
A homeless man leans against a brick wall clutching 
a sign that reads, “Keep your coins, I WANT 
CHANGE.” This message is poignantly real. This 
man, however, is not. This is but one example of the 
controversial, in-your-face-confrontational, counter-
culture movement blazing from the art world. This is 
street art.   

Since its beginning, graffiti has been written off by 
society as the domain of neglected youth armed with 
spray cans, destructively “tagging” or “bombing” 
signs, walls and subway cars. Typically these urban 
creations have been stigmatized by the general 
public and the neighbourhoods they’re in as nothing 
more and nothing less than vandals giving a finger 
to the system.

something better than that- a political statement or a social 
statement, like clean water...’” However, as these few excep-
tions are being recognized, many talented voices addressing  
critical issues about the human condition do not achieve 
realization. Herein lies the irony and the challenge. Can the 
power of these social messages sustain their edginess and 
impact if they are simply recognized as legitimate art 
expressions in mainstream terms? Or is the tension created 
by keeping them as commentaries on the sidelines not the 
very fuel required to raise curiosity, awareness, and the 
discomfort and disquiet necessary to make a social differ-
ence?

Street art, traditionally viewed as lowbrow, has found its 
way into highbrow galleries, and in so doing, has placed the 
paradox of legitimacy versus edginess of this medium into 
focus. Housing this rebellious medium of expression within 
conventional venues can certainly feel like caging animals 
in a zoo. And, as the “wild” are being tamed or imprisoned, 
many critics have condemned these street artists as sellouts,
which misses a central point. What’s really at stake is that 
this important art is being properly recognized. It must be 
noted that fame came to these artists, not the other way 
around. They continue to lurk in the dark shadows of night, 
remaining anonymous, while the world eats up their talent 
by sunlight. Their aspirations lie entirely in the message, 
the method, and the mystique. “…We must keep our 
anonymity- it’s what half the hype is about. It wouldn’t be 
fun anymore if it were legalized. It’s not about the fame or 
money!” says Luzangi. “Paint one beautiful picture for the 
masses to see and the number of people you touch, for free, 
is so huge compared to art confined to a gallery or art that’s 
simply hidden with the artist because it cannot find a way to 
be seen. The reward is so much bigger for us.”

Street artists turn the ordinary into the controversial, the 
irrelevant into the interesting, the pitiable into the provoca-
tive; they add an element of surprise to an otherwise 
predictable environment. They’re out to make a point. 
They’re not giving society the finger; it’s just a wink.
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Street art and graffiti are not one and the same. While 
graffiti is specifically used to create notoriety for the 
"writer," street art aims to convey a message to the 
onlooker. From famous works like Shepard Fairey’s 
“Hope” posters that were used by Barack Obama’s 
presidential campaign to the guerilla tactics of 
Britain’s notorious Banksy painting images of paradise 
on Israel’s West Bank barrier, street artists, ranging 
widely in style and vision, are now being recognized 
by mainstream art critics and curators. And yet, 
questions of legitimacy and legality regarding this 
movement continue to be wrestled with. Similarly, the 
socio-political consciousness motivating much of 
street art continues to be overlooked by a considerable 
amount of the general populace and undermined by 
powerful city officials. L-R: Paul Beasley, Jimmy Carter, Ricky McKinnie

The paradoxes created by street art entering the main-
stream are clear. Is the practice of street art undoubtedly 
civil disobedience? Yes. Are the socio-political messages 
being introduced to the masses often so powerful that they 
should be seen and discussed? Yes. Are most of these 
messages coming from artists that otherwise couldn’t and 
wouldn’t be heard if not for this urban war cry? Yes. Does 
the edginess that accompanies the shadowy lawfulness of 
such practice add punch to the message? Yes.   

On a verbal tour through street art’s history, Gerald 
Luzangi, street artist and photographer, emphasizes at each 
segue, that much like rap and punk, street art originates 
from the bottom of the socio-economic pyramid. This 
echoes deeply with the ongoing class struggle and unwaver-
ing desire to have a voice in society. The value of street art is 
embedded in the notion that it is one of the last ways in 
which people can make un-commercial public expression 
that symbolizes their freedom by communicating their 
hopes, desires and fears. Luzangi elaborates on the function 
of street art messages and the fundamental irony of their 
illegitimacy: “Most of us don’t have money to [place our art] 
in specific areas. Yonge and Dundas… they make money 
from the big companies, like Coca Cola.” But, oh, what a 
perfect place that could be for the masses to receive an 
important message that affects everyone.

Street artists question the existing environment with its own 
idiom. As such, it has the power to turn the infrastructures 
of cities into significant questions that allow global commu-
nication; it transcends every language, culture, class and 
ethnicity. Ron English, a street artist and radical supporter 
of free speech and social equality, has done exactly that. 
Through witty manipulations of billboard advertisements, 
he flaunts pressing questions, like Ronald McDonald 
depicted as obese, Apple’s “Think Different” campaign 
replaced with images of Hitler or Charlie Manson, or the 
fusion of Lincoln's and Obama’s faces. In a moment of
reflection, Luzangi says, “English said, ‘You stare at these 
billboards on the highway and they bombard you with a 
beautiful woman that you can’t forget, but it could be 
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“To live outside the law, you must be honest” –Bob Dylan


