"What's That?"  Is Graffiti Art?
Graffiti has been around for a long time.  I remember seeing it scrawled on desks and carved into trees when I was little.  "Kilroy was here," was written by GIs on walls all over Europe in WWII.  But lately graffiti seems to be everywhere and in more and more sophisticated forms.  As it grows more prevalent and sophisticated has it become art?

If developing its own subculture is the measure, then graffiti is art.  It has its own language.  "Writers", people who do graffiti or "write" have "tags", a word that they like that is always included in their work.  It's a short word like "Jive" or "Cycle" or "Emit" that becomes the writer's signature.  A writer's tag is a highly stylized design that you often see variations on it.

"A crew is a group who works together," local graffiti writer Chris Langford told me.  Writers carry "black books" which they exchange and in which they collect each other's work and in which they plan "pieces".  "A piece," Mr. Langford continued, "is something you spend a lot of time on, (with) a lot of different colors.  You don't do that every time you go out."  Otherwise you're "bombing".  "That's when you just go out and do something really fast so you don't get caught, just to get your name up."

Bombing is just "tags" or "throw-ups" (quick designs).  It's a way to establish your reputation among other writers.  Respect is awarded for both design and risk.  The risk seems to be a major attraction of graffiti.  Part of its allure is the night-time, anti-establishment secretiveness.  

But does a subculture devoted to graffiti make it art?  What is art anyway?  "There's doodling and there's art," Chris said.  Doodling "is not inspired.  Usually it's scribbles.  It's not art."

"Art is when you think about it," added Matt Traylor, another graffiti connoisseur.  A mustache on a picture "is just making fun of something.  There's no point to it, but to deface something."  The idea of "the point" seems to be the key in answering this question.

"There's no point to doing it in school bathrooms,"  Mr. Langford said.  "It serves no purpose.  You want people to see it."  And spraying fences he added "gives graffiti a bad name."  Among writers there appears to be a line between graffiti that is destructive and graffiti that is art, although Mr. Slais, Assistant Principal at JBHS does not see the difference.  "I think there is a graffiti art," he said after carefully considering the question, "but because it's always on a fixed place, it's inherently destructive."

But can't graffiti be destructive and still be art?  The word itself comes from Graffito "an ancient drawing or writing scratched on a wall or other surface." (Random House College Dictionary 1983)  So in a sense graffiti is part of an ancient tradition.  I imagine there were stone age mothers that were pretty unhappy to come home from a tough day of gathering to find their cave walls defaced.  It took thousands of years, but now cave paintings are exhibited in museums.  Will modern graffiti have to wait that long to be considered art?

 I guess art, like beauty, is in the eye of the beholder.  So I decided to look for myself.  I had to pick my son up at a birthday party in Danbury.  On my way, I stopped with my daughter at the "legal wall" behind the Connecticut Candy and Tobacco Company warehouse off White Street.  A "legal wall" is a place where the owner has given permission for writers to write.  The pieces I found there were highly stylized tags with a few cartoon-like figures.  I was disappointed at first, because I had hoped to see more complex pieces, more mural-like illustrations.  But as I walked down the long wall, I began to appreciate the airbrush styling, the subtle variations: the cartoon-style to "cycle" with a small head coming out of the "y"  and the metallic-look to a tag so removed from the original lettering that I couldn't read it.  It had become pure design.  

"What's that?" my three-year-old daughter asked, pointing to the wall.

"It's graffiti," I said.  "Those are the artist's names."

"What's that?" Erin asked again.

"That one says EMIT," I said.

"What's that?" she asked gaining momentum.

"I don't know," I said, cocking my head to figure it out.  "It's a design, I guess."

"What's that?" she asked and again when I didn't respond, "What's that?"

"It's art," I said at last.  That seemed to satisfy her.  

And I realized it satisfied me, too.
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