop, Trip Hop and Rap, for example, Melodic Scribes, UK; The Deadly Scribes, Pittsburgh; 

Dead Sea Scribes, California; Scribe, NZ; The Scribes, UK.   
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Plate 7.2.62  
Tag/Logo of 

Australian HipHop 
Band Hilltop Hoods 

 
 

However, the tag/logo of Hilltop Hoods also draws on a form of 

nationalistic zeal, its lettering forming the mapped shape of Australia 

(Plate 7.2.62).   In dividing the nation into states through scale, design 

and placement of fonts and punctuation points, the visual 

metalanguage of the tag is at the same time extraordinarily creative in 

unifying the tribes of Australia, particularly in an inclusive gesture to 

define Tasmania, the plurality of the letter “S” encompassing the 

sometimes forgotten island in the sweeping gesture of its tail.  

Additionally, the second letter “o” of Hoods, in its more rounded form 

and greater scale than the first, defines the origin/base of the group in 

Adelaide.  Gaze is centralized in the characterization of a Hood, 

embedded in the letter “O” of Top, its snarling mouth simultaneously 

forming the border of Queensland. Voice is inferred in the quotation 

marks; inverted commas are a common device in tagging for identifying 

the writer, simultaneously signifying speaker or even indexical of the 

speaker’s presence (e.g.,  Plates 7.1.38, 7.1.46, 7.1.54, 7.1.89, 7.2.10, 

7.2.39, 7.2.40, 7.2.60). 

 

Quotation marks are, similarly, a metonym for the act of oration and 

perhaps simultaneously indexical of the writer’s generative capacity. 

Characteristically, the stage is the platform on which embattled rappers 

parade their machismo and verbal virtuosity (see 3.5), whilst the walls 

are the dais for writers’ posturing (e.g., Battle Boots, Plate 7.2.22; 

Culture of Kings, Plate 7.2.32). The meta-significance is accentuated in 

the tag, toobaLLs, for example, as illustrated in Plate 7.1.46. In all 

examples of the tag, all but the letters “LL” are in minuscule, however, 

“too” perhaps means additional to two, or 2; since use of the homophone 
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draws on both meanings, two balls merely admits to the normal 

testicular endowment.  

 

The metalanguage in punctuation varies slightly in each representation 

of 2Balls illustrated in Plate 7.1.46; the top left preceded by “>”, the 

symbol for more than, perhaps meaning more than 2Balls, or more than 

2Balls speaking, given the quotation marks that close the tag. The 

downward arrow (a symbol for territory according to Evans (accessed 

5.6.2007)) is constant in each example, as is the halo.  The latter is 

culturally indexical of the sacred or blessed and/or perhaps irreverently 

references a fictional master criminal, an iconic character who adopts 

the name Simon Templar, Saint of Magic.  In the film released in 

Australia in1997, The Saint was a remake of a popular 1962 film and 

subsequent television series.  Double exclamation marks, second from 

top left, are similarly noteworthy.   

 

Triple quotation marks are prominent in the piece, Joyn, Plate 7.1.89, 

enclosing the piece and correspondingly, the title, bottom right and tag 

below it (Plate 7.2.63 detail b).  However, ellipsis points are used in the 

bottom left writing (Plate 7.2.63 detail a), a formal device evident in 

other writing, for example, in Plate 7.1.41.  That ellipses are used to 

signify an omission or break in the flow of speech in conventional use of 

the punctuation marks, the marks in writing similarly connote that 

more proceeds and is subsequent to the text.  The frequency of such 

marks in the data indicates that there is more to/than the immediate 

context of the text.  Each acts in the continuum of a movement. 
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Plate 7.2.63  
Detail a) and b) 
of Plate 7.1.89 

a)  b)  

 

The metalanguage of punctuation points is arguably significant in 

writing (see earlier discussion Plate 7.2.32 for example).   Ong (1982) 

describes the shift from oral writing to visual print culture in terms of 

Freud’s (1949) oral stages, chirographic oral permissiveness of fluid 

sounds (and fluid meanings) transformed to a stage of constrictive 

anality in typographic culture where words symbolically materialized 

into objects and were locked in space (standardization of grammar and 

punctuation was literally and physically fixed, see 4.1.3).  As objects, 

words physically became the penetration tool of imperialism and 

industrial expansionism in a phallic stage of projection, in the headlines 

and on billboards. Control of space is, as ever, the political objective; 

just as phallic imagery/structures are a metalingual show of force, 

responses express virile opposition as demonstrated, for example, in 

Plate 7.2.64.   
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Plate 7.2.64 
Stencil in 

Melbourne 2003 

 
  

Penetrating/phallic expression occurs overtly as opposition in verbal 

expression in urban writing (e.g., in Plates 7.1.6; 7.1.7) or as an 

indomitable stance (e.g., 2Balls, Plate 7.1.46, Plate 7.2.64), and 

covertly, nonetheless visually obvious, in metalingual forms in the data, 

for example, in the penetrative force of arrows in Wildstyle (e.g., Plates 

7.1.54i and 7.2.37), in the gestural positioning of weapons and/or 

spraycans in Plate 7.2.66 (and e.g., Plates 7.1.7, 7.1.71, 7.1.88, 7.2.43, 

7.2.48) and in symbolic imagery (e.g., Plates 7.1.82, 7.1.85, 7.2.20, 

7.2.48).  So too the visual metalanguage in the written is structurally 

penetrative through use of fonts (e.g., Plate 7.2.32), the emphatic and 

symbolic use of punctuation, particularly in the use of the exclamation 

mark (e.g., Plates 7.1.20 and 7.1.21), and through placement (e.g., in 

Plates 7.1.37 and 7.1.38).  Subliminal use of the foregoing is further 

demonstrated in Plates 7.2.65 – 7.2.69. 
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Plate 7.2.65  Upward thrusting arrows and penile shapes 
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Plate 7.2.66  Gesture/ Gestural positioning of weapons/spraycans 
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a)  b)  

c)  
d)  

e)  
   Plate 7.2.67  Phallic fonts 

Projected capitalization and 3D block lettering often elevated and on a monumental scale 
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Plate 7.2.68  Penile shaped characterization, upward thrusting antennae/horns, projecting teeth.
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Plate 7.2.69  Placement on phallic objects. 

 

Placement may, at first glance, seem random, but when content is 

examined more closely, the metalanguage is arguably more than 

perfunctory.  Placed on a very public boundary of a cemetery, the 

commentary “Stop Killing the Earth…” in Plate 7.1.24 is but one example 

of a more subliminal relationship between placement and meaning, as 

is perhaps Plate 7.2.70.  

 

 
Plate 7.2.70  Escape mindless meanders, Sydney, 2004 

 

Covert religious fervour at one extreme and forthright protest at the 

other belie masculine themes of superheroes, phallic symbols and 

misogyny; the bravado of virtuosic battles for fame are acts of 
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opposition to extant political and economic structures and social forces 

that threaten survival and/or inflict a sense of emasculation.  Lost in 

the detritus of battlegrounds everywhere are cris de coeur, expressions 

of alienation of a generation of Australian writers at the millennium, 

audible for example in Plates 7.1.56- 7.1.58 and equally in Plates 7.2.71 

– 7.2.73.   

 

Plate 7.2.71  
Wrap me up in 
your life and 

keep me safe 
and warm, 
Melbourne 

2003 

 

Below and to the right of the text “Wrap me up…” the repeated blue stencil of a profiled face is 
accompanied by the text “It doesn’t interest me who you know or how much money you make, I 
want to know if you will stand in the middle of the road with me and not shrink back” 

Plate 7.2.72  
Exist,  

Townsville 
2003 
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7.3. Substance in Australian writing: the communicative process 

Data analysis substantiated a close connection between writing in 

Australia and the ideologies of the culture in America; strategically 

through the selection of the medium, writing and the placement of 

appropriated iconic, indexical and symbolic signs in writing.  Emanating 

from the ghettos of New York and Los Angeles, contemporary writing, its 

image and idea, is assimilated in evangelical style. Thus, intertextuality 

was found to be integral to the dialogic process just as interpretation of 

appropriated texts was dependent on insight into each communication. 

 

Placement may likewise be regarded as the appropriated site of 

opposition.  Historically, writing on the wall, by its very nature, opposes 

the dominant discourse, all forms of written protest placed on the 

surfaces of constructed objects which stand in for the ideologies of 

those in power.  As Millán (2004) similarly argues (see 4.1), writing 

culture appropriates the medium of prohibition as a means of 

opposition.   

 

The religiosity with which the social protest is acted upon exposes 

writing as the transubstantive means of subverting extant political and 

philosophical agendas through the word made flesh, a process similarly 

described by Maxwell (2003) in relation to HipHop culture, just as 

appropriation at the intersection of sight and sound is the dialogical 

process by which protest is communicated (see 3.7).  Through the 

rhetoric of the American discourse, similar themes are promulgated 

locally; the tags of local writers are heavily reliant on the intertextuality 

of earlier predicants of the culture, (e.g., DreamOne, Sydney; Reks and 

Reka/Rekaone, Melbourne reiterate the parables of Dream, Canada; 

Rek, New York and/or Wrecking Crew from the film Juice, advocates of 

Tupac write “thug” etcetera), and, similarly, writers depend on known 

texts in mass media to inject meaning (the narratives of superheros for 

example).    
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Perspectives from the literature as synthesized in Table 2.1.1 

established the difference between private (indoor, Latrinalia) and public 

graffiti, the first being inward looking, the second, outward looking, 

mass and reflexive or categorical and individual communications (see 

2.4).  The data analysed suggest that mass, reflexive communication 

which materializes in the most public of places is a dialogical response 

to counter current political, religious and social circumstance (see 

7.1.1).   

 

The process of incorporation, the means by which such opposition is 

reduced (see 4.1.1; Fiske (1997)), has neutralized, to some extent, the 

protest fundamental in writing on the wall, since popular culture has 

embraced the urban imagery of HipHop through television, film, fashion 

and art for example.  Arguably, however, HipHop culture has 

contributed to such incorporation through the processes of propaganda.  

By using mass media for the dissemination of their message, Tupac and 

Snoop Dog for example, use plain folks and band wagon devices 

(Delwiche 2002) (see. 4.1.1) to connote that they are poor, black and 

underprivileged victims of the same system. The lifestyles of their 

disciples may perhaps seem quite disconnected from that of Snoop Dog 

who has amassed multi-millions through record production. However, 

whilst “bling”27 is a measure of success for those who have accumulated 

it, it is simultaneously a symbol of distrust of the system. Despite the 

anomalous wealth generated by these champions of the faith, there is 

no question that issues voiced by these celebrities cue individuals’ 

survival mechanisms universally, signals which resonate, for example, 

                                       

 
27 The word bling-bling, often shortened to bling, literally refers to the visual effect of sparkling 

diamonds, the conspicuous accoutrements of ghetto-born Rappers, redemptive celebrities 

whose cash culture is derived from evil pasts of drug dealing and pimping made good through 

music. Its widespread fashion has extended sufficiently in mainstream culture for the word to be 

entered into the Oxford Dictionary in 2003.  Its connotations extend to and are reflected in the 

struggle for black power since the 1960s movement. (Duffy, 2003 accessed 10.6.2007).   
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in the life and death of Tupac.  In writing, the premise of Burke’s (1945) 

Action Theory is forefronted as a process of human interaction 

  

…drama is the culminative form of action ……But if drama, then 

conflict.  And if conflict, then victimage.  Dramatism is always on 

the edge of this vexing problem, that comes to a culmination in 

tragedy, the song of the scapegoat. 

Burke, 1945:54,55. 
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8. Processes towards exhibition 

8.1. Managing the data 

8.1.1. Selectivity towards a conceptual frame 

Having identified central themes in the data, the issue of the volume of 

photographs (N ≅ 3000) remained. Themes identified in Chapter Seven 

included, for example, power or lack thereof, discrimination, alienation 

and a need for change, prophecy, misogyny, utopian dreams of the 

future, death and transcendence, and superhero narratives. If these 

were to coalesce in a meaningful visual way, an overarching motif was 

needed.  Parallels were sought in literature, and, given the religious 

underpinnings of themes in the photographs, biblical texts were 

investigated as an appropriate meta motif. Identification of the 

similarities between themes in contemporary writing and the Old and 

New Testaments offered a way to manage the photographs by organizing 

them into common typologies as illustrated in Table 8.1.1. The term 

Typology is used in its original sense, defined as  

 

…a system of interpretation applied by early Christian theologians 

to the Hebrew scriptures (the ‘Old Testament’), by which certain 

events, images, and personages of pre Christian legend could be 

understood as prophetic ‘types’ or ‘figures’ foreshadowing the life 

of Christ. Typology—literally the study of types 

The Concise Oxford Dictionary of Literary Terms, accessed 

28.9.2007. 
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Table 8.1.1 Religious typologies in contemporary writing 
 

Foley 
(2007) 

Categories 

Old Testament New Testament Writing Foley (2007) 
Typologies 

Alienation Political insecurity 

Alienation from 
God, through man’s 
disobedience 
Jewish/ Christian 
difference   

Afro-American and 
Latino alienation –   
political insecurity, 
discrimination, 
poverty.  

Soliloquies 

 

Scribes Biblical writers/ authors 

Particularly copiers 
of biblical texts from 
illuminated 
manuscripts 

Writers on the wall 
and Names of 
HipHop bands. 

Scribes 

Prophecy 

Isaiah, Malachi, 
Elijah and Jeremiah 
The Books of Moses 
Exodus/ the restoration 
of the Davidic Kingdom 
 

John the Baptist 
Book of Revelation 
/ Day of Judgement 
Armageddon 
Jesus 

Rap songs e.g., 
Tupac’s.  
Icon representation 
e.g., Jimmi Hendrix, 
Johnny Cash, Elvis. 
Writers e.g., Next, 
and in Australia, 
Next,  SynOptic and 
DreamOne.  
DVD productions 
e.g., Armageddon 
Route 666, KOC; 
Writers Bench, 
Dreamone. 

Prophets 

Transcenden
ce / Ritual 
Practice 

Involved bodily action as 
described in the 
Apocrypha – for 
example rites of 
passage including 
funerals, communion, 
sacrifice and political 
rites 

The Mass, the 
sacraments and 
other practices e.g. 
Rosaries 

Calligraphic tagging, 
piecing and 
elaborate epitaphs 
on the wall. 
Rhythmic trance in 
freestyle battling 
and disco.  

Requiems 

Transfigurations 

Genesis, Exodus, 
Leviticus, Numbers, 
Deuteronomy – the 
emergence of the 
nomadic Israelites as a 
World people 

Gospels, Book of 
Acts, Epistles, 
Revelation -  

Reification of the 
word in Rap and 
HipHop music and 
writing; particularly 
in Freestyling 
battles. The 
emergence of the 
oppressed 
/outsiders.  

Apostolics 

Epistles 
 
Gospels 

 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
The Word 
made flesh / 
propaganda 
 
 
 

Covenant with God as 
handed to Moses Canon law Imperative verbs Commandments 
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Foley 
(2007) 

Categories 

Old Testament New Testament Writing Foley (2007) 
Typologies 

 
 
 
 
 

Psalms in Old 
Testament 

The Book of 
Psalms 

Psalm  a writer in 
Melbourne and 
others e.g., Meggs  

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

Kings 

Book of Kings –historical 
records of Kingdoms of 
Israel and Judah e.g. 
David and Solomon 

The King James 
Bible – 1st English 
Protestant 
translation of Greek 
and Hebrew texts 
Christ as King of 
Kings in Revelation 

Leading graffiti 
writers (Self-
proclaimed/ famed 
virtuosos engaged 
in graphic acts of 
protest or ritual or 
battle) 

Battles 

E.g. Judah’s Kings 
Josiah and Zedekiah, 
the latter against 
Babylonia’s 
Nebuchadnezzar 

Cosmic battles 
between Good and 
evil,  God and the 
Devil 

Rhythmic HipHop 
freestyle rhyming 
and Writers in 
battles of virtuosity 

Kings 
Palimpsests (as a 
form of 
iconoclasm/ 
opposition) 

Misogyny 

Eve as temptress, 
woman as possession 
and slave well 
documented- e.g. in 
Genesis 1 – 4, 16, 19 
and 20, in Exodus 20, 
21and 23 and 
elsewhere, e.g. in 
Apocrypha (1 
Macc. 2:51-60; 4 
Macc. 16:20-23) -only 
male heroes, 
Ecclesiasticus  25:19 
and 22:3 –derogatory 
attitudes towards female 
gender 

Widely 
acknowledged in 
St. Paul 
 
The cult status of 
the Virgin Mary as 
sexless mother and 
Mary Magdalene as 
submissive penitent  

Gang Rappers e.g.,  
Snoop Dogg, and 
Dr. Dre; 
Bode and other 
comic 
characterization of 
the femme fatale 

(Could be included 
under soliloquies) 

Judges e.g. Solomon The Last Day of 
Judgement e.g., Judge Dredd 

Superheros / 
meta 
narratives 

God  God the Father Superman / 
superheros 

Redemptives 
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Foley 
(2007) 

Categories 

Old Testament New Testament Writing Foley (2007) 
Typologies 

Redemption 
/salvation 

The Coming of the 
Messiah and 
establishment of the 
Kingdom of God among 
men  
First born to Jehovah 
who delivered Isrealites 
from bondage and 
provided them with the 
land of Canaan  

The Messiah – 
Jesus Christ 
delivered Christians 
from Sin and 
spiritual bondage 

Messiah – Tupac 
(Mackaveli) 
deliverance from 
violence, 
oppression, poverty 
and discrimination 

Exorcism 

e.g. Jacob wrestling 
demons in Genesis 32; 
God drives the demon 
from Moses by the 
creek; David from King 
Saul using a harp 

e.g. Jews cast out 
demons in Acts 
19:13; Jesus casts 
out demons 
according to the 
Gospels of 
Matthew, Mark and 
Luke (The Catholic 
Encyclopedia 
accessed 
25.8.2007) 

Writers infer 
presence of a new 
generation of 
demons using iconic 
film characters e.g., 
Fr. Merrin from The 
Exorcist and 
Damien from The 
Omen  

 

 

The alignment of types in Table 8.1.1 is generally self-evident with the 

exception perhaps of the classification Palimpsests added to 

accommodate the host of photographs which documented eradication of 

writing, evidence of the considerable battle between authorities and 

writers.  The broad type, Redemptives, is aligned to the four categories, 

judges, meta narratives, salvation and exorcism to reflect a considerable 

overlap in themes which might be explicable as an anagogical typology, 

if following the 13th century Church which classified four levels of 

meaning in the Old Testament, these typologies being  

 

1. literal 

2. allegorical, (referring to the New Testament or Christian 

Church) 

3. tropological or moral (referring to the fate of the individual soul), 

4. anagogical (referring to universal history and eschatology…(the 

end of the world, of humanity, the Second Coming, Last Day of 

Judgement)) 

(The Concise Oxford Dictionary of Literary Terms, accessed 

28.9.2007) 
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8.1.2. Artist’s Book 

 

The data were categorized according to the Foley (2007) typologies (see 

Table 8.1.1). In order simultaneously to record the raw data, present 

the substance in writing for exhibition and substantiate the typologies 

within the photographs, a book format served each function.  Drawing 

on the religious themes identified in the data, the title The Book of Acts 

was appropriate given the parallel categories outlined in Table 8.1.1, the 

literature investigated (in particular the Action Theory of Burke (1945) 

and others) and the relevance of illuminated manuscripts as exemplified 

in writing.   

 

An artist’s book was selected from common formats for its aesthetic and 

conceptual potential, for example to exemplify the typologies above, 

given that in the 1st Century the codex was used by underground 

Christians protesting Roman and Jewish authoritarian texts 

traditionally in the form of the scroll; from the 4th Century under 

Constantine it became the classic form of Christian literature (4.2.3).  

Thus the format which once stood metaphorically for ideological shifts 

in religious and political spheres has since represented the 

Establishment.  On the other hand, illuminated manuscripts perhaps 

connote history, survival, oral culture, ritual object, ascetics, in addition 

to other associations.  The design of the artist’s book will need to 

consider this construction and aesthetic history in the making, 

discussed later in 8.4.2.   

 

8.2. Stage One: Initial experimentation and concept development 

The processes towards a conceptual frame evolved during three 

incremental stages of artistic practice.  The first of these developed out 

of concepts of difference and commonality, the writers’/writers’ practice 
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and personal practice, writers’ experience and personal experience, 

writers’ responses and personal responses. 

 

8.2.1. Distant Noises 

In the early stages of the research, selection for inclusion in the Print 

Council of Australia’s collaborative project involving work with another 

nominated Australian artist presented the opportunity for conceptual 

development in relation to the data. The rationale of Distant Noises was 

the pairing of fifty Australian artists working on paper across the 

continent in order to “shrink the distances that separate us – cultural, 

emotional and experiential as well as geographical” (Mayo and Coutts, 2003).   

The selection process involved submission of two slides of recent works. 

Of the two presented, New Testament, Plate 8.2.1 was one of the works 

in progress and involved the experimental and conceptual 

underpinnings of the later work. 

 

 

 
Plate 8.2.1   New Testament, Foley (2003), Giclée Print on canvas, 110 x 150 cms  
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The religious link was already driving the conceptual process in New 

Testament. One of the people who assisted in locating and 

photographing local graffiti triggered the selection of the title and the 

photograph as the basis of this work with an off-handed comment that 

the cleanup of graffiti was testament to the selective power of councils 

(Wilson, pers con 14.12.2002).  Taken beneath the Railway Bridge at 

South Townsville, the longstanding graffiti in Plate 8.2.2 is, to some, 

more unsightly than many of the pieces which are promptly erased, 

often with mismatched paint creating even less attractive results.  The 

initial stage of experimentation involved the morphing of the photograph 

with an appropriated image of a Gothic Cathedral, Plate 8.2.3. In 

fulfilment of the premise behind the title, the transformation in the 

image of the train tracks into church pews and the high seat-like 

structure to a pulpit-like one was particularly satisfying. 

 

 

 

Plate 8.2.2   South Townsville, Foley (2002) Plate 8.2.3   Appropriated image of 
Gothic cathedral 

 

The Distant Noises project involved eleven weeks of communication and 

collaboration between the partners randomly chosen by the curators. 

Melbourne Artist, Alexis Beckett was chosen as this artist’s 

collaborator.  Then completing a Master of Creative Arts at RMIT, 

Beckett’s topic focussed on the disappearance of birdlife in the urban 

environment.  Synergies between the two practices were found; in the 
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case of this study in the presence of noises/messages in writing on the 

wall and in the other the absence of bird-noises.  An agreement was 

reached to photograph each other’s subject matter in the alternative 

environments.  Given the subject matter of each artist, a common 

thread was found in the notion of absence/presence. 

 

The project stipulated and provided the A4 sized paper on which the 

work was to be submitted.  Each artist considered the other’s way of 

working and exchanged preliminary ideas before development of a 

cohesive body of prints.  Since this artist was working primarily with 

digital images, they were laser printed onto rice paper and, through 

chiné collé, a traditional print-making technique, were subsequently 

laminated onto the required support which had been modified to an 

agreed size to satisfy a more appropriate aesthetic.   

 

Beckett’s untitled works consisted of blind embossed linocuts of birds of 

the region and appropriately placed digitally printed blocks of colour 

from which the text of the birds’ calls were extracted, visually 

communicating the concept of disappearance.  In the Distant Noises 

catalogue, Nolan (2003) notes that 

  

No work is the product of a single individual, and we are all 

subject to distant influences, whether we are aware of this or not.  

Normally, however, it is still possible to exercise a considerable 

degree of control over the nature of that work, to the extent that it 

still seems reasonable to call it one’s own. 

Nolan, 2003: (unnumbered)) 2 

 

Bird themed titles were chosen for this artist’s prints which 

appropriated the writing on the walls to communicate particular social, 

religious and environmental messages.  Plates 8.2.4 - 8.2.9 include 

Another white dove, Absence/presence, Roost, Pecking Order, 

Presence/absence.  The appropriated photograph at the base of each is 

included on the right. 
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Plate 
8.2.4   

Another 
White 
Dove 

  

Stencilled text barely visible towards the bottom left panel in the original reads “bombing for peace is like 
fucking for virginity”.  In its typographic form and placement, it mimics the small print of any commercial 
text.  However, the more typically chirographic directs the viewer towards this very passive anti-war 
statement, particularly the female figure horizontally aligned to it.  The image was reworked to 
emphasise the bombing representationally and the modal functions of visual language. Deliberately set 
in visual opposition to the title of the work, a layer of wiry text and colour are used to compete with the 
now illegibly red text to reiterate the anti-war statement. 

Plate 
8.2.5   

Absence/ 
presence 

 

 

The superficial point of departure for Selection of I was here (Minden Park 2002) was a literal 
compliance with the stereotypical concept that proof of existence is a major motivator of graffiti.  
However, the decision to exploit cruciform’s present in oppositional blocks of subjective colour randomly 
placed over objective building structures was equally a conscious and visceral one.  

 



----------------------------------------------------------------------------------------------------------------------------------------------------------------------------------------- 258

Plate 
8.2.6   
Roost 

 

 

At the base of this image is a graffitied carriage in the Garbutt Railway Yards where carriages at their 
functional end are retired.  Over layered is a photograph taken from a bedroom window of an exotic 
species, Mynah birds, roosting on the power lines at dusk. A decorative layer of rhythmic writing is 
blended through each layer.  However, the undulating rhythms of the handwritten are converted into 
jagged rhythms when interpolated through the typographic process that is computer imaging.  Finally, 
the flattened layer is duplicated and rotated to create a cyclic pattern physically and visually, 
representing the concept that what goes round comes round.  

Plate 
8.2.7   

Pecking 
Order 

 

 

The hierarchy within the writing culture was discussed in Chapter 6 and 7. The multiplication of the 
crown operates as a metonym for the culture of rivalry, geometric patterning as a metonym for culture. 
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Plate 
8.2.8   

Presence/ 
absence 

 

 

Modally, the gesture and form of the stencilled black cat on a suburban brick wall in Fitzroy evoke 
sinister overtones, particularly in the presence of other writing on the wall.  Sub-texts in the reworking 
were intended to highlight the interpretability of the non-verbalized, for example shape and colour, the 
visible and invisible, the typographic and chirographic, the handwritten and the computer handwritten, 
each contributing equally to meaning as the verbal narrative implicating the cartoon adversaries 
Sylvester cat and the canary, Tweetie-bird, the latter represented only by text drawn by erasure through 
the layers.    

Plate 
8.2.9   

Noises   
 

 

 

 

Selection of this image for the project preceded any knowledge of the Tupac phenomena, thus thug and 
other writing were ancillary to elements selected in this reinterpretation.  Taken by Beckett (2003), the 
image evoked a sense of the poetic, of Film Noir, a southerly chill. Prior to visiting Melbourne, a vision of 
the city was shaped by the sounds of the city in High street Kew East by Melbournian poet, Komninos 
(1991).  Hence, the layering of his poetry, the photograph and visual elements are an understanding of 
that city through a pastiche of others.  “…Swallows swoop to scoop the scraps people leave behind 
flying off quickly” is quoted from City Haiku, (Komninos, 1991). The typographic text consumes the whole 
space to represent the industrial.  
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At this initial stage, the conceptual process had taken form in the 

selection of dialogic and expressive processes which emulated those 

found to exemplify the social protest ethic in the data as follows: 

 

a) The appropriation of imagery, symbolic texts including fonts, and 

chirographic modes reminiscent of past oral cultures to mirror 

processes and images not so much as narcissistic visions of the 

anti-social actor but as apocalyptic reflections of the prevailing 

society; 

b) Protestation on substrates which substitute for the ideological 

sites of power (the duality of writing on walls which are 

emblematic of systemic/corporate power and exclusion (see 7.3)).  

By masking and subsequently creating rhythmic patterns by 

erasure through the mask, the process 1) replicates the process of 

coding/eradication and 2) illuminates the patterns of conflict at 

the base of the image (bottom layers);  

c) Reification of the word through ritualized writing, the word made 

flesh, involves the reduction of anxiety through rhythmic 

movement and temporal regularity.  The process involved a form 

of rhythmic writing, hereafter referred to as script, without using 

the alphabet, to the rhythmic patterns in music, chiefly music of 

the Renaissance period which symbolizes harmony and the 

binaries of enlightenment/Gothic darkness and worldly 

knowledge/spiritual transcendentalism. A concept of Action 

painting, of transformation by writing on the writing/writing on 

was intuitive, particularly writing to the sounds of music, the 

latter euphemistically standing in for harmonizing of conflict. The 

anthropologist Foster (1980) argues that a ritual cycle is needed 

to transform conflict in polar power relationships – some form of 

role reversal is necessary, thus writing on the writing is a form of 

ritualized role reversal. 

 

Figure 8.2.1 synthesizes the rationale and conceptual frame for the 

process. 



----------------------------------------------------------------------------------------------------------------------------------------------------------------------------------------- 261

 

 
Figure 8.2.1 Conceptual frame for development of images  

 

Harmonization of social difference is achieved through the process of 

hybridization, a key concept of postmodernism which aligns with a 

personal commitment both in the social context and in the production 

of art.  The conceptual frame illustrates the layered process; however, 

the achievement of harmony as an aesthetic is challenging where each 

visual layer represents conflicting communicative acts, languages and 

ideologies. The prospect of writing over all previous layers presented a 

conceptual and visual problem; such action would potentially add yet 

another dominating voice thus potentially exacerbating existing conflict 

and visual chaos.  Consequently, the process of subverting conflict 

involves visual and symbolic balance.   

 

The technological solution devised was to neutralize the conflict with a 

mask, a layer of harmonious colour in Adobe Photoshop and 

subsequent personal writing, script, through erasure of the mask in 

order to expose the previous discourses albeit through the creation of 

rhythmic patterns.  Music of the Renaissance, a period named for 
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rebirth and generally regarded as the transition from the medieval to 

the modern era may be conceived as a bridge between the chirographic 

and typographic and a blurring between the religious and the secular.   

However, functional harmony and modulation in Western music 

originated later during the Common Practice Period around 1600, thus 

drawing to music of composers for example, Bach, Handel and Vivaldi 

would perceptibly induce a harmonious pattern.   

8.2.2. Temenos 

Judith Floyd, the curator of a group exhibition at Umbrella Studio 

entitled Temenos, asked the five (female) artist participants to explore 

the notion of creativity in response to the question “why do you create?” 

In her curatorial statement, Floyd states that the artists selected had “a 

passion to honour creative gifts and make visual statements that stimulate 

thinking and challenge the known” and describes Temenos as a “sacred 

precinct, enabling space” (Floyd (2004) Temenos catalogue).  For this artist 

such an enabling space was synonymous with the landscape; the 

enduring nature of the genre in visual art is testament to the fact that 

we are captivated by the spaces within which we function, the scenes of 

action, of conflict, those places where the spectrum of perspectives are 

dramatized. 

 

Works contributed to the exhibition included two Giclée prints on Art 

paper, Wide Brown Land (Plate 8.2.10)  and Palimpsest No. 1 (Plate 

8.2.11) in addition to a mixed media work entitled Dolce Domum: 1200 

techniques (Plate 8.2.12). The processes involved in each of these works 

contributed considerably towards the development of work for the 

subsequent solo exhibition. 
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Plate 8.2.10  
Wide Brown 

Land 
Giclée print on 

Art Paper 
600x600cm 
Foley 2004 

 

Appropriation of the phrase Wide Brown Land from Mackellar’s (1904) famous poem was 
selected to challenge romantic visions of the past, the stereotypical notions of the Australian 
landscape a starting point over which contemporary photographs from the data and computer 
drawing/writing to music were layered. 

 

The purpose of the square composition was to challenge the vista 

format of traditional landscapes in Western art, in order to represent 

the four corners of the earth, North, South, East and West, a 

consecrated space in other cultures, wherein the forces of the universe 

may be drawn upon to induce harmony, healing, a resolution of conflict.  

In Western Art, Durer’s (1514) wood engraving Melancholia 1 is perhaps 

the most famous image exploring the magic square for its symbolism 

and use of geometry in Renaissance Art; it is also one of the most 

analysed images in Western Art, and is generally interpreted as an 

allegory for the four elements, four winds, four seasons, four phases of 

life and in particular the four humours of which the fourth was 

melancholy.  The latter was associated with imagination, narcissism 

and the artistic condition.  According to Jung (1964) the square format 

may also represent the four functions of consciousness, “thought, feeling, 

intuition and sensation… (Similarly) the spatial orientation performed by 
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Brahma and Buddha (which) may be regarded as symbolic of the human need 

for psychic orientation” (Jung, 1964:240).  

Plate 8.2.11  
Palimpsest #1 
Giclée print on 
Art Paper 60 x 
60 cms Foley 

2004 

 

Palimpsest #1, involved similar thought processing and computer manipulation outlined in 
8.2.1.  Through the processes of selection and technique, a landscape was produced to reflect 
a Rothkoesque spirituality (1903-1970), wherein the base and elevated elements of existence 
are evocative in divisions above and below an implied horizon.  The original photograph 
(Foley, 2003) portrayed a segment of the concrete path between James Cook University, 
Vincent Campus and the Village shopping centre on which the tag Static, barely visible 
through a darker grey layer, was painted out as part of a graffiti eradication program by the city 
council, highlighting the continual action of one writing over the ideologies of another. A 
symbolic motif in the work evolved when a single camouflaged leaf in the original photograph 
was transformed through the process into a brilliant autumn colour to generate an accent in an 
image which was otherwise tonally in a low major key. 

 

The physical processes used to produce the mixed media work Dolce 

Domum (sweet home): 1200 techniques emulated the computer 

techniques exploited in the former two pieces.  Tonally manipulated 

photographs from the data were printed on A4 sheets and adhered to 

the canvas (180 x 180cms) in a structured form simultaneously 

suggestive of the mystical division of the four quadrants of the earth 

and the cruciform (Plate 8.2.12).   Oils were then used to connect the 
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images as a base for subsequent rhythmic writing created in response 

to 1200 Techniques’28 (2004) album, Consistency Theory.  The latter 

patterns were executed by strapping together and drawing with different 

coloured oil bars. 

    

 
Plate 8.2.12  Dolce Domum: 1200 Techniques 

Mixed media on canvas 180 x 180 cms, Foley 2004 
   

At the curator’s suggestion that each artist submit a seat with the 

works, one of the participating artists contributed five bench stools for 

the five artists to redesign.  In its original state, this artist presented the 

stool to five budding writers with the forewarning that their work would 

perhaps be unrecognizable once returned and reworked.  The graffitied 

stool was wrapped in balls of wool and subsequently covered in layers of 

spraycan paint, another process to physically emulate the for example, 

transformation of woolly scribble when interpolated by another medium, 

                                       

 
28 1200 Techniques is an Australian HipHop group 
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as produced by erasure through layered masks on the computer. The 

process is documented in Plate 8.2.13. 

 

 

 

 

Plate 8.2.13  Process for mark-making on stool 
 

8.2.3. Walk This Way 

 

The potential to explore other aspects of the literature and progress 

towards conceptual realization occurred through participation in Perc 

Tucker Regional Gallery’s (2004) Exhibition Walk This Way.  In 

Confessions of a bared sole (Plate 8.2.14 Views a) and b)) layered 

surfaces of paint were exploited to depict inward-looking private 

communications typical of latrinalia, as a background for a suitably 
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reflective characterization (a seated pose) in the representational. The 

image was signed for hanging in two directions, presenting the 

installer/viewer with the choice of which way the painting should “walk” 

or talk.  

 

  
Plate 8.2.14  Confessions of a bared sole 

Alternative hanging views a) and b), Foley (2004) 
Oil and Encaustic on Canvas 180 x 130 cm 

 

The ambivalence of the figure as active/passive was effected mutually 

by its alternative placement emanating from the top or the bottom of the 

frame and the treatment of the shape at opposing angles to it.  Painted 

in encaustic in contrast to the high gloss oils of the figure and its 

ground, the latter shape was matt in appearance. Conversely, 

directional marks in opposition to that of the figure’s immediate 

background were parallel to the figure itself. However, the more 

intriguing aspect of 180 degree rotation is perhaps the viewer’s 

perception and sensitivity in relation to the object itself (larger than life 

given its scale at 180cm) the power relationship which challenges one’s 

own perception of self in the presence of another figure and its 

placement.  These aspects of process and placement prompted further 

experimentation with rotation and its perceptual possibilities. 
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8.3. 4Stage Two: Finding the artist’s perspective 

8.3.1. From linearity to the cyclic frame 

Power corrupts, absolute power corrupts absolutely. Great men are 

almost always bad men 

Lord Acton (1887) to Bishop Mandell Creighton.  

 

Writing is a response to the abuse of power through writing. It is 

essentially a reaction to exclusive micro and macrostructures which 

underpin Western culture (Chapter 4).  These are linear in fashion (end 

goals) and follow a sequential logic through which the organization 

(inclusion/exclusion) of its peoples is rationalized (4.2.2. and 4.2.3).   

 

The progression towards rotation in the practice corresponded to a 

rationalism emerging from these themes in the literature, the 

recognition of the ability of writing as a spatial medium to affect sensory 

perception and thus one’s view of the world (4.2.1, Ong (1967)) and, in 

particular, the link between major shifts in power within the binary 

domains of the political and religious spheres and consequent events in 

writing practice (McLuhan, 1964; Ong, 1967; Clanchy, 1979; Meggs, 

1983; Goody, 1987 and others). In the continuum of existence these 

shifts are cyclic.  

 

Experimentation included rotation of images (e.g. Roost29, Distant 

Noises, Plate 8.2.6) initially in the form of an ambigram, a graphic 

manipulation of text which is equally interpretable when rotated, 

usually at 180 degrees as illustrated in Plate 8.3.1.  

 

                                       

 
29 Power in Roost was literally represented by birds resting on power lines and metaphorically 
represented as an ambigram.   
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Plate 8.3.1    
Ambigrams 
as a base 
for Roost   

   

Ambigrams are variously regarded as subliminal messages30, as having 

other mystical properties, and/or as the coded texts of secret societies, 

for example the Illuminati of Gothic history whose clandestine activities 

extend to the present day in the Freemasons, other Lodges and 

conspiracy theories of a New World Order (Chandelle, 2005).  

Conspirators who shared a goal to break away from political and 

religious tyranny covertly railed against the prevailing powers of the 

day. Ambivalently, such secrecy, mysticism and the dark side coexisted 

with enlightenment, mathematics, logic and the rational.  Their 

mysterious codes were controversially highlighted in the best selling 

novels Angels and Demons (ambigram cover design Plate 8.3.2 

(Accessed 8.8.2007)) and The Da Vinci Code (Brown 2000, 2003) which 

spawned a host of publications debating the historicity in the partly 

fictionalized works, for example Beyond Angels and Demons: The truth 

behind the fiction (Chandelle 2005).   

 

Plate 8.3.2    
Ambigram on the 1st 

Edition cover of  
Angels and Demons, 

Brown (2000)  

     

 

 

Given the nature of binary shifts in power, ambigrams, particularly 

asymmetrical ones (for example Angels/Demons Plate 8.3.2), may be 
                                       

 
30 Rorschach’s (1951) psychological ink blots effectively take the form of an ambigram.  
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regarded as a metaphor for such rotation; opposite forms of power are 

merely the same thing inverted.  The term ambigram is credited to 

Hofstadter, (1979) in Gödel, Escher, Bach: An eternal golden braid, 

which explores the close relationship between mathematics, art and 

music.  The practice predates its name. According to Chandelle (2005), 

thousands play with words in such a manner; however the remote 

origin of the ambigram “is in magic books, designed to be read and 

interpreted only by learned masters” (Chandelle 2005:10). The 

contemporary revival of the practice and gothic themes are especially 

obvious in tattoo, a subsidiary to HipHop writing (see for example 

http://www.wowtattoos.com accessed 5.7.2007).   

 

 

Conflict represented by writing as mass reflexive communications 

against abuse of power epitomises the drama/conflict/victimage 

paradigm hypothesized in Burke’s (1945) Action theory. In order to 

transcend the scenes of conflict, a model based on historical exemplars 

was needed to transform the text. The selection of the square format 

was based on its historical, magical and transformational qualities 

(8.2.2).  Having rejected the ambigram as a suitable model, the 

transition toward circular motion within the square was inevitable, 

given its precedence throughout history.  For example, the Alchemists, 

one of the many sects seeking reform in the Christian church around 

1000 A.D., had a view of transforming earthly matter into something 

more spiritual in the form of the quadratura circuli (the squaring of the 

circle), the square symbolic of  “earthbound matter, of the body and reality” 

(Jung, 1964:249).  

 

Dissanayake (1992) states that some cultures prefer to use sharp 

contrasts in colour and position in their art whilst others seek to 

balance opposites; exemplifying Navajo sandpainting which seeks such 

balance between the dynamic and static through equilibrated control in 

rotational symmetry, she argues that “human societies vary in their 

propensities to balance and harmonize and glorify oppositions” (Dissanayake, 
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1992:165). The Navajo process involves rigidly established designs 

usually incorporating yéi figures, Navajo spiritual beings, in ritualized 

drawing accompanied by the chanting of a medicine man for 

healing/transformation. (For example, Plate 8.3.3 accessed 20.9.2007 

http://www.anthro4n6.net/navajosandpainting/). A similar practice is 

extant in other cultures, for example the sand mandalas of the 

Tibetans, the Rangoli of India and others discussed in 3.5. According to 

Jung (1990) the quadrature circuli (the squaring of the circle) is a form 

of mandala.  Through cross-modal matching (3.6), the process is a 

metaphor for the concept of transformation, however as a general term 

the ancient mathematical problem is regarded as a metaphor for 

hopelessness, impossibility. 

 

Plate 8.3.3  
Navajo 

sandpainting 

 
 

8.3.2. Compact Prints (2004): resolution of conflict 

 

Umbrella Studio Inc. hosts an international biennial exhibition, 

Compact Prints, in which participating artists present two prints in the 

nominated size to fit a CD case. One is held by the gallery for touring, 

the other is sent to a randomly selected participating artist together 

with the collection of all works illustrated on a CD.  Pink White and 

Black Noise (Plate 8.3.4) was produced to communicate a personal anti-
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war statement in the 2004 exhibition, and to represent polar positions 

in relation to the current deployment of troops to Iraq.   

  

The process involved the appropriation and placement of writing, Sketch 

and No War, in one quarter of a square and subsequent rotation 

through the other three.  The base layer is then masked and processed 

as outlined in Figure 8.2.1; the rotation process repeated until a 

particular aesthetic is achieved, the transformation complete.  

 

 

Plate 8.3.4 
Pink White 
and Black 

Noise  
Digital Image 
on art paper 
Foley 2004 

 

 

Appropriated graffiti images from the data, acknowledged on the inside of a double page print, 
included a straight forward statement NO WAR and the tag Sketch (Foley, Byron Bay, 2003), the 
latter an imperative verb, interpretable as plan, design or set forth in response to a brief.  The title 
was selected to draw on its many possible interpretations, for example, scientific and music 
discourses as outlined in Barrow31 (1995); supernatural discourse wherein electronic white noise is 
a channel for communication with the dead (the film White Noise (2005) for example); computer 
graphic discourse wherein noise refers to multi coloured pixels randomly speckled to break up flat 
blocks of colour.  

 
                                       

 
31 According to Barrow (1995) white noise is “acoustically ‘colourless’ – equally anonymous, 
featureless, and unpredictable at all frequencies…white-noise machines are marketed to 
produce restful background ‘noise’ that resembles the sound of gently breaking ocean waves”; 
in contrast black noise is surprising but highly predictable, a frequency which correlates to 
natural and man-made disasters whereas a wide range of classical compositions (also jazz and 
rock music and music of other cultures) were found to be closely approximated in 1/f pink noise, 
a combination of frequencies that are pleasing to the ear perhaps suggesting a propensity for  
sound pattern-processing in the human brain.  (Barrow, 1995:232-236)  
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8.3.3. Patterns and cycles: philosophical or natural 

selection? 

 

The conceptual frame for the development of the exhibition outlined in 

Figure 8.2.1 was further resolved through the physical activities 

engaged in preparatory exhibitions outlined in Stages 1 and 2.  However 

the substance of the work for the solo research exhibition necessarily 

involved further selection processes related to the subject matter in the 

data and the media to be used.  Two divergent forms were needed to 

amplify the polar positions of insider/outsider, clearly identified in the 

research as being either typographic/chirographic, printed/hand 

written, literal/ metaphoric, simple/embellished, secular/spiritual. To 

print? To write? Or to do both?  Based on the conceptual underpinnings 

and structure of the Artist’s Book, The Book of Acts, the initial decision 

to overlay text, pattern /script was to represent the cyclic shift from the 

religious to the secular, the spiritual to the material, from rites to rights 

and back, through ritualized writing as well as old print technologies of 

the Renaissance period and new technologies. 

  

A tendency to engage in visual patterning which both elaborates and 

promulgates often unnoticed minutiae is evident in earlier work. For 

example, the stamp drawings in 5.3, text as pattern in Plate 5.2.2 or 

“M” shaped marks as pattern in Plate 5.2.1 show a progression towards 

overt patterning.  Shotwell et al (1980) distinguished two discrete styles 

of symbol making in young children which they deem predictable 

aptitudes in adulthood, that of Patterners and Dramatists (3.4), those 

who examine the structure and function of objects and those who turn 

them into narratives. Patterners were found to be private, independent 

beings lacking fantasy but with a propensity for visual design and 

metaphorical behaviour.  Conversely, Dramatists were found to be 

interactive, with a high degree of fantasy, a propensity for 

communication but lacking metaphorical behaviour. However, the 

research acknowledges that the data did not include ritualized symbolic 
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behaviour, thus excluding patterns in preliterate or cross-cultural 

societies. Pattern making is associated with ritualized behaviour and is 

variously related to survival instincts (Barrow 1995; Dissanayake 1992), 

ordering of spatial memory (Mitchell 1980, Noah, 1997; Streek accessed 

24.5.07 and others), control (Bojorquez, 2002) and a means of 

transcending conflict (Pächt, 1984). Thus, the visual exploration of 

patterns and cycles offered an informed, logical and natural direction 

for the work.  

 

8.4. Stage Three: Implementing the visual 

8.4.1. Philosophical and technological decision making 

In order to represent and respond to the multi-layered communications 

involved in ideological writing that materialized in the data and 

literature, large-scale digital images and/or traditional printmaking 

processes, for example, etching, lithography and artist’s books were 

utilized to reflect the shifting ideologies incumbent in the autographic 

process and relevant technological/social developments. 

 

A number of representational lithographs were designed as part of 

initial experiments with thematic data as a base for conceptual 

experiments.  For example, the concept of writing on the wall initiated 

the printing in a number of colours of the now clichéd pattern of brick 

walls as a base for Kings Nos.1-9 series (Plate 8.4.1), whilst the 

masculine vigour symbolic in the metalanguage of writing, for example 

in punctuation marks, particularly exclamation marks, inspired Kings 

No.10  series (Plate 8.4.2). 
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Plate 8.4.1   

From the Kings 
series #s1-9  

 

Plate 8.4.2   
Kings #10a 

Inset Melbourne 
2003 

 

 

 

The title Kings was applied in series 1-9 to signify tribal themes, that is, hierarchies as they 
apply to ownership of bricks and mortar, and further, to signify virility in expression in series 
10.  

 

 

Another approach was the use of a grid pattern as a visual metaphor for 

societal structures bordered by the word Acts in Latin Script font; this is 

the substrate of an initial series of lithographic experiments (e.g., Plate 
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8.4.3).  The base colour is varied in each by adding colour to the slab 

before printing individual prints (e.g., Plate 8.4.3 a) and b) to signify the 

different contexts in /structures on which writing/writing might appear.  

These experiments are individually numbered Acts. 

 

Plate 8.4.3   Acts 
1st state 

Singled layered 
lithographs on 

paper 2004 

a)   b)  

 

A layer of script is then printed to signify writing.  Subsequently, in 

order to include the actions of all participants, for example, the 

authoritarian program of graffiti eradication, a process of reversal is 

explored physically by printing the positive (writing), and subsequently 

reversing the image on the stone to print the negative (writing over) 

(Plate 8.4.4).   

Plate 8.4.4   A 
lithographic stone 
during the process 

of reversal from 
positive to 
negative 

 

Reversal in lithography is an intensive process often yielding unpredictable results. There are 
various processes to achieve a negative of a positive in lithography which produce as many 
results; however the process selected involved application of an acrylic coating to the raised 
image to protect it, allowing it to dry thoroughly prior to counter etching the stone. Since the 
negative area of the stone is closed and does not accept the acrylic the latter is easily removed 
during the counter etches, thus rendering the stone open to once again receive ink. However, 
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each reversal renders the stone more coarsely grained; so the possibility of a breakdown in the 
surface increases if using a coarsely grained stone for the first drawing (e.g., by using 180 
instead of 240 or 320 grade carborundum for the final graining of the stone).  The process 
seemed appropriate to represent surfaces written on and, in turn, written out by using closely 
toned colours (Plate 8.4.5. c)). Given the nature of the marks and the nature of the stone, 
schismatic patterns of exchange may be elicited by slightly offsetting the image and/or rotating 
the paper on the stone. Conversely, by printing the negative and positive in contrasting 
colours, the contrast effectively represents the nature of writing (Plate 8.4.5.a), b),d)).  

 

a)  b)  
Plate 8.4.5   Acts 

Positive and 
negative printing 
Lithography on 

paper 2004 

c)  d)  

 

Script and its negative processed on a single stone to print  in (a); both applied as 2nd and 3rd 
layers over the grid layer in (b) and similarly a positive/negative applied in (c) (formerly Plate 
8.4.1a); multi layers of negatives and positives printed in (d).  Efficiency and economy in 
printing multiple colours in each series was achieved by working on a number of stones 
simultaneously, hence each colour slab could be utilitized for printing multiple stones at any 
given time. 

 

Several stones are drawn and printed on paper and reversed.  As each 

stone is processed, it is printed randomly (in selection, form and colour) 

over random previous prints to build up the notion of writing on, writing 

on, writing over/out as demonstrated in Plate 8.4.5 views a), b), c) and 

d).  Script is printed numerously on/as single or double layers before 

the stone is reversed and printed again in high contrasting colours to 

signify bombing, or conversely in closely related tones and colours 

signifying the ritualization of writing on and/or eradication, the latter 

process frequently both exposing traces of the writing and failing to 

match the original state (e.g., (d)).    
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This cyclic pattern is further emphasized on and within the square itself 

by drawing rotationally on the stone (e.g., Plate 8.4.6), by rotation of the 

paper on the stone to print multiple layers (e.g., Plate 8.4.7) and 

similarly rotation of a duplicate layer within the digital image (e.g., 

Plates 8.4.8, 8.4.9) to be printed digitally and/or transferred on to litho 

stone. 

Plate 8.4.6   
Detail of Act 

#15 
 

 

  

Plate 8.4.7   
Counteract  

Lithography on 
paper  

 

 

Rotational  drawing on the stone (Plate 8.4.6) and rotation of the paper (Plate 8.4.7) to print 
two closely toned merging colours (blue/violet and blue) printing to create a central, mystical 

circle in the form of a mandala 

 



----------------------------------------------------------------------------------------------------------------------------------------------------------------------------------------- 279

1a)   
 

1b)  

Plate 8.4.8 Processes   for 
two of the Prophet Series  
Insets – 1) Diva; Diva and 

Optic  tags Melbourne 2003 
ADW  in Brisbane 2004 

 

2a)  

 

 

A cyclic pattern of the digital tags Diva and Optic is first created in Adobe Photoshop (1a), 
(similarly of ADW in (2a)).  It is printed digitally and transferred onto the stone using a technique 
of phototransfer (1b). In order to print the large format images, it was necessary to import them 
into Corel Draw to tile for printing onto A4 or A3 sized sheets.  The Crew name ADW, (All Dope 
Writers) was similarly treated digitally, phototransferred and lithographically printed and variously 
combined with Script, its negative and the DivaOptic border or others in the series Prophets.   
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Experimentation involved cycling between old and new technologies, 

from the hand written/drawing, processing/printing lithographic stones 

/etching plates to digital photography/digital drawing or conversely 

transferring from digital technologies to stones etcetera; a continuous 

ritualized rotation of the chirographic and typographic to represent the 

linearity of writing and/or to evoke the decorative patterns of 

illuminated manuscripts and the patterns of non-writing oral cultures 

in textiles. The potential to exploit a sense of textiles evolved out of 

consideration of grounds on which to print. Paper and canvas were 

available options and consequently the first option was selected for the 

chirographic, the latter for the digital work.   

 

  

  

Plate 8.4.9   From the Prophet series, lithographs on paper 2004 
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Various patterns were explored in the lithographs by the overlaying of Script and cycling 
between the negative and positive. In order to maintain an essence of the hand drawn, borders 
were unruled and drawn by hand thus creating implications for registration when rotated, yet 
creating an aesthetic in keeping with the subject matter. 

 

The digital processes paralleled those explored in the lithographic.  

However, images were more densely combined and compacted prior to 

subsequent processing.  Plates 8.4.10 and 8.4.11 illustrate stages in the 

digital process. 

  

Plate 8.4.10  
Preparatory 

digital base for 
Giclée print in 

one of the 
Prophet series 

 

Photographic excerpts (Next and HSK (Hell sent kaos) in this example) are placed to form the 
top left quadrant and subsequently rotated within the four. The first quadrant is typically filled 
before rotation. The process then involves copying and flipping the layer 180 degrees to 
complete the top half of the square and subsequently repeating the process to complete the 
square. 
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a) b)  

c) d) 

e) 
Plate 8.4.11  Process for Giclée print Scribe #2 

a) various tags of Reify in their context top left quadrant b) repeated in four quadrants c) mask layer 
with erased script d) flattened, duplicated and rotated e) detail of final image with window into previous 

layer. 
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Within the first of the four quadrants excerpts from the data are 

combined in compositions representing typologies defined in Table 8.1.1 

and recorded in the Book of Acts (8.1). These are subsequently rotated 

as a substrate for ritual transformation. The implementation of 

philosophical concerns is fully realized in the combination of the data 

compositions, script and transformational processes implicated in 

rotation of each quadrant as a substrate (for example, Plate 8.2.14). The 

circuitous movement within and outside of the square ritually act out 

(Jung’s) four functions thought, feeling, intuition and sensation in a mantra 

like fashion throughout the production of each image.  

 

Ancillary works using a number of printmaking processes were 

concurrently designed to articulate aspects of the research.  For 

example, the coded names of writers listed on Art Crimes (the major 

website at Graffiti.org) border the central, self reflecting text Ecce 

Signum in a mixed print-media work entitled Train of Thought, so named 

to link the proposed exhibition title and that of the research.  The work 

comprises a large etching and aquatint (60 x 90 cms) printed over a 

chine colléed photographic lithograph depicting a pattern of trains from 

the Garbutt Railway Yards.  Individual works including Sign, Name, 

Brand, Label and Insignia formed a second mixed print media series 

entitled Tag.  An assortment of print techniques was incorporated into 

the series including photographic data print released onto paper as a 

background for stencilled or etched text.   

8.4.2. Making the artist’s book  

Design of the artist book needed to draw on philosophical aspects 

discussed in 8.1.2 in construction, layout and overall appearance. 

Illuminated manuscripts consisted of two, four or eight folded 

parchments (folios) bound together (4.2.1).  The standard codex is 

constructed by stitching signatures together, each traditionally 

consisting of two, four or eight folded sheets nested.   
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To represent physically a reversal of extant power a form was needed 

which retained the visual and aesthetic feel of a religious object yet one 

which might undermine the standard structure of the codex.  

Consideration involved the physical act of folding each sheet in a way 

designed to comprise a double standard by folding bottom to top edges 

before folding left to right to create a double folio joined at the bottom.  

Consequently, when folded, the A side is concealed until the bottom is 

torn open. Signatures comprise four such double folios, effectively 

creating thirty-two pages once open. Additionally, this structure also 

involved quarters, from bottom to top, and subsequently from left to 

right, necessitating inversion of images placed in the lower quarter.   

 

A model that would facilitate data transfer to each signature to read 

consecutively once folded, nested and stitched together was necessary. 

A template was set up in Adobe Photoshop, numbered to account for 

the nesting of thirty-two pages 1A /1B, 2A/2B, 3A/3B, 4A/4B, each to 

facilitate the transfer of data to upper halves, the inversion/transfer to 

the lower halves (Plate 8.4.12).  

 

 

Plate 8.4.12  Template setup for each of 48 signatures  

 

The book comprised forty-eight such signatures or seven hundred and 

forty-eight pages.  A loose narrative was created through selection of 

images that complied with the typologies listed and the organization of 

the latter. Once printed, folded and nested to create each signature, the 

lower edge was torn open to reveal a textured and coloured lower edge 

which simultaneously explains the process and creates an aesthetic 

more in keeping with the handmade as illustrated in Plate 8.4.13.   
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Plate 8.4.13  The 
Book of Acts  

Leather bound and 
boxed book of digital 

images 

 
 

In the planning stages, the book was intended to be sufficient in depth 

to achieve a square spine boxed in an embellished slip case; however, 

the preparation of such a volume of images in the timeframe rendered 

the plan untenable. A variation in the paperweight to accommodate the 

concept was considered but rejected as the thickness of the paper 

would have a deleterious aesthetic.   A decision to use a commercial A4 

120 gsm paper was based on various factors  

• Its printing and aesthetic qualities – including utility for page 

turning (neither flimsy nor cumbersome), cover ability for double 

sided printing, colour 

• Its weight to maintain an even fore-edge to spine ratio when 

collated, stitched and covered 

• Its acid free property 

 

Printing, folding and collating was undertaken prior to time constraints 

which necessitated the outsourcing of the binding; the task of stitching, 

binding and boxing was entrusted to master binder, James White in 

consultation. The inlaid titles were created in Photoshop and printed on 

rice paper; end papers hand drawn, scanned and printed on red rice 

paper on an Epsom Inkjet printer with archival pigments.  The block 

was printed in the same manner.  To reinforce the concept of the magic 

square and its status as a religious object, the book was encased in a 

black square lidded box made of traditional book-binding cardstock.    
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9. Train of Thought: The exhibition 

9.1. Exhibition decisions 

9.1.1. Venue 

Conceptual factors involved in selection of available venues for 

exhibition included a) the aesthetics of the space which have the 

potential to affect the sensory perceptions of an audience and b) the 

running space possible for hanging/ projecting/ display. Two of the 

three major local galleries are conventional white-box complexes with 

movable walls.  These present as contained/controlled spaces to view 

2D and 3D work as individual pieces and/or installations and thus 

incongruous with the notion of movement/action.  The third alternative, 

Pinnacles Regional Gallery in Thuringowa (Floor plan, Figure 9.1.1), is 

unconventional in the sense that the focal exhibition space presents as 

neither boxed-in nor enclosed.  

 

Figure 9.1.1 Floor Plan of Pinnacles 
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 A spatial aesthetic evident in Figure 9.1.1 is characterized by the 

dynamic relationship between open and closed and a sense of the 

ongoing.  The main singular curved wall, seventeen continuous linear 

metres in one direction, runs almost parallel to an exterior wall 

constructed of glass panels which form an invisible barrier to the 

passing traffic, thus optimizing its spatial sense as an expansive, albeit 

faux, exterior.    Each end wall consists largely of entrances/exits; the 

main entrance is primarily formed of glass panels; the opposite end 

provides access into other spaces.  

 

Pinnacles Gallery thus offered greater potential to amplify/magnify the 

conceptual basis of the proposed work, that is, to express the sequential 

and consequential process of communicative interaction. The 

comparative aesthetics of its fluid curvilinear main wall could 

simultaneously substitute for the linearity of Western philosophy and 

writing, a succession of patterns which are linked carriages, connected 

ideas driving societal behaviour, or a panoramic view of a train-like 

procession, in reference to the origins of contemporary writing on trains 

and the subway.   

 

The relatively ephemeral nature of transitory thoughts in writing are 

materialized in the major works which comprise regular geometric 

forms reminiscent of a train. Foot traffic past the gallery may observe 

the wall in such a way.  The dominance of the main wall offered the 

opportunity to foreground major works against a backdrop of minor 
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spaces on which works eliciting the development of ideas and other 

factors are explored.  For example, doorway access into the space 

adjoining the main wall provides a suitable venue to project the 

photographic data from which the works derive.  Other minor spaces 

provide opportunities to display experimental and ancillary works which 

relate to the main body. 

9.1.2. Catalogue 

 

The exhibition catalogue design needed to accommodate a number of 

outcomes 

1) An introductory essay to critique the exhibition 

2) A statement to inform the audience of the artist’s perspective 

and the aims of the research 

3) An overall design which carried the philosophical and aesthetic 

concerns of the work 

4) A rigid sequence of constant form in unfolding pages to 

maintain the carriage sense 

5) Documentation of the work 

 

Robert Barton, Director of Pinnacles Regional Gallery at that time, 

agreed to review the work in order to accomplish the first of these 

outcomes. (See Appendix C, Train of Thought Catalogue).   

 

The artist’s statement is approached in a non-linear way by drawing 

attention to a number of associated yet separate key aspects of the 

research and subsequent development of the work.  It aims to provide 

access for the broader community as much as the art educated, and to 

simultaneously prompt multi-sensory interpretations of the work.   
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Philosophical concerns are embedded in the title, Train of Thought, and 

the cover image, New Testament, which coalesce to cue the viewer as to 

the position of the artist and the substance of the exhibition (recto Plate 

9.1.1).  Art viewers are familiar with these interpretive processes. 

Several philosophical and aesthetic principles were selected in the 

overall design  

 

• Twelve pages (six sheets folded) were used to reference the 

considerable numerological significance of twelve in biblical 

contexts.  In the New Testament, for example, twelve apostles and 

twelve disciples related to earlier important numeric symbology; 

twelve signs of the zodiac, twelve calendar months, tribes of 

Israel, foundations of the Holy City, patriarchs etcetera, and 

similarly multiples of twelve32.   

• a format which is similar to some contemporary Mass booklets, 

pages folded and stapled through to the centre  

• a black semi-gloss cover to reference the dual qualities of the 

mysteries of ritual and of making special (see Dissanayake (1992) 

in 3.5) and similarly, the silvery text (Plate 9.1.1) 

• The font, Gothic Old English references its use in HipHop culture 

and is reminiscent of Gothic illuminated manuscripts. 

• separate pages for each of the typologies that comprise the major 

works to recall discrete contemplative aspects, as in a Mass for 

example (e.g., Plate 9.1.2) 

• layout to include/utilize religious themes wherever possible, for 

example, the Acknowledgements page, text arranged visually to 

form a chalice shape (Plate 9.1.3), twelve squares on back cover 

(Plate 9.1.1. verso) 

 
  

                                       

 
32 The numerology and ideology of a Day of Judgement is sustained today in selection of twelve 
jury panelists.  
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Plate 9.1.1   
Catalogue 

cover 

 

 
 

Plate 9.1.2   
Centre pages 

12/13 
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Plate 9.1.3   
verso 

Catalogue 
Acknowledge-

ment page  

 
 

9.1.3. Invitation 

In keeping with the catalogue design and substance of the work, the 

image New Testament was similarly utilized for the invitation.  Printed 

on light card, a DL size was selected for its economy of printing (three to 

an A4 page) and its functional advantages (ease of handling for postage 

and envelope size). 

 

 

Plate 9.1.4   
Invitation 

to 
exhibition 
opening 
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9.1.4. Installation of the exhibition 

Decision making involved layout of major works for the main wall, 

works nested in the corner adjacent to the entrance and, similarly, at 

the extreme end of the gallery. The latter two groups comprise framed 

works on paper. A preparatory plan for installation (Figure 9.1.2) 

focused on the capacity of the main wall to convey the complexity of 

meanings as a simple form (as outlined in 9.1.1) and ancillary spaces to 

a) create a narrative of the meaning and making of these through 

selection of appropriate minor works and b) elaborate the research 

focus by providing access to the data for multiple audiences 

simultaneously.  The decision to project the photographic data 

presented a means to accomplish the latter since the Artists’ Book is 

confined to singular access at any particular time given the intimacy of 

the book format. 

 

 

 

 
Figure 9.1.2 Installation plan 
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The initial plan to produce the major digital works as Giclée prints on 

canvas at the maximum possible size (110 cms square) to represent the 

connected ideas in carriage form was adjusted during consultation with 

the commercial printer, Clegg Media.  Their enthusiasm to print the 

image Kings #1 as a Vutek print on durable canvas suitable for 

billboards and larger than the others at 180 centimetres square was 

persuasive.  Consequential modification of the initial plan to hang Kings 

#1 on the end wall facing the entrance followed by the others on the 

long curved wall was rejected at installation. By centring the larger work 

between the others on the main wall the loss of the continuous carriage 

concept was compensated by the overall visual impact.   

 

The potential to evoke the decorative patterns of illuminated 

manuscripts and the patterns of non-writing oral cultures prevailed.  

Framed works on paper were precluded since woven canvas provided 

the opportunity to recall the carpet pages and geometric patterns of 

illuminated manuscripts and oriental carpets (see 4.2.3); hence a 

hanging method which would not impinge on the idea of textiles was 

sought.  The system devised involved suspension of each work by 

sandwiching the top edge between two full lengths of 75ml wide strips 

of Perspex, riveted at intervals to prevent the work slipping or drooping. 

 

9.1.5. Performance at the Opening 

 

The impact of music on the production of work for the exhibition made 

its provision at the opening both appropriate and necessary. Two 

avenues were considered and implemented (Plate 9.1.5). The first of 

these, the selection of music to be played throughout the opening, was 

discussed with pianist Brigid Foley. Foremost consideration was given 

to selection of elements which best coalesced with the visual elements 

in the exhibition and, in addition, percussive elements in the second 
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performance. For these reasons, pieces by Bela Bártok (1881-1945) 

were considered suitable. 

 

 
Pianist Brigid Foley Mark Henshaw opened the exhibition  

 
Bridge performed by David Gaylard and Robert Nixon  

Plate 9.1.5   Performances at opening 

 
Whilst Romantic pieces by Chopin, Beethoven and Grieg and Classical 

works by Mozart were included, leading were pieces that basically 

summarize the work of Bártok and thus, in essence, reflect the 

conceptual basis of visual production. Bartok's music is built on 

elements such as functional tonality and symmetrical pitch 

combinations. The Mikrokosmos Volume Five is unique in that the 

chords contain the melody as well as the harmonies and rhythms 
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…Harmony as such is subordinate. It points the rhythms, gives 

relative emphasis in the phrasing, and strengthens the tonality. By 

means of dissonance it keeps the line to clear, clean-cut, vigorous 

articulation. It is not for nothing that Bartók made an extensive 

and thorough study of composers of the seventeenth and 

eighteenth centuries. For they also treated harmony as a function 

of melody as against the nineteenth-century composers who more 

and more did the reverse until a dead end was reached. Bartók 

saw (nor was he the only one) that there were possibilities of 

development from eighteenth-century practice other than that 

taken by the romantics, which was one of more and more 

chromaticism.  

(Musical Times, November 1945, accessed 8.11.07) 

 

The second avenue involved performance of Erik Grisold’s composition, 

Bridge.  Facing each other, two percussionists played with ropes 

connecting each of their drumsticks to that of their counterpart.  As the 

piece is played, a visual pattern of the music’s rhythms is created by the 

ropes drawing in the space between; the performance offered the 

potential to bridge the visual work and music.   An elaborate plan to 

darken the gallery and to use only an ultraviolet light suspended from 

above the ropes was somewhat foiled by external lighting beyond the 

immediate control of the gallery.  Nevertheless, the performance had the 

desired effect of simulating the connection between linear mark making 

in the nearby work and sound through the linear patterns created by 

the ropes.   

 

Seeking to draw on his vast experience in prints and in visual culture 

generally, an invitation to open the exhibition was extended to Mark 

Henshaw, then the Curator for International Prints Drawings and 

Illustrated Books at the National Gallery Canberra, when he purchased 

the work Confessions of a Bared Sole, Plate 8.2.14. He kindly accepted. 
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9.2. Presenting the exhibition 

9.2.1. The Main space 

Upon entrance to the gallery, if not immediately drawn to the intense 

colour emanating from the major wall on the right, one encountered the 

Giclée print New Testament, 150 x 110 cms, on the left at the entrance 

preceding the front desk (see † Figure 9.1.2). Since Western practice 

reads from left to right this is an appropriate and perhaps natural 

starting position from which to read works and thus served as a prelude 

to the major works.  Subsequent to New Testament and above the front 

desk, the vinyl lettering of the exhibition title, Train of Thought, closely 

replicates the text of the catalogue and invitation (Plate 9.2.1).  

 

 Plate 9.2.1   
Left view 

from 
entrance 
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The mixed print-media work entitled Train of Thought, together with a 

second mixed print media work, Tag series (Plate 9.2.2), were hung on 

the other side of the front desk, a nested group of three placed to 

contextualize the exhibition.   

 

Plate 9.2.2   
Train of 

Thought and 
Tag Series 

 
 

An expanse of exterior glass panelling connected these to the corner 

space at the other end where some of various series entitled Acts were 

hung.  In keeping with the original plan, these more intimate works 

(e.g., Plates 9.2.3-9.2.4) continued either side of the entrance to the 

enclosed space where other lithographs and the photographic data 

projection were installed.   

 

Plate 9.2.3   Act 
#8 

Lithograph on 
Magnani 

Incisioni paper 
50 x 50 cms 
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Plate 9.2.4   
Requiem  

Etching on 
Hanamuhle 

paper 
60 x 60 cms 
Edition of 5 

 

Script for Requiem was executed to Mozart’s iconic work.  The piece was a response to the 
scores of elaborate graffiti pieces dedicated to departed writers whose untimely deaths 
underscore serious social implications within the culture.  The music behind the script in Tag 
series (Plate 9.2.2) is from Perfect Circle’s album Thirteenth Step (2003), whereas P Diddy’s 
(2003) single Shake ya tail feather was used for Act #8. The diverse ideological connections 
and disconnections in these selections parallel those identified in the research.   

 

Thirteen major works for the main exhibition wall comprised the magic 

number of twelve Giclée prints on canvas, each measuring 110 

centimetres square, and one centrepiece, Kings #1, measuring 180 

centimetres square.  Titles of the twelve derived from the typologies 

(Foley 2007) Soliloquy #1; Scribes #s 1, 2, 3; Apostolic #s 2, 3; Epistle #s 

1, 2, 3; Prophet #1, Redemptive #1 and Transfiguration #1. The last was 

omitted when the larger format of Kings necessitated reduction in the 

number to be hung. (Symbolically the omission seemed to draw on 

precedence, the reduction of the twelve apostles by one when Judas 

suicided was later remedied by the selection of Matthias (Acts 1 15-26)). 

Plates 9.2.5-9.2.7 illustrate the installation of the major works. 
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Plate 9.2.5   
Audience / 
Spectators 
view Giclée 

prints 
opening 

night  

 
 

Plate 9.2.6   
Vutek print 
Kings #1 

and 
Scribes #  

 
 

Plate 
9.2.7a  

Installation 
of major 
works 
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Plate 
9.2.7b  

Installation 
of major 
works  
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9.2.2. The Purple Wall 

A number of works from the preliminary exhibitions Distant Noises and 

Temenos were exhibited on The Purple Wall under the sub-title, 

Sidetracks (Plate 9.2.8). Accompanying these were early experimental 

works which explored themes within the data, for example Kings No.10 

Series. The separate exhibition space occupies the reverse side of the 

main exhibition wall.  

   

 

Plate 9.2.8   
Sidetracks 

on The 
Purple Wall 
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9.2.3. The Back Room 

The initial plan (Figure 9.1.1) to project the photographic data in the 

back room at the end of the main space was implemented as intended.  

Prior exhibitors in the space had installed an ultraviolet light which 

offered the opportunity to exploit the adjoining walls either side of the 

projected images. The ultraviolet light had a desirable aesthetic; whilst 

maintaining the darkness needed for projection, enough light allowed 

other works to be hung, albeit with a special effect on the colours, 

particularly the white areas within individual works, thus creating an 

atmosphere perhaps reminiscent of the unconscious or shadowy 

domain of thought.  Consequently, framed works from the Prophet 

Series were deemed appropriate subject matter on the left (Plate 9.2.9); 

on the right, double rows of experimental lithographs were pinned edge 

to edge to occupy the full length (Plate 9.2.10).  Black acid-fee photo 

albums containing the data contributed by others with disposable 

cameras were placed with the data projector for visitors to peruse (Plate 

9.2.11). Location and date of capture are documented on the back of 

each photograph.  

 

Plate 9.2.9   Acts 
from the Prophet 

series 
Multi-layered 

lithographs from 
multiple stones  

on paper 
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Plate 9.2.10  
Acts  

Lithographs 
multi-layered 
from multiple 

stones  on paper 
 

 
 

  

Plate 9.2.11  Acts – The Projection room 

 

9.2.4. The Artist’s Book 

The Artist’s Book, Acts, was displayed in accordance with the initial 

plan on a plinth, with a lidded box open for handling by the audience; 

white gloves were supplied (Plate 9.2.12).  Its placement is documented 

against a backdrop of the Giclée prints on canvas in Plate 9.2.7b. 
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Plate 9.2.12  
Book of Acts 
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10. Quod scripsi, scripsi: Mens sibi conscia recti 
(What I have written I have written: a mind conscious 
of its rectitude) 

10.1. Responses to the exhibition 

10.1.1. Personal 

From the inception of the research, polar emotional states were 

experienced in personal responses to the data. Breathlessness at the 

great beauty in calligraphic mark-making to repugnance at the ugliness 

created in otherwise pristine areas; awe, inspired by the enormous 

talent and creativity of many young writers, shame at society’s 

underutilization of both; anger simultaneously at the treatment of 

writers by authorities and of others’ rights by writers; joy at the humour 

in expression, energy from its vigour and, finally, catharsis in the 

Aristotelian aesthetic sense in the production of works.  

 

Using the data to develop visual textual imagery reflecting the social 

protest ethic, a seemingly unified drama was relived in order to 

accomplish the main aim of the research. As a new millennium 

shrugged off the doom and gloom of Armageddon soothsayers, each act 

embodied the many characters who, in turn, had acted on the urban 

landscape.   

 

Whilst immersed in the processes involved in producing this exhibition, 

qualms about validation of and responses to the work surfaced 

occasionally, as perhaps they do for any artist; particularly in this 

instance for the selection of subject matter which is generally regarded 

as the domain predominantly of young males and, additionally, in 

relation to work that appears abstract. Nevertheless, the consistency 

with which the conceptual processes were engaged, from the 

experimental and intuitive to the more objective and logical, proved 
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rewarding as the work was hung.  In the main, the multifarious 

avenues explored coalesced.  Experimental works, such as the 

lithographs hung in the data projection room, added more than volume 

to the major work; they demonstrated a level of cohesion within the 

corpus as a result of the evolving and consistent application of the 

premise and theories explored.   

 

Of the problems encountered in relation to the production of the work, 

one worth mentioning was in outsourcing the printing of the major 

works.  The professionalism of the company was never an issue; 

however, no contingency was planned for the barrier created by 

distance. Due to travel costs and time constraints, collaboration with 

the Brisbane-based large format printer was restricted to a once off 

session during which a sample of one of the giclée prints was produced 

in order to evaluate inks, colour, canvas and overall aesthetic values. 

Consultation included tweaking the on-screen clarity before printing the 

sample, a process which, in retrospect, might have benefited the 

printing of all images.  Since different screen resolutions, brightness 

and contrast controls and especially colour management settings 

potentially affect individual images, a couple of the works lack the 

clarity and colour expected. A lack of experience in this area failed to 

anticipate the problem which could have been overcome remotely by 

synchronizing such settings.   

 

Nevertheless, decisions arising out of the meeting improved the outcome 

of the images in other ways; for example, it prompted the design of 

alternative border printing.  Normally the canvas borders are retained 

or, alternatively, the printer selects a dominant colour from the work to 

bleed print. The opportunity to use the Photoshop clone tool to break up 

and extend each image to the outer border effected a more pleasing 

aesthetic. Additionally, the meeting allowed examination of the finishing 

techniques used in the industry and subsequent avoidance of the 
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lacquers commonly used to leave the canvas in its natural state after 

printing. 

 

Opportunities arising from the exhibition work included 

 

a) an invitation to submit ideas and subsequent selection to 

complete work for the Townsville City Council Public Art 

project, Street Jazz 2005 and  

b) an invitation to participate in the multiarts festival See 

Hear Now, 2007.  

 

The first of these comprised digital works which were a response to 

rhythmic patterns and structural elements in Jazz music.  These were 

printed by Townsville City Council onto steel and installed on the 

Victoria Bridge, Townsville during the annual jazz festival and 

subsequently installed at the Barrier Reef Institute of Tafe, Pimlico.  

 

The prospect of working live with others in the See Hear Now festival in 

2007 involved projection of visual script drawn in real time directly on a 

digital graphics tablet in response to the vocalizations of acclaimed 

voice performance artist, Amanda Stewart. This novel experience 

highlighted the difference between two very different practices, the 

performer and the visual artist, the first directly engaging the audience, 

the other usually afforded physical and temporal distance from the 

interaction.  Whilst the first was rehearsed, the other was entirely 

improvised. Nevertheless the experience provided an extension of the 

practice and an appreciation of the natures of and limitations of 

different forms of expression, visual and verbal.  
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10.1.2. Public 

The exhibition generated positive public responses, perhaps the 

simplest benchmark being the sale of thirty-five catalogues indicating a 

level of interest in the work.  As a direct outcome of the exhibition, the 

Gallery proposed an artist talk/ afternoon tea to cater for an essentially 

non-art clientele of the Thuringowa City Council, recording one of the 

highest attendances for comparable events (Gallery flyer, Appendix D).  

The Gallery was also approached by Collinsville State High School to 

facilitate an artist talk for its students.  Interest was initiated by 

exhibition of the Distant Noise work at the annual Collinsville Art Show 

earlier in the year which was followed up by the State High School Art 

Teachers.  All art students from the school and a number of parents 

and teachers attended, travelling two hours each way by bus specifically 

to view the exhibition, listen to the floor talk and raise questions.  The 

verbal feedback included enthusiastic and congratulatory comments, 

particularly in relation to the giclée prints, a few comments/questions 

about the volume and diversity of the data, and commonly, incredulity 

at the connections drawn between religious themes and street culture 

(or petty vandalism). Several pages of written comments in the Gallery’s 

visitor diary were congratulatory and/or showered with superlatives. No 

negative comments were recorded. Of groups from High Schools visiting 

the exhibition, the Gallery Director and Exhibition Officer each reported 

a high level of interest in the subject matter; however, it is unclear 

whether the attraction was the work itself or the data collection 

projected and/or displayed in albums in the back room or a 

combination of these.  

 

An invitation to promote the work as part of the visiting artist program 

at the College of Music Visual Art and Theatre and a guest lecture on 

the topic of Australian Graffiti to art history students were separate 

events where the focus was the work or the data respectively. Observed 

in conversations with attendees after each event, the subject matter 
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proved to be of keen and positive interest to students, both in its 

diversity and content. Few, if any, comments related to treatment of the 

data or the medium used in the production of work.  

 

10.1.3. Critical 

The exhibition work underpinning Train of Thought was reviewed by two 

national and two regional publications.  Of the former, the first article 

related to the Distant Noises Exhibition (Forster, 2003); the second, a 

review of See Hear Now, appeared in Realtimearts (Ashley, 

2007)(Appendix F). 

 

The first of these was documentary in nature. Forster’s (2003) review 

singled out twenty of the fifty participating artists for mention 

 

…Donna Foley (Qld) and Alexis Beckett (Vic) discovered a mutual 

interest in modifications of sound and language via text: while 

Beckett sourced examples of Melbourne graffiti for Foley, Foley 

documented local birds. These were reproduced in Beckett’s prints 

accompanied by onomatopoeiac text designating their sounds. 

Forster (2003:14) 

 

Among others, Becket’s and Foley’s works were subsequently selected 

from the RMIT (2003) exhibition for a smaller exhibition at the Manly 

Museum and Art Gallery, Sydney, as part of the SAPF (Sydney Art on 

Paper Forum) exhibition programme in 2005. 

 

Of the two regional reviews of Train of Thought, one appeared in the 

Townsville Bulletin Good Guide, (Scott-Cummings, 2004), and the other 

in Umbrella Studio’s Newsletter Summer 2004 (Barton, 2004). Barton’s 

(2004) review, being an extension of the Train of Thought catalogue 

essay, took that as the starting point, cuing the viewer to look beyond 

the immediately obvious to the substance within the work  
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The true effect of patterns can often be meditational, almost 

soporific, even misleading.  They can be used to deliberately 

obscure meaning, to hide coded messages and impose a 

structured form on a much more fundamental truth. 

Barton, 2004 Umbrella  Newsletter 

 

The second review’s starting point, on the other hand, was more point 

non plus. Given the reviewer’s obvious problem with the subject matter, 

the perspective in The Good Guide is summed up in the article’s 

heading, Difficult Questions and the description of the work as “visual 

puzzles for the initiated” (Scott-Cummings, 2004). The reviewer’s prima 

facie lack of engagement with the subject matter prevented a more 

effective response. Negative overtones in Scott-Cummings’ review, 

perhaps coloured by the unpopular subject matter that is writing, were 

counterbalanced by Barton’s broader engagement with the concepts 

involved and reviews of work in related exhibitions in national 

publications. 

 

In a review of the See Hear Now Festival in Realtimearts, Ashley (2007) 

pronounced the performance as the “most effective incorporation of visual 

art” in the festival    

    

Stewart’s voicework and Foley’s projections carried a heightened 

synergy underpinned by Foley’s specialisation in the intersection 

of the visual and aural. Just as Stewart pares back language from 

the coherent into its component parts, Foley’s calligraphy, using 

stylus on data tablet, is like pre-writing scribble, almost fooling the 

audience into believing they could decipher, in Foley’s chaotic, lacy 

marks, what Stewart was vocalising… The intensity showed in 

Stewart’s mobile features and taut neck muscles as she worked 

rapidly back and forth between two microphones…. Foley’s 

projected marks changed colour, overlapped, intensified until the 

screen was practically filled, emptied and the process begun again 

Ashley, 2007, accessed 9.11.07 

 



----------------------------------------------------------------------------------------------------------------------------------------------------------------------------------------- 311

10.2. Reflections on the research outcomes 

Whilst there are clear perspectives to be derived from the social sciences 

and linguistics in respect of graffiti as discussed in Chapters 2, 3 and 4, 

it is also obvious from the current research that there are inherent 

limitations in the dominantly verbal focus of such disciplines.  Indeed 

the visual orientation of the present study has created a new 

perspective, the publication of which is planned for presentation at the 

Second Global Conference on Visual Literacies, Oxford, June/July, 

2008 (Foley, 2008).    

 

In contrast to perspectives from the social-sciences, this research was 

neither limited to the subjective observation and judgment of the 

interactors’ behaviour in specific contexts nor to analysis of the 

interaction through verbal (albeit written) language. Similarly, it is more 

extensive than McLuhanist (1964) approaches; in writing there is more 

in the message to consider than the medium. Writing on the wall may 

very well be the vehicle of protest; however, the material evidence of 

writing as image revealed that the message is more deeply encoded in 

the visual; a language few unacculturated to visual practice might 

understand or articulate. Fluency in visual language involves not only 

objective seeing but, more particularly, practising its vocabulary and 

grammar. Images, and similarly music, dance and other performing 

arts, are perhaps more immediate, secondary orders of experience, a 

relived condensation of sensory and acted experience, whilst verbal 

language is further removed, a third order of the experience, an ordered 

and edited explanation of the event.  

 

In selecting for research, writing as image at the intersection of the 

visual and verbal, focus on diverse and comparative strategies for 

communication involved kinetic responses and visual, aural, tactile, 

and, to a lesser degree, olfactory and gustatory sensory perception in 

forms of expression. Additionally, diverse, often parallel mediums which 

influenced or contributed to an understanding of the medium were 
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explored. The dominantly visual writing on the wall is merely a trace, 

evidence after the fact, of actual experience which is dominated by 

diverse sensory perceptions and reactions, particularly of kinesis, 

stimulated by the surfaces and structures within the urban 

environment, these being significant symbols of the powerful.  

 

 

The research explored a medium in which two forms of expression, 

graphism and verbal language, were seemingly inextricably entwined 

(see 3.3), yet levels of power were shown to be critical determinants in 

the dominance of either form.   The first of these is shown to draw on 

primitive survival strategies; the kinetic act of (drawing) writing is the 

ritualized means utilized by the powerless to deal with uncontrollable 

problems inherent in the immediate urban environment, the latter being 

encoded in architectural, social and political design. As the literature 

confirmed, ritualized drawing (writing) as a form of expression may be a 

universal, defensive and/or submissive communication in the domain 

of religion; and religion is the domain of the unknown.  The research 

shows that writing has all the elements that classify practice as a 

religion. 

 

 

The second form of expression, verbal text, a linear structured, 

controlled form of expression is a societal strategy (often exclusive) used 

by groups to maximize power over known problems. In the domain of 

the military, it may be an offensive / progressive/ aggressive strategy 

for communication.  The literature revealed that industrialized Western 

culture owes its dominance to the implementation of the alphabet; 

twenty-six graphic symbols which transferred power from the temples to 

the military bureaucracies are the linchpin of imperialism and 

industrialism.   
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The conclusion of such research that writers are involved in a process of 

social protest to subvert the power of hierarchal groups is thus 

disingenuous or misleading. Rather, writers autographically re-enact 

the narratives and re-create the patterns of those more 

powerful/dominant groups who have successfully ascended/ 

transcended their personal situation. The question remains - in so 

doing, are they more empowered? Chirographic writing, it seems, rather 

than subverting power, is a ritualized means of attaining some sense of 

equanimity. As a form of drawing it reflects an outsider’s attempt to 

become an insider, much like knocking on the door. It is a (religious) 

transubstantive act to connect oneself to something bigger. And the 

more who write, the more forceful the knock on the door. At the same 

time, the more politicized and typographic those acts become (mass 

producible stencils, for example), the greater the shift from the religious 

towards militarized zones. 

 

This research provides insight a) into writers and their practice and b) 

the practice of a visual artist.  Its contribution to knowledge is 

facilitated through the establishment of an objective methodology used 

to analyze the subject matter of visual objects; subject matter frequently 

dominated by subjective perspectives and approaches.  Indeed, by 

sampling for detailed examination and analysis outsider actions in the 

microcosm of Australian culture, the research methodology facilitated 

an objective interpretation of texts linked to recent American culture 

which, in turn, revealed deep philosophical underpinnings linked to 

established Western practice generally, philosophies developed and 

implemented to maintain power relationships. Whilst cultural 

dissonance may be not be exclusive to Western practice, those aspects 

examined were linked to the linear structured philosophies which 

characterize Western ideological practice and by co-incidence or 

otherwise, the linear structure of written language governed by twenty-

six graphic sound symbols which comprise the alphabet.   
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In what may ostensibly appear to be a duplication of processes to 

communicate the data analysis, the dichotomy of two very different 

modes of practice separated the artist from the researcher, one visual, 

the other verbal; the first employing action, the second words. The 

impact of the alphabet clearly underscored these two mutually exclusive 

experiences for this artist/researcher.  In the first instance, the time 

consuming and considerable effort manifest in The Book of Acts involved 

an extensive data analysis and construction process to explicate the 

concepts for an art audience.  However a parallel process of unpacking 

and clarifying the analytic frame for the research was a necessary 

duplication for a number of reasons including 

 

1. the organization of the book required ordering and processing 

considerably different to the linear sequencing required of verbal 

analysis (see 8.4.2), its purpose to present the book as a 

ritualized object, its function to bear witness to the word of 

writers; 

2. in addition to the ordering of a large proportion of the data, the 

construction of the book was a physical process designed to 

ritualize the experience of making special, a spiritual process 

exploring the senses; 

3. the structure of the verbal analysis required a worldly, more 

clinical and linear approach to explain a lengthy, nevertheless 

much smaller and less comprehensive, sample of the data, and   

4. a digital copy of the Book of Acts for inspection by examiners was 

considered and dismissed. Given the nested structure of each 

signature and that half of the images were placed upside down, 

the content of the digital images could not be appreciated from 

disc because they were neither linearly sequenced nor 

directionally the same. 

   

The two separate strategies were suitably selected for different contexts.  

If mixed messages were presented through these ideologically opposite 
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courses of action, the process has been a successful one in negotiating 

where subjectivity and objectivity meet.  From a practical sense, dealing 

with the data in these separate ways had an ambivalent effect on this 

researcher.  A trajectory in the practice away from the representational 

towards text is again under scrutiny. Clearly use of text is always 

political and ideologically motivated.  Mixed messages from the research 

intuitively motivated a retreat into rhythmic and cyclic patterns. 

However, research was the rational means of understanding that 

intuitive process and harnessing the knowledge from it. 

 

10.3. Directions for further research 

This research has highlighted a number of areas which warrant further 

investigation, some of which have short term implications for the 

individual but are likely also to have enduring consequences for society, 

for example, the religious dimensions of writing.  Broadly, other 

avenues for exploration include issues and technologies involved in 

communicative action in a) popular culture, b) high brow art and c) the 

world of enterprise.  Forms of expression (always ideological) and 

sensorial dominance at the intersection of the visual and verbal are 

interdependent, so it is critical to explore these other connections. 

 

Writing on the wall is influenced by a veritable cocktail of other 

sensorial and kinetic forms of expression in diverse areas of practice. 

Potential research questions lurk in popular culture, for example, in 

specific cartoon and comic genres, music, film and video and computer 

games, in particular, the complexity and/or product of Tupac, his 

music, poetry and performance;  in other arenas designated high art, for 

example Artist’s Books. A number of these are framed in the discussion 

which follows.   

 

Structure relates to action in construction of the object; structural 

elements in binding/presentation reveal particular ideologies. Artist’s 
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Books are often complex objects which intentionally focus on aspects 

other than the verbal; on structure and their ability to affect the senses, 

for example. 

  

To what degree does the explosion of interest in Artist’s 

Books as a form of expression, indicate a backlash against 

the verbal and /or typographic in order to regain balance 

between the spiritual and the worldly?  

 

Systems for recording culture not only reveal specific ideologies, 

interactions with new forms employ different kinetic/gestural action 

and sensorial processing; for example, the action of unfurling gave way 

to page turning when the scroll gave way to the codex as the preferred 

format for cultural storage.  The conflicting natures and ideologies of 

two eras are evident in transitional attempts at e-books. Online books 

attempt to mimic the older technology to the extent of animating page 

turning in some instances. Printers and photocopiers and associated 

software currently offer alternative formatting/ sequencing of pages to 

conform to the codex model; however, sorting, stacking and stapling 

facilities of the latter are naturally linearly structured. Additionally, new 

technologies for binding single sheet books are common.  

 

To what extent might the book preserve its structure given 

technological change?  Additionally, to what extent might the 

linear sequencing of printed documents lead to new forms of 

presentation; continuous sheets/rolls, for example? 

 

Might the last vestiges of a spiritual oral culture be inherent 

in the structure of the codex?  

 

In what technological form and structure is the spiritual 

dimension catered for in contemporary culture? 
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Street Art represents a return to the technology of writing and to 

medieval chirographic culture, a backlash against typographic print 

culture which, until recently, was the dominant technology of the 

Industrial Age. The latter may be considered a unilateteral form of 

authoritarian dominance in books, television etcetera (see 3.1 Cherry, 

(1980)). Digital technologies of this era commonly referred to as the 

Information Age, have impacted the typographic era, giving rise to a 

host of questions about current communicative strategies and shifting 

ideologies. For example, recognition of adverse environmental factors 

from past eras and old/ new technologies may impact future hard-copy 

technologies yielding to communicative strategies other than print/ 

paper based. Palpable too, are questions involving the technologies at 

the intersection of the visual and verbal where the written words, in the 

words of Dissanayake (1992), “have become mere traces of 

electromagnetically stored energy” (Dissanayake, 1992:249). 

 

Just as the chirographic ceded to typographic culture, to 

what extent is the latter losing ground to electronic culture, 

and print based technology yielding to on-screen interaction?  

By extension, to what extent might text succumb to other 

more graphic/aural forms of expression?  

 

Massively Multiplayer Online Role Playing Games (MMORPGs), notably 

World of Warcraft (WoW) where participants adopt an online identity to 

play, were highlighted in the media recently when two addicted players 

died in separate incidences due to the neglect of routine health care33. 

The online setting is Medieval and evolved originally from text-based 

                                       

 
33 Fellow players honoured Snowly in an online funeral after his death following several 

continuous days gaming without food; an event overshadowed by the death of another addict, 

Thereafter, which prompted a call to all gamers to take care of their health 

(http://news.softpedia.com/news/Two-Fanatic-World-of-Warctaft-Gamers-Have-Died-Becouse-

Of-WoW-11821.shtml  accessed 17.11.07).  
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games online, for example, Zork and Adventure, and to pen and paper 

role playing games such as Dungeons and Dragons 

(http://www.orpgames.com accessed 12/11/2007). (Similarly, but to 

lesser extents, other genres, for example, Role playing games (RPGs) 

and First Person Shooters (FPSs)). Religious themes are obvious in 

vocabulary, for example, an avatar is the player’s online incarnation in 

WoW, and concepts, such as portals and ongoing worlds.   

 

How do the aural, visual, verbal and the kinetic coalesce in 

the hidden worlds of those who never venture onto the street, 

but literally spend years in their bedrooms in virtual 

“persistent worlds” playing role playing games online? What 

are the implications for society of individuals who so exist?   

 

That a cultural / ideological shift of the magnitude of the industrial 

revolution is evolving is evidenced in Governmental investment in new 

technology (Figure 10.3.1, OECD, (2000) report)) 

(http://www.budget.gov.au/2001-02/papers/bp1/html/bs4-02.htm 

accessed 17.11.2007).  

 

 
Figure 10.3.1 Spending focus on ICT (2000) 
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How might a new technocracy, one at odds with plutocracy, 

be visible in forms of expression in writing/mark-making?  

 

The impact on language is already evident in text messaging; 

what effect might the hyperlinked structures of the Internet 

have on linear structures in writing? What philosophical and 

sensorial effects might naturalized34 use of the Internet have 

on diverse societies globally?   

  

With broadband coverage of the Internet, the dominance of a linear 

structured alphabetic script may seem more forceful and far reaching 

today than ever previously. However, the linear structure of typographic 

culture is challenged by hyperlinks, neither does the alphabet control 

electronic communication of hypertext on the Internet. Unicode is the 

16-bit universal character-encoding standard for uniform 

representation of all written character systems in the world for the 

Internet. Currently Western European, Eastern European, Cyrillic, 

Greek, Arabic, Hebrew, Chinese, Japanese, Korean, Thai, Urdu, Hindi 

scripts are encoded in the single character set 

(www.westlake.co.uk/Mobile_Phone_Glossary.htm accessed 29/10/07). 

Some ancient hieroglyphics and even extinct scripts are currently 

encoded and eight are planned for 2007; however, it may take at least 

ten years for fonts to be designed for electronic use for more than forty 

of the eighty other native scripts not currently encoded. 

(http://www.berkeley.edu/news/media/releases/2006/12/20_scripten

coding.shtml accessed 29/10/07). Major issues are implicated.  

 

How are cultures not currently encoded excluded? From 

what are they excluded and why? What economic/cultural 

implications might exclusion have for these cultures?   

 
                                       

 
34 Havelock (1963) in his discussion on writing as a gruadually naturalized technology of change  
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The character set, Unicode, is developed, maintained and promoted by a 

nonprofit computer industry organization, the Unicode Consortium 

(www.stevenblack.com/intl%20glossary.html accessed 29/10/07).   

 

How is Unicode technologically and ideologically different 

from the alphabet? What sensorial shift might the web 

structure of the Internet have on a linear structured visual 

culture? 

 

Wherever human action/ingenuity is extant, economic issues are 

usually close by. For how long might the organization remain nonprofit 

making; and, if commercialized, what ideologies might prevail? Already, 

the philosophical underpinnings of search engines have been 

compromised; preferential treatment when vying for search ranking is 

proportionate to the financial power of major bidders.  Anecdotal 

evidence suggests the impact of electronic communication has other 

economic implications; outsourcing of labour from wealthier countries 

has generated economic boons in poorer ones such as India and Ireland 

which have embraced information technologies.  E-business, e-mail, e-

ticket are already familiar ways to communicate and do business; 

similarly e-learning has impacted on education. Subsequently electronic 

communication has also impacted on language; the now recognizable 

“e” prefix is extended to measure other novel ideologies, for example, 

and depending on context, EQ, may mean e-mail quotient in electronic 

communications; entrepreneurial quotient in corporate jargon; in 

employment contexts, emotional quotient, the latter already registering a 

shift of emphasis from intelligence to sensitivity, from hard headed to 

hard hearted.   

 

The internet has, in common with oral cultures of the past, a 

communication which, unless transformed into material form by 

various technologies, is largely an intangible phenomenon, a vast e-

phemera which exists only in the e-ther. Whilst written language has 
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been the means to encode the intangible medium of sound in past oral 

cultures, the technological means to trap e-communications is 

increasingly and always ever changing. Storage systems of only a couple 

of years are already outmoded, and, in many instances, those records 

are now irretrievable.  In contrast to past oral cultures, sound and 

graphic devices involving direct human physical effort are considered 

irrelevant. 

 

Might the song of the poets and the graphic skills of the artist 

take responsibility for recording this electronic era for 

posterity should electronic devices fail?  Perhaps these skills 

are in danger of being lost to humanity?  By projection, might 

this signify the imminent/ infinite power of current oral 

cultures?  

 

Whilst any and, indeed, all of these questions hold an interest for this 

artist/researcher, MMORPGs are of particular interest.  The graphic 

output of one particular current student is directly related to his avatar 

on World of Warcraft, and the fantasy genre sustains a number of 

others, indicative of a generation lost/found in a virtual world virtually 

unknown to the uninitiated.  Graphic action at the intersection of the 

visual and verbal as the subject of research offers the potential to 

explore the symbiotic strategies which dominate/describe human 

survival/existence - the economical, the technological and the 

ideological means of their communication.   

 

10.4. Implications of the study for future practice 

A line in the sand was drawn for the practice after reading Ong (1967). 

Inchoate elements in previous practice evolved in Train of thought (and 

the research underpinning it) to mark a stronger direction leading to the 

development of work for exhibition in April 2008 (proposal accepted by 

Umbrella Studio, October 2006).  
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Entitled, Drawn and quartered, the work will comprise continuous 

linear drawings using digital media based on graphic action that is code 

for patterns of thinking. Installed around the circumference of the main 

space, the moveable wall allows a near square formation in keeping with 

the concept of quadrature. The linearity of the drawings incorporating 

text, graphic imagery and numerical symbols to create an historical 

narrative, are loosely framed around the manifestation of the Dragon in 

culture, and the ouroborous as a symbol of infinite and eternal return.  

From Cadmus’s sowing of the dragon’s teeth, a catalyst for direction in 

this research (see 4.2.2), to role playing games online (see 10.3), the 

dragon is a universal and powerful symbol of the unknown or the spirit, 

an oracle to be consulted in some cultures, particularly in non-writing 

and/or oral cultures and, conversely, a symbol of ignorance, 

superstition and evil to be slayed by a sword bearing hero who 

metaphorically stands for the custodianship of knowledge and power in 

writing cultures.  

 

Plate 10.4.1   
Litera Scripta - 
A strange loop 
Etching on Zinc 

50x50cms 
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Litera Scripta is a summary of concepts explored in the exhibition Drawn and Quartered, 
Umbrella Studio, 2008. The print was selected as a finalist in the inaugural Port Jackson Press 
Graduate Printmaking Prize 2007 by the judges, Prof. Sasha Grishin, esteemed author of a 
number of printmaking texts, and Gwenda Flintoff, Australia Print Council. The process 
involved digital drawing photographically transferred onto zinc plate, etched, aquatinted and 
open bit. The Drawn and Quartered Exhibition catalogue and documentation is attached as 
Appendix G 

   

The train of thought synthesized in the current practice and research 

facilitated a stronger more clearly delineated direction to be further 

explored in the planned exhibition.  When research becomes a tool of 

visual practice, the artist may provide a visual microscope into the 

broader issues of culture to exalt the imagination of both artist and 

viewer.   Visual practice has a unique capacity to condense experience 

in order to communicate that experience to anyone with the perceptual 

ability to respond.  
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Table  2.1.1 Chronological overview of texts on the production of graffiti and other forms of subversive writing   
 

Author Date Country Title Aim/s of study Cited/ 
implied  

Focus/ major content 
areas 

Key points/ Directions relevant to 
study 

Lindsay, 
J. 

1960 Italy The Writing 
on the Wall: 
An account 
of Pompeii in 
its last days 

An account of the people, way 
of life in Pompeii on the eve of 
the eruption from Vesuvius in 
A.D.79 based on the graffiti, 
notices and inscriptions from 
the walls of the town’s 
excavation. 

Anthropological 
perspective of  Historical 
and folk epigraphy   

Archaeological narrative 

Pritchard, 
V. 

1967 Britain English 
Medieval 
Graffiti 

Deals with certain inscriptions 
and drawings, confined, with a 
few exceptions, to those 
existing on walls and pillars in 
churches mostly within a 
radius of sixty miles of 
Cambridge. Most of the graffiti 
examined are incised on 
clunch; comparatively few are 
found on sandstone or harder 
building material. 

Reproductions by rubbings 
made with a hard pencil. 
Inscriptions mostly in 
Medieval Latin, a number 
in Middle English, a few in 
Norman French – some 
equal to manuscripts of the 
same period. 
Drawings invoke past in a 
manner which no 
inscription could achieve. 

Earlier examples of writing on walls - 
protestation  
-illustrates rich culture of repression, 
ritual narratives, social commentary in 
linear inscriptions into stone (? 
vandalism). 
Content e.g. pagan resistance Bedford-
shire in drawing of Apollo with lyre.  
Examples of possible Saxon 
resistance. 
Architectural drawings on very stones 
masons working with. Bird-masked 
figure representing St John bears 
similar characteristics to manuscript 
figure. 
Also crests, swords and symbols of 
crusades. 

Auden, W. 
H. & 
Sanjust F.  

1971 Britain Academic 
Graffiti 

Clerihews about famous 
academics, musicians, poets. 

Biographical four line 
satiric verses accompanied 
by mostly contour linear 
drawings. 

Possible comparison of opportunistic 
space for flippant/ serious social 
commentary – issue of identity – who 
does the talking. 
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Author Date Country Title Aim/s of study Cited/ 
implied  

Focus/ major content 
areas 

Key points/ Directions relevant to 
study 

Ellis R. & 
Turner I. 

1975 Australia Australian 
Graffiti 

To document a minor, but 
nevertheless significant, 
insight into what a legion of 
Australians thought about 
themselves and their society 

Conversational and 
Declarative graffiti in a 
number of Australian 
contexts. Local content. 

Different aspects of local/ Australian/ 
global graffiti. 
Documentation of different graffiti texts 

Lang M. 1976 Greece 
 

Graffiti in the 
Athenian 
Agora 

To examine graffiti as 
representations of a specific 
culture. 

Historical and Folk 
epigraphy in Athenian 
Agora. 

Language and location as 
representations of a specific group. 

Abel E. & 
Buckley, 
B.E. 

1977 USA The 
handwriting 
on the wall 

To gain a more rounded 
picture of a society than is 
possible in the deliberately 
phrased message of the 
conventional author or artist. 

Latrinalia -“a form of 
communication that is both 
personal and free of 
everyday social restraints 
that normally prevent 
people from giving 
uninhibited reign to their 
thoughts” 

The value of examining graffiti -“the 
vices of an age, not its virtues, point out 
most strongly the moral of that age”. 
Discusses Freuds’s theories on sexual 
aggression  - the Pleasure principle- 
and instinctual behaviour.  

Cooper, 
G. & 
Sargent, 
D. 

1979 Britain Painting the 
Town 

Exhibition documentation with 
curatorial style essay, broadly 
outlines an historical tradition 
from the middle ages and the 
context of murals 
internationally from the United 
Kingdom, to Europe and 
America. 

The role of public art – 
exterior murals in 
communities 
Public art -Compromise 
through collaboration – “a 
‘to and fro’ process 
between the artist, 
community/audience and 
location”. 

The trend in exterior mural painting 
seen as a “reaction against the creative 
elite – made up of architects, planners 
and local authorities –who have been 
responsible (for environments design –
thus condemning the layman to a 
purgatory of institutionalised drabness 
and homogeneity” 
Murals replacing graffiti - Job creation 
programmes to give locals a stake in 
their environment. Relevance or lack of 
subject matter – as a reflection of the 
context / community.  
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Author Date Country Title Aim/s of study Cited/ 
implied  

Focus/ major content 
areas 

Key points/ Directions relevant to 
study 

B.U.G.A  
U.P 
(includes 
teachers, 
printers, 
artists, 
students, 
truck 
drivers 
and health 
workers 
from 15 to 
55 years 
of age 
unidentifie
d for 
obvious 
reasons) 

1980 Australia B.u.g.a. u.p. 
autumn 
catalogue 
1980 

To combat the inhuman 
corporations who manufacture 
tobacco, alcohol, fast foods, 
soft(?) drinks etc with sole aim 
being to profit from the sale of 
those unhealthy wasteful 
products. 
 

Billboard utilising graffitists 
against unhealthy 
promotions  

Activists take direct action against 
‘legal’ drug-pushers by using their 
billboard advertisements  
To show repulsion of tobacco smoking 
and its promotion  
To highlight the visual pollution 
imposed on the public by billboard 
advertising of industries – particularly 
one that is harmful to the public and 
psychologically damaging to 
impressionable youths because they 
use sexuality and insecurity to sell their 
products. 

Posner, J. 
 

1982 London Spray it 
Loud  

Graffiti often acts as a 
complement to other actions 
such as demonstrations or 
campaigns  
 

Graffiti  involving more 
women than men 
committed to social change 
– feminist movement, no 
nukes campaigners, anti-
smoking lobby and 
anarchists as street writers

Protest 
“A billboard without graffiti is something 
quite outrageous’ – refacing 
advertisements 
Documents COUGH UP (citizens 
organization using graffiti to halt 
Unhealthy Promotions) similarly Buga 
Up (Billboard using etc.) 

Chalfant, 
H. & 
Cooper, 
M. 

1984 USA Subway Art To document the fleeting 
masterpieces that “light up the 
line” in New York City 

Masterpieces documented 
singularly by each of the 
authors who were 
eventually introduced to 
each other by writers who 
knew them both 

The book credited with spreading the 
culture world wide. 
Elements of writing – tags, 
characterization, hierarchy 
Brief history and excerpt of newspaper 
NY Times article and picture of Taki 
183 
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Author Date Country Title Aim/s of study Cited/ 
implied  

Focus/ major content 
areas 

Key points/ Directions relevant to 
study 

Meggs, P. 
B. 

1983 USA A history of 
graphic 
design 

To chronicle and thus 
understand graphic design of 
the past to continue a cultural 
legacy of beautiful form and 
effective communication 

Evolution of graphic 
communications 
Origins of printing and 
typography in Europe and 
design of the printed page 
Impact of industrial 
technology upon visual 
communications 
Growth and development 
of modern graphic design 

Impact of the invention of writing on 
civilization 
Typography for an industrial age 
Pictorial modernism 
A new language of form 

Pächt, O.  1984 UK Book 
illumination 
in the Middle 
Ages: an 
introduction 

To open our eyes to be fully 
attentive and responsive to the 
work of art.   

The richness of the 
decorative art of Antiquity;  
illumination influenced by 
the decoration of the 
illustrated roll; the book as 
sensory object. 

Spatial considerations in the transition 
from scroll to book; zoomorphic 
symbolism, text as tactile object, the 
significance of patterns, and narrative 
elements. 

       
Wente, 
E.F. 

1984 USA Some graffiti 
from the 
reign of 
Hatshepsut 

Description/interpretation of 
graffiti on the walls of 
Hatshepsut’s tomb 

The communication 
between the authors and 
future audiences  

Tradition of writing on the wall  

Ellis, R. 1985 Australia The All New 
Australian 
Graffiti 

Third book by Melbourne 
photographer to record 
Australian Graffiti 

Graffiti slogans and 
messages of the eighties in 
Australia 

‘Stencilled’ New York style graffiti in 
Sydney and Melbourne was the work of 
skilled designers and allied to break 
and rap dancing in 1980s 
Observes some of the changes in the 
nature of graffiti that reflect changing 
economic and political times  
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Author Date Country Title Aim/s of study Cited/ 
implied  

Focus/ major content 
areas 

Key points/ Directions relevant to 
study 

Huber, J. 
& Bailly, J. 
C. 

1986 France Paris Graffiti To present the song of a 
network – frail and fleeting 
images of Paris today, as the 
trace of a world of traces – 
Paris tattoos vacillating 
between the chic and the 
cheeky, surprises and 
redundancy which 
characterize the making of its 
nights 

Stencil graffiti in Paris – an 
imitation of the world of 
production 
Document of a game – 
hunting down the images 
in a series – signs 
repeated at different points 
of town dispersed 
throughout the city like a 
mark or signature  

Spatial patterns – countries with graffiti 
and without 
Stencil graffiti as different to carved 
style brassai and New York scribble 
styles or international slogan tradition 
Reproduction issues 
Intentionally iconic character turns 
them into authentic images of urban 
culture 
Serial effects – repetition 
Game traces out a circuit, a narrative  
network  of fragments or echoes of 
Paris nightlife in the eighties – 
triggering memories of night in the 
morning 

Posener, 
J. 

1986  Australia Louder than 
words 

Documents COUGH UP 
(citizens organization using 
graffiti to halt Unhealthy 
Promotions) similarly Buga Up 
(Billboard using etc.) 

Folkloric and motivational 
study of public declarative 
graffiti  

Protest documentation 

Chalfant, 
H. & 
Prigoff, J. 

1987 USA Spraycan art To promote a new art form 
and its influence universally to 
young people 

As the title implies- 
documents evolution of 
graffiti, its writers across 
three continents 

Promotion of graffiti 
Some of the variants between cities 
(Graffiti in Sydney only started in later 
1982 (as did Break-dancing but has 
now died down). According to Leon 
Vasconcelos, graffiti in Sydney is no 
longer about Hip Hop – just names 
from nowhere and any word or phrase. 
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Author Date Country Title Aim/s of study Cited/ 
implied  

Focus/ major content 
areas 

Key points/ Directions relevant to 
study 

Bushnell, 
J. 

1990 USA Moscow 
graffiti: 
Language 
and 
subculture  

To illuminate recent social and 
cultural changes in Soviet 
society through graffiti 
 

Graffiti as a  
barometer, measuring the 
effect of changes on the 
people of Moscow 
The signs of 
disenchantment in 
communities/ societies 
 

Classification – devotional and 
children’s, informal verbal or pictorial 
statements - bon mots, folk epigraphy, 
dirty words, fan graffiti, rock and roll 
graffiti,  counterculture graffiti 
Motivations – ownership, authorship, 
irrepressible urges to write or scratch 
Perception – the absence of a word to 
define graffiti goes hand in hand with 
that society’s ability to recognize it  
 

Geason, 
S. & 
Wilson, P. 
R. 

1990 Australia Preventing 
Graffiti & 
Vandalism 

To look at criminological 
theories on vandalism as well 
as describe planning, 
management, architectural 
and design strategies for 
minimising vandalism and 
graffiti on public transport and 
in public places, in and around 
public telephones, in schools 
and in public housing 

Solutions to graffiti and 
vandalism in Australia by 
looking at causes locally, 
international experiences 
and effectiveness  
Cost to taxpayer.  
Statistics: 1/4 of graffiti is 
pre-meditated; up to 3500 
youths are involved in 
NSW. 
 

Territoriality –defensible space. 
Statistics of vandalism and graffiti in 
NSW and Vic including presence of 
gangs/crews and cost to community. 
The relevance of international studies 
to conditions locally. 
Public perception. 
Treatment of surfaces.  
Aesthetics: some graffiti looks better 
than what it covers up. 

Whitford, 
M.J.  

1992  Britain Getting Rid 
of Graffiti 

To provide a comprehensive 
source of technical 
information, methodology, 
safe working practices, 
products and equipment to rid 
graffiti  

Identifying target surfaces 
and equipment used in 
graffiti and corresponding 
surface coatings, building 
designs and removal 
materials 

Abatement related 
Risk assessment - Policies 
internationally to rid graffiti  
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Author Date Country Title Aim/s of study Cited/ 
implied  

Focus/ major content 
areas 

Key points/ Directions relevant to 
study 

Ferrell, J. 1993 USA Crimes of 
Style: Urban 
Graffiti and 
the Politics 
of 
Criminality: 
current 
issues in 
criminal 
justice 

Enquires into the emergence 
of Hip Hop graffiti as a 
national and international 
phenomenon and co-ordinated 
development of campaigns to 
criminalize and suppress it 

Focuses tightly on 
Denver’s dominant form of 
graffiti writing Hip Hop 
Graffiti taggers; thereby 
omitting street gang, neo-
Nazi and other sorts of 
graffiti which are distinctly 
different–Hip Hop emerged 
out of the NYC style. 

Elaboration of history and cultural 
practice of Hip Hop style. 
Dual perspectives of writers and 
authorities. 
Brief mention of racist graffiti, e.g. Crew 
names W/P = White power, 
accompanied by swastika and Bloods 
and Crips (Bs and Cs). 
Kings. 
Comments by Writers who attended Art 
College or were involved with Galleries.
Elements of style. 

Farrell, S. 
& Webb, 
B. 

1994  www / 
USA 

Art Crimes: 
The writing 
on the wall 

Website which documents  the 
culture of writers worldwide 

Writing worldwide 
documents pictures 
publishes articles 
lists resources 
extensive bibliography 

The most extensive site on the internet 
to document graffiti worldwide. 
Involves VERY large network for and of  
writers and those interested in the 
culture. 
 

Meehan, 
B. 

1994 Britain The book of 
Kells 

To provide a sketch of the 
varied artistic models and 
predecessors of the Book of 
Kells 

Meaning elucidated 
through text and images of 
the book  

Similarities of style and motifs in 
contemporary artistic graffiti  

Bakewell, 
L. 

1995 USA Image Acts  Mexican American graffiti 
and Chicano murals in 
East Los Angeles 1972-78 
Use of Space and power 
structures 

Words of language are best thought to 
be equally engaged in the production of
actions, indeed, to be actions 
themselves – the perception of images 
as actions. 
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Author Date Country Title Aim/s of study Cited/ 
implied  

Focus/ major content 
areas 

Key points/ Directions relevant to 
study 

Cavan, S.  1995 USA The Great 
Graffiti Wars 
of the Late 
20th Century

To address the distinction 
between deviance and 
diversity in Graffiti 

The interrelated complex of 
rule makers who prohibit 
graffiti, rule enforcers who 
attempt to eradicate it and 
rule breakers who are 
motivated to make their 
mark on the environment in 
spite of the active 
opposition of others  
 

Binary relationships between power 
and the disempowered, marks of 
vandalism and production of heritage 
(viz. the saint on Castle Hill).  
Multiple realities history or vandalism: 
compares ‘marks of vandalism’ as the 
highlights of museum displays in 
Turkey, Pompeii; the Berlin Wall as 
historical evidence of society but 
different approach;  
deviance to diversity / 
the graffiti wars to certain contemporary 
graffiti. 

Gadsby,J. 1995 www / 
USA 

Looking at 
the Writing 
on the Wall: 
a critical 
review and 
taxonomy of 
graffiti texts 

To define graffiti categories 
and outline current 
approaches to its study. 

Classification of graffiti 
 
 

Review of a number of inaccessible 
texts.  
Provides clear definitions of 
characteristics and the range of graffiti. 
Exposes some of the problems 
encountered in a number of  studies in  
graffiti. 

Tobin, K. 1995 USA A modern 
perspective 
on graffiti 

An overview of contemporary 
graffiti culture 

The rise of artistic graffiti 
and its relationship to Hip-
Hop music and how 
negative responses of 
politicians to youth 
creativity drove the culture 
underground. 

Highlights the positives of creative 
innovation in youth culture 
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Author Date Country Title Aim/s of study Cited/ 
implied  

Focus/ major content 
areas 

Key points/ Directions relevant to 
study 

Austin, J.  
 

1996 USA Rewriting 
New York 
City  

To steer a course between 
two tendencies of writing 
about the contemporary (i.e. 
new vocabularies for new 
social and cultural realities 
and marvelling about the 
unspeakability of the present 
unfolding, associated with the 
rhetoric of insufficient 
language) 

Historical account of 
aerosol art in NY City 
Ideological construction of 
public attitudes to graffiti 
Graffiti artists interviewed 
 

The continual remaking (rewriting) - 
rebuilding, maintaining, renegotiating, 
using, repairing of NYC means any 
singular ordering is constantly 
disrupted, rewritten, a matter of 
struggle, localized, partial. The urban 
crisis following economic 
mismanagement of city administration 
The culture of writing 
Threats encoded in military metaphors 
– criminalization of graffiti p279 
Development of Style, influences  
Economic mismanagement / social 
order 
Political activism/ subversity 
Graffiti art and consumerism 
Colonization of graffiti by art world 
Graffiti magazines details and contacts 
 

Borden, I. 1996  Beneath the 
Pavement, 
the Beach: 
Skateboardi
ng, 
Architecture 
and the 
Urban 
Realm  

 In Strangely familiar: 
narratives of architecture in 
the city / edited by Iain 
Borden 
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Author Date Country Title Aim/s of study Cited/ 
implied  

Focus/ major content 
areas 

Key points/ Directions relevant to 
study 

Cresswell, 
T. 

1996  USA In Place / 
Out of Place: 
geography, 
ideology and 
transgressio
n 

To illustrate the relationships 
between place and socio-
cultural power. 

Two connected central 
themes- 
how space and place are 
used to structure a 
normative landscape 
and transgression;  how 
space and place are used 
to question that normative 
world.   

The ‘where’ of graffiti 
When repressive laws are not 
acceptable, ideological constructs are 
used to instil acceptance of what is 
‘normal’. 
Contested landscapes. 
Concepts of ‘dirt, illness.’ 
Colonization of graffiti by establishment 
art. 

Hayden, 
D. 

1996  Italy The Power 
of Place: 
Urban 
Landscapes 
as Public 
History 

 In Strangely familiar: 
narratives of architecture in 
the city / edited by Iain 
Borden 

The significance of urban environment 
– how we feel is related to the spaces 
we inhabit. 

Schirato, 
T. & Yell, 
S. 

1996 Australia Communicati
on & Cultural 
Literacy 

To signpost a field of enquiry, 
and to provide some basic 
tools and under-standings for 
negotiating that field.  

Focuses on 
communication as an 
essential part of cultural 
studies 
Includes an earlier 
Australian tradition of 
social semiotics and places 
an important focus on 
textual studies 
 

The politics of meanings 
Communication and culture- rules and 
conventions of a place and the actions 
that take place there 
Signs and meaning Communication as 
social   practice  
Framing contexts  
Cultural practice 
Ideology 
Subjectivity 
Visual mediums 
Written genres – and the question of 
authorship -not all are regarded as 
authors – but function as assemblers of 
texts which meet the demands of a 
particular social occasion.Anonymous 
text have more claim to objectivity, fact, 
universality, or truth. 
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Author Date Country Title Aim/s of study Cited/ 
implied  

Focus/ major content 
areas 

Key points/ Directions relevant to 
study 

Schmdlap
p, P. & 
Phase 2. 

1996  USA Style Writing 
From The 
Underground 
(R)evolution
s of Aerosol 
Linguistic.  

To interview and document 
the work of early New York 
graffitists - examines the 
extensive traditional chain 
upheld and regarded as 
"STYLE" in NYC graffiti. 

The technical aspects of 
Writing, its primary causes, 
the various effects, and 
after effects - photo 
documentation from three 
decades (70's, 80's, 90's) 
Interviews and vintage 
photos of masterpieces by 
Phase 2, Vulcan and many 
other early NYC writers. 

A history and analysis from those who 
have lived and made this movement 
what it is today. Together they reveal a 
living archive that makes for an 
unprecedented incredible pictorial of 
the writers' as well as the culture's 
growth." 

Phillips, S. 1996 USA Graffiti 
definition: 
The 
dictionary of 
art 

To define contemporary graffiti  Definition of contemporary graffiti and 
its constituent parts 
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Author Date Country Title Aim/s of study Cited/ 
implied  

Focus/ major content 
areas 

Key points/ Directions relevant to 
study 

Jacobson, 
S.  

1997 Sweden 
(www) 

The spray-
painted 
image: 
graffiti 
painting as 
type of 
image art 
movement 
and learning 
process 

To propose a comprehensive 
interpretation, based partly on 
English and German 
subculture- and socialisation 
theories. To define and 
to categorise different types of 
graffiti, and the term TTP 
(Tags/Throw-ups/Pieces) is 
presented. 

Type of picture:   Are TTP 
graffiti a new type of  
graffiti and a new type of 
picture; what is its most 
original form? What do we 
know about the origin of 
the pictures, their creation, 
occurrence, content and 
meanings?  
Art movement:   How has 
TTP spread and 
developed? What input has 
TTP received from other 
art traditions and how have 
these in turn been 
influenced by TTP? What 
effects have society’s 
counter-measures had? Is 
TTP art?  
Learning process:   What 
does TTP look like in 
practice, aesthetically and 
socially and what functions 
does it have for the 
practitioners? What is 
characteristic of the 
practitioners as a category 
of young people? 

Classification of graffiti 
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Author Date Country Title Aim/s of study Cited/ 
implied  

Focus/ major content 
areas 

Key points/ Directions relevant to 
study 

Maresca, 
M. G. 

1997 www The art of 
the 
catacombs 

Website promoting the video 
The Catacombs of Rome.  

Film documents the art of 
the ancient Roman 
cemeteries. Known also as 
Paleo-Christian art, 
funerary art includes 
frescoes, sculptures, 
inscriptions and graffiti. 
Through this artwork, the 
early Christians left 
testimony of their profound 
faith in Jesus Christ. 

Elaborates on the content and meaning 
of early Christian graffiti in the Roman 
Catacombs. 

Noah, J. 1997 www  Street Math 
in WildStyle 
Graffiti Art 

To discuss the forms of 
mathematics developed in the 
design, painting, deciphering, 
and evaluation of Wildstyle. 

A basic summary of the 
driving purposes of this 
form of expression, from 
which the technical 
elements valued in the art 
take shape. 

The passion for patterns is one of the 
binding forces of the community of 
‘writers’.  
Subversive implications: ‘a way of 
writing messages in huge letters on 
walls that is translatable only by a very 
small population of cohorts’. 
The letters themselves are a reworking 
of Arabic lettering incorporating African 
and Latin rhythms, signifying motion 
and flow-writers exhibit rich, 
sophisticated, efficient, application-
specific forms of street mathematics. 

Alonso, 
A.A. 

1998 USA Urban graffiti 
on the city 
landscape 

Analysis of graffiti to 
understand behaviour, 
attitudes and social processes 
of certain segments of society.

An emphasis on gang 
graffiti to explore how 
concepts of place, culture, 
hegemony and identity are 
interwoven through the 
texts of various graffiti 
expressions. 

Possible parallels in Australian culture 
e.g. mostly Chicano youths of LA did 
not penetrate mainstream social 
spaces of the city. 
Classified 5 types – existential, tagging, 
piecing, political and gang 
Differentiated between forms and 
content. 
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Author Date Country Title Aim/s of study Cited/ 
implied  

Focus/ major content 
areas 

Key points/ Directions relevant to 
study 

Drucker, 
J. 

1998 USA Figuring the 
word: essays 
on books, 
writing and 
visual 
poetics 

The oeuvre of Drucker’s work 
is dedicated to exploring the 
non-linear potential of print 
form and to the power of 
visual material form to 
proliferate meaning within a 
semantic field through visual 
structure  

Visual poetry and aesthetic 
innovation driven initially 
by intuition and 
unregulated sensibility 
bound up in issues of 
female identity, prose 
traditions, and the relations 
between fiction as a literary 
form and fiction as a 
cultural form. 

The illustrated visual effects of 
typography and design. 
Theory of design illustrated. 
The relationship of language to the 
form in which it is materialized ie. in 
print, in manuscripts or in typewritten or 
electronic script can contain the same 
linguistic message “with the major 
qualification that the material form in 
which written language appears 
encodes that message” p221. 
The non-materiality of electronic text. 
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Author Date Country Title Aim/s of study Cited/ 
implied  

Focus/ major content 
areas 

Key points/ Directions relevant to 
study 

Back, L., 
Keith, M. 
& 
Solomos, 
J.  

1999 Britain Reading the 
writing on 
the wall: 
Graffiti in the 
racialised 
city 

To examine whether any 
ground is present between the 
naïve celebration of 
transgression and fear of 
populist inscription 
(minimization of individual 
security) 
To examine the way one form 
of intrusion into the public 
spaces of the city might make 
us think  about the relationship 
between society and space 
To focus on examples of racist 
graffiti in a suburban district of 
Birmingham to examine the 
sometimes complex ways they 
are used to communicate 
intolerance and harassment 
To identify the key elements 
contained within graffiti as a 
mode of expression.  
To draw together the notion of 
a communicative technology is 
crucially implicated in an 
emergent spatial politics of 
entitlement and belonging 
within the city. 

Graffiti as a technology of 
expression. 
Writing invariably aimed at 
an audience. 
Articulation as invariably 
and simultaneously both 
aesthetic and political, 
crystallizing complex 
desires, dreams and 
claims.  
Inscribing as a moment of 
articulation that is not 
necessarily discursive but 
always narrative in its 
power. 
In repressive societies is 
an underground means of 
communication for those 
who are excluded from the 
public sphere (cites 
Bushnell,1990; Cresswell, 
1996; Ferrell, 1993) 
Redemptive nature of 
graffiti. 
Need for graffiti to be 
placed in a narrative 
structure. 
Graffiti, identity and racism.
 

Public space as the terrain in which 
civil society is performed – but also 
opposing realities of society 
In a Sassurean sense, graffiti is more 
parole than langue. Includes a visual 
repertoire of emblems and symbols 
with an often syncretic linguistic 
structure that deploys standard forms 
of language to articulate slogans and 
snatches of discourse. 
Employs encryption to encode the 
intended meaning. 
Can take a lexigraphic form in which 
letters symbolize whole words. 
Can share symbolic resources with 
opposed groups of writers. 
Acronyms and cultural symbols(eg 
Celtic Cross). 
Works through both a) internal and b) 
external allusion rather than explicit 
discourse of the mainstream: a) coded 
communication interpreted by a distinct 
community of writers and readers; b) 
strategic use of signs to provoke a 
particular audience Is rarely a 
naturalistic representation of a social or 
political reality. 
Tells by visualising–(I was  here etc). 
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Author Date Country Title Aim/s of study Cited/ 
implied  

Focus/ major content 
areas 

Key points/ Directions relevant to 
study 

Becker, C. 1999 USA The art of 
subversive 
image 
making 

To discuss subversive image 
making, particular works of art 
and artists, the relationship of 
this work to that of specific 
writers and intellectuals, and 
their joint role in the analysis 
of the collective historical 
psyche. 

Discussion on Freud’s 
Civilization and Its 
Discontents (1930/1961) 
Art as a testimony or 
(complex) mirror of social 
and political everyday 
reality. 
American Media as 
repressing the truth of real 
life; 
artists free to tell the ‘truth’ 
if they can afford to without 
public funding. 

The therapeutics of critical discourse – 
taking a stand about where we are as a 
society. 
The romantic view of the artist alive 
and well in America. 

Bushnell,  1999      
Gonzalez,  
D. 

1999 USA Changing 
view of the 
writing on 
the wall 

Interview with Sirio Guerino; 
former graffiti eradicator 
confronts art exhibition of 
photographs and black books 
from his old neighbourhood, 
The Bronx. 

NAG enforcer, Guerino, 
meets Bio and BG183, 
members of TATS Cru, 
who are teaching children 
how to “write your name in 
a style that represents you” 
as part of a graffiti-writing 
workshop at the museum. 

Shifting ideologies – acts of vandalism 
treated as relics in a chapel. 
Establishment Art legitimises 
subculture, acts as a middle ground 
between poles of difference. 
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Author Date Country Title Aim/s of study Cited/ 
implied  

Focus/ major content 
areas 

Key points/ Directions relevant to 
study 

Powers, 
S. 

1999 USA The art of 
getting over: 
Graffiti at the 
millennium 

Relating the oral stories of 
writers through  pictures of 
their graffiti 

The mythologising of  
Philadelphia writers KAP, 
self-named Bicentennial 
Kid, and Cornbread 
motivated by his love for 
Cynthia, Razz and VFR in 
New York. 
The importance of the ACT 
of writing in Philadelphia. 
3 point rotation keeps graff 
spinning – a Pop culture 
celebration of the writer 
expressing himself /media 
reporting /commodification.

Insight into philosophical outlook of 
writers through the graffiti they 
produce. 

Hunter B. 1999 Australia Musical form 
and social 
deviance  

To examine youth and youth 
cultures.  
To examine the way youth 
workers approach their subject 
matter. 
 

Theoretical models in 
addressing youth issues. 

Perspectives on Australian youth. 

Gonnerm
an, J. 

1999 USA Sidewalk 
Politics: 
Sidewalk 
Politics 

Newspaper article – featuring 
political protest – “No more 
prisons” – spray painted on 
sidewalks – work of author 
William  Wimsatt -of book by 
same title  

Protests first appeared 
around Washington DC but 
spread to other major cities 
e.g., Cleveland, Chicago, 
Vancouver, Minneapolis 

Diversity of practice of graffiti 

Rodriguez
, A. & 
Clair, R. 
P. 

1999 USA Graffiti as 
communicati
on 

To exploring the discursive 
tensions of anonymous texts  

Focus on private (inside) 
graffiti conversational 
propaganda - through 
anonymous texts 
racial/class/ gender/ sexual 
orientation reflect tensions 
and conflicts 

Graffiti as a communicative opportunity 
to gather insights into discursive 
tensions assoc with the marginalized 
power oppression resistance and 
representation 
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Author Date Country Title Aim/s of study Cited/ 
implied  

Focus/ major content 
areas 

Key points/ Directions relevant to 
study 

Sherr, L. 
 

1999 USA All chalked 
up 

Article in periodical on the 
work of chalk pavement artist 
De La Vega in New York 
-aphorisms written on 
sidewalks, beneath 
streetlamps, along news racks 
in Manhattan by well known 
Spanish Harlem graffitist.  

Interview with artist who is 
"set on penetrating spaces 
I wouldn't otherwise be 
allowed to enter." Those 
spaces include not only 
other neighbourhoods but 
the dreams of children. 
"The conditions in these 
streets can be hopeless so 
I try to inspire them to be 
what they want. I show 
young people how to be 
gracious, to be good 
human beings." 

Graffiti as social protest. Connection 
between his work and social realism. 
Connection between visual and oral 
culture.  
Aphorisms written in chalk on the 
pavement walls, e.g., "The rich control 
the destiny of the poor but an intelligent 
man controls his own." “Oblivious to 
age, blind to gender, these ephemeral 
murmurs are products of the vox 
humanus. Some are lifted from the 
Bible. Others are fragments of 
conversation. At times they appear to 
be just nonsense--:"AKWIK TMPRD 
MN WL DU FULSH THIGZ"-until 
spoken aloud. Others, inspired by 
Leonardo da Vinci, are written 
backwards, as if in a mirror” 
Similar to Eternity in Sydney- 
referenced in Sydney Olympics 
ceremony. Art versus vandalism, the 
role of the artist. 

Siegal, N 1999 USA From the 
Subways to 
the Streets 

New York Times article on 
graffiti, subcultures, 
neighbourhoods and names  

Interviews graffiti artists, art 
curators and gallery 
owners and city officials to 
identify changes in 
graffitied spaces, materials 
used, communication 
modes 

Information about changes in styles, 
methodology, motivations and public 
opinions. 
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Author Date Country Title Aim/s of study Cited/ 
implied  

Focus/ major content 
areas 

Key points/ Directions relevant to 
study 

Trebay, 
G. 

1999  Getting up Article in The Village Voice 
New York reviews memorial 
show at Exhibit-1A in New 
York City for Graffiti artist 
DONDI, who died last October 
at the age of 37, featuring the 
work of such graffiti writers as 
Zephyr and Iz the WIZ. 

1970s New York graffiti 
culture; epilogue and 
reminiscence of aspects 
Old Skool graffiti. 
 

Cultural genesis.  
Comparison of Hip Hop with Jazz 
acceptance. 
Hierarchical structure of culture. 

       
Allen, A. 
 

2000 Canada The art of 
vandalism 

Periodical article- interview of 
a number of graffiti artists in 
Canada about their works, 
their pseudonyms and their 
motivations.  

Profile of twenty plus year 
old graffitists in Canada 
who are motivated for the 
following reasons 
-because it is illegal; 
-because walls and alleys 
are boring;  
-because freight cars 
move, and  
-because it unites them 
with hobo tradition -
“empathy…. I've spent 
excessive hours talking to 
tramps in the hobo jungles, 
searching for the meaning 
of what that was about. It 
was about hardship, man." 

Protestors against the dominant 
culture, some the sons of bankers and 
university professors, identify 
themselves by moniker and telephone 
area code (FLOW 514 from Montreal; 
OTHER 604 when he's in 
Vancouver).Haunt train yards and paint 
elaborate graffiti on the boxcars or a 
tanker or an auto-rack overnight, alone 
or with a crew, then send it off with a 
benediction that some-one might spot 
the train in Charlotte or Saskatchewan 
or West Texas and notify the creator 
with a message on another rail car. 
Keep score in a notebook of the serial 
numbers of the wagons hit.  

Fleming, 
J. 

2000 Columbia Whitewash 
and the 
scene of 
writing 

Wall-writing may be 
considered both as an 
instrument of knowledge and 
as the object of an historically 
inflected “psychoanalytic 
graphology” 

The function and 
eraseability of writing on 
the wall  

Function and purpose of writing and 
erasure 
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Author Date Country Title Aim/s of study Cited/ 
implied  

Focus/ major content 
areas 

Key points/ Directions relevant to 
study 

Galant, D. 2000 USA The Ground 
War on 
Suburban 
Scrawl 

Article in New York Times 
considers control measures of 
graffiti vandalism  

Discusses measures to 
control “The subterranean, 
suburban id – graffiti by 
those living under bridges. 

Recalls 1950’s movie “Pleasantville” 
and the problems of control. 
 

Kolesnik, 
P.J. 

2000 Australia A Social 
Profile Of 
Youths 
Involved In 
The 
Brisbane 
Legal Street 
Art Project 

Thesis to determine the social 
background of young 
graffitiists 

Broad survey of youths 
involved – education, work 
status, family situation, 
housing etc. 

None of the respondents claim to be 
involved in graffiti as vandalism but for 
fun. 
Study appeared to be irrelevant for the 
reason that participants drawn into the 
project were not necessarily involved in 
graffiti. 

Siegal, N. 2000 USA Exhibit 
becomes 
opportunity 
for arrest 

New York Times article writes 
“An art gallery in SoHo has 
opened an exhibition of 
graffiti-inspired work …but the 
Police Department, which 
considers the spray-painting of 
other people's property a 
crime and not art, used the 
exhibition as an opportunity to 
arrest one of the artists in the 
show” 

The concept of putting 
“Street Market” into gallery 
is meant to reorder the 
aesthetics of the outside 
world indoors with 
overturned trucks, quasi 
shop fronts with faux 
products highlight “street 
cred” (ibility) and bottles of 
“guilt” –comment on 
American advertising.  

The role of advertising and aesthetics / 
art vs crime.  
 

Goldstein, 
R. 

2000 USA From Old 
skool to no 
skool 

Article in The Village Voice 
New York. Old ‘writers’ 
compare the aims of the Old 
Skool of Aerosol Artists for 
distinct (territorial) styles with 
today’s generic works, the 
code that existed between 
writers and the effect that 
‘criminalization’ has had on 
the movement. 

 Interview with Al Diaz who 
shared the tag SAMO and 
wrote with Jean Michel 
Basquiat and also  Joe 182 
and Coco 144 

Importance of placement - from trains 
to Gallery walls. Explained the social 
reality of writers "either fame from the 
gang or you went to jail for shooting 
some guy". 
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Author Date Country Title Aim/s of study Cited/ 
implied  

Focus/ major content 
areas 

Key points/ Directions relevant to 
study 

Austin, J. 2001 USA Taking the 
Train: how 
graffiti art 
became an 
urban crisis 
in New York 

To put forward questions 
about art, democratic 
aesthetics of shared public 
space, centralized 
governmental authority, the 
place of youth in the urban 
landscape and the social 
obligations that bind urban 
residents together into a 
shared human city. 
To examine urban graffiti in 
culture’s heyday –examines in 
depth writers artistic identity 
and fame outside their own 
territory as well as social 
meanings and a shared 
experience of city life 

Cultural forms that writers 
developed in New York 
City constitute what is 
perhaps the most 
important art movement of 
the late 20th century. 
History and Origins of 
writing in New York – from 
a web, rhizome-like 
network that works against 
establishing a clear, 
singular “root” of historical 
and cultural connections – 
some of which include a 
long-standing aesthetic 
tradition intimately 
connected with the major 
social trends and cultural 
innovations of time – e.g. 
corporate advertising, 
music and dance genres, 
wall writing of 19th century.

Questions the Rationalization of $500 
million+  spent in “War” against graffiti 
– a relatively minor violation at a time of 
extensive neglect to health, education, 
and employment in New York; Conflicts 
and contradictions of different ‘framed’ 
narratives of the city  
40% Afro-Americans, 30% Hispanic 
teenagers unemployed. 
Prestige economy in subcultures 
– 1970s axis of fame in writing culture 
balanced between productivity and 
style 
-1980s split social cultural and spatial 
configurations created gap between 
bombers and piecers as a means of 
fame. Binary relationships, power 
structures / the disempowered, 
Art / vandalism.                                        

Galeano, 
E. 

2001 USA The talking 
walls 

Article in The Progressive, 
Madison - recount of 
numerous messages sprayed 
or scrawled on public walls 

Public walls -graffiti v 
political commentary. 
Record of numerous 
messages sprayed or 
scrawled on public walls 

 

Koon-
Hwee, K. 

2001  Adolescents 
and graffiti 

To gauge  children’s social 
attitudes to art/ graffiti / the 
law/ vandalism and social 
contexts. Uses teenage 
psychology to interpret 
adolescents' involvement in 
both private and public graffiti.

Graffiti art is examined in 
different contexts with its 
educational implications 
considered for the 
secondary school art 
curriculum and instruction. 

Documentation of graffiti research and 
survey of classroom attitudes. 
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Author Date Country Title Aim/s of study Cited/ 
implied  

Focus/ major content 
areas 

Key points/ Directions relevant to 
study 

Herren, C. 
X. 

2001 Columbu
s 

Killing 
freights, 
bombing, 
and piecing: 
Graffiti’s 
secret 
language of 
the city 

Journal article on graffiti art as 
an integral facet of urban 
landscapes which offers an 
expedient and literal way to 
have a voice, a chance to be 
larger than oneself. 

Style as distinguishing 
feature of the individual 
artist. 
Historical overview -  
definition of bombing, 
tagging, piecing. 

Organization of crews in 70s and 80s. 
90s nomadic breed, increased 
networking. 
Correlation of enforcement of anti-
graffiti to proliferation of bombing. 
Turning legal. 
Aerosol, hieroglyphs, symbols, 
acronyms, identity, anonymity, 
communication, crews. 

Klingman, 
A. & 
Shalev, R. 

2001 USA Graffiti  Newspaper article in Voice of 
Youth, Thousand Oaks - 
Graffiti: Voices of Israeli youth 
following the assassination of 
the Prime Minister Youth and 
Society,  

Grief of teenagers 
addressing social political 
and cultural effects of the 
assassination of Israeli 
Prime Minister Yitzhak 
Rabin in 1995  
Shattered political stability 
Text and symbols found to 
represent spontaneous 
and authentic feelings of 
loss and memorization 
Refers to other studies of 
rituals and grief by Bosley 
& Cook, 1993: Parkes, 
1985  

Statements or memorials of 
bereavement – ritualistic 
Collectivism / private behaviour  
Useful study into the behaviour of youth
Ritual promotes feeling of safeness in 
situations of inner psychic chaos 
through symbolic acts and provides for 
collective support and relief through 
ventilation etc  
Comparable to some aspects of Berlin 
Wall 

Leland, J. 2001 USA For a King of 
Krylon, The 
Family 
Reigns 

New York Times biographical 
article on legend of subway art 
and roadshow member of 
Clash 

Futura, 45 year old legend 
now married with children, 
turns legit; says 70s Hip 
Hop was a response of 
urban teens to the 
breakdown of the family - 
turn to crews to create 
family. 

80s Krylon Spray Can art / subway car. 
Self invented names tribal crews.  
Self-aggrandizement macho strut all 
projections of family and male lineage 
wrought against a backdrop of gaping 
fatherless-ness. 
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Author Date Country Title Aim/s of study Cited/ 
implied  

Focus/ major content 
areas 

Key points/ Directions relevant to 
study 

Macdonal
d, N. 
 

2001  USA The Graffiti 
Subculture: 
Youth, 
Masculinity 
and Identity 
in London 
and New 
York 
 

To explore the varying ways 
young men use graffiti to 
construct masculinity, claim 
power and establish 
independence from the 
institutions, which define, and 
often limit them 
To investigate the common 
features of the graffiti scenes 
of New York and London to 
analyse why male youth write 
all over their environments 

How and why graffiti is 
written on the walls. 
Motivations of male youth 
in the sub-culture.  

Interviews with writers -insights from 
ethnographic research conducted in 
London and New York.  
The Immensely powerful role graffiti 
played in their lives. Issues of 
masculinity / status/fame e.g. You can 
sum up graffiti in two words – I AM – 
possibly a process for self-
actualization. 

Quiktin, M 2001 USA See Spray Newspaper article -Fashion 
reflects prominent art of the 
period- review of graffiti art 
into fashion. 

‘Style” exploited by 
fashion. 

Cultural adoption of sub-culture. 

Rotella, 
M., 
Abbott, C. 
& Gold, S. 

2001  USA Marginalia  Publishers Weekly review on 
HR Jackson’s book on the 
marks left behind by readers 
making their way through text 

BEPU acronym to describe 
- Book enhanced for 
personal use.  
Poetics of marginalia.  
The ethics and standards 
of practice - annotators vs. 
the bibliophiles or 
anarchists vs. bores. 

Attitudes/values/aesthetics of those 
who own books/ value books as objects 
versus those who use books for their 
own purposes. 
Binary relationships - clean/dirty 
object/subject. 
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Author Date Country Title Aim/s of study Cited/ 
implied  

Focus/ major content 
areas 

Key points/ Directions relevant to 
study 

Siegal, N. 2001 USA Extending 
the Life and 
Lore of 
Graffiti 

Article on the adventures in 
Argentina of Dusseldorf twin 
writers, Raoul and Davide 
Perre with other local writers. 

Documentary style article 
about tags, blackbooks - 
internet communication,  
Artists argue true culture is 
on the streets and in the 
train yards not on 
computers - and true 
vandals would never go 
online.  
Phonies photograph trains 
take into Photoshop and 
go online.  

Anonymous fame 
Advertising 
Artefacts (blackbooks) 
New modes of communication.  
Mentions history of 149st, IRT station 
known as Writers Bench in graffiti 
circles and now www archival site for 
writers images.  

BIF ONE (www 
access
ed 
2002) 

USA Underground 
art in the 
20th and 
21st century: 
Graffiti: Art 
an artists in 
the streets of 
Budapest 
and New 
York 

Graffiti derived from New York 
Style aligned to Hip Hop 
culture 

 An international perspective on the 
origins of the culture for example in 
Hungary 

Bojorquez
, C. 

(access
ed 
2002) 

USA Los Angeles 
‘Cholo’ style 
graffiti art 

To explain the history and 
culture of Latino gang style 
graffiti.  

The visual presentation of 
Cholo graffiti. 

Specific use of Font /Style /Layout for 
conceptual, political purposes. 
The roots of and differences in  
contemporary graffiti. 

Lee, D. 2002 USA The newest 
notes from 
the 
underground
: graffiti 
comes back 

Article in New York times on a 
resurgence in graffiti in 2002 
 

Hip Hop aerosol-  
States it has more 
currency with rise of hip-
hop culture and law 
enforcement tactics to 
stamp out  
Even hitting more affluent 
areas 

Resurgence 
New trend etching with acid-based 
cream on windows  
Staten Island and East Village 
innovation, change 
 Breaking code of practice - doing 
private cars instead of just public 
property 
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Author Date Country Title Aim/s of study Cited/ 
implied  

Focus/ major content 
areas 

Key points/ Directions relevant to 
study 

Lukas, P. 
 

2002 USA Corporate 
graffiti 

Article in The Village Voice Discusses the trademark 
symbols that appear 
beside the logos of most 
sports teams. The Chicago 
Cubs even insert the 
trademark symbol into the 
logos that adorn players' 
uniforms and the signs at 
Wrigley Field. 

Opposing aesthetics   

Maxwell, 
I. 

2003  Phat Beats 
Dope 
Rhymes 

To lay out a range of 
theoretical debates and 
thematic concerns from multi 
disciplinary perspectives and 
to introduce several key 
concepts in order to study  a 
particular Hip Hop scene in 
Sydney from August 1992-
October 1994.  

An investigation into the 
structures of experience 
which precede connected 
expression in 
language…the scientific 
study of experience… an 
attempt to describe human 
consciousness in its lived 
immediacy 

A parallel study of the music and 
language. 
The fluidity and bodily pleasures in 
rhythmic patterns. 

Heckman, 
D. 

2004 Australia Being in the 
shadow of 
Hollywood: 
Celebrity, 
banality and 
the infamous 
Chaka 

Experiences of living in LA – 
relating the story of one minor 
celebrity, Daniel Ramos – 
graffiti tagger known as  
“Chaka”. 

The life and times of 
“Chaka” credited for 2 
significant cultural 
achievements-  
- opened up the style of 
New York based tags and 
created the phenomenon 
of the blockish gang-type 
lettering. 
Out of step with the 
perceived artistic Wildstyle 
– became the individual 
face for graffiti pandemic 
strategically linked in the 
public mind with spectre of 
gang violence. 

The importance of a name – “Chaka” 
taken from ‘a hairy little missing link 
from a popular fantasy show “The Land 
of the Lost”’ was a member of the crew 
LOD (Legion of Doom) 
10,000 legendry tags from San Diego 
to San Francisco –characteristic risk 
taking -on freeway overpasses “the 
heavens”, walls, trains, road signs 
Aesthetic versus cultural  judgements 
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Author Date Country Title Aim/s of study Cited/ 
implied  

Focus/ major content 
areas 

Key points/ Directions relevant to 
study 

Millán, 
J.A. 

2004 Portugal Contra! Explores the way in which one 
may express opposition to 
something through images. 

Prohibition or negative 
recommendation stem 
from whoever has authority 
over the receiver. But 
when the negation stems 
from someone lacking 
such authority we are 
faced with a statement of 
opposition- street graffiti, 
posters and pamphlets are 
the classic expression of 
opposition to power. 

Figure oppositional / prohibitive 
communication – 
Sender communicates to the receiver 
over whom he has no authority – that 
he’s opposed to a certain person, 
institution or practice, because 
undesirable consequences derive from 
it for whoever emits the message. – A 
proselytizing aspect or ideological 
transmission – to pass from “I’m 
opposed” to “oppose yourself” is ever 
present in this area. 
On representation – comparison 
between prohibition signs and 
ideological declarations p31-signs state 
by the way they are made from 
where/which they come. 
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Table 3.2.1 Chronological management of literature on communicative systems 
 

Author Date Country Title Stated/ Implied aims Focus/ major content 
areas 

Relevance for study 

1919 Russia Art and 
answerability 

To argue that art and life 
are not one, but they must 
become united in myself – 
in the unity of my 
answerability 

The three domains of 
human culture – science, 
art, and life – gain unity 
only in the individual 
person who integrates 
them into his own unity. 

1920-
23 

 Author and 
hero in 
aesthetic 
activity 

An examination of the 
essentially necessary 
foundation of the author-
hero relationship and some 
of the modes and types of 
its individuation.  

Bakhtin’s analysis of this 
relationship in works by 
Dostoevsky, Pushkin and 
others. 

Bakhtin, M. 

 

1924  Supplement: 
The problem of 
content, 
material, and 
form in verbal 
art 

Attempts a methodological 
analysis of the fundamental 
concepts and problems of 
poetics on the basis of 
general systematic 
aesthetics 

 

On the duality of the artist/human 
being -when a human being is in art, 
he is not in life, and conversely.  
There is no unity between them and 
no inner interpenetration within the 
unity of an individual person. Art and 
life are not one, but they must 
become united in myself – in the unity 
of my answerability”. 
An author’s reactions to particular 
self-manifestations on the part of the 
hero are founded on his unitary 
reaction to the whole of the hero – 
“…a reaction is specifically aesthetic 
because it is a reaction to the whole 
of the hero as a human being”, the 
form of a unitary and unique whole 
that is a concrete, intuitable whole, 
but also a whole of meaning. 

Sapir, E. 1925 England Sound Patterns To indicate that sounds and 
sound processes of speech 
cannot be properly 
understood in simple 
mechanical terms 
Field of linguistics needs to 
cover both phonological 
and grammatical analysis 

Speech-sound psychology-
The functional and 
contextual coherence of 
sounds –e.g.  functional 
sound of candle blowing is 
a by-product of wh, but 
there is no coherence with 
its utilization in other 
contexts –e.g. when, 
whiskey, wheel. 

Examination of the meaning of 
phonetic sounds – compare to 
Salisbury, 2004 
Intuitively felt phonetic systems 
(patterns) of sounds. 
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Author Date Country Title Stated/ Implied aims Focus/ major content 
areas 

Relevance for study 

Burke, K. 1945 USA A grammar of 
motives 

A technique of analysis of 
language and thought as 
basically modes of action 
rather than as means of 
conveying information.  
 

Philosophy of human 
relations. 

A set of words comprising the Stance 
family all derive from a concept of 
place, or placement. In the Indo-
Germanic languages the root for this 
family is stā, to stand (Sanscrit, sthā). 
Thus consist, constancy, constitution, 
contrast,  
destiny, ecstasy, existence, 
hypostatize, obstacle, stage, state, 
status,  
statute, stead, subsist, and system. 
The nature of action: Action>drama 
(culminative form of action> if drama 
then conflict, if conflict then victimage. 
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Author Date Country Title Stated/ Implied aims Focus/ major content 
areas 

Relevance for study 

Arnheim, R. 1956 Britain Art and visual 
perception 

To discuss some of the 
virtues of vision and 
thereby help to refresh and 
direct them.  

Visual perception in 
Gestalt psychology.  
(Art/visual objects are not 
able to be understood by 
adding up the sum of their 
parts… at no time could a 
work of art have been 
made or understood by a 
mind unable to conceive 
the integrated structure of 
a whole…The process of 
looking at the world turned 
out to be an interplay 
between properties 
supplied by the object and 
the nature of the observing 
subject.  The objective 
element in experience 
justifies attempts to 
distinguish between 
adequate and inadequate 
conceptions of reality) 

An alternative perspective on 
language – ‘is no avenue for sensory 
contact with reality – it serves merely 
to name what we have seen or heard 
or thought.  It is not a foreign 
medium, unsuitable for visible things.  
It fails us when and because visual 
analysis breaks down’ ‘…every act of 
seeing is a visual judgement… not 
contributions of the intellect, added 
after the seeing is done. They are 
immediate and indispensable 
ingredients of the act of seeing itself.’  
Seeing is an eminently active 
occupation – in looking at an object, 
we are reaching out to it, moving 
through the space around them, 
scanning their surfaces, tracing their 
borders, exploring their texture.  
The power of salient perceptual 
features to stand for the whole exerts 
itself most impressively in certain 
primitive inborn reactions of animals. 

McLuhan, M. 1962  The Gutenberg 
Galaxy: the 
making of 
typographic 
man 

To trace the ways in which 
the forms of experience 
and of mental outlook and 
expression have been 
modified, first by the 
phonetic alphabet and then 
by printing in order to 
elucidate a principal factor 
in social change which may 
lead to a genuine increase 
of human autonomy. 

Forms of thought and the 
organization of experience 
in society and politics. How 
shifting sense ratios affect 
human perception. 

The divergent nature of oral and 
written social organization- the 
reversal of modern individualism (a 
feature of typographic culture) to a 
form of corporate interdependence 
similar to that experienced by the 
Elizabethans prior to  the shift to 
individualism during the 
mechanical/electric age. 
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Author Date Country Title Stated/ Implied aims Focus/ major content 
areas 

Relevance for study 

Baudrillard, J 1963 France  The system of 
objects 

Argues a theory of 
consumption 

The system of conditioning 
at work. 

Demonstrates how, through 
advertising mass society and 
consumer society continuously ratify 
themselves – belief in the existence 
of GARUP since it exists as a sign. 

Havelock E. 1963 Britain Preface to 
Plato 

The first of a series 
intended to trace the 
development of the Greek 
mind 

The transition from the oral 
to the written and from the 
concrete to the abstract as 
generated by changes in 
the technology of 
preserved communication 

Greek sense of beauty in 
architecture, sculpture, painting and 
poetry developed from mastery of 
acoustic rhythm in oral culture 
Myth, sacrificial ritual and ceremony 
in performance –  
Patriarchal structure – political social 
and religious life ‘management’ 
recorded in formulaic verse  for 
ritual practice 
The basis of Western philosophical 
development and culture 
The psychology of the poetic 
performance 
Origin of the theory of forms – shift 
from sensual experience to ‘focus’ on 
the abstracted object 

Schramm, 
W. 

1963  The science of 
human 
communication

Introduction to the 
problems, findings, some 
scholars in research on 
human communication and 
suggested readings 

Spoken word, signal, 
gesture, picture, visual 
display, print, broadcast, 
film  

Symbols by which humans try to 
convey meaning and value one to 
another. 
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Author Date Country Title Stated/ Implied aims Focus/ major content 
areas 

Relevance for study 

Janis, I. 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 

1963  Personality as 
a factor in 
susceptibility to 
persuasion 
 

Introduction to the 
problems, findings, some 
scholars in research on 
human communication – 
and suggested readings 

Five personalities 
persuasible to propaganda

Possible effects of propaganda.  
 

Klapper J. 
 

1963  The social 
effects of mass 
communication
 

To explore ways 
information and ideas are 
exchanged and shared – 
mass and interpersonal 
communication 

  

Osgood, 
C.E. 
 

1963  An exploration 
into semantic 
space 

  Osgood p29 Study of affective 
meaning – scale to measure 
meaning– a hypothetical “semantic 
space” to index the meaningfulness 
of the word (like saturation in the 
colour space), - its direction would 
index the “semantic quality” of the 
word (like hue and brightness in the 
colour space).   
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Author Date Country Title Stated/ Implied aims Focus/ major content 
areas 

Relevance for study 

Jung, C., 
Franz,  M 
von, 
Henderson, 
L.-M., 
Jacobie, J., 
&  Jaffé, A. 

1964 UK Man and his 
symbols 

To present the ideas and 
methods of Carl Jung for 
the average/general reader

Jung’s concept of the 
unconscious; human 
beings and their spiritual 
problems; the dream as an 
integral, important, and 
personal expression of the 
individual unconscious; 
communications with the 
unconscious 

Sensory perception, the recognition 
of the spiritual and the geometric in 
expression. The circle as a symbol of 
the psyche, the square as symbol of 
earthbound matter.  Of the many 
sects and movements that arose 
1000 A.D., the alchemists exalted the 
mysteries of matter as those of the 
heavenly spirit.  Their central symbol 
was the quadratura circuli (squaring 
of the circle) – the true mandala.  

McLuhan, M. 1964  Understanding 
media: the 
extensions of 
man 
 
 
 

To explain how the medium 
is the message  

The ending of sequential 
causality by a medium – 
electricity of light to dark to 
light, film – speeded 
narrative, breaking of the 
sound barrier by aircraft 
etc. 

how media shape and control the 
scale and form of human association 
and action 

McLuhan, M. 1966 London Explorations in 
communication
: an anthology 
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Author Date Country Title Stated/ Implied aims Focus/ major content 
areas 

Relevance for study 

Ong, W.J. 1967 USA The presence 
of the word 

To pursue the story of the 
word among men as a 
natural mystery, a key point 
at which Christian 
revelation (and, preceding 
it, Hebrew revelation) 
establishes contact with 
human existence . 

Primarily concerned with 
the word of God – word is 
far from a casual metaphor  
- Presence of the word 
(made flesh) as centre of 
its teaching in New 
Testament – more so than 
in the Old. Personification 
of the Son of God “He is 
Word by the fact that he is 
Son. Christianity driven by 
the Word. 
 

The shifting sensorium –
communication using the whole of 
body senses to visual dominance– 
three stages 1 oral 2 print 3 electronic
Oral culture- thematic and formulaic 
memory – metrically manageable 
phrases mnemonic devices for 
storage, recalling, reciting, 
performance – NOT verbatim  
Literate cultures and their relationship 
to time – downgraded pleasure 
principle – learning rather than 
playing – yet types persist in 
manuscript culture = parables of oral 
sensibility 
Sound-sight split in learned 
languages 
Electronics and the sensorium today. 
Word’s relationships to sound, its 
native medium, to other senses and 
to ways these relationships change 
as the word moves through history. 

Goody, J.  1968 Britain Literacy in 
traditional 
societies 

 The profound effects of 
writing over the past 5000 
years. 

All religions of conversion/exclusion 
are religions of the book, with a fixed 
point of reference, prescriptive for 
right-doing, Salvationist. Non-literate 
magico-religions are eclectic.  
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Author Date Country Title Stated/ Implied aims Focus/ major content 
areas 

Relevance for study 

Arnheim, R 1969 USA Visual thinking  Dichotomy between seeing 
and thinking, between 
perceiving and reasoning 
is false – argues that ALL 
thinking is basically 
perceptual in nature – and 
that thinking and 
perceiving cannot get 
along without each other 
The mechanisms by which 
the senses understand the 
environment are all but 
identical with the 
operations described by 
the psychology of thinking 

Reason -The relationship between 
perception and thought 
Three functions of images-as 
pictures, symbols and signs 
What abstraction is and is not –
traditionally a withdrawal from direct 
experience but argues that 
abstraction the indispensable link and 
common trait between thinking and 
perceiving 
The mental shapes of thought  
Verbal language a set of perceptual 
shapes. 
Words as images and words in their 
place. 
Other relationships to thought – 
sound patterns, pitch, scale. 

Goody, J. 1971 Britain Technology 
Tradition and 
the state in 
Africa 

To compare historical and 
social structures of Africa 
and Eurasia  

Comparison between 
technological inventions 
and development of 
Eurasia and Africa  

Technologies of the intellect (writing) 
an important factor in the economic 
take-off of a culture but other 
technologies also significant – e.g. 
wheel in Germanic/wheelless 
Mediterranean in agrarian cultures 
Difference between military 
technologies of Euro nations (slave 
traders) and the acephalous peoples 
determined power relationships 
between them ––the ritual and 
symbolism of the horse and earth in 
Western Sudan (Horse taboo 
prevented entry in sacred territory). 
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Author Date Country Title Stated/ Implied aims Focus/ major content 
areas 

Relevance for study 

Maslow, A.H. 1971 USA The farthest 
reaches of the 
human mind 

Edited posthumous 
collection of papers by the 
author 

Basic premises of the 
psychologists practice – 
self-actualization 
(becoming fully human to 
full potential), peak 
experience, the hierarchy 
of needs, deficiency-
needs, being needs. 

Creativity – importance of an art 
education to create self-actualised 
individuals 
Holistic approaches to creativity 
The necessity to create a different 
human being – one who is 
comfortable with change. 

Berger, J. 1972 Britain Ways of 
Seeing 

 Seven numbered essays 
four using words, three 
purely pictorial essays 
intended to raise as many 
questions as the verbal 
essays. 

“Seeing comes before words” 
The relationship between the tradition 
of Western oil painting and 
advertising 
Seeing affected by one’s experience/ 
knowledge 
A man’s presence dependent upon 
the promise of power which he 
embodies (p45) 
Essay No 7 –the concentration of 
images (as publicity), the density of 
visual messages as never before in 
any society in history 

Baudrillard, 
J. 

1973  The Mirror of 
Production 

To achieve a radical 
critique of political economy 
by unmasking everything 
hidden behind the concepts 
of production, modes of 
production, productive 
forces, relations of 
production. 
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Author Date Country Title Stated/ Implied aims Focus/ major content 
areas 

Relevance for study 

Bielewicz 
J.A. 

1976   Secret 
Language  

A brief introduction to some 
of the ways of concealing 
the true meanings of secret 
messages and some 
methods used to discover 
them.   

Cryptology - codes and 
ciphers- ways of 
concealing the meaning of 
messages and secret 
means of transmission are 
often necessary for both. 

Possibility analogy to tags – 
encrypting messages / hieroglyphs 
Methods/ materials to encrypt 
messages 

Dijk, T.A van 1977   Text and 
context: 
explorations in 
the semantics 
and pragmatics 
of discourse 

To complement the 
theoretical reconstruction of 
utterances at the levels of 
form and meaning with 
ACTION – the act 
accomplished by producing 
such an utterance - 
pragmatics 

The systematic 
relationships between 
social and cultural contexts 
and the structural functions 
of language  
- stresses the social basis 
of language and language 
use rather than the 
cognitive basis 
Relationship between the 
semantics and pragmatics 
of discourse. 

Part 11 7/8/9 context / acts of 
language / text versus context / global 
organization of communicative 
interaction.  
Pragmatic theory on one hand and 
philosophy and logic of action and 
theory of social interaction on the 
other. 

Epstein E.L. 1978 UK New Accents 
Language and 
Style 

Less a treatment of the 
history of culture than of 
the history of psychology – 
an indispensable element 
in communication between 
one human being and 
another 

The treatment of style as a 
human phenomenon – 
especially the style of 
literary artefacts – 
Language as the 
culmination of a series of 
internal psychological 
processes – (Vygotsky).  
 

Modal function – a description of style 
only in language but no reason not to 
extend to other fields. 
Style as perceptive strategy – the 
how of human behaviour, style, is felt 
at many levels, from the primitive 
distinguishing of yourself from 
everybody – any everything – else, 
etc. 
Sound patterns of poetry/ intonation/ 
syntax. 
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Baudrillard, J 1979 France On Seduction Post-structuralist critique of 
the hermeneutics of 
suspicion – theories that 
promote the idea of hidden 
structure 

Argues theories of 
Marxism, psychoanalysis 
and structuralism 

Nietzschean perspective –‘seduction’ 
is a more accurate view of ‘truth’. 
Machiavellian politics – particularly as 
it informs the politics of Tupac 

Clanchy, 
M.T. 

1979 UK From memory 
to written 
record 

To provide a new general 
survey of the medieval 
documents of England in 
the Middle ages 
To build upon the work of 
V.H. Galbraith of 1935 and 
1962 in analysing the 
significance of writing in 
Public records to include all 
writing  

Medieval manuscripts – 
significance of. 
Technologies and 
materials of period e.g. 
Wax parchment and wood 
– tallies were notches in 
wood – record of numbers.

The significance of objects in oral 
culture- 
early Anglo-Saxon society ordered 
and governed by oral tradition until 
13th Century. 
The significance of objects in sworn 
oaths before the shift from oral to 
written testimony-associated with 
memories of what was stated 
between interested parties  -e.g. 
Objects serving as evidence 
Knives/swords (more rarely) symbol 
of title- just as knights swords placed 
on alter as symbol of his oath  - valid 
without any words in writing. 
The cross (valued as the most sacred 
of symbols as a sign of the Holy 
Cross) preferred as a sign of 
authenticity competing with the seal -
matrix of which was kept on the donor 
or among his treasure –to add 
strength to document – was not 
necessarily a sign of the illiterate but 
its symbolism. 
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areas 
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HofstadterD.
R. 

1979 USA Gödel, Escher 
and Bach: an 
eternal braid 

To map the links between 
formal systems.  To urge 
the reader to confront the 
paradoxes therein. 

Cognitive science.  The 
contradictions of artificial 
intelligence and even logic

Strange loops ambigrams and the 
mobius strip. 
The cover illustration 
Future exploration – artificial 
intelligence, symbol making, pattern. 

Bolinger, D. 1980 USA Intonation and 
Nature 

Explores the non-
arbitrariness of intonation in 
language in an essay in 
Symbol as Sense, Foster & 
Brandes (Eds.) 

Intonation bears a closer 
relationship to non-
linguistic communication 
than other parts of 
language do- e.g. the high 
correlation between certain 
types of sentences and 
certain modulations of 
pitch, particularly at ends 
of utterances (eg. 
Questions or answers). 

Patterns found from language to 
language  e.g. non-Indo-European 
Swahili and English –  
Intonation is highly symbolic but the 
least arbitrary in its sound-to-sense 
relationships motivated by the 
physical and mental impressions it 
conveys, subjectively revealed as 
inner sensations, objectively revealed 
by a convergence or diffusion of 
similarities in a comparison with other 
languages – 2 kinds: accentual (key 
syllable is obtruded above or below 
the melodic line – found in all 
languages- emphatic behaviour of 
speakers) and melodic (e.g. musical 
patterning segmented through 
configuration or configuration plus 
pause).  
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Cherry, C.  1980 USA The 
communication 
explosion 

A need to consider what 
the word communication 
really means 

Communication as 
opposed to communication 
technologies 
Bilateral and Unilateral 
systems of communication. 
Communication is a 
sharing of concepts, 
mediated by the use of 
signs 

-Not all signs are communicative – 
some are indexical but do not share- 
these outward observable signs thus 
call for interpretation.   
Ritual signs facilitate human 
communication for they purport to 
denote the nature of the social 
situation.   
Messages are not commodities – we 
share messages 

Foster, M.L. 
& Brandes, 
S. 

1980 USA Symbol as 
sense: New 
approaches to 
the analysis of 
meaning 

Compilation of essays 
which aim to convey some 
of the epistemological 
challenge and excitement 
engendered by a 
symposium in Austria in 
1977 which explored the 
possibilities of symbolism 
as a unifying topic for 
anthropology –  

essays compiled from four 
fields of anthropology, and 
sociology, ethology, 
communication 
technology, developmental 
psychology, and 
psycholinguistics 

Social context of crucial importance in 
determining and interpreting symbols.
Human behavioural continuum 
ranges from the referential 
(denotative) to the figurative 
(connotative) mediated by 
intentionality (affect, motive, or mood) 
e.g. The heavily denotative system 
such as language allows a 
paralinguistic intentionality through 
devices like intonation, rhythm, and 
selective manipulation of words and 
phrases.  Although ritual is primarily 
connotative, repetitive familiarity may 
reduce its affective impact.  
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Laughlan, C. 
& Stephens, 
C. 

1980 USA Symbolism, 
canal-ization 
and P-
Structure 

Essay in Symbol as Sense, 
Foster & Brandes Eds. 
Argues for a theory of 
biogenetic structuralism – 
since the two extreme 
paradigms for analysing 
language -Structural 
functionalism ( social action 
and participation in a social 
system), and Semiotic 
structuralism ( the form of 
thought – are extreme and  
inadequate 

The symbolic function of 
the nervous system is that 
by which the whole is 
inferred from the part – ie. 
The total intentionality of a 
model is evoked by partial 
sensory information 
pertaining to the Eo  entity 
that has been modelled 
recognition of the nervous 
system as the organ of 
behaviour and behaviour 
as the external 
concomitant of operations 
internal to the nervous 
system 
Argues the two models for 
analysing language –  
Essential feature of the 
communicative event is the 
relationship that prevails 
between experiencer and 
conspecific, communicator 
and recipient – mutual 
development of such 
relationships –of the 
‘frame’ 
 

joint activity, shared knowledge – 
contextualization & 
conventionalization critical role of 
Myth –quintessential form of symbol 
system  a) derives from imagery 
common to visual experience b) 
present in the ontogenesis of the 
child which transforms into elements 
of experience in dream and c) 
addresses issues of uncertainty 
common to all members of the group 
Ritual behaviour –quintessential form 
of symbol expression through largely 
nonverbal action – a) structured or 
patterned similar to tagmemic 
grammar b) id repetitive and 
rhythmic, tending to recur with some 
regularity and c) effectively 
coordinates intraorganismic neural 
subsystems of participants, d) 
effectively interorganismically 
coordinates perceptions, affect, 
cognition and response of 
participants e) operates to 
standardize the functional level of 
complexity of Ec’s 
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Mitchell, 
W.J.T. 

1980  USA The language 
of Images 

To decipher subliminal 
structures in tacit images in 
which we represent to 
ourselves the orders of 
time, space and language. 
To investigate ways to 
interpret imagery from 
representational or 
illusionistic picturing to 
abstract patterning to the 
various metaphoric 
extensions of the concept 
of imagery in literature, 
music and psychology and 
vice versa 

the rules for encoding and 
deciphering imagery in the 
various arts and in the 
structure of perception and 
consciousness 
Images regarded as a 
language; the semantic, 
syntactic, communicative 
power of images to encode 
messages, tell stories, 
express ideas and 
emotions 
Verbal language as a 
system informed by 
images, literally in the 
graphic character of writing 
systems or ‘visible 
language’ figuratively in 
the penetration of verbal 
languages and 
metalanguages by 
concerns for patterning, 
presentation, and 
representation. 

How language works with arbitrary, 
conventional signs, images with 
natural, universal signs.   
The utility of spatial mnemotechnics 
in poetry and oratory is diminished 
with the proliferation of writing and 
printing 
- systems persist in a sublimated and 
transformed manner, as forms for the 
exercise of mystical memory 
disciplines which link cosmic 
structures with meditative, aesthetic, 
and cognitive patterns. 
Gilman’s critique of debates about 
Quarles’ (1635) Emblemes and the 
significance of word and image – the 
combination of picture and text 
worked to make the idea of the 
emblem especially memorable – 
visual arts of literary theories drew 
artists and poets together - emblem 
was understood to embody a 
language in rebus mutually 
interchangeable with the language in 
verbis of the accompanying text. – 
Linguistic conception of the image 
precedent in hieroglyphics. 
Logocentric bias rooted in 
philosophical outlooks  
 the limitations of  a 2d still medium to 
capture time/movement and 3d 
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Shotwell, 
J.M., Wolf, D 
& Gardner, 
H. 

1980 USA Styles of 
achievement in 
early symbol 
use 

To secure answers to the 
universal properties of 
symbol use, those aspects 
of symbolization that may 
differ across media or 
across cultures  

Early cognitive 
development in 
symbolization and the 
nature of possible 
differences among 
individuals in patterns of 
symbol use.  

The two styles of symbol making – 
patterners and dramatists – signals 
markedly different routes toward 
achieving the same basic steps in 
ordinal scale development, 
differences which may be enduring. 
 

Sperber, D. 1980 USA Is symbolic 
thought 
prerational 

Examination of thought 
processes through the 
dichotomies rational versus 
prerational Primary or 
primitive 
 

Deliberate efficient goal 
directed or conversely rich, 
chaotic and inefficient 
thought 
 

If symbolic thought is necessarily built 
on some prior rational processing, 
symbolism could not have preceded 
rationality either in the history of 
humankind or in that of the individual. 
However  
selectivity – finite range of stimuli is 
selected to serve ritual purpose – 
usually have greater symbolic 
potential – likelihood to trigger rich 
evocation 
Directionality – different stimuli 
selected for different rites–i.e. 
different symbolic evocations.  
Both necessary to explain ritual 
action and any symbolic evocative 
communication 
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Bakhtin, 
M.M. 

1981 Russia Author and 
hero in 
aesthetic 
activity 

To provide a context for 
unifying 4 of Bakhtin’s 
essays on the subject 
matter of  the novel 

In formulating a theory or 
definition of the ever-
changing (genre-in-the-
making) novel examines 
the interlocative relation 
between “I” and “another” 
in lived experience- an 
exploration of the 
“author / hero” self/ other 
an  aesthetic struggle to 
achieve a unitary whole  

His revolutionary concept of 
dialogism (polyphony) The primacy of 
speech – emphasis on utterance. 
‘Expressive’ aesthetic theory is one of 
many impoverished theories which 
attempt to explain the creatively 
productive event by reducing its full 
amplitude by transposing it to a 
unitary plane of a single 
consciousness Author and hero in 
aesthetic activity. Language is 
stratified not only into dialects but 
also into socio-ideological languages 
belonging to professions, to genres, 
generations etc. 

Leroi-
Gourham A. 

1993 France Gesture and 
speech 

Translated from the French 
to present a collection 
(albeit a  fragmentary and 
highly selective sample) of 
the anthropologists work in 
Le geste et la parole 

Components necessary for 
a unified theory of human 
biocultural evolution  
Operational sequences in 
the analysis of human 
material culture of the past 
2.5million years.  

View of art based on a sophisticated 
understanding of cultural aesthetics. 
The importance of gesture or 
“material action” – the parallel of 
gesture and speech as a form of 
expression of mind and language. 
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Fiske, J. 1997 
 

Britain Introduction to 
Communication 
Studies 

To introduce readers to the 
most important results of 
contemporary research into 
communication and 
theories that seeks to 
explain it.   
To equip them with 
appropriate methods of 
study and investigation to 
apply directly to everyday 
experience of 
communication 

What is Communication? 
Communication theory 
Other models 
Communication, meaning 
and signs 
Codes 
Signification 
Semiotic methods and 
applications 
Structuralist theory and 
applications 
Empirical methods 
Ideology and meanings 
conclusion 
 

Barthes Anchorage (captions to 
images direct meaning close off other 
possible interpretations) presents the 
dominant code which conveys 
dominant values /negotiated code = 
subordinated system where other 
groups position is argued but needs 
improving, whereas the oppositional 
code = radical system, recognizes the 
dominant code but rejects social 
values presented as false.  Ideology –
consciousness produced by society 
not individually/ false consciousness 
= acceptance dominant reading.  
Althuser’s theories. Capitalism 
disadvantaged the majority of its 
members and exploited them for the 
benefit of a minority.  Ideologies more 
effective than Marx credited. Is 
deeply inscribed in the ways of 
thinking and ways of living of all 
classes.  All communication 
addresses someone and in so doing 
engages in a social action. 
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Ong, W.J. 1982 London Orality and 
Literacy 

Plot’s Western 
consciousness through the 
stages of primary orality to 
literacy (first chirographic, 
then print) to secondary 
orality …because we have 
by today so deeply 
interiorized writing, made it 
so much a part of 
ourselves... we find it 
difficult to consider writing 
to be a technology. 
 

Assuming that human 
society first formed itself 
with the aid of oral speech, 
becoming literate very late 
in its history…  
Freeing ourselves of 
chirographic and 
typographic bias... is 
probably more difficult than 
any of us can imagine. 

Chirographic cultures/typographic 
cultures 
Hearing-dominance yields to sight-
dominance (from manuscript writing 
to the printing press) 
Print treats words as things more 
than writing did –.but all text involves 
sight and sound. 
Greater legibility (than manuscripts) 
makes for rapid silent reading > 
makes for a different relationship 
between the reader and the authorial 
voice in the text and calls for different 
styles of writing. 
Space and meaning- 
Writing reconstituted the originally 
oral spoken word in visual space - 
from Ramism to concrete poetry to 
Derrida’s logomachy. 
Lists (indexes) – usually nouns are 
not free flowing > not oral though still 
sound in the inner ear to yield 
meaning. 

Meggs, P. B. 1983 USA A history of 
graphic design 

To chronicle and thus 
understand graphic design 
of the past to continue a 
cultural legacy of beautiful 
form and effective 
communication 

Evolution of graphic 
communications 
Origins of printing and 
typography in Europe and 
design of the printed page 
Impact of industrial 
technology upon visual 
communications 
Growth and development 
of modern graphic design 

Impact of the invention of writing on 
civilization 
Typography for an industrial age 
Pictorial modernism 
A new language of form 
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Stevenson, 
V. 

1983 Britain Words: the 
evolution of 
Western 
languages 

To trace the history of 
European languages 

 Kinship in language 
Outsider languages – not offshoots of 
Indo-European linguistic stem – 
Finnish and Hungarian, branches of 
the Uralic languages 
Insiderness- Indo-EuropeanF 
languages -its importance of 
language in protocol and politics 

Brooke, R. & 
C. 

1984 Britain Popular religion 
in the middle 
ages: Western 
Europe 1000-
1300 

To penetrate the religious 
aspirations, hopes and 
fears, and doctrines, of 
ordinary lay people in 
western Christendom. 

To reconcile the physical 
remains of the period- the 
buildings and artefacts - 
places or worship, images 
of wood, stone glass and 
paint which they looked at 
and valued – the literature  
which reflects their 
thoughts 

Design and function of the period 
Insiders (including the relic collectors) 
and outsiders - -anticlerics, dissenters 
and heretics 
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Fawcett 
R.P.,  
Halliday 
M.A.K.,  
Lamb S.M. & 
Makkai A.  

1984  The Semiotics 
of Language 
and Culture 
Volume 1 & 11 

To promote the integration 
of linguistics and cultural 
anthropology by exploring 
1) the use of methods of 
formal linguistics 
(especially relational 
network analysis_ for 
illuminating our 
understanding of culture 
and 2) the use of cultural 
and social information for 
illuminating our 
understanding of the 
structure and functions of 
language. 

Language as a social 
semiotic 
Language as code and 
language as behaviour: a 
systemic-functional 
interpretation of the nature 
and ontogenesis of 
dialogue M.A.K. Halliday 
 
Language as a social 
semiotic 
Language and other 
semiotic systems of culture 
Relating culture and 
language 
 

Language as code and as behaviour 
– brings together the social context of 
language = culture = A model of 
dialogue as a process of exchange 
involving 2 variables 1) nature of the 
commodity (goods and services or 
information) and 2) roles defined by 
the exchange process (giving or 
taking) 
The application of analytical tools 
developed in linguistics applied in 
other cultural systems offer insights 
into structure of culture  
Linguistic structure as a relational 
network/ linguistic structure as a 
system of signs/ culture as a 
semiotic/ language and culture 
The place of culture in knowledge of 
the universe. 
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Krmarae C., 
Schulz M & 
O’Barr W.M 

1984  USA Language and 
Power 

 The relationships between 
language and power – 
essays by authors from 
varying fields of study and 
training  
Language and social 
stratification 
Education ideology and 
class /Sex identity 
Effecting social change 
through group action 
Defining reality a powerful 
tool 
Minority writers 
Asking the right questions 
about language and 
power. 

Language is the mirror, the vehicle 
and the means of expression of many 
political relationships. 
Social situations and cultural 
contexts. 
Politics of language in interaction. 
Power and the written word. 

Blonsky,M 1985 Britain On signs 
 

To gather the various 
strands of semiotic inquiry 
and arrange them so that 
they will serve the diverse 
publics and permit even 
practitioners in the field to 
recognize and acquaint 
themselves with the more 
arcane and difficult pursuits 
that are part of this 
discipline. 

Collection of broad 
sweeping semiotic 
theorists 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 

Essays particularly Eco (1985), 
Towards a new middle ages 
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Eco, U. 1985 Britain Towards a new 
middle ages 

 A response to the 
premises of Vacca’s 
(1972) book Will there be a 
middle ages in the near 
future 

Prophetic hypothesis based on 
parallelism of the fall of Rome and 
Corporate America, citing top-heavy 
managerial organization, insecurity, 
class division based on wealth, new 
barbarian cultures, ecological 
deterioration, and neo-nomadism  as 
important elements. 

Havelock, E. 1986 USA The muse 
learns to write 

To present a unified picture 
of a crisis in human 
communication – from oral 
to literate culture because 
of the fluency of Greek 
alphabet  –  

Transformation from Greek 
orality to literacy  
Parallels in modern culture 
– from literacy to orality 

His synthesis of Ong’s orality and 
literacy, McLuhan’s Gutenburg 
galaxy, Goody’s Consequence of 
literacy  
The ‘speaking’ text – poetic devices 
of orality devoid in revolutionary 
literature prose fluency linear thinking
Modern discovery of primary orality – 
reviewing the cultural purpose of 
language 
Acoustic communication –non-linear 
and richer than visual 
Written text - speech put in storage - 
a record of events 
Organs used in speech-ear and 
mouth, in text primarily sight but sight 
used earlier also for bodily response  
 Consequences of alphabetic writing 
and print. 
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Edwards, B. 1987 England Drawing on the 
artist within 

To show that visual 
language when integrated 
with the language of verbal 
analytic thought, may 
provide the ingredients 
essential not only for true 
creativity, but also for 
useful creative solutions to 
the problems of everyday 
life 

Discovery about the dual 
nature of human brain 
function and human 
cognition have radically 
changed modern 
conceptions of thinking 
The global, visual, 
perceptual mode of the 
human brain - 
Seeing as an integral part 
of the thinking (and 
creative) process. 

visual language pivotal role in the 
creative process  
L-Mode: Linear, Logical, Language-
based thinking 
R-Mode: Visual, Spatial, Relational 
thinking 
Drawing out insight – analogs 
Making thought visible – the meaning 
of marks 
Drawing on a parallel language. 

Crystal, D.  1987 USA The Cambridge 
encyclopaedia 
of Language 

To illustrate the enormous 
diversity of the world’s 
languages, the great range 
complexity and beauty of 
expression that can be 
encountered in any of them
To convey something of the 
fascination and value of 
linguistic research 

Popular ideas about 
language 
Language and identity 
The structure of language 
The medium of language: 
speaking and listening 
The medium of language: 
writing and reading 
of communication problems 
posed by diversity 
-other Human and non-
human communication 

Very close relationship between 
language and thought 
Distinctions between communication 
and language – definitions of 
language 
Magical qualities of words 
Control of reality through ritual 
patterning and repetition – oral 
culture 
Non-existence of Primitive languages 
– simple grammar – all have equally 
complex grammars – no evidence of 
evolution - 
Patterns of communication in all 
modes – sight, sight, touch, smell and 
taste. 
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Poster, M. 1988  Jean 
Baudrillard: 
selected 
writings 

To present a cross section 
of Baudrillard’s writings 
from 1968 to 1997 drawn 
mostly from his major 
books 
To provide new readers of 
Baudrillard with an 
overview of his thought. 

Baudrillard’s theories on 
the proliferation of 
communication through the 
media – the relation of 
word, image or meaning.  

Garup – the system of objects – 
visual processing of signs 
The new hyperreality – a linguistic 
condition of contemporary society , a 
strange  mixture of  fantasy and 
desire unique to late-20th century 
early 21st century. 

Steiner E.H. 
& Veltman, R 
(eds.) 

1988 Britain Pragmatics, 
Discourse and 
Text 

To investigate the lack of 
communication between 
systemic and pragmatics 
linguistics and to suggest 
ways two could be 
integrated  
 

Interwoven themes of 
pragmatics discourse and 
text -eleven essays in four 
parts. 
 

Insights from discourse analysis 
The text as a product of interaction 
and cognition as it relates to M.A.K. 
Halliday’s broad framework for 
systemic functional linguistics – (and 
by extension to Michael O’Toole’s 
(1994) Language of Displayed Art) 

Smart, N. 1989 Britain The world’s 
religions 

To define what religion is 
To discern some patterns 
in world religions and their 
subtraditions 

Understanding the world’s 
worldviews 
The nature of religion 
The nature of secular 
worldviews 
Patterns of the present 

The seven dimensions of religion – 
evident in all to different degrees of 
presence 
The earliest religion – ritual practices 

Alexander, 
M. 

1990 Britain Flights from 
Realism: 
Themes and 
strategies in 
postmodern 
British and 
American 
fiction. 

  The word and the world – redrafting 
the contract between the writer and 
the reader 
- Reticent moralizing in post 
modernism  
– Destabilizing of meaning in texts 
since post-structuralism 
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Carter, M. 1990 Australia Framing Art  Guide through  
the processes of art 
production 
 the nature of the codes 
conventions and symbols 
at work in visual images 
dimensions that form the 
encounters between art 
and spectator 
cultural codes 
psychoanalysis and 
semiotics 

The Impact of image on social and 
cultural values – 
Producing Art and producing artists 
The work of Art as a symbolic object 
The work of Art as commodity 
From object to text 
The role of mediation or looking from 
somewhere 

Wyatt, J 1990 USA Reconstructing 
Desire: the role 
of the 
unconscious in 
women’s 
reading and 
writing 

  Primordial sounds 

Kristeva, J.  1991 France 
 

Strangers to 
ourselves 

 Nation, mankind, 
foreigners and the masses

Notions of foreigners/ foreignness – 
outsiderness 

Sacks, O. 1992 Britain Understanding 
the Present 

 A history of science and of 
our attempts – intellectual, 
spiritual and moral – to 
cope with its burgeoning 
power and effectiveness  
Charts the rise of science 
over the last four centuries 
. 

Insight of Wittgenstein’s “The sole 
remaining task for philosophy is the 
analysis of language” was derided by 
Science king Steven Hawking  
The necessity to grasp the dynamic 
that made all politics, economics and 
sociology to understand how science 
has ruled our lives–particularly how 
Darwin and Freud replaced conscious 
design by unconscious mechanisms 
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Bosseur, 
J.Y. 

1993 France Sound and the 
Visual Arts 

To examine forms of artistic 
expression which 
deliberately play on the 
paradox implied whenever 
classification becomes an 
aim in itself  
To focus on phenomena 
which inevitably bear 
witness to zones of 
intersection with others, 
such as notation, a 
visualized representation of 
musical thought or sound 
sculpture 
 

The Eye and musical 
notation 
Space and Architecture 
John Cage and the Visual 
Numerous composers 
draw on pictorial works for 
inspiration and vice versa, 
artists draw on music for 
theirs 
 

The relations between sound, graphic 
signs and space – experiments have 
figures as invaluable catalysts for 
artists who have sought to go beyond 
conventional categories 
Space as an essential dimension of a 
musical project 
Time as a concrete component of any 
plastic work of art  

Gallagher, 
W. 

1993 USA The power of 
place: how our 
surroundings 
shape our 
thoughts, 
emotions, and 
actions 

To examine the 
connections between our 
internal and external worlds 
that affect every one of us 
 

 Sensory perception in the 
environment  
SAD (seasonal affect disorder) – 
depression caused by lack of sunlight 
from p28  
 
 

Bower, B. 1994  Talking back in 
time: 
prehistoric 
origins of 
language 
attract new 
data and 
debate 

Research that supports and 
contradicts the theory is 
described 

Comparison or early-origin 
and late-origin theories on 
language acquisition 

Perspective on whether actions 
speak louder than words 
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Dixon, 
R.M.W. 

1994   Ergativity To provide a basis in terms 
of which field workers, 
typologists and 
theoreticians may work 

A survey of the types of 
ergativity found in 
languages of the world  

subject/object relationships 

Mitchell, 
W.J.T. 

1994 USA Picture theory: 
Essays on 
verbal and 
visual 
representation 

To trace the linkages of 
pictures and texts and their 
interaction to issues of 
power, value and human 
interest 
To foster the importance of 
visual culture and literacy in 
its relations to language 
and literature – merge 
textual and visual 
disciplines  

A critique of visual culture -
the power of images for 
good and evil 
discriminating the variety 
and historical specificity of 
their uses.  Contradictions 
of cultural politics and of 
Word and Image 
(shorthand for dividing, 
mapping and organizing 
the field of 
representation)– mutually 
symptomatic of deeply felt 
shifts in culture and 
representation – altering 
the very structure of 
human experience 

Writing as imagetext incarnate – -
duality of literal (letters) and figurative 
(pictures) in image/text in mixed 
media e.g. film television and 
illustrated books  p95 
“Word and Image”  - their difference 
associated with differences between 
mass and elite culture, between 
professional, academic humanities 
and the “public” humanities – 
anxieties between television and 
literacy 
Differences are associated to 
differences between sensory 
channels, traditions of representation 
and modes of experience 
 

O'Toole, M.  1994 England The Language 
of displayed art

To provide a practical 
semiotics for students, 
teachers and the art-
viewing public in general 

A model for analysis of the 
representational, modal 
and compositional 
functions across the arts 

Very useful semiotic model to analyse 
signs in 2D images, architecture and 
sculpture 
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Pinker, S. 1994 USA The language 
instinct: how 
the mind 
creates 
language 

To communicate the 
exciting discoveries of the 
many phenomena of 
language particularly 
reading and writing 
To present arguments 
against commonly 
presented hypotheses eg. 
That Language is a cultural 
invention but a biological 
adaptation to communicate 
information 

The ubiquity of complex 
language proof that it is 
innate 
The instinct to learn speak 
and understand language 
Darwin’s (1871) theory that 
language is a kind of 
instinct 
Chomsky influenced  
 
 

The ‘engineering’ of language by 
common people – comfortable 
abbreviations which diminishes the 
mechanics of language 
The arbitrariness of the sign – pairing 
the sound with a meaning, the 
combination of these signs to 
generate meaning quite distinct from 
the meaning of the single elements  
Similarities between the discrete 
combinatorial system of language 
and that of genetics. Sequences of 
DNA different from other systems 
which are blended with highly 
circumscribed range of properties.  
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Chandler, D. 1994  Biases of the 
ear and eye 

Explores the great divide 
(binary accounts) in cultural 
debates in what came to be 
called 'orality and literacy'  
 

An obsession with the 
visual has led to dividing 
things into tidy categories -
Dichotomies e.g. kinds of 
society or human 
experience: 'primitive' vs. 
'civilized', 'simple' vs. 
'advanced', 'pre-logical' vs. 
'logical', 'pre-rational' vs. 
'rational', 'pre-analytic' vs. 
'analytic', 'mythopoeic' vs. 
'logico-empirical', 
'traditional' vs. 'modern', 
'concrete' vs. 'scientific', 
'oral' vs. 'visual', or 'pre-
literate' vs. 'literate'.  
Critiques Ong, Goody, 
Synnott  

The ranking of one sense over 
another 
Historical accounts of  ranking reason 
over the senses  
Definition of Graphocentrism or 
scriptism - bias in which writing is 
privileged over speech. In many 
literate cultures, text has a higher 
status than speech: written language 
is often seen as the standard. Until 
the early twentieth century, linguists 
tended to accord priority to written 
language over speech: grammatical 
rules were based on written language 
and everyday speech was largely 
ignored  
Biases in favour of the written or 
printed word are closely associated 
with the ranking of sight above sound, 
the eye above the ear, which Synnott 
terms “ocularcentrism'” (Synnott 
1993:208).  
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Schiffrin, D. 1994 USA Approaches to 
Discourse 

To describe and compare 
several different 
approaches to the linguistic 
analysis of discourse:. 
To clarify the scope of 
discourse analysis in such 
a way it can continue …in a 
more systematic and 
theoretically coherent way 

Language as social 
interaction –  
Text and context crucial to 
analysis of utterances  
Speech act theory –
utterance/ action 
correlation -  Inter-actional 
sociolinguistics – actions 
as social, cultural personal 
meanings – local and 
global situation as context, 
ethnography of 
communication –
contextual approach, 
communicative situations, 
events and acts 
Pragmatics –Conversation 
analysis -  
variation analysis 

Messages involve both structure and 
function - an interaction between Text 
(linguistic content of utterances) and 
Context–harder to define than text 
i.e. more varied- a something else 
which counts – the source e.g. an 
image, a smell, a sound, a word, an 
utterance, a sequence  
Structural /Formalists approach- an 
autonomous system (code) as 
grammar–language a mental 
phenomenon, derived from common 
genetic linguistic inheritance, children 
ability to learn a built-in human 
capacity  
Functional = Functionalists approach 
–a social function - speech 
(act,event) as ways of speaking, –
language a societal phenomenon, 
derived from a universality of usage, 
children learn in accordance with 
needs and abilities in society  
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Barrow, J. D. 1995 England The Artful 
Universe 

To compare scientific and 
creative accounts of the 
world – the complexities of 
the mind and body as 
witness to a long history of 
subtle adaptations of the 
nature of the world and its 
occupants 
To explore some of the 
ways common experience 
of living in the Universe 
rubs off on us, shapes our 
thoughts, aesthetic 
preferences, and views 
about the nature of things  

Impact of Evolution  
-Perspective 
-Distortion of thought and 
space 
-sense of reality – mental 
pictures  
 
The structure of the 
Universe – its laws, its 
environments, it 
astronomical appearance  
Size, life, landscape,  
-figures in the landscape 
The heavens and the earth
-rhythms of life 
-colour vision 
The natural history of noise

Since all living things have right/left 
symmetry about a vertical plane we 
inherited responses to patterns 
…made us adaptive.  … high survival 
value become pleasurable will be the 
default response…  
Limited possibilities for pattern 
making 
Patterns in sounds 
After Babel: a linguistic digression – 
language so fundamental to our 
conscious experience (like talking to 
ourselves) we cannot conceive of its 
absence 
Size and its relationship to aspects of 
technological, social, cultural and 
artistic development 

Berger, A.A. 1995 USA Cultural 
Criticism 

To explain cultural criticism 
and cultural studies in 
easy-to-understand terms 

Foundations of popular 
culture  
An introduction to Literary 
theory /Marxism  / 
Semiotics / 
Sociological theory and 
cultural criticism 

Marxism and cultural criticism 
The Frankfurt School of Criticism 
Consumer culture 
Alienation 
Class 
Ideology 
Auteur theory  
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Butt D. 
Fahey R. 
Spinks S. & 
Yallop C. 

1995 
revise
d 1996 
correct
ed 
1997 

Australia Using 
functional 
grammar: An 
explorer’s 
guide Revised 
Edition 

To defuse controversy and 
chart an exploration (into 
grammar because) it 
(grammar) is seen as a 
type of selection test and 
because it’s a kind of 
mystery, full of arcane 
terms which hardly anyone 
understands 

Grammar as a language 
patterning for meaning 
Exploring experiential 
meaning 
Speakers interacting with 
language 
Speakers take a position 
Speakers organise their 
message 
Patterns of clause 
combination 
Exploring context 

How different elements of language 
function to realize the experiential, 
interpersonal and textual meanings 
Patterns in language 

Iverson, J. & 
Goldin-
Meadow, S. 

1997 USA What's 
communication 
got to do with 
it:  

 Gesture in blind children Even congenitally blind children 
gesture whilst speaking 

Jones, B. 1997  Manuscripts, 
Books, and 
Maps: The 
Printing Press 
and a 
Changing 
World  

 The Rise of Vernacular 
Languages and Nation 
States and the Decline of 
the Roman Catholic 
Church 

The power of language (Latin) in 
religion 
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Austin, J. 1996 USA Rewriting New 
York City in 
Connected 

Collection of essays in 
Connected, the series aim 
to create dialogue between 
group of academics in 
cultural studies who use 
interview intrinsically in 
their work to document the 
fin de siècle perspectives  

Writing in New York City 
– the continual remaking 
(rewriting) - rebuilding, 
maintaining, renegotiating, 
using, repairing of NYC 
means any singular 
ordering is constantly 
disrupted, rewritten, a 
matter of struggle, 
localized, partial.   
 

“only in official fantasies does the city 
embody a singular logic; in the 
engineer’s blueprints, in the planning 
commission’s charts, in the 
bureaucratic plans for efficiency, in 
the laws, in the imagination of 
individuals.’ P272  
NYC – A multiplicity of codes that 
order, disorder, and reorder NY. 
The urban crisis following economic 
mismanagement of city administration
The culture of writing 
Threats encoded in military 
metaphors – criminalization of graffiti 
p279 

Cresswell T. 1996 USA In Place Out of 
Place: 
Geography 
Ideology and 
Transgression 

To examine the basis for 
expressions such as 
‘everything in its place’ – 
and the reaction to three 
events that upset 
expectations about place 
and behaviour 

Highlights issues involved 
in the 
defining/expectations of 
the ‘proper’ uses of public 
spaces 
 

Ways space and place are used to 
structure a normative  landscape –
spatial structures order groups 
representation of the world 
Transgression – space and place are 
used to question that normative world  
 

Guberman, 
R.M. 

1996 UK Julia Kristeva 
interviews 

23 of Kristeva’s most 
provocative interviews 
translated to expose 
readers to Kristeva’s 
perspectives  

Questions notions of group 
identity and language, 
literature, feminism and 
politics through 
psychoanalysis, cultural 
theories and semiotics 

Insights/perspectives on desire, the 
feminine, maladies of the soul, 
language            
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Schirato T. & 
Yell S. 

1996 Australia Communication 
and Cultural 
literacy 

To signpost a field of 
enquiry and provide some 
basic tools and 
understandings for 
negotiating that field 

Communication as an 
essential part of cultural 
studies – constructs its 
own version of that 
includes an earlier 
Australian tradition of 
social semiotics and 
places an important focus 
on textual studies 
 

Social semiotic –– field, mode and 
tenor can be used to analyze how 
texts relate to their contexts-     
patterns that shape our cultural 
literacy – Intertextuality – meaning 
relates to how other texts and 
contexts contribute to meaning – the 
wider contexts within which a text is 
constructed e.g. Dingo and Azaria 
riddle 

Oliver, K. 1997  The Portable 
Kristeva 

English translations of a 
representative selection of 
leading European thinker   

Kristeva’s contribution to 
the human sciences, 
philosophy, literary theory, 
linguistics, cultural studies, 
psychoanalytic theory and 
feminist theory a 

The Maternal body –  and separation 
Desire in Language – signification 
Sensation – a form of language? A 
psychoanalytic view of Perception – 
incapable of consciousness 

Derrida,   J. 1976 France  Of 
Grammatology  

To focus on the 
logocentrism, the most 
original and powerful 
ethnocentrism which 
controlled the concept of 
writing, the history of 
metaphysics and the 
concept of science. 

The concept of writing in a 
world where the 
phoneticization of writing 
must dissimulate its own 
history as it is produced 
The history of metaphysics 
 

His perspective on philosophy in 
Western culture particularly in relation 
to the use of phonology, the alphabet 
and writing to impose a particular 
dominance on its societies. 
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Soja, E. W. 1996 USA Thirdspace  To encourage one to think 
differently about the 
meanings and significance 
of space and related 
concepts that compose and 
comprise the inherent 
spatiality of human life: 
place, location, locality, 
landscape, environment, 
home, city, region, territory, 
and geography 

Driven by the belief that 
the spatial dimension of 
our lives has never been of 
greater practical and 
political relevance than it is 
today 
Brings together theories 
 of Lefebvre’s Production 
of Space- the problems 
with the simultaneities of 
space expressed  in linear 
modes 

Foucault’s (1974) The Eye of Power - 
Space is where the discourses 
about Power and knowledge are 
transformed into actual relations of 
power  ...knowledge in the forefront is 
that of aesthetics 
 

Cobley, P. & 
Jansz, L. 

1997 Britain Semiotics for 
beginners 

 An abstract of the history 
and theories of 
semioticians in cartoon 
style 

Sign systems – natural signs as 
opposed to conventional signs 
designed for the purpose of 
communication 
Genetic and verbal codes and 
meaning-plan   of Sebok 
Theory of culture Lotman 

Johns, A. M. 1997 USA Text Role and 
Context 

Argues for a socio-literate 
approach in learning in 
which students are asked 
to draw on their 
experiences with genres 
and discourse communities 
in order to interpret 
produce and critique texts 
within specific academic 
contexts 

Understanding academic 
literacy – knowing how 
knowledge is represented 
in different disciplines and 
contexts, strategies 
needed for understanding 
and organizing texts, 
knowing the social 
contexts in which texts are 
produced and read etc. 

Genre – shared communicative– 
naming of genres closely related to 
purpose or intentionality- 
- Conventions more effectively 
manipulated to achieve 
communicative purposes within a 
particular context.  -social roles of 
readers and writers relate to purpose 
– shared knowledge of context – 
‘sphere of human activity’ 
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Searle, J R. 1998 USA Mind, language 
and society: 
Philosophy in 
the real world 

To explain how mind, 
language and society relate 
to each other, how they fit 
into our overall 
contemporary conception 
of the universe 

Understanding mental 
phenomena 
 

How language works – 
communication and meaning 
-Speech as a human action-
Intentionality in relation to utterance 
Why thought and speech go hand in 
hand 

Drucker, J. 1998 USA Figuring the 
word: Essays 
on books, 
writing and 
visual poetics 

Inquiries into the fields of 
writing, typography and the 
book as a form which 
migrate between creative 
and scholarly approaches 

Writing in poetics, 
literature, design and the 
visual arts 
Using design to extend the 
communicative potential of 
writing, not in eliminating 
or negating it. The duality 
of the word writing as a 
verb and a noun, an act 
and a product, a visual and 
verbal form 
 

The foregrounding of visual 
materiality in language works – All 
language is visual when read – the 
visual dimension is ornamental, 
decorative, extrasemantic – a matter 
of design, not signs that matter 
Printing a potent complement to 
speaking and writing – empowering 
skill to transform personal expression 
into an authoritative form within the 
social order and the public sphere- 

Trumbore, 
Rev. S. 

1998  Alphabets 
Images Gods 
and Godesses 

Sermon Unitarian 
Universalist Fellowship of 
Charlotte County 

Reviews quote from 
Leonard Shlain’s book The 
Alphabet Versus the 
Goddess: The Conflict 
Between Word and Image.- 
“But one pernicious effect 
of literacy has gone largely 
unnoticed: writing 
subliminally fosters a 
patriarchal outlook. Writing 
of any kind, but especially 
its alphabetic form, 
diminishes feminine values 
and with them women's 
power in the culture” 

Attitudes re transformation of human 
consciousness due to literacy 
Argues it was the Godess 
worshipping Arkadians and 
Sumerians who first made 
phonograms to transform 
communication from images to the 
linear sequenced sound symbols of 
cuniform.  
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Smith, N.V. 1999 Britain Chomsky 
 

 Chomsky as hero of the 
semantics of language  

An accessible text on understanding 
the semantics of language / 
knowledge, the state of the mind / 
brain in using language  
Innate v learned  
Word meaning  universals  
Insights into the mind may expose 
specific characteristics of human 
intelligence 

Slayden, D. 
& Whillock 
R.M.  

1999 USA Soundbite 
culture 
 

Theoretical study with case 
analysis suggests that the 
rise of the image and 
decline of the word have 
been accom-panied by a 
reconstitution of actuated 
selves and communities 
into image-oriented per-
formances, products and 
presentations. Aims to 
describe and account for 
the environment within 
which discourse may 
become extinct. 

Communication –social 
aspects of language and 
culture in a post-modern 
civilization  -discourse as a 
‘reasoned ex-change’ 
rarely exists in our 
mediated culture - 
examines what has 
replaced it and why. 

Argues that discourse at a time when 
there are more means of facilitating 
now than ever before, less real 
communication is taking place.  
discourse has been subsumed by 
ritualistic and stylistic 
performances 
cultural conventions have been 
replaced by production codes 
wherein points of cultural reference 
emanate from the produced realm of 
film and television rather than shared 
experience of everyday physical 
world 
acts of resistance and populism 
including graffiti are routinely 
censored and silenced through 
commercial assimilation 
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Dear, M.J. 2000 USA The 
postmodern 
urban condition

To unlock what is 
suggested as a 
postmodern hyperspace – 
a stretching and 
reorganization of society’s 
time – space fabric into 
dimensions we can so far 
only dimly perceive 

Postmodern urbanism - an 
emphasis on space, place, 
and locality in uncovering 
the complex archaeologies 
of past, present and future 
urbanisms. 
Decentralisation of 
philosophy and urbanism -
in post-modern urbanism, 
urban peripheries are 
organizing the centre, what 
you see depends where 
you are seeing it from 
 

Global political economy has shifted 
into a period of intense restructuring 
and associated instability 
Deindustrialisation, 
environmentalism, reinvigorated 
nationalisms, diminished 
democracies, cyberspace, NIMBYism 
(not in my back yard) and minority-led 
social movements. 
Insists on new ways of seeing – to 
question ways we read, represent, 
and make choices   
Existing authority has been subjected 
to a penetrating scrutiny. 

Emmisson, 
M. & Smith, 
P. 

2000 Britain Researching 
the Visual: 
Images, 
objects, 
contexts and 
interactions in 
social and 
cultural inquiry- 
‘the visual’ is 
pervasive 
feature not only 
of social life but 
of many 
aspects of 
social inquiry 

To propose analytical 
frameworks for the 
investigation of visual data 
which rest on conceptual 
foundations both 
theoretically informed and 
empirically productive 
- the concept of visual 
research to include the 
overlooked domain of 
visual inquiry e.g. no longer 
just the study of the image 
but the study of the seen 
and observable 

Visual sociology as a 
methodologically and 
theoretically sound subset 
of social science.  
Marginalization of visual 
data in many fields of 
social science -Visual 
sociology as a subfield to 
the central theoretical 
traditions and debates  
Prevailing trends in visual 
research in social  
Quantitative and qualitative 
techniques for analysing 
visual data 
-  

Exploring 2D and 3D visual images – 
considering advantages of objects 
over texts within visual research 
Highlights the importance of the 
inclusion of all the elements 
observable and perhaps perceived  
convincing argument for the study of 
visual culture as opposed to the 
written in postmodern era – px, xi 
Critiques private and public graffiti in 
terms of placement/ audience e.g. 
taggers restrict their activity to 
previously dirty and unkempt places 
p143  
Transgressive semiotics – signs 
which are in p146  graffiti in violation 
of a public expectation p147 
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Goody, J. 2000 USA The power of 
the written 
tradition 

To address 
counterarguments which 
downplay the notion of 
difference between the 
written and the oral 
To look at some of the 
propositions arising out of 
the cultural relativist stance 
-  

The power of cultures with 
writing to dominate over 
purely oral cultures 
through the accumulation 
of knowledge 
The hegemonic power 
writing endows upon 
various elements in a 
particular society –religious 
and social 
 

Immutability of text – “There would be 
no Darwin had there been no book of 
Genesis” p10 
Text as Ideological backup – e.g. 
Mormons and Anabaptists reference 
to Old Testament to backup polygyny
Challenges Derrida’s and 
poststructuralists’ linguistic theories 

Poster, M. 2001 Britain Jean 
Baudrillard: 
Selected 
writings  

 Critiques the subject”s 
writings interviews with 
Philippe Petit 
 

GARAP – the meaning of signs 
Advertising changed from a 
commercial practice to a theory of the 
praxis of consumption - 
Consumer society for the first time in 
history offers the individual the 
opportunity for total fulfilment and 
liberation   
 The system of consumption 
constitutes an authentic language, a 
new culture, etc – a new humanism 
 
the development of a radical theory of 
language as a supplement to 
Marxism Critique of the political 
economy of sign) 

Chandler, D. 2002 USA Semiotics: the 
basics 

Printed version of the 
online texts earlier 
published 
-  

Human semiotics – the 
humanities not including 
music or architecture 
Focus on Saussurean and 
Peircean concepts 
 

Concentrates on structuralist 
semiotics and its poststructuralist 
critiques 
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Howie, E.  USA Early insular 
illuminated 
manuscripts: 
Merging of oral 
and literate 
cultures 

To examine insular 
manuscripts as material 
witness to the convergence 
of oral and literate cultures 

  

Manghani, S. 2003 Britain Adventures in 
subsemiotics: 
Towards a new 
object and 
writing of visual 
culture 

To highlight the need in 
visual culture for a critical 
discursive framework and a 
specifically visual 
orientation  
 

Critiques the debate 
between Mieke Bal and 
James Elkins regarding the 
nature and scope of visual 
semiotics – ie. 
Conceptualisation of the 
smallest ‘subsemiotic’ 
marks of pictures 
 

The necessity to reconsider past 
semiotic theory and the very ‘object’ 
of visual culture in and as writing itself
 

Maxwell, I. 2003  Phat Beats 
Dope Rhymes 

To explore the logics and 
practices by which the 
subjects researched 
justified and sustained their 
claim to Hip Hopness. 

Australian racial history 
and the happy (if faux) 
face of cosmomulti-
culturalism as a backdrop 
for Hip Hop culture in 
1990s Sydney  

The relationship of writing to Hip Hop 
music in Australia 
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Scollon, R. & 
S.W. 

2003 Britain + 
USA  + 
Canada 

Discourses in 
place: 
Language in 
the material 
world 

To extend the studies of 
semiotic systems beyond 
the analysis of the 
grammars of languages 
into the grammars of ‘texts’ 
taken in much broader 
sense - by integrating well 
established work in 
psychology, social 
psychology, 
communication, discourse 
analysis, and human 
geography into a single 
framework by which we can 
consider the role of all of 
these working together in 
the production of human 
action 

The study of the role of the 
interaction order, visual 
semiotics and place 
semiotics in discourses 
found in the material 
universe. 
The social meaning of 
actions in place - the 
material placement of 
signs and discourses  -
Geosemiotics – indexical 
signs in the material world 
–including graffiti 
A grammar of indexability 
Indexes the sociocultural 
and sociopolitical 
structures of power in the 
world around us 
3 interconnected systems 
in any social action – 
the interaction order 
 visual semiotics  
 place semiotics 

The control of language at state level 
through the printed word 
Geosemiotics –Indexability – the 
meaning of signs which is based on 
their material location – key to the 
analysis of any human action 
Interaction is primary – NOT 
LANGUAGE 
Visual semiotics following Kress & 
van Leeuwen 
The importance of architecture, urban 
planning, landscape planning and 
analysis, highway engineering 
daunting in social semiotics 
Transgressive semiotics - - any sign 
in the ‘wrong’ place. Breaches of the 
expectations of or intended place for 
sign ch5. 
Text vectors – direction of writing  
The interaction order – speech, 
movement, gesture 
Visual semiotics – text and images 
Place semiotics – all other non-
linguistic symbols that directly or 
indirectly represent language 
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Bonyhady, T. 2004 Australia Out of 
Afghanistan 

Essay in exhibition 
catalogue, Rugs of War 

Western Art embrace/ 
characterization of rugs as 
tribal art, but also war rugs 
produced to appeal to 
touring soldiers as Soviet 
withdrawal of Afghanistan, 
as anti-war rugs/ protest 
rugs/ victory rugs/ 
women’s work/ children’s 
art /as social and historical 
documents marketed as a 
form of militaria in which 
sometimes weaponry may 
be identified    

The presence of writing resembling 
Cyrillic script on a number of early 
war rugs suggests their makers 
expected a Russian audience 
Objects of protest 
War rugs sold at Peshawar (the base 
of Afghan resistance to the Soviets) 
made by refugees as a means of 
survival 
Of 100 Baluchi rugs sold in Sydney in  
1988 several depicted small tanks 
and grenades 
Market increase demanded young 
men and boys become involved 

Goody, J. 2004 Britain Capitalism and 
Modernity 

To consider from the 
perspective of one who is 
not bound up with the West 
–the present state of 
discussions about the 
origins of capitalism, 
modernization and 
industrialization  

When and why Europe and 
Anglo-America started to 
outstrip all other continents 
in socio-economic growth 
 

 

Goody, J. 2004 Britain Islam in Europe To contribute to an 
understanding of the place 
of Islam in Europe’s past 
and present and the nature 
of interactions between 
them 

Historical analysis of 
religious warfare, forced 
migration, legitimate 
violence, ethnic cleansing 
and terrorism and the 
perceived opposition 
between Islam and Europe

The persuasive role of propaganda in 
marginalizing different religious 
cultures 
The role of the word in religion – 
especially in today’s climate of 
religious wars 
The conflict between word and image 
p153 – iconoclasm – materiality v. 
spirituality – gold Book of Mormon to 
Joseph Smith  and  stone to Moses 
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MacLachlan, 
I. 

2004 Britain Jacques 
Derrida: Critical 
thought 

  to illuminate important or 
potentially difficult aspects  

Essays translating 
chronologically some of 
Derrida’s substantial 
corpus of writings not 
previously collected in 
book form, 

To understand critical theories of 
Derrida 
Definitions of logocentrism; 
phonocentrism 

Salisbury, K. 2004 USA Linguistic 
Development 
 

The dictionary collection of 
all the K-v-N words in 
several languages to 
ascertain sound patterns in 
language 

study of words beginning 
with /K-vowel-N/, of /P-
vowel-N/, and  of /T-vowel-
N/ - the three primordial 
speech sounds 
encompass essentially all 
of man's consonant-
forming regions in the 
vocal column and relate 
one of his three main 
manual motions 

That oral language evolved from 
sounds accompanying the 
performance of various actions  
various attributes of each of three 
manual experiences devolved into 
societally-recognized concepts, 
named by the representative sound 
KvN, PvN and TvN 
A study contrary to Sapir (1925) 
viewpoint 

Barrow, J.D. 2005 UK The Artful 
Universe 
Expanded 

To explore some of the 
ways in which our common 
experience of living in the 
Universe rubs off on us. 

An updated version of the 
connections between art 
and science since previous 
edition 1995. 

Pattern recognition  as a survival 
mechanism 

ChandelleR. 2005 UK Beyond Angels 
and Demons 

To objectively analyse 
some of plots outlined in 
Dan Brown’s Da Vinci 
Code and Angels and 
Demons 

The secret societies such 
as the Rosicrucians, the 
Bavarian Illuminati, the 
Freemasons 

The use of ambigrams  and 
acronyms, for example OSS (Office 
of Strategic Studies) as precursor of 
the CIA, p2 ( Masonic Lodge 
Propaganda)   
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C: Exhibition Catalogue and invitation 
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D: Pinnacles Flier for Artist Talk 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

   

86 Thuringowa Drive 

Phone  07 

 

Members of the public are invited 

to attend a free talk  

by local artist Donna Foley 

 

Donna will talk about her 

artworks in  

 

Train of Thought  

 

Come and meet the artist  

in a relaxed atmosphere. 
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E: Review Townsville Bulletin 29 October, 2004 
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F: Review See Hear Now, Realtimearts, Vol 81, Oct-Nov 2007 
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G: Exhibition catalogue: Drawn and quartered, Umbrella Studio 2008. 
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